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  Chapter 93: Certified, part 1


  


  Needing to discuss something with me, Iris had called me into her office.


  「This isn’t good…」


  「Is it?」


  As always, we had a steady stream of adventurers coming to the guild.


  Most adventurers quietly receive their quests and go. Others complain when we take their items for verification. There are some, however, who even try to hit on the girls.


  「It’s terrible…」, she repeated over and over again.


  「As a branch chief, isn’t it in your power to do something?」


  「I want to, of course, but that’s a problem in itself. You see, the decision was made by the Adventurer’s Association… no, the really important people at headquarters. You didn’t complain, and I didn’t say anything either…」


  「So things are getting worse?」


  「Exactly.」


  This had all started when other branch chiefs requested for my transfer through the Guild Master.


  「You seem to have no issue with your current pay.」


  「I’m perfectly happy with it.」


  「True, but you’ll really be able to earn a lot more.」


  Hadn’t someone been drunkenly rambling about wanting me to stay?


  「It really came as a surprise…」


  Iris spoke as she recalled what they had said to her.


  「…when they said they would offer that much for your salary. If you had joined them, you’d be earning more than me by now.」


  「Is that so?」


  「You’re as indifferent as usual.」


  「If the other branch chiefs are offering me a huge bonus for me to join them, can’t you just request for my salary to be increased here?」


  「Each branch has a fixed budget when it comes to human resources…」, she said apologetically. 「But at the same time, I don’t want another branch to snap you up…」


  Her voice grew softer as she spoke.


  I don’t really care for an increase in salary. It seems that Iris is caught up about it because she feels that I need one (out of kindness, the need for propriety or otherwise), but doesn’t have the power to do so.


  I figured that all her attention was focused on this matter, because her panties were showing.


  「I have no intention to leave for any other branch.」


  「But that’s only for now, isn’t it?」


  I guess you could put it that way. It’s understandable to do all that just to make sure I don’t have a change of heart in the future.


  I took off my employee jacket and laid it on her lap.


  「Hm? What’s wrong?」


  「Your red panties are in full sight.」


  Her face turning red, she shrieked and hurriedly put her legs together.


  「…Pervert!」, she said, staring at me angrily.


  「I’d rather not hear that from someone wearing crimson panties.」


  「Keep it between us, okay?」


  「I won’t go running my mouth about this. Please calm down.」


  I decided not to embarrass her further by informing her that we had slept together before.


  「Ah… how about –」


  Returning me my jacket, she opened the drawers in her desk until she found what she needed — a bundle of paper, which she began to leaf through.


  「Aha. Everything will be fine if you have this.」


  「Have what?」


  「A license!」


  That had made me none the wiser, so she kindly explained.


  「Right now, within our branch, there are three people who do verification, right?」


  「Yeah. Morley-san’s the Plant Master or something, isn’t he?」


  「You’re right. Similar to accompanying adventurers on a quest, having a license allows you to draw a higher salary.」


  Isn’t it a good idea, she said, thumping the stack of paper.


  「We have three main verification-related licenses — ‘Plant Master’, ‘Item Scanner’ and ‘Enemy Expert’. How about you get all three?」, she asked, continuing before I could think through it. 「Those who get all three become a ‘Verification Chief’, allowing them to earn even more!」


  While there were others, these three seemed to be the most important.


  A Plant Master is licensed to verify plants in general.


  Item Scanners can verify magical equipment and the relevant raw materials.


  Enemy Experts are expected to check for the authenticity of animals, monsters and beasts that are brought in.


  All three require a certain amount of relevant expertise — unless you have an extremely rare, niche skill known as ‘Appraisal’. I actually know of one person who possesses it. He lives at the royal capital, but due to the fact that his skill is a selling point in itself, he doesn’t do stuff like working at a guild.


  「If you think that is the best course of action, then I’ll do it.」


  「Most people have to study for about a year in order to get a license, but if it’s you, you’ll be fine.」


  It kind of ticks me off that people tend to be judged by their titles. If it helps in the long run, though, then I’m all for getting the certification. Also, I’ll have to go to the royal capital to get it.


  「How about getting Plant Master first? I think the examination will take two or three days. Taking the time needed to go there and back into consideration, I can give you a week’s leave for official business.」


  Using the ‘Gate’ takes no time at all, but if she wants to give me a week, I’m not complaining.


  「Roger that. See you next week, Chief.」


  「Mhm. Break a leg.」


  I left her office and found myself staring at Morley.


  「I heard what you were talking about! Can you really get Plant Master!?」, he bellowed smugly.


  「Won’t know if I don’t try.」


  「Ya gotta take both a theory and a practical test. Hundred marks each! I got a hundred and ninety two total, ya know? Straight up broke the old record! Can. You. Beat. Me…!?」


  His spittle flew all over the place. I see how it is… if I do get the certification, we’ll have two Plant Masters under the same roof.


  Morley probably sees me as his rival now.


  「Hey, who’s making that ruckus?」, said Iris as she poked her head out in annoyance. 「Morley… Roland will be fine. Please get back to work.」


  「…Harrumph. When this fella comes back with his tail between his legs, I guess the record breaker will have ta teach him a thing or two, eh?」


  His unwavering confidence was built on the assumption that I would fail.


  Another reason not to fail, then.


  I bade my two colleagues farewell and left.


  Chapter 94: Certified, part 2


  


  Upon hearing the news, Lyla decided to accompany me on the trip.


  「Nothing can go wrong now, can it?」, she chuckled.


  She had attached a string to her wallet, which she would keep close to her chest at all times. Made to look like a cat’s face, it’s the one I had bought her as a replacement. It looked similar to the original.


  「Now it won’t fall out by chance, and nobody will whisk it away either. Don’t you think it’s a good idea…?」


  「I do indeed. I know that you’re taking great care not to lose the things I give you.」


  「N-no, it’s not like that. Money doesn’t grow on trees, so I don’t want to lose it via entirely avoidable means. Don’t be so full of yourself!」, she retorted, looking the other way.


  Even among the many types of beings in the royal capital, Lyla stands out due to her beauty. There’s also a certain refined feel about her, probably due to her royal upbringing. It might be inevitable that she looks loaded with cash.


  「Just keep your wits about you at all times. I’ll go get the paperwork for the licensing examination done.」


  「Okay, I’ll go for a spin around the marketplace then.」


  After agreeing on a rendezvous point, we parted ways.


  Returning to guild headquarters, the same place where the examiners’ symposium had been held, I found something like a public office. I received a form from the receptionist which I filled up with the purpose of my visit and returned.


  「Thank you for waiting. We have confirmed your participation. The examination will be conducted in two parts — one is a pen-and-paper test, while the other will require you to forage for a specific plant. The maximum score for each component is a hundred marks, of which eighty are required in order to pass. Please note that failing either component will be considered an overall failure.」


  It’s pretty much what Morley had told me. The practical component was probably designed to weed out candidates who had done nothing other than cram information into their heads. Given that Senpai Morley’s a former C-rank adventurer, he had definitely scored well.


  After that, the employee informed me of the time and date of the examination, which happened to be the following day. I’ll be free till then, I suppose.


  …I hadn’t expected it to end this early. It’s only a little past noon. Even if I go to our meeting point now, it’ll be quite a bit of time before Lyla is done shopping. As I cut across the bustling marketplace, I heard a familiar voice screaming.


  Speak of the devil.


  「Waaaaaaait! Don’t run!!」, exclaimed Lyla, darting through the crowd with a fierce look on her face.


  「…What’s she doing?」


  Training my eyes to the spot she was looking at, I caught a hooded child nimbly threading the crowd holding none other than Lyla’s cat-shaped wallet.


  「My wallet! That’s my wallet! My most important possession –! Roland himself bought it for me!」


  She looked like she was about to cry.


  …In spite of all the precautions, huh?


  I noticed that the string attached to her wallet had snapped. Seeing the distressed Lyla, a passer-by tried to help her by catching the child. However, the thief simply moved out of his reach as if he had eyes at the back of his head.


  Pretty nimble of him, I have to say. Rather than sensing his attacker’s presence, could he have detected the sound instead?


  「Please, wait…! Wait… don’t run…」


  Lyla would break down in tears any moment now.


  I couldn’t help but appreciate the thief’s agility. He’ll make a good assassin, I thought.


  「Let’s use a chain next time」, I sighed.


  The child had turned a corner and disappeared. I chased after him. My target apparently heard my footsteps as I turned that same corner, for he turned around and looked at me.


  「Wah, it’s a different guy now!」


  「Return the wallet. I highly doubt it’s yours.」


  「Shush, blockhead!」


  Putting a little more effort into my actions, I circled around him and blocked his escape route.


  「Uwaaaa!? How did you appear in front of me!?」


  「Return it. I’ll give you a light walloping and we can carry on with our lives.」


  「What are you gonna do, huh, boomer?」


  Boomer…


  I had expected him to run back the way he came from, but instead, he pushed off the wall for leverage and landed on the rooftop.


  「Seeya!」


  「Huh. Interesting.」


  He’s not only quick on his feet, but can jump pretty high as well… he’s definitely not human, then. The momentum from his jump had thrown off his hood, revealing two animal ears on his head.


  「A demi-human? No wonder.」


  I quickly looked for footholds on the same wall. Finding a couple, I soon traced out a path to the roof with my eyes, then climbed all the way up in the blink of an eye.


  「Eh!? Uwaaaaa! He came up too!?」


  「Don’t think you can escape, kid.」


  「And he’s also intimidating…!?」, he exclaimed, the colour draining from his face.


  Panicking, he leaped onto another building. I, of course, followed him, jumping from rooftop to rooftop until he gave in.


  「Fine! Enough! I’ll return it!」


  He dropped the wallet and fled. It was empty.


  「…After emptying its contents, huh?」


  In the time I took to realise that, the cutpurse was long gone. He must know his escape routes well, I figured. Probably does this for a living.


  「Guess I’ll have to punish him.」


  He can’t have gone far. Perhaps he hid himself nearby, or is still trying to put some distance between us…?


  …Oh, there he is.


  I had only caught a glimpse of his ears, but that was more than enough.


  This isn’t something I use often, but I have no choice now. There’s no way I can catch up to that nimble child with this crowd in the way.


  I started creating platforms mid-air. With my limited magicka, they’ll disappear in a fraction of a second, but it’s good enough for my purposes. Spawn and jump, spawn and jump — before I knew it, I was high up in the sky. Not being able to pause at any point during the manoeuvre made it a little tough, though.


  The pickpocket was quickly negotiating the space under the eaves when he looked around out of curiosity. To his surprise, I was way up above.


  「Uwaaaaaaaaa!? He’s flying…!?」


  「Far from it. Granted, it looks like I’m flying. But actually, I suspended my magicka in the air for moments at a time, creating platforms and using them to climb to where I am now.」


  「I have no idea what you’re on about!」


  From his position above the ground, he continued to run, and I chased him from even higher up.


  「Return the contents of the wallet, demi-human!」


  「It’s not like there’s a fortune in there! I only found five thousand rin! Can’t I just have that…!?」


  「It’s not good to steal others’ things, no matter the amount. Didn’t your mother teach you that?」


  That last part had hit hard, for he stopped and glared at me momentarily before dashing off again. From his lack of hesitation, it was clear that he was familiar with all the nooks, crannies and alleyways of the capital. Before long, he hit a river that flowed out of the capital itself. Could he be ditching this place altogether –?


  「Damn it! This is bad! What on earth is that guy!? He’s flying! That’s illegal!」


  There was a boat moored to the riverbank, which the thief jumped into. Without wasting a second, he pushed off with an oar and paddled away. He seemed considerably familiar with this too, and quickly made it downstream after paddling for his life.


  「Phew… hahaha! Seeya for real now, boomer!」


  Feeling relieved that he had given me the slip at last, he laughed as he continued rowing.


  Boomer, huh…


  Suddenly, he stopped rowing and squinted back at where he thought he had left me.


  Splish, splash. Splish, splash. Splish, splash…


  「Hm? Am I hearing waves? On a river…?」


  If I can make the scarce water vapour in the air coagulate easily, what do you think will happen if you allow me to reach the water? Exactly — if I can do it in the sky, I can do it on water as well.


  「If I can run on thin air, what makes you think I can’t do the same on water?」


  「Whaaaaat!? No, that’s not cool anymore! Somebody, help meeee!」


  「No prey has ever escaped me.」


  「Whaaaaaat!?」


  Even though he was rowing with all his strength, I still outran the small boat easily. Not to mention that I was running more slowly than usual due to that aerial manoeuvre earlier. When I jumped onto his boat, the demi-human folded at last.


  「Fine, you can have it! The five thousand rin! Just take it!」, he said.


  He took a bill out of his chest pocket and handed it to me.


  「That was quite a bit of work.」


  「That’s my line! You chased me all the way here just for five thousand rin! What are you, boomer? This is absurd!」


  Boomer? That’s the third time now…


  「I’m a guild employee from the Lahati branch.」


  「I’ve never seen a guild employee like you… what, do all guild employees fly these days?」


  「Yeah, we can.」


  「What the hell…?」


  I give up, he said, collapsing onto the floor of the boat fully spent.


  Chapter 95: Certified, part 3


  


  ◆Rodje◆


  The elf had come to visit once again.


  「That human’s never around, but… Lylael-sama’s gone too…」, Rodje murmured alone in the living room.


  She had been here for around three hours, and didn’t plan on leaving anytime soon. Looking outside, she noticed that the sky which had been blue just a while ago had become overcast. Squinting into the distance, unmistakable little white lines could be seen.


  「It’s raining… oh dear. Isn’t the laundry still hanging outside?」


  The elf hurried outside and came back with her arms full of still-drying clothes.


  「…」


  She stopped dead in her tracks just before she entered the house.


  「These are Lylael-sama’s… panties. Why are they so erotic…? The material is so thin, too… wait, they’re basically see-through…!?」


  Forgetting about the rain, she continued staring at them for a few minutes.


  「…」


  She looked around her to ascertain that nobody was around and spread the panties, continuing to ignore the rain that was still falling.


  「A lowly servant like me should see how comfortable it is before letting it touch Lylael-sama’s bare flesh…」


  Panting with excitement, she put one leg through the panties.


  「…Ara-ara. Maa-maa, what do we have here?」


  Whipping around, she was met with a flash of lightning, following which Dee appeared. The vampire was smiling as usual, but her eyes were also filled with a playfulness that said oh look, a new toy.


  「You… you saw me…!?」


  


  ◆Roland◆


  I brought the cutpurse I had caught back to Lyla.


  「Oh yes, my wallet…! Did you get it back for me?」


  「I ran into him by chance.」


  「As expected of you! Well then… what do we do with this brat?」, she said, staring down at the cowering demi-human.


  「What do you have to say for yourself?」


  「…I’m sorry…」


  Having had no intention to flare up at him from the start, Lyla sighed, squatting down and looking him in the eye.


  「You’ve learnt your lesson, and won’t do this again, will you?」


  「But… I have no money…」, muttered the child.
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  He was on the verge of tears.


  「If that’s the case…」


  Opening the wallet I had just retrieved, she took out a single note.


  「Don’t do that, idiot. That doesn’t address the root of the problem.」


  Even the royal capital has its impoverished parts, where the children are in the same plight as the demi-human in front of us. Hold on…


  His escape route leads out of the capital?


  「Where were you trying to go in that boat?」


  「Home… where my mother’s waiting…」


  「What will she think of you when you bring home stolen money?」


  「But, still…」


  His carefree attitude had all but disappeared. He cleared his throat and began to cry. Figuring that we wouldn’t get anything more out of him here, we brought him to an eating-house to continue the conversation. The way he ate showed that he hadn’t eaten in quite a while.


  My name is Djeeta, he told us.


  「My mother is sick… and needs money to get better.」


  I glanced at Lyla, and she shook her head.


  「I don’t know how human healing magic works. On our side, though, we aim to boost the patient’s natural healing ability. It works well for physical injuries, but not so much if there’s a deep, underlying cause for the illness…」


  While we refer to it as ‘restoration magic’, the principles are otherwise similar to the demon version.


  「And you’re trying to find that money, Djeeta?」


  「Yeah…」


  Isn’t there anything we can do, asked Lyla by looking at me.


  It’s true that he’s in a tight spot. As things are right now, his mother is unable to work. Even if Djeeta’s method of making money is deplorable, both he and his mother will starve to death if he doesn’t do it.


  「Can he become an adventurer?」


  「It takes too long. I would’ve been all for it if he didn’t have anyone to take care of.」


  「Yeah, family is important…」, she lamented softly.


  Even now, I still don’t know what ‘family’ feels like. I guess there’s one person that I can almost call family, but even him, the Master, isn’t related to me by blood.


  According to Djeeta, their weekly expenditure on medicine is about twenty thousand rin. I doubt it’s possible for a child to earn that much with an ordinary job.


  「How about we get him to do work with a high payoff?」


  「It’s definitely not impossible, but…」, I replied. 「During the war, different humanoid species including elves and demi-humans got together to fight and are thus more or less recognised as allies. However, traces of racism still remain in some cities, and even if we get him a good job, there’s no guarantee that the employer won’t shortchange him.」


  「Petty, aren’t you all.」


  She’s not wrong. Some high-end restaurants even refuse entry to those species. Djeeta stopped halfway through his meal and looked at us.


  「Can I… take some of this home? I’ll share it with my mom…」


  Lyla looked at the young demi-human through teary eyes. In the end, the ruthless and merciless Demon King might have just been a facade displayed to humans.


  「I’d like to speak to your mother. Can we pay her a visit?」


  「Eh? My house? Sure you can, but…」


  Instead of letting him take the leftovers home, we ordered another two dishes as takeout. We made our way to Djeeta’s boat and got on, leaving the capital through a small irrigation canal.


  「We’ll get seen by a sentry if we go by the river」, he informed us.


  Reaching the end, we moored the boat to a designated mooring area just next to a water mill. There were a few scattered houses in the distance.


  「I’m home!」


  We entered, and a demi-human lady who was lying on her bed sat up when she saw us.


  「Welcome back, Djeeta. Ara, do we have guests?」


  「I met them a while ago and they treated me to a meal.」


  「Is that so? Why, thank you.」


  I passed Djeeta the food and went to the kitchen with the three others.


  「Can you cook?」, he asked


  「Fufufu. I’m not one to be underestimated.」


  They’re on good terms now, huh?


  I introduced myself and Lyla to Djeeta’s mother.


  「He told us you have a chronic illness…」


  「Yes. It’s causing a lot of trouble for him, too… even though I’ve told him many times that I don’t need medicine…」


  「You don’t? May I ask why that is so?」


  「The symptoms can be alleviated, but the illness itself almost certainly can’t be cured…」


  「…I see.」


  A jarring noise could be heard from the kitchen. Djeeta had already told us about the illness, and I realised that he never mentioned anything about post-recovery.


  「My son’s a demi-human after all, and I knew there’s only one way for him to scrounge up the money. That’s why I was against it…」


  I leafed through her doctor’s medical report. I don’t know much about pharmaceutics, but can’t we get the medicine at a discounted rate if we show this to the chemist at the capital?


  Wait, no… it’s incurable, she said.


  「You look troubled. It’s okay, Roland and friend, you don’t have to do anything for me」, said Djeeta’s mother, smiling as she stroked the wrinkles on my forehead.


  We ate the dinner that Lyla and Djeeta had prepared and went on our way.


  「Rodje might know something about healing herbs. The forest she comes from are famous for the longevity of its inhabitants.」


  「Seventy percent of that elf is already a lost cause.」


  「Whatever. Come on, let’s make the jump now. Blink us back home. Rodje might already be there.」


  「Got it.」


  


  ◆Rodje◆


  「Commander Rodje? What were you trying to do with Lylael-sama’s panties?」


  「Erm… well, you see…」


  Thunder boomed in the distance, acting as a natural fanfare during Rodje’s plight. While Dee stared at her, grinning, the elf’s eyes darted left and right.


  「I came to help L-Lylael-sama with the chores. The laundry would get wet if I left it outside」, she muttered, hiding the panties behind her back.


  「That’s not what I asked. Weren’t you… putting on Lylael-sama’s panties, Commander Rodje?」


  「No, I wasn’t! I swear I wasn’t!」


  「A perverted elf you are ♡」


  「You’re mistaken! I swear upon my honour!」


  「I wonder what Lylael-sama would think if she knew about this?」


  Dee’s smile didn’t let up at all. It was as if a cat had finally cornered the mouse it was chasing.


  「Guh… are you trying to threaten me? What exactly do you want!?」


  「That exact pained expression you’re making right now ♡」


  「You’re more evil than I thought…!」


  「The Magical Commander of the Guards Division… if I had come a little later, would I have found Lylael-sama’s bra wrapped around your head?」


  「Are you making fun of me, Candice Meinrad?」


  Despite saying that, her distress was plain for all to see.


  「It would be unspeakable to dirty the esteemed Lylael-sama’s panties!」


  「Maa-maa. Wonder which mouth of yours that statement’s coming from.」


  She would never be able to live it down. Using the little sense that she still had, Rodje tried making her final stand.


  「What do I have to do to make you close yours, huh?」


  If pushing doesn’t work, then pull, she figured.


  「I don’t care what you do since I’m already dead, but… are you really taking me on at night? The odds are already stacked against you. A foolish elf you are…」


  In actual fact, Rodje hadn’t realised that night had already fallen.


  (It’s night time already? Shit… I should not have challenged this vampire to a duel…)


  There’s no turning back now, though. She stuffed the panties into her pocket.


  「In the name of my honour, I will silence you!!」


  She had almost no hope of winning this, but this wasn’t a matter of life and death. It was a matter of her honour — if she lost, she would be Dee’s plaything for the rest of her life.


  Therefore, she had no choice but to stand and fight.


  Rodje activated her signature spell, ‘Shadow Edge’, spawning two swords, then adopted a fighting stance with one in each hand.


  「Let’s get it. Roland-sama hasn’t paid me any attention recently, and I’m kind of deprived right now. But since you’re here, I suppose I can distract myself for a while. It’s an honour to be able to take on someone as high up as a division commander.」


  Accompanied by the usual grating noise, Dee’s spear began extending out from the ground.


  「…」


  「…」


  The atmosphere became tense. Both opponents moved at the same time.


  Yet, their weapons never clashed, for the owner of both the cat and mouse had returned.


  「Stop that.」


  Seemingly having appeared out of nowhere, Roland stopped them by holding his hands to their faces.


  「Fugya!?」


  「Oh, come on!」


  「What on earth are you trying to do, you fools?」, thundered their former King.


  Chapter 96: Certified, part 4


  


  The following day, I went to guild headquarters to sit for the Plant Master written test. There were two others aside from me. On my right sat a bespectacled male employee, and on my left sat another male employee whose beard was unkempt.


  Although Iris had told me that the test would be difficult, I found it manageable and didn’t need to put down my pen until I finished the entire paper.


  『It’s prohibited to use the techniques and knowledge from the forest in the outside world…』, Rodje had said from the very beginning when she heard about the whole Djeeta affair. 『…Although I do know of a herb known as the ‘Instant Miracle‘. While it’s not particularly rare, forest-dweller techniques can turn it into a panacea of sorts. No harm giving it a go, I guess.』


  Seeing her chance to do her master a favour, she participated actively in the discussion. By ‘techniques and knowledge from the forest’, she probably meant that they are passed down only to other elves. As elves are an exclusive — some say even anarchic — species, they certainly possess knowledge unknown to humans.


  I’ve never seen her so excited before.


  After telling us that she would forage for some of the aforementioned herb, she had left together with Dee saying that they needed to make some preparations first.


  「…」


  The guy on the left has been staring at me since the beginning of the test.


  「Bro, ‘scuse me」, said the bearded man, trying to get the examiner to help. 「Just lemme have a lil’ peep at the answers, kay? You look like a smart one.」


  He seemed to be in his mid-thirties.


  「I don’t see the point in doing well through dishonest means.」


  「C’mon, just a little. Don’t be so rigid!」


  The bearded man tutted at the unyielding examiner. From what I’ve seen so far, he doesn’t seem like a guild employee. Since the certification is a title in itself, he’s probably pursuing a medical profession or something.


  …Which doesn’t really fit him, either.


  When our time was up, the examiner opened his eyes and collected the scripts before dismissing us. The candidate to my right heaved a huge sigh and got up.


  「I thought this year would be my lucky year… but I guess I’m not cut out for this exam after all.」, he said glumly to the examiner and made his leave.


  I had caught a glimpse of his script when it was being collected, and half of it had been blank.


  「No spirit at all, that feller」, spat the bearded man.


  「Unfortunately, we only have the two of you left, but we will nevertheless proceed with the practical examination. You should see the names of various herbs and flowers already written on the scripts you will receive shortly. Please gather them and return before noon tomorrow.」


  He handed out the scripts. True to his word, there were a hundred different herbs written on the script, all of which were raw materials that could be made into medicines.


  Forage them all to pass, huh?


  「Well then, please take care out there.」


  Once the examiner was out of earshot, the other candidate stuck his head in front of my script.


  「Oh, yours is different… wanna exchange answers, bro?」


  Even if we exchange answers, I already know roughly where to find the herbs I need, so it won’t benefit me at all.


  「I know, I know. Don’t team up, yadda yadda. It’s not like that examiner feller told us not to though, aye?」


  「You’re not wrong.」


  We have almost a full day to gather the herbs, and we’re free to roam about during that time. It seems uncannily easy to cheat… but given the low pass rate, there has to be a catch somewhere, I thought. Most of the herbs on the list can be found nearby, so they’re not asking for unreasonable stuff, either.


  「Whatever you do, you’re a big one aintcha? You don’t need to spell it out for me, bro. My sixth sense is tinglin’.」


  「If your sixth sense is that sharp, that test earlier should have been smooth sailing.」


  「Quit the sarcasm. This examination is important for me too, y’know? So why dontcha maybe help a guy out…?」


  It would weigh on my conscience to tell him anything concrete, but I allowed myself to inform him that most of the herbs he needed didn’t require him to go very far. We had also chanced upon the herbs’ flowering season.


  「Coolio. What even are you, bro? You seem like you set the questions yourself!」


  「When you’ve lived in the forest for long enough, it all becomes second nature.」


  「Ah, a feral child…」


  I estimated that we would be done by sunset if we headed for the nearest forest without delay. Leaving the royal capital, the other candidate followed me across a grassy plain where I plucked the relevant herbs and stuffed them into my gunny sack. He wasn’t completely clueless either, for he frequently bent over with a ‘Aye, there’s the one’ to pluck his own.


  「I work at a herbalist’s, so I kinda know my stuff. But even I’ve never heard of like, twenty of these. Guess it’s one point for each one, aye?」


  「Most likely.」


  「And if I screw up for the ones I do know, then it’ll be all over.」


  「I see. In the worst case scenario, will you be back here next year?」


  「Money’s kinda tight, ya see. If I have a license, it’s like a stamp saying that this feller here can be trusted. Stuff has a fixed price at the guild, but as a private practitioner, I can tweak the prices however I like.」


  He wants to use his license as a selling point, huh?


  「No-one but penniless lil’ brats have been coming as of late. Haven’t sold a single homemade potion since that war ended, either. Spent most of my money on rotgut, anyhow.」


  I didn’t respond at all, but he continued whining about his life to me even as we entered the forest and continued foraging. Gathering herbs with one hand, he waved his other hand about while talking. To an outsider, it seemed like we were moving as a unit, but in actual fact, he was nothing more than a hanger-on. He hadn’t been paying any attention to the questions that were written on his script either.


  「If Morley did well, that means he knew the test’s requirements when he took it…」


  「Ya said somethin’?」


  I shook my head, plucking a few Instant Miracles I found here and there for my personal business.


  「– and that’s how my regular customers keep me afloat.」


  I allowed him to prattle on and on about himself until he began talking about his current circumstances, at which point I stopped what I was doing and listened for real.


  「There’s this demi-human kid who comes like, once a month. Probably cuz he can’t get the stuff he needs anywhere else, hahaha. I give him some flour and he goes scamperin’ off gratefully, that feller.」


  「…」


  He continued as if he was telling a humorous story.


  「Not like I’m ever gonna make legit medicine for some demi-human anyway. That kid’s more loaded than you’d expect, y’know?」, he cackled.


  I turned around to look him in the eye.


  「That demi-human…」


  「Aye?」


  「…doesn’t he live outside of the capital?」


  「Eh, yeah, he did say somethin’ like that. Wouldn’t be surprised if that filthy bugger lives in a slum, honestly.」


  「His name?」


  「…Djeeno? Djeena? It’s close enough, whatever it is.」


  In a split second, I gripped his neck and slammed him into the tree behind.


  「Ga-hack –!?」


  「I know his name. It’s Djeeta. Do you know how he got the money? Or why he needs the medicine?」


  Struggling to free himself, he tried yanking my hand away but to no avail.


  「You know that kid, bro? You don’t see that amount of money everyday.」


  「I do, actually.」


  I slammed him onto the ground with all my strength. He didn’t even yelp before fainting.


  「I find it laughable that you call yourself a herbalist」, I said when he came to.


  「Huh… whuh…? I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, bro. I saw the prognosis. Ain’t it incurable?」


  「Incurable as far as humans are concerned.」


  「I gave that brat hope in exchange for money! Thanks to me, he goes runnin’ home every time thinking his mother might be cured!」


  「Silence, charlatan. I can tell that not an iota of that was done out of the goodness of your heart.」


  To think that Djeeta had been giving this guy money and getting flour in return…


  「He’s a demi-human, ain’t he? Hahaha… why’re you gettin’ your gonads in a twist about him? He’s neither a human nor a beast, so I treated him as such. Ain’t that normal?」


  Is the ‘Normal’ way to treat demi-humans still so heartless after all this time?


  「Three years ago, in the old Kingdom of Vadenhaag, a hundred thousand men from the 3rd Division of the coalition army fought and defeated a hundred and thirty thousand Demon King’s Army soldiers at Pikkel Butte. We pushed back their frontline and overran the enemy… and it should’ve ended there. But it didn’t. It was actually a trap — a diversion allowing them to attack our logistics supply chain.」


  It’s quite an old tale.


  「Using a previously established ‘Gate’, waves of demons attacked our rations stores and the guards there were annihilated. A month’s worth of rations for ten thousand troops would have gone up in flames if not for our first responders. It wasn’t the nearest bunch of troops that came to the rescue first — it was the demi-humans. Using their five senses, they smelled trouble before anyone else and managed to cut our losses to a negligible amount. In short, ten thousand troops’ lives were saved by those demi-humans.」


  If the fire had been put out late, we would have had to stage a tactical retreat, during which countless troops would no doubt have been mowed down by pursuing forces.


  「Since that fateful day, racists like you are now much rarer in the army.」


  「Hmph. And you’re telling me those fellers don’t go around picking people’s pockets?」


  I smiled and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck.


  「Aren’t you the one making them do that?」


  …Wait, I let my feelings get to me. Too much killing intent, way too much. I’ll remember not to do that in the future.


  His eyes rolling back in shock, the bearded man began frothing at the mouth. He was clearly scared out of his wits, for he had soiled his pants on both sides. I flung him to the side.


  「See that you no longer have anything to do with Djeeta.」


  This is the forest, I thought. It’ll do him a world of good to wake up before he gets killed.


  At any rate, I suppose unforeseen events during examinations do crop up from time to time.


  Chapter 97: Certified, part 5


  


  Having gathered all the necessary herbs in record time, I created a ‘Gate’ in order to make a detour to my house to hand Rodje the Instant Miracles.


  「Will this really work?」


  「No clue. But chances are it’s better than continuing to take medicine made by humans.」


  It seems like we have enough to make quite a bit of medicine.


  「I’ll make it alone. Don’t even think of peeping into the room.」


  「I have no interest in the technique itself. As long as you can deliver, you can do whatever you like. How much can you make?」


  「Oh, about three months’ worth. You’d better be grateful to me, human. I’m using techniques that should never have left the forest.」


  「I find nothing to be more boring than self-praise. I’ll be returning to the capital.」


  「H-Hold on –! Listen to meeeee!」


  Ufufufu, giggled Dee on the sidelines.


  「Commander Rodje’s words are indeed boring. Nobody really cares what elves do in that exclusive little forest of theirs.」


  「Kuh. And the humiliation wheel spins and lands on elves today huh, zombie vampire?」


  「Ara-ara, no, not at all. You simply speak of elven techniques as if you were the one who invented them, and I think that’s the silly part.」


  Rolling her eyes, she glared at Dee, to which the vampire smiled as always. After all this time, I still can’t tell whether their relationship leans more toward love or hate.


  「…At any rate, thanks for the help, Rodje.」


  「…What are you saying all of a sudden? I’m only fulfilling the wishes of Lylael-sama. I don’t need a single word of thanks from someone like you」, she snorted.


  Before returning to the capital, I popped by the guild to have a short discussion with Iris.


  「Hm. I see. This might be interesting.」


  She seemed all for it.


  「I’ll bring it up to the other branch chiefs nearby… but how are you going to get back to the capital? Aren’t you in the middle of the test?」


  「Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.」


  With that, I headed for my original destination.


  


  That same night, I told Lyla about the day’s events while she used her arm as a substitute for my pillow.


  「According to Rodje, we can’t say that the medicine will work for sure, but it’s still better than leaving things be.」


  I was speaking at almost a whisper, but the house was quiet enough for it to be heard clearly.


  「She’s not a doctor after all. Rodje’s a person who needs a lot of praise and affirmation, too.」


  「She also mentioned that she would have that medic on the island verify her product for her. She’s a capable, loyal subordinate no matter what.」


  「Right? She is a subordinate I can be proud of.」


  Being loyal to the point of idiocy might be one of her only weaknesses.


  Lyla pointed to my chest and stroked it gently, slowly moving down to the scar below.


  「Humans are really such petty, surface-level creatures. Elves were once a very outgoing species, you know? It’s said that they receded into the forest because of humans.」


  While many different species can be found in the capital, there is still blatant discrimination elsewhere. Guess you can’t expect the mixed-human species’ war contributions to be known to the public.


  「An elf… have you?」, asked Lyla.


  「What do you mean?」


  「Have you… hugged an elf before…?」, she continued, staring at me.


  「I have.」


  「Hmph. Their immortality ensures them a pretty face after all. Must have been fun during the war.」


  Having placed considerable emphasis on ‘a pretty face’ for some reason, she rolled to the other side of the bed.


  「Yeah.」


  「Uuuuu…! At least try to deny it! Stop praising other girls to my face!」


  「Facts are facts.」


  「Sigh, I’m jealous… and I’m in a bad mood too now…」


  She tried to retract the arm I was using as a pillow, but I held it in place.


  「What to do. How do you think you can lift my mood?」


  「Why are you asking me?」


  She rolled back to face me again.


  「Love me, and me only, tonight」, she whispered, placing a hand on my neck as she kissed me. 「It’s a privilege I accord only to you.」


  「Some privilege it is.」


  


  The following day, I had a simple breakfast before setting off for guild headquarters. I felt a little weary and had less energy than usual, but didn’t otherwise feel too different from when I had a good night’s sleep. Lyla was still asleep.


  I found Rodje waiting for me outside headquarters.


  「I heard that you’re taking the exam here」, she said, pressing a small bag into my palm.


  「It’s ready?」


  「The medic has taken a look at it and she says even humans should have no problem with it.」


  「Thank you. Lyla said she would reward you or something.」


  「Really? It’s an honour, then.」


  There was a piece of cloth protruding from her pocket.


  I’ve seen that a few times before… aren’t those Lyla’s panties? But why would she be strutting around with something like that on her…? Could her devotion have gone to her head and made her want even her master’s panties? Maybe she had bought a similar pair as a good luck charm, but that isn’t any better.


  I suppose I had just caught a glimpse of Rodje’s dark side. Maybe Lyla’s panties were like a Turin shroud of sorts to her — a relic left behind by her idol.


  Panties… a relic? Or an artifact?


  …Nope, can’t wrap my head around it at all.


  「What, you still need something?」


  「…No, not in the least.」


  She cocked her head to one side in confusion. This might be a side of her even her master hasn’t seen before. I’ll have to warn Lyla about this when I get the chance.


  To think that she had been praising the same elf last night…


  I feel kind of bad for her. At the same time, I decided that I could learn to understand even this side of Rodje.


  「Humans have the bad habit of trying to dispose of things they don’t understand.」


  「Hm…? Ah, perhaps.」


  I put the medicine in my breast pocket and entered the building. Walking over to the reception, I found the invigilator from yesterday doing paperwork behind the desk.


  「Excuse me, about yesterday’s Plant Master practical test…」


  「Ah, yes. Do you have any questions? You have until noon, so please don’t give up!」


  「…I’m done.」


  「Eh? That was fast!」


  His surprise was genuine.


  「Only ten candidates have ever attempted to end it this quickly. Two of them were simply throwing in the towel, while the other eight had marks deducted for having others procure the goods for them.」


  「Do you know when the latter occurs?」


  「Yes. Unknown to the candidates until the time comes, they will be asked about each herb under our watch.」


  I see. So that’s how they weed out the cheaters.


  Come to think of it though, if one really wants to cheat, one has to ask someone else for the location of the herbs and actually go there to retrieve them. It also takes time to remember what one is taught. There’s no way a day is enough. Even if you have accomplices planted all over the capital, you’ll still fail the first component of the test without sufficient knowledge.


  I handed him the test script along with the sack of herbs, then followed him to the same room as yesterday for the final hoop of the examination.


  「…Let’s begin, then.」


  「Okay.」


  The examiner asked questions about every single herb including their natural habitats, optimal growth conditions, flowering seasons and medicinal effects. Some questions were basic while others required a thorough, almost obsessive understanding of the topic at hand.


  「Ugugugu…how? Didn’t you cheat…?」


  「Not at all.」


  「But Mediceps can only be found in a really dangerous area that needs time to get to…」


  I’d rather he not look down on a former assassin like me… but I can’t say that out loud, of course.


  「Making candidates go to a place like that, what a poorly designed test.」


  「Guu… but the test was meant to fail you…!」


  I knew that some of the questions had been ill-intentioned. They had had little effect on me though, so I tried pulling a reverse card and asking him difficult questions instead.


  「The Mediceps you mentioned earlier prefer to grow in high-altitude places with lots of sunlight, right?」


  「Hm, what about it?」


  「There’s another place where they grow just as easily. Where do you think it is?」


  「Eh…?」


  Guess he doesn’t know.


  He looked straight at me, then broke into a smile indicating that he had admitted defeat.


  「Roland-san, you scored full marks for the theory test. And if my calculations are correct, you got a perfect score on this component too. I’m very sorry… your answers were so perfect that we naturally thought you were cheating.」


  He nodded slightly.


  「I found making mistakes to be the hard part.」


  「Fufu… I’ll state the obvious, then. You’ve obtained the highest score in history, with the fastest time to boot. Congratulations, Roland-san. You’re now a certified Plant Master.」


  「Thank you.」


  I was informed that a badge would be delivered to my branch in a few days’ time. Come to think of it, it’s probably the same one that Morley wears.


  「Are you a former adventurer? Or the disciple of a herbalist?」


  「Neither. I was an assassin.」


  The examiner laughed.


  「Well, the knowledge you possess as an assassin is profound. Did you specialise in killing with poison?」


  「I have done so when the circumstances called for it.」


  I was being completely honest, but he didn’t seem to buy it at all.


  「At any rate, you’re an interesting one」, said the examiner, smiling as he left.


  Chapter 98: Certified, part 6


  


  Having been certified as a Plant Master, I went back to find Lyla still asleep, so I woke her up and we had lunch together.


  「Mm… still sleepy…」


  「And that’s why you shouldn’t insist on doing it till morning.」


  She rubbed her eyes then took a small sip of soup, spilling some of it.


  「I received the medicine from Rodje. We’ll visit Djeeta after this.」


  「Mhm… how do you still have so much energy?」


  「I do?」


  「You seem unfazed even after last night.」


  「I’m trained.」


  「In both kinds of stamina?」


  「Yeah.」


  「Well… I shudder to even think about how shameless your training was…」


  While still sleepy, she eventually managed to get up, and we headed straight for Djeeta’s house. I had been considering whether to tell Lyla about this morning’s incident, but due to how she had been praising Rodje the previous day, I found it difficult to bring the topic up. After all, that piece of cloth could have been something else altogether, or the elf could’ve simply bought a similar pair for herself.


  「I wonder if this will really make Djeeta’s mother better.」


  「Who knows.」


  「You never say stuff that gives people peace of mind, do you? You’re not considerate at all.」


  「If saying such things can cure her illness, then I’ll say them as many times as I need to.」


  I had spoken to Iris about allowing Djeeta to have a stable income. That was all I could do to help him financially, though, and I can only pray that it happens.


  Djeeta came out to greet us when we arrived.


  「Hey, whassup?」


  「We brought medicine for your mother.」


  「Eh? For my mom?」


  I gave Lyla a nod, and she promptly stooped to look straight at the young demi-human.


  「Made by an elf, this secret medicine isn’t something you can get otherwise. This will help your mother to get better」, she said, smiling.


  「T-Thank you!」


  I don’t recall Rodje mentioning anything about it being a ‘secret’, though…


  「Let’s not give him false hope, Lyla. Tell him the facts as they are.」


  「No, that’s not how it works! It’s even worse to make him worry! Seriously, you’re too cold-blooded of a human to empathise with others.」


  If a demon says something like that of me, then I have no grounds to object. At that moment, Djeeta whirled around as if he had forgotten something.


  「I, uh… don’t have any cash, y’know…?」


  「We don’t expect any. We’re not here for that.」


  He looked at us, using his gaze to ask for permission to call his mother out. Lyla and I nodded at the same time.


  「Do we have guests, Djeeta?」, asked his mother from the back.


  「Uh, yeah! Roland and Lyla are here!」


  「Well then, I’ll explain what the medicine does.」


  「I’ll do it. You’re not suitable for the job」, she replied, moving over to the bed at the back of the house.


  Now that only Djeeta and I were out on the porch, I took the chance to seek his opinion.


  「What do you think of working at the adventurers’ guild, Djeeta?」


  「Eh? The guild?」, he said, his eyes as wide as plates.


  「Have you heard of Lahati? It’s a normal town, a little to the southwest.」


  He nodded.


  「Compared to Lahati, its neighbouring towns see a larger number of rookie adventurers springing up all the time. There are more quests available there than in the countryside, and many of them require them to make a trip to a forest or the mountains. Perhaps becoming adventurers make them over the moon or they simply become overconfident, but at any rate, a surprising number of them lose their way and never come back.」


  「Eh… how dumb –」


  「You can’t brush it off so lightly.」


  F-rank adventurers are the most likely to be never heard from again after a month. Only E-rank adventurers and above are allowed to take quests that require combat, so they’re not being sent to any dangerous areas either. As rookie adventurers, they haven’t yet seen the real world for themselves and thus tend to become careless. Therefore, the guild postulates that those who disappeared were caught in a mishap along the way.


  Lyla was making all sorts of gestures at the back as she tried to explain the whole thing to Djeeta’s mother.


  「That’s why I want you to be their guide」, I told Djeeta.


  「…Me?」


  「Yes. Your sight and smell are both more acute than a human’s. You’ll probably feel right at home with this job.」


  「That’s true, but can I really do it…?」


  「I’m not asking whether you can or cannot. I’m asking whether you want to.」


  He could even become an adventurer, but that can be discussed in the future.


  「I’ll do it!」


  「That’s a good answer」, I replied, ruffling his hair.


  He squinted, evidently enjoying it. After getting his agreement, I explained this to his mother as well. Although she was a little worried for her son, she was nevertheless glad to see that he was intrinsically motivated.


  「As demi-humans, we don’t know if we can ever take up proper jobs. Take good care of my son, Roland-san.」


  「Rest assured that I will.」


  「We are grateful for all your help」, she said, lowering her head, to which her son followed.


  「Thank… you…」


  「Don’t mention it. But whether your mother can be cur –」


  Lyla punched my shoulder, cutting me off. I looked at her and found her making a stern expression, shaking her head profusely. I guess she’s telling me not to say anything uncalled for, as she had already explained everything that was necessary, even leaving a few written instructions on how to use the medicine and slipping it into the bag.


  「How can I express my gratitude…?」


  「Djeeta will be of tremendous help to us. That alone is enough.」


  After making some more small talk, we made our leave.


  


  We went back to Lahati to tell my colleagues the good news.


  「Ah, Roland-san! Is the test over? How did it go?」, asked Milia who was the first to spot me.


  「Yeah. I passed easily.」


  「Wow… we expected nothing less of you, Roland-san! Let’s celebrate～」


  「It’s not that big of a deal, really –」


  「Oh come on, you’re too humble sometimes. It is a big deal! It calls for a mass celebration!」


  Due to her loud voice, Milia was inevitably overheard by everyone.


  「Congrats, Argan-kun! Did you study for the test?」


  「Eh… not at all!? That’s crazy, bro… you know most people have to study for a few years, right…?」


  「Congratulations, Argan-san!」


  「Grats!」


  It was a little embarrassing to receive everyone’s words of congratulations. Also, I think Morley’s on leave. Thankfully. If that guy’s around, he’ll just cause more trouble.


  Iris had already heard everything from her office, so there was no need for me to break the good news to her.


  「Loud as always, that Milia… anyway, I thought you’d be fine, and it’s great that you were.」


  「Thank you. Any news of the ‘supporter’ request?」


  「I asked three of the other branches, and all of them are okay with it.」


  I proceeded to iron out the details of the ‘supporter’ system with the branch chief.


  First and foremost, it was decided that staff would be stationed at three forested areas that were frequently visited for quests on a rotational basis every day. The employees would explain this system while assigning quests and recommend that F-rank adventurers only go to their designated quest areas on days that their respective employees are stationed there.


  「…Hmm, how about here?」


  「It’s not a particularly large forest, but rookies unfamiliar with the area can still become overconfident and lose their way.」


  That’s what they mean by ‘the biggest enemy is yourself’.


  Sighing as if she was already tired of the matter, she rested her chin on her hands and smiled.


  「You’re a kind person at heart.」


  「…Really?」


  「You’re really not aware of it?」


  「Since it’s an efficient system, I found him suitable for this position. That’s all.」


  Then let’s put it into action, replied Iris, continuing to smile.


  


  The new system came into effect a few days later.


  「I’m really nervous…」


  He looked like he had made some preparations, then talked to the adventurers and gave them simple directions. Even that seemed to have taken a mental toll on him.


  「But I’ll do my best! My mother is feeling better recently thanks to the medicine!」


  「That’s good to hear.」


  In the two months after that, Djeeta’s mother’s condition quickly improved until the illness was all but gone with a decent amount of Rodje’s medicine left over. Guess the elf wasn’t as much of a quack as I had expected. Djeeta wanted to express his gratitude, so it was agreed upon for Lyla, Rodje (the medicine supplier) and I to dine at his house.


  「The system in which we employed Djeeta has been well received.」


  「Ah, I see」, replied his mother.


  Djeeta giggled shyly.


  Many people had indeed sung praises of the new system. They had suggested that more places have a supporter stationed there. The fresh adventurers themselves were also immensely thankful that the supporters essentially guaranteed that they would not lose their way in the forest.


  「Those folks really underestimate the forest. There are really some of them who have never entered a forest before… and even when I warn them of the dangers, they just act of their own accord once I take my eyes off them」, complained the young demi-human.


  Despite his complaints, he was still grateful for his new rice bowl and not at all dissatisfied.


  「I’m treating Roland to a meal next time! I have an income now, after all!」


  「Oh, you wish to dine with me? I’ll show you how pricey my food wishes can be.」


  「Eh… please don’t make it too expensive…」, he said, looking crestfallen.


  「I’m joking.」


  「I don’t get you at all!」


  The other three present at the table laughed. With the doting expression of the Holy Mother herself, Lyla and Rodje watched Djeeta and his mother talk.


  I caught myself thinking that the ‘warmth’ they felt was a little different from mine.


  Chapter 99: An assassination request, part 1


  


  In the northeast of the Kingdom of Ferland stands a nameless mountain, at the bottom of which a forest grows.


  A forest which we were in.


  「Huff… huff… haa… oi, are we still gonna walk…?」


  「We are. If you’re already complaining at this point, it simply shows how little exercise you get normally.」


  「Do not make fun of Lylael-sama, human!」


  「Shut up, hentai elf.」


  「Ugu….」


  Gasping for breath, Lyla was trying her best to keep up with me. Her loyal servant, Rodje, was by her side. I briefly considered bringing up what I had come to call the “Lyla’s panties incident”, but decided to speak of it on another occasion instead.


  To be fair, we had traversed a mountain pass and were now trekking in a forested area of the mountain. It’s not surprising that Lyla, whose physical strength had become akin to that of a regular human, was tired out by now.


  「I was in the mood for a picnic… this is nothing but torture!」


  「Didn’t I re-iterate multiple times that we’re not here for a picnic?」


  「Lylael-sama is exhausted. Can I request for a break?」


  「You just want to eat, don’t you?」


  Walking across terrain without a clear path was more tiring that I expected. On top of that, all the trees looked the same. A person who has never done this before would constantly feel uneasy, making the entire experience mentally draining as well.


  It had all started when Lyla and I were having a drink at dinner.


  『I’ve been living like this with you the whole time… but I still know nothing about you…』, she muttered with tears in her eyes, more or less because of the alcohol.


  She snuggled over to me on the sofa and wrapped her arms around me. While I wasn’t drunk by any means, the alcohol had certainly made me speak a little more loosely.


  『Want to have a look? I’m not sure if it’s still there, though.』


  By ‘it’, I meant the house in which I was born and raised. She had nodded profusely then, but she’s clearly regretting her decision now. Every time she brought the topic up, I had dodged the question. However, I decided not to do that this time, and it was thus decided that we would head for the northeastern mountains at daybreak.


  I hadn’t expected her blind devotee to tag along, but I was somewhat glad that she was around to take care of her troublesome master. Lyla had brought along items like bento boxes, hats, water bottles and a mat, but they proved to be more of a hindrance than a help.


  『From here, it takes two days to get to the capital. Two. It really isn’t that far, you know?』, my Master had once told me.


  I had accepted this as normal, until I realised that it took a normal person a day to find his way out of the mountains and another four to reach the royal capital. It had been a painful lesson, too — my first trip took me four days in total, and I thought I had made good time. It was only when I received a good whipping that I realised my Master had meant two days to go there and return.


  Despite not having been back here for a long time, the forest was essentially unchanged. The training grounds and hunting grounds I was familiar with were still there, and the teachers who taught their students how to provide for themselves in the wild were still going strong.


  「Can you slacken your pace a little? You’re not being considerate to Lylael-sama at all!」


  「You’re welcome to leave.」


  「The audacity of a human to say that…!」


  I doubt Lyla wants to be accommodated. She probably doesn’t want to be a burden to me.


  But at the end of the day, ideals are ideals.


  Figuring that she couldn’t hold up any longer, and also wanting Rodje to stop her yapping, I let them take a short break before going on the trail again.


  


  Allowing for short breaks periodically, we reached our destination a little past noon.


  The dense forest gave way to a clearing overgrown with weeds, in the middle of which stood an old house covered with ivy. Even the door wasn’t spared from the lianas. I had considered the possibility that thieves had made this place their hideout, but now it seemed like nobody had set foot inside in a long time.


  「Here?」


  「Yeah.」


  Her interest piqued, Lyla ran around the cottage. After observing every inch of its periphery, she returned to the front. On the contrary, Rodje scanned the surroundings and simply muttered:


  「Looks like there’s nothing here. This place is kind of lonely.」


  「Perhaps the forest inhabited by elves is of a different nature.」


  「My forest is… never mind. Shall we enter?」


  We shall, I replied. While the sun was only a little past its highest point, the forest would begin to grow dark soon. Making preparations to stay up the whole night might be a good idea.


  As we parted the vines with our hands, memories of my childhood inevitably resurfaced.


  How many years has it been, I thought to myself.


  I had left the day I turned fifteen, when I was deemed to have become an adult. After that, I was constantly on the move, living in the shadows of many different regions and countries. When I did return, it was to use the place as a safe house for about seven days each time.


  「Cough, cough. This place is really dusty… Rodje, open the windows.」


  「Roger that!」


  With her usual fanatical enthusiasm, she flung open the windows one by one.


  「In order to let Lylael-sama be at ease, I, Rodje Sandsong, will take it upon myself to clear this place of dust!」


  Seemingly overjoyed to be able to be with Lyla away from home, the elf was more energetic than usual. Equipped with a living room, three smaller rooms, a kitchen, a dining room and a bathroom, the house I had returned to was about the same size as my current one.


  「Hm. So this is the place where young Roland spent all his time training?」


  Sitting on the sofa, Lyla looked out the windows that her loyal servant had opened. Although the ground outside was now obscured by weeds, that didn’t change the fact that it was the place where I had learnt the basics of assassination and combat (both armed and unarmed).


  「It wasn’t just me. I believe my Master also spent her childhood here.」


  「Your Master… a woman, right?」


  「Ah, so you’re aware.」


  「I simply mentioned the less preferable possibility」, said Lyla with an expression that I couldn’t quite read.


  We gathered some firewood, which I whittled with my knife before starting a fire. Seeing that it was getting too large, we threw a few more logs into it.


  「What is it that you so wanted to know?」


  I felt that nothing much could be learnt by coming here. Most of it can simply be related by mouth, after all.


  「I wanted to see what you saw with my own eyes.」


  「Never took you as one for poetry.」


  「S-shush.」


  I’m personally not a big fan of retelling the past. Some of my memories I had erased deliberately, and others had also been wiped as collateral damage.


  「As the daughter of my father, the previous Demon King, I was a child loved by Magic itself. You can think of it as a position similar to that of Almeria.」


  That analogy allowed me to comprehend her point more easily. Both were princesses, but hailing from separate worlds. The sheer difference between them and a recluse like me probably made them interested to know more about my life.


  「I don’t care what kind of past you had. All I want to know is how you lived back then, and how it eventually allowed us to cross paths.」


  The flames of the bonfire started licking the cracks of a large piece of firewood.


  「…As a child, I was often made to tend to the fire. My Master was the one who raised me, a budding assassin, every step of the way. While she cooked, I was tasked with keeping watch over the fireplace, adding more firewood and stirring the embers when necessary. She probably found it a hassle to deal with a kid running all over the place.」


  Lyla giggled softly.


  「Even you can be cute sometimes.」


  She pulled the cork of a bottle of wine with a satisfying pop. Taking out a few glasses from her saddlebag, she poured some for us and then quickly emptied her own glass.


  「That’s why your luggage was heavy.」


  「I brought it of my own accord.」


  As if she felt the need to bring up some of her own past, she continued:


  「When I was five, I learnt to execute spells up to third-order ones easily, including the ‘Dispel’ and ‘Shadow’ I taught you. Although I couldn’t do so indefinitely, I was still able to cast such spells without breaking a sweat.」


  「And Rodje…」


  「Fifth-order at most. Even for my father’s attendants and other high-ranking warriors, only half of them were able to master spells of the third order. I was nine when I learnt the forbidden necromancy spell ‘Raise’. That made my father blow his top, though」, she said, giggling as she reminisced.


  I remember her mentioning that she had once raised her cat from the dead.


  Perhaps it’s my turn to talk.


  「…We would receive requests from that door over there.」


  Due to the lack of a functional receptacle, every letter we received would slide to the floor with a rustle.


  「Upon hearing the rustling of paper, I would pick the letter up and hand it to my Master. There were a few ways for us to receive requests, and each one exchanged hands a few times before ending up here. None of us knew who the people that had come into contact with the requests were. All we knew was that once we opened the letter, our very lives would be in danger. Thus, on such occasions, we would vacate this house for days or weeks at a time. By order of my Master, I would continue training in a suitable forest or plain no matter where we went.」


  With a glass in hand, Lyla stood up slowly.


  「Hm? Is that a letter I see…?」


  「What?」


  「Yeah, there is. It’s the same colour as the floor, but… is that a new one…?」


  Picking it up, she handed it to me.


  「…」


  「Aren’t you reading it?」


  「I have left that life behind.」


  Lyla grabbed the letter just before I could feed it to the flames.


  「If that’s the case, then let me inspect it. That’s fine, right? Since you’re tossing it anyway?」


  「Do as you like.」


  Tugging at the wax seal with all her might, she ended up tearing the envelope. She took out the letter, which was still intact, and read its contents.


  「Hmm. This Aimée… was she your Master?」


  「Yeah… hold on, it’s addressed to an ‘Aimée’?」


  「Mhm, that’s what’s written on it.」


  Just like ‘Roland’, ‘Aimée’ was a name used to address trusted recipients.


  Actually, no… I had been taught that the name simply made our work more convenient.


  I wondered if she had been using this cottage as a safe house too. Or perhaps the sender didn’t know where to find ‘Aimée’ and had sent the letter here…


  「Huh, I really thought it was addressed to me.」


  「There are some portions I can’t make out.」


  「Indeed.」


  Taking the letter from her, I placed it above the bonfire and words began to materialise.


  「Now it can be read.」


  「Ooh. I see…」


  I handed it back to Lyla, who peered at the contents again with a serious look on her face.


  「A request to assassinate…」


  「As always.」


  「…an assassin.」


  Chapter 100: An assassination request, part 2


  


  「A request to assassinate an assassin? Addressed to an Aimée?」, I inquired in disbelief, to which Lyla handed me the letter.


  Written in neat handwriting was exactly what Lyla had summarised.


  『I believe you are well aware of the recent downfall of the Moisander and Kuusela families. There have been rumours spreading among the nobles of a secret agent operating directly under his Majesty’s watch. It is said that once enough information is collected, an assassin is dispatched if necessary. Not only was the Moisander family’s downfall kept under wraps, but the cavalry commander tasked with overseeing Imir’s security was also killed. Does Aimée know anything about this? If you can validate the rumours and act accordingly in the event that they are true, there will be plenty of rewards waiting for you.』


  Well then.


  It seems like the nobles think the ‘public safety officer’ I’ve been roleplaying is an assassin working for the crown. While both families have been dethroned, their heads are still alive. That’s probably where the rumours are coming from.


  「You might’ve made a lot of enemies due to this misunderstanding.」


  「The running of that underground arena became an aggravating factor for the Moisander family’s downfall, after all.」


  It’s only natural that nobles doing shady things have their guard up at all times.


  It was me who went after the lords. On top of that, I acted of my own accord. However, it’s not difficult to see why people think I’m serving the crown, and why people resent me.


  「It’s cute to think about those quaking in their boots because of some fabled secret agent, but when push comes to shove, some people will…」


  Excellent observation, Lyla. As expected of the former Demon King.


  「Almeria’s one of those in the castle」, I said uneasily.


  Almeria…


  I still had the impression that she was a timid girl not well-suited for the battlefield, and thinking of what could happen to her worried me to no end.


  「Mm… right, Almeria. She knows there’s nobody like you… I wonder if things will be fine for her.」


  There’s the remote possibility of an impending coup d’etat. King Randolph has been prosecuting nobles in public as of late, and other nobles are no doubt currently living in fear. When you can be here today and gone tomorrow, it results in a lot of psychological stress that may eventually lead you to perform rash decisions.


  It’s probably a good idea to let the king know of this soon.


  The letter had probably been tampered with such that I couldn’t tell who the sender was, but there’s no way to tell for sure. Since he had known to use the name ‘Aimée’, though, he’s definitely a trusted accomplice.


  Perhaps there’s a secret key that only the requestor and his affiliates know about. Every magic user has his own magic seal to distinguish himself from the others, but if the channeling of magicka is necessary to reveal the sender, then only my Master can do that.


  「The sender seems to be afraid of his target, even though I have no clue who either of them are. But this means that the sender is doing shady stuff behind the scenes as well.」


  「To think they’re safe just because the war ended… the ranks of human nobles must be full of idiots.」


  Rodje was diligently sweeping the floor at the end of the hallway. The room we were in was silent enough that we could hear every sound she made.


  「…Looks like we stumbled across something unexpected, huh?」, chuckled Lyla.


  「It’s perfectly logical to hire an assassin to ensure that you don’t get assassinated first.」


  「Make one do what he does best, I guess?」


  「Well, I don’t even know who my target is, so I can’t assassinate him anyway.」


  We went to the kitchen to make ourselves some food. We had a full set of kitchenware, which we used to prepare the ingredients — wild vegetables and a horn rabbit we had picked up on the way here — for cooking.


  「Are you gonna cook today?」


  「It’s what I ate back then, so don’t expect anything delicious. Was the ‘picnic’ fun?」


  「It was tiring, but I’m glad I learnt something today. It’s assuring to realise that despite everything, you’re still someone’s child.」


  「Who did you think I was?」


  Sitting down at the table Rodje had tidied up, Lyla rested her chin on her hands, staring at me and smiling.


  「This kind of lifestyle seems fun too.」


  「Maybe」, I replied, but thought to myself that I had no intention to resign from my current job.


  Every time the thought came to mind, so would the faces of my colleagues and the adventurers I had come to know. It’s a surprisingly nice feeling to be relied on for something that isn’t related to assassination.


  Rodje returned from the spring cleaning of her life.


  「Hey… are you trying to earn brownie points with Lylael-sama by doing that…!? That won’t last, you know?」


  For whatever reason, she gets peeved when she sees me doing the cooking.


  Anyway, once the dishes were ready, I brought them to the table. Lyla also brought out the wine and bread she had brought from home. The monster meat that I had grilled and seasoned with salt was rather well-received.


  「Perfectly seasoned, and just the right amount of fat… it goes well with the sautéed wild greens that you made as an entrée. If one alternates between the two, the vegetables counteract any objection to the fattiness of the meat, and one can appreciate the meat dish fully.」, she commented.


  「Damn… it’s good…」, admitted the elf as she made a pained expression.


  After dinner, we went to bed early to allow our bodies to rest after the long journey here. Although we allocated one room to each person, Lyla stealthily snuck over to mine. While we quietly exchanged guesses at what Rodje would say when she found us, Lyla fell asleep.


  I stared at the ceiling while listening to her steady breathing. Coming here had brought back memories that I’d rather not have remembered.


  『It wasn’t meant to be like this from the start.』


  The day I turned fifteen, my Master felt that I had become an independent adult. I didn’t know why, though — I was still no match for her, and I hadn’t completed any particularly difficult assignments either.


  『But you’ve grown, and will continue to grow, into an exceptional assassin.』


  Tapping my cheek, she smiled.


  『Continue working hard on your assignments, and always strive to improve. If you do that, you’ll have surpassed me in ten years’ time.』


  『…I’ll be dead in ten years. Even if I manage to stay alive, I can’t imagine ever beating you.』


  『Ahaha. You might think that now, but I’ll be truly disappointed if you don’t.』


  『…Why?』


  『It’s a dream I’ve always had.』


  I had grown taller than her before I realised it. Upon making a mistake, I could now run away before she hit me. And even if she hugged me, I was already too tall to bury my face in her bosom. The farewell she gave me, though, was exactly like that of a Master’s. Giving me a hug, she placed a hand on my back.


  『You won’t grow to your fullest potential with me around. If all you do is absorb what I have to teach you, you’ll only be a discount version of me at the end of the day.』


  『…That’s true.』


  『You’re so emotionless, fufu. I’m not asking for you to transcend yourself, but rather look within yourself and strengthen that which is at the core of your being. By going deeper, you will naturally reach greater heights.』


  Back then, I had no idea what she was talking about.


  Now, I know that those were words of farewell. Giving me a last kiss on the cheek, she disappeared from view, and her presence vanished along with her.


  And about the ten-year promise? I hadn’t even considered the possibility that I would live that long.


  Chapter 101: An assassination request, part 3


  


  After reading the letter, King Randolph wasn’t the least bit surprised.


  「Well, those who hate me are showing themselves now. All I did was expose their wrongs and punish them. Just because of that, the nobles…」, he complained with a deep sigh.


  He told me that he had expected this to happen all along.


  「I know nothing will work against an assassin like you, but let’s imagine that we’re plotting against an enemy that isn’t infallible.」


  「I hope your plan will work against that enemy, too.」


  「I see that you too can say sentimental things sometimes.」


  「I’m saying this as a close friend.」


  「…You’ve changed, Roland」, he said with a smile.


  I had parted ways with Lyla and Rodje once we were out of the forest. They were probably slowly making their way home now.


  「This might be unnecessary, but…」, I said, passing him a few notes I had written the previous night.


  「Hmm…? What’s this?」


  「Some basic techniques that assassins employ. They’re not perfect, of course, but it’s something.」


  「Huh. Has your ‘normal life’ finally taught you the meaning of kindness?」


  「Don’t clown me」, I replied, to which the king burst out into laughter.


  Having told him everything I needed to, I got ready to leave, but King Randolph called out to me.


  「Roland. How familiar are you with the adventurers’ guild now?」


  「Why do you ask all of a sudden?」


  「Leyte-dono from the Kingdom of Vadenhaag mentioned the guild a few days ago.」


  They had also come to visit me recently, probably since it was convenient for them to do so.


  「Meiri’s mother… what about it?」


  「There was no such system there before the Human-Demon War, and she wants to introduce it to her own kingdom. She doesn’t know how to run it, and nor does she know what an ‘adventurer’ does. Thus, she wants to borrow an exemplary person from us. How about it, Roland?」


  「Well, I may be able to effectively operate the system, but that doesn’t mean I can build it from scratch.」


  「You won’t be the only one, of course. We’ll send a few others too, like those trained in human resource development and those who can serve as role models to the adventurers.」


  Guild Master Ta’uro, who was over there, had probably greenlit the idea already.


  「I think Ta’uro will summon you sooner or later, but since you’re already here, I thought I’d tell you about it. After Leyte-dono went home, we were discussing who to send. Both Ta’uro and I immediately thought of you.」


  「Looks like the guild employee Argan-san is trusted by all.」


  「You don’t have to be sarcastic. For the rest, we might decide it internally or even leave it to you.」


  「And I certainly have the right to refuse, don’t I?」


  The king made a bitter expression.


  「Uhm… technically you do, but… you have ties with that kingdom, right? I was thinking you could lend them a hand because of that…」


  「If I go to Vadenhaag…」


  「Mhm! What if you go…!」, exclaimed the monarch as he sensed that I was about to concede.


  「…not everyone has to come along. However, there are some people I do want — both adventurers and employees.」


  「Fumu. I’ll let Ta’uro know about this.」


  「That’s only for now. No guarantees.」


  Don’t say that now, said the king unhappily.


  「There’s someone I need to discuss this with, who has the power to change my answer… what’s with that grin?」


  「To think that you were once a cold-blooded assassin. A person you want to discuss it with… mufufu. It’s that person, isn’t it?」, he said, raising his pinky.


  「You are free to speculate.」


  「Don’t be self-conscious, now!」


  He jabbed his pinky at me, and I blocked it with my palm in response.


  「Owww!? I sprained it…!」


  「It’s just a sprain, don’t whine so loudly.」


  「For you to sprain the finger of the ruler of a kingdom… what has this world come to…」


  「If you really wish to be treated like a king, then I will acquiesce.」


  「…No, it’s fine. Just keep it this way」, he said, blowing on his pinky.


  「What’s the real purpose of this employee mobilisation? You’ve never seemed particularly inclined towards charity」, I asked.


  「We’re doing them a favour while we have the chance. It gives us the appearance of a friendly kingdom, and they’ll also be obliged to help us in the future.」


  「As I expected. You are a scheming one.」


  「And on top of all that, Leyte-dono is a great beauty!」, boomed the king.


  He was a shrewd old man in every sense of the word.


  After some more small talk, I headed home.


  


  The Demon King was rather shocked when I told her what the king had said.


  「I don’t believe it…」


  By the time I got back, Lyla and Rodje were already there. Our dinner that night was prepared by Rodje. Although it wasn’t terrible, it wasn’t anything to write home about either.


  「How about that, human. I can hold my own too!」


  With a ladle in hand, the apron-clad elf laughed smugly. It was clear that my dishes had ignited the competitive spirit within her. Despite the effort she put in to impress Lyla, her master gave her no attention at all, only replying with a brisk ‘Fumu-fumu. I see.’ as necessary.


  「Meiri’s kingdom…」


  「If you object to it, then I can travel there alone using my ‘Gate’.」


  「No, that’s not a problem at all. What do you think?」


  「Although it’s a mammoth undertaking, it’ll nonetheless be an interesting assignment. In addition, Meiri’s the first kid I’ve ever taught my skills to. I’ll be lying if I say I’m not interested.」


  Lyla smiled when I said that.


  「True, true… what should I do, then?」


  「Huh?」


  「You know…」


  She hesitated, unable to produce the necessary words. As I was figuring out what to say, Rodje lashed out at me.


  「Idiot!」, she shouted, trying to hit me with her ladle, which I parried.


  「Don’t think that you can lay a finger on me with pure aggression. Seriously… what’s she trying to say?」


  「Lylael-sama means that she wants to follow you!」


  Lyla looked at the ground when I shifted my gaze over to her.


  「She didn’t say that, Rodje Sandsong.」


  「That’s why I’m calling you an idiot, blockhead!」


  「…That’s enough, Rodje. It’s embarrassing to have that said in full.」


  「Look, now you’ve made Lylael-sama embarrassed…!」


  She then tried her luck with the ladle again multiple times, but to no avail.


  「Pipe down, idiot elf. You’re probably the reason why she’s like that.」


  「You’re the one who doesn’t understand! All you have to say is ‘come with me’!」


  Not letting her get lucky on the third attempt, I snatched the ladle away and bonked her on the head instead.


  「Owie –!?」


  「…Is she right, Lyla?」


  「Personally, I’m interested to see how Meiri’s doing. Although short, we did live together for a while」, she began softly.


  「If that’s the case, then you can come along.」


  「Oi, human, how many times do I have to say that that’s not the way to say it…? Lylael-sama’s –」


  Shaking with fury, she ran outside and came back with a book.


  「This is the romance novel Lylael-sama’s been enthralled by! Look, there’s a scene like this right here… she’s been waiting for something like this to happen –」


  I was aware that Lyla had been borrowing something from Milia, but I hadn’t thought about what it was until now.


  「For goodness’ sake, that’s enough! Get out! Did you have to explain every detail!?」, shouted Lyla as she went beet red.


  「Hmph. You’ve finally overstayed your welcome, human.」


  「I think she means you.」


  「Eh –!?」


  「Get. Out –!」


  「Why me, Lylael-sama? I explained your reasons so that the human would get it! Why?」


  「That is precisely why!!」


  With the dejected and forlorn expression of an abandoned dog, Rodje was finally chased out of the room. Panting, Lyla cleared her throat and sat down.


  「Accompany me, Lyla, if you so desire.」


  …Is that how I’m supposed to do it?


  She nodded.


  「Mm. Hm. Okay. I’ll follow…」, she muttered, her face still a little red.
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  Chapter 102: To the Principality of Vadenhaag, part 1


  


  Running like a well-oiled machine as usual, the gears of the guild grinded to a temporary halt when the sound of wheels was heard from outside. The pool of people who can or will pull up at the guild in a carriage is so small, however, I was almost certain that it was someone from the capital.


  「I see that everyone’s hard at work」, commented Ta’uro the Guild Master as he strolled inside.


  I already kind of knew what he had come here for — the overseas job posting that I had discussed with the king a while ago. My colleagues’ reaction to the Guild Master’s entrance was mixed. Those who knew who he was stiffened, while the others simply looked at him questioningly.


  「Tally-ho, brother. What kinda wind blew ya here? Look at them muscles! Ya an aspiring adventurer, or –?」


  To be fair, the Guild Master was once an adventurer too, so I can see how that mistake was made. Anyway, let’s wait for his response…


  「Wait, isn’t he…?」


  「Mhm. That’s the one…」


  Those present began to murmur among themselves.


  「And ya ain’t young neither. Ya could afford to be a lil’ more polite, can’t ya? Whassat swimmin’ round in that there noggin of yours, water?」


  「Hahaha, sorry about that.」


  「Ain’t no biggie as long as ya get the idea」, snorted Morley as if to say get a load of this guy.


  「That careless tone of this…」


  「This isn’t good! Someone get the Chief out, now!」


  「Chief…!」


  Amidst all the ruckus, a single girl stood undaunted, for she too had never seen the Guild Master’s face before.


  「Oh, we have an aspiring adventurer. If you will, sir, please come to the counter～」, said Milia, turning around to look at me. 「Roland-san, we have a new one. I’ll leave this to you!」
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  Clearly having no intent to correct either of them, Ta’uro simply said hello to me.


  「…Don’t use your subordinates for your own amusement, idiot」, I replied.


  「Ahahaha.」


  「Hm? Are you acquainted with Roland-san? If that’s the case, then all’s good～」, said Milia.


  Still none the wiser, Morley spoke up again, looking ticked off.


  「Acquainted with Roland, eh? Heck, neither ‘common sense’ nor ‘manners’ can be found in this here fella’s dictionary. Adventurer or employee, I don’t give a toot who ya are, greenhorn. Whatever ya gonna teach him, Roland, make sure it includes manners too.」


  「Yes, I understand.」


  「Ahaha. Roland, this Roland… ahaha! He’s getting angry!」


  「It’s all because you’re playing around with my colleagues.」


  「Lighten up, that expression of yours is scary.」


  Iris finally came out of her office.


  「Master –! How can we be of assistance toda — oh, I deeply apologise on behalf of my employees! They’re unaware of –」


  「It’s fine, it’s fine. It’s more about Roland.」


  Both Milia and Morley’s hearts skipped a beat. They suddenly sat upright and looked up at Ta’uro.


  「Please relax, Chief. If he flies into a rage because of this, then all I can say is that the Guild Master’s tolerance doesn’t amount to much.」


  Is that so, said the surprised branch chief.


  「I’m so sorry!」, exclaimed Morley, leaping off the chair with surprising agility and adopting a full kowtow position.


  「Uh, I apologise for my rudeness, too…」, muttered Milia, hanging her head low.


  「It’s okay, you’re just being diligent in your duties. I hope to see that in the future as well.」


  While that was aimed mainly at Milia, Morley looked up with a glint in his eye. His expression was astoundingly similar to that of Lyla’s blind devotee upon receiving praise.


  「Follow me」, I said brusquely as I got up to show him to the drawing room.


  「Employee Argan really doesn’t care about being rude to visitors, huh.」


  「And neither should a visitor mess around with the employees」, I replied. 「Chief, can you follow us?」


  「Eh, me? Sure…」


  Her eyes widening, she followed the Guild Master and I into the drawing room. In typical fashion, Ta’uro plopped himself down on the sofa and sank into it.


  「Where shall we begin?」


  「How about we begin with the matter of Vadenhaag’s adventurers’ guild? King Randolph already told me about it.」


  Still in the dark, Iris looked at us blankly.


  「Oh, right. I’ve been maintaining letter correspondence with Queen Leyte for a while now. We eventually agreed to erase the Ferland-Vadenhaag border for adventurers. When that comes into effect, adventurers from Ferland will be able to receive quests in Vadenhaag, and vice versa. Of course, we have to get the guild up and running on that side before anything can happen.」


  「Posting employees out… including Roland?」, inquired Iris, trying to get a grasp of the topic.


  「For the sake of convenience, the Principality of Vadenhaag requested that we make this into a large-scale quest and let Roland preside over the matter alone. Both King Randolph and I agreed to it.」


  「So you’re turning ‘establishing and operating a guild system’ into a quest and pushing the job to me. I see how it is.」


  「Ahahaha. Don’t put it like that. Only you can handle it, though. There’s also a union known as the ‘Roland Group’ now.」


  「Huh?」


  …What on earth is that?


  「You’re not aware of it? If I’m not wrong, it consists of the adventurers who regularly receive quests from you as well as those who have you to thank for passing the examination.」


  「That’s right」, said Iris matter-of-factly as she nodded.


  Had she known about this all along?


  「…What’s with that lame name?」


  I felt a headache coming. ‘Roland Group’…? Will the new guild specialise in construction, then?


  「They’re willing to assemble anywhere if you reach out to them. That’s how effective your guidance was.」


  「Mhm, that’s right.」


  That union most likely had that duo of half-adventurer, half-street thugs at its core.


  Now that the important things had been said, Milia came in to serve the tea. Making a polite gesture, she gracefully left as quickly as she had come.


  「Milia-chan… her simplicity is cute in itself…」


  「Girls like that have always been your type.」


  「Wait, what if Milia’s also already –」


  「Do not guess at this low-born scum’s intentions.」


  Iris giggled.


  「Iris… is Roland popular here too?」


  「Yeah.」


  「Hm, I see, I see. He’s been like that since his days in the army. The girls of the Magical Regiment all said that they were in love with you at some point. There was also the rumour that a different girl snuck into your bivouac every night… how many did you do it with in total?」


  I responded by kicking him in the shin.


  「Ow!?」


  「Remember where you are, idiot. There’s a woman present.」


  「So, how many? Ten?」


  「About half of the entire regiment.」


  「Haa –!? I wasn’t able to snag a single one!」


  「So not only are you loud and unrefined in your ways, but a dirty old man too.」


  Half of the girls able to use magic are blue-blooded. As such, being a mage adds to one’s status. With that elevation of status in mind, many noble families will provide elite education for the girls from a young age. However, many of those who end up in the army are far behind in the line of succession. What I heard after the war was that people such as exemplary knights, other mages and military officers with significant contributions were matched with those girls for marriage.


  「Oh, and here you go. The Plant Master certification.」


  He took out a badge in a by-the-way manner and placed it on the table. It was the same one that Morley wore.


  「You have it on you because you forgot to send it over, didn’t you?」


  「Very few people get this badge, and it takes some time to make it too. Anyway, we’ll leave you in charge to choose who will undertake the large-scale quest. Queen Leyte and her Highness will also give you their fullest cooperation over there.」


  …Her Highness? Oh, he means Meiri.


  As I donned the badge, Ta’uro chased Iris out of the room on the pretext that there would only be small talk from this point onward. Wasn’t that distasteful conversation held right in her audience too, I wondered to myself.


  The Guild Master had fallen silent, looking as if he was searching for a presence outside. As Iris’s footsteps became softer and softer, the hustle and bustle of the guild could be heard again.


  「…Roland」, whispered Ta’uro, leaning over the table.


  I took the cue and moved my ear closer.


  「I’ve visited Vadenhaag a few times, and… I saw that person…」


  Is this a joke, I thought. Looking at his face (out of reflex by now), however, he didn’t look like he was joking.


  「You’re probably mistaken. I doubt someone like you would recognise her.」


  「That’s what I thought… the woman I fear… but might as well be a mother to you.」


  「She might not even be there anymore.」


  「True.」


  「Why do you bring it up now?」


  「There is still chaos within Vadenhaag. Although there’s talk of creating a national assembly, it seems like the current king’s power may trickle down to one person even with the new system. There’s just so many people who are planning to take advantage of this to do shady things.」


  The letter we found at my childhood home suddenly came to mind.


  「The large-scale quest I’m being put in charge of is to oversee the establishment and operation of a guild, correct?」


  「Well, I’ll be glad if my eyes did deceive me」, he replied, sidestepping the rhetorical question. 「There are also rumours of an underground guild in Vadenhaag, although I’m not sure when it was established.」


  「That doesn’t have good implications.」


  「They’re the polar opposite of us. They do things like theft, abduction, poaching, black market operations and last but not least… assassination.」


  「…And that’s why you suspect that the Master you saw wasn’t the real deal?」


  「Ah. I wouldn’t have told you about this if I had only caught a glimpse of her. Although I hope what I saw wasn’t related…」


  「For all your flaws, there’s one redeeming quality that you have, and that’s the unsettling accuracy of your intuition.」


  「For that reason, it has to be you overseeing the large-scale quest…」


  「Let one do what he does best…」, I said as Lyla had back at the old house.


  What will be will be, said Ta’uro, his expression darkening. He got up without another word, thumped my shoulder, and left.
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  「Oi, Neil. Come here for a bit… and sit down」, I said, and the junior adventurer obediently sat down opposite the counter.


  「W-What’s the matter, Aniki? Something feels different today…」


  As soon as I caught sight of him, my nature as an assassin had started to show itself, and I had to quickly revert back to the Employee Argan facade. I have to give Roger credit for sensing that today was different, though. While he was with his junior just a while ago, he had already hidden himself somewhere.


  「Have you heard of the ‘Roland Group’ before?」


  「Eh? Have I heard… ehehe…」


  「Did I say something wrong?」


  「…I founded it, Aniki!」


  「Tch…」


  「Did I say something wrong!?」


  Fine, then. With a sigh, I let the matter rest and instead told him about the large-scale quest that would take place in the Principality of Vadenhaag.


  「Ehhh!? Doesn’t that mean that you’ll be all but gone from the Lahati branch, Aniki?」


  「That’s correct. I’ll be over there for about three months. Anyway, more importantly, adventurers are scarce over there. Even if we can provide lots of quests, the guild won’t be able to function without adventurers to take them up.」


  「True.」


  「How many people do you think you can gather from that embarrassingly-named organisation of yours? If possible, I want them to follow me and take up quests over there.」


  「Is that… a favour you’re asking of me, Aniki…!?」


  Roger, who had been eavesdropping since the beginning, finally came out of his hidey-hole.


  「Leave it to me, Aniki! I can get like thirty… no, fifty people!」


  「Oi! Aniki asked me, not you!」


  「Thank you in advance, gentlemen. I expect that it’ll take some time to spread the message. For those who agree to join me, tell them to head for Izalia — Vadenhaag’s royal capital. That’s where the guild will establish its first roots.」


  Since Leyte had already indicated full cooperation on her end, I expected no interference.


  「It was formerly occupied by the Demon King’s Army, so be mentally prepared for a more lawless environment. The quests might not pay as well as they do here, either…」


  We would eventually get the rewards from the large-scale quest, but since it was impossible to predict the exact amount at that juncture, it was not a topic I wanted to touch.


  「We’ll be fine, Aniki. The ‘Roland Group’ was founded on loyalty and faith to you!」


  I had my doubts about their ‘faith’ and ‘loyalty’. Thinking of Rodje, though, I had no choice but to believe that such people existed.


  「I can rope in more people than you can!」


  「Looks like you’re only here to prove that I’m better than you, senpai.」


  「Does your union really have so many members?」, I inquired.


  Taking into account both the people I had molded into adventurers and the people I regularly assigned quests to, I still doubted that there were that many.


  「We do, Aniki. You just don’t remember most of the people who are indebted to you.」


  「The number of folks I’m gonna get will hit triple digits!」


  The duo boasted fervently to each other all the way out. Once they had left, I started considering who else to pick for this undertaking. We need to ensure that we can continue operating normally even while in Vadenhaag, I thought to myself.


  …


  Iris had already told everyone about the quest during morning assembly.


  That’s why everyone’s watching me like a hawk.


  「Roland-san, I’m pretty much your senpai, so I naturally have the relevant experience!」, said Milia, going for the jugular.


  On the contrary, the other female employees tried to pressure me without saying a single word.


  「An undertaking of a few months…!」


  「Climb every mountain, ford every stream…!」


  「After going through thick and thin, two people will naturally fall in love…」


  「It’s a gilded path to a workplace romance…!」


  They gazed at me fiercely. To provide an analogy, it was like being stared at by carnivores.


  「How’s the selection going? It’s difficult, isn’t it?」, said Iris.


  「Indeed. I’ve already decided seventy percent of our strength, though. Thankfully, I’ve also been able to include some of the adventurers that will help us.」


  「Ah. That’s good.」


  If I’m going, then Dee will almost certainly follow. Both versatile and skilled in combat, she was the most reliable adventurer I could think of.


  Well then, my turn to ask.


  「Chief.」


  「Hm? Ah, I’ll name some employees who I think can follow you as well.」


  「Won’t you come along?」


  She turned beet red in an instant.


  「Eh, me!?」


  「Yes. Ta’uro… I mean the Guild Master has already given his approval.」


  「…Uh, okay… I’ll go…」, she replied hesitantly.


  「Thank you. I’ve never performed the duties of a branch chief before, so I found it good to have someone with relevant experience come along.」


  「As a branch chief…? Because I’m a branch chief…? Right, aha. That’s right…」, she muttered, looking crestfallen.


  The other female employees started fidgeting.


  「Will you indulge my request too, Milia-san?」


  「Okay!」


  It’s good to have someone who’s full of energy.


  「Alrighty then, looks like I gotta go too. There ain’t no choice other than me, no?」


  Morley had been waiting for me to appoint him. However, I simply ignored him and got the agreement of two other male employees who I was familiar with. I also had two employees from the Western branch in mind, making six regular employees in total.


  That should be plenty. Since there probably won’t be any branch chief-specific duties to perform initially, I can get Iris to help with ground-level work as well.


  「But, Roland-san… isn’t Vadenhaag still a dangerous place to be in?」


  Iris explained on my behalf.


  「Their royal capital is much better now. The level of risk you’ll be exposed to at work over there is pretty much the same here. In addition, we’re Roland’s colleagues, which means that we get to stay in the castle.」


  All the adventurers and employees listening could not help but marvel at the prospect.


  「…Are you affiliated with their royal family, Argan-san?」


  「Right?」


  「You have connections with the Ferland family too, don’t you?」


  「Roland, the guild employee who will become royalty –!」


  「Yeah, seriously!」


  Milia’s eyes sparkled with excitement.


  「The castle! A place where the prince and princess naturally fall in love!」


  「That’s all only in your head, Milia. Give up while you’re ahead」, said Iris.


  As I was discussing who to appoint as the provisional branch chief, Morley cut in.


  「Wowee, looks like I can climb them stairs of promotion too. Lettin’ me go up in the world — that’s why you didn’t want me goin’ along with you fellas! True, true!」


  Thankfully, volume was not a deciding factor for us.


  When Iris named her choice, I found that I had no objection either. The employee in question was one of the senpais I had once attended a mixer with — Shane. I had wanted to bring him along, but we decided that his experience, reliability and ability would put everyone at ease if he remained.


  「I’ll leave the guild in your hands, Shane.」


  「Understood. I will do my best.」


  「Why!? Why not me!?」, wailed Morley. 「And I ain’t going to Vadenhaag either!」


  Apathetic to his plight, everyone looked at Morley with nothing but pure disgust. Iris pressed a finger to her temple as if she was having a headache. Although she said nothing, it was clear that she wanted to say 「That is precisely why.」 to his face. He isn’t someone you can safely invite into a castle, and neither can the guild be left in his hands.


  「Morley-san, we chose not to bring you along precisely because of how outstanding you are.」


  「Huh!? Shouldn’t I be going, then!?」


  「Since five of us will be leaving, including Milia-san, Chief and myself, the guild will be short-staffed. Thus, we need capable individuals to remain behind.」


  「Oh, really? I see, I see! Aye, now that ya put it that way!」


  「We’ll trust you to stay here while we’re gone, Morley-san.」


  「Aha, I got this in the bag!」


  Even the most troublesome of individuals can be reined in if you know how.


  「Hm? Eh, hold up, hold up. Doesn’t that mean I should be the provisional branch chief!? That Shane, he’s my batchmate…! And I’m the outstanding one…!」


  Everyone stared at him, giving him a flat no with their gaze.


  Morley’s only redeeming quality is his high score in the Plant Master test. And I had bested him in even that with both my time and score.


  「A soccer team needs both players and a manager to function. Each role requires different qualities. I believe that you, Morley-san, are more geared to become a famous player than a manager.」


  「Put the right man in the right job, eh? Well said!」


  With a little more praise, Morley was fully convinced. How gullible, honestly.


  Now that the appropriate people had been picked, I informed them of the day of departure.
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  Using a ‘Gate’ I had opened the previous day, I transported the relevant personnel over to the Principality of Vadenhaag. The country we were headed for was situated to the south of Ferland, facing the sea. Blessed with a warm climate, they were most famous for their seafood and fruit.


  We landed somewhere in the outskirts of their royal capital, Izalia. As the castle walls were still under construction, the collapsed parts had been burnt, producing the numerous black pockmarks that could be seen all around its periphery. If we headed further southeast, we would soon reach the old Kingdom of Jorvenssen. Having been a Demon King’s Army stronghold during the war, it remained unused even after their retreat.


  「I see. We’ll be using this magic of yours to travel between the capital and our homes.」


  「That’s correct.」


  Rodje was scheduled to bring Lyla and Dee over with her ‘Gate’ later. I was also expecting the adventurers invited by Neil and Roger to arrive in a few days’ time. I told my colleagues that the princess of Vadenhaag was none other than Meiri.


  「Wow～ this is the same royal capital that Meiri-chan’s in…」, exclaimed Milia, who was shouldering a huge rucksack.


  She had the usual glint in her eye. The male employees also looked around, trying to take in everything at once. It probably all felt surreal for them since we had come here by fast travel.


  「I wonder if all will be smooth sailing back there while I’m gone」, said Iris.


  「Most likely.」


  If the members of the ‘Roland Group’ do come, then the clientele of the Lahati branch will decrease as well.


  「I-I’ve never lived overseas before… will I be okay?」


  「S-Same here…」


  「Yeah, me too..」


  「Same for me…」


  Looks like living overseas was a novel experience for everyone.


  「Both the climate and culture of Vadenhaag is identical to ours. If I’m not wrong, a lot of our construction guilds have operations over here, so the rin can be used here as well. Does that make you feel better?」


  If I had to think of a few differences, it would probably be the slightly higher average temperature and the abundance of beaches. We headed for the heart of the capital, but were stopped before its great walls.


  「…We never heard of this matter」, was the reply we received when we told the guards about our intentions.


  「It should already have been agreed upon by Queen Leyte and King Ferland. That’s why we came all the way here.」


  Looking at each other briefly, the guards shook their heads.


  「Calling her Majesty by her name… you’re a strange lot, all of you. And what’s this ‘adventurer’s guild’?」


  「It may seem strange, but…」


  Nothing we said could convince them to let us through.


  「I see that we’re getting nowhere with this. Please get a superior to talk to us.」


  「No way I’m doing that!」, snorted one guard.


  「Listen, brother. If you insist on being so stubborn, then we’re gonna sound the alarm」, threatened the other.


  They stared at us menacingly. If only we had some kind of official document with us. Ta’uro had said nothing about it, though, so I figured that we would have been let through immediately.


  Unable to resolve the matter, our argument came to a stalemate. Just then, we heard some noise coming from behind the sturdy walls. The door to the passage used by guards was flung open.


  「Oh — he’s here! Rolaaaaand!」, shouted Meiri.


  Wearing a dress that matched her status, she ran over to us in small but quick strides. The two guards were taken aback.
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  「Your… Your Highness!?」, they exclaimed in unison, hurriedly getting onto their knees.


  She ran into my arms at full speed.


  「Welcome, Roland!」


  「Ah, we’ve been here a while, actually.」


  She only reached up to my waist, so I hoisted her up.


  「Why didn’t you come in?」


  「There appears to have been a misunderstanding.」


  The princess tilted her head to one side.


  「We’re glad that you’ve arrived, Roland-san. It must have been a long journey」, said Leyte as she walked out of the same passageway.


  「Her Majesty too!?」, cried the guards.


  「What on earth is this man…?」


  「Don’t ask me…」


  「Her Majesty came out to welcome him personally…」


  「What’s gonna happen now…?」


  Iris, Milia and the other employees prostrated themselves before the queen.


  「It’s been a while, Leyte-sama. We arrived a few minutes ago.」


  「Is that so?」


  Her arms around my neck, Meiri refused to let me go.


  「I’m gonna show you around our castle! After that, we’ll have dinner, and we can play in my room!」


  「You’ve really grown to be a proper princess, Meiri.」


  「Ehehe. Here, look!」


  Reaching behind her back, she produced a knife case from her waist area.


  「The knife I bought for your test…」


  「Yeah! I still keep it with me!」


  「Won’t a princess walking around with such a dangerous thing frighten everyone?」


  「Nah, all’s good!」


  Watching our little exchange, Leyte smiled.


  「Alias, Roland-san’s here on official business. Let’s not hold him any further.」


  Her daughter pouted a little.


  「Were you met with any insolence on the way here, Roland-san?」, continued the queen.


  「I wouldn’t call it insolence… but there appears to have been some miscommunication.」


  「No wonder the door wasn’t opened for you. Though I believe I gave ample instruction to the watchmen…」


  「Wait… are these the people…?」, muttered one of the watchmen in question, sweating profusely.


  「Huh? Wait, these guys…!?」


  「Guests from Ferland… I was expecting royalty or something…」


  The queen sighed.


  「They are guests of the state. It was I who extended an invitation to them. Did you try to turn them away?」


  「I’m sorry!」, wailed both guards at once.


  「I believe you are apologising to the wrong people.」


  「We apologise for our insolence!」, they cried again, prostrating themselves in front of us this time.


  「I, too, deeply apologise for the inconvenience」, continued their ruler.


  「No, there is no need for either of you to apologise. It’s just that we were caught up in small talk. I believe the door would have opened had we waited a little longer.」


  Is that so, asked the queen, to which I nodded.


  With tears in their eyes, the guards looked up at me. I wordlessly gestured for them to get back on their feet, and they lowered their heads again in gratitude.


  「…You’re awesome, Roland-san」, commented Milia.


  「Indeed」, agreed the branch chief.


  「Izalia may be more modest than your royal capital, Finlan, but we are making good progress on our post-war restoration. To all our guests from the adventurer’s guild of Ferland, welcome to Vadenhaag, and please follow me inside if you will.」


  At Leyte’s signal, the drawbridge fell, revealing the long-awaited city within.
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  A banquet was held to welcome us on our first day in Vadenhaag where true to Leyte’s word, we were treated like proper guests of the state. While the formalities were a little stiff, I found them in no way inconvenient or obstructive.


  The few days after were dedicated to the on-site inspection of the plot of land that would eventually become the Guild. We also took the time to interact with and brief the low to middle-level government officials present. The largest problem we noticed was that few had the slightest inkling of what a ‘quest’ or an ‘adventurer’ was.


  「Hmph! Roland won’t play with me at all!」, pouted Meiri as she appeared outside my room with an attendant.


  I had indeed neglected the little princess since our arrival, for there really had been no time for leisure. Lyla and her subordinates had also arrived. They were not permitted to stay in the castle though, as they were not employees and had to settle for a small inn nearby. As the area was a former stronghold of Lyla’s army, she remained in cat form in order not to reveal herself as a member of the demon clan.


  「Today’s a rest day, right?」, asked Meiri.


  「Yes. I’ll be going for a walk with Lyla and seeing the sights Vadenhaag has to offer. Will you be joining us, Meiri?」


  「…Isn’t that called a… a… a date?」


  「I don’t think you can call it a date. She wants to meet you too, though.」


  「I’ll just get in Lyla-chan’s way」, she said, continuing to pout as she looked in another direction.


  「You won’t.」


  「Okay then…」


  She had somehow become an early bloomer, I thought to myself. I informed her attendant that she would be accompanying me, and that no bodyguards were necessary. Milia and Iris should also be exploring the place, and we might bump into them by coincidence.


  「I’ll show you the whole place.」


  「Please do. Have you kept up your training?」


  「I did! My ‘Backslash’ is really fast now!」


  Releasing her hand, I put some distance between us and made a beckoning gesture. Knowing what I intended for her to do, Meiri drew her knife. She charged at me, taking short strides.


  She’s not wrong — she’s faster than before.


  「Backsla –」


  Sensing that she had snuck behind me, I turned around and grabbed her face.


  「Waaah!?」


  「Your footsteps are too loud」, I commented. 「You still have a long way to go. It’s one thing to become faster and another to erase your presence. If you can’t do the latter, then there’s no point sneaking up behind your opponent.」


  「Uuuuuuu! Stupid Roland!」, she shouted, slapping me on the wrist.


  With hunched shoulders, she walked down the corridor away from me making deliberately loud footsteps.


  「You’re still a child, after all.」


  I hurried after the crabby princess.


  


  「Ahahaha. That’s Meiri for you」, laughed Lyla when I told her what had happened.


  Finding nothing funny about the matter, Meiri was sulking.


  「I would’ve succeeded if it had been Lyla-chan!」


  「Oh? That’s how lowly you think of me? You’re welcome to have a go at me anytime.」


  Sitting together in an eating-house, it felt as if time had slowed to a leisurely pace. We sipped the juice that we had ordered. Strangely enough, it tasted of oranges despite being red like tomato juice.


  「The ‘Slash’ I came up with will be enough for Lyla-chan!」


  「Hm? A new technique?」


  「Yeah! I’ll shish-kebab you from the front!」


  「Isn’t that a regular attack, Meiri?」


  「Well…!」


  Her legs quivering, she took a sip of the peculiarly coloured orange juice.


  「Where’s Rodje and Dee?」


  Lyla lowered her voice at my question.


  「…Since this place was previously occupied by my army, they’re checking to see if there’s anything they ‘forgot’.」


  「Makes sense. There’s probably more to find here than in Ferland, especially monsters that were left behind.」


  She nodded wordlessly a few times.


  When the quest slips come in, a large portion of the subjugation ones will probably be dedicated to dealing with monsters formerly from Lyla’s army. I also filled her in a little on work-related matters.


  「We originally planned to stay for three months, coming and going as necessary. But the way things are, three months may not suffice.」


  「Are you only gonna be here for three months, Roland…?」, asked the little princess.


  「It’s entirely possible for my tenure to be extended.」


  「Can’t you be here forever? You can become famous at our guild…」


  「That will make many people unhappy」, I explained, forcing a smile as I patted her head to console her.


  Adult matters do tend to get in the way.


  「I doubt people will quickly become familiar with ‘adventurers’ and ‘quests’ and stuff. The whole business confused me in the beginning, too」, admitted Lyla.


  Come to think of it, I had been throwing around words like ‘quest’ and ‘adventurer’ like they were part of the common lexicon. Yet, they probably seemed like jargon to the unacquainted.


  『‘Adventurer’… okay, I understand that an adventurer goes on adventures. But how does adventuring help the people…?』, I remembered a low-level government official asking.


  Despite the best efforts of the branch chief and my other colleagues to break the terms down, most of the locals had only gained a partial understanding of the matter. It’ll take more than three months for adventuring to become part of the ‘culture’ here.


  After finishing her juice, Meiri stood up and we followed suit.


  「That’ll be three thousand rin」, said the owner.


  「That’s quite a price.」


  Looking apologetic, the bearded owner scratched his cheek.


  「I’m very sorry. I really wish I could say that ‘since it’s your Highness, your drinks are on the house.’」


  「Each glass is always around five hundred rin」, Meiri pointed out.


  He lowered his head.


  「Yes, it’s as you say. However, the blood oranges we use have skyrocketed in price. Due to the increased frequency of monster attacks on shipments, protection fees and other considerations have all become part of the additional cost.」


  That’s what we came here for.


  Adopting the behaviour of an employee, I spoke to him like a retail worker.


  「We would love to hear about this in full.」


  「Eh? Can I?」


  「Please do. Princess Alias will assist you in sorting it out.」


  It suddenly clicked for both Lyla and Meiri.


  「Y-Yup! I’ll help you with that!」, said the younger of the two.


  It was all coming together. We hadn’t been able to do this until now. Right now, we had someone in need and an employee in his presence. Throw an adventurer into the mix, and we can get the ball rolling.


  「No, I can’t possibly trouble her Highness to…」


  「We will all be working together, so don’t worry.」


  Though still uncomfortable about the whole idea, he accepted my proposal.


  「Now, please give us all the necessary details.」


  We returned to our seats to hear what the owner had to say.


  「You mentioned previously that shipments of blood oranges that are used to make the juice are frequently attacked by monsters, and that’s why the price shot up, right?」


  「Ah, yes. Blood oranges are the only ingredients I use that are shipped from afar, but other businesses are probably encountering similar, if not worse issues.」


  This was a token subjugation quest.


  「If we successfully resolve the issue for you, will you allow us to install a box for others to submit their problems as well?」


  「Hm? That’s fine, but… who are you, brother? What do you plan to do?」


  「I’m a ‘guild employee’. We act as intermediaries to link the needy with those who can help them.」


  「Ah, I remember hearing something about such a service existing in that neighbouring country.」


  He told us that although the supplier came in on a regular basis, he had come just yesterday, and would not be back for a while. According to protocol, we’re supposed to conduct an on-site investigation, survey the monsters there, ascertain the situation, set a quest rank and decide on the rewards. However, since I’ll be there, it honestly doesn’t matter what kind of monsters show up.


  We had him trace the supplier’s route for us on a map. Although he passed by a few towns on his way here, the most dangerous road was between the last town and the capital itself.


  「If they attack with food in mind, then the monsters might possess some degree of intelligence」, Lyla mused.


  「It’ll be your first battle, Meiri. Are you scared?」


  She snorted.


  「Not at all! I’ll mow them down with my ‘Backslash’! Swish-swish…!」


  That’s the spirit, Meiri.


  It appeared that the people of the capital looked up to the little princess, for the owner personally saw her out.


  「Please take care, your Highness.」


  「Mhm. Thanks, uncle!」


  With a big wave, she strutted outside, ready to take on the world.
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  After leaving the capital, we began walking down a long road. Meiri entertained herself by making practice swings at imaginary enemies.


  「If it comes like this, I’ll do this!」


  Swish.


  「And if it comes like this, then I’ll do this!」


  And another.


  「Have you fought since we parted ways?」, I asked.


  「Nope. I spent most of my time with Mother, making rounds in the streets!」


  「Lyla and I will be witnessing a warrior’s dawn, then.」


  Lyla was looking at Meiri the way one would look at a baby chick.


  「What about Roland’s ‘dawn’? What was it like?」


  「Mm. I’d like to know as well.」


  「It’s not particularly interesting」, I said, trying to deflect the question. They pressed me on, however, and I folded: 「Everything went according to plan, right down to the last detail. I ended my target’s life within twenty seconds of meeting him, and fled via one of the four pre-planned escape routes.」


  Both Lyla and Meiri’s eyes narrowed.


  「…That’s all.」


  「Well, that’s a letdown.」


  「Bo-oring.」


  「That’s what I said.」


  We made more small talk as we walked, and soon spotted claw marks on the ground.


  「They look like the claw marks of a… Big Ant?」


  「Y-Yeah, they do」, agreed Lyla.


  「What’s that?」, asked Meiri.


  「It’s a formic monster that burrows into the ground, digging nests to live in. It’s pretty big, too — about the size of a medium-sized dog」, I explained.


  [T/N Note: Formic — ‘ant-like’, ‘of an ant’. Used in the same vein as lupine — ‘of a wolf’ or serpentine — ‘of a snake’. These words were invented for a reason, so why not do their existence justice, I thought.]


  「Each nest houses a queen. The other Big Ants bring food to her.」


  「They have queens?」


  「Yeah. If there’s a nest here, then that explains the attacks.」


  Glancing around, I spotted three of them gathered around a carcass a small distance away.


  「Look over there, Meiri. Do you think you can do it?」


  「Ehh… I’ve never seen a-ants l-like that…」


  To Meiri, who was still little, they probably looked like giant monstrosities. The number of Big Ants in the nest would also make any rational person avert their eyes on reflex.


  「C-Can you do it instead, Roland?」


  「I can. However, I’m just an employee, and you’re a licensed adventurer. In other words, your magicka and fighting ability have been deemed sufficient for you to rise to the challenge.」


  The Big Ants were cutting their prey into small strips with their mandibles, then skewering them with their razor-sharp front legs. They’re sluggish, however. If Meiri takes special care when dealing with those body parts, then she should be able to defeat Big Ants easily.


  Unlike archers and mages, assassins have to get within point-blank range of their target by hook or by crook. All we have are our own bodies and a knife. Even if we get the jump on them, that doesn’t guarantee success. We must be the first to draw blood, and the only party to draw blood. Thus, simply having the technique isn’t enough — whether we have the courage to pull it off or not will decide our fate as assassins.


  「Those are almost certainly what’s attacking the travelling merchants and their goods. Will you give up? I have connections with some of the adventurers who pass by once in a while. Would you rather leave it to them?」


  She’s the same age as Rina, maybe a year older. Despite my conditioning, she’s still a princess at the core. She may have been able to go through the training, but the battlefield might prove too much for her.


  That’s what I was thinking, until I noticed that the fight had yet to leave Meiri’s eyes.


  「Look at them closely, Meiri. Two of them are leaving. One will be left behind.」


  「Y-Yeah…」


  「Rest assured that it is not only weaker than me, but weaker than you as well.」


  I could feel the little princess swallowing. I knew exactly how nervous she was. Also on tenterhooks, Lyla watched over her protectively. At that moment, I sensed that she had channeled her nervousness into her will to fight. Before I could tell her to attack on my signal, her actions told me that there was no such need.


  While the Big Ant was still dreaming of its sumptuous meal, Meiri made a beeline for it. Even though ‘Backslash’ is little more than child’s play when used against me, it poses a considerable threat when used against a monster. With the same movement she had rehearsed countless times, the first — and fatal — blow was struck.


  「‘Backlash’!」


  Her voice trembled, but nonetheless got the attention of the Big Ant, who whipped around.


  「Gi?」


  Notwithstanding the butchering of the name, she struck true. Her blade sunk into the Big Ant’s thorax and slid all the way up to its head, producing a satisfying sound.


  「Giii… giii…」


  The monster quivered a few times, then stopped moving for good. Panting from the exertion, she turned back to look at us.


  「I did it… Roland, I did it!!」


  Running back to me as quickly as she had run toward the enemy, she wrapped her arms around my waist.


  「That was a clean blow.」


  「Right? Ehehe」, she giggled.


  And that’s why there’s no need to say the name of the technique, I thought to myself as I patted her head.


  「If you look around us, there are about thirty more nearby. It’s up to you now.」


  「Eh?」


  Her expression darkened.


  「Only two more, no…?」


  「Meiri. If you don’t get rid of the pests attacking passing shipments, then they will continue to terrorise the passers-by.」


  「Uuuu…」


  Perhaps they were hungry, or had found no food. But whatever the cause, Big Ant after Big Ant was trailing out of what looked like the entrance to their nest. The creatures surrounding it began to rave as two sickle-shaped front legs revealed themselves. Each leg dwarfed the rest of the Big Ants.


  「The queen has come out」, said Lyla as if she was narrating a documentary.


  Breaking the earth in front of it, the rest of the Big Ant’s body appeared.


  「Giiiiiiiii!」


  It’s the Queen Ant, all right.


  「Hiii… hyeeeh… it’s… it’s huge…」, muttered Meiri, trembling with fear.


  It would be too cruel to make Meiri take on that one. For someone who was still largely unacquainted with monsters, King Kong might as well have appeared before her.


  「Lylael-sama…!」


  Looking in the direction where the voice came from, we saw Rodje and Dee waving as they walked over.


  「Rodje, Dee… you came at the right time.」


  「What’s the matter, Lylael-sama?」, they asked despite clearly having seen the Queen Ant, looking confused.


  「Could you lend this girl, Meiri, a hand in dealing with those creatures?」, explained Lyla.


  「Oh, so this is Meiri…?」


  The little princess hid behind me to avoid Rodje’s piercing gaze.


  「Oi, hentai elf. Don’t intimidate her like that.」


  「I’m doing nothing of the sort.」


  「Can I leave it to you to help Meiri, Dee? Rodje Sandsong alone is unreliable.」


  「What did you just say!?」


  「Ufufu. Of course you can… man, this girl’s so cute that I want to eat her up…」


  「There you have it, Meiri. These two onee-sans will be assisting you.」


  「O-Okay… I look forward to working with you.」


  「Aye, let’s do this.」


  「Fine, since it’s Lylael-sama’s orders. Don’t expect this every time.」


  [image: bwch106]

  A troublesome elf as always.


  「Shall we get rid of that Big Ant-san over there?」, cooed Dee, taking Meiri’s hand in hers and guiding her towards the enemy.


  「Onee-san, your hand is cold.」


  「Indeed it is. I’m literally a has-been, so my body temperature is comparable to that of a banana in the middle of winter.」


  「????」


  Meiri had clearly not understood, but Dee just left it at that. It’s for the best, I thought. I don’t think a member of the walking dead is particularly geared towards education.


  「Oi, vampire! How dare you take the child with you only! A support role was bestowed upon me too!」


  「Ara-ara, maa-maa. So the noisy elf will be following us.」


  Dee met Rodje’s biting edge head-on with her willowy nature. Differences aside, they had the potential to be a dynamic duo.


  「Kufufu. Now that your star pupil is giving it her all, will the master just stand back and watch?」, snickered Lyla, trying to trigger me.


  I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of succeeding, but fine, whatever.


  「Ufufufufu. Haa～」, chuckled Dee. 「Why is it so fun to stomp weaklings into the ground?」


  Standing a good distance away from the others, she whirled her bloodsucking spear around, slicing through Big Ants like butter.


  「Oi, were you not told to support them?」, I shouted at Rodje, who was just watching.


  Beside her, Meiri was making good use of her trusty knife, cutting down her adversaries one by one.


  I think they’ll be fine.


  Screeching loudly, the Queen Ant started skewering nearby subordinates and consuming them.


  「Tirelessly bringing you food only to end up as food themselves… they will never rest in peace.」


  With that, I made my move, zipping over to the formic tyrant and scrambled up its back, barehanded as always. Even if I deliver a clean blow with my bare fist, its sheer size will negate most of the damage. Nevertheless, I brought a karate chop down on its neck.


  Of course, it would be naive to expect a physical attack like that to kill. When my hand reached its highest speed, I infused the wind it generated with my magicka.


  It’s almost like ‘Magic Regus’ was developed to do this.


  Zing.


  「Gyeeeeeh!?」


  The wound I had carved ran deep into its neck, reaching near the back of its head.


  A fatal blow.


  I had expected to need another blow or two, but its flesh was surprisingly soft. Leaping off the carcass, I knew that Meiri had stopped what she was doing to watch me, for she was looking at me with pure respect.


  「You got the big one, Roland!」


  「As expected of Roland-sama. Beautifully merciless…」


  「Oi, all of you! Get on with it! Move your asses! Guh, these ants…! Why are they only coming to me — ugyaaa!? My ass…!」


  Finding the elf with her posterior sticking out a sorry sight, we got back to work until every last ant could no longer put up a fight.
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  After dealing with the ants, we returned to the eating-house to let the owner know the good news.


  「Ah… by her Highness herself?」, he asked, wide-eyed.


  「Yeah! I got rid of them!」, said Meiri, puffing herself up.


  「Meiri…her Highness has received special training in the past, so she had the skill to deal with those monsters」, I added.


  Since she’s so close to her people, I wondered if we could use her as a selling point. In other words, we’ll present her as a representative of the ‘organisation that will solve your problems for you’.


  「There’s an old three-story building in the central district. If there’s anything else weighing on your mind, don’t hesitate to drop by the adventurers’ guild located there.」


  「Eh? Oh, that’s convenient. What does ‘anything else’ encompass?」


  「We offer open consultations for most purposes. While those are free, there will be some cost involved if you wish to go ahead with the transaction.」


  「Cost… you’re not a charity, eh? Then, how much do I have to…?」


  「The request was made on our end this time, so it’s free of charge. If it had been a normal request, however, the temporary solution we provided would have cost around fifty to eighty thousand rin. A permanent solution will cost around twice of that.」


  Had we gone through the formal process, the quest rank would have been around C or D.


  Looking at the ceiling, the owner paused to think for a while.


  「Wait… it might actually be a better idea to solve the problem once and for all instead of continuing to import the oranges at a premium…」


  We had already installed a box for requests in one corner of the store, along with a few pens and some paper.


  「We’ll come back to check on the box once in a while and sort out any requests we receive.」


  「And her Highness will solve those problems for us?」


  He glanced at Meiri, who glanced at me.


  「It depends on the nature of the request. Some may be too dangerous, or even unsuitable for the nature of our work.」


  I see, said the owner. Meiri puffed her cheeks up again.


  「Don’t worry! It won’t be too dangerous. I’m an adventurer after all!」


  「Of course」, I said, patting her on the head.


  Everyone tends to get a little ahead of themselves after succeeding in their first fight. Meiri’s also an F-rank adventurer, which means that she would not have been allowed to take up combat-related quests without being in my presence.


  Anyway, I felt that Meiri and the eating-house would be good publicity for us. We’ll look at the contents of the box, invite the requesters to the guild and offer our services free-of-charge for first time customers…


  Hmm.


  It’s not something I can decide alone, so I’ll have to ask Iris about it later on. At any rate, Vadenhaag’s guild will be constantly fine-tuning its practices.


  We spotted Iris walking along a temple-lined street accompanied by my other colleagues, and took the chance to tell them about the request box and my plans for publicity.


  「I see… these are good ideas. Simply using the term ‘adventurer’ will make them none the wiser.」


  「Nice idea, Roland-san! We can’t get the ball rolling without any quests!」


  And with that, my ideas were approved. At the same time, adventurers belonging to the mortifyingly-named ‘Roland Group’ were starting to trickle in, making no secret of their affiliation.


  


  In the few days that followed, adventurers I was acquainted with came to say hi to me at guild headquarters.


  「Aniki!」, went the loudest of them all. 「It’s your star pupil, your favourite disciple, Neil — reporting for duty!」


  「I don’t see, and have never seen, you as my disciple. Also, quiet down or you’ll disturb the others present.」


  「You’re as unwelcoming as always…」


  「Senpai is happy to be of service to you, Aniki」, said his bosom friend Roger, smiling bitterly.


  Being the person in charge of the large-scale quest, I finally briefed them on the details.


  「To formalise it to you two, you’re part of a special quest — a large-scale quest formally named ‘establishing and operating a guild system’. Thus, you will receive the dividends accordingly at the end.」


  As the owner with unfinished ant-related business had mentioned, the guild isn’t a charity organisation, so the commissions we receive will be channeled into operating costs.


  「I will decide how the rewards are split. For that purpose, I’ll be keeping a close eye on everyone, so please give it your all.」


  Raring to go, the dynamic duo produced a war cry and promised to come again in the future.


  The next group to visit was the Pretty Girls’ Squad.


  「Roland-sama! We got news of this from our leader and rushed over!」, said Hire, who had become a powerful mage since the last time I saw her.


  「By your leader, you mean… Neil?」


  Lyan, the demi-human, moved her ears as she spoke.


  「Yes! He gathered everyone and droned on and on about ‘Aniki having a favour to ask of him’. That was annoying, but at least his face was interesting to look at — I’ve never seen him like that before!」


  「…It was a long journey, but we did it for Roland-sama」, said the taciturn Sans.


  「These kids were so excited to come, saying something about ‘repaying their debt’…」


  The other three stared daggers at Sue, the dwarf, who shrugged.


  「Roland-sama, did you know that Sue was the most excited out of all of us?」


  「…Hey hey, none of that matters now!」


  「Sue always tries to act cool in front of Roland-sama.」


  「(ﾟｪﾟ(｡_｡(ﾟｪﾟ(｡_｡*)」


  「Hmph…」


  Embarrassed, Sue looked away. By now, they had already risen to C-rank by going on various quests as a squad. They might even be promoted to B-rank soon.


  Immediately after they left, the young, shovel-wielding Zepetto arrived. Although he had failed the formal test at another branch, he was nevertheless let through when they learnt of his skill.


  「Employee-san. It’s been a while –!」


  「It has indeed. You’ve grown taller, and your physique is developing well, too.」


  Once a frail, willowy boy who thought only of his mother, his current physique showed that his days of physical weakness were long past. Sticking out of his enormous rucksack were three of what looked like shovel handles. He had also added a spear to his repertoire of weapons, which he gripped in one hand.


  I exchanged a firm handshake with the now B-rank rookie.


  「I received a bunch of invitations from the construction guild, which I rejected. Until I heard that employee-san was at the heart of it all, that is.」


  「Thank you for joining us. I see that you’re an established military engineer now. You even picked up the spear again?」


  「Ehehe. Yeah. Being good at digging holes allowed me to join different parties where I learnt a lot, including how to fight. It also became easier to go solo after a while. Not only that, I could go digging around for ores in the mountains and forests for long periods of time… and all that is thanks to you, employee-san.」


  「No, it’s simply the fruit of your labour. You tried to use the sword at first, too.」


  「Ahaha, don’t bring that up now. Back then, I thought that adventuring was nothing more than fighting. Man, it really feels like a lifetime ago.」


  「It hasn’t even been a year.」


  Really, laughed Zepetto. I could tell that his life as an adventurer had been thoroughly fulfilling.


  「Out of all the rising stars of their respective professions, including Candy-san and Zepetto-san, half of them are part of the ‘Roland Group’」, said Milia at the side.


  「They’re making it a force to be reckoned with, that’s for sure.」


  「Possibly.」


  「Right?」


  Even if that force grows to be unstoppable, I’ll never approve of it for as long as they don’t get a better name.


  


  Afterwards, Meiri came to me while hanging around at the guild, and Lyla followed the two of us back to the eating-house.


  「How is it? Are there a lot of requests?」, I asked, pointing at the box.


  The owner smiled.


  「Have a look yourself.」


  Meiri grabbed the box and opened the lid.


  「Fwaaa…! Roland! It’s bursting!」


  She tilted the box for me to have a look, and I saw the volume of requests for myself. The various requesters had also diligently included their name and contact details on their respective requests.


  「And it’s only been about a week…」


  「You said that anything goes, so that’s what I told them. Everyone found it convenient to write something, and the number of slips in there increased every day」, said the owner.


  「It seems like they understand the idea of someone being able to solve their problems for them. We’re sorry to trouble you again, manager, but could you give them directions to the guild in the future?」


  「Ho. I’ll do it.」


  「Roland, am I doing all this myself?」, asked Meiri, hopping around like a little rabbit.


  「It’ll be split among everyone」, I said, calming her down.


  Our internal systems had been established, and we had no lack of quests nor adventurers. We returned to the guild, where a few employees were transcribing their notes onto formal quest slips and assigning ranks to each one.


  「Roland-sama, what are you having for lunch…?」, inquired Hire of the Pretty Girls’ Squad upon returning.


  「I’ll be glad if you can join me!」


  「True, true.」


  「Are you hungry? If so, then –」


  I handed Hire four quest slips.


  「Here, split these with the rest.」


  「Oh… official business, huh… right…」


  Her spirits sank as low as her shoulders, and she left with the others.


  「Roland, what about my quest!?」


  「Here’s yours, Meiri.」


  「’Babysitting’… i-is this even an adventure!?」, she exclaimed, shocked.


  The eldest of the four children was Meiri’s age, the youngest of which was a baby. Figuring that an adult would find it harder than actual fighting, I expected that Meiri would have little trouble mingling with her peers.


  「If all you can do is fight, then you’re not an adventurer」, I said, grabbing Lyla who was sleeping with her legs curled up. 「Here… she will be your sidekick for this quest. A cat who only eats, sleeps and complains.」


  I handed Lyla over to the little princess.


  「Unyaa…?」


  Meiri hugged her tightly.


  「Ugyaaaa!? Ow! Loosen your grip, loosen your grip!」


  「Lyla-chan, you’re going on a quest with me!」


  「Fumu? Fine, whatever. I was bored anyway.」


  At any rate, Lyla doesn’t come as a standalone package. The elf who had been staring at us from outside finally barged in.


  「I heard everything!! If Lylael-sama is going, then it’s inexcusable for me not to go! Come on, Meiri.」


  I decided that Rodje’s presence eliminated the need for an escort. From now on, I’ll get ‘Meiri, Rodje&Cat’ to operate as a unit.


  As more and more familiar faces showed up at the guild, I assigned them their respective quests as well.


  Before we knew it, the adventurers’ guild of the Principality of Vadenhaag was in full swing.
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  「Are we going to beat up enemies today, Rodje-chan?」


  「Well, Meiri… you’re still wet around the ears. I can’t imagine this guy assigning you such a quest…」, advised Rodje.


  She cast a glance at me who was sitting behind the counter.


  「Don’t look down on adventuring, Meiri.」


  Kukuku, laughed Lyla, who was perched on the little princess’s head. According to her, Rodje had played as a support most of the time, speaking up every now and then but ultimately leaving Meiri to carry the quest.


  「Then what about a subjugation quest…?」


  「Don’t try to act smart!」, exclaimed master and servant together.


  Leyte had entrusted us with taking care of Meiri. Even with Rodje and Lyla around, there’s no way I’m letting her do anything reckless.


  「There’s a small ranch on the outskirts of the capital. We’ve received reports of someone rustling the sheep and horses out there, and they need someone to perform guard duty.」


  All one has to do is stand there and keep a lookout.


  「Do I get to beat up bad guys?」


  「Ah, yeah. If they come for you.」


  The quest will span two days. If bad guys do come during that period of time, then it’s just her luck, or the lack thereof.


  「I got this, Roland!」


  「I believe you do.」


  「Mhm!」, said Meiri with confidence.


  She left together with the two ladies. The more quests she does, the more chances we get to promote the guild and its adventurers to the populace, I thought. I turned around to see a colleague from the Lahati branch pointing at the back.


  「It’s my shift now.」


  「Oh, time’s up?」


  It had already been arranged for Iris and I to meet some government officials. We had also prepared a progress report to be presented to Leyte.


  「Let’s go, Roland」, said the branch chief.


  「See you later!」


  With Milia cheerfully bidding us farewell, we began to ascend the gentle slope that led to the castle, which we entered after receiving clearance from the now-familiar guards.


  「If Leyte-sama had planned for this to take place in the morning, we wouldn’t have to make a round trip」, lamented the branch chief.


  「As a queen, she’s bound to be busy.」


  「Right… her role isn’t purely ceremonial. It must be tough for her…」


  The employees that had come to Vadenhaag all seemed to have gotten used to living in the castle, for fancy dishes no longer had any visible effect on them.


  We entered the designated conference room and took a seat. Almost immediately, two government officials that we had spoken to on multiple occasions entered as well. One had a slender face while the other was plump.


  We were informed that Leyte would be late, so we took the initiative to brief them first. I handed them the report we wrote the previous day and gave a detailed explanation of the daily routine of the guild. However, I couldn’t tell whether they understood anything or not, because they remained dead silent throughout the entire briefing.


  「As you can see, we have quite a few requests at present, and this number is projected to increase. Therefore, we would like to add more people to our ranks.」


  This was something that Iris and I had previously agreed on.


  The plump official took the report and flung it onto the table.


  「What happens after you increase the number of employees? Are we paying for it?」


  「That is a given」, replied Iris.


  「Since you said that you would handle it, we allowed you to oversee this whole project without any interference on our part.」


  His slender-faced colleague nodded.


  「We weren’t told anything about having to pay out of our own pockets to increase your numbers.」


  「Well… we won’t be here permanently, so we have to groom local talent in order for them to take over after we’re gone. This applies to both adventurers and employees.」


  I had taken them for men of reason at first, and believed that things would progress smoothly. I now knew how the misconception arose — they had kept silent not because they trusted us, but because they found it too troublesome to try and get a word in.


  In short, they were thoroughly unmotivated. The fact that they had only leafed through the first two or three pages of my report didn’t escape me either.


  「Even for distinguished guests of the state, there are some things that won’t fly.」


  Their eyes displayed nothing but languidness, as if to say why us?


  Met with these uncooperative bureaucrats, Iris began to lecture them passionately.


  「If we do not nurture local talent at an early stage, then the guild of Vadenhaag will forever be run by us, the people of Ferland!」


  Both Iris and I had been working around the clock since day one. Milia and the others had also been pulling their weight without taking a single day off. In stark contrast to our team of workaholics, the two officials barely reacted at all. In fact, their body language clearly displayed that the whole affair was a waste of time for them.


  「The pyramids weren’t built in a day, and neither can employees –」


  I knew that she was getting heated up.


  I suppose they were intrinsically unmotivated to oversee a guild that employed foreign techniques. Perhaps they even saw their job as a mere sinecure. Despite being seated at the same table, it was clear that both parties were on different wavelengths.


  「It’s easy to say that you want to hire more people, but there’s no wiggle room in our country’s budget for that sort of thing.」


  「Possibly unknown to you, the queen will be establishing a congress… a centre of mass for the entire country to revolve around.」


  We’re only here because it’s part of our job to attend the regularly-scheduled meeting, their expression said.


  「How about we let the queen know of this?」


  「Again, money will be involved. She won’t be pleased — she’s cutting down on her own expenses to keep the country’s coffers afloat.」


  「That’s why we prepared a –」


  Iris stood up in a moment of anger, and I forced her to sit back down.


  「Kyaa. What now?」


  「Everyone can see the rage in your eyes. It ruins your good looks.」


  「Uuu…」


  It’s understandable for her to get angry, but using that tone of voice is no way to negotiate properly.


  「There will be no expenses on your end. We can make enough revenue for it」, I conceded, speaking in her place.


  「How do you know?」


  「Right? How many do you plan to hire? Even if you only hire enough to replace your current strength, how much will it cost…?」, his colleague chimed in.


  I flipped to a page of my report and pointed.


  「Meticulously detailed in the report you flung is the estimated revenue over a month, a quarter and half a month.」


  「…」


  Looking at the report carefully for the first time, both were lost for words.


  「These figures already have the overhead expenses deducted. We have seven employees posted here at present. Even if we hire four more, the projected rate of increase of the number of incoming consultations is more than enough to cover the extra expenses.」


  Having no money was no doubt nothing more than an excuse. If these two government officials were in any way important, they’d be tied down with congressional matters instead of being here.


  「We are simply emissaries from the Kingdom of Ferland — the adventurers’ guild of Vadenhaag is actually in your hands. Do you understand what I mean?」, I asked.


  They didn’t seem like they did.


  「If this venture is a success, it will be attributed to the both of you. You will go down in the history books as the founders of this establishment; the pioneers who built it from scratch with the aid of Ferland. Now what do you say?」


  That got a reaction out of them. Guess paper chasers only respond to one type of paper.


  「It’s a shame, then. We will inform Queen Leyte that we are planning a change of command」, I continued quickly, giving them no time to think.


  「H-Hold up…」


  「Ah. There’s no need for that, no…」


  「A pleasure to do business with you, then?」, said a disgusted-looking Iris, shrugging.


  「Of course!」, they exclaimed in unison.


  Their expressions had stiffened. Noticing the stark contrast between their previous attitude and now, Iris and I exchanged bitter smiles.


  「Nice report」, she said.


  「It is but an objective analysis」, I replied.


  「I’m glad I have a capable subordinate like you.」


  「I think we can take a well-deserved rest now.」


  「Exactly.」


  The branch chief and I high-fived under the table.
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  After assuring us of their cooperation, the two government officials we had spoken to immediately got to work. As unemployment was rife in the streets of Vadenhaag, twenty hopefuls were gunning for those two positions within a week. Knowing that we had no way of supervising all of them, it was decided that we would hire more employees once the first batch was familiar with their duties.


  「You can perform every task, right?」, said Iris. 「In that case, I’d rather you continue with your regular duties than be in charge of the new employees’ training.」


  With this line of reasoning, Milia was given the latter role. Although we were profoundly busy in the days that followed, everything progressed smoothly.


  「How may I be of service today?」, I said to an unfamiliar adventurer when he came to the counter.


  Flashing his license, he showed that he was A-ranked. Just as I was wondering if there were any A-ranks other than Dee in the Roland Group, he spoke.


  「I was born in Vadenhaag, and I heard that a guild has sprung up here as well.」


  「I see.」


  「I had assumed this country to be a war-torn wasteland after being trampled by the Demon King’s Army. However, I got wind of the restoration, and I was wondering if I could be of any use to my homeland.」


  「Serving the country? It’s good that you’re here with us now, as we are currently experiencing a shortage of high-ranked adventurers such as yourself.」


  「My pleasure.」


  Three men who looked like his buddies showed up right behind him. They were A-ranked as well, and they said that the four of them had come together.


  「Unfortunately, the rewards you can receive here are not comparable to those in Ferland. But, if you please…」


  I placed three subjugation quest slips on the table for their perusal. A formidable monster, a beast that belonged to a villain and monsters that moved in a pack — all were A-ranked quests. The commission rate was about a third of what they would find back in Ferland.


  Since I had already surveyed the relevant areas beforehand, I gave them some pointers to take note of. None of their expressions changed a single bit.


  「Sounds good to me. How ‘bout y’all?」


  「Aye. Doesn’t pay poorly either.」


  「You dumb or what? It’s peanuts. But we didn’t come here for money, did we?」


  「Agreed. We wouldn’t have spent an entire week getting here if we were looking to make it big.」


  「…There, employee-san, we’re all good. Leave it to us」, said one of them at the end of their discussion.


  「Thank you. Take care of yourself, and be well.」


  「I take it that you do not reside in the capital, employee-san?」


  「Yes. I’m from the Lahati branch.」


  No wonder, said the four adventurers, nodding.


  「You’re very courteous, employee-san.」


  「As I always am.」


  「Can’t afford to screw up, then. We received so many tips I’m starting to question our rank.」


  「Hahaha. Right?」, laughed one of them as I was finding a good way to respond.


  「We’ve dealt with some of these enemies before, so I think we’re a-ok. If you were in Finland, employee-san, you’d be pretty darn popular.」


  「Yes, perhaps.」


  「They’d definitely show favouritism to you if you get posted to that capital over there.」


  With casual smiles on their faces, they left for their quest.


  For the longest time, I had taken adventurers for people who made decisions based on their quests’ contents and rewards. It’s almost a forgone conclusion, as they’re putting their lives on the line after all. Thus, those men, patriotic to the core, had caught me by surprise.


  「How ironic. You can find people who behave more like knights than knights themselves in a profession with almost no entry barrier.」


  I found myself hoping that they would return safe and sound.


  As I did the back-end paperwork for those adventurers, I heard a gravelly voice followed by the pitter-patter of footsteps.


  「Aniki…!」, exclaimed Neil as he sat down on the seat opposite me at the counter.


  「Is it about that?」, I asked without taking my eyes off the documents I had in hand.


  「Yeah. There’s a fortune teller who claims to possess ‘Clairvoyance’… could it be that fella?」


  「Hm. ‘Clairvoyance’…」


  A buffoon had once tried to threaten me with a skill of the same name, but could this one be different?


  「I spent the whole week poking around Izalia, and this is the most powerful one I found. On the contrary, I didn’t hear of anyone with ‘Appraisal’, ‘Skill Reader’ or the like.」


  My request had been for him to look for individuals with the ability to determine others’ skills.


  「Very well. Thank you for your help.」


  「Guess it can’t be helped… it’ll take time to bring him to that guy with ‘Appraisal’ in Ferland.」


  「Yeah. Even if I administer the test, it’s hard to produce any formal results without knowing what their skill is.」


  What I found troublesome was the fact that Vadenhaag did not have ‘knowing one’s skill’ ingrained in their culture. Half of the people here use their skills without having a clear idea of what they actually are, while the other half do neither. For that reason, I had drawn a blank when inquiring about people with ‘Appraisal’ or ‘Skill Reader’.


  Knowing your skill makes a world of difference — you can train in accordance with it, learn to wield suitable weapons, et cetera. Most people’s skills begin to develop around the age of ten. Since the humans of Ferland and Vadenhaag are genetically very close, I imagined that this applied to the locals here as well.


  「Please tell me where to find that fortune teller. I’ll verify it personally.」


  「In that case, may I request that I accompany you –」


  「No」, I said, cutting him off. 「Please continue clearing quests for us. There’s still a lot of lowly-ranked ones.」


  「…Okay.」


  I took the notepad on which Neil had hastily jotted down notes. Seeing that there were no adventurers — active or aspiring — to attend to, I informed Iris of my intentions and headed off.


  


  Located within the four walls of the capital, the address Neil had noted down wasn’t far at all. Still reeling from the effects of war, the area in question had begun to degrade into a slum — some houses were occupied by thieves rather than actual residents, while others had been razed to the ground.


  Arriving at a one-story house, I rapped three times on the door. If Neil’s notes were correct, this is where the fortune-teller, Betty, stays.


  「Good afternoon. Is there a Betty-san at home?」


  I could hear footsteps coming from behind the door which was soon flung open, revealing a woman in her underwear. She couldn’t be a day older than thirty.


  「Who’re ya, comin’ a-knockin’ at unholy hours –」


  Her words were slurred and she reeked of alcohol.


  「It’s already past noon. Are you Betty-san?」


  「Eh? Yea… wh –!?」


  As soon as she opened her eyes fully to take me in, she slammed the door shut.


  「Excuse me? Is everything okay?」


  「I’m fine… no, I’m not… a man…!? I’m an idiot…」


  「It’s okay. I don’t care, and neither am I interested.」


  「That kinda hurts… that’s no way to treat a great beauty.」


  「I came to have my fortune told.」


  「Huh, a customer…」


  Her voice had lowered in volume. I heard some more noises coming from the other side which stopped abruptly.


  「Okay. Enter.」


  I entered.


  The interior was old and narrow, containing only a single room. Wine bottles occupied every nook and cranny of it. Having gotten dressed, Betty was now standing up straight.


  「Well, I don’t have a place for you to sit, so if you don’t mind the bed…」


  「If you are okay with it」, I said, hearing a creak as I sat down.


  Twirling strands of her own hair, she did not attempt to make eye contact at all.


  「I have been told that you are able to tell my fortune.」


  「Ah… about that… I can. Twenty, twenty thousand haag. Twenty grand and I’ll do it.」


  「My apologies, for I only carry rin.」


  「Then that will have to do.」


  Fortune telling is a large umbrella with many subcategories. It’s entirely possible for her brand of fortune telling to be completely unrelated to skill usage.


  Taking out my wallet, I withdrew two notes and placed them on the table.


  「With my divine power… I mean, I call it an ability… which I used just now, I determined it for myself. Your…」


  If she really knows, then there’s no point hiding my identity.


  「What’s my skill, then? Or rather my ability, using your terms.」


  「It’s a tragic one…」


  Sniffling, she rubbed her eyes.


  「Tragic enough to draw tears?」


  She nodded.


  「I suppose its applications are indeed rather limited.」


  「No, it’s not about that. That’s not what I meant. I see a great effort on your part, and the time and date… you see, I’m also able to view your ability’s memories. I am therefore aware of your former, ‘glorious’ profession.」


  「…Please make sure it stays within these walls.」


  「Of course. I do not disclose my clients’ personal information. I mean, I’d get royally fucked if I tell a single soul about you.」


  「Ah.」


  A long silence ensued, which was eventually broken by the seer.


  「Your ability has been stolen once.」


  「…Huh? My skill?」


  「Am I wrong?」


  「No, it’s just that I don’t remember anything like that happening…」


  「Hm. Then you can let it leave through the other ear. Regardless, I know that your ability allows you to become harder to detect.」


  「…」


  Stolen? That can’t be right. The whole thing worries me a little, but just knowing about it is good enough.


  「If I arrange for aspiring adventurers to come here once in a while, will you use your ability to determine theirs for them?」


  「I won’t do it for free, but…」


  「You will certainly be paid.」


  「By all means, then.」


  「I have left my life as an assassin behind. I apologise if I have intimidated you.」


  「I know how many you have killed, but I also know how many you have helped. That knowledge has helped to alleviate my fears.」


  「I also apologise for coming empty-handed. The next time I come, I’ll bring alcohol.」


  「That would be lovely. Actually, if you’re gonna take the trouble to do that, then bring me some good shit, thanks. If it’s you, my doors are always open.」


  She smiled for the first time. Lyla might get along with her, I thought.


  「Consider it done」, I replied, setting off once again.


  Chapter 110: Foraging fundamentals, part 1


  


  We had plenty of the E-ranked quest, ‘Foraging of Mini Fortunes’, to go around.


  While they were being cleared at a steady rate, new ones were also coming in all the time, resulting in no net change. Even assigning them to the more lowly-ranked adventurers did not help the situation at all — in fact, I think we’re at the point where we’re dishing out more of these quests than anything else.


  「Man, we have as many as ever…」, I muttered to nobody in particular.


  「Ah, ‘Foraging of Mini Fortunes’… we get such requests from many different sources」, said Milia, our recently appointed new hire trainer.


  For such quests, the rewards received are proportional to the amount of goods handed over. As Mini Fortunes are one of the herbs used as active ingredients in potions, we constantly receive requests for them from herbalists, hardware stores and sometimes even researchers. Still undergoing post-war restoration, the Principality of Vadenhaag still lacked resources such as water, rations and especially medicine.


  Meiri had gone off on an F-ranked quest accompanied by Rodje and Lyla (in black cat form). While it goes without saying for Meiri, I’m genuinely glad that the two older ladies seem to be having fun as well.


  The four warriors from the Pretty Girls’ Squad returned just as I was tidying up some paperwork. I had just assigned them one of those quests today…


  「We’re back, Roland-sama」, said Hire, their leader, sitting opposite the counter.


  「You must be tired. How was it?」


  The demi-human Lyan hoisted the gunny sack onto the table. The amount of herbs inside was so pathetic that I could hold them all using both hands.


  「Roland-sama, we only found this much…」, she trailed off.


  I patted her head.


  「Thank you. This is the most I’ve seen recently.」


  「…This?」, whispered Sans, the dwarf.


  「Yeah. Looking at the quest slips, it appears that the number of quests hasn’t gone up, but rather the volume of goods received has gone down.」


  「We looked around all the places possible, but most had already been thoroughly picked」, added Sue, the elf.


  I rolled up the quest slip.


  「Some requesters submit another request after receiving the goods. Since you can never have enough of these things, some of them just leave a quest permanently up for grabs.」


  「Lyan and Sue know the forest well, so it wasn’t really difficult for them to find new areas… but even so, the Mini Fortunes we found were few and far between」, explained Hire, to which her comrades nodded.


  According to them, it had been impossible to find a single stalk nearby, so they had to travel a little further to procure what little they could.


  「Many people will be affected if there aren’t enough potions」, sighed Hire.


  At any rate, they had completed the quest assigned to them, so I gave them another one and sent them on their way. When they were out of earshot, Milia spoke up, clearly having overheard the conversation.


  「Doesn’t this mean that the population of Mini Fortunes has shrunk?」


  「As far as I can see.」


  Adventurer or otherwise, everyone requires the use of potions once in a while. If they become harder to come by, scalpers and hoarders will emerge and send the price skyrocketing into the heavens, depriving the needy of them.


  


  In order to grasp the situation for myself, I made my way to a herbalist located in Izalia. I inquired about the shortage, asking how much raw material would be required to keep production at a comfortable rate.


  「I was walking around, trying to pick some on my own… but no luck.」


  「Yes. It seems almost as if someone has picked them all.」


  The shopkeeper laughed.


  「When I was making my rounds, I saw a lot of tsunorabi.」


  「Tsunorabi…? Horn rabbits?」


  「Ah, yes. It really felt like there were a lot of them hopping around.」


  「Well, they’re omnivorous.」


  「That’s why I was wondering if they could be eating up all the Mini Fortunes.」


  It’s entirely plausible, but they can’t possibly be feeding only on Mini Fortunes, could they? My head full of question marks, I thanked the shopkeeper and left.


  


  I made a brief detour to survey a nearby plain before heading back to the guild, where I discussed the matter with the branch chief.


  「I see… should we see what can do with those tsunorabi first, then?」


  「The tsunorabi aren’t consuming only the Mini Fortunes — due to a population expansion, many different plants are being gobbled up, and it just happens that Mini Fortunes are one of those.」


  「All the plants’ populations are shrinking because the tsunorabi are feeding on them indiscriminately, huh.」


  「Tsunorabi can be made into cured meat products. If we offer a bounty for them, we can even make it a quest.」


  「That’s it! Brilliant idea! Let’s get down to business!」, exclaimed Iris, who was immediately all for it. 「While rather simple on their own, the constant influx of Mini Fortune quests has been forcing you to assign them instead of other quests, right?」


  Spot on, I thought. I nodded.


  「Because of that, we are experiencing a backlog with the other quests.」


  「There are definitely middle and high-level adventurers inclined towards hunting. I believe they’ll be willing to take up this quest」, she suggested.


  Although there’s no guarantee that culling a bunch of tsunorabi will help revive the Mini Fortune population, it’s still important to try and nip the problem in the bud. We quickly got to work turning ‘Horn Rabbit Hunting’ into a quest, and immediately began assigning it the following day.


  「It looks like the time has come for me to give it my all, Aniki…!」


  Despite the new quest being E-ranked, the proficient archer Neil was nevertheless raring to go.


  「I feel bad for the rabbits, but Aniki takes precedence…! I must do my best!」, pledged his junior, Roger, who was equally excited.


  「A thousand rin for each one. If you choose to kill them, then make sure to drain their blood. Otherwise, we would like to receive them alive.」


  「Roger that!!」


  The Pretty Girls’ Squad came as they left.


  「Are we hunting bunnies…?」, asked their leader, frowning.


  「Roland-sama… I like watching tsunorabi-chans. Can’t we keep them as pets instead…?」


  「You can, but you’ll have to forgo the bounty.」


  「But… tsunorabi-chans are so cute…」


  Lyan and Sans were visibly appalled, but Sue seemed largely composed.


  「Did you even listen to Roland-sama’s explanation? Without potions, who will help us when we fall sick?」


  Without a healer of some sort in your party, potions are indispensable. Your chances of survival drastically decrease if you set off without enough in your inventory.


  Sue continued as she tensioned her bow.


  「One rabbit for a thousand rin. With me and Lyan around, we can get twenty in the blink of an eye.」


  「I like money, so I’ll do it」, said Hire with a glint in her eye.


  Lyan and Sans had no choice but to agree with their comrades.


  「Do your best, the four of you.」


  After that, we assigned the ‘Horn Rabbit Hunting’ quest to the adventurers we knew as they showed up.


  「If it’s at Roland-san’s request, then I can’t possibly refuse…」


  「As long as Roland-san gives the word, I’ll kill anything… anyone…」


  「No time to dilly-dally! If I do well here, I’ll be next in line to be his girlfriend…!」


  For some reason, the female adventurers became especially motivated.


  「If I nab the most rabbits, join me for a meal!」, exhorted one red-faced adventurer.


  Everyone present swallowed and waited for my response.


  「Sure. Whoever comes back with the most rabbits will receive my thanks, and I’ll join you for a meal too.」


  「It’s the one chance we’ve all been waiting for!」, exclaimed all of them at once.


  Feels like I’m in the Amazon, except that everyone is engaged in rivalry.


  「Death to the rabbits!」


  「I was born to kill!」


  「Death to all of them!」


  「I alone will stand on a pyramid of skulls…!」


  Emanating a terrifying aura that could be said to be more of a miasma, the bounty hunters left to earn their bounty. There was also something I wished to check out, so I had a word with Iris and obtained permission to take some time off from the guild.


  


  Leaving the capital on horseback, I scouted the forest and confirmed all I had heard for myself.


  「They have no natural predators.」


  No wonder their population is exploding.


  The footsteps I saw in the compost covering the forest floor were too small to have been made by carnivores or large monsters. I also visited several other forests, and found that the situation was similar in all of them.


  According to the employees’ manual, it is prohibited to hunt certain creatures — mainly harmless or endangered ones. Arriving at the forest furthest from Izalia, I finally spotted a lupine beast in the distance.


  A Grey Wolf.


  Due to countless dreadful experiences with humans over many generations, a sort of fear had been encoded into their DNA such that they no longer attacked us. Although commonly hunted for sport before, they had slowly crept towards endangerment, resulting in the global prohibition of their poaching.


  It all only applies to humans, of course. They’re still a threat to other wild animals.


  「Haven’t seen a single one in the other forests…」


  If the tsunorabi population is expanding, then that of their natural predators, Grey Wolves, must be going down. It can only mean one thing — someone’s still poaching them.


  I observed the lupine beast until I detected the presence of a human accompanied by footsteps.


  「…」


  A man sporting a five-o’clock shadow appeared and set up a large trap. I could immediately tell that he wasn’t aiming for small animals.


  「Oi. Are you the one hunting Grey Wolves?」


  「Huh!? What do you want…」


  「The hunting of Grey Wolves is prohibited by law. Did you know that there’s a shortage of potions in the nearby cities because of your actions?」


  「Nope, no idea.」


  「I see.」


  In a fraction of a second, I picked up a small twig and brought it close to his eyeball.


  「Well then, if you become food for the Grey Wolves, nobody will have any idea what happened to you either.」


  「W-What are y-you doing…!?」


  「Grey Wolves’ hides are expensive, after all. You’re selling the hides of those you poached, aren’t you?」


  「…」


  「Don’t even try to hide it. In fact, tell me everything you know. If you’re the one setting up traps personally, then you can’t be much more than a lowly grunt.」


  「And who are you to –」


  「Nature has blessed us with not one, but two eyes. Clearly, your vision will still be intact even with one gone.」


  Gripping the twig in a backhanded fashion, I brought it closer and closer to his eyeball as he began sweating profusely.


  「S-Stop it…」


  「Found your tongue?」


  He raised both hands to indicate his surrender.


  「Fine, I’ll spill the beans! I’m sorry! Just… stop it… and we can talk…」


  Chapter 111: Foraging fundamentals, part 2


  


  The man stated that he belonged to an association named ‘Welger & Co.’


  The name rang no bells. Many merchants are affiliated with similarly-named companies, which are also referred to as ‘business guilds’ in certain areas. However, this man didn’t look like a businessman at all.


  「We buy and sell anything our clients want. If they want it, we go and get it.」


  A poaching association that operates underground, perhaps? Maybe I can’t judge a book by its cover after all.


  「And they want the hides of Grey Wolves this time, then?」


  「Uh, uhh…」


  His voice was shaky, as the twig was still near his eyeball.


  It suddenly occurred to me that while the trade of certain animals is prohibited, there’s no such regulation when it comes to humans. It’s kind of strange when you think about it, although I suppose there are a lot of us


  「In a certain country, Grey Wolf hides seem to be a status symbol. News of that travelled here, and our client’s wealthy, so there you have it. Business.」


  「Okay. I’ll have to trouble you to illustrate that in more detail in front of the knights.」


  Deciding what to do with criminals isn’t my job.


  「Fine, but… it will do you good to remember this, brother. Our association leaves no man behind. They will certainly come for me.」


  「For a person who has spilled all their secrets?」


  「You think that because you don’t know my friends.」


  To his credit, he’s bolder than I expected. I could honestly just get rid of him right here and now, but culling a lowly grunt won’t shake the upper echelons of his association in the slightest. If this is allowed to continue, Grey Wolves will be erased from the forests, creating a temporary paradise for smaller animals. Eventually, though, food will become scarcer and scarcer, affecting not only the Mini Fortunes, but every other herb as well.


  Not only will adventurers be affected, but the guild as well. Ordinary citizens won’t have it much better without their potions either.


  「It’s like a line of dominoes」, I mused. Looking at the man, I asked: 「Will your friends come for you regardless of who your captors are?」


  「Without a doubt.」


  Hmm. How should I settle this problem quickly, then…


  「…」


  In order to show that I didn’t intend any hostility towards him, I dropped the twig.


  「If that’s the case, then I suppose there’s no reason to arrest you.」


  「R-Really!?」


  「In return, I ask that you allow me to work with you. I will ask the adventurers where to find Grey Wolves and relate the information to you.」


  「Hehehe. You’re a bad one too, brother.」


  「Not at all. You’re just an acquaintance of mine, and I’ll simply be talking about my work without due discretion.」


  「Got it. In return for the information, you will receive fifty thousand rin per wolf. Sounds good?」


  That’s a good price. Is each cut of the profits really fifty thousand, or is he pocketing more than he should be, I wondered.


  「…Sounds good.」


  「Grey Wolves are feral creatures. I’ll set up traps in the forests that you tell me about, but it’s entirely possible that I don’t catch anything. On your end, you know nothing. All you did was accidentally disclose the locations to me, your acquaintance.」


  「Makes sense.」


  I have no idea who processes the hides and turns them into furs, but all the middlemen required to ensure that the customers receive their goods means that the retail price has to be quite an amount. The customers must thus be reasonably loaded, meaning that they’re almost certainly nobles or extremely rich people.


  「There’s a forest that adventurers rarely tread into. Have you gone there yet?」


  「Where is it? Tell me, tell me.」


  「A lot of Grey Wolves still roam about there simply due to the lack of adventurers. I can’t tell you the exact number, but it’s certainly higher than what you’ll find around here」, I explained, leading my horse as I walked.


  「How well-informed, as expected of a guild employee!」


  「That’s all I know at present. It would be good if you could mobilise all the available personnel from your association. The lack of adventurers also means that it’s much more dangerous.」


  「That’s true. Even if we set up a bunch of traps, it won’t do to only have one or two people in a big forest.」


  「Let me know the day on which you will go there. I’ll show you the most efficient spots to spring your traps.」


  「Aye, sure thing.」


  Toodles, said the man, giving me a friendly thump on the shoulder as he headed the other way. What an unsuspecting person he is, I thought to myself, before returning to the guild to tell Iris the news.


  


  「Grey Wolves seem to be disappearing from the forests」, I told the branch chief, illustrating the correlation between that and the population expansion of the tsunorabi.


  Preferring to investigate more on my own later, I kept the existence of Welger & Co. a secret from her for the time being. If anything happens, she might be dragged into the whole fiasco by accident.


  「What should we do, then…」, she muttered, tapping her desk.


  「I will investigate and find out why the Grey Wolves are disappearing and come up with some countermeasures.」


  「Hmm… that doesn’t feel like the job of an employee, but no matter. This involves the adventurers’ bread and butter, so I’m counting on you.」


  「Okay.」


  I don’t know which day that guy has in mind, so all I can do now is prepare.


  


  It was on the way to work three days later that I met the stubbled man again.


  「It’s today. We’ll enter at noon」, he whispered as we brushed past each other.


  「Got it.」


  「See you there.」


  We didn’t even look at each other, so we probably looked like two unrelated strangers going about our own business.


  …To the multiple pests watching us, anyway.


  After morning assembly ended, I immediately went to explain the situation to Iris. Receiving the all-clear from her, I quickly finished my duties, saddled my horse and headed for said forest before the sun was at its highest.


  


  Waiting at the entrance to the forest were about fifty men who could be roughly classified into two categories — hoodlums and men with more brawn than brains. It looked like a large-scale mobilisation on their end, and it was clear that they had been infected by the stubbled man’s enthusiasm.


  「Here we are, brother!」, my point of contact hollered, waving at me.


  「I see that you have all gathered here.」


  「Aye.」


  These men probably had the same job as the stubbled man — catching Grey Wolves at various hunting spots. However, I could see neither excitement nor fear in their eyes, so I assumed that they were seasoned poachers.


  One man stood out from the rest, though. He was well-built, and his muscles were rather firm given his young age.


  「This is Bale-san, the man in charge of material control.」


  Upon hearing the introduction, I channeled some of my magicka and shook his hand.


  To immediately shake the hand of someone he’s never seen before, I thought. Does he have no sense of danger? As a hunter, perhaps he’s never felt what it’s like to be hunted, and thus doesn’t keep his guard up at all times.


  「Please take good care of my subordinate.」


  「No, no, this is a give-and-take situation」, I replied.


  「…What does this magic do?」


  「It offers you extra protection by thinning your presence.」


  「Hmm. You seem pretty familiar with this entire business.」


  「I am. Food is plentiful in this forest, allowing Grey Wolves to receive sufficient nutrition during their growing years.」


  While checking each man’s equipment, I also cast ‘Guardianship’ on them. It was a spell that Rodje had taught me while making our own preparations a while ago.


  「Right-o, brother. We look good to go. Let’s lay all the traps we have before the sun sets.」


  Sure, I said, knowing that my own trap was working.


  I could just kill them all on the spot, but dealing with the cadavers will take too long. If I spook them and send them flying in all directions, though, it’ll be impossible to round them up afterwards. Thus, I found it most efficient to let an ‘incident’ play out deep within the forest.


  Splitting themselves into groups of a few men each, the party dispersed. I entered the forest along with Bale and the stubbled man.


  「I don’t know what lurks here at night, so we’re gonna finish setting up the traps while the sun is still up there.」


  After about ten minutes, the effect of ‘Guardianship’ began to show. A cacophony of howls and roars arose in the distance.


  「Ugyaaaaa!?」


  The cries of the dying reverberated around the forest, amplified by the trees such that they seemed to be coming from all directions.


  「Those cries –」


  「Yeah, I can hear them too…」


  As the other men went on guard, four Grey Wolves appeared.


  「H-Here they come.」


  「Calm down. They don’t have the habit of attacking hu –」


  「Uuuuuoooooon!!」


  Their bloodlust clearly stated otherwise. The look in their eyes was also different from what I knew.


  「Hm. How effective.」


  One of them grabbed my shoulders violently.


  「Oi! What on earth did you do!?」


  「Did you not make the first move?」


  「Huh…? What do you mean?」


  The wolves bounded towards us at the same time. Although differing in size, all four were larger than the largest dogs.


  「Try not to get bitten by these dogs, will you? Human skulls are rather vulnerable to getting crushed.」


  「W-What did you –!」, yelled Bale, grabbing me by the scruff of my neck.


  「‘Guardianship’ was a lie, of course. What I had actually cast was ‘Hater’, a spell used by elves on the hunt to lure prey out to make them easier targets. During battles, it’s usually cast on meatshields… large, shield-toting men on the frontline.」


  A spear-wielding poacher let out a blood curdling cry as his wrist was chomped off.


  「Having it used on you makes you a priority target. They’ll attack all of you but not me.」


  「Vuoooh!!」


  Leaping into the air, one wolf landed beside the stubbled man and sunk its fangs into his neck.


  「Aghh…!?」


  With a swift motion of its head, it wrenched the man’s head clean from its tether.


  「You tricked us…!」


  「Why did you believe me for even a moment? Is it because you’re usually the lying ones?」


  Don’t come a step closer, said Bale, swinging his sword.


  「How does it feel to be hunted for a change?」


  With one of his cronies eaten alive, another’s leg torn off and the third decapitated, Bale was the only one left standing. The screams of terror were still coming from all around us. The forest had become a living hell.


  If I’m not wrong, ‘Hater’ doesn’t last long, so the Grey Wolves will return to normal once the effect has worn off. I had never used it before, so this was my first chance to see the effects for myself. Always one to plan for rainy days, I had already stationed a scary vampire in the forest. As a side note, she was extremely happy to have received this single assignment.


  She should be picking off the remaining poachers as we speak.


  「Why did you do such a th –」


  「The greater of two evils will oust the weaker one from its place. That’s all.」


  Bale turned on his feet and began to run away. Seeing that the wolves were about to chase him down, I displayed my own bloodlust, looking straight at them and sending them bailing in the other direction.


  Now, we just wait for Dee to finish her rounds.


  「I’m sure she’ll do a fine job.」


  After all, as much as they’re empowered by the night, vampires are just as empowered when dealing with the opposite gender.


  


  Running for his life, Bale ignored his trembling knees and pressed on out of the forest. Although he had a gaping wound left by a wolf’s claw on his back, the fact that his four limbs were still intact meant that he was already one of the lucky ones.


  He felt a chill engulf his body, perhaps due to the rapid blood loss.


  His gasps for air could be heard above the typically quiet ambient noise of the forest. With the image of the bloodthirsty Grey Wolves still etched in his mind, survival was the only thing he could think of at the moment. Of course, he didn’t know why he was running, let alone where he was going. It was only when the ground flooded his field of vision that he realised his knees had given way.


  A single thought replaced the previous one — the realisation that he was going to die, just like all his friends had.


  「Ara-ara, maa-maa. What a bloody mess. How I wish you were still alive. Hold on… maybe you are still alive. HelloOooOOoo?」


  The last thing he saw before going under was the face of a beautiful lady.
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  ◆Bale◆


  The beautiful lady introduced herself as Candy.


  「Candy… like, sweets?」


  「Yup. I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage now.」


  Speaking in a peculiarly slow manner, she stared down at Bale who was lying on the bed.


  「Bale. I’m twenty-six years old.」


  Smiling, Candy nodded.


  「When you collapsed, you were covered in blood, so I brought you here. Oh, yeah… this is the room I stay in.」


  She illustrated the events that had happened after he lost consciousness, mainly that she had used a potion on him, snatching him back from the brink of death. After that, he had slept for three whole days.


  Simply recalling the events of a few days ago made him tremble in fear. The pitiful wails of his comrades and the monsters’ shrieks were still fresh in his mind, and the claw mark on his back stung as much as ever.


  「Did you get dunked on by a monster or something?」


  「Uhh… they’re usually tame, but not on that day…」


  「That’s why you can’t underestimate them. Humans are humans, and monsters are monsters, both playing by different rules.」


  「I wasn’t underestimating them at all, but…」


  「You’re not an adventurer, are you…?」


  「Ad-ven-cher-er?」


  「Ah, not many people from your country know about it.」


  Ufufu, chuckled Candy, drawing Bale in with her disarming smile. She spooned more of the potion into his mouth and continued speaking. This lady was apparently a human hailing from the Kingdom of Ferland, which was situated somewhere to the northwest.


  「– and that’s how I became an adventurer. I take up quests here and there to earn some pocket money.」


  「For a lady as beautiful as you to be doing something so dangerous…」


  「Ara-ara, I’m afraid your compliments are wasted on me. I won’t fall for your flattery.」


  「I didn’t mean to do that…」


  She had a certain je ne sais quoi about her. The movement of her eyes, the rhythm of her changing expressions and the shape of her facial features all melded together into a beautiful visual sonata. She must have been born into nobility, thought Bale.


  None of the girls he had met in his entire life could hold a candle to this lady. His mouth was dry, and his heart rate increased. When their eyes met, he rapidly averted his gaze and realised that his face had become a little red.


  「It’s your turn now, Bale-kun. What are you from? What do you do? And how did you end up like this?」


  At that moment, he noticed a frosty undertone to Candy’s smile.


  If he were to talk about himself, there’s no way he could avoid bringing up Welger & Co. It’s also not something that should be brought up in any circumstance.


  「About myself, well… it’s not particularly interesting.」


  She took his hand in hers. Her hand was a little cold, but nonetheless soft and gentle, causing his heart to beat even faster. This is a once-in-a-lifetime experience, thought Bale. Speak now, or I’ll have to hold my peace forever.


  「I want to know more about you…」, cooed Candy once more, washing away any rational thoughts that he still had.


  


  ◆Roland◆


  After clearing out what I had made out to be Welger & Co’s lower-rung trash, I returned to the guild and told Iris what I had done.


  「There were a bunch of people hunting Grey Wolves to sell them on the black market, but I took care of them. I believe that the wolves’ population will stop shrinking from now on.」


  「Thank you for your hard work. The tsunorabi hunting quests are in full swing now, and the Mini Fortunes should start growing properly again. I was worried that offering a thousand rin per rabbit was being too generous, but seeing that their meat can be cured and sold, it’s turning out to be surprisingly lucrative.」


  Glancing at a page in the notebook that was on her desk, the branch chief nodded.


  「We are also currently experiencing a shortage of commercially-sold beef and pork. I think many people will be glad if we can provide a steady supply of that too」, I added.


  Expressing her agreement, she smiled suddenly as if she had remembered something.


  「Roland. Her Highness was looking for you — she had tears in her eyes.」


  「…She was crying?」


  「She doesn’t want the rabbit-chans to be hunted.」


  「Hmm, I see. I’ll pacify her on behalf of everyone.」


  「Please do. I don’t think anyone else but you can do it.」


  With a bow, I headed out to find the reception in chaos. A line of adventurers coming to claim their bounty had formed, and one of the tsunorabi caught alive had escaped.


  「It’s there! It ran over there! Someone catch it…!」, exclaimed Milia, joining a few adventurers on a game of cat-and-rabbit.


  I couldn’t help but note how lively the guild was at that moment.


  As I took a seat, I felt someone’s gaze fall upon me. Looking in that direction, I saw Meiri standing there, hugging Lyla the black cat tightly with her eyes still wet. Rodje was behind her as well. Did you try to appease her, I asked by looking at the two ladies, who promptly averted their eyes. Those two should understand the big picture at least, I thought to myself.


  「Roland…!」


  「What’s wrong?」


  「Why are we killing rabbit-chans… poor things…」


  「Meiri, you’re still an F-ranked adventurer. The tsunorabi-hunting quest is E-ranked, so you don’t have to do any of that, okay?」


  My attempt to sidestep the elephant in the room didn’t work at all.


  「They’re so cute… and fluffy… and warm! Why are we hunting them?」


  Clearly holding back her tears, she hugged Lyla more tightly without realising it.


  「Ugyaaaa!? I’m getting crushed, I’m getting crushed!」


  「Stop it, Meiri. You’ll turn Lylael-sama into a pancake at this rate.」


  The little princess stared at me with bloodshot eyes, cleared her throat and pouted.


  「Listen, Meiri. What do you do when Leyte falls ill?」


  「When Mother falls ill…? I’ll help her…」


  「By giving her medicine, correct?」


  「Mhm…」


  「Well, your rabbit-chans are eating all the herbs that can be made into medicine. What happens when there are no herbs?」


  「Mother… Mother will die…?」, she muttered, feeling another wave of sadness wash over her. 「She’ll die… waaaaaaaah…」


  Watching her bursting into tears again, both master and servant began to panic.


  「Calm down, Meiri. Leyte will not die. Most likely…!」, said Rodje hurriedly.


  「T-That’s right, Meiri. How about we go for an ice cream later? It’s cold, sweet and delicious!」, added Lyla in her own attempt to pacify the little princess.


  「No, I don’t want any!」, wailed Meiri.


  Having had enough, Lyla leapt onto my side of the counter and hid underneath it.


  「My, my ears –」


  Physically unable to follow suit, Rodje settled for staring at me instead.


  「Good grief, you had to go and say something so unnecessary –」


  「I don’t want to hear that from the people who were trying to paint her a pretty picture.」


  「Stupid Roland!」


  Meiri seemed to have no lack of tears. Her incessant wailing drew the attention of the adventurers present.


  「Aha, the rabbit-chan went over to Roland-san! Roland-san…!」, shouted Milia, interrupting the stalemate that we had gotten ourselves into.


  I looked in her direction to see the tsunorabi rushing towards me. When it got within reach, I bent over and grabbed it by its neck. Still trying to escape, its stubby legs wriggled in mid-air.


  「Rabbit-chan…」


  Meiri’s bawling stopped.


  「…Do you want to keep it? Nobody will hunt it if it’s your pet.」


  「Okay… I’ll keep it…」


  Another thing to explain to Leyte afterwards…


  I handed the adventurer responsible for its capture a thousand rin as promised. Noticing that Meiri was still staring at the rabbit, I asked if she wanted to hug it, to which she nodded.


  「Careful — its horns may be short, but they’re still horns. It might put up a fight, too.」


  「Okay.」


  Sniffling, the little princess took the tsunorabi into her arms. Fortunately, it allowed itself to be handled with ease.


  「It’s so warm… and fluffy… like a cloud! Rabbit-chan is really cute…」


  I heard a noise from under the counter.


  「Muu… did you really have to go and put another rival on the playing field?」


  「Hm. You talk a lot for a black cat that only knows how to sweet-talk someone.」


  「When I stared at that blasted rabbit, it glared back at me! Me, the Demon King! What insolence! I must show it who’s on top, hmph!」


  I suppose Meiri will pay more attention to the tsunorabi than black cat Lyla from now on.


  「Oh yeah, I haven’t seen Dee in a while. Is she on a quest?」


  As an adventurer, Meiri was accompanied by Lyla (as a cat) and Rodje (as an escort) at all times. Dee doesn’t spend all her time with them, but she does appear to say hi at least once a day.


  「Dee is on a long-term quest… and won’t be able to return for the time being.」


  Rodje looked at me sideways.


  「A long-term quest? There’s such a thing in this country?」


  「…Rodje Sandsong. The ‘Hater’ you taught me was very effective. Thank you.」


  「Hm…!? Being thanked by you makes my body feel woozy…」


  「Do you want more praise?」


  「No, stop it!」


  Still overwhelmed with the excitement of owning a pet, Meiri stood there fawning over the rabbit as a company of knights entered. Accompanied by the often-seen attendant, Luno, they always came to fetch the princess after her quest had ended. Lyla and Rodje bade farewell to her and dispersed.


  「Oh? Is that a rabbit-chan in your possession, Alias-sama?」


  Upon hearing her attendant’s question, Meiri produced the tsunorabi from her folded arms.


  「It’s my pet!」


  「I see. I recall your Highness saying that you liked your kitty…」


  The little princess shook her head.


  「No! I like this one!」


  「!」


  Having received the shock of her life, the black cat at my feet continued cursing the tsunorabi long after it — and the little princess — had left.
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  I followed Meiri and her entourage to the castle.


  「Will you convince my mom, Roland?」, asked Meiri, looking up at me while hugging her new pet.


  「I can try to ‘convince’ her, but I doubt she’ll really be opposed to one tsunorabi.」


  I had a feeling that Leyte doted heavily on Meiri. After all, she’s the only daughter who survived the war. As I replied, though, Luno shook her head.


  「No, Roland-sama. Her Majesty does not pamper Alias-sama.」


  「Is that so?」


  We walked down a long corridor, passing by a large space known as the ‘Throne Area’ before reaching Leyte’s private chambers. Meiri knocked on the door, telling her what had happened.


  「Please return it. We do not treat lives lightly」, replied a sharp voice from behind the door.


  Her expression darkening, Meiri looked at me. My turn, I guess.


  「Leyte-sama. It’s me, Roland.」


  「Ara, Roland-san’s here as well? If that’s the case, then please enter.」


  The door opened, revealing Leyte. Luno and the knights bowed and left. Upon entering, the queen guided us to her sofa on which we sat down. Leyte’s private chambers contained only a canopied bed, a table and a few chairs, indicating just how frugal a life she was leading.


  「Come here, Roland! It’s softer here!」, exclaimed Meiri, thumping the bed that she had just sat down on.


  「Alias! That is not a place to sit.」


  「Yes, Mother…」


  Looking crestfallen, she darted behind my back to hide from her.


  「Using Roland-san as a shield… fine. I see that it’s a rabbit this time?」, sighed the queen.


  「This time?」


  「Yes. She’s already brought back a cat, a dog, a bird, and more…」


  「Ah. If she were to actually try taking care of one, though, wouldn’t she realise just how difficult it is to do so?」


  「That’s only if she does. She’ll leave most of the work to her attendants and only feed it from time to time」, said Leyte, intentionally craning her neck to look behind me.


  「But… I will! I will clean rabbit-chan’s house, give it water, take it for walkies and feed it… it’ll be like a child to me!」


  I don’t think you need to take a tsunorabi for walkies…


  Having only killed them, I had no experience keeping them as pets either, though.


  「You’re an adventurer, aren’t you, Alias? You go to work in the morning and return in the evening. Who will take care of the rabbit when you’re away?」


  「Luno…」


  「Then Luno will be its owner, not you. Also, that rabbit has horns. It’s a monster, isn’t it?」, inquired Leyte, raising an eyebrow.


  I nodded.


  「Yes. While they look like horns, they’re rather short and pose even less of a threat than something like a dog bite.」


  Luno was right — the queen had no intention of indulging her daughter.


  「This is what I’ve been telling Alias the whole time. If she can’t care for it all on her own, then I won’t let her own it.」


  「But, Mom…! You baka! Roland gave the rabbit-chan to me! I have to keep it!」


  「I know no daughter who calls her own mother a baka. Get out.」


  「…」


  I glanced behind me and saw Meiri with tears in her eyes. Pouting and sniffling, she was about to burst into tears at a moment’s notice.


  「Leyte-sama, since she has not had a chance to do so, we don’t know how well she’ll take care of it. Meiri… no, Alias has a stronger will than you believe. She still keeps up her training to this day. I believe we should give her one chance. I will allow her to put her adventuring duties on hold for the time being.」


  Conflicted, Leyte closed her eyes.


  「I’ve told Mother before that I want a brother or a sister, but she won’t give me one at all!」


  「Alias」, her mother started angrily.


  「She kept telling me ‘later’, but never got around to it!」


  Well, I get it now.


  「Leyte-sama, it appears that Alias wants a family of her own. Even if it’s a pet.」


  With a huge sigh, the queen shook her head slowly in surrender.


  「Fine. I’ll allow it.」


  「Really?」


  「But if I feel that Alias isn’t taking proper care of it, then I will return it to the wild without a second thought. Is that fair?」


  「Yes! Thank you, Roland! Thank you, Mother!」, exclaimed Meiri with already one foot out the door.


  「She seems overjoyed」, I commented after she had left.


  「I really hope she’ll take good care of it」, said Leyte, smiling bitterly as she came to sit beside me.


  「To Roland-san, she might seem like a strong-willed child, but to me, she’s a girl that wants to be spoiled. She’s a handful for everyone in the castle.」


  「She might be more well-behaved if she had a younger sibling.」


  「Hmm. Now that you’ve said it, I think you hit the nail on the head. I now understand why Alias behaves like she does.」


  Calling for a servant, two cups of black tea were served. I’m still on the job, I said, allowing myself only one cup.


  「I have my own sources of information, but I’ve heard rumours that some are trying to help another monarch ascend the throne. Instead of ceding power to a national congress, many powerful people wish to control the entire nation on their own, and I don’t really know why.」


  A queen and a mother at the same time, the burden on her shoulders was unimaginable. My dialogues with King Randolph had also taught me that power struggles are never easy to deal with.


  「Have you heard of an association known as Welger & Co.?」


  「On multiple occasions. A lot of merchants in our country operate under that name.」


  「There’s a good chance that they’re doing shady things behind the scenes, so please be wary of them. They may have a hand in this political upheaval you’re talking about.」


  I only knew for sure about the Grey Wolf business, but if they’re involved in other ventures as well, I’ll probably hear about them from Dee soon. What kind of association they are, how large their scale is, their enemies, their friends, and so on…


  It isn’t wise to move forward without a thorough understanding of what we’re up against — that’s why we need a mole that can gather information and pass it along to us.


  「Will Roland-san come to help me if I’m in danger…?」


  「It would be ideal for such a situation to never arise, but if it does, then of course.」


  「Ufufu. I know it’s part of your job, but it nevertheless makes me happy to hear that.」


  Wrapping her arms around mine, she stroked my knee and looked at me.


  「Remember what I said a while ago? That wasn’t really a joke. Alias has always said that she wants a younger sibling.」


  As I was figuring out what to say, she kissed me.


  「Do you hate unrefined women?」


  Hearing that from the queen herself, I figured that it would be rude to turn her down at this point. I got onto my feet and scooped Leyte up as if I was carrying a princess.


  「– Kya. L-Let me down, I’m heavy.」


  「No, Leyte-sama is light.」


  「You can forgo the ‘-sama’ when we’re alone… just drop the honorifics entirely…」


  「Very well.」


  She held tightly onto me, and I carried her all the way to the canopied bed. She drew the curtains, making the interior dimmer. As she had made the first move, Leyte’s face was red. She whispered nervously:


  「I’m sorry… if I’m not to your liking. It’s been a long time…」


  「You don’t have to worry. As long as you enjoy it.」
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  ◆Bale◆


  While Welger & Co. presented itself as a unifying association for merchants all over the country to the public, its other facet was entirely different. Not only did they procure and distribute prohibited drugs, but they also engaged in the poaching of protected species of demons, monsters and plants that would eventually end up in the hands of collectors.


  「That’s pretty much where my knowledge ends.」


  Bale had indeed told Candy all he knew about the association. Whether anything else was going on was unknown even to him. Having only divulged this much information to thank her for saving his life, he soon returned to his senses and wondered if he should really have done so.


  「I see. Your line of work is pretty dangerous, eh?」


  「Let this be a secret… only between the two of us」, said Bale hurriedly.


  Candy smiled.


  「It’s okay. My lips tend to be tightly sealed.」


  「At any rate, they’ve probably already taken me for a dead man. In other words, I’m free」, he added, hinting that he would no longer be involved in any dangerous work. 「Okay, it’s not like I was doing anything that big anyway.」


  Candy flicked her finger at his nose in response.


  「No, don’t say that. You’re more outstanding than you think, Bale-kun. You do your work well.」


  「Hm, maybe.」


  Unable to continue meeting her gaze, Bale lowered his head and opted for looking at his hands instead. It had been a week since he woke up in that room. Although his wound still stung at times, he was feeling much better and was becoming rather restless.


  「Candy.」


  「Wha-at?」


  「You’re a déraciné, aren’t you? A wandering soul. I’m from the countryside of the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens.」


  「Ara-ara, is that so? I’ve never been to Reubens.」


  「Yeah, that’s why… if possible, I’d like to return together with you…」


  Man, I really went and said something like that, he thought to himself. Knowing that this lady had put her job on hold to take care of him, he figured that she would leave his side once he had fully recovered.


  「I have a lot to thank you for. You’re my saviour.」


  「That’s right…」, said Candy, closing her eyes as if she was contemplating the idea.


  Watching her sitting there, lost in thought, Bale noticed just how long her eyelashes were. Even without her usual smile, he saw a different kind of beauty altogether.


  「I’ll think about it.」


  「Eh, will you really?」


  「I don’t think I need to repeat myself」, she replied, gently placing one hand on his cheek.


  Combined with a smile, Bale almost saw fit to worship the goddess in front of him.


  「T-Thank you. When can I expect an answer…?」


  「Hmm… when you begin giving your all to your work again, I guess…?」


  「Oh, then… I’ll do my best! I can almost move my body as nimbly as before –」


  「Even though you hinted that you’ll never do such dangerous things again, I like my boys bad, you know? Ruthless, merciless… when I say bad, I mean bad」, said Candy, appearing enraptured by Bale.


  She sighed the sigh of a lady in love.


  「So, so… you won’t mind even if I commit grave atrocities in broad daylight?」


  「Not at all.」


  「That’s good to hear.」


  How rare to find a girl like this, he thought. But if that’s the case, then I suppose I should return to work at Welger & Co. It pays well, better than other jobs.


  Above all, if Candy likes bad boys, then that alone is reason enough for me to remain as one.


  


  Three days later —


  Thanks to Candy’s round-the-clock nursing, Bale was in tip-top condition again, notwithstanding the slight pain that still bugged him a little. He resumed his work, both to bring her back to Reubens and to support them when they got there. Having lived in her room since he regained consciousness, he found himself unwilling to leave it and thus continued staying there even after returning to work.


  「Welcome back. Was it a tiring day at work?」


  Whether he came back in the afternoon or late at night seemed to matter not for Candy, as she never failed to welcome him home with her charming smile. Beginning to question what exactly the relationship between the two of them was, he consulted one of his closest colleagues one day.


  「You get home and a beautiful woman comes out to greet you? You tryna show off or something? Good grief, just die already…」


  「No, nothing of the sort. I’m dead serious.」


  「Spending every night with a beautiful goddess… man, you must be havin’ a good time. Wish I could get some too.」


  Having consumed alcohol, neither of them raised any objection when the conversation descended into vulgarity.


  「Nah, I haven’t gotten any.」


  「Huh. What, she outta your league or something? There’s only one bed in that rented room, isn’t there?」


  「Two, actually.」


  「Eh? Why on earth would there be two? You said she’s an ‘adventurer’, right? She’s a wandering soul who rented the room that the two of you are living in now?」


  「Hold on… an adventurer without a proper home… and her rented room has two beds…?」


  「Get your head outta the gutter, damnit.」


  「I’m not delusional, I swear!」


  「Look, here’s the first possibility. There are many people like you who came before you. Pretty common, I’d say. When you’re not at home, your goddess-tier slut invites them in, y’know? That kinda thing.」


  「Stop. I don’t want to hear any of that.」


  「The second possibility, then. She just couldn’t find an apartment with only one bed. This is basically the third possibility, too — she doesn’t really like small rooms, so she got a bigger one that just happened to have two beds.」


  「Let’s settle for the second one then. There’re lots of people in that building.」


  「Wait. There’s still a fourth, prolly the worst one of all. Don’t you think it’s all too much of a coincidence?」


  「A coincidence? As in?」


  「You were injured, and she saved your life — granted, that’s fine. I can find you a whole stinkin’ pile of women that look good on the outside but are just downright trashy on the inside. Though rare, saintly women like yours aren’t non-existent either. I mean, since you’re still alive and kickin’, I can’t say I gave a shit.」


  He knocked back his glass of beer and paused for effect before continuing.


  「See, what happened after that gets me. Since you’re back at work, what business does she have still stickin’ with you? On top of that, she comes out to greet you when you get home… don’t you think that’s a little sketchy?」


  「Now you’re just being stupid. Her heart is with me — that’s why she’s still here, sending me off and welcoming me home.」


  「Eh… you all right, man? You sure you ain’t being tricked?」


  「No way.」


  「At the very least… you didn’t disclose anything confidential, did you?」


  「As if.」


  「Well, okay. As if someone like you would reveal any details about your ‘new job’, right?」


  Receiving a hearty thump on the shoulder, Bale clinked glasses with his colleague and laughed.
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  ◆Roland◆


  It was in the wee hours of the night that I noticed a disturbance in the atmosphere. That disturbance was by now familiar to me, so I got out of bed (in the room that Leyte had assigned) and opened the door.


  Dee was standing there, about to knock.


  「Ara-ara. I was planning to sneak in and pamper the sleeping Roland-sama. What a shame.」


  「Trying to enter by the front door may put you at a disadvantage, then.」


  「It’s not like I’d have escaped detection either way.」


  Well whatever, I said, allowing her to enter.


  「How’s everything?」


  Today marked our third face-to-face exchange. I usually dispatched a ‘Shadow’ to receive a letter from Dee and bring it back to me. We had previously agreed on a code for us to use, ensuring that the letters were incomprehensible to anyone other than us. Even if the letter had gotten intercepted at some point, I would have been the first to know, and it wouldn’t have been too much of a chore to find out who had done it.


  Despite all the precautions, though, none of my fears had come true. It thus seemed like Dee had done an excellent job in currying favour with the other party.


  Of course, the easiest way to spy on Bale would have been to use ‘Shadows’ to watch him round the clock. However, there was no guarantee that there wouldn’t be anti-magic barriers at certain places, so I had had no choice but to rely on Dee.


  『Allow only their leader to escape. I’ll need you to consort with him and dig up what you can about Welger & Co.』, was what I had instructed her to do before the big day. 『Get closer to him and gain his trust.』


  『To make me associate with another man despite knowing my feelings for you, what an evil person…』


  『I have no intention to not be evil.』


  『No, no. I didn’t mean to say that. I meant that I like your cruelty and mercilessness.』


  On the big day, everything had gone according to plan — Dee had allowed Bale to escape and used the opportunity to gain his trust. As expected of a vampire, honestly. Seducing a member of the opposite sex is simply child’s play to her.


  According to her previous reports, Bale was pretty much at the lowest rung of the chain of command. Although he had been the leader of one of the poaching teams, he might be transferred to another team now that his original one is gone.


  「Bale-kun seems to have gotten back into the flow of things. I had expected him to start poaching again, but it seems different this time.」


  「What is it?」


  「Although he won’t tell me much, I’m ninety percent sure it has something to do with abduction. I think telling him that I liked bad boys worked like a charm… although ‘bad boy’ refers to you, and only you, Roland-sama.」


  What to do, smiled Dee.


  「Their targets appear to be former nobles and their progeny — those who may pose a political threat in the future. After kidnapping them, they use them to extort large amounts of ransom money.」


  「Obtaining ‘funding’ and keeping future members of Congress in check? Talk about killing two birds with one stone.」


  「Yeah. While they do a lot of shady things, I think all of them contribute to the ultimate goal of obtaining enough capital to become an organisation that not even Congress can ignore. The number of threatened members — or bribed puppets — will only continue to increase.」


  「Once they’re that involved in the country’s financial system, it’ll be difficult to get rid of them.」


  The ‘cancer’ doesn’t seem to have metastasized much for the time being, though.


  「I don’t think they’ve resorted to assassination yet. They might be using the methods they can and leaving that for the end…?」


  「The general motive behind an assassination is to keep the target’s mouth shut forever.」


  「Oh, and the people you mentioned… ‘Aimee’, ‘Emilie’, ‘Celine’, ‘Gens’, ‘Guzel’ — there’s nobody within Bale’s circle using any of those names.」


  「Hmm. Okay.」


  An otherworldly beauty with undisclosed name and age, but powerful for sure… it’s simply not possible to ‘find’ someone like that. Even her beauty isn’t a constant, and could change at times. Ta’uro had caught a glimpse of her before, but it’s a stroke of luck that she’s no longer in the country.


  「I’m still investigating, but the resources they’re amassing don’t seem to be for the sole purpose of controlling Congress. I think they’re also being used for something else, but I don’t know what yet.」


  「The funds, used for something else…? Please continue investigating. At any rate, I simply want to ensure that the country’s post-war restoration doesn’t have to go hand-in-hand with the growth of this cancer.」


  After all, Meiri’s from this country.


  「Ufufu. Are little kids the only people you help, Roland-sama?」


  Truth be told, both this matter and the Rina affair had some degree of personal feelings mixed into them.


  「No. I can’t put my finger on it exactly, but I’ve spent so much quality time with her… yeah. I guess you can say she has a place in the ‘inner sanctum’ of my heart.」


  Smiling, the vampire rubbed my nose gently.


  「How typical of Roland-sama to say things in a roundabout way. You can just call her an ‘important person’, you know?」


  「…Really? Is that the ‘normal’ way to say it? If it is, then I will use that from now on.」


  「Will you help me out if I ever need it…?」


  「You’ll be fine. I don’t need to lift a finger, because you have the ability to fend for yourself.」


  「Oh, come on. You don’t understand a maiden’s heart at all. You’re supposed to say something like ‘I’ll come to your rescue in any place at any time’!」


  She squinted, pretending to be miffed.


  「It’s precisely because you can fend for yourself that I can trust you to get things done.」


  Since she had been staring at me relentlessly the whole time, I noticed the change in her eyes right away. She suddenly drew closer for a hug, and I returned it, sitting on the bed with her in my arms.


  「I’m so happy…」, she whispered, giving me a kiss.


  Taking off her clothes, she used her body weight to push me onto the bed.


  「If I don’t get lots and lots of love today…」


  Sitting astride me, she put a hand on my clothes. I clutched it firmly to stop her.


  「Bale will get suspicious if you’re not there when he wakes up.」


  Having taken off her last piece of clothing, Dee shook her head. The wind whipped up by her hair carried a faintly sweet scent with it. Her slightly cold body reminded me of the fact that she was a member of the undead. She had stuffed her old wound beforehand, and it seemed like she had just changed the dressing recently.


  Her skin was white, and on a belly with no excess whatsoever was a cute navel. The outline of her neck was gentle. Her large, soft breasts were barely held back by a black brassiere.


  Even in the dimly-lit room, I could see every curve clearly.


  「If this investigation had been a proper quest, then I’d have been able to receive rewards, you know?」


  Moving one hand behind her to undo her brassiere, she let it fall onto my face. I produced a tired sigh.


  「Fine… but only until sunrise.」


  「Ufufu. Love you, Roland-sama♡」


  Chapter 116: The abduction incident, part 1


  


  ◆Lyla◆


  Lyla had received news from Roland that Meiri’s adventuring would be placed on hiatus. She had also been invited to join the little princess for that time period.


  「Let’s take a walk today!」


  Ever since it was decided that she was allowed to keep the tsunorabi, the room adjacent to Meiri’s had been refashioned into a living space for it.


  Meiri lifted the light brown rabbit and hugged it tightly, which Lyla looked at with apparent boredom.


  「Man… do I really have to take care of this girl all the time…?」, she muttered, scratching the back of her ears with her hind legs.


  Despite her constant whining, she knew that she would have spent each day sleeping if not for Meiri’s adventuring, and found that she was already making relatively good use of her time.


  「What should I name it, Lyla-chan?」


  「It’s not my pet. You can name it as you like.」


  「But you’re good at naming things, aren’t you?」


  「Simply usakou will do, then. A lowly monster like it is fit for little more than serving as emergency rations for one lost in the forest.」


  [T/N Note: usakou — Untranslatable derogatory word for a rabbit. Take my word for it.]
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  She inevitably recalled how delicious the tsunorabi they had caught when she visited Roland’s childhood home had been.


  「It’s yummy, though… no inferiority there whatsoever…」, she said, looking at Meiri.


  「Rabbit-chan isn’t an emergency ration! I won’t eat it! Since you mentioned usakou, though, how about I remove the u? Sako-chan… Sako-chan!」


  The tsunorabi tilted its snout towards the little princess, who rubbed its cheek against hers.


  「Ehehe, it’s so fluffy, warm and cute… it responded, so Sako-chan it is!」


  「Perhaps you have already forgotten, but am I not fluffy, warm and huggable?」


  「Yeah, I know –」, was the halfhearted reply she received.


  Deflecting Lyla’s advances, Meiri fit a collar around the tsunorabi and tied a cord to said collar.


  「Shall we go for a walk, Sako-chan?」


  As the little princess began to walk, the rabbit also started bouncing along on its four legs.


  「Hmph…」


  Its tail was round and light brown. It had stubby legs, soft fur and the way its butt twitched…


  「Guh… I don’t want to admit it, but it’s cute… I want one…」


  Finally admitting defeat, Lyla followed behind the victor with her tail between her legs.


  In order not to draw unnecessary attention, she had made it a point to speak only in front of Meiri when in her feline form. Walking within the confines of the castle, they reached a courtyard where Meiri released her pet and began playing tag with it.


  「Ara, what are you doing here, Alias-sama?」, inquired Luno, poking her head out from the window as she happened to pass by in the corridor.


  「I’m playing with Sako-chan… my rabbit!」


  「That seems fun」, said the attendant with a gentle smile.


  Since she was usually one of those who dropped Meiri off and picked her up, Lyla was used to seeing her by this time.


  「I have something good to feed that tsunorabi, Alias-sama.」


  「Eh, really!?」


  「Of course. It’s a secret from Leyte-sama, okay?」


  「Okay, it’s a secret!」


  「Please follow me, then. I’ll show you to the place.」


  「Did you hear that, Sako-chan? There’s good food waiting for you!」


  Turning a somewhat deaf ear to her owner, the rabbit was grazing away at the neatly-trimmed lawn.


  Good food…? For a tsunorabi that’s perfectly content with eating even weeds? I can’t believe my ears, she thought, thinking back to her own past. Many attendants tend to fawn over their princesses — perhaps she’s one of them. After all, currying favour early makes the princess more likely to listen to you when she throws a tantrum. It’s kind of a manipulative gesture, but it is what it is.


  「But is she that kind of person, I wonder…」, mused the Demon King, comparing her to the side of Luno that she knew.


  Using the shade provided by a flower bed to approach Meiri, she darted into the princess’s skirt.


  「Hya — oh, Lyla-chan? What’s up…?」


  「Keep quiet.」


  Ignoring Meiri’s surprise, Lyla snuggled under her clothing and scurried up her back.


  「Your claws… ow…」


  「Bear with it for a little.」


  Luno was still calling out to the little princess.


  「Come on, Alias-sama!」


  When Meiri went to join her, she took the lead, guiding her and the rabbit down the corridor.


  「What kind of food is it?」


  「If I reveal it now, I’ll get scolded by Leyte-sama. I can hear it already — ‘Alias should be the only one to take care of her’. I’ll explain when we get there」, explained Luno calmly.


  Lyla looked out from her hiding place to ascertain their current position. Nobody else could be seen in that lonely corridor. The place seemed a little gloomy, because they had just been under the sun or otherwise. As she concealed herself under Meiri’s garments again, she noticed that something had gone terribly wrong.


  The little princess’s knees had given way.


  Someone caught her just before she fell to the ground.


  「…」


  「What do I do with this rabbit…」


  But there’s no one else around… Luno must have done something…


  「…and this cat hiding in her clothes?」


  Shit.


  Lyla’s entire body stiffened. Speaking with barely any emotion, Luno’s voice was worlds apart from what she was familiar with.


  「Eh, the poor princess. Guess I’ll bring them along with her.」


  Cautiously lifting the princess she served, she continued walking.


  


  The jig was up less than ten seconds after they arrived.


  「That’s a paddlin’ if you stay in there.」


  Lyla quickly bailed from her hiding place and found herself on a bed. She leapt onto the floor and scanned the surroundings. It was quite a ramshackle room, and the air smelled faintly of mildew. The bed Luno had laid Meiri on appeared rather old. Perhaps the tsunorabi was still hungry, for it scurried towards the dusty bed and sniffled.


  Looking out of the metallic window grilles, she could just make out the castle in the distance. We must have come a long way, she thought. If magic had been used, even the magicka-sapped Lyla would have known. However, she had detected nothing throughout the entire journey.


  Who on earth is this ‘Luno’, she wondered. The attendant she knew would never have been able to pull off something like this. This lady, who was supposedly ‘Luno’, cracked her neck and turned around to look at the two house pets.


  「What do cats and rabbits eat? Eh, never mind. My job is done anyway.」


  Spinning a bunch of keys around her index finger, she left the room, locking the door behind her.


  「Could this be the abduction Roland was talking about? I have to let him know –」


  「Aha! I was right!」


  「!?」


  Lyla jumped at the sudden voice and tried to lie low. Looking in the direction it had come from, she saw ‘Luno’ peeping through the grilled window in the door.


  「I knew your aura was a little off. Even I could tell that you’re not just a normal cat. So, who are you? Someone from the castle? The princess’s escort?」


  「…And you’re a doppelganger.」


  「Hmph. Eh, I won’t do anything violent… or anything bad, so don’t try to be funny, okay? Nobody’s gonna die.」


  「Why did you kidnap this child?」


  「I wanted the money. But what about you? Why are you a cat? Are you using magic? A skill? Could you have possessed a cat? Or transformed into one?」


  「I am not obliged to speak to a kidnapper. Get lost.」


  「C’mon now, don’t say that.」


  Lyla felt something ethereal flowing around her, and guessed that ‘Skill Reader’ or some similar magic was being used. She was defenceless against any form of ‘Appraisal’, and her true identity would soon be revealed.


  「…Weird. You’re a cat due to neither skill nor magic」, said ‘Luno’ with a hint of boredom in her voice.


  Realising that it probably wasn’t ‘Appraisal’ after all, Lyla allowed herself a single sigh of relief.


  「You don’t have a skill, but you’re still a talking cat. You’re not human, are you?」


  「…」


  Lyla glanced at Meiri. It seemed like Roland’s ‘Shadow’ had yet to be detected. While this kidnapper no doubt went about her day with alacrity, she was clearly unacquainted with higher order demon magic.


  「Cats can talk now… no, maybe you’re some cat-like monster that can talk. And yet, I can’t feel your magicka at all. That means you’re a cat that learnt to talk. Pretty amazing, honestly…」


  The colour of her pupils changed.


  「Fear not, for the woman I impersonated just now is still alive. Seeya, strange kitty.」


  With that, the lady who was once ‘Luno’ checked that the lock had been secured and left.


  Chapter 117: The abduction incident, part 2


  


  Author’s note: This chapter does not follow chronologically from the previous one.


  


  ◆Roland◆


  A few days before ‘Meiri’ was abducted…


  「Some sort of danger might be rapidly approaching Meiri.」


  Lyla, Rodje and I were seated in my assigned bedroom, where we were discussing the matter of Welger & Co.


  「I have received news from Dee. The business guild known as Welger & Co. is amassing large amounts of capital in secret. While they’re already earning a lot from their poaching and controlled drug trading activities, they’re also trying to earn a quick buck on top of all that.」


  According to the vampire, Bale’s work was ‘about to become much busier’.


  「We all know how much money there is to be made by targeting children of nobility. They might even be targeting those from other countries, but they seem to have their eyes on the royal family for now.」


  Fumu-fumu, nodded Lyla.


  「Does this mean that you want us to protect Meiri?」


  「Let’s do our best, Lylael-sama!」


  「Mhm. The baddies won’t be able to lay a single finger on Meiri with me in charge.」


  「Yes, exactly! As expected of Lylael-sama!」


  Talk about a confident leader and her blind devotee.


  「Lyla, I want you to take on your cat form and act as her pet. It allows you much more adaptability.」


  「Not only can my feline form squeeze through narrow gaps, but it can also deceive enemies easily.」


  「Yes — remain by her side at all times. Her adventuring activities will be placed on hiatus for her to take care of that tsunorabi. And you, Rodje Sandsong, will be her escort.」


  The two ladies nodded in unison.


  「I will need your help to create a shadow double」, I continued, looking at Rodje.


  「…What do you take me and Lylael-sama for? A bunch of baddies won’t stand a chance against us!」


  Lyla understood where I was coming from, even if her subordinate did not.


  「Just in case, right?」, she said.


  「Just in case.」


  Still unsatisfied, the elf snorted.


  「Looks like I’m still being underestimated. A former commander, being used as a precautionary measure. Hmph.」


  「I know you’ll be fine against any run-of-the-mill adversary, but I still have one concern. If that worry comes true… everything will go completely to pot.」


  「How meticulous, human.」


  Whatever, I said.


  「I want to know what exactly we’re up against. If possible, I want you to obtain information that even Dee couldn’t.」


  Even as I explained my rationale, the elf’s expression was as stiff as ever, possibly because her master had a good chance of being swept into the whole fiasco.


  「I will use a ‘Shadow’ as the shadow double. If you can transform into a dark elf, then you can transform it into a ‘Meiri’, can’t you?」, I asked, drawing upon something I had learnt a long time ago.


  「Yes」, replied Rodje, although she also added that the ‘Shadow’ would not be able to send me any information. 「If I manage to defeat that kidnapper, then I will have you prostrate yourself before me! It will be your reprieve for making light of my abilities!」


  Rolling her eyes, she pointed straight at me.


  「By all means. If you manage to vanquish the evil, then I will do anything you want.」


  「Don’t you forget what you said later.」


  Doing what she did best, Rodje the designated escort couldn’t be more filled with confidence.


  


  ◆Lyla◆


  「And here I am, hopelessly trapped…」


  Despite what Roland had said, it seemed like the goal of this manoeuvre had been to ascertain the abilities of the enemy and gather information rather than preventing the abduction. If he had really intended for the latter, he would have served as the escort himself. She believed that the real Meiri should be in the guild right now, and in a way, the abduction had indeed been prevented.


  「But this fake Meiri, she’s exactly on par with the real one. To be able to execute ‘Shadow’ this well from my teachings alone… man, he’s scary.」


  Lying on the bed, the fake Meiri simply looked like she was sleeping. Although she knew it was just a copy, she still felt attached to it because it was too perfectly modelled.


  「I can just leave it here, but what do I do with that wild hare? At any rate, I have to let Roland know about this… can I reach it…?」


  The metal-grilled window seemed like the only way out of this prison cell. She tried using her claws to scale the walls, but found them too high. She called for the tsunorabi that was still scuttling around and sniffing the floor for food.


  「Oi, usakou. Lend me a hand.」


  The rabbit in question glanced at her briefly and went back to foraging.


  「Guh. Low-born hare…! Must I do everything on my own…」


  She leapt onto the bed, then onto the only table in the room. Using the elevated platform for leverage, she slammed into the wall at full speed, but managed to latch on to it.


  「Okay, like this…」


  She used her hind legs to look for footholds, but found none.


  「Ugugugugugu…」


  She accidentally slid off the wall as she continued searching. Staring at the foraging rabbit, she proceeded to deliver an impassioned speech:


  「Listen. Your life was saved by Meiri! Without her, you would have been cured and sold by now! Peek into your conscience — do you not feel that you have a debt to repay? Things are fine for now, but if we leave this as it is, tragedy will eventually descend upon her!」


  The rabbit looked blankly at the Demon King.


  「Hmph. Guess lowly monsters like you can’t understand language.」


  As if it understood Lyla’s whining, the rabbit followed suit the next time she leapt onto the bed. It then bounced onto the table of its own accord.


  「Oooh… perhaps my words have reached you after all. You finally recognise your duty as a pet. That is the way to go.」


  She followed the rabbit onto the table and stood on it. Since they were about the same size, she feared that it would not be able to jump properly.


  「You don’t mind me standing on you, do you?」


  Although she received no response, she took the silence as a signal to proceed.


  「All good? Okay, I want you to leap over to that wall, where I will use you as a springboard to make another jump. With that, I might just be able to reach that tiny window up there. You don’t need to worry about me either. I’m a cat right now, so I am considerably limber. Don’t let me down」, instructed Lyla, patting the rabbit’s head. 「We jump on three –」


  Before Lyla could finish her sentence, the rabbit jumped.


  「Unyaaaa!? What now!?」


  To her surprise, the tsunorabi managed to jump higher than she had.


  「Uu-nyaaaa!」


  With a grunt, she leapt off the rabbit, aiming for a higher spot on the wall. She managed to hold on to one end of the window grilles and pulled herself up.


  「When the dawn comes after an uneventful night, you will be duly rewarded. Two heads of lettuce from the Demon King herself. It will do you good to feel honoured. I will get you help, but before it arrives, please take care of the fake Meiri.」


  Wiggling her butt, Lyla slipped through the window grill and escaped.


  「Now to let Roland know…! But what on earth is Rodje doing?」, she said to herself, heading towards the guild at full speed.


  


  And now, the events from Rodje’s point of view —


  She had been watching the three ladies walk down the corridor, when…


  「Eh…!? Ehhh? Where did they go? Lylael-sama? The fake Meiri? And Luno! Where did they go!? What even…!?」


  All of them had disappeared from sight, leaving the elf at her wits’ end.


  「How can I lose sight of them as an escort? They must be in the washroom or something! Luno… where’s Luno? Lylael-sama? Are you there? I proudly told that guy not to look down on me, and now… shit! They must still be here, somewhere, anywhere!」


  They might as well have vanished into thin air.


  Chapter 118: The abduction incident, part 3


  


  Milia was the first to spot the out-of-breath Lyla.


  「Ah, it’s Roland-san’s neko-chan! Did you come because you missed your master～?」


  She ignored her and came straight over to me. I already knew that something must have happened — for all her confidence, that stupid elf probably hadn’t been able to prevent it. The real Meiri was still here with us, of course. She was watching one of the employees go about his duties, almost like an intern.


  「Do you know the way?」


  Lyla nodded apprehensively. I obtained permission from Iris to take time off from work and left right away. Standing with her front legs on my head, Lyla told me exactly where to go.


  「The enemy’s hidey-hole is one of those houses strewn all over the outskirts of Izalia. They might change it if we don’t hurry.」


  「I know.」


  「Don’t you know anything about Rodje?」


  「Wasn’t she with you guys as an escort?」


  「She was nowhere to be seen.」


  「In that case… it seems like she lost you.」


  「We shifted from the castle to that cottage in an instant, so it probably happened then.」


  From the castle to a faraway cottage…?


  Even if I were to run at full speed, I wouldn’t be able to cover that distance in the blink of an eye.


  「This guy isn’t any run-of-the-mill kidnapper.」


  「Mhm. It didn’t feel like magic was used to transport us, though…」


  「There is a skill that makes others unable to detect that magic was used.」


  「Hmm… perhaps. On top of that, she also realised right away that I wasn’t a normal cat… even though she took me for some kind of monster.」


  「How likely is it for her to still be there?」


  「It’s not impossible, but she did tell me that kidnapping was just a job for her. There might be others tasked with supervision and security.」


  It had been the correct decision to make Lyla stick with the fake Meiri. As a cat, she had been able to deceive people and squeeze through unlikely places. Her ability to collect herself and think logically had also served her well.


  「Knowing that alone is enough.」


  Our job would be much easier without the perpetrator present.


  「That’s the one」, said Lyla from her vantage point.


  We were facing the front of an old cottage. It was illuminated by the glow of the setting sun, and grew bigger as we steadily approached it.


  「I’ll leave you to beat up the baddies. I’m going back to the guild.」


  「Okay.」


  Since Lyla had escaped from that room directly, she probably had no clue about the layout of the rest of the cottage. When I got close enough, I hid in the shade provided by the nearby foliage and patiently observed the surroundings.


  「You can just ignore the fake Meiri, but the usakou that the real Meiri loves so much is still there. Can you get it back?」


  「Don’t you see it as a competitor?」


  「Not anymore. Though silent, it was a good comrade.」


  Guess something had happened in there. Climbing off me gracefully, she stopped and turned around.


  「I can scout the interior if you need it.」


  「If it’s as complicated as your castle, then please do.」


  「Looks like you’re good, then. Kuku」, chuckled Lyla, trotting away.


  From my initial observations, the cottage looked like the home of an average peasant. Although I couldn’t see any people inside, my gut told me that the inside was more complex than expected.


  I then detected a solitary presence within. It felt like it belonged to a mage.


  Remembering Ta’uro hinting at the existence of an underground guild, I wondered if there were others operating alongside Welger & Co. Or perhaps this was just the shady side of that company.


  「No point thinking about it now, though.」


  Leaving my hiding place, I sprinted towards the cottage at full speed. I had already found a pillar that was in a blind spot beforehand, which I quickly used to climb to the second floor. Channeling some magicka into my index finger, I struck the window in front of me at four places. The sound that resulted was barely audible, and I silenced the shards by dropping them onto my shoes.


  I reached inside and turned the lock, allowing me to enter through the door.


  I entered the bedroom to find a middle-aged man who looked like a kidnapper on the bed. Having relations with him was a girl marked with the insignia of a slave. Neither of them noticed my intrusion. I couldn’t help but sigh at the utter lack of danger I felt from him — what a lame excuse for the kidnapper of a princess.


  Shouldn’t he at least have realised that help would have come quickly?


  「In war, the unexpected happens more often than the expected. This should be common sense to a scoundrel like you.」


  As he thrust with all his might, I approached him and turned his head a full 180 degrees such that he could see his own back.


  「The unexpected can happen even while you’re having sex, you know?」


  I had no idea what to do with the girl. Taking shallow, raspy breaths and muttering incoherently, she seemed to have lost her sense of self. She had probably been brought along just for sexual purposes.


  Leaving her be, I grabbed a sword that was propped onto the wall and unsheathed it. If I manage to pick them off one by one, nobody will realise that an intruder has entered and I don’t need to worry about any of them escaping.


  It’s the technique I’m most familiar with, after all.


  There was a knock on the door.


  「Oi, you in there. Ya done? We’re waitin’ here, ya know? Just shoot yer shot and come on out!」


  I turned the knob and hid in the shadow provided by the door.


  「Huh, it opened. Ya could’ve said somethin’ before openin’ –」


  It only took a few steps into the room for him to realise that something had happened to his crony, for he was still lying on the bed naked.


  「Oi… ya good…?」


  I slowly shut the door behind him and spoke as he fretted.


  「You’ve kept me waiting. You’re next.」


  As soon as he reacted, I cupped a hand over his mouth and pierced his heart with a sword through his back.


  「…」


  Letting out bloodcurdling howls, he was dead before I could count to three. I rested the skewered corpse on the bed and looked through his possessions. Finding a dagger, I decided that it would be useful for indoor purposes.


  I pressed an ear to the floor, searching for hints of noise from below.


  「Two voices… both male.」


  No matter how you look at it, these kidnappers have to be pros. As a former commander of the Demon King’s Army, Rodje had been in charge of those who were tasked with guarding the castle. For them to have been able to give her the slip… I have to keep my guard up as well.


  「…」


  I couldn’t really make out what they were saying, but they seemed pretty relaxed. I detected none of the typical trepidation of people engaged in such activities. Lyla might have been right — the main perpetrator may no longer be within this compound.


  One of their voices became further and further away, and I soon heard someone coming up the stairs. Stomping his feet as he walked, he was probably coming to check on his cronies who hadn’t returned. There’ll be only one left downstairs once I deal with this guy, I thought.


  I activated my ability in order to sneak up to him from the front.


  「Why didn’t y’all come back? Havin’ a threesome, are we now?」


  He cackled in spite of having a dagger lodged deep into his chest.


  「Huh…? A knife… blood…?」, he muttered, finally realising that something was very wrong.


  I caught him just as he collapsed, gently resting him on the floor in order not to make any noise. Confirming that he was actually dead, I pulled the knife out, silently observing the dark red blood that began spilling out.


  「One more to go…」
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  Lying on the sofa alone with his legs sticking out from the side, never in a million years would he have expected that all his allies were dead on the second floor. The mage’s aura I had detected before my intrusion appeared to belong to this guy.


  「Ayo, is that a customer I see?」, he said languidly when he noticed me.


  「I expected a warmer welcome.」


  「You look like someone who’s just bumped off all my comrades.」


  「Are you affiliated with Welger & Co.?」


  「So what if I am?」


  Still relaxing on the sofa, his laissez-faire manner almost made one think that there was no intruder in the same room.


  「You don’t look like someone who’ll spill the beans easily. I don’t like to get violent, but it seems like I have no choice.」


  He didn’t seem like he was egging me on, and neither did I feel any trap waiting for me. Approaching the man, I delivered a backhand strike with my dagger.


  But before it reached him, a mysterious force blocked my blade. A rainbow-coloured ripple spread out from the point of contact and disappeared.


  「Get it now? You can’t touch me.」


  「Hmm… interesting.」


  「I refer to it as ‘Absolute Defence’.」


  He wasn’t looking at me at all, let alone watching my movements.


  「Is the defence mechanism automatic?」


  「Pretty much. Not bad for your first time seeing it. As a shout-out to how observant you are, I’ll introduce myself.」


  Finally standing up, I saw that he was both young and well-built, worlds apart from that bunch from earlier.


  「Victor Orgins. Have you heard of the man named ‘Iron Wall Victor’? That’s me.」


  He spread his hands like he was performing on a stage.


  「I’ve never heard a name like that before.」


  His aura flickered for a split second.


  「Physical or magical… my barrier is impervious to both. It’s such a great skill.」


  If he isn’t lying, then it really is a great skill. I know of a few defensive skills that can be activated at will, and the methods to deal with them accordingly. This, however, outclassed them entirely.


  「And that’s why you can afford to be so relaxed?」


  「Precisely. Regardless of who you are or what you do, nothing can pierce this barrier. Not even that Demon King, probably.」


  If nothing can pierce his barrier…


  「You carry yourself like a virgin.」


  …then nothing can touch him at all.


  His expression hardened in an instant.


  「Oh, was I spot on?」


  「No, no. What you said simply took me by surprise.」


  「I didn’t come here to hear excuses. You seem lonely enough that the only company you have is your hand.」


  「I already said that it’s not the case!」


  I detected considerable narcissism from the way he spoke. With a skill like that, though… anyone would have become as prideful as he is.


  「Well then, virgin-kun. To be tasked with the kidnapping of a young girl… you must be crying on the inside.」


  「Yes, that’s my job. If only those blithering idiots were competent in the least…!」


  Drawing his sword, Victor attacked immediately. I parried it and tried stabbing him again, but as I was expecting by now, my strike was once again blocked by the rainbow-coloured matrix.


  「How many times do I have to say it? I am impervious to all forms of attack!」


  「I have a rough idea now.」


  「An idea… what idea –!?」


  He made a big display of swinging his sword around.


  「You’ll see. I’m just hoping that you aren’t actually a virgin.」


  「Such a cheap shot. Since you can’t do anything, you’ll just get cut down… like this! Errg… like this! Shit, I can’t reach you…!」


  「You have good form, but there’s no way you can lay a single finger on me.」


  「Fufufu, now that’s interesting! Between your defence — which you might as well give up on now — and my ‘Absolute Defence’… which one is stronger?」


  Cleansing myself of thoughts, I calmly approached him and thrust my dagger in his direction.


  I stopped the blade just before it sunk into the space between his eyes and his nose.


  「Huh…!? So close…!?」 , he wailed in shock, stumbling backwards.


  「Look at you cowering. So this is the limit of your ‘Absolute Defence’.」


  「Go on, as if you know anything!」


  「Thanks to that strike, I am now aware that you are in fact not a virgin.」


  「You’re still bringing that irrelevant thing up…?」


  「It seems irrelevant, doesn’t it?」


  Ridding myself of all thought again, I carried myself like a summer breeze, sidestepping Victor’s attack and grabbing his throat with my hand.


  「Fuguh…!?」


  I lifted him by the neck. Making a pained expression, he rapped on my hands repeatedly with his legs flailing in the air.


  「‘How?’ is what your expression says. You couldn’t possibly have believed that your skills leaves no openings, did you?」


  His face began to turn purple as his eyes grew wider.


  「It’s not possible that nobody can touch you. Because you’re not a virgin. Your barrier only activates in response to malicious intent. If not, ‘Absolute Defence’ would get in the way of your sex life, wouldn’t it?」


  「…」


  I had no intention of throttling him for real, so he could still speak with relative ease.


  「Y-Yeah, you got it. I’ll talk… I’ll tell you… everything I know…」


  Like a strawberry in a greenhouse, he probably wasn’t used to being attacked at all.


  I flung him onto the sofa. He sputtered and coughed a few times, took many large gulps of air and finally calmed down.


  「You’re the first to attack me successfully… gotta hand it to you for that…」


  I shrugged.


  「I simply cleansed myself of the intent to harm you. That’s all.」


  「But doesn’t that put yourself in danger? Doing that in a fight…」


  「I was once a full-time assassin.」


  「An assassin?」


  「Who do you think an assassin’s first target is?」


  「His parents…? Or his friends, maybe?」


  「You’ve read too many fairy tales」, I said, smiling bitterly. 「The answer is himself. An assassin has to kill himself first. If he can do that, then he doesn’t need to suppress his emotions, because he will have none. Think of a windless lake — are there any ripples?」


  「Total apathy… you mean?」


  「Something like that, I believe.」


  I see, said Victor, looking at me with nothing but respect.


  With his skill overcome, he had lost the will to fight entirely. After all, I don’t think he had ever expected my attacks to work on him.


  「Save the details for later, and hand the hostage over first.」


  「Got it.」


  Rummaging in his pocket for the key, he found it and brought me to the end of the corridor. Finding no use for the fake Meiri anymore, I made the ‘Shadow’ disappear. Victor removed the giant padlock and entered the room.


  All he saw was a rabbit scurrying about, twitching its whiskers.


  「Eh…? She’s gone…? Where did she go…!? She was just here a while ago –」


  「What’s wrong? This is what I came for」, I said, lifting the tsunorabi from the ground.


  Chapter 120: The abduction incident, part 5


  


  After hearing what Victor had to say, I brought the tsunorabi back to the guild. Rodje and Lyla were there, learning various tasks along with Meiri.


  The elf averted her gaze the moment our eyes met.


  「Guuu…」, she murmured, lowering her head. 「…sorry.」


  「It’s fine. At least my insurance paid off.」


  I handed the rabbit over to a pleasantly surprised Meiri, who immediately hugged it tightly.


  「Wow, you brought rabbit-chan along?」


  「Yeah, it seemed like it wanted to meet you」, I replied, patting her head.


  


  I needed to get word of this to Leyte. Seeing she had said that I could visit whenever I wanted to, I headed straight for her private chambers and knocked on the door.


  「It’s Roland. I have something that requires Leyte-sama’s immediate attention.」


  「Please, come inside.」


  I entered to find her staring at documents of some sort.


  「Is it inconvenient for you right now?」


  「Spare the formalities. It’s just the two of us」, she said with a smile.


  That’s right, I replied, agreeing to forgo the honorifics.


  「I’ll get straight to the point — Meiri… no, Alias has been kidnapped.」


  「Eh –!? But she was just…」


  「I knew beforehand that they were going to make a move, so I took the necessary countermeasures. To be precise, they abducted a copy of Meiri.」


  I gave her a thorough rundown of what had happened.


  「To think all of that happened within an hour… I must thank you, Roland-san. You prevented a tragedy.」


  「I need no words of gratitude.」


  「No, no, allow me to thank you properly. If it had happened for real, I wouldn’t have been able to do anything… I would have been completely mentally drained.」


  「Don’t mention it. That girl is… an important person to me.」


  Dee was right — this was a much easier way to put it.


  「Fufu. A lot of people are partial to Alias.」


  If Victor could be believed, they would not aim for a target that they had already failed to abduct once. Since we’ll be more vigilant from now on, it’s much more convenient for them to go after someone else altogether.


  Of course, prevention is better than cure, and the necessary precautions must still be taken.


  「She may not like it, but aside from Rodje, I would like to have more bodyguards protecting Meiri. I think she’ll prefer people who don’t seem like professional bodyguards, so I’ll arrange for adventurers I know to take up this job.」


  Leyte agreed to my proposal. It was decided that we would rely on those bodyguards’ protection within the castle, and add some knights when she has to leave. The Pretty Girls’ Squad immediately came to mind as suitable candidates. Though relatively weak on their own, they’ll be a force to be reckoned with once they get to work with the others. They’re also good friends with Meiri on top of that.


  ‘Protection’ can come in a few forms. One involves repelling enemies’ advances, while another involves ensuring the safety of the protected even if the repulsion fails. Of course, there are many ways to go about each type of protection.


  「One of the kidnappers, Victor, told me a few things.」


  Already having received some information from Dee, I now had the full picture after Victor spilled the beans.


  「There are two different parties involved in this abduction. We have the previously mentioned Welger & Co.’s black market team, and the capable individuals they recruited.」


  While Bale belonged to the corporation, Victor was a recruited ‘adventurer’ from the underground guild. To the best extent of his knowledge, Victor believed that the person who had done the actual abduction was also one of those ‘adventurers’.


  Same went for those I had slaughtered before reaching him.


  According to him, his job had been to safeguard the abductee from any hopeful rescuers.


  『The person who spirited the princess away was a young lady who introduced herself as Maria. You would think that it was best for her to have stayed behind, right? Well, so did I, but apparently the contract changed halfway. She’s kind of egotistic too. Saying that she only accepted because it seemed fun to her, then dropped the assignment finding the protection part boring.』


  Maria… that’s a new name.


  It’s been four years since I joined the Heroes’ Party and left my old life behind, but even so, it might be a new name on the market. Many of those in the underground with excellent credentials never change their names, not even mounting a pseudonym. The longer you stay in the profession, the more value your name carries, after all.


  When dealing with people I couldn’t trust, I frequently changed names just as my Master had. I did not have a constant name, and neither did I know what the others referred to me as.


  『They call me ‘…’. I was the one who killed ‘…’.』


  None of the most prolific killers do that. Even if there are some out there, I’ve never heard of them. Many names just stop being mentioned after just half a year anyway, so I never saw the point in remembering them.


  Depending on their significance, many memories have been systematically wiped from my memory of my own accord. Remembering them only serves to put myself in more danger. People who try to hide what they remember and people who don’t remember at all — their actions are completely different. Therefore, forgetting is the best camouflage.


  Even seeing the faces of my previous clients meant remembering those I have killed.


  「I have also conducted my own investigation into Welger & Co. The source of up to forty percent of their amassed capital is unknown. It won’t be easy to crush them… as they have many merchants under their wing.」


  「We’ll have to see how deep their roots go. We don’t have to crush them from the get-go.」


  That’s true, said the queen, nodding.


  「Victor belonged to a company acting as a middleman, so the folks we’re dealing with clearly know what they’re doing. He said that with the number of activities the association is dabbling in, similar people will show up in due time.」


  「In due time, huh…」


  She frowned.


  「We will continue observing the situation and aim to prevent it from getting worse.」


  「Thank you, Roland. It’s a big favour to ask of you.」


  With that, I had told her everything she needed to know.


  As I walked back to the guild, I thought of Victor again. To my surprise, he had told me almost everything he knew.


  『Is it really okay for you to be telling me all this?』


  『It’s fine. After all, you’re probably the only person on this planet that can kill me.』


  『‘Absolute Defence’, right? In all honesty, it’s a pretty convenient skill.』


  『Right? And you said you were from the… adventurers’ guild? Man, I’d like to work there. Sounds more fun than what I’m doing right now.』


  『It won’t pay as well.』


  『Doesn’t bother me.』


  Victor was not the one behind the kidnapping, and he hadn’t even gotten the right person anyway. While he had been tasked with preventing Meiri’s rescue, he had no reason to kill or even fight with the fake now gone.


  『Come to the guild in the capital if you’re interested. We could do with a person like you』, was what I said before making my leave.


  Unlike me, Victor could very well be a kind person at heart. For that reason, I waited patiently for his arrival at the guild in the days after our first encounter.


  


  Victor never made it to the guild.


  Lying near a lake, his corpse was found a week later by a fisherman. After some inspection, he was determined to have been assassinated — stabbed once in the chest with a dagger or some weapon with a short blade. But whatever the weapon used, the technique was awe-inducing. He had probably been dead before he knew it.


  I guess you can call it the silver lining in the cloud.


  For all his faults, Victor had been blessed — or cursed — with a skill so powerful that he came to trust it with his life. His ego may have been impenetrable, but his ‘Absolute Defence’ certainly wasn’t.


  When it comes to defence, nothing is, or ever will be, absolute.


  I guess he got what he deserved, I thought, before reminding myself that the underground society isn’t such a fairytale in the least.
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  After resolving the incident, I returned to the guild and just happened to catch the Pretty Girls’ Squad there. When I requested that they become bodyguards for Meiri, I received two different answers.


  The castle became much livelier ever since.


  「Listen, Roland-san… Mei-chan grabbed my tail and tried to pull it off!」, wailed Lyan, coming into my room as I was preparing to leave for work after breakfast.


  As I ruffled her hair to console her, a panicked Meiri also entered.


  「I-It’s not like that, Roland! I didn’t pull it! I just wanted to touch it because it was fluffy!」


  「Doesn’t matter what you were trying to do. Please get along.」


  The rest came to join them as it was their job to stick with the little princess. Sans, the dwarf, was the first to speak (quietly as usual).


  「Mei-chan gets tired of things easily… now she’s after Lyan instead of Sako-chan.」


  It seemed like ‘Sako’, a name given on a whim, had become canon.


  「I’m not tired! I’m taking care of it!」


  The smiling Hire wouldn’t have any of it.


  「Didn’t you forget to feed it? Who do you think did it?」


  Meiri suddenly looked up to face her.


  「K-Keep it a secret from M-Mother… she’ll throw Sako-chan away…」


  「Relax. I haven’t spoken a word to Leyte-sama.」


  Patting Meiri’s head to calm her down, the leader of the squad continued.


  「Aside from adventurning, you have to study hard.」


  「Uuu…」


  「If you don’t, then… you don’t need me to elaborate further, do you?」


  Sensing the threat concealed within Hire’s smile, the little princess looked at me.


  「Roland, Hire’s mean…」


  「She’s not. You have to stop running away from your duties.」


  「That’s right. Mei-chan can start slacking off at a moment’s notice」 , added Lyan as she popped out from behind me.


  「But… Lyan always ends up playing with Sako-chan, and it’s too noisy for her to focus」, rebutted Sans.


  「Quit being a nuisance to Meiri, Lyan.」


  「Why did you say that? Come on, Sans, you know better than to tell on me!」


  Huh. Look who’s the hypocrite here.


  「Well then, it’s time for Princess Alias to study」, I said to get them to leave, to which Meiri pouted.


  「You’re going to work, Roland. You won’t play with me even when you come back!」


  「Fufufu. You made the lady sad」, observed Hire as Rodje and Sue looked on from outside.


  「Your job now is to study.」


  「But I don’t want to! I’ll study after you play with me!」


  「I’ll play with you after you study.」


  「Muu… fine. At least carry me to the room!」


  Seeing that she wasn’t likely to make any more concessions, I acquiesced and scooped her up, keeping her in place with one hand.


  「You sly fox! I want Roland-sama to carry me too!」


  「I claim Roland-sama’s back」, asserted Sue calmly as she climbed onto me.


  「Then the other hand is all mine」, said Hire, grabbing onto my other wrist.


  「Feast your eyes upon the countenance of debauchery, Lylael-sama. Look at the lewd expression he makes when surrounded by girls… that is the true nature of a human.」


  She was trying to worsen Lyla’s impression of me as always. Her master, however, yawned loudly at my feet, indicating that she couldn’t care less.


  「Although I was expecting Roland-sama to be as snappy as always…」


  「Sue…! How dare you, as an elf, consort with that human?」


  「It doesn’t matter what species we belong to. Your values are too old-fashioned, Rodje-sama.」


  Observing Sue and Rodje staring daggers at each other, I figured that they didn’t necessarily get along just because both were elves. I couldn’t be bothered to resolve their petty squabble for them, so I simply carried Meiri away, leaving the others behind.


  「Work hard.」


  「Okay!」


  Lyla followed us into the room.


  「I think she’ll be fine, even without her bodyguards present. What can go wrong with the usakou and me around?」


  I only found her confidence misplaced.


  「It has found its way as a pet — you can see the fiery spirit burning within」, she continued.


  「What on earth happened between the two of you?」


  「That is for me to know. Rest assured that you can leave Meiri to us.」


  Meiri came to wave me off too.


  「Come back soon, Roland!」


  「See you, then.」


  After being sent off, I walked back to the corridor and told the still-bickering bodyguards to get back to work. I walked out of the castle to find Milia and Iris waiting.


  「You’re late, Roland-san! What were you doing?」


  「I was babysitting.」


  「Fufufu. It must be tough even for you, Roland.」


  「Not particularly.」


  We began walking down the sloping path that would take us back to the guild. Though the upheaval in this country wouldn’t die down any time soon, I expected internal security to improve as word of the guild continued to spread.


  Thinking about how the lives of the people would slowly get better, I felt like there was some purpose to our work in the long run.


  


  ◆


  Lord Barbatos Guerrera was seated alone in his office.


  「Aimée… it appears that the Princess Alias abduction has failed.」


  A lady appeared from behind him.


  「I know. I paid good money for that too.」


  「Right. Forgive me. I have a bad habit of repeating the same things to the same people.」


  Moving his quill across the paper, Lord Guerrera signed the documents on his desk as the lady lifted herself onto it.


  「According to Victor, the man who came to rescue her came quickly enough that it seemed like he had already known about the abduction beforehand. Also, apparently Princess Alias disappeared from the room she was being held in.」


  「Disappeared? Wow, Aimée, did you kidnap a princess or a load of hot air?」


  「I was certain of it being the princess… but more importantly, about the man who knew about it beforehand. We have to find a way to –」


  「I find myself cringing at your excuses.」


  「It is a pain to have that association in on the plot. The more people that know about it, the more likely things will get leaked. I don’t think that it failed because of me.」


  「That’s absolutely correct. Most of them are empty-headed bottom feeders.」


  「Not only did he come to save the princess, but he also saw through Victor’s skill within a minute. Against an unfamiliar opponent, he found the skill’s weakness while in active combat. He knows what he’s doing. Impressive, even. It would do us good to stay vigilant against him.」


  The baron’s hand stopped.


  「…It’s rare of you to compliment another」, he said before continuing to read the documents, ignoring the fact that the lady was seated on the same desk.


  「I sent that letter as a last resort to contact him, but I guess he never read it. That makes me sad, Aimée. It was a love letter too.」


  「That was regrettable indeed. You’re lucky, though, Barbatos. If I ever receive mail that turns out to be a love letter, I’ll make sure it spreads like wildfire.」


  Turning a deaf ear to her, Barbatos commented to himself under his breath as he continued signing the documents.


  「We can use that assassin I chose for protection, right? The ‘public safety officer’? I’ll feel safe even if he shows up, because I know he’ll protect you.」


  「I’d rather you be the guard. I prefer to make the Joker work for me. After all, a ticket is useless if you don’t bring it to the venue.」


  「And what of amassing the capital?」


  「Not right now, but I have plans for it. If only the abduction had succeeded.」


  「No use complaining about that now. As long as you have plans… but man, it was quite a shock, listening to you after a long time. Your ambition has really grown.」


  「You mean crushing King Ferland? That ambition?」


  「What surprised me was the scale and thoroughness of it all. You intend to control the congress of Vadenhaag and use it to support you, right? How elaborate, especially for a Ferland noble.」


  「Since King Randolph is investigating and prosecuting nobles within the country, it’s a good time to establish connections with them. There are very few landlords who do not dabble in any shady activities, Aimée. Those who have reason to be prosecuted are naturally quaking in their boots. If such a person gets to sit on the throne…」


  「And what if he does?」


  Stopping his hand again, Lord Guerrera looked up to meet Aimée’s gaze.


  「I’ll get rid of him.」


  「Won’t be an easy feat. They have a Heroine lurking within that castle of theirs. Not just any Heroine, but one who quite literally saved the world.」


  「I know. She will be a roadblock to my goal of ‘Busting down Ferland’. I wanted to discuss this with you in person, Aimée.」


  「…」


  「As you know, my plan is to make the Joker work for me. It’ll be a shame to give this chance up, but it might be a difficult task to ask of you.」


  「Speak your mind. It sounds interesting, so I’m all for it.」


  「No more child’s play like abduction and whatnot. I want you to slay the Heroine.」


  「Now that’s a mission.」
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  In the days that followed after the abduction plot was foiled, nothing much occurred, and each day was as peaceful as the last.


  『I sense nothing from that side. Seems like your prevention measures led to an effective cure, huh?』, my mole had commented with her usual smile. 『At the same time, perhaps you did things too well, and they might be more careful next time. Things might not go as smoothly again.』


  Even so, I thought, we must continue taking the necessary precautions. It’s inevitable for them to be more careful on their next attempt. Welger & Co. might even be in upheaval right now, desperately trying to sniff out the rat within their ranks. If that’s the case, it would be a good idea to have Dee airlifted before they close in on her.


  「I’d like a higher-ranked quest, please」, said someone at the adjacent counter.


  「A foraging quest like this is important too, so…」


  「I know I’m good at foraging, but don’t you at least have one of those… those where you get to go somewhere dangerous?」


  「Does it look like you’re strong enough for that?」, muttered the employee under his breath.


  Unfortunately, his client heard every word clearly.


  「What did you just say!?」


  「Ah… no –」


  The employee next to me was a newly-employed local. Seeing that his careless whisper had angered his client, I told the female adventurer at my counter to hold on and went over to mediate the situation.


  「Oh, senpai…」, said the greenhorn with relief, looking at me as if a deity had appeared before his eyes.


  The person opposite the counter also looked at me, but with bloodlust in his eyes instead.


  「I deeply apologise on behalf of this employee of ours.」


  「I-I apologise…」, parroted the greenhorn, lowering his head after seeing me do the same.


  「I’ll take over, if it’s alright with you.」


  「That’s fine. Look. For whatever reason, even after I ranked up, I’m still not allowed to take a decent quest just because I’m bad at fighting!」


  Somewhere in his mid to late twenties, this adventurer was a local as well. Isn’t it unbecoming of someone of that age to throw a tantrum in front of others, I wondered silently.


  「May I have a look at your license?」


  Lender Hawkins. D-ranked, with a quest history consisting of almost nothing but E and F-ranked quests. Seventy percent of those were F-ranked.


  And his skill…


  「…」


  I glanced at the female adventurer in front of me, then read the Lender-related documents I had on hand to confirm my beliefs.


  Hmm.


  ‘Fracture’ is a skill that allows the user to create a limited number of copies of himself. Their fighting ability is inversely proportional to the number of copies the user fractures into.


  「See? I’m D-ranked! Why aren’t y’all giving me D-ranked quests?」


  The quest slip laid on the counter was for an E-ranked foraging quest, one that predicted a low chance of encountering monsters. According to the employee manual, such an adventurer-quest pairing was perfectly acceptable. My junior had probably let his displeasure at his client’s questioning of protocol slip.


  「From the standpoint of an adventurer, your line of work may be the most important thing to you. However, it’s not like that for employees of the guild. We want to make sure you have the highest chance of reporting back safely, regardless of whether you succeeded in completing the quest or not. This is why we take your actual ability into account. Even if you technically complete the quest, it will have all been for naught if you were to collapse before making it back to us.」


  「Hu… but I want to give it a try at least…」


  For a non-combat inclined adventurer like him, it’s difficult to assign a D-ranked quest as it makes him much more likely to encounter monsters. At the same time, Lender’s ‘Fracture’ would allow him to increase his efficiency manyfold when sent to forage large quantities of herbs.


  「While I concur that his attitude was unacceptable, his decision to assign you this quest was very logical. I can’t say that overconfident adventurers who never come back are rare. Would you still like to give it a go?」


  That silenced him. Well, this is what we call doing things according to the manual.


  What came after this was not according to the manual, but rather of my own invention.


  「At the same time, you are not wrong for wanting to give it a try.」


  Perhaps they thought that the topic had already been closed, for both Lender and my junior looked at me in surprise. My line of reasoning was that Lender would never know the danger of a D-ranked quest without dipping his toes in it at least once.


  He would carry that regret all the way to the grave.


  「I’ll assign you a D-ranked quest.」


  「C-Can we really, senpai?」


  「Wait, you sure…?」


  I nodded.


  「Yes. There’s a difference between ‘taking up the challenge’ and ‘charging blindly into the unknown’. I will assign you this quest on only one condition — team up with this lady.」


  Patiently waiting for me to get back to her, the adventurer in front of me, Juis, was caught off guard. Looking at me with eyes as wide as plates, she pointed at herself.


  「Eh? Me? But I’m E-ranked…」


  Going strictly by the book, this was a no-go. But depending on the synergy between multiple individuals, there are scenarios where they can bring out the best in each other. Making two people work together isn’t necessarily adding up their abilities — it can be multiplying them.


  And this, without a doubt, was such a multiplication.


  「I believe your skill allows you to boost the abilities of those within a certain area, Juis-san?」


  「Y-Yes… although it’s quite small. Not only is the radius tiny, but the cooldown is long as well, so I can’t cast it in quick succession. Even the uptime is only half of the cooldown…」


  Her confidence wavered more and more as she spoke. I don’t really have the right to say anything, but it’s undeniably one of the weaker skills. From our records, the circular area of effect had a one-meter diameter and the cooldown was around an hour. Her magicka was also nothing remarkable, so she usually took up E-ranked quests of her own volition.


  「If you’re okay with it, I’d like Juis-san to team up with Lender-san and take on this D-ranked quest together. Working together will be a valuable experience for both of you.」


  The nature of ‘Fracture’ probably meant that Lender had no experience working as a team. On the other hand, Juis had a long history of breaking away from teams of adventurers. While her boosting skill was a selling point on the surface, many had probably been turned away when it revealed its limitations.


  「Okay… I look forward to working with you」, said Juis, turning to Lender and bowing.


  Returning the gesture awkwardly, he shook hands with his new colleague.


  「Same here.」


  I asked Lender to quickly take a seat at my counter.


  「Both of you will be assigned the same quest. For the E-ranked Juis-san, this is technically not a quest you can take, so it will only be counted when you rise to D-rank. But worry not, for you will still receive the rewards upon completion.」


  With that, I assigned them the D-ranked quest titled ‘Foraging of Montefiores’. Used primarily as the active ingredient for paralysing agents used by hunters, Montefiores are toxic herbs. The risk involved in foraging for them gave the quest this rank.


  「I believe that the two of you combined will do just fine」, I said, wishing them the best of luck as I sent them off.


  Once they were out of earshot, my junior couldn’t help but express his concern for them.


  「Senpai… will they really be okay? Montefiores are toxic and can only be found in the deep recesses of the forest. It doesn’t seem like working together lowers the risk in any way…」


  「Foraging quests are bread-and-butter for Lender-san, so he possesses a great deal of knowledge and experience when it comes to the forest. The uncanny instinct he has developed is not to be taken lightly.」


  Most people refer to it as gut feel — that unfounded ‘feeling of unease’ that becomes sharper and more acute as one gains experience. I had noticed it myself in my previous line of work.


  「But still, when it comes to fighting…」


  「It’s true that the danger persists if they fight as individuals. But if ‘Boost’ is applied before Lender activates his ‘Fracture’, he can make many copies of Lender Mark II. Remember, even apes can be strong if they work together.」


  [T/N Note: ‘Lender Mark II’ seems like a reference to the Toyota Mark II.]


  If I’m not wrong, the power reduction as a result of the ‘Fracture’ is around thirty percent. While each fractal is easily taken down on its own, if you’re up against D-rank quest monsters, you can basically squeeze the life out of them just by surrounding them.


  「I get it now…! Apes together strong!」


  「It depends on the circumstances too, but in this case, they found a way to boost their raw power before the fight. I guess you can say that they’re maximising their strength.」


  「All this goes entirely against the manual, though.」


  「The manual has its uses. Almost nothing will go wrong if you follow it down to the last word. But there are exceptions to be found in everything.」


  「‘Apes together strong’… ‘everything has its exceptions’… fumu-fumu」, mused my junior as he wrote them down.


  I found it embarrassing to hear my own words repeated by him.


  


  Lender and Juis returned on the evening of the same day.


  「You look tired, but you’re back early too. How was it?」


  They smiled in response. Compared to the angsty Lender and the unconfident Juis of that morning, both seemed like their worries had vanished. As I received the Montefiores, I noted that it was my first verification since obtaining ‘Plant Master’.


  「Without a doubt, these are Montefiores. Looks good to me.」


  「Rather than break them at the stem, Lender-san advised me to scoop them out of the soil in their entirety.」


  The adventurer in question was beaming with pride.


  「Thanks to Juis, we managed to defeat monsters that I would’ve run away from otherwise.」


  「It looks like you didn’t take any bad fights either. I’m glad.」


  「Thank you. You can do verification too, Argan-san?」


  「Ah, yes. I’m certified in that area.」


  「Wow, you really can do anything.」


  「Nope, there are some things I know I can’t do, so I stick to what I can.」


  「That’s cool…」, said Lender, and the junior standing behind me parroted the same phrase.


  「Juis and I have discussed, and we’ve decided that we’ll return to receive more quests from Argan-san in the future.」


  「Can we?」, asked Juis.


  「Any time.」


  I gave out the relevant rewards and saw them out, knowing that they would continue to operate as a unit in the future. The moment I was free again, my junior bowed to me.


  「Uhm… senpai… I’d like to become your disciple! Please take me under your wing!」


  「I don’t have to take you in to teach you things. I am your senpai, after all.」


  「Okay, sure — please take good care of me!」


  Given the right conditions, even an unremarkable weed can draw a crowd. Can’t the same be said for a weak skill?
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