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  Chapter 0 : Prologue


When I was young, I once watched a street magic performance.

As I watched a card floating in midair, I asked the magician.

“Is this magic?”

Seeing my eyes sparkle with fascination, the magician leaned down. 

“Does that matter?”

“It does.”

“Magic, huh… Hmm.”

The magician stroked his chin and slowly continued.

“Yeah, it’s magic. 

And I’m a magician.”

“Wow!”

I still remember how bright my voice was at that moment, and how the magician smiled in satisfaction.

“If it’s magic, what kind of system does it follow? 

Is it the kind that consumes mana to construct spell formulas? 

Or is it the type where mystery exists without reason? 

I don’t think it’s just simple telekinesis—because psychic powers aren’t magic. 

Oh! 

Or maybe it’s the kind that summons myths engraved in human history—”

“Sorry, kid. 

It’s just a loop trick.”

I also remember the look on the magician’s face when he panicked and confessed the trick.

I loved magic.

In a world where people throw around the word “love” so easily, it might sound trivial, but I truly, wholeheartedly loved magic.

I wanted to use magic.

I didn’t care about the method. 

As long as it was magic, as long as it was a power of mystery, I was satisfied with anything.

Even if I had to die just once to reach magic, I wouldn’t mind.

That was how deep my desire was. 

“-? Rachel”.

That’s why dying and reincarnating wasn’t a big deal for me.

Even the fact that my gender changed to female wasn’t a big deal.

Even though the world shifted from the era of AR and VR to a medieval setting, that wasn’t a big deal either.

When I fell from a narrow alley into a vast open world, and a man—presumably my father—was shouting words that seemed to be a person’s name, I had only one thought in my mind.


So.

Is there magic here?

Fortunately, there was magic.

Thank you.



 
  Chapter 1 : Childhood (1)


The Life of a Wizard is Lonely

It wasn’t the kind of loneliness you’d associate with a lone wolf.

It wasn’t about chasing an unrecognized ideal, nor was it about living in an entirely different world alone.

Of course, wizards did have a bit of that lone wolf nature, a tendency to pursue ideals that others couldn’t understand, and a lifestyle that felt separate from the rest of the world.

But at its core, a wizard’s loneliness had little to do with any of those things.

The real reason people avoided wizards was simple—because every single one of them was utterly broken.

It was human instinct to stay away from madmen.

Only those with that survival instinct lived long enough to pass on their genes, so it made sense.

But even from a wizard’s perspective, this was unavoidable.

A wizard is someone who constantly pushes themselves to the brink, seeking something hidden within their own soul.

In fact, unless your mind was at least a little broken, you couldn’t become a wizard at all.

Well, that was all just old talk now.

Kelton, a thoroughly commercial wizard, was far from the typical wizard stereotype.

It had already been thousands of years since the First Emperor ended the Age of Myths with a single sword.

A lot had happened since then.

It was only natural that wizards, too, had changed over time.

There’s a saying: “Giving up makes life easier”.

The same applied to wizards.

If you simply accepted your limits, stopped growing at a comfortable level, and focused on earning easy money, you wouldn’t lose your mind.

And yet, Kelton, despite himself, still had lingering ambitions.

It was only recently that he’d begun to let go, realizing it was far too late to chase them now.

That didn’t mean they never resurfaced.

Kelton was someone with a frustratingly mediocre level of talent.

He had realized this long ago, had felt it countless times, but he had only truly understood it in his soul very recently.

He had spent his entire life stuck at the third rank, only barely reaching the fourth rank two years ago.

And, just a little, he regretted it.

Had he known it would turn out like this, he would have trained harder, pushed himself further—before his body started breaking down.

Salmon have an instinct to return to the river of their birth in their final moments.

In that sense, one of Kelton’s unknown parents might as well have been a salmon.

After becoming too old to work as a mercenary, he finally returned to the hometown he had ignored his entire life.

A lot had changed in the decades he’d been gone.

The uncle who had abused him had long since turned to dust.

Everyone he had once known had been dead for at least thirty years.

At that point, it wasn’t really a hometown anymore—just an unfamiliar rural village.

And yet, Kelton felt surprisingly content.

There must be a reason why people seek out their hometowns.

Just being there made him feel at peace.

Kelton sat in a rocking chair in his garden, lazily puffing on his pipe.

The weather was nice.

The sky was high and clear of clouds.

This would be the perfect time for a meat pie and a warm cup of herbal tea—

“Here’s some warm herbal tea.”

“Ah.

Thanks.”

Kelton took the tea and sipped it.

It warmed his body just right, fitting for the crisp autumn air.

He exhaled deeply and set the empty teacup down.

And then, he slowly opened his mouth.

“Who the hell are you?”

It had been so natural, so casual, that even Kelton—after decades as a mercenary—had taken the tea and drunk it without thinking.

Accepting food from a stranger?

Considering his habits, that was unbelievable.

Kelton tilted his head down slightly.

A girl stood there.

Messy silver hair, skin smudged with soot.

And beneath it all, a pair of striking green eyes staring directly at him.

She looked about ten years old.

Very young.

The girl spoke.

“My name is Ruina.”

“I didn’t ask for your name.

What the hell are you doing?”

“I thought you might want some tea.

Was I wrong?”

She wasn’t wrong.

He had wanted tea.

But that wasn’t the point.

“Why would you do this?”

Why had she suddenly come to him and offered tea?

That was what Kelton wanted to know.

The girl answered calmly.

“I want to learn magic.

Will you teach me?”

“Hah.”

Kelton pressed his fingers against his forehead.

Not this again.

For the first two weeks after returning, this had happened every single day.

Ever since word got out that a veteran mercenary wizard had settled in the village.

“I want to learn magic.”

Kids would say it with the most serious expressions, and then disappear just as quickly—thanks to Kelton’s way of handling things.

Kelton refilled his pipe with tobacco and lit it with magic.

Sssss.

As the leaves burned, he spoke.

“If I teach you magic, what do I get in return?

If I asked you to give up your life right now, would you?”

“That would be a problem.”

As expected.

At this point, kids usually responded in one of two ways.

First, they’d lie and say they would give up their life.

Of course, the moment he actually tried to test them, they’d run.

Second, they’d refuse, saying that their life was off the table.

And these were the worst kind.

They’d try to bargain with promises of paying him back in the future or serving him for life.

Kelton hated those types the most.

He lifted his pipe, preparing to tell her to get lost.

But then—

“If I master all the magic in this world, I’ll gladly die for you.

Would that condition work?”

The Girl Who Wanted Magic

More than anything, the girl—Ruina—was quick to respond.

Kelton took a slow drag from his pipe, eyes fixed on her.

Ruina, expressionless yet unwavering, met his gaze without flinching.

Pure, unshaken sincerity.

Kelton let out a dry chuckle.

“Even if I took a person’s life, I’d have no use for it.”

“But you were the one who asked for it, Mr.Kelton.

Besides, you really don’t have any use for a life?

I thought you’d at least be the type to use souls for some special magic or something.”

“My name—…

Ah, so you overheard the villagers talking.

You’re not from around here.

Where did you come from?”

“From another village.”

Kelton didn’t bother asking if she had parents.

Even a clueless child could tell that Ruina either had no parents or was living apart from them.

Tck.

He tapped his pipe, emptying the ash, and fell into thought.

The main reason Kelton had never taken on an apprentice was simple—he didn’t like kids.

They were selfish, cried at the drop of a hat, and worst of all, they were impossible to have a proper conversation with.

But if conversation was possible…

Perhaps, in his twilight years, it wouldn’t be so bad to leave behind something.

And there was something about Ruina—something unusual.

A hint of genius, maybe.

Kelton stood from his rocking chair and gave her a single order.

“First, go wash up.

You’re too filthy to look at.”

A Bit of the Past…

After running away from home and wandering from place to place, I became a wizard’s apprentice—thanks to the great art of Herbal Tea Theft.

But if someone had witnessed my birth—my reincarnation—they might have been confused.

“Wait, wasn’t she born with her parents’ blessing?

Why did she run away?”

The answer?

I wasn’t really born with my parents’ blessing.

Let’s rewind a bit—to the very first words I ever heard in this world.

At the time, I barely understood the language.

Fresh out of my mother’s womb, my father’s words sounded something like this:

[? Rachel .]

If you looked at it in isolation, it would seem like a normal phrase.

Something like, 

“Ah, you’re finally here?

Rachel, that’s your name.”

And so, for a long time, I thought my name was Rachel.

But it wasn’t.

My name was Ruina.

So what happened?

I figured it out later, after I learned the language properly.

And here it is—the shocking truth, now revealed to the world!

[Another damn girl? Rachel, you useless wench.]

Yeah.

That’s what he actually said.

Rachel wasn’t my name.

It was my mother’s.

And my father?

He never really welcomed me in the first place.

In an agricultural society, children were a source of labor.

And among them, sons were considered the most valuable.

It wasn’t anyone’s fault—biologically speaking, men had more physical strength.

So, from my father’s perspective, my birth was like…

Imagine pressing the “SCV” button in Starcraft—but instead of a worker unit, a useless flying Kakaru pops out.

A complete waste of resources.

Of course, my mother wasn’t to blame.

A baby’s gender is determined at random, after all.

It was just bad luck.

And besides, women in this era still helped with farming, household chores, and livestock management.

They weren’t useless.

If my parents had just sat down and talked things out, maybe they could have made peace.

But unfortunately for them, Dr. Oh Eunyoung didn’t exist in this world.

So our home remained a mess—until I turned ten.

But that wasn’t why I ran away.

Despite everything, my father never once hit me.

He wasn’t a kind man, but he never laid a hand on me.

Why?

Because even as a child, my beauty was undeniable.

That’s right.

I ran away because of my looks.

I wasn’t going to wait around until they sold me off to some noble family.

To be honest, I didn’t particularly care if I was sold somewhere.

As long as I could learn magic, I didn’t care where I ended up.

But noble households didn’t teach magic.

Even if I got lucky and learned a little, it would never be enough.

That was unacceptable.

So I ran.

And the result?

Pretty good, I’d say.

After all, I did end up learning magic.

“Now, hurry up and teach me already…!”

“You don’t have much talent, actually.”

“…Huh?”

“You’re not talented in magic.

You have aptitude, but there’s nothing here I’d call true talent.”

A week into training, Kelton said that to me.


Oh.

Uh.

That’s…

That’s a problem.



 
  Chapter 2 : Childhood (2)


I will turn back time to just after I met Kelton.

Kelton took one look at my scruffy appearance and ordered me to wash up.

After obediently washing and coming out, he muttered under his breath.

“Looks like one of your ancestors was a fairy.”

“I do have the kind of looks that nobles would drool over and buy.”

I silently stared into the full-length mirror in the room.

Platinum-colored hair that seemed to hold the starlight of the night sky, vibrant light green eyes, and the pale white skin beneath them.

The skin was especially fascinating.

Even though I hadn’t been beaten by my father, I had still done all the household chores, yet my hands were unscathed, and my skin never tanned.

It really was suspicious, just like Kelton said—maybe I did have some fairy blood in me.

“If you have fairy blood, you should be good at learning magic.”

“That sounds great.”

Magic.

The one thing I longed for so much that I ran away from home at the young age of ten, venturing into the dangerous world outside the village.

Magic is a secret art.

It wasn’t something just anyone could learn.

That’s why, the moment I sensed I was about to be sold off to a noble family, I wasted no time in running away.

No noble would ever teach magic to a mere maid working in their household.

Ah, by the way, when I say ‘sold off,’ don’t misunderstand—this world doesn’t have slavery.

A cool and sexy isekai like this would never adopt such outdated and barbaric laws.

Nobles here merely ‘hire people for long-term employment.’

That’s all.

And those who were ‘hired’ could regain their freedom anytime as long as they paid back their contract price.

Of course, if a commoner family managed to get their pretty daughter a ‘long-term employment’ position, they’d earn money that a regular peasant wouldn’t be able to make even after decades of hard work.

But let’s just shove that minor detail to the side for now.

If you’re wondering why they didn’t just refuse the contract—well, in this medieval happy-land, children are considered their parents’ property.

And who listens to the opinions of property?

No one.

It was the same for me—no one cared what I wanted.

So, in the end, it was a win-win transaction for everyone.

From the nobles’ perspective, they got a maid who was good at housework and, occasionally, good in bed, for a dirt-cheap price.

And from the commoners’ perspective, they gained enough money to turn their lives around.

The child being ‘sold’?

Like I said, property.

They don’t count in this deal.

Which is why I quietly removed myself from the situation.

You abandoned me, so I abandoned you.

That’s fair, isn’t it?

Before teaching me magic, Kelton rummaged through a storage room full of junk.

I looked around the room and spoke up.

“This place is kind of a mess, huh?”

“This isn’t a storage room.

It’s my workshop.”

“You’re at that age where moving around gets tiresome, huh?”

Since maintaining the workshop was now added to my list of tasks, I fixed my gaze on Kelton.

He pulled out something from the pile of junk—it looked like a disc-shaped tool.

“What’s this?”

“Hold it.”

I did as he said and took the disc.

Kelton puffed on his pipe.

What is this thing?

I examined it closely.

Inside the disc, there were dozens of tiny beads.

Each was a different color, and intricate engravings covered the surface, making it look quite beautiful.

As I tilted the disc, the beads rolled around.

Then, it happened.

Clatter.

One of the beads rolled along a groove inside the disc.

Then it dropped into a basket-like compartment at the bottom.

Kelton took the disc back from me and checked the basket.

“Red, huh?”

The bead that had fallen was red.

As he placed it back into the disc, Kelton spoke.

“I bet you’re wondering what this is. This—”

“It’s probably something that determines elemental affinity, right?

Since it’s red, does that mean I have a fire attribute?”

“…Yeah, that’s right.

Where did you learn about magic?”

“I didn’t.”

I had just guessed.

I didn’t actually have any prior knowledge of magic in this world.

Kelton replaced the tobacco in his pipe and continued calmly.

“Like you said, this is a magical tool that determines elemental affinity.

In your case, you’re suited for fire magic.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“There’s no such thing as a good or bad affinity.

But fire isn’t a rare attribute.

The four primary elements are common, after all.”

“Well, having solid fundamentals is important.”

Fundamentals are the foundation of everything.

They matter the most.

Which meant I had the most important elemental affinity.

“You only hear what you want to hear, don’t you?”

“So, does that mean I can learn magic?”

“Since you have an elemental affinity, of course, you can.”

“Yay.”

Kelton put the disc back into the pile of junk and walked out of the workshop.

I followed after him and struck up a conversation.

“Still, you must’ve wanted to take on a disciple, huh?

Since you even have a tool specifically for testing apprentices.”

“That was given to me by my master.

Can’t you tell from the dust on it?

I never actually planned on taking on a disciple.”

“Treat your master’s belongings with more care.”

In my words, Kelton seemed lost in thought, reminiscing about the past.

Curious, I asked,

“What kind of person was your master, Kelton?”

“A strange one.”

“In what way?”

“It’s not normal for a Grand Mage to take in just anyone as a disciple and teach them magic, is it?’”

“That certainly is unusual.”

Teaching secret magic to just anyone—it was an incredibly rare mindset.

Still, I could understand Kelton’s master.

Magic should be spread for everyone to use.

“Are you their only disciple, Kelton?”

“My master had more disciples than I can count.

I’m just one of many.”

“That many?

Sounds almost like a cartel.”

“There’s some truth to that, but becoming part of the ‘cartel’ only happens once you reach the level of a high-ranking mage.

If you can’t even obtain your own unique magic, calling yourself my master’s disciple will only earn you mockery.”

“Yikes.”

As we talked, one particular term caught my attention.

“So unique magic is what separates high-ranking mages from low-ranking ones?”

“You’ve got a decent head on your shoulders.”

“Can I obtain a unique magic too?”

“That’s what we’re about to find out.”

Kelton had me sit down and began his explanation.

“This world is built upon four fundamental elements—fire, water, wind, and earth.

While there are many special elements beyond these, most mages are born attuned to one of the four.”

“And I have an affinity for fire.”

“Magic is based on understanding.

Only those who deeply understand their element—and ultimately, the world itself—can reach the realm of high-ranking mages.

Now, focus.”

Kelton ignited a flame at his fingertip.

The flickering light mesmerized me.

Magic.

This was real magic.

I reached out, dazed, desperate to grasp it with my own hands.

“What are you doing?”

Kelton extinguished the flame immediately.

It was as if I had snapped out of a trance.

“What was that just now?

Some kind of mind control magic?”

“Just a basic ignition spell.

I’ll show you again, but this time, don’t touch it—just focus.”

Kelton lit the flame once more.

I followed his instructions, eyes wide, staring intently at the fire.

“Do you sense anything?”

“…It looks warm.”

“Anything else?

Nothing comes to mind?”

“Fire’s fundamental nature is expansion.

It consumes and grows in size.

Since burning involves destruction, maybe it also has a connection to purification?”

Kelton seemed a little surprised at my words.

“You actually sensed that?”

“Not really.

I just thought about it.”

“So you didn’t feel it.

Stop thinking and just focus.

What do you sense?”

I emptied my mind and concentrated on the flames.

Fire.

Fire itself.

Now that I wasn’t thinking—

This fire… it’s hotter than I expected?

Whoosh.

I gasped and looked at my hand.

A small flame had ignited at the tip of my index finger.

“Fire!”

“Magic!”

“You succeeded in feeling it.

That’s the foundation—remember it well.”

I immediately shoved my finger into my mouth, flame and all.

“Ow!

Hot!”

“What the hell are you doing?!”

Kelton yanked my hand out of my mouth and checked inside.

After confirming that I hadn’t burned myself, he slowly shook his head.

“In all my years, I’ve never seen someone try to swallow fire magic.”

“Am I the first human in history to do it?”

“I’m sure some idiot has tried before, but this is a first for me.

Why the hell did you do that?”

“I wanted to feel magic with my whole body.

But why didn’t it feel hot on my finger, yet burned when I put it in my mouth?”

“Your control is weak.

Mages who burn themselves with their own magic are considered third-rate or worse, so be careful.”

So my idea wasn’t necessarily wrong, but my skill wasn’t up to par.

If I wanted to eat magic, I needed to improve.

Another reason to master it.

“…You’re really going to try and swallow it again, aren’t you?”

“So what do I do next?”

“Right now, you’re at ‘Zero Rank’—a ‘No-Class Mage.’

You’ve only just managed to sense an element, but you can’t actually do anything with it.

Your first step is to move past that.”

“How do I do that?”

“I already told you—magic is based on understanding.

Understand the element.

Understand fire.

Once you do, your level will naturally rise.”

I diligently followed Kelton’s magic training regimen.

Every day, I poured my efforts into understanding my element.

And after a full week of training…

Nothing changed.

Absolutely nothing.

“You don’t have much talent, do you?”

“…Huh?”

“You lack talent for magic.

You have the necessary aptitude, but as for actual ability…

I don’t see anything worth calling ‘talent.'”

And that was why Kelton had said what he did.

I scratched my cheek.

“So… are you throwing me away?”

“…No.

Someone has to pick up the slack.

If nothing else, you’re a disciple that perfectly suits your master.

Go clean something.”

“That’s classic Kelton.”

At least I wasn’t getting abandoned.


But still…

As I pulled out a broom, I muttered to myself.

No matter what the reason, the idea that there exists magic I can’t master—

That’s something I just can’t accept.



 
  Chapter 3 : Childhood (3)


The Sorcerer’s Apprentice Has a Busy Day

Early in the morning, before the dawn had fully broken, I woke up. 

I pulled the sheets taut and tucked them under the bedding, then neatly arranged the blanket and pillow on top.

Next, I opened the window.

The weather’s nice.

Soon, it would go from cool to outright cold, so I needed to ventilate the house while I still could.

I opened the windows in every room except for my master’s. 

The living room, the kitchen, the utility room, the storage room… 

Ah, right, the workshop too. 

Once all the windows were wide open, the air in the house became fresh and clear.

This is what I love about “Happy Medieval Land.” 

Just by opening a window, I could breathe in air that, in modern times, would only be found deep in the remote mountains.

I swept and wiped down every corner of the house.

After scrubbing and polishing, the house felt noticeably brighter.

With the cleaning done, it was time to start preparing breakfast.

I lit the fire in the hearth and placed a cast-iron pot over it.

I cut the beef I had gotten yesterday into large chunks and seared the outer layer.

Then, I added finely chopped onions, carrots, garlic, and turnips, sautéing them together. 

At the right moment, I poured in enough water to cover all the ingredients and added a bay leaf.

After seasoning with salt, I covered the pot and adjusted the heat.

In just two hours of simmering over medium-low heat, the Sorcerer’s Apprentice’s special beef stew would be complete.

I whispered softly to myself.

“Once the stew is simmering, I just need to clean and organize the workshop, and that’ll be 25% of my morning tasks done. 

The life of a sorcerer’s apprentice is seriously busy.”

“Aren’t you just making up extra work for yourself? 

Anyone watching would think I ordered you to do all this.”

At the sudden voice, I turned my head.

Kelton was puffing on his pipe with a look of disbelief.

“You’re up?”

“Old people don’t sleep much.”

“But I don’t sleep much even now.”

“Then you’ll probably sleep even less when you’re old.”

That… made sense? 

Probably.

It was a very reasonable assumption.

Impressed by Kelton’s wisdom, I nodded and headed to his room.

I opened the window for ventilation, pulled the sheets taut, tucked them under the bedding, then neatly folded the blanket and placed it with the pillow.

I stepped back and examined Kelton’s bed.

Hmm, the blanket’s angle looks slightly off.

Again.

“You probably would’ve done well even if you were sold off to a noble family.”

“Wouldn’t they have spared me from night duties, thinking it’d be a waste to make me do them since I’m so good at housework?”

“Not a chance. 

They’d probably jump at the chance to check if you’re good at night duties too. 

Just look at your face.”

Jeez.

This is why it’s exhausting being attractive.

After finishing up Kelton’s room, I moved on to cleaning and organizing the workshop.

An hour passed.

I added mushrooms to the simmering stew. 

I also added flour to thicken it slightly.

Another 15 minutes passed.

When I lifted the lid, a rich aroma filled the kitchen.

The beef stew was perfectly done.

“Kelton, eat up.”

“Hmm.”

Kelton got up from the rocking chair on the porch and sat at the dining table.

I ladled the stew into a wooden bowl and placed it in front of him, then poured water into a cup.

Kelton took a sip and narrowed his eyes.

“This is herb-infused water.”

“It’s rosemary.”

“You really make all sorts of things.”

“Honestly, herb-infused water is pretty common.

You’re just not paying attention.”

In “Happy Medieval Land,” most households grew their own herbs. 

What I did wasn’t unusual at all.

Kelton took a spoonful of the beef stew and put it in his mouth.

His eyes widened.

“This is—”

“How is it? 

It’s good, isn’t it?”

The umami of the beef, the subtle aroma of the mushrooms, the sweetness of the vegetables, all blended together, with the flour giving the stew a thick, velvety texture.

“It’s delicious.”

“Eat as much as you want.”

“You eat too.”

“I was planning to.”

I scooped some stew into my own bowl and took a big bite.

A warmth spread through my body.

The perfect meal for a crisp autumn morning.

After finishing the meal, I washed the dishes and went to the workshop.

With the chores done, it was time to get to my main work.

Whoosh.

 A flame flickered to life at my fingertips.

I silently watched the fire dance.

The flickering flames cast wavering shadows across the workshop.

Fire. 

Fire. 

Fire.

What is fire?

As soon as I posed the question, words surged through my mind.

Expansion, extinction, regeneration, purification, divinity, transformation, life, foresight, protection, summoning, fusion, resistance, transition, manifestation, enhancement, connection, healing, distortion, memory, guidance, imprint.

I stopped thinking.

I knew plenty about the universal properties and magical elements of fire.

But in this world, knowing something intellectually wasn’t much help in magic.

It had been a month since I met Kelton.

And I was still a zero-rank, powerless mage.

“How’s it going?”

“Not at all.”

At my response, Kelton leaned against the workshop wall and took a deep drag from his pipe before exhaling a puff of smoke.

Then, he spoke.

“I was never particularly talented, but you… you’re quite hopeless.”

“Why is that?”

“Does there need to be a reason? 

You just don’t have the knack for it.”

Kelton stepped away from the wall and walked toward me.

Whoosh. A flame bloomed in his hand.

“I told you before that magic is based on understanding, but strictly speaking, that’s not entirely true.”

“I’ve heard this a hundred times already. 

Is this just a review?”

“How do people usually understand things?”

“With their heads.”

Most understanding happens in the mind.

Analyzing mechanisms, logically grasping processes and outcomes—that’s what understanding is.

“But magical understanding doesn’t work like that.”

Magical understanding is more like intuition.

Your body, mind, and soul must instinctively grasp the essence of something.

That’s what magic users in this world meant by understanding.

“In a way, mages are kind of like physical fighters. 

Sensory perception is the most important thing.”

“So brainy types have no place here?”

“Accumulating knowledge does help you reach enlightenment a bit more easily. 

Studying isn’t pointless.”

After all, running toward a known destination is easier than running blind.

Not that it mattered in a world where talent and instinct decided everything.

I emptied my mind completely and just stared at the flame.

Fire. 

It’s hot. 

It flickers. 

It burns.

“If it’s not working, knowing when to quit is also a strategy.”

Kelton suddenly spoke.

When I met his eyes, he slowly continued.

“If you hole yourself up in here, you’ll just drive yourself insane. 

That’s why I compromised and settled into the rank that matched my abilities.”

“Rank 4?”

“A mage can reach rank 4 through sheer effort. But unique magic is a whole different realm—that’s pure talent.”

“Then I should at least aim for rank 4, right?”

“I said effort can get you there, not that it’s easy. W

ith your talent, it might take a lifetime. I barely reached rank 4 at my age.”

Exhaling smoke, Kelton murmured softly.

“If you keep bashing your head against the impossible, you’ll end up crushed under a thick wall and go insane.”

“You must have seen a lot of mages like that?”

“Why do you think mages rank number one on the list of people nobody wants to keep around?

Even though they wield magic, they’re still avoided—that tells you everything you need to know.”

I understood Kelton’s words.

I also understood what he was worried about.

But.

“Living as a low-ranked mage is not an option for me.”

“Why? 

Do you envy the status of high-ranking mages?”

At Kelton’s question, I finally voiced a thought I had always carried.

“Dying without having used every kind of magic this world has to offer… 

That would be too unfair.”

“Ah. Would it be possible to use high-level magic by offering something in exchange? 

I just need to experience it once. 

If necessary, I’m even willing to sacrifice my lifespan. 

Of course, if my lifespan shortens, I’d have fewer chances to try other magic, so I wouldn’t abuse it. 

If I did that, living as a low-ranked mage wouldn’t be a problem—”

Kelton interrupted me, shaking the ash from his pipe.

Then, he fixed his gaze on me and spoke.

“I’ve changed my mind. You…”

“I?”

“You’re either going to die, driven insane by your own obsession, or you’ll become a Grand Mage. 

One or the other.”

“Die?”

“I said one or the other.”

“But the odds seem heavily in favor of the first one.”

“Then use your common sense and quit while you’re ahead.”

“That’s impossible.”

If I were capable of giving up, I wouldn’t have reincarnated in the first place.

Kelton sighed and stepped out of the workshop. 

He was probably off to take care of some personal business.

I saw him off casually, then returned my focus to the flames.

The fire flickered at top of my fingers.

I had been observing it for a full month, but I still felt nothing.

I knew what kind of sensation I should be expecting—I had experienced it when I first sensed an element. 

But no matter how long I stared at this flame, I didn’t get that tingling, instinctual awareness.

Hmm.

This won’t do.

At this rate, I’ll be stuck like this forever.

I felt bad for Kelton, but from now on, I was following my own curriculum.

I enlarged the flame burning on my fingertip.

Then, I shoved it into my mouth and swallowed.

Gulp.

The fire traveled down my esophagus and settled in my stomach.

Thanks to the past month of training, my control had improved enough that the flames didn’t burn me from the inside out. 

But it was still an extremely reckless act. 

My control could break at any moment.

Still, I ignored the risk and focused entirely on the flame.

I could feel its shape, its heat, and the way it moved.

Inside me, the fire danced.

When I reached out my hand, the flame mirrored me.

In that instant, a spark flashed in my mind.

I extinguished the fire inside my stomach and conjured a new flame in my palm.

A perfectly round sphere of fire.

I shouted in triumph.

“It’s magic!”

“You finally reached Rank 1, huh?”

“Kelton?! 

I thought you went out?”

“I came back to stop you from doing something reckless, but it looks like I was too late.”

“But thanks to that, I reached Rank 1!”

Kelton chuckled and asked me a question.

“What’s the characteristic of the fire you discovered?”

“Fairness.”

“Fairness?”

“I willingly swallowed the flame, and in return, the fire granted me enlightenment. 

That’s fair, isn’t it? 

Is it strange?”

“It’s… not exactly common.”

“Then is that a good thing?”

“As I told you when we talked about elemental attributes, there’s no such thing as good or bad in magic. 

What matters is how much a mage refines and polishes what they’ve discovered.”

I played with the sphere of fire in my hand before speaking again.

“Still, this isn’t too bad, right?”

“To be brutally honest? 

It is bad. 

Most mages reach Rank 1 within a week, at the latest. 

That’s why powerless mages like you aren’t classified as Rank 1, but Rank 0 instead. 

It’s not even considered a real stage—just a brief, passing phase.”

“That much of a difference, huh?”

No wonder they labeled me talentless after just a week. 

Everyone else had already reached Rank 1 by then.


That explained a lot.

Oh well.

I dismissed the flame in my palm.

It was a good day, so I decided to let myself be satisfied with that.



 
  Chapter 4 : Childhood (4)


“Same as usual today?”

“Do you have any good meat from the new stock?”

“For us, it’s always the same.”

“Then I’ll take the same.”

I took the meat, tucking it under my arm, and left the shop.

Pulling my robe deeper over my head, I walked down the street.

The surroundings were noisy. 

The kids who played as the “alley boss” were always loud, no matter the place or the world.

I caught sight of a blonde kid holding up a sword made from a roughly broken tree branch, then moved on.

Kelton would be getting hungry soon, so I needed to hurry.

As soon as I arrived home, I glanced at the rocking chair in the yard.

Kelton wasn’t there.

Resting his old body in that chair was part of his daily routine—where had he gone?

Did he go out for a stroll?

Oh well, it didn’t matter.

He always came back when it was mealtime anyway.

Without worrying about it, I went into the kitchen.

I cooked a stew with the meat and tended to the vegetable garden while I was at it. 

By the time I finished, Kelton had returned.

“Why were you outside?”

“I was watering the herbs.”

“Let’s eat.”

I glanced at the leather bag Kelton was carrying before serving the stew at the table.

And then we ate.

As always, the meat stew was delicious.

After making herbal tea and handing it to Kelton, I sipped my own.

The warmth chased away the early December chill.

It was already December.

Time passed so quickly.

It had already been over a year since I met Kelton.

A lot had changed in that time.

For one, the whole village knew about me now. 

That kid in the black robe is the wizard’s apprentice, they’d say.

I’d also grown taller.

Maybe it was thanks to a year of proper nutrition—I had grown about 10 cm.

I was originally quite small, so I was still far from average height, but that was fine. 

At this rate, by the time I reached adulthood, I could fulfill my dream of becoming a 3.5-meter-tall muscular tank.

My cooking skills had improved a lot, too. 

Most of the recipes I used in my past life had been sealed away due to the Happy Medieval Land limitations, but after a year of cooking, I had learned how to make do with limited ingredients.

Well, calling it “limited” wasn’t exactly right.

Kelton had spent years as a mercenary wizard, so he had plenty of money. 

But no matter how rich you were, the ingredients available in a rural village were still limited.

It was odd how, even in such a remote place, salt and pepper were everywhere. 

It seemed magic had advanced in some fields more than others.

That’s why I called this place Happy Medieval Land—not just Medieval Land.

Oh, I didn’t mention magic among the changes because… there was no change.

Even after a year, my magic skills were still at the first level.

But that was fine. 

It normally took a year to reach the second level, anyway.

So I was still average.

For now.

Rustle.

As I was washing dishes, Kelton pulled something out of his bag.

It was a flat board of some kind.

I kept my ears open while I focused on the dishes.

Thud. 

Kelton placed something on the board. 

Thud. 

He did it again.

What was he doing?

Curious, I finished the dishes and approached him.

On the desk was a checkerboard with strange pieces placed on it.

It was clearly a board game.

“Are you no longer satisfied with the rocking chair?”

“It’s hard to sit in it during winter.”

“Sounds like you learned your lesson last year.”

“Being stuck inside all day was miserable.”

I examined the board game.

The pieces looked like different types of soldiers, and just as I was thinking, Is this some kind of otherworld chess?—

Kelton suddenly moved a black piece and transformed it.

The soldier piece changed into a knight in full plate armor.

“A transformation!”

“Why are you shouting all of a sudden?”

“This looks fun. 

What’s it called?”

“Arcana Battle Board.”

“That’s a pretty stiff name.”

For a board game with transforming pieces, it sure lacked flair.

“How do you play?”

“Sit down, and I’ll teach you.”

Kelton taught me the rules of Arcana Chess.

The game followed the framework of a strategic board game but had a unique feature: 

You could spend turns to evolve your pieces to a higher level.

Additionally, once per game, you could evolve a single piece into its ultimate form, making it a game with a lot of strategic depth.

“Checkmate.”

“I’ve been wondering—does this world have regular chess?”

“Yeah. 

Arcana Chess is actually a variant of chess.”

I knew it. 

No wonder “chess” was in the name.

Still, it was interesting that this world had chess.

Maybe another Earthling had reincarnated here and introduced it?

“Checkmate.”

A second checkmate in a row. 

I blinked.

“This is hard.”

“I’ve been playing it my whole life. 

Of course you’re not going to beat me on your first day.”

“Let’s play again.”

Each piece had a different transformation, which made evolving them fun.

It reminded me of those ‘transforming robot toys that dads like even more’ that sometimes popped up on YouTube Shorts.

The pieces were clearly made with intricate folding mechanisms, which meant—

“This must be expensive.”

“That’s why I never bought one. 

I always borrowed it from the pub.”

“You’re such a cheapskate.”

If it was expensive enough for the pub to keep a set, it couldn’t be that outrageously priced.

And this guy, who made so much money, was only buying it now?

Or was he rich because he was this stingy?

It was the classic chicken-or-egg dilemma.

“Checkmate.”

“There are clearly some pieces with terrible evolutionary efficiency. 

It seems better to save up evolution points and upgrade the stronger pieces first.”

“That’s called the Royal Gambit.”

“Let’s play again.”

I neatly arranged the pieces on the board.

“How’s your magic coming along?”

Kelton asked casually as if it were just an afterthought.

I moved my soldier forward and slowly answered.

“That’s some impressive nonchalance—you’re asking so I won’t feel bad about my lack of progress, right? 

You’d make a great father.”

“……So? 

How’s it going?”

“It’s the same.”

“Are you sure that’s okay?”

“Of course.”

There were plenty of things in life that didn’t work out no matter how hard you tried. 

Even if you had talent, without luck, things wouldn’t go your way.

Getting stuck for just a year wasn’t something to stress over.

I’d get there eventually—there was no need to rush.

And what if I got stuck for years instead of just one?

Well, I’d deal with that when the time came.

Fwoosh. 

A flame ignited in my hand.

It was a perfectly round flame—this was the characteristic of the Flame of Equilibrium that I had discovered.

The mana was evenly distributed, forming a stable shape.

And what was the benefit of this?

It looked pretty.

I wasn’t joking—that was literally it.

Then again, most first-level magic spells were like this.

Only at the second level did magic become useful in practical situations.

“How did you reach the second level, Kelton?”

“Haven’t I told you before? I—”

As I asked, Kelton evolved his soldier into a knight and conjured a flame.

His fire flickered, casting a radiant glow across the room.

“I became second-tier when I realized that an exchange doesn’t have to be strictly one-to-one. 

Just because I give one, doesn’t mean I can’t take two in return, right?”

“Unfair transactions are unethical.”

“It’s just a metaphor.”

Kelton had told me about the moment he reached the second level multiple times, but it didn’t help much.

The path of a magician was full of abstract concepts that were hard to explain in words.

Sure, he could describe what he went through, but that alone wasn’t enough.

Besides, every magician’s experience was different—hearing too many explanations could actually make things more confusing.

That’s why there was only one universal piece of advice that all magicians gave.

Understand the elements.

Use the elements as tools to understand the world.

It sounded vague and philosophical, but as a fledgling first-tier magician, I knew—

There was no better way to describe magical training than that.

In the end, to use elements as tools and understand the world, I had to delve deeper into them…

But how?

How?

“It’s cold.”

Kelton stood up and lit the fireplace.

Fwoosh. 

The logs caught fire.

And suddenly, a light bulb went off in my head.

“I got it!”

“Did you just reach the second level?”

Ignoring Kelton’s words, I dashed to the workshop.

Inside were countless tools, but I grabbed a lantern and lit a flame.

I held it close to my chest like a precious treasure.

“What are you doing?”

Kelton looked at me with an exasperated expression, puffing on his pipe.

I answered.

“If I want to get closer to the elements, I should keep them close to me.”

“You’re planning to carry that around all the time?”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s not wrong, but I doubt it’ll do much.”

Kelton exhaled a plume of smoke.

Judging by his reaction, plenty of people had tried this method before.

If it had actually worked, every magician in the world would be walking around with a flame or a jug of water by their side. 

The fact that they weren’t proved that this wasn’t an effective shortcut.

“But there’s no harm in trying, right?”

“Well, do as you like.”

Kelton responded nonchalantly, taking another drag of his pipe.

Seeing how bored he looked, I spoke up.

“Want to play another round?”

“Sit down.”

Two more years passed.


“I did it!”

“Took you three years. 

That’s three times slower than average.”

But in the end, I had finally reached the second tier of magic.



 
  Chapter 5 : Childhood (5)


I bought soft white bread from the bakery.

The high-quality flour from Sad Medieval Land was expensive and hard to get.

Because of that, the common people of Sad Medieval Land used cheap grains like rye, barley, and oats for baking, which resulted in hard and dark bread.

However, Happy Medieval Land was a magical world.

Flour was cheap.

Salt and pepper were also cheap.

Everyone could happily eat white bread.

Of course, only certain aspects developed, and the rest stayed the same, but still, eating only hard bread would make a person depressed.

Once that was addressed, most problems were effectively solved.

I walked down the street, the lantern with a round flame jingling in my hand.

“Guide.”

“Water.”

I could hear children whispering from afar.

Those “Guide” and “Water” titles were my nicknames.

In this world, there was a legend about a goddess who carried a lantern to guide adventurers, and because I had been carrying a lantern for years, those nicknames stuck.

“Try talking to her.”

“You talk to her.”

The children pushed each other and argued. 

Among them was a blonde boy, the neighborhood bully.

What was his name again? 

Was it Zed?

I knew his father was an apprentice knight, so Zed had learned proper swordsmanship and magic.

Although I had never talked to Zed, my information-gathering skills didn’t miss such details.

Just walking around the market was enough, as the women wouldn’t stop talking. 

There was no escaping it.

I had already been living in this village for three years and some months, but aside from Kelton, I hadn’t made any close friends.

Partly because I stayed in my house all the time, and partly because I wasn’t particularly interested in making friends.

How could I make connections when I wore a robe to hide my face, afraid of being recognized?

I was still too young to be independent, so it was better to live hidden until then, avoiding my parents.

Even if they did come, I’d just tell them I had become an apprentice mage, and they’d quietly leave. 

But I kept a low profile to avoid causing trouble for Kelton.

Leaving the hesitant children behind, I walked back home.

The lantern jingled and swayed.

Inside the lantern, the round flame I had ignited illuminated the world without the slightest movement.

For all this time, I had lit the flame in the lantern every day.

When my magic was still there, I used it to light the flame. 

When my magic ran out, I used oil to light it.

I kept doing it nonstop.

It had been about two years.

Then, suddenly, I recognized my actions as a rule.

Waking up in the morning, holding the lantern, and lighting the magical flame seemed like a law I followed.

Yes.

All fairness was completed by following the rules.

That was how I reached the 2nd tier.

When I reached the 2nd tier, my magic underwent a change.

Now, when I activated magic inside the lantern, it consumed much less mana.

My repeated actions had created a “rule.”

It was still limited to small flames for the lantern, so the mana consumption was reduced only in that aspect. 

But if I repeated other actions, new “rules” would be formed. There was plenty of room for application.

“That lantern… you carry it like it’s part of your body.”

“It practically is now.”

“By carrying it all the time, didn’t your magic develop in that direction?”

“But it did develop, didn’t it?”

Kelton, sitting in the rocking chair in the yard, chuckled at my words and tapped his pipe to put it out.

“Didn’t you say we’re doing practical training today?”

“Wait a moment.”

I went to the kitchen to prepare food.

I sliced the bread and spread raspberry jam on it.

Then I stacked ham, cheese, lettuce, and tomato on top, layering them before covering it with more bread.

By repeating this, I made several sandwiches.

After putting some herbal tea in a bottle, I packed the sandwiches and the bottle in a basket and went outside.

“Let’s go.”

Kelton and I headed toward the forest near the village.

The weather in May was very clear. 

It was perfect for a picnic.

“I’ve said it countless times, we’re not here for a picnic.”

“I didn’t say it was a picnic. 

I just said the weather was good for one.”

The forest near the village was dense with trees. 

Even during the day, little light reached the ground, making it quite dark.

It was when we were walking briefly through the dark woods.

Grrr. 

A strange sound echoed.

Something leapt out from behind a tree.

It was the size of a child, with green skin.

A goblin.

“Well, there’s one. 

Do it.”

At Kelton’s words, I opened the lantern and activated my magic.

Whoosh. A round flame appeared inside the lantern. 

At the same time, the flame shot forward like a bullet.

Kieek! 

The goblin, struck by the flame, clutched its head and rolled on the ground.

I fired consecutive flame bullets to finish it off.

From the 2nd tier, it became possible to launch elements remotely.

That’s why practical magic was usually used from the 2nd tier onward.

“Was it perfect?”

“The magic’s power isn’t all that impressive.”

“Well, I’ve also developed in the direction of conserving power, just like you, Kelton.”

“Until you reach the 3rd tier, avoid facing monsters alone.”

I nodded and then asked,

“Is it over now?”

The only monsters near the village forest were goblins.

Goblins were small and weak, and even a child with a weapon could kill one.Sometimes, goblin shamans could be dangerous, but such creatures only appeared in large goblin settlements.

You wouldn’t encounter them in a rural village like this.

In fact, that’s one of the reasons why this village even existed in the first place.

“No.”

Kelton answered briefly and raised his hand. 

Then,

Grrr.

Goblins appeared in groups from afar.

Indeed, goblins were small and weak, low-level monsters, but even so, there was a reason why they were still considered monsters.

Goblins lived in groups.

Even a small goblin settlement usually had at least 10 goblins living together.

They weren’t monsters that an ordinary person could just charge at without thinking.

That’s right.

In other words, goblins weren’t much of a threat to a mage, who was far from ordinary.

Kelton’s eyes coldly gazed at the goblins.

The ranks of mages were divided into nine levels, but the low-ranking mages, commonly known as regular mages, only reached one of the first four tiers.

1st tier – “Gyeonwi” Mage.

This was a mage who had discovered elements, essentially marking the beginning of magic.

2nd tier – “Suwi” Mage. 

A mage who started manipulating elements, and this was when a mage began to look like what common people would imagine a mage to be.

3rd tier – “Yeonwi” Mage. 

A mage who had come to understand elements. 

Once one reached this level, they could live comfortably for the rest of their life.

Finally, the 4th tier – “Dongwi” Mage. 

This was a mage whose understanding and mastery of elements had reached the level of perfection. 

It was the last stage that could be reached through “effort,” and only a step away from becoming a high mage.

The gap between an ordinary person and a mage was vast, but still, up to the 3rd tier, a skilled non-magical person could, by sheer luck, manage to kill a monster.

But the 4th tier was different. 

Even if one was careless, the 4th tier mage’s abilities were too refined for a non-magical person to deal with.

And the 4th tier was where Kelton stood.

“I offer this as payment.”

Kelton murmured quietly, and the released magic swirled and engulfed the goblin in a fiery wave.

The goblin turned to ash without even a scream.

I clapped my hands.

“Really, Kelton-nim. 

For a 4th-tier mage, goblins are like lunch sandwiches, huh?”

“Yeah.

I got it.

Since I brought it, let’s eat outside today.”

“Just like Kelton-nim, as always.”

We left the forest and headed toward a nearby field.

I spread out a cloth I had prepared earlier and set the basket on it.

I took out a sandwich from the basket and handed it to Kelton before taking a bite of mine.

The sweet jam, fresh lettuce and tomatoes, and the salty ham blended together perfectly in my mouth.

“It’s delicious.”

“You really are amazing at cooking.”

“Are you saying everything else isn’t good?”

“Do you lose at Arcanum Chess to me every time or not?”

“We do get occasional draws now.”

A breeze blew. 

The grass in the field bent and swayed in the wind.

It looked like waves crashing across the ground, and I stared at the scene absentmindedly.

“I’m glad we came out for a picnic.”

“You’re calling it a picnic after all.”

“The weather is really nice.”

The sunlight was just perfect.

I stretched lazily, and Kelton, putting a pipe in his mouth, spoke.

“You have something in common with my master.”

“Really?

What’s that?”

“You both like to bask in the sun.”

Kelton gazed into the distance as he puffed on his pipe. 

When he spoke about his master, he always made that expression.

Huff. 

Kelton exhaled the smoke slowly before continuing.

“And you both have a sweet tooth.”

“Did I put too much jam?”

“You added too much sugar.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

I mentally adjusted the recipe I had been keeping in mind.

By the way,

“Kelton-nim, you must have spent quite a long time with your master?”

“I trained with them for about 3 years. 

Why do you ask all of a sudden?”

“You never really talk about it, so I was curious. 

Is there a reason?”

“There’s nothing particularly memorable to talk about.”

It had been quite a while since I started living with Kelton, but I hadn’t heard much about his master.

The most I knew was that she was an 8th-tier mage.

In three years, that was basically all I had heard about her.

“There may not be anything impressive, but I still want to hear it.”

After all, she was an 8th-tier archmage, the pinnacle of human magic.

I wouldn’t lose anything by hearing a story or two.

Kelton hesitated for a moment, then flicked his pipe to put it out before he began to speak.

“There’s an episode where the second son of a baron couldn’t recognize my master and tried to make advances on her.”

“You’ve been hiding such a funny story? 

Please, tell me now!”

Time passed by quickly.


Five years had passed since I met Kelton.

Finally, I had turned 15, which was considered adulthood in this world.

And yet, I was still at the 2nd tier.

Things hadn’t changed much in the past two years.



 
  Chapter 6 : Childhood (6)


This happy medieval land was a very sweet, female-centered world.

It was to the extent that even adulthood was determined based on women.

In this world, adulthood was set at 15 years old. 

Compared to modern standards, it was quite a young age, but the people of Happy Medieval Land didn’t think so.

Being able to bear children but not being considered an adult? 

That was an incomprehensible concept to the people of Happy Medieval Land.

Therefore, they designated 15 years old as the age of adulthood.

And this year, I turned 15.

I had become of an age where I was unmistakably responsible for my own duties.

Anyway.

So, what changed now that I was 15?

Honestly, not much.

My daily life remained the same whether I was 14 or 15.

After all, believing that the world would change just because you became an adult was nothing more than a child’s delusion.

This was only natural.

Just like any other day, after finishing cleaning the house, I cooked a meal.

“Why?”

Kelton stared at me from the side.

When I asked in confusion, Kelton quietly replied.

“You’ve grown taller.”

“Really?”

“Come here for a moment.”

Kelton had me lean against the doorframe and then marked the top of my head with a knife.

I turned around to check the marking.

I had indeed grown taller.

By about 1mm. 

Hmm.

“I’m already 151cm?”

“You’re growing fast.”

“At this rate, 3m 20cm isn’t far off.”

My original goal was 3m 50cm, but since my height growth over the past five years had been slower than expected, I had slightly lowered my expectations.

I had grown 30cm in the past five years, but I still had a long way to go to reach my desired height, so I needed to keep working on it.

“Why?”

“It’s nothing.”

I tilted my head in curiosity and then opened the cast iron pot to finish preparing the food.

What’s on the menu today?

Oh, meat stew!

“You eat this every time.”

“In the current situation, this is the most reasonable dish. 

But I do give it some flavor variations.”

“That’s why I enjoy eating it.”

We emptied our bowls of warm meat stew and sat at the table.

A short while later—tap.

Kelton moved his court magician piece forward and spoke.

“Checkmate.”

“Did you spend the whole time after eating just playing Arcana Chess?”

“I was drinking too.”

I had played Arcana Chess with Kelton countless times, but not once had I ever beaten him.

Starting two years ago, I sometimes managed a draw, but that was as far as I got. 

Never had my knight been able to strike down Kelton’s king.

Was this man really a magician, or was he actually a professional Arcana Chess player?

How was he so good?

Cough.

Suddenly, Kelton coughed.

I pulled out a blanket and covered him, saying,

“The weather is cold, and you’re dressed too lightly. 

No wonder you’re coughing.”

“A magician born with fire affinity stops being affected by the weather around the fourth tier.”

“Is that true?”

I had never known that before.

But then again—

“Then why do you come inside the house every winter? 

If the weather doesn’t affect you, you could just stay outside on the rocking chair in the yard all year round.”

“Getting snowed on is a different matter. 

It’s unpleasant.”

“Ah, I see.”

Kelton put a pipe in his mouth. 

Chiiik.

After lighting his tobacco, he took a deep drag and then spoke.

“Ruina.”

“Yes?”

“How have you been lately?”

“The same as always.”

My current magic level was Tier 2. 

The same as it had been two years ago.

“Well, it’d be strange if you had already reached the third tier.”

However, unlike before, I wasn’t particularly falling behind either.

Typically, a zero-tier magician takes about a week to reach the first tier.

A first-tier magician takes about a year to reach the second tier.

Then, from the second tier to the third?

From here, it usually took ten years.

Since I had been a magician for five years and was currently at the second tier, that meant I was at a perfectly average pace.

“Someone who took three years just to reach the second tier is expected to take more than ten years for the third tier. 

That’s just logical.”

“Kelton, sometimes you’re brutally honest.”

According to the “Promising Bud Theory,” my future was already predictable, but here was one of life’s fun little quirks—just because the future seemed clear didn’t mean anything actually changed.

The only choice was to do my best in the present.

Hoo.

Kelton exhaled a puff of smoke and leaned back in his chair, resting his chin on his hand.

“That said, there’s no need to rush.”

“I’m not in a hurry.”

“I know you aren’t, but sometimes you do weird things, so I’m just saying.”

I had never done anything weird in my life, so why did he have that impression of me?

I felt a little wronged.

Seeing my reaction, Kelton straightened up and continued speaking.

“There’s plenty of time. 

If you continue your training steadily, you’ll reach a higher level. 

Look at me. 

Even living lazily, I still became a fourth-tier magician.”

“But becoming a fourth-tier magician as late as you did would be a bit of a problem.”

“Then just work hard at a reasonable pace.”

I nodded obediently.

I hadn’t planned on rushing my progress in the first place.

I was still young—what reason was there to hurry?

“By the way, are you heading somewhere?”

“A request came in. 

The village chief asked me to deal with some goblins that have been causing trouble nearby.”

“Should I come with you?”

“There’s no need for two magicians just to handle some goblins. 

Stay here and focus on your training.”

With those words, Kelton left the house.

After seeing him off, I headed to my workshop.

A magician’s training was a quiet endeavor.

And a dry one.

The act of endlessly observing the elements in search of an undefined answer resembled that of an ascetic.

No one knew if this was the right path.

Because no one had ever walked it before.

There were no true predecessors. 

The magicians who claimed to be seniors were simply ones who had walked different paths.

For a magician, there was only one source of answers—themselves.

Perhaps that was why magicians were so indifferent to one another.

Whoosh. 

A flame flickered inside the lantern.

It had already been five years since I started living this way.

By now, training came as naturally as breathing.

Though getting used to something and making actual progress were entirely different matters.

I opened the lantern and pulled the flame out into the air.

It danced through the space, moving according to my will.

Lost in thought, I gazed at the flickering light.

Fire held no discrimination. It burned all things equally.

However, there were rules.

Depending on the material, fire could burn fiercely or dimly.

Hmm.

I tilted my head to the side.

Something, something…

Something always felt just out of reach.

I had pondered this issue endlessly. 

Then, thinking that maybe I was overthinking, I had also tried emptying my mind.

Yet, I still couldn’t grasp the key to the next level.

I had even consulted Kelton about it.

“Could it be that I’m thinking too much?”

“My master is an eighth-tier archmage, but his mind is always noisy with thoughts.”

If even an eighth-tier archmage was fine despite constant thinking, then thinking too much wasn’t the issue.

That meant, after all the circling around, it came down to one simple conclusion.

I lacked intuition.

I crossed my arms and rocked my body back and forth.

Senses, instincts, intuition.

I had never felt particularly lacking in those, but I guess you never really know until you test yourself.

Thud.

I let myself fall onto the floor and stared at the floating orb of fire.

I muttered to myself.

Kelton had said there was still plenty of time.

There was no need to overcomplicate things—I should just take it easy.

I got up.

The flame followed my movements gently.

When nothing else came to mind, it was time to practice magic.

Today, I would train until my mana was completely drained, then go to the market to buy ingredients.

Hmm-hmm.

Humming, I guided the flame through the air.

Under my perfect control, it did not burn a single thing as it floated peacefully through the workshop.

But then a thought crossed my mind—

Wasn’t this “perfect control” actually suppressing the true nature of fire?

Since when has fire become something that could be controlled by human hands?

Fire—flames—were dangerous and beautiful precisely because they could not be tamed.

Acting on impulse, I cast my fire magic at a pile of firewood stacked in the corner of the workshop.

The logs ignited instantly.

The flames burned wildly—hot, intense.

Fire did not interfere with me.

Yet, I interfered with fire.

That wasn’t fair.

I had claimed that I wanted to understand fire, but in reality, I had always kept my distance.

That was arrogance.

I stepped closer to the flames.

Even though it was my own magic, the heat was overwhelming.

Of course—because I had abandoned control.

Slowly, I reached my hand into the fire.

My skin began to scorch.

I didn’t stop.

I stepped fully into the flames.

In the searing pain of my body burning, I closed my eyes and fully embraced the fire.

For a long time.

Continuously.

Endlessly.

This immense power had always been present in my magic.

Even though I had the ability to control it, I had chosen to suppress it.

I see.

True fairness is born from shared risk.

Hissss.

The moment I set my will, the fire was extinguished.

Staggering, I got up and grabbed a healing potion from the shelf, pouring it over my body.

As I felt my wounds recover, I lay back down on the floor.

“What the hell—”

At that moment, Kelton walked into the workshop.

His eyes swept across the room, pausing on the half-burned firewood before locking onto me.

“Ruina, your face—”

His lips parted as if he had a lot to say.

I grinned and forced out my voice.

“But I succeeded, didn’t I?”

“What am I going to do with this reckless girl…?”

“If I doubled the average pace, I’ll reach the fourth tier next year, and the fifth the year after that.”

“What kind of ridiculous math is that?”

Kelton let out a long sigh.

He looked both exasperated and as if he were surrendering to something.


Taking a deep breath, I conjure a flame in the air.

A fireball, the size of a human head, glowed brilliantly.

Third-tier—”Refined Flame” magician.

After fifteen years in this world, I had finally reached this level.



 
  Chapter 7 : Childhood (7)


The name of the village I lived in was ‘South Clamp Wood.’

It meant a village nestled in the forest south of Baron Clamp’s territory, a place of modest size with only a few hundred residents.

What was the defining trait of such a small village?

Rumors spread fast.

“She’s a witch.”

“She’s a monster.”

I nodded at the nickname that had evolved from “goddess guiding adventurers” to “monster.”

Since I had gone from goddess to monster, the next logical step would be demon god.

The God of Magic. 

Just hearing it gave me chills. 

I really hoped they’d start calling me that.

“You little brats.”

Someone stopped the kids. 

A blond gang leader of the alleys—his name was Je… 

Je…

Who was he again?

Oh, right. 

Jerry.

Jerry scolded his friends, asking, “Would you like it if someone called you shorties?” but that was a flawed analogy.

Because, compared to Jerry, the kids were small, but they were actually above average height.

So, even if someone called them that, they wouldn’t really care.

But then again, I didn’t care about being called a monster or a witch either.

Turns out, that was an accurate comparison after all.

As expected of Jerry.

I entered the bakery.

The bakery owner, who had been arranging the shelves, flinched when he saw me.

Even with my hood up, he reacted that way.

Anyone who had worn a hood before would know—it wasn’t a mask. It couldn’t completely cover one’s face.

No matter how deeply I pulled it down, parts of my face were always visible, so people always flinched when they saw me.

If they had seen me often, they would have gotten used to it and not reacted like that. 

But I had only been like this for a week. 

A week wasn’t enough time for people to adjust.

“I’ll have the usual.”

“…Alright.”

After purchasing my bread, I left the store, lantern in hand.

I walked through the streets.

A clear sky, fresh air, and clean streets formed a perfect harmony.

I felt like lying down on a hill and taking a nap, but unfortunately, someone was waiting for me. 

I couldn’t go anywhere until I had fed Kelton properly.

So, should I prepare a meal for Kelton and then go out for a walk together?

That seemed like a good idea. 

Lately, Kelton had been in a bad mood, so he needed some fresh air.

I turned towards home.

“Hey!”

I stopped at the voice calling from behind.

When I turned, I saw a blond boy—no, now more of a young man—enter my view.

Clink. 

I shook my lantern and slowly opened my mouth.

“Sir Jerry. 

What is it?”

“…My name’s not Jerry.”

I had made a mistake. 

It wasn’t Jerry. 

It was…

Right, that name.

“Sir Jed. 

What brings you here?”

“My name is Jess.”

So it was Jess. 

Close enough.

I memorized it.

“Sir Jess. 

What brings you here?”

“Uh… 

Don’t mind what the kids were saying. 

I won’t let them do it again.”

“It’s fine.”

Calling someone by a nickname wasn’t a crime punishable by death. 

It would be cruel to punish them too harshly.

I whispered calmly.

“The kids don’t mean any harm. 

Don’t be too harsh on them. 

They’re just a little thoughtless, but they’re kind and innocent.”

“Why are you saying that?”

Jess looked slightly dumbfounded.

I won.

So, does that make me the gang leader of this village now?

Bring them all here—those under you and those above you.

“Is that all?”

I wanted to get back quickly to prepare Kelton’s meal, so if he was done, I hoped to leave.

Jess fidgeted, hesitating, before finally speaking as if he had made up his mind.

“I’ve seen you around for a while, but we haven’t even introduced ourselves. 

I wanted to get to know you.”

“I see.”

“As I said, my name is Jess. 

You’re Ruina, right?”

“I’m Ruina.”

I extended my free hand towards Jess.

Jess also reached out, but when he saw the burn scars covering my hand, he flinched ever so slightly.

Suddenly, a fun thought crossed my mind.

“In the end, you’re just like everyone else. 

You must think I look horrifying. 

You probably called me a witch, a monster, in your mind. 

Giving hope only to snatch it away—that’s the greatest gift a human can offer.”

“No, I—”

“I’m joking.”

I grasped Jess’s hand and shook it up and down.

“Let’s get along from now on.”

Leaving behind a stunned Jess, I returned home.

As soon as I arrived, I hummed a tune while preparing a meal.

“Hm-hm.”

“…”

“Hm-hm-hm.”

“Hmph… 

Kelton, get a grip. 

How long are you going to stay like this?”

“Sigh.”

Kelton let out a deep sigh.

For the first time in almost a week, he placed his pipe between his lips and spoke in a low voice.

“My only disciple burned their face and body to a crisp. 

What kind of master wouldn’t be troubled by that?”

“But I reached the Third Rank, didn’t I?”

“That’s the problem! Why does advancing require such an insane method?”

Kelton exhaled a long puff of smoke.

He stared blankly at the smoke dispersing toward the ceiling, then muttered quietly.

“What’s the point of advancing if it costs you your whole body?”

“Isn’t it a bargain, though? 

I didn’t end up crippled or anything, just a bit singed on the outside. 

Getting to the Third Rank for that price is a great deal.”

“Sigh.”

Kelton sighed again.

Honestly, I understood what he was saying.

I glanced at the mirror.

Reflected back at me was the typical appearance of a severe burn survivor—someone who had endured full-body burns.

Anyone with a face like this would struggle through life, but for women, it was even worse.

That was why Kelton kept sighing.

But that was only from the perspective of ordinary people.

From my point of view, a life without magic was far more unbearable.

Besides, I wasn’t actually a woman to begin with. 

A man resided inside this body, so I wasn’t about to obsess over something as trivial as beauty.

I could give it up anytime.

For magic, I would sacrifice anything.

“At this rate, you’ll end up leaving before me.”

“Dying is not an option. 

It would be too unfair to die without mastering all magic.”

“Yeah. 

That’s what I thought.”

Tap. 

Kelton tapped out the ashes from his pipe and put it out.

As if knowing that the meal was ready.

I placed a bowl of vegetable stew and some bread in front of him.

Then I scooped up my portion of the stew and took a bite.

The subtle sweetness of the vegetables gently warmed my body.

A perfect balance.

An ideal meal to rejuvenate one’s energy.

“It’s delicious.”

“And healthy, too.”

After finishing my meal and washing the dishes, I approached Kelton and asked,

“Since we’ve eaten, how about going on a walk?”

“Not today.”

“Why not?”

“The village chief asked me for a favor.”

“Again? 

You’ve been doing that a lot lately. 

You never used to. 

Is there some reason?”

“Come with me.”

Without further explanation, Kelton led me into the nearby forest.

I had explained this many times before, but there weren’t many monsters in this village’s forest.

The worst we had were small groups of goblins, which even the village militia could handle.

Yet the village chief had asked Kelton to clear out the goblins.

The reasoning was probably to prevent unexpected accidents, but something about it didn’t sit right with me.

Hiring a Fourth Rank mage just because of potential accidents in a medieval fantasy setting?

That didn’t add up.

“Kelton, be honest. 

You asked the chief for something, didn’t you? 

And in return, you agreed to clear out the goblins.”

“There are goblins ahead.”

Kelton pointed, and when I turned, I saw several goblins emerging from the trees.

Five of them.

That would have been a challenge in the past, but not anymore.

I opened my lantern.

Whoosh. 

A flame ignited inside.

After reaching the First Rank, I had learned to distribute my magic power evenly. 

My efficiency has improved.

Upon reaching the Second Rank, my repeated actions began influencing my magic.

Because I used magic inside my lantern every day, my mana consumption for that action specifically had decreased.

And when I finally reached the Third Rank—

I gained the ability to impose restrictions.

A condition: Magic must only be cast within the lantern.

Through repetition and oath, my Flame Arrows shot into the air and split into five separate streaks.

Five crimson trails pierced the goblins’ heads.

Thud.

Their brains melted, and they collapsed to the ground.

A clean fight.

Click. I closed my lantern and smiled as I met Kelton’s gaze.

I spoke.

“What do you think? 

Doesn’t this power seem beyond what a Third Rank mage should be capable of?”

“It’s impressive.”

“Worth the sacrifice, right?”

“There are still more goblins left. 

We should keep moving.”

It was obvious he was avoiding the conversation, but I didn’t press him on it.

Everyone had topics they wanted to avoid.

Still—

“At this rate, using pure elemental magic might be fine, but applied magic is going to be a hassle. What do I do about that?”

“You’re the one who imposed the rule that magic must be cast within the lantern.”

“Half of that wasn’t my choice—it was practically forced onto me. 

If I had known my magic would develop this way, I would have carried something more convenient, like a glove.”

But if I had done that, my rank might not have advanced.

A difficult dilemma.

The lantern was inconvenient, but it also had its advantages.

Kreeeek!

Another goblin lunged at me, and I incinerated it before continuing.

“Are we heading home after this?”

“Yes. 

Let’s go on that walk, too.”

“That’s why I like you, Kelton.”

On a day like this, staying indoors was practically a crime.

A walk was the right choice.

“Don’t hum a tune while burning monsters. 

It gives people the wrong idea.”

“Hmph, hmph.”

“…Fine.”

Looking at the clouds, I could tell that tomorrow’s weather would be just as nice.

Maybe I should grill some meat outside tomorrow.

Yeah.

Let’s keep going like this.

Just like this, all the way.

Two more years passed after I reached the Third Rank.

At last, I turned seventeen.

I had left home at ten, which meant I had spent seven years as a mage’s apprentice.

For me, those seven years had been a preparation period.

A time to get ready to start my real life.

Seventeen was the perfect age to call the beginning of one’s life.

Cough, cough.

But for someone else, those seven years might have meant the opposite.


I looked down at Kelton, lying in bed.

Seven years.

That was—

Plenty of time for a person to prepare for their end.



 
  Chapter 8 : Childhood (8)


When a hawk gets old, its wings become heavy, and its beak and claws bend so much that it can no longer hunt.

At that point, the hawk has two choices.

Either starve to death or pluck out its beak and feathers to replace them with new ones, even at the risk of death.

This story, which reeks of self-improvement, was, as you might have guessed from its exaggerated tone, a complete lie.

Hawks do not pluck out their beaks and feathers. 

If a hawk’s beak, which is densely packed with blood vessels and nerves, were broken, it would suffer excruciating pain and die.

Besides, believing that merely plucking out one’s beak and feathers would allow one to escape death was an act of mocking death itself.

Time was not fair to everyone, but death was.

Everyone faced the end.

Children, young people, and the elderly.

Even wizards.

Drip. 

I poured water into a cup and headed to the bedroom.

As soon as I opened the door, a strong hospital-like smell filled the air.

Even though there was no medicine being used, the scent lingered.

“I’ll ventilate the room.”

I opened the window, letting fresh, clean air fill the space.

Cough.

“I’ll close it.”

“No. 

It’s fine. 

Leave it open.”

Kelton spoke weakly and closed his eyes.

I glanced at the bedside table.

The food was untouched.

Earlier, when I had tried to feed him, he said he would eat by himself, so I left it. 

But, as expected, he hadn’t eaten anything.

“If you don’t eat, your body will deteriorate.”

“…….”

“I’ll bring you something fresh.”

“Ruina.”

“Yes.”

“Sit down.”

I withdrew my hand from the bowl and sat on the chair.

As I stared at him, Kelton spoke again, keeping his eyes closed.

“Let’s play a game of chess.”

“Are you sure you’re up for it?”

“A wizard’s mind never stops until his mana is completely depleted. 

Remember that.”

I brought out the Arcana chessboard and set it up as Kelton wished.

After placing all the pieces in their designated spots, I asked him,

“You won’t be playing directly, right?”

“I’ll call out my moves, and you will move the pieces for me.”

“I’ll move my Royal Knight’s pawn to d4.”

“Then I’ll move my Royal Knight’s pawn to d5.”

Tap, tap, tap. 

The sound of chess pieces being placed echoed through the room.

After some time, I picked up a knight and declared,

“I’ll evolve my knight into a Dragon Knight for ultimate evolution!”

“Checkmate.”

“I won!”

Using the game’s one-time ultimate evolution, I captured Kelton’s king.

It was the first time in seven years that this had happened.

“I won.”

“You’ve improved a lot.”

“I won for the first time in seven years!”

“Stop making such a fuss.”

Kelton chuckled softly and then whispered,

“Actually, even my master could never beat me at Arcana chess. 

Not once after I became skilled in it.”

“No wonder. 

I’ve never lost a board game anywhere else, yet I could never beat you. 

It always felt strange.”

Even an 8th-tier Grand Mage couldn’t defeat him, so perhaps Kelton was the strongest chess player in human history.

“Maybe you are the greatest and most powerful chess player of all time.”

“Perhaps.”

“Which means, since I beat you, I’m number one now.”

“You barely managed to beat an old man who’s on the brink of death, and you’re already getting cocky.”

“You were the one who said that a wizard’s mind stays sharp until his mana is gone. 

It was a fair fight.”

Kelton laughed again. 

I laughed with him.

Outside, the birds chirped beautifully in the spring air, and warm sunlight filled the room.

I reached out and held Kelton’s hand.

Then, I slowly asked,

“Kelton, is there anything you wish for?”

“Kelton, is there anything you wish for?”

A wish. 

Kelton understood exactly why Ruina was asking this.

For taking him in, for caring for him, and for teaching him magic all these years—she was offering to grant him a wish in return.

A price. 

That was a word Kelton had always liked.

He had lived his whole life believing that every action required an equivalent exchange.

That was why he never revealed to anyone that his master was Adelian Croft. 

A mere 3rd-tier wizard claiming to be his disciple would have only tarnished his master’s name.

He had grown so accustomed to that mindset that even with his own disciple, he rarely spoke of his master.

When his master had been ready to leave after imparting all the knowledge he could, Kelton had asked, “How could I ever repay this debt?”

His master had replied, 

“Just take in a disciple yourself, like I did. 

That will be enough.”

Back then, the idea of a mere 3rd-tier wizard taking in a disciple had seemed ridiculous, so he had given up on the thought.

But eventually, after reaching the 4th tier, he took in a student.

In the end, he had repaid his debt—though belatedly.

There was a saying that reaching the 4th tier was possible through sheer effort.

That saying was true, but also cruel.

It was true because Kelton had managed to reach the 4th tier.

It was cruel because, despite training every day, he had only barely achieved it after turning seventy.

Kelton disliked the word ‘effort.’ 

More precisely, he never considered himself to be making an effort.

Effort was about grinding one’s soul to the bone, and Kelton had never gone that far.

He had simply trained diligently whenever he could.

And even with just that, he had reached the 4th tier—perhaps the most forgiving tier for a wizard.

Kelton had reached the 4th tier. 

He had attained a level that wouldn’t bring shame to his master.

He had reached the 4th tier and raised a disciple. 

He had repaid the kindness his master had shown him, even if imperfectly.

Now, there were no more debts left for Kelton to pay.

Only debts that others owed him.

Kelton forced his weary eyes open and met Ruina’s gaze.

Her bright green eyes looked down at him.

A wish. 

A desire. 

A request.

Something he wanted Ruina to do.

He had lived his entire life paying back debts. 

He had lived for the purpose of repaying them.

Yet, despite all that, there was nothing he wanted from Ruina.

There was no need for a price to be paid.

At last, Kelton realized something.

Not all debts needed to be repaid.

There were some debts in this world that simply didn’t require compensation.

As the realization struck him, Kelton let out a low sigh internally.

Ah, I see.

I understand now.

But it’s too late.

A brief pang of regret struck him, but he quickly focused on what he could still do.

Kelton’s hand gently stroked the back of Ruina’s hand.

She blinked in surprise.

“Kelton?”

“…Ruina.”

“Yes.”

“This is a trade.”

Crackle. 

Mana surged violently.

He gathered the mana of his entire life, his lifelong resolve, and his lifelong understanding into a single spell.

A symbol was engraved on the back of Ruina’s hand.

A mark resembling a balance scale.

“I give this to you. 

In return, you must—”

Kelton spoke softly as he tenderly caressed Ruina’s face.

“For the love of everything, don’t ruin your beautiful face. 

A woman shouldn’t have scars, for heaven’s sake.”

“I’ve saved up a lot of money. 

If you donate it to the church, a high priest will completely heal your wounds. 

Get treated first. 

Don’t get sidetracked by anything else.”

“Don’t trade your lifespan for power. 

Take care of your body. 

Live a long and healthy life.”

“…Is that all?”

“Yes.”

“At this rate, the Unfair Trade Commission will come after me.”

“Didn’t I tell you? 

The price doesn’t always have to be a one-to-one exchange. 

Your memory is quite poor.”

Kelton let out a dry laugh.

Ruina fell silent, lost in thought for a moment before speaking again.

“That’s the money you saved up all your life. 

Isn’t it too much of a waste?”

“It’s my money. 

I’ll spend it however I want. 

You sure have a lot of opinions.”

Kelton had amassed his fortune simply by leading a frugal life. 

Since he never spent money, it naturally accumulated. 

He had never been particularly interested in wealth itself.

And more than anything, in his current state, he had no desire to cling desperately to his money.

“…Alright.”

“You sure listen well.”

“I’ve always been obedient.”

“At least try to sound convincing when you say that.”

This troublesome disciple always seemed obedient yet never truly was, constantly keeping people on edge.

Ruina suddenly spoke.

“Kelton.”

“Go ahead.”

“If I ever get the chance to bring someone back to life, should I choose you?”

Even at the very end, this disciple came up with the most unexpected remarks.

He truly hadn’t expected to hear something like this at a time like this.

Kelton relaxed his body and slightly parted his lips.

“There’s no need for that.”

“So even if I have the opportunity, I shouldn’t use it on you?”

“If such a situation does arise, save it until after you have children. 

Don’t use it before then.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m curious about what your child will look like. 

And I also want to know if your husband is a decent man.”

“What if he’s not?”

“I doubt you’d pick someone strange. 

If anything, it’s more likely that your husband will be the one struggling.”

“That’s such a typical stereotype.”

Ruina pouted in protest. 

That reaction was so amusing to Kelton.

This was the same person who had thrown herself into fire to learn magic, yet now she was acting all innocent and wronged.

Kelton chuckled softly and said,

“If you want to stay in the village, you can. 

I’ve spoken to the village chief, so he’ll look after you.”

“So that’s why he’s been so eager to hunt goblins lately.”

“If you ever want to rest in your hometown, you can come back anytime. 

I also spoke to the chief’s son. 

If he succeeds his father, the village will be safe for the next few decades. 

You’re a 3rd-tier mage, after all.”

“By then, I’ll be a 9th-tier mage.”

Yeah. 

That might actually happen.

Kelton genuinely believed it was possible.

Ruina continued speaking.

“And by then, I’ll be 3 meters and 10 centimeters tall.”

“Ruina, it’s time to accept reality. 

You’re not growing any taller.”

“You’re saying my height is going to stop at 160 cm?”

“It’s 159 cm.

 Not 160.”

“It’s 160 cm.”

What an absurd goal for a disciple to have.

The most ridiculous part was that she wasn’t even joking—she was genuinely aiming for that height.

Kelton chuckled to himself once more before forcing his weary eyes to focus on Ruina’s face one last time.

And as he felt the end approaching, he slowly closed his eyes.

“Ruina.”

“Yes, Kelton?”


“Be happy.”

Kelton, 5th-tier mage.

Unique Magic: Scales.

At the age of 79, he lived longer than the average person but passed away earlier than the average 5th-tier mage.



 
  Chapter 9 : Quest (1)


People scream atop the burning logs.

Leon could only helplessly look up at the live sacrifices from below.

The fall begins.

In the endless descent of despair, the distorted faces of his parents, older brother, younger siblings, neighbors, and cousins grab onto Leon.

The end of this nightmare was always the same.

A light split the world—and the dark god’s priests—in half.

From then on, Leon had only one goal.

To eradicate evil and uphold justice.

He dedicated his short life solely to that purpose.

“A revelation has been given. 

Find the Holy Grail. 

The one who follows the revelation shall be the next Paladin.”

Thus, Leon took up a sword and left the Holy Church.

All for the sake of setting justice right—

“Hey.”

A sudden voice jolted him awake.

As he opened his eyes, he saw a night sky full of stars.

Crackle. 

A bonfire flickered.

“You’re finally awake?”

Through his hazy mind, Leon lowered his gaze.

A man’s face wavered in the firelight.

That man—yes. 

He was a mercenary Leon had temporarily teamed up with.

His name was Merrick. 

A rather jovial fellow.

“Leon, you’re not moving too well, huh?”

“Ugh.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t look like you can move. 

That’s a problem.”

Leon was confused.

Why was he lying on the ground?

Alcohol? 

A knight-in-training like him wouldn’t drink. 

No, absolutely not.

Leon retraced his memory.

He had definitely been on his way back after completing a request.

The night was deep, and since the city was still far, they had set up camp.

Merrick had offered him a drink, but he refused. 

Instead, he had taken a spoonful of stew…

Into his mouth…

His mouth…

Leon lifted his head.

Merrick’s lips curled in a sinister smirk.

“No reaction, huh? 

That’s no fun. 

Thought I used just the right amount—maybe I overdid it?”

Leon clamped his mouth shut, speechless. 

Then, snickers came from nearby.

“Tch. 

Told you he’s a psycho. 

He just loses it whenever he sees a good-looking guy.”

“Never thought I’d see someone bold enough to mess with a knight. 

Won’t this be a hassle if we get caught?”

“A hassle? 

Look at him—he’s just a trainee on pilgrimage. 

And even if he were a full knight, who’s gonna find out who killed him?”

“True enough.”

Leon instinctively reached for his waist, but his drugged body wouldn’t respond.

Merrick approached and loomed over him.

Leon raised his head and glared at him.

Maybe that provoked him—Merrick licked his lips as he unbuckled his belt.

“Let’s see if that pretty face of yours is worth anything.”

Excitement leaked through his parted lips.

The wind blew.

Leon focused all his strength into his fingertips and glared at Merrick.

The scum around them, perhaps used to this sight, started placing bets.

The noise filled his ears.

Sssht. 

Tsk. 

Just a bunch of trash, huh? 

Tsk. 

Sssht.

Jingle.

Suddenly, everyone froze.

A clear, crisp sound that had no place in the deep forest rang out.

Merrick was the first to look up hesitantly.

Leon also turned his head with difficulty.

From the direction of the sound—

A floating flame wavered.

No, it wasn’t a floating flame. In the darkness, he had mistaken it.

It was a lantern.

And its owner asked a question.

“It seems like the knight is in a dire situation. 

Am I right?”

A woman had suddenly appeared in the middle of the forest at night.

Yet no one laughed mockingly or made lewd remarks.

Of course, they didn’t.

A woman who wandered alone in the woods at night, completely unshaken, could only be one thing.

A mage.

Merrick subtly signaled to his men, telling them to flank and ambush her.

Leon noticed and tried to shout, but his lips wouldn’t part.

Whether she knew or not, the lantern’s owner spoke calmly.

“I’ll help you. In return, would you help me as well? 

From what I’ve learned, complete recovery magic isn’t something people like me can easily obtain.”

Leon desperately tried to warn her to look behind—

“Help me? 

That makes this a deal.”

The flame stretched long, weaving patterns into the air.

“AAAAAGHHH!!”

The mercenaries screamed as their legs melted, writhing on the ground.

Every last one—those forming a perimeter and those sneaking in from behind.

“Shit!”

Merrick, having barely blocked the magic with a protective artifact, fled—pants still undone.

At the same time—

Swish!

Leon, staggering to his feet, threw a dagger.

It pierced Merrick’s thigh.

“Hah… 

Hah… 

Hah…”

Gasping for breath, Leon clutched his stomach and vomited everything inside him.

He rinsed his mouth with water, then drank some to soothe his gut.

His dazed mind cleared slightly.

Leon drew his sword and surveyed the mercenaries.

All of them had been struck in the legs.

That couldn’t be a coincidence.

She must have aimed for that.

Perhaps she disliked killing.

If so, it meant she planned to bind them and transport them to the city. 

Given their crippled state, that wouldn’t be hard.

Leon had no love for senseless slaughter either, so this was more than welcome.

He approached the lantern’s owner and spoke.

“Thank you for saving me. 

My name is Leon—”

“Wait a moment.”

The lantern’s owner cut him off and stepped toward the mercenaries.

Jingle. 

The lantern swayed.

Beneath the cascade of starlight, she spoke in a singsong voice.

“Do you possess magic?”

“Ugh…”

“Would you be willing to share it?”

“M-monster—”

“Would you be willing to give it up?”

Six crimson lines split the air and struck the ground.

Silence swallowed the campsite.

Leon stared in stunned awe.

An image flickered through his mind.

He reflexively voiced it.

“Witch.”

The lantern’s owner turned around.

Her robe billowed, revealing her face.

She smiled and whispered.

“Calling me a witch right after I saved you? 

You’re quite the blunt one, aren’t you, Sir Leon?”

“No, that’s not what I meant—”

A tale of the past.

On a moonlit night, I had no choice but to put on a dazzling fireworks show while watching a dance between a knight and some mercenaries—

“Next.”

The soldier waved the previous traveler through.

At last, my turn came.

I stepped forward.

The soldier frowned.

“You’re covering your face for an inspection? 

Who the hell are you?”

“Wait. 

That person is—”

Leon hastily tried to stop the soldier, but I was faster.

I loosened my robe slightly.

The soldier checked my face and clicked his tongue softly. 

His expression was that of someone who had seen something they shouldn’t have.

As I pulled my hood back up, I asked, “Am I allowed to pass?”

“Next.”

As I crossed through the city gates, the bustling main street unfolded before me.

Seeing the crowds I would never have encountered in a rural village, I nodded to myself.

“As expected, people are meant to live in the city.”

“Miss Ruina, are you all right?”

“Hm? 

What do you mean?”

“That is….”

“Now that I think about it, Sir Leon also called me a witch when he saw my face. 

To be treated this way… 

I feel like crying.”

“That’s not what I meant—”

“I’m joking.”

I grabbed a child loitering near the city gates and handed them a silver coin.

The child wiped it on their clothes and beamed.

“Where would you like to go?”

“An inn. 

One with good food and clean beds, please.”

“Not a high-class one, right?”

“No.”

“Got it!”

The child led us to an inn.

I looked up to check the sign.

[Where the Wind Rests]

Surprisingly, both my childhood home with my biological parents and the place I lived with Kelton had an inn with the exact same name.

There was no way a franchise existed in this so-called “Happy Medieval Land,” so it must have been pure coincidence.

Still, it made me realize that people really lacked creativity when naming things.

Inside, the inn was lively but not overcrowded.

It was neither too full nor too empty.

The child had understood my request perfectly.

I had half-expected disappointment when asking for directions, but hitting the jackpot on the first try meant luck was on my side today.

Once seated, I raised my hand and ordered.

“Two mugs of mead! 

And four servings of white bread and cheese!”

“Wait. 

I don’t drink.”

“I know.”

Ignoring Leon, who was panicking all by himself, I downed the mead that had been brought out early.

It was cool and sweet.

Traditional mead tended to be strong rather than sweet, but this one fit my imagined taste perfectly.

Was it the power of magic?

As expected of “Happy Medieval Land.”

“Two more meads over here!”

“Miss Ruina.”

“Yes?”

“Shouldn’t we organize the discussion we were having earlier?”

Organize?

Was our conversation really that complicated?

I didn’t think so.

“It wasn’t anything major.”

“Even so, I’d like to be clear.”

“You saw my face and body, didn’t you? 

I want to get this treated, but turns out full-body burn treatment is harder than regenerating lost limbs. 

Can you believe it? 

Even a fifth-rank mage, at the peak of their career, would have to spend their entire life savings on it.”

“It’s the same process as regrowing limbs, but since there’s more area to heal, the cost skyrockets. 

However, if you limited it to just the face—”

“That won’t do. 

That would go against the deal.”

I firmly cut him off and continued.

“I heard high-level divine healing isn’t given to just anyone. 

Even if you donate, they might just take your money and pretend they never saw you.”

“The Church does not commit such acts.”

“When there are actual victims, it’s hard to take a Church member’s word for it. 

Anyway, if I get swindled like that, who knows what I might do? 

And I did promise not to do anything reckless. 

That’s why I sought you out. 

Whether it’s a recommendation or using your authority, help me get a full-body recovery.”

Leon looked troubled at my very precise demand.

“I could recommend you, but it wouldn’t be effective. 

I’m just a trainee.”

“Really?”

“So I have almost no authority.”

“You’re basically a scarecrow, then? 

Should I have just let you enjoy some passionate love instead?”

“If I become a Paladin, anything is possible. 

But making promises on uncertain things would make me a fraud. 

I’m truly sorry, but finding someone else would be faster. 

That said, I will definitely repay my debt to you.”

“Can you actually become a Paladin? 

You couldn’t even detox a simple paralyzing drug.”

“…As long as I complete the Church’s mission, I can become one immediately.”

That was an interesting tidbit.

He had probably revealed it so easily because I was his benefactor.

So, completing the Church’s mission would make him a Paladin.

Hmm.

Sizzle.

I lit a pipe and took a deep drag.

Blowing out a stream of smoke, I spoke.

“All right.”

“What do you mean, all right?”

“I’ll help you with your mission. 

But you have to keep your promise, okay?”

I had already planned to travel around and earn some money, so helping out a trainee knight along the way wouldn’t be a big deal.


And if things didn’t work out, I could just ditch him.

If he showed promise, I could switch sides.

A true professional always avoids losses.

That was a lesson well learned from my master.



 
  Chapter 10 : Quest (2)


Quest. 

A familiar word for those who enjoy games, often used to describe tasks or missions undertaken by players. 

However, this modern usage is a transformation—the word was used quite differently in the past.

A mission to rescue a princess.

A mission to defeat the Dark Lord.

Heroic missions, in other words.

In the past, a great journey worthy of being recorded in history was called a quest. 

A representative example is the “Quest for the Holy Grail” from Arthurian legend.

“So, Sir Leon, you’re striving to leave your name in history.”

“I never dreamed of such grand ambitions.”

“How can you say that? 

The moment you search for the Grail, it becomes a historical act.”

It was late morning. I shook my head in the inn’s hall.

Leon was fine in every way, but you had to tell him something twice for him to understand.

“The Holy Grail is said to be made from the bones of the Incarnation who journeyed with the first emperor, right?”

“That’s correct.” 

“And you really thought you could find something like that and not have your name recorded in history?”

“…I understand that my name will be remembered, but that’s not my goal.” 

“Oh? 

So becoming a Paladin and avenging all the humiliations you’ve suffered until now wasn’t your intention?”

“No, I wouldn’t pursue such worldly—”

“I’m joking.”

Even without him saying it, it was obvious that this naïve apprentice knight had no such ambitions.

If I had to pinpoint when I first realized it… 

Ah, yes.

“I knew it from the moment a mercenary got behind you.”

“He didn’t get behind me! You saved me before that happened.”

“Actually, I’ve mastered a unique time magic. 

My memories from before I turned back time got mixed up, so I was briefly confused. 

My apologies.”

“Haha, that’s… 

Wait, you’re joking, right?”

I gave a cryptic smile.

And then I said:

“Who knows?”

“Why won’t you just clarify that it’s a joke?” 

“Because that’s what completes the joke.”

“Here are your two honey meads and two servings of smoked meat.”

As we laughed and chatted, our food arrived. 

The server placed the honey mead and smoked meat on the table, then followed up with meat stew and milk.

“And here’s your meat stew and milk as well.”

“Thank you.”

Leon carefully ate his meal, savoring the meat stew and milk.

It was a pleasing sight.

“Look at you, ordering your own food instead of eyeing someone else’s. 

You’ve grown.”

“I’m sorry, but I still think you were the odd one, not me.”

“Isn’t it strange to take someone else’s food?”

“Who would have guessed that you ordered four servings of bread and cheese just for yourself?

I naturally assumed you ordered mine as well.”

When we first arrived at the inn yesterday, I had ordered four servings of white bread and cheese. 

I needed at least that much to feel full. But this ungrateful knight had casually eaten my food.

Because of him, I had to place another order.

“Can you even imagine my sorrow when my honey mead grew lukewarm as I wept for my missing side dish?” 

“Didn’t more food arrive before you even finished what was already served?”

“Exactly. 

So I got to eat it warm. 

Next time, I’ll split my order into two rounds.”

Gulp.

As I took a swig of honey mead, a shiver ran down my spine.

This refreshing, perfectly balanced sweetness—unbelievable that such a drink existed in this so-called “Happy Medieval Land.”

“Other drinks aren’t like this. Why is honey mead so particularly good? Magic, perhaps?” 

“Who knows? I’m not well-versed in such matters.” 

“Hmm.”

I downed the rest of my honey mead and popped a piece of smoked meat into my mouth.

Now I feel alive.

I raised my hand and called out:

“Another two honey meads and two more servings of smoked meat, please!”

“You’re really drinking four glasses of alcohol in broad daylight…”

Leon muttered under his breath. 

He must have been reconsidering whether he truly wanted to serve under a master who drank this much before noon.

Oh dear. 

Exceptional people can be such a headache.

Clack.

Leon set his spoon down, having finished his meal.

As he sipped his milk, I spoke slowly.

“Shall we talk about the mission now?” 

“Yes.”

Leon was seeking the Holy Grail—to become a Paladin. 

And I planned to help him, in exchange for receiving full-body restoration treatment for free or at a heavy discount.

Of course, I already had enough money to pay for it outright. 

But that money was what Kelton had left behind. 

I didn’t want to use it so carelessly.

Kelton used to say, “I earned this money, so why does it matter how I spend it?” 

But unfortunately for him, the moment I inherited it, that money became mine. 

I had every right to use it as I pleased.

I wanted to save it for something more meaningful.

Besides, the religious order of this “Happy Medieval Land” was rotten to the core. 

Even if only half of the rumors were true, there was a good chance I could end up losing my entire fortune in the process.

Normally, I would have scoffed:

“Give my money to a bunch of frauds? 

No thanks. 

Who needs healing? 

Let’s just blast through the fourth tier and go for another glorious fire shower instead!”

But I had made a promise. 

And I intended to keep it.

I ran my fingers over the back of my left hand and bit down on my pipe.

Sizzle.

As the tobacco lit, a smoky haze billowed out.

Looking up, I saw a youthful face and brown hair.

How old was he? 

Probably older than my current age.

Though younger than my previous life’s.

Would this apprentice knight, chosen for the sake of keeping a promise, prove himself worthy of the role?

I was deeply curious.

Leon spoke in a calm voice.

“Where should we begin?”

“Let’s start with the information you’ve gathered, Leon.”

Sharing information always came first, no matter the situation.

At my words, Leon leaned forward and began speaking.

“Do you know the characteristics of our target?”

“Eternal life, healing, abundance, purification, wisdom… something like that?”

“I focused on the power of abundance.”

“Why? 

Isn’t eternal life the usual focus?”

“If the target is buried somewhere, then it’s likely the power of abundance would be in effect.”

In other words, Leon was betting on the assumption that no one currently possessed the Holy Grail.

“Hmm.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.”

I could guess his reasoning, but I let it slide.

Focusing on the power of abundance as a search method made sense.

“So, which village do you plan to investigate?”

“There are quite a few, but for now, this one.”

Leon wrote a name on the table. He was oddly meticulous about certain things.

I read the letters he wrote.

[West Shade Grafton]

A grape village located west of the Shade County. 

I knew where that was.

It was the site of an upcoming grape festival.

“That makes sense. The harvest there never fails. It’s suspicious.”

“Exactly.”

“If there’s a grape festival, there must be plenty of wine. 

Now I’m looking forward to this.”

“Ruina, if you say things like that out loud, there’s no point in keeping the location secret.

Be careful. 

If someone overhears and gets the wrong idea, it could be dangerous.”

“Ah, if only you had been this cautious before I turned back time.”

Clink.

I placed a lantern on the table.

Inside the lantern, a flame flickered—one with a mouth.

The flame greedily devoured something unseen.

“That is…?”

“It’s eating the sounds that leak out. 

You can talk freely now.”

“…You could have told me that earlier.”

“I forgot.”

Honestly, I had stayed quiet because it was amusing how he suddenly started acting like we were in a spy film.

Shade County, huh?

I calculated the distance from here to Shade County.

It was quite far.

“You timed the trip to coincide with the festival, right?”

“People will let their guards down during the festival. 

It’ll make investigating easier.”

“Considering travel time, we’ll barely make it in time. 

Why cut it so close?”

Not understanding, I asked, and Leon scratched his cheek awkwardly before answering.

“Originally, I would have arrived earlier, but I ran out of travel funds and had to work along the way, which delayed me.”

“I doubt you miscalculated your funds. 

Did you lose your money? 

Were you pickpocketed?”

“Not exactly…”

“Are you, by any chance, a noble’s illegitimate child?”

“I’m not.”

“Then why are you experiencing every single hardship that noble heirs face when they leave their family estates alone?”

“I just… don’t know much about the outside world.”

If he didn’t know, there wasn’t much he could do.

“You must have spent all your time training in the Order.”

“I swung my sword for ten years.”

“And yet, you got taken down by mercenaries so easily. 

Do you lack talent? 

For reference, I have none.”

“My swordsmanship is excellent. As for holy power… 

I have yet to be called.”

He hadn’t been “called”—meaning he had no divine power.

That explained why he had succumbed to the paralysis poison.

If he had divine power, the holy energy in his body would have purified anything harmful.

From what I knew, just having divine power was enough to qualify one as an official Paladin or Priest.

It was a rare and valuable ability.

Lacking divine power was unfortunate, but if his sword skills were truly great, he would still be useful in most situations.

Now that we had a destination and I had a general understanding of my companion’s skills, there was only one thing left to do.

“Looking at the schedule, we need to move quickly.”

“Huh? 

I did cut the schedule close, but we don’t need to leave immediately. We can rest for a few days before—”

“If we delay, we’ll be late.”

“…What do you mean?”

Leon looked confused, a metaphorical hook hovering over his head.

I kindly explained.

“Since we’ll be earning money along the way, we need to move quickly.”

“Wait a minute. 

You plan to make money while traveling to Shade County?”

“Yes.”

Did he really think we’d just travel in silence the whole way?

Leon hesitated for a moment.

“But if we do that, we’ll run out of time.”

“If we run out of time, we’ll just sleep less.”

My top priority was money. 

That hadn’t changed.

“If you’re not okay with that, we’ll have to part ways here.”

“…Understood.”

“That’s more like it, Leon. 

You’re good at understanding things after all.”


I had misunderstood him. 

He actually did understand things in one go.

I picked up my honey mead and said:

“Let’s drink this, and then we set off.”



 
  Chapter 11 : Quest (3)


There are several ways for wizards in this world to make money.

The most famous method is, of course, to rely on a noble house.

If you are affiliated with a noble house and receive research funds, there’s nothing more comfortable than that in the world.

That’s what Kelton had said.

Since I had never experienced that kind of situation, I didn’t know how comfortable it was. 

To be honest, being under the orders of a noble didn’t seem all that comfortable to me.

Getting employed by a noble house wasn’t something that could be done unless you were at least a 4th-tier mage.

In other words, it wasn’t something I could do right now. 

Let’s move on.

The second option was to be affiliated with the Empire.

But even if you were part of the Empire, the work itself was similar to being affiliated with a noble house. 

The only difference was that the one giving orders would be the imperial family instead of the nobility.

So, again, you had to be at least a 4th-tier mage for this to be possible. 

This, too, wasn’t something I could do.

The third option was the Magic Tower, but the Magic Tower was more of a pure academic group, so if you wanted to make money, it wasn’t a good choice.

Thus, the only choice left for a 3rd-tier money-hungry wizard like me was one.

“Are you a mercenary?”

“Yes, I’m a mercenary.”

A mercenary. 

The job that a 5th-tier wizard had dedicated his whole life to was now going to be mine.

I put a pipe in my mouth and entered the mercenary guild.

The sounds of various people drunkenly yelling hit my ears.

Mercenaries were like a hope for orphans and people with bottom-tier lives.

It was natural for this kind of atmosphere to form in the mercenary guild, their base.

I exhaled the smoke slowly and walked toward the desk.

“I’d like to register as a mercenary.”

“Just a moment.”

The receptionist hurriedly prepared something. 

It seemed like they were taking out some documents.

Mercenaries were classified into six ranks.

From rank 5 to rank 1, and then an additional special rank, making a total of six levels.

The receptionist took out the papers and asked me.

“Please describe your specialty.”

“I’m a wizard. I’m at rank 3.”

“May I see your face?”

Surprisingly, the mercenary guild tried to filter out criminals as much as possible. 

Even so, there were still incidents that continuously lowered the average mercenary’s reputation.

If your trustworthiness broke the limit and was shattered, no one would trust you with a contract, so it was an unavoidable measure.

I slightly lifted my robe and showed my face.

The receptionist flinched a little, then wrote something down on the papers and spoke.

“Please wait a moment.”

After a brief wait, the receptionist handed me a round medal.

The medal had the date and location of my mercenary registration, along with my name and hometown written on it.

The material was copper. It indicated that I was ranked 5th.

For a 3rd-tier wizard, it was a very low rank, but everyone who registered as a mercenary for the first time received a 5th-tier ranking.

It couldn’t be helped.

The rank system was designed to distinguish between “people who can’t be held accountable by the guild even if something goes wrong” and “people the guild can vouch for.”

If they gave high ranks to just anyone, and something went wrong, the distinction between ranks would be shattered. 

The mercenary guild, whose goal was to attract as many clients as possible, had to avoid this at all costs.

“Ruina, over here.”

Leon, who had registered as a mercenary earlier to earn travel expenses, confidently stood in front of the request board.

This request board was like a billboard. It was a much lighter method than the guild directly connecting mercenaries to jobs.

Requesters could pay a fee to post an ad, but this increased the likelihood of meeting mercenaries of lower quality than those directly recruited by the guild.

Mercenaries, on average, were already lower in quality.

Looking at those mercenaries, I was impressed by how Kelton had lasted decades. 

Truly admirable.

Since illiteracy rates were high in this world, the request board was full of papers with both text and pictures.

Leon pointed at a request with a drawing of a cart.

“How about this one? It seems like the perfect request for us.”

I was taken aback by his words.

“You can read?”

“…I spent a long time in the church. I learned various knowledge.”

“I had a feeling you might be able to.”

I lifted my head and read the request.

As a wizard’s apprentice, I could read.

[Looking for escorts to West Shade Grapeton]

[Reward: 50 silver coins]

[Departure: September 3rd, noon, East Gate]

[Meals provided]

For a long-term escort mission, the pay was quite low, but the meal provision made it acceptable.

The destination was exactly where we were heading—West Shade Grapeton—and the departure time was noon today, so we could leave right away.

“Let’s go with this one.”

“Understood.”

We left the mercenary guild and quickly finished our travel preparations.

We packed provisions, clothes, blankets, water, and so on into our backpacks, and before long, it was almost noon.

I headed toward the east gate with Leon.

The east gate had a lot of foot traffic, and as a result, there were many people with carts nearby.

“Anyone who wishes to take on an escort mission to Clamps Baron’s Estate, please gather here!”

“Escort mission to the Imperial Capital!”

“To the Holy Kingdom!”

Various people were shouting out calls.

I suddenly made eye contact with someone.

It was a man with a fairly large cart beside him. 

As soon as our eyes met, he let out a sigh of relief and approached.

“Are you by any chance here for the escort mission to West Shade Grapeton?”

“You figured it out well.”

It was surprising. 

The request board only informed mercenaries of where the requester was, and contracts were made on the spot, so there was no way to know in advance who would come.

To my question, the requester whispered almost like a confession.

“Actually, I’ve been keeping an eye on who would be interested in my request on the mercenary board.”

That was truly creepy.

Then what was the point of using the request board?

“In that case, wouldn’t it be better to go around looking for mercenaries on your own?”

“Then I wouldn’t be able to filter out the strange ones.”

So that was the purpose of the filtering.

If we had seemed suspicious, he probably would’ve run away without a second thought.

“It seems like Leon looked suspicious, but my presence balanced that out, huh?”

“My name is Chris. It’s nice to meet you.”

“I’m Ruina.”

“I’m Leon.”

I shook Chris’s hand.

Then I brought up something I had noticed earlier.

“A woman pretending to be a merchant. You must have some big goals, huh?”

“Why?”

“Is it that obvious?”

I was surprised by Chris’s reaction.

It was a disguise?

Chris asked in a flustered voice,

“I’ve cut my hair short, and I’m even purposely taking herbs to change my voice. Even then, do I still stand out?”

“It’s Ruina who’s strange. I didn’t notice at all.”

Leon was the one who replied to Chris.

He treated me like I was the strange one. I felt so unfair.

I calmly explained why I had made that judgment.

“I thought you just had a preference for not covering your neck, like a man. But if you’re a woman dressed as a man, how can you not cover your Adam’s apple?”

“Most people don’t focus on someone’s Adam’s apple.”

“Also, your face is more feminine than a simple handsome man.”

I’m sure that the guy who tried to hit on Leon would’ve had no reaction at all if he saw Chris.

“…I can roughly guess what you’re thinking.”

“It’s a misunderstanding.”

“Please tell me your name and hometown.”

“My name is Ruina. My hometown is West Shade Grapeton.”

I intentionally gave a different name for my hometown. It was one of the tips Kelton had given me.

Kelton had even suggested using a fake name, but I didn’t go that far. Fake names were a hassle.

The receptionist placed the pen down with a clack and began organizing the papers.

“Ruina, everything is confirmed. The registration fee is 10 silver coins. Is that alright?”

“Yes.””Please wait a moment.”

After a brief wait, the receptionist handed me a round medal.

The medal had the date and location of my mercenary registration, along with my name and hometown written on it.

The material was copper. It indicated that I was ranked 5th.

For a 3rd-tier wizard, it was a very low rank, but everyone who registered as a mercenary for the first time received a 5th-tier ranking.

It couldn’t be helped.

The rank system was designed to distinguish between “people who can’t be held accountable by the guild even if something goes wrong” and “people the guild can vouch for.”

If they gave high ranks to just anyone, and something went wrong, the distinction between ranks would be shattered. The mercenary guild, whose goal was to attract as many clients as possible, had to avoid this at all costs.

“Ruina, over here.”

Leon, who had registered as a mercenary earlier to earn travel expenses, confidently stood in front of the request board.

This request board was like a billboard. It was a much lighter method than the guild directly connecting mercenaries to jobs.

Requesters could pay a fee to post an ad, but this increased the likelihood of meeting mercenaries of lower quality than those directly recruited by the guild.

Mercenaries, on average, were already lower in quality.

Looking at those mercenaries, I was impressed by how Kelton had lasted decades. Truly admirable.

Since illiteracy rates were high in this world, the request board was full of papers with both text and pictures.

Leon pointed at a request with a drawing of a cart.

“How about this one? It seems like the perfect request for us.”

I was taken aback by his words.

“You can read?”

“…I spent a long time in the church. I learned various knowledge.”

“I had a feeling you might be able to.”

I lifted my head and read the request.

As a wizard’s apprentice, I could read.

[Looking for escorts to West Shade Grapeton]

[Reward: 50 silver coins]

[Departure: September 3rd, noon, East Gate]

[Meals provided]

For a long-term escort mission, the pay was quite low, but the meal provision made it acceptable.

The destination was exactly where we were heading—West Shade Grapeton—and the departure time was noon today, so we could leave right away.

“Let’s go with this one.”

“Understood.”

We left the mercenary guild and quickly finished our travel preparations.

We packed provisions, clothes, blankets, water, and so on into our backpacks, and before long, it was almost noon.

I headed toward the east gate with Leon.

The east gate had a lot of foot traffic, and as a result, there were many people with carts nearby.

“Anyone who wishes to take on an escort mission to Clamps Baron’s Estate, please gather here!”

“Escort mission to the Imperial Capital!”

“To the Holy Kingdom!”

Various people were shouting out calls.

I suddenly made eye contact with someone.

It was a man with a fairly large cart beside him. As soon as our eyes met, he let out a sigh of relief and approached.

“Are you by any chance here for the escort mission to West Shade Grapeton?”

“You figured it out well.”

It was surprising. The request board only informed mercenaries of where the requester was, and contracts were made on the spot, so there was no way to know in advance who would come.

To my question, the requester whispered almost like a confession.

“Actually, I’ve been keeping an eye on who would be interested in my request on the mercenary board.”

That was truly creepy.

Then what was the point of using the request board?

“In that case, wouldn’t it be better to go around looking for mercenaries on your own?”

“Then I wouldn’t be able to filter out the strange ones.”

So that was the purpose of the filtering.

If we had seemed suspicious, he probably would’ve run away without a second thought.

“It seems like Leon looked suspicious, but my presence balanced that out, huh?”

“My name is Chris. It’s nice to meet you.”

“I’m Ruina.”

“I’m Leon.”

I shook Chris’s hand.

Then I brought up something I had noticed earlier.

“A woman pretending to be a merchant. You must have some big goals, huh?”

“Why?”

“Is it that obvious?”

I was surprised by Chris’s reaction.

It was a disguise?

Chris asked in a flustered voice,

“I’ve cut my hair short, and I’m even purposely taking herbs to change my voice. Even then, do I still stand out?”

“It’s Ruina who’s strange. I didn’t notice at all.”

Leon was the one who replied to Chris.

He treated me like I was the strange one. I felt so unfair.

I calmly explained why I had made that judgment.

“I thought you just had a preference for not covering your neck, like a man. 

But if you’re a woman dressed as a man, how can you not cover your Adam’s apple?”

“Most people don’t focus on someone’s Adam’s apple.”

“Also, your face is more feminine than a simple handsome man.”

I’m sure that the guy who tried to hit on Leon would’ve had no reaction at all if he saw Chris.

“…I can roughly guess what you’re thinking.”

“It’s a misunderstanding.”

“Anyway, most people will think I’m a man based on my voice and appearance.”

I can get through this.

But I can’t stand learning common sense from an apprentice knight who got tricked three times in broad daylight.

I pursed my lips and muttered.

“If Leon understood the world better, he wouldn’t naively—”

“Honestly, no one has noticed so far, except for you two.”

“Really, am I the strange one here?”

I backed off in response to Chris’s support.

Although I was retreating strategically for now, I would definitely reveal the truth next time.

I calmly spoke up.

“If you’re thinking of making a contract, I’ll take the advance payment.”

“What are your mercenary ranks?”

“5th rank.”

“5th rank.” 

Me too.

“Got it.”

Chris nodded and handed us 10 silver coins.

The advance payment was always 1/5 of the total fee. 

It was an unwritten rule in the mercenary industry.

After receiving the silver coins and placing them in my coin pouch, I climbed onto the cart and spoke.

“Shall we go?”

All roads, except those guarded by imperial knights, carried their own risks.

Monsters, bandits, raiders, and mercenaries thrived along these paths.

What’s interesting is that bandits, raiders, and mercenaries are usually the same group of people, always working to lower the average quality of mercenaries.

“Save, save me!”

“I’d appreciate a sincere response.”

From now on, the men, who could have been bandits, raiders, or mercenaries, desperately nodded at my words.

I shook the lantern and asked three questions.

“Is there anyone here who owns magic, is willing to share magic, or is willing to transfer magic?”

“No.”

That was unfortunate.

I closed the lantern and ignited the flame.

At the same time…

“Wait! Magic! I have magic! Please stop!”

Someone shouted loudly.

I stopped the magic and looked at the man who had shouted.

He trembled and continued.

“Y-Yes, I learned magic from a retired apprentice knight. 

So I know some magic too. I’ll give it to you. I don’t know how to give it, but I’ll give it. 


I really will. Please, please spare me.”

I closed the lantern.

And I smiled.

Finally, I found it.



 
  Chapter 12 : Quest (4)


I took a puff of my pipe and began to speak.

“Would saving all my comrades happen to be part of the deal? Please answer honestly, even if it means there will be disadvantages.”

“No! There’s no way!”

“Hayes, you son of a bitch-.”

Whoosh. A red line cuts across the world.

Amidst the corpses of mercenaries burning to death, I exhaled smoke.

“You chose to give up without even hearing the terms of the deal.”

“…The magic I possess isn’t that valuable.”

“Hayes, you’re a very quick calculator, aren’t you?”

Tap. I tapped out the ashes from my pipe and asked Hayes.

“The magic you possess is ‘Inner Refinement, right?”

<Inner Refinement>.

It was the core magic of knights, forging weapons by hammering the inner self.

In truth, it had an atypical aspect to it as magic, but strictly speaking, it was a traditional and historically deep magic created directly by the first

emperor.

Hayes answered urgently to: my words.

“That’s right. It’s Inner Refinement magic. I just have to teach you this, right? Even a guy like me learned it in a week. 

Someone as smart as you, Magician, could learn it in three days if I stick by your side―.”

“My teacher rolled around in the mercenary world for decades. He’s Hayes-nim’s great senior.”

Inner Refinement magic was something even bottom-tier mercenaries who lacked the confidence to climb up the ladder and instead chose to fleece others could learn if they were lucky.

There was no way Kelton wouldn’t know such magic, and therefore, I had naturally learned Inner Refinement magic as well.

“According to the experiment, I’m the type who can’t learn Inner Refinement magic? My teacher told me I didn’t have the aptitude for a knight, so I should focus on improving my understanding of the elements.”

It was meaningless even if Hayes taught me Inner Refinement magic. 

I couldn’t learn Inner Refinement magic anyway.

In the first place, I already knew Inner Refinement magic itself.

Despair settled in Hayes’ eyes. 

He thought the magic he possessed was useless to me, but if that were the case, would I have spared Hayes?

Judging by how he couldn’t even make such basic judgments, his intelligence seemed to have dropped to the level of a dolphin, seized by fear.

Intelligence was originally like a rubber band, stretching and contracting depending on the situation. It was a natural phenomenon.

I extended my left hand forward and whispered.

“Hayes-nim. It’s a deal.”

Creak. Something was grasped in my hand.

As if someone had cut and pasted the world, suddenly and without warning.

Unique Magic <The Balance>.

It was a magic imbued with the wishes of a person.

I presented the terms.

“What I want is to permanently receive Hayes-nim’s Inner Refinement magic. If you accept this deal, Hayes-nim will no longer be able to use Inner Refinement magic for the rest of your life.”

“I can give you this kind of magic anytime.”

Hayes answers. Simultaneously.

Thud. Something was placed on the Balance’s plate.

It was a small dagger.

The Balance tilted towards Hayes’ side. It meant the weight was not balanced.

I said to Hayes.

“State your terms.”

“Save me. That’s enough.”

“Anything is possible.”

The Balance tilted again. This time, it was towards my side.

Immediately after, the unbalanced Balance achieved equilibrium.

The price is equal. In this case.

“The deal is sealed.”

Ding-! A clear chime rang out. It was a chime that only I and Hayes could hear.

The Balance turned into white flames, and the Balance, which had turned into white flames, flew towards us and embedded itself in us.

Immediately, I shouted to Leon.

“Leon-nim! The dagger!”

“Here it is.”

I grabbed the dagger Leon handed me and activated the magic newly engraved within me.

Mana was consumed, and magic was imbued into the dagger.

It was like putting a coat on the dagger.

A blue dagger flickered and overlaid Leon’s dagger.

I fiddled with the dagger that had turned blue.

Since it could only be used on daggers, the reach was short, and I couldn’t even achieve the body enhancement, which was one of the characteristics of Inner Refinement magic.

“Magic….”

But I blankly stroked the dagger.

I was captivated by the ecstatic feeling of having a new magic in my

I reversed the magic and handed the dagger back to Leon.

“Let’s go.”

“Are you going to let him go like that? He tried to kill us?”

“Should we catch him and lock him up in prison?”

“If it were me,

I would have.”

hands.

“Certainly, the terms of the deal were only to save him. It’s not a lie even if we catch him and lock him up in prison. But such wordplay isn’t fair. I will promise Hayes-nim complete freedom, as he truly wanted.”

I had to do that, even if I didn’t want to.

The Balance was being activated under such restrictions.

“Leon-nim is free to kill Hayes-nim or catch him and lock him up, but I will have no choice but to stop Leon-nim with all my might. Just keep that in mind.”

“…I understand.”

Leon retreated obediently. His expression was confused, as if he was replaying the events of just now in his head.

As soon as our conversation ended, Hayes hurriedly left. He was frightened by the brutal words of killing him or catching him and locking him up.

“Wow. Amazing.”

And Chris clapped his hands and approached.

Perhaps he had seen all sorts of things while working as a peddler. He was calm even amidst the deaths of several people.

“Hiring Ruina-nim was my best choice. Otherwise, the gamble I tried with all my fortune would have failed spectacularly.”

“What are you trying to sell?”

A peddler was a profession that made money by exploiting price differences in each region.

Therefore, a peddler’s gamble would be to buy a lot of specific products and sell them, and I was curious about what products he had purchased.

“Are you curious?”

“Yes.”

“Come this way.”

Chris led me to the wagon and uncovered the cloth covering the cargo box.

The cargo box was full of wooden containers.

Barrels.

Barrels were containers for storing and transporting liquids such as beer, and judging by the faint vanilla scent that stung my nose, they were oak barrels.

Chris smiled and asked.

“Are you curious about what’s inside?”

“Is it wine?”

“That’s right.”

Wine. I recalled our destination and glanced at Leon.

Leon carefully asked Chris.

“Why wine? Shade Graften is famous for its grapes, and there’s even a grape festival coming up soon, so grapes will be rotting.”

“That’s the thing.”

Chris gestured. It meant to lower our bodies.

As we leaned forward as requested, Chris whispered.

“There’s a rumor that Shade Graften’s grape harvest has been poor for the past few years.”

“How many years?”

“That’s right.”

“How many years has the harvest been poor, and the rumor hasn’t spread? It’s a place where they hold a big grape festival, too?”

Chris nodded.

“Leon-nim is right. If it were a normal poor harvest, there’s no way the rumor wouldn’t spread. But this is only limited to ‘top-quality grapes.’ So the festival is proceeding normally, and other parts are the same.”

“Then…I can understand why the rumor hasn’t spread.”

“Well, eventually it leaked out, and the news reached the ears of a peddler like me.”

“But what does that have to do with wine?”

Certainly, as Leon questioned, I understood that the production of high-end wine had been suspended for several years due to the poor harvest of top-quality grapes, but what did that have to do with buying a lot of high-end wine in Shade Graften?

They were sellers, not buyers.

At those words, Chris raised a finger.

Chris, who had focused our attention, slowly opened his mouth.

“From here on out is the main point, but my prediction is that Shade Graften will soon need a lot of top-quality wine.”

“Why?”

“From there on out, it’s a trade secret…but since we’re traveling together, I’ll give you a little hint.

There’s a rumor that a high-ranking person is secretly traveling to enjoy the festival. 

If that happens, they’ll need a lot of high-end wine for hospitality, but haven’t the grapes been poor in recent years? 

The reserves will be small, so if we sell high-end wine, they’ll buy it right away.”

If that information was true, it was a somewhat reasonable prediction.

However, it wasn’t certain.

I muttered softly.

“So that’s why it’s a gamble?”

“It’s a once-in-a-lifetime gamble.”

They weren’t necessarily visiting, and they were traveling ‘secretly.’ I wondered how he was risking his entire fortune on such information.

If the high-ranking person didn’t visit, if they did visit but the high-ranking person and their entourage didn’t enjoy wine, or even if they enjoyed it but the territory had a lot of wine in reserve, Chris would have to hug the oak barrels and jump into the lake.

If he succeeded, he could sell the already expensive high-end wine for even more, but the probability of success was that much lower.

The probability of the high-ranking person’s movements leaking to the outside and the probability of that rumor reaching the ears of a mere peddler were even lower.

“I think the probability of success is high.”

“Is that so?”

“Even though I look like this, I’m a peddler who has accumulated some experience. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to prepare this much

volume, right?”

There was no way a noble lady would be a peddler alone for fun, so the capital to prepare that wine was earned solely by Chris.

He wasn’t a rookie.

Chris stroked the oak barrels and said.

“The reliability of the information itself is high. That’s for sure.”

“If that’s the case, that’s a relief. Shall we start soon?”

“It seems like it would be good to do that.”

I climbed into the empty space in the cargo box. Leon did the same.

Clatter. The wagon departs.

Leon crosses his arms and sinks deep in thought.

Shade Graften, which he thought was where the Holy Grail was buried, had a poor harvest for several years, so his head must have been complicated.

After a while, Leon unfolded his arms and met my eyes.

“Ruina-nim.”

“Yes.”

“Can you…steal magic?”

“It’s not stealing, it’s a deal. By the way, were you worried about that?”

He was replaying the deal I had with Hayes, not the Holy Grail. 

I didn’t know if this guy really intended to become a paladin or not.

“Aren’t you worried? They say the grapes are having a poor harvest.”

“I wasn’t planning on getting the answer right from the start anyway.”

“You’re very calm, aren’t you?”

“I’m used to it.”

If he was okay with it, I didn’t care.

Let’s train.

I held up the lamp and stared at the flames quietly burning inside.

“Ruina-nim? What are you doing?”

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing, your body is twisted, are you okay?”

It’s nothing much. It’s just that my body is changing because I’m suppressing the desire to swallow the flames.

I have to endure it.


“That’s Shade Graften over there.”

“It’s a pretty town.”

Fifteen days later. I loosened my twisted body as I looked at the village fence in the distance.

Finally, I’ll get to taste some wine.



 
  Chapter 13 : Quest (5)


Shade Grapeton was quite a large village.

In terms of size, it was about five times the size of my hometown (the fake one). 

Somewhere between a city and a village, I felt it was easier to think of it like that.

I asked a servant for bath water and stared at the flame inside the lantern.

After a short wait, the servant approached me.

“It’s ready.”

“Please bring the wine as well.”

“Understood.”

I headed towards the backyard of the inn.

It was a place surrounded by walls on all sides, and access was controlled, so only one person could enter at a time in order.

Steam was rising from a large bath. 

I undressed, placed the lantern next to me, and dipped my body into the hot water.

A deep breath escaped my lips.

Haa.

This is heaven.

“Excuse me.”

“Come in.”

As soon as I gave permission, the servant cautiously entered.

This was why female servants were used. 

If the servant was a woman, it was possible for her to enter in situations like this, regardless of whether the customer was a man or a woman.

The servant placed the wine on a wooden tray, floating it above the water, then quickly left the backyard.

I poured the wine into a glass.

Drinking alcohol while bathing… if snow had started falling, it would have been perfect. 

But unfortunately, it was September, so snow was still far off.

Drinking alcohol in a bath speeds up blood circulation, so you get drunk quickly. 

It’s bad for your body, so good people shouldn’t try it.

By the way, I’m a good person, but I have a strong body, so it’s fine.

I savored the aroma of the wine through my nose and drank it slowly.

Mmm. 

That exquisite bitter taste.

I finished the wine and muttered,

“Wine is just… okay.”

Honey wine is on a divine level, and I’ve been trying every kind of alcohol in this world, but none of them can rival the dominance of honey wine.

Of course, it tasted fine, but it was just ordinary wine. 

It wasn’t anything special, despite the fact that I don’t particularly like wine.

There’s such a huge difference when compared to the special honey wine I’ve tasted in modern times.

Why is it that honey wine is so particularly exceptional? 

It’s fascinating. 

I swirled the wine in my glass and continued drinking.

Fascinating or not, I had to drink.

After finishing my bath, I changed into fresh clothes and left the inn’s hall.

I sat down at a table and raised my hand.

“Two glasses of honey wine!”

“Didn’t you just drink wine while bathing?”

Leon, who had been sitting there already, said in mild disbelief.

I took out my pipe and opened my mouth.

“I couldn’t drink it earlier. My craving for honey wine must be satisfied. What about you, Chris?”

Chris had decided to stay with us during the festival. 

After bonding for half a month, it felt a bit sad to part ways so soon, and that was Chris’s opinion.

In response to my question, Leon explained while drinking milk.

“I think he went to meet people.”

Right. 

Chris was a traveling merchant. 

In order to sell the wine he brought properly, he needed to investigate the town’s situation.

I blew a puff of smoke toward the ceiling and placed the lantern on the table.

Fwush. 

The flame inside the lantern seemed to grow a mouth.

Noticing this, Leon put down his glass of milk.

“It’s truly an amazing magic.”

“Magic is always fascinating.”

This magic was a form of applied elemental magic, as opposed to pure elemental magic, and it was a spell that swallowed sounds that spread around it.

I had discovered the characteristic of fairness in the flame element.

Then, I delved into that part, grasped the principles of rules and restrictions, and reached the third tier of mastery. 

So, was the magic that erased sounds activated by the flame of fairness?

Half right, half wrong.

It was correct that the magic was activated by fairness, but the foundation of the magic was separate.

Flame devours everything.

Wood, stone, animals, herbs, people, emotions, memories… it doesn’t discriminate, devouring everything violently.

It’s a born predator.

And that was the new characteristic of the flame element I had discovered—predation.

I realized it about half a year ago when I was staring at a flame.

Discovering new characteristics while understanding an element was a natural process.

In the case of Kelton, he discovered more than ten characteristics, and the increasing number of characteristics he realized was expressed as a broader understanding of the element.

The broader the understanding, the more magic one could use. 

That’s why it was said to expand.

On the other hand, digging into one characteristic and realizing various principles from it was said to be a deepening understanding of the element, and this deepening was what related to ascension in mastery.

So, most mages tended to focus on digging deeply into one characteristic.

It was only when they were stuck or needed to investigate other characteristics that they would try to understand multiple aspects. 

But usually, they deeply understood only one characteristic.

I replaced the contents of my pipe and asked,

“Where are we starting the investigation?”

“Originally, I was thinking of investigating the vineyard.”

“You wanted to check if the land could continue producing good harvests, right?”

“Yes.”

“But it turns out that it had been poor harvests for several years?”

From the fact that the land was not fertile, Leon’s plan was essentially blocked from the start. 

It was a rather awkward situation.

Leon nodded and then spoke.

“Still, it seems like the grape harvest itself is going well, even if only the high-quality grapes aren’t coming through. I’m thinking of doing some research on it.”

“Good luck.”

“What about you, Ruina? What are you planning to do?”

“Me? I need to buy a dagger.”

I was neglecting the magic I had just obtained.

I couldn’t even drink a single drop of water until this issue was resolved.

“You’ve had enough honey wine, haven’t you?”

“This isn’t water, it’s alcohol.”

I finished the honey wine the servant had brought and stood up from my seat.

“Then I’ll see you tonight.”

“Understood.”

As I stepped out of the inn, the wind made my robe flutter. 

The sign above me shook.

I glanced up and read the words on the sign.

[Where the Wind Stays]

Ah, it’s that Barmergoth again.

Is there really no franchise in this world?

I can’t take it. I’ll come back and ask the innkeeper later.

The streets were packed with people. It seemed like a lot of outsiders had come into town because of the festival.

I weaved through the crowd and made my way to the building I had scouted earlier.

The first thing that came into view was the gray slate roof, scorched by rain and wind.

Black smoke was constantly rising from the chimney, and light was spilling out from a slightly open door.

I opened the door and entered, and a wave of intense heat hit my face.

I pulled my robe down to cover myself and looked around the building.

Various weapons were decorated on the walls. 

The blades gleamed brightly, showcasing the impressive craftsmanship.

Honestly, I didn’t know much about weapons. 

I’d learned magic, not how to choose a good sword.

I called out cautiously.

“Is anyone here?”

Clang, clang, clang.

The rhythmic sound of metal striking iron filled the building.

Couldn’t they hear me, or were they too busy working to respond?

“Is anyone here?”

I called a bit louder, but still, no answer came.

Reluctantly, I walked further into the forge.

Inside the forge, there was a large furnace.

In front of the furnace stood a man, silently staring at the anvil while holding a hammer.

The hammer fell. 

The red-hot iron on the anvil collided with the hammer, producing a sharp, resonant sound.

When the blacksmith stepped on the bellows, the flames grew fiercer in response.

I stood there, mesmerized by the flames.

Each time the blacksmith pressed the bellows, the fire grew in size in a steady, predictable rhythm.

I was so absorbed in the mesmerizing, alluring flames that I didn’t notice the blacksmith speak.

“This area is restricted to authorized personnel only.”

The blacksmith spoke without taking his eyes off the anvil.

So they had ignored me, not because they couldn’t hear me?

I replied,

“I came in because no one answered.”

“Wait outside.”

Following the blacksmith’s instructions, I quietly waited in the store section of the forge.

A short while later, the blacksmith wiped the sweat from his brow and came outside.

“What’s the matter?”

“I’d like to buy a dagger.”

“For what purpose?”

“I dream of becoming a knight.”

“A magic knight, I see.”

The blacksmith, upon hearing this, took out one of the daggers displayed in the shop and handed it to me.

“This should be good.”

The dagger the blacksmith handed me was a basic dagger, commonly called a “stiletto.” 

It was about 40 cm in total length, with a 25 cm blade and a 15 cm handle.

Typically, daggers have a blood groove down the center, but this one did not.

It was the most basic form of a dagger, making it quite suitable for an aspiring knight.

“That’ll be 50 silver coins.”

“Here you go.”

I handed over the money, and just like that, the wages I’d earned from escort duty over the past two weeks vanished. 

But it was fine. 

If this dagger allowed me to activate the Yondan magic, it would be worth it.

I attached the dagger to my waist, drew it dramatically, and whispered,

“Shine, Seungya.”

A faint blue glow shimmered over the dagger.

At the beautiful sight, I almost shed a tear.

The blacksmith, perhaps moved by the spectacle, spoke to me.

“I’ve lived a long time, but I’ve never seen someone activate Yondan magic like that.”

“Was I the first?”

That couldn’t be true.

If I were the first, it would mean the people of this world had no heart, and that was too horrifying to consider.

I believed in people. I figured the blacksmith just hadn’t seen anything like it before, having been cooped up in the forge. 

I then sheathed the dagger.

“I really like it. I’ll give you 5 more silver coins.”

“Next time you need a longsword, come back. I’ll give you a good price.”

“Got it.”

I silently vowed to get an even better Yondan magic next time as I left the forge.

The streets were noisy.

The festival hadn’t even properly started yet, but everyone was already happily drunk.

Seeing that, I suddenly felt like having a drink myself.

Well, if that’s the case…

I headed into the nearest pub and sat down at the counter.

“Five honey wines, please.”

“Are you with a group?”

“No, just by myself.”

“…Please wait a moment.”

As I waited for the honey wine, I casually glanced around the pub.

People were laughing and chatting while drinking.

Amidst all that, I overheard something.

“I’ll evolve from a knight to a dragon knight. Checkmate.”

“Wow, where did you get that Arcana Chess set? Incredible.”

“That’s not true. I’m just the son of an ordinary farmer, not a noble.”

“Right, son of a farmer.”


The voices of a couple of men brushed past my ears.

I blinked.

Arcana Chess?

I couldn’t resist.



 
  Chapter 14 : Quest (6)


A man with a shaggy beard moves a piece. The soldier in the center two squares forward.

In response, the man across from him also moved a piece. The piece at the very end two squares forward.

This is…

“A battle between the College Defense and the Royal Gambit? Both are heavily late-game oriented openings, so the game will take a while.” “Does anyone know who this lady is?”

“Nope, not me.”

The battle to capture each other’s pieces continued, and finally, a conclusion was reached.

The victor was the man across from him, who had used the Royal Gambit.

“Pirenz lost too?”

“At this rate, there’s no one in our pub who can beat the Young Master.”

The man who defeated Pirenz, the Young Master, lightly sipped his wine and said,

“No one else?”

“Everyone who was willing to try already did.”

“I’m fine with playing the same person again.”

Despite the Young Master’s words, people only glanced at each other, not moving. The difference in skill was too great, and it seemed uninteresting. “I suppose there’s no helping it.”

At the people’s reaction, the Young Master took something out of his pocket and placed it on the table.

Clink. A clear sound rings out.

As everyone’s gaze was fixed on the table, the Young Master opened his mouth.

“I will give this to the person who beats me.’

“He’s giving away a gold coin? Is he crazy?”

“”

“People are only sincere when there’s a reward. I earned this money from a bet with someone else, so I won’t regret losing it.”

Everyone’s eyes

widened.

One gold coin. It was equivalent to one hundred silver coins. It was quite a lot of money to be earned from such a lighthearted bet.

The bearded man, who had first challenged with the College Defense and had his fortress utterly destroyed, was the first to step up.

But he was defeated before even reaching the mid-game.

Next, a man who also used the Royal Gambit, like the Young Master, challenged him.

This time, he was defeated even more severely, not even making it past the opening.

The Young Master, who systematically crushed the Magician Game, Adorian Defense, and Klak Knights Game, raised a finger.

“I would like to add smoked sausage.”

“Understood.”

At the Young Master’s words, the bartender approached the chess table.

And placed five glasses of mead.

The Young Master spoke in a bewildered voice.

“I believe I ordered smoked sausage?”

“I ordered these.”

I sat down and picked up a glass of mead, pouring it down my

throat.

A coolness that felt like my brain was shaking dominated my body.

I feel a little better.

“I’ll add smoked sausage too!”

“And you are?”

“The greatest Arcana Chess player of all time.”

I raised my head.

I saw brown hair and brown eyes. The most common hair and eye color in this world.

His face was ordinary; he really did look like the third son of a rural farming family, just as he claimed.

I asked.

“One gold coin if I win, right?”

“If you can win.”

The Young Master’s gaze landed on my face, then turned to the chessboard.

He didn’t even flinch. It had been a while since I’d met someone like that.

“Miss, why is your face so burnt?”

See? This is the normal reaction.

“It’s the price of a contract.”

“What price? If it’s a dark god, you’ll be arrested as a heretic?”

“I only make legal and ethical contracts.”

I answered vaguely and picked up the pieces in front of the Young Master, arranging them in front of me.

Then the Young Master stared at me.

What is it? Is there something wrong?

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“It’s nothing.”

Was he belatedly shocked by my face?

Tsk tsk. His reaction speed is slower than a turtle.

I neatly arranged the black pieces and said to the Young Master.

“Shall we begin?”

The Young Master moved the soldier at the very end two squares forward. Royal Gambit. If there was a correct answer in, it was probably one of them.

That was because it was an opening that evolved the strongest piece, the ‘Royal Knight,’ the fastest.

I moved the knight on the right towards the center.

The Young Master deployed an additional soldier in response.

It was an original Royal Gambit opening without any variations. In that case…

I moved the soldier located next to the king forward one square.

The spectators buzzed.

“It’s an All-Magician Variation.”

“He’s doing that?”

All-Magician Variation. It was an opening that went all-in on the ‘Magician’ piece that existed in .

It had clear advantages, but also clear disadvantages, so it wasn’t used often.

That was because it abandoned the advantage of being able to move a soldier two squares at the beginning and had to move the soldiers one square at

a time. Therefore, the All-Magician Variation opening was also called a classic opening that refused to evolve.

Even though I brought out a rare opening, there was no change in the Young Master’s play. He continued to develop steadily and solidly.

In contrast, I continued to make erratic and improvisational moves.

As a result.

“I will evolve the Magician into a Grand Magician. Checkmate.”

“Who did she make a contract with? Turns out it was the God of Chess?”

“This lady is really crazy.”

Everyone cheered in excitement.

That was because I had defeated the Young Master, who was like a giant fortress, with a relentless blitzkrieg.

It was as if I was the hero and the Young Master was the demon king, but it couldn’t be helped.

I mean, who told him to play so defensively?

Doesn’t he know that pros have to be good and also entertain the fans?

“I’ll use this gold coin for good.”

I felt good looking at the shining gold coin.

I roughly earned enough for the tip of my pinky toenail’s worth of treatment.

I organized the pieces and put a pipe tobacco in my

mouth.

“Next?”

“Let’s play another round.”

It was the Young Master who answered my words.

The Young Master humbly arranged the white pieces, and he looked very pleased.

I blew smoke at the ceiling and smiled.

“So, you’ve finally realized that white suits your skills?”

“…Let’s play another round.”

“Let’s do that. However.”

Clink. I placed the gold coin on the table and continued.

“It’s boring for the others to watch, so how about we keep betting? I’ll bet the gold coin I just won.”

“I don’t mind.”

The Young Master took out another gold coin from his pocket and placed it on the table.

Hmm.

“Let’s begin.”

There was a change in the Young Master’s play. Instead of the soldier at the very end, he advanced the soldier in front of the king two squares.

That was the most common and stable orthodox opening. He was going to see how I moved and then respond, but I didn’t care and deployed the All- Magician opening.

And as if he had been waiting for it, the Young Master responded with the Knight’s Gambit.

It was an attempt to capture the magician with the knight, but.

“I’ll take this gold coin. Like a gentleman.”

Mid-game. The knight was captured by the secretly completed formation, and he lost as a result.

The Young Master chugged his wine, as if he was getting heated, and met my eyes.

“Let’s play another round.”

“Okay. The stakes are two gold coins.”

“Understood.”

Next round. The Young Master went all-in with the All-Knight Variation.

He was trying to use a custom opening since I only used the All-Magician Variation, but I immediately used the Royal Gambit there.

Then the Young Master closed his mouth and stared at the chessboard.

“What’s wrong?”

“Now that I see it, this lady didn’t make a contract with the God of Chess, but with a demon?”

When I knocked him down with the Royal Gambit’s unique solid and heavy blow, the Young Master’s eyes rolled back.

“Let’s switch colors. Black is my specialty.”

“All colors are my specialty.”

“I’ll bet ten gold coins. I won’t gamble anymore after this. How about it?”

“I’m fine with it.”

I placed the white pieces in front of me and thought.

What opening should I use to make the Young Master go crazy?

Hmm. That would be good.

I moved the soldiers at both ends two squares.

Royal Gambit.

At my action, the Young Master took a deep breath and moved the soldiers at both ends two squares in the same way.

It was a mirror Royal Gambit.

In this case, the Royal Gambit of the second player, who could see and move, was usually advantageous.

So, a variation.

Instead of moving the soldier on the opposite side two squares, I moved the soldier in front of the Royal Knight one square.

A variation of the Royal Gambit. The Hyper-Accelerated Royal Gambit.

The Hyper-Accelerated Royal Gambit was an opening that abandoned many of the Royal Gambit’s advantages, but it had one thing that was better

than the Royal Gambit.

This side was faster.

“This lady absolutely can’t stand to lose?”

“The Young Master has finally met his match.”

In that way, I gradually gained advantages by utilizing the unevolved Royal Knight, successfully passed the opponent’s evolution turn, and won the game with a one-shot reverse counter.

I took the ten gold coins and got up from my seat. Gulp. I poured the last remaining mead into my mouth and placed five gold coins in front of the

Young Master.

The Young Master raised his head blankly.

Looking at his dazed expression, I quietly whispered.

Y1k4VDliYjd6eGp3c0UvaXppT0ZHbFpBS112ZWdDN0RaLysrNGZmU31TS25OQIFTdVU5R0V0cEE5MIRCbUpwTQ

“I only take half of the money I win.”

“Ah.”

“And Master? Feed the people of the pub until these four gold coins run out.”

With this, the gold coins I earned were only five in total, but it was enough. Easily earned money is given to others. It was a personal principle.

I left the pub, leaving behind the cheers from behind.

A lukewarm breeze hit my face.

I looked up at the clear sky and muttered inwardly, fiddling with the five gold coins.

How did a high-ranking person’s whereabouts end up with a mere peddler? He had no intention of hiding it himself.

What son of a farmer would bet ten gold coins out of anger?

He might as well advertise it.

I was sure that Chris had succeeded in gambling and moved my steps to the inn.

He must have made a lot of money this time, so I should tell Chris to treat me generously.


“Lady Ruina. We have a big problem. The territory’s wine reserves are overflowing.”

“Oh dear.”

Today’s lesson.

Never gamble.



 
  Chapter 15 : Quest (7)


“What’s the matter?”

Leon, who had finished his investigation, asked as he sat down at the table.

I nonchalantly answered while spooning up the stew.

“It’s nothing much.”

“Nothing much, you say…”

At my words, Leon subtly turned his head.

His gaze was fixed on Chris, who was slumped over, not even stirring. I calmly elaborated.

“It’s just that a once-in-a-lifetime gamble failed.”

“Mr. Chris? Are you alright?”

“…I’m fine.”

Chris sighed as he sat up.

Chris, who pressed his temple for a moment, slowly opened his mouth.

“It seems the wine reserves are still overflowing, contrary to my expectations.”

“I see.”

“Yes. The demand for wine has hit rock bottom. I was told, ‘Trying to sell wine in the Grape Village? Are you out of your mind?'”

“That’s usually the case.”

What Chris was trying to do was like selling ice in the Land of Snow.

It would be unfair from the perspective of someone who acted on information that a heatwave would hit the Land of Snow, but what could he do? 

Success makes you a hero, failure makes you a rebel.

Leon spoke very cautiously.

“Did

you lose all your money…?”

“It’s not that bad yet. Wine has a long shelf life. There will be opportunity costs and storage costs, and various losses in the process of converting the wine back into gold coins, but it’s not like I’m completely ruined.”

“That’s a relief.”

That’s why merchants had to sell items that they could afford to hold onto even if they went bankrupt.

If you get stuck with something you have to get rid of immediately, your life could be ruined.

With that, Chris’s story was roughly over.

Since it was about time, I placed the lamp on the table and said.

“So, Leon, what happened?”

“Well…”

After confirming that the soundproofing magic was activated, Leon glanced at Chris.

He was hesitating whether it was okay to talk about the Holy Grail in front of Chris, but frankly, it was an overreaction.

The Holy Grail exploration wasn’t a top-secret mission given only to Leon, and there were hundreds of people who had set out to find the Holy Grail.

In my opinion, rumors that the Order had dispatched a large number of Holy Knights would soon spread. There was no reason to hide it at all.

Of course, there was no reason to shout it from the rooftops, but Chris had become quite close over the past two weeks. 

It wouldn’t hurt to include him, considering it as telling an interesting story to a young man whose life had gone down the drain.

Who knows? 

Maybe Chris would come up with a brilliant idea based on his experience as a merchant.

Perhaps Leon had a similar thought. He took a small breath and continued.

“The investigation revealed… it was just an ordinary vineyard.”

“That’s not very informative, considering you hesitated for ten minutes.”

“I only hesitated for three seconds.”

“It felt like ten minutes.”

“Ruina? Leon? What are you two talking about?”

There was nothing more upsetting than when the group was talking about something that only they knew.

I introduced Chris to the story related to the Holy Grail.

Chris stroked his chin and muttered.

“A Holy Grail exploration?”

“Do you have any

idea?”

“What are the characteristics of the Holy Grail?”

“Eternal life, healing, abundance, purification, wisdom.”

“Hmm.”

Chris crossed his arms and fell into thought.

This is irrelevant to the current topic, but every single one of Chris’s actions was feminine. Very different from a man.

He was trying to imitate a man by stroking his chin (as if he originally had a beard but shaved it off) or using a stiff tone, but I don’t know how effective it was.

Judging by the fact that people were fooled, it must be effective.

But his hair was quite long, a bob that slightly touched his shoulders, and his face was that of a typical pretty girl, so why were people being fooled?

Is the fact that his voice is male that important?

Or is it because he doesn’t have breasts?

If he doesn’t have breasts, then it makes sense.

Chris, who had been like that for a while, soon unfolded his arms and whispered.

“There’s a rumor that there’s a hot spring that’s good for the body in the northern part of the Empire, but isn’t that too far-fetched?”

“That’s good enough.”

We weren’t doing the exploration with proper clues anyway.

We welcomed even such unfounded rumors.

“Our next destination has been decided.”

I made eye contact with Leon. 

It was to ask if he agreed, and Leon nodded obediently.

“Belmonte Winterhaven was my next destination anyway.”

“Is that so?”

“There are a few people in the Order who have said that they were cured of their chronic illnesses after taking a hot spring bath.”

I was startled and widened my eyes.

“Is that true?”

“I have no reason to lie. It’s clear that there’s a mysterious power in the hot springs of Winterhaven.”

“No, not that. I mean, the Order can’t even cure chronic illnesses? But they can heal full-body burns?”

I asked because I was curious that a place that could regenerate a person’s arm couldn’t cure a mere chronic illness, and Leon scratched his head.

“Is that what you were curious about?”

“Everyone would be curious. I’m not the weird one.”

“Holy magic is specialized in physical trauma or plagues. Ordinary illnesses, including chronic diseases, are the domain of healers.”

“Ah.”

I roughly understood.

If the Order did everything, the healers would starve to death, so they did a balance patch?

You should have said so sooner.

“…Did you understand correctly?”

“Of course.”

There’s no one who understands the structure of this world more perfectly than me. You can trust me.

At the sound of drums from outside, I turned and leaned against the window.

People were walking around the streets and singing.

Everyone had grapes and wine in their hands. 

It seemed that enjoying the harvested grapes in that way was the Shade Grapeton festival.

I fixed my gaze on the street and asked Leon.

“When are you leaving?”

“Well, I’ll conduct more inquiries, but I don’t plan to stay long. I plan to leave before the festival ends.”

“Is that so.”

Whoosh. I turned the soundproofing magic into an ordinary flame and got up from my seat.

“Where are you going?”

“It’s a waste not to enjoy the festival.”

I left the two of them behind and walked out of the inn.

“Hey! It’s illegal to walk around the streets with nothing in your hands!”

As soon as I went out, someone spoke to me.

It was a middle-aged man with a lot of beard, and he smiled and gave me a bottle of wine and a glass.

I received the bottle and glass and moved my lips.

“How much is it?”

“It’s okay. You must be a foreigner. Enjoy yourself to the fullest.”

“Thank you.”

As expected, festivals are the best. 

Everyone’s generosity becomes abundant.

I poured the wine in the bottle into the glass and brought it to my nose.

The smell was amazing. 

It was wine made with care from high-quality grapes.

This seems like top-quality wine.

And they’re just giving it away?

I raised my head to look for the middle-aged man who gave me the wine, but the wave of people had long since erased the middle-aged man.

Well, there’s no helping it.

I was going to show him a special fire show because I felt sorry for just saying thank you, but I’ll have to postpone it until next time.

-!

Starting with a song that someone started, people all sang cheerfully together.

The first thing that can’t be missed at a festival. It was a song.

Judging by the fact that it was all the same song, it seemed to be a traditional song passed down in Shade Grapeton.

Next, people danced.

The second thing that can’t be missed at a festival. It was dancing.

There was no format, but everyone shook their bodies and sang.

“Isn’t that the God of Chess!”

“Hello.”

“Do you know who this person is? He’s the Devil of Chess who shows the difference in class by imitating the opponent’s special opening!”

“If someone asks who the greatest chess player in history is, have them raise their head and look at the lamp.”

The third thing that can’t be missed at a festival. Even new relationships.

This is what a festival is.

I wish every day was a festival.

“Put your money where your mouth is!”

I headed towards the place where the sound came from.

In the place where the sound came from, a sneaky-looking man and a bronze-skinned muscular man were soliciting customers, and the content was quite interesting.

“If you win an arm wrestling match against this muscular man, I’ll give you one gold coin!”

“I’ll challenge you.”

A challenger came out quickly. It was a large man who also seemed confident in his strength. At the appearance of the challenger, the sneaky-looking man rubbed his hands and smiled.

“The participation fee is one silver coin.”

“Here it is.”

The large man paid the participation fee and took a stance.

And he lost in 5 seconds.

The bronze-skinned muscular man showed off his performance by kissing his muscles.

“Next?”

People only looked at each other and didn’t move. 

Of course. 

There was no one in the world who wanted to throw away money.

“Me.”

So I’ll step up here.

I sat down in front of the table and put down the lamp.

“Excuse me, miss?”

“Yes.”

“You understand what this is, right?”

“It’s arm wrestling.”

“You also understand that you have to pay a participation fee of one silver coin, right?”

“Here you go.”

When I took out a silver coin from my pocket and handed it over, the sneaky man narrowed his eyes.

“Wait a minute.”

Without receiving the silver coin, the sneaky man approached the bronze-skinned man and whispered in his ear.

“That woman is strange. She might be a knight.”

“I’m also a trainee knight. I can tell if she uses magic.”

“Do you trust him?”

After finishing their strategy meeting, the sneaky man came to me and smiled again.

“I received the participation fee of one silver coin.”

I sat in the chair and took a stance.

The bronze-skinned man also took a stance.

When I reached out my hand, the bronze-skinned man flinched before even grabbing it. He noticed the burn scars.

“Are you ready?”

The bronze-skinned man’s expression hardened at my calm voice. 

He seemed to be in a complicated state of mind. 

The voice of his heart, ‘What is this guy so confident in?’ was heard as vividly as if he was speaking directly into my ear.

“Then one, two.”

“Wait. Hans. This guy is weird—.”

“Three!”

I pushed the bronze-skinned man’s arm over with all my might.

At the same time, I slightly lifted my robe to show

my

face.

The man’s expression was filled with embarrassment. 

No matter how much he saw the burn scars on my hand, it was hard to imagine that my face would be like this. It was a natural reaction.

The power of all my strength was applied to the bronze-skinned man’s arm, who missed the timing to apply force.

The result was-

“How’s my strength?”

“Uh, um.”

“We’re almost there.”

“Umm.”

Thud.

The bronze-skinned man, who belatedly came to his senses, pushed my arm over.

For reference, his arm didn’t budge even 1mm despite me giving it all my strength.

“I lost.”

I got up from my seat with regret.

Then the sneaky man and the bronze-skinned man started another meeting.

“What is that woman?”

“I don’t know either. Her strength is that of an ordinary girl?”

“She was so confident that I thought she was hiding something. Why did she challenge us?”

It’s because my physical abilities are ordinary, but my ears are good. 

I could hear even those whispers.

Why did I challenge you?

“It’s a festival. Of course, I have to enjoy it.”

“The young lady is right! It’s a festival, so you have to enjoy it!”

Bang!

You might suspect it’s the sound of a bomb exploding, but it was the sound of someone sitting down.

The culprit was a large, muscular middle-aged man, and it was doubtful whether he was human. Unless he was an ogre hybrid.

“Huh?”

“Here, take the participation fee.”

“Huh?”

I left the arm wrestling gambling den and returned to the street.

I felt sorry for the two men who were about to lose one gold coin, but that’s how gambling is. There are times to win and times to lose.

I strolled under the clear autumn sky.

The lukewarm wind, a mixture of summer and autumn, cooled the sweat, and the lamps illuminated the gradually darkening world below.

I closed my eyes and felt the wind.

Isn’t this cool feeling of wind an indication that only good things will unfold in the future?

I think it is?


“Ruina! It’s a disaster! All of my wine has been stolen!”

“Oh dear.”

I thought it was a festival, but it was a funeral.

Let us all observe a moment of silence.



 
  Chapter 16 : Quest (8)


“Aaaaaaah!”

“First, go eat a voice-altering herb. Its effects have worn off.”

“Sis, what do I do?”

“Calm down. Your disguise is gone. And was I your ‘sis’?”

Chris was in a panic.

It’s okay for a gamble you bet your life on to fail. You can cut your losses and start over.

But having all your assets liquidated is a different story.

Chris sat down on the bed, tearing at their hair.

They looked to be in great pain.

I slowly opened my mouth, feeling sorry for them.

“If you’re younger than me, that means you’re 16 or younger. How did you amass that much money at that age? 

Did you perhaps have a lot of initial capital?”

“…I succeeded in this kind of gamble five times in a row for a year.”

“So, you’re not a peddler, but a gambling addict?”

Hearing that, it seemed their capital was small despite succeeding in gambling five times in a row. 

They must have started from rock bottom.

“If I had succeeded just this once, I could have started my own merchant guild…”

“Oh dear.”

“Sis, I’m so sad.”

“I feel like crying too. And did we decide to drop honorifics now?”

“Sis…”

Chris’s voice choked up. Tears really welled up in their eyes.

But if I lost all my assets, I’d probably be like that too.

Hmm. 

Let me correct that. 

Even if I lost all my assets, I wouldn’t cry.

Would I be like that if I lost all my magic?

Maybe something similar.

Chris mumbled, messing up their hair.

“I thought I could finally be done with this damned cross-dressing.”

“You cross-dressed to avoid being ignored?”

“If I had a guild, I wouldn’t be ignored just for being a woman, but some female peddlers are refused transactions altogether.”

This sweet Happy Middle Ages Land didn’t like women being merchants.

They wanted to prevent women from setting foot in a dirty world full of desire.

It’s true. 

It’s definitely not the mindset of ‘how can a woman do rational calculations.’ Believe me.

Anyway, the wine was stolen.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me, and I carefully asked Chris.

“Was this perhaps the stolen wine?”

“You were the one who stole it?”

“I received it too.”

I handed the wine bottle to Chris.

Chris received the wine bottle, smelled and tasted the contents slightly, and narrowed their eyes.

“This is a local specialty wine. Mine is from a different region. It’s completely different.”

“Is that so?”

“Sis, where did you get this? It’s top-grade wine.”

“I got it while walking down the street.”

I told you the wine uncle was nice and a good person.

Everyone who falsely accused this person of stealing, come forward and bend over.

I tilted my head to the left.

“Was the wine in a baggage cart?”

“Of course, I rented a warehouse. How could I leave that expensive wine in a baggage cart?”

“It was stolen even though it was in a warehouse?”

“That’s what’s strange…”

If it was a warehouse, it would definitely have a lock, so if someone broke through that and stole the goods, it meant they were dealing with a seriously nasty guy.

“Is there a possibility that the warehouse owner stole it?”

“Like you, sis, I thought of that possibility first, but after seeing the scene, it didn’t seem like it.”

“How was it stolen that makes you say that?”

“You have to see it in person to understand.”

Reluctantly, I followed Chris to the warehouse.

As soon as I arrived at the warehouse, I nodded.

It was definitely as Chris said.

This was definitely not a normal situation.

I stroked the oak barrels piled up in the warehouse.

There was a fist-sized hole in the place I stroked, which was a very strange thing.

The contents inside these barrels were wine. Not jewels.

They would have stolen the oak barrels rather than make a hole like this.

Drill a hole and transfer the wine to another container? 

Unless there was a tracking device attached to this oak barrel. 

Otherwise, it was the most useless thing in the world.

This is, yeah.

There was no reason to do this unless they intended to drink all the wine inside.

“Could dozens of strong men have had a drinking party here?”

“That could be.”

Chris pointed to the ground. 

I looked at where Chris’s fingertip was pointing.

The contents of the wine were rolling around on the floor. 

It was like they had spilled the wine while having a drinking party.

“Judging by the amount of sediment, they didn’t dump all the wine on the ground. They really only spilled a little, so what is it?”

“That’s why I said it wasn’t the warehouse owner. On the contrary, I doubt whether it was even a human act.”

“It could be a method to get out of suspicion by deliberately creating a mysterious incident. If so, the container that this wine was transferred to must be somewhere, so if we find that, we’ll find the culprit.”

“…That makes sense.”

Hope returned to Chris’s face. According to my words, the wine was lost, not destroyed. 

If they could get it back, it could be restored to its original state.

Chris got up from their seat and started talking.

“I’ll secretly search the houses of people I suspect.”

“Do you think they’ll willingly allow that?”

“Sis, I’m a peddler. The skill of being naturally invited into other people’s homes is basic. Otherwise, I would have starved to death a long time ago.”

“Do it with Leon. It could be dangerous.”

“Okay.”

It was a very meticulous and planned crime. 

Dangerous situations could occur during the investigation process.

If this was done by a person,

“That’s right, sis. Can’t you track it with magic?”

“It’s not that there isn’t magic like that, but I can’t find traces, even though I can erase them.”

“That’s a shame.”

“I’ll investigate suspicious places in my own way.”

With that, we left the warehouse and scattered.

Shade Grafton’s wine festival lasted for a week. 

Because of this, it was still full of people even though it was late at night, and the streets were filled with the smell of wine because everyone was drinking it.

With this, I had to give up the plan to track it by smell.

Let’s move on to the next plan.

“Have you ever seen anyone drinking particularly good wine?”

“If it isn’t the Chess Monster.”

“Hello.”

“Wine? Everyone in town is drinking good wine right now? Why is that?”

Failure.

Next plan.

Theft is an immoral act. In other words, if I found someone who seemed to have a loose sense of ethics, I could reveal the culprit.

“Is the arm wrestling betting going well?”

“It’s ruined. We’re ruined.”

“It’s not like a monster is popping out of there.”

Unfortunately, the two gamblers were not in a mental state to steal anything.

I decided to change my thinking. I decided to become the culprit.

When you steal wine, where is the best place to hide it?

There’s a saying that if you want to hide a tree, hide it in the forest. 

Sometimes hiding it in an obvious place is actually safer, so according to that, there was only one place in the village where there was wine.

A vineyard.

I quickly ran to the vineyard.

Shade Grafton’s vineyard was very large. It’s not for nothing that the wine festival is held. After harvesting, the grapes overflowed and rotted, so the festival was held.

I walked over the huge vineyard owned by Count Shade.

The world had already been dark for a long time, so only the lights illuminated the vineyard.

I held up the lamp and looked around the vineyard.

Where is it?

Where did you hide the wine?

It was that moment.

In a place where the light of the lamp didn’t quite reach, a huge shadow briefly appeared and disappeared.

It wasn’t a tree. Judging by the silhouette, it was round and tall.

Like, something was piled up.

Found it!

I immediately ran to the place where the huge shadow was.

And I held up the lamp.

There was a rock.

“Hello.”

I greeted the rock and leaned against it.

It’s possible to have a rock in a vineyard.

Wouldn’t it be strange for someone to hide an oak barrel here? Who would hide stolen goods in such an open place?

Realizing that I had made the wrong choice, I leaned against the rock and looked at the sky.

White jewels poured down to the ground.

I let the starlight-like hair flow through my fingers, then took out a wine bottle from my pocket and poured it into a glass.

Sorry, Chris.

I think this is it for me.

Pour, pour. The fragrant smell of wine stung my nose.

It was indeed top-grade wine. My body trembled just from smelling it.

I put the bottle down on the floor and brought the glass to my lips, lowering my hand.

It was to support myself on the ground with my hand, but immediately after, I lost my balance and fell.

Have you ever had the experience of losing your balance because there was no staircase where you thought there would be one?

That’s what happened to me just now.

I thought there would be ground and reached out my hand, but there wasn’t, so I fell.

What is this?

When I shone the lamp on it, I saw a fist-sized hole in the ground.

A mole.

It is a common choice to exterminate moles if you see them. Keep that in mind.

With the question resolved, I happily drank the wine.

Wine in a vineyard on a starry night.

It was a combination that even felt noble.

I can’t stand it. I have to drink another glass.

I reached out my hand to grab the wine bottle I had put down earlier.

But nothing was caught.

Wasn’t it here?

I reached out a little more, but still nothing was caught.

What is it?

Did it roll away with the bottle?

If I didn’t close the lid, the contents would all spill out?

I was startled and shone the lamp to the side.

And I blinked at something wriggling.

I lowered my head.

The fist-sized hole I had found a little while ago was filled with its body.

The guy who came out of the hole was wriggling and diligently moving something to the end of its body.


It was a wine bottle.

The guy who moved the wine bottle opened the end of its body and crunched the wine bottle and ate it.

I, who witnessed the scene from beginning to end, jumped up from my seat and shouted.

“It’s a grape-crazed tentacle monster!”



 
  Chapter 17 : Quest (9)


Gugugung. The ground shakes. I stepped back, holding the lantern out in front of me.

The vineyard heaved, and something burst out from within.

It was a large, four-legged monster resembling a turtle.

But it wasn’t a real turtle.

Because what was attached to its back was too foreign to be a turtle.

Eight tentacles moved haphazardly, as if each was a different living creature.

At that horrifying sight, I shouted in a loud voice.

“It’s a grape-crazed turtle tentacle monster!”

The eight tentacles slammed down on the ground.

Immediately after, eight red lines intercepted the tentacles.

Kkieeeeek! The tentacles screamed. I didn’t misspeak. Mouths actually appeared on the tentacles, and screams burst out from them.

The tentacles are the main body, huh.

Inputting the new information, I prepared magic again.

A mouth and teeth formed in the flame within the lantern. It was a considerably sharp and hard flame.

The flame blazed fiercely. As a signal, I swung the lantern wide.

At the same time, the flame that shot out from the lantern grew in size.

The flame, now almost the size of a human head, opened its mouth wide and bit down on a tentacle.

Devouring consumes everything.

The tentacles were no exception.

The monster, having lost one tentacle in an instant, thrashed around wildly, lashing out with its remaining tentacles. I kept my distance and swung the lantern in the same way.

Kwajeek. Again, a tentacle was devoured by the flame and disappeared.

However, instead of going berserk, the monster quietly stared at me, then used its tentacles to pierce a grape vine and pull something out.

The monster, having taken all the unripe grapes, the grapes hidden by the leaves, and the grapes growing in hard-to-reach places, opened the mouths on its tentacles and swallowed everything at once.

Then, the tentacle that had disappeared into the flame twitched and regenerated at super speed.

I narrowed my eyes and looked around.

The vast vineyard came into view.

How many unharvested grapes are left here? It was hard to calculate.

I clicked my tongue softly.

This was a very bad place to fight a monster that heals its wounds by eating grapes.

I came up with a few ways to move it to another location, but none of them were easy. If it knows its own strengths, it won’t follow even if I lure it.

Should I just run away and bring people back?

But if I do that, won’t it be difficult to find if the monster hides underground?

I was lost in thought when suddenly,

“Lady Ruina!”

I heard the voice of a clumsy apprentice paladin from behind.

I moved my lips, preparing magic.

“Just block the tentacles coming at me.”

“Understood.”

Leon drew his sword and stood in front of me.

Perhaps annoyed that the number of enemies had increased, the monster roared and swung its tentacles.

Leon calmly watched the tentacles, then moved his sword.

Swish. A tentacle fell to the ground.

I was inwardly impressed by the swordsmanship that accurately intercepted all eight tentacles at an invisible speed.

Leon had introduced himself as ‘pretty good with a sword,’ but that was a completely wrong description.

How is that just ‘pretty good’?

He’s a sword genius, if anything.

While the monster rummaged through the grape vines, eating grapes to regenerate its eight tentacles, I slowly prepared magic.

‘Never give a mage time and distance.’ That was a golden rule in the mercenary industry.

Additionally, there’s also the saying, ‘Never fight or antagonize a mage, and if you do end up antagonizing one, run away,’ but that’s not important right now, so let’s skip it.

Anyway.

The core of that saying was this.

Time is a resource for mages.

The more a mage concentrates, the more time they spend, the more powerful the magic becomes.

Of course, that wasn’t true for all mages.

There were clear limitations.

A 1st Circle mage can’t use great magic even if they concentrate for their entire life.

However.

I wasn’t included in those general cases.

Uniform mana meticulously builds up the magic. A highly stable and sturdy foundation is established.

The established foundation is filled with repeated rules. ‘Activating magic inside the lantern improves efficiency.’ Stability is strengthened.

And the restriction puts the finishing touch.

‘Always’ activate magic inside the lantern.

That restriction sublimated everything I had built up until now into a single magic.

The condensed flame flickered inside the lantern as if it would burst at any moment.

I gently held the lantern forward and released the flame.

Flash. A streak of red light that started from the lantern brightly illuminated the dark night.

The slightly chilly early autumn air heated up, and I felt the lukewarm breeze on my face as I raised my

I saw the monster, its body half-melted, staggering and propping itself up on the ground.

Leon’s body relaxed slightly at the sight of it looking like it would breathe its last at any moment.

Then, I heard a voice from behind me.

“We did it!”

I clicked my tongue at the thickened voice, probably from eating herbs in the meantime.

That magic shouldn’t be used carelessly, but non-mages don’t know that, do they.

As expected, the staggering monster opened its mouth and raged violently.

Guooooooo!

Then, its melted body writhed and grew.

head.

The monster, having regenerated its body in an instant, pulled out the surrounding grape vines and swallowed them whole.

So it can eat other things besides grapes.

I learned something new.

“Lady Ruina!”

“Run away.”

I couldn’t kill it even though I hit it with my maximum firepower.

That meant there was no answer with just us.

“Understood.”

Leon turned around with his sword drawn. He also said, ‘Sir Chris, you need to escape.’

I glanced at the monster, which was pulling out and swallowing grape vines again, and quickly left the scene.

I don’t know exactly what effect swallowing grapes and grape vines has, but as long as there are grape vines around, killing it is……..

I stopped in my tracks, interrupting my thoughts.

“Lady Ruina?”

Leon’s voice came from afar.

I, the one who said to run away, had stopped. It was a natural reaction.

Instead of answering Leon, I shifted my gaze to the monster.

The monster swallows the grape vines. It eats them as deliciously as if the grape vines were meat.

Writhe. The monster’s body, which was not yet fully restored, was healed by it.

I watched the monster, which seemed to have finished consuming the grape vines and was now picking grapes and putting them in its mouth, and quietly looked down at the lantern.

The flame flickers inside the lantern.

This flame burns everything.

No. It devours.

Whether it’s trees, stones, animals, herbs, people, emotions, memories, it devours everything indiscriminately.

Then, where does everything it eats go?

Does it disappear?

If so, then the characteristic of the flame that I realized would have been ‘annihilation.’

Not ‘devouring.’

What it eats becomes nutrients. It becomes a component of the body. It becomes mine.

Like the monster that heals its body by eating grapes.

That’s what devouring is.

The monster, completely restored, glares at me.

Its tentacles swell. 

The tentacles, now almost the thickness of a small tree, come down to crush me.

“Lady Ruina!”

The sword that rushed in urgently cuts the huge tentacle in half.

Thud. The severed tentacle falls to the ground, and several tentacles sprout from the cross-section of the tentacle connected to the body.

Now, 22 tentacles are aiming at me.

In that very dangerous situation, at the moment Leon calls out my name desperately.

I jingled the lantern.

Hwareuk. A mouth and teeth form in the flame. As I shook the lantern, the flame flew towards the monster.

Kwajeek. The flame bites and eats a tentacle.

In the same development as before, the monster nonchalantly regenerated the tentacle and swung it. It was to deal with me and Leon.

In reality, even Leon had a hard time dealing with 22 tentacles, and I had used up all the cards I had.

Therefore, the monster’s choice was valid. The probability of not being able to block that attack was high now.

—That is, if I had really used up all the cards I had.

The flame that bit and swallowed the tentacle doesn’t disappear and grows in size.

The second principle of the devouring flame that I just realized.

‘Digestion,’ which turns what it eats into its own power.

The monster panics at the flame that grows endlessly.

It takes a step back and regenerates its body, but it was just unfortunate.

If you regenerate endlessly, I will burn everything with the flame that endlessly devours and burns.

The flame, which completely covered the monster’s entire body, eventually devoured it whole.

Only the monster’s dying screams leaked out from within the blazing flame.

I put a pipe tobacco in my mouth in front of the monster that was dying.

“Lady Ruina, are you okay!”

“I’ve been thinking about it since a while ago, but Sir Leon’s lines sound like an extra’s compared to his performance. Thank you.”

“What are you even saying?”

“Sis! Are you okay?!”

“Sir Chris. I’m really sorry, but if you want to call me that, please don’t eat the voice-changing herb. Thank you.”

Hoo. I exhaled a long stream of smoke towards the flame.

With this, the extermination of the pest that was stealing the village’s grapes was over, but there was one problem.

I made eye contact with Chris.

Chris tilted his head at my gaze.

“Lady Ruina? What’s wrong?”

“Where did that bizarre semi-formal speech come from? Anyway, Sir Chris.”

“Yeah.”

“In this case, all the wine grapes went into that monster’s stomach, so what are you going to do? Do you have any remaining assets?”

“Ah.”

Chris spat out a short death cry. It was almost the level of the monster’s death cry that disappeared into the flame.

That was enough of an answer.

“What the hell is going on!”


I closed the lantern and turned around at the buzzing sound coming from afar.

Today’s conclusion.

The jeweler, no.

Chris lost 100 gold coins.



 
  Chapter 18 : Quest (10)


Count Shade wore a subtle expression at my words.

He’d just heard that some monster was stealing and eating the estate’s grapes. Any lord would react that way.

“Excellent, magician. I thank you for your courage.”

“It was nothing. I only used a little magic.”

It really was nothing.

So give me the money.

Right now.

The count smiled contentedly and opened his mouth.

“I’d like to see your face. Would you remove your robe?”

“Of course.”

I confidently removed my robe. I could show my face anytime.

My appearance was fully revealed in the reception room below.

Immediately, the count inhaled sharply. The aides around him also flinched.

You feel sorry for me because I burned my face at a young age, right?

So give me lots of money.

Quickly.

“What happened to your face?”

“There was an unfortunate accident. An accident I didn’t intend at all.”

“For a woman to have such a terrible…”

The count trailed off.

Misfortune was the easiest way to move people’s hearts.

There’s a reason why web novels often start with the protagonist as an orphan. That’s how much unfortunate narratives evoke people’s immersion.

The orphan start in web novels isn’t for that reason?

Never mind.

“Tenner.”

“You called, Count?”

“Give this person 10 gold coins as a reward.”

“Understood.”

I received the pouch of gold coins and left the Count’s castle.

Ten gold coins.

I don’t know if it’s a lot or a little for killing a monster hiding in the ground.

Considering it only damaged a few grapevines and the process was very clean, shouldn’t I get 20?

He’s a Count, alright. His heart is made of steel.

To calmly give a reward even after receiving my mental attack.

Next time I see him, I should roll up my sleeves and show him my arms too.

“Ruina, how was it?”

“It was good. I got 10 gold coins.”

“Ten gold coins…”

Chris’s eyes glazed over. It’s because he’s desperate for money right now.

It was similar to how a person on the verge of starvation would fixate on bread.

Fortunately, Chris didn’t lose all his fortune.

He only left enough capital to get back on his feet and gambled on grape wine, so instead of jumping into the Grapeton River, Chris bought goods.

“If you sell the grapes in other regions, you can make a lot of money. Even more if it’s a region that can’t get fresh fruit.”

“I thought you’d be living a solid life after being burned so badly, but you’re the same as ever?”

“Ruina, people die if they change suddenly.”

Happy Medieval Land’s transportation technology wasn’t developed. The maximum was transporting goods in a wagon, and in that environment, grapes would rot in a few days.

There was a reason why you could make a lot of money selling grapes in other regions. It was hard to sell them, so you made a lot of money.

“I have a plan.”

“Chris, please check carefully if that plan is really valid. It’s not that other people couldn’t think of that method, but it might be because they tried it and failed.”

“I’m different.”

He was different. I didn’t expect him to gamble again right after failing at a life-or-death gamble.

Or maybe his brain has already changed to that, and he can’t do anything else?

I think so.

Anyway.

I looked around the inn’s hall.

One person was missing.

“Where did Leon go?”

“Leon is investigating the village.”

“Why?”

“He said that if such a strange monster has settled down, there might be a valid reason? He seems to want to check for traces of the Holy Grail one last time.”

“The reason why the turtle tentacle monster settled here is because of the grapes.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“He must have liked grapes so much that he stole all of Chris’s wine too.”

“Ah.”

The reason why only the highest quality grapes had been having bad harvests for years in Shade Grapeton was because the tentacle monster was secretly stealing them.

He even steals only the best grapes like a ghost. He had a gourmet side, unlike what he looks like.

I put a pipe tobacco in my mouth and asked Chris.

“What are you going to do now, Chris?”

“I have to work hard to make money. I can’t stop until I build my own merchant guild.”

“Where is the destination of this peddling trip?”

“I’m going to Belmonte Winterhaven, just like you, Ruina. Why?”

“Then let’s do this.”

I put the 15 gold coins I received from the chess match and reward on the table and said.

“It’s an investment. Let me join in on that grape transportation.”

“Right now, I’ll treat you with a 6:4 split. Ruina gets 6.”

“Let’s do 5:5.”

Chris was the one who devised and executed the various methods. It would be upsetting if he did all the hard work and got less money.

The deal was made.

Chris opened the pouch of gold coins and smelled the gold coins inside.

“Gold coins…”

“How can you make people feel bad with such a pretty face? If that’s a talent, that’s a talent.”

“Ruina, when are you leaving? I need to get the grapes according to the departure time. It would be nice if you told me in advance.”

“I’m leaving tomorrow. I don’t have any more business in this village.”

Actually, I wanted to leave today, but Leon still had lingering feelings. It was right to wait just one day.

I raised my hand and placed an order.

“Please give me a glass of mead.”

“Ruina, it seems like you’re drinking every time I see you.”

“I don’t really like alcohol, but mead is delicious.”

“You don’t have to add the caveat that you don’t like alcohol. The credibility of your words drops sharply.”

Chris tied the pouch of gold coins tightly and then clapped his hands and asked.

“That’s right. Then are you going to provide free escort? Ruina, you have a stake in the peddling now.”

“That’s right. Since we’ve been together, I’ll do it cheaply for one gold coin.”

“…Why is it one gold coin when you did it cheaply? It was less than that before.” “My magic skills have improved.”

“That can’t be.”

Chris wore a dumbfounded expression at my firm words.

I had an interesting sight.

I let smoke flow into the ceiling and finished my words with a smile.

“I’m just kidding.”

“Kairen, are you enjoying the festival?”

“Bernhardt. I told you not to call me by my real name when I’m undercover.”

Kairen answered quietly and fixed his gaze on the window.

The streets, where the festival was still in full swing, were full of people, and Bernhardt stroked his beard and laughed at Kairen’s appearance.

“If Kairen hadn’t been making strange bets with chess, I would have called you by a pseudonym even in private.”

“I didn’t get caught, though.”

“Didn’t the rumor spread that a young noble was enjoying the festival?”

“I didn’t get caught, though.”

Kairen, who had appropriately ignored the continuous nagging, tapped the table with his hand.

A pipe tobacco made of Star Silver was placed on the table, and it was brand new and had never been used.

Kairen, who was fiddling with the pipe tobacco, slowly opened his mouth.

“What happened to the wine?”

“It was delivered well.”

“I didn’t get caught, did I?”

“I’ve never met that person, so why would I get caught?”

“But if you suddenly give away the best wine for free, it’s suspicious.”

“Isn’t it the festival season? It went well with the atmosphere.”

“That’s a relief then.”

Kairen carefully put the pipe tobacco in a leather case and took a sip of mead.

Then he frowned and muttered.

“Why do people like this sweet stuff so much?”

“It’s probably because it’s the alcohol that the god of alcohol spread to the world. It’s made with divine power and is always cool, so people are likely

to look for it.”

“It’s not my taste.”

Clang. Kairen, who put down the glass, got up from his seat.

It was a clear movement to go outside, but Bernhardt stopped Kairen with a calm voice.

“Kairen, you haven’t used the magic tool yet.”

“This is so uncomfortable.”

“Is it uncomfortable even though you’re not dyeing your hair?”

“It feels like I’m wearing something. You have to try it yourself to know.”

Kairen, who sighed softly, took out the magic tool and looked at the mirror hanging on the wall.

Bright hair made of pure gold comes into view first.

Below that was a handsome face with thick lines, all thanks to inheriting his father’s blood strongly.

But no one mentioned his face when talking about Kairen’s lineage.

There was no choice.

Kairen raised his head slightly.

He makes eye contact with eyes of twilight color, a mixture of orange and purple.

These twilight-colored eyes were more certain proof that he inherited the blood of the Eterno Imperial Family than anything else.

It was natural that other minor features were not mentioned.

Click. When the magic tool was activated, the eyes and hair that had been attracting people’s attention turned brown.

Kairen, who had completely succeeded in disguising himself, spoke to Bernhardt in passing before leaving.

“So, that person. Do you know where they’re going next?”

“That sounds very desperate for a passing remark. I don’t know. It’s not like Ruina has been telling everyone where she’s going.”
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“Shall I investigate?”

“No. It’s okay. If we’re meant to be, we’ll meet again.”

Kairen answered coolly and went outside.

Kairen. The 5th Prince of the Eterno Empire.

20 years old.

It was the perfect age to enjoy the festival.


“Ruina, don’t you think there are too many bandits in the world?”

“They’re not bandits, they’re mercenaries. Robbery is their side job.”

I corrected Chris’s wrong knowledge and ate away at the legs of the mercenaries blocking the road with flames.

It was the third day since leaving for Belmonte Winterhaven.



 
  Chapter 19 : Snow White (1)


What I’ve felt from my short time wandering the world is that magic is an incredibly rare power.

The fact that I only got one <Refining> magic after robbing bandits multiple times says it all.

Aboard the bumpy wagon, I drew my dagger.

And I murmured.

“Shine, Azure Night.”

Blue magic overlaid the dagger.

Leon, marveling at its beautiful form, opened his mouth.

“What on earth is that strange incantation?”

“It’s not an incantation, it’s a spell chant.”

“As far as I know, <Refining> magic doesn’t need a chant, does it?”

I sighed softly.

Everyone, every single one of them, is so inconsiderate.

Ignoring him, I carefully examined Azure Night.

<Refining> is a magic that forges weapons by hammering the inner self.

As such, it was important to constantly hammer the inner self to grow the weapon, but frankly, I didn’t have a clue.

I didn’t know what hammering the inner self even meant, or how to do it.

The magic I obtained through the trade was entirely mine. I was free to use it however I wanted, and it was also possible to grow it depending on what I did.

But this “growth” thing was so ambiguous. Frankly speaking, if I were someone who could raise the proficiency of <Refining> magic, I would have learned <Refining> magic a long time ago.

I lacked the aptitude, so I obtained <Refining> magic through a trade, and because of that, I can’t grow <Refining> magic—this endless cycle. It was almost a chain of hatred.

Someone had to break it.

In other words, it was my turn to step up.

I stared intently at <Refining> magic.

Magic obtained through trade didn’t disappear if left unattended.

Therefore, rather than struggling to raise the proficiency of <Refining> magic, it would be more efficient to focus on other aspects, but then <Refining> magic would feel sorry for itself.

That was absolutely unacceptable.

“Ruina! The horse looks thirsty!”

“Let’s take a short break.”

At Chris’s words, I got off the wagon and created a temporary resting space.

I gathered some firewood and lit it, and the surroundings quickly warmed up.

Chris sat in front of the bonfire, blowing on his hands.

“It’s so freaking cold. Are you okay, Ruina?”

“Did you know? Mages with fire element aptitude don’t feel the cold or heat when they reach a higher tier.”

“Isn’t that from Tier 4?”

“So I’m cold too.”

I put a pipe in my mouth and looked at the sky.

Snow was pouring down from the high heavens.

“We’re getting close to our destination.”

“Thanks to you, I can finally breathe a sigh of relief.”

“I can breathe a sigh of relief too.”

Currently, Chris’s wagon was loaded with a large quantity of grapes, which were being protected in every possible way.

Baskets were used to maintain ventilation, grapes without any blemishes were carefully selected, and most importantly, unripe grapes were picked

out.
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Unripe grapes ripen slowly at room temperature, making them more suitable for transport than fully ripe grapes.

And on top of that.

“The weather suddenly turned cold. You knew this would happen?”

“My hometown is a cold place. I can tell when the weather is getting cold right away.”

The biggest factor was that the weather suddenly turned cold around the time we departed from Shade Grapeton.

It was cold from the start, and the destination was the cold north, so we were essentially keeping the grapes in a natural refrigerator the whole time.

Anyway.

I added firewood to the bonfire and said,

“What has Leon been doing since earlier?”

“…I was thinking.”

It was strange that he was so quiet even though we were making noise, so I turned my head and saw Leon staring at the bonfire.

“Thinking? Thinking about what?”

“What my mission is.”

“Aha.”

That was it.

He was having a completely useless thought, so I told Chris to play quietly.

Leon quietly stares at the bonfire, letting the snow fall on him.

Maybe it’s because his hair is so white. Leon looks quite good getting snowed on.

Beneath his snow-white hair was the face of an innocent boy, and every time I saw that face, I immediately understood.

With a face like that, it’s no wonder mercenaries would try to hit on him.

Understanding complete.

I followed Leon’s lead and looked at the bonfire.

Crackle. The bonfire blazed.

The flickering flames contained countless meanings.

Expansion, annihilation, regeneration, purification, divinity, transformation, life, divination, protection, summoning, fusion, resistance, transfer, manifestation, strengthening, connection, healing, distortion, memory, guidance, mark.

And fairness, predation, trade.

Thus, it was very easy for me to conjure up images related to fire. I had been doing this every day even before my reincarnation, so it could be seen as an extension of my daily life.

But knowing something in your head and actually realizing it are completely different realms. At least, that was the case with magic.

What good is it to know in your head that fire has the characteristic of annihilation? I don’t know ‘how’ to create the characteristic of annihilation.

Therefore, raising the understanding of elements was, to put it metaphorically, like this.

Sensitively realizing how to ‘actually use’ the many characteristics that you only knew in your head.

This is why people say that the most important thing in magic is sensation, and everything else is meaningless.

The characteristics of fire that I have currently realized are two: fairness and predation.

Among these, fairness found the principle of rules and restrictions and reached Tier 3, and predation found the principle of digestion, further deepening the magic.

I’ve been learning magic for 7 years and I’m at this level.

I don’t know if this is fast or slow.

The person who could tell me is waiting for resurrection in the afterlife, so there’s nothing I can do.

I quietly took in the blazing bonfire.

Training must continue without rest. That was my personal belief.

…Is the wood that has been burned and turned to ashes hot? If it’s hot, how hot is it?

“Ruina, what’s your goal anyway?”

I was awakened from my reverie by the sudden voice.

Chris was watering the horse, and it seemed he was bored since he was talking to me.

I calmly replied.

“My goal is always the same.”

“To be the world’s greatest tycoon?”

“To try using every magic in this world at least once.”

“Is your dream to be a great mage?”

“It’s a little different.”

As an extreme example, if I could experience every magic once, I wouldn’t care if I couldn’t use magic for the rest of my life after that.

That’s what magic is to me.

Chris, having finished watering the horse, sat down next to me and muttered.

“Complicated.”

“I’ll try to guess Chris’s goal too. To be the world’s greatest tycoon, right?”

“How did you know? Ruina, are you perhaps a mage?”

“That’s right.”

I replied casually and mixed the cigarette smoke into the bonfire.

Immediately after. Grumble. A cute sound echoed.

I blinked.

The culprit was obvious.

“Is it because you’re growing? Chris, you’re always hungry, aren’t you?”

“You’re the one who eats the most food.”

“That’s why I’m not hungry. Shall we have a meal? We still have a little further to go, right?”

“Yeah.”

Chris was in charge of our meals.

I’m quite confident in my cooking too, but Chris is also quite good at cooking.

If I’m mechanically good at cooking, what should I say about Chris? He makes food that warms the heart.

To have this skill even without a cooking pouch. If he had a full cooking pouch, he might make food that makes people cry.

Where does all the food Chris eats go? It’s one of the three great mysteries of Happy Medieval Land.

I took a sip of the stew that Chris made.

Then my body warmed up.

I can’t stand this.

I got up from my seat and took out the mead I had packed from the wagon and took a sip.

The sweetness of the mead permeated my body.

Mead was a liquor made by turning the sweetness of honey into alcohol. Therefore, if mead was sweet, it meant that the fermentation was stopped

midway, which would normally cause it to spoil quickly in Medieval Land.

But the mead of Happy Medieval Land was different.

It doesn’t spoil even if you leave it at room temperature, it’s as sweet as plum wine, and it even stays cool.

“This is really amazing. How is something like this possible?”

“Huh? Didn’t you know, Ruina? That’s liquor made with holy magic.”

“Liquor made with holy magic?”

No wonder. It was too miraculous to be magic, it was imbued with the power of God.

Kelton doesn’t drink alcohol, so I’ve never talked about it, and personally, Happy Medieval Land is a closed place, so I learned about it for the first

time.

“It’s liquor made by the priests of the God of Alcohol. Isn’t he the most famous here, except for the God of Creation?”

“Is that so?”

But why didn’t Leon know about this? When I asked him about mead before, he said he didn’t know much about the outside world, but he should know about liquor made by the same priests.

Well, the Church of Genesis, which believes in the God of Creation, is exclusive to other gods.

If he only lived within the church, he might not have heard about related information.

The Church of Genesis has so many followers that it even created a nation. Even if they reject everything in that way, they can be self-sufficient

internally.

“No wonder Leon is so ignorant of the world. He grew up in that kind of environment.”

“Let’s go.”

Having finished our meal, we got back on the wagon.

And so we rode the wagon for a long time. All the way until the sun was about to cross the horizon.

“Ruina! There!”

Chris shouted in a bright voice.


I looked ahead.

In a world where snow was falling endlessly, red dots that illuminated the darkening sky were scattered here and there.

Belmonte Winterhaven.

That was our destination this time.



 
  Chapter 20 : Snow White (2)


As befitting a place named “Winter Haven,” Belmonte Winterhaven was truly a land of snow.

Fresh fruit was rare, and when word got out that a large shipment of fresh fruit had arrived, nobles from everywhere flocked in.

“We sold out!”

“You worked hard.”

“We made more than twenty times the profit.”

The 15 gold coins I had invested returned as 320 gold coins.

Half of that was mine, so I had made 160 gold coins just sitting there.

“Now I think I kind of get how Chris managed to make that kind of money in just a year.”

“Luina, invest more. I’ll help you make a lot of money.”

“I’ll decide after I see what you’re selling next.”

Blind investments often lead to big losses.

You always had to weigh all the factors before jumping in.
Chris was definitely good at business, but the risks were too high.

Hadn’t there been a time he almost failed badly?

If you didn’t want to lose everything, it was best to tread carefully.

“Leon! Drink all you want! Today’s on me!”

“So now you’re using that weird semi-formal tone with Leon too? Just so you know, Leon only drinks milk.”

The place we unpacked our things at was a combination hot spring and inn, which was pretty fascinating.

Of course, there were hot springs in Medieval Land too, but they were usually public spaces that anyone could use.

They were never combined with lodging facilities.

Even if there were inns near the hot springs, they wouldn’t be built around them like this.

As expected of “Happy Medieval Land”—showing its unique charm compared to regular Medieval Land.

“Luina, did you see earlier? The room we got has a private hot spring inside.”

“At that price, I’d have been surprised if it didn’t.”

Suddenly, I became curious about who owned this inn.

There were already a lot of claims that hot springs had healing powers, and now, there were even suspicions that the hot springs in Belmonte Winterhaven really did hold magical healing power.

Was it okay for an individual to monopolize something like this?

Well, it’s not like Belmonte Winterhaven had only one hot spring…

Then again, nobles couldn’t exactly share the same hot springs as commoners.

From a lord or noble’s perspective, maintaining exclusivity like this might actually be better.

That probably meant the owner of this hot spring was either the lord or someone close to the lord.

Sounded about right.

“So, what should we do now?”

“Enjoy the hot spring, of course.”

Easy to forget, but we were here to search for the Holy Grail.

We had to check if the hot spring really did have healing powers.

“Weren’t we here to make money?”

“Of course not. Chris, is your brain made of gold coins?”

“Luina, in the merchant world, that’s actually a compliment.”

“It was meant as one.”

The inn we were staying at had two types of hot springs: one for shared use and one private bath attached to each room.

The shared bath was the largest, so we planned to use it for a proper investigation.

“Then I’ll go ahead and try the hot spring first.”

Feeling great after downing some honey wine, I grabbed a change of clothes and headed to the hot spring.

I checked out the inn’s hot spring facilities.

There were three communal baths in total, and the one in the middle was the largest.

I decided to go there.

At the entrance, I undressed, folded my clothes neatly, and stepped inside.

The central bath was really spacious—but oddly, there wasn’t a single person around.

Lucky me.

I poured water over myself, washed off lightly, and carefully dipped my toes into the water.

It was really hot.

Which meant—it was perfect.

I slowly sank my lower body into the bath, stretched out with a yawn, and looked up at the sky.

In a modern city, it’s hard to see stars even on a clear night.

Not because of air pollution, but because of all the lights.

With so many lights on the ground, you couldn’t see the ones in the sky.

But Happy Medieval Land was different.

There were hardly any lights, so even in the middle of a village, you could look up and see a sky full of stars.

Soaking in a wide open-air bath while gazing at the stars was a wonderful experience.

It was on a whole other level compared to squeezing into a tiny wooden tub.

I closed my eyes and soaked in the hot spring.

The sulfur smell stung my nose, but aside from that, nothing really stood out to my senses.

I didn’t feel any healing power.

So it was another dud?

Or maybe it just took time to work?

Not sure. Guess I’ll try going all the way under.

I took a deep breath and submerged myself completely.

That’s when it happened.

Creeaak.

Someone opened the door and stepped in.

They rinsed themselves off and slid into the hot spring.

“Whew.”

Sounding quite pleased, they let out a long sigh, stared up at the starry sky, then closed their eyes to soak in the moment.

Then, they opened them.

“Nothing again, huh.”

“It’s too soon to be sure. If the healing power was immediate, the rumors would’ve been more specific.”

Silence fell over the hot spring.

Then, someone—Leon—noticed me emerging from the water and stammered with a trembling voice.

“Luina?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you here…?”

“Looks like this is a mixed bath.”

I gently patted Leon on the shoulder as he squeezed his eyes shut.

“It’s fine. Just relax.”

“This massive hot spring for one… well, two now. Honestly, having only a few people use it feels like a win, don’t you think?”

“…Luina, I’ll be heading out, so would you mind looking the other way?”

“Leaving already? Why not stay a bit longer?”

“Luina.”

“Alright, alright.”

Really, it was fine, but he sure was shy.

As Leon wanted, I turned around to face the opposite side of the entrance.

I heard a brief splash and then the door close.

I gently kicked the water with my feet and relaxed a bit more before standing up.

I should check out other hot springs too.

The inn room we booked was quite expensive.

You would understand if I said it was twice as expensive as the other rooms.

This expensive price included the cost of a private hot spring in the room, so if we didn’t use the private hot spring, it would be like throwing money away into the air.

I returned to the room and immediately went into the private hot spring to soak.

“Phew.”

“Luina-sama? Weren’t you going to use the public hot spring?”

“I used that too.”

The private hot spring was already being used by Kris.

She was enjoying a sort of half-body bath, only soaking her lower half in the water.

I squinted my eyes at Kris’s figure.

There was something strange.

“Kris-sama.”

“Hm?”

“What is that? Is it magic?”

“What are you talking about, Luina-sama? It’s just my chest.”

Kris tilted her head while adjusting her chest.

It was me who wanted to tilt my head.

Where had that large thing been hiding all this time?

It should have been a small, plate-like chest, right?

“Of course, I covered it with bandages. I was cross-dressing, remember?”

“Does that mean the bandages cover it?”

It was truly a mystery of the human body.

I stared intently into Kris’s pink eyes.

Or more precisely, I stared at the strands of her hair that slightly covered her eyes.

“Kris-sama, did you dye that brown?”

“Hm? How did you know?”

“One strand of hair there is pink.”

“Ah, one didn’t get dyed. Yeah, that’s right. I dyed it. Pink stands out, and it’s not the color of a man, right? So, if I didn’t dye it, the cross-dressing effect would have been less convincing.”

“I see.”

It really hit me how Kris must be going through all kinds of hardships.

“Luina-sama.”

Kris approached me with a subtle voice.

I nodded as I leaned against the hot spring wall, looking at her, and Kris continued.

“You know…”

“Yes?”

“Would you like to start a big business with me? With your magic, we can do anything.”

“Was my body the goal all along?”

“The magic is the goal.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Clearly, it will take up my time.”

I barely had enough time to learn magic, so I couldn’t afford to waste time on trivial matters.

“That’s too bad.”

“Isn’t what we’re doing right now enough?”

“It’s not enough. It’s very insufficient.”

Kris’s eyes momentarily flashed golden.

It wasn’t literally golden, but it felt like a golden glow.

Maybe her eyes and brain were turning into gold coins.

“What are you going to do with all that money?”

“What are you going to do with all your magic?”

“I’ll use it.”

“I’m the same.”

It made sense that, like my desire for magic, Kris’s desire was for gold coins.

I sank into the hot spring, relaxing my body.

“Luina-sama, would you like to do some side work? It won’t take up much of your time.”

“I’ll get up now.”

There were only two hot springs I hadn’t experienced yet.

The female public hot spring and the male public hot spring.

Since Leon was going to check out the male one, I decided to go to the female public hot spring.

I entered the female public hot spring and soaked in the warm water.

Maybe because I had been moving between several hot springs in a short time, my body felt a little tingly.

It was just a sensation, and it was unlikely that it was actually happening.

It wasn’t because I was a magician; my body was just like that. It didn’t change easily.

Unless I was burned by fire.

I enjoyed the hot spring with my whole body, but again, I didn’t feel any healing power.

I clicked my tongue.

“Is the healing power just a rumor after all?”

“Maybe. If a hot spring had healing power, recovery potions would have already lost their value.”

That was obvious.

I looked up at the sudden voice.

And when I saw the scene in front of me, my mouth dropped open.

Pink covered the world.

It didn’t seem possible in the middle of winter, in the cold north, but there was life force exuding from everything.

Under that life force,

Under the peach tree,

A woman in her mid-20s was lying naked, puffing on a pipe.


It was when I blinked at that surreal sight.

The woman slowly opened her mouth after exhaling a long puff of smoke.

“No matter how much you stare, I’m not giving you any peaches.”

“I didn’t even ask for any.”



 
  Chapter 21 : Snow White (3)


Long green hair fluttered beneath the peach tree.

Green eyes, identical to the color of the hair, were staring at me.

The gaze was like that of someone looking at a curious animal.

I swam through the hot spring and approached the woman, saying,

“To look at my face with such a gaze… Even I, of all people, have never experienced such humiliation before.”

“You’re a fire-elemental magic user, aren’t you?”

“Can you tell just by looking at me?”

It’s easy to guess someone is a magician by the traces of magical power they give off, but it’s hard to know their exact level or elemental affinity without actually seeing them perform magic.

How did she know?

Even I specialize in hiding my magical power, so it should have been difficult to tell just by looking.

Huff.

The woman, who had been sucking on her pipe, shook her head with a look of disgust.

“There’s a famous saying in the wizard community.”

“I know it too. Magic is cool and lovable, right?”

“Wizards are all mentally unstable, but especially fire-elemental magic users who have scorched their faces—be careful with them. Have you heard of it?”

“Me?”

“No, this is the first time I’ve heard it.”

“It means, be cautious of those who are so obsessed with mastering magic that they fearlessly embrace death. They are a whole different level of mentally unstable.”

I stared at her in disbelief.

What nonsense is this?

“I’m terrified of death more than anything in the world. I can’t die until I’ve tried all forms of magic.”

“That’s what makes you mentally unstable. You mad wizard.”

“My master said I was normal.”

“It seems your teacher really loved you, to only say good things.”

What?

She’s praising Kelton?

This woman can’t be all bad, then.

She even smokes like Kelton.

She can’t be a bad person.

Feeling a little better, I tried introducing myself.

“My name is Ruina.”

“Flora.”

“Are you a magician too, Flora?”

Flora seemed skilled at hiding her magical power, as there were no traces of it, but the tall tree behind her, which didn’t match the season, was a clear indication that she was a magician.

“So?”

“That magic that grows the peach tree—can you give it to me? I’m willing to pay for it.”

“Are you asking me to teach you magic? Do you not know why ‘unique’ magic is called ‘unique’ magic?”

“No, I’m not asking for a lesson. I’m asking if you can give it to me in exchange for something.”

“…Give it to you?”

Flora’s expression became strange.

She spoke as if she were a high-ranking wizard, above level 5, yet even Flora seemed unfamiliar with the concept of trading magic.

Her gaze lingered on my face, chest, stomach, and thighs, then slowly moved to my left hand.

Flora spoke.

“You must have inherited some absurd legacy from your master.”

“My master is a very great magician. His name is Kelton, so remember it.”

“Yeah. He’s a really absurd magician. Truly.”

Flora’s focus drifted, as if she were looking far away.

She seemed to be deep in thought, so I waited for 5 seconds before urging her.

“So, will you trade the magic with me? I’m open to any conditions, as long as I can do it.”

“Anything?”

“As long as I can do it.”

Flora stared at me intently.

I met her gaze.

After a brief moment, Flora slowly opened her mouth.

“Can you offer immortality?”

“I told you, anything I can do is fine. I’m also looking for the Holy Grail right now, so if I find it, I can offer it. Would you wait for me until then?”

“The Holy Grail? You mean the cup made from the bones of the Avatar who journeyed with the first emperor?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have any accurate information about it?”

“No.”

“H.”

Flora chuckled, then took a long drag on her pipe.

She muttered quietly.

“If it were that easy to find, I would’ve found it already.”

“Is that so?”

“Unless it’s immortality, I’m not interested. I’m not giving away my magic to anyone.”

“That’s too bad.”

The deal fell through.

I sighed and dipped my body into the hot spring.

Then, suddenly, an idea came to me, and I spoke up.

“Since I made the first offer, you can’t give the magic to someone else, right? I’ll definitely find the Holy Grail.”

“You think there’s anyone other than you who can trade magic?”

“You never know.”

“Ruina, I’ve got a brilliant idea. Let’s take the hot spring water, bottle it, and sell it somewhere else. What do you think?”

“You really only think about making a huge profit, don’t you?”

“That’s considered praise in the merchant world.”

“You actually meant it as a compliment?”

Selling hot spring water sounds like a pretty good idea.

Water doesn’t spoil easily, so it would be easy to transport.

“But there are two problems. First, is there even anyone who would buy it? Second, even if there is a buyer, would they really believe that the water you brought is from the hot spring?”

“That’s a technical matter, Ruina. As the one who’s preparing for it, I’ll handle that part.”

With that, Chris extended his hand.

I tilted my head.

What does this mean?

Well, when in doubt, just do whatever feels right.

I placed my index and middle fingers on Chris’s hand.

Then, I crawled.

Chris blinked.

“Ruina? What are you doing?”

“I’m crawling like an ant.”

“That’s a big ant.”

“The feeling is like an ant.”

“Really? I think so… No, that’s not it. Luina, we need to invest. Stop playing like an ant.”

Investment.

I considered the reality of the business Chris had set up.

Hmm…

“It seems like it would be difficult?”

“Why?”

“Even if people are interested in hot spring water, it’s hard to believe it’s real. They might think it’s a scam, and no one would buy it, right?”

“That’s where technology comes in.”

“Here’s the deal. Try to sell me the hot spring water right now. If I’m convinced, I’ll invest.”

Chris’s plan completely relied on his technology.

So, if he wanted investment, he had to prove how exceptional that technology was.

At my words, Chris suddenly changed his expression and picked up a glass of honey wine.

“This is hot spring water from a resort town. It’s famous for its healing springs, so you know it without me saying.”

“Is it the hot spring water from Belmont Winterhaven?”

“Yes.”

“How can I believe it’s real?”

“This is the hot spring ingredient certificate from the Alchemy Guild in Belmont Winterhaven. Isn’t it funny not to bring the hot spring water after going all the way there?”

“I’ll invest.”

“Excellent choice, Luina.”

I handed Chris 150 gold coins, my spare money.

Chris grinned and reviewed the business plan.

“Don’t approach this long-term. It’s easy to copy, so the trend will fade quickly.”

“I guess we need to invest in equipment with the minimum amount of money.”

“No. We should invest properly first, then sell the equipment along with the idea’s price to the latecomers.”

“Really, it’s a devilish plan that would make even the god of money run away in fear.”

“That’s not exactly a compliment in the merchant world, Luina.”

“It’s not a compliment this time.”

Who am I working with?

I felt a bit scared.

“You’ll be busy preparing everything, starting with the ingredient certificate. What will you do, Luina?”

“I’ll continue the research.”

“Are you going to enjoy a hot spring bath?”

“For us, that’s research.”

I picked up the honey wine glass that Chris had set down and drank.

The sweetness soaked into my body.

“Alright. I’ll go prepare.”

“Please let me know the progress.”

Chris left the inn and went outside.

I put a pipe in my mouth and then spoke to Leon, who had been quiet until now.

“Leon.”

There was no response.

He seemed lost in deep thought.

I tapped the desk and spoke again.

“Leon?”

“Yes? What is it?”

“What are you thinking so deeply about? Is it about the mission assigned to you again?”

“…I was thinking about the next destination.”

“Already?”

When I asked in surprise, Leon nodded.

“I think this might be another wasted trip.”

“We’ve only been here for a day.”

“Even so, don’t you feel something?”

Indeed.

For a holy grail to be buried in Winterhaven, the effects of the hot spring were too insignificant.

To be honest, I felt nothing.

“If the holy grail was really buried here, the hot spring would have turned into a recovery potion, right?”

“If even half of the holy grail legend is true, it should be like that.”

“It’s highly unlikely.”

I fiddled with my fingers.

The burn scars from the fire brushed against my fingertips.

Should I switch to Chris Coin, not Leon Coin?

Given his momentum, I feel like he’ll cover medical expenses within half a year, right?

No, I shouldn’t get complacent.

The other party is Chris, the gambling addict.

I never know when I might be left with nothing.

I recalled the old saying, “Don’t put all your eggs in one basket,” and I mumbled to myself.

“But still, it’s only been one day. We haven’t even experienced all the hot springs in Belmont Winterhaven.”

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s investigate all the other hot springs, too. Who knows?”

Anyway, we had to stay in Winterhaven until Chris finished preparing the business.


It wouldn’t be a bad idea to investigate all the hot springs in the meantime.

“Oh, by the way, the hot springs outside this inn are public outdoor baths. What do you think? Do you want to investigate together?”

“……Let’s divide the areas and investigate separately.”

“That does seem more efficient.”



 
  Chapter 22 : Snow White (4)


There were a lot of hot springs in Belmonte Winterhaven.

Hot springs would just come gushing out if you dug into the ground, so it was easy to enjoy them, but that also made it hard to find the right one.

“Mmm.”

“Ruina, I don’t think this one’s it either?”

“Yeah, seems like it.”

Chris and I quietly exchanged our thoughts while soaking in a completely wild, open-air hot spring.

“This one feels a bit thicker.”

“To be honest, I don’t feel any difference.”

“Try smelling it closely. The sulfur smell is stronger.”

“Chris, you are helping me search for the Holy Grail, right?”

“Huh? What are you talking about, Ruina? Of course I’m looking for hot spring water that’s good for sale.”

I folded my arms, ignoring the useless Chris.

Chris folded their arms too, following me.

As a result, the cooking pouch got squished between their arms.

I stared at Chris.

“Ruina? What is it?”

“It’s nothing.”

I had given Chris high marks for cooking well without a cooking pouch, but it turns out Chris had been hiding one all along.

The betrayal was unspeakable.

To think they kept that cooking pouch all to themselves.

What are people without one supposed to do?

Not that it mattered—I cook well even without one.

“By the way, Chris, did you give up cross-dressing? This is a public outdoor hot spring—someone might notice your real identity.”

“I figured I’d been dressing too strictly like a man this whole time. Maybe it’s fine to loosen up a bit like this?”

Only realizing that now, huh.

People’s perception was funny—they only believed what they wanted to believe.

Even if someone saw Chris now, they wouldn’t even think this was the same person as the cross-dressed version of Chris.

And if someone did think that, it meant they had suspected Chris was a woman from the start—those kinds of people would figure it out anyway.

Whether they see or not, the result would be the same.

I kicked the hot spring water with my foot and leaned back.

Should’ve brought something to eat.

Soaking in hot springs back-to-back had made my body go past relaxed into jelly.

In other words, I was hungry.

I slowly opened my mouth.

I was about to suggest we go back to the inn for a meal.

“What do we do now?”

“Not sure?”

But before I could, someone entered the hot spring.

It was a man and a woman, both covered in scars from head to toe, exuding an intimidating aura.

Mercenaries?

Just as I lightly wondered, our eyes met.

The giant muscleman sniffed and casually spoke.

“A mage? Didn’t expect to run into one here. That’s not a problem, right?”

“Walker. You still don’t understand mage behavior. Look closely. Full-body burns.”

“So what?”

“That means there’s a high chance they have an affinity for fire element and are completely obsessed with magic. As long as we don’t provoke them,

they’ll just train in their corner and we won’t have any conflict.”

Wow.

These people really have no filter even with someone right in front of them.

I smiled and greeted them.

“Hello?”

“See? No sane person would greet someone here.”

“If it were me, I’d get mad.”

“It’s proof that all values besides magic have hit rock bottom. A madwoman. We better avoid her. Let’s go.”

Just from saying hi, I heard every insult under the sun. I felt like crying.

I stared blankly at the man and woman leaving after barely soaking for a few dozen seconds, then said to Chris,

“Shall we go eat?”

***

While munching on smoked meat and cheese, I asked Leon, “Did you find anything?”

“Absolutely nothing.”

Leon replied, sipping milk, then tapped the table with his fingers.

“We’ve now investigated all the hot springs in Belmonte Winterhaven.”

“The village was smaller than I thought. Splitting up helped us finish in just a few days.”

After soaking in every hot spring and occasionally sniffing around, we found no trace of the Holy Grail.

The hot springs in Belmonte Winterhaven were good for the body, but not nearly powerful enough to be called a Fountain of Healing.

“Another dead end.”

“Didn’t we expect that on the first day?”

“Still, it’s disappointing.”

I stacked smoked meat and cheese between bread and took a big bite.

This place has decent food.

“Anyway,”

“Swallow first, please.”

As Leon requested, I swallowed all the food in my mouth before continuing.

“Let’s pick our next destination.”

“Exactly.”

“Hmmm.”

I turned to look at Chris.

Chris was also eating bread and blinked wide-eyed.

“Ruina? Why are you looking at me?”

“Just thought you might have a good idea.”

Chris had been gathering information while traveling around as a peddler.

When it came to rumors, no one was better.

Chris stroked their chin and parted their lips.

“The Grail’s powers were immortality, healing, abundance, purification, and wisdom, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Come to think of it, I heard all kinds of life-extending artifacts are being gathered in the imperial capital.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“There’s a lot—phoenix feathers, mermaid tears, moon essence, earth’s heart, fruit of the world tree, and so on.”

“That kind of stuff always ends up in the imperial capital anyway.”

“True, but since you asked about rumors, I just mentioned it.”

Clues to immortality are gathering in the imperial capital…

If that’s real, what could be the reason?

I twirled my hair absentmindedly, lost in thought.

Chris looked at me and smiled brightly.

“I’ve always thought this, but Lady Luina, your hair is a similar color to Star Silver.”

“It’s the only part of my body that’s exactly the same as before.”

“Well, if you put it that way, your eyes are still the same too. They’re green and pretty.”

“Chris, I’ve noticed this before, but you really don’t hold back, do you?”

Chris didn’t care at all about my burns.

He thought things like that were trivial.

Since I also considered it trivial, we got along well in that respect.

Leon, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, murmured softly.

“The imperial capital.”

“Lord Leon. Are you interested in the imperial capital?”

“Well, it is the most developed place in the world. Since it gathers all kinds of information, I’ve always wanted to visit at least once.”

“Then our next destination is decided.”

The capital of the Aeterno Empire.

The ancient city of a thousand years, Aeternia.

That would be our next destination.

“That was decided quickly.”

“When are you planning to depart?”

“That depends on Chris’s condition.”

As soon as I finished speaking, Leon and I turned to look at Chris.

Under our gaze, Chris hastily stopped stuffing his mouth with honey mead and explained:

“I’m currently having the ingredients tested, and I’ve almost secured enough large containers to store the hot spring water. Preparations should be done soon.”

“Then in the meantime, we can enjoy a hot spring bath. Lord Leon?”

“I’ll pass. I’m tired from too many hot spring baths already.”

“Already worn out? Lord Leon, you have surprisingly low stamina, huh?”

“…I’ll be going now.”

Instead of teasing Leon further, I finished drinking my honey mead and stood up.

I’d loved baths even in my past life.

Nothing else relieved fatigue as well as soaking in hot water.

I entered the inn’s hot spring, specifically the women’s communal hot spring, and looked up at the sky filled with peach trees.

Those pink petals were always fascinating to see.

It seemed like the trees were kept alive and blooming even in this cold weather thanks to magic.

I wondered what kind of magic it was.

I wanted it.

The tree had no owner.

They were just away, but I didn’t mind and slipped into the water.

Heat spread through my body.

Savoring that drowsy sensation, I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall.

It really takes experiencing all kinds of hot springs to realize—this one was the most effective.

Looking back, I’d say this hot spring relieved fatigue the best.

I slept well at night.

Yeah.

It felt like bathing in water infused with beneficial herbs—the thought struck me, and I quietly looked down at the water.

Then I plunged under with a splash.

Is this really just an ordinary hot spring unrelated to the Holy Grail?

Under the water, I opened my eyes wide and scoured the bottom thoroughly.

But no matter where I looked, it was just a normal hot spring.

Had I misjudged it?

Or maybe I needed to investigate more carefully?

That thought crossed my mind for a second—

“No matter how hard you search, the Holy Grail isn’t here, you crazy girl.”

“I’m perfectly sane, thank you.”

As I surfaced, green hair greeted me.

Florra, taking a long puff from her pipe, lay down on a flat rock under the peach tree and said:

“Is there a reason you’re looking for the Holy Grail?”

“It’s a quest from the Holy Nation. If I complete it, I can receive full treatment for free.”

“I thought you were the kind of person who didn’t care about appearances?”

“It was a dying wish.”

“Since you accepted something like that, of course you have to honor it.”

Florra gave a short laugh and tapped her pipe.

Then she spoke again.

“You’re scary—you’d have drained all the hot spring water if I’d left you alone.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“Then you weren’t planning to evaporate it all with fire magic?”

“Just a little bit of evaporation…”

“See? I was right. So, why does soaking in my hot spring make you feel especially refreshed? I’ll give you the answer.”

With that, Florra tapped the rock with her pipe.

“This rock here.”

“Yes?”

“It may not look like it, but it’s Star Silver.”

“Star Silver? That?”


“Yes.”

No wonder.

I’d always thought it was weird how she didn’t use the hot spring and instead lay around on random spots.

So it was Star Silver?

No wonder hot spring baths here felt mysteriously refreshing.



 
  Chapter 23 : Snow White (5)


Star Silver.

It was one of the star metals.

Star metals could only be harvested from stars that had fallen from the sky.

There were many types: Star Gold, Star Silver, Star Iron, Star Jade, Star Stone, and so on.

These star metals were rare.

Getting your hands on them was literally like plucking stars from the sky.

And they were beautiful — unlike regular gold or silver, they had an appearance reminiscent of starlight.

But that alone wasn’t why people were so obsessed with star metals.

There was a deeper reason.

Why people sought them out.

It was because of the mysterious powers imbued within them.

Take Star Silver, for instance — just carrying it around was said to bring perfect health and longevity.

Well, in truth, its effects were closer to slightly improving your immune system and giving you a mild health boost.

Star Silver was great, sure, but it wasn’t like it would make all illness disappear.

Still—

“I’ve never seen a Star Silver this big before. But it looks different from what I know?”

“Of course it’s disguised. You can’t just plop a chunk of Star Silver this big into a public hot spring, can you?”

I ran my hand along the Star Silver that Flora was lying on.

Even if its effects weren’t all that impressive, that was for finger-sized pieces.

If you were constantly in contact with a piece this big, you really might live a long and healthy life.

“How did you get it?”

“It took a lot.”

“Not even the emperor could get something this size, I bet.”

“Which is why I’m using it secretly. In case someone asks for it.”

Flora laughed heartily at her own words, puffing on her pipe.

Seeing her like that, I brought up something that had been weighing on my heart.

“Lady Flora.”

“What?”

“So… are you going to sell me that magic or not?”

“Knew you’d bring that up.”

With a long sigh, Flora exhaled smoke and stared blankly up at the peach tree before speaking softly.

“No, I won’t sell it.”

“Is that so.”

“Why are you so desperate to gather magic, anyway?”

“It’s not like people breathe just because they need to do something, right?”

“So collecting magic is the goal?”

“Using it is the goal. If you just stash it in a warehouse, it’s a waste. Magic would feel sorry for itself.”

Magic existed to be used.

There was nothing sadder or more meaningless than magic that was never used.

Flora stared intently at me after my resolute reply.

Then she calmly spoke.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen this year.”

“Third-tier?”

“Wow, you guessed right.”

“Too skilled for second-tier, too bundled up for fourth-tier.”

“I’m not wearing anything right now though?”

“Can’t you keep that mouth shut? Seventeen and third-tier…”

Her eyes flicked back and forth — she was probably trying to gauge the extent of my talent.

So I kindly offered the details myself.

“I’m average. Took a month to reach first-tier, three years for second-tier.”

“That’s not average, that’s slow.”

“Still made it to third-tier by seventeen.”

“That’s fast, I’ll admit. The price of throwing yourself into fire, huh?”

“Yeah.”

I replied brightly, and Flora narrowed her eyes, muttering:

“So your goal is to learn every magic that exists, and you’re willing to jump into fire to do it.”

“I don’t do that anymore. I promised my master.”

“Then you’ll either go mad and die from hitting a wall, or you’ll break through that wall while being mad.”

“That’s exactly what my master says. But I won’t die. I promised to live long and healthy too.”

“You sure have a lot of promises. Just hearing it, I can tell you were a real handful for your teacher.”

Flora tapped out her pipe and continued.

“I can feel how immense your desire is. It’s almost impressive that you even managed to listen to your teacher.”

“We had a deal, after all.”

“A deal, huh? Sounds more like something deeply personal and affectionate. You two had a good mentor-student bond.”

“Lady Flora.”

“What now?”

“So, why are you asking me all these things?”

I asked out of curiosity — why she was suddenly checking my potential.

But Flora didn’t answer, just focused on her pipe.

Fine then.

I rubbed my cheek against the Star Silver, then slowly spun around on it.

My damp body turned smoothly over the surface, like a spinning top.

“That’s annoying to look at. What are you doing?”

“Checking the state of the Star Silver. It feels fresh.”

“I told you, it’s disguised as plain marble right now. So what you’re checking is marble.”

“Lady Flora.”

“What is it now?”

“Are you… by any chance, terminally ill?”

Flora fell silent.

Like someone hearing an unexpected question.

After a brief pause, she casually opened her mouth.

“Where’d that come from?”

“Because you made immortality the price of a magic deal, said something cryptic about how the Holy Grail would already be found if it were easy to get, and you’re clinging to this giant piece of Star Silver. Your personal magic is also life-related, like making a peach tree bloom in winter. Everything points to a terminal illness.”

She had left so many obvious clues, it was like she wanted me to figure it out.

Was I right?

Flora toyed with her dead pipe for a moment, then snapped her fingers.

With a creak, a tree branch sprouted from the frozen winter ground to serve as a stand.

She placed her pipe on the branch, then stepped into the hot spring from her toes down.

Now we had switched places — I was lying on the Star Silver, and Flora was in the spring.

She scooped the water with her hands, letting it fall between her fingers.

Then she moved her lips.

“You weren’t born with magical talent.”

“I’m average.”

“And I… wasn’t born with the talent for longevity.”

Flora confessed calmly.

“My mentor was a famous seer mage. He would often see far into the future, and one of those visions included my lifespan.”

“Oh dear.”

“Cause of death: illness. I didn’t believe it when I first heard the prophecy as a child, but I soon realized it—I’m not exactly in good health.”

“Was the exact date of your death foretold?”

“Yes.”

“When is it?”

“Spring of my 29th year. So, about half a year from now.”

There really wasn’t much time left.

“To twist this fate, I tried every possible method. Searching for the Holy Grail was one of those attempts.”

“So you were one of the previous challengers?”

“The Grail quest failed, but I discovered this hot spring in the process, so it wasn’t a total failure. After finding it, I decided to stay here permanently.”

So that’s the story behind this unusual inn with a hot spring—something you’d never expect in a typical medieval fantasy setting.

If a high-ranking mage built and ran an inn, a local lord would have no reason to object.

He probably gave permission without much resistance.

“I wanted to change my fate. No matter what it took, I wanted to escape this damn destiny.”

“Then how about the strategy of ending your own life? That would technically go against the fate, wouldn’t it?”

“You shouldn’t treat burn wounds.”

“Why not?”

“If you don’t have burn scars, people might not think you’re crazy, and that could lead to misunderstandings.”

“That’s unexpected.”

Flora sighed deeply, leaned against the wall of the hot spring, and snapped her fingers.

A vine sprouted from the ground and began massaging her shoulder.

My eyes popped out.

“You can give yourself massages?! That’s ridiculous magic…!”

“No matter how desperately you ask, I’m not giving it to you.”

“Can I at least get one too?”

“Get in.”

As I entered the hot spring like she said, a vine popped out and began kneading my shoulder.

My eyes closed without me even realizing it.

It was unbelievably relaxing.

“This massage is so delicate… how is this possible?”

“Thanks to learning massage from a professional therapist.”

“You really did try everything for the sake of your health, huh?”

I could feel just how obsessed Flora was with surviving.

With that kind of drive, no wonder she became a high-ranking mage at such a young age.

I relaxed and enjoyed the massage.

This felt amazing.

“Lady Ruina?”

Just then, I heard a voice and opened my eyes.

It was the cooking pouch.

“Chris? You’re even coming to the public bath now. Don’t just stand there—come on in.”

“…Who’s that?”

“He’s the merchant who made a deal with the devil of money.”

“That’s a merchant? Not a succubus?”

“He’s the type who drains energy from money.”

“Okay, that actually makes sense.”

Chris quietly sat beside us and whispered,

“Lady Ruina, I’m not a succubus.”

“But your body is. And your face too.”

“I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or not.”

“It is a compliment.”

Flora gave Chris a vine massage as well.

She even loosened up the cooking pouch expertly—it was on par with a massage therapist for royalty.

“It actually was passed down from a royal therapist.”

“You really are obsessed with health, huh?”

“That’s the only way to change my fate.”

And so, we thoroughly enjoyed our hot spring soak and then stepped out to chug some milk.

Nothing beats milk after a bath.

“Oh, right. Lady Ruina, you need to hear the final report.”


“The final report?”

“Preparations for the northern expedition are complete. Aren’t you going to check it?”

“Of course I will.”

Time to see whether my money was put to good use.
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“Ta-da.”

“Is this the ingredient certificate?”

“See the seal here? It proves it’s from the Belmonte Winterhaven Alchemy Guild.”

I examined the ingredient certificate Chris handed me.

“This water is hot spring water that wells up from the depths of the earth and contains the following ingredients:

Sulfur – Essence of the fire element, awakens inner warmth.

Mineral salts – Condensed form of the earth element, strengthens the body.

Pure water – The purest form of the water element, clears the mind.

Breath of nature – Refined essence of the wind element, circulates life.

This hot spring water contains a harmonious balance of the four elements.

Its particularly high sulfur and mineral salt content make it highly effective for recovery and energy restoration.

Certified by Paracel, Branch Head, Belmonte Winterhaven Alchemy Guild”

I nodded.

This would make the rich folks in the capital open their wallets without a second thought.

“Lady Ruina? What do you think?”

“Sir Chris, you move swiftly and smartly when there’s money to be made.”

“I’ve always been like that, Lady Ruina. Now that you’ve seen the certificate, let’s check the other equipment, shall we?”

Chris took me over to a freight wagon.

It was loaded with a ridiculous number of wooden barrels.

I blinked at the long line of wagons.

“Do you have five bodies or something, Sir Chris? How are you planning to move all of this alone?”

“Of course I’ll hire people. Don’t worry, Lady Ruina. Hiring people won’t be an issue.”

“You truly are a merchant, Sir Chris. Very reassuring.”

“The most dangerous part about hiring people is getting stabbed in the back. But if that happens, you’ll be the one to punish them, right, Lady Ruina? No problem there.”

“Suddenly, I don’t feel so reassured.”

Is this guy trying to drag me in as an investor or what?

It kind of feels like it.

“Anyway, Lady Ruina. This is all the new equipment I purchased. Not bad, huh?”

“I can really feel your burning desire to make money. I like it.”

“Now, the important part is the hot spring water we’re going to put in those barrels… Lady Ruina, which 
spring did you like the best?”

“Me? I—”

“So this was your plan all along. Sell the hot spring water elsewhere. Your business sense is impressive.”

At the sudden voice, I turned around.

Flora was there.

Curious, I asked the pipe-smoking Flora,

“Is it okay for you to be away from the Divine Grace?”

“What am I, a terminal patient? The Divine Grace was never meant to be used like that in the first place.”

“Ah, I see.”

I honestly thought stepping away from it meant instant death or something.

“That expression says you’re thinking something blasphemous.”

“I always respect my superiors.”

“If you’re going to sell hot spring water, shouldn’t you be taking it from my spring? All the rumors about the healing spring came from mine, after all.”

“Is that true, Lady Ruina?”

“Yes. It’s true.”

All the talk about healing springs was thanks to Flora’s Divine Grace.

If I had to choose one, it had to be hers.

“So you figured out the source of the rumors?”

“Yes.”

“Perfect! Then, Lady Flora! I’ll be making good use of it!”

“Go ahead.”

With that, Flora held out her hand.

Chris eyed her hand carefully, then narrowed his eyes.

“Lady Flora? What does this mean?”

“Judging by your face, you already know exactly what it means, don’t you?”

Chris let out a dry laugh.

“Ha. Charging money just to let us take some hot spring water?”

“It’s my spring, isn’t it?”

“Lady Ruina, this woman is absolutely obsessed with money. I’ve never met anyone trying to sell water before.”

“Sir Chris, are you describing yourself right now?”

That comment was wildly inappropriate coming from Chris of all people.

“Whose side are you on, Lady Ruina?”

“I’m on the side of justice.”

“Fine. Whatever. People will love it just knowing it’s from Winterhaven. There’s no need to pay for Lady Flora’s spring water.”

“You do math really fast, don’t you?”

Unless Flora revealed the truth about her Divine Grace, the healing spring rumors would benefit all of Winterhaven.
So there was no real need to use the actual healing water.

“I feel like a bit of a fraud now.”

There was demand, so they were selling—but knowing the truth while selling ordinary water felt a little sketchy.

At my words, Chris shook his head.

“Whatever hot spring water we use, people won’t actually get miracles. We’re just here to give them a feel-good experience.”

“That’s true.”

“So, Lady Ruina. Let’s get started.”

“With what?”

“Filling those barrels with hot spring water, of course.”

“Ah. Just a moment.”

I went and brought Leon, who was resting at the inn.

“What’s going on?”

“Please help. Strength is your specialty, after all.”

“…Understood.”

We went to a nearby hot spring and began filling the barrels with water.

“Now we just have to repeat this 75 times.”

“Isn’t this a bit excessive?”

“This is how you make the big money.”

“Money is important.”

I grunted as I rolled a heavy barrel up onto the wagon.

Only 74 more to go…!

“All this fuss just to make a bit of money.”

Trailing behind us, Flora clicked her tongue as she blew a long stream of smoke from her pipe.

She looked at us like we were pathetic for crying over our desire to earn.

Chris whispered:

“Lady Ruina. Don’t you think Lady Flora is super mad?”

“I can hear you.”

Snap.

Flora snapped her fingers.

Right after, multiple tree trunks shot up from the ground, forming into humanoid shapes.

The completed wooden figures lifted barrels and filled them with hot spring water.

Seeing that, Chris’s jaw dropped.

Flora smirked.

“If your magic skills are lacking, your body ends up doing the work.”

“Lady Ruina. What do I do? Lady Flora looks so cool.”

“Worship her more.”

“Lady Flora, since you’re being generous, how about giving us a free pass to your hot spring too?”

“Ha ha.”

“Hee hee.”

The hot spring echoed with warm laughter.

Still smiling, Flora opened her mouth.

“Take it for just ten gold coins.”

“Get those filthy vines off my wagon.”

Chris, also smiling, came back to my side and whispered:

“She’s totally money-crazy. At this rate, she’ll try to sell river water too.”

“Again, not something you should be saying, Lady Chris.”

Thanks to Flora’s help, the task was quickly finished.

“Shall we eat!”

Tonight’s dinner was an outdoor BBQ.

Chris was in charge of cooking.

Leaving Chris to skewer the meat while shaking her cooking pouch, I waved the lantern.

Whoosh.

Flames roared up from the firewood.

After completing the fire pit, I sat down on one of Flora’s log chairs and held my hands out.

Warm.

This moment just needs one more thing to be perfect.

“Should I go get some honey mead?”

“Lady Ruina, is your blood made of alcohol or something?”

“I checked once. It’s not.”

“I keep asking for alcohol ‘cause I’m hungry. Just wait a bit. I’ll make something soon.”

Chris finished setting up her cooking pouch and got serious about the BBQ.

Watching her, a thought crossed my mind.

Why did Chris free that cooking pouch again?

Did she give up crossdressing?

Maybe she forgot—but instead of pointing it out, I subtly shifted my gaze.

Leon was quietly staring into the campfire.

I waved my hand in front of his face.

Whoosh.

Whoosh whoosh.

“Whoosh whoosh whoosh.”

“What are you doing?”

“I thought you couldn’t see.”

“If I couldn’t see you waving right in front of my face, I’d be blind.”

“I thought you were deep in thought.”

“I was, for a moment.”

Leon gave a short answer and returned his gaze to the flames.

That was just… something he said to brush it off.

Normally, I’d let it go at that—

“But do you have some kind of painful memory involving fire?”

Instead, I asked the question I’d been holding back for a while.

Leon flinched, then turned his body slightly.

“…Why are you asking that all of a sudden?”

“Every time you look at flames, you get this serious expression. And when I ask, you dodge the question.”

Last time he said something like, ‘I’m reflecting on the mission given to me.’

Leon’s expression hardened at my question.

“Sorry, but… it’s not something I want to talk about with anyone.”

That’s totally fair. I just—well, I wanted to make sure it wasn’t bothering you because of me.

Since I mostly use fire-elemental magic—

“I mean.”

“…As long as it’s not firewood burning like this, I’m fine. I’ve grown used to this kind of flame.”

“Really?”

If that’s the case, I’m glad.

I was worried I’d have to seal away my fire magic and rely only on alchemy in battle.

“What’s with you two? Why’s the mood so serious all of a sudden?”

Before we realized it, Chris had returned with the cooked meat and looked around, puzzled.

Flora answered while puffing on her pipe.

“There’s just stuff. A succubus wouldn’t get it.”

“Lady Flora, I’m not a succubus. I’m human.”

“Let’s just eat. I see now—you honed your cooking skills to an incredible level just to seduce humans, huh?”

“I’m telling you, I’m human!”

We devoured the food Chris made.

“As expected of Lady Chris. Your cooking is amazing.”

“Good cooking is one of the qualities of a great merchant. Food is the easiest way to open someone’s heart. Sometimes, a delicious meal can seal a deal that would’ve never happened otherwise.”

I looked up at the sky.

The sun had dipped past the horizon completely.

While munching on meat, Flora spoke.

“Let me treat you next time. In Belmonte Winterhaven, smoked meat has evolved to an art form. If you eat it at a proper place, you’ll be moved—”

“Of course.”

“You’re the best, Lady Flora. We’re leaving soon, so tomorrow, right?”

And so, while promising tomorrow, we chatted quietly and cheerfully.

We even joked about staying a few more days for another BBQ.

BOOM!

Then it happened—an explosion sounded not far away.

We all stood up at once.

I looked toward the source and frowned.

Flora’s inn.

There, a giant peach tree golem was slamming its fist into the ground.

“An intruder?”

Caught off guard, Flora rushed toward the inn.

I grabbed the lantern and quickly followed her.

Thud!

The peach tree golem, its legs cut, collapsed to its knees.

The inn was half-destroyed.

Guests ran in panic, and as I arrived, I identified the culprits.

A man and woman stood before the peach tree golem.

A woman with a scythe, and a muscular man.

Familiar faces—the mercenaries we met at the open-air hot spring.

The muscle man spoke.

“Reaper, didn’t you say the crazy mage wouldn’t attack if we didn’t provoke her first?”

“The commotion must’ve drawn her attention. If we stay still, she won’t attack—”

“Who are you?”

Flora growled.

A pipe had appeared in her hand again.

The woman with the scythe grinned, stretching her smile wide like she was having the time of her life.

Then she spoke.

“Priest of the Evil God…!”

But before she could finish, Leon beat her to it.

Drawing his sword, Leon gripped the handle with crushing force.


I flared up the fire in my lantern.

Priests of the Evil God…

We’ve run into some real scum.
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In the beginning, there was a being.

One day, he created seven laws:

Wisdom, Temperance, Courage, Justice, Love, Hope, and Faith.

And that was the moment this world was created.

But everything casts a shadow.

So, immediately after the world was formed, seven shadows were also born:

Pride, Greed, Envy, Wrath, Lust, Gluttony, and Sloth.

Yes, those seven.

The former gave rise to the Church of Genesis, and the latter to the Cult of the Evil Gods—no wonder the Church of Genesis was a mess.

After all, seven different religions had merged into one.

If even the Church of Genesis was like that, the Cult of the Evil Gods, also composed of seven factions, couldn’t have been much better—but details were unknown.

It was a place shrouded in mystery, and unless you were part of it, there was no way to know.

“A chick from the Church of Genesis, is it? Didn’t even get summoned, but still noticed us. Must have a sharp nose.”

The woman called Reaper twirled her scythe and smiled seductively.

Leon, without the slightest flinch, held his sword forward and stared at the cultists of the Evil Gods.

Reaper continued, her voice almost a song.

“I don’t understand why you all keep calling us the Cult of the Evil Gods. We have a perfectly good name: the Reincarnation Sect. We even make sure to call you by your proper name, the Church of Genesis, don’t we?”

“Shut up.”

“My, such harsh words. Did the Reincarnation Sect kill your parents or something? Sorry, but we’re not a hive mind. Can’t blame me for what someone else did.”

“I said shut up!”

Veins popped on Leon’s neck—he was visibly furious.

I stepped behind him and whispered,

“Please calm down.”

The muscular man, known as Walker, also tried to settle Reaper.

“Reaper. We’re not here to play.”

“Sigh. Fine. So what’s the plan?”

“You’re probably more effective against the tree mage. I’ll handle the two kids.”

“Got it.”

Reaper and Walker split up—Reaper faced Flora, while Walker faced me and Leon.

As I gauged the distance and prepared a spell, Walker raised his fist and spoke:

“Thought things might go smoothly with the master gone, but I didn’t expect a tree to be guarding the place.”

“Not thinking of leaving quietly, are you? Lady Flora might just let you go if you ask nicely.”

“Can’t allow corruption to stain this sanctuary. So how about this? If you die quietly, we’ll leave quietly. Deal?”

Yep—this is exactly why the Cult of the Evil Gods was so hated.

They just didn’t think like normal people, so talking with them was impossible.

They believed this world was fake, and to create a true world, new laws were needed.

If we could reason with them, now that would be strange.

“Just from the way you talk, I’d guess you’re from the faction of Pride.”

“You can tell? How curious.”

Red lines sliced through the air, splitting into four and striking Walker.

A small explosion followed, and Walker charged forward through the flames.

Black energy gathered around both his fists.

Divine Power.

I witnessed the manifestation of a miracle and prepared another spell.

Flames of Gluttony opened their jaws and lunged at Walker, followed closely by Leon.

Walker swung his right fist at the flames, his left at Leon.

Divine Power was the strength of miracles.

The difference between someone who had it and someone who didn’t was like that between a knight who had undergone the first awakening of alchemical magic—and one who hadn’t.

Actually, the gap might’ve been even worse.

A Holy Knight without Divine Power was basically powerless.

So Leon stepping in to stop Walker was an extremely reckless move.

Shrrk! Leon angled his sword, guiding Walker’s fist aside.

The almost divine technique of his swordplay made Walker burst into laughter.

“You’re a genius!”

Walker dispersed the devouring flames by releasing Divine Power from his right arm, then drew back both fists.

“You’ll regret meeting me so soon, genius!”

Then he struck.

No philosophy.

No elegance.

Just raw brute force behind his punches.

Yet even those savage punches made Leon grit his teeth.

He deflected every strike with near-perfect swordplay, but the difference in intensity was stark.

Leon had to focus to the extreme—Walker just punched for fun.

It was obvious who was being pushed back.

As Leon stepped back one pace at a time, I hurled a ball of fire.

Three-headed flames flew at Walker, biting his head, shoulder, and neck.

Divine Power surged, dispersing the flames—but it created an opening in his attack.

During the brief lull—KWAANG!—the ground beside us crumbled.

Everything.

Flora stood atop a massive wooden giant, facing off against Reaper.

Shlick!

Every time Reaper swung her scythe, the giant’s legs were severed.

It was hard to believe Flora was a high-level mage—she looked helpless.

Walker had said Reaper had the advantage in that matchup, but I wasn’t so sure.

There might be a reason Flora wasn’t using her full magic.

“She’s having fun, huh?”

Walker glanced sideways, whistled, and readied his stance again.

“Guess we should wrap this up too?”

As he spoke, black Divine Power wrapped around his fists—shaped like gauntlets.

Crunch.

As he pushed off with his legs, the ground shattered beneath him.

At the same time, his body blurred out of sight.

KWA-AAANG!

An unbelievable noise rang out—it was hard to believe it came from a punch.

Thud.

Leon rolled across the floor, sword still in hand, both arms broken.

“There are lots of geniuses, but only one survives in the end.”

Walker strolled toward Leon, raising his fist—to finish the job.

And I stepped forward, drawing my dagger.

“Shine, Blue Night (Cheongya).”

Blue magic shimmered and coated the blade.

At the sight of its mysterious glow, Walker hesitated and muttered, “A magic swordsman?”

***

Leon clung to consciousness, barely grasping the situation.

“Shine… Blue Night (Cheongya).”

“A magic swordsman?”

Ruina drew her sword as Leon collapsed.

Why?

To fight?

“That can’t be. I already knew Luina’s close combat abilities were lacking.

Therefore, the only reason she drew her sword here was for one thing.

To catch Walker, even if for a moment.

To protect herself, the failed one, even just for a short time.

“No. It seems like your magic swordsmanship is still lacking in the step of arcane magic. What’s this?”

“My fighting style is more suited to daggers. Would you like to check?”

Luina lightly smiled while holding a lantern with her left hand and a dagger with her right.

Her appearance was so natural that for a moment, even Leon felt it was the truth.

Walker hesitated for a moment, then clenched his fist.

If Walker had a more cautious personality, he might have backed off here, but unfortunately, Walker was arrogant.

He confirmed any trick with his body.

No.

Leon desperately tried to rise.

But he didn’t move.

Step.

Walker took a step forward.

Leon squirmed like a bug, recalling an old memory.

People screamed on burning logs.

It was the same as now.

Helplessly, just watching everything.

He wanted to change.

He wanted to be like that person.

He wanted to become someone who could save others, like a former paladin.

To destroy evil.

To establish justice on this land.

Under that principle, Leon swung his sword.

Leon bit his lip hard.

What is this?

What is this supposed to be, justice?

There is no meaning to powerless justice; it’s nothing but empty words.

Leon bit his bleeding lip even harder, wishing more intensely than ever before.

Please.

I don’t need anything else.

Please give me the power to protect what’s precious to me.

Right now.

” For a moment, light flickered in Leon’s mind.

“Tch.”

Walker clicked his tongue and stopped in his tracks.

Leon staggered to his feet, and with an arm that seemed to revert back to its original state, he raised his sword.

“This is why you have to finish it.”

The newly established justice shone brightly, and in response, Walker shook his fist while Luina shook her lantern.

And then.

Boom.

A huge vibration silenced all sound.

Leon stopped mid-swing and turned his head.

Walker and Luina did the same, shifting their gaze.

Right next to them, where the inn used to be,

A giant tree golem had collapsed.

Standing on the tree golem, the Reaper smiled brightly.

“Walker! What are you doing? Can’t even handle a couple of rookies?”

***

I approached the fallen tree golem.

I caught Flora, falling from the golem’s shoulder, and calmly asked,

“Flora? Are you okay?”

“Haah… haah…”

Flora gasped for breath, as if she might stop breathing any moment.

It was a scene I had seen before.

I asked cautiously,

“Did you already reach the end of your lifespan?”

Flora replied,

“…It’s eerie, the prediction of my master. The prophecy that I would die in the spring of my 29th year wasn’t based on when I lived normally. It was after I became a high-ranking mage and fought to survive that the prophecy said I would die in the spring of my 29th year.”

So, that was it.

The period of spring at 29 included the process of searching for the Holy Grail, discovering the castle, and eventually becoming a 5th-tier mage.

“I extended my lifespan in various ways, but I could feel the end approaching. I’ve been in a state where I can only use light magic for a long time.”

“So, what now?”

“Yeah. I’ve used powerful magic beyond light magic, so my lifespan has been severely reduced. It wouldn’t be strange if I died right now.”

Flora gestured, and from the ground, a new tree golem rose.

As the tree golem roared, blocking the Reaper and Walker, I gave her a pipe.

With a snap, I lit it, and Flora took a long drag, exhaling the smoke.

“Just as you said. The prophecy of my master about me dying next spring has been avoided.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Your sincere congratulations must be your best trait. I’ve twisted fate, and now I feel fresher than ever.”

Flora let out a loud laugh, as if her frustration had been cleared.

I whispered to her.

“If you extend my life by a few years in exchange for a deal, you’ll extend your life, but I have a promise with my master. So I can’t trade my lifespan. I’m sorry.”

“I won’t take it. What would I do with a little more life?”

As she stared blankly at the pipe smoke, Flora eventually met my gaze.

She murmured softly,

“Crazy woman.”

“I’m perfectly sane.”

“After watching you for a short time, I can confidently say you’ll become the greatest mage in history.”

“I’m already the greatest Arcana Chess player in history.”

“You’re aiming to gather all magic, aren’t you? Right?”

“I’ll obtain all the magic that exists and all that will exist.”

“Among that, there will be magic to revive the dead. Am I right?”

“Of course.”

At my affirmation, Flora closed her eyes.

Then, she finished her words.

“If you gain the magic, bring me back to life. Then grant me immortality. If you promise that, I’ll give you my unique magic, [Growth].”

“Wait, it can’t just be like that. I have a prior agreement.”

“A prior agreement?”

“I promised that after having a child, I’d revive my master. If it’s before that, I can revive you, Flora.”

“Hahaha. Heh. Cough, cough.”

Flora, laughing as if it was the funniest thing, then calmed her breath and spoke.

It was unsettling, but reassuring.

A deal.

Luina.

“That’s what I wanted.”

The price is on the scales.

What I offer is a promise.

What Flora offers is her unique magic, [Growth].

The cost is equal.

The deal has been made.

“Crazy woman.”

“I’m perfectly sane.”

“You take the castle. You also use a pipe, so you can make something out of it, part of the castle, right?”

“That’s my master’s relic. I won’t trade it for anything else.”

“…Then at least make a lantern out of it. Isn’t that allowed?”

“Strictly speaking, it’s a relic, but this is fine. Alright. I’ll make a lantern out of the castle and make some other things. Is that good?”

“Yeah.”

Satisfied with my answer, Flora spoke weakly and slowly closed her eyes.

I took the pipe from her mouth and placed it gently beside her, then stretched my hand toward Walker and the Reaper.

Then, an army of trees emerged from the ground.

“Reaper! I’m not sure, but that mad mage did something! What are you going to do?”

Walker, who had been pounding the tree golem’s leg, shouted in panic.

The Reaper looked at me holding the sword of justice and controlling the tree soldiers, then frowned.

“We retreat. The variables are too big.”

“Understood!”

At the Reaper’s command, Walker quickly fled.

The Reaper chased after him.

I watched them until they disappeared completely, then dispelled the magic.

“Luina! Are you okay?”

I heard Chris’s voice from afar. I guess they had been hiding well.

I summoned a tree soldier and lifted Flora.


Then I spoke.

“Chris.”

“Yeah?”

“Can you help clean up?”



 
  Chapter 26 : Snow White (8)


“Ying ying.”

Chris weeps.

I thought succubi didn’t have tears—but I guess I was wrong.

I turned my gaze to the one responsible for drawing tears from Chris.

“Flora

Sacred Year 2335 – Sacred Year 2363, October 26

Dreaming of eternal life, rest here for a while.”

A perfect epitaph.

Once again, I felt just how amazing my sense of style was.

Chris rubbed her eyes and mumbled softly.

“I was going to have a smoked meat party with Lady Flora…”

“That’s unfortunate. Should we still do it ourselves?”

“Luina, do you really not have a heart?”

Chris gave me a dead-serious look.

Her tears had already dried up.

Facing Chris, who looked like she was shooting beams from her eyes, I responded with an aggrieved tone.

“But I told you I’m going to resurrect Lady Flora. There’s no need to cry.”

“Now?”

“Not now, of course. Later.”

“Really?”

Chris’s face lit up.

I wonder if she realized that her horns popped out from her cooking pouch while she was smiling after crying.

“Thank goodness. I thought it was a forever goodbye.”

“That would never happen.”

“Then I guess it’s okay to take some of Lady Flora’s hot spring water, right?”

“…Wow.”

I felt a wall between us.

So this was it.

The wall that Flora and Kelton once mentioned I’d eventually run into.

It was so overwhelmingly big, it crushed my will.

To think I’d have to overcome something like this…

No way.

“You win, Chris. I’m just a mere mortal.”

“Wait. Don’t make it sound like I crushed you. You’re the one who started it, Luina.”

“I don’t know anything.”

As I tried to excuse myself, Chris quickly began to explain.

“Listen, Luina. Word’s probably already spread to the capital that evil god cultists attacked Lady Flora’s inn.”

“Well, we did go pretty big with it.”

“Hot spring water even the cultists of the evil god coveted! Now on sale! What do you think?”

“I see.”

It was confirmed.

This one wasn’t a succubus.

“So before me stands not a succubus, but one of the original shadows—an apostle of greed?”

“Luina. So are we doing this or not?”

“Of course we’re doing it.”

If it needs doing, it gets done.

“Luina. Chris.”

At the sound of a solemn voice, we turned back toward the gravestone, then quietly left the graveyard.

Flora, surprisingly, didn’t have much in terms of assets.

Well—”not much” for a high-level mage, anyway.

To regular people, she still had a dizzying amount of wealth.

All of Flora’s property had been turned over to the Mercenary Guild.

We used the guild’s inheritance management system, which meant they’d maintain the grave and spend from the funds little by little until a rightful heir appeared.

“The rightful heir we determined is you, Luina. You’re her disciple, after all.”

“I’m not Lady Flora’s disciple. And she never said she’d leave me money.”

All she promised me was her surname—her favor.

The inheritance belonged to someone else.

Who knows?

Maybe there’s a forgotten disciple Flora trained long ago.

I left the Mercenary Guild and headed to Flora’s now half-destroyed hot spring.

The inn, now just a memory, stood still.

As I looked around, I noticed Chris grunting and filling wooden barrels with hot spring water.

“You’re really going through with it, huh.”

“Luina, help me.”

“Couldn’t we just sell some other spring water and claim it’s from Flora’s? No one would know.”

“Luina. The foundation of commerce is trust. Even if we rely on sales techniques and marketing tricks, outright lies are a no-go.”

“Got it. Put that down.”

Chris followed my lead and set the barrel down.

I snapped my fingers and summoned a wooden soldier.

“So convenient.”

“Amazing magic.”

The wooden soldier tirelessly emptied the other spring water and refilled the barrels with genuine water from Flora’s spring.

I stood by with my arms crossed, watching, then turned to Chris, who had crossed her arms the same way.

“You’ve gone back to dressing as a man? It’s kind of amazing how just some baggy clothes can hide that you’re a succubus.”

“We’re heading out soon. Also, I told you—I’m not a succubus, Luina.”

“How about some meat?”

Lunch was the smoked meat we’d packed.

It was from the place Flora once recommended.

“Sniff sniff…”

Chris whined as she set up the meat.

The sight was kind of hilarious, so I pulled out my pipe and spoke.

“We’re out here coldly collecting hot spring water. Don’t you think crying in this situation might make you seem less reliable?”

“But I can’t help it if the tears come out.”

“Then just cry anyway.”

Fsssh.

I lit the pipe and looked up at the sky.

Snow was falling.

Snowy barbecue in a land of snow.

Not a bad combo.

“Luina. Can’t you, like, build a wooden roof or something like Flora did? It’s snowing.”

“I can do something similar, but not exactly like her. Hold on.”

I snapped my fingers, and a giant made of wood emerged and acted as a roof.

Chris gaped in awe.

“Do we really have to go this over-the-top?”

“It’s the opposite. This is the only way I can do it.”

What I inherited through our deal was only Flora’s unique magic.

Not her entire magical framework.

So right now, the only magic I could use was Flora’s unique spell: [Growth].

Sure, I could adapt it for similar effects, but I could never replicate her magic exactly.

“Let’s eat.”

We placed our plates on a table salvaged from a half-destroyed inn, lit a campfire, and devoured some smoked meat.

I took a sip of mead and spoke to Leon, who had been quietly sitting next to me.

“How does it feel to have gained holy power?”

“Not bad.”

Leon had awakened his divine powers this time. In the priests’ words, he had received the calling.

He was no longer an apprentice—he was now an official holy knight.

“It feels like my body is brimming with vitality. Like I could do anything.”

“Be careful. People who just awakened their powers often get into accidents in that exact state.”

“I’ll be careful.”

Leon quietly stared at the firewood.

As always, he wore a serious expression, but now I understood the reason behind it.

His family had been killed by a priest of an evil god.

Most likely by burning at the stake.

With that kind of past, it made sense that he hated evil priests—and that his eyes would darken every time we lit a fire.

“Ruina! I just had a brilliant idea!”

“I get anxious every time you say things like that, Chris. What is it now?”

“How precisely can those wooden puppets be controlled?”

“I’m not sure… I doubt they can play cat’s cradle, though?”

“What about steering a carriage?”

“That should be doable.”

“Then we don’t need to hire anyone anymore, right? Ruina can control them instead. Wow, look at all the money we’re saving.”

I gave Chris a long, blank stare.

Chris blinked and tilted his head.

“Ruina? Is there something on my face?”

“No. It’s nothing.”

“Ruina? The way you said that makes me feel like I did something wrong… Did I mess up?”

“Geniuses can’t understand the minds of the average folk. It can’t be helped.”

Chris could outsmart any great mage when it came to money. For someone like me, a mere money enthusiast, he was on another level.

As I let cigarette smoke drift into the snowy sky, I spoke again.

“In the end, even I must look like money in your eyes, Chris. Boohoo.”

“Ruina. That would’ve been perfect, but your sobbing sounded too much like you were acting.”

“Oh no.”

After finishing our meal, we soaked ourselves in the hot spring water of the Flora Inn one last time.

“Leon, you’re surprisingly shy. You even needed us to build a wall for you.”

“We’re fine, right, Ruina?”

“Exactly.”

“Sigh.”

A sigh came from beyond the makeshift wooden wall. It must’ve been too hot for Leon.

I leaned against the edge of the hot spring and stroked the large chunk of celestial silver, which had a marble-like exterior.

“This is celestial silver?”

“Yes.”

“It’s huge. Are you really going to make a lantern out of this?”

“That was the promise, after all.”

The original owner had asked for a lantern, so it made sense to make one.

“Isn’t it a waste? If you broke it apart, it’d be just regular celestial silver.”

“Of course I’m going to use all of it. I already have a plan.”

“Alchemy?”

“There are some really useful techniques in alchemy.”

One of the most well-known techniques in alchemy was compression.

It would be expensive, sure, but it was worth it to use this much celestial silver.

“It won’t be too heavy, will it? Celestial silver’s supposed to be light, right?”

“Probably. I’ve never tried it, but compressed or not, it should still be a regular metal weight-wise.”

“Star metal really is useful in so many ways.”

“That’s why everyone’s out there trying to get their hands on it.”

With the barbecue party and hot spring bath behind us, we did one last gear check and climbed into the luggage cart.

I snapped my fingers, summoning four wooden soldiers to grab the reins.

“CH?”

“It works.”

“So it does.”


After successfully getting the wagon to move, I tapped the chunk of celestial silver we’d shoved into the cart and spoke.

“Let’s head out.”

“Off to the capital!”





 
  Chapter 27 : Millennium Height (1)


“Oh my. Thank you for your help.”

“It was nothing.”

The middle-aged wizard, who had received my help, kept bowing his head repeatedly.

It was quite an intense reaction, but anyone who had barely survived a life-or-death situation would likely react that way.

While he was bowing, Leon approached the middle-aged wizard, putting a sword, clean and unbloodied, back into its sheath.

“I’m sorry. I’m still weak in the area of sacred magic.”

“No, it’s fine. I had recovery potions. Thanks to them, I survived.”

The middle-aged wizard shook an empty vial.

It was no exaggeration to call a recovery potion a second life.

In situations like this, there was hardly anything more reliable than a potion.

I looked at the mercenaries lying face down on the ground behind the middle-aged wizard.

I hadn’t really fought them.

As soon as I appeared with my wooden soldiers, the mercenaries immediately dropped to the ground and buried their heads.

“No wonder. After traveling for over a week without meeting any mercenaries, I was wondering what was going on. Turns out, they all ran away when they saw my wooden soldiers?”

“If I were them, I wouldn’t even look at a cart driven by tree people.”

“This is troublesome.”

“Mercenaries didn’t have any real magic anyway.”

“Still, it was fun to see them try.”

I jingled a lantern and recited the three principles of magic to the mercenaries.

“Who here possesses magic, or is willing to share magic, or is willing to transfer magic?”

“No one.”

I clicked my tongue in disappointment when the middle-aged wizard, smiling, approached me.

“Those traitors couldn’t have learned magic. Take my magic instead.”

I asked the middle-aged wizard, who had been betrayed by a comrade and barely survived, one question after another.

“What’s your elemental affinity?”

“Water.”

“That’s a great elemental affinity. What’s your specialty spell?”

“Forget it. Take everything. I’m planning to quit being a mercenary anyway.”

“I wish I could take it all, but I can only take one.”

The magic I could take through this trade was just one.

Of course, if I really wanted to, I could take more, but that would cause irreparable damage to the other party.

I had to take only one.

“Well, then…”

The middle-aged wizard hesitated for a moment and listed off his spells.

I took the spell that could bind an opponent with water.

“The deal is done.”

“What about these people?”

“I’m not sure. Do whatever you want, Fulann. I’m no longer interested in them.”

I answered nonchalantly. I truly wasn’t interested anymore.

“What?”

“Are you serious?”

Chris and Leon were suddenly shocked.

What’s with these guys?

I narrowed my eyes.

“What’s with that reaction?”

“Until now, Luina, you’ve never let anyone go alive. I thought you’d do the same this time.”

“Well, they targeted my life. Anyone who draws a sword should be prepared to be stabbed by it as well.”

I couldn’t die.

Not until I had mastered all magic.

That’s why I was reborn in this world.

Therefore, those who tried to kill me couldn’t just get away with it, but this time, the situation was different.

They weren’t trying to kill me, they were trying to kill Fulann, and the moment they saw me, they buried their heads.

From my perspective, there was no reason to kill them.

“Luina, can we really let these guys go?”

“These are the kinds of people who rob even in the Empire’s path. I also have my doubts about their character, but what can we do? They’re no longer connected to me. So, what do you want, Fulann?”

“Even so, we shared some time together, so I’d like to spare them and hand them over to the authorities.” 

“Fine, let’s do that. I also—”

“What’s going on here?”

At the sudden voice, I turned my head.

The voice came from two men riding horses, who dismounted and approached us.

The two men glanced at the mercenaries with their heads buried in the ground and asked in a low voice. 

“Have they been ambushed?”

“Not exactly. Fulann was betrayed and almost killed.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes? Ah. I mean…”

I entrusted Fulann to the two men and stepped back.

I knew who they were.

They were the Empire’s knights, guarding the Empire, spear and shield, while also monitoring the Imperial Path connected to the capital.

“They’re knights of the Empire. It’ll be easier to hand them over to them.”

I whispered to Chris and observed the situation.

After listening to Fulann and Leon’s side of the story, the two men issued orders to their soldiers, who quickly restrained the mercenaries.

With that clean resolution, I nodded in approval.

Indeed, even if they had been robbed, it was easier to let the Empire’s knights handle the cleanup.

I had gained more knowledge.

“Thank you so much.”

“Next time, prepare better magic.”

“I’ll train harder.”

After parting with Fulann, I examined the magic I had obtained.

Whoosh.

The water rope bound Leon.

Leon, tied with the water rope, silently stared at me.

I smiled and asked.

“How is it?”

“Please don’t practice magic on people.”

“How is it?”

“The performance is good. Unless you focus divine power, it’s hard to break.”

Even Leon, a trained swordsman, couldn’t break the water rope with his strength.

This would be useful in battle too.

I continued practicing various magic.

What’s great about Fulann’s magic is that once it’s activated, it hardly consumes any concentration.

As I used various fire magic within the lantern, Chris shouted.

“Luina, let’s set up camp here!”

Since the sun was beginning to set, it was the perfect time.

I got off the wagon, dismissed my wooden soldiers, and approached Leon.

“Leon-nim.”

“What is it?”

“Please teach me swordsmanship.”

“Swordsmanship, you say?”

“Yes.”

After going through several battles recently, I didn’t exactly gain enlightenment, but while practicing elemental magic, I had a sudden thought.

Wouldn’t I be stuck with elemental magic as it is until I die?

That thought crossed my mind.

And as someone who loves magic, that was an unacceptable idea.

I had to find a way out, and the way I thought of was learning swordsmanship.

After all, why would apprentice knights learn swordsmanship before magic?

There’s a reason for it.

Probably.

“It’s not hard to teach you.”

“Good to hear.”

“I’ve learned many types of swordsmanship, but which one would you prefer?”

“Anything ordinary will do.”

“Usually, knights use longswords. I’ll lend you my sword.”

I took the sword Leon handed me and drew it.

Leon, holding a nearby stick, slowly began speaking.

“The essence of swordsmanship is, in the end, one thing.”

Leon pushed my sword with the wooden stick.

I didn’t resist and quietly pulled my sword back.

“Now, Luina-nim, try pushing with your sword.”

Following his instructions, I pushed the stick with my sword, and Leon’s wooden stick moved back.

Leon explained.

“If you push, it will move, and if you pull, it will pull. This is the start of swordsmanship, and everything else is an application of this principle.”

“That’s action and reaction.”

“If you understand that, the next step is the force of application. The closer you are to the handle of the sword, the more power you can exert, but it becomes blunt. The further you are, the less power you exert, but it becomes sharper.”

“That’s the principle of leverage.”

“Thinking about what I just said with your mind will be too late. It needs to be engraved in your body and come out as naturally as breathing to be used in real combat. Once it’s imprinted on your body, the next thing to learn is distance awareness, but I’ll explain that later.”

“I understand.”

I swung Leon’s sword downwards while activating magic.

“Shine. Blue Night.”

The magic was poorly applied to the sword.

With the unstable elemental magic on the sword, I swung it.

The sword flowed.

The black blade, carving through the air, felt like a meteor shower.

On top of that, blue elemental magic scattered.

The magic was based on the element of water.

Now that I think about it, the magic I just acquired was also water-based.

Am I deeply connected to water?

Water.

Water, water, water.

Water, sword, meteor shower, blue, cold.

It flows.


Suddenly, I stopped the sword.

I opened my right hand.

Splash.

Water shot out from my hand.

I screamed in shock.

“Water is coming out of my hand!”

“Water is coming out of Luina-nim’s hand!”

“Did you acquire a new element?”

Leon looked shocked.

Multi-element affinity is an incredibly rare talent.

I was slightly surprised myself.

Because I didn’t have any multi-element affinity.

So this…

Did I realize the element naturally because I obtained magic through a transaction?

I hadn’t expected that the magic Kelton gave me would have such a function.

I never saw this coming.

I experimented with the water element, which I currently considered to be at the zero-level rank, and then clenched my fist, murmuring.

“The elemental magic for growth remains the same, but my elemental affinity has increased.”

“Isn’t that a good thing? I heard that multi-element affinity is an extraordinary talent.”

“Well…”

From what I faintly sensed, my current state wasn’t extraordinary enough to be called multi-element affinity, but it wasn’t bad either.

I felt good and picked up my sword.

Today, I’ll swing it only a thousand times and then sleep.

***

“Luina-nim! We’re here!”

Lying in the carriage with my eyes closed, I got up at Chris’ words.

The most splendid sight I had ever seen, far more magnificent than any city I had ever seen in my life, came into view from a distance.

Ethernia.

We had finally arrived at the capital of the Eterno Empire.



 
  Chapter 28 : Millennium Height (2)


Heize smiled brightly at the mentor she hadn’t seen in a long time.

“It’s been a while, Master.”

Her mentor, Valion Dragomil, made a face like he had seen something unpleasant the moment Heize entered the room.

Maintaining her smile, Heize continued speaking.

“Even for me, it’s a bit hurtful to see that kind of expression from my master after such a long time.”

“If anyone should be hurt, it’s me. Why would you be?”

“I even brought a gift. Are you really going to treat me like this?”

Heize shook a bottle of whiskey as she sat down.

With a small sigh, Valion sat across from her and lit a cigar.

Heize spoke again.

“You’re really trendy. Already gotten into cigars, I see.”

“So now old men can only enjoy relics of the past, is that it?”

“Who would see you as a relic? A legend, maybe.”

“Same difference. Legend or relic.”

Hooo.

Valion exhaled a long puff of cigar smoke, then scolded Heize with a disapproving voice.

“I told you not to get too into magic.”

“That’s why I only learned it at a hobby level.”

“Your sword skills are a mess and you’re calling it a hobby? Let me guess—you’re arrogant enough to think you can master both? You should become a priestess of the evil god instead of a knight. You’d fit perfectly in the Seat of Arrogance.”

He really was a terrifying master.

He hadn’t even seen her wield a sword, yet judged her skill just by the way she walked.

As expected of the strongest sword in the empire—he was in a league of his own.

Heize quietly opened her mouth.

“You’re probably the first master to recommend that their disciple become a priestess of an evil god.”

“Heize. We study alchemical magic, but we are not mages. You must understand that.”

Heize had heard those words since she was a child—since the day Valion picked her up off the streets of the empire.

Which is why, normally, she would obey. But…

“Isn’t it unnatural to give up something I can actually do?”

“This is why having half-baked talent in too many things is a curse.”

Valion shook his head and extinguished the cigar before asking, “So, why did you come? Treating your master’s words like the ramblings of an old man.”

“Master, the imperial court has been unusually active.”

“Already? That time’s come, huh.”

Valion narrowed his eyes and stared into the distance—the direction of the imperial capital.

But he wasn’t seeing the present.

He was recalling the past.

The time he once trained the current emperor with a sword.

Valion frowned and muttered, “But what’s that got to do with me? I’ve already stepped away from everything.”

“There’s always the ‘what ifs.’”

“And that’s exactly why I say I’ve stepped away—because those don’t involve me anymore.”

“Master.”

“Tsk.”

Clicking his tongue, Valion put a new cigar in his mouth and spoke again.

“No matter how insolent a disciple may be, if they come all the way to their master’s house, I can’t just turn them away, can I?”

“Thank you.”

“You only listen when it suits you. What a willful disciple.”

“That’s why I brought a gift.”

“If you’ve done what you came to do, get going. I’m sure you’re busy.”

“Understood.”

Heize bowed her head and left the drawing room.

Outside the mansion, she ran a hand through her brown hair and let out a long sigh.

With this, she had secured her insurance for a worst-case scenario.

But still… she wondered.

Hopefully, all this preparation will just end up being an overreaction.

Hopefully.

***

Previously…

Having been reborn as the Witch of Resurrection, I used the final alchemical magic together with my future self to grant the wish of the Hot Springs Witch…

“It was then. Lady Flora whispered to Lady Luina, ‘I entrust my will to you. In return, you must…’”

Gulp.

The crowd swallowed nervously.

Chris finished the tale with a solemn expression.

“…see the end of magic.”

“Kyaaah!”

“That fierce battlefield! The hot springs coveted by the evil god’s priestess! We’ve brought every drop without wasting a single one!”

The hot spring water sold out completely.

Chris’s dazzling storytelling was impressive, but the tree-man dancing beside her helped too.

“We hate to disappoint, but we’re off on a great journey. Even if we wanted to keep this business going, we simply can’t.”

“Which means…!”

“Yes. We’ll pass on all the equipment and know-how. In exchange, just a small additional fee…”

“I’ll buy it. Right now.”

All the extra wagons and barrels that would become burdens once the trend faded were passed to the next group.

“Lady Luina, you’re insane.”

“The insane one is Lady Chris.”

“How much did all of this even cost…”

There’s a word for this: premium.

It refers to the added cost for special value or quality—exactly what applied here.

A hot spring infused with something the evil god’s priestess had desired.

That premium made the hot spring water’s price skyrocket.

And with the equipment sold at an inflated price too, we…

“Ten times. It’s ten times the profit!”

“Chris, your eyes look glassy.”

“We made ten times the money!”

We earned 2,000 gold coins.

Half of that was mine—1,000 gold coins.

An unbelievable result.

Sure, when we sold the grapes, we earned twenty times the return, but that was on an investment of just 15 gold coins.

This time, we invested more.

Tenfold returns had a different weight.

No—at this rate, the Chris route might actually be faster.

We’ve already hit a third of the target amount.

It might seem easy because Chris made it look that way, but in modern terms, she just made 1 billion won in two rounds of street vending.

They only ever dealt with the most dangerous, high-risk items—but if you’ve earned money, doesn’t that make you the winner?

In that sense, Chris was definitely a winner.

“Normally, making this much would be near impossible, but with Lady Luck by my side, everything just works out.”

“So now I’m your lucky charm?”

“Ruina, what do you want to do next? Tell me—just me.”

“Please don’t say that like I’m some devious mastermind who came up with a plan even the devil of money would admire. You did all the work, Chris.”

Excitement practically radiated from Chris.

Breathless, he shouted with joy.

“Tonight’s on me! Eat as much as you want—whatever you want!”

“Yay!”

“I’m feeling generous! Leon, drink all the milk you want too!”

“Thank you.”

“Ruina, let’s hurry back to the inn. I’m starving.”

“Hold on a second.”

I stopped Chris.

As much as I was looking forward to a glass of honey mead, there was something I had to do first.

Chris tilted his head, puzzled.

“What’s up, Ruina? Do we still have stuff to sell?”

“Is that where your mind always goes? No, not that.”

“Not that? Ah…”

Realization struck, and Chris slapped his forehead.

“You’re going to buy goods for the next trade run, aren’t you?”

“I need to stop by the Alchemy Guild.”

This money-obsessed merchant—what am I supposed to do with him?

Honestly, I wasn’t sure.

“So that’s what you were up to.”

“Go ahead to the inn without me. I’ll meet you there after I’m done.”

“No way. What if someone scams my precious investor? I’ll go with you. What about you, Leon?”

“I’ll use this time to gather rumors around the capital.”

“Then it’s decided.”

We each set off with a goal.

Leon headed for the pubs of the imperial capital, while Chris and I gathered the silver ore and made our way to the Alchemy Guild.

The capital’s Alchemy Guild was extravagant—like everything else in this city, really.

In fact, it was harder to find anything not flashy in the capital.

Creak.

As we pushed open the door, a sharp scent hit us.

The tang of metal.

There were other strange smells too—like a mad witch had been conducting wild experiments.

No matter how polished it looked, it was still an alchemy lab at heart.

“Hello?”

I called out carefully.

The sooner I got this over with, the sooner I could drink honey mead.

“…What do you need?”

“Whoa!”

I jumped.

The voice came from right in front of me.

Blinking, I looked up and asked, “Have you ever considered becoming an assassin?”

The woman standing there looked like your typical gloomy shut-in mage.

In other words, a textbook alchemist.

It was my first time seeing her, but I instinctively trusted her skills.

The “assassin” responded coolly.

“…I tried, but my physical abilities weren’t up to par.”

“I see. So, Alchemist—are you any good?”

“…I’m the apprentice of the guild’s chief alchemist.”

“You’re exactly who I was looking for.”

Grinning, I placed the chunk of silver ore on the table.

The “assassin” adjusted her glasses and examined it.

“…What is this?”

“That’s what I want to ask. Why are you wearing glasses with no lenses?”

“…It makes me look more competent. Anyway—what is this?”

“It’s silver ore.”

“…Silver?”

She tilted her head, skeptical.

The ore looked more like marble than silver.

I kindly explained.

“There’s silver inside.”

“…You’re telling me this much silver actually exists?”

Now she looked shocked—a familiar reaction.

I had reacted the same way the first time I saw it.

Anyone would be stunned seeing a chunk of silver that massive.

I gently patted the ore and said, “I want it compressed… into a lantern.”

Clink.

As I placed the lantern prototype on the table, her expression shifted.

“…To compress this into lantern size would take multiple rounds of processing. Not to mention a ton of ingredients.”

“I’ve got plenty of money.”

“…Then I can start right away. When do you need it finished by?”

“Chris?”

“We’ll probably need to check in with Leon on that. But it’s not super urgent. We’ll work with your schedule.”

“…I’m not an assassin, by the way. I’m Myuran.”

“I’m Ruina.”

After the introductions, I pulled out a pouch of gold coins and asked,

“How much for the deposit?”

“…Ten gold coins will do.”

I glanced at Chris, who gave me a subtle nod. Fair price.

I counted out ten gold coins and laid them on the table.

“Here you go.”

“…Where should I send the finished piece?”

“We’re staying at The Place Where the Wind Rests.”

“…Got it.”


With a short nod, Myuran picked up the silver and disappeared into the back.

She looked like she wanted to start right away.

That trustworthy efficiency made me smile, and I turned to Chris.

“Shall we head back to the inn for dinner?”



 
  Chapter 29 : Millennium Height (3)


I woke up late and tidied my hair before heading down to the inn’s main hall.

“Ruina? You’re up!”

“You too, Chris.”

Chris was already there ahead of me, casually sipping on whiskey in broad daylight.

The sight made me frown as I sat across from her at the table.

“Chris, don’t you think it’s a bit early to be drinking? One honey mead, please!”

“At least wait until I answer before calling me out. Aren’t you doing the same thing?”

“I couldn’t resist.”

I took a quick sip of the honey mead that arrived along with a plate of potato salad.

“Ah, this is why Hwangdo lives up to its name. The food here is excellent.”

“Well, it is the gathering place of the world’s finest cuisines. Pricey, though.”

“At least the honey mead hasn’t changed.”

“That’s because it’s made with divine magic. Tastes the same everywhere.”

“And that’s a good thing. I’ll have another serving of potato salad, please.”

I ended up ordering five more rounds of potato salad and finished with a glass of milk to cleanse my palate.

As I took a sip, a thought came to mind.

“Speaking of which… where’s Leon?”

“No idea. Didn’t he skip coming back last night too?”

“He must be caught up gathering information.”

He was probably holed up in some bustling pub all day.

For a paladin awakened to divine power, pulling a few all-nighters was nothing.

That meant I likely wouldn’t be seeing Leon anytime soon.

He was tenacious like that.

“He’s so persistent, he watches my every move like a hawk.”

“That’s because you keep doing weird things, Ruina.”

“If we’re comparing weirdness, I think you win.”

I placed a lantern on the table and lit it.

Fwoosh. I cast a soundproofing spell and took a slow draw from my pipe.

“Soundproofing? Why now? Are we going to have some girly talk or something?”

“Chris, you really say the strangest things sometimes. No reason. It was just too noisy.”

“Huh?”

It was only then that Chris noticed something was off.

This soundproofing spell was different.

Normally, it just kept our voices from leaking out.

But this time, it blocked out all external noise too.

“Now we can speak freely. Nothing gets in or out.”

“How curious. So, are you dating Leon?”

“That topic feels so forced.”

“I like talking to you, Ruina. Even when we don’t say much, it’s comfortable. Why do you think that is?”

“Probably because we’re not overly interested in each other.”

“Ah, that’s it.”

I exhaled a puff of smoke and stared into the lantern flame.

Here’s what I currently had in terms of magic:

Pure elemental fire spells I developed myself, along with a few applied variants.

Alchemical and water-binding magic I gained from the Scale.

And two unique magics: Scale and Growth.

Honestly, I’d come a long way in such a short time.

From the fire element, I had identified two key traits: Fairness and Consumption.

They say a mage’s magic reflects their life—and I found that to be true.

So then… why did I manifest Fairness and Consumption?

Fairness made sense.

My life had always revolved around that ideal.

But consumption?

Maybe it was because I tried to eat fire once?

Could be.

The first traits of an element are heavily influenced by a mage’s life, but additional traits often come from recent experiences.

It made sense.

I adjusted the flame within the lantern.

Fire magic with the trait of Fairness strengthens through repetition and restriction.

The more consistently I perform an action, the more it solidifies into a rule.

Then, I add a restriction.

After carrying around a lantern every day, I gained a boost when casting fire magic through it.

That rule eventually became a restriction: any fire magic I developed must be cast through the lantern.

If it’s not through the lantern, it simply won’t work.

I’d love to add more restrictions, but those come naturally through habit.

I can’t just tack them on at will.

Even so, my fire magic was absurdly powerful for someone supposedly still at the third tier.

The Fairness trait made pure elemental spells efficient and potent.

Its drawback was that it weakened other forms of magic—but the Consumption trait compensated for that nicely.

I cycled through various fire spells inside the lantern, thinking ahead.

My next goal was reaching the Fourth Tier, known as Confluence—a stage beyond Understanding, Mastery, and Refinement.

Confluence meant becoming one with the element—true harmony.

It was the first level where a mage is considered “properly skilled,” though that definition was debatable.

To the powerless, tiers meant nothing.

Even a Tier 0 mage was still a mage.

This “proper mage” label didn’t come from common people.

It came from the perspective of high-ranking mages.

Thanks to that elitism, anything below Tier 4 was often looked down upon in the magical community. Still, reaching Tier 4 was my next step.

But it wasn’t my ultimate goal.

That had always been the same—ever since I understood this world’s magical framework.

Tier 5: Revelation.

That was my true objective.

Do you have a magic that is truly your own?

Have you discovered something from within yourself?

Those two questions separated Tier 4 from Tier 5.

That’s why Tier 5 is called Revelation—only those who’ve found their personal path can reach it.

From here on, no amount of effort would help without innate talent.

Tier 4 is achievable through dedication.

Tier 5?

That’s a different story.

I use my unique magic thanks to Kelton’s help, but in truth, unique magic isn’t something you can casually wield.

It’s something you obtain only after pushing yourself to your limits—when you discover the true name etched into your soul.

I imagined what my own unique magic might be.

Kelton’s was Scale.

Flona’s was Growth.

So what about me?

Since I’ve been gathering and collecting magic…

Collection, maybe?

Sounds about right.

“Ruina? What are you thinking about so hard?”

“I was thinking about you, Chris. If you ever become a fifth-tier mage, your unique magic should be called Greed.”

“Is that… a good thing?”

“It is a good thing.”

After even imagining what Chris’s unique succubus magic might look like, I got up from my seat.

The mouth vanished from the flame inside the lantern, and sound returned to the room.

In the now noisy tavern hall, Chris called out to me.

“Ruina? Where are you going?”

“Just stepping out for a bit.”

“Where to?”

“There’s only one place I’d go in the Imperial Capital.”

“The casino?”

She knew me too well.

Now I knew exactly what kind of image Chris had of me.

I made a mental note to gift her salt and holy water someday, and answered:

“The chess club.”

“You play chess, Ruina?”

“I’m the greatest chess player in history. Just going to have a little fun—so don’t wait up.”

“Have fun!”

With Chris seeing me off, I stepped out of the tavern.

There were quite a few Arcana Chess Clubs in the city.

I headed to one that didn’t require membership.

It was a pretty upscale place.

The moment I walked in, the gazes of various gentlemen zeroed in on me.

I paid the entry fee and sat in an open seat.

I liked clubs with a clear purpose—no need to wander around wondering what to do.

“New here?”

Someone sat across from me, striking up conversation.

Welcoming newcomers seemed like a universal instinct in any community.

“It’s my first time in the Imperial Capital.”

“A player from another region, huh? Interesting.”

We exchanged brief introductions and quickly set up the board.

Arcana chess players didn’t need words.

But then I paused as I noticed his hands—burn marks.

He, too, paused when he saw mine.

“Those burns… Are you a fire mage?”

“You as well?”

“Fire mage.”

“Pleasure meeting a fellow kindred soul.”

“Likewise.”

He gave a crooked grin and spoke with a spark of shared experience.

“If you’re a real mage, you have to touch your own magic at least once. Those who haven’t—do they even know what magic is?”

“Exactly.”

“I felt my first spell with my bare hands. Still remember the sensation like it was yesterday. Honestly, that experience alone is probably what got me to Tier 3. How about you?”

“Same here. I felt it through my whole body.”

“Right? Through your who—wait, what did you say?”

“My whole body.”

He blinked and finally shifted his gaze to my face, which had been hidden by my robe.

Then his jaw dropped.

“Are you out of your mind?!”

“I thought we were comrades.”

“Don’t lump me in with you! You’re completely insane!”

He recoiled in horror and moved a pawn one step forward in front of his knight.

The Clark Knight.

A traitor.

And traitors must not be spared.

I dismantled his position with a magician’s gambit and lit my pipe.

The room erupted.

“Bens lost without even a fight! Who is she?!”

“No idea. But if that lunatic calls her crazy, she must be really dangerous!”

“Next?”

I asked in a bored voice, scanning the room for another opponent.

No one moved.

Why?

Were they scared of my skill?

Just like my young master once did, should I start wagering money to draw them in?

Just as the thought crossed my mind—

“I’ll play.”

Someone sat across from me.

A woman.

Her hair and eyes were an ordinary brown, but her face was unusually striking—delicate and beautiful. 

The moment I saw her, I muttered to myself: can a girl even play chess?

Silence fell over the chess club like a dropped curtain.

Then, behind the woman, someone briefly released a flicker of killing intent.

Just a flicker—only enough for me to feel.

And that’s when it hit me.

Judging by everyone’s faces…did I say that out loud?

Hmm.


Whoops.

Let’s all just… pretend that didn’t happen?

Thanks in advance.
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Here’s one truth about the world: taking a shut-in wizard hostage won’t earn you much ransom.

But kidnap a noble?

Now you’re talking real money.

That’s precisely why nobles never go anywhere without a knight in tow.

I awkwardly looked away from the girl tidying up the chess pieces and cast a glance at the man standing behind her.

Brown hair and brown eyes—both the most common traits in the Empire.

Just like the girl.

But while his features were natural, hers were likely a disguise.

Probably enchanted.

Who goes to such lengths to sneak into a chess club?

A marquess’s daughter?

Maybe a duke’s?

Could she even be a princess?

Nah, that’s unlikely.

Royals are trained round the clock.

They don’t have time to hang out in chess clubs.

Though I don’t know for sure.

But still… they’re royalty.

I’m probably right.

Anyway—If the girl in front of me really was the daughter of a high-ranking noble, then I may have just committed a serious offense.

She’s in disguise, so technically I’m in the clear for now.

But a grudge doesn’t care about disguises, does it?

I needed to do some risk management.

So I opened my mouth and said, “Shall we play a match?”

“Sure,” she replied.

The disguised noblewoman moved her pawn two squares forward from the far edge of the board.

Royal Gambit—an opening that evolves the strongest piece, the Royal Knight, as fast as possible.

You too?

The same opening that rich young lord from Shade Graphton used.

Interesting…

I moved the pawn in front of my assassin forward by one square.

Phantom Attack—a light, aggressive opening.

High risk, high reward. Against a solid opening like Royal Gambit, it was generally weak.

Right.

Royal Gambit plays slow and steady, then lands a heavy blow.

Phantom Attack just didn’t hold up well against it.

Welcome to hospitality chess.

It’s where you play just well enough to amuse the noble, while secretly letting them win.

The trick is to make sure they never realize you’re going easy on them.

My method?

Use a weak opening and play entirely ordinary moves.

Total immersion.

I had to act like an average player—one who could only think of average moves.

I ditched my armor and grabbed a dagger.

The disguised noblewoman built her fortress in response.

I charged straight at it like a berserker.

And the result?

Naturally, my assassin wiped out her king.

“He’s a chess berserker!”

“Plays exactly like he looks!”

I listened to the murmurs around me and casually ordered a mug of honey mead.

But a variable had entered the game.

My method acting had been flawless.

I genuinely played average moves.

The noblewoman just… couldn’t hold up against them.

I’d have to dial it down even more.

I asked calmly, “Shall we play another?”

I couldn’t let her leave the chess club with only the bitter taste of defeat.

That would go against my goal: to erase any grudge risk.

I wanted to give her a win she’d genuinely enjoy.

She nodded.

This time, she played the Knight’s Game—a classical, balanced opening.

I countered with the Magician’s Defense.

As the name suggests, it’s a defensive strategy.

But magicians, as a piece, are weak against knights.

Usually, they don’t last long under pressure.

She played by the book, unfolding her knight step by step.

I mirrored her with a textbook defense.

And then—my magician burned her king to ashes.

“That game should go down in history!”

“He sacrificed a fully evolved magician just to land a checkmate with a normal one!”

Something felt off.

How did I win again?

I was sure I only made average moves…

Should I tone it down even more?

The disguised noblewoman was breathing hard.

Probably fantasizing about summoning an assassin to slit my throat.

Nope.

Not today.

I’m not dying before mastering my spells.

“How about one more game?” I asked.

“Gladly,” she replied.

She took a deep breath and opened with the Magician’s Game.

Clearly a fan of classic plays.

I responded by pushing my edge pawn forward two spaces.

Royal Gambit again—a bad match-up against the late-game focused Magician’s Game.

Okay.

This time, I’m definitely going to lose.

“That girl’s picking the worst matchups on purpose, then beating her opponent to a pulp!”

“She’s the devil of chess!”

“A monster!”

I’ll let the spectators’ commentary speak for the game’s result.

Confession time: my hospitality chess always ends the same way.

Despite my perfect acting, my opponents always lose.

I thought I’d gotten better after training with Kelton… but I guess not.

Still, I was a little disappointed.

“But hey,” I said with a smile, “I was right, wasn’t I?”

The disguised noblewoman trembled like someone struck by a sudden truth, then whispered:

“You’re a woman too, aren’t you?”

“I am the greatest chess player in history, transcending gender. Irregulars are excluded from the sample by rule,” she said confidently.

“What’s your name?”

“Jinx.”

The reason I was conducting my little investigation was obvious.

It was to send an assassin.

So, I casually threw out a fake name.

It was a name of a famous game character from my past life.

If I wanted to kill this guy, I’d need to cross dimensions.

“Miss, that person is Ruina,” the man standing behind me interrupted.

The disguised noblewoman blinked.

“Ruina, you say?”

“Yes, she’s the subject of the current rumor.”

“Ah! The one who fought the Priest of the Evil God!”

“Actually, she’s the disciple of the mage who fought the Evil God’s Priest.”

“She’s not just a disciple, she’s a friend. And I fought him too.”

But how did he know my name?

I wondered, and the man, narrowing his eyes, answered sharply.

“She was selling hot spring water while performing in a play.”

Ah, it seems like Chris’s one-man show played a big role here.

It was clear that Chris had the potential for something more, as he had many little talents.

One of them was acting.

It was something I had to see firsthand.

After all, even I, who had experienced the event, found the play thrilling.

Although, the adaptation was so exaggerated that it had turned into a completely different story.

Still, the acting was great, so let’s move past that.

“Ruina, you say?”

“Say whatever you like.”

“You’re using a fake name, right?” Why?

“I have a habit of using aliases.”

“Is that so?”

The disguised noblewoman touched the chess pieces absentmindedly.

Her hesitant movements reminded me of the past.

Of a time in my previous life, especially when classes changed.

It was the typical reaction of someone who wanted to make friends but didn’t know how, and was even wondering what the very definition of friendship was.

Maybe not.

I hadn’t experienced it directly.

I was more the type to stay in the background, quietly observing everything.

Looking back now, wouldn’t I have suited the role of an assassin more than a magician?

But I still learned magic.

It was easy to solve that situation.

I reached out and spoke.

“It was fun. Let’s play chess again sometime.”

“…Yes, I enjoyed it too. My name is Tasia.”

I wondered if it was another fake name, but seeing her attendant flinch, it seemed like it was her real name.

I waited for the reactions of the nearby gentlemen.

But none of them asked, “Which Tasia from what family?”

They didn’t know her.

She wasn’t a high-ranking noble after all?

I didn’t care much, but there was something oddly unsatisfying about it.

What a shame.

I watched Tasia leave the club with an excited expression, then lit my pipe.

Even after being treated like that, she still wanted to be friends?

She must have quite the unique taste.

Exhaling the tobacco smoke towards the ceiling, I asked slowly, “So, is there anyone else?”

***

“Miss… Ah… Tasia, what are you thinking?”

Hayes whispered softly as he stepped closer to Tasia.

Tasia walked down the street, mumbling in a pleasant voice.

“Hayes, did you know? Ruina thought I was a high-ranking noblewoman.”

“Really?”

“Mm-hmm. You can tell from the reaction. And yet, she still acts like that. Isn’t it interesting?”

Hayes sighed deeply.

Maybe it was because she had been locked away in the palace since she was a child, but Tasia had developed quite a twisted taste.

This was one of the traces of it.

“Tasia, do you know the saying about fire mages?”

“That a fire mage who’s been burned is out of their mind, so beware?”

“That’s actually a saying referring to those who get burns on their hands or arms. Full-body burns like that woman’s? They’re a whole different matter.”

“Ruina is beyond both chess skills and burns.”

It seemed that everything related to Ruina sounded positive to Tasia now, perhaps because she had become interested.

Once Tasia had her mind set on something, no one could stop her.

No, that wasn’t it.

Hayes shook his head and spoke.

“Please just acknowledge that the situation is more serious than you think.”

“I know, Hayes. That’s exactly why I’m out here for the last time.”

Tasia glanced back at the chess club before continuing her steps.

“Hayes.”

“Yes?”

“Let’s go back to the palace.”

“Miss Ruina, it seems we have located the Holy Grail.”

“Really?”

I froze, my bread halfway to my mouth.

I hadn’t expected them to actually find the Holy Grail.

Leon sat down and continued.

“But if the rumor is true, the owner is already known.”


“I thought so. Who is the owner?”

Curious, I asked, and Leon drank some milk from the table before whispering.

“The second prince, Isaac Etherno.”
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The current imperial crown prince was the First Prince, Orphin Eterno.

He maintained a friendly image, and thanks to that, Orphin was quite popular among the citizens of the empire.

He had already been selected as crown prince and was well-liked, so barring any unforeseen circumstances, it was almost certain that Orphin would ascend to the throne.

However, the world is full of variables.

There were two major variables in Orphin’s succession to the throne.

The Second Prince, Isaac Eterno, who had achieved great success in conflicts with the southern barbarians and enjoyed strong support from the southern army of the empire, and the Third Prince, Neoth Eterno, who had gained a unique magic at a young age and had the strong backing of the mages.

These two were the major variables.

Well, other princes might also be eyeing the throne with burning ambition, but the information known to the general public ended there.

Frankly speaking, the average person didn’t even know the names of any princes or princesses beyond the First, Second, and Third ones.

“Is it true that the Second Prince has obtained the Holy Grail?”

“The rumors are quite specific. Also, aside from me, other paladins are roaming the capital.”

“Hm.”

It had already been assumed that someone might own the Holy Grail.

While Leon had unconsciously planned the expedition under the assumption that there wouldn’t be an owner, I had judged that such a possibility was low.

Because treasures like the Holy Grail always bring bloodshed in their wake.

Still, the idea that the Second Prince owned the Grail—it was hard to believe.

It was too random.

All wealth in the world was gathered in the empire, and the imperial family stood at the pinnacle of that empire.

So logically, it made sense for the imperial family to possess the Holy Grail.

But it just didn’t feel believable.

The reason wasn’t anything grand.

It was about the image.

“What image? Luina, you care about such weird things.”

“A military-type like the Second Prince feels more like someone who’d obtain an Ego Sword than the Holy Grail.”

“That’s complete nonsense, but also oddly convincing. What about the First Prince?”

“He seems like the type to get a dragon’s egg.”

“Makes sense, makes sense.”

Chris chuckled, clearly entertained.

Chris had a strangely similar emotional wavelength to mine.

I continued in a soft voice.

“Even if it’s a dragon, it shouldn’t be too powerful—more like a young wyrmling that flies in during speeches and gets cheers. Not for battle.”

“And then during a crisis, the wyrmling sacrifices itself, and the First Prince awakens his power, right?”

“Lately, it’s trendy for the wyrmling to awaken instead. Gaining strength from someone’s death—what is this, a funeral home?”

“Leon? You have something to say?”

I felt a strange gaze and asked, but Leon shook his head.

He seemed to have nothing to say.

What a boring guy.

I raised my index finger.

“Also, I get the feeling the Third Prince is holding onto a forbidden tome.”

“Luina, you only say things that could get you charged with lese-majesty, huh?”


“That’s why I put up a tight soundproofing spell.”

I lightly tapped the lamp on the table with my finger.

In response, the flame that had been absorbing sound gave a satisfied flicker.

Confirming the magic was working fine, I wrapped up my words.

“With that forbidden tome the Third Prince holds, a major incident happens, and the succession war begins in earnest. The final winner will probably be the Fifth Prince—the one who’s been quietly chasing girls.”

“When’s the next volume coming out?”

“Maybe we should turn this into a play and sell tickets? You like money, don’t you, Chris?”

“I want to live a long life.”

“Me too.”

That was enough small talk.

I voiced the biggest question I had at the moment.

“What’s the source of this rumor? Even if the Second Prince really has the Holy Grail, he wouldn’t be bragging about it. Or did he officially acknowledge it or something?”

“No. There’s been no official response.”

“Then what is it?”

“The source of the rumor is, ahem.”

Leon cleared his throat.

Curious, I narrowed my eyes, and Leon slowly opened his mouth.

“It was a dark night. Only moonlight lit the world, and I was strolling drunkenly through the streets.
This damned world, why am I the only one like this—.”

“Wait a second.”

I interrupted Leon.

There was something I didn’t understand.

“What part don’t you get? I haven’t even gotten started.”

“From the very beginning. What is this? A play?”

“…It’s just that I heard the story told this way. So I’m repeating it as is.”

“The pubs in the capital sure sound fun.”

Just hanging around in one, and someone puts on a play or sings—seemed like you’d never get bored.

“I’ll start over.”

“Okay.”

“This damned world, why am I the only one like this?

I sighed.

My life was crushed under the weight of work, and alcohol was the only pleasure left to me.

When I raised my head, the splendid imperial palace came into view.

The place where the great founding emperor’s bloodline resides.

Not that I ever hoped to live in a place like that.

But at least to live in a mansion—

That’s what I was thinking when it happened.

Someone entered the palace.

Others may not have known who it was, but I did.

I’d seen him once during a victory parade.

It was one of Prince Isaac’s attendants, wasn’t it?

Why would he be wandering around at this hour?

I absentmindedly walked toward the palace.

Half because I was drunk, and half because I had a strange feeling.

And then, the attendant stumbled, and the box he was carrying rolled across the ground.

And I saw it.

The world, once bathed only in moonlight, suddenly became bright as day.”

The attendant who hastily grabbed the glowing cup that had popped out of the box quickly entered the imperial palace, but I knew what it was.

A companion of the great First Emperor.

A goblet made from his bones.

The Holy Grail has appeared in the world!

Clap clap clap.

As Chris and I clapped, Leon sat down with an awkward expression.

Leon spoke.

“Well, what do you think?”

“The acting’s subtle. You should probably learn how to express more emotion. Also, the story drags. If it were me, I wouldn’t fill it with the monologue of a drunken nobody—I’d start right at the moment the Second Prince’s attendant falls.”

“…It’s not a story I made up. And I wasn’t asking about that. This is the source of the Holy Grail rumor—what do you think?”

“Even upside-down, it still looks like a Holy Grail.”

“Right?”

“If it’s real, that is.”

“There are quite a few other witnesses besides this guy. They all gave similar testimonies. Even then, you don’t believe it?”

“Nope.”

I didn’t think the person who told that story was lying.

It’s just that human memory is fickle.

It tends to reshape things in ways that feel convenient or familiar.

This wasn’t a matter of honesty or deceit.

That’s just how the human brain works.

So they all gave the same testimony?

Sure, maybe they saw something glowing fall.

That much I believe.

But being sure it was a goblet-shaped object?

That was probably a manipulated memory.

They probably watched the Grail play later and thought, “Yeah, I saw a goblet back then too.”

“Why would they do that?”

“It’s not intentional—it just happens naturally. So even if you ask why, there’s no real answer.”

“…So you’re saying the story is false?”

“I don’t know that either.”

I was only talking about possibilities.

If a succubus came and said, ‘Lady Luina, the Second Prince either has the Grail or doesn’t. Pick one.

If you’re wrong, you’ll lose all your magic,’ I’d bet on him not having it.

But without stakes that high, I didn’t want to make any bold claims.

There just wasn’t enough evidence.

“Anyway, wouldn’t it be a problem for you if the Second Prince actually does have the Grail? What would you do, take it from him? That’s not exactly an option.”

Leon went silent.

He was finally seriously considering the possibility that someone already owned the Grail.

“Even if it’s not the Second Prince, I think the Grail already belongs to someone. So what will you do then?”

“Well, first we’ll try to negotiate.”

“And if they refuse?”

“…Then we’ll just have to negotiate better so they can’t refuse.”

“That’s a much better answer.”

If he had said, “The Grail originally belongs to the theocracy, so it must be returned,” I would’ve immediately switched to Team Chris.

It’s smarter to cut losses on a dead-end investment.

But since he wasn’t that kind of person, I was still sticking with the Leon route.

“Any other rumors?”

“Nope.”

“Then our next task is clear.”

Gather rumors related to Isaac, and prepare a negotiation strategy in case he really does have the Grail.

“Negotiation is my specialty, Lady Luina.”

“Then please handle that, Lord Chris. We’ll gather more rumors.”

And with that, the roles were assigned.

Since there were no more secrets to share, I lifted the soundproofing spell.

Noise immediately returned.

Amid the now-loud tavern hall, I took a drag from my pipe.

Rumors, huh.

Where should I start gathering them?

Leon’s heading to the pubs, so I’ll wander around the chess clubs and gather info—

“Do they really not know who we are?”

“Leave it, Jerry. They didn’t even realize from our robes. Even if we told them, they wouldn’t get it.”

A sudden commotion snapped me out of my thoughts, and I looked around the tavern.

Three men in robes were facing off with a man who looked like a mercenary.

Judging from the conversation, it had been going on for a while.

I must’ve noticed late because of the soundproofing spell.

Why were they fighting?

No one spilled a drink on anyone’s clothes… were they familiar with each other?

That’s when it happened.


A man wearing a robe of black and blue shouted:

“I’m a disciple of Adelian Croft! Trashy mages like you don’t even come close to my status or talent!”

Adelian Croft?

That name was very familiar, and my eyes lit up.

Wait, wasn’t that Kelton’s master?

So this guy’s a fellow disciple.

What a small world.

Nice to meet you.
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The wizard called Jerry let out a voice full of ridicule.

“No matter who you are, you must have at least heard of Lady Adellian Croft.”

It was extremely rare to find a wizard who didn’t know of Adellian.

She was a High Archmage of the 8th Circle.

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say she was already half a god.

Not knowing someone like her?

Even if you were training in seclusion in the mountains, it would be impossible.

Her name would be written on the very first page of any magic tome found in those mountains.

Naturally, the mercenary being picked on would feel overwhelmed by the weight of Adellian’s name—so famous it could pierce the heavens—but he spoke unfazed.

“Your master might be great, but that doesn’t make you great, does it?”

“You insolent bastard.”

Jerry’s gaze changed.

Adellian Croft was famous for her overwhelming power, but even more so for her eccentric behavior.
She took on countless disciples—without discrimination.

Her method was peculiar: if someone caught her eye on the street, she would simply take them as a student.

The duration of her teaching varied from person to person.

Some were taught for a month, others kept by her side for over ten years.

What was strange was that even though she taught one-on-one, there were many who claimed to have received her guidance on the same day in entirely different places.

Because of this, people speculated she used duplication magic.

Either way, her disciples were commonly known as:

“Adellian’s Children.”

Or the “Croft School.”

The disciples themselves preferred the term “Croft School.”

The most famous among them were the current royal court wizard and the Blue Tower Master.

Essentially, those two upheld the Croft School’s prestige.

The rest weren’t bad, but compared to 7th Circle wizards, they fell short.

Among Adellian’s disciples who could rival those two, only one came to mind—Kelton.

The mercenary continued, his expression full of disbelief.

“This is exactly why I hate the Croft School. You all just ride your master’s coattails. Don’t you realize your behavior tarnishes Lady Adellian’s reputation?”

“Her reputation isn’t something that can be tarnished by someone like me.”

“You’re a strange one. Can’t tell if you’re being loyal or sarcastic.”

The mercenary shook his head in annoyance and scratched his ear.

“Are you even really from the Croft School? Anyone could wear that color of robe.”

Indeed, the deep indigo robe, inspired by Adellian’s eye and hair color, was unique—but not exclusive. 

Anyone could buy one if they wanted.

Jerry replied curtly to the mercenary’s question.

“Sounds like you’re jealous.”

“What?”

“I used to live a life just like yours—rolling around the streets. But now? I’m a 4th Circle wizard and a 
disciple of an Archmage. You’re a mercenary wizard. Judging by your gear, probably only 1st or 2nd Circle.”

“How would you know that?”

“Listen carefully, mercenary. As a wizard ascends in rank, they discard unnecessary gear. They don’t walk around weighed down like you.”

Whoosh.

A flame flickered to life in Jerry’s hand.

Jerry spoke.

“There’s only one reason for this difference—whether you were chosen by Lady Adellian or not. I was chosen. You weren’t. That must burn with envy, doesn’t it?”

“Bullshit.”

“You said you doubt I’m from the Croft School? Then let me show you proof. Open your eyes wide.”

The flame in Jerry’s hand transformed.

It took the shape of a rod, floating in his hand, and soon a ring of fire circled around it.

The flaming wheel spun, filling the inn’s hall with a mechanical noise—a sound oddly similar to a motor.

“If you have eyes, you should recognize this. The Croft School’s heirloom spell: Thunderwheel (轟輪).”

Heirloom magic.

That’s what allowed schools like Croft’s to exist in the first place.

It’s impossible to teach someone a unique spell.

Even if a student learned the exact same unique magic as their master, it wasn’t thanks to the master—it was a rare coincidence of matching potential.

Therefore, technically, schools of magic shouldn’t exist.

If nothing is shared between teacher and student, how can a school be formed?

And yet, they did exist in this world.

That meant something was shared between them—and people called it heirloom magic.

Just like a chef’s signature dish, magic that represented a school’s founder or key figures was passed down and carried their will.

“What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue?”

As Jerry smirked, the murmurs around them grew.

“It’s Thunderwheel.”

“For real.”

“It’s the real Thunderwheel.”

Thunderwheel was famous as Adellian Croft’s signature spell.

And not just among wizards—It was even more famous among ordinary people.

When a wizard’s signature spell becomes recognizable to the general public, it usually means one thing:

It caused a major incident.

“That’s the spell that supposedly ground up the World Tree? First time seeing it in person.”

“The fairies still freak out at just the mention of Adellian’s name because of that incident.”

Enjoying the onlookers’ reactions, Jerry struck a haughty pose.

“A spell like this? You low-level street wizards could never obtain it.”

“Hah.”

“Now, kneel, mercenary. This is why you and I can’t even breathe the same air—”

“Lady Adellian would never pass down her magic to a disciple, though?”

The inn fell into a sudden silence.

At the drastic shift, I quickly looked around.

Then Kris asked, confused,

“Miss Luina? What’s wrong?”

“I was just trying to find who silenced the entire inn.”

“That was you, Miss Luina.”

“Oh, so I was the culprit.”

“Who the hell is this chick?”

Jerry growled, clearly annoyed by the sudden interruption.

I kindly explained to Jerry.

“Adelian doesn’t teach inheritance magic to his disciples, does he? Or am I wrong?”

Considering the values of Adelian that I had heard from Kelton, it was impossible for the Croft school to have inheritance magic.

“Every wizard has their own unique magic. What I teach is how to kindle that magic,” Adelian had said on the first day he took Kelton as a disciple.

Because of this, Kelton had never inherited any magic from Adelian.

But when Kelton once asked him about it, Adelian had briefly answered.

“You must create your own magic to represent you.”

That was Adelian Croft.

But it felt strange that a school following such a person would practice inheritance magic, calling it “Gyeongryun” (the name of a specific magic).

Jerry, responding to my question, spoke calmly.

“That’s because the master is a busy person. Inheritance magic is something I learned separately after joining the school.”

“Really?”

It felt a bit strange that a school wouldn’t follow the values of its founder, but since Adelian was basically a hands-off kind of person, I thought he would leave his disciples to do as they pleased, even if they adopted Gyeongryun as inheritance magic.

“Now, answer my question. What kind of person is he?”

“He was a disciple of Master Adelian.”

“A second-generation disciple?”

“Second generation? What’s that?”

When I tilted my head at this new distinction, Jerry clicked his tongue softly.

“It means a disciple who wasn’t directly taught by Master Adelian but learned from someone who was.”

“I see.”

“How high of a rank?”

“A fourth rank.”

In order to keep the conversation flowing smoothly, I mentioned the rank I had reached. Jerry’s expression turned odd.

“…Fourth rank?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t lie. There’s no way someone your age is a fourth-rank wizard.”

“Actually, that’s a lie.”

“You’re playing with me now.”

“Hey, Jerry.”

Another wizard from the Croft school, who was nearby, intervened.

Jerry looked angrily at the group.

“What is it?”

“Look carefully at the face hidden beneath the robe.”

“Face? Why… huh?”

Jerry was startled.

I was surprised too.

“What’s wrong? Did I get honeydew on my face or something?”

“Luina, I think he’s surprised by your face.”

“No, why would I be surprised by something like that? Get rid of it.”

“…You said Luina, right? I’m Jerry, a fourth-rank wizard. Please state your exact rank.”

“I’m a third-rank Luina.”

“A fourth-rank, huh?”

Now that I thought about it, Kelton never told anyone that he was Adelian’s disciple until he reached the fourth rank.

Was Jerry the same?

Did he keep quiet until he reached the fourth rank and only now start bragging about it?

I didn’t think so.

Even though I had just met Jerry, I could tell he wasn’t that kind of person.

Besides, revealing one’s master’s identity at the third rank or fourth rank wasn’t something Adelian had set any rules for.

Kelton had sworn to keep it quiet himself, so there was no need for others to follow it.

Actually, Kelton was the strange one.

Normally, people like Jerry proudly go around bragging that they’re a disciple of a grand wizard, using the master’s name to create their own school, just like these people.

“A mere third-rank is being so arrogant.”

Jerry raised his eyebrows and accelerated Gyeongryun.

I raised my eyebrows too.

This guy could never resist doing stuff like this in a crowded tavern.

I summoned a wooden soldier and restrained Jerry.

“Why are we doing this?”

“Jerry, I told you not to mess with people!”

As applause rained down from all directions, I walked toward Jerry.

“Jerry, how can you pick a fight with others like that? Don’t do it again.”

When I gave this golden advice, Jerry muttered, tears welling in his eyes.

“That mercenary spilled alcohol on my clothes first and didn’t even apologize…”

Wait, that’s the backstory?

I quickly searched for the mercenary, but he had long since disappeared.

See?

This is why mercenaries are no good.

I had said from the beginning that the mercenary guy was shady.

In this awkward situation, I quickly thought of a solution.

Well, let’s see…

“Who told you to use magic recklessly in a tavern?”


Fortunately, Jerry’s flaw wasn’t a single one.

I quickly shifted my approach.

Phew.

One problem solved.
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“Luina. I just had a brilliant idea.”

“So it finally came to you.”

“Let’s create and sell a hot spring-themed product. The popularity of hot springs is stronger than I expected—it probably won’t die down for at least half a year.”

“The wooden soldiers are kinda cute, right? So we carve them and sell them, and build a narrative around how they fought the evil god’s priest. What do you think?”

“Chris.”

“Yeah?”

“Weren’t you put in charge of preparing the negotiations with the second prince?”

“It’s not even confirmed that the second prince has the Holy Grail, is it? So, what do you think of my idea?”

“I won’t invest.”

Character merchandising could make a fortune if it went well—but making it go well wasn’t easy.

It required know-how, and a bit of luck.

There was a high chance of losing money.

“I won’t do much either, so you should just invest a little, Luina. It’s too risky for me to go all in too.”

If he was aware of the risks, well…

“Then I’ll invest ten gold coins.”

“Two hundred.”

“Do you not understand the meaning of ‘a little’?”

Two hundred gold coins was an enormous amount of money.

If one gold coin was roughly estimated to be worth a million won, that would be nearly 200 million won.

“But that’s about what we’ll need. What do you say? Even if you don’t join in, I’m doing it on my own.”

I hesitated for a moment but quickly made my decision.

“Alright, I’ll invest.”

“I’ll make you rich, Luina.”

Chris left the inn in high spirits.

Looked like he was going straight to the artisan’s guild.

He’d manage just fine—he was an aspiring merchant, after all.

I took a sip of honey mead.

Then Leon quietly spoke up.

“Luina.”

“Yes?”

“How long are you going to keep this up?”

“I’m planning to drink forever, actually.”

“No, that’s not what I meant.”

Leon glanced sideways.

I followed his gaze.

Next to us, a man crouched down sipping water awkwardly set down his cup with a sheepish look.

“Uh… Did I do something wrong?”

“No.”

“I see…”

Jerry sipped his water again.

He seemed to have a story.

“What kind of pitiful backstory does he have to be drinking water so miserably like this? I’m curious.”

“Luina, how long are you planning to keep that man around?”

“Leon, are you afraid I’m going to take your friend away?”

“How long are you planning to keep that man around?”

Completely ignoring me, huh?

Leon had grown a lot in that short time.

“It’s complicated.”

“If it’s complicated, why not just send him back?”

“Yes! Please send me back already! You let the others go, why only me?!”

“If you’d clearly tried to kill me, I’d have repaid you in kind. But all you did was threaten me, Jerry. Then again, threatening me with magic is kind of beyond a simple threat, isn’t it?”

Leon nodded at my explanation.

“It is quite complicated.”

“Right? That’s why I’m debating it. Should I pay him back or not?”

Right after I said that, Jerry shouted in a panic.

“I’ll just stay like this! Please don’t let me go!”

“But among mages, what you did is kind of like a greeting, isn’t it?”

“Yes. That’s true.”

“So I’m thinking I should greet you back.”

“I’ll just stay like this. Please don’t let me go…”

Leaving the now gloomy Jerry alone, I asked something I’d been wondering for a while.

“Jerry, are you really a Fourth Circle mage?”

“Yes… You can’t even learn Grand Wheel if you’re not Fourth Circle…”

So Grand Wheel couldn’t even be learned without being Fourth Circle.

“Maybe that’s why my teacher set that rule.”

“What rule?”

“That I shouldn’t tell anyone I was Adelian’s student until I reached the Fourth Circle.”

“He must be a great man, restraining himself like that. A paragon of character in Croft School history.”

“That kind of excessive praise just sounds sarcastic.”

“Please let me live…”

Jerry was crying.

I was caught off guard because he was seriously crying.

Someone might think I’d been torturing him or something.

Making me look bad.

“Jerry, if you keep acting like that, it’s no fun.”

“Hiiik…”

“Kidding.”

“I think this is the first time I’ve seen you take this much interest in someone, Luina. Is there a reason?”

A reason?

Not really.

“…Ah.”

We should help each other out.

We’re from the same school.

Jerry let out a small sound of admiration, seemingly moved.

We’re close.

Really.

“Those bastards are from the same school too, so why just me…”

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

So dramatic.

I added something else.

“And I want to learn magic.”

“Magic?”

“Yeah. That Grand Wheel thing looked delicious. You weren’t planning to teach it anyway, right?”

“Teach it? Can magic even be taught?”

When Jerry asked, I gave him a meaningful smile.

He choked in surprise.

Must’ve gone down the wrong pipe.

Oh dear, be careful.

I said,

“So, can’t you teach me?”

“Gwangryun can only be learned by those who have joined the school and been active for a certain period…”

“Can’t I?”

“You’re a Third Rank to begin with. Even if I taught you, you couldn’t use it.”

“That’s a shame. Then, shall we part ways here?”

“I’ll teach you right now.”

Jerry went into the room and demonstrated Gwangryun as he explained.

“This central axis is the key.”

The structure of Gwangryun was simple.

You refine a rod with elements to serve as the axis, and by spinning it at high speed, form elemental bands around it — that was it.

Despite the simple structure, the difficulty was high.

But the form itself wasn’t complicated like a maze.

I kindled a flame inside a lantern and shaped it into a rod.

But it wasn’t just an ordinary rod — it had to spin at extreme speed.

Crackle— The element started to form but then scattered.

I furrowed my brow.

It’s not working well.

Immediately, Jerry panicked.

“I definitely taught it correctly! It’s just really difficult!”

“I know that.”

This guy probably thinks I’m a psychopathic murderer who stabs people when I’m in a bad mood.

There were several reasons for the failure, but the biggest was, of course, elemental control.

Without first forming a strong axis that maintained its shape under intense rotation, the magic was hopeless.

A legacy spell, a magic that represents a person…

Something was almost coming to mind — but not quite.

Let’s move on for now.

I tried Gwangryun a few more times and then stopped at a suitable point.

I had more pressing things to do, so I paused the practice.

As I put the lantern down, Jerry carefully spoke up.

“Now that I’ve taught you the magic, may I take my leave?”

“No. Not until I’ve mastered it completely.”

“If you really hate it, you can leave. If I’ve cooled off by then, I won’t come looking for you.”

“…I’ll wait.”

After leaving the room, I exited the inn entirely.

Walking through the crowded streets, I soon arrived at a building.

On the signboard was a short, bold name: Aeternia Vault.

Inside, the quiet interior welcomed me.

The vault had a structure that resembled a bank.

I found an available spot, and an attendant approached me.

“What brings you here today?”

“I’m here to check my safe.”

Without further explanation, I handed over a silver token.

After checking it, the attendant handed me a piece of paper.

Once I wrote the 16-character password Kelton had given me, all procedures were complete.

The attendant read the password, then incinerated the paper neatly using the element of flame, and said,

“Please follow me.”

The inner part of the vault was vastly spacious thanks to spatial distortion magic.

I stopped in front of one of the rooms.

Creaaak.

When the attendant opened the door, a mountain of gold coins greeted me.

This was about 3,500 gold coins, I think.

In terms of my previous life, that was roughly 3.5 billion won.

Complete body restoration cost around 3,000 gold coins, so I could afford burn treatment immediately.

“Would you like to make a withdrawal?”

“No. I just wanted to see that it’s safe.”

I turned away without touching the gold coins.

That was Kelton’s life savings.

I didn’t want to waste it on mere burn treatment.

Of course, Kelton once said I was meddling too much in how he spent his money, but as I’ve said before — once it was passed on to me, it became mine.

How I use it is up to me.

I plan to use it for something more meaningful.

Something better.

“But if I ever become a criminal, won’t that money be taken away from me?”

“We believe our clients won’t become criminals. But even if they do, we return whatever is stored in the vault to whoever brings the correct token and password. We don’t even know who the real owner is.”

So basically…

As long as you hide the silver token well, even if you become a criminal, they won’t take your money. No need to worry.

It’s the perfect setup for money laundering.

And it’s operating openly in the imperial capital?

Must be because they’ve got backing from a high-ranking mage.

If a Seventh Rank mage is behind them, I guess they can get away with this kind of thing.

I left the vault.

I picked up my pace, excited to return to Jerry’s magic lessons.

Then I stopped.

I saw a familiar robe.

The kind that seemed to reek of chemicals — an assassin?

Delighted, I approached Myuran and spoke.

“Already done with the job? Hello?”

“…No. Not yet. Let’s go somewhere quiet first.”

What’s going on?

Not sure, but I followed Myuran’s lead back to the inn and sat at a table.

Once I activated a soundproofing spell, Myuran sat across from me and bowed her head.

“…I’m sorry.”

“What’s wrong? Did you fail to compress the Holy Grace?”

That was the only thing Myuran might apologize to me for, so I asked.

“…No. It’s worse than that.”

“No way…”

“…Yes. The Holy Grace was stolen.”


At those words, I tapped the table lightly.

Hmm.

Who could’ve dared to touch my belongings?

Now I’m curious.
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“How on earth did the discovery of the extra-large holy silver get exposed?”

“…It was our oversight. Because the holy silver was so large, we had to purchase additional chemicals for compression, and it seems someone noticed at that point.”

“Well, that’s quite an interesting incident.”

It’s not like we went around announcing it, and just buying a few extra chemicals somehow led to a theft.

It had to be one of two things.

Either it was a coincidence—or we had already been under surveillance for some time.

Maybe they started suspecting back when I transported the extra-large holy silver.

Even though the exterior was marble, bringing a stone of that size to the Alchemy Guild would have been enough to raise suspicions.

“…We’ll compensate you right away.”

“Really?”

“…And we’ve already sent people to investigate, so we’ll soon know both the whereabouts of the holy silver and the identity of the thief.”

Muran’s eyes darkened.

After momentarily casting a murky gaze, Muran spoke slowly.

“…Whoever dared to cross our Alchemy Guild will pay dearly. Rest assured, we’ll return the holy silver to you.”

“No need for compensation.”

The methods to hide and move something that massive were limited from the start, but saying that after the theft felt like just an excuse.

Since I was at least partially responsible for the theft, I didn’t feel entitled to compensation.

“More than that, I’m curious about who the culprit is.”

Who the hell took my “Will of Flora Continues…!”

Just let me catch them.

I’ll turn them into jelly.

“What? Me?”

“So, Muran. Who is the culprit?”

“…We don’t know yet. But they were able to easily bypass strict magical surveillance, so it’s definitely the work of a pro.”

I stroked my chin.

“Alright then.”

“…I’ll come back once we’ve identified the culprit.”

Muran bowed again and left the inn.

I placed a pipe between my lips.

When I lightly tapped the table, Jerry snapped his fingers and lit the pipe.

“Thanks.”

After a light thank-you, I fell into thought.

I couldn’t quite understand.

A piece of holy silver even the emperor didn’t get?

Sure, it was impressive.

But it wasn’t the ultimate treasure.

If I had handed over the real Holy Grail to the Alchemy Guild, then this reaction would make sense.

That’s a treasure worth risking everything to steal.

But this extra-large holy silver isn’t on that level.

Of course, it’s special and worth stealing, but that’s not the point.

What bothers me is the speed of the response, as if they had been targeting the holy silver from the very beginning.

Something’s missing from the puzzle.

And I’m not sure what that missing piece is.

“Lady Ruina.”

At Leon’s voice, I looked up.

Leon had a serious expression as he continued.

“I’ll help you track the holy silver.”

“No, it’s fine. This is my responsibility.”

“But based on the situation, we’ll need to investigate the slums. It’s dangerous to go alone.”

“You’re mistaken. I have no intention of going out personally. Didn’t the Alchemy Guild already dispatch people?”

“Is that so?”

Leon sounded surprised.

Maybe he thought I’d rush out immediately.

I exhaled smoke toward the ceiling and moved my lips.

“Besides, the slums are dangerous, just like you said. There’s nothing to gain by stirring things up.”

“You’re right about that.”

“Let’s stay at the inn and relax for a while. Everything will sort itself out.”

I smiled.

Then Leon muttered very softly: “Something feels off…”

***

Just to be clear, I truly believed there was no need for me to act personally.

Honestly, if the thieves had stolen Kelton’s belongings, I would’ve made them pay no matter what.

But Flora?

We’d only known each other for a few days.

There wasn’t enough between us to justify losing my mind over this.

“That’s an expensive robe.”

“How do you know?”

“The fabric is high quality. Is she a merchant’s daughter?”

“She didn’t get enough education from her dad, coming into a place like this.”

Hearing the whispering chuckles, I kept walking.

As you might’ve guessed from the cliché banter, I was in the slums.

Despite telling Leon otherwise, I had come here myself.

It wasn’t that I meant to deceive Leon—but I couldn’t help it.

I laid down to sleep but couldn’t fall asleep.

Because I was mad.

What you might call delayed rage.

“Miss, what are you doing here?”

A drunken man staggered over and spoke to me.

The stench of alcohol was so strong it masked even the filth around, and I was sure he was drunk.

Even at night, with the moonlight revealing my face, he still tried to hit on me?

He had to be wasted.

I ignored him and kept walking.

He wasn’t who I was looking for.

But the drunk man approached with a lecherous grin.

“Wandering alone without an escort…”

“Hey.”

Step.

Someone walked in from the entrance of the slums.

At the sudden voice, the drunk man flinched and turned his gaze, just as he was about to place a hand on my shoulder.

The man who had entered stood in front of the drunk and quietly looked down at him.

Under that silent stare, the drunk hesitated and stepped back.

“W-What the hell?”

“I won’t say it twice. Get lost.”

At the man’s sharp words, the drunk backed off with a frightened expression.

Apparently amused, the others lying on the ground snickered, but the man gave them a quick once-over and sighed.

“Not even worth the trouble.”

“Jerry. You’re more helpful than I expected.”

“…If you thought I wouldn’t be, why did you bring me along?”

“We’re a team, aren’t we?”

“That’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

“Well, it’s the first time I’ve said it.”

“Why is it always me…”

Leaving the grumbling Jerry behind, I moved deeper into the slums.

Maybe it was because I had the big guy next to me, but no one dared to mess with us.

I clicked my tongue softly.

“This is why I told you to follow from a distance. They’re not taking the bait.”

“You’re too conspicuous to use as bait. Even in the slums, full-body burn victims are rare.”

“Well, then it can’t be helped.”

Reluctantly, I approached a nearby person.

“Hello?”

“You’ve been secretly following us for a while. Any particular reason?”

As soon as I finished speaking, the person quickly stepped on the wall and shot upward.

Clearly an attempt to escape.

But before he could kick off the second wall, a blue rope sliced through the air.

Thud.

The man, bound by a rope of water, fell to the ground.

I calmly questioned the man groaning in pain from the impact.

“This isn’t our first time meeting, is it? It’s my first time seeing you, but you seem to know me.”

“This isn’t going to work. Jerry? Use your specialty—torture—to make him talk.”

“I don’t have that kind of specialty.”

“That’s troublesome.”

I crossed my arms.

I couldn’t think of a good way to make him talk.

Sure, burning would work on anyone—but that would be overkill just for stalking.

It’s not even confirmed that this guy stole my crest.

“I really need to get a truth-detecting spell.”

“So if it turns out he’s with the ones who stole your crest, you’re not going to hesitate to burn him?”

“Of course not. I’ll just nibble a little.”

Inside the lantern, a flame bared its sharp fangs.

My baby doesn’t bite. Really.

Maybe realizing I didn’t intend to harm him, the stalker stopped fidgeting behind his back.

He must have thought that dragging it out would work in his favor.

And honestly, it was a reasonable assumption.

I didn’t want to waste time in a place like this.

“Jerry, let’s head back.”

“Already?”

“Standing around in the cold is tiring.”

I released the water rope.

The stalker’s face brightened for a moment.

He must’ve thought I was letting him go.

Not quite—he got ahead of himself.

I snapped my fingers.

Immediately, a tree shot up from the ground.

Summoning a wooden soldier, I had it carry the stalker like a ball and said to Jerry:

“Let’s head back to the inn.”

“What are you going to do with him?”

“You can see for yourself. If we take him back and feed him something warm, he’ll open up.”

“No human can eat in that balled-up state. How long are you planning to keep him like that?”

“Well, Jerry, you already know the answer to that.”

I gave him a discreet look—a signal to play along.

Apparently, Jerry understood what I meant and responded smoothly.

“I’ve already been captured for years and forced to work as a slave. I get the gist of it. But unlike me, that guy hasn’t done anything wrong, has he?”

“Then why’d he run? If he had just denied it when I spoke to him, I wouldn’t have gone this far.”

“I’ll talk! I’ll tell you everything—just let me go!”

The stalker, still in ball form, screamed pitifully.

Ignoring him, I exited the slums.

Jerry snorted at the stalker.

“Trying to negotiate terms? Still hasn’t come to his senses.”

“What are you talking about? That’s not it. I just feel bad letting him go without feeding him. He probably hurts from rolling on the ground because of me, so the least I can do is feed him for a month.”

“I’m from Ashen Blades! We’re the ones who took your crest!”

Found him—the culprit.

I listened as the stalker spilled information about the Ashen Blades.

A fairly well-known thieves’ guild in the capital—though honestly, they were closer to a gang than a guild.

To enter, you even needed a password.

Pretty hardcore.

“What are you going to do?”

“We’re going to check it out.”

Together with Jerry, I headed to the Ashen Blades’ hideout.

“…Huh?”

And blinked at the people lying at the entrance.

What’s this?

It’s not like they wanted to lie on the ground groaning, so this was clearly someone else’s doing.

Someone had beaten up the Ashen Blades’ members.


Curious, I stepped over the groaning bodies and entered the building.

Creeeak.

As I opened the door, a wave of heat hit my face.

I looked toward the center of the building.

And there, in the center—Was a man I’d seen before.

A brown-haired man holding the collar of a puffed-up guy looked at me and muttered:

“Chess?”

“Hello.”

Why was Tashia’s escort from the chess club here?

Did he get robbed too?



 
  Chapter 35 : Millennium Height (9)


I raised my finger and poked the fallen thief guild members on the floor.

There was no response.

They must be dead.

“00”

No, wait.

I stood up and spoke to Tasha’s assistant.

“If we keep going like this, we won’t get any information. You should have been more reasonable.”

“Why are you here?”

Tasha’s assistant asked with suspicion.

It was a serious question, but before responding, I decided to address something important first.

“I’m Luina. Hello.”

“I know.”

“I’m Luina. Hello.”

“…Heyze.”

Heyze answered in a reluctant tone.

It seemed like he wasn’t very eager to greet me.

I wonder why.

Is it because he doesn’t want to show this kind of appearance in front of me, the currently famous Evil God’s Priest Hunter, Luina?

“That can’t be the case.”

Never mind.

Heyze grabbed the collar of the thief guild member and spoke.

“Answer me. Why are you here?”

“I have something to do. But I’m curious too. Those people have an appointment with me. Did you make an appointment with them as well?”

If that’s the case, it was a double booking.

I thought these guys were at least decent, but now they’re playing both sides?

That’s not cool.

Heyze crossed his arms, seeming to think for a moment.

Just then, one of the thief guild members, who had been pretending to be unconscious, suddenly stood up.

The thief guild member, without saying anything like “Die!” raised a dagger and rushed at Heyze from behind.

However, Heyze remained still with his arms crossed, seemingly unaware.

It was such an unguarded posture that I was about to activate my magic.

One of the two swords hanging at Heyze’s waist was drawn and swiftly decapitated the thief guild member.

Yet, Heyze still remained with his arms crossed.

The sword had drawn itself, slain the enemy on its own, and returned to its sheath, while I stared in amazement.

“Magic!”

“Such a childish reaction, as if you’ve never seen magic before. Aren’t you a magician yourself?”

Jerry muttered next to me, as if he didn’t understand.

Ignoring him, I approached Heyze and spoke.

“Is that wind magic?”

“…What?”

“You’re using wind magic to create a telekinesis-like effect, right? Does it activate automatically without you consciously doing anything, or are you activating it while pretending not to by crossing your arms?”

“What do you want?”

“The magic. Can you give it to me? I’ll pay you for it.”

Heyze made a subtle expression.

He didn’t understand what I meant.

“Are you asking me to teach you magic?”

“No. I don’t have an affinity for wind magic. I’m offering a trade, literally.”

“Trade? Do you think magic is an item? How are you going to trade it?”

“I can. Just answer me. I’ll meet your conditions as best as I can.”

“I’m not interested.”

That was disappointing.

It seemed like a really useful magic, but he refused to trade it.

Reluctantly, I gave Heyze one last request.

“If you change your mind later, please let me know.”

“No need.”

“By the way, what business do you have with them?”

“They stole my things.”

“Things? Wait, are you the owner of that ridiculously large castle?”

Huh.

“How did you know that, Heyze?”

“There’s a way.”

“No, that’s strange. How did a rumor about something like that reach a third party? Especially since it hasn’t even spread yet.”

The Alchemy Guild had discreetly released someone.

It hadn’t been advertised widely, so normally, only three people should know about the castle news.

Me, the Alchemy Guild, and the Thieves Guild who stole it.

But look at Heyze.

He came to me as if he had someone planted in the Thieves Guild.

“It’s just a coincidence.”

“Hmm.”

“Anyway, if you’re the owner, things will be easier. The Red Moon thieves took the castle. The Red Moon, they’re the higher-ups, right? Think of it like that. I’ll help you, so go take it.”

“Why?”

It’s nice to receive help.

It makes things easier.

But receiving help isn’t always good.

If the intent behind the help is unclear, rejecting the hand is often better for your safety.

When did he decide to help me?

Heyze didn’t like me.

During our first meeting, he almost killed me, but now he wants to help me out?

Receiving such kindness for free might end up causing trouble.

“Don’t want my help? Fine then.”

“Please explain. Why do you want to help me?”

“Well, my work wouldn’t change whether you’re involved or not, so why bother?”

Heyze smiled faintly, wiped the blood off his thumb, and started walking.

It was clearly a move toward the Red Moon, so I blocked his path.

Heyze frowned.

“What’s this?”

“Please explain.”

“No. Didn’t you hear me? The Red Moon took your castle.”

“I heard you.”

“Then why are you acting like this? Don’t you want it back?”

“But I want an explanation.”

Until I knew the owner of these sticky, sinister hands connected to my castle, I wasn’t going to make a move.

Because that’s the safest way.

“No. You didn’t listen to me. My work won’t change whether you’re involved or not, understand? Fine. I’ll get the castle, just wait quietly and take it.”

“That’s what I was going to say.”

I understood what Hayes said perfectly.

Then I blocked his path.

And Hayes didn’t realize what that meant.

It was Hayes who wasn’t willing to listen to me.

“Title or whatever, I’m not letting you through until I get an explanation, Sir Hayes. Understood?”

“Is this woman crazy? Wait. The title they stole was yours, wasn’t it?”

“What does that matter right now? It’s not that important.”

Only one thing mattered now: Could I get the truth from Hayes or not?

Everything else was irrelevant.

Rumble.

Tree soldiers rose from the ground.

Hayes sighed and drew his sword.

“So we’re doing this, huh?”

“I’m just trying to stop you.”

“Same difference!”

Hayes easily cut down the charging tree soldier.

His movements were graceful and controlled—very familiar to me.

They resembled Leon’s.

Which meant Hayes was an exceptional swordsman.

“Silence.”

When Hayes whispered softly, a second sword floated up into the air.

He held the first sword with both hands at head height, pointing its tip at me.

The second sword, still floating, also turned to point my way.

With both swords aimed at me, Hayes said,

“I won’t hold back. Surrender now.”

I didn’t answer.

I strengthened the flame in my lantern.

Hayes clicked his tongue and activated more magic.

Green magic shimmered over his sword.

It was refining magic.

But it was different from the kind I knew and had used often.

His brown eyes turned green.

Energy surged through Hayes’ body.

It was the first awakening of refining magic—physical enhancement.

In sync, eight red lines slashed through the air.

Just before they struck Hayes—Screeeee!

His sword cut through them in a near-instant with the sound of air ripping.

CRACK.

The wooden floor under his feet shattered, and Hayes shot forward like an arrow.

I threw the flame of devouring I had prepared,

But Hayes’ second sword calmly cut it down.

He was already right in front of me.

His sword reversed—he was going to strike me with the flat, not the blade.

To an outsider, it would look like Hayes had already won.

Not a chance.

THUD.

A small wooden giant sprang from behind me and slammed Hayes.

BOOM!

The wood giant began pounding him with relentless fists.

Hayes leapt backward to escape the assault.

I shook the lantern.

Inside, a concentrated flame burned quietly, ready to be unleashed.

I murmured, “Check.”

“You can shoot that if you want. I’ll block it easily.”

“So you want to see this through?”

I’ve got money—if I have to pay damages, so be it.

I’ll go all in.

I gathered mana to prepare my trump card.

“Whirling Ring.”

Then I turned my head at a voice coming from the side.

Hayes did the same.

A motor-like noise filled the building.

And from the midst of it, Jerry spoke:

“It’s two on one. You really want to keep going?”

“…I lost. I’ll explain.”

Yeah.

Hayes raised both arms and surrendered.

I also released my magic.

“Mr. Jerry, you’re surprisingly helpful.”

“Right? If I wasn’t helpful, why would you even bring me?”

“We’re a team, remember?”

Jerry sighed.

Hayes also sighed and sheathed his sword.

I held out my hand.

Hayes narrowed his eyes.

“What’s this?”

“You said the loser would hand over the magic.”

“Now you’re twisting reality too?”

“You fell for it.”

“Just so you know, I really didn’t want to say anything. Any problems caused by this are on you.”

“Such a fuss. Come on, how often does hearing something actually cause a problem?”

“Yeah?”

At my response, Hayes gave up and said,

“The one after your title is the Second Prince. More precisely, one of his close aides. I’m helping you to get in the way of the Second Prince. Got it?”

“That’s not much. Would’ve been nice if you’d just said that earlier.”

Seriously.

Still, why is the Second Prince after my title?

Or is he not the one?

The Second Prince isn’t even in the capital right now—he’s returning from the empire’s south.

So this was all orchestrated by his aide.

Though of course, that aide must have been following his orders.

But still, why are they after someone else’s title?

Holy Grail, titles, immortality.

There were rumors Chris had heard—that all sorts of life-extending relics were being gathered in the imperial capital…

Hmm.

I still don’t get it.

I stared hard at Hayes.

He was clearly still hiding something.

But he wasn’t going to say it, even now.

Pressing him further wouldn’t help.

Nothing I could do.

I jingled my lantern and turned away.

“Take me to the Red Moon’s base. I need to get my title back.”

“That was a quick decision.”

***

“Ms. Ruina? So what happened after that?”

“You can tell just by seeing me drink in broad daylight.”

“You always do that. Wait—did you already lose it?”

“Yes.”

We raided the Red Moon’s base with Hayes, but didn’t find the title.

Not even a trace.

It had likely already been passed on to the Second Prince.

With no evidence, there was nothing we could do.

Even if we had evidence, it probably wouldn’t have helped.

“Why did you even bother arguing under the moonlight?”

“How much time do you think that really delayed us? Judging by the lack of evidence, they passed it on long ago. Even if we hadn’t fought, the result would’ve been the same.”

“What are you going to do now?”

What could I do?

“There’s no way around it. I’ll move on.”

“Still sucks, doesn’t it?”

“It’s because I’m powerless. But I’ll remember this, and once I become a great mage, I’ll make them pay.”

Second Prince, I’m remembering this.

We’ll meet again.

“We’re meeting now, aren’t we?”

“It’s a metaphor. Besides, I need to remember your face if I’m going to make you pay later.”


I scolded Chris and looked up.

WAAAAAAH!

Cheers poured out as soldiers marched down the street in formation.

At the very front, a man on a white horse waved to the crowd.

Golden hair and twilight-colored eyes tinged with purple.

As the star of this triumphal procession appeared, the cheers grew louder.

I stared at the Second Prince, Isaac Eterno, and licked my lips.

My title…

My new lantern…
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“Why is Lady Ruina like that?”

“Sir Leon. You’re finally back. Did you gather the information well?”

“Yes, I gathered it well. So why is Lady Ruina like that?”

With my head resting on the table, I raised my hand to greet Leon.

“Welcome back, Sir Leon. Judging by your gloomy face, I guess there wasn’t any special success?”

“And you’re checking my face color in that position—have you grown eyes on the back of your head now?”

Leon sat down with a look of disbelief.

Chris explained.

“Her Grace’s blessing was stolen, and it’s in a tough situation to get it back.”

“Why?”

“The one who took it is suspected to be the Second Prince, and there’s no evidence. So even the Alchemy Guild has pulled out. If someone who’s hostile to the Second Prince hadn’t told us, we wouldn’t have noticed at all.”

“Oh no.”

In Happy Medieval Land, nobles are transcendent beings.

And royalty, who stand above such nobles—what more needs to be said?

They truly reigned above the law.

In fact, the laws themselves were made for the royals.

I raised myself and asked,

“Sir Leon, what were the results of your investigation?”

“Same as before. There’s no evidence that the Second Prince has the Holy Grail, and none that he doesn’t.”

“There probably won’t be any.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Would someone who has a supreme artifact like the Holy Grail really bother to steal a slightly fancy blessing?”

If you already have all the wealth in the world, why would you steal honey wine?

You could just buy it.

Same with the Holy Grail.

Once you have the Grail, things like blessings or Phoenix Feathers lose their value.

With the Holy Grail, everything can be resolved.

Leon furrowed his brow.

“We’re back to square one.”

“We’re in the negatives. I lost the blessing, after all.”

“…If I become a Paladin, I’ll make sure to—”

“I have to take revenge with my own hands. That’s the only way it’ll feel satisfying.”

I bit down on my pipe.

Immediately, Jerry lit it with magic.

Phew… I exhaled a long plume of smoke toward the ceiling.

Then Chris muttered, “Has Jerry officially joined our party? Why does it feel so natural?”

“It’s confirmed the Grail isn’t in the capital. That means we have only one thing left to do.”

Decide our next destination.

That’s what we had to do now.

Chris crossed her arms.

“The Holy Grail has the powers of immortality, healing, abundance, purification, and wisdom, right? We’ve confirmed immortality, abundance, and healing, so…”

“It’s fine even if there’s some overlap. We didn’t gather to check off a list.”

“Then it’d be okay to visit another fertile region related to abundance, but one thing came to mind.”

“What is it?”

To my question, Chris raised her index finger and said,

“Have you heard of the Witch of Wisdom?”

“If you mean the magician residing in East Elrn Forest?”

Leon was the one who answered Chris’s question.

Chris nodded.

“Yes. Just like Leon said, the Witch of Wisdom lives there. And as you know, one of the Grail’s powers is wisdom, right?”

“But as far as I know, the Witch of Wisdom has no connection to the Grail.”

“You never know. And even if she doesn’t, maybe she can give us a clue about its whereabouts.”

It was a pretty solid strategy: probe for info, and if that fails, ask for help.

I spoke up.

“Whether she’ll help us willingly is another matter, but the structure of the plan is sound.”

“Right? And I’ve heard she’s surprisingly helpful to visitors.”

“Really?”

Then we truly had our next destination.

“Let’s head to East Elrn Forest next.”

“A rural village, huh. Doesn’t look like there’s much to sell there.”

“Thinking about profit already? You’re going to be rich, Chris.”

“I will be rich.”

“I lost my blessing, so I’m basically a beggar now.”

I said with a laugh, and Leon asked worriedly,

“Lady Ruina, are you okay?”

“Of course I’m okay. What are you talking about?”

It’s not like I’m a child.

I wouldn’t throw a tantrum over losing a mere toy.

I was completely fine.

Really.

“Excuse me.”

In the middle of our conversation, someone approached our table.

It was a server.

They placed a dish on the table and said the usual line, “Here’s your order of potato salad for one.”

“Huh? Who ordered this? It’s just one serving—Jerry?”

“It was me.”

I accepted the potato salad and took a bite.

Delicious…

Chris narrowed her eyes at the sight.

“Lady Ruina. This isn’t all you ordered, right?”

“Of course it is. What are you talking about?”

“Just one serving, and no honey wine? You call that a full order?”

“Oh, Chris. I don’t have any money. How could I order freely? I have to be frugal.”

It’s not like I’m a millionaire who can feast every time.

Meals like that were reserved for once-a-year special occasions.

Chris shook her head.

“You should’ve accepted the reward from the Alchemy Guild.”

“How could I? It was partly my fault too.”

“Lady Ruina. Are you really okay?”

“Come on, Leon. Of course I’m okay.”

I was born the child of a poor farming family.

I was used to meals like this.

In fact, I couldn’t even enjoy food unless it was like this.

I smiled brightly.

“Everyone, go ahead and order as much as you want. I’m fine.”

“Lady Ruina’s broken. Jerry, what do we do?”

“Huh? Me?”

While everyone was laughing and chatting, I finished my food and stood up.

“Miss Ruina? Where are you going?”

“I don’t have any money. What’s the point of sitting around here? I need to think about how to make some.”

“Miss Ruina, you’re really falling apart.”

Leaving even Jerry behind in the inn’s hall, I walked the streets.

Saying I’d think about how to make money was just an excuse—I really just needed to clear my head for a moment.

Tap.

I lifted my head at the sensation of something brushing my hair.

Snow was falling.

Already?

I intensified the flame in my lantern.

Immediately, a kind of temperature shield formed around me.

Now I wouldn’t be hit directly by the snow.

The memory of first meeting Leon was still vivid, and yet it was already snowing.

Time had flown.

It had been months since the Holy Grail exploration began.

But we had no real results yet.

I had been inching closer to my goal by trading various spells, but from Leon’s perspective, he’d had nothing but failures.

He even failed in the capital, making it a third consecutive failure.

Of course, it was natural—the Holy Grail was never going to be easy to find.

Still, people are fickle.

A loss always feels like a loss.

I felt empty inside.

To be precise, my heart felt empty.

My holy blessing…

My special-grade holy blessing…

Growl.

A strange sound came from my stomach.

Maybe it wasn’t my heart that was empty but my stomach.

Time for a snack.

Happy Medieval Land had all sorts of winter treats—

Roasted chestnuts, warm pies, mulled ale and wine, dried fruits, puddings, breads…

Basically, if it was hot, people ate it.

In Sad Medieval Land, winter food was reserved for Christmas or carnivals, but this was Happy Medieval Land—food was relatively abundant.

People enjoyed these treats even on ordinary days.

I stopped by a decent shop and ordered pie.

“Five apple pies, please.”

“You with a group?”

“Just me.”

“…Wait a moment.”

As soon as I filled my stomach with apple pie, my head cleared.

It was a shame I’d lost my holy blessing, but it wasn’t a catastrophic loss.

As long as I made sure the person who took it paid later, it’d be fine.

Besides, what would they do with a special-grade holy blessing?

Break it?

Alter it?

No way—they’d use it as is.

So if I tracked them down under the right conditions, I could probably get it back intact.

It wasn’t a big deal, really.

Now that my thoughts were sorted out, I felt thirsty.

I needed some mead.

I raised my hand to order.

“…One apple pie to go, please.”

A familiar voice caught my ear.

I turned my gaze.

Brown hair.

The brown-haired figure took the packaged pie and stepped into the street.

She sighed.

“How did I end up doing this…”

“Seems like the princess wanted to experience commoner winter food, huh? But winter street food has to be eaten hot, or it’s pointless. Why not ask a chef directly instead?”

“That’s what I said, but she insisted—”

Hayes came to a halt.

So did I.

I spoke.

“Are we trapped in a barrier or something? Why’d you stop?”

“Who are you?”

“The witch of vengeance, Ruina—the one who even makes crying babies stop.”

“Not what I meant.”

Hayes looked around and leaned in to whisper.

“How did you know I serve the princess?”

“That tickles. I’ve activated a soundproofing spell, so please back off.”

“I asked how you knew.”

“It was a simple deduction.”

Hayes, who guarded a high-ranking person like Tashia, seemed hostile to the second prince?

There was only one possible answer.

It was practically a bonus-level puzzle.

“…Don’t go telling people.”

“Don’t worry. I don’t even know which princess she is.”

“Then fine.”

Hayes replied softly, shivering.

Well, that’s what happens when you dress lightly.

The palace was magically warm all year round, so she probably lost all sense of weather.

I extended the range of my warming spell.

“Don’t tell people you’re from the lower class. What kind of lower-class person thinks winters are warm?”

“I was just stepping out for a bit, so I didn’t dress properly. I didn’t forget it’s cold. Anyway, thanks.”

“Thanks?”

I held out my hand.

Hayes looked down at it.

“What is this?”

“If you’re thankful, give me a spell.”

“You’re seriously persistent.”

“It’s my only redeeming quality.”


This deal fell through too.

What a shame.

Hayes stared blankly at the sky, still clutching the packaged pie.

I spoke to her.

“Did Tashia ask for more?”

“She said she wanted roasted chestnuts too.”

“Shall I guide you?”

“That’d be great. Just so you know, I’m still not giving you a spell.”

“Too bad.”

Taking quick-witted Hayes along, I headed to the market.

Might as well fill the rest of my still-hungry stomach too.
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There is a saying, “If you want to make friends, be a friend.”

This means that if you want to make good friends, you first have to be a good friend.

But when do you use this phrase?

You use it in situations like this: “Order whatever you want. I’ll treat you.”

“I’m not giving you any magic.”

Hayes sat down and ordered a mulled ale.

Mulled ale is, in simple terms, the beer version of mulled wine.

It’s a drink made by warming beer and adding spices, fruits, and sugar.

Naturally, it was one of the common foods in Happy Medieval Land.

“Even though you’ve stayed at the royal palace for a long time, your roots haven’t disappeared.”

“I thought Hayes was going to abandon us and go to Uptown.”

“You’re using soundproof magic, right?”

“No?”

“Hey.”

“I’m joking.”

I ordered a honey liquor and asked again, “Weren’t you running errands? Is it okay to stay here?”

“It’s just having a drink while waiting for the food. This much is fine. And how did you know I’m from the bottom?”

“Because your hands are rough.”

“All inspectors have rough hands.”

“But they’re different from Inspector Leon’s hands.”

“Who’s Leon…?”

You don’t know Leon, the ultra-handsome boy who not only captivates people but even seduces men?

“That’s disappointing.”

“You’re disappointed about everything.”

Hayes took a sip of his mulled ale and spoke quietly.

“Unfortunately, the title is gone.”

“Exactly. If I were that disappointed, I would have cried rivers of tears.”

“Talking like that, you don’t look disappointed at all.”

“In reality, I’m not disappointed. I’ll get it back someday.”

“Against the prince?”

“Nothing has meaning in front of a 9th-tier mage.”

“Even an 8th-tier mage loses meaning.”

Hayes chuckled, resting his chin on his hand and looking at me.

It was a very familiar gaze.

Back in middle school, before my reincarnation, when I was holed up in the library instead of going to school to learn magic, I met a classmate who had that same expression on her face.

It was the expression of someone seeing a strange creature.

“I’m not a mythical creature.”

“What are you gathering magic for?”

“Whenever they see me, they ask that. I’m not gathering it for anything in particular. I just want to gather it to use.”

“Is that so?”

Hayes rolled his eyes.

He didn’t understand what I meant, but that was understandable.

This was something most people couldn’t relate to.

It’s the same with people who collect stamps.

They mistakenly think that I have the same mindset as them, but strictly speaking, I was far from a collector.

I treated magic in a deeper, more focused way than they could imagine.

“What tier is it?”

“3rd-tier.”

“So, if I were to give you magic, how would you receive it? You’re not learning it, right?”

“It’s a super secret. But since you’re a VIP, I’ll tell you specially.”

Creeak.

Something grabbed my hand.

It was as if someone had suddenly cut out a piece of the world and pasted it without warning.

“This…”

“With this, you can permanently transfer Hayes’s magic to yourself.”

“Is it unique magic?”

Hayes immediately reached the correct answer, despite the strange explanation that made it hard to believe it was magic.

The idea that you could transfer someone else’s magic could only be possible with unique magic.

“Anything is possible?”

“Yes.”

“Even unique magic can be transferred?”

“Someone has already made a trade and is satisfied.”

“Then my specialty magic, Silent Shadow (寂影), should obviously work.”

Hayes let out a short laugh.

Even though he was a knight, he had raised his magic to the level of specialty magic.

He immediately realized how absurd it was to “trade” magic.

“Could you transfer someone’s elemental affinity or even their talent?”

“Not that.”

“At least there’s some humanity left.”

In fact, elemental affinity doesn’t get transferred, but it naturally grows.

This wasn’t exactly the same as gaining talent.

Strictly speaking, it was closer to increasing one’s potential.

So, growing a new elemental affinity required more effort than when I had to struggle to awaken the fire element affinity.

But it was still better than having no affinity at all, so I had no complaints.

“You’re even more amazing than I thought.”

“It’s not me; it’s my master who’s amazing.”

“Master?”

“I got this magic from my master.”

“It’s strange for a 3rd-tier mage to have unique magic, but you really have a great master…”

Hayes made a subtle expression.

I could read his thoughts from his ambiguous reaction.

“Is your master an amazing person, Hayes?”

“Absolutely amazing.”

Hayes smacked his lips and put down his beer glass.

“You probably know my master. He’s the empire’s strongest swordsman.”

“So, you have Vallion Dragomil as your master. He really is an incredible person.”

“Someone not suited to be my master.”

Hayes fiddled with his glass.

It looked so familiar to me.

Whenever Kelton mentioned his master, Adelián, he would act like that.

“Hayes.”

“Yeah?”

“The reason Baron chose Haze is because there is a reason for it. My master was also chosen by Adellian, you know? And my master was always puzzled by it. He said he wasn’t worthy of being a great mage’s disciple. But look at the magic my master left behind. Isn’t it the kind of talent that an 8th-tier mage would choose?”

Haze closed his mouth and fell into thought.

I delivered the finishing blow to him.

“In my opinion, the reason you haven’t achieved the results you want, Haze, is because you’re trying to do both swordsmanship and magic. Give the magic to me. Then, everyone will be happy.”

“If you hadn’t said that last part, I would have been touched.”

“That can’t be helped.”

Perhaps I harvested too quickly before the fruit ripened.

I should have waited a little longer.

“Here are the roasted chestnuts.”

“Thank you.”

Haze took the packaged roasted chestnuts and left the shop.

I stood beside Haze and walked down the street with him.

Haze spoke.

“Hey.”

“Yes?”

“Why are you following me?”

“I was wondering if there was anything else I could help with.”

“I told you, I’m not giving you magic.”

“You never know.”

If the customer doesn’t want something, I’d go and try to change their mind.

That’s my motto.

“Sigh.”

With a long sigh, Haze threw one of the freshly roasted chestnuts.

When I caught it, Haze gave a short nod.

“I’ll give you this, so go now. I need to go back too.”

“There’s nothing else to buy?”

“This is enough. Actually, it’s too much. The princess probably won’t even finish half of it.”

“What about the leftovers? Will you eat them, Haze?”

“Throw them away.”

Haze neatly wrapped the packaging and slowly asked.

“How long are you staying in the capital?”

“Why do you ask? Are you planning to give me magic?”

“I’ve said six times already, no. How long are you staying?”

“I don’t know either, but I’ll probably leave for another place soon.”

“Really?”

Haze answered quietly, then casually said.

“Try to leave the capital as soon as possible.”

“Why?”

“Just leave. I’ll go now.”

Haze waved his hand and left.

I stared at him as he walked away before turning my body around.

I should go back to the inn and play with Jerry.

***

“…Here’s the promised reward.”

“I told you I wouldn’t take it.”

The next morning, I sat face to face with Muran at the inn.

Muran placed a bag full of gold coins on the table, and even just glancing at it, it was a huge amount.

I took a pipe and tilted my head.

“As for the theft of the castle, it was also my responsibility for moving the castle without any care. Since it was a mutual mistake, I won’t hold the Alchemy Guild responsible. That’s what we agreed on, right?”

“…Even if the customer brags about their items and makes a request, it’s not the customer’s fault. But losing the entrusted items is always the Alchemy Guild’s fault.”

“Hmmm.”

At this point, I should either give up or just throw the coin bag and leave, saying “Do whatever you want,” but Muran kept coming back persistently even though I kept refusing.

It was clear.

The Alchemy Guild would follow me to the ends of the continent if I kept rejecting them, begging me to accept it.

That wouldn’t do.

I exhaled smoke towards the ceiling and raised a finger.

“If you really want to reward me, do it with magic.”

“…Magic, you say?”

“I have no aptitude for alchemy magic. Find someone who will permanently transfer their alchemy magic. If you can’t do that, I won’t accept it.”

“…A transfer of magic, that’s impossible… I see. I’ll find someone.”

Muran, who was slightly confused, soon stood up.

I waved to Muran as he left the inn and put a piece of bread in my mouth.

It was delicious.

“Luina, I have a question.”

“Are you a shadow now? Do you just secretly light a cigarette and disappear without anyone noticing?” Jerry said.

“Go ahead.”

“I’m not sure myself.”

I didn’t know why Jerry was acting like this.

Ask him yourself.

I put out my pipe and fell into thought.

With that, my business in the capital was done.

Thanks to Muran, a new task came up, but that would be solved quickly anyway.

Finding an alchemist who was retired and wouldn’t use alchemy magic anymore wouldn’t be hard for the Alchemy Guild.

Maybe someone would come with the person by this evening?

That being said, there was only one thing that confused me right now.

Why is the royal family so disorganized?

The reason all kinds of items that extend lifespan are gathering in the capital?

It was obvious.

The royal family was looking for them.

The reason the second prince rashly stole the castle was also part of that.

The royal family was searching for those items for some reason, so the second prince desperately stole the castle.

Then there was the warning from Haze, who was related to the royal family.

The castle, the royal family, the warning.

Those three kept swirling around in my mind.

Something seemed like it was about to come to mind, but it didn’t.

“Luina? What’s wrong?”

Then, seeing the face of the succubus, a thought suddenly passed through my mind.

Succubus.

Concubine.

Imperial succession struggle.

Could it be that the emperor is in critical condition?

If so, staying in the capital any longer would definitely be a bad idea.

Even if the emperor dies, nothing major will happen, but things could get unnecessarily complicated.

I calmly parted my lips.

“We should leave tomorrow.”

“Why so suddenly? Didn’t we decide to stay a few more days?”

“I was going to, but I think it’s better to leave as soon as possible.”

“I don’t mind, but what about Leon and Jerry?”

“I don’t mind.”

“Me neither.”

It was decided.

I stood up from my seat.

It was to prepare for the journey.

“Everyone, get inside the house! Immediately!”

And then, with a sudden shout, I stopped.

It seemed like just simple intimidation at first, but the person behind it felt unusual.

“They’re from the southern army. Why are they here?”

Jerry muttered, and the southern army spoke up.

“From now on, we’ll close the castle gates and block all traffic! Anyone who doesn’t follow the orders will be treated as rebels!”

“What’s going on?”

“Is there a problem?”

People murmured.

They couldn’t figure out what was happening.

But I knew.

Rebels.


That terrifying word made me realize.

The emperor is dead.

And the second prince drew his sword.

A deadly magic sword that won’t stop until someone dies.
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The Second Prince, Isaac Eterno, was the son of a concubine.

According to the laws of the Empire, the sons of concubines also had the right to inherit the throne.

There was little difference between them and the sons of the Empress, so Isaac lived a respected life.

A prince with inheritance rights was someone who could potentially become the Emperor.

If they didn’t live a respected life, that would be strange.

Isaac had big dreams.

He had clear goals.

Every man living in the Empire, especially those who had heard the stories of the first Emperor, was bound to get infected with that disease.

“I want to become like the first Emperor.”

Of course, unlike others, Isaac was the legitimate heir of the first Emperor’s bloodline.

He was second in line for the throne, and it was a solid claim.

This was a significant difference.

It was the difference between whether a delusion remained a mere fantasy or became a reality.

The southern barbarians had always been a problem for the Empire.

They frequently crossed the border to raid, and this caused a lot of trouble for the Empire. Isaac precisely took advantage of this situation.

He went to the southern regions of the Empire, personally led the army, and occasionally took the lead to crush the barbarians.

Thanks to this, Isaac gained the strong support of the southern army.

It was a valuable achievement earned after years of hard work on the battlefield.

Isaac, having divided the barbarian kingdom in half and ensured that the Empire wouldn’t need to worry about the barbarians for decades to come, waved his hand while mounted on a white horse.

The cheers of the people filled the streets.

This was the second parade, but every time he did it, one thought came to mind.

“I want to keep receiving these cheers.”

“Forever.”

“Isaac, you’ve worked hard.”

“You’ve worked hard too, Roderick.”

Isaac returned to the assigned palace with the help of his retainer who had been left in the capital.

Entering the room of the palace, Isaac collapsed into a chair, sighed, and then picked up an object from the pile of things in the room.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a cup made of gold. It’s also called the ‘Celestial Vessel’.”

“Everyone and their dog seems to be using the name ‘Holy Grail’. What’s its feature?”

“They say if you drink water from it, your body stays warm all day, and it glows at night.”

“How useless.”

Isaac carelessly threw the Celestial Vessel towards the pile of objects, but then gently placed it on the table.

He had recalled the intended use of the item.

After licking his lips, Isaac glanced through the items and then stopped his gaze on one particular thing, narrowing his eyes.

“What’s that?”

“That’s Star Silver.”

“Star Silver? That?”

Isaac was surprised upon seeing the color, but it was indeed Star Silver.

Isaac softly exclaimed in admiration.

“Did Star Silver like that actually exist?”

“I was surprised too.”

“Where did you find it?”

“Did you steal it?”

Isaac looked at Roderick with a look of disbelief.

Roderick lowered his head.

“Yeah.”

“Where did you steal it from?”

“I had been keeping an eye on the Alchemy Guild, and by sheer luck, I found it.”

“The Alchemy Guild? Huh.”

Isaac stroked his chin.

“You know, Roderick, even I know that if you mess with something like the Alchemy Guild, it brings significant political pressure.”

“I used the tail that I had carefully prepared over the years. Don’t worry, there’s no evidence left.”

“Well, alright. It’s an emergency situation right now anyway. If we have to be a little drastic, then so be it.”

If they weren’t using it now, there would have been no reason to make such a plan.

Isaac tapped the table and thought for a moment before quietly asking.

“What about the First Prince?”

“He’s still the same.”

“You’re saying he’s incompetent.”

Isaac gave a sharp evaluation and clicked his tongue.

Honestly, from the perspective of the First Prince, Orfin, Isaac’s assessment could be seen as unfair.

He wasn’t incompetent.

However, everything was relative.

Orfin, who was somewhere between average and a genius, was certainly less capable compared to Isaac.

“To inherit the throne just because he was born first… isn’t that wrong for the Empire?”

“If it were you, Isaac, you would make the Empire even greater.”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

Isaac wanted to make the Empire great.

Just like the first Emperor did long ago.

He was confident.

Though he couldn’t do it exactly like the first Emperor, he was sure he could get close.

But the world didn’t work the way you wanted it to.

No matter how talented you were, no matter how strong your will was, without the choice of the great Emperor, everything was nothing but a dream.

“I need to see Father.”

“I’ll prepare everything.”

Isaac picked up the pile of gifts in the room and left the palace to meet the Emperor.

The main palace was located at the center of the Imperial Palace.

Crossing through the main palace, Isaac passed the audience room, then the office, and finally reached a room.

Sniff.

Isaac unconsciously furrowed his brow as a sharp smell hit his nose.

“Please enter.”

At the chamberlain’s words, Isaac opened the door and entered.

Inside the very large room, there was a huge bed, and a man lying on it spoke to Isaac.

“How was the expedition?”

“I showed the barbarians exactly why the Empire is the Empire.”

“Good job.”

Isaac sighed inwardly at the weak voice.

It wasn’t good.

Isaac asked slowly.

“How many days has it been since you’ve been bedridden?”

“Not many days.”

“You’ve been lying down a lot recently. Are you really alright, Father?”

Here’s the translation of the Korean text to English:

“Of course, it’s fine. Cough.”

The people gathered around the emperor, who was coughing, and made him take the medicine.

After swallowing the medicine and water, the emperor spoke with a much more comfortable voice.

“Why did you bring so much?”

“They are items wishing for your health, Father.”

Isaac ordered the people to stack the items Rodrick had brought in the room.

Then, he personally carried a huge, noticeable ore and stood in front of the emperor.

“It’s Seongun.”

“That’s Seongun? Did you get it yourself?”

“Of course. This size must contain several times the power of a regular Seongun. There’s no need to process it, just use it as a bed.”

“Oh, oh! You are truly my son. Chamberlain! Immediately make that into my bed!”

“Understood.”

At the emperor’s command, a new bed was quickly prepared.

Amidst the luxurious decorations and wooden frames, which had been gathered and piled up in the corner—preparations Isaac didn’t know when had begun—Isaac suddenly felt like this entire situation was a farce.

The emperor knew what Isaac wanted.

He knew why Isaac had brought all these gifts.

Isaac knew the emperor knew.

He was well aware that the devious father couldn’t possibly be unaware.

They were both laying bare their intentions, both exposing their desires, and yet their conversation was not aligned.

But Isaac and the emperor were like mismatched gears, running in parallel without ever interlocking.

The emperor would not grant Isaac his wishes.

Even if the Seongun brought now were to heal the emperor, the result would remain unchanged.

The crown prince would still be the first prince, and Isaac would only be the second in line for succession.

That was so unpleasant that Isaac quickly bowed and left the bedroom.

[Who told you to be born second? If you had tried a little harder and been born about five months earlier, you would have been the first heir.]

“Shut up.”

Isaac muttered a curse learned in the battlefield and lightly tapped the sword at his waist with his fist as he walked away.

The Ego Sword was fine, but sometimes it really scraped at his insides, which was problematic.

Nevertheless, it helped clear his mind a bit.

Not everything was decided yet.

In fact, the more Isaac’s achievements grew, the more the emperor wavered.

When Isaac split the barbarian tribe in half and the capital was shaken by the news, the emperor seriously considered changing the crown prince, or so he heard.

Although the emperor didn’t seem to have much time left, that was fine.

Isaac was confident that, in about a year—or rather, six months—he would be able to change the emperor’s mind.

Six months.

Just six months.

If he used every means possible to change the emperor’s heart, it would be Isaac’s victory.

“What did you say?”

“Your Majesty the Emperor has passed on to the garden of the gods.”

Early in the morning, Isaac received shocking news from the southern commander.

The emperor had died of illness.

It was so sudden that it was almost unbelievable.

“It can’t be. Just a few days ago, Father was fine and we were talking…”

“Lord Isaac.”

The southern commander called Isaac with a serious tone.

Isaac met the commander’s gaze and realized, from the determined look in his eyes, what was about to happen.

“Could it be?”

“Just as we entered the capital to perform the ceremonial march, the emperor passed away. It’s too coincidental to be just a chance. I believe this is heaven’s will. Now is the perfect time to act.”

With the southern commander’s declaration, Isaac did not say things like, “That’s insane,” or “Why are you doing something I didn’t order?”

Instead, he quietly murmured.

“What’s the situation?”

The actions of Isaac’s subordinates were ultimately the things Isaac wanted to do.

They were bound by a strong, trust-based relationship.

The southern commander said, “We have seized control of the capital and formed a siege around the area.”

“That’s not important.”

“Of course, we are also capturing other imperial heirs. The justification is…”

“An assassination attempt on the emperor… or should we investigate the poisoning suspicions?”

Isaac stood up.

“Darim-gyeong.”

“Your command, sir.”

“Bring them all before me. Especially the crown prince. He must be brought here.”

“Understood.”

Take what you want with your own hands.

Remembering something his father had once told him, Isaac left the palace.

Now it was down to one of two things.

Either he would die.

Or he would become emperor.
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I sat in the inn hall, scooping up melted cheese with a spoon and putting it into my mouth.

It was a relaxed scene that didn’t match the current lockdown of the capital, but from an ordinary person’s point of view, this was only natural.

I wasn’t involved in the imperial succession battle, and I wasn’t even a noble.

Normally, nobles live comfortably while commoners are nothing more than gravel on the ground, but now was a kind of national emergency.

It was only the high-ranking people who trembled in fear of being targeted and losing their lives.

A mere commoner like me only needed to go about their daily life.

Especially since the justification for the capital lockdown was the suspicion of the emperor being poisoned.

If someone did poison the emperor, it’d be one of the elites—not a commoner.

What reason would a commoner have to assassinate the emperor?

There’s no benefit from it.

And besides, the Second Prince likely didn’t even believe the emperor had truly been poisoned when he locked down the capital.

That was just a pretext—he was probably preparing to round up the other successors by now.

In short, unless you were one of the stakeholders, you didn’t need to care.

We could just drink milk and eat cheese.

I took a swig of milk.

Then Kris whispered to me.

“Miss Ruina. What do we do now?”

“I explained earlier. As long as we don’t do anything suspicious, we’ll be fine.”

“Not that—I mean, won’t this cool the public’s excitement about you fighting the evil god’s priest?”

“Oh, that.”

Sure enough, with rumors of the emperor’s assassination and the capital on lockdown, my story no longer qualified as gossip.

When faced with overwhelming shock, everything else lost meaning.

“We already made all our investments…”

“Sometimes you just lose money. It happens.”

“Olol.”

Kris let out a whining noise.

“Whiiine.”

No, she was actually crying.

So this money-crazed succubus really cried when she lost money.

Thanks to that, I got a rough idea of how sad Kris must have been when Flora died.

As sad as losing money, huh?

Noted.

“Could it be that the Second Prince assassinated the emperor?”

Jerry murmured softly.

I checked the soundproofing spell and replied.

“Probably not. This rebellion is just him taking advantage of the emperor’s sudden death.”

“Why do you think that?”

“If it were really that well-planned, he wouldn’t need to lock down the capital. He’d have secured the other successors before anything happened.”

It was simple.

If the plan had been that thorough, it would’ve ended the moment it began.

In other words, the very chaos of the current situation was proof that the Second Prince was innocent.

“Besides, from his perspective, it would’ve been better if the emperor lived longer. The more time passed, the more favorable things would become for the competent Second Prince.”

“If he just continued as he had been, he would’ve had a high chance of inheriting the throne. There was no reason to take the risk of assassinating the emperor and starting a rebellion.”

“I see.”

Jerry looked convinced.

Then Leon, who had been quietly listening, spoke up.

“When do you think the lockdown will be lifted?”

“Hmm.”

I tilted my head at Leon’s question.

Speed was key in a coup.

In modern times, seizing the parliament quickly was essential; in this medieval-fantasy land, eliminating rival heirs swiftly was the priority.

So even if it took a few days at most, the lockdown would be lifted.

But I couldn’t say for sure.

There were too many variables.

“There’s nothing we can do anyway, right? Let’s just take it easy.”

At this point, the only thing we could do was wait for the situation to resolve.

Until then, we couldn’t even leave the capital—

“The lockdown’s lifted.”

“Really?”

“It’s true.”

People murmured all around.

I narrowed my eyes as I listened.

The lockdown was already lifted?

“No—it’s not that the lockdown was lifted. It’s just that the soldiers who were controlling people have all left the castle.”

“That’s the same thing, you idiot. If there’s no one to stop us, the lockdown’s effectively over.”

The surroundings grew noisy in an instant.

With the guards gone, people who had been watched started to chatter.

All the soldiers left the castle?

Hmm.

“Something must’ve happened.”

“What kind of something?”

In response to Kris’s question, I explained carefully.

“For the Second Prince, maintaining the lockdown was extremely important. It’s how he could detain the people he wanted.”

“But now it’s lifted. Ah.”

“Exactly. That means there’s no one left in the capital to detain. No more reason to keep it locked down.”

To put it another way:

Something urgent happened to the Second Prince—so urgent that he had to pull even the soldiers guarding the capital.

“The First Prince must’ve escaped.”

“Miss Ruina, what do we really do now?”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

I honestly didn’t get the question.

What do we do now—why ask that?

“The situation’s changed. I thought maybe you’d changed your mind.”

“The Second Prince’s situation changed, but mine hasn’t.”

“Really?”

“You thought I’d suddenly charge out to help the First Prince, seeking revenge against the Second Prince?”

“…Honestly, yes.”

I smiled calmly.

“Why would I do something like that? What benefit would that bring me?”

“But you kept muttering about how you were robbed of royal favor. I thought that meant you cared.”

“Kris, you have a vivid imagination. You’ve got a merchant’s talent.”

I put a pipe in my mouth and continued quietly.

“We’ll watch things just a bit longer, then slip out of the capital quickly. We’ve got to find the Holy Grail.”

***

Hayes didn’t like the Second Prince.

But then again, not many in the imperial family did.

The Second Prince did not hide his ambition to succeed the throne, and so it was obvious what would happen if he did ascend.

A massive purge, leaving not a single trace of uncertainty behind.

That was just the kind of person the Second Prince was.

That’s why Hayes, who served the Eighth Princess, Tashia Eterno, often secretly interfered with the Second Prince’s affairs.

Sometimes, she interfered outright.

Since Tashia, who was far down in the line of succession, had no realistic chance of becoming emperor, Hayes focused on checking the most dangerous figure should he take the throne.

“Tashia, are you alright?”

“I’m fine, Hayes. Keep riding.”

With Tashia on the horse behind her, Hayes urged the horse faster.

The reason they were able to escape the palace was partly due to luck and partly because of the various simulated escape plans Hayes had run through in her head.

As soon as the incident began, Hayes and Tashia sought out the First Prince.

They fled the palace through a secret passage along with him.

A few others joined them, making the group quite large, but the First Prince didn’t mind.

Their movements would be discovered anyway, so he chose to grow the group quickly and decisively.

Hayes turned her gaze to the First Prince, who was leading them.

He was deftly avoiding the Second Prince’s soldiers who had been stationed throughout the area, heading toward the capital’s nearest defense forces.

If they could just reach that point, victory would be his.

The Imperial Army would follow the rightful heir, and no matter how strong the southern forces were, they couldn’t match the might of the entire Imperial Army.
If the Second Prince had secured the First Prince early, perhaps he would have won.

But since he hadn’t, this was a battle he couldn’t win.

The Second Prince and the southern forces knew this, which is why they had desperately tried to seize the First Prince—but failed.

And through all of this, Hayes became convinced that the current rebellion had not been premeditated.

If it had been, they would have secured the First Prince before acting.

Hayes gripped the reins tightly.

Just a little farther.

Just a little more, and they’d reach the capital defense garrison— “Lord Orphin, keep moving forward.”

Hayes lifted her head at the low but firm voice.

One of the knights riding alongside Orphin dismounted, drawing his sword.

The knight murmured, “Darin… You dare betray His Majesty the Emperor?”

“Ezron. I have only one emperor. It’s been that way for years.”

“You traitor…”

Without slowing her horse, Hayes rushed past the two of them.

Then—

BOOM!

The clash between the Imperial Knight Commander and the Western Commander shook the world.

Shivering from the shock, Hayes gritted her teeth.

Master.

I have to get to my master.

Hayes let out a bitter laugh in her mind.

The worst-case scenario she had imagined was the Second Prince becoming emperor.

But now, look.

What she thought was the worst wasn’t even close.

The true worst-case had become reality.

A rebellion.

How could anyone carry out such madness so calmly?

Hayes glanced at the group currently fleeing.

The First Prince, the Fifth Prince, the Seventh Prince, the Fourth Princess, the Eighth Princess.

Aside from the First Prince, they were all people with no real claim to the throne.

Would the Second Prince really not rest until even they were dead and the throne was entirely his?

Hayes silently prayed.

Please.

Let nothing happen before they reached her master.

“Where do you think you’re all going?”

A sly voice rang in her ears.

For a moment, Hayes nearly lost grip on the reins.

She slowed the horse—it couldn’t be helped.

The army blocking the path ahead made her bite her lip.

The Second Prince, Isaac Eterno, stepped forward with his soldiers.

“Brother, you’re not fit to be emperor.

The throne isn’t a seat for someone who has nothing.”

“Isaac…”

The First Prince, Orphin, muttered in a voice laced with fury.

In response, the knights who had followed Orphin and the other royals dismounted and drew their swords.

So did Hayes.

“Lady Tashia. Please wait here.”

Tashia silently nodded.

Handing her the reins, Hayes turned around.

Southern knights under Isaac began preparing for battle one by one.


Hayes locked eyes with a knight who had a long scar on his face and began casting magic.

An enchantment spell wrapped around her blade, and her brown eyes turned green.

At the same time, a second sword floated into the air beside her.

The scarred knight grinned fiercely at the sight.

“Showing off your little tricks, huh?”

That moment marked the start of battle.

The southern knights charged the imperial knights.

Isaac rushed toward Orphin.

Amid the chaos, the scarred knight lowered his sword and spoke slowly.

“Shall we begin, too?”
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The scarred man’s sword was extremely fierce.

It was rough and felt, at a glance, like it had no predetermined path.

But it was powerful and flexible.

Clang!

Sparks flew as the scarred man’s sword collided with Haze’s.

Haze subtly redirected the force behind his sword to guide the scarred man’s trajectory, then spun his blade in an arc, aiming for the man’s neck.

It was like a well-rehearsed theatrical movement, but the scarred man, as if he had experienced such things countless times, naturally blocked the attack with a cross guard.

Immediately after, a second sword that had been circling in the air shot toward the scarred man’s forehead.

Clang!

Blocking the second sword while pulling his own back, the scarred man grinned ear to ear.

“Now that’s something fun you’re doing.”

The scarred man planted his feet firmly and lowered his stance.

Then, twisting his waist, he swung his sword with all his strength.

Haze narrowly dodged by stepping back half a pace and calmly gathered his energy into a single point.

Slash!

Haze’s sword grazed the scarred man’s shoulder, but the sensation was shallow — it had only skimmed his clothes.

The scarred man lit up as he struck down the second incoming sword.

Red light gleamed in his eyes, and his sword split into two.

Two blades flying in from different angles — both had substance.

Magic?

No, this wasn’t magic.

It was swordsmanship.

Who’s the one doing something fun now?

Haze gripped his sword tightly and stepped forward with his left foot.

Dragomir-style Two-Handed Swordsmanship, Form One — Green Dragon’s Fang.

A sharp current formed at the tip of the sword and pierced through the scarred man’s weapon.

Staggering back from the impact, the scarred man paused, deep in thought, then flicked his finger at Haze.

“That’s Dragomir-style, isn’t it? You’re that guy, aren’t you? The luckiest bastard alive?”

“The luckiest bastard alive.”

That was the nickname of Haze — the disciple of the previous Duke and strongest swordsman in the Empire, Balion Dragomir.

As the name suggests, it wasn’t a compliment.

It was a mocking nickname implying someone with no talent who got lucky and became a disciple.

Haze steadied his stance and muttered,

“Funny. I’ve never seen a single skilled guy use that line in front of me and walk away.”

“Judging by how good you are at gauging distance, I guess the Empire’s best swordsman didn’t just take in anyone. But still—”

Boom.

The scarred man stomped hard and smirked as he continued,

“Your swordsmanship is pretty lackluster. Were you too distracted by other tricks?”

Boom—!

Haze easily blocked the scarred man’s powerful upward strike.

But it didn’t stop there — a flurry of sword attacks followed.

Left, right, below, above — attacks rained down from every direction, and Haze spun his sword once.

Dragomir-style Two-Handed Swordsmanship, Form Two — Green Dragon Soars.

A smooth current traced a circle, deflecting every blow.

“That’s what I mean by sloppy!”

But the scarred man didn’t stop — he pierced through the center of the circle with great force.

The barrier of wind shattered, and Haze barely blocked the thrust with the flat of his sword.

His hands trembled.

From the start, Haze had felt the scarred man’s swordsmanship was unusual.

It was wildly instinctive yet disciplined — the power of two extremes united.

The effect was overwhelming.

He could respond to any situation and always used his strength efficiently.

Yes, if this were a battle of pure swordsmanship, he might be at a disadvantage — Haze admitted it.

But swordsmanship wasn’t all he had.

Haze raised his sword beside his head with both hands, pointing the tip at the scarred man.

The second sword floated gently in the air and leveled itself.

The first sword pierced through the air — clang!

— the scarred man blocked it.

Screeech!

The second sword shot in at a similar angle — clang!

Again, it was deflected.

This pattern repeated.

Haze, furiously moving his swords, pressed the scarred man hard.

Haze’s specialty magic, Silent Shadow (적영), was not telekinesis.

It had a similar effect but was fundamentally different.

Simply put, Silent Shadow was magic that created another version of himself —

An invisible hand that moved like him.

That was the essence of Silent Shadow.

Once activated, it needed no further attention —

It attacked gracefully on its own, as if Haze himself were wielding it.

…So why?

Two swords aimed at the scarred man’s head.

Blocked.

…Why are they all—?

Two swords went for his heart.

Blocked again.

Why is he blocking everything so easily—?

“Confused, huh? That all your secret attacks are getting blocked?”

The scarred man spoke while fending off Haze’s blades.

His attitude was so casual that Haze almost thought they were at a tea party, not a battlefield.

“Well, obviously. It’s all predictable!”

Boom!

A deafening explosion that didn’t sound like a mere sword clash rang out.

Knocked back, Haze watched as the scarred man sneered and said,

“When I can see every move you’re about to make, what difference does it make if you have two swords or a hundred?”

“You should’ve just trained harder. Your forms aren’t even fully internalized, and you’re already getting distracted by flashy tricks. No wonder you’re so easy to read.”

Haze caught his breath and raised his sword.

Not yet.

He still hadn’t shown everything—

“And…”

The scarred man said quietly, then pointed his blade toward the sky.

A surge of power exploded out.

“You and I were never on the same level to begin with.”

No way.

The completely different aura made one word flash through Haze’s mind.

As if to confirm that thought, the scarred man calmly spoke one word:

“Release.”

At the same time, a transformation occurred behind his back.

Thousands of small cubes appeared and reassembled themselves.

A flaming cape materialized, and the flames extended to his sword.

Refinement Magic was the core of knightly magic — striking one’s inner self to forge a weapon.

This traditional and historic magic, created by the first emperor himself, had stages.

Stage 0 — Weapon Enhancement.

A stage where magic was literally overlaid onto a weapon.

At that time, Ruina was at that corresponding stage, and the effect merely ended at reinforcing the sharpness and strength of her weapon.

It wasn’t particularly helpful, which is why knights who remained at stage 0 were usually called apprentices.

Next was stage 1: Physical Enhancement.

This was the stage Hayes had reached.

It was the stage where magic extended beyond the weapon to affect the body, and a visible characteristic was a change in eye color.

From this stage on, one could expect the superhuman abilities typically associated with knights, and most full-fledged knights stayed at this level.

But not all knights did.

Only a very few ever reached the next level.

Stage 2: Liberation.

Everyone harbors an ideal in their heart.

Each person has their own image of the strongest self.

And stage 2, Liberation, was the level at which a knight manifested one of these ideals—painstakingly forged within themselves—into reality.

Flames erupted.

The fire was so intense that Hayes felt his lips drying.

The hot air, unimaginable for midwinter, filled the space between Hayes and the scarred man.

The scarred man raised his flaming greatsword straight and threatened fiercely.

“You wasted such talent trying to learn magic—no wonder you’re getting stomped by me, you lucky bastard!”

A crimson meteor streaked across the world.

Hayes’s body floated.

After drifting briefly in the air, he was pulled down by the earth’s grasp and crashed back to the ground, rolling across it.

Maybe the snow that had piled up helped cushion the fall—his body didn’t hurt.

But his heart did.

“If you keep getting distracted by magic like that, you’ll regret it someday, Hayes.”

There’s an old saying: a student is one who doesn’t listen to their teacher, and a teacher’s words are always right because they’re the teacher.

Hayes was now painfully realizing why such a saying existed—both in body and mind.

“Orphin—!”

Isaac was driving Orphin into a corner.

Orphin, who had only known the imperial palace, versus Isaac, who had survived the battlefield—it was obvious whose sword would be sharper even without seeing it.

The scarred man slowly approached.

Hayes, struggling to move his stiff body, recalled the past.

He had been overjoyed when he first succeeded in activating Crimson Flame.

To develop a single spell to the level of a specialty spell—it made him believe, without a doubt, that he had finally become a student his teacher could be proud of.

His swordsmanship had steadily improved as well.

And when he finally caught the attention of royalty and became a royal guard, he thought he had earned society’s recognition.

It was all for nothing.

His teacher had been right.

A knight may learn refinement magic, but they are not a mage.

He should have understood that much sooner.

Regret.

So much regret.

If only he had focused a little more on swordsmanship.

If only he had abandoned magic earlier.

If only he had realized this a bit sooner.

As he listened to the scarred man’s footsteps crushing the snow, Hayes screamed inwardly.

Anyone.

Please, anyone.

A god?

An evil deity?

A demon?

An angel?

It really doesn’t matter who.

I’ll give you anything you want.

I’ll grant whatever you desire.

If you just give me a chance to fix this regret—Anyone is fine.

Please, just once…

“This is the end, lucky one. Don’t squander your luck in the next life.”

Just give me one more chance!

BOOOOM!

A massive force slammed into the ground.

But it wasn’t the greatsword.

Hayes blankly lifted his head.

Right in front of him—

The spot where the scarred man had just stood—

Was now crushed under the fist of a giant wooden golem Hayes had once seen before.

“I normally don’t do store credit, but since you’re a VIP customer, Hayes… You better pay me back with that magic, okay?”

That relaxed voice was so out of place in the urgent situation that it somehow brought Hayes a strange sense of relief.

BOOM BOOM BOOM!

A swarm of wooden soldiers was summoned, blocking Isaac’s path.

Ruina walked calmly toward Isaac.

Just as he was about to finish off Orphin, Isaac was suddenly interrupted and exploded with anger.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Hello there.”


“Do you have any idea what it means to stand in my way? Do you understand what it means to make an enemy of Isaac Aeterno?!”

“What are you talking about, Second Prince?”

Ruina smiled brightly, then summoned an enormous wooden golem from the earth and climbed onto it.

Then, as if singing, she continued:

“Then, Second Prince, did you know what it meant when you stole my family name?”
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What is the fastest horse in the world?

The answer is a horse that runs while being infused with divine power.

Thanks to Leon’s help, I caught up with the First Prince and looked down at the battlefield from atop the wooden giant’s shoulder.

Snow was pouring down.

In that pure white world, I raised my hand.

In response, the wooden soldiers charged toward the enemy.

“Fire!”

At the command of the Second Prince, Isaac Eternor, the soldiers readied their arrows, and the mages prepared their spells.

Fireballs and arrows flew, and the wooden giant swept its hand across its front.

Arrows and fireballs embedded themselves into the giant’s hand.

Flames roared, and with its burning hand, the wooden giant slammed its massive fist into the ground.

Boom!

A massive shockwave rang out, and soldiers were thrown in every direction.

The giant’s hand shattered, having taken damage from the magic and arrows.

The unique magic <Growth> wasn’t invincible.

Of course it would take damage when attacked.

But there’s a reason why it’s classified as unique magic.

I channeled mana into the wooden giant’s hand.

Immediately, the damaged hand began to regenerate.

As long as mana allowed, it could recover endlessly.

That was one of the powers of <Growth>.

“Release.”

The knights from the southern region who followed Isaac manifested their ideal forms into reality.

Some summoned gauntlets, others helmets, cloaks, or armor—and their momentum exploded accordingly.

The knights who cut down the wooden soldiers swarmed onto the wooden giant.

A flaming sword cut into the giant’s leg.

I infused it with mana to heal.

A wind-imbued sword sliced the giant’s arm.

Again, I healed it with mana.

From that sequence, Isaac figured out the mechanism of my magic.

“He’s using mana to repair his summon! Push him until his mana runs dry!”

At his shout, the knights changed tactics—switching from overwhelming force to a slow and steady attrition.

“Graaagh!”

A knight was eventually flung by a kick from the wooden giant, but the enemies continued their assault, undeterred.

A knight who had mastered even the second stage of release wouldn’t die so easily from just a kick—they stayed focused on the task.

A knight hit by the giant’s punch flew through the air, while another sliced off its arm.

The giant’s foot stomped on a knight, but another cut off its leg.

And it regenerated.

Even if a hand was severed, or an arm, or a foot, or even its torso—it simply kept regenerating, as if nothing happened.

Then someone shouted loudly,

“Push harder! We’re almost there!”

As the number of injured knights increased due to the giant’s attacks, my mana, too, was being drained.

The knights, now familiar with battling the giant, simultaneously cut through both of its legs.

They grew back.

“Just a bit more!”

A knight dodged the giant’s punch and swung his sword.

The wind-element slash worsened an existing wound, and the giant’s arm fell off.

It grew back.

“Almost there!”

Flames fiercely pierced the giant’s back.

And then…

It grew back again.

The knights’ attacks stopped.

They looked up at the sky with stunned expressions.

The wooden giant still stood tall, both feet planted firmly on the ground, without the slightest tremble.

Someone muttered quietly,

“When is he ever going to run out of mana…?”

***

“Mana is innate. Everyone has a different limit, and it’s determined at birth.”

“So you’re telling me this damn magic is something you have to be born with from start to finish?”

At Kelton’s words, I crossed my arms.

This magic required a natural affinity for elements, an innate sense for leveling up, and even an inherently large mana pool.

In response to my grumbling, Kelton placed a pipe in his mouth and shook his head.

“There’s no field in this world where being born with talent doesn’t help.”

“So… was I born with a lot of mana? I must have been, right?”

I asked hopefully, since I had no special elemental affinity and lacked any extraordinary sense for understanding elements.

Maybe I was at least born with high mana?

But Kelton just chuckled and lit his pipe.

Fwoo.

After exhaling a long stream of smoke, he said,

“Not even close.”

“That’s depressing enough to make me cry.”

“If you were born with lots of mana, you’d already be overwhelmed by how much it grows uncontrollably.”

“Then… how much mana talent do I have?”

“Hmm. Probably average—or less than that.”

“So all of my magic talents are basically trash.”

Clicking my tongue in disappointment, I watched Kelton tap out the pipe and continue,

“But that doesn’t mean there’s no way forward.”

“I was counting on you to say that, Kelton.”

“Tell me—how do you think mana increases?”

“I guess… does it increase when your level goes up?”

“First off, let me tell you—mana and level (rank) have absolutely nothing to do with each other.”

Absolutely nothing?

Now that I thought about it, even after reaching Rank 1, my mana hadn’t changed at all.

I’d just assumed it was because I was still low-ranked, but apparently, rank and mana were never connected in the first place.

“But… don’t all archmages have a lot of mana?”

“That’s the most common misconception. It’s not that high ranks give them more mana—it’s that they have more mana because they’ve practiced for that long. Even if you suddenly became a Rank 5 mage, your mana would stay the same.”

“That’s… not exactly a conventional approach.”

“What’s conventional anyway? You talk like you’ve experienced a different world sometimes.”

“That’s because I’m actually a reincarnator.”

Kelton raised a finger and conjured a flame.

“There’s a simple way for a mage to increase their mana. Just keep using magic.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it. Over time, your mana will naturally expand within your limits. But—”

Hook.

Kelton, who extinguished the flame, calmed his eyes and moved his lips.

“Most magicians fail to see the limits of their magical power.”

“Does that include you, Kelton-nim?”

“I still don’t see it because my magical power is still increasing.”

That was surprising.

Even Kelton, who had been honing his magic for over 70 years, couldn’t see the limits of his magical power.

“Of course, when you first start learning magic, your magical power grows quickly, but over time, the growth rate slows down.”

“So later on, it doesn’t increase at all, right?”

“That’s right.”

“So, how can we strengthen the growth rate?”

“You catch on quickly, my disciple.”

Kelton activated magic again.

But this time, unlike before, a large fireball blazed.

“You push your magic to the limit. No, you push it beyond the limit. Then, your magical power grows rapidly.”

“Just hearing that sounds like it’s not a normal method.”

“You use magic beyond your limits. It might sound easy when you just hear about it, but there’s a reason why limits are set. Normally, unless you’re in an extreme situation, like a life-threatening crisis, you can’t surpass your limits.”

“Are you recommending such a method to your disciple?”

“Do you think I want to recommend it? But when you have a disciple later, you’ll be told to try it by your master.”

“Was it your master’s master who highly recommended this method?”

That was fresh.

I tapped my cheek.

“So, you’re saying it’s a method you haven’t tried, Kelton-nim?”

“I tried it, but it’s closer to a failed method.”

“Is it hard?”

“Very.”

“Hmm…”

To overcome the depletion of magical power and still activate magic…

“The key is willpower. If someone forcibly drains your magical power to empty, it’s meaningless. You must surpass your limits with your own power for your magical power to increase.”

“That’s disgustingly complicated. But I’ll try.”

“You probably won’t succeed. It’s that difficult—”

The next day, Kelton looked at me with a dumbfounded expression.

“What kind of magic do you even have?”

“All of them.”

“You surpass your limits just by thinking that you can use more magic without any life-threatening crisis. You’re not sane.”

“But I did it, right?”

I laughed weakly with my exhausted body.

I said, “If you surpass the limits of magic, wouldn’t it increase?”

“What are you trying to do?”

“No, I’m not trying to do anything. It’s just that my understanding of elements hasn’t improved recently.”

“You’re going to jump into a fire next.”

“But wouldn’t it be beneficial if my understanding of elements improves?”

Kelton sighed.

It was as if he had seen the future.

Kelton placed his hand on his forehead and spoke.

“You’ll die.”

“Just a little burn won’t kill me.”

“I sometimes doubt you’re a girl. Be careful.”

“Actually, I was a man in my past life.”

“Just focus on training your magic.”

So, I trained every day using the method Kelton taught me.

Whether it rained or snowed, I used magic on a lantern and when my magical power ran out, I surpassed my limits to use magic.

For seven years, every single day without fail.

The result was, as you can see, not bad at all.

“Why aren’t you falling down?”

While hearing someone’s scream behind me, I activated my magic.

Whoosh.

The fist of the wooden giant was enveloped in the flames of devouring.

The flames of devouring consume everything.

Rocks, animals, herbs, people, emotions, memories, trees—everything indiscriminately, violently.

Everything consumed becomes nourishment.

It becomes part of the body. It becomes mine.

That’s why it’s called ‘devouring.’

The flames of devouring continue to grow as long as there is prey.

The wooden giant keeps growing as long as I supply it with magic.

The two met.

The result was obvious.

The flame fist, now huge enough to burn the sky, filled the world, and disaster fell upon the knights who had their mouths agape above.

The seasons changed.

The field, once full of snow, reached mid-summer.

In the midst of all the destruction, I stood tall and spoke to Isaac, who had been shocked and had rolled on the ground four times.

“Isaac-nim, do you have magic too?”

“How dare you…”

Isaac glared at me with bloodshot eyes.

Isaac, the knight, must have magic related to enchantment.

However…

“Unfortunately, I already have enchantment magic. If I take another one, Cheongya will get upset. You don’t have other magic, right?”

Isaac stood up and ordered his knights.

“Kill that witch now!”

“The witch of revenge, Luina, who makes even crying children stop crying, appears.”

Once again, the flames of devouring cling to the giant’s hand.

Boom!

The fist that burned the world fell to the earth, and among the immobilized knights and soldiers, Isaac staggered.

“It’s a check.”

Isaac closed his mouth.

He had realized that the situation was unfavorable.

Isaac had spread his forces and set up a siege.

That meant his strength wasn’t focused.

Fighting the entire southern army would be difficult for anyone, but with this much force, it was definitely manageable.

Then, dust clouds appeared over the horizon.

Isaac’s face brightened.

It seemed like the southern army, which had scattered, was gathering again.

I couldn’t help it.

I reluctantly began to prepare my magic again.

Then I stopped.

Because the flag at the front of the army was a different color from the southern army I knew.

Isaac also stopped and muttered.

“Why, is the capital’s defense army here?”

Isaac’s expression showed despair.

The appearance of the capital defense army was unexpected.

At the front of the capital defense army, the commander of the capital defense spoke in a friendly voice.

“Second Prince, long time no see.”

“Why are you here now, could it be…”

“There was advice from His Majesty the Emperor. What a pity, Second Prince.”

The First Prince, Orfin Eterno, stepped forward.

Beside him was the commander of the capital defense army.

“Surrender, Isaac.”

Isaac dropped his shoulders.

He felt that everything was over.

Thus, the rebellion of the second prince came to an end.

[As I always say, a plan executed without preparation is more likely to fail.]

Immediately after, everyone looked up at a voice coming from thin air.

A mirage-like illusion appeared beside the Second Prince.

“Morpheus!”

The name of the 7th-ranked magician, famous for being the nightmare of the south, was called by the First Prince, and the Second Prince’s body was enveloped in a crack.

[It’s a big loss, but what can we do? We have to save our lives. See you next time, everyone.]

The commander of the capital defense army swung his sword hurriedly, but it was too late.

The Second Prince vanished faster than the sword.

Having witnessed Morpheus’s unique magic, the commander of the capital defense army clicked his tongue and ordered his subordinates.

“Was that even possible? It can’t be helped. Everyone, go! The rebel leader has escaped, but the rebels are still here. Capture them all.”

“Understood.”

The capital defense army scattered.

Watching that, I released the wooden giant and walked over to Heize, who was absentmindedly standing there, and reached out my hand.


“Give me the magic.”

“I will give it.”

Good.

That solves today’s problem!
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The second prince’s rebellion was swiftly quelled.

Although the ringleader, the second prince himself, and his right-hand man, the southern commander, escaped, many of the remaining rebels were captured.

Particularly significant was that Roderick, the second prince’s confidant, was found to have taken his own life in a separate palace.

From the prince’s point of view, it was a massive loss.

The fugitive prince holed up in the southern commander’s territory and declared independence.

Thus, the empire had fallen into civil war.

“War only brings bloodshed. I feel sorry for the soldiers.”

I left behind a brief comment and took a puff from my pipe.

Sitting across from me was Myuran.

She looked me in the eye with a serious expression, but I shifted my gaze beside her.

There stood an old alchemist, silently.

“…I am the alchemist who will transfer the alchemic magic you requested.”

“So how exactly is the magic transferred?”

I activated the scales without asking the old alchemist any further questions.

Whether he wanted money or made some other deal — that was none of my concern.

What mattered was the magic itself.

“Thanks for your effort.”

“Hmph.”

The old alchemist, having transferred the alchemic magic, left the inn with a look that was both regretful and relieved.

I tapped out my pipe and savored the acquired magic.

This bittersweet taste—I had truly gained something valuable.

“…How is it?”

“It’s perfect. As expected from the trustworthy Alchemist Guild.”

“…I’m glad to hear that. Then, can I ask where we’re headed next?”

“Our next destination is… wait, why are you asking that, Myuran?”

It was so natural I almost answered without thinking.

Why do you need to know where we’re going next?

Who even are you?

I asked in confusion, but Myuran just tilted her head as if she was the one confused.

“…Because I’m going with you.”

“Did I ever request that you accompany me as part of the deal?”

“…No, but while alchemic magic is easy to learn, it’s extremely difficult to master. You absolutely need someone to teach you. You didn’t acquire the magic just to admire it, did you, Miss Luina?”

She had a point.

I wasn’t collecting magic to display it — I was gathering it to use it.

I lacked talent, which is why I struggled to master it.

Normally, learning alchemic magic was straightforward.

The difficulty lay in applying it to create results.

“So you’re offering to follow me and teach me?”

“…Yes.”

“And you don’t even know where I’m headed.”

“…It doesn’t matter. I made a promise.”

“Fine.”

Whatever else, the offer to teach magic struck a chord.

“I’ve been wanting to learn from someone. Studying alone was getting boring.”

“Huh? Alone? Weren’t you learning from me?”

“What are you talking about, Jerry? When did I ever learn magic from you?”

“Then why am I even here?”

Leaving the confused Jerry behind, I turned to Myuran to address the next matter.

“What about the royal seal?”

“…I inquired with the imperial family and just had it processed. Here it is.”

Myuran placed the seal on the table, along with a leather pouch.

“These are the ten gold coins we received as an advance. And I’ve decided to waive the commission.”

The seal had been compressed and crafted into the form of a lantern.

I stroked its star-like form.

My precious…

“Miss Luina? Your eyes are glazed over. Are you okay?”

“I’m always fine.”

“No, seriously, your eyes are totally gone.”

“I said I’m always fine.”

I carefully set down my usual lantern and floated the silver lantern into the air.

Then Kris spoke up.

“You’re not using both? I thought for sure you would now that you can float them with magic.”

“Due to a limitation I have, using more than one lantern doesn’t increase the effect.”

“otot.”

Whether I had one lantern or a hundred, I could only activate magic through one at a time.

No point in lugging around a bunch of them.

The silver lantern floated lazily in the air, then lightly bumped into Jerry.

Jerry flinched in surprise.

“Why me?”

“That wasn’t me. That was Sekyeong acting on its own.”

“But you’re the one who activated the magic!”

“Sure, I activated it — but it moves however it wants.”

If I gave it commands, it would obey, but otherwise it acted on its own judgment.

A fascinating magic, really.

“It’s a type of artificial personality magic.”

“Is that so.”

“Though the base personality is still mine.”

“Then it’s definitely your doing…”

But I only thought about it — I didn’t actually do anything.

Maybe my Sekyeong was still a newborn, curious about the world.

“Miss Luina.”

Leon spoke up in a serious tone.

I nodded.

“You want some milk, right? Go ahead and order.”

“No, that’s not it.”

“Ah, I see.”

Well, whatever.

It was about time.

I caressed my old lantern and spoke.

“Let’s drop this off at the storage and go meet the Witch of Wisdom.”

***

“Ugh.”

Valion Dragomil bit on his cigar, but then put it back in its case, as if he wasn’t in the mood.

“With my only disciple like this, how can I walk around with pride?”

“I’m sorry, Master.”

“No need to apologize. It’s all my fault.”

Balyon chuckled and asked Hayes a question.

“So, how’s the capital?”

“It’s chaotic.”

“Then why are you here? Go do your work.”

“I thought I should at least greet you. Things are mostly wrapped up anyway.”

Just as he feared, Hayes didn’t have to rely on Balyon for help, but a major incident—serious enough to warrant a report—had occurred.

Coming to report was the right thing to do.

“I heard you nearly died.”

“That’s right.”

“You’re not being prideful anymore. You’ve changed a lot.”

“I realized that kind of thing is completely useless.”

Hayes had learned a great deal this time.

One of those lessons was about pride.

“Insisting on useless pride in everyday life does no good in a crisis.”

“Took you long enough to learn that, my dull student.”

“I should’ve taken your words to heart sooner, Master.”

“Bah.”

Balyon clicked his tongue and scanned Hayes from head to toe.

Then, he pulled out another cigar and lit it.

“Your swordsmanship has improved in that short time. Had a change of heart?”

“We use magic for refining our bodies, but we’re not mages. I finally understood what that really means.”

“Another thing you’ve just now realized, you slow student. Don’t tell me you’re thinking of learning magic again?”

“Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. I gave it up.”

“You gave up magic?”

“Yes.”

At Hayes’ cryptic words, Balyon furrowed his brow briefly, then laughed heartily.

“Just who did you meet?”

“I met the Witch of Vengeance, who can make even a crying child go silent.”

“Sounds like she really shut you up.”

“So, Master,”

Hayes spoke with resolve.

“I’ve decided to quit being a guardian knight.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Instead—”

Just as Hayes was about to say “I’ve decided to follow one person’s journey instead,”

Balyon grabbed his shoulder tightly, and Hayes blinked in surprise.

“Master?”

“Ever since I let you go, you’ve been picking up bad habits here and there. I was thinking of straightening you out anyway, and now you’re offering yourself up. Head to the training ground. I’ll work you to the bone.”

That’s not what I meant…

Wait, what?

Hayes was dragged off to the training ground by Balyon—against his will.

Sadly, following Ruina would have to wait until next time…

***

Meanwhile, Orphin slowly placed the crown on his head.

The item, once a symbol of his father, now belonged to Orphin.

Feeling the weight of it, Orphin entered the meeting.

As things were too urgent for a formal coronation, he had taken the throne in a simplified ceremony and begun fulfilling his duties as Emperor.

“Has the letter urging surrender and warning been sent to Isak?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“I assume the reply was the same nonsense as last time. What’s the plan moving forward?”

“We’ve stationed troops around the rebel base. Ten territories, centered around Baron Darin Zetherion’s domain, have joined forces.”

As Orphin dealt with foreign correspondence, gifts, and various diplomatic matters, he arrived at the main and most important agenda of today’s meeting:

Meritorious awards.

It was time to reward those who had helped him appropriately.

When it came time to discuss today’s main contributor, Orphin stroked his chin.

“Her name was Ruina, right?”

“Yes.”

“Anything else known about her?”

“We’re still investigating, but so far…”

“She’s a third-tier fire mage.”

At the sudden voice, Orphin turned his gaze.

It was the 5th Prince, Kyren Eterno, who had spoken.

Orphin, intrigued, opened his mouth.

“Third-tier?”

“That’s what she claims.”

“That’s impressive. Anything else?”

“She has full-body burn scars.”

“I can see that. I meant besides that…”

“She had a mentor named Kelton. Though her registered hometown as a mercenary is Grape Town in Westshade, tracking her movements suggests she’s likely from South Clampwood.”

“She’s 17 years old and travels with a merchant named Chris, a holy knight named Leon, and a mage named Jerry. They appear to have strong ties with the Croft School.”

“Hold on, hold on, hold on.”

Orphin, flustered, stopped Kyren.

Kyren looked at Orphin with an innocent expression.

“What is it, Your Majesty?”

“How do you know all this?”

“I heard it by chance.”

“And you think this is something you can just ‘hear by chance’?”

It was absurd, but Kyren insisted so calmly that Orphin had no way to counter it.

“You sure know a lot for something you heard by chance. Anyway, what kind of reward would be appropriate for this Lady Ruina? Everyone, feel free to share your thoughts.”

“I suggest a large monetary reward.”

At one noble’s suggestion, Orphin’s brow twitched ever so slightly.

A huge reward.

At first glance, this reward seemed generous, but in reality, it was quite hollow.

It meant they were trying to compensate Ruina’s achievements with mere money.

Helping the Crown Prince — no, the soon-to-be Emperor after the former Emperor’s death — deserved far more than that.

“A reward, huh. Sounds good.”

“It’s best to give as much as possible. Mages spend a lot on research.”

The nobles chimed in together.

Watching the scene quietly, Orphin turned to Kairen and spoke.

“What do you think?”

“Chess?”

“I once played Arcana Chess with Lady Ruina, by chance.”

“Yes. I still remember the play she made back then.”

“What kind of play was it?”

“She used the exact same opening I had used earlier, and completely destroyed me with it.”

That was certainly an amusing playstyle.

“I also played chess with Lady Ruina,” said Princess Tashia.

“You too, Princess?”

“Yes.”

The 8th Princess, Tashia Eterno, shared her own experience.

“She deliberately used an opening that was at a disadvantage against mine, and still utterly crushed me.”

“I’m starting to get a feel for what kind of person she is.”

Persistent and relentless.

No wonder she came to confront the Second Prince over stealing the Emperor’s favor.

Orphin was a calculating person.

If something was the right answer in his calculations — even if it was morally questionable — he was willing to accept it.

That’s why, although he found the nobles’ shameless downplaying of Ruina’s reward disgusting, he still considered their opinions.

But from Orphin’s perspective, it was less risky to overrule them and give Ruina a proper reward than to offend a full-body-burned fire mage like her.

She had, after all, saved the Emperor.

Even the opposing nobles would find it hard to argue against that.

The decision was made. Orphin declared: “I shall grant Lady Ruina, who saved my life and made great contributions in suppressing the rebels, the title of Baron and land. This title and land shall be inherited by her successors. Any objections?”

“No objections, I see.”

To oppose it would be treason.

Saving the Emperor’s life carried that much weight.

As the nobles fell silent, Orphin smiled inwardly and asked Kairen another question.

“I’d like to offer her treatment for her burns as well. What do you think, Kairen?”

“She jokes around a lot despite her burn scars, but I do believe she wants to heal. I think she’ll appreciate it.”

“Good.”

Orphin gave an order to the chamberlain.

“Summon Lady Ruina to the Imperial Palace immediately.”

“Understood.”

And so, Orphin spent some time thinking about what to say to Ruina.

“She’s gone?”

“I’m sorry.”

Upon hearing that Ruina had already left the capital, his mouth hung open.


“What?”

As Orphin stood there, dumbfounded, he muttered quietly: “Who the hell saves the Emperor and just leaves?”

“I apologize.”

“Is there a way to contact her?”

“She has no known residence, and we don’t know where she went.”

“This is insane.”

***

“Lord Leon! Look! Our baby grew by 1mm!”

“Please refrain from calling magic your baby.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

“Okay.”

A week had passed since I left the capital.

Today, as always, I continued learning magic.

Refinement magic… this is hard.

So difficult.
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I held my sword and faced Leon.

“Come in.”

“Yes.”

With the new sword provided by the imperial capital, I charged at Leon.

Our swords clashed, and I spun mine over my head, aiming at the exposed right side of Leon.

Clang!

Leon blocked it by moving his sword just a finger’s width, then pulled both his body and sword back to create space and thrust forward.

At that precise, almost predetermined move, I stared blankly at the sword—more accurately, the sword still sheathed—that had pierced my chest.

Leon spoke.

“Your fundamentals are finally starting to settle in.”

“Sir Leon.”

“Yes?”

“If it had been a succubus instead of me, would you still have aimed for the chest? I’m just genuinely curious.”

Leon silently withdrew his sword.

I smiled brightly.

“Just kidding.”

“Miss Luina. I am not a succubus.”

“Just kidding.”

“Ahem.”

Leon cleared his throat and pointed out the issue I was currently facing.

“You memorize well.”

“I’ve always been good at memorization.”

“But you can’t apply it.”

“I’m actually pretty good at application too.”

“Are you good at applying it physically?”

“Does a person really need to be good with their body?”

Do people really need physical coordination?

It had always been a question of mine.

As long as your brain works well, isn’t that enough?

At my words, Leon took up his stance with the sword.

“Fencing is ultimately simple. Vertical slash, horizontal slash, thrust. It’s just infinite variations of these three.”

“What I just did was a horizontal slash, and what you did was a thrust. A chest thrust.”

“……There are infinite ways to apply those three. Push and then slash downward, pull and then thrust, short spin, long spin, moving sideways and slashing upward, etc.”

“I know how to do all of them.”

“But you don’t use them in the appropriate situations.”

Well, to begin with, I didn’t even know which sword techniques to use in which situations.

After observing Leon’s sword, I tried mimicking the same technique in what I thought was the same situation, but Leon would just shake his head every time.

That meant I was completely off.

Leon sheathed his sword at his waist and continued.

“For each situation, there is only one correct sword path. Keep that in mind.”

“Got it.”

I nodded and sat down, then activated a spell.

“Shine, Azure Night.”

Magic shimmered and coated the longsword.

I watched the length of the added magic carefully, then suddenly stood up and shouted.

“Sir Leon! Look at this! My baby grew by 1mm!”

“Please refrain from calling your enchantment magic ‘your baby.’”

“Why?”

“Just don’t.”

“Okay.”

There’s always a reason when a teacher tells you not to do something.

Maybe it was bad for magical growth.

In a cheerful tone, I said,

“Today’s on me! Order anything you want!”

“Miss Luina. We’re at a campsite.”

“I know.”

“Cheapskate.”

“Money-grubber.”

I sat next to Kris and ate the stew he made.

Kris’s food is always delicious.

It never isn’t.

The power of a cooking pouch is truly amazing.

“Kris, your cooking skills must be preserved for posterity. Even if we have to stuff and preserve you.”

“Miss Luina? Why are you saying that while looking at my chest?”

“When people talk about a dragon’s power, they usually refer to the heart, right? It’s similar.”

After finishing the soup, I took alchemy magic lessons from Muran.

“…Earth, water, wind, fire. These four are the foundation and core of alchemy.”

“The four elements.”

“…Earth is the heaviest, followed by water, then wind, and then fire. If earth becomes lighter, it gets closer to fire; if fire becomes heavier, it leans back toward earth.”

“Hmmmm.”

“…Let me show you a simple example.”

Muran picked up a rock lying nearby and used alchemy magic.

The rock softened and began to flow.

“…This is the alchemy fundamental: ‘transmutation.’”

“Oh-ho.”

“…Did you understand?”

“Understand what?”

Muran fell silent, seemingly caught off guard by my answer.

From my perspective, her reaction was what was surprising.

I realized something.

This Muran was a genius type.

I bet the alchemy demonstration just now was something her master had once shown her.

And from that short demo, Muran had probably understood a lot.

So she assumed I’d get it too and replicated the demonstration—only to be confused when I understood nothing.

I slowly opened my mouth.

“You transmuted the rock, which had the properties of earth, and imbued it with the properties of water—specifically, the property of flowing.”

“…! That’s exactly right. So, you can do it now, right?”

“No?”

“…?”

Muran blinked.

From my point of view, I was the one baffled.

Did you think teaching someone was easy?

I understood it mentally.

I could tell exactly what happened.

But I didn’t know how to do it.

I tried using alchemy magic on a pebble too.

But the pebble just melted.

It didn’t turn out like what Myuran just showed.

I clicked my tongue quietly.

Alchemy magic is hard.

Unlike the other magic I received from the scales, this one required innate intuition even at the moment of casting.

It felt like I had to increase my understanding of the element every single time.

Yeah.

This was my weakest area.

I focused on the pebble.

Flow, flow, flow.

—Suddenly, the water rope spell flashed through my mind.

Water element.

It flows.

It doesn’t retain a fixed form.
It changes.

Splash.

Water spouted from my hand.

Startled, I shouted,

“Water is coming out of my hand!”

“Water is coming out of Lady Luina’s hand!”

The water from my hand changed its shape freely.

I formed a shape of Kris with the water and showed off.

“Look, Kris. It’s you.”

“Lady Luina? Why does it have a tail? What is that?”

‘Change.’

That was the characteristic of the water element I had just realized.

Maybe the water element had finally reached the 1st tier.

I was lucky.

After playing around a bit with the water element, I cast alchemy magic on the pebble.

The pebble flowed.

“…It worked.”

“Alchemy magic really is difficult.”

I could now see a clue for learning alchemy magic, but the path ahead was rough.

To use alchemy magic, I had to understand the characteristics of an element similar to what I wanted to create.

It was a training method where the process was far more difficult than the goal.

Still, I wasn’t going to give up.

“So, how do you actually do this?”

“You mix materials with different properties and create a compound.”

I got the rough idea.
It’s just pure hard work.

I mixed a pebble with the water property and plain powdered stone.

What would happen?

A moment later, the stone transformed into a kind of dough.

I played with the strangely textured pebble.

After molding the pebble into the shape of Kris, I asked Myuran,

“What’s next?”

“Well, next is…”

After spending the whole day in alchemy magic lessons with Myuran, I moved to a nearby lake.

First benefit of being a fire-element mage:

You can bathe in warm water wherever you go.

I summoned a small tree golem and had it lie down, then drew water from the lake to make a bath on top of it.

Then I heated it with fire magic.

I stretched luxuriously as I entered the steaming water floating in midair.

So good.

“This is why I like traveling with you, Lady Luina. We can bathe anywhere.”

“Exactly. I don’t know why Lord Leon refuses to do something this nice.”

“Right? Right?”

I’d recommended this portable bath many times, saying it was convenient, but Leon always declined.

He must not like bathing that much.

But that couldn’t be it—after we finished, he always quietly went off and washed himself.

“But I actually know the truth. Lord Leon gets embarrassed.”

“You’re so mean, Lady Luina.”

“We don’t mind, so there’s no need to be shy.”

“For me, showing my naked body is more embarrassing than losing money.”

“For me, it’s losing magic.”

“I thought so.”

“Money demon.”

“Magic demon.”

I looked up at the sky.

Stars were pouring down.

The night sky in this happy medieval land was always breathtaking.

I lightly tapped the floating lantern in the air.

It trembled, as if complaining—why are you bothering me?

No real reason.

I was just bored.

“Every time I see it, I think this—the lantern’s color is almost the same as your hair, Lady Luina.”

The lantern, like starlight in the night sky, and my hair, also resembling starlight, really had a lot in common.

It suggested something significant.

“Maybe I have an affinity for the star (★) element.”

“You always think like that, Lady Luina.”

“Says the one who once tried to imagine how much my hair would sell for.”

“Caught me.”

“Money demon.”

“Magic demon.”

Once I’d warmed up enough, I washed myself with soap, a specialty of this happy medieval land, and got up.

It was time to return to camp.


Just then—

Jingle.

The lantern spun around and pointed somewhere.

Without saying a word, Kris and I both turned to where it was shining.

Then we muttered, “Peeking while hiding? Did you want to join the bath?”

At my words, the boy looked startled, opening and closing his mouth.

He must not have expected anyone to be here.

I dried off with magic, changed into freshly laundered and dried clothes (also thanks to magic), and walked toward the boy.

Then I said,

“Hello?”
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