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  Chapter 36: Behind the scenes of questing, part 1


   


  


  At work, I asked Milia about the ‘warmth’ that I had felt previously.


  「About a friend of mine…」


  「Hm?」


  I told her about my current relationship with Lyla, but with every instance of her name substituted for ‘a friend’.


  「What your friend said… is what a lover would say. She said she’d be happy if you bore children together, right?」


  「Yes. At that moment, I felt a sudden surge of something that felt like ‘warmth’. After that, I was overcome with an urge to hug her…」


  「Fumufumu. It’s that, isn’t it?」


  She raised a finger.


  「That’s ‘joy’ blossoming into ‘love’! Both at the same time — a lovely combo!」


  In that order, huh?


  「You look so happy… that’s great!」, said Milia ecstatically.


  ‘Joy’ and ‘love’… I see. So that’s what you call that feeling…?


  I looked at the stack of requests that had been submitted to the guild. Once the details were finalised, they would be officially written down on quest slips. Milia squinted at the request slips she had on hand the same way as I did.


  「There’s no way we have so many…」


  「Out of the many requests, some are personal. Some are trivial and can easily be settled by just a discussion.」


  After a round of filtering, those which we selected to become quests would be personally vetted by Iris. Once we had permission to go ahead, we would seek clarification with the requestor and conduct an on-site inspection. We would also negotiate the reward, which did not necessarily have to be money — it could be anything as long as it benefited the adventurer. The quest rank would then be determined. With all the details intact, Iris’s approval would be sought a final time.


  All requests went through this long process before they saw the light of day.


  「Oh, this one looks okay.」


  Milia showed one of the requests. In short, it was about someone ravaging an orchard.


  「Seeing that a confrontation has to happen at some point, you seem suitable for this one.」


  「Indeed.」


  「I’m better with daily life-related quests, so I can leave this one to you?」


  「Okay, I’ll run it through the branch chief.」


  I took the request slip to Iris’s office and promptly received clearance, no questions asked.


  「I see, this orchard cultivates a species of tangerine known as the O-natsu. Okay, you know what to do. Stay safe out there.」, Iris said while returning the stamped request slip to me.


  The local rental stable had two horses reserved for guild usage — I took one and rode off. As usual, I went empty-handed. Lyla, in cat form, had followed me to work today, so she tagged along for the negotiation.


  「O-natsu? They’re yellow, right? Ever so slightly sweet, and yet a tad bitter?」, asked Lyla, perched on my shoulder with her eyes lit up.


  「Yep. You see them at the marketplace often?」


  「The gall of that villain to plunder those!」


  Even the Demon King wouldn’t stand for it.


  「The culprit could be a human — let’s not jump to conclusions before hearing what our client has to say.」


  「I will bring him to justice…!」


  That’s the role of the adventurer, though.


  The client’s house wasn’t too far away. About thirty minutes after leaving the city, a large orchard came into view. Numerous trees stood within the perimeter of a fence high enough to stop the average human.


  「Whoa, so the O-natsu fruits grow there.」


  Her nose twitching, Lyla licked her lips.


  There was a small cottage beside the orchard, no doubt the client’s residence. We dismounted and tied the horse to the fence.


  「To have the nerve to stride in and pilfer those oranges! I will not allow it…!」, snarled Lyla, waving her claws in the air, as if striking a battle stance.


  As we approached the house, there was no sign of human life in the area.


  「He lives around here, eh? Let us make haste!」, pressed Lyla, full of energy.


  「The client has to painstakingly cultivate the O-natsu fruits and then sell them — a professional undertaking. If someone dares to disrupt his workflow, I won’t stand for it either.」


  We spotted several ape-like monsters known as giant hee-hees.


  「Whew, who could’ve done that… anyway, I’m sure that thief secretly purloins the fruits and sells them somewhere else.」


  「That is entirely plausible.」


  The giant hee-hees were in the way, so I dealt with them in an instant. I got rid of them so quickly that I didn’t count how many there were.


  「I like O-natsu pies.」


  「Yeah, you see them a lot at the market.」


  She insisted on buying some whenever she visited the market.


  「But, if the supply of O-natsu fruits dwindles, then I won’t be able to enjoy those pies anymore…」, she sighed, ears drooping.


  「Their price will skyrocket too. Anyone who uses them for any purpose will be affected.」


  I had to deal with Lyla’s indignation the entire way. Now I fully understood the meaning of the word ‘hangry’. Oh, and we ran into some more giant hee-hees. Guess what I did?


  Finally, we arrived at a quaint little solitary house. I knocked.


  「Good afternoon. I am a representative of the adventurers’ guild, Lahati branch — Roland Argan.」


  Something stirred inside the house, and the door opened. A healthy-looking middle aged man appeared in the doorway.


  「Ah, you’re from the guild.」


  This was the client, Hogan.


  「We’re here to take stock of the situation and conduct an on-site investigation.」


  「I see. Come on in. This way.」


  He brought us to a table in a dining room connected to the kitchen.


  Hogan lived with his wife. Together, they made a living off their O-natsu plantation.


  「I’m hating this poacher more and more.」


  After all, he had disrupted their ordinary lives.


  「Even if we could catch him red-handed, he’s a dangerous character, and we can’t do anything to stop him…」


  「Worry not, for that’s our job as adventurers. If you end up getting injured, you’ll lose your livelihood.」


  「Indeed.」, sighed Hogan.


  「Citrus fruits are bad for kitties, right?」, said his wife, bringing a plate of sliced O-natsu fruits to the table.


  「Not for this one — in fact, she loves them.」


  「Nya～～」


  「Ara-ara. That’s great!」


  Lyla sat down obediently, allowing Hogan’s wife to place a plate of diced O-natsu in front of her. She then wolfed them down. After all, she was a demon, in spite of her feline appearance.


  「Do you have any impression of the burglars? Perhaps you’ve seen them lurking around before? Anything, really.」


  「Nope, we’ve never seen anything like it. Even though the oranges are a prime target for looters, our fence is quite high. The lock we installed is still intact — in fact, it hasn’t even been tampered with.」


  「Oh, is that so?」


  「However, we have found footprints on multiple occasions.」


  Hogan looked up, trying to recall. He then made a gesture.


  「They were ‘bout this big. Lots of them too. I’d say a pretty big guy left them.」


  「About 30 centimetres… anything else?」


  Could it have been a man large enough to scale the fence easily, I wondered.


  「We found this strange liquid on the ground and on some trees. Kind of like saliva.」


  「Saliva, huh?」


  If it had been left by a human, it should have dried up long ago. And the footprints were the size of an adult’s. An adult, drooling…?


  「…」


  「Employee-san. About the rewards…」


  「Eh? Oh, that will change with the quest rank…」


  I took out a reference sheet from my pocket. Guidelines on the commission rates for the respective quest rank were written on it. I explained to Hogan that a higher quest rank meant more qualified adventurers taking up the job, and thus higher commission rates.


  「It will involve dealing with humans or monsters, so it should be around D-rank. If detailed strategy is required, then it’ll be a little higher, about C-rank.」


  「Okay, for C-rank… the commission and rewards are…」


  Hogan peered at the reference sheet, creasing his forehead.


  …


  Wait. None of that might be necessary after all.


  「Oi Roland, you don’t think…?」


  「Hm?」


  Lyla glanced out of the window. There were many giant hee-hee carcasses lying around, too many to count even with both hands.


  Giant hee-hees are smaller than the average human, but have larger limbs. They also have more raw strength. In fact, their physique allows them to scale fences easily.


  「…」


  …I think our job is done here.
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  I told Hogan about my suspicions.


  「Ehh!? Then… our fruits won’t be stolen and our orchard won’t be trampled on anymore…?」


  「Exactly. Based on the giant hee-hees being the most likely culprits, at least.」


  I was eighty to ninety percent sure of this.


  「I have seen them from afar on one occasion. Just once.」, said Hogan’s wife.


  「Oh, really?」


  Yes, nodded the lady.


  「We thought they were robbers, and so we hid. However, we managed to get a quick glimpse of them.」


  「Do you have a general description of them?」


  「They appeared to be… wearing brown overcoats.」


  Those probably weren’t coats or even clothes, but rather their fur.


  「They climbed over the fence as if it wasn’t there.」


  While it was technically possible for an exceptionally skilled human to do it, giant hee-hees were the much more likely explanation. To confirm my suspicions, I brought the couple out to see the carcasses.


  「We were attacked by these on the way here, so we returned the favour.」


  Haa～～ they breathed a sigh of relief.


  「Indeed, they look similar to what I saw. I think…?」


  「Oh, oh! Then… these were the culprits… and you defeated them for us!」


  Overflowing with gratitude, Hogan shook my hand profusely. I didn’t want to rain on his parade, but there was one issue that I had to bring up.


  「Giant hee-hees are communal creatures who tend to copy the behaviour of others of their own kind. Therefore, if there are more of them residing nearby, it is entirely possible that more will be on their way.」


  「Oh dear, is that so…」


  Glancing at Lyla, she was making a somewhat pained expression.


  「Giant hee-hees are naturally found in forests. There aren’t any nearby, though.」


  「Perhaps they were on the move?」


  「If that were the case, they wouldn’t come back to this orchard again and again, right?」


  There were no forests in the immediate vicinity — some dense shrubbery at most. To reach the nearest forest would take a considerable amount of time on horseback.


  「So what now? It’s none of your business anymore, right?」


  「We got on this boat, so we’ll ensure its safe passage.」


  I explained to the couple that since we had dealt with a good number of the apes, it was unlikely for more of them to appear at the orchard.


  「If that’s the case, then that’s fantastic.」


  「However, I have no clue as to why they came all the way here. I’ll take a look in the nearest woods to find out. As the saying goes, weeds will grow again if you don’t pull them out by the roots.」


  「You are outstanding for your age.」


  「I believe that there is always room for improvement.」


  Looking at the sun’s position, there was more time than I needed. I would also have to explain everything to Iris after returning to the guild. I untied my steed from the fence and made for the nearest forest that could contain giant hee-hees.


  「Could they be out of food?」, I asked Lyla, who was now perched on my head.


  「Yeah. It’s quite common for monsters and beasts, but it’s hard to imagine that they’d go so far out of their way just for some special oranges.」


  Giant hee-hees ate mainly fruits and whatever else grew on trees.


  「Maybe they ran out of edible food?」


  「At any rate, let’s see how the forest is doing first.」


  We entered the woods, observing the surroundings as we slowed the horse to a walk.


  「I can see their faeces on the floor. They definitely live here.」


  Looking closely at the tree branches, they were almost devoid of nuts and berries. Fruits were also severely lacking. Some had fallen to the ground, but they were more or less inedible.


  「…So, no food?」


  「Looks like it. But why there’s no food is the question. We’ll have to find out.」


  「Yeah, I know.」


  I spotted a troop of giant hee-hees in the distance. Both these ones and those I killed were skinnier than normal. At that moment, a shrill cry rang out from the inner reaches of the forest.


  「Kiiiiiiiiiiiii –」


  「Huh, that cry…」


  「Do you recognise it?」


  「Sounds like a Plesiaurus.」


  「A Plesiaurus…? With a really long neck, and lives in lakes?」


  The apes took to the trees and fled.


  「It can kill monsters like giant hee-hees with one bite as if they were literally titbits.」


  「I see. Not only is the Plesiaurus out-competing them for food, but the hee-hees are also being preyed on.」


  Blessed with a long neck, the Plesiaurus shouldn’t have trouble finding food on land or in water. Bringing our horse to a gallop, we found the offender before long.


  We had to crane our necks to see the Plesiaurus’s head. Opening its mouth, it easily gulped down a few feeding giant hee-hees. It clearly wasn’t native to this forest, and probably migrated due to the abundance of food.


  Our ride was rather rattled, so we had to dismount.


  「Lyla, I don’t mind you clinging to me, but I won’t be able to tell if you’ve fallen off.」


  「Well, well, I am the Demon King after all, not a bundle of firewood.」


  Eager to display her prowess, she leaped off me and ran towards the Plesiaurus. She caught its attention by meowing.


  「Kyuuu-iiiii!!」


  「Nya… unyaaa…」


  「Kyuu-ii, kiiii!」


  「Nya-nyan, nya-oo…」


  I had no idea what they were saying. Although she had asked to be returned to her humanoid form, there wasn’t a big difference from when she was a cat.


  She returned, looking frustrated.


  「That oaf probably won’t be going anywhere anytime soon. Food is abundant and it’s also at the top of the food chain.」


  Sounds like a monster elimination quest in the works.


  「It simply didn’t care when I told it about the plight of the giant hee-hees. Oh, and… it laughed when I said I was the Demon King…! I’ll leave the rest to you.」


  「Some Demon King you are.」


  「Silly child. Since diplomacy has failed, there is only one other option.」


  「And at the end of the day, it’s still my job.」


  「Uuuuuu…!」


  Sulking, Lyla walked back to the horse.


  「Remember, you’re doing it for the oranges!」


  Waving a hand to indicate that I understood, I walked towards the Plesiaurus.


  I have fought units with Plesiauruses in them on multiple occasions. Speedy both on land and in water, they can also mount a platoon of forty people. In addition, the length of its neck allows the soldiers to see a great distance away.


  「Kiiiiiii!!」, screamed the Plesiaurus.


  It was now on its guard, having detected my hostility. Despite being a monster, it had no special abilities.


  The monster swung its tail towards me, mowing the surrounding trees down like mere blades of grass.


  「The world doesn’t revolve around you, Nessie.」


  Catching its tail in one hand, I swung it back in the direction it came from. Surprised, it turned around to face me.


  「?… ????」


  It appeared unable to comprehend what had just happened.


  「You may not get along with other species, but you should at least have the common decency not to take their share of food. If you do that, nobody will come after you.」


  「Kyuuuu-iiii!!」


  Releasing a deafening roar, it brought its long neck downwards to clobber me. I took one of the trees that were knocked down and pointed it straight upwards.


  「Gyuuu-eeeehhhhh– !?」


  The tree pierced its neck like a knife through butter.


  While it writhed in pain, I ran up the impaled tree and plunged a fruit knife into its brain.


  「Gyuu… ii…」


  Having been granted the sweet release of death, the Plesiaurus, shrugging off its mortal coil, collapsed to the ground like a bundle of firewood.
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  Lyla was resting beside the horse, looking dejected.


  「He’s dead?」


  From the sadness in her voice, that Plesiaurus could have once been part of her army.


  「To cause so much trouble…」


  「Did you know him?」


  「Well, I guess you can say that.」


  After the Demon King’s death, it was not known what became of her army. Perhaps they had returned to the demon realm.


  Since they had recruited soldiers before, it was possible for Lyla’s former subordinates to still be residing in the area. They had missed their chance to retreat and instead established roots here.


  Disrupting people’s lives while doing so, that is.


  「Ok, I’ve decided.」


  「About what?」


  「Those subordinates who are still here… I have to return them to the demon realm. Since I have no magic anymore, I don’t know if they will take me seriously or not… the monsters, especially. However, if their infighting doesn’t stop, war will break out again sooner or later. People’s lives will be disrupted. As the Demon King, I can’t let that happen.」


  A responsible superior as always, I thought.


  「In that case, I’ll lend a hand. I have a part to play in your mission to keep the peace as well.」


  Lyla smiled.


  「Thank you.」


  The death of the Plesiaurus doesn’t mean that the food will come back. If the giant hee-hees continued attacking the orchard, killing it would have meant nothing.


  I skinned the Plesiaurus and returned to Hogan’s lodging. I told him all about the state of the forest and the giant hee-hees.


  「Oh, I see… so the giant hee-hees came all the way here to take our O-natsu fruits because they couldn’t find food in the forest.」


  「Exactly. I doubt the food will return anytime soon, so here, take this. For self-defence.」


  I pointed to the Plesiaurus hide that I had left outside.


  「What is that…?」


  「The monster’s hide. The Plesiaurus is large, so nothing dares to take it head-on. You can repel monsters and wild animals by draping it around your fence.」


  Hogan was afraid that the stench of the rawhide would affect his oranges, but I assured him that the Plesiaurus, being a water-dweller, was omnivorous and not necessarily a meat-eater. I didn’t notice much of a stench when I skinned it either.


  I led him outside to alleviate his fears.


  「Ah, that’s fine then.」


  「When food returns to the forest, the giant hee-hees will most likely stop coming. Till then, just err on the side of caution. If damage is still being done after all that, then feel free to contact us again.」


  「Thank you, thank you. I owe you a lot!」, exclaimed Hogan, shaking my hand.


  「It’s still too early to say your thanks.」


  「There’s no such thing as ‘too early’! From what I’ve heard, most employees leave after about 30 minutes!」


  According to the manual, that was certainly the case. Because of that, Iris and Milia were probably restlessly waiting for my return.


  I set off back to the guild.


  「There aren’t many Plesiauruses around, even in the demon realm.」, said Lyla, clinging to my back.


  「Hm? What about it?」


  Never mind, said Lyla, laughing. I dropped her off at home, then returned the horse and went back to the guild. Milia spotted me at the entrance and waved.


  「Welcome back, Roland-san! You took a while, did something happen?」


  「Kind of, I guess.」


  It was a quest that Milia had turned down, so I was obliged to tell her everything.


  「P-Ple-Plesi, Plesiaurus…? Right? And you defeated it…?」


  「Yes, it was why the giant hee-hees ravaged the orchard.」


  「Roland-san, S-class materials coveted by many adventurers can be harvested from the Plesiaurus!」


  「Well, the corpse is still in the forest, so it’s up for grabs. I’ll have to guide the adventurers, though…」


  Milia thumped the desk.


  「Please act more surprised!! What kind of indifferent reaction is that!? Doesn’t that make my response way out of proportion?」


  I mean, it is, but…


  「There’s a dead Plesiaurus in that forest…?」


  「Hey…!」


  「Ahh…!」


  「We can make better equipment if we can get our hands on its bones and claws…!」


  Hearing Milia’s shouting, the guild employees all rushed out at once. The allure of an S-rank material was profound, and even those who had just been assigning quests were lured out by it. The hustle and bustle of the guild gave away to a resounding silence.


  Thanks to that, we could hear Iris’s voice loud and clear.


  「Can you hear me now…? Roland, come and report to me!」


  Milia started to panic.


  「Roland-san, she’s angry. Remember to apologise sincerely…! If you acknowledge your own shortcomings, she will lecture you much less. The more excuses you make, the more she has to say. Believe me!」


  I suppose Milia was frequently on the receiving end of Iris’s wrath. After Milia was done talking, I entered the branch chief’s office anticipating another lecture.


  Iris, not in the best of moods, was frowning.


  「Early, aren’t we? You didn’t have to go very far to gather information, did you?」


  Remembering Milia’s advice, I hung my head low and apologised without beating around the bush.


  「I’m sorry. I acted against the manual, and took more time than nece–」


  「Eh!? Wait, hold up, uh…? Why are you apologising…!?」


  「You sounded very angry, ma’am.」


  She hurriedly stopped frowning.


  「Oh. Okay, first of all, what happened?」


  She gestured for me to sit on the sofa. Sitting opposite me, she poured a cup of tea as if attending to me.


  「About the snacks…」


  「It’s fine, I don’t want to trouble you. Let’s just do things normally.」


  「…okay.」


  Clearing her throat again, she crossed her stocking-wrapped legs. As usual, I could see her underwear. To bring her attention to that now would make us go on another irrelevant tangent, so I just told her what I had related to Milia earlier.


  「Hmm. So, about the… Plesio–」


  「Plesiaurus.」


  「Yeah, that. Plesi… aurus? Because you killed it, no adventurers were needed…?」


  「Everything was because of that creature. I apologise.」


  Resting her cheek on her fist, Iris sighed. Milia’s advice had hit the spot.


  「The guild is not a charity — we keep ourselves afloat through commissions from our clientele. That was certainly too rash of you.」


  Reflecting on my actions, I lowered my head again. I could still see her panties.


  「Actually, maybe not…?」, muttered Iris.


  「Maybe… not?」


  「You know what? You took the initiative to help people in need. I can respect that. I also admire your ability to make decisions in a split second. Not to mention that you executed your plans flawlessly. It probably wouldn’t have been as smooth if we left it to commissioned adventurers. So that’s great.」


  She couldn’t look me in the eye while praising me.


  「Building mutual trust between us and our clientele is of paramount importance — the fact that you took that client’s needs into consideration is commendable. If we receive no requests, then the guild and all its branches will be moot. However, if we manage our reputation well, then we will gain the trust of the populace and many more requests will come flooding in.」


  Iris, the lady praising me and giving me a charitable smile. A lady whose underwear was still in plain sight.


  「I like O-natsu fruits too… it’s good that you nipped the problem in the bud. At least, that’s what I personally think.」


  Thanks to Milia’s guidance, I didn’t get lectured at all.


  「I’m thinking of asking your seniors to do the same in the future.」


  With that, she gestured for me to leave. In fact, the number of requests increased significantly over the next few days.


  「Chief…?」


  「Anything else?」


  「Your panties were visible the whole time.」


  Like a startled cat, she quickly covered them.


  「W-when from– ?」


  「As I said, the entire time. Could you have been showing them on purpose?」


  「Of course not! If I was, I’d have put on better panties — wait, what are you making me say!?」


  「I’ll get back to my work.」


  「Hey, wait a minute –」


  I closed the door and left her office. The next few days, she came to work wearing trousers.


  A few days after that, Hogan brought a basket full of his prized oranges to the guild.


  「Thank you for your help. Here, take this as a token of my gratitude. Don’t be shy.」


  「Thank you. Then, if you don’t mind…」


  Milia and the other employees received two fruits each. Remembering that Iris liked them, I gave her three.


  「Eh, I’m not that easily bought over, you know? Oh, I have more than everyone else…? Hmph. Thank you…」


  She still held a grudge against me for the panties incident, but was at least in a better mood now. I brought the remaining oranges home and gave them all to Lyla.


  「Fufufu, so you remembered?」, said Lyla smugly, digging in immediately.
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  …


  「Phoo-ee!」


  Looks like she had bitten into a sour one.
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  「Guess I have no choice, eh?」


  Walking against the wind, Morley glowed with self-satisfaction.


  「Watch and learn, rookie, ya understand?」


  「Yes, it is an honour to be under your tutelage.」


  I nodded my head respectfully. Iris only told me an hour ago that I had to tag along with Morley to learn the proper procedure for setting a quest.


  「You know what happened the last time you tried, so follow Morley today, okay? He’s a veteran and you’ll learn a lot from him.」


  「Okay.」


  「Looks like I really have to, eh?」


  Morley tut-tutted, as he had since receiving the instructions from Iris.


  「Hey, hey, hey! Chief! I’m doing the same job today, so instead of Morley, let! Me! Go! Please!」


  「I can’t let you go, Milia.」


  「But why??」


  「I can see through your intentions.」


  「Eh!? I don’t have any intentions like that! I just want to be appointed as his official tutor so he can learn well… I have no ulterior motives…」


  「Look at yourself, don’t you think you’re acting strangely? Anyway, it’s already been decided that he will accompany Morley.」


  「Chief… am I the only one who’s not allowed to make friends with Roland-san…?」


  「Look, I’ll take it into consideration, but let’s not mix private and official matters together. You can be his tutor another day.」


  「Heh. ‘Kay, rookie, I’ll show ya how I get a real job done.」


  Brimming with confidence, Morley grinned at the two ladies.


  「Deciding a quest rank? Easy peasy, lemon squeezy. Listen to the fella and see if there’s any discrepancies with what he submitted. Then look at the big picture. Follow the manual, and discuss the commission with him. Okay?」


  「Yes.」


  「When I say ‘okay’, you say ‘okay’, got it?」


  Morley thumped my shoulder. He was in a considerably good mood.


  Since our client resided locally, we made our way to his house on foot. He was a hardware store owner. His shop sold weapons such as swords and spears as well as household items — kitchen knives, scoops, gardening hoes, et cetera.


  According to the request slip, his whetstone had shattered and he needed a new one.


  「Do it yourself, dammit. Why’d he ask us for help? Ya know, there are more people like this than you think. Let’s just make it an F-rank quest and quickly finish the discussion.」


  I acknowledged, indicating that I understood. Before long, we arrived at the store.


  「Tally-ho. Afternoon, gramps.」


  「What ho!」


  A bearded man was seated behind the counter.


  「Morley-kun? You’re the employee in charge today, I see.」


  「Uh, yeah.」


  I greeted the owner too.


  「Okay, newbie. Watch me and do as I do. First of all, greet him properly, will ya?」


  「Nice to meet you, I am Roland Argan.」


  「Ah, I’ve seen you round these parts. There’s always a beautiful red-haired girl accompanying you, isn’t there?」


  「Yeah, well…」


  Morley’s eyebrows furrowed as he tried to recall the person in question.


  「That girl, what’s she to ya? How did y’all get to this stage? Maybe I won’t make it out alive for saying this but, your girlfriend?」


  Girlfriend…? I wasn’t quite sure what the definition of ‘girlfriend’ was, but it felt a little off.


  「No sir.」


  「Could’ve said that earlier, kid!」


  I braced as he thumped my shoulder again.


  「Always a taciturn one. Don’t have many friends, do ya?」


  「It is as you say.」


  Morley roared with laughter.


  「Anyway, let’s get this sorted chop-chop, gramps.」


  「Aye.」


  Morley began conducting the interview.


  「Ya want a new whetstone. Okay. Can you show us the old one?」


  「Aye, here it is.」


  The owner placed a well-worn whetstone on the counter. It had broken into four fragments of various sizes, and it was clear that a new one was due.


  「Hm, an errand quest it is, then. An adventurer will get one at another town or something. F-rank commission… 3,000 rin, not inclusive of the cost of the whetstone.」


  「Aye, as I expected. Somebody has to man the store. I have family members, but they don’t really know their whetstones well.」


  I scanned the interior of the shop again. Exactly as I remembered — lots of hardware for domestic use.


  「Sorry, can I ask something?」


  「Whaddaya want, rookie?」


  「Aye, go ahead.」


  「Is this your only whetstone?」


  Morley raised an eyebrow.


  「Oi, if he had another one, there wouldn’t be a quest in the first place. Think before ya speak, kid.」


  「’Whetstone’ is a general term — there are three basic types. You only need one to manufacture household supplies, but you need to sharpen swords as well, right?」


  「Aye, that’s right.」


  「Depending on how you sharpen it, a weapon’s weight and balance changes considerably. It can become significantly harder to use.」


  「Exaggerating a little, aren’t ya?」, sniggered Morley.


  「That is what amateurs think. But a weapon is something you entrust your life to. Of course, users will want to take good care of it for a long time.」


  「Hm, yeah, you’re right…」


  I think there’s a knife-sharpening specialist a good distance away. A guy specialised enough to be known as ‘master’ that definitely surpasses what a modest hardware store owner can do.


  「I know of a whetstone specialty shop. It sells whetstones which are easy to use, so I’m thinking of getting one from there. What do you think?」


  I don’t think it would be that expensive. I crossed out the 3,000 rin commission predicted by Morley.


  「What do you say to an 8,000 rin commission, inclusive of the whetstone’s price? It will be bought for you. It’s possible to bargain for a lower price, but that depends on the adventurer’s haggling skills.」


  The item was more or less at a fixed price. Because of that, the better a deal the adventurer can negotiate, the more commission he can keep for himself.


  「Good idea! The adventurer probably doesn’t know much about whetstones, so if we don’t make it clear, he might just get the wrong one.」


  Under Morley’s system, the total price was subject to change. The adventurer could unknowingly purchase a low-quality whetstone, or on the other hand, an astronomically expensive one.


  「With this, even an F-rank adventurer can take up the quest, so I’ll let the quest be F-rank.」


  「Eh, hold up a minute, that doesn’t look right.」, muttered Morley behind me. 「Isn’t 8,000 a little expensive? Couldn’t it be a little lower…」


  Evidently, he couldn’t accept the fact that my plan was replacing his. However, he also wasn’t quite sure how to criticise it.


  「Well, I am only here to watch and learn.」


  「Well, if that’s the case! Yo-ho, let’s go!」, said Morley, grasping the subtlety of my statement.


  Realising that he was back at the helm, his mood improved immediately.


  「I mean, I don’t think anyone will expect such high quality from a hardware store in a small town like this.」


  「That’s possible, but it’ll be a good thing at any rate. It’s always nice to receive praise from customers who find their blade well-sharpened.」


  「If a sword becomes blunt, can’t ya just buy a new one? Same for you, ain’t it?」


  Seems like he has never had to rely on his weapon to get him out of a pickle. I don’t really use weapons either, but that’s because of my fighting style.


  When I started my previous job, I carried an old knife with me all the time. As far as I can recall, that blade saved me three times.


  「People get more attached to their trusty weapons the longer they use them.」


  With time, not only does the weapon serve you — you serve the weapon as well.


  「Thank you, Roland-kun. In the future, I will contact you if the need arises!」


  Now that our job was done, we left the hardware store.


  「Hey, you’re pretty well-versed in this kinda stuff, eh? What was your job before this?」


  「I was an assassin.」


  「Assassin!? You? Ga-hahahaha! That’s a good one!」


  His laughter could be heard from miles away.


  Chapter 40: Invitation to a party


   


  


  Once a month, the guild had an official day of closure. On that day, the reception is unmanned and the employees focus solely on administrative duties. They clock in before noon and knock off in the evening.


  The day before that, all employees are invited for a meal together.


  「Argan-kun, I’ll see you tonight!」, said a male employee, putting his hands together.


  「There’ll be some fine women tonight, like maids who serve adventurers and nobles! It’ll be great if you’re around — if you’re not, I don’t stand a chance! Please be there!」, Implored a senpai that I often sought advice from.


  Four men and four women were scheduled to attend the drinking party — eight in total. Finding it strange to dine with unacquainted women, I always turned down meal invitations — it’s not like I had to extract information from them.


  「Hilda-chan, the baker, will be coming too!!」


  「Well…」


  「You’re single and ready to mingle, aren’t you? Isn’t it normal to look for a girl at mixers?」


  ‘Normal’, you say…?


  My colleague was on the verge of tears. After much pleading, I finally agreed.


  「Okay, I’ll go, if that’s the case. I’m not used to such things, so please forgive any misstep I make.」


  「No, no, you’ll be fine! Thank you, thank you!!」


  He shook my hand profusely. Clearly he was yearning to get closer to that girl working at the bakery.


  I subsequently learnt that the other guys present would be my senpai, his batchmate and Morley. After work, the four of us would head for the party.


  「Phew… the guild entrance is our designated meeting point, so they should be here anytime now…」, muttered my senpai Shane, restlessly staring out the window.


  Shane, his batchmate Line and Morley were huddled in a circle, as if they were having a meeting.


  「This is teamwork, got it?」, said Shane.


  「Got it. The baker for you, and the maid for me. Morley, who’ll it be for you?」, inquired Line.


  「Me? From place to place, if I see a pretty face, then don’t mind if I do. I’m not looking for anyone in particular.」


  「I said it was teamwork, didn’t I?」


  「Don’t just turn a blind eye!」


  The duo kicked Morley.


  「If they come, I won’t be able to resist!」


  「They won’t come.」


  「Dream on!」


  「Don’t say that…」


  From the window, I saw a few vague silhouettes that could belong to the ladies. I informed the others. We left through the back door and approached them at the front. Indeed, they looked plain, but nonetheless had put effort into their looks.


  Their slender legs were exposed, probably to appear cute.


  Shane had said that the restaurant was nearby. It was literally at a corner, just after we turned into the street.


  I was ousted to the furthest seat, while the senpais sat opposite their targets. Opposite me sat a mild-looking, petite girl. Not long after placing our orders, the wine arrived.


  We clinked our glasses, made small talk, took sips of wine and ate some snacks.


  「Okay, let’s have a self-introduction, shall we?」, started Shane.


  Everyone took turns to introduce themselves.


  Apparently, the baker and the maid were long-standing friends. The swordsman-like female adventurer had met them through the baker. Since the beginning, Morley had been staring at the adventurer’s ample chest.


  Such clear intentions.


  Of course, his gaze had been picked up by the other party. It would do you good, Morley, to realise that she’s staring daggers at you.


  The last girl, sitting opposite me, was an adventurer as well — a mage, apparently. Her voice was gentle and she appeared well-behaved.


  Finally, it was my turn.


  「I am Roland Argan, a junior employee. My senpais take good care of me at the workplace. Nice to meet all of you.」


  As I nodded my head, the maid raised her hand.


  「Milia said that you’re super good at what you do…」


  「Oh, yeah, I’ve heard about it too! You’re quiet but you get stuff done!」, continued the baker.


  I see, so they knew Milia. As expected of local girls.


  「Not really, I simply do what I can.」


  While their attention was focused on me, I could feel the piercing gaze of my seniors who had them in mind.


  Meanwhile, Morley was still eyeing his crown jewels. What a creep.


  The maid and the baker continued asking me questions. Line wanted the former and Shane wanted the latter, if I recall correctly.


  「Hilda-san, you work at the bakery that Shane frequents, right? According to him, your bread is delicious. He even gave me a loaf once.」


  I cast a sideways glance at Shane. He gave me a nod of affirmation and a thumbs-up under the table.


  「Yeah, I love the bread there!」


  「Oh! You’re the one who comes every afternoon…?」


  「Yes, yes!」


  Hope they find a nice room.


  Anyway, I knew that the maid worked under Lord Bardell.


  「I heard your work is tough. The baron has a thing for sexual harassment, doesn’t he?」, I said jokingly.


  This was directed to Morley as well. Seriously man, you’re nasty.


  「Yes, indeed. I intend to resign and find a job at the royal capital instead.」


  「Line-san had some business in the royal capital before, right?」


  I glanced in Line’s direction. He was looking at me like he was looking at a deity.


  「Oh, is that so?」


  「Yeah. I used to work at the adventurer’s guild there.」


  「Hmm, I’ve never lived outside of town before…」


  And another ship has sailed.


  The female adventurer was drinking her wine quickly.


  「Do you like wine?」


  「Yup. As an adventurer, any day could be my last, so I drink my fill whenever I can.」


  「I know what you mean.」


  As I tried to continue the conversation, a clearly tipsy Morley cut in.


  「Oi, rookie, don’t just talk to my mega milk-chan like that!」


  Not only isn’t she yours, she’s still glaring at you.


  「Let me fondle them, just once–」


  Before he ruined the night for everyone, I punched him in the ribs, causing him to pass out.


  「Looks like he drank a little bit too much, haha」, laughed the others.


  Engrossed in their conversations, the other two senpais left Morley alone. I chatted with the adventurer and the timid-looking mage.


  「Oh, I’ve heard of you before! Everyone says you’re, like, the best employee! Nobody gets hurt on the quests Argan-san recommends for them!」


  「You speak too highly of me.」


  「I remember… hearing that too…」


  The mage finally spoke up. It appears that she had partied with the adventurer beside her before.


  「An adventurer I know… no, everyone I know… says that employee Argan is the best employee…」


  「I guide people hoping to draw out their full potential, so I couldn’t have done it without them.」


  「What lies beneath that model student’s guise of yours, I wonder?」


  「Maybe I’ll talk if you can get me wasted.」


  「Hu. Interesting. Keep me company, will you?」


  She smiled audaciously and emptied her glass.


  「Then you’ll have to keep me company too.」


  I smiled and did the same.


  With each senior talking one-on-one with their girl of choice, the four of them looked like they got along well. At last, it was time to leave.


  「Thank you, Argan-kun! I’ll foot the bill!」


  「I’m glad you were here, really!」


  The grateful senpais generously paid for my share of the meal.


  「Ok, we’ll be taking our leave now!」


  「Let’s go for another meal sometime, Roland-san!」


  The maid and the baker tactfully avoided my senpais’ invitation to meet again and parted. Despite that, the two men, having glimpsed a moment of happiness, went home in high spirits.


  「Rowan, you’re t-too… good wi’ alcohol…」


  Seeing as she was too drunk to even speak coherently, I piggybacked her while seeing that the mage got home safely. I bade her good night, and turned around to leave.


  「Uhm…」


  「Yeah?」


  「I’ve… never… taken up a quest from you, because you’re always… busy. From now on, could you… match quests for me…?」


  「Of course, if you’re fine with that.」


  「!!… Yes! Good… good night…」


  The soft-spoken mage had turned beet red despite not having drank at all. She waved until I was out of sight.


  Oh right, there’s a lady on my back.


  Her name was… Diana, she said?


  「Diana-san, which inn are you staying at? Or do you have a house or something?」


  「O’er yonder.」


  Following confusing instruction after confusing instruction, we finally arrived at a water mill beside a river. It was a completely deserted area. The adventurer got off my back, took my hand to lead me into the house and shut the door.


  The muffled but constant splish-splash of water could be heard outside.


  「You stay here?」


  「Not really. Nobody comes here so it’s quite convenient, according to other adventurers…」


  Hm, I see how it is.


  She leaned in and gave me a kiss.


  「As I said. I could be here today, gone tomorrow, so I live without regrets.」


  Moonlight trickled in from a gap in the roof, illuminating her soft, white thighs. With one hand, she loosened her belt, letting it fall to the floor with a loud clatter.


  


  (You know what to do by now.)


  


  ◆Morley◆


  「Sir, sir. Please, wake up.」


  Shaken awake by a waiter, Morley groggily opened his eyes.


  「Oh…? I was… sleepin’?」


  「Sir, your friends have already left. We will be closing soon.」


  「Eh, ah. Mm.」


  Strange. I thought I was fondling some huge breasts. Perhaps it had all been a dream.


  Chapter 41: Matchmaking with a neighbouring crown prince, part 1


   


  


  「Excuse me.」


  I entered the branch chief’s office.


  「Do you need something, chief?」, I asked as I shut the door behind me.


  「Yes, it’s quite important this time.」, sighed Iris, drawing a deep breath.


  After morning assembly, Iris had asked me to go to her office. While she often either needed a favour from me or wanted to enquire about events, today felt a little different.


  「It appears that Almeria-sama will be meeting with the crown prince of the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens for a formal matchmaking session. 」


  「A matchmaking session…」


  「I called you here today because his Majesty requested for you to be his escort.」


  「Me? To escort Almeria… no, Princess Almeria?」


  Is that really necessary…?


  「You are acquainted with the Princess, right? In that case –」


  「Uh, chief…」


  「I know, I know. She is the Princess who defeated the Demon King…」


  …Iris evidently knew a lot about me.


  I suppose she had learnt from the guildmaster that I was formerly an assassin. From her speech, however, it was evident that she was unaware that it was I who killed the Demon King, or that I was even a party member.


  「We received a letter from his Majesty. It’s directly addressed to you.」


  [image: bwch41]

  She took out an envelope marked with a red seal from her desk drawer. I took it and put it into my pocket. Without even opening it, I could already guess what was written inside. It most likely contained a smattering of Almeria’s self-indulgent prose, or some pitiful exhortation that my presence would make her stronger.


  A ‘normal’ employee wouldn’t be called upon to escort the Princess. On top of that, to even think of receiving a personal request from the King would be absurd.


  「I can’t possibly not let you go. I’m really sorry, but if you will…」


  Iris rarely let her words trail off. It would be in my best interest to follow my superior’s orders. I agreed to her request and asked her about the details.


  After that, I quickly made some preparations and set off for the designated meeting point.


  「My oh my, they really know how to use you.」


  While in the midst of preparation, Lyla had said that she wanted to come along. And that’s how she ended up in my rucksack with her feline head peeking out. As usual, I travelled light — you could say that cat made up ninety percent of my luggage.


  「A ‘normal’ employee doesn’t turn down a superior’s orders.」


  「Mm, I suppose.」


  Before long, the King and his daughter came into view. There were about a hundred mounted Royal Guards. It looked like plenty, seeing that we weren’t going to war. Finding it too troublesome to introduce myself to the guards surrounding him, I activated my skill and quickly snuck into the centre of their formation.


  「…Over there, huh.」


  A solitary luxurious carriage was in the midst of everything.


  「Hnng… smack, smack, mwah. Solaris –」


  「Ahn… your Majesty. It tickles♡」


  King Randolph was having a passionate time with one of his ladies-in-waiting. I barged into the carriage.


  「To summon me for something like a matchmaking session, good grief.」


  「Whaaaaa!?」


  「Kyaaaaaa –!?」


  「Absolutely disgusting. Get out, woman.」


  I glared at the half-naked woman and pointed outside with my chin.


  「Yes, yes sir…」


  The carriage stopped moving. The woman hurriedly put on an overcoat and scurried outside.


  「Y-you just came in like that…!」


  「I think it was a King Randolph who summoned me.」


  The king frantically straightened out his messy garments.


  「Have you read the letter…? Hm, looks like you haven’t.」


  「King Randolph, I don’t want to have anything to do with the royal family.」


  「I know. That letter was written to apologise and say that it would be a great help if you could come.」


  Hm, I see. From his tone, it appears that it wasn’t a forceful summon. Come to think of it, Iris hadn’t asked me to go without a second thought either.


  「So, how about it? I have no intention to order you around or pressure your guild, and never did. We’re headed for a neutral zone — it’s common courtesy to disarm ourselves there. Maybe it’s a rule or something, actually. Anyway, I’ll feel more at ease with you around.」


  I guess it’s fine to be empty-handed. I see… he’ll feel safer with me around if the unexpected happens. The branch chief had also strongly implied that it would be good for me to be here.


  「Well, since I’m here.」


  「Thank you.」, said the king, giving me a million-dollar smile.


  「I’m just an escort, so you can spare me the details of anything unnecessary, or excessively convoluted. If there’s something I need to know as an escort, then please inform me of it.」


  「A rigid, no… dedicated man as always. Well, I have nothing for you.」


  The Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens shared borders with the Kingdom of Ferland. According to the international constitution, their word was second to that of Ferland’s. Elvi, who was born and raised in Reubens, hadn’t been a heroes’ party member for no reason. Perhaps Almeria was the reason for Ferland being so high up in the hierarchy.


  Anyway, all that is irrelevant. Both kingdoms were equally powerful.


  「This time, the ambassador from Reubens is Elvi Elque-Heidens… Elvi, the knight.」, said the king.


  「Hmm… Elvi, huh? Well, that child is the daughter of the marquis.」


  「Mm-hmm. Since she’s friends with Almeria, it will reflect badly on my daughter for me to flatly reject her.」


  The uptight elder sister and the happy-go-lucky younger sister — such was the relationship between Elvi and Almeria. Diplomacy is infinitely more complicated than fighting the Demon King’s army. Since I was completely foreign to the world of diplomacy, I decided to keep my mouth shut.


  「Ok, so here’s what I was thinking. As long as she doesn’t blatantly reject the crown prince, Fabian Toib-Reubens, even if she doesn’t explicitly say yes –」


  Neither kingdom was particularly large, so their marriage would be considered a strategic alliance between neighbouring countries.


  「Wow, you’ve grown up, King Randolph.」


  「Fufufu… is that so?」


  「But please stop messing around with women in the carriage. They can hear you outside.」


  「Oh, that’s intentional. Isn’t it boring for them to do nothing but walk?」


  The king guffawed loudly. My brain turned itself off for a second, and I laughed with him.


  「Some king he is, that lecher」, said a disgusted Lyla (who was also a king).


  The location agreed upon was Somarille Coast — a neutral zone between the two countries. Since it was often visited by nobles on vacation, it became known for its luxurious resorts built to entertain rich visitors. We were not in a hurry to arrive, so we stopped at a conveniently-located town for a rest. I needed to greet Almeria, but that could wait. I needed to confirm something about my job first.


  「King Randolph, are your only escorts this time those hundred-or-so Royal Guards?」


  「Yeah, indeed. I’ll introduce you to their commander.」


  He beckoned to one of the knights, who promptly made his way to us. A feeble-looking man, his slightly long hair was tied up neatly. He was a little older than me, but still a young man by any definition.


  Lyla snickered to herself in my rucksack. We seemed to roughly be on the same page.


  「This is Gregor Shaq, Third Commander of the mounted Royal Guards. He is in charge of the escorts. Gregor, this is…」


  The king stumbled, not knowing how to introduce me. I spared him the trouble.


  「I am a guild employee, Roland Argan. I will be joining your team of escorts.」


  Unable to restrain himself, Gregor laughed out loud.


  「Your Majesty, I was wondering what kind of person you had to send for personally, but a guild employee…? Hahaha!」


  As a Royal Guard, one’s main duty is to protect the royal family. By being in the royal family’s good books or otherwise, many nobles’ sons eventually end up as a Royal Guard. This Gregor fellow was typical of that group.


  「I just joined a while ago…」


  「Haw, haw, haw… hm, what?」


  「Did you notice me earlier?」


  「Huh?」


  He clearly still didn’t get what I meant.


  「Oi, Roland, don’t bully the guy…」


  The king’s words derailed my train of thought. My assignment is to protect the king and his daughter. Do it too sloppily, and even the people who can protect them can’t be protected.


  「Did anyone else know I was coming?」, I asked the king.


  「Not before the two parties meet… no, only I know, since I called for you.」


  I didn’t put in much effort to reach the king’s carriage. Instead, I only used my skill to approach at a regular pace. My skill, ‘Faint Shadow’, doesn’t erase my presence. I am still clearly visible to anyone who is alert or on the lookout.


  「And in spite of that, I managed to reach his Majesty’s personal carriage without any resistance whatsoever… what in the world were your guards doing?」


  「…」


  「To let oneself relax, is akin to relaxing the rules. The guards were engaging in idle chatter, and paid no heed to any suspicious-looking people.」, said Lyla, poking her head out from my rucksack.


  To avoid unwanted attention, I pretended that I had said that.


  「Our destination is the royal family’s exclusive resort area. Making it a fun weekend getaway is more important than anything else, right?」, I continued.


  「You….!!」


  Gregor grabbed the hilt of his sword. But he couldn’t draw it, for I had blocked it with my palm.


  「I can’t dr –, wait, when did you…!?」


  「If I was an assassin, the king would be dead by now. Can you take responsibility for that, commander Gregor? Of course, it’s not just you. Your kinsmen up to the third degree can all be executed.」


  「…」


  Gregor went pale, looking at me with unease.


  「Is that the duty of a knight tasked with guarding important people?」


  「Hey, don’t bully a kid who’s never been on the battlefield.」, Lyla chimed in.「Have the inner workings of a victorious country rusted so? Such that a brat with no merits to his name but his lineage can abuse his power?」


  Lyla was becoming a nuisance, so I stuffed her back into the rucksack.


  「Unyaa…!? What are you –」


  「Gregor, could you let this person be in charge?」, interrupted the king.


  「But, that’s my responsibility as the sole commander…」


  「This man leaves nothing to chance.」


  「Why do you hold him in such high regard?」


  「Roland is essentially Almeria’s tutor.」


  「Eh, Almeria-sama’s…!?」


  The commander took a few steps backwards and respectfully lowered his head.


  「I sincerely apologise for my insubordination. In accordance with his Majesty’s wishes, will you be in charge of the escorts from now on, sir?」


  「If you wish it to be so, then you can leave it to me.」


  Chapter 42: Matchmaking with a neighbouring crown prince, part 2


   


  


  In order to carry out my reforms, I had to assemble the guards.


  At first, many of them were rather disgruntled that some unexpected visitor was now in charge. However, once Gregor told them I was ‘Almeria-sama’s tutor’, they quickly got their act together.


  「Give me ten groups of ten. His Majesty’s carriage will be at the centre of your formation, so please leave a wide margin.」


  When I had arrived, their formation was quite ambiguous, with the guards ‘standing around and guarding whichever carriage was nearby’. Since both carriages were near each other, it didn’t feel necessary to guard both separately.


  「I need two orderlies. The two of you will be riding horses.」


  「Eh… what about our commander?」


  「He can walk.」


  「By right, Sir, our commander should be the one riding the horse…」


  「If you want to continue this operation with ease, then just be a good orderly. To all of you, please inform me through him if anything looks amiss — I will be at the centre.」


  None of the guards really understood my intentions straight away. Nevertheless, everyone started moving again in this new formation.


  「Are you not going to look for the Heroine?」, said Lyla as she peeked out from my rucksack.


  I was riding a horse that I had borrowed. The King’s and princess’ carriages were lined up behind me.


  「Well, I don’t think she needs any protection. I also don’t see the need to pay respects to her for now.」


  Lyla sighed.


  「It has become quite an elegant formation — simple, and everyone knows their role. When we got here, it was a hot mess.」


  「’Inform me if anything looks amiss’ — when you’re giving orders to the rank and file, the simpler the better.」


  「At first, the distance was large enough for them not to get in each other’s way if a fight breaks out, but small enough for them to feel each other’s presence. As you saw, some of them were happily chatting away.」


  「Humans tend to cluster together, since doing so makes them feel safe. Right now, each cluster only has ten people, so they probably feel kind of uneasy.」


  Lyla let out a huge sigh.


  「Join my army, will you?」


  I laughed without thinking.


  「What makes you say that?」


  「If there had been a man like you in my ranks, then we would have won. It just suddenly came to mind.」


  「My power far surpasses that of the Demon King’s. When you welcome me into your ranks, be careful that I don’t casually decapitate you in your sleep.」


  「Unyaaa!」


  I suddenly felt my head being jerked backwards. Guess I had provoked her too much. After regaining her composure, Lyla spoke again.


  「We c-can form an army soon… you know? If we have… kids… between us…」


  Embarrassed, she immediately slipped back into my rucksack.


  The Demon King’s army had shrunk considerably, but in place of soldiers had come ‘warmth’.


  The gentle sea breeze that hit us carried a light hint of sea salt, indicating that we were near Somarille Coast. Looking towards the horizon, I spotted many bourgeois villas and posh buildings.


  Things were going too well.


  One of my orderlies rode towards me at full speed.


  「Sir, our 9th fireteam has been attacked! They look like a bunch of bandits!」


  Our ten fireteams could guard every direction except for 12 o’clock and 6 o’clock. The 9th fireteam was positioned at 9 o’clock.


  The resort reserved for nobles and royalty was a stone’s throw away, making it the perfect spot for bandits to lie and wait.


  「Their strength?」


  「Twenty to forty, sir!」


  Another orderly came riding towards us, this time from 9 o’clock.


  「9th fireteam reporting, sir! The bandits have increased in strength! There are about a hundred –」


  「Give orders to the 8th and 10th fireteams! Tell them to reinforce our 9th fireteam and form a phalanx! Tell the rest to stay calm and keep their guard up!」


  「Yes, sir!!」, shouted the orderlies, and off they went.


  「I smell something burning. Hmm… looking at the number of bandits, they seem pretty serious.」


  「Yes, that’s why we have to be alert in case there are more lurking around.」


  I reported to King Randolph, only telling him the bare minimum such as what to do with Almeria in an emergency and that we would not let the bandits get near.


  Kicking my horse hard, it frantically galloped in the 9 o’clock direction. I saw a forest there, so that’s where the bandits were most likely hiding. With nowhere to conceal themselves otherwise, any enemies approaching from the other directions would be spotted instantly.


  Having confirmed this, I hurried towards our trilane.


  「They might suck, but they’re still knights, eh. Their phalanx is more solid than I expected.」, said Lyla, observing the spectacle.


  A phalanx of thirty knights packed a punch, at least.


  I spotted some people trying to get past this wall of knights. As soon as I got closer, a bunch of heads were suddenly tossed in the air.


  「…」


  「What’s the matter?」


  「…no, nothing.」


  Glancing at the headless corpses, I rushed to the aid of my men. I barked out another order.


  「Maintain your formation! Let these brigands know that Royal Guards aren’t just for show!」


  「Uooooooh!!!」


  「Wow, you effectively raised their morale, how timely.」, muttered Lyla.


  「It’s dangerous out here, get back in the bag.」


  Observing the bandits, it was clear who their leader was.


  「…hmm, that guy, huh?」


  I leapt from my steed and casually borrowed a sword from one of the enemies.


  「Eh, m-my, my sword –」


  I ran up to the leader-like figure. He looked considerably strong, with some knowledge of military arts.


  「…」


  Without batting an eyelid, the leader positioned his spear, ready to fight. Good job. However, he immediately focused his attention somewhere else.


  「Looks like something caught your eye… something that isn’t the enemy in front of you?」


  「…」


  Screaming for power, he attacked with all his might. He stabbed forward with his sword and swiped at me with the butt of his spear.


  I grabbed it with one hand and yanked it away from him.


  「U-waaaaa!?」, wailed the leader, losing his balance.


  I drew my sword. In a split second, a downward slash sent the hand holding the sword flying.


  「Na, nani –?」


  「Your first move wasn’t half bad. However…」


  I tossed the sword aside and grabbed the spear from the ground. At that moment, the leader tried to use his fire-bending techniques.


  「Faster than the wind, and more piercing than thunder — that is what a good spear thrust should be. You’re still nowhere near that level…」


  It’s been a while since I last used a spear. Shifting all my weight onto the spearhead, I thrust it at him.


  I felt as if I had become one with the spear.


  Faster than the wind, more piercing than thunder.


  Faster than sound, even.


  A shockwave was released, which tore his face asunder.


  Seeing their leader slain, the bandits knew that their pursuit was in vain. Dropping their goods, they made a beeline for the woods.


  「Will you not give chase?」


  「I know my place. It is not my job to kill them.」


  I do not chase those who have lost the will to fight.


  Picking up the sword, I went back to my men, who had at last broken formation. While some had sustained light injuries, we had zero casualties in total.


  「I must say, I’m impressed. All of you were better knights than I had expected」, I said, smiling.


  「Oh, wow, he praised us…?」


  「To be praised by the Heroine’s tutor himself…!」


  「I’m so happy…」


  Everyone looked content.


  「What a way to use the carrot and stick principle. Kukuku, look at them, even though they only did as you said.」


  She was only speaking the truth, as unglamorous as it was. However, with this victory under their belt, the guards would no doubt continue doing their best.
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  Almeria had heard the commotion.


  「Where are the enemies!?」, she shouted, drawing her sword and leaping off her carriage, bloodlust plain for all to see.
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  Having seen this coming, I had no choice but to report to King Randolph later.


  「Oh, they have fled, Almeria-sama.」


  Turning a deaf ear to her attendant’s words, the psyched-up princess let her aura radiate all around.


  「Calm down, Almeria. They’re gone.」


  「…? Roland…! What are y-you doing here!?」, stuttered Almeria, quickly running over. 「Could you possibly… have come to stop the matchmaking session –!?」


  Lyla snickered.


  「Her eyes are gleaming with excitement. A tell-tale sign of a lass in love, indeed.」


  Shut up, I said, stuffing her back into my rucksack.


  「I-I… didn’t really want to go for this whole matchmaking thing, so… I wasn’t cheating or anything, ok…?」


  Cheating? Really?


  「…」


  After having their ‘Real Nightmare’ dispelled, neither Lyla nor Rodje could recall ever having been a dog. I suppose that was the case for her as well.


  It was entirely plausible that from the clueless princess’s point of view, I had been sneaking into her room and stealing her first kiss every night.


  「I’m only here because King Randolph personally requested for me to be an escort.」


  「Hmm? I know, okay!? I know that Roland’s never honest…」, chuckled Almeria, trying to read my expression.


  「I’m not lying.」


  As I tried to put her down, an orderly came riding towards us.


  「10th fireteam reporting, sir — we believe that a brigade from the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens’s army is approaching us! We can see a royal flag with gold borders!」


  「…okay. Almeria, pay your respects pl –」


  Before I could suggest greeting them, Almeria had already scampered back into her carriage. Telling the orderly that I would relay the message, I made my way to the king.


  「Hm. We’re almost at the coast. I suppose they got wind of the entire hullabaloo and came to assist us.」


  At that moment, a man arrived on horseback. He had brought only a single squadron of men.


  I have seen this person before — the crown prince of the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens, Almeria’s matchmaking partner. He had once led an army into battle, although he never went to the frontline himself.


  A suave, blond looker, barely twenty years of age, he was apparently popular among his people. Behind him stood a lady who looked like a secretary.


  「I am glad that you are safe, your Majesty.」, said Prince Fabian as he dismounted, getting down on his knees.


  「Spare the formalities, Prince Fabian. I thank you for your timely assistance.」


  「We were just passing by when we heard the most unholy ruckus.」


  「It was a good idea to entrust my guards to this capable fellow — he was a great help!」, laughed the king.


  That was my cue to introduce myself.


  「I am Roland Argan. I have been tasked to escort his Majesty and his entourage on this journey. I am a guild employee by profession.」


  「Ah. Did you capture those ruffians’ leader?」


  「No, I killed him.」


  「…I see, well done.」, said the prince, giving me a dazzling smile.


  He had wanted to greet Almeria, but I rejected his request on the grounds that she was not feeling well.


  「Your highness, if we do not leave now, we will keep his Majesty waiting.」, said the secretary-like lady.


  「Got it. Well then, your Majesty, let us meet again.」


  He mounted his horse and left. His secretary gave us a curt bow and hurried after him.


  Once they were out of earshot, the king spoke.


  「A dashing young man he is. While he hasn’t proven himself politically, he is indeed extremely popular.」


  「If he gets engaged to Almeria, it will be the biggest thing since the Demon King expedition.」, I replied.


  「Mm, exactly.」


  Resuming our journey, we reached Somarille Coast in about thirty minutes. The quiet splish-splash of waves crashing onto the beach could be heard. The sands could give Prince Fabian’s pearly whites a run for their money.


  「What ho! Yoooooooo!!」, exclaimed Lyla, marvelling at the scenery. 「Light blue sky, dark blue ocean and white beaches… this is literally Heaven! I can’t sense any monsters around either! Wow…」


  Her constant nagging at me to free her was getting annoying, so I let her out of my bag and allowed her to resume her human form.


  「I’m going to enjoy myself here!!」


  Her eyes shone with excitement. I felt bad bursting her bubble, so I let her do as she pleased.


  We were shown the way to the royal family’s private villa. Within the compound, I was the only guard they needed. In addition, all had to be disarmed in the neutral zone, so the knights would probably not be very useful even if they were here.


  The king, his daughter and their attendants were gathered in the living room. One of his ladies-in-waiting explained the flow of events to us.


  「The King of Reubens and Prince Fabian will be here tonight. Your Majesty and your Highness, you will be dining with them here –」


  This was the same lady who had been getting frisky with the king earlier. Looks like she was a secretary by default. Halfway through the briefing, Almeria raised her hand.


  「I have a stomach ache, can I…」


  「Almeria-sama, you can’t act like this having come all this way.」


  While the attendant adopted a soothing voice, it was clear that she had no intention to entertain the princess.


  「Almeria, it’s just a meal. You just have to talk a bit, you know?」


  「Hmph…」


  She pouted, stubbornly refusing to acquiesce.


  「Good grief, Almeria.」


  「Hm, what…?」, said the princess, looking in my direction.


  「If you’re really a princess, can you start acting your age?」


  「Uuuuuu…」


  Despite continuing to complain, she no longer flat-out refused to cooperate.


  The meal that night was simply for the royals to have a pleasant chat with each other. The next day, time would be set aside for the two stars of the show.


  Almeria went down to her room to put on makeup. Just then, Elvi appeared at the villa.


  「It’s been a while, your Majesty.」


  「You can save the pleasantries, Elvi — you know I find them too stuffy. Anyway, I see that you’re here too.」
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  「Ah. Not only was I worried about Almeria, but as a scion of the Heidens family, it is my duty to bring the two families together. May I ask where Almeria is… oh, Roland!」


  I had had no intention to hide, but since our eyes met, I raised a hand to greet her.


  「W-where did you go –? We turned the whole place upside down looking for you… we thought you died! I mean, nobody believed that you would die so easily, but still…」


  She wiped away a tear. She had a tendency to be overly attached to people, to their great annoyance.


  「We can catch up later, Elvi. There’s something I need to know first.」


  


  I found the girl I was looking for. Having changed into casual clothes, she was strolling along the beach alone in the fading light.


  「What a nice view.」


  The four royals should be having dinner right now. Since Almeria was exceptionally strong, I didn’t feel the need to continue guarding her there.


  「– ah. You are the commander of Ferland’s Royal Guards?」


  「I felt like meeting you again, so I took a walk. And here you are.」


  「Fufufu, so you found me.」, she said, laughing gracefully.


  She was the second daughter of a lower-ranked noble family who carried herself elegantly, reflecting her good upbringing. She had a good figure too. According to Elvi, she was one of Prince Fabian’s favourite beauties and not his secretary. Her name was Leinora.


  「Am I troubling you?」


  「No, certainly not.」


  We had a nice chat typical of normal people — about the weather, the scenery and our work. As the sun set, I invited her for a meal together. She agreed after a little hesitation.


  「It’s my first time being asked out like this…」


  The restaurant was free of charge for members of the Ferland royal family. We indulged in delicacies and partook in good wine, leaving only in the early hours of the morning.


  「It was fun having dinner with you, Roland-san.」


  Her words were a little slurred, no doubt due to the alcohol.


  「Leinora-san, there’s a quiet place where we can relax. We can have another drink there.」


  I took her hand. As we started walking, she assumed a serious expression for a second, then looked downwards.


  「Eh. Uhm… okay…」


  She seemed to have sensed what was going to happen, but raised no objections. If our intentions weren’t similar, she would have already distanced herself from me and unlinked our hands.


  However, she did neither. There was no hint of reluctance from her, of course.


  「…」


  Wordlessly, we continued walking, our path lit by magic lanterns. Reaching my private room, the two of us disappeared inside.
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  After spending the night with Leinora, I sent her off and found Lyla weeping by the shore.


  「I lost track of time while enjoying myself… and when I tried to look for you, you were nowhere to be seen… I waited for so long…」


  Having been enticed by the seaside, Lyla appeared to have spent the entire night frolicking around without knowing my whereabouts.


  「Hm. I was at the villa. Let’s go back there.」


  「Is that all… !?」


  I guess I had been asking for it. After all, I had also gotten distracted and pushed Lyla to one side as a result.


  Lyla followed me into the villa.


  「I’m going to sleep!」, Lyla declared, plopping herself onto the bed.


  She drifted off right away. I activated her ring, reverting her to her feline form.


  「Hm, it’s about time…」


  Looking at the sun’s position, I knew that the two royals’ date was about to commence. If what I had overheard was correct, then I had to make some preparations as well.


  


  ◆Fabian◆


  The crown prince of the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens sighed a little. Almeria had been sulking since yesterday. As was the case then, she made no effort to hold an actual conversation and simply replied with pleasantries such as ‘Mhm’ and ‘Hahaha’.


  The two of them had taken a relaxing stroll in the late morning, but not a single word had been spoken between them. As a result, the atmosphere was unspeakably tense.


  「Shall we take a break?」


  「Mhm.」


  They arrived at a café with a sea view that Fabian had recommended. A waiter he knew brought two glasses of pineapple juice to the table.


  「If you want to get pineapple juice any better, you’d have to squeeze it yourself!」


  「Hmm.」


  Her monotonous speech made her apathy plain for all to see. This cold attitude of hers would soon change, however. Since the matchmaking had been held against her will, it was obvious from her behaviour that she had no intention to entertain the prince.


  A completely apathetic girl who took no notice of him whatsoever. Wouldn’t it be refreshing to turn that coldness against her?


  He had all the women he could ever possibly ask for, but this one was different. A girl who despised the thought of having anything to do with him, but who as the princess had to appear in order to maintain her kingdom’s image.


  To even think of having his way with such a girl stimulated his deepest, darkest desires.


  「…hm?」


  「Nothing. I just fell in love with you at first sight.」


  「Hm, is that so?」


  She looked at him as if he was trash. However, that was exactly what the prince wanted — if only she could look at him like that while she obeyed his every order.


  His heart rate increased simply at the thought of it.


  Almeria stuck a straw into the glass and took a sip. The dirty things those thin lips of hers could be made to do, he thought. This was the first girl he had ever wanted that he couldn’t get.


  「How is it? Isn’t it great?」


  「Ehh… well, kind of.」


  Fabian also stuck a straw into his glass and drank a little. The juice was a little sweet and a little sour. Without thinking, he let slip a little sigh of joy.


  「Kii!」


  All of a sudden, a strange cry could be heard.


  「A monster –?」


  He could not feel the aura of any monsters nearby. Looking around, however, he saw numerous little black figures waddling away.


  「…?」


  While listening to the sound of waves crashing against the shore, the two royals sipped their drinks in silence.


  Almeria’s hand stopped moving suddenly.


  As expected, the light in her eyes began to dim. Fabian chuckled to himself. Not only immediately effective, but long lasting as well — so the claims were true, after all.


  「…Princess Almeria.」


  「Yes?」


  This time, her reaction was completely different. It was as if her lover had appeared before her. Having received the cold treatment all this time, Fabian’s heart trembled.


  「I love you, Almeria.」


  「Eh!? To say that all of a sudden…」


  Ah, what a pleasant sight. So pleasantly… shy.


  「I’d like to marry you and make you my empress.」


  「Fabian-sama…」, whispered Almeria, blushing from ear to ear. 「Okay.」


  「There’ll be a lunch reception for both of our families soon. Shall we let our parents know the good news?」


  「Okay, that sounds great.」


  「Let’s have a kiss to prove it to them.」


  He would make her sign their marriage certificate as well. It would be more of a pledge than just a certificate, of course.


  「That’s so embarrassing… but, as proof of our love… okay, I understand.」


  Almeria nodded, giving the prince a sweet smile.


  They secretly agreed to meet again that night. The heroine, the princess, the girl who had treated him like trash — within the confines of his room, he could do anything he liked to Almeria. And who would — no, who could stop him?


  After their tête-à-tête at the restaurant, Fabian sent her back to her villa and went to report to his father.


  「It has all gone according to plan, Father.」


  「Hm, well done. Fufufu. With this, the Kingdom of Ferland will fall right into our hands.」


  「I look forward to our luncheon.」


  「Ah, yes.」


  The monarch’s evil laughter reverberated around the room.


  


  The lunch ceremony was held at the Reubens family’s villa. Unlike the previous night’s dinner, the royal families’ attendants were allowed in as well. However, it was unthinkable for staff to dine with the royals themselves, so only four portions of food — first-class delicacies prepared by first-rate chefs — had been laid out on the table.


  Aside from father and son, the guard cum middleman Elvi as well as two of Fabian’s ladies-in-waiting made up the Reubens faction.


  For the Ferland faction, their King and his daughter were present, of course. In addition, there were two men who appeared like knights and that guild employee who had been appointed to lead the escorts.


  With everyone present, Fabian rose.


  「Before we commence our luncheon, there is something I would like to announce to all of you present here.」


  He glanced at Almeria, who had her head hung low. Embarrassed, no doubt.


  「I have proposed to princess Almeria, and she has agreed.」


  His words caused a stir among the congregation.


  「A-Almeria!? Really…!?」, shouted a bewildered King Randolph.


  「Almeria? Did, did you really –!?」, chimed in Elvi, her eyes wide open with shock.


  「Kindly quieten down, everyone. Perhaps it is a little early, but this luncheon will be one to commemorate our marriage.」


  Having shushed the crowd, Fabian made his way over to the princess.


  「Our kiss?」


  Murmuring arose among the delegates again. All was going according to plan.


  For Almeria, of course.


  「I would advise against getting any closer.」


  「Eh? Why –?」


  Just when Fabian put his hands on Almeria’s shoulders and leaned in for a kiss…


  Baku-ooooooooonn!!


  …Almeria slapped the prince with a force unlike any other, producing a sound that echoed around the room for longer than it should have. Fabian was sent flying. He crashed onto the banquet table, bringing the dishes down with him.


  In an instant, his best clothes were reduced to a mosaic of delicacies.


  「A kiss? A marriage? Tough luck, man, you’re disgusting.」


  Almeria’s apathy had been replaced by contempt. She stared at the scum beneath her feet with cold, unfeeling eyes.


  「Eh? Ehhhhhhhhh…!? What in the –!?」


  The effect had worn off! It was supposed to last for a few months — no, half a year! It had to be someone. Someone who had done something –!?


  Despite the sudden chaos, a solitary figure stood in a corner of the banquet hall, observing the entire spectacle. His eyes meeting Fabian’s, the guild employee gave him a mocking smile.


  So it was him –!?
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  ◆Roland◆


  The slap from Almeria sent Prince Fabian flying. Knocking over all the dishes on the dining table, he crumpled onto the floor.


  「A kiss? A marriage? Tough luck, you’re disgusting.」


  「Eh? Ehhhhhhhhh…!? What in the –!?」


  All the prince could do was blink in confusion. When our eyes met, he was such a sorry sight that I couldn’t resist giving him a smile. I didn’t mean it, of course. Anyway, I had dispelled Almeria’s curse about thirty minutes before the lunch ceremony.


  After all, someone had tipped me off.


  When Almeria returned from the date, she was in a ‘charmed’ state, eyes vacant and deliriously repeating the prince’s name. Since she had been given a powerful drug, it took some time for the effects to be completely dispelled.


  Thankfully, the effect wore off in time.


  「What on earth just happened, Fabian!?」, roared the King of Reubens.


  「Father, this girl… she hit me!」


  「Prince Fabian… could you please provide us with an explanation?」


  King Randolph was still seated, expressionlessly looking down at the food-soaked prince.


  「An explanation!? That’s my line! Your daughter just hit me –!」


  Almeria raised an eyebrow. Her fury — no, killing intent — could be felt by everyone present.


  「Expecting me to suddenly give you a kiss? Are you stupid? A lecher? Or a pervert?」


  「Calm down, Almeria. You too, your Highness. Nobody knows what is going on right now」, said Elvi, trying to restore order.


  「When I came to my senses, this prince of yours was trying to kiss me!」


  「Trying…? Do you not remember what you said!?」


  Looking troubled, Elvi glanced at me.


  Apparently, Almeria had no recollection of the events that had happened before the aphrodisiac wore off. Prince Fabian clicked his tongue. Seeing that an endless argument was about to arise, I cut everyone short.


  「Princess Almeria returned from the date in a somewhat drunk and unresponsive state. I had to help her sober up… one way or another.」


  So it was you? , mouthed the prince, glaring at me.


  「She does not remember agreeing to the marriage. I was sugar-coating when I called her ‘drunk and unresponsive’.」


  「’Drunk and unresponsive’? We had a nice stroll together and when she got tired, she had a single glass of pineapple juice. To get drunk on that? Don’t mess with us!」


  「Well, I won’t beat around the bush anymore. Prince Fabian, you did something to cloud the princess’s judgment and used that opportunity to coerce her into agreeing to your marriage. Am I wrong?」


  My shadows had observed everything.


  However, the prince continued to make excuses.


  「Can you repeat what you said earlier? Something about Prince Fabian having prepared something?」, I said to a girl sitting on the other side.


  Leinora — the girl I had slept with the previous night — nodded.


  「Yes, his Highness…」


  「–oi, you! What are you saying!? Oi!!」, wailed the prince in desperation, but to no avail.


  「I was ordered to mix the aphrodisiac into the juice. A handsome sum of money was given to me to relate this to the waiter at the café.」


  Almeria stared down at Fabian like she was looking at a worm.


  「Despicable.」


  Elvi sighed deeply.


  「Your Highness, I cannot let this go either. Drugging a target to achieve your own desired ends… is that not above a scion of the Reubens family?」


  「Shut up! Shut up shut up shut up shut up –!」, sputtered Prince Fabian, pointing a finger at Leinora. 「You! Do you know what you’ve done!? Listen, girl! You’re gonna get it when we get home!!」


  「I no longer have any use for someone who can only treat me like that.」


  With that, Leinora abandoned her nobility. She had most likely managed to become the prince’s secretary due to her looks. A miserable tenure, no doubt.


  「Do you even know my name, your Highness?」


  「…well…」


  My eyes met with Leinora’s. The prince looked at us, wide-eyed.


  「Y-You! All of you…! So you’re all in cahoots to fuck me over!?」


  「Wasn’t it you who tried to fuck us over?」, said a visibly confused Almeria.


  「Your Highness, I advise you to rethink that statement of yours.」, added Elvi.


  「Kuh…!」


  Leinora had been hesitant to tell everyone the plot. I had had a serious discussion with King Randolph about it.


  After a long silence, he finally spoke up.


  「The whistleblower Leinora-dono and her entire family will be protected under my name. Equal nobility will be bestowed upon her if she so wishes.」


  


  To confirm my suspicions, I had inquired of Leinora the previous night —


  「Those bandits that attacked us… they were your men, weren’t they?」


  The bandits from yesterday had been impeccably clean. Even if they were grimy, I would still have suspected that they were actually soldiers. None of them had had the intention to attack us seriously. The leader I killed had also been distracted — most likely looking out for his allies led by the prince.


  For a knight-in-shining-armour to gallantly appear and save the day — what a cheap scenario deliberately devised for the prince to impress Almeria.


  Lying on the bed, Leinora chuckled.


  「Nothing escapes you, Roland-san.」
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  Gnashing his teeth, Prince Fabian continued staring me down. Abandoned by Leinora, he finally reaped what he had been sowing all this time.


  「King Randolph, I sincerely apologise on behalf of my son, for he has been most foolish. We beg for your mercy」, said King Reubens, lowering his head respectfully. 「So great was his desire to be together with Almeria-dono, that he wandered down this path of folly on his own. He is young and naive…」


  His father spoke in such a benign manner that the prince’s eyes widened.


  「F-Father! What do you mean… wasn’t it you who –!」


  「You acted of your own accord, did you not?」


  「What –!?」


  「To have attempted such an atrocity towards a princess — and Heroine — of another Kingdom. Outrageous! There are other princes who can replace you!」, continued the King.


  The pressure he exerted momentarily silenced the disgraced prince.


  「However –」


  The king stopped mid-sentence and looked around him.


  「There is no evidence whatsoever that she was drugged, or that she had been in a ‘drunk and unresponsive’ state.」


  「King Reubens, my dear sir. Were you not apologising earlier?」, said King Randolph suspiciously.


  Hearing this, a smile broke out on King Reubens’s face.


  「Well… although he did try to force a kiss by mistake or otherwise, we can’t just blindly believe the rumours behind it, can we? About the aphrodisiac, et cetera…」


  Man, this guy…


  It was obvious from the prince’s expression that his father had been behind the plot all along.


  「Well, well, it’s a great pity that Fabian tried to force a kiss on the princess. But… to have drugged her and for the effects to have been lifted? I see no factual basis for that.」


  At that, Almeria finally snapped.


  「My memories have been fuzzy since we drank that juice at the cafe!」


  「Princess Almeria.」


  「Y-Yes…?」


  「I understand your contempt… however, it was inexcusable of you to slap another kingdom’s prince in front of everyone」, said the King, shaking his head exaggeratedly.


  「That action alone will greatly strain the relations between our two Kingdoms.」


  「Oh, uh… but still –!」


  「It is almost akin to a declaration of war.」


  「T-To say that…」


  He’s just trying to get you to crack, Almeria. Since you’re a Heroine, even with Elvi on his side, there’s no way he would recklessly start a war with your kingdom.


  King Reubens was on a roll. I could tell what his strategy was — having slowly diffused the tension, it was now time to strike a deal.


  「The discourtesy of forcing a kiss, and the brazen display of violence earlier. An eye for an eye — how about we call it even, and let bygones be bygones?」


  As expected. To have the audacity to call it ‘an eye for an eye’, though — what a manipulative personality.


  「Your Majesty…」, started Elvi, unable to hide her dissatisfaction.


  Her sense of justice was unyielding as always — almost foolishly so.


  「Elvi Elque-Heidens. Daughter of the marquis, and member of the party that felled the Demon King. Do you have an objection to raise?」


  「No, I do not.」


  「You appear to have something to say. I expect highly of you.」


  「…Ah.」


  「Between the words of your own prince and the word of a guild employee who is too far out of his depth… whose do you take?」


  「Well…」


  Looking disappointed, Elvi glanced at me. There was no need to look at the prince. I shook my head gently.


  「Her memory was fuzzy? And that she was suddenly released from her drunken state? Since we have no evidence whatsoever, it is entirely plausible that this is all an elaborate plot devised against Fabian.」


  「King Reubens」, interrupted King Randolph, breaking his silence. 「I believe Almeria and Roland. If you intend to slander the two of them, I will not take it lying down.」


  Despite my warning, Elvi spoke up too.


  「I side with them, your Majesty. I do not believe they are the kind to lie in order to bring his Highness down. The actions of the Reubens faction on this occasion have been unusually dubious. Indeed, you have not covered your tracks well, and your intentions have been forcefully exposed right here.」


  Unsurprisingly, King Reubens stared at Elvi unhappily. I suppose he felt like an owner being bitten by his pet dog.


  Without a doubt, either punishment or ‘misfortune’ would befall the Heidens family. At this stage, not only did I have Almeria’s reputation to protect, but Elvi’s wellbeing as well. I had an idea of how to call it even with the King.


  「Your Majesty.」


  「Yes, guild employee?」


  「’The Friday Purges’.」


  Everyone present looked on blankly — except the King, for only he understood.


  The Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens was an autocracy with King Reubens as the sole dictator.


  「…!? H-How, how did you… hold on, could it be –?」


  Having realised who I was, the king shuddered. He hurriedly got up from his seat and retreated a few steps.


  Once upon a time, before the war with the Demon King, there existed three powerful ministers who had no wish to obey their ruler. In order to solidify his position, that ruler had hired me to assassinate all three of them.


  One murder was publicised as a suicide. The second, an unfortunate attack launched by pirates, and the last, a mysterious disappearance.


  This event came to be known as ‘The Friday Purges’.


  「You said that I am a liar, your Majesty?」


  Interestingly, the king had tried to cover his tracks by having me disposed of as well. Finding it troublesome to continuously evade the assassination attempts, I had captured one assassin that came for me and made him report that I was dead. Having been spared his life, he gratefully played along.


  To the king, I might as well have returned from the dead.


  Visibly shaken, he laughed nervously.


  「Fu, fuhahaha… T-That was only a suggestion… please, do not take it seriously! Did you really think…? Only a suggestion, nothing more, fuhahaha…」


  His attitude had done a 180.


  「Almeria and Elvi are my precious allies. If anything happens to them after this… well, you are a wise one, your Majesty. Nobody knows the consequences more than you do.」


  「…」


  His face twitched.


  「If you are willing to believe that I am telling the truth, then… it is possible for Almeria to have been drugged as well. If word got out that you, the king, was capable of such underhanded methods, what would become of your kingdom’s reputation?」


  「As I said before, that was the work of my foolish son!」


  King Randolph, resting his chin on his hands, looked up at the cornered king.


  「There’s something you need to learn, King Reubens.」


  「…What?」


  「As parents, we take responsibility for the misdeeds of our children.」


  His face turning purple, King Reubens gnashed his teeth furiously. Getting down on his knees, he thumped the floor and slowly lowered his head. When he spoke, his voice trembled with both indignance and shame.


  「I sincerely, sincerely apologise for the audacity of my son Fabian’s actions and the injustice done to your daughter, the princess! I beg for your kind mercy…!」


  King Randolph watched the kowtowing monarch intently. While his mouth was covered by his hands, he was laughing to himself underneath.


  「Very well, King Reubens, I understand the difficult situation you are in right now. Please see this as a favour from me.」


  「…」


  「If the need arises, we look forward to your kind assistance.」


  King Reubens’s teeth-gnashing was still audible. He clenched his fists.


  「Consider… it… done…!」


  I see… so King Randolph decided to weaken their position instead of settling the bill immediately. If this incident ever saw the light of day, the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens’s reputation would nosedive into the ground.


  After all, kings will be kings — not all are pillars of virtue.


  「Idiots」, muttered King Randolph under his breath.


  「Hnngh…!」


  「The atmosphere has certainly soured. We would like to take our leave now.」


  Satisfied with the deal, King Randolph ended the session, allowing us all to leave. Upon returning to the villa, he burst out in laughter.


  「As I expected! You never fail to amaze me, Roland. It was well worth it to call you all the way here!」, laughed the king, thumping my back.


  「Precious allies…」


  Both Almeria and Elvi had been looking downcast since we left.


  「I didn’t get to say this earlier, but you helped me when I lost my memory, right, Roland…? Thank you for that.」


  「Express your thanks to Leinora, not me.」


  While everyone was rejoicing, Almeria suddenly cocked her head.


  「Hey, Roland, what did you mean by ‘The Friday Purges’?」


  「Oh yeah, Roland. What was that? His Majesty’s attitude changed instantly! Never have I ever seen him in such a disoriented state!」, added Elvi.


  I simply shrugged.


  「We’ll never know.」


  Chapter 47: Matchmaking with a neighbouring crown prince, part 7


   


  


  King Randolph did not bother to send them off.


  「Roland, where do you live now? Are you eating well? You always say that it doesn’t matter what you eat as long as it’s nutritious, right? Anyway, it’s hard for me to leave the kingdom, so if we get to meet again in the future –」


  She spoke a lot, for we hadn’t met in a long time. Since the others were ready to set off, a subordinate called for her to hurry.


  「Oi, Elvi! They’re waiting for you, hurry up!」


  「You always speak in such an indifferent manner…! C-Could it be that you have someone you like…?」


  「That is probably not a topic to be brought up when we part ways.」


  Almeria chuckled.


  「Look, Elvi, we’ll write letters to you, okay?」


  「Almeria… I guess you haven’t had the chance to joke around, huh?」


  「Eh… it’s not like I intend to do that…」


  「Okay, I’ll write letters — one every three days. Please reply, Roland.」


  「Too many. You’ll have sent out a new one before the previous one even arrives.」


  「B-Baka!!」, shouted a blushing Elvi, thumping me on the chest.


  She turned around as if to run and mounted her horse. Almeria waved goodbye as the holy knight rode off into the distance.


  「Hey, Roland, where do you live now?」


  「Does it matter?」


  「Near the guild?」


  「Does it matter?」


  Oh, right. Is Lyla still sleeping? I had applied a ‘Gate’ earlier, so I could use magic to summon her instantly if I wished.


  「Is everything okay at work? How did you become a guild employee? Am I still not allowed to become an adventurer? When should I try again? Can you become our permanent escort?」


  I sighed, and returned her barrage of questions with a single line.


  「You talk too much. We’ll be leaving soon, so go and get ready.」


  Almeria pouted.


  「Oh, come on! Couldn’t you tell me just a little about your personal life!?」


  「This man is impervious to your feminine charms, young lass.」


  Lyla had woken up and overheard our conversation. Almeria screamed.


  「It talked –? The c-cat can talk!? Where did it come from –」


  「Fuu… so she’s the kind of person who changes their tone of voice when talking to animals. I understand where she’s coming from, but it won’t be pleasant if she ticks me off…」


  「Are you an acquaintance of Roland??」


  「…I guess so.」


  Never in a million years would she have guessed that this was the Demon King.


  「Listen, young lass. Good girls don’t chase after men blindly. In fact, they make men chase them.」


  「Wow, neko-chan… no, Master!」


  「Heh, nice of you to call me that.」


  What a pleasant exchange, considering that it was between the Heroine and the Demon King.


  「If my charms have no effect, then how should I approach him…?」


  「What you need is not to push, but rather to pull.」


  「I see…!」, said Almeria, listening intently to Lyla’s lecture on romance.


  Guess she had no real experience in it so far.


  「M-Master, have you ever done anything s-sexual…?」


  「Hmm…」


  「…!? What kind of reaction is that!? Be specific, tell me what goes where…!」


  「Relax, girl, relax.」


  As with Milia previously, Lyla seemed to enjoy being ambiguous about her virginity. At any rate, I couldn’t bear listening to Master Moggy’s Love Lecture anymore, so I returned to the villa alone.


  It was just the two of us in the room.


  「Thank you for coming down, Roland. I am grateful. Please allow me to say my thanks」, said King Randolph, lowering his head.


  「Since you summoned me through the guild, I see this not as a personal favour, but a work-related request.」


  There were two rock glasses on the table. Each contained two large ice cubes and some amber-coloured spirits, poured by the king himself. I suppose he was showing his sincerity by not asking his servants to do it.


  「Oh, also, I apologise for disrupting the ‘normal life’ you treasure so dearly.」


  「…is what you say, but what are you actually thinking?」


  「I’m happy that the matchmaking session got broken up!」, exclaimed the king, breaking out into a smile.「Just joking. Okay, maybe not, but seriously, sorry for the trouble.」


  「Alright, that’s enough. I was a little worried anyway when I heard that King Reubens was involved.」


  Back when he hired me, I got the impression that he would stop at nothing to achieve his goals. As my suspicions had proven true, I was glad that I had been there.


  「Almeria likes men who are hard to get.」


  The king swirled his glass, making the ice clink against its sides.


  「A man like you can’t possibly be that dense. To be able to seduce Leinora in one night and extract information from her like that… you’re definitely experienced in dealing with women’s feelings.」


  There are many troublesome men, but none more than you, lamented the king, taking a sip from his glass.


  「That ‘normalcy’ of yours, is it not enough for you?」


  「What are you trying to say?」


  「Remember that favour from a while ago? Well, as the king of Ferland, I still have to reward you.」


  I waited for him to continue.


  「As Almeria’s father, and as one of your friends, I have a personal wish as well. If you can be my daughter’s partner, then I have no complaints.」


  One of my friends…? Hmm, I guess King Randolph could be considered a friend.


  「I’m sorry, King Randolph.」


  「Sigh…」


  Sighing deeply, the king took a large gulp of his drink.


  「If the two of you got together and had children, that would be perfect… seeing as I only have daughters… I want a grandson…」


  King Randolph looked up at me.


  「A grandson… so that’s what you wanted all along?」


  「Fufu, I’m being rather garrulous, but yes.」


  「Well then, I’ll try my best to give you an heir.」


  That statement came out like a joke, so I took out some money from my pocket totalling 100,000 rin.


  「Your reign will probably end at fifty-seven.」


  「Hey, hey, don’t fool around with me, Roland. You think I only have another fifteen years left in me? Okay, you’re almost never wrong, but… I’ll say sixty-five.」


  The king also placed 100,000 rin onto the table.


  「Closest without going over wins.」


  「Aye, sounds good.」


  We laughed and emptied the contents of our glasses together.


  「Well, how do you feel thinking about the end of your reign?」


  「It’s a tough question, and it’s all your fault.」


  The king called for one of his male servants and dictated the terms of our bet.


  「Your Majesty, if we’re talking about your reign, how about just postponing your retirement?」


  「Hey, don’t say that out loud, I’m trying to outsmart Roland here…!」


  I stuck out my index finger.


  「One month after the last time we had sex. If nothing happens after that, I’ll just consider myself impotent. Wanking is not counted.」


  「Roland, that’s so strict…!」


  「Well then, that’s all.」


  And so the bet was established. When it was time to leave, we left the resort and headed back to Ferland.


  After bidding them farewell, I immediately activated the ‘Gate’ and went back to Somarille Coast with Lyla.


  Hand in hand, we walked along the shore.


  「That Almeria… she’s a Heroine?」


  「Yeah, what about her?」


  Lyla frowned.


  「How do I say it… I think she’s a good, straightforward girl. It’s good that I didn’t have to fight her.」


  「Yes, thank goodness.」


  「I don’t mind being called Master, but… I suppose being friends would be nice.」


  I see Lyla had taken a liking to Almeria.


  「Also, I don’t understand why you even took up this offer in the first place. Don’t you want nothing to do with Almeria and the royal family?」


  I had been thinking the same thing. While Iris had definitely wished for me to acquiesce, the requestor himself had been okay either way.


  Without much thought, I had simply agreed to go.


  「Since I’m close to the two of them, I felt that they might be pushed into a tight spot. I thought that I could help them break out of a dangerous situation. Calling it a ‘job’ is probably nothing more than a facade I established for myself… I wanted to help a girl I’m close to — a girl who’s almost like my disciple. That’s all there is to it.」


  This was something I could never say to either Almeria or her father.


  「So even you have people you call ‘friends’? That’s good」, said Lyla, nodding.「You heard it from Milia, right? ‘Normal’ people have friends, apparently. And what you just told me has confirmed it. You accepted this mission because of your friends. I don’t know what’s troubling you, but that was a ‘normal’ thing to do, you know?」


  「Me? Troubled?」


  「Mm, it felt like that for some reason.」


  I had had no self-awareness — I had believed that being involved with the royal family was anything but ‘normal’. And yet, I had wanted to lend a hand. I suppose that clash between logic and emotion had been troubling me.


  「Seeing that you don’t even know yourself that well, you have a long way to go, fufufu」, Lyla snickered.


  We started heading back when it got dark, but Lyla suddenly became moody.


  「…You had a lot of fun last night, didn’t you?」


  「Eh, no, I wouldn’t call it ‘fun’.」


  「I’m not talking about that!! I’m talking about the bed, the bed!! I smelt. The scent. Of some bitch!!!!」, spouted Lyla.「I’m a Demon King — the best of the best, peerlessly so! I don’t care where you plant your seed. After all, no woman will let a man like you go. So… do you know what I’m trying to say…?」


  「…?」


  Looking directly at me, she grabbed hold of my finger. Her voice was barely audible over the sound of splashing waves.


  「…I don’t want to go home…」


  Even in the darkness, I could feel her blushing. Yes, I understand, I said, clutching her tightly.
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  The escort mission had ended smoothly. Before returning to Somarille Coast with Lyla, I had to report back to Iris first. The branch chief was immensely grateful for my compliance. Realising that she had essentially pressured me to go, she apologised profusely for it.


  「Can I express my thanks by treating you to a meal?」, asked Iris, tucking her hair behind her ear and looking at me.


  「I’m sorry, but I’m not free today.」


  「Guh…! Will nothing ever change for you…?」


  「Also, no need to express your thanks.」


  「Well, y-you didn’t have to say that explicitly…」


  I had kept Lyla waiting. To make up for having ditched her the previous night, I planned to spend the night with her at Somarille Coast.


  The next morning, we returned home via the ‘Gate’. I ran into Milia as I clocked in for the day.


  「Ah. Roland-san, is your neck okay?」


  「My neck?」, I asked, feeling around the area but finding nothing.


  「It looks like a… bite mark?」


  「…」


  「Ahh, it’s the cat, isn’t it? I see, I see — so she still has the habit of biting you?」


  「…Yes. That black cat rarely leaves me alone.」


  How careless of me.


  I went to the toilet and looked in the mirror. There were a few bruise-like marks on my neck.


  …Those aren’t bites, Milia. Those are love bites.


  I took out a few bandages from the first aid box and plastered them on — it would be nice not to arouse any more suspicion.


  After Iris’s usual morning assembly, we started our official duties.


  「Milia-san. Do you have any friends?」


  「Why do you suddenly ask?」


  「Uh… you must feel a sense of deep affection for someone to be considered a friend, right? Then, you feel as if you have to do something for them… is that ‘normal’?」


  Milia blinked in disbelief.


  「Well, that’s a given, isn’t it? It’s normal, most certainly so!」


  「I see, thank goodness for that.」


  King Randolph and I went way back as banter buddies. I have shared some close moments with Almeria and Elvi, both of whom I met a few years ago. I may not consider them friends, but I certainly felt a deep affection for them.


  Because of that, I feel like helping them out whenever they need it. And that’s ‘normal’, huh? Guess I’m getting closer and closer to this fabled ‘normalcy’.


  「Ah. Roland-san, there’s an adventurer!」, chirped Milia, bringing my head back out of the clouds.


  I was a little confused, since I did not have to do reception duty today. She pointed at a seat positioned at the end of the front desk with ‘Roland Box’ written on it.


  「…What is that?」


  「You’re in high demand, Roland-san, so we decided yesterday that we would make a special seat just for you.」


  A front desk seat just for me, huh?


  Standing before the counter was a young adventurer, apparently a kouhai of Neil’s. I have seen him before. As I took a seat in my new chair, he lowered his head.


  「Aniki, I look forward to working with you today!」


  「Please save the pleasantries, and take a seat.」


  「Thanks!」, the young man said, plopping himself down.


  Taking his adventurer’s license, I verified that his name was correct. Roger Guries, twenty-one years of age, D-rank.


  「I see you’re not putting your feet on the counter today.」


  「Yup, won’t be doing that anymore」, replied Roger, forcing a smile at my quip.


  Roger and Neil were a party, and took up various quests in the region. Unlike many others of his age, Neil takes my advice seriously and tries to apply it. As a result, he became not only confident, but competent as well, allowing him to rise to B-rank.


  「Please give me a suitable quest!」


  「Roger that, one moment please.」


  Neil wasn’t with him today. A suitable quest for D-rank Roger’s skill…


  「How about this?」, I said, retrieving a quest slip and spreading it on the counter.


  「To put it simply, it’s flood prevention works in the Koevilla region.」


  「This, huh, Aniki…?」, said Roger, smiling bitterly.


  「Your skill, ‘Doppels’, will be of immense help to them.」


  His skill was a rare one, allowing him to create multiple clones of himself. I felt that he would be indispensable for quests that needed manpower. However, Roger continued to look gloomy.


  「I… have sealed that skill. Oh, when I say ‘sealed’, it just means that I’ve decided not to use it.」


  「…Is this related to why Neil isn’t with you today?」


  Roger nodded.


  「At first, we were amazed at the utility of my skill. Since Neil-senpai’s a bow user, I could generate decoys to increase efficiency. But… after a while, we came to find that our skills weren’t that compatible after all…」


  In the beginning, many adventurers are satisfied when quests go smoothly, as they can spend the reward money on alcohol, food, women, et cetera. However, many adventurers, Roger included, begin to find themselves as they gain experience.


  「And so, we both decided to go solo.」


  It’s common for parties to disband or for buddies to part ways.


  「I see. Well then, Roger-san, what do you think of going on a quest without Neil? I think you’re ready.」


  「Uhm…」


  「Are you not comfortable with going solo?」


  「No, it’s not that… I’ve already done it a few times…」, muttered Roger, trailing off mid-sentence.


  I could assign him a quest that did not require him to use his skill, but that would only serve as a temporary measure. It would certainly not help to unseal his skill, which is a shame, really — it’s both powerful and rare.


  「This doesn’t happen often, but –」, I said, rolling up the quest slip. 「I’ll assign a more highly-ranked quest to you.」


  「Eh, you can do that?」


  「Well, it all depends on what happens. For example, if you unknowingly defeat the creature you were supposed to deal with. As long as you provide sufficient evidence that you have completed the quest, we will treat it as such.」


  Putting the quest slip away, I brought out another one.


  「Subjugate a hellhound. B-rank.」


  「A B-rank monster elimination quest –」


  「Since the quest is of a higher rank, failure will not lose you credit. If you fail, it’ll be considered a mistake on my part. I know it’s tough, but how about it?」


  「…Okay, I’ll do it! Since Aniki has faith that I can do it… I won’t let you down!」


  His attitude had done a complete 180. I gave the inspired youth a few pointers on dealing with hellhounds.


  「Hmm… okay… mhm…」, murmured Roger as we went along.


  He was probably quite conflicted — as he should be, considering that he probably can’t defeat a hellhound without using his skill. However, if he could just stay calm, activate his skill and act accordingly, there’s no way he’ll lose.


  「It’ll be a fight to the death with that hellhound. You’ll need to use everything in your arsenal — in theory, at least.」


  「Hm.」


  With that, Roger accepted the B-rank quest. He left the guild with determination written all over his face.


  A girl who had been waiting behind him came up and took a seat.


  「Uhm, there’s a lot I need to ask you today.」


  「We can do that later, please give me a moment.」, I said, getting up to go outside.


  Neil was leaning on a wall. I could see him peering into the guild the entire time.


  「Aniki! It’s been a while –!」


  「If you’re worried about him, you could just say so, you know?」, I said, interrupting his greeting and getting straight to the point.


  Somehow, I understood what Neil felt.


  「I too once envied a person who possessed a stronger and rarer skill than I did.」


  Guess I hit the nail on the head. Neil nodded wordlessly.


  「The stronger Roger gets, the stronger his clones become. The strength of his skill grows proportionally with the effort he puts in. A force to be reckoned with, indeed.」


  In comparison, Neil, who Roger looked up to, had a skill called ‘Distant Vision’. He could observe objects at a great distance, which allowed him to use a bow effectively. Most would say that it paled in comparison to ‘Doppels’, however.


  「Your disciple can pull his own weight already. If you wish to continue working together… then you should treat him not as a disciple, but as an equal.」


  The source of Roger’s ennui was the feeling that he was being used. Yet, he did not truly want to go solo, and still wanted to work with Neil. Such was his dilemma.


  「Aniki, perhaps… he’s jealous of me. My rank and experience surpass those of his, and I don’t really seek his opinion much…」


  「He has set off on a B-rank quest to defeat a hellhound.」


  「Huh? He’s a D-rank adventurer, Aniki!」


  「I believe he can handle it. There’s always what ifs, though…」


  「…」


  Grabbing his bow that had been resting upright, Neil ran in the direction that Roger had gone. I shouted the approximate location as he got further and further away.


  It was in the Demon King’s castle, when the final battle had yet to begin, that I suddenly wondered whether the others would follow if they found me running in alone.


  I returned to the counter and continued with my duties, assigning quests and conducting examinations. Time flew, and it was soon time to close.


  As I was locking the front door, I heard something fall to the ground.


  Peering through the fading light, Roger and Neil were sprawled on the grass, gasping for breath and fully spent.


  「Wow, would you look at the time. The two of you have worked hard.」


  Neil had apparently lent a shoulder to support Roger.


  「Aniki… the hellhound… we got it! Look…!」


  He produced a yellowish claw that was still red with blood. I passed it to a colleague from the verification department who was still cleaning up.


  「I’ve sent it for verification, so please wait a while. Both of you are a sight for sore eyes. How strong was it?」


  「Very… senpai filled in the gaps when I screwed up…」


  The two of them, barely able to get up, gingerly propped themselves up on the stone steps of the guild. Neil patted Roger’s shoulder, smiling.


  「Can’t even go for a drink like this.」


  「Yeah, I can barely move, man.」


  Just then, I received confirmation from my colleague.


  「Quest completed, congratulations.」


  「Thank you!!」, said the two men in unison.


  「Ah, feels great…」


  「Man, that was really something…」


  「Well, we’re still alive.」


  「Yeah.」


  They laughed loudly.


  Bidding them farewell, I shut the door. Looking at them sitting on the ground, it seemed like they had a lot to discuss with each other.


  Although I couldn’t hear a word of it, I knew for sure that the next time they came, they would come together.
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  ◆Milia◆


  「Uhm…」


  Milia was staring at Roland, who had his back turned to her while doing his receptionist duties.


  「There are more of them now…! Female adventurers…!」


  She could recall three different female adventurers (adolescent ones) that had specifically asked to see him yesterday. While only one had appeared so far, she had a hunch that many more would arrive today.


  Keeping an ear tuned in his direction, it appeared to Milia that many of them came more for him than to receive a quest. They would make small talk, and when the time came to discuss quest matters, they made an excuse to leave. If Roland was already occupied, other employees approaching to help would be rejected without exception. The girls would sit at a nearby bench and wait patiently for their turn to come.


  Just yesterday, Milia had spotted a shy-looking female mage passing him a letter.


  「This is an alarming matter…!」


  It certainly weighed heavily on her mind.


  After work, she asked Iris out. The two ladies bought two bottles of wine from the dimly-lit marketplace and headed for the house in the outskirts of the city.


  「Good evening –?」, said Lyla questioningly as she opened the door.「Oh, it’s Iris and the lass. You may enter.」


  「Thank you.」


  The two of them went to the living room and placed the bottles of wine on the table.


  「Milia, why did you bring me all the way here? Is today a special day?」


  「No, chief, it’s nothing like that! It’s a grave situation indeed, an emergency!」


  「What a noisy lass」, commented Lyla, taking a seat on the opposite sofa.


  She had provided cups, and so they started drinking.


  「You may not be aware of this, Warawa-san, but Roland has recently become way more popular with the ladies.」


  Looking at how serious the two ladies were, Lyla burst out laughing.


  「Fufu… fuhahahaha! So that’s what was on your mind?」


  「It’s not a laughing matter! Warawa-san, you should be the most worried, since so many girls come to see him!」


  Lyla crossed one leg over the other, twirling her beautiful crimson hair. Her guests were momentarily bedazzled by her charm, despite being female too.


  「Well, no, I’m not worried about that. Also, in terms of looks, nobody can hold a candle to me!」


  「H-How are you so confident…!?」


  Milia couldn’t help but agree, albeit with a tinge of sadness. Examining Lyla closely, it seemed as if she radiated confidence from head to toe.


  「Chief, Warawa-san is too full of confidence to sympathise with us…!」


  「Well then, that means that we can’t help it, can we?」


  「I suppose…」


  Iris raised her glass to her lips in resignation.


  「Is this how adults behave? After all, you’re interested in Roland too, aren’t you, chief?」


  Iris choked on her wine.


  「…I suppose there’s no point denying it anymore. Think about it — he’s excellent at his job, handsome, friendly, and yet still mysterious –」


  Milia slapped her knees in excitement.


  「Yes, chief, that’s it! As expected, you know about it –!」


  「It doesn’t surprise you that he’s surrounded by girls like you, does it?」


  「Uguu… yeah, it doesn’t.」, sighed Milia, looking into her glass.


  「…He is indeed exceptionally kind and considerate…」, added Lyla.


  The two colleagues looked at Lyla, causing her to avert her gaze.


  「I mean, Warawa-san, you’re uncannily cute too.」


  「For such a confident person, you can be quite meek as well, huh?」


  「O-Okay, that’s enough!」


  The three ladies emptied their glasses. Since there were no snacks, they stood in the kitchen to talk.


  「He’s… late today.」


  「Are you worried, Lyla-chan?」


  「N-No. Since you’re here, I was wondering if he’s being held up at the guild…」


  「Your words can’t cover up your true feelings, Warawa-san」, cooed Milia, patting Lyla’s head.


  Lyla brushed her hand off.


  「Don’t be disrespectful. Who do you take me for?」


  「Anyone!」, exclaimed Milia, hugging her from behind.「Your face is flawless… hold up, your boobs are bigger… bigger than mine…!」


  「Me, flawless? Of course I am! Grovel at my feet, lass!」


  「I have principles unlike you, Warawa-san –」


  A noise could be heard from the porch.


  「He’s back.」


  The three ladies jumped.


  「I will receive him — do not get in my way, lass.」


  「You do it all the time, let me do it today –」


  「Hey –!」


  「What –!」


  Ignoring their little squabble, Iris slipped past the two girls and went to the entrance.


  「Welcome home. You’re late today.」


  「…Oh. What’s going on today?」


  「We three ladies had a lot to talk about.」


  「Is that so?」


  They silently popped into the kitchen.


  「Ah, Milia-san, you’re here too.」


  「Welcome back. Shall I whip something up?」


  「Thanks, but I’m good.」


  His smile caught Milia off guard.


  「Hey, Roland.」


  「What?」


  「That lass’s heart is throbbing.」


  「H-Hey, what are you trying to say –」


  Lyla had hit the nail on the head, leaving Milia at a loss for words.


  A short while later, she prepared some snacks and brought them to the table, then sat down for a nice chat with Roland over the wine. As usual, Iris was engrossed in conversation with the Demon King. All of a sudden, she remembered her own exchange with Lyla.


  『Are you jealous? The chief and I are trying to make friends with Roland, you know.』


  『I can’t call it jealousy, but as you know, Roland’s a good man. It can’t be helped that women are all over him. Even if he distances himself from you, more will take your place.』


  That was the reason Lyla gave for being okay with it. It was at that moment that Milia realised just how small she was.


  「Well then, I’ll be leaving. Thanks for having us today.」


  「It’s late, so I’ll see you home. Lyla, drink within your limits.」


  「I know, I know. Make sure she’s safe.」


  Lyla waved them off, and Milia returned the gesture.


  「I don’t live that far away, so you don’t need to follow me all the way home.」


  「Low crime doesn’t mean no crime. It’s dangerous for a girl to walk alone at night.」, said Roland, insisting on following.


  It seemed like a long time since something like this had happened — not since she had invited him for dinner at her house.


  Not knowing what to say, Milia remained silent for much of the journey. Roland was also a man of few words, so naturally no conversation arose.


  The moon was out, and the path home wasn’t completely dark. She wanted to hold Roland’s hand, but fearing that she would be spotted, didn’t have the courage to initiate.


  Her house came into view. Unfortunately so.


  Milia thought about confessing her feelings, but the words refused to form.


  Once they reached her doorstep, Roland bade her good night and turned around to leave. She suddenly heard Lyla’s voice in her head.


  What a loser.


  「Uhm, uh — Roland-san!」


  「…Yes?」


  She had stopped him, but now what? What could she say? Her lips were dry. She swallowed saliva. Her knees quivered. She could feel herself fidgeting.


  Just when she was at a total loss, the words of a poet long gone came back to life on Milia’s lips.


  「Isn’t the moon beautiful?」


  Roland looked up at the sky and nodded.


  「It is.」


  「Good n-night! See you tomorrow at the guild!」


  With a wave of his hand, Roland disappeared into the moonlight. Closing the door behind her, Milia slumped onto it.


  「Haa…」


  She had finally said it, albeit in a roundabout way.


  『I love you.』


  And yet, it had gone over his head.


  Lacking the confidence and courage to tell him her true feelings, she still had a long way to go.
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  Just another day in the branch chief’s office.


  Iris laid a pamphlet on her desk.


  「All our examiners have had to attend in previous years, but from this year onwards, you’ll be the only one.」


  「What’s this?」


  「Directions to the annual examiners’ symposium held at the royal capital, where examiners from all over the country meet. They verify that their methods follow headquarters’ guidelines, and attend various lectures.」


  I suppose it’s to set a certain benchmark for examiners, which in turn raises the bar for adventurers. There had been multiple examiners last year, Morley included, but as the only one this year, I had no choice but to go.


  「It’s nothing too complicated, so just have a good time.」


  Keeping her words in mind, I made some preparations and set off. Lyla seemed to have nothing better to do, so I let her tag along.


  「Hm. What detailed creatures humans are.」


  The black cat tucked away in my rucksack had evidently read the pamphlet.


  「It’s like that because they have to make sure that the front-end examiners know exactly what they’re doing.」


  Even the passing criteria had no doubt been painstakingly crafted over many days. Lyla yawned loudly.


  「Well, you do you, I guess. Get it over and done with quickly, I want to eat something good before we leave.」


  I had actually been there once to inform the King about the Demon King’s passing, but I left almost immediately after.


  「It’s not a vacation, but we’ll see.」


  The symposium would be held over two days. According to the itinerary given, there would be time to explore the streets.


  「We’ll be staying at… oh, hmm. Doesn’t look like a cheap hotel to me.」


  「I think our stay is sponsored by the guild.」


  「I can’t wait to get there…!」, exclaimed Lyla excitedly.


  Come to think of it, this might be my first ever vacation.


  「I wonder what the capital of a kingdom run by humans will be like.」


  「There’s nothing particularly remarkable, I’d say.」


  「Fine, fine, I’ll enjoy myself then. You can focus on your work.」


  Keeping my horse at a fast gallop, the high walls of the royal capital soon came into view. We crossed a drawbridge spanning the moat and showed the pamphlet to the guards.


  「Looks like security’s tighter than usual, huh?」


  「Ah, yes. Demons seem to be targeting Princess Almeria. In fact, they played some psychological trick on her just a while ago…」


  「Demons…? A psychological trick…? Fumu. If that’s really the case, I’d be on guard too…」, said Lyla, glancing at me several times.


  「What’s wrong?」


  「Nah, nothing」, chuckled Lyla.


  「?」


  Still confused, I left the horse at the stable and followed the pamphlet’s directions to our lodging. After telling the innkeeper the purpose of my visit, he led us to our room. Lyla said that she wanted to go for a stroll, so I turned her back into human form.


  「According to that piece of paper, you should be able to come back here by dinnertime.」


  「Looks like it.」


  「I’ll go find a restaurant. Look forward to it.」


  With a graceful flick of her hair, Lyla left. Leaving my luggage in the room, I headed for the adventurer’s guild headquarters.


  A majestic-looking wooden building appeared before me. It wasn’t my first time seeing it, but it was my first time actually going inside. Following the printed directions, I squeezed through a corridor and found my way to a large conference room.


  There were already more than a hundred of what looked like guild employees, no doubt here to attend the symposium. I found a suitable seat and sat down. Displayed at the front were the lecture contents and the lecturer’s name. Today’s lecture would be on magic and adventuring experience.


  「Hey, look. This ‘Samuel’, our lecturer, is said to be a disciple of Grand Wizard Gilman.」


  「’Samuel’… he’s that guy, isn’t he? That guy who unified the Demon forces in the coalition army during the Demon-Human war?」


  It seems like laymen knew it as the ‘Demon-Human war’. Their conversation made the memory of that event resurface.


  Lecturer Samuel finally made his appearance — a balding man in his late thirties.


  「Ladies and gentlemen, thank you all for coming down today. I am Samuel, and I will be conducting the lecture on magic. I rarely teach guild employees, so, if you will, please give me your fullest attention. If you have any questions, do not hesitate to clarify.」


  Despite having made such a grand entrance, his lecture content was merely foundational. Yet, when I looked around me, many attendees were furiously scribbling down notes.


  「Hey, aren’t you writing anything down?」, asked the female employee beside me.


  「I’ll remember everything, no worries.」


  「Wow…」


  It didn’t feel necessary to take the trouble to study this hard. For me, at least, seeing how the employees who had no experience with magic were listening intently to the lecture and meticulously taking notes.


  「Let me do a little demonstration. Watch closely.」


  Samuel drew the magic circle for a fire spell, ‘Flame’, on the blackboard.


  When I was learning magic from Lyla, she taught me that drawing magic circles was the foundation of everything. While human and demon magic circles differ by a fair bit, they still serve the same purpose.


  「’Flame.’」


  Raising his hand, Samuel channeled his magicka into the circle. A ball of flame began to dance on his palm, then flickered out.


  「Wow…!!!」, gasped the crowd.


  Noticing something off, I raised my hand.


  「Okay, you over there, go ahead.」


  「If I’m not wrong, that circle has low magic conversion efficiency. Doesn’t it mean that the magic output is much lower than it should be?」


  「Harrumph, amateur. This is the most proper magic circle ever designed in all of history! Low conversion efficiency? Lower magic output? Think before you speak!」


  That’s the difference between human and demon magic. According to Lyla, demons frequently work towards developing new spells and methods to carry them out. On the contrary, humans tend to fall back on tried-and-tested methods, just like this Samuel fellow.


  If one has no thirst for knowledge or appetite for discovery, their magic will forever be stuck in the past, becoming more obsolete by the day.


  While it’s not a bad thing to seek comfort in established methods, it’s also not a valid reason not to extend the frontier of knowledge.


  I went up to the blackboard and re-drew the magic circle.


  「Hey, what do you think you’re doing?」


  「How about this?」


  「…That guy’s magic circle is much simpler, isn’t it?」, said one onlooker.


  「I think it’s easier to remember」, agreed another.


  Samuel cackled. Unfazed by his mocking laughter, I explained what I had just done.


  「To put it simply, magic circles are systems. Channeled magicka follows a predetermined path into the formation, which takes more time the longer the path is. To have a long, winding path, or to create the shortest path possible, that is the question.」


  The employees listened to my explanation silently.


  「Thank you for your wonderful explanation. It is indeed a magic circle designed to cast ‘Flame’, but it’s meaningless if you don’t activate it.」


  Lyla once advised me not to memorise the circles themselves, but to understand the underlying concepts — to see the trees, not only the forest. That way, original magic can be crafted from axioms known for millennia.


  A surprisingly good teacher, the Demon King is.


  「I’ll activate it the way the Demon King does.」


  「Huh?」


  In other words, this is magic that no human has ever conceived of. Placing my palm on the magic circle, I channeled my own magicka into it.


  Poof…


  A small flame materialised.


  「Ahahaha! You call this magic? You can’t even roast a pig with th –」


  Doghaaaaan!!
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  The next moment, a fireball shot out from the magic circle.


  「Ugyaaa –!?」, screamed Samuel, rooted in place.


  Although the fire extinguished itself in an instant, the employees were taken aback.


  「W-What was that!?」


  「So… that’s ‘Flame’…?」


  「That power was not that of a normal ‘Flame’… trust me, I used be an adventurer!」


  「All he did was change the circle a little…」


  I looked down at the petrified lecturer, whose eyes were bulging out of his skull.


  「W-Who are you…?」


  「Who are you?」


  「What do you mean…?」


  「I know Gilman well. He does not take disciples.」


  「…」


  「Makes your job easier if you claim to be his disciple, right, mage?」


  Making a pathetic whimper, Samuel averted his gaze.
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  「I apologise for disrupting your lesson. Please continue」, I said as I returned to my seat.


  Samuel cleared his throat among the ruckus and resumed lecturing.


  「Hey, could you repeat what you said just now?」, asked the female employee seated beside me.


  The attendees now had their attention focused on me, rather than on Samuel. Despite the lecture having resumed, around twenty people had gathered around me, so I explained the logic behind magic circles and magic conversion efficiency once more.


  「Man, I did a double take looking at you!」


  「Yeah, I thought that guy was kinda looking down on us guild employees.」


  「Me too, I knew that lecturer was sitting on his high horse.」


  They were giggling like friends who had just successfully pulled off a prank.


  Having to continue lecturing an audience who had lost interest, Samuel’s attitude had done a 180. His voice was softer and his confidence had been completely shattered.


  「Former adventurer? Were you a mage?」


  「Eh, I don’t think a mage would do any of that improvement stuff. He would just learn more spells, no?」


  「Hmm, are you affiliated with the royal capital’s research establishments?」


  I waved my hand at their questions, giving them a warm smile.


  「No, it’s nothing like that. We’re still in the middle of the lecture, so I think we should pay…」


  I trailed off, realising that Samuel had already bailed. I suppose it had been impossible for him to carry on with me still around, even though there was still a large chunk of time remaining before the scheduled end of the lecture.


  Now that the lecturer had left, the employees clustering around me began introducing themselves. I followed suit, but never understood why they bothered to do so despite knowing that we would part ways the following day.


  「Someone told me earlier that that Samuel guy is a mage retained by nobles」, said Roy, a short-haired male employee.


  「No wonder he has such a large ego」, added Nina, a lively-looking female employee, while pouting.


  「And yet he’s not a noble himself. I guess he’s typical of retained employees」, agreed Sheila, the female employee seated beside me.


  「Sorry, but what’s a retained employee?」


  「Oh, you don’t know? They’re people personally employed by nobles, in the same way that private armies are. They can become family tutors for the nobles’ kids, bodyguards, et cetera. It’s one of the career paths that retired adventurers aspire towards」, explained Nina.


  Lord Bardell, the baron who had purchased Meiri to be a slave, most likely had his fair share of retained employees then.


  「Well… that sounds bad then, doesn’t it?」, asked an onlooker.


  「What does?」, replied Roy, furrowing his eyebrows.


  「I know an employee who once raised an objection to some nobles — he was my batchmate. Apparently he offended them, and was eventually pressured into quitting his job.」


  …I should be fine, more or less, seeing as I had successfully negotiated with the baron before. Ignoring the fact that I had smacked one of his guards, at least.


  「Argan-kun, you’re gonna be in trouble…!」, exclaimed Nina.


  「Hmm, I didn’t do anything wrong though. He did tell us not to hesitate to ask questions.」


  「That’s not how it works!!!」, said the three people hurriedly, shaking their heads.


  Guess that was a weird thing to say.


  「Nobles tend to bend the rules and twist their words at their whim and fancy, you know?」, said Sheila uneasily.


  At that moment, a large, muscular man barged into the room. With a longsword hanging by his waist, he looked like a budding martial artist.


  「I heard there’s a guild employee who disrupted the lecture and insulted Mister Samuel here!」, bellowed the man.


  His voice echoed around the room, making the attendees jump. He was possibly a knight who wasn’t wearing his heavy armor.


  「He’s definitely some noble guy’s guard…」


  「Hm, is he pissed because we weren’t paying attention to the lecture?」


  The knight unsheathed his sword and stuck it into the ground in front of him, putting his hands on the hilt.


  「Yes. I believe I am that person.」


  As I was standing up, Roy tugged on my shirt.


  「Hey, hey, hey. Nobody said anything about an Argan-kun… normally, we just shut up and lie low!」


  So keeping quiet is the ‘normal’ path to take?


  What a shame, seeing as I had already made myself known.


  「I couldn’t let it go, for it involved everyone.」


  「You! Get over here!」, roared the unexpected visitor menacingly, making the nearby attendees flinch.


  I obediently made my way to him. At two meters tall, he was a giant of a man. He also had a few scars on his cheeks around his mouth. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had been on the battlefield before. Clearly, he also regularly goes through rigorous training. It was possible that he was a mercenary or an adventurer, but he was most likely a knight commissioned by the same noble family that Samuel worked for.


  「State your affiliation. Now!」


  「Asking the name of another without so much as stating your own, how rude.」


  「There is no need for someone like you to know my name!」


  「Same to you, then.」


  Nervous murmuring arose among the crowd.


  「D-Did he just try to irritate him even more…?」


  「Does that employee have a death wish…!?」


  Meanwhile, the knight was turning purple with rage.


  「Is it not an unspoken rule for a knight to treat others with respect?」


  「I get to choose who deserves respect and who doesn’t. That’s all.」


  I guess some knights only uphold a budget version of their code of conduct.


  With a loud roar, the knight punched hard in my direction.


  How slow. This is just going round and round in circles, isn’t it? Good grief.


  This man had most likely come to salvage Samuel’s pride. Dodging his attack would only add fuel to the flames. He wouldn’t be able to achieve his goal either, causing this conflict to drag on even longer.


  I made all those considerations while his fist was travelling — that’s how slow it was.


  Fine, I’ll let him have this one. It’s the most logical and efficient way to get this over and done with.


  「Nuaaaahh!!」


  Making a terrifying noise, his fist made contact with my face.


  At the moment of contact, I instantly jumped a little. This was indisputably the best way to avoid an attack. I threw myself backwards, putting on a show of sorts. Sending an opponent flying always makes one feel good, especially if you’re a big guy.


  「Nuaaaahh!!」


  I bent my neck, cushioning the blow and making the damage done almost negligible.


  I briefly considered doing a cartwheel backwards, but realised that it wouldn’t be satisfying for him. Thus, I simply decided to let myself tumble onto the floor.


  I felt no pain, of course.


  「Argan-kun, are you okay!?」, exclaimed the onlookers as they peered at me.


  Looking at my assailant, he was momentarily puzzled, since he had felt no recoil despite having smacked me into the air.


  「Fuhahahaha. It ended so quickly, o foolish child, and yet you expected me to tell you my name?」


  Full of glee, the victorious man stood arms akimbo. Guess I’ll play along.


  「Ow…」


  「That’s the wrong cheek, Argan-kun…」


  「Ow…」


  「He actually corrected himself…」


  …


  That aura…! I sensed an uncanny presence that I knew all too well outside.


  Barin!!


  All the glass windows shattered at once.


  「W-What…?」


  「Did the glass just shatter on its own!?」


  The aura was thick — thick with anger.


  Welp.


  Almeria appeared beneath one of the windows.


  「You… hit… Roland…!」


  Lyla poked her head out too, pulling the princess by her arm.


  「This unfathomable anger… you know it when you see it! It’s on purpose, on purpose!」


  How did they get here? No… why’re they even together…? Guess I’ll find out later.


  「You hit Roland. And he was sent flying! I will not allow it…!」


  「Hey, stop it! Show some restraint, lass!」, pleaded Lyla.


  Almeria shook off Lyla’s grip and barged into the room.


  「Princess Almeria…!」


  「It’s the heroine –」


  The knight got down on one knee and lowered his head.


  「Princess Almeria! This is my first time seeing you in person. I am honor –」


  「Oi! This is not the time and place to be greeting her. Run!」


  「Huh? Are you trying to be funny –」


  Almeria took short, quick steps, knowing that one can turn more easily that way compared to when taking normal strides. It’s most suitable for indoor use.


  Just as I had taught her. Wow, so she could still remember…?


  …Wait, this isn’t the time to feel proud.


  Almeria grabbed the kneeling knight by the scruff of his neck and slammed him into the wall behind.


  Doghaan!!


  The princess then threw a devastating punch right beside his face, cracking the wall.


  「…now. Now…!」


  「Hiiiiiiii!?」


  The man, frightened half to death, wet his pants.


  「Apologise to Roland. Now. My aim isn’t that bad, you know?」


  「I’m… I’m sorry…!!!」


  The man knocked his head on the floor in the middle of the puddle he had created. I rapidly stood in between them in order to save him from Almeria’s wrath.


  「You’re gonna die. Leave it to me. Get out while you can!」


  「T-Thank you…」


  His face covered in sweat, tears and mucus, the man ran out of the room helter-skelter.


  He forgot his longsword, though… well, I guess it can’t be helped.
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  「Hnnnnghhh…」


  Her face rapidly turning red, Almeria tried to dislodge her fist from the wall. The employees, stunned by the series of events, could only stare wide-eyed.


  「What are you doing?」


  「Can’t you see? I’m trying to get my fist unstuck!」


  「No, not that. This is the venue for the examiners’ symposium. You’re quite free, aren’t you, Princess?」


  …Lyla had disappeared somewhere.


  「Shut up!」, exclaimed Almeria, finally pulling her fist free. 「That Lylael is an acquaintance of yours, right? I asked her where you were, so she brought me here.」


  Her previous encounter had been with Lyla in cat form, so she didn’t know better. I sighed deeply. There was supposed to be another lecture on examiner knowledge, but since Almeria had shown up, it became very difficult for the organisers to carry on.


  Anyway, she’d probably come to ask a favour or something. I told her to follow me outside for a moment.


  「What do you want? It seems like you were looking for me.」


  「You’ll be… having dinner alone, right? I guess I have no choice but to invite you over… will you come?」, muttered Almeria, fidgeting.


  A leopard never changes its spots — spots of arrogance, or perhaps self-importance, for this particular one.


  「Did you come here just to say that?」


  「N-No, of course not! I just happened to pass by, and saw someone smacking you…!」


  「…」


  Didn’t she say just a while ago that she’d asked Lyla where I was?


  「What’s with that suspicious gaze…? E-Even after I helped you out…」, grumbled Almeria while pouting.


  「I remember telling you not to let your emotions take control. But well, since you did it with me in mind, I give you my thanks.」


  「You’re not being honest, are you?」


  That’s my line.


  At any rate, I had to turn down the princess and heroine’s gracious offer.


  「When will it be over?」


  「Does it matter?」, I replied, wondering if she intended to pick me up. 「I didn’t come here to have fun. You’re getting in the way of my work, so hurry up and go home.」


  「How… how can you treat me so coldly!? Fine, I see it how it is, baka!」


  Frustrated, Almeria rushed off, stomping her feet. Realising that the next lecturer had arrived, I returned to the lecture room.


  ◆Lyla◆


  After parting with Roland, the Demon King immediately went for a long stroll in the capital.


  「What a beautiful capital these humans have — so lively, and with so much food to boot」, observed Lyla as she jostled through the crowd at the market.


  She had the crimson hair and red eyes of a demon, but since there were elves, dwarves and other hybrid humanoids around, she did not attract any attention. Following the aroma of grilled meat that wafted into her nostrils, she arrived at a stall selling shish-kebabs.


  「I’ll take two! Two!」


  Aye, said the vendor, rolling up his sleeves. Cutting generous chunks of meat, he coated them in sauce and grilled them, placing three onto each skewer.


  At that moment, Lyla detected a hooded creature moving around. She may have lost her magical abilities, but her vision and reflexes were still top-notch. The mysterious figure weaved through the crowd like a fish through water, stopping and moving periodically.


  「What is that?」


  「Sorry to have kept you waiting, Ma’am!」


  「Mm」, muttered Lyla, reaching into her purse. 「…? Hm? My wallet…」


  「What’s wrong, Ma’am? Oh no, did you…」


  「My wallet’s gone…! Did I drop it…!?」


  「Have you been pickpocketed…?」


  「What, what even…!? Where did it go?」


  The cat-shaped wallet that Roland bought for her had disappeared…


  「This pickpocket…! That wallet came from Roland, and he stole it…! I will not allow it — I liked it so much, too! Grr…!」


  「I’m sorry for your loss, Ma’am, but my food isn’t free.」


  「Ugugu… what do I tell Roland…?」


  The hooded creature stopped in its tracks. Its hood rustling, it glided over to Lyla.


  「Did you just mention Roland…?」


  「Yes, and you are…」


  Peering into the hood, Lyla saw a pretty girl — the heroine she had met at the resort the previous day.


  「I’m Roland’s lov… no, an acquaintance. And he’s here, just as I expected! Where is he?」


  「Uh, before I tell you, I need a favour from you…」


  「Hm?」


  「Can you pay for my food first…?」


  The hooded girl paused to think for a moment, then nodded.


  「Sure. In return, I want you to bring me to Roland. I heard that he came here for work-related purposes, but I don’t know where he is exactly.」


  「Mm, leave it to me!」, puffed Lyla.


  The girl lifted her hood, letting the vendor see her face.


  「Y-Your High –」


  「Shh! Shh! I snuck out of the palace. I need you to come over later.」


  「A-As you wish. Also, Ma’am… if you’re affiliated with her Highness, then it’s on the house…!」


  「Thank you」, said Lyla, who had been watching their conversation silently. 「That was awesome of you!」


  「Hehe ♪」


  ◆Roland◆


  「– and that’s why she was there.」


  「I see.」


  After the lecture ended, we went to a tavern not far from the guild headquarters. It appears that Almeria had helped Lyla when she lost her wallet. And since she could spot me from outside, the princess had come into the lecture room to check on me.


  At any rate, it’s an interesting way for arch-enemies to meet.


  「She’s a strong lass… but of course, she’d still lose if I wasn’t restrained by this ring.」


  「I thought so too. I’d prefer it if you kept your distance from her, though…」


  「I feel not only respect for her, but a sort of love as well. You are probably to her as she is to me.」


  「The irony of it all.」


  「From what I’ve seen of her so far, anyway. Also, her looks can give me a run for my money.」


  「While she’s still young, I think you’re almost at your peak」, I replied, countering her jab at me.


  Lyla raised her tankard and took a sip, hiding her hastily reddening face.


  「I didn’t expect to hear something like that coming from you…」


  Having emptied her mug, she ordered another beer and rapidly downed that one as well.


  「Don’t catch me off guard like that… oh, my poor heart…」, slurred Lyla, knocking another one back. 「You should drink too.」


  「I’m drinking at your pace.」


  Her eyes slowly glazed over, signaling that she was near her limit.


  「Hmph, it’s fun to drink you under the table…」


  「You’re one to talk while getting plastered.」


  I buckled under Lyla’s pressure and continued drinking. Hearing loud whining, I turned to see Samuel, the lecturer, rambling over his drink.


  「Who was that guild employee, and how did he know about Gilman!? What’s wrong with claiming to be his disciple? Was I causing any trouble by doing that…!?」


  The guild employee he was ranting to was unfamiliar to me — perhaps an event planner who had requested his appearance.


  「I learnt the basics *hic* from him… doesn’t that make me a *hic* a disciple!?」


  「Indeed it does, hahaha… although he only taught you once…」


  It was obvious what he really thought. However, not rebutting Samuel’s rant was probably the best course of action to take.


  「Your… your strength made me fall in, in love with *hic* you. No, not love… it’s not love! Okay, a little bit. Maybe. But I’m the *hic* the Demon King… I have to fulfill m-my duty to my people!」


  Lyla, having become completely shit-faced, was now spouting strange things.


  「When can we have a child…?」, she asked tenderly, tottering over and leaning onto me.


  Seeing how she was about to lose her balance, I decided to step in and lend her my shoulder for support.


  「Where are we *hic* going? I’m… I’m… *burp*」


  「You’re way past your limit.」


  The redness had all but disappeared, leaving her face a pale white. Unfortunately, Samuel spotted me before I could step outside.


  「Oi! You! You’re the bastard who fucked up my lesson, ain’t ya…!? Where do you think you’re going, huh!?」


  The guild employee looked at me apologetically.


  「You. Me. One on one!」, challenged the lecturer.


  Lyla somehow registered his words.


  「Fuhahaha, let’s get it.」


  「Cut it out, idiot.」


  Many types of people, one type of drunkard.


  「Huh… there’s a beautiful girl *hic* right there…」


  While my attention was diverted, Lyla had tottered over to Samuel and tackled him.


  「*Burp*… no, I can’t…」


  「Oi! Don’t ram into me like that, what the –」


  I think she had wanted to hug Samuel, but didn’t quite manage to reach him. Before falling onto the ground, she somehow found something to cling onto.


  Unfortunately, that something was Samuel’s trousers, which slipped all the way down.


  「…」


  「Did you not put on underwear, Samuel?」


  「Well, it uh… *hic* fits the time and place…」


  I did not have the slightest idea as to what he meant. Lyla guffawed, thumping the ground with her fist.


  「Ahahahaha!! So small. Ahahahaha. Roland’s is bigger, much bigger!」


  Giving her a good whack on the head, I dragged her outside.


  「Why’d you hit me…?」, asked Lyla, evidently unable to comprehend my actions.


  「Show some class.」


  「Is it a bad thing not to…?」, she groaned with tears welling up in her eyes.


  I knocked her out.


  Finally getting some much desired peace and quiet, I wordlessly lugged her back to our room.


  Chapter 53: The examiners’ symposium, part 4


  


  「Oof, owie. Man… my head… it hurts…」, groaned Lyla as she lay in bed.


  She had drunk too much the previous night due to the euphoria of being in a new place.


  「I think… this is the end for me…」


  Tears welling up in her eyes, she clung tightly onto me. Despite being the Demon King, she was considerably wimpy by all standards. Perhaps she’d never been through real hardship?


  「In my dream, something about the size of my pinky was chasing me round and round… that can’t be a good omen.」


  That’s just your conscience acting up, considering what you did yesterday.


  「Yup, I’m done for.」


  I peeled Lyla away from me. The landlord had given me a thermos flask filled with water earlier, which I now placed in the room with a drinking glass.


  「I have to return to the symposium. Suck it up, you’ll be fine.」


  Leaving Lyla to shake off her hangover, I left for the lecture room.


  As I entered, I was greeted by employees from other branches. I took the same seat as I did the previous day. After a while, an employee from the guild headquarters entered and called for me.


  「Roland Argan! Is Roland Argan of the Lahati branch present?」


  「Yes, I am.」


  「Baron Zygymus Constatin wants to meet you. As soon as possible, he says.」


  Sorry, who?


  Getting up from my seat, I followed the messenger.


  「Who is this baron that has called for me…?」


  「Baron Zygymus. Have you never heard of him? The adventurers’ guild was founded by a handful of nobles, one of whom was him. He is also the current head of the Constatin family.」


  「I see.」


  「It may be regarding yesterday’s incident…」


  It’s possible. Taking a closer look, I realised that this employee was the one who had been accompanying Samuel at the tavern.


  I knew that the barons’ offices were within the guild headquarters, and postulated that that’s where we were heading.


  「Try not to anger Zygymus-sama, for he is not the most even-tempered person out there. In fact, he’s also known as the ‘Beheading Baron’ due to his habit of personally decapitating those who cross him.」


  「That’s scary.」


  Decapitation, when not done on the battlefield, is a means of showing off more than anything else. As it erases your enemy forever, competent warriors aim to do so as much as possible. During peacetime, however, beheading a person simply becomes a display of one’s power.


  And for this noble, power was what he had, if nothing else.


  Once we reached our destination, the messenger bade me farewell and went on his merry way. Knowing that it was compulsory to attend the lecture, I wanted to get this over and done with as soon as possible. I knocked on the door, and a voice rang out from within.


  「Enter.」


  「Thank you.」


  The office resembled Iris’s. A man in his early thirties, presumably the baron, was seated at the back.


  「I am Roland Argan of the Lahati branch. I have been attending the lectures since yesterday.」


  「Looks like you took good care of Samuel yesterday.」


  「I simply pointed out a more efficient method of doing things, your Lordship.」


  「You’ve put me in a tight spot.」


  Stroking his manicured goatee, the baron continued.


  「I was the one who endorsed Samuel’s abilities, allowing him to tutor knights and highly adaptable specialised adventurers in magic.」


  Aristocrats have a complex system of rules and social customs, out of which doing things in the name of ‘honour’ and ‘fame’ is the most inexplicable to a recluse like me.


  「After you offered your unsolicited opinion, my cavalry and my adventurers now refuse to study the magic that they see as ‘ineffective’.」


  Just as I thought.


  「My wish is very simple. Apologise to Samuel for yesterday. Admit that you were wrong. Nothing else.」


  「…Your Lordship, my method was indeed much more effective than –」


  「It’s not about that」, interjected the baron.


  He looked a little ticked off already.


  「Be it good or bad, for the better or for the worse, is not of my concern now. What is of concern is the fact that the reputations of Samuel and his employer, the entire Constatin family — my family — are at stake.」


  Indeed, word would get around once the other employees returned to their respective branches, and the Constatin family’s reputation would be considerably tarnished. As I weighed my options, the baron stood up and unsheathed his longsword.


  「You and I… are in the same boat. I can smell it. You’re a killer too. How many have you killed? Five? Ten?」


  「No…」


  That was sudden.


  「I have killed sixteen men in total, and I remember every one of them!」, he exclaimed triumphantly, fantasizing about those he had killed.


  I have never felt even an iota of joy from ending a life.


  He gently ran the edge of his blade along my cheek.


  「How far gone are you?」


  「Huh?」


  「I can hear the voices of the dead. ‘Help me,’ they say. ‘Please have mercy on me.’ ‘Why me…?’ Et cetera.」


  「Ah.」


  Just as I was wondering how much delight he took in killing people.


  「They pair excellently with wine.」


  You’re just a butcher…


  「Would you like to become the seventeenth?」


  Was he trying to force me into submission? Or was he simply trying to pressure and threaten me? Anyway, I grabbed the blade of his sword before he could do anything else.


  「– ! What…! I can’t move it…!?」


  「I’ll explain it slowly, sweet baron and ‘amateur assassin’ Zygymus. You mentioned earlier that you can still hear the voices of the dead. That’s your conscience acting; nothing more than figments of your imagination.」


  「My conscience…? I have fed it to the dogs!」


  「It is only under the pretense of delighting in murder that your sanity is still intact.」


  This guy was nothing more than a wrasse among the sea of killers.


  「What do you mean? Anyone who crosses me! Their heads are mine!」


  「Dead men tell no tales. The things you say are simply scripted — excuses that are etched deeper into your mind with each time you repeat them. The cries of the dead pair excellently with wine? How interesting. You actually drink the wine to drown out those cries, do you not?」


  To begin hearing voices after a few killings, and to seek refuge at the bottom of a glass.


  It’s exactly what a beginner does.


  After all, I had gone through the same thing ten years ago, even though the assassinations hadn’t been of my own volition.


  「Ending a life with the slightest impetus to do so — that bad habit of yours has gotten the better of you time and again, and your conscience has eaten away at you over time. That’s all there is to it.」


  No longer sensing the killing intent on the edge of his sword, I let go. The baron let go of his sword as well, and it fell to the ground with a loud clang.


  「For the people you have killed — never forget their faces. Remember the lives they led. Every single one of them hates your guts, and they will do so for eternity. Never run away from the sins you have committed.」


  To never forget, and to never run away from my past.


  That’s how I do things.


  「You took too many lives on a whim. And you never steeled your heart before doing so. You allowed this bad habit to take root within yourself.」


  Baron Zygymus took a few steps back on tottery limbs.


  「How many people have you…」


  「How many breaths have you taken in this life, your Lordship?」


  「Breaths…? I can’t remember –」


  Exactly, I replied. The baron fell silent.


  「…」


  He now looked at me in a completely different light.


  「Please see that you apologise to Samuel for embarrassing him in front of everyone.」


  The baron nodded slightly.


  「…Yes, certainly. The Samuel matter will be dropped. Also, I would like you to take his place. How much do you want?」


  「I’m sorry. I like my current job.」


  Since he had agreed to drop the entire affair, I got ready to leave. As I placed a hand on the doorknob, the baron called out to me.


  「Who… are you?」


  「I have introduced myself before, have I not? I’m just an ordinary guild employee.」


  With that, I shut the door on the baron.


  Chapter 54: The examiners’ symposium, part 5


  


  By the time I got back, the lecture had already started.


  That day’s lecture was on the phylogeny of skills and their effects. Just like the previous day, the content was pitched at the most basic level; anyone familiar with it would have been bored out of their mind. As it was the last lecture of the symposium, a handful of people invited me for a meal afterwards, but I declined.


  「Hey, Lyla, it’s time to go.」


  When I returned to our lodging, Lyla was still reeling from her hangover. Her face was pale.


  「No… I haven’t seen enough of the capital yet…」


  「I’ve set up a ‘Gate’. We can return anytime.」


  「If that’s the case…」, she slurred as she passed out once again.


  I converted her to her feline form and stuffed her into my rucksack as it was more convenient that way. As I stepped out of the inn, a voice called out to me.


  「Excuse me, are you Roland Argan-san?」, asked a man wearing an employee’s uniform.


  He seemed to have rushed here, as he was gasping for breath.


  「Yes, that’s me.」


  「The Guild Master, Ta’uro Paro-sama, asks for you.」


  It’s a name familiar to me, but since my assignment had been completed, there was no reason for me to remain in the capital any longer.


  「He’s now important enough to summon me, huh?」


  「Sorry?」


  「No, nothing. Just inform him I had ‘already left’ when you arrived at the inn.」


  「Uhm, the Master has been away for the past few days, and has only just returned. When he found out that the symposium had already ended, he hurriedly asked me to –」


  「‘Have legs, use legs.’ Tell that to him as well.」


  「I-I can’t say that! Please drop by and say hi, at least…」


  The ‘Gate’ I had established effectively reduced my travelling time to zero. In addition, the symposium ended that day, which meant that the next day was a day off. I wanted to go home and relax already, but ten minutes wouldn’t hurt, I suppose.


  「…Fine. I see how it is. Let’s go.」


  「You seem like you really don’t want to…」


  Following the lackey, I returned to headquarters once again.


  The Guild Master is the most authoritative figure in the entire guild; in more concrete terms, he is the Chairman of the Adventurers’ Association. The current one, Ta’uro Paro, is a person I have had multiple dealings with in the past.


  He was almost certainly the one who had leaked my past as an assassin to Iris. I suppose it’s partially my fault for not having changed my name, but still… that wasn’t very nice of him, was it? For goodness’ sake.


  「Argan-san, it might not be a good idea to display that attitude in front of the Master. As a fellow employee, I’m worried on your behalf…」


  「I’ll drop that attitude. Everything will be alright.」


  In all honesty, I had no intention to do so — I said that to pacify him more than anything else.


  When we reached headquarters, we climbed flight after flight of stairs. At the top, the employee directed me to a door at the end of a corridor.


  I entered without knocking.


  「Uh, Argan-san, you can’t just enter like that –」


  The panicking lackey was cut short when I shut the door abruptly.


  A familiar figure was seated behind a large desk, although he’d aged a little since the last time we met. His angular face and goatee did not match his perfectly circular eyes.


  「Ohohoho, ahahaha! Is that the real Roland I see, since the war ceased to be?」


  「Have you seen a fake one walking around?」


  Walking forward, I plopped myself down on the leather sofa.


  「Ahahaha! The unique way in which you speak, just as brusque as in the past!」


  「And you’re still just as loud.」


  Ta’uro stood up and walked over. I forced a smile and shook hands with him.


  「You really became a guild employee!」


  「And my boss knows that I used to be an assassin, thanks to you.」


  「Ahahaha! Was it a secret? Pardon me.」


  He was once a junior disciple, although only briefly, as he’d escaped from his master after only a month. He was also ten years my senior.


  While I worked in the shadows as a trained assassin, Ta’uro distinguished himself as an adventurer. He had also been an army commander during the Human-Demon War (even though it was unusual for a guild member to receive such an appointment). After the war, he was rewarded for his efforts, and has been the Guild Master since.


  「So, what do you want? If you just wanted to see my face, or anything like that, then I’m leaving.」


  「Well, it’s more important than that.」


  As I stared at him, I realised he was being more serious than I had expected.


  「Do you know what a ‘large-scale quest’ entails?」


  「Yes. I’m an employee too, remember?」


  As the name suggests, large-scale quests are larger in scale than your average quest. [T/N note: The author literally uses a synonym for ‘large-scale’ here. -_-]


  Some are subjugation quests, while others are of a more exploratory nature. Rather than individuals, those who request such quests are usually organisations — sometimes even entire kingdoms.


  I can raise a few examples of such quests, but none have been initiated since the beginning of my tenure.


  「You work in the Lahati branch, right? If a large-scale quest is initiated in that area, the closest adventurers would all be mobilised to participate.」


  「Indeed.」


  「For a long time, the authority to oversee a particular area has always been given to adventurers. However, that has caused disputes to arise. Nepotism, corruption, et cetera — typical tricks of the trade, I’m afraid.」


  「Not the best time or place to pick a fight with each other.」


  「Exactly. How about this — when a large-scale quest arises, an employee will be appointed as the ‘advisor of strategy’ and given authority to oversee the quest. Isn’t this fairer?」


  Ta’uro added that the plan had already been approved and all the paperwork completed.


  「His Majesty endorsed it on the spot. Can you believe it?」


  「Do you mean to say…」


  「We’d like to appoint you.」


  「I decline the appointment.」


  「Don’t just decline so quickly!」


  「Why me?」


  Ta’uro waved his hand up and down.


  「There’s something equally important, which may or may not be related.」


  「Something else?」


  「Have you heard what’s going on in the demon realm? There’s widespread talk of the Demon King having come back to life…」


  「…」


  「…but we don’t know if it’s the one the heroine killed, or a new one altogether. If the need arises, the adventurers’ guild can be mobilised faster than any army, cavalry squadron or private defence force.」


  「So you want me to take the reins in the event of such a ‘large-scale quest’?」


  「Spot on.」


  Lyla had had no choice but to prove to the hardliners that she was alive. Of course, word had gotten around. I knew that I couldn’t afford to let this large-scale quest take place.


  「We want you to be in charge as the region in which the Lahati branch is situated is rather peaceful.」


  The Demon King that had supposedly come back to life was currently suffering from a hangover and sleeping in my rucksack.


  「Fine. You can count on me if anything happens.」


  「Thank you. You won’t be working alone — there’ll be employees from other regions as well. More information will be disseminated in due course.」


  Our conversation ended and I got up to leave.


  「Hey, Roland. Have you heard nothing about the Demon King’s revival at all?」, asked Ta’uro right before I walked through the door.


  「Nada. The Demon King was slain by the heroines. It’s possible that a new one has taken her place and people mistakenly believe that she has been resurrected.」


  「Hm, I see.」


  The ‘Demon King’ is no more. Or is not, I should say.


  Leaving the office, I went to the stable and retrieved my horse. I rode to a point where I wouldn’t be spotted by others, then activated the ‘Gate’ and blinked away.


  


  When we reached home, I heard a voice coming from my rucksack.


  「Was it about me?」


  So she had overheard my conversation with Ta’uro.


  「Hey, you’re finally awake. It could be a different Demon King. After all, it’s not like you only get a new one once every few centuries.」


  「…Yeah, true.」


  Freeing her from the confines of my bag, I turned her back into her humanoid form. She had finally gotten over her hangover, and colour had been restored to her face.


  「I was listening to your conversation. Does it mean you’re getting promoted…?」


  「Hard to say if it’s a promotion or not.」


  「Advisor of strategy!」


  Lyla’s eyes glinted with excitement.


  「Advisor of strategy!」


  「Yes, yes, I know.」


  She seemed to like the sound of it.


  「We must celebrate! You should get some wine. And meat, too!」


  「I think juice is better for you.」


  「Uuuu… fine, then we won’t celebrate…」


  It was just an excuse to drink, huh?


  Another thing tugged at the back of my mind — why had Ta’uro asked if I knew anything? Only King Randolph knows that it was me who defeated the Demon King. Not even Almeria and the others knew. I had faint recollections of telling them, but they were nothing more than baseless, almost certainly false memories.


  「What’s wrong, advisor of strategy?」


  「Nope, nothing.」


  「Let’s return to the capital on your next day off.」


  「Yeah, and you’d better keep an eye on your wallet.」


  「D-Don’t remind me…」


  I prodded the frowning Lyla, and we entered the house together.


  Our dinner that day was just a little more luxurious than usual.


  Chapter 55: Love or hate?


  


  「…」


  Rodje had been silently observing me since I woke up.


  「If you want to tell me something, go ahead.」


  「No, there’s nothing.」


  Taking small sips of Lyla’s homemade soup, her expression resembled that of an apprentice monk. It’s not something one can stomach without deliberately closing their mind off to it, after all.


  「Here… take this with you today.」


  Lyla, who hadn’t even taken breakfast, had been in the kitchen since she woke up. She placed a small container on the edge of the table.


  「What’s this?」


  「It’s called a ‘lunch box’.」


  「Hm, so I’ll eat out of this box for lunch?」


  「Yeah… I learnt this from other ladies」, replied Lyla, a little embarrassed. 「As your s-spouse, this is ‘normal’, they said…」


  「…tch.」


  Rodje tut-tutted at me. Man, what an unpleasant elf.


  「Lylael-sama, what about my portion…」


  「Why do you need one?」


  「Oh, right… how about this, then! I’ll make a bento for Lylael-sama!」


  「Hm? There’s no need for that, but suit yourself.」


  「Okay!」


  It was time to leave, so I stood up and placed the homemade bento into my briefcase. Lyla followed me out onto the porch.


  「See you tonight.」


  「Mm, yeah. You may go.」


  Lyla, fidgeting restlessly, seemed to have something to say, but couldn’t express it in words.


  「…?」


  As I was about to turn around, she glided over and pecked me on the cheek.


  「Lyla –」


  Before I could finish my sentence, my red-faced spouse darted back into the house.


  「…??」


  She had gotten to know more and more people in town as time passed. Just like me, she had also been trying to learn the meaning of a ‘normal’ life.


  「C-Could that be the fabled ‘Goodbye Kiss’…!?」


  Rodje, who had seen everything, was trembling like a leaf.


  「Don’t be complacent, okay? Just because something good happened in the morn — oi, listen to what I’m saying…!」


  I shut the door and left for work.


  Despite having already set up a ‘Gate’, I usually preferred not to skip my morning stroll.


  Every time Rodje came, she would stay with us for a few days before returning to the demon realm.


  「Lylael-sama, your father is worried about you」, I remembered Rodje saying.


  Since Lyla had been lying low the entire time, the elf had probably reported back to her father on her behalf.


  Iris told us a few things to take note of during morning assembly. After that, we dispersed and conducted our various duties. Adventurers came for consultations or to report that they had completed a quest. Just another normal day.


  「Roland-san… someone has been peering in from outside for a while now…」, whispered Milia suddenly.


  It was not unusual for female employees to have stalkers. As such, they had good reason to be wary of suspicious people. According to my female colleagues, Milia was especially susceptible as she had a bright personality and treated everyone sincerely, giving many the wrong idea.


  「Over there.」


  Looking in the direction she pointed at, I could indeed see a suspicious character peeping through the window. He would appear, vanish for a moment, then resume his position again. He did this too quickly for me to be certain, but it was enough to give me an inkling of who he was.


  「S-Should we call the knights…?」


  「I’ll handle it.」


  I called out to the retreating figure as I stepped outside. The hooded cloak it was wearing made it especially strange.


  「Rodje Sandsong. What do you want?」


  Stopping in her tracks, she took off her hood and turned around and smiled. She was beautiful, with a facial structure only elves had. Her hair, fluttering in the wind, glinted in the morning sunlight.


  「Nothing.」


  「You’re a terrible liar.」


  She tut-tutted at me again.


  「It’s not like I like you or anything. But her Majesty… no, Lylael-sama is into you for some reason, and I can’t accept that! The two of you were being so intimate last night… and those sounds…」


  She trailed off, not knowing how to phrase her thoughts.


  「…Did you want to join us?」


  「N-No, it’s not like that!」


  「You found it too embarrassing to ask and wanted to be invited instead?」


  「No!」


  「So you couldn’t accept the fact that Lyla and I shared some intimate moments last night?」


  What, does she like me?


  「Exactly!」


  「Elves are well-known for their longevity. How about choosing more partners?」


  「There’s no need to choose.」


  「…In that case, do you want to be an adventurer?」


  「Don’t deviate from the topic, scatterbrain!」


  Rodje sighed sourly. I thought I had raised a good proposition, but I guess not.


  「Anyway, I wanted to see if you’re really good enough to be Lylael-sama’s partner.」


  So that’s why you’ve been watching me since morning?


  「Whatever floats your boat. Would you like to come in and watch me, then? The view is better inside.」


  「Fufufu, you’re going to regret saying that.」


  I only invited her inside because she would arouse too much suspicion by loitering outside. As she followed me back into the guild, others turned around to gawk at her.


  「That employee brought an elf here…?」


  「He has ties with not only the heroine, but also the elves?」


  It wasn’t only the adventurers who had their attention on us — so did my colleagues. While elves could be found in either the royal capital or very rural villages with forests nearby, it was considerably rare for them to appear in an unimpressive town like ours.


  「Watch all you want.」


  「Okay.」


  I returned to my seat. All eyes were on me, demanding an explanation.


  「Milia-san, this elf is that suspicious person from earlier. She’s here to watch how I do things.」


  「Oh… you do look like you know each other…」


  「Yeah. We met due to some rather strange circumstances, but it seems like she has a thing for me. Or maybe two.」


  「Eh!? Ehhhhh…!?」


  After recovering from the initial shock, Milia turned serious. She looked at Rodje as if to confirm something.


  「I’ll unmask your true nature today! Kukuku…」


  「– I really don’t think so… if she liked you, she wouldn’t be snickering at you like that…!」


  「A curious bunch, the elves are.」


  「They are… but even so, do you really think…?」


  …Really?


  I could tell for certain what most women were thinking, but I could make neither head nor tail of what Rodje really felt.


  「If she really likes you, Roland-san, she’ll sneak glances at you when you’re not looking.」


  She’d been looking at me since morning. Actually, she was literally staring at me doing work.


  「If your eyes meet, her heart will skip a beat and she’ll hurriedly look away.」


  At that moment, my eyes met with Rodje’s. She looked away.


  「Why would she suddenly look away if she’s been sneaking glances at me?」


  「Well, shyness, I suppose. That’s how a maiden’s heart works」, explained Milia placidly.


  Rodje showed me the note she had quickly scribbled.


  『What are you looking at? Go back to work!』


  So she’s really embarrassed…?


  「They also have delicate feelings, and can’t be honest, I guess?」


  So she can’t be honest either. Got it.


  「But don’t see them as a bother, or pay no heed to them, okay?」


  To look at me deliberately, and yet tell me to go back to work when our eyes meet. She doesn’t mean it either — in fact, it’s a sign that she’s interested in me…


  I have no clue what she’s thinking; girls like that are completely foreign to me. Come to think of it, I’ve never had to consort with elves before.


  「Is it only elves who behave like that, or…」


  「No, not only elves. More like young ladies in general, or rather… myself… ahaha…」


  Milia looked straight at me and continued:


  「If you happen to meet girls like that… I think you should treat them nicely.」


  She laughed in a strange manner.


  「Nicely…」


  Rodje watched me like a hawk the entire time, even as I got up to leave for my lunch break. Before I could step outside, however, she rushed to block the doorway.


  「Where are you going? Hasn’t Lylael-sama prepared a bento for you? Kukuku… could it be that you find it completely unappetising –」


  「I’ve never thought that way.」


  「Hmm… really? For some reason, I thought it was going to be…」


  She trailed off, looking dejected.


  「You’re just miffed that she didn’t make one for you too, aren’t you?」, I said, taking the lunchbox from my briefcase.


  「Are you trying to console me…!? Wow, that kinda makes me happy… fufufu, but still! How dare you give someone else the bento that Lylael-sama made for you with her own h –」


  「I know she made it for me, so I’ll eat half of it.」


  「I-Is there ever something I can get you for…!?」


  Since we had no proper place to eat, we used the drawing room and split the bento between the two of us. As I expected, Rodje fainted after two bites and I ended up finishing her portion as well. This was routine by now — even the number of bites she took was always the same before inevitably passing out. Personally, I felt that doing this was more disrespectful, but different people have different ways of showing their sincerity, I guess.


  After our lunch break ended, Rodje resumed observing me from the window. I was curious, so I consulted Milia.


  「Is it another one of her tactics to put some distance between us, hoping that I’ll look at her?」


  「If you can’t push, try pulling…! What a great strategy…!」, she explained. 「Hold on, I don’t think that’s part of it…」


  As Rodje lay watching in the bushes, three large men had appeared behind her. They grabbed her wrist and fondled something.


  I went outside, and saw the three men giving her lecherous smiles.


  「Wow, elves are really pretty!」


  「Her skin really is pure white…」


  「Hey, why don’t you show us a good time?」


  「Don’t touch me, low-born scum. I’ll kill all of you.」


  Her threat only drew squeals of delight from them.


  I knew that Rodje was about to use her magic, so I intervened.


  「…Don’t. You’ll attract attention. Not only are your elven features instantly recognisable, but your brand of magic is also rare even for elves.」


  「But still…」


  Grabbing Rodje’s wrist, I forcefully peeled the man’s hand away.


  「Owie –」


  「She’s an acquaintance of mine. What do you want from her?」


  They stumbled backwards, eyes wide open in shock.


  「It’s that A-Argan employee –!」


  「Shit! This guy has three thousand underlings, doesn’t he!?」


  「Run while you can –」


  Since when did I have underlings? Three thousand of them, too…


  The three men scampered away like headless chickens.


  「Three… three thousand…!? That’s an entire regiment you have under you…!」


  And this elf actually believed them…


  「You already stand out enough. If you actually get identified, things will go south really fast.」


  She might be okay if she kept her dark elf disguise up, though.


  「That was my own imprudence, I’ll admit. Still… you came to help… thank you…」


  Turning red, she shook her head a little and stuck a finger out at me.


  「Look, even if you hadn’t come to help, I could’ve handled it myself! Don’t think you’re so gallant and brave and… uh… anyway, I still don’t approve of you, okay?」


  「I don’t care.」


  「Okay, so you have a pretty face and can do your job! You can be a knight in shining armor for a damsel in distress! And you have an entire regiment’s worth of grunts under your command! What’s not to lov… no, don’t think for a moment that all that alone will make you a good partner for Lylael-sama!」


  After blurting out those lines, she fled.


  Guess master and servant both like doing that, huh?


  Chapter 56: The man who knew too much


  


  As usual, I was performing my duties — matching adventurers to quests, conducting entrance examinations — you know the drill by now. While we were enjoying a brief period of downtime, an impressive-looking armor-clad man entered.


  「Hey, that’s the… S-rank…」


  「What’s he doing in a place like this?」


  His armor clattered as he walked. He held several bundles of ropes in his hand, the other ends of which were tied around girls’ necks. Demi-humans, elves, humans, dwarves… not only were they clothed in rags, but they also looked disoriented.


  「…」


  The visitor made his way towards me amidst the murmur of the crowd.


  「Roland Argan. That’s you, right?」


  「Yes, that’s me. May I know what kind of quest you desire?」


  「Don’t you know who I am?」


  「My apologies, sir, for I do not.」


  He showed me his adventurer’s license.


  Lenny Comté. Twenty-one years of age, S-rank. His skill was ‘Clairvoyance’…


  「I didn’t come here to receive a quest.」


  「I see. What do you need?」


  「I see all and know all. Who you are, what you’re doing and even where you live.」


  「…」


  「Don’t kill me, haha!」


  Raising both hands, Lenny roared with laughter.


  All eyes were on us. I don’t know what he came for, but moving somewhere else wouldn’t be a bad idea.


  「I’m not trying to pick a fight, here or anywhere else. All I want is your partner.」


  「…Partner?」


  「Don’t make me repeat myself, for I know all and see all.」


  「If you really do, then we shouldn’t talk about private matters here.」


  「Oh, my bad. Can I wait at your house, then?」


  「And if I refuse?」


  「I’ll wait at your house.」


  Turning around, he left, bringing his seemingly enslaved girls with him. The slightly tense atmosphere from before relaxed a little.


  Milia approached me.


  「Roland-san, are you acquainted with Lenny-san?」


  「Nope, I’ve never seen him before.」


  「Hm, is that so… his skill is terrifying, isn’t it? ‘Clairvoyance’… you can’t hide anything from him.」


  It seemed like he needed to meet me in order to use his skill. In other words, he can’t probe people’s secrets if they’re outside his area of awareness. I don’t remember ever having met him, but if I had, it was probably at the royal capital, or even before that.


  「By your ‘partner’, doesn’t he mean…」


  「He looks like he has something to discuss, so she’ll probably be fine.」


  「I’m worried. The rumours you hear about Lenny-san are rather unpleasant」, sighed Milia, looking in the direction of my house.


  The house a magic-less Lyla was in.


  While I was worried too, I doubted that he would resort to violence if he’d come all the way to tell me what he wanted. If he really wanted to, he’d already have ravaged my empty house.


  I headed home immediately after work. I knew he was waiting inside, not because of ‘Clairvoyance’ or anything like that, but because his girls were tied to a nearby tree.


  He really treats them like slaves, huh?


  When I opened the door, Lyla, who always came to greet me, was nowhere to be seen. I found her in the living room, looking sullen. Lenny was there too, of course.


  「Okay, what’s up with this guy?」


  「Well, he said that he wants my ‘partner’.」


  「That’s what the blithering idiot told me as well」, she snorted.


  「Oh hey, welcome back. Let’s continue our discussion, shall we?」


  「I have no desire to talk to you, let alone discuss anything.」


  「Is that a no from you? As I said, don’t make me repeat myself. This red-hair demon is the Demon King and you’re the man who actually killed her. I know it all…」


  「…」


  「…and for whatever reason, the two of you became close, to the extent that she left her previous life behind to live with you. I popped by the guild headquarters a while ago after hearing of an exceptionally capable adventurer, and there you were. I was surprised」, he explained patiently.


  「You want me to hand Lyla over so that you won’t spill her secrets?」


  「Exactly. My collection happens to be missing a demon. And you know how highly prized something like the Demon King is to a collector like me!」


  「He sickens me.」


  「Say that all you want, Lylael, while you still can.」


  Lyla waved a dismissive hand at him, indicating that she was sick of his rambling.


  「I was wondering what the limits of your ‘Clairvoyance’ are, and according to my observations…」


  「Hm. What did you find out?」


  His claim of being able to see the future was no more than a bluff. If he really could, he would already have known that I would kill him if he dared to expose all our secrets and gain possession of Lyla.


  At the very least, his ‘Clairvoyance’ didn’t come with true sight.


  「Your skill is very potent, but has only a small area of effect. You told me that you saw me at the guild headquarters — this indicates that your target needs to be within your field of vision.」


  In short, his skill would have no effect if the target was in his blind spot.


  「…」


  Guess I hit the nail on the head.


  「On top of that, you can only ‘see’ others’ speech and behaviour, not what they’re thinking. Like watching a silent film, perhaps? That clunky armor you’re wearing tells me how you got to S-rank. You mainly exposed people’s pasts and took advantage of their weaknesses, didn’t you? If you could really see the future, you wouldn’t need armor at all — you could just find a thousand and one ways to avoid any incoming threats.」


  His expression turned bitter in an instant.


  「Listen, Lenny.」


  「W-What?」


  「I don’t recommend pissing this guy off.」


  「P-piss him off? When did I…how…」


  「I know it all too well. That’s all I’m saying.」


  「Huh..!?」


  「Looks like you can’t see your own future.」


  As I sat down, Lenny furrowed his brows like an animal keeping its wits about it. Lyla came over to join me, yawning.


  She had already lost interest in our guest.


  「You’re the first outsider to find out that the Demon King is still alive. And aside from King Randolph, you’re the only human who knows that I killed her.」


  「Fufu, indeed. If you don’t want to be exposed, be a good boy and hand her over to me. I’ll treat her better than you do.」


  「I wouldn’t call probing into others’ pasts a particularly tasteful pastime.」


  Even though I was seated opposite Lenny, I activated my skill and snuck up behind him. To the benighted adventurer, I might as well have disappeared into thin air. Before he could react, I garrotted him.


  「Guh… hack –」


  The future was never his to see.


  「You’re strong. It’s a shame your eyes do all the work for you.」


  He hadn’t sensed my killing intent at all. Actual combat experience, which he unfortunately lacked, helps to sharpen one’s sixth sense.


  「There are some things in this world better left unknown. Let that be the last thing you learn.」


  The instinct to stay alive was all but lacking in him. Having been promoted due to his skill alone, he had left his weaknesses unattended.


  「What a boring man. Looks like he never stopped to consider why you managed to kill me.」


  If he really knew all and saw all, he would’ve known just how dangerous it was for him to approach the subject of our secrets. I briefly considered casting ‘Real Nightmare’ and letting him go, but I decided that it was too risky — someone could just come along and dispel its effects.


  「Even if I handed Lyla to you on a silver platter, there’s no guarantee that you’ll shut up. Every future ends badly for you, whether you see it coming or not.」


  At last, he succumbed.


  「To want me as part of his collection… he sure said some interesting things, the foolish child.」


  I agree, Lyla.


  「He tried peering into your past to blackmail you — that’s his modus operandi, eh?」


  「Yeah, well… he tried repeating the same trick and failed this time… I guess?」


  I slung Lenny’s corpse over my shoulder.


  「What now, though? Isn’t he a famous adventurer after all?」


  「He’ll be unidentifiable by tomorrow morning… an unknown substance, perhaps?」


  Lyla exhaled forcefully.


  「Why did you get angry? It’s… rare of you. Was it because you didn’t want to lose me?」


  「Eh.」


  Lyla nodded.


  「Mhm, you can be cute at times.」


  Using a ‘Gate’, I blinked to a nearby forest and left him there, where petty brigands would sooner or later loot his armor and license. Wild animals and monsters would feed off his carcass, rendering him a bare skeleton within just one night.


  Afterwards, I untied the enslaved girls. Finding the mark of a slave on each of them, I dispelled them all and let them go.


  「Your master is no longer. You are free to leave.」


  I wanted nothing more than to have an early rest that day.


  I got into bed slightly before my usual bedtime, and Lyla followed, topless as always.


  「Thank you for protecting me. I’ll return the favour.」


  「I simply did what’s right.」


  She gave me a big hug.


  「It doesn’t matter why. What matters is that… I don’t want to leave you…」, she said as she kissed me twice on my forehead. 「Hsu-ia hyum shinon.」
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  「What’s that?」


  「An ancient demon incantation. It means… never mind, it’s too embarrassing.」


  She rolled over, exposing her smooth, white back.


  「Well, now I’m interested.」


  「In today’s words, it means… ‘May your well of happiness never run dry’.」


  Even in the darkness, I could tell that she was blushing. Coercing her to turn around, I kissed her warm forehead twice as well.


  「Hsu-ia hyum shinon… like that?」


  「Y-Yeah…」


  I heard the gentle rustle of her dress. In the stillness of our bedroom, we could hear every breath the other took.


  「Lying to the world… we’re partners in crime.」


  「We are.」


  Her crimson eyes were wet with tears. Our lips brushed together again and again, as if for us to confirm that we would still be here for each other when morning came.


  Chapter 57: The Pretty Girls’ Squad


  


  The following morning, four of the girls I had freed came for a visit.


  「…What do you want?」


  I could see why Lenny had wanted a demon for his collection. His slaves had been of many different species, and the quartet on my doorstep alone consisted of a human, a demi-human, a dwarf and an elf.


  「Uhm… we’ve discussed, and…」, started the human girl. 「…We wanted to express our thanks, but since we can’t really do anything, we were wondering if we could assist you in some way?」


  「Assist me, hmm…」


  I paused for a moment to consolidate my thoughts.


  「I told you all that you’re free to go, didn’t I?」


  The demi-human nodded. From the shape of her ears and the colour of her tail, she was most likely of vulpine descent.


  「That’s why we’re here — to repay your kindness of our own free will.」


  I see. Giving them ‘freedom’ might have landed them in an equally bad situation, since they had neither proper clothing nor money.


  「In that case, how about becoming adventurers? I can’t guarantee that all of you will be accepted, though.」


  「Does that make us useful…?」, asked the elf.


  I nodded. It wasn’t a topic that should be discussed on my porch, so I invited them inside and let them take a bath.


  「Their intentions are commendable」, commented Lyla as she stirred a pot of soup.


  After they were done, I gave them some of Lyla’s clothes. Feeling indebted enough already, they initially refused, but eventually caved when I told them that it was a preferable alternative to their barely-hanging on rags.


  Once they were properly clothed, you could see them for who they were — girls of different species but prim and proper all the same. I brought them to the dining table where Lyla served them bowls of homemade soup. After a moment’s hesitation, they quietly began to drink.


  「Lenny was a cruel person, making enemies left right and centre. Even if Roland-sama hadn’t put a stop to his actions yesterday, someone would have sooner or later」, said the human.


  The others agreed silently.


  「Roland-sama… we know nothing about yesterday’s events」, assured the demi-human in a barely audible whisper.


  「That’s great. Please keep it that way.」


  The dwarf looked like she was about to say something, but couldn’t quite find the words to.


  「…Excuse me…」


  「Yes?」


  She was probably a fully grown adult, despite her childlike frame. Lenny had no doubt done unspeakable things to her as and when he felt like it.


  「Can you… give us names?」


  「A name?」


  I was a little surprised, but figured that being called by their old names would cause painful memories of their servitude to resurface.


  「Oh, that’s my job!」, snorted Lyla as she gave each of them names without even a moment’s hesitation. 「Human — you’ll be ‘Hire’, demi-human — ‘Lyan’. ‘Sans’ for you, dwarf, and ‘Sue’ for the elf. How about it?」


  [T/N. ‘Hire’ rhymes with ‘beer’; ‘Lyan’ rhymes with ‘nyan’.]


  The girls’ eyes lit up, and Hire lowered her head.


  「Thank you very much, Wife-san!」


  「W-wi-wife…!?」


  Lyla’s heart skipped a beat.


  「Wife… wife… man, that has some implications…」, she murmured happily.


  「You can use the money you earn as an adventurer to live by your own means. You can choose to return to your hometown, continue adventuring, or anything, really — whatever suits you.」


  「Okay!!」


  Of course, they had to pass my test first.


  「They can stay here for the time being. Money isn’t a concern, is it?」, I asked Lyla.


  「Nah, I don’t mind them staying. As wife-san, I have to be magnanimous… fufu.」


  She looked very pleased.


  「Roland-sama… is a good person」, said Sans.


  Lyan nodded.


  「It is indeed very kind of him to extend a helping hand to slaves like us…」


  「No. You are no longer slaves. As my assistants, you are now combatants and it is only natural to treat you accordingly.」


  「Rest assured that he’ll take good care of all of you」, added Lyla with a smile.


  At that moment, Hire burst out in tears and the rest followed suit.


  「It’s been… really tough… for us…」


  Lyla wept with them.


  


  As the chief presiding examiner, I didn’t lower the bar of entry for the girls even a little. Yet, they completely exceeded my expectations, making me wonder why I had even doubted them in the first place.


  「Wow, all of them passed with flying colours, how interesting!」, exclaimed Milia as she peered at the results sheet.


  「Yeah, I never expected it.」


  As the girls had received complete makeovers, nobody could even tell that they had once been slaves. I handed them their adventurer’s licenses.


  「So this is the license!」


  「I’m excited.」


  「Hmm, this ‘adventurer’s license’… it’s bendy, but it doesn’t snap.」


  「We’re adventurers now… a job of the ‘free’…」


  I usually briefed new adventurers individually, but since there were four girls, I brought them to the drawing room for a mini-lecture.


  「First up, Hire.」


  「Y-Yes!」


  「Your practical skill wasn’t too shabby, but where you really shone was the magical assessment, passing at quite a high percentile.」


  「T-That means…?」


  「Your magicka is a fountain of untapped potential. I’ll introduce you to a specialist later on — he’ll teach you well, so do learn from him.」


  「Okay!」


  Lyan, the vulpine demi-human, wagged her tail back and forth in anticipation.


  「Wow, Hire, that’s great… what about me, what about me?」


  「Wait for your turn, please. Lyan… you’re the polar opposite. You scored exactly zero points on the magical assessment…」


  You could see the excitement drain from her eyes.


  「Does that mean… I’m a failure…?」


  「…However, your basic capabilities are quite well-developed for a demi-human. You’re highly agile, have a wide field of vision and acute hearing. Well done.」


  As they had been shackled, none of them had had much chance to exercise properly. Their dexterity was still limited, but with proper training, they would improve by leaps and bounds.


  If only Lenny had developed their potential too — they would’ve been more than just sex slaves.


  「You’ll be a very effective scout.」


  「Wahey –!」, exclaimed Lyan, whose attitude had changed once again.


  Now it was Sans’s turn to stare at me.


  「Just like Lyan, you still have the basic instincts of a dwarf. With proper training, your small build allows you to be effective at guerrilla tactics.」


  「…Ah. That’s good.」


  The quiet dwarf broke into a smile.


  「My turn!」


  Sue, for whatever reason, adopted a seductive pose.


  「It goes without saying, Sue, that you’re the cream of the crop. As expected of an elf, I would say.」


  「Wow…」


  「Did you know, Roland-sama, Sue is actually the most erotic out of all of us!」


  「… (￣ー+￣)」


  「Hey! No, you can’t do that here…!」


  The four of them had already brightened up — it really goes to show what hope and freedom can do for a person.


  「You can go solo at first if you want to, but I feel that the four of you will work well as a team.」


  「Then… I’ll be the leader right? Since Roland-sama has praised me the most, and I’m the most skilled…?」


  As soon as Sue finished her sentence, the other three broke out in protest, all indicating that they wanted the position as well. It was almost like a rivalry between warlords, except that it made the drawing room pleasantly lively.


  Looking at them, it suddenly occurred to me that most slaves are subjected to manual labour. However, there are also slaves who are bought and maintained to satisfy their masters’ sexual desires. They do exactly that — pleasing their master is their entire purpose.


  Not very productive, I’d say.


  Meanwhile, their chaotic match of rock-paper-scissors had just ended.


  「Yup, I’m the leader, as I should have been in the first place!」, exclaimed Hire triumphantly, brandishing her winning pair of scissors.


  All the others could do was admit defeat, however reluctantly.


  I felt that Hire was suitable to be the leader. As a mage, she would be appointed as the rear guard, allowing her to oversee the whole formation.


  「Roland-sama, please teach us well!」


  「Yes, just let me know if you need anything.」


  From this point onwards, they would make a living for themselves as adventurers. It’s a risky job, but the harder you work, the more rewards you stand to earn. In other words, it all depends on how motivated you are — highly motivated people will work harder, earning enough to maintain this positive feedback loop for themselves.


  They might quit eventually, but looking at them now, I believed that day wouldn’t come anytime soon. As the days passed, the girls helped us to clear more and more quests.


  「Roland-sama, if you need anything, let me help you」, said Lyan in a serious manner.


  When I ruffled her hair, she closed her eyes and produced a strange sound.


  Even though they remained silent, I sensed that the others felt the same way. They had taken up any quests they could get their hands on, even the tedious F-rank ones that paid peanuts. Somewhere along the way, one of them had called themselves the ‘Pretty Girls’ Squad’, and the name stuck.


  That’s the good thing about being an adventurer — if you produce results, you reap the rewards. Slaves are the exact opposite, for they are trapped in an environment of counter-productivity.


  As far as I’m concerned, if you’re a slave owner, the most productive thing you can do is to set them free.


  Chapter 58: Never forget your roots


  


  The squad of former slaves turned adventurers, now known as the Pretty Girls’ Squad, had a rather peculiar trait. Instead of picking their own quests, they would always ask me if there were any quests I wanted them to clear.


  「Since y’all are E-rank now, why not take up some E-rank quests?」, I told their leader, Hire, who was sitting on the other side of the counter.


  「It’s okay. As long as you need anything, Roland-sama, we’ll put our heart and soul into getting it done.」


  The demi-human Lyan’s head popped out from behind Hire’s shoulder.


  「What should we do today, Roland-sama?」


  「We don’t mind being sentries at a plantation…」, whispered Sans, who had appeared on my side of the counter.


  Doing sentry duty at a plantation simply meant standing guard and warding off any wild animals — not even monsters or beasts. It’s common for an entire day to pass without a single thing happening. It’s a very easy job on paper, but the difficulty lies in the mind-numbing boredom that sets in eventually. On top of that, such quests are requested by farmers who can provide very little by way of quest rewards.


  As such, the girls, whose lodging was already very cheap, were still meanly dressed.


  「You don’t have to if you don’t want to, Sue」, I told the elf who was standing slightly apart from the others.


  「No, I’m fine.」


  「…Okay then.」


  Borrowing their licenses, I began searching for a quest.


  「Did I just hear them call him Roland-sama?」


  「Yup, you did. Who are they to him…?」


  「Sex slaves, perhaps? Mufufu.」


  「Come on, do you really think employee Argan would do something like that? Cut it out, man.」


  「Yeah, quit being so vulgar. There’s a reason why nobody likes you.」


  I could hear both male and female adventurers gossiping about me, all because of the ‘-sama’ the girls attached to my name.


  「Here, see if you can take this one」, I said as I spread the quest slip on the table.


  The four girls leaned in to read it at the same time.


  「Gathering of herbal antidotes」, read Hire.


  「We’re going to the forest!」, cheered Lyan.


  「A hundred rin for each one… that’s a lot」, observed the emotionless Sans.


  「And even higher if they’re of good quality… hey, I know where to find these!」, exclaimed Sue with a spark in her eye.


  Receiving no objections, I started the paperwork.


  Herbal antidotes are very commonly used. Since the requestor is a chemist, any herbs the girls gather that he doesn’t need can be sold to other chemists as well.


  「It’ll take some processing before they become proper antidotes. Those, however, don’t last forever — it’s good to have a constant supply of raw herbs. So please gather a lot of them, and stay safe.」


  「Thank you. We’ll be on our way!!」


  Lining up in a row, they bowed and left gleefully.


  「It’s not sentry duty or sewer cleaning today, huh?」, Milia said, smiling as I returned to my seat.


  「…Yeah. I figured they’d get tired of doing the same type of quests again and again.」


  「Don’t we have some higher priority quests, though…?」, she asked rhetorically.


  She seemed to have sensed my intentions.


  「I felt that this was the most suitable for them.」


  Milia laughed again as she agreed.


  「Mornin’, Aniki!!」


  The dynamic duo of adventurers Neil and Roger had arrived. Upon reaching the counter, they bowed respectfully.


  「You know the drill — a good quest, please!」, said Neil, taking a seat.


  「I have just the right quest for you guys.」


  「W-What is it? Even if it’s something like that B-rank hellhound quest, we’ll get it done!」, boasted Roger, his eyes shining with excitement.


  Ever since that quest, senpai and kouhai had learned to operate effectively as a unit. They were always a welcome sight for me as they were very versatile in the range of quests I could assign them.


  「Here you go.」


  After reading the details for a moment, they looked at me questioningly.


  「Eh, this…?」


  「Aniki, isn’t this more suitable for a beginner…?」


  「…Does an F-rank quest like sewer cleaning not suit your tastes?」, I asked flatly as I adjusted my glasses for effect.


  You could literally see the beads of sweat forming on their foreheads.


  「N-No, it’s not about whether it suits our tastes or not… right, Roger…?」


  「Erm, no… I’ll do it myself…! Senpai, please ask for something else instead…」


  「Hey, you can’t just suddenly decide to go solo!」


  I calmly explained my reasoning as they began to bicker.


  「I am aware that you’re a C-rank adventurer, Roger, and that your senpai Neil is B-rank. I also know that an F-rank quest isn’t exactly something either of you want to do.」


  「Then, why did you…?」


  I raised my index finger.


  「Never forget where you came from.」


  The two of them were taken aback.


  「Where we came from…」


  「Never forget, huh?」


  Yes, I continued.


  「Risking your lives for the purpose of monster subjugation, resource conservation, et cetera… all those are important and commendable. However, you must never lose your essence in the process.」


  「Essence…?」, they echoed.


  「A quest arises when the requestor is in need of help. Some are more needy than others, of course, but troubles are still troubles. There is no such thing as a ‘superior’ or ‘inferior’ quest.」


  「Wow, he speaks facts…」


  Neil placed a hand on his chest and closed his eyes.


  「Thinking back to that time I helped someone clean up… I had forgotten the feeling of joy when he said thank you to me…」


  「Me too… there was once when I saw a clogged canal during a storm. I felt like I needed to do something to prevent the water from overflowing. It felt so good afterwards…!」


  I nodded.


  「Since the two of you started taking it for granted that I would assign you intermediate-level quests, I felt that I had to make you go back to your roots. If that storm drain doesn’t get unclogged, water will spill onto the streets when it rains.」


  「Sewer cleaning was something I did countless times as a novice… okay, I’ll do it again!」


  「Me too!」


  I sent the enlightened duo off.


  「Wow, Roland, that was quite a speech. They were completely sold on the idea!」, Milia commented as she performed her own receptionist duties.


  「What do you mean?」, I asked, feigning ignorance.


  「You should hear the complaints from other B-rank and C-rank adventurers when anyone else tries the same thing.」


  「Well… it’s also my job to ignite the passion in adventurers. When they’re intrinsically motivated, they accept such quests naturally.」


  「That’s really difficult to pull off. To give a high-priority quest to two intermediate adventurers instead of those lowly-ranked girls… that’s amazing!」


  For context, ‘priority quests’ are decided by Iris during morning assembly. They should be cleared first whenever possible.


  As the sun began to set, the Pretty Girls’ Squad returned, lugging a bulging burlap sack behind them.


  「We found a lot of them, Roland-sama!」


  I quickly called for another employee to perform a quality check. They got the all-clear before long, and with it, a total of twelve thousand rin.


  「Wow, so much…!」


  「I wanna eat something good…」


  「Hmm, I can get some good clothes and proper equipment now.」


  「How about joining us for a meal, Roland-sama?」, suggested Sue, to everyone’s approval.


  「I think you need some better clothes first. Clothes suitable for adventuring, those little pouches you put makeup in…」


  「No, Roland-sama, we want you to join us for a meal…!」


  「…(o･ω-人)」


  I smiled bitterly.


  「A good restaurant will suck away all your money.」


  Three of them were jolted back to reality.


  「R-Right. But still…! Anyway, I’ll be back! Please wait here!」, exclaimed their leader.


  Lyan and Sans followed her out, chatting happily.


  「Are you not joining them, Sue?」


  「Thank you… Roland-sama.」


  「Why all of a sudden…?」


  「For today’s quest, of course. You deliberately assigned us a quest with better rewards than usual, didn’t you?」


  「It’s an E-rank quest after all, so why are you surprised?」


  「I mean… yeah, okay, I didn’t think it through properly. Still… thank you.」


  After thanking me one last time, she bowed a little and ran after her comrades.


  As I was preparing to close for the day, Milia came over to me with a smile.


  「They found out, huh?」, she started.「Those girls who call you Roland-sama always accept the menial, lowly-paid quests. While it really helps you a lot, they end up with little money to spend on themselves. You don’t give them an allowance, and it’s not like they’ll accept one, either — that’s why you allowed them to go on a quest with good returns. Right?」


  「Well…」


  「Fufu, I can tell what you’re thinking. It’s not the nicest thing to spell out in full, but I felt like I had to~」, said Milia, smiling triumphantly.


  There was sound coming from behind the closed door, indicating that the Pretty Girls’ Squad had probably returned from dressing up. After the closing assembly, I said goodbye to Milia and left through the back door, then looped back to the front.


  「I want to sit beside Roland-sama.」


  「Then I’ll sit to his right!」


  「Roland-sama’s… lap sounds good.」


  「Hold up. As the leader, I get to decide where we all sit. For starters, I’ll be sitting beside him, so that I can pour the wine for him…」


  「Hey, that’s so… mean… of you!」


  「That’s called ‘abusing authority’, Hire.」


  「…（─∀─）ゞ」


  After a loud bout of arguing, they resorted to a heated game of rock-paper-scissors.


  「Any restaurant is fine, let’s get going.」


  Surrounded by the four of them, I made my way to the bar.


  Fine, I’ll let them treat me, I thought, as recognition of the hard work they had put in all this time.


  Chapter 59: The overqualified rookie, part 1


  


  The guild was still bustling with activity, even though it was about time to close. It was then that a female colleague of mine showed me an application slip.


  「We have an aspiring adventurer waiting for you over there, Argan-san.」


  「Noted, thank you.」


  Skimming through the form to make sure that all the details had been filled in, I glanced at the client and could make out the physique of a girl. She was wearing an overcoat, which I found a little strange. Luscious black hair spilled out of the hood she had pulled over her head.


  She was probably the reason why the guild was unusually crowded right now.


  「Candy Mineart-san.」


  「Y-Yes」, the hooded figure replied after a small delay.


  She had dark red pupils. Unlike Lyla’s, which were a bright crimson, hers were the colour of blood.


  Making my way to the counter, I asked her a few essential questions.


  「Everything should already be in order.」


  「…」


  I sensed a certain… sharpness, despite her sluggish response earlier. Could it be…?


  「Why do you want to become an adventurer?」


  「Ain’t it obvious? I need the money.」


  「…I see.」


  I placed the magic assessment crystal onto the counter.


  「We’ll proceed with the magic assessment. Please raise both hands.」


  「’Kay.」


  As soon as she raised her hands, the turquoise crystal glowed with the intensity of lightning.


  「See? It’s good enough, ain’t it?」


  「Yes, it is.」


  Murmuring arose among the onlookers.


  「What was that just now…?」


  「That crystal glowed so brightly –」


  「Is she even human…!?」


  My colleagues simply smirked at the dumbfounded crowd.


  「They’re surprised by that? It’s not even that high.」


  「Heh, Roland-kun’s is way higher than that.」


  「Yeah, if you show them Roland-kun’s, they’ll be knocked right off their feet!」


  I never really understood why simply having me around was a source of pride for them.


  The crystal displayed a number a little above ten thousand. Using a thousand as the C-rank yardstick, the returned value easily attained an S-rank. You could call her an overqualified rookie, I suppose?


  Looking back at her, she was giving me a broad smile.


  「…」


  Anyone expecting it wouldn’t have found it too big a deal. However, those who didn’t would react exactly like those employees behind me right now.


  「Oh, wow…」


  「Whoa… I can’t stand up, because something else is.」


  「I’ll remember that smile… it’ll accompany me through the night.」


  「Hmm, Roland-kun isn’t even fazed by that great beauty’s smile?」


  They weren’t alone — the adventurers watching her were also slouching.


  Despite the overcoat concealing her figure and the hood limiting how much of her face could be seen, she still had this much influence over others. Even the female employees, who normally looked coldly at the men, began to gossip among themselves.


  「Argan-san’s so still… he didn’t react at all, not even a little.」


  「Not even a girl like that can have any effect on him?」


  「He cares neither about a girl’s looks nor her style –?」


  「He’s like a saint! Does he go for personality only, then…?」


  「Hold up, did they… have a one-night stand…?」, they finally concluded.


  I felt a slight chill running down my spine.


  「Please get back to work!」, exclaimed Milia, drawing the ladies’ attention away from me.


  「Congratulations, Candy-san, that’s a pass.」


  「Ara-ara, who would’ve thought? I did it, I guess?」


  「We will now proceed with the practical examination.」


  I had some suspicions I wanted to confirm.


  「Aight.」


  As usual, I brought her a small distance away from the city centre, with a whole bunch of people tagging along. I suspected that she would ask me out for a meal after this.


  「There’s no need for you to pull any punches, Candy-san.」


  「You sure?」


  「Do as you please, for this is a test.」


  Nodding, she undid a button on her overcoat and flung it off. As expected, her looks could give Lyla’s a run for her money.


  [image: bwch59]

  「Wow…!!」, gasped the crowd of onlookers.


  「Alrighty, let’s get this bread.」


  As soon as she placed her palm on the ground, a blood-red magic circle materialised. A long pike came out of it, making an unpleasant noise as it slowly poked its way out.


  「You still want me to continue?」


  「I’m not scared of you, so please, by all means.」


  My attitude had annoyed her, causing her to furrow her eyebrows. Falling silent, she brandished her pike and assumed a fighting stance. The tip of her pike flashed, reflecting the moonlight as she drew an arc in the rapidly darkening air.


  Her form was considerably polished and pleasing to the eye. While it simply looked like a showcase of her skills, there was no doubt that each technique would be applicable to a real fight as well.


  「You’ll be dead before you know it. You sure?」


  「If you can’t even tell how strong I am, I doubt you can kill me.」


  「…Tch.」


  I had hit another nerve, supporting my prediction that she was a prideful person. It’s not something you can easily tell just from her words and attitude alone, though.


  She was almost certainly from that race — one which was famous for their pride.


  「Swish」


  Candy thrust her pike in my direction. Thrusting is the most basic attack you can do with such a weapon — you can gauge the user’s true power from it alone.


  The tip travelled through the darkness, extending toward me like a snake.


  「You put your body weight into that thrust. Impressive.」


  「Eh — wha…? Behind –!?」


  Panicking, she tried to hit me, who was standing behind her, with the butt of her pike. I kicked it upwards.


  「If you rush your actions, they become one-dimensional. The same goes for when you are angry.」


  「H-How can a human examiner be this strong…?」


  So she had managed to get a rough idea of my strength just from one exchange. Not bad.


  「I didn’t want to use this, but if that’s the case…」


  Our eyes met, and her blood-red pupils began to glow brightly.


  「’Dispel’.」


  「Eh –!? Ehhhhhhhhhh!?」


  I could more or less tell what she had been trying to do, so I dispelled the strange environment she had been creating. Plopping herself onto the ground, she made her spear dematerialise.


  「Fine, I give up, you win. I risked exposing myself just to use my trump card, and to think that you’re a ‘Dispel’ user… sigh…」


  I approached the defeated examinee and whispered into her ear.


  「<$〆○%1×○÷○々4€○|÷＊|＊÷☆%/」


  「…H-How’d you know?」


  「It’s a secret. Anyway, a pass is a pass. You will be treated as an adventurer from now on, so there’s nothing to worry about. Let’s return to the guild, shall we?」


  Extending a hand to Candy, I helped her onto her feet.


  「Not only stronger than me, but also a gentleman…」


  As we made our way back to the guild, the other adventurers saw that the test had ended and began flocking around Candy. What they said to her ranged from regular invitations to no-holds-barred confessions.


  「Are you free tonight? It’s my treat, no matter the cost!」


  「Hey, hey, come with me, there’s a lot of things I can show you!」


  「I know a good place! Shall we?」


  「I have three million in the bank. It’s all yours. Marry me, please. I like you — no, I love you!」


  Putting her hands together, she made an apologetic gesture to the men.


  「I’m sorry, but I’ve already agreed to go with Roland-sama tonight.」


  With that, the other adventurers turned ashen-faced and quickly disappeared.


  My intuition had not failed me — ‘Candy Mineart’ was indeed nothing more than a pseudonym. Her real name being Candice Meinrad, she was a vampire under the Demon King’s army who had once wiped out an entire battalion in a single night.


  Chapter 60: The overqualified rookie, part 2


  


  I brought ‘Candy’, the newly admitted adventurer and former soldier of the Demon King’s army, home with me that same day.


  「Where could we be going～?」


  「You might be surprised when you find out.」


  「Ara-ara. Riddle me this, riddle me that, eh? If it’s a surprise, I’m looking forward to it!」


  The prickling feeling I felt around her was typical of a vampire, I now remembered. As we approached my house, I checked that the lights inside were turned on.


  「Is this a restaurant…?」


  「No, it’s my house.」


  As soon as I opened the door, Lyla, who was wearing an apron, came to greet me.


  「Wow, fancy seeing you here!」, she exclaimed, puffing up her chest proudly.


  「Can’t you just say a normal ‘Welcome back’ for once?」


  「Dinner’s ready. Unless you want to take a bath first? Or rather… take a bath with me…?」, Lyla said as she fidgeted a little.


  Every time we took a bath together, we would end up doing that, which was out of the question for today.


  「Neither. We have a guest, Lyla.」


  「Your Majesty…?」, said the vampire softly as she looked up at her.


  「Hm…? Is that you, Dee…?」


  「Ara-ara, it’s really you, your Majesty!」


  「Your borderline disrespectful way of talking still hasn’t changed, eh?」


  The two of them hugged briefly.


  「It’s good that you’re alive and well.」


  「The fact that your Majesty was slain by the Heroine has become the talk of the town… but you can’t possibly be a fake! Your voice, your looks and what you called me earlier… you have to be the Demon King that I know…」


  Realising something was off, she paused.


  「…wait, I can’t feel your magicka at all! Did something happen…?」


  「While I am dead in the public eye, that’s not the whole truth, as you can see for yourself.」


  「Huh, I get it now」, replied the vampire, understanding dawning on her face.


  I had brought her here so she could liaise with Lyla, who had said that she wanted all her former subjects who had remained in this realm to return to theirs. She had also wanted to keep any of those who dared to disrupt the ‘normalcy’ of others’ lives in check.


  We went into the dining room and sat down.


  「So you found out that Dee’s one of my former subjects?」


  「There were lots of tell-tale signs. Her amount of magicka, the potency of her magic eye and her spear-wielding techniques were far above those of a beginner’s, for example. She didn’t emanate a human’s aura either, leading me to believe that she was a vampire.」


  「Fumufumu. And then?」


  I told her how Dee had become an adventurer, following which I filled Dee in on how Lyla and I came to live together.


  「I see. So t’was Roland-sama who did you in. And that ring thing is suppressing your magicka. Wow, not in my wildest dreams would I ever imagine that I’d meet you again like this! But more than anything else, I’m just glad that you’re fine.」


  Lyla nodded patiently.


  「I don’t like to beat around the bush, Dee, so I’ll get straight to the point. Do you intend to return to the demon realm?」


  「The demon realm…」


  Lyla nodded again.


  「It seems like you’ve run low on money. Rodje comes to visit once in a while, so she can take you back the next time she comes, you know?」


  Having been separated from her unit when the enemies continued chasing them even during their retreat, she’d been wandering around aimlessly all this time.


  「You won’t have to hide the fact that you’re a vampire anymore — you can discard your overcoat and your hood. Isn’t it very suffocating to live a life under cover?」


  Placing her cheeks on her palms, Dee gave it some thought.


  「I’m not exactly on the run, though? It’s quite fun living here, honestly.」


  Lyla sighed a little.


  「You can use your magic eye to do whatever you want to boys, can’t you?」


  「Well, I’ve used it a few times since we lost the war, but only on those who tried to attack me.」


  The magic eye of a vampire could leave targets in a ‘Charmed’ state — a state in which the victim can do nothing but obey the caster’s orders. While it only worked on the opposite sex of the caster, it was supposedly stronger than a regular ‘Charm’ as a result.


  「You tried to use it during the test, huh?」


  「Aye, but that’s because Roland-sama was too strong!」


  「Your magic eye will never work on someone like him」, said Lyla proudly.


  Seeing her superior puff up her cheeks, Dee burst out laughing.


  「So even you have fallen in love now, your Majesty! You do have the heart of a maiden after all!」


  Lyla went beet red.


  「…No, it’s not like that. You’re a formidable rival… when it comes to looks alone, there are some in my army who can match me, too…」


  Ara-ara, she said, smiling.


  「Back in the day, your Majesty was so refined and hard to approach, but now, you’re like a young girl in love! Falling in love really changes a person, it really does!」


  「Hey, hey, don’t use the word ‘love’ so lightly」, muttered Lyla, to which Dee continued smiling.


  「Anyway, will you continue working as an adventurer, Dee?」


  「Yeah, if it’s not a problem for your Majesty or Roland-sama…」


  「I have no objections, seeing as you won’t be happy back in the demon realm either.」


  「Neither do I.」


  The adventurers’ guild doesn’t discriminate. Except for that one time I rejected the princess cum Heroine, although for personal reasons.


  「Well then, I’ll be under your care, Roland-sama!」


  「Sure. You don’t look like you have any money left, so you can stay here tonight.」


  She looked at Lyla worriedly.


  「I can’t bear to see my former subordinate in distress, so I won’t say no. You may stay.」


  「Thank you.」


  「Don’t stay for too long though… that’ll be a little troublesome for me」, said Lyla as she raised both index fingers.


  「I know. I’m sorry to intrude upon your cosy life under the same roof as Roland-sama.」


  「S-Shut up…」


  「Ara-ara, your face is turning red… how cute!」


  「Ugugugu…! Stop ridiculing me this instant…!」


  Having been made fun of by her subordinate, Lyla looked considerably dejected.


  「The magnanimity of the Demon King knows no bounds… so… y-you can s-stay here for as long as you want.」


  Despite what she said, her expression betrayed her true feelings. Dee chortled at her superior.


  「I’m going to take a bath. Make yourself at home.」


  With that, she fled.


  As I began washing the dishes, Dee came to help me out.


  「I’m not very familiar with vampires, so… how will you fulfil your need for blood?」


  「Ara-ara, is Roland-sama interested?」


  「I’m just curious, that’s all.」


  「Hm. It’s kinda crazy, y’know? It almost feels like I’m gonna die of starvation right there and then. As a result, when I get my fill, the… reaction is insane. I’ve never experienced it first-hand, of course, but apparently whoever gets his blood sucked feels like he’s climaxing.」


  After cleaning up, we relaxed on the sofa in the living room. Rolling up my sleeve, I stuck my right arm in front of Dee.


  「Would you like to take a sip?」


  「Ehhhhhhh?」, she exclaimed, taken aback.「I don’t mind… I don’t think Roland-sama will feel any ill effects if I take only a little bit, either…」


  「It’ll be a nice learning experience for me.」


  「I shudder to think what her Majesty will say when she finds out.」


  In spite of that, she began swallowing saliva.


  「That’s a long bath she’s taking.」


  Dee finally succumbed to temptation. As she sank her fangs into my wrist, what started out as a tingling sensation gradually began hurting more.


  


  (Make what you want of this scene.)


  


  Her eyes rolled backwards.


  「I’m sorry, Roland-sama… it’s been a long time…」


  


  (I’m sure you have a wild imagination.)


  


  Anyway, that’s how Dee started living together with us.


  Chapter 61: The overqualified rookie, part 3


  


  「I wanna do quests with good rewards so that I can become self-sufficient as soon as possible!」, declared Dee while we ate breakfast.


  I had been wondering whether a vampire would be able to cope with the morning light, but she seemed perfectly fine. She had gotten used to a normal sleep cycle during her long tenure in the Demon King’s army, apparently.


  「Otherwise, she does what you humans call a ‘graveyard shift’」, added Lyla.


  「My ‘Fireguard’ shields me from most of the sun’s rays, but I still avoid direct sunlight whenever possible.」


  ‘Fireguard’ is a defense spell that weakens the effect of fire magic. I guess it works on heat and sunlight too.


  「Anyway, rookies always start with F-rank quests and receive their rewards accordingly.」


  「Man, what did I expect…」


  「Didn’t I explain this yesterday?」


  「For the immensely capable and otherworldly beautiful Dee to have been relegated to an F-rank adventurer」, snickered Lyla with a shrug. 「Oh, and a former soldier of my army too, kufufu.」


  As I got up to leave, Lyla followed me to the door. She put her hands on her hips and puffed up her chest.


  「I’ll do my best today, as always!」


  Dee waved politely from behind her.


  「Alright, see you both later.」


  And thus I started another workday. My male colleagues bombarded me with questions about Dee before morning assembly, but I parried each one as I saw fit. We commenced our regular duties once Iris finished her routine instructions.


  Shortly after I took a seat, the branch chief handed me a letter.


  「Here, a letter for you. It actually came, huh…」, she said, immediately turning around to leave.


  Putting away the envelope, I glanced at the stack of paper Milia had brought over.


  「What shall we do with these?」


  These were quest slips detailing leftover quests. While monster hunting, foraging, escorting, security and errand-running quests usually sold like hotcakes, quests not falling under any of those categories, including those with poor risk-to-reward and tedium-to-reward ratios, simply accumulate over time with few takers.


  Employees will describe those quests according to protocol, but since we have to adhere to our clients’ requirements, it naturally becomes known to them that such quests are unpopular. If requests actually become quests, it means that the guild has deemed that we can fulfil the conditions — or at least, we think we can. It goes without saying that being unable to do so leaves the requestor hugely dissatisfied.


  Milia showed me the assortment of quests.


  「What’s the standard operating procedure for these?」


  「After enough time has passed, we classify them as having had no takers. We explain this to our clients, then adjust the rank and the rewards… if they still have no takers, then we discard them. That’s the worst case scenario though — I’d much rather find a way to clear them.」


  Leafing through the stack of quest slips, I noticed they had something in common.


  「Catching a Leid butterfly… twenty thousand rin. Night patrol of a warehouse… three nights… thirty thousand rin. Fake prostitute… one night, females only, interview required… three thousand rin, huh…」


  All of them required the adventurer to work at night.


  「The problem with the Leid butterfly is that there’s no guarantee you’ll find that thing. You have to search in forests or on mountains — not to mention at night — and still get paid peanuts…」


  She’s right — the reward wasn’t worth the trouble.


  「For the warehouse one, not only will you be confined there for three days, but night patrol is always a dangerous thing to do. Again, it’s the commission.」


  「No adventurer will take up a quest that doesn’t pay accordingly.」


  Due to the unconventional nature of the fake prostitute quest, I wondered who had requested it, and who the employee that actually approved it was.


  Hearing the ambient noise suddenly get louder, I looked up and saw that Dee had arrived.


  「What’s good?」


  Waving, she flashed the men a smile, causing them to literally fall to their knees.


  「She’s so prim and proper, but so sexy somehow…」


  「That’s an erotic aura she has…」


  「She can rest her head on my thighs any day…」


  Unlike the other men, I was completely impervious to her charms.


  「Hm? Eh, whatever.」


  Did they think she had no standards just because she mainly worked at night?


  「Roland-sama, I’m here for a quest!」


  As soon as Dee saw me, she waved, causing Milia to shake like a leaf.


  「Eh, that hot girl is also an acquaintance of Roland-sama’s…!? Do we have yet another flower in the meadow of Roland’s (female) fan club…!?」


  I walked over to my reserved seat, and Dee sat on the opposite side of the counter.


  「Just to confirm, Dee, are you okay with working at night?」


  「Those are my original working hours, y’know? I usually do what you humans call ‘burning the midnight oil’, anyway.」


  「Perfect. I have a few quests that’ll suit you well.」


  I walked her through each of the quests I had set aside earlier.


  「Pfft, even I can do something like this. But Roland-sama?」


  「What’s wrong?」


  「Both the Leid butterfly and patrol quests are D-rank, while this fake prostitute one is C-rank…」


  This being her first day on the job, she was a complete rookie. And yet, I knew just how capable she was.


  「Taking up quests that match your current rank is simply protocol. However, if an employee sees that you’re qualified for higher-ranked ones, then he’ll let you take them. In your case, you were a night operations specialist in the Demon King’s army.」


  Her little smile suddenly morphed into a voluptuous one.


  Come to think of it, our requestor wouldn’t be pleased if we just sent him an F-rank adventurer, so I decided to tag along in order to explain.


  「If you do these two today, then the three-day night patrol one afterwards, that’s eighty thousand rin in the bag.」


  「Sounds like a plan. Let’s do this!」


  「Great. I’ll proceed with the paperwork.」


  Three quests had been cleared at once, and Dee would be able to work at night. The requestors won’t have to increase the commission, and the guild will get its fair share of the payout too.


  Two… no, four birds with one stone.


  Dee was strong enough that I didn’t need to worry about her at all. That alone was a big help.


  Leaving Milia to man the counter, I left with Dee. We decided to leave the butterfly quest for later and talk to the people in charge of the other two quests first.


  「There’s a brothel in this town?」


  「It’s in a neighbouring one.」


  Letting her ride pillion, we rode a horse towards our destination.


  「So Roland-sama knows how strong I am… even though I couldn’t do anything during that practical test yesterday.」


  「It’s no small feat to wipe out an entire battalion overnight — not to mention that you did it alone. You’d be a formidable opponent on the other side, though –」


  「Ufufufu, that’s my line」, interrupted Dee, hugging me from behind.


  As I was enjoying the feel of her chest pressed against my back, we arrived at the post-town. Despite its small size, it housed three brothels. I knocked on the back door of one of them.


  [T/N Note: A post-town, shukuba in Japanese, is a small settlement for travellers to rest and relax before resuming their journey.]


  A middle-aged lady who I had seen many times by now poked her head out.


  「Ah, it’s the guildie Roland-kun.」


  「Good afternoon. This is the adventurer who took up that quest from a while ago.」


  「Ah. Ahhhh, this girl, eh?」


  Her eyes almost popping out of their sockets, she stared at Dee fixatedly.


  「Yes. I am aware that it’s a C-rank quest, and that this girl is F-rank, but I brought her here for the interview anyway.」


  「Ranks are just a formality anyway. With that face, you’re more than qualified. Especially since Roland-kun brought you here! I look forward to working with you tonight!」, the lady exclaimed, looking at Dee, who bowed with a smile.


  「Please take good care of me!」


  「Roland-kun is always willing to sit down for long discussions. He always pays attention to the smallest of details, too!」, laughed the lady.


  Once our little meeting was over, we got onto the horse again.


  「People really trust you, huh?」


  「Really? People are just good-natured, I guess?」


  「No, silly, it’s because of your track record and how reliable you always are!」, chuckled Dee from behind me.


  The requestor for the night patrol also readily accepted Dee, simply because I had recommended her.


  「Weren’t you once the Heroine’s private tutor, Roland-kun? If someone like that says she’s good, then she’s good! F-rank is nothing but a label!」, he said.


  「I will do my best to meet expectations, so as not to tarnish Roland-sama’s image…!」


  「Don’t worry. Even if there are things you’re not familiar with yet, just do your best.」


  The Leid butterfly quest could be done any time, so I sent Dee home first. As we pulled up at our house, we heard a din from within.


  「Look at this, Lylael-sama! I found this in the demon realm!」


  「Hoho, that’s not something you see everyday.」


  「This butterfly lights up at night. It’s something you almost never find in this human realm.」


  「Hm? Is it for me, then?」


  「Yes! I, Rodje Sandsong, caught it for Lylael-sama! When night falls, it glows with a faint, dreamlike hue. I thought Lylael-sama would like it…!」


  「Oh… I don’t really care for insects, but…」


  We walked in on Rodje insisting that Lyla take the butterfly cage and Lyla trying her best not to show disgust. It was indeed an honest-to-goodness Leid butterfly.


  「Hey, you! How dare you leave Lylael-sama alone at home while you go to work! Have you ever thought how lonely she gets as she waits for you to –」


  Ignoring her preaching, I asked Lyla for the butterfly.


  「She gave this to you?」


  「Mhm… I don’t know what to do with it, though…」


  「Can I have it?」


  「Yes! Take it!」


  I received the Leid butterfly from Lyla, and thus ended one of Dee’s quests.


  「Oh, for goodness’ sake…」, lamented Rodje, sobbing as she fell to her knees.


  Dee patted her back gently to console her.


  I returned to the guild with butterfly cage in hand and handed the butterfly over. I also made a mental note to give Rodje some of the commission.


  「Where did you find something like a Leid butterfly, Roland-san?」, inquired Milia.


  「The Demon Realm, apparently.」


  「De-mon-realm… so there’s a bug-catching spot there, huh…」, she replied, not having fully understood.


  


  The following day, Dee completed the fake prostitute quest. A few days after that, she wrapped up the night patrol as well.


  「Oh? All the leftover quests have been cleared?」


  「Yeah, apparently Roland-kun helped to clear them all.」


  「Wow, seriously? Now we can get our share of the money… as expected of the Ace of the Lahati branch!」


  It wasn’t just Dee who felt grateful to me now.


  Chapter 62: The overqualified rookie, part 4


  


  Dee didn’t stay with us for long — only for three days, in fact.


  Without breaking a sweat, she cleared all of the difficult quests and nighttime quests that I assigned her, quickly rising to E rank. Her rank would certainly only continue to rise too.


  Using the rewards received for quest completion, she moved into an inn.


  「It’s fine if you stay with us, you know?」


  「I don’t want to trouble your Majesty any longer.」


  「I am no longer the Demon King. Call me Lylael from now on.」


  「Very well.」


  「Listen, Dee. I’ll still be here, so you can look for me if you have concerns.」


  「Thank you for your kindness.」


  As I left the house, Dee bowed.


  「We’ll still see each other at the guild, so keep up the good work.」


  「Yessir!」


  And so Dee moved out. Evidently preferring to work at night, she usually came a little before closing time.


  「If I had stayed any longer, there are so many things I want to do with you… things that Lylael-sama wouldn’t be pleased with me for」, Dee said as I was about to describe a quest to her.


  「Caring for your superior, huh?」


  「She’s really one-of-a-kind. I don’t think I’ll ever meet someone like her again.」


  As usual, I assigned her a night shift quest that nobody else really wanted to take.


  Her diet interested me the most out of all things.


  「I can use human food to distract my stomach, but sooner or later, it becomes difficult to suppress that desire…」, was what Dee had told me before.


  According to her, vampires suck blood to satisfy both their lust and their hunger. If they don’t do so, they literally become ravenous.


  Lyla had asked her how she got by in the demon realm.


  「I drank convicts’ blood on a regular basis, even when I was in the army. It more or less fulfilled my needs. Humans’ blood is apparently much better, though…」


  I wondered if our realm was a land of unlimited sustenance — a paradise of sorts — for her.


  「You might want to keep an eye on Dee.」


  「I have no intention to. Whatever you’re thinking about, she won’t do any of it」, said Lyla firmly, looking directly at me.


  I still couldn’t trust the vampire fully, even if she did.


  The sight of the battalion she had massacred was still firmly etched in my mind. She had used her siren-like charm to draw her targets close before extending her fangs, spitting saliva to prevent their blood from clotting, and then sucking them dry.


  I know I’ll never forget that well-rehearsed murder sequence for as long as I live.


  The corpses with spear wounds were also completely desiccated, as the spears that had killed them had been enchanted with a curse that sucked water out along with their blood.


  Dee appeared once every three days, reporting the completion of her quest and leaving immediately each time. When I asked her if she had any concerns, she said no. She didn’t seem like she was lying, so I just wrote off my own concerns as baseless.


  Iris had handed me another letter — the second one now.


  「Look, it really came.」


  「…I see.」


  After reading the contents, I went to the inn where Dee was staying.


  「Oh, that beautiful lady? She hasn’t been here for a while now.」


  「…Is that so? I see, thank you.」


  Not here, huh.


  「Guess I’ll debunk the worst possibility first.」


  Going to the stable, I saddled the horse specially set aside for employees and left town.


  There was a mountain where a small section had been turned into level ground; situated there was a villa for aristocrats where the son of a landlord from the north was staying. After receiving the first letter, I had sent Roger and Neil to gather information for me. Today, they told me what I had been expecting to hear from them.


  「There was a weird rumour going around, Aniki…」


  「I heard it too, but from a different source…」


  …Perhaps my worries weren’t baseless after all.


  Lord Bardell was the one who had sent both letters.


  「I haven’t heard from some of the adventurers I’m acquainted with in a month or so. Do you know anything about it?」


  Of course, I replied that I knew nothing. Unfortunately, it’s quite common for adventurers to suddenly go missing.


  On the second letter was written:


  「It’s not just the adventurers now — ordinary people have also gone missing. I have tried to do my own research, but nothing has come up as of now.」


  Unsurprisingly, the people in that area were worried as well. The baron described how they couldn’t even leave the house out of fear for their safety.


  If he’d gone to the trouble of sending me a personal letter, then it must really be a big thing.


  After a short journey on horseback, I saw the mansion built halfway up a small mountain. With its lit torches, it looked like a typical villa. As I tied my horse to a tree, the moon peeked out from behind the clouds.


  I sensed something moving on the plain. Moving away from me, its signature overcoat and hood were lit by the moonlight.


  I started walking toward the villa.


  「I only came here first because I really didn’t want this to be the case」, I muttered to myself.


  The moon was still partially covered by the clouds.


  Activating my skill just to be safe, I blended in with the darkness.
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  Following what looked like Dee, I crept toward the villa which was large enough to accommodate the population of a small village.


  Sneaking past the guard wasn’t a problem at all.


  To me, there’s nothing wrong with her staying here, but she should at least have said so.


  「Maybe she hasn’t decided to settle down here yet…」, I muttered in the shadows.


  Making sure to make as little noise as possible, I entered the mansion. I detected the presence of some humans — perhaps they were cooks or maids.


  I hurried after Dee so as not to lose sight of her, climbing flight after flight of stairs to reach the highest floor of the four-storey mansion. Seeing her disappear into the furthest room, I trained my ears towards it with bated breath.


  「Guess who’s back!」


  The voice that replied to her seemingly belonged to a noble.


  「No quest today, I see? Very well. You can take it easy today.」


  「…」


  It seems like they’ve known each other for quite some time.


  If this noble had fallen for Dee after meeting her for quest-related matters, and was helping her out, then I would have been relieved. A blessing in disguise of sorts, I’d say.


  According to Lord Bardell, the adventurers had been vanishing since a month ago. His description matched what Neil and Roger had told me as well.


  Adventurers don’t usually have a fixed residence. They’re continuously on the move, and even if they disappear, few people will notice, let alone care. What separates them from common criminals is the fact that they do have a place they frequent.


  That place is the guild.


  If both Dee and this noble had something to do with the mysterious disappearances, then I had come to the right place at the right time.


  I can’t jump to conclusions, of course — I’ll have to eavesdrop a little longer.


  Hearing footsteps from within the room, I quickly dived for cover. A moment later, a young noble came out, accompanied by Dee who had removed her overcoat.


  I believe his name is Victor Darton, I remember seeing him in the army during the war. He was indeed the third son of a baron whose area of jurisdiction was somewhere in northern Ferland.


  Walking on the carpeted floor, they talked casually as they made their way downstairs. Upon reaching the basement, Darton unlocked a door, dashing all my hopes immediately.


  Have you ever seen a locked door in the basement that isn’t hiding something bad?


  Seemingly having gotten used to this, Dee followed Darton into the depths of the basement. I followed them along a path paved with freshly-cut stones. It was cool to the touch.


  Recalling the layout of the entire villa, I reasoned that Dee had entered the largest building — the one which Darton was in. We were now heading towards a somewhat isolated cottage. The closer we got, the more I could smell blood in the air. After checking that the coast was clear, I opened the door.


  The stench increased tenfold.


  I sensed that there were more people than just the two of them here.


  「Ooooh! Hnng –! Nnnngh!」


  「Here, go ahead. Just a little, okay?」


  「Yep.」


  「…! …!!!」


  Splish, splash — I could hear the jarring noise of running water.


  I found another door in the back, so I quietly smashed the lock open and went inside.


  「…」


  A rotting stench permeated every inch of the room. Flies which looked like little black specks were buzzing around. On the walls various tools hung, coated a tarry black by oxidised blood.


  Even the bed hadn’t been spared.


  「Not just two or three victims, huh?」


  Aside from the stale air and the streaks of blood that lined the walls, everything else was just speculation at this point. All I knew was that this was not a good place to be in.


  I spotted a wagon as I looked around more. Multiple corpses lay there as I lifted the bundle of cloth covering it.


  All of them were damaged beyond recognition.


  I made out five or six people, but there could’ve even been ten — that’s how battered they were.


  「…」


  I get it now.


  There was yet another door next to the wagon. Opening it, there was a staircase that went up, probably leading to the cottage above ground.


  Some people there might still be alive. If that’s the case, then I might be able to get them —


  「Ara-ara, if it isn’t Roland-sama. Never thought I’d meet you here of all places.」


  Whirling around, I saw Dee standing at the entrance, striking her signature hand-on-cheek pose. Her thin lips formed a smile, even though her eyes betrayed her true emotions.


  「Neither did I. What are you doing in a place like this?」


  「Guess I have no choice but to kill Roland-sama.」


  「It’s a shame you won’t be able to.」


  As soon as I finished my sentence, Dee made her move.


  Launching off the ground, she did a 180 in mid-air and kicked the ceiling for momentum, barrelling straight at me. She would have killed the average human many times over before he could register those physics-defying movements.


  「I see how it is.」


  I stuck my hand out, clutching Dee’s neck like a butcher selecting his next chicken to carve up.


  「Gah… hack!? How did you see –!?」


  I slammed her onto the bloodstained ground with all my strength.


  「Guh –!?」


  I had sparred with Dee for the practical assessment. That’s how I knew that she was weaker than me. There’s no way she can take me down, especially without a plan of some kind.


  Standing on both of the struggling Dee’s arms to pin her down, I squatted, taking a good look at her eyes. I had been uncertain all this time due to the hood obscuring her face, but I could finally confirm my suspicions.


  「’Dispel.’」


  From within Dee came the sound of shattering glass.
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  Come to think of it, my conversations with Dee at the guild had been somewhat… different compared to the day she came. We hadn’t been on the same wavelength — she would repeat the questions I asked her, or simply go off on a tangent. They were little signs that I would’ve missed if I hadn’t been alert.


  Dee’s eyes now confirmed everything for me, however. She had been under a form of hypnosis similar to ‘Real Nightmare’ and had become a different person altogether.


  Contrary to what many believe, vampires can be incapacitated in one way or another. In fact, paralysis and tranquilisation are a few of the recommended ways to deal with them.


  「Man, it hurts… what just…?」, groaned Dee as she woke up as herself again.


  「It’s because I just slammed you onto the floor a while ago.」


  「Huh…? Ara-ara, it’s you, Roland-sama. What is this place…?」


  「Do you not remember?」


  Lending her a shoulder to lean on, we left the revolting abattoir.


  「What on earth happened…?」


  「You weren’t yourself. Someone hypnotised you.」


  「Ara-ara, I see」, she said, nonchalant as always. 「This means that Roland-sama came to rescue me, didn’t you?」


  「No. Quite the opposite, in fact.」


  「?」


  In a way, she had helped me by confirming that my worst fears weren’t true.


  As we climbed back to ground level, I peeked into the dining room. We discovered a young man from a nearby village there. He was blindfolded and gagged, but alive, so we freed him. Even though they had only targeted adventurers at first, perhaps they now kidnapped people indiscriminately, I thought to myself.


  Finally seeing the moonlight again, I told Dee what had happened as we headed for the cottage.


  「I… did such a thing…」, she muttered in shame.


  According to her, the last thing she remembered was the quest I had assigned her a month ago.


  Reaching our destination, I smashed the lock and went inside. We were greeted by the sight of around ten kidnapped men, women and children.


  「If what Roland-sama said is true, then… these people would’ve been my food…?」


  「Not necessarily.」


  「Hm? What do you mean…」


  「Let’s hear it straight from the horse’s mouth.」


  I had sensed that someone was approaching. Turning around, we saw Darton in the doorway, accompanied by around ten men who looked like members of the royal cavalry.


  「What are you doing here, of all places?」


  「I was about to free these kidnapped individuals.」


  Almost as if he was wearing a mask, he smiled without moving so much as an eyebrow.


  「So, who are you? I don’t know where you came from, but don’t you think it’s rude to just trespass on private property?」


  This Darton person, being well-versed in magic, was the commander of a unit of mages. Despite being unable to put his knowledge to good use most of the time, he could probably still cast a decent spell or two.


  「I am Roland Argan, a guild employee. I have assigned the adventurer you see here, Candy, many quests. Noticing that something was off, I followed her here. Please think of me as an investigator under Lord Bardell.」


  I pointed at the hostages behind me.


  「You should explain this to the baron.」


  Darton put his hands together.


  「Ah, about those people. I gathered them here under the orders of Candy-san. Although I don’t know what she wants with them, it’s not like I can disobey her.」


  「Eh…」, said Dee incredulously with furrowed brows.


  I can’t blame her for being surprised — she had been hypnotised after all.


  「Very funny」, I replied, laughing in his face. 「I know what lies underground. All of it is to camouflage your twisted hobby, isn’t it?」


  「…」


  「It’ll tarnish your family’s reputation if you don’t keep your sadistic tendencies under wraps.」


  A few of his facial muscles finally began twitching.


  「So she used her magic eye to make you procure all sorts of torture equipment and torture these people? What could you possibly hope to learn from adventurers and ordinary villagers by torturing them?」


  There had been no real reason to torture them since the beginning, for the torture itself was the reason. I know what a serious Dee can do — I just saw the bodies for myself a while ago.


  Not only is Dee an otherworldly beauty, but the opposite gender also has no way to avoid the effect of her magic eye. On top of that, vampires are known to crave human blood. Knowing this, Darton had hypnotised her. Everything had been engineered to frame her as the vampire who seduced and controlled a helpless noble to do her bidding.


  She was the perfect scapegoat for when things eventually went south.


  Even I had been fooled until now.


  I had been considering two possibilities — one of which was that Dee was conspiring with some noble to get her fill of human blood. The other was that Dee had used her magic eye to hypnotise a noble to round up humans for herself.


  Now that I had seen everything for myself, I knew that neither was true.


  「The magic eye of a vampire really does leave targets in a ‘Charmed’ state. Especially for the opposite gender.」


  「What are you saying? This woman said that she wanted blood, so how could I go against her orders –」


  「A vampire’s need for blood is far greater than what humans imagine. In fact, if they don’t feed, the effects of hypnosis might even be dispelled.」


  Darton tut-tutted in annoyance, for I had made him slip up. I now knew that he had been letting her drink people’s blood so that she would remain hypnotised.


  「Wait, so what does all this mean?」


  「To put it simply, Dee, he’s been using you. Since you’re a vampire, he set you up as a cover to torture and kill people for fun.」


  「Ara-ara, I’m speechless. Not only did you use me, but you also made me drink the blood of some random male?」, she said icily.


  You could feel the anger radiating from her very being.


  「I highly recommend leaving while you can」, I said, looking at the knights.


  Even though Dee was staring them in the eye, the knights simply smiled at her. Perhaps they didn’t believe me or they didn’t think that she was really a vampire.


  …Well, don’t say we didn’t warn you guys.


  「I do not just drink anyone’s blood, especially since humans are an inferior species. Except for Roland-sama, of course. As such, I only drink the blood of those I care about or those I am interested in」, she explained, placing her palm on the ground. 「Although it’s great to drink blood, if I drink too much, it basically feels like I’m in heat. That’s why I only choose a partner that can feel that way with me. It’s not just me, really — this is how all vampires operate.」


  At long last, Darton gave up on keeping up appearances.


  「How dare you call us inferior! Your side lost during the war! You’re only a vampire, and all alone, too — don’t be so cocky!」


  Dee’s blood-red pike began to materialise from the ground. As she whirled it around a few times, colour drained from the knights’ faces.


  But it was already too late.


  「Don’t get me wrong — I love humans’ blood. But that blood will become part of me, a proud vampire, you know? I hope you get it. Food and mere sustenance are different things!」


  Dee made her move.


  Before anyone else could react, the business end of her pike had already pierced one of the knights’ heavy armor, coming cleanly out through the other side. He was already dead before he could even scream.


  「I hope you’ll stop treating vampires like mere animals.」


  The pike throbbed with what looked like veins. As they squirmed animatedly, the knight shrivelled up until only a dry husk was left.


  「The blood-sucking spear of a vampire that you took for a fool. Look at it. Taste it.」


  In the blink of an eye, four more knights suffered the same fate as their fallen comrade. Needless to say, none of them were a match for her.


  「Gyaaaaaa –!?」


  「Dead men shouldn’t talk.」


  With another whirl of her pike, the impaled knight slid off of it. His face resembled a dried-up tree.


  「Shit! Don’t think you can beat us so easily!」, said Darton as he began to conduct an aria unfamiliar to me.


  「Hypnosis again?」, I cut in.


  「Wha –!?」


  I suppose he had thought that Dee was his only opponent.


  With all my strength, I slammed my fist into Darton who was still trying to cast his first spell.


  「Gya –!?」


  Accompanied by a squelch that sounded like a frog being squished, he was thrown into the air. When the wall finally broke his fall, his face was nothing but a bloodied mess, with his nose broken and having a few teeth less.
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  「If my memory serves me well, Lord Darton, I believe you took part in the war. Do you remember the time an entire battalion was massacred in a single night?」


  「W-Why are you bringing that up now!?」


  「This adventurer, Candy… her real name is Candice Meinrad. You’re looking at the person behind the slaughter.」


  「What… even…」


  As this conversation took place, Dee ensured that none of the knights were left standing.


  「How naive… Roland-sama even advised you to leave.」


  Propping himself up, Darton pointed an accusatory finger at me.


  「Do you know what it means to lay a hand on me, guild employee? It’s a declaration of war on the Darton family! Do you have any idea what you’ve done!?」


  「I do. I will let the king know of this, of course.」


  「H-His… his Majesty!? There’s no way he’ll listen to a person like you… right…?」


  A wave of uncertainty overcoming him, his high and mighty attitude had all but disappeared.


  Dee walked over to us. Although she was smiling, her eyes looked as if they had frozen over.


  「I don’t expect anyone to know about me, but did you just look down on Roland-sama’s profession? The work he pours all his heart and soul into day by day…?」


  「Chill, I’m already used to it.」


  「And he’s so tolerant, too. It’s amazing just how much stronger than me he is.」


  「Huh…!? This fella…!? Stronger than a vampire? No, no way… not in a million years…」


  Dee kicked Darton onto the floor and stabbed downwards with her pike, intentionally missing him by only a whisker.


  「H-Heck…」


  「What shall we do with this guy?」


  「S-Stop…! Please, have mercy…」


  Not only was he crying, but he had also wet his pants.


  「What a pitiful sight. Absolutely deplorable.」


  「Hold it, Dee. There’s something I want to teach him.」


  「W-What is it!? Teach me… teach me anything…!」


  He clung onto my leg as if some heavenly apparition had appeared before him.


  「I appreciate your cooperation, Lord Darton. I already have a place in mind… shall we make our way there?」


  「A… a place…? Where…!?」


  Dee chuckled.


  「Ara-ara, now that’s a plan. Even the teaching… instruments have been prepared.」


  「Wait… no, please, anywhere but there…! Teach!? Please… don’t… please stop!」


  Grabbing a fistful of his hair, I looked straight into his tear-and-mucus-stained face.


  「Yes… we’ll teach you what you already know best.」


  It didn’t seem physically possible for more colour to drain from his face, and yet, it did.


  I rolled his sleeve up while Dee hummed to herself at one side.


  「Noooooooo! This cannot be…!」


  Think about what you did, Darton.


  You kidnapped numerous innocent adventurers and villagers indiscriminately, tortured them for fun and murdered them in cold blood simply because you could. On top of that, you tried to make Dee shoulder the blame for your heinous crimes.


  You have taken away the ‘normalcy’ of many people’s lives, and I won’t stand for it.


  「Anywhere but that house! Don’t bring me underground! Please…! Anywhere on earth but that wretched abattoir! I’ll do anything! I’ll give you money! Power! Whatever you want…!」


  Ignoring his pleas, we dragged him to his beloved torture chamber. I have tortured people on multiple occasions before, but I have never understood how someone can derive even a modicum of joy from doing so.


  「Ufufufu, this is gonna be good」, sighed Dee as she looked longingly at the oxidised blood-stained torture instruments.


  「This can’t be the end… somebody! Anybody! Help me…」


  「Did you listen to your victims when they said the same thing? I doubt it.」


  Dripping with snot and drenched in his own urine, Darton was a sight to behold. Grabbing his hair again, I looked straight into his eyes and displayed my pure, unfiltered killing intent.


  「Think of your mother, Darton. Think of just how proud she’ll be of you. You’ll have quite some time to think, as the sweet release of death is still a long way away.」
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  What we did to Darton wasn’t particularly pleasant, so I’ll save the details.


  Both Dee and I, for reasons already illustrated previously, felt like justice had been done when he finally breathed his last. If there had been a healer around, we would’ve repeated our cycle of torture multiple times, but since there wasn’t one, we could only make him suffer so much.


  Activating a ‘Gate’, we blinked home and headed for Lord Bardell’s personal residence.


  Dee and I were brought into the drawing room where we patiently waited for the baron. When he arrived, we told him everything.


  「…We’ve found the root cause of the problem」, I said, pointing at what remained of Darton with my chin.


  The baron sat there solemnly, stroking his beard with a bitter look.


  「I see. Thank you for acquiescing to this sudden request of mine.」


  He stood up and did a formal ninety-degree bow.


  「It was in the guild’s interests too, as the disappearance of adventurers is also detrimental to us.」


  「Not only have you found out the root cause, but you also settled the problem once and for all. I cannot thank you enough for keeping my citizens safe.」


  Since Darton had been in the army, I wondered if some traumatic event had made him lose it.


  「Based on what you said, a related experience might have awakened something in him.」


  There are rumours that demons had been tortured during the war, since the survival of every species involved was at stake. I have no intention to whitewash history, but neither do I wish to find out the truth either.


  Some people don’t come back from war the same person — perhaps Darton had been one of them.


  「I will tell his family the news of his passing. All the evidence is in that villa, so I’ll have no trouble proving what he has done. If need be, I can relay a message to the king directly, so no worries about that.」


  I wouldn’t be surprised if this event caused a dispute between the Dartons and the Bardells. The outcome would be determined by the attitude on each side. After all, when one of your sons kidnaps and kills innocent adventurers and villagers from another family’s territory, you can’t call the other party unreasonable when they raise a big fuss.


  It would be much better to settle this in private such that neither family would have their reputation soiled.


  「Thank you, Roland-dono…! I am forever indebted to you.」


  While I shrugged off the baron’s words of gratitude, Dee accepted them cheekily.


  「I mean, if we can accept it, why shouldn’t we?」, she asked on the way home, with her arms folded.


  「I really don’t think a person of his caliber could’ve hypnotised you like that…」, I mused.


  It just didn’t add up. While I was lost in thought, Dee looked around to confirm that nobody was in the vicinity.


  「This isn’t something I should be telling a human, but…」, she said. 「I suppose you can say that vampires are twice exceptional. Very much so. Tell me, Roland-sama, does a human’s ability change when he burns the midnight oil?」


  「Of course not. Wait, do you mean that…」


  「Ufufu. Exactly. We are weakened as long as the sun is up, and our magic resistance is reduced to a fraction.」


  I now remembered that during the war, vampires had only dared to launch offensives at night. While Dee had mentioned that vampires can use their ‘Fireguard’ to weaken the effect of the sun’s rays, it was mostly used so that they could move around with their comrades. Their true strength only shows itself after the sun has set.


  In fact, every devastating blow struck by the vampires had been in the dead of night.


  「Our power level becomes like that of a tenth-order demon’s… for reference, someone like that is barely fit to be a platoon commander. On top of that, the risk of trying anything during the day is simply far too great for us.」


  A platoon of the Demon King’s army only numbered about fifty. If a demon with the power level of a platoon commander or even less acted alone, even a respectably-sized human unit could deal with it.


  Small fry by day, juggernauts by night. All is fair and balanced, I guess?


  「I see… so vampires are double-edged swords, huh?」


  「I have never told a human about this.」


  「I understand. I won’t say anything else.」


  Thank you, said Dee, smiling.


  「That guy might not have known that I was a vampire. There was this one quest that took me a long time, and I only finished by morning…」


  She trailed off, unable to find the words to express herself.


  Dee simply looked like an otherworldly beauty during the day. That torture maniac may only have wanted to have a good time with her. It was only after hypnotising her that he found out her true identity and decided to use her as a scapegoat…


  I whacked Dee on the head.


  「Ow!」


  「This is why you don’t underestimate humans.」


  「I know, I know…」


  Hearing that, I patted her head gently.


  「Don’t be too hard on yourself. I value you a lot as an adventurer. You’re still immensely capable and specialised, after all.」


  「Wow, that makes me happy, Roland-sama… wait, are you serious?」


  I am being serious, I said.


  「Don’t look down on us humans from now on. Treat everyone as you would treat me.」


  「I don’t know about not looking down on Roland-sama, but if everyone was you, I’d fall in love with everyone!」


  What to do, sighed Dee jokingly.


  「I can’t help but shudder at the thought of being that scumbag’s scapegoat and having to drink blood against my own will every day. Thank you, really. I’m glad you came.」


  「How unfortunate that he picked a gourmand like you to annoy.」


  「I mean, yeah. But to make me drink blood for something as trivial as keeping me hypnotised! Vampires treat drinking blood even more seriously than having sex! To have lost all autonomy and be made to do all that… especially by the low-born scum that he is… oh, the shame!」, hissed Dee, pouting.


  As we walked home, the night sky was a shade of blue seen only during a day about to dawn.


  「I now understand why Lylael-sama loves you with all her heart. I think I feel the same way as she does… you’re adorable, you know that?」


  Kissing me on the cheek again, she bit me playfully.


  「…? You’re not doing it for real? Go ahead, I don’t mind.」


  「This is how vampires court their partners. Of course I want to bite you for real, but stopping just before is how we show that we care about who we’re biting」, she explained, hugging me tightly. 「I, Candice Meinrad, love you dearly, Roland-sama.」


  Not entirely sure how to respond, I simply patted her head.


  「How about you drink some of my blood, Roland-sama?」


  「What does it mean for me to do something like that?」


  「Vampires are always on the receiving end of the blood transaction, so when I offer you my blood, it means that I am forever yours.」


  I see, I told her, following which she split one of her fingernails with her fangs. Blood flowed from the wound, staining her fingertip a shade of crimson which I found mesmerising for some reason.


  Lifting her hand, I pressed my lips to her finger and took a sip.


  It simply tasted like blood; nothing more. It wasn’t delicious, and neither did I feel any sexual excitement toward Dee. As her blood trickled into my mouth, however, I understood the ritual importance of such an act.


  「Thank you, Roland-sama…」, she said, hugging me again with tears in her eyes. 「I am yours from now on.」


  She closed her eyes as if to egg me on.


  I heard a sound coming from behind us, but chose to ignore it.


  「…?」


  Seeing that she wouldn’t let me go, I kissed her a few times.


  「I feel as if I’ve been blessed, Roland-sama… even if I were to turn to dust right now, I no longer have any regrets.」


  Keeping my head in place, she did the same.


  「I love you, Roland-sama…」


  I can’t remember how many times we kissed, or for how long.


  「What on earth are the two of you doing outside my house…!?」


  Hearing a strange noise, we snapped back to reality and were greeted by the sight of Lyla shaking her fist at us.


  「Ara-ara, if it isn’t Lylael-sama. How shameless of you to spy on us.」


  「Me? Spying? You were kissing in front of my house!!」


  Pointing at us with her index finger, she stamped her feet with frustration.


  「It’s a ritual according to her, Lyla.」


  「You dare to call this a ritual!? I was waiting for you to come back all this time! Do you know how long I waited for!? I heard some noise outside, and it turns out that this is what you were doing…!?」


  She no longer felt sleepy, I guess.


  「I’ll go to bed now, Lylael-sama. Will you join me?」


  「Hmph. Don’t screw with me. I have housework to do — I have responsibilities unlike you.」


  「If you do a shoddy job, isn’t it the same as not doing it?」


  「What did you just say!?」


  「N-No, nothing…」


  Seeing that Lyla was on the warpath, Dee produced a sheepish smile and disappeared into the house.


  Lyla snorted.


  「Lyla, listen…」


  「Welcome back. Took you a while to get home, eh? Looking at the two of you, even a fool can guess what happened. There’s even the smell of blood」, she cut in, stopping me mid-sentence.


  「I won’t go into the details, but you’re sharp. It’s as you say.」


  「How meek」, she said, smiling smugly.


  「You don’t have to stay up just to wait for me, you know.」


  Shaking her head, Lyla stared at the ground.


  「I do it… because I want to…」


  Perhaps what she had just seen had come to mind. Looking straight at me, she puffed her cheeks and smiled in disbelief.


  「…Welcome back. You must be tired. Come in and have a good rest.」


  「Thank you. Indeed, I have returned.」


  Lyla stood on tiptoe, placing both hands on my shoulders. In order to support her, I quickly wrapped both arms around her.


  From behind the mountain ridges, the alpenglow bathed us in warm, golden sunlight.


  A new day had begun at last.
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