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  Chapter 191: Second chance


  

  


  I quickly got used to my new arm.


  Over the past week, I had been channeling magicka into the bracelet the same way I activated ‘Magic Regus’, integrating the arm into my daily life as necessary. Its inventor, the vampire Warwick Ze’ev, was a researcher that had received an invitation to join the Demon King’s army from Lyla herself. Due to his anti-pure blood beliefs, however, he had turned her down.


  Truth be told, I had only looked for Warwick to see if he could fix Lyla’s collar. It was surprising to learn that he was behind its conception — something I had never even considered. Anyway, he had concluded that building a new one altogether was less time-consuming than trying to fix it, to which we agreed.


  While working on Lyla’s collar, he had also developed the bracelet — an invention in which he took massive pride — purely for his scientific interests.


  「It’s great to see you with a prosthetic, Roland-san…!」


  Milia made some sort of comment on my new arm whenever she saw me performing my duties the way I used to.


  「You should show him how much you appreciate it.」


  「To him, I think using it is the greatest display of gratitude.」


  「Is it? What a strange fellow」, said Milia with a hint of surprise.


  Warwick was indeed quite the oddball. A spring from which endless curiosity flowed, he conducted research on whatever interested him. He was doubtlessly a gifted individual, even if rather quirky. I had already tried to thank him once, but was told that giving him feedback on how it felt and the improvements that could be made was, to him, the greatest show of thanks.


  The magic arm that was, in Milia’s words, a ‘prosthetic’, was translucent and of a turquoise hue. Knowing that I would have questions to answer, I had placed a black arm cover stretching from my shoulder all the way to my fingers. It greatly limited the flexibility of those fingers, but I quickly got used to it and was now able to write with that hand.


  I simply told my peers that I had gotten the arm from a prosthetist. The plan had been to find a way to reattach the original that was being preserved by Lyla’s magic. Unfortunately, it had been stolen, although I had no idea who could possibly have wanted it. Seeing it would make a normal person scream their head off.


  And as we know, Elvi, a member of the Heroes’ Party, had come looking for me shortly after its disappearance to inform me that King Reubens had been assassinated.


  I overheard a conversation between adventurers that were waiting in line.


  「There’s been news of King Reubens’s passing recently, isn’t there?」


  「Yup, allegedly from an illness. Passed without having decided on an heir, and now things are looking rough.」


  It was as Elvi had told me. The public had been told that the king had been taken by an illness.


  The truth — that he had been assassinated — had been kept under wraps.


  The assassin had snuck past Elvi’s security, which was a derivative of my own as I was the one who had taught her the basics of protection. I had agreed to her request for me to inspect the scene, and followed her back to her kingdom. After examining the circumstances, it became clear that due to its inherent difficulty, the only person who could have done the job was myself.


  …But who suspects himself?


  Well, that ‘myself’ had carried Lyla off to lure me out. For some reason, he had intended to kill me and take my place in society. And thus I ended up in a fight against, quite literally, myself.


  The doppelganger’s career proved to be short-lived after I used Warwick’s bracelet in a test run against him. Thanks to the new techniques it allowed me to use, he was captured within minutes. As for the doppelganger, it was no exaggeration to call him a carbon copy of myself. We looked identical, had the same thought processes and even used the same skill. Despite my best efforts to find out his motives after his capture, he had refused to speak at all. Elvi had also made multiple attempts, but to no avail.


  But that is quite a me thing to do, I thought when I heard that he had been sent to the gallows thereafter. Which, for the record, made me feel rather uneasy. Not only that a clone of mine had been executed, but also that he had taken the secret of my right arm’s disappearance with him.


  Just… think of the possibilities that can arise if severed arms can grow into perfect clones of the original.


  「Roland-san?」, asked Milia. 「It’s lunchtime! Shall we?」


  I remembered that Lyla hadn’t prepared a lunch box for me today. While I was perfectly fine with skipping lunch, going for the break part that comes with it seemed like the ‘normal’ thing to do. On top of that, forgoing both lunch and the break to focus on work also seemed to go against the ‘normal’ life that others led.


  「If you wish to, then we shall.」


  「Eh, really?」


  「You were the one who asked, weren’t you?」


  「I mean… yes, but I wasn’t expecting you to agree!」, replied Milia. 「Just a sec!」


  Darting over to the adjacent desk, she straightened her hair, checked herself in the mirror and snorted with her purse in hand.


  「Let’s go!」


  「Okay.」


  As we headed for the back door, a loud harrumph from behind immediately caused Milia’s expression to cloud over. She knitted her eyebrows and reluctantly whirled around to face the source of the noise.


  「…Yes, chief?」, she said.


  Iris was standing in front of her office, also with a purse in hand.


  「Going for lunch?」


  「Saw your chance, chief?」, asked Milia.


  「Well, it’s lunchtime for me too.」


  「But you wanted to join us, didn’t you?」


  「If you’re okay with it.」


  「See? I knew it! You watched us walk before your office and hurried outside! What’s that you always say — oh, “I don’t take lunch breaks. Since our breaks are on rotation, I’ll be the last!” And you were so smug about it…!」


  「Sometimes, you know?」


  Milia puffed her cheeks.


  「You spotted me and decided to barge in without so much as reading the atmosphere!」


  「I did. So, shall we?」


  And that’s how the branch chief ended up joining us for lunch.
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  Iris led us to a restaurant that she recommended.


  「Isn’t it great?」, she said. 「It’s on me, so you can save today’s lunch money.」


  「I guess…」


  Most of the diners present were pairs of ladies and gentlemen that carried a refined air about them. It seemed that feisty adventurers rarely came to a place like this. We were shown to our table and given menus. While browsing the contents of mine, I spotted an adventurer seated at a faraway table, drinking alone. I had seen him on multiple occasions, but had never served him before.


  He looked rather out of place in the restaurant.


  「Stein Macrooy… D-ranked, I think?」


  「He’s been here a lot lately」, replied Iris in a low voice.


  「So that’s where Stein-san has been… drinking in a fine restaurant like this.」


  It wasn’t exactly rare to see, so Milia paid no particular attention to him. I wondered if we hadn’t seen him lately because he wasn’t showing himself.


  「Perhaps he isn’t adventuring?」, I asked.


  Iris smiled bitterly.


  「Sure doesn’t look like it.」


  「Many of your clients are ambitious, driven and resolute individuals」, added Milia. 「Sad to say that people like him account for the majority.」


  She may be right, I thought. Some adventurers found ways to curry favour so that they could pass the entrance examination or receive higher-ranked quests despite being below par. The success of these depended on the individual as well as their ability.


  For that reason, many of my clients wished to become stronger and climb to higher ranks. I naturally accorded them more difficult quests so that they could achieve their goals.


  Going by looks alone, Stein was probably in his late forties. In other words, he peaked around two decades ago and had been going downhill ever since. All that remained was his track record (of low-ranked quests, no doubt) and the experience accumulated over the years.


  「‘Scuse me. I’ll have another glass, please」, said the adventurer.


  The manager that attended to him sighed.


  「Stein-san, I’m afraid you still have unpaid credit. We closed an eye because you were a regular, but we don’t do credit in the first place. I apologise for the rudeness, but if you would please leave… no money, no service.」


  「Rude?」, muttered Stein. 「It’s my bad… my bad.」


  He placed a few pieces of loose change on the counter and left.


  「That doesn’t begin to cover it…」, sighed the manager.


  「Has Stein-san been drinking here without paying his bill?」, I asked.


  「Aye, employee-san… he has. He used to come here with his friends. Quite well-off, he seemed. Cheerful bunch, always drank a lot.」


  「Friends?」


  「Mhm, though I haven’t seen them recently.」


  He shrugged.


  「Wonder what became of them.」


  Chapter 192: The intermediary


  

  


  True to her word, Iris paid for our meal.


  I wasn’t strapped for cash, and neither had I pressured her into doing so, I thought.


  「It’s normal for the superior to pay」, she said when I took my wallet out.


  I watched her foot the bill and made a mental note that this was ‘normal’.


  Though she had been rather grouchy before stepping into the restaurant, Milia was her cheerful self again once she had gotten a taste of the food. After Stein’s departure, the conversation shifted towards my arm and the workplace.


  We returned to the guild just as lunch break ended. Since Stein was a regular at that restaurant, I deduced that he came to our branch most of the time and looked up his records when I found the time to do so. Iris was spot on — he was D-ranked. An adventurer of low ambition, most of the quests he took were E-ranked. The records showed that he worked in a group, which was consistent with what the manager had told us.


  「What could’ve happened to his friends, Milia-san?」


  「Ah, you mean Stein-san’s?」


  I nodded. Milia placed a contemplative finger on her temple.


  「I know little more than you do, but I don’t think you should poke your nose too far into affairs like these.」


  「Why?」, I asked.


  「Group dynamics can get complicated, especially with a third person involved. In Stein-san’s case, it looks like his friends ditched him completely.」


  Come to think of it, if I interfered in others’ affairs to this extent, it usually meant that their problems were about to blow up.


  「Are you interested in his life, Roland-san?」


  「Eh, not particularly.」


  「Fufu. But you’re still probing, aren’t you?」


  The way Milia behaved gave the unacquainted individual the impression that she was an airhead. But for the minutiae she notices, she notices them better than anyone else. I glanced at the window and — to speak of the devil — noticed Stein standing there. When he realised that he had been spotted, he quickly bailed.


  「I’ll be back in a bit.」


  Milia agreed to cover for me while I was gone. Leaving through the front door, I caught up with the middle-aged adventurer that was stumbling as he walked.


  「Stein-san.」


  He stopped and turned around, looking at me with eyes that had lost their light.


  「Ya want somethin’ with me, crackerjack employee-san?」


  「I’m not a crackerjack. Just a ‘normal’ employee. Do you visit that restaurant often, Stein-san…?」


  「Ah… for years now. I’d go a-drinkin’ with friends after work.」


  「Have you given up adventuring? My colleagues haven’t seen you around recently.」


  「Ya know, don’tcha? My friends dumped me, and here I am.」


  I had tried my best to avoid getting there, but I suppose it was the hard truth.


  「And I don’t have the confidence to go alone」, he continued. 「An old git like me ain’t even fit for E or F-ranked quests anymore.」


  Our clientele wasn’t particularly large. It was normal for young, inexperienced adventurers to take the lower-ranked quests, but if middle-aged adventurers did the same, they would certainly draw negative attention to themselves. Deserted by his friends, he barely had a choice other than spending the rest of his days earning peanuts by doing said quests.


  With a heavy grunt, the aged adventurer sat by the roadside.


  「May I?」


  「It’s dirty」, he replied.


  「I don’t mind.」


  Seated together by the roadside, we attracted strange glances from numerous passers-by.


  「Those fellers… they’re doin’ greater stuff’n I am.」


  He’s referring to his friends, I thought.


  「I intended to live a stable, comfy life as an adventurer in Lahati」, he explained. 「But I guess I was the only one. Them fellers found it boring, like, what’s the point, y’know?」


  He snickered at himself.


  「And they’re darn right.」


  His breath reeked of alcohol. Stability and comfort, I thought. Isn’t that the ‘normal’ life I seek? Ask me if it’s boring, and my answer would be that it’s, well, certainly not interesting.


  I’d be hard pressed for an answer too.


  「I told ‘em that I didn’t become an adventurer to seek thrills, and that’s when we fell out. Had a big fight, and they eventually left town without my knowledge.」


  He added that they had probably moved to the capital.


  「Did you not follow them?」


  「What for? Ambition is a great thing to have. But I’m an old bag of bones, and I’ll become a burden sooner or later… had it at the back of my mind for a long time now.」


  When one reaches that age, it’s hard to improve any further. Your best years are behind you, and fighting the decline itself is difficult enough.


  「Well, you won’t find a solution at the bottom of a glass.」


  「Kuhaha… what a cruel employee-san.」


  「Forgive me, but I have seen your track record.」


  「Just a bunch of trivial, low-ranked quests, no?」


  I shook my head.


  「They may have been low-ranked, but you nevertheless helped people in need. That isn’t trivial.」


  「That’s good to hear, man.」


  While browsing the records, I had noticed a quest that he took often.


  「Do you have some time?」, I asked.


  「Yeah… too much of it.」


  「I see that you like animals.」


  「Like? I love them.」


  I was assured of my plan when I heard that.


  「There’s a ranch that was looking for farm hands a while back.」


  


  Stein followed me out of town and towards the ranch.


  「It’s the ranch that you guarded on multiple occasions in the past. Although they constantly have adventurers on hire, they find it troublesome to explain the job to different adventurers every time.」


  「Oh, employee-san. You…」


  The aged adventurer smiled blankly.


  「How about it? It’s less demanding than being an adventurer. You’ll be doing the same things every day, rinsing and repeating.」


  He simply followed behind me without giving me a reply. The owner of the ranch recognised him when we knocked on the door.


  「Ah, Stein-san. Is he here to work for us?」


  It was a question directed to me, but I threw it to Stein with my gaze.


  「Well…」


  He scratched his head and looked away.


  「Doubt I can make a livin’ off the pay alone」, he mused.


  「It’s about the same as doing E-ranked quests every day」, I said.


  Now that I had defined the salary, the farmer nodded.


  「We welcome you with open arms. Those young’uns always start slacking the moment we take our eyes off ‘em. But you’re not like that, Stein-san. You do your job diligently, and we remember you for that.」


  I was glad that the owner was willing to take him under his wing.


  「Nobody will laugh at you for retiring」, I added. 「It’s better than remaining as an adventurer and getting plastered all the time.」


  Stein closed his eyes to ponder the prospects, moving his head up and down.


  「‘Kay. I’ll do it. I no longer seek the thrill of adventure — all I want is a stable job.」


  Being already acquainted with each other, Stein and the owner were able to settle the deal quickly. From that day onward, the former was rarely seen on the streets, although he was frequently spotted drinking with his new boss come nighttime. It made me wonder whether they had been a good match for each other all along.


  As for Stein himself, he no longer drank like he used to.


  He may have ceased his merrymaking, but he was a merry soul indeed.


  Chapter 193: A new job, a new lease of life


  

  


  Back at the guild, I informed the branch chief that Stein had officially found a new job. Figuring that he no longer had any use for it, he had passed me his adventurer’s license, which I in turn handed to her.


  「Stein lives at the ranch now — he and the owner seem compatible with each other. The work, too. It meets his needs.」


  I was, in all honesty, a little worried about what she would say. Adventurers, who fulfilled the needs of their clients, were the indispensable workhorses of the guild.


  No quests, no adventurers — but no adventurers doesn’t mean no quests.


  「You wanted the best for him, didn’t you?」


  Resting her chin on her hands, the chief smiled.


  「I did?」


  「Will you follow in his footsteps?」


  「No, I don’t intend to –」


  「I think it’s great, though. People desire different things at different stages of life. Very few adventurers still harbour the burning ambition that they had twenty years ago. Feelings, needs… these all change with time.」


  「Could we introduce some deserving adventurers to potential employers?」, I ventured. 「Although it will probably reduce the number of adventurers and quests.」


  「Sure」, replied Iris, more quickly than I had expected.


  「Really? I must admit that it’s quite sudden.」


  「Yeah. I have yet to announce it, but two of our employees have resigned. I was just thinking that it would be good for us to reduce our quest intake.」


  That would have financial consequences for us, I thought. Our revenue comes from the requestors. But this fear, too, turned out to be unfounded. Iris explained that both the number of quests and adventurers that our guild received was projected to increase steadily in the future.


  「Both?」, I asked.


  「It’s probably all thanks to you」, replied the chief.


  Smiling like she was telling a joke, she stuck a finger into the air.


  「First of all」, she continued, 「some adventurers come just to meet the acclaimed ‘super-employee’… well, seventy percent of those are young ladies, but that’s beside the point. This employee always assigns them a suitable quest which is usually quickly completed. From the requesters’ point of view, it’s more efficient to send us a request than to any other branch. Many times more efficient.」


  「I was not really aware of this.」


  「That’s okay. The point is that we won’t suffer from a joint reduction in both forms of clientele.」


  That’s good to hear, I thought.


  「Thank you for listening to my proposal.」


  「I should be the one thanking you — you have already helped us so much.」


  She emphasised that I would be the chief driving force of this initiative, after which I excused myself. It was almost closing time and I found some time on my hands, so I took to counting the quests that we had. As Iris had said, the number of quests accepted and completed had increased greatly after my arrival.


  We then shut the front door, bringing another day to a close.


  「Otsukare-sama deshita, Roland-san～」, said Milia with a big smile.


  「You too, Milia-san. Otsukare-sama deshita.」


  「If you’re free ton –」


  Just then, a female colleague called out to her.


  「Never mind」, she said, smiling bitterly with a wave of her hand.


  While I tried to make sense of the situation, a number of female employees, Milia included, had gathered in a circle around my desk.


  「Sorry!」, apologised Milia. 「I went ahead, and…」


  「Whose turn is it today?」


  「It’s uh… mine. But I don’t feel confident, so I’ll pass…」


  Huh?


  「What are they doing?」, said a male colleague from afar.


  「Their daily rotation」, answered the employee next to him.


  「For?」


  「Asking Argan-kun out.」


  「The heck?」


  Hey, that’s my line. But I see. Milia had forgotten that it was someone else’s turn that day. That’s why she had retreated in a hurry. Since we were all waiting for Iris to conduct the closing assembly, I felt that it would be a good time to say what I had in mind.


  「We employees have a new role to play」, I began. 「Chief Iris has already greenlit the idea.」


  I told them about the employment transfer programme that was in the works.


  「Some adventurers may wish to quit but are unable to. Or their ability to operate at full capacity has been hindered, by an accident or otherwise. The idea is that we will help diligent adventurers who still wish to make an honest living settle down in a more suitable profession.」


  「I think that’s a fantastic idea!」, agreed Milia the moment I finished.


  「Hey, hey, hey. We’re busy folks, newbie-kun. Don’t just go’n create more work fer us, now.」


  Slouching over a chair, Morley grumbled as he picked his nose.


  「While it does create more work for us, it will benefit the adventurers greatly. Our clients will also no longer have to submit a request due to lack of manpower. We might even have less to do in the long run.」


  The disinterested Morley rolled a fresh booger with his fingers and flicked it away.


  「Do’t yerself then. I got things ta do.」


  Milia voiced her approval once again.


  「I’ll help you, Roland-san!」


  「These middle-aged adventurers don’t have much choice」, agreed a colleague now that Milia had gotten the ball rolling.


  「They want to quit, but can’t… yeah.」


  「Sounds pretty good.」


  I thanked my seniors for their willingness to cooperate.


  「Huh? ‘Tis a great idea」, said Morley. 「Fer a newbie-kun like ya with nothin’ ta do, eh～?」


  「Look who’s a bunch of sour grapes」, muttered Milia under her breath.


  Morley had heard it nevertheless, and it had struck a nerve.


  「Ya know I’m the ace of this here guild, don’tcha, Milia-chan? Don’t wanna piss me off now.」


  Everyone sighed. I had known Morley for long enough to grasp his personality, but it never failed to confound me how an ostentatious person like him genuinely believed that he was well-liked.


  「If you’re gonna be like that, Morley-san. One moment.」


  Milia brought over the pile of quest slips that I had been looking through earlier.


  「These are all the quests that were completed over the past three months. I will split them according to the person that assigned them.」


  Morley suddenly raised an eyebrow.


  「I-I… errone knows I did the most –」


  「Right, right. Let’s have a look…」


  Milia finished splitting the quest slips in no time at all.


  「Morley-san, who claims to be number one, you have assigned… forty-six quests in the past three months. It’s a shocking number…」


  She wasn’t pulling punches, and made no effort to hide it. After taking the two-week break we had taken into account, it meant that Morley had assigned, on average, less than one quest a day.


  「Heh! See～? Shocking indeed…」, gloated Morley, who had clearly taken it as a compliment.


  「I’ve done two hundred and thirty」, asserted Milia.


  「D-Didn’t ask, Milia-chan」, he stuttered in response. 「What about newbie-kun? Five? Maybe ten? Gnahahaha!」


  「Roland-san has around six hundred under his belt.」


  「Gnahaha… haa?」


  「The numbers speak for themselves, Morley-san. Roland-san has worked ten times harder than you have! Many people request his audience specifically, so it’s no wonder. Don’t forget that he’s also the sole examiner in our branch. All in all, it means that he has — by far — done more than anyone else!」


  The employees around us nodded.


  「Y-ya can’t just lookit them numbers! I poured my heart an’ soul into every single one!」


  Morley might as well have been talking to a brick wall. While he frantically tried to argue his case, the rest of us simply continued talking about the employment transfer programme.


  「Let’s wrap it up」, said Iris, who had come out of her office.


  「Chi-i-ef～!」, hollered Morley. 「Ya know how much work I do, don’tcha? But these people, ya gotta tell them!」


  「Heard it loud and clear.」


  「See? That’s the chief fer ya!」


  Morley turned his chin at his colleagues in apparent triumph, as if he had assumed the leadership of tens of thousands of men.


  「The numbers are only a gauge」, she continued. 「That’s true.」


  「Damn right they are!」


  「But they still speak volumes. Even if I close both eyes…」


  Finally feeling the heat, the errant Morley fell silent.


  「By ‘pouring your heart and soul’ into your work… is that a metaphor for how clumsy you are?」


  「Ya didn’t have ta go that far…」


  「Chief… Morley-san said he’s too busy to help out with the employment transfers」, said Milia.


  「Milia-chan!? I-I ne’er said that! I’ll do it! We’re all in this together!」


  Defeated, Morley had no choice but to sing the same tune.


  Chapter 194: Just the man for the job


  

  


  We began suggesting employment transfers to adventurers who we found suitable the next day. Some stared at us in disbelief, while others became visibly angry when we tried to hint that they should stop being an adventurer. It made me realise that the latter took pride in their line of work, even if all they did was low-ranked quests.


  As we had just launched the programme, we would soon have to edit the manual as well. I felt that the topic of employment transfer should be hinted at rather than outrightly brought up to our clients.


  Just then, Rabi appeared. Blessed with a defensive skill, she had teamed up with the veterans Neil and Roger as of late. This time, though, she was alone. Could they have fought, I wondered. She’s fourteen going on fifteen, while Neil is in his mid-thirties, and they probably don’t get along at times.


  「Hey, Roland.」


  「Not entertaining complaints.」


  「Oh, uh, not that.」


  I looked at her while continuing to file papers. So?


  「I wonder what Dee-san’s doing?」, she asked.


  「Dee’s on a quest, and won’t be back for a while.」


  She had originally partied with Dee before joining Neil and Co. Though immensely powerful at night, the vampire’s powers weakened to that of a human’s come daytime. Rabi, with her skill, had made a good pairing with her. For some reason, Rabi had come to see Dee as the ideal lady, and inquired of her whereabouts every now and then.


  「What?」


  Elegant and ladylike, at least to the unacquainted, the vampire was popular among men and women alike.


  「What’s this?」


  She peered at the poster regarding the programme we had just launched.


  「We’re giving those who quit adventuring new job opportunities.」


  「Huh, y’all do this?」


  Come to think of it, I had made Rabi an adventurer because there had been nothing else she could do. Her skill had made her suitable for the job, too. Perhaps there was something she had wanted to do all along.


  「If you’re sick of being an adventurer, Rabi, I can find you a new job. But that also depends on the employer, of course.」


  Once the programme had been greenlit, we had looked for willing employers. Lord Bardell was the first to respond, followed by blacksmiths, butchers, farmers and the like. The adventurers were also expected to be treated fairly. As their new jobs would allow them to make use of the skills they learnt as an adventurer, their new employers understood that they were more highly skilled than mere slaves.


  「I can be a guardsman, waiter or gardener at Lord Bardell’s… wow」, said Rabi.


  She seemed interested, but not fully invested in the idea.


  After that, she asked how I was doing. I think she found me a good person to talk to. Since I wasn’t too busy at the time, I entertained her while continuing to process my documents.


  「Excuse me…」


  「Welcome!」, exclaimed Rabi before I could.


  I looked up to see a timid-looking dark elf standing at the counter.


  「A quest? I’ve got you covered!」


  「Hey, don’t jump the gun now.」


  She’ll be a nuisance, I thought, shooing Rabi away. I sat down and motioned for the client to do the same.


  「Are you here for a quest?」


  「No, this…」


  He pointed to the same poster that Rabi had noticed. I had never seen a dark elf here before, so I figured that he usually went to a different branch.


  「If you’re here for an employment transfer, and this isn’t your main branch, you’ll need a testimonial from an employee. I take it that you have one?」


  「I do. Here.」


  He produced a scroll, which he unrolled and presented along with his license.


  Hambert Geshten-Org, B-rank. A dark elf.


  「Ah, you’re B-ranked. With your permission to continue, we’ll have to give the employer a week’s notice. Is that okay?」


  「Yes, please go ahead. I’ve already made up my mind to quit.」


  It’s a shame, honestly.


  Elves are rare creatures, and dark elves are even rarer. While their fairer counterparts resided in forests, they did not limit themselves to a specific habitat. Most of them lived in places far from human civilization — harsh environments such as tall mountains or dry deserts. They had also developed their own style of powerful magic. Already difficult enough to deal with as allies, they became as dangerous as vampires against a human.


  「I’m… not so good as speaking…」


  「It’s okay.」


  「My… appearance… scares people…」


  「Is that not silent recognition, rather than fear?」


  「It was. People used to call me strong, amazing… they buttered me up. But people stopped talking to me after I obtained my B-rank. I’m not talkative or outgoing… unfortunately.」


  I tried to imagine a dark elf that was frequently seen at his branch of choice. If he spoke little by default, then few people would voluntarily strike a conversation with him. His personality, though, was clearly inscribed on his license:


  “Tongue-tied, and tends to be misunderstood as a result, but also diligent and good with his hands.”


  In conclusion, even if the profession of adventurer fit him like no other, he still wanted to quit as he had trouble establishing friendly relations.


  「Even when I tried to join a party, nobody wanted me…」


  「You want to work together with someone, is that it?」


  「That too. But that main problem is my appearance.」


  It’s best not to be too concerned about your appearance, I thought. That can only make your inferiority complex worse.


  「Even for someone like me, I like being treated as an equal.」


  The letter of introduction detailed the quests that he had completed, including the specifics on what he had done. I could tell that the employee that had written it was rather invested in him. He was probably glad that Hambert was a skilled adventurer, but couldn’t bear to see him so unsuccessful in his social ventures.


  「How does a forge sound?」


  「A forge?」


  He stared at me, not having expected such a proposal.


  「Would you like a trial period?」


  Though a little conflicted, he nevertheless nodded.


  


  There was a forge somewhere on the outskirts of Lahati. Some of its products were sold there, while others were exported to weaponries in town. Weapon merchants also helped to expand their reach.


  「Is it… famous?」, asked the dark elf.


  「Not really, but they make quality weapons.」


  I knocked on the door, which opened to reveal a frowning old man. He seemed to be in a bad mood as usual.


  「He’s here for an employment transfer」, I said, glancing at Hambert, who was behind me. 「Can we leave him here to observe and learn?」


  「…Ah.」


  Without another word, the blacksmith simply turned around — a gesture that was easily and correctly interpreted as an instruction to follow.


  「Are you sure, employee-san? He looks really scary.」


  「So you’re guilty of it too, Hambert-san.」


  「Huh?」


  「Judging people by their looks.」


  Sorry, whispered the dark elf, clearly embarrassed.


  The blacksmith entered the heart of his workshop with us in tow.


  「He specialises in the manufacture of swords and other blades」, I explained in his place.


  Still remaining silent, he continued the work that had been interrupted earlier, moving nothing but his hands. Few customers come this far into the forge, I thought, seeing piles of finished products on the floor coated in dust.


  Hambert took a bow from the floor without thinking, which drew a curious look from the blacksmith.


  「…」


  「Can you the bow, grasshopper?」


  「Can I? The bow?」


  「He’s asking if you can make bows」, I translated.


  「Oh. Yes, definitely.」


  「…Here’s the materials」, said the old man, gesturing with his chin. 「Give it a try.」


  「Ah, okay.」


  Hambert took the raw materials and got to work.


  I remembered what Neil — an adventurer good with a bow — had mentioned before.


  『The swords from that place are solid, but the bows… not so much. And that guy can’t repair them either. I bought this bow at the royal capital, and I have to go there to get it fixed too.』


  The blacksmith made the best swords in town, which naturally meant that he was much less adept at making bows. They’re fundamentally different weapons that require entirely different manufacturing processes.


  In fact, he had been less than lukewarm to the idea of our employment transfers, but had readily agreed when we talked about bow-making. It was most likely due to the high demand that he was unable to meet satisfactorily.


  Hambert soon proved that a dark elf was, when all is said and done, also an elf. He was as good with his hands as expected, and had produced a bow in no time at all.


  「It’s a light bow, good for rapid firing. Also…」


  He began working on another bow, explaining as he went along. I was unable to understand most of what he said due to the jargon he used.


  「And this is a heavy bow. Though not everyone can use this, it has a long range and packs a punch.」


  The owner grunted, comparing both bows.


  「Want to come? Then come」, he said at last.


  「He’s inviting you to join」, I told the confused Hambert.


  「Really?」


  The blacksmith nodded.


  「Okay, I will!」


  I headed back to the guild, leaving apprentice and master to work things out. That line of work meant that Hambert would no longer be subjected to species-based discrimination. The blacksmith was also even more unfriendly than he was.


  He makes Hambert look adorable in comparison, I thought.


  


  「Aniki! I was at a weaponry, and I found a bow manufactured in Lahati. They’ve improved by leaps and bounds!」, said Neil shortly after Hambert had been successfully assimilated into his workplace.


  「That blacksmith must have brushed up on his bow-making skills」, continued the adventurer, unaware that deep within the forge stood no longer one, but two blacksmiths.
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  After morning assembly, Iris told me that she needed to see me later. Speaking from experience, she likely had a new assignment for me. We opened the front door, allowing the waiting adventurers to trickle in. When none of them asked for me, I got up and headed for Iris’s office.


  「I wonder what Chief wants with you?」, asked Milia. 「Could she be… abusing her authority to make you go for lunch with her!? That’s power harassment, Roland-san!」


  She’s worried for my welfare, I thought. Just like a senpai.


  「She’s not that kind of person, Milia-san.」


  「Huh… it’s weird that you trust her so much」, she muttered with a disgusted glare.


  I did a slight bow, then knocked on Iris’s door.


  「May I?」


  「I’m sorry for doing this so often.」


  It’s fine, I said, shaking my head. She gestured for me to take a seat on the sofa.


  「I was thinking about adventurers that mainly visit other branches.」


  「What about them?」


  「They’re paid peanuts」, she replied.


  「That sounds more like a mere complaint than anything.」


  「If it was, I wouldn’t have summoned you.」


  「It’s something beyond my usual job scope, isn’t it?」


  I relaxed my shoulders, and Iris forced a smile.


  「Rewards are determined by the quest rank — that’s the guideline.」


  「From what I was told, the adventurers are being paid ten or twenty percent less.」


  「That honestly depends on the circumstances. It can’t be the norm…」


  I realised that Iris knew all of this already. If she still saw it as a problem, then there must be something else at play.


  「It might have something to do with the requestors. Or something else entirely. I’d like you to investigate if possible.」


  「What makes you take special interest in this matter, chief?」


  It’s rare for her to interfere in other branches’ matters.


  「The person who told me about it is an S-ranked adventurer who has done a lot for me.」


  「I see. It’s an opportunity to do an S-ranked adventurer — who you don’t see everyday — a favour.」


  Quests that required such adventurers were already few and far between, and these adventurers were commonly contacted directly by the guild when the need arose. They included the subjugation of an extremely powerful monster or swarm of monsters. Most of the time, the rewards involved were too massive to be provided by one person, and the quest was funded by the guild instead.


  「I apologise for such a selfish request. I’ve already written to the Master, but he seems rather tied down at the moment.」


  「It’s for the guild’s sake, isn’t it?」


  「Thank you for your understanding.」


  She smiled.


  「Please be careful. I have no idea what’s behind all this.」


  「Understood. I have yet to experience being a normal adventurer, so I think I’ll become one for the sake of this investigation.」


  「Roland? An adventurer? Ahahaha. That’s a great idea.」


  She suddenly frowned.


  「A ‘normal’ adventurer?」


  「Ignore that.」


  「I’ll treat you to a meal after this.」


  「Uh –」


  「Lyla-chan’s invited as well! How about that?」


  I wondered if I had used that excuse too often.


  「Okay. I’m sure Lyla will agree to having a meal together.」


  「The ‘together’ part isn’t the point」, the chief replied with a frown.


  


  The guild in Imir was ground zero.


  Second largest after the royal capital, Imir had been governed by the Moisander family until their underground arena was exposed. King Randolph had installed another family in their place, and during my subsequent visits, I had noted that the people of Imir looked much happier than before.


  As the guild was located at the city centre, I found it easily without having to ask the locals. A towering building three stories high, it looked nothing like the single-story branch back in Lahati.


  It’s been a long time since I came here as neither an assassin nor an employee, I thought.


  A female employee, who probably saw me as an unfamiliar face, greeted me when I entered.


  「Welcome. First time?」


  「Yes. I’m here to become an adventurer.」


  「Please proceed to the third floor for registration. After that, you’ll sit for the entrance examination, after which you can become an adventurer if you pass.」


  Thank you, I said, climbing the stairs to the top floor.


  It was similar in construction to the ground floor. I headed for the counter and told an employee about the purpose of my visit, after which he called for another male employee. The latter looked rather strange in this uniform, and had multiple scars on his face — his appearance told me that he had probably been a mercenary in the past.


  「Here for the test?」


  「Yes, please.」


  The examiner read through the questionnaire that I had filled in.


  「Solan… twenty-three years of age. No notable skills…」


  He grabbed my shoulder all of a sudden.


  「I’ll give it to you straight. Don’t bother.」


  「Eh?」


  「You’re a little old, aren’t you?」


  「I am.」


  「You’re already twenty-three, and won’t get far as an adventurer. And you have no skills or special techniques either. You’re better off doing a normal job. Got me?」


  He nodded as he spoke. Despite its rough coating, his advice was genuine and well-intentioned.


  「But I want to become an adventurer here.」


  The examiner sighed loudly.


  「First, the magicka test. Then the practical test if you pass. You fight me. And if you pass that too, you clear the whole test.」


  「Okay. I understand.」


  「You seem quite gentle, which isn’t a problem in itself… but you don’t come across to me as someone who can be an adventurer.」


  He scratched his head.


  「If it was up to me, I’d have rejected you already. But things have changed recently, and now I have to take your personality and potential into consideration too. It’s a pain, if you ask me.」


  「Sorry」, I said, lowering my head after hearing his rant.


  The standards changed after my series of lectures, I thought.


  A little surprised, the examiner proceeded with the test. He took the familiar-looking magical assessment crystal and placed it on the counter.


  「Raise your hands –」


  I obeyed.


  It would take too much time to gather information if I was made an F-rank adventurer. I could try to sniff out rumours here and there, but it was unlikely for any moderately experienced adventurers and above to even give me the time of day. Though it was common practice to start newly qualified adventurers with an F-rank, as an examiner, I was able to raise their starting rank at my discretion.


  「If I hit thirty thousand, please grant me the C-rank at least.」


  「Uhahaha! Only elite mages who have trained since young can hit thirty thousand! You know that, right? Well, why don’t you give it a go anyway!」


  I released my magicka, making sure to hold back as the crystal wasn’t built to measure the full brunt of it.


  「Nuoooh!? This… this light!」


  The crystal glowed, and a number appeared.


  Hm. Right on the dot.


  「Exactly thirty thousand!? What the hell, man — huh? There’s no reaction from you at all?」


  「Let’s proceed」, I said, pressing the shocked examiner to continue.
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  As we walked, I thought about what I could do during the practical test to obtain a C-rank.


  The examiner grabbed my shoulder.


  「Walk slower, will you?」


  「Sorry.」


  Since I was already aware of the process, any patient explanation was meaningless.


  「So you want to be a C-rank?」


  「Yes. I will also adjust my abilities to meet the practical requirements.」


  「Adjust…?」


  He pressed a finger to his temple.


  「What kind of magic can you do?」, he asked.


  「A few elementary spells.」


  「And the harder ones?」


  「Never got the hang of it. I guess I was born this way.」


  「So despite your large reserve of magicka, you can’t channel most of it into actual spells?」


  「Yes, unless we’re talking about demon magic.」


  I summoned a few ‘Shadows’ and made them dance on the counter.


  「Wow, just wow… okay, sit down!」


  「What about the practical?」, I asked, returning to my seat.


  「I’ve seen enough. You still look like the most unremarkable guy in town, though. A living, breathing example of why I shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.」


  His instinct as an examiner served him well.


  「You must have a reason for wanting to start at C-rank. Now I know what you mean by ‘adjusting’ your abilities.」


  「…」


  「Never mind, never mind. I won’t probe further」, he said, raising both hands.


  I was glad that he understood.


  「I won’t ask who you are, Solan」, he repeated. 「The Moisander family used to govern this city. It’s not out of the question for people to come and keep an eye on the current lord.」


  He must have assumed that I was an investigator sent here to watch the new baron.


  「Have you been here for a long time?」


  「Kinda. Ten years, maybe?」


  That’s pretty long, I thought. In other words, he must also be well acquainted with long-time adventurers of this guild. Here you go, he said, handing me my freshly minted adventurer’s license. I had been assigned a C-rank.


  「Don’t smash my face in now, ‘kay?」


  A good-natured man, he chuckled and thumped my shoulder. He started explaining how the guild worked, but I told him that it would not be necessary.


  「I’d like to join a party or something. Do you know anyone who is willing to partner with me?」


  「I still don’t know what you can do, Solan. What you did just now wasn’t enough information for me.」


  「I can induce hallucinations, dispel magical effects…」


  「Okay, I get the idea. You’re one of those rare demon magic users, then.」


  From what I had shown him, he probably took me for a support mage. The examiner quickly scribbled something that looked like a letter of recommendation.


  「Give this to an adventurer called Orlando, who will agree to take you. You simply can’t miss that massive sword.」


  「Thank you.」


  I slotted the letter into my breast pocket and shook his hand.


  「What if I turn out to be an agent of the demons?」


  「Then you’ll die and take me with you.」


  He guffawed. Though he seemed too trusting, perhaps that was part of his allure as an examiner.


  I headed for the stairs and descended to the second floor, which had a reception specially designated for intermediate adventurers and above. An adventurer with a large sword quickly came into view. He handed proof that he had completed his quest to an employee and sat on an empty sofa while he waited for the verifications department to process it.


  「Are you Orlando-san?」


  His large sword was slung over his shoulder. It was so large that I felt like I was talking directly to it. Its owner turned around and nodded, looking surprised.


  Orlando… was a girl. An elf, too.


  「I’m looking for a quest partner, and the examiner told me to give this to you.」


  Her eyes as wide as plates, she read the contents of the letter a few times.


  「Dahn, recommending someone…? That’s rare.」


  「Is it?」


  Dahn was probably the examiner’s name.


  「First day on the job, and you’re already C-ranked?」, she continued.


  「Yes.」


  「Wow」, she said, complimenting me with only one word.


  I had caught a glimpse of Orlando’s license earlier. She was S-ranked. Perhaps the elf in front of me was none other than Iris’s old friend?


  「Join me.」


  「Thank you. I will do my best.」


  「Same here.」


  The only elf I had known up to this point was a noisy idiot. I figured that quiet elves existed as well.


  「Orlando Fergury-san. The verification is successful.」


  She got up, walked over the counter and received her commission. Every movement of hers was quick and precise, almost as if her sword wasn’t there. The elf remained at the counter for quite some time, leading me to assume that she had started another quest.


  However, she returned with a frustrated look on her face.


  「Did something happen?」


  「The commission’s lower than what was stated.」


  She had received the amount usually accorded to a B-ranked quest — 70 percent of what was the norm.


  「Admin fees, they said. And the time I took to report back.」


  「Only for you, Orlando-san?」


  「Probably.」


  The elf looked dejected.


  I asked about the contents of the quest and the promised rewards, neither of which were unusual. This seemed like a problem with the guild, rather than the mere complaint that I had believed.


  「We should celebrate our partnership.」


  I had no idea what she meant, but I nevertheless followed her to a restaurant outside. She ordered wine and many dishes that paired with it. It almost felt like a mixer.


  We clinked glasses reservedly.


  「Let’s do our best.」


  「We will.」


  「It’s on me.」


  「It’s okay, I can foot the bill.」


  「Nice.」


  The moment she knew that it was on me, she started drinking more. Her snow-white complexion turned red, and her cheeks swelled.


  「I also complained to my drinking friend — someone from the guild. A pretty capable someone.」


  Her vague description rang exactly one bell.


  「And they can’t do anything about it?」


  「Nope. Not at all. But she said that she’d try.」


  And that’s why I’m here now, I thought.


  「If the commission rate has dropped, can’t you go to another branch?」


  「There are almost no high-ranked quests anywhere else.」


  Right. Large cities receive a larger variety of quests. The Lahati branch received a B-ranked quest once a month on average. Orlando explained that Imir received quests B-ranked and above about twice or thrice a week.


  There was an unspoken rule for employees — we do not assign low-ranked quests to high-ranking adventurers. We needed S-ranked adventurers to be available at a moment’s notice, and we also had to ensure that low-ranking adventurers had an adequate supply of quests.


  I had planned to snoop around and find out more, but thanks to the examiner, I had found a vein of readily available information.


  「I don’t know who’s behind this, but we’d better find out. This is a job where we put our lives on the line for money. And nobody can, or should, take away what is rightfully ours.」
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  With the understanding that I would cover her expenses, Orlando drank like there was no tomorrow even though nightfall was still hours away. I did not know whether she did this all the time, or simply as a coping mechanism just this once. Once she had her fill, she became limp and looked like she was about to fall out of her chair.


  I lent her my arm for support.


  「You might have drunk a little too much.」


  The elf turned her beet red face towards me.


  「Your looks… make me nervous…」, she whispered.


  「Who, me?」


  I paid for our meal and returned to Orlando. I lent her my arm again, but she shook her head and gingerly stood up on her own.


  「The hand of a handsome man like you… will make me pregnant. I just know it.」


  「I’m not handsome, so you’ll probably be alright.」


  It’s not like she’ll get pregnant either way, though.


  My words fell on deaf ears, and the elf shuffled out of the restaurant. I watched her in case she needed support, and as I had expected, she collapsed under the weight of her sword and kissed the pavement after a few steps.


  I lent her my shoulder — to no resistance this time — and managed to deduce her place of residence from her slurred speech. When we arrived, I laid her on her bed and told her that I would be back the following morning, though I doubted that she would be able to recall anything.


  The higher they climb, the more haughty and arrogant adventurers tend to become. Orlando, however, was an exception. She seemed like the type to never complain come what may, preferring to keep her opinions to herself instead.


  And that’s why Iris went out of her way to do her a favour, I thought.


  But it also allowed her to be exploited.


  


  Knowing that I had a few hours before sunset, I returned to the guild and looked for the employees’ entrance. There was a male employee standing there. I performed a light karate chop on his neck, causing him to black out. Dragging the unconscious employee to a place where he would not be spotted easily, I exchanged clothes with him.


  「I’ll return your clothes in no time」, I said before heading inside.


  The first thing I noticed was that the Imir branch employed a large number of staff — at least a hundred at a quick glance. It meant that an unfamiliar face or two wouldn’t raise any alarms. I figured that if the guild was behind the reduced commission issue, something about it might be written on the quest slips.


  As all guilds performed the same services, I found the storage area for their documents immediately. I leafed through the quest slips, looking for the quests that Orlando had completed.


  「What’cha doin’?」


  The employee looked at me suspiciously.


  「One of the slips for a quest issued on the first floor was mixed with these by mistake」, I lied.


  「Oh, yeah. Need a hand?」


  I rejected his offer. Mixing up quest slips seems like a common mistake around here, I thought.


  「Remember that C-ranked quests and above are issued on the second floor, okay?」


  I politely acknowledged his advice, and the employee left.


  After finding all of the quests that Orlando had completed over the past few months, I noticed that all of them were B-ranked and above. The commissions written on their quest slips were perfectly normal.


  Then, I turned one over. There was exactly one word overleaf — ‘elf’.


  「…」


  Feeling a sneaking suspicion creeping onto me, I looked behind the rest of the quest slips and found words like ‘demi-human’, ‘dwarf’, among others — all except for ‘human’.


  The Lahati branch doesn’t do stuff like this, I thought.


  「Hey now, you’ve got to be kidding me!」


  「I’m sorry, sir… but you missed the cutoff time by a large margin. We have no choice but to cut your rewards…」


  I trained my ears towards the reception. It appeared that another adventurer had received the same injustice as Orlando.


  「I’m not coming here again!」


  The adventurer, who was a dwarf, turned around and stomped out.


  One of the biggest differences between the branch at the royal capital and this branch was that the latter received almost no non-human clientele. The larger the city, the more diverse its population — for that reason, non-humans were a rare sight in Imir, even though its size was second only to the capital.


  「Sorry, could you do me a favour and file this quest slip for me?」


  The employee that had served the dwarf was none other than the one who had rendered his assistance to me earlier. I acquiesced and filed the quest slip away.


  「He’s not happy, is he」, I said.


  「Man, it’s not like we can do anything about it. It’s the chief’s instructions.」


  The chief’s instructions? Before filing the quest slip, I had noticed the word ‘dwarf’ written overleaf. Cutting an adventurer’s commission is, for obvious reasons, heavily frowned upon. I could imagine why non-human species were being discriminated against — it had been mainstream before the war, and the undercurrents of discrimination remained in society today.


  I knocked on the branch chief’s office with a few quest slips in hand.


  「Do you have a moment to spare, chief?」


  「What?」


  「It’s about the quest commissions.」


  I was permitted to enter. The chief, a rotund middle-aged man, looked at me with a raised eyebrow.


  「Never seen you before.」


  「I’ve only been here for a few days.」


  He accepted my explanation. Most of the employees are probably unfamiliar to him, I thought.


  「Elves, dwarves, demi-humans… it’s acceptable to cut their pay now, is it?」


  「I never said that — that sounds like a travesty! Muhaha.」


  Barely able to stifle his laughter, the chief stroked his saggy chin.


  「I just told everyone to ‘do their best’! If they’re not happy about it, they can just find another branch to work at. It’s their job to give quests to those sub-humans.」


  ‘Sub-humans’… that term alone was enough to make one the enemy of all non-human species. It was a term that had been thrown around all the time before the war.


  「Isn’t it a win for both the guild and the adventurers if the commissions are correctly assigned?」


  「Why treat the sub-humans like real humans? Try it yourself, and see how much of their commissions you can shave off. You can have a bonus if you do well!」


  Muhaha, he guffawed again, causing his double chin to wobble around.


  「I’ll let the Master know about this.」


  「The Master? Heh, that’s a good one. Social justice warriors like you show up from time to time, but their lofty ideals crumble to nothing when they realise who controls their salary. While grovelling before me, too.」


  A rotten branch chief like him was only here because of an incompetent buffoon like Lord Moisander, I thought.


  「Go ahead, I don’t care.」


  「With your permission.」


  「I mean, who do you think the Master will believe — a single employee, or the chief of the Imir branch?」


  「Do you remember the large-scale quest where a guild was established in the Principality of Vadenhaag?」


  「Yeah… so?」


  「Who do you think the Master will believe — the employee that oversaw the entire initiative, or a racist?」


  His smile faded away as my words sank in.


  「I apologise for the intrusion. I will take my leave.」


  I bowed and turned around, then heard loud, clumsy noises as the chief hurriedly climbed over his desk and sofa to reach me.


  「Okay, wait, wait, wait, wait — hold on a sec. Sit down. Just what do you want? I can write a letter of recommendation, no problem. A letter from the branch chief! A good word from me is all it takes to propel you wherever you want to go! That’s fine, right?」


  「I’m not from this branch, so I don’t think that’s feasible.」


  「Huh? What…?」


  「I have conclusive evidence that you have let your discriminatory beliefs influence your work, and I will have to let the higher-ups know of this.」


  Shaking off the hand he had on my shoulder, I left the office.


  「Wait. Waaaaaaaaaaait –! What’s gonna happen to me!?」


  I activated my skill.


  「Eh?」


  Making sure that he had lost sight of me, I leapt out of the nearest window.


  「He’s gone!? A ghost…!?」


  How noisy.


  「Okay, it must have been a dream. Phew!」


  If only.


  Exchanging clothes once again with the still-unconscious employee, I checked that the quest slips were still with me and blinked to the royal capital. I located Ta’uro and told him all he needed to know.


  I’ll leave the rest to you, I said, heading off again.
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  When we arrived at the guild the next day, the branch chief looked pale. You could hardly blame him, for he was being taken away by a few men.


  「?」


  「I think you will receive your rightful salary from now on」, I told Orlando, who wondered what was going on.


  「Really?」, she replied. 「That’s great.」


  The elf went to the counter and, as I had expected, finally received her full commission as stated on the quest slip.


  「You’re right. What happened?」


  「Well, this is what’s ‘normal’.」


  Seeing no further purpose to stay undercover, I told Orlando who I really was.


  「You’re actually an employee, Solan?」


  「Yes. I work for Chief Iris.」


  「Iris!」, she exclaimed, understanding dawning on her face.


  「She told me about you and your plight. Perhaps we’ll meet again someday.」


  「Mhm… I’ll visit her soon.」


  I nodded, and we parted ways. Back in Lahati, I informed the branch chief that my job was done. Overjoyed, she also asked about Orlando.


  「You didn’t make a move on her, did you?」


  「What do you take me for, chief?」


  「Elves are exceptionally beautiful people… and once she starts drinking, she doesn’t stop until she’s under the table.」


  As expected of a drinking buddy, I thought. They know each other’s drinking habits well.


  「I won’t make a move on someone simply because she looks pretty. I don’t take advantage of drunk women either — what I mean is, I don’t need them to be drunk.」


  「Hm?」, said Iris. 「You mean you have a free pass, with or without the alcohol?」


  「I’ll leave it to your imagination.」


  I forced a smile.


  「You’re one heck of an employee, I must say.」


  「I’m a ‘normal’ employee, and nothing more.」


  「You never accept praise, do you? Anyway, please thank Lyla-chan on my behalf.」


  「Lyla?」


  「She’ll know what you mean.」


  Something must have happened between the two ladies while I was away, I thought. I’ll ask Lyla about it later.
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  ◆Lyla◆


  Lyla was once again home alone. Roland had received another one of his special jobs, and had, as usual, kept her in the dark about it.


  Isn’t the guild using him a little too much, she thought.


  「He can say no sometimes, can’t he?」


  Grumbling to herself, the Demon King headed for the marketplace. While looking at the wide selection of fresh fruit, vegetables and meat, she noticed Milia walking in the direction of the guild.


  The employee was barely able to keep her balance.


  「Oi, Milia. You look much the worse for wear.」


  「Ah… ah… Warawa-san…」


  Turning around, she flashed her signature bright smile. Her glassy expression, however, let slip that she was barely able to manage a response.


  「Going to work?」, asked Lyla. 「You should rest if you’re feeling unwell.」


  「B-but Roland-san isn’t in today, and I can’t possibly abandon my duties.」


  「Stuff like that happens, doesn’t it?」


  Lyla made a decision on the spot.


  「I’ll let Iris know」, she declared with the utmost confidence.「You can go home.」


  「B-but…」


  Lyla was unable to think of a reason why she would even consider going to work in this state.


  「They can manage just fine without you. One missing person won’t cause the entire organisation to crumble!」


  Her point was that there was nothing wrong with taking a break.


  「Right… even without someone like me… the guild will still operate normally…」, replied Milia with a frown.


  Worried about Milia’s wellbeing, Lyla saw her home before heading for the guild to inform Iris. When she got there, though, the front door was locked. It seemed like they had yet to open.


  「Iris… is Iris not in?」


  She knocked anyway, and the door opened just enough for a man to peek outside.


  「We ain’t open yet, ma’am.」


  Lyla vaguely remembered this person. He was Roland’s senpai. Mor… what was it again?


  「Oh, it’s you, Morgan. I need to see Iris. I bring urgent news.」


  「The name’s Morley. You got somethin’ fer the chief?」


  With narrowed eyes, he opened the door a little bit more.


  「Ah, you’re that red lady…」


  「Red lady?」, echoed Lyla, confused.


  Morley cleared his throat, straightened his hair and opened the door fully, flashing his million-dollar smile.


  「I’ll escort you to the chief, red lady.」


  「Fumu. I will follow.」


  As she walked across the still-closed guild, she noticed that the desk-bound employees were still in the throes of preparation.


  「Whaddya want with the chief?」


  「Nothing much.」


  「Where do ya stay?」


  「Why do you need to know?」


  「We could go toge –」


  「No」, she said firmly, shutting Morley down before he was able to advance an inch.


  They reached Iris’s office.


  「Oh? Lyla-chan. What brings you here?」, asked Iris with a raised eyebrow as she came out.


  「Thank you for showing me here, Morgan. You may go now.」


  「Hey, I told ya, the name’s Morley! Eh, whatever. Yer dominant attitude… the thought of it makes me…」


  What a louse of a man, thought Lyla, producing no response whatsoever. Iris, who knew of her relation to Roland, sighed.


  「Are you ready to open, Morley?」


  「Eh, I was gonna get ready, but this here red lady –」


  「Enough excuses. Get to work.」


  「Roger that…」


  Sticking his chin upwards, Morley returned to the reception.


  「So what’s up?」, asked Iris, now that they were alone.


  「Milia is feeling under the weather, and won’t be in today.」


  「Eh? Today of all days, when Roland isn’t around either!?」


  The branch chief looked gloomy.


  「Is it really bad? It’s just two people, right?」


  「If only — a few other employees have called in sick as well.」


  「Hmm. So you’re short-staffed?」


  「Exactly. I can do the receptionist stuff when push comes to shove, but I have other duties to attend to as well. And, you know, Morley…」


  Lyla finally saw the tight spot that Iris was in.


  「Which means that you have to do the same amount of work with only half the people?」


  「Yeah. Man, I’m dead…」, muttered Iris, looking at the ceiling. 「And here I was thinking I could leave on time for once.」


  Lyla could see the fatigue in her eyes. Being a branch chief isn’t easy, she thought.


  「Fret not, Iris! You can leave it to me!」


  She nodded and thumped her chest.


  「Eh?」


  「I know more or less what Roland does — and I’ll prove it by being an employee for a day!」


  「That honestly unsettles me more.」


  In her spare time, she had assumed her feline form to observe Roland at work. From what she saw, being an employee wasn’t particularly difficult and required little expertise.


  「Hmm…」


  Steeling herself, the branch chief waved Lyla into her office.


  「Can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs, I guess.」


  The Demon King received an employee’s uniform.


  「Wow, isn’t this…?」


  She donned the uniform emotionally. Looking in the mirror, she noticed that her hair was stuck in her uniform and promptly pulled it out.


  「You really wear that uniform with elegance, Lyla-chan…」


  Lyla snorted with pride.


  「There’s nothing that looks bad on me!」
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  Never one to hold back on self-praise, she was implying that if it looked bad, it was a problem with the apparel, and not herself.


  「Let’s hurry」, said Iris. 「I’ll let everyone know of the recent developments, and you should introduce yourself.」


  Halfway out the door, she turned around.


  「Do you have more style than me? Perhaps it’s just my imagination…」


  The charismatic Demon King had led her army into battle many times. She had been in a tight spot every now and then, and the new battlefield in which she now found herself was no different.


  「Iris」, said Lyla. 「I hope you know that my presence will render even someone like Roland obsolete.」


  「I really doubt that. Remember that Milia exists as well.」


  Lyla chuckled, following Iris to the reception. She immediately drew curious gazes from three employees.


  「Red lady!」


  「It’s that pretty girl I see in the streets sometimes…」


  「Trying on cosplay, ojou-chan? That looks great on you.」


  Iris glanced at Lyla, who provided a brief self-introduction.


  「I’m Lylael — you can call me Lyla. And I’m here to help you with today’s work.」


  「In short」, continued Iris, 「who you see here is all we have today. It’s do or die.」


  Everyone present looked especially gloomy.


  「Argan-kun isn’t in? Shit…」


  「That can’t be. Milia isn’t in either…」


  Out of all the concerned employees, one man alone stood undaunted.


  「Milia-chan, sick? Guess I’ll havta visit her later! After all, I gotta make sure my colleagues take care of themselves! I’ll tell her ta have a good rest — in my sexy, sexy voice — and she’ll fall head over heels for me!」


  He cackled creepily.


  Lyla had already figured that he wasn’t the best employee, but seeing this, she understood why Iris barely counted him as a helping hand.


  「I’ll help at the counter as well」, said Iris. 「And teach Lyla-chan the ropes as necessary. The rest of you, do what you can.」


  「Okay」, replied the employees in unison.


  「Aye.」


  Without including the outlier, the other employees readied themselves for the gruelling day ahead. Lyla nodded, brimming with confidence.


  「Now that’s a battlefield. When the numbers aren’t in your favor, you can’t afford to relax.」


  Grimacing, Iris declared that morning assembly was over.


  A female employee opened the floodgates and allowed the adventurers to stream in, jumpstarting Lyla’s first, and only, day on the job.


  Chapter 200: Employee for a day, part 2


  

  


  「Welcome to the guild! What can I do for you today?」


  「Hello, I’d like a quest like this –」


  Lyla watched the employees attend to adventurer after adventurer, a process she was familiar with. Not knowing this, of course, Iris decided to provide a demonstration and told her to watch from behind.


  「Over here, please!」, said the branch chief, catching an adventurer’s attention.


  「Is Milia-san in today…?」


  「I’m afraid she isn’t.」


  Shrugging, the adventurer cast a glance at Lyla and presented his license. After a quick look at it, Iris found a suitable quest from a stack of quest slips and laid it on the counter. She proceeded to explain the details.


  Indeed, thought Lyla. I know this procedure inside out.


  「This counter’s open too」, she declared. 「Anyone need anything?」


  None of the adventurers commented on her haughty tone.


  「Never seen you before, lassie. You new here?」, asked a middle-aged adventurer as he handed her his license.


  「New? I’m the Demon King.」


  「Hahaha, I like that attitude.」


  「What do you want? Speak.」


  「How ‘bout a round of drinks once the day is over?」


  「No. Next –」


  「Oi, hold up. I still need a quest here.」


  「Goodness. You could have said that at the start.」


  The antithesis of Milia, a polite city girl, the Demon-King-turned-employee had a unique beauty and elegance. While the former reminded one of a dandelion growing by the roadside, the latter had the allure of an expensive rose. Milia’s personality made her popular with all, but Lyla had a different charm about her altogether.


  「Don’t get angry at me, now… heheh.」


  Despite having been chided, the adventurer was far from angry. Lyla leafed through her stack of quest slips in search of one that met his needs. Most of the people present had their eyes trained on her — the adventurers, marvelling at an unfamiliar beauty; the employees, worried that she would slip up.


  「Here, how’s this? It’s a quest from me, so I don’t want to hear a no from you.」


  The quest rank matched the adventurer’s rank. He readily accepted it with a nod.


  「Aye. I’ll take it.」


  「Good answer. Do your best, and I look forward to your return.」


  Putting on her best smile, she saw him off.


  「It’s a new type of employee…!」, exclaimed the various people that were watching her.


  Now that she knew Lyla was competent, Iris had cheered up.


  「Well done, Lyla-chan!」


  「Was there ever any doubt?」


  「It’s nice to have someone who knows what she’s doing.」


  Having her regular duties to attend to, Iris gave Lyla another word of encouragement and returned to her office.


  「Next! Anyone?」


  The moment she spoke, multiple adventurers, mostly male, quickly formed a line in front of her.


  「Hm? So many of you want to speak to me? Men… I guess it can’t be helped.」


  She beamed on purpose, and the men were unable to resist the urge to smile. After all, she was the Demon King — she knew how to make these insignificant adventurers infatuated with her without any effort at all.


  As she served the long line of clients, she decided to provide some advice.


  「That monster is venomous. Take special caution, will you?」


  She noticed one that looked extremely uncertain.


  「If I say you can do it, then you can and you will. You don’t need to have confidence in yourself — just in what I say.」


  One adventurer confessed on the spot…


  「I like you!」


  「I don’t. Next!」


  …and was almost rejected just as quickly.


  As they had only half of the usual manpower, every employee had several times their normal workload. Even with Lyla handling most of the male adventurers, the rest were still barely able to stop for breath.


  That being said, one employee in particular seemed very free.


  Morley, the employee in question, attracted the occasional glance from his colleagues, which was usually accompanied by a deep sigh. Knowing that this wasn’t normal, Lyla grilled him in between serving clients.


  「So, what are you doing?」


  「Me? Verification. They gimme their stuffs, I make sure they’re legit.」


  「And how busy are you with that?」


  「They’re comin’, and I’m waitin’.」


  「It seems like you can’t even assign quests — something a new employee like me learnt simply by observation.」


  「No?」


  「Then do it. You’re not helping at all. In fact, you’re making life more difficult for all of us.」


  Lyla had spoken up when nobody else wished to. For that reason, two employees that were listening with one ear looked at her and Morley.


  「I do verification today. Ya know how important that is? Only I can do it.」


  「I know, but you should do the other stuff while you’re waiting.」


  Morley tutted.


  「Low-life」, muttered Lyla with a shake of her head. 「Resorting to pouting and tutting when you’re out of rebuttals. I could tell from the start — it’s painfully obvious from how everyone avoids you. Do you enjoy being treated like an outcast? Does that make you feel good?」


  「Yer just a helping hand fer today, and yer gonna act like yer a big deal?」


  「I don’t have to act like one. I am a big deal. That’s a given.」


  That caused everyone’s, including Morley’s, jaws to drop.


  「Is she from headquarters…?」


  「Huh. I see her outside sometimes… was she planted here to watch us?」


  His colleagues’ discussion fell on deaf ears, and Morley began shaking his leg in exasperation.


  「I’m doin’ what I’m meant ta do, so pipe down and go back ta work, rookie!」


  「Look at you, unable to dispute what a rookie’s saying. Because the rookie’s right. Aren’t you worse than a rookie, then?」


  The errant employee gnashed his teeth.


  「It must feel terrible」, continued Lyla. 「Imagine hearing something like this from a rookie.」


  「…Nah.」


  「If you feel no remorse, then feel free to continue as you are. Enjoy wasting the rest of your day doing no work and receiving no gratitude.」


  Morley’s shoulders drooped. His habitual leg-shaking had stopped.


  「…」


  「Admit that you’ve lost, and I will let up. Follow your colleagues’ examples, and they too will follow yours.」


  He started bawling.


  「That’s how an organisation operates. You look like you have something to say.」


  His shoulders shook, and he sniffled.


  「I feel it… I feel the remorse…」


  Lyla thumped his shoulder to console him.


  「Special circumstances like these are a great way to get Iris to see you in a new light.」


  「Right-o!」


  Wiping his tears on his sleeves, Morley got up and plopped himself down on the seat next to Lyla’s.


  「We’re all in this together, Morgan.」


  「The name’s Morley!」


  With a quiet chuckle, he called an adventurer over and started the usual procedure.


  Lyla took a seat and got back to work.


  


  「Twenty-five.」


  The Demon King glared at Morley with her arms folded. She had made him kneel on the ground in front of her.


  「Do you know what that number is, Morgan?」, she continued.


  「Eh. Look, I’m Morley, ‘kay?」


  「Twenty-five. Twenty-five times you messed up, after which I had to cover for you!」


  「It’s not that bad, is it…?」


  Though she knew that Morley had tried his best, Lyla was still unable to resist clenching her fist.


  「What an attitude!」


  Her magicka leaked out in the form of a strong gale, swirling around her and lifting her crimson hair.


  「Calm down, Lylael-chan…」


  「Y-Yeah, please. It’s not good to fight. Not good…」


  The two employees might as well have been talking to a brick wall.


  「Know your place! Idiot! Good-for-nothing!」


  「I-I…」


  「Do you know how busy I was thanks to you? Useless sandbag!」


  Her voice echoed across the now-closed guild. She now knew that the real killer was maintaining working relationships in the office, and not the work that came her way. Without waiting for closing assembly, she left home in a huff.


  Never again, she thought to herself. No matter what.


  Chapter 201: A presence


  

  


  Lyla was telling me that she had served as an employee while I was away at Imir. Thanks to her routine observation, she had performed her duties without any trouble.


  She was, however, rather disgruntled.


  「I don’t know where to begin about that Morgan…」, she whined.


  Morgan…? I wondered if it was an adventurer she was referring to. Regardless, her experience with this ‘Morgan’ had made her pledge never to work at the guild again even if asked.


  「Now I know how difficult it is to be an employee.」


  Not really, I thought. But different strokes for different folks, I guess. She might have found being the Demon King to be easier.


  「And we haven’t heard a thing about that, either」, she said, continuing before I needed to seek clarification. 「The doppelganger incident, I mean. He was definitely the one behind King Reubens’s assassination, correct?」


  「Yeah, I can’t think of anyone else that could have done it.」


  I would never forget the shock of seeing a carbon copy of myself right before my eyes.


  「You’ve brought this up multiple times now」, I said. 「Have you realised anything?」


  「I’ve said this multiple times too — there is no magic that can generate an entire human body from an arm alone.」


  「And the possibility of it being a new kind of magic?」


  「Zero. I’m a hundred and ten percent sure of it. Replicating an object is one thing, and creating a new one is another. I can’t imagine how the latter is possible.」


  The doppelganger that I had fought was myself, and not some magical apparition. Therefore, what little I knew supported Lyla’s theory that the whole affair had nothing to do with magic.


  「What about a skill of some sort?」


  「There are some unbelievably powerful skills out there, like the one belonging to your master. It’s not out of the question…」


  But in that case…


  「I don’t know much material is necessary, but it could mean that death is no longer eternal」, she continued. 「Death can be reversed.」


  「Mhm. You can even revive the first Demon King.」


  「That’s a scary thought.」


  She nodded with a serious look.


  「By the way, Lyla… did you notice that?」


  「Of course. I assumed it was nothing, but I did.」


  The presence suddenly disappeared. We had detected it for a while now — in fact, for the past few days, there had been the feeling that we were being watched. Once dinner was over, Lyla started washing the dishes, turning her head to speak.


  「Three days now, I think? It’s always after you leave for work. The fact that it’s easily detected means that whoever it belongs to isn’t very good at what they do. That’s why I just pretended not to notice.」


  「Three days, huh?」


  I, too, was now being observed. As a guild employee, my mind jumped to the assumption that an adventurer who knew me was behind this, but it felt… different. I wasn’t just being watched.


  I was being surveyed. Monitored.


  「Do you lock the door?」


  「I don’t.」


  「Nothing has been stolen, I guess.」


  「Well… not except for my back scratcher.」


  「Whoever stole it put it to better use than you did.」


  Lyla laughed at my sarcasm.


  「Okay, it’s not a laughing matter!」, she said hurriedly. 「A king was assassinated. And if the doppelganger was indeed birthed by a skill, there will be more to come.」


  「Thanks to my magic arm, I’m now stronger than I was with both natural arms intact.」


  「You mean there’s nothing to worry about?」


  Receiving no response, Lyla bit her lip.


  「You say you’ve become stronger… I can sense the confidence behind that statement.」


  「I have Warwick to thank for it.」


  I wondered who was stronger — Lyla, or the doppelganger. Though I hoped it was the former, the other possibility nevertheless tugged at my mind.


  After Lyla was done with the dishes, we sat down on the sofa together.


  「I don’t think the mastermind did it for fun. Though I don’t know their motive, something else is bound to happen sooner or later.」


  I voiced my agreement, and she cleared her throat.


  「Now that I can use magic, I can offer you my help.」


  「What, help me rescue you from a kidnapper?」


  「Hmph!」


  Touché.


  「Shall we agree on a code word for me to distinguish between a real and a fake you?」


  「Sure」, I said. 「What will it be?」


  「K…」


  K-?


  I watched her face turn red.


  「Kiss me!」, she finally blurted out.


  「Fine by me, though I was expecting a phrase.」


  「I’m always the one initiating it…! I want you to do it as well…」


  Her voice had grown softer, and she had turned her face away in embarrassment. I placed a hand on her chin, guiding it upwards. I brought my face closer to hers, and a soft sound could be heard as our lips touched.


  「Like this?」


  「S-So sudden! The audacity!」


  She shoved me away and hit my chest with her fists.


  「I get it. I’ll won’t do it without being asked to.」


  「No, no, you don’t have to wait for me to ask! Just do it slowly!」


  So… what does she want? Anyway, I thought, she can just look at whether ‘I’ have a right arm or not. Looking at her narrowed eyes, I ruffled her crimson hair, placed the other arm below her thighs and lifted her like a princess.


  「Getting used to the new arm has allowed me to do stuff like this.」


  「I-I see.」


  She curled up into a ball and clung to my torso, allowing me to carry her to the bedroom. I gently placed her on the bed and kissed her neck, causing her to tremble.


  「It’s ticklish…」, she whispered, her hot breath touching my ear.


  I undid her buttons one by one. She had grown used to being undressed over time, making tiny movements to match the tempo of my hands.


  She was wearing a new set of lingerie.


  「W…What?」


  So she was already feeling like it, I thought.


  「Nothing.」


  I shook my head, and brought my face closer to hers again. Giggling, the Demon King stuck out her arm and caressed my cheek.


  「I was wondering when you’d remove them, but it looks like you forgot.」


  She took the spectacles from my face and placed them on the dresser.


  「It’s not like they do anything. Of course you’d forget.」


  With that, she spread both arms, ready to receive me.


  Chapter 202: To be a friend


  

  


  「Wow, you’ve time to come here?」


  That was the greeting Elvi received when she arrived at the orphanage.


  「Not really. But I’m running errands around here anyway. I heard that Rina’s here, so I decided to drop by.」


  「That’s called having time」, replied Almeria placidly despite the smile that had crept onto her face.「That room over there is empty. Wait a little for me, will you?」


  Elvi made her way there and waited patiently for Almeria and Rina to come. Seraphin was also expected, though she had yet to arrive. The room had been furnished to look like a reception room — there was a work desk, an old sofa that could fit three people, a low table made of wood and other miscellaneous furniture. Light streamed through a window, from which she could see children frolicking about.


  So this is how the Heroine spends her free time, thought Elvi as she listened to the occasional wails from the children outside.


  The three ladies arrived soon after.


  「Is this a reunion?」, said Almeria.


  「But there’s one very, very, very important person missing, isn’t there?」, replied Seraphin playfully.


  「Roland’s coming?」, asked Rina to nobody in particular.


  Almeria immediately asked the question that was on everyone’s minds, just as she had always done during the war.


  「You’re a big girl now, aren’t you, El? Commander of the cavalry, right? How did you find the time to come to a place like this?」


  She leaned on the table, waiting for a response.


  「I want to catch up.」


  「Oh, I know what ulterior motive you have!」, said Seraphin, as sharp as ever.


  The High Priest plopped herself down on the sofa, patting her knees so that Rina would sit on her lap. She was ignored, however, and the young mage sat next to her instead.


  「So is Roland coming? Is he?」, she asked. 「Did you invite him, Aru-chan?」


  Almeria shook her head.


  「Nope. I only learnt about El’s visit — and that she had invited Sera — today.」


  Rina squeezed the stuffed bunny that she had taken a liking to.


  「Roland…」


  「Right, about Roland.」


  Almeria and Seraphin knew her personality all too well, and their hardened expressions let slip that they had realised something.


  「What about Roland?」, inquired Rina, surprised.


  「You know that Roland’s cohabiting with someone, right?」


  「Yeah. Someone called Lylael」, said Almeria after a moment’s hesitation.「We’ve talked on multiple occasions.」


  「Do you know why he’s living under the same roof as a demon, then?」


  「…Just what are you getting at?」


  Almeria probably already knew the answer, but had decided to let Seraphin do the talking.


  「Roland went off to fight the Demon King on his own, then disappeared soon after.」


  Rina nodded.


  「But Roland lived.」


  「Yes. None of us believed that he was actually dead. We learnt in due time that he had gone into hiding to start a new life as a guild employee –」


  「And he’s doing very well for himself」, summarised Elvi. 「Ta’uro-san, the Guild Master, holds him in very high regard.」


  「I knew that someone as sharp as you would have smelled something fishy, Sera.」


  「Anyway」, replied Elvi with a smile. 「Rina aside, I think the rest of you know what I’m talking about, so I’ll cut to the chase. The lady living with Roland is none other than the Demon King, isn’t she?」


  「Ah… yeah.」


  So what, said Almeria’s expression.


  「I see～」, exclaimed Seraphin with a look of incredulity.


  「The corpse that we found afterwards was a fake. Even so, we confirmed that it was genuine and ended the war.」


  「I remember seeing that Lylael and thinking they looked alike.」


  「But why didn’t you realise –?」


  「Because she had no magicka. That is to say, she was not the Demon King that she used to be.」


  「I handed Roland-san a collar long ago」, continued Seraphin in support of Almeria’s stance. 「Although I think it’s broken by now. It’s entirely plausible that he sealed the Demon King away.」


  「The dots do line up. The last time I visited Roland, that lady wasn’t wearing her collar.」


  That last part was news to both Almeria and Seraphin, who fell silent. Rina simply sat there listening to a conversation she could make neither head nor tail of.


  「Roland-san wanted to know how I obtained the collar…」, mused the High Priest.


  「But what do we do now? About this ‘Lylael’? Or should we say, the Demon King?」


  「I think… thanks to our time in the Party, I’ve established a good amount of trust with Roland. Same goes for the rest of you, right?」, asked Elvi. 「So why would Roland trick us and spare the Demon King?」


  「I can see why you’re unhappy, Elvi-san. He lied to us, vanished without a word, and let the Demon King — incapacitated or not, doesn’t matter — go.」


  Elvi had been considering the possibility that Roland was executing his own flavour of justice and trying to make her change her ways. But Seraphin could be right, she thought.


  「She’s no longer incapacitated. I saw that for myself.」


  「Look beyond the surface, El」, said Almeria, trying to calm Elvi down.


  For some reason, the princess suddenly recalled why they had gotten along — because their circumstances had been similar.


  「Lylael has Roland on her side now, which is the greatest obstacle possible. She may have been the Demon King, but the past is in the past.」


  「I don’t know what his motive is, but doing something like this would have been unthinkable for the Roland of the past. The Demon King ruined the lives of countless people, and there’s no way the cold-hearted Roland would have spared her life. He can’t have fallen for her — that’s not like him!」


  「Roland-san makes women fall for him～」, chortled Seraphin.


  「We understand how you feel, El. Please, that aura… it’s unsettling.」


  「And what’s wrong with that!?」


  Rina jumped. Elvi’s voice had been louder than she herself had expected.


  「Don’t get angry, El-chan…」


  「Sorry, Rina. I’m not angry.」


  The Holy Knight ruffled Rina’s hair, and allowed herself a moment of silence. Almeria spoke up before she found the right words.


  「If word of this gets out」, said the princess, 「it will seem as if we — the Heroes’ Party — lied. The entire world will think that we intentionally planted a fake.」


  「The war is already over, though. Isn’t that enough? Does it matter whether the corpse was real or fake if we achieved peace in the end?」


  「You always have absolute trust in Roland, don’t you?」


  「Listen! There’s no way any of this hasn’t gone through Roland’s head! What I’m trying to say is that he could have some far-reaching plan in mind!」


  「What if he has a change of heart before seeing it to the end? He has changed, hasn’t he?」


  Almeria and Seraphin entertained various thoughts, specifically their own reunions with Roland. His aura has indeed softened, they thought. What had once been sharp and fierce was now akin to a gentle ray of sunlight.


  They arrived at the same conclusion separately — he had changed for the better.


  「Let it go, tough girl」, said Almeria. 「It’s not something we can handle.」


  「Have you been thinking that way all this time, Al? That even all of us together aren’t a match for him?」


  「Uh… no, that’s not what I –」


  Watching the heated exchange before her, Rina was visibly afraid.


  「It’s okay, Rina-san」, coaxed Seraphin, patting her on the head.「Doesn’t this happen all the time?」
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  Both parties tried their best to calm down.


  「Okay. Let’s not go further」, she continued after a long, uncomfortable silence. 「We can discuss this in private all we like, but without Roland-san himself, nothing will happen. We must ascertain what’s going on first — if not, wild speculation on our part will do more harm than good. That is what the Roland-san I know would say.」


  The princess nodded in agreement.


  「You’re right.」


  「Hmm」, said Elvi. 「How will we figure out what’s actually going on?」


  「Isn’t that obvious?」


  Rina may not have understood the whole conversation, but nevertheless summarised it well enough.


  「I want to meet Roland…」, she muttered.


  Chapter 203: Reunion, part 1


  

  


  When morning came, I climbed out of bed taking care not to wake the still-sleeping Lyla. As I prepared to go to work, I noticed an envelope stuffed in the crack of my front door. First a strange presence, I thought. And now an unmarked letter. No sender, no addressee.


  Even without reading its contents, I knew that it wasn’t good news.


  「At least it won’t be an assassination request」, I said to myself with a bitter smile.


  I opened the letter.


  「…」


  It was from Elvi — and, surprisingly, not containing a single word about the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens.


  『Roland』, it began. 『Before we executed that person, he told us that you were living with the Demon King. Is it true? If so, why did you let her live?』


  So the person watching Lyla had been sent by Elvi.


  I pressed a thumb to my forehead, massaging the creases that had formed.


  「Why do you look so troubled?」


  Naked save for the blanket wrapped loosely around her, Lyla hugged me from behind.


  「I think the cat’s out of the bag.」


  「Fumu?」


  「I just received a letter from Elvi. It seems that the doppelganger revealed that you’re the Demon King.」


  「That knight girl knows, thanks to him?」


  To the straight-laced Elvi, the Demon King was the Demon King — whether she still had her powers or not. They were also not sealed away at present, so it wasn’t surprising that some alarms had been raised. Lyla had started the war, and I had been tasked with defeating her. Why I had let her go seemed inexplicable to Elvi.


  「What will you do? Do me in for real?」, said Lyla, chuckling. 「You can make another fake, just like you did all those months ago.」


  She knew that the former was out of the question for me.


  「I doubt the same ruse will work twice.」


  Of all the people that could have found out, Elvi was the most troublesome. I suspected that the doppelganger had told her exactly because he understood her personality.


  I killed the Demon King. Or should have. It’s easy to see why Elvi’s so caught up about this.


  As an assassin, I dictated whether my targets lived or died. Over time, I had gained a sixth sense that allowed me to discern whether a person was ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Thinking back, a part of me had already wanted to quit being an assassin. Granted, they were just assignments — yet, I felt that something was inherently wrong with killing good people.


  That’s why I had wanted a ‘normal’ job.


  Building on that train of thought, I had ‘sensed that the Demon King wasn’t a bad person’ and decided to ‘give the collar a try’. Would Elvi, whose veins justice ran through, buy such an explanation?


  「Since she went to the trouble of writing you a letter, it looks like there’s still room for negotiation.」


  「Yeah. She wrote that she’ll bring the other party members along. There’s a time and date given too.」


  As she had sent me a letter in private, it was unlikely that she intended to publicise the fact that the Demon King was still alive. After all, doing so would cause widespread panic once the rumour was confirmed to be true.


  「You’re not a bad person, Lyla. There’s some good in you, even if only a little. It was enough to swing my judgment of you.」


  Her decision to start the war had had complex political roots. It had not been for fun. In that sense, she wasn’t entirely to blame.


  「I can tell that you’re doing all this for my sake. So that you can protect me.」


  I turned around to look at her. She smiled.


  「As far as the humans are concerned, I’m the biggest criminal there is. For reasons inexplicable to them, I invaded their territory and caused irreversible damage to their society. To be honest… I had expected this moment to come sooner or later.」


  「Don’t jump to conclusions. Elvi wants to talk — she hasn’t said what she’ll do.」


  「『But if anyone ever tries to kill you, Lyla, I don’t care who or how many — a small division, an entire army, or even a kingdom — they’ll have to go through me first.』」, recited Lyla. 「Does this still apply?」


  「Yeah.」


  「Even if they were your former allies?」


  「Of course.」


  「Fufu. I chose the right person to love.」


  Still hugging me, she caressed my back.


  「I’m the person who the strongest Demon King in history fell in love with at first sight.」


  I finished my preparations and Lyla sent me off, following me all the way to the door like she always did.


  


  「Something on your mind, Roland-san?」, asked Milia.


  「Just a little.」


  「That’s rare.」


  「Yeah… it’s been decided that I’ll be meeting old friends.」


  「Isn’t that great?」


  「It’s quite embarrassing — a lie I told long ago got exposed. They seem unable to get over it.」


  I was deliberately trying not to say anything concrete.


  「I see～」, she laughed. 「Everyone has told a lie at some point. Just apologise, shake hands and everything will be back to normal!」


  Her smile was like a ray of sunshine.


  She’s… right, I thought. Perhaps the scale of things had caused me to worry more than I should.


  「That’s true. I will do my best.」


  It all depended on whether I could talk my way out of this mess. All of us in the party had been on the battlefield together and experienced the cruelty of war. But I was most worried about Elvi, as she had a track record of being a stickler for rules.


  Will she be satisfied with my explanation? What’s the best way to settle this?


  Those thoughts occupied a corner of my mind all day.
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  Our meeting was scheduled on my rest day. It was exactly like Elvi to arrange things that way, and I wondered how she had found out.


  Anyway, there was a knock on the door, and I got up to answer it.


  「Looks like they’re here.」


  「Ah…」


  Unsurprisingly, Lyla was rather nervous as well. It was a critical moment, after all — the party members had come to test us though I knew that no matter what they tried to do, Lyla and I together were stronger than all of them combined.


  I could hear Rina’s energetic voice even with the door closed.


  「Hello? Roland?」


  There were four familiar faces waiting outside. Despite having met up with one or two of them, I had not seen all the party members assembled like this since the war ended.


  「Roland!」, exclaimed Rina, closing in for a hug.


  As I ruffled her hair, Seraphin examined the exterior of my house.


  「So this is Roland-san’s residence～」, she said. 「It’s rather simple, isn’t it? I thought you could afford a better place!」


  「We just took an empty house and gave it a quick makeover. A quiet life is all I need.」


  「‘Quiet’?」, said Almeria. 「Your life is the opposite of quiet!」


  「It was what I had intended, at least.」


  「Says someone who was involved in the showdown of the century.」


  Her eyes narrowed. She’s referring to my fight with Aimée, I thought. The three ladies that had already spoken were acting like their usual selves. Elvi, however, looked glum and remained silent, as I had expected.


  「…Lyla’s waiting」, I said. 「Come in.」


  Seraphin was the only one who had actually met Lyla in person — the rest, though having crossed paths with her on occasion, had not known that she was the Demon King. What they thought about it weighed heavily on my mind.


  As I had nothing close to a reception room, we settled for the living room instead.


  「Make yourselves at home」, I said, and the four guests each found a spot on the sofa.


  All of us were here now, except for Lyla who had been here a moment ago.


  「Lyla? They’re here.」


  I headed for the dining room. Lyla was seated on a chair, looking very pale.


  「You’re not acting like your usual self」, I said.


  「Mm…」, said Lyla. 「Is that all you have to say?」


  「I expected you to be haughtier.」


  「I wouldn’t be acting like this in front of insignificant whelps. But since these people are important to you, I don’t care about the image I’m projecting.」


  「Being scared now won’t help your case.」


  Taking a deep breath, she looked into my eyes and nodded. She’s made up her mind, I thought. Bringing her back to the living room, I formally introduced her to the ladies waiting.


  「Sorry for the wait. This is Lyla… Lylael Diakitep. The Demon King that we defeated long ago.」


  「That’s right」, she continued, perhaps afraid of the silence that would ensue. 「I’m Lylael, a demon. I live with Roland. I have not laid a finger on the inhabitants here, and I never will.」


  「T-Thank you for everything, Lyla-chan!」


  Rina stood up and lowered her head.


  「Did you do something?」, I asked.


  「No…?」


  「The slaves you freed… they’re in the orphanage now! I wanted to… to say thank you, but I never had the chance…」


  I realised that she was talking about the slaves I had freed from the underground arena. Lyla had bathed and clothed the children, even if it had been at my request.


  「I’m proud of you for saying that, Rina.」


  「Mm」, nodded Rina, her eyes narrowing with joy.


  Almeria forcefully cleared her throat.


  「My first encounter with Lylael was at the capital. This is my second time meeting her, but I have nothing to offer.」


  I assumed that they had met while I was there to receive the lecture. Something about Lyla having her wallet pilfered, and Almeria offering her assistance.


  「I used the collar that Seraphin had given me to seal her magic powers away. Its creator built a novelty feature into it, allowing the wearer to transform into a talking black cat.」


  「Black cat…!?」, exclaimed Almeria. 「Then, Master Moggy was…!?」


  「Yeah. One and the same」, I replied, remembering that she had met Lyla the black cat at Somarille Coast.


  「Which means that the lewd tales she told me are none other than — !?」


  The princess looked at me, then at Lyla, then back at me again.


  「Uh, uhm… yes」, stammered Lyla, quickly turning red.


  Almeria, who had a vivid imagination, had turned red too. She pointed an accusatory finger at me.


  「That’s not what you should be doing while house-sharing! Just… y-y-you even kissed me!」


  She had gotten to her feet, looking conflicted. How noisy, I thought. I have to stop her.


  「We can save that topic for later.」


  「Why!?」


  「You’ve spoken to Lyla too, haven’t you, Elvi?」, I said, hoping to get her to speak.


  We had lodged at the Heidens residence while investigating the assassination of King Reubens.


  「Yeah… I knew that you were living together, and that she was a demon, too… but I assumed that anyone you associate with has to be a good person…」, she said, looking at me with a pained expression. 「Then I was told that she’s the Demon King. I was shocked, but I more or less accepted it. After that, memories of our time in the war came flooding back.」


  ‘I understand that she’s harmless, and not a bad person, but it just doesn’t feel right’, is what I believed she wanted to say.


  「I want to apologise for keeping all of you in the dark about this.」


  「And I realise that the war was a mistake on our part」, continued Lyla. 「Though there’s no point saying it now… for that reason, if I can help the citizens of the lands that I laid waste to, I try my best to do so.」


  ‘I have since repented, so please forgive me.’


  Of course, she couldn’t say that out loud. We all have to reach a compromise, I thought. The war wasn’t entirely her fault, but since she had deliberately avoided mentioning it, I decided not to bring it up either.


  As the Demon King, the crimes of her army weighed heavily on her shoulders. But the plant she had donated from the demon realm to the Principality of Vadenhaag served as evidence of her willingness to change.


  「We’re not children. We understand that things are subject to a complex interplay of different factors at times. But there’s something I just don’t understand」, said Elvi.


  Opening her eyes, she looked at me.


  「And that’s you, Roland.」


  「What about me?」


  「Why did you keep everything a secret from me? Not just from me… from Al, Sera, Rina… I’m sure they feel the same way.」


  It must have eaten away at her for a long time now.


  「Why did you disappear without a word? You collared the Demon King, rendering her powerless — it’s something a kind person like you would do. But you could have just said so! Did you really think we would tear a powerless, helpless girl apart?」


  Elvi began to cry. Her pouty lips trembling, she wiped her tears with her fingers.


  「I understand how she feels」, agreed Almeria, petting her on the head and giving her a hug. 「I knew that you couldn’t possibly have died, but was worried sick nonetheless… and was over the moon upon learning that you were still alive. But, once in a while, I would wonder why you left without telling us anything. I was… we were sad. We wondered why we weren’t important enough for you to involve us in your plans…」


  Sniffling, Elvi looked at me through teary eyes.


  「Well said～」, added Seraphin. 「I was very sad too.」


  Her shoulders shook. Covering her face with her sleeve, she peeked at me to see my reaction. Crocodile tears, I thought. I can ignore them.


  「As long as you’re around, Roland.」


  「That’s not the point, Rina.」


  「Hm?」


  The young mage looked at Almeria curiously.


  「Leaving important friends like us by the wayside and having the time of your life with the former Demon King… that makes me sad! Do it with me just once, will you?」


  Seraphin’s misery was a little different from the rest. Her tendency to make light of a serious situation hadn’t changed.


  「First of all, my friends」, I said, 「please accept my apology for having lied to you.」
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  Why had I let the Demon King live?


  If you had asked me many months ago, you would not have received a satisfactory answer. The reason remained the same, even up till now — but I had finally found the words to express myself.


  I was nothing more than a killing machine back then. I knew nothing. After starting a new life as a guild employee, I learnt what ‘warmth’ was. I learnt how to lead a ‘normal’ life. It became apparent how far removed the life of an assassin was from that of the average person. There was a mantra I had never questioned — ‘It’s a job, a target; good or bad matters not’. Yet, after leaving that life behind, I slowly realised the reservations I had towards it.


  And at long last, I was ready to explain myself and lay the ghosts of the past to rest.


  「I apologise for disappearing without letting any of you know. It was wrong of me to do so.」


  I lowered my head, and the four ladies fell silent.


  「It had been decided that it would be my last assignment as an assassin. I was unable to kill my last target, however, because I felt that the Demon King was a good person at heart. So I took an unusual approach and decided that sealing her powers away was good enough. I also want to mention that at no point did I distrust any of you — if there’s only one thing you take away, please allow it to be that.」


  Not only had the Demon King been unharmed, but also alive and well. Believing that this secret could not see the light of day, I had chosen not to tell anyone. I had informed King Randolph about the collar, but telling the rest could very well have produced a different effect.


  「Is everything okay, El, now that Roland has apologised?」


  「Yeah… if Lylael has him by her side, there’s nothing to worry about.」


  I sensed that her response had allowed Lyla to calm down.


  「There’s something I want to ask you, Al」, continued Elvi. 「What on earth is a kiss?」


  「Eh?」


  「You said that Roland kissed you?」


  「I mean… you don’t have to know…」


  Almeria looked away in embarrassment, casting an awkward glance at me.


  「Hey, what are you doing with your eyes — !?」


  Seeing that the princess was trying to get up, Elvi held her down.


  「That’s enough! Let me go!」, exclaimed the former, flailing.


  「No.」


  「Roland hasn’t kissed me yet…」


  I never said I would, Rina.


  「Ah, me neither!」


  You too, Seraphin.


  Watching the spectacle unfolding in front of her, Lyla laughed.


  「So this is the Heroes’ Party. I see. It must have been tough for you.」


  The verbal tug-of-war between Almeria and Elvi had livened up the living room. The ruckus made Rina uneasy, and the young mage quickly tried to calm them down.


  「Do you have alcohol, Roland-san?」, asked Seraphin shamelessly without a shred of concern for what was going on.


  「Oh right」, said Lyla. 「You’re a good drinker.」


  Getting up, she brought a bottle of wine and a few glasses from the kitchen. As she poured the wine, I prepared some simple dishes to go with it and gave Rina some juice. The six of us dined together and talked about the past, allowing pleasant memories to return to us.


  「I like that story, Roland! Tell us, tell us!」


  「You mean that time Almeria wet herself?」


  「Aru-chan wet herself, fufufu…」


  It was a story oft repeated among ourselves, and Rina, who obviously already knew all of it, giggled.


  「Hey, we’re eating here! And look, I didn’t wet myself, okay!?」


  「You wet yourself a lot, didn’t you, Rina-san?」, asked Seraphin with a grin.


  「N-No, I didn’t!」


  「You ran out of undergarments, and had to go commando on the battlefield…」


  「Uh… uh…」


  I can’t hear you hear that, signalled Rina, covering my ears. It’s not like I had never heard of it before, so I let her be. The alcohol was beginning to kick in, and everyone was more talkative now.


  「Hey, El. Roland’s training made you cry every night, right?」


  「Speak for yourself! Why would you do me dirty like that?」


  Everyone laughed.


  「Are there any embarrassing stories about him?」, asked Lyla.


  「Oi. Don’t poke your nose into my business.」


  The four party members thought long and hard before Almeria came up with an answer.


  「We were attacked at night once, and for some reason, Roland fought butt naked.」


  「I remember that too. He somehow wasn’t wearing clothes.」


  「I think it’s very clear why」, said Seraphin. 「Roland-san ‘attacks’ in a different sense at night and casts his ‘magic’ on others. His clothes were hidden away, so he was naked… and his weapon of choice was the ‘spear’… fufufu…」


  「Enough of that」, I interjected, punching her in the stomach to silence her.


  「Fufu… fu…」


  She fainted.


  「Looks like you’ve always been a pillar of support for others」, sighed Lyla.


  「What do you think of Roland, Lylael?」


  「Oh, I’m interested too. Do tell us!」


  「Fufu. Ask, and you shall receive.」


  Lyla launched into a lengthy monologue with glee. Other than the sleeping Seraphin, the other ladies were eager to know what I had been up to since the war. Lyla’s account was accurate for the most part. She had chosen not to include any romanticisation, so there was no need for me to correct her at all.


  「No guild employee does the stuff you do, you know?」


  「I believe it to be ‘normal’.」


  「Al was right. Your life is the polar opposite of a ‘quiet’ one.」


  I shrugged, not understanding why they felt that way.


  「Roland was being, well, Roland!」, squealed Rina, to which the others nodded.


  We continued talking through sips of wine, and Rina soon grew tired. After tucking her into bed, I returned to the living room to find the other three at the end of their tethers as well.


  「So that priest can’t hold her alcohol after all」, commented Lyla.


  「Yeah. Her tolerance isn’t very high, though she loves drinking.」


  I settled the rest into the bed in which Lyla and I usually slept.


  「You’re the only one who’s a match for me」, she said as she poured more wine into my glass.


  「I don’t think you’re much of a heavyweight either.」


  「You’re not wrong.」


  Lyla chuckled, then became serious.


  「…So those were the people I fought against.」


  「They have their quirks, but they’re nevertheless great friends.」


  「My powers weren’t sealed away, and yet none of them were wary of me in the least. I wasn’t shown undue respect, either. It shows how much trust they have in you.」


  「I know and believe that you’re harmless. They must have felt it as well.」


  We had all talked as usual earlier. I had assumed that they had somehow changed, but once we actually met up, I knew that I had been wrong.


  「I’ve held back from asking this for a while now… but what happened to that kingdom… the Kingdom of Jorvenssen, I think?」


  「Oh, Jorvenssen…?」


  It was the first kingdom that her army had invaded. The castle inhabited by the former monarch had been repurposed as the Demon King’s castle — a fact known all through the land by now.


  「From what I’ve heard, its former inhabitants have not returned. It’s inhabited by monsters and other creatures now.」


  Throughout my career as an employee, I had never seen a quest originating from Jorvenssen or even anywhere near it, presumably because there wasn’t anyone who needed help around those parts.


  「I see.」


  「It was an invasion. It goes without saying that something had to happen.」


  「That’s merely an excuse on our part. Those thirsting for war ravaged it because I allowed them to.」


  I wondered if it was the alcohol speaking.


  「You don’t have to be too caught up about it. The war is over. You are no longer the Demon King. Let the dead remain dead, and bygones be bygones.」


  Agreed, said Lyla, downing a glass of wine. A long silence followed. I knew that if Rodje had been present, she would have given her master some encouragement. It was a crucial moment, and yet the elf was nowhere to be found. The Demon King laid on the sofa, closed her eyes and quickly drifted off.


  As I covered her with a blanket, I noticed tears in the corners of her eyes.


  「The Demon King, merciless…」


  It was nothing more than an image she had conjured during the war.


  Beneath the facade she had put up, it was easy to see that she was, in truth, a gentle and caring girl born with royal blood running through her veins. She had shown no resistance even after being defeated, and instead looked as if a colossal weight had been lifted from her shoulders.


  It had been a difficult war, even for her.


  She may have renounced the title of ‘Demon King’ long ago, but the vision of herself ingrained in the hearts and minds of many kept her chained to her old title, reminding her of a past she could never be allowed to forget.
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  ◆Lyla◆


  Stepping away from the gilded throne, the Demon King tutted softly enough that nobody could hear it and stuffed her grandiose overcoat into the arms of the chamberlain that had hurried after her. The commune with her subordinate warlords had just ended, and she was irritated to say the least.


  「Unhappy with my way of doing things, are they now?」, she growled at nobody in particular.


  「I believe that the warlords are perfectly content」, offered the commander of the cavalry, a dark elf.


  「Then why would they suggest something like invading the mainland? Foolish, just foolish! It’s nothing more than a waste of money, resources and lives! And how will we even get our troops there? What, with my magic? Is that what they’re implying?」


  「Pardon my impudence, your Majesty… but I know for a fact that the warlords see their future in you. Your strength is enough to conquer and rule over all that exists.」


  「Hogwash. If hopes and dreams could run a nation, I would have been relieved of my duties long ago.」


  「Your Majesty is as wise as ever.」


  The Demon King allowed the various warlords an audience at regular intervals. The cries for war against the humans had been growing louder with each session. Though she had dismissed them as nonsense before, it had reached a point where she could no longer ignore the elephant in the room.


  It was clear that the majority of the warlords thirsted for war. They had recruited some of the neutral and even peaceful ones for their cause, and had public opinion on their side as well.


  「Wanting to invade purely on the grounds that we’re a ‘superior’ species… how immature can they be?」


  A lackey opened the door to her private chambers. She entered and the dark elf followed, leaving the rest of her entourage behind.


  「What do you think?」, asked the Demon King.


  「Such matters are beyond my understanding.」


  I see, replied the exasperated monarch with a sigh as she sank into a sofa. There was, before long, a knock on the door. The dark elf, heading over, inquired of the visitor’s purpose and returned to her superior.


  「It is his Highness, Prince Luther.」


  「I’m not in a good mood right now. Turn him away.」


  「Aye.」


  Prince Luther, army commander and younger brother of the Demon King, was a central figure among the warmongering faction.


  「Her Majesty is not feeling well. Please arrange for a visit on another –」


  Before the dark elf was able to finish her sentence, the door was flung open and the visitor hurried towards Lyla, stamping his feet as he walked.


  「Sister.」


  「Were you not told that I’m not feeling well, Luther?」


  「Why did you give them such a vague answer?」


  「Because I find there to be no purpose in starting a war.」


  「If we conquer the lands inhabited by humans, they will serve as a stepping-stone for future conquests. The war will also bring great prosperity to our kingdom.」


  「It’s easy for you to say」, replied the Demon King who had heard the same line of reasoning too many times. 「You — all of you — only want war because you’re tired of peace. I believe all of you simply want to subjugate other civilisations in a display of military might. Prosperity? Please.」


  「And what exactly is wrong with that?」


  「What’s the point of laying waste to the mainland? Things are fine as they are now. Why dream to create a world where only we stand at the top?」


  「The point is to show everyone that we, the demons, are a race superior to all! I dare to believe that there is no human you cannot crush under your might, sister!」


  「I hate to burst your bubble, but I have no interest in doing that whatsoever. Humans are humans, and demons are demons. Neither of us are superior to the other…」


  She paused.


  「I have made my decision as your king. You may take your leave.」


  Prince Luther glared at his sister before stomping off. His fellow war advocates, be they in positions high or low, all had similar motives to promote their cause.


  「Is it so bad to live a peaceful life?」


  「It has been twenty years since your Majesty’s father ushered in an era of peace. The older and more hot-blooded warlords — Lord Cornelieu, for example — are still healthy and very much alive. To them, making other races bow before us is a given — and it must be done through war.」


  「And that hot air balloon Luther is somehow the leader of the pack?」


  Perhaps the different eras in which they had grown up had allowed them to form separate views on the matter. She had ascended the throne after the abdication of its previous occupant. The title of the Demon King was not earned by succession, and it was easy to imagine the jealousy and indignation of those eyeing it.


  If only I could silence those fools by force, she thought. There’s nothing physically stopping me from showing them how much more powerful I am and making them understand that they can never hope to boss me around.


  Physically, that is. Politically, however…


  「This matter is a tough nut to crack. Those old-timers are probably much more experienced at playing the political game than I am.」


  There was a rumour among the castle’s occupants that had she been in her father’s shoes, the previous war would have ended even sooner. That didn’t mean that he had been an idiot, of course. Though he had been outstanding in his own right, the current Demon King had proven to be so far out of his league in intellect that she was believed to be the strongest in history.


  「If I may, your Majesty — I believe stepping up to helm the war effort will not be a bad thing.」


  「Oh? It is rare for you to offer your opinion.」


  「…Well, I personally have no fond memories of those humans.」


  「Because of the place you hail from.」


  「Aye.」


  「Neither do I. But I have no bad ones either. What to do…」


  She flashed a bitter smile, and sighed once again.


  This was three months before the most powerful Demon King in history launched her campaign against the mainland.
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  During the meeting that followed, the Demon King made no attempt to engage with the topic of invading the human realm, initiating discussion about other matters instead. Though she knew that the warmongers present were displeased, she was also certain that they were waiting for the slightest chance to promote their cause and would be unstoppable once they gained momentum.


  Perhaps this topic will also be of interest to them, she thought.


  「I’ve decided to take a husband. The person I will marry must be stronger than I am — any of you can step up or introduce someone who you deem worthy. I will entertain you at any time.」


  It indeed caused a stir, but nothing more.


  「May I ask why you brought up something like that?」, inquired the dark elf once they had returned to her private chambers.


  「If they’re looking for a scrap, what better opponent is there than myself?」


  「There’s no way any of them are a match for your Majesty, and they are all perfectly cognizant of this fact.」


  「In the end, I will entertain those who think they can beat me. But I won’t waste my time with those who have no chance of doing so. Unimpressive, the lot of them.」


  The Demon King had little sexual or romantic desire, and instead used ‘strength’ as the sole indicator of the allure of a person. At that moment, a chamberlain entered.


  「Your Majesty’s father calls for you.」


  「Father?」


  「Aye. He requests for your Majesty to visit his residence if you have the time to do so.」


  「I see. Let’s go.」


  She had inherited the throne about a year ago, but it was the first time she had been summoned in this manner. Her father had retired from all political affairs and now lived a quiet life as a farmer, nurturing crops when the weather allowed it and nurturing his mind when the weather did not.


  Accompanied only by the dark elf, she arrived at the villa in which her father resided and was immediately granted access.


  「It’s been a while, Lylael.」


  Contrary to the brash Luther, the Demon King’s father was always accompanied by an air of serenity that seemed to slow time wherever he went. Though he spoke softly, his words were always heard loud and clear. He was the exact picture of a cool, calm and collected ruler, who was said to have helmed his administration with intellect rather than military might.


  「Indeed」, replied the Demon King. 「I know you were keen to breakfast together in the morning, but you were not around.」


  「You may be the Demon King, but you are also my daughter. If there’s something that concerns you, I’m afraid I have to say it.」


  「As you wish.」


  「Making my daughter take the heat while controlling matters in the shadows… goes against my personal values.」


  「As in, you believe that offering your opinion will influence my actions?」


  「I do fear that possibility. There is something, however, that I must say today… if you will allow me to.」


  「Go ahead.」


  The former monarch paused to find the right words, then spoke again.


  「It has reached my ears that the nobles are raring to invade other lands.」


  The Demon King had suspected from the beginning that this was the topic her father wanted to talk about.


  「It is my duty to protect the kingdom I inherited from you, Father.」


  「There has been no lack of warlike individuals since I was in your place. Your reluctance to approach the subject will get you nowhere, Lylael. Find out exactly how powerful the mainland forces are. That is enough. I believe that the hype for war will die down once it is made clear that it won’t go as smoothly as planned — even with the strongest Demon King in history at the helm.」


  Her subordinates had once served him, and he knew how to control them better than she did.


  「I will.」


  「Please see this an opinion, and nothing more.」


  「Understood. But what should I do if the survey finds that the mainland can be invaded?」


  「If I were in your shoes, I would get the invasion over and done with and negotiate a treaty as soon as possible. It would result in less unhappiness and bring benefits for both sides. You will also satisfy the desires of the demonfolk supremacists who hunger for war.」


  「I will ruminate on this matter.」


  That was all her father wished to say. The Demon King returned to her castle after a bit of small talk, and finding her father’s advice reasonable, appointed a group of surveyors to scout the mainland. Though they succeeded in establishing a ‘Gate’ on the mainland, they were unfortunately killed in action before they were able to return.


  The mission had also been leaked to the warlords, and the purpose of the survey had quickly changed from a simple reconnaissance to a blatant check on the mainland’s military might. Before this, she had wholeheartedly believed that the surveyors had been doing her bidding, and nothing more.


  「Half of the surveyors were killed in a skirmish, and most of the survivors captured」, announced an officer who had been placed in charge of this secret operation.


  「A skirmish!」, exclaimed the Demon King. 「Who said they were allowed to fight?」


  「…!」


  Looking at the petrified officer, she calmed down.


  「Apologies. Please continue.」


  「O-Okay…」


  The officer continued, explaining that the surveying squadron had been annihilated save for the one member from which he had learnt of the tragedy. The skirmish had occurred in a kingdom situated to the south of the mainland known as the Kingdom of Jorvenssen. While it was reported that the humans had initiated the skirmish, nobody really knew for sure.


  Many who attended the next meeting were keen on deploying an entire battalion of soldiers to rescue the prisoners of war.


  「Seeing such a hostile act from those humans, there’s no way your Majesty will take this sitting down, is there?」


  This was when the Demon King realised that the squadron of surveyors had not been under her control. They had most likely operated under the orders of the belligerent warlords who had hoped to commit an act that equaled a declaration of war. If she were to allow the deployment of an entire battalion, however, it would pave the way for more troops to be funneled into the war effort.


  「I will send an ambassador to negotiate their release — in the meantime, go ahead and test my patience again, won’t you? Do anything rash, and I will crush you personally.」


  Try as she might to threaten them, her subjects clearly refused to take her words to heart. After all, who wanted to listen to the orders of a little girl? She decided to dispatch the ambassador before the warlords reached a decision of their own, and the person to receive this assignment was none other than the dark elf — the subject who understood her the most, and who she also trusted the most. The dark elf was also able to change her appearance and reduce her chances of raising suspicion.


  With the help of the existing ‘Gate’, the dark elf returned within three days.


  「The prisoners are no longer. Their heads… are on display outside the castle」, she informed all who had assembled at the meeting that followed.


  「How barbaric!」


  「Are they challenging the pride of we, the demons?」


  An uneasy murmuring ensued, and the Demon King closed her eyes and frowned. She could feel everything going downhill. Clunk, clunk, clunk… it was picking up momentum, and she was powerless to stop it.


  「I asked around a marketplace and was told that it was a display of the royal family’s power.」


  What’s the point, thought the Demon King. What good does it do for you?


  Seated on the throne, she placed her palm on her forehead and heaved a deep sigh.


  「The humans are strongly prejudiced against us demonfolk. I could not approach them even as an ambassador… so I believe that they are not open to negotiations.」


  The dark elf was not part of the belligerent faction, and her opinion was objective and unbiased.


  「Barbaric low-lifes…!」


  「Your Majesty! We must mobilise the forces at once!」


  「Those humans trampled on the pride of our comrades, and it is time to show them who’s boss!」


  「Please allow us to invade, your Majesty! Even if it’s only my men!」


  Regardless of the faction to which they belonged, the warlords were now all keen on invasion.


  「Get the invasion over and done with, and negotiate a treaty as soon as possible…」, muttered the Demon King, echoing the words of her father.


  Amidst the cries for war which were growing ever louder, she stood up and yelled for her subjects to quieten down. She had made up her mind.


  「Once I start something, I will see it to the end! We will activate five divisions, and crush the mainland in one fell swoop!」


  The triumphant roars echoed across the room and the warlords pumped their fists in the air. I’ll be able to slam the brakes as long as I’m there, thought the Demon King.


  「I will command my forces personally! The humans will be knocked off their high horses, and they will feel our fury!」


  The invading forces were assembled in no time at all — almost as if everything had already been planned.


  


  Play a fast game. Negotiate a treaty. Quickly.


  Using the Demon King’s magic, numerous troops were sent to the Kingdom of Jorvenssen in an instant. Once the invasion had begun, she remained true to her word and ensured that they stopped at nothing — villages were razed to the ground, cities were erased without a trace and entire settlements were reduced to mere rubble.


  While utterly laying waste to the kingdom, she took care to send diplomats whenever she could. None of them were allowed an audience with the enemies, however, and the Kingdom of Jorvenssen soon fell. Two weeks was all it had taken for the castle — which she decided to use as their headquarters — to fly the flag of her army.


  Before she was able to fully flesh out the terms of a potential treaty, though, the inhabitants of Jorvenssen had already re-assembled and launched a counter-offensive to reclaim the land which was rightfully theirs. Their enemy, in their own words, was the ‘cruel and merciless’ Demon King.


  「What’s going on, Rodje? We speak the same tongue, so why are we unable to settle matters by diplomacy?」


  「If you’ll excuse me, it may be precisely because we speak the same tongue.」


  「The fate of this kingdom has become a warning for the others. I wonder if there was a better way to approach this. My naivete led me to rely excessively on pure might, and here we are now.」


  She couldn’t help but think about what her father would have done in her place.


  「Your kind words are wasted on those humans, your Majesty. Their king was an incompetent fool who would have led his kingdom to ruin sooner or later. There is no cause for concern.」


  「I suppose this is what happens when you have idiots on both sides. Not reining in my subjects from the get-go was a lapse of judgement on my part.」


  「I respectfully disagree.」


  「And you have had bad experiences with those humans, haven’t you?」


  「Aye. There would be nothing better than for your Majesty to be the sole ruler of all there is.」


  「I do not have such ambitions. In fact, I would very much like to try out a quiet life — without my strength or my title.」


  「Please do not act rashly, your Majesty.」


  「Fufufu. It is but a joke.」


  The conflict quickly escalated after that. No matter how many diplomats the Demon King sent, all of them eventually contributed to the tally of those who never returned. It seemed as if out of all the parties involved, she was the sole person willing to negotiate.


  A year later, the Demon King was defeated by a party of absurdly powerful ladies known as ‘Heroines’, and the war was finally brought to an end. They found her corpse waiting for them soon after storming the castle — but not before a young man and a black cat managed to escape undetected.


  Chapter 208: The search, part 1


  


  

  When I returned home after another long day of work, Lyla wasn’t there to receive me at the door. The only person I found was an elf sulking alone at the back.


  「What do you want?」


  「What do I want? I already informed Lylael-sama that I would be coming today. I heard the noise at the door, but turns out it was just you… hmph.」


  Rodje heaved a theatrically loud sigh.


  「So where’s Lyla?」


  「Isn’t she out shopping? She was already gone when I arrived a little past noon.」


  We searched the entire house, but she had well and truly disappeared.


  「Just where did Lylael-sama go? Don’t tell me… she’s been kidnapped again!?」


  「Since her powers have been restored, she can use a ‘Gate’ at will」, I said in an attempt to calm her down. 「She can visit places such as the royal capital easily.」


  「So she isn’t nearby at all? She definitely knew that I would be coming over today. Not being at home despite having acknowledged my visit… she’s never done that before!」


  As Lyla’s bodyguard, it was understandable that Rodje could not rest easy as long as her master’s whereabouts were unknown. She was right, too — it was unlike Lyla to stand her up like that.


  「Any ideas, human?」


  「…」


  Ideas…? Come to think of it, she had suddenly asked about the Kingdom of Jorvenssen. It came to mind immediately, though I wasn’t sure if it actually had anything to do with her disappearance.


  「Rodje Sandsong… has Lyla asked you anything about the Kingdom of Jorvenssen?」


  「Jorvenssen…? Nope, not at all. What about it?」


  I explained all that had happened recently, beginning with the appearance of the doppelganger and ending with how Elvi, who he had tipped off about Lyla’s identity, had brought the other party members to my house to have a chat.


  「T-Then it must have been someone from the Heroes’ Party! The ‘Bastion Girl’ carried Lylael-sama off! I just know it!」


  I assumed that ‘Bastion Girl’ was a nickname they had assigned to Elvi.


  「Calm down, idiot. I doubt there’s anyone who can carry Lyla off easily.」


  「Then why isn’t she here?」, wailed the elf.


  She was about to cry. Recalling how I had searched for traces of magicka when she spirited Lyla away, I tried doing the same but came up empty.


  「…」


  I then remembered the presence that had been snooping around of late. We had assumed it to be one of Elvi’s lackeys that had been sent to deliver her letter. But that no longer made sense — if the letter had already been delivered, then what use was there to stay and watch?


  Could there be someone else who wanted something from us…?


  


  As we sat and pondered over where Lyla could have gone, a visitor arrived. Visitors, actually — they were an unlikely duo.


  「Since Commander Rodje’s here, I’m sure tonight will be really, really fun!」, exclaimed the vampire, looking at the princess next to her. 「You invited this one, too?」


  「A vampire and an elf…」, said Almeria with a squint. 「Just what are you planning?」


  「You must have time on your hands, your Royal Highness.」


  「Shut up.」


  「I’m sorry, but there’s no fun and games today. Lyla has gone missing.」


  Ara-ara, said Dee. Almeria, on the contrary, looked rather gloomy.


  「Any ideas, Almeria?」, I asked.


  「Nope. Well… El has been acting strange lately. That’s why I’m here, actually… to have a chat with you about it.」


  「Elvi?」


  「Yeah. Though we should have settled everything back then, she’s been more and more caught up about it recently. That could be the reason why Lyla is nowhere to be found.」


  I knew that Almeria’s suspicions weren’t unfounded — Elvi wasn’t one to change her opinion on a whim. But she had learnt all she wanted to know during our previous meeting, hadn’t she?


  「I need to talk to her.」


  「I’ll follow you. She’s acting really strangely.」


  「Me too」, said Rodje.


  Of course she would, I thought. Her expression would make you think she was bracing for a full frontal assault. Since we had to work together, I decided to introduce Lyla’s subordinates to Almeria.


  「This elf is Rodje Sandsong. She usually appears as a dark elf, but this is her original form. She comes here often to visit Lyla, who is her master.」


  「I see. And the same goes for this person?」, asked Almeria, glancing at Dee.


  The vampire waved without breaking her charming smile.


  「Yup, me too. I used to be part of the Demon King’s Army. Now I’m an adventurer, and Roland-sama are, like, bedfellows!」


  「…」


  Almeria looked at her with thinly veiled disgust.


  「I’m sure there are better ways to phrase things, Dee. This is Candice Meinrad. Out of all the adventurers under my wing, she’s one of, if not, the best.」


  The princess sighed.


  「There must be many former army members like you walking among us.」


  She wasn’t wrong. Many soldiers were still keeping a low profile as they had been stranded on the mainland after the war.


  「It makes me happy to work alongside Roland-sama!」, said Dee.


  「There’s a time and place for everything, Candice! But not now.」


  「Ara-ara. Battle and play are synonymous, you know?」


  「Wait, really?」


  [T/N Note: This joke only works in Japanese, where the same kanji can have multiple pronunciations.]


  Dee guffawed at how gullible the elf was.


  「Will they be okay?」, asked Almeria, who had grown concerned after watching their exchange.


  「They’ll get their act together when the time comes.」


  I wasn’t so sure about Rodje, though.


  「Alright, let’s go.」


  Chapter 209: The search, part 2


  


  

  Rodje blinked us over to Uigar, the royal capital of the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens. She took care to land on a hill overlooking the city instead of in the streets where we could be spotted appearing out of nowhere.


  「I had believed the Demon King to be a cold and crafty ruler」, muttered Almeria. 「But now that I’ve met Lylael, my mental image of her has completely changed.」


  In other words, Lyla the monarch and Lyla the commoner were very different people.


  「Lylael-sama is kind at heart」, agreed Rodje. 「She was crushed by guilt after the Human-Demon War. I’ve been by her side all this time, and it still pains her to see the scars of war even now.」


  Perhaps Rodje felt the same way too.


  「She may not be able to publicly acknowledge the crimes performed by her army, but I’m not a big fan of the whole ‘integrating into human society to atone for her crimes’ thing.」


  Maybe Lyla felt like she deserved some sort of punishment. She had received none, of course, and had instead done all she could to contribute to Vadenhaag’s post-war restoration.


  「We can ask her later」, I said. 「We still don’t know if Elvi actually took her.」


  I spawned a troupe of ‘Shadows’ to infiltrate Elvi’s mansion. Its interior was easy to navigate as I had been there before.


  「That’s a strange spell」, commented Almeria.


  「It’s demon magic. I learnt it from Lyla.」


  「Eh… hm.」


  The princess pouted.


  「But you learnt none of what I taught you! You mean Lylael can teach better than I can? Maaan…」


  「Human magic is much more convoluted and complex than demon magic」, I explained, seeing her frustration. 「It just wasn’t for me.」


  「So you have greater affinity for the latter.」


  「Even so, I only need one hand to count the number of spells I know.」


  I suddenly received a signal from one of my ‘Shadows’, and quickly synced what it saw and heard with my brain. From its significantly lower point of view, I could see Elvi’s interior garden. The ‘Shadow’ was patiently hiding behind a wall and eavesdropping on the conversation happening on the other side.


  「– supposedly that visitor who milady received in the drawing room.」


  「That beautiful lady who accompanied Roland-sama, right? Could that have been Lylael-sama?」


  「Execution?」


  「No way. I doubt milady will resort to such drastic measures.」


  「You know what she can do when she’s serious. She’ll smash any obstacles in her way to pieces.」


  「And she’ll negotiate with Roland-sama herself?」


  「For sure. She’s been very antsy the whole day, sitting in her room.」


  「Well, good luck to her, then.」


  If only that were the case, I thought, de-syncing the Shadow’s consciousness from mine. I still needed more information, so I gathered the other ‘Shadows’ from their respective places and clustered them in Elvi’s mansion.


  「It seems that Lyla is in Elvi’s residence. From what I could make out, I don’t think she’s being mistreated.」


  One of the speakers had mentioned a drawing-room — in that case, Lyla had most likely been received as a visitor.


  「If they know she’s the Demon King, then why haven’t they mobilised any forces yet?」, asked Dee to nobody in particular. 「Could they be trying to settle the matter in private?」


  「Quite possibly.」


  Despite having had a drink together, Lyla was perhaps still nothing more than the Demon King that Elvi loathed with all her being. Almeria looked to the sky.


  「The first time I noticed her acting strangely, her sword was different from her usual one」, she recalled.


  「That doesn’t sound unusual to me」, replied Rodje placidly.


  Dee shook her head.


  「Different weapons work differently, especially for someone who specialises in close-range combat. It’s unlikely for her to switch weapons at her whim and fancy.」


  Standing with her arms akimbo, the princess puffed her chest up.


  「For goodness’ sake, El! As long as there’s Roland around, who cares whether she’s the Demon King or not?」, she exclaimed. 「I’m going to confront her directly!」


  「Foolhardy.」


  「Even a bull knows when to charge…」


  Though both Rodje and Dee found her confidence misplaced, they did not know that her confident and daredevil nature stemmed from her overwhelming ability. But I knew that her attitude also gave others hope.


  It was the doppelganger who had told Elvi about Lyla. I thought about the worst case scenario, a possibility so terrible there were no words that could describe the uneasiness I felt. There could already be many signs pointing to it.


  The sense of dread blew over me like a frosty gale, chilling me to the bone.


  


  As the ‘Shadows’ continued feeding me information, I realised that one of them had become unable to move. I synced its senses with mine to find out what had happened, and came face to face with a squatting lady.


  「Ah… you’re here.」


  It was none other than Lyla. I knew that she would detect the presence of my ‘Shadows’ sooner or later. There was a lot I wanted to ask, but unlike her, I couldn’t speak through my ‘Shadow’.


  「I don’t want to be rescued」, she continued. 「I came here of my own accord. I know it’s rather sudden, but I’ve made up my mind. I don’t want to cause you any more trouble.」


  There was a tinge of sadness in her voice. She did something to the ‘Shadow’, making it disappear as if to indicate that there was nothing more to be said. It was promptly cut off from me.


  「Lyla’s in the drawing-room」, I said after despawning the other three ‘Shadows’. 「She can move as she pleases. She told me that she ‘came of her own accord’, so she certainly isn’t being held hostage. The way the mansion is guarded is the same as before.」


  While explaining how the mansion was guarded, I wondered whether to mention the other thing Lyla had said. The three ladies looked at me in disbelief as they waited for a response. It was as if we were being turned away.


  「She told me through the ‘Shadow’ that she doesn’t want to be rescued.」


  「That’s pretty selfish of her, isn’t it?」, replied Almeria, seeming not to care.


  「If Lylael-sama is in trouble, it is my duty to protect her whether she wants it or not. I, Rodje Sandsong, will aid her to overcome any obstacle in our way.」


  It’s rare to hear something like that from Rodje, I thought. Dee smiled when she heard her comrade’s exhortation, and I wondered if they were on the same wavelength.


  「That’s right, Rodje-sama. Fufu… you shouldn’t be setting any precedents, though.」


  「What’s wrong with that?」, asked Rodje with a start.


  「Nothing」, said Dee, unable to suppress laughter.


  Even if it’s against your will…


  「I’m ready, Roland!」


  「Me too.」


  「Me three. As always.」


  …it’s our will, Lyla.


  And our pride will not allow us to let this slide.


  Chapter 210: The search, part 3


  


  

  We manoeuvred our way through the dark streets, weaving in between the shadows and avoiding the gentle moonbeams that illuminated the ground in patches. Before long, we reached the rear entrance that we had been aiming for. It was only guarded by two sleepy sentries — a fact which I already knew, for I had sent a ‘Shadow’ to scout the path.


  I activated ‘Faint Shadow’, snuck up to the sentries and put them to sleep with a swift karate chop to their necks. Sleep well, I thought, finding a foothold on the outer wall of the mansion. I scaled it with ease and landed on the other side. Making sure that the coast was clear, I opened the door for the others.


  I took the lead. We had left Almeria at the main entrance to do what she did best — being loud. Very loud.


  「El –! Come out! Now –!」


  A commotion came from within Elvi’s mansion, and I knew that their attention had been successfully diverted towards where Almeria was. The princess really stood out just by existing.


  「Hey, this Heroine’s noisy as heck!」


  「You’d think that she’d act more like a princess.」


  Rodje and Dee finally entered through the door that I had opened.


  「Her noisiness is exactly what we need. She has their attention.」


  「Using the Heroine to create a diversion. You’re like an evil genius, Roland-sama～」


  Despite saying what seemed like an insult, the vampire was fascinated by my actions.


  「Protecting Lylael-sama is our top priority, human.」


  「I wish she made our job easier.」


  「We still have to do it regardless! Show some resolve!」


  I know, I said to calm the snorting elf down. It was probably rather rare for the Heroine to visit. The guards stationed throughout the mansion, despite not having left their positions, were distracted nonetheless. It allowed me to sneak inside with ease.


  I activated my skill once again, silencing each guard I saw to minimise the risk of being caught. One guard, two guards, three… my two allies entered once I had cleared the way.


  「…Now that’s a fast game.」


  「As expected of Roland-sama.」


  「Cut the idle chatter.」


  The two of them together somehow dissipated any nervousness I had been feeling. We dampened our presences, sneaking down the corridor and towards the drawing-room.


  「We’re here.」


  We stopped before the door, and Rodje immediately placed her hand on the doorknob.


  「Oi, this could be a trap –」


  It was too late. The impulsive elf already had one foot in the room.


  「Lylael-sama! I, Rodje Sandsong, have arrived to receive y –」


  「Get back, Roland-sama!」


  I threw myself backwards the moment Dee spoke. No sooner than I detected magicka in the air, a magic circle unfolded around us.


  「Huh? Wait, what –!?」


  The elf was unable to finish her sentence before disappearing into thin air.


  「‘Trick Room’」, said Dee. 「It’s an extremely advanced, first-order spell that transports the victim to another plane of existence. Lylael-sama’s the only person who can use it as far as I know.」


  I had seen it before, albeit only from afar. It had engulfed an entire division, leaving nothing behind.


  「Fufufu… she’s really keen on leaving us behind, isn’t she? Fufufu…」


  Dee, though vulnerable, was desperately trying to hold back her laughter.


  「The victim will come back if the user dispels it」, she continued.


  「She really isn’t making it easy for us.」


  「True!」


  Protecting a cat that had run away from its owner was by no means an easy feat. We entered the room with caution to find that there were no more traps — only Elvi and Lyla waiting inside.


  「So you came, Roland」, said the former, making no attempt to sugarcoat her words. 「We wouldn’t have had to resort to stuff like this if you hadn’t.」


  「Ara-ara, maa-maa. Listen to the powerless canary chirp. How annoying.」


  The vampire summoned her bloodsucking spear, which appeared with a grating noise.


  「A vampire… you’re well acquainted with the demonfolk, aren’t you now?」


  「To judge others based on their race and not their individual character… your views as a knight have really changed.」


  Elvi’s expression remained unchanged. It was her typical reaction when her patience was being thoroughly tested.


  「What made you do this, Lyla?」


  「Did you go through me before deciding what to do about the whole Aimeé business?」


  She’s right, I thought. I had expected her to tell me something, anything about her intentions, and I realised that she had probably felt the same way back then. Lyla stamped her foot on the ground, and the surroundings changed abruptly to a wilderness that stretched for miles and miles.


  「The drawing-room’s pretty cramped.」


  「How about you return with Roland-sama?」, ventured Dee. 「I like it better when the two of you are together.」


  「I’m sorry, Dee.」


  「What are you going to do, Elvi?」


  「…The Demon King wants to be punished. She told me that her conscience had been eating away at her — that she could not forgive herself for her crimes. Look, I don’t want to fight you, okay? Leave us be, for the greater good.」


  「I refuse.」


  I knew that we would never come to an agreement at this rate. At that moment, I did not care about what Lyla thought. All I wanted was to reclaim her no matter what.


  「I will take her with me」, I said. 「Just try and stop me.」


  


  Dee readied her spear, and Elvi drew her sword.


  Magicka emanated from Elvi’s sword in waves like ripples forming on water. So that’s the ‘different’ sword that Almeria had been talking about, I thought. Her usual sword was forged out of sturdy steel, while this one was undoubtedly one of many varieties of magic swords.


  The magicka continued to radiate, growing ever stronger. It was said that when a human surpasses the intrinsic limit to their magicka, omniscience was granted to them.


  「Beware of that sword, Roland-sama.」


  「Ah. I’ll leave Lyla to you, Dee.」


  「I don’t think I’m up to the task.」


  「Nope, I think it’ll be a good fight.」


  「Ara-ara, maa-maa. You believe in me? That makes me happy.」


  Not really — my intuition had told me that something was off. Granted, the ‘Lyla’ in front of us was a female demon who looked and spoke like Lyla. But I had a hunch that it was something, or someone, masquerading as Lyla.


  I hoped that I was right.


  「I’ll say it once more, Roland. Give it up.」


  「You can say it as many times as you like. What did I tell you about fighting?」


  「If I have the strength to fight, then I should use it all on protecting my friends?」


  「If you truly remember, then show me through your actions.」


  All Elvi had with her was her magic sword. Her usual large shield was not with her, possibly because she had been in a rush to meet our sudden infiltration.


  「Shall we, then, Lylael-sama?」


  「Never thought a day on which I have to fight you would come.」


  Dee clutched her spear and charged straight towards her master, who leapt backwards and dodged the attack. Lyla then fashioned a sword out of pure magicka and parried the next jab. Since she knew how her master fought, all of Dee’s attacks were the best against her — multiple attacks in quick succession. She was hoping that Lyla had no time to channel her spells.


  She won’t be able to keep it up forever, though.


  「Has your arm fully recovered, Roland?」


  「I am stronger than you think. You will not have time to regret picking a fight with me.」


  If there was anything to worry about, it was the sword she held. There must be a reason why she had forgone the usual preparations about which I had nagged so much.


  The sword glowed even more strongly than before.


  Elvi’s skill was ‘Impregnable Fortress’. It was a unique skill that exponentiated the user’s defense while attracting all the attacks within its radius. Anyone who knew how her skill worked would first and foremost focus on defending themselves. In that sense, ‘Impregnable Fortress’ was easy to use to the user’s advantage — there were few drawbacks even if the opponent knew her skill well.


  Had she had her shield, she would have been able to make the most of her skill.


  「I believe in justice, and I will carry it out.」


  「The weak have no right to preach.」


  I sensed that she had activated her skill the moment I moved. The battle between Dee and Lyla disappeared from the corner of my vision, and the surroundings became foggy. Elvi was all I could see in high definition.


  It’s my first time being used as a test subject, I thought. Wish I had more say in my participation.


  Elvi swung her sword downwards with a whoosh, its alacrity proof of her rigorous training. I dodged it with ease, of course, activating my skill as I did so. Though she lost sight of me immediately, she whirled around and swiped at the space behind her.


  It was a move performed by someone familiar with my style. I’ll give her credit for that. Unfortunately for her, I knew that she knew, and thus avoided using all my usual tricks.


  It was already too late when she realised that I had attacked from the front.


  My fist sunk into the one part of her body unprotected by armor.


  「Uguh…!?」


  She grimaced, but recovered quickly. I activated ‘Faint Shadow’ as she brought her sword down on me again, pinching the spare sword that she had hanging by her waist.


  「Don’t mind me.」


  「Behind!?」


  What happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object? I purposely swung at her knee to eliminate any risk of dealing a fatal blow. Though the kneecaps were typically more brittle than the rest of one’s body, Elvi’s in particular still felt like granite, sending shockwaves through my arm when I made contact.


  「Hey –!」


  「My legendary skill is different from yours.」


  Elvi pointed her sword at the space between my eyes. It crackled with raw magicka, leaving trace amounts of magical dust in the air.


  …What is she planning to do?


  I knew that she was channeling magicka into her sword — more than she had ever done.


  「I don’t want to kill you. Please, dodge it –!」


  She swung downwards once again. Powerful waves of magicka were released from her sword as if all of it had been discharged at once. A platinum-coloured beam of it came zigzagging towards me, but I was able to sidestep it with ease. I mean, it’s not like she had created an opening or anything, so there was no way the grandiose attack could have landed.


  「How do you like the taste of Horus?」


  That’s the name of the sword?


  「That magicka isn’t yours alone」, I observed.


  I thought about it for a moment, and realised the source of her excess magicka.


  Lyla.


  Some of the magicka belonged to Elvi, Dee and myself, but most of it belonged to Lyla.


  「So it absorbs and releases magicka.」


  It was truly a magic sword. But where could she have gotten something like that? I now understood why she had discarded my teachings, and how she had gained the confidence that she could keep Lyla in check on her own.


  A massive chasm opened up in the ‘floor’ of the hyperspace that Lyla had created. Dazzling rays of magicka appeared, feeding the sword that was once again accumulating power. It didn’t feel as powerful as before during this dormant phase.


  「An interesting plaything it is.」


  Panting, the Holy Knight remained silent.


  「But I, too, have a weapon you know nothing about.」


  I activated ‘Faint Shadow’ and launched my magicka-powered fist in her direction. Even if she had no idea what it was, her instinct had told her that something was coming her way and she raised her sword to cleave it in two.


  Just before her sword made contact with my fist, the latter shattered into a myriad pieces, bombarding Elvi with a magical hail.


  「So it can fire grapeshot too.」


  「W-What was that…!?」


  Since her defense had been greatly heightened, she took almost no damage. But I now knew that I had grapeshot in my arsenal — not the most powerful of attacks, but very practical indeed. I took the opportunity to sneak up behind her while she was still cowering. It was only a moment’s weakness, but it was more than enough for me.


  If she’s impervious to physical attacks…


  I wrapped my arm around her neck and hoisted her upwards.


  「Guh…」


  She flailed for a while, then slipped into unconsciousness. The effects of her skill were dispelled, allowing me to see how Dee was faring against Lyla.


  「Roland-sama.」


  Dee looked at me uneasily. Next to her was… something. It resembled a human that had been slow cooked for hours on end. The wilderness around us disappeared, and we found ourselves back in the drawing-room. An unconscious Rodje was lying in the doorway.


  「Lylael-sama melted like a block of ice just before that blinding beam of light appeared.」


  I glanced at Elvi’s magic sword.


  「I think that sword absorbs the magicka around it」, I said. 「It then releases the accumulated magicka as a beam of light.」


  「Now that you mention it… I did feel less of my magicka than usual. But I’m still intact, though?」


  「Maybe she melted because her form was incomplete.」


  My hunch had been correct.


  Someone had created a fake copy of Lyla — and I was sure of it, because it had happened to me too.


  Chapter 211: The search, part 4


  


  

  Elvi was still out cold.


  Dee bound her with a spell, then taught me how to do it.


  「It’s called ‘Bondage’. Lewd, eh?」, she said with a smile.


  It was a spell I had never heard of before. We dumped the shackled Elvi onto the nearby bed and laid Rodje, who was also unconscious, next to her.


  「What do we do about Lylael-sama…?」


  「I think you fought a fake.」


  「No wonder. I did find her abilities underwhelming when we fought.」


  The vampire peered at the tip of the spear and sent it back to wherever it came from.


  「Remember how she said that she doesn’t want to come back to us?」, she asked. 「Can we take it that it didn’t come from Lylael-sama herself?」


  「Nope. I suspect that it’s what she truly wants.」


  I had learnt from the faceoff with my own doppelganger that his beliefs and thought processes were identical to mine. Thus, the guilt that the fake Lyla felt most likely reflected the sentiment of the real one. Still, I was hoping that I was wrong, and the two Lylas could think independently — in which case there would still be hope.


  I sighed.


  We heard a ruckus coming from the entrance.


  「Heroine-sama, I implore you! Please come at another time!」


  「It’s fine, I’m telling you! I already told El that I’d be dropping by! I’ll make sure that none of you get into trouble, so just let me enter!」


  Loud footsteps followed, which stopped when the door was flung open.


  「El –! I know you’re here… ah… Roland and Co. has already arrived.」


  「You sure took your time.」


  The princess looked around the room that we had already tidied up.


  「Where’s Lylael?」


  「It appears that she wasn’t here after all.」


  「Goodness gracious.」


  Her expression let slip that she had wanted to fight her.


  As far as I could see, Lyla would have the upper hand in a one-to-one standoff with Almeria. The latter did have one thing going for her, though, and that was her mental acuity. I had drilled several defensive techniques into her before the Aimee fight. If she could successfully marry those with her own offensive techniques, her chances could actually be decent.


  Since Almeria had arrived, I patted Elvi’s cheek to wake her up.


  「You’re an idiot, El. You know you’ll never be a match for him.」


  She flicked her finger at her friend’s forehead.


  「I thought there was a remote possibility that I could…」, muttered Elvi, who was still limp.「Though I knew there was no way I could beat him without a plan, at least.」


  「Did that sword give you the confidence to take him on?」


  The Holy Knight glanced at the sword that was propped up against the corner of the room and nodded.


  「I believe in justice, and I acted according to my beliefs. I have no regrets. Do what you want to me.」


  「We’re not gonna do anything to you.」


  Almeria looked at me for affirmation.


  「Mhm. There’s no point in doing so」, I replied. 「But I’d like to know where you got that sword from, and how the fake Lyla came to be with you.」


  Dee filled the princess up on the details.


  「Lylael-sama was here. But she was a fake, and she’s already melted away.」


  「Melted?」


  「Yup. Hey, ‘Bastion Girl’. Did you think you could do anything to Roland-sama with that sword of yours? Is that ‘justice’ to you?」


  Dee’s words were spot on, and I could sense the slight anger in her voice. Why had Elvi acted alone? The cautious person that she was, she should have informed the relevant militia while keeping all of it under wraps.


  「The sword was handed to me by a man that appeared after my visit to your house.」


  A man?


  「But who’s that?」, asked Almeria.


  Elvi explained that she wasn’t really sure, then continued with her story.


  「He introduced himself as ‘Van’. According to him, the sword was a prototype that he wanted me to test. And an attractive sword it was. Once I had tried it, it felt as if an unbelievable power had been granted to me. It made me overflow with confidence.」


  It had given her power, but also a hubris that could have been fatal — truly a magic sword. Yet, had I not been her opponent, she could have won by a landslide.


  Perhaps Warwick could learn something if we handed it to him.


  「Why did he give you such a weapon?」


  Good question, I thought.


  「No idea」, replied Elvi. 「He told me he was from my kingdom, but he spoke with a southern accent. He had somehow gotten wind that I was bearing the responsibility for the assassination of the late King Reubens.」


  As the highest-ranking commander in the kingdom, the blame had naturally fallen onto her shoulders. It was understandable for someone like her to wish to clear her name. If she was able to capture the Demon King, then she would be lauded even more highly than Almeria, the current heroine.


  In other words, this ‘Van’ had manipulated her via her natural inclination toward justice.


  「Wait a minute」, I said. 「Isn’t the whole assassination still a classified matter? How did he know about it?」


  「You’re right」, said Elvi, coming to her senses.


  Just where had Van learnt about it…? I doubted that anyone would have accidentally let word get out. Another possibility was that a third party had intentionally leaked the information — almost certainly my doppelganger. He understood Elvi’s predicament, knew how to take advantage of her character, and was also the man behind the regicide.


  「That Van asked if I was from the Heroes’ Party, then said that he was looking for a swordsman to test his creation.」


  She was an excellent guinea pig in that regard.


  This mysterious person was not only affiliated with my doppelganger, but had also crafted a magic sword. He had known that handing a fake Lyla over to Elvi would lure me to rescue the former. Could he have been killing two birds with one stone, testing both of his creations with one ploy?


  I’ll be damned, I thought. We played right into his hands.


  「What happened after you executed the first doppelganger?」, I asked. 「What if he, too, has melted away?」


  「Van almost certainly created the fake Lylael, then. I see」, said Elvi. 「I haven’t asked him much, but I’ll find out later.」


  「Please do. Do you know where the real Lyla is?」


  「Sorry. I have no idea…」


  All the signs pointed to Van having some sort of creation ability.


  「May I borrow that sword?」


  「Sure. Do what you need to.」


  Let’s see if it has any secrets to reveal.


  


  ◆Rodje◆


  The elf awoke with a start.


  「Ly…Lylael-sama!?」


  She was in a wholly unfamiliar dressing-room.


  「Ah, elf-dono. You’re finally awake.」


  「Hm? You’re that ‘Bastion Girl’ from the Heroes’ Party. But why am I lying here? I was trying to enter… and then… wait! Where’s Lylael-sama!?」


  「We still don’t know. As for Roland and others, they’ve already left.」


  「W-When…!?」


  「I’ll send for some tea.」


  「…Sorry to trouble you.」


  Rodje lowered her head. Receiving a cup of tea from one of Elvi’s attendants, she sat there, alone, drinking it in sips.


  Chapter 212: As the creator intended


  


  

  ◆??◆


  They walked through the streets that had been long since reduced to rubble. Though the Human-Demon war had reached its conclusion months ago, there was still a stench that permeated through what remained of the kingdom.


  「Thoughts?」, asked the man.


  A female demon was walking alongside him.


  「None」, she replied with indifference.


  「So this is the Kingdom… or I should say, the old Kingdom of Jorvenssen.」


  She had been in a bad mood for a long time now, or, at the very least, since they set foot into Ajahidalia, the royal capital of the old Kingdom of Jorvenssen. It had been invaded by the Demon King’s Army during the war, which converted the castle into their stronghold after mercilessly laying waste to the streets.


  They were the same streets in which the man had resided before the society around him collapsed.


  「I take it that this kingdom is now free real estate?」


  The lady sighed exasperatedly.


  「Your name is Van, you said?」


  「Mhm.」


  「What exactly are you planning to do?」


  Van gazed at the Demon King’s Castle — a castle situated atop a small hill.


  「Diakitep… you were their ruler because you were strong enough, correct? I, too, am strong enough and I know it. I’d like to have a taste of that power. That’s all.」


  「And that’s why tried to create fake copies of Roland and myself?」


  「I was testing my abilities. To determine the relationships between species, and if there are any limits. Isn’t it natural to wish to know how strong oneself is?」


  A skill appraiser had told him that his skill was ‘Smithery’. He had been taken aback, but comforted himself with the fact that he would never be out of a job. A blacksmith with little upwards potential, he had been expelled from his homeland by the invasion and forced to seek refuge in the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens.


  And then, the fighting had started.


  Van was not self-employed, but rather part of a smithery guild that produced weapons in bulk. His skill allowed him to forge weapons faster than the others. Yet, he was not satisfied. Every day was uneventful for him, and there was a period of time during which he had considered taking up a life of adventuring. He wanted to test the special sword that he had designed in secret by switching careers upon its completion.


  He believed.


  And soon enough, the composer completed his magnum opus — not with notes, but with forgefire. He hid away the sword that he had forged during his time at work. But from that day onward, he also began questioning the nature of his skill — he knew that ‘Smithery’ was a misnomer, and that he had the ability to create much more than just weapons. To put it simply, if he had the materials, then he could forge anything out of them, be they organic, inorganic, or otherwise.


  Van set his mind on the legendary ‘Killer Phantom’ — the assassin that had defeated the Demon King. If this assassin was still alive, then he would be his first ‘creation’. He learnt from the underground network that the assassin was indeed still alive, and though having lost an arm, resided in a city somewhere. He was also told that the severed arm had been preserved for a reason unbeknownst to anyone he had spoken to.


  Everyone who had supplied him information agreed on one thing, and that was not to wake the sleeping dragon. It was not a problem for Van, however, who was able to pilfer the severed arm with ease. The assassin probably never expected it to be stolen, he thought.


  And that was how the other ‘Roland’ came to be. The rest of his body had sprouted from the preserved appendage, complete with the memories of the original.


  『Assassination? I don’t do that anymore. But if Master wills it, then I guess I have no choice.』


  Van had been expecting him to turn down his request. But when the doppelganger was willing to do his every bidding, he realised that they had somehow established a master-and-disciple relationship with each other.


  『King Reubens is an evil despot hated by all. Listen, Roland. I want you to show me your strength.


  『Elvi’s probably in charge of his protection, but that won’t be a problem at all.』


  『Like, the Elvi? From the Heroes’ Party?』


  『Yeah.』


  Roland had left shortly after nightfall, returning in the dead of night. He told Van that he had completed his assignment as casually as if he had simply taken a stroll around the neighbourhood. The public was informed that the king had passed due to an untimely illness, but Van knew from the suspicious circumstances of his death that it had been Roland’s handiwork.


  This Roland listens to me, he thought. I have no use for the original, then.


  『To kill myself? Wow, Master. You’re really giving me some novel experiences.』


  He gave his creation the freedom to decide how he would carry it out, but was confident of the outcome. After all, the original had one arm less.


  「At least, that’s what I thought」, he finished. 「But I guess he failed. He never came back.」


  「Of course. They say he was executed in secret for the murder.」


  「Ah. That’s a pity, it really is. He wasn’t a match for the one-armed original?」


  「You created a good fake of me, but she still can’t hold a candle to him. She can’t even beat me」, replied Diakitep gleefully.


  The duo gradually climbed the hill, stopping at the gate that was covered in several layers of ivy. They could see what remained of the streets below them. There was a flash of movement, which they confirmed to be just that of a stray dog.


  「Can I consult you if necessary?」


  「You may not have royal blood running through your veins, but seeing that you’re trying to establish a new kingdom out of this wilderness, I’ll assist you in doing so. Even if only a little.」


  Though she had felt conflicted at first, the fact that Van had been born and raised in this kingdom swayed her decision — she would help him.


  「Here’s to a fruitful partnership」, said Van, extending his hand.


  His handshake was not returned.


  He had realised that the lady next to him was a righteous individual who felt tremendously guilty for having destroyed the lives of so many. Elvi, too, had been like that.


  Regardless of how they’re actually like, he thought, my copies will listen to me. I’ve also finished my magic sword. This Diakitep person… I’ll no longer need the original soon enough.


  「I’ll refer to my skill as ‘Arsenal’ from now on.」


  「Do as you like.」


  The lady sounded as disinterested as ever.


  Chapter 213: The dormant weapon, part 1


  


  

  Two days had passed since we returned from Reubens. I was waiting patiently for Elvi to bring news. I did not have long to wait before she arrived accompanied by Rodje.


  「Any updates?」, I asked right off the bat.


  「You said the fake Lylael melted, right?」, she replied. 「Though the fake Roland is still solid, the flesh seems to have rotted away unusually quickly.」


  Knowing that my doppelganger had been birthed from my right arm, I wondered if the ability of these clones scaled with the body part from which they originated.


  「I see. It’s safe to assume that the person who calls himself Van is the one behind all this.」


  Elvi had mentioned that he spoke with a southern accent. Due to the geographic location of the Kingdom of Jorvenssen, it was an accent typical of its former inhabitants.


  Lyla had suddenly asked about Jorvenssen too. It was likely that the person who had been observing us in our home had not been sent by Elvi, but rather by Van. And that spy had informed him of our relationship, allowing him to get in touch with Lyla.


  None of us knew what he had told her, of course, but it must have been quite the speech, given that she had made the conscious decision to follow him. If I had to make an educated guess, it would be that he had used his nationality as an excuse to evoke her sympathy.


  「By the way… what did you come here for, Rodje Sandsong?」


  「What do you mean? It’s my duty to search for Lylael-sama! The ‘Bastion Girl’ is helping me, so I’m here to ask for your assistance too!」, squawked the elf standing in the doorway.


  Elvi, who was a few metres behind her, looked downright embarrassed.


  「Are you okay with this idiot elf joining us, Elvi?」, I asked.


  「I am. The court is in chaos right now, with different ministerial factions warring over who gets to ascend the throne. If I remain in Reubens, I will inevitably be dragged into one of them. That’s why I’d rather be anywhere but there.」


  It was very typical of her to feel that way.


  「Hm? Someone’s here?」


  Almeria, who was wearing an apron, peered at us from the back of the house.


  「Ah, it’s Al. What are you doing in a place like this?」


  「That’s my line, El.」


  「I’m aiding elf-dono in her search for Lylael-dono.」


  「Hm.」


  The princess stared at her comrade through squinted eyes.


  「What?」


  「Oh, nothing. It’s good to see the old El back. You were acting really strange before.」


  「I apologise for that debacle. Not only to you, but Roland as well.」


  「No worries」, I said. 「All this started because I insisted on keeping a secret. I can’t fault you, and I won’t.」


  In hindsight, I should’ve collared Lyla the moment we received it from Warwick. The inconvenience of being unable to use her powers was far less than what we had to deal with now.


  Rodje finally showed herself in.


  「How long are you guys going to stand there and run your mouths?」, she yelled, rolling her eyes.


  「Come in, then, though I’m afraid the hospitality will be a little wanting」, I said.


  Elvi looked into the princess’s eyes and tried to smile.


  「Understandable.」


  「You look like you have something to say」, observed Almeria, squinting again.


  The Holy Knight simply shrugged.


  Almeria had prepared multiple dishes which were waiting on the dining table. When Elvi saw them, her eyes widened to the size of plates.


  「Wait. Almeria prepared this…?」


  「I did!」, puffed the princess. 「The bread, meat and soup here — I got them from the store and plated them up nicely!」


  She turned her chin up smugly.


  「Making these from scratch is a little… er…」


  「But you bought these on your own? And it’s actually a balanced meal…!?」


  Rodje looked at us in disbelief.


  「The two are noblewomen」, I said. 「They have never gone shopping on their own.」


  「Heh」, sneered the elf. 「You mean to say Lylael-sama has outdone them, then.」


  Her unbridled veneration of her master was written all over her face.


  「I’ve been bathing on my own as of late.」


  「Same. No attendants, eh?」


  What on earth are they talking about, I thought. As the person who taught them how to fight, it’s also my responsibility to teach them what’s ‘normal’.


  「Hey, the two of you. Bathing on your own is ‘normal’.」


  「Look who’s telling me how to lead a normal life.」


  「Yeah, exactly.」


  Huh?


  Anyway, we discussed our next move as we ate the dishes that Almeria had ‘prepared’.


  「Do we look for Rina and Sera?」, asked Elvi, to which I shook my head.


  「It’s probably best to leave them for now. In case anything happens.」


  I felt that nothing would happen, though.


  「And I don’t want to drag Rina into this mess」, I continued. 「I don’t want to pull her away from the peaceful life she’s leading right now, even if only for a while.」


  The others nodded. To put it one way, her time in the Heroes’ Party had been abnormal. What she was doing now was much better for her.


  「Look, human. As long as Lylael-sama’s whereabouts are still unknown, the more the merrier.」


  「Do you have any other leads, Elvi? You’re the only one who’s spoken to him.」


  Since the Lyla that had presented herself to Elvi was a fake, it was very likely that the real Lyla was with Van right now. I had an inkling of where they could be, but it was nothing more than speculation.


  「I don’t know where he is or what he’s doing」, said Elvi. 「All I’ve heard is that he used to be a member of some craftsmanship guild. But that could be untrue. I can’t tell how strong he is either.」


  I had immediately visited Warwick’s upon our return to hand him the magic sword.


  『As you said — it amplifies the user’s magicka and gradually saps that of those around it. However, long-term usage creates instability in the user’s mind. It becomes akin to poison.』


  According to Elvi’s description, Van was slightly older than I was. He looked like the average thirty-or-so-year-old Joe you could find anywhere. Though he had orchestrated King Reubens’s assassination, she said, he might nonetheless be unaffiliated with the monarch.


  「So he really was testing the water.」


  My doppelganger was a prototype, and he had deployed it as an experiment. Same went for the fake Lyla and the magic sword.


  「Penny for your thoughts?」, asked Almeria, tearing into a slice of bread.


  「He’s dangerous」, I said. 「If my doppelganger killed King Reubens, it’s possible that he couldn’t disobey Van’s orders. Which means –」


  「If he manages to mass produce Lylael-samas, the world is his oyster.」


  Rodje had realised the threat immediately. Her expression was grave.


  「Hey, Roland. Who’s stronger, me or Lylael?」, asked Almeria.


  「You’ve definitely become stronger thanks to your training, but Lyla is still a cut above you.」


  She pouted.


  「What a troublesome lady.」


  Maybe he doesn’t intend to mass-produce Lyla, I thought. But since my doppelganger was sent to bump me off, the same might happen to her.


  「But why did Lylael choose to follow Van? They’re not affiliated, are they? If it had been El, she’d have followed him to deliver justice, the Heroes’ Party member that she is.」


  It was a very good question.


  「Perhaps…」, I began before Rodje cut in.


  「Could Lylael-sama have fallen in love with that Van –!?」, exclaimed the elf, a broken lightbulb lighting up in her head.


  「Almost certainly not」, said Almeria, dismissing the possibility right away.


  「How do you know for sure?」


  「She likes Roland, doesn’t she?」


  Rodje squinted in disgust, then nodded.


  「There must be another reason, then」, said the princess, looking at Elvi.


  The Holy Knight nodded.


  I had no plausible theories either. Rodje’s head seemed to be empty too, which was admittedly very typical of her.


  「I don’t know for sure, but maybe…」, I posited. 「Lyla knows that Van is from Jorvenssen, and followed him to atone for her crimes.」


  「Atone for her crimes?」, repeated Almeria.


  「Mhm. It’s been eating away at her. The invasion wasn’t her idea, and she’s been waiting for some sort of judgment to land upon her. She might have seen an opportunity to atone for her sins.」


  I looked at Rodje, who agreed with me.


  「Though the war had been inevitable, Lylael-sama tried her level best to end the war quickly. She sent a constant stream of diplomats to negotiate peace terms, but to no avail.」


  I had heard about it as a rumour. Sadly, the majority of people had probably seen it as a provocation.


  「Lylael-dono wants justice to be delivered to her even if it comes at the cost of leaving Roland behind…」


  Even more so because she was the Demon King, I thought.


  「Rodje」, I said. 「Can you scout that place with the Demon King’s castle… the Kingdom of Jorvenssen?」


  「Can do. I think I’m more familiar with it than any of you.」


  A loyal servant when it came to anything to do with her master, she accepted my request without a hint of dissent.


  Chapter 214: The dormant weapon, part 2


  


  

  A full week had passed since the elf’s departure, yet she had not returned. There were no signs that she had visited at any point during the past week.


  And I knew that her travelling time was effectively zero due to her ability to use ‘Gates’.


  「What could that idiot elf be doing?」, I grumbled to myself without thinking.


  I would have been fine even if she had come back empty-handed.


  「Idiot elf?」


  I looked up to see Orlando, the elf I had partied with for a day or so.


  「Ah, it’s you, Orlando-san. What brings you here?」


  「To meet you and Iris.」


  「It must have been quit the journey.」


  She stood out like a sore thumb — not only because of her unusually large sword, but also because it was rare to spot an elf in an out-of-the-way town like ours.


  「Shall I get the chief?」


  「Sure. What was that about an elf?」


  「Will you recognise her by name?」


  Maybe, replied Orlando with a nod.


  「Her name’s Rodje Sandsong.」


  It was the name she used while serving in the Demon King’s Army, so I wasn’t sure if it would ring a bell in Orlando’s head.


  「Oh, San-chan.」


  「San-chan?」


  「We were friends… used to be friends.」


  「You’re acquainted with her, I see?」


  That means they’re no longer friends, huh?


  「It never crossed my mind that she could still be alive.」


  Though an elf by birth, it was the aspect of Rodje that she knew would be looked down upon by others. She had masqueraded as a dark elf to join the Demon King’s Army.


  But I knew nothing of her life before that.


  I realised that the female adventurers queueing up behind Orlando were eavesdropping on our conversation.


  「Is that elf with the comically large sword an acquaintance of Argan-san’s?」


  「Could that be… the S-ranked Orlando-san of the ‘Crazy Sword’?」


  Our conversation was likely to get a little lengthy, so we agreed to meet at a bar after work. Leaving Orlando to her own business, I continued serving the adventurers that were patiently awaiting my service.


  


  「San-chan and her sisters Marion and Aura… we were good friends」, recounted Orlando between gulps of wine. 「We lived in a very special forest. So many humans came to ravage it in search of the materials they wanted, whatever they were.」


  Seated opposite to me, she seemed very nostalgic about her past.


  「Such tales are rather common.」


  Most forests in which elves resided were untouched by the outside world. They were populated by rare species of trees, and precious ores could be found buried underground. Their riches made them the target of greedy individuals, such that elves like Rodje were constantly at war with the humans.


  「San-chan was the daughter of our chieftain. She fought with us. Marion, Aura too. But our efforts were futile… many of our kind were slaughtered. Not only the chief, but Marion as well…」


  Rodje had told me that she had joined the army for revenge. Orlando, who had also survived, had instead chosen to make a living as an adventurer.


  「Is San-chan doing well?」


  「I believe so.」


  I had tasked her with scouting the Kingdom of Jorvenssen. She had readily accepted because there was a chance that her beloved master was there. If Lyla had turned out to be elsewhere, Rodje should at least have told me something.


  But so far, nothing. Not a peep from her.


  If her goal had only been to search for her master, then it was understandable for her to go radio silent. Where she found her master, after all, would become her new home.


  「Talking about San-chan brings back memories…」


  Orlando had already spoken a lot, but she continued telling stories of her childhood. I wanted to facilitate a meet-up between her and Rodje on the basis that they were childhood friends. Unfortunately, though, the latter’s whereabouts were, at present, unknown.


  If only I had sent Dee, I thought. The vampire had turned me down on the pretext that she had quest obligations.


  We heard voices from the counter belonging to two men who looked like adventurers.


  「It’s for real, I’m tellin’ ya!」


  「No way… you have to be mistaken, no?」


  「No, I’m serious. That was the former king. Honest to goodness.」


  Orlando had overheard the conversation too. Having emptied her glass, she immediately asked for a refill.


  「It’s a hot topic of late」, she said.


  「People are talking about it?」


  「Mhm. A place where you can meet those who have already passed.」


  There was no dead person in particular that I wished to meet, but —


  「Excuse me」, I said to the two men. 「About that conversation you were having… where did you see him?」


  Recognising me as Argan-san the employee, they replied without questioning my motives.


  「Near the Demon King’s territory. Though it doesn’t belong to them anymore, does it?」


  The Demon King’s territory referred to the regions of Jorvenssen and Vadenhaag. I was, of course, familiar with what had happened to the latter.


  In that case…


  「So Lyla and Rodje…」


  I thanked the two men and returned to our table, where Orlando had fallen asleep with her cheek resting on one hand.


  「You’ll catch a cold」, I told the sleeping elf, helping her don a jacket and escorting her outside once I had footed the bill.


  Chapter 215: The dormant weapon, part 3


  


  

  When morning came, I contacted Almeria and Elvi, telling them to free up their schedules. They promptly did so, ensuring that they would be available for the next few days. Orlando, though she was of no relation to Lyla, asked if she could follow us.


  「I’m worried about San-chan.」


  She’s concerned about the safety of her old friend, I thought.


  「Have I got this right?」, she continued. 「Lylael is in Jorvenssen?」


  「Supposedly.」


  「And San-chan, too?」


  「If Lyla’s there, I wouldn’t be surprised to see her there too.」


  From the weapon she used, it was obvious that Orlando specialised in being the vanguard — dealing physical attacks to enemies head-on. Looking at her delicate physique, I wondered how she had been able to lug that giant sword around at first. But when I saw her in action, I realised that she wasn’t wielding it by strength alone.


  「You fight with that large sword, Orlando-dono?」


  「Mhm.」


  All she had said was 「I see.」 when told that I was friends with the Heroine.


  「Size isn’t everything」, said Almeria smugly. 「Only children think that the larger, the better.」


  It was exactly what I had told her long ago.


  「Orlando-san’s swordsmanship is assisted by wind magic」, I explained. 「She can swing her sword as quickly as anyone else with a normal sword. It’s like a unique form of art.」


  「Your praise makes me happy.」


  Elvi had armed herself with her usual equipment — a large shield and her trusty sword. I figured that she and Orlando would cover each other’s weaknesses.


  Now that we were ready, I activated my ‘Gate’ and blinked us as close to Jorvenssen as I could.


  


  We landed on a grassy plain, beneath a rocky outcrop. What had once been the Demon King’s Castle, shrouded in mist, was just visible in the distance.


  「Now this brings back memories」, said Elvi.


  「Sera and Rina were with us too」, added Almeria. 「And this place was positively crawling with demons.」


  「Now’s not the time to be nostalgic.」


  I pressed the ladies on. I had chosen to land some distance away from the capital for no good reason other than convenience. If people had indeed returned to Jorvenssen, its capital would have the highest population density, and we would have an easier time gathering information.


  「Oh yeah, speaking of Jorvenssen…」, Almeria began. 「What happened to that? Have you heard anything, Elvi?」


  「Nothing at all.」


  「Roland?」


  「Me neither. And I don’t think anybody has bothered to find out.」


  「What does ‘that’ mean?」, asked Orlando.


  「It’s said that there’s an ancient magical weapon buried somewhere in Jorvenssen」, I explained. 「It feels like little more than an urban legend, though. And since none of the kingdoms have conducted an investigation — as far as I know, at least — I’m inclined to believe as much.」


  Once Jorvenssen had fallen into demon hands, many of those in power had feared that the weapon would be utilised by the demons. Those fears were never realised. It then led most people to believe that the weapon never actually existed.


  「Why is he so nice to Orlando?」, wondered Almeria.


  「It doesn’t sit well with me either」, agreed Elvi, looking at me through squinted eyes.


  「Do elves get special treatment?」


  「Tell us, Roland, is it true!?」


  「No.」


  I sighed.


  「As an employee, I’m obliged to be polite to an S-ranked adventurer.」


  「So that means I should become an S-ranked adventurer too?」


  「Then I’d like to become an adventurer too, Roland.」


  「I doubt either of you have the time to do so.」


  「Interesting」, chuckled Orlando, who never seemed to feel any sort of tension.


  The streets of Jorvenssen became clearer and clearer as we walked. Piles of rubble and the ruins of buildings came into view. We also spotted a few silhouettes belonging to humans.


  「I believe that this area is still overrun by monsters」, I said.


  「Look, humans」, observed Orlando.


  「What could they be doing there?」


  「We should warn them about the possible danger」, said Elvi. 「In case they wandered here by accident.」


  I found myself agreeing with her. We quickly passed through a broken gate, entering the capital of Jorvenssen proper, then split up. The first person I spotted was an old man, who I called out to.


  「This area used to be a stronghold of the Demon King’s Army. There are still stragglers lurking around these parts, and I suggest that you leave for the sake for your own safety.」


  There were no safe areas nearby, but I could always send them off with my ‘Gate’. Shall we, I asked the old man, but was only met with surprise.


  「Demon King’s Army? What on earth are ye talking about?」


  「The one and only. The army that invaded this kingdom.」


  「Hear ye, hear ye. Jorvenssen has stood for three hundred years, and it ain’t gonna fall so easily.」


  That was what everyone had believed — until it fell.


  No matter what I said, none of it clicked for the old man. He eventually lost his patience with me and headed off. I had sensed the presence of other humans while talking to him, and these other humans seemed to be residing here rather than stopping by on their travels.


  I continued walking around what remained of the streets and counted about thirty people.


  I then tried my luck with another person.


  「Look at these streets, now nothing but rubble」, said the man, who looked like he was around thirty years old.


  He scratched his head.


  「I don’t know where my family is… so I tried to clean up the house first. But my house is gone now. Man… give me a break, y’know?」


  Just like the old man, he seemed to know nothing about the Demon King’s Army. It’s just not possible for a person not to know about a war that shook the world as we knew it, I thought.


  I met up with the three ladies, who related similar experiences to me.


  「I didn’t know there were people who know nothing about the Demon King’s Army」, said Almeria, confused.


  「Could they be suffering from memory loss due to the trauma caused by the war?」, suggested Elvi.


  「Possibly, but they should at least know about the invasion.」


  「True. It’s weird」, agreed Orlando.


  I thought about my doppelganger, who had been birthed from my right arm. Couldn’t the same happen to others? If Lyla had been alive — and whole — from what was the fake Lyla created? What if mere fragments of genetic material were enough, I wondered.


  「I see. It’s a living necropolis.」


  「This must be Van’s handiwork.」


  A cheer erupted somewhere in the distance, and something came crawling towards us on all fours, creaking as it moved. It was a large dog with a cylindrical weapon of some sort, probably a miniature cannon, mounted on its back.


  It looked up and stared fixedly in our direction. Strung along a black stripe on its face were three sky-blue eyes which turned crimson.


  「What is that…?」, gasped Almeria.


  「It looks hostile」, observed Orlando.


  「Maybe it just wants to be friends.」


  「Only if a ‘friend’ doesn’t mean the same as a ‘target’ to it」, I said, rejecting Elvi’s suggestion.


  It looked like it was made of steel. I sensed that it was being controlled by neither magic nor a skill. Perhaps it could move of its own accord?


  Wait. Could it be…?


  「JIGAAAAAAAA!!」


  The creature opened its maw. Scarlet lightning danced around the opening of the mounted cannon, turning into a ball of pure energy.


  「Elvi!」


  The Holy Knight raised her shield, behind which Almeria and I hid. I pulled the petrified Orlando out of harm’s way. The creature fired its cannon, which produced a unique sound as the ball of energy hurtled towards us. When it hit Elvi’s shield, however, it bounced off and vanished in mid-air.


  「My turn.」


  Almeria drew her sword and charged at the creature, which was charging its next shot.


  「Orla’s turn, too」, said Orlando.


  There could be more enemies waiting to pounce, I thought, climbing onto a ruined building and scanning the surroundings.


  「Haaaaa!」


  The princess, using the sword fighting techniques that were her pride and joy, slashed away. Orlando had also raised her giant sword, bringing it down on the wretched automaton.


  「JIGAA-UU!!」


  There was a deafening clash of metal against metal, after which the creature should have been buried deep into the ground. It became clear soon enough, though, that it was perfectly fine. Its eyeballs swivelled around, locking themselves on separate targets.


  It then began launching small shots in succession.


  「Shi –」


  Almeria, who had been caught off guard, was flung into the air. Elvi brought her shield up. It’s impervious to both Almeria’s and Orlando’s attacks, I thought. For enemies like these…


  As Elvi continued shielding herself from the barrage of shots, I activated my skill and charged at the creature. When I was close enough, I ducked and slid right beneath it.


  「How about this?」


  I channeled magicka into my fist and punched right through the automaton’s underbelly with ‘Magic Regus’. Unlike the two ladies’ attacks, mine went in like a knife through butter.


  「JIGA…A…aa…」


  Shrieking, the wretched creature collapsed. It then melted, just as the fake Lyla had.
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  The inhabitants of the ruined city had been staring at us for a while now.


  And they didn’t seem any less hostile than the mechanical dog.


  「Are they staring at us?」, asked Orlando.


  「Looks like it」, answered Almeria.


  「Quite the warm welcome.」


  「Save the sarcasm for later, Roland.」


  「You’re right」, I muttered. 「Let’s go.」


  「But what was that thing?」


  「You said the fake Lyla-dono melted, right? Could it be…?」


  「Probably a magical weapon — another of Van’s creations.」


  The dog’s body seemed to be made of metal, which I had learnt when I punched it. My initial assumption was that it was powered by magicka. However, upon closer examination, I realised that it was powered by a magical incantation, and could move of its own accord.


  I had not expected it to melt away, though.


  We checked that there were no humans in the area before darting into what was left of an abandoned house. Keeping our guard up, we looked through a window on the second floor. The residents had crowded around the puddle of what had once been the mechanical dog.


  「Are we a nuisance to them?」, muttered Almeria.


  「We could very well be disturbing the peace here」, I said. 「That magical weapon might have been summoned by with the intention of driving us intruders away.」


  That had been their intention, at least. Unfortunately for them, we had bitten back. As for us, searching for Lyla and Rodje was no longer top priority.


  「Orla knows what that is.」


  「You could’ve said that earlier, Orlando-dono…」, sighed Elvi with a shake of her head.


  「I’ve never seen it in person, but…」, continued the elf. 「It has to be a ‘Gun-Dog’. I read about it two centuries ago. It’s a magical weapon with four legs and three miniature cannons.」


  「‘Gun-Dog’… a magical weapon.」


  「Exactly. There was a massive war a millennium ago, during which it was destroyed along with the technique used to create it.」


  Destroyed, huh? But that thing earlier looked perfectly healthy, I thought. It must have been revived one way or another. I guessed that the same went for the inhabitants of the city, even though I didn’t really care enough to confirm it.


  「That Van has the ability to create fake copies of myself and Lyla.」


  「And the magic sword I received.」


  「Mhm. I think his skill is centered around ‘creation’. He seems to be able to restore, and maybe even replicate, anything as long as he has a part of it.」


  「That’s… doesn’t that mean that he can also work with a bone from a buried cadaver?」


  「It’s possible.」


  If that was the case, then we might be able to find some clues at a graveyard.


  「He has a pretty sick hobby」, said Almeria with disgust.


  「We’re being treated like intruders right now」, I said. 「The ‘Gun-Dog’ might not be the only magical weapon lurking here.」


  News of our appearance must have already travelled.


  To be able to discern friends and foes, attack said foes, and to be fully autonomous on top of that… that’s pretty advanced technology given that it was created a thousand years ago, I thought.


  「Where could Lylael be?」


  「If she’s here, then she must be there.」


  「Where?」


  「The highest spot.」


  The two noblewomen looked in the same direction.


  「The castle?」, asked Orlando.


  I nodded.


  We came all the way here, Lyla. If you know that, then the least you can do is say hello.


  


  ◆Lyla◆


  From the window of her room, Lyla watched the ruckus unfolding in the streets below.


  The ‘Gun-Dog’ had yet to return, and she wondered if some unexpected visitors had come. Opening the window, she channeled magicka to heighten her sense of hearing. She immediately heard the frightened residents saying that the ‘Gun-Dog’ had been destroyed. That’s strange, she thought. It should be able to eat any run-of-the-mill thief or monster for breakfast.


  Van had recreated the ‘Gun-Dog’ from mere fragments that he had unearthed, so it was no surprise that he had been able to replicate Roland using only his right arm.


  As Van’s advisor, Lyla had made herself at home in the castle and offered advice whenever asked. Once she knew of Van’s kingdom-building ambitions, the first thing she had done was to restore peace and order. She had exterminated the monsters prowling the area and driven away the bandits that had made the place their nest.


  During that time, Van had visited a nearby ruin and came back with a successfully restored relic. Or ‘magical weapon’, as he had called it. It had once been used to maintain law and order.


  「Lylael-sama」, came Rodje’s voice from the other side of the door.


  The elf had come to find her not long after her own arrival in Jorvenssen. Upon hearing that her master was helping Van rebuild the kingdom, she had expressed her own reservations, which she rarely did. When Van struck a deal with her, however, she too agreed to help.


  「You may enter.」


  「Aye.」


  Rodje entered and told Lyla what had transpired outside.


  「That man has come.」


  「No wonder.」


  「One of the ‘Gun-Dogs’ has been destroyed. I’ll let Van know about this, but he should have another magical weapon at his disposal soon enough.」


  She paused.


  「…Do you really not want to meet him?」


  「Mhm.」


  The elf looked like she had something to say, but after some hesitation, simply shook her head.


  She bowed and left the room. Lyla watched another elf through the crack in the door, who Rodje had met shortly after coming to Jorvenssen. This second elf was none other than Rodje’s younger sister who had been slain by humans long ago. That had been Van’s terms — help him, and he would let her see her sister again. Rodje had been deeply disgusted by his powers of ‘resurrection’, but her beliefs had made way for the chance to be reunited with family.


  『If you show that this place is safe and habitable, people will naturally return.』


  That was what Lyla had advised. However, Van had chosen to take the easy route and simply resurrected droves of people from their buried remains. They numbered about two hundred, and he could easily increase this number in the future by visiting another cemetery.


  Van’s replicas were indistinguishable from the originals, even if they were ‘different’ people. The population would only increase from now on, and the successful establishment of a supply chain would jumpstart the kingdom’s restoration at full throttle.


  Lyla had decided that she would leave after that.


  「…」


  Footsteps could be heard in the corridor. They belonged to not two or three, but many more. The door was carelessly flung open, and ten or so well-built men spilled into the room.


  Van had wanted to establish a peacekeeping force, but knew that training soldiers and commanders in an organic manner would be a Herculean task. He had thus simply resurrected all of those who he expected could do the job.


  「Diakitep」, said a man. 「We have to kill you on Master’s orders.」


  Lyla sighed in exasperation.


  「He has taken me for granted all this while — and that is none other than an insult to me. Does he think you can do anything to me? Please. You will regret this insult for eternity.」


  Undaunted, she laughed as the men charged at her wielding their swords and daggers.


  「This won’t even be fun.」


  She cast ‘Searing Cannon’, an eighth-order spell. Reddish-brown balls of magicka materialised in mid-air, and flung themselves at three assailants on Lyla’s command. Without so much as a magic circle or an uttered incantation, they were instantly reduced to piles of soot.


  「How boring — and so much for cooperation.」
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  The survivors fell back. Their sooty comrades melted away and evaporated with another wave of Lyla’s hand. This melting was signature of Van’s reanimated remains. She had believed that Roland’s doppelganger was an exact copy of the original, but after seeing its sticky remains, she now knew that they differed vastly in composition.


  「I’m bored, you know? Will you put up a fight at least?」


  The assailants yelled and charged at her. All it took was the point of a finger to vaporise another two of them. Lyla then noticed an unfamiliar weapon being pointed at her from the corner of her eye. She remembered from her readings that it was some kind of gun.


  Lyla activated ‘Dimensional Wall’ — a second-order spell that deflected all attacks physical and magical. It was the blanket solution for weapons and attacks that she had never seen before.


  With a deafening explosion, the assailant fired.


  My ‘Dimensional Wall’ will be enough, thought Lyla. When the dark gray projectile came closer, however, she realised that it wasn’t an ordinary bullet. There was a mysterious incantation inscribed into it, as if it was a magical weapon in itself.


  「…」


  The Demon King turned on her heel, activating a mobility spell to evade the bullet in case it pierced the ‘Dimensional Wall’.


  It did.


  And she was too late. She took a bullet in the shoulder before she could cast the spell.


  The next bullet sank right into her chest.
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  ◆Roland◆


  We tried to spend the night in a ruined house a good distance away from the castle.


  I stood guard while the others slept. The lights in the castle were still lit, allowing me to see the magical weapons surrounding it. The creatures increased in number the closer one got to the castle, and it looked like they were looking for us.


  I detected something moving outside, which I peered at through a crack in the window.


  「Huh, he isn’t here either…? Where’d he go…!?」


  Rodje grumbled to herself as she dutifully closed the door of a ruined house. As long as the reason why she had not returned to us was unclear, we would settle on the assumption that she was with Van now.


  「If he’s anywhere in this city, then he has to be here! Why does this human give me nothing but trouble?」


  She furiously kicked a pillar, then suddenly fell silent, clutching her foot.


  This elf has no sense of danger, I thought. As always.


  「I know you’re somewhere! Come out, wherever you are!」


  She, too, seemed to be part of the manhunt. I decided that I could meet her as long as the location of the other three remained a secret. Even if she was hostile, what could she do to me?


  I left our nest and activated my skill, thinning my presence and making a large detour before returning to where Rodje was.


  「You’re a little noisy for this time of day.」


  「I-It’s you!」, exclaimed the elf.


  She pointed her finger at me and hurried over. I detected no hostility, so I allowed her to get close.


  「Looking for me?」


  「Yes! Yes, I am! But more importantly, Lylael-sama has…!」


  Though it was hard to tell in the dark, fear seemed to be written all over her face. Pouting, she looked pleadingly into my eyes.


  「Has?」


  「Van dug up a magical weapon. Some kind of gun, and, and…」


  「Calm down, or I won’t understand a word of what you’re saying. What happened to Lyla?」


  「She was struck by the gun and hasn’t woken up!」


  Took a hit? Lyla, of all people? I was skeptical, to say the least. But it was a magical weapon — something which Lyla knew nothing about. Was it really that powerful?


  「You came to bring Lylael-sama back, didn’t you?」, she cried. 「I have a working relationship with Van, but I devote myself solely to Lylael-sama! Still, I… I couldn’t help her…」


  She started bawling. I could sense how upset she felt being unable to help her master who she loved so much. The latter, on top of that, could very well be gone forever.


  「It’ll be fine. Tell me more — I need an idea of what we’re up against.」


  「Ah!」


  Her expression brightened a little.


  It was the same castle we had taken during the war, so I knew my way around it. What was new, however, was the magical armada. Rodje described the weapons she knew about.


  There was the canine ‘Gun-Dog’. A large, humanoid ‘Boulder Soldier’. The ‘Gun’ that had hurt Lyla. Though there was one more, the elf explained that nobody knew how to use it at present.


  「W-Will we be okay? He’s a difficult opponent for both Lylael-sama and myself…」


  「Who are you talking to?」


  We’re running out of time, I thought. I was about to head towards the castle, but a voice called out to me.


  「Off to the toilet on your own again?」


  Almeria, Elvi and Orlando appeared from the ruined house.


  「Are we simply weighing you down, Roland? Please have some faith in us.」


  Orlando rushed over to Rodje and gave her a big hug.


  「It’s been a while, San-chan.」


  「Orlando!?」


  As the elves caught up with each other, Elvi checked her equipment. Almeria simply stood there, raring to go.


  「We overheard your conversation」, said the princess. 「Even if you had gone alone, we’d have hurried after you.」


  「Yeah」, agreed Elvi. 「I’d rather lose than be taken for excess baggage by you, Roland.」


  「Do as you like. I won’t protect either of you.」


  The two ladies looked at each other and smiled.


  「Never thought a day on which I’d hear that would come.」


  「All that painful training has paid off.」


  「We’re no longer the people you wish to protect.」


  I gave no reply.


  「And the two of you?」, I said at last.


  「I’m coming!」, said Rodje.


  「So is Orla」, said the other elf.


  A team of five, we would charge at the castle once more — even though the lineup was different from the one before.


  


  Nobody came close to Almeria when it came to crowd control. It was something we had known for a long time now, but we were nevertheless reminded about it as the princess swept the road to the castle free of patrolling ‘Gun-Dogs’ with ‘Indignation’.


  「Ahahaha. Cannon fodder!」


  「Don’t go too far ahead, Almeria.」


  Elvi brought up her shield without need for instruction, activating her skill to draw all incoming attacks toward her. While the enemies were distracted, Orlando sent them flying with a swing of her massive sword. She seemed to have given up trying to destroy them completely.


  「Duck, Orlando!」


  「Mm.」


  Rodje had, using traditional elven techniques, fashioned a bow out of magicka and was now using it to fire magical arrows.


  「Aim for the belly」, I said.


  One of her arrows ricocheted off the ground, piercing a ‘Gun-Dog’ from below.


  「Wow, you landed a hit.」


  「Looking for a scrap, eh?」


  「I’m praising you」, I lied through my teeth.


  「Huh. Really?」


  She simply accepted it. It was still nighttime, so there was little risk of humans getting caught in the crossfire. With Elvi to distract the enemies, Almeria to nuke them and the two elves to take the rest of the trash out, all I had to do was sit and watch as one-to-one combat was my specialty. I was confident that they could work together with clearly-defined roles.


  Thanks to Almeria, there was no need to sneak into the castle. We simply blew the front door open.


  「Fodder!」


  「That’s the second time she’s said that, Roland. I think Al wants to be praised.」


  「As expected of you, Almeria! Mighty fine for a Heroine!」


  「Right?」


  That had given her an additional boost of confidence.


  When we began climbing the somewhat familiar steps, we noticed an elf standing on the floor above.


  「What are you doing, Onee-chan?」


  Huh?


  「I don’t remember having an elf for a young sister.」


  「She’s not talking to you, Almeria.」


  「Oh?」


  Rodje jostled her way to the front.


  「We’re here to save Lylael-sama, Marion. There’s no time to waste, so please let us through.」


  「No way. His orders are absolute. You know that, right?」, replied Marion. 「Huh… Orlando’s here too?」


  「You’re alive, Marion? How…?」


  Frustrated, Rodje squinted.


  「Van approached me and told me that he could ‘Resurrect’ her in return for my cooperation. Those who have been ‘Resurrected’ see their creator — Van — as their master, however.」


  There were other ways to reach the second floor, of course. But taking the stairs was the closest option.


  「Please leave this to me」, said Rodje, assuming a battle stance. 「My weakness is the cause of all this.」


  Orlando followed, ready to fight.


  「Marion died that day」, she said. 「The dead do not return. You are a mirage. And I will not let San-chan handle this alone.」


  Just then, a large humanoid soldier appeared in the entrance from which we had entered. It was two storeys tall and had long arms dangling by its side. As with the ‘Gun-Dog’, three red pupils glowed in the slit that presumably granted it vision.


  「Go on, Roland. The rest, too.」


  「I must stand and fight. I’ll leave Lylael-sama to you, human.」


  I nodded and charged up the stairs.


  「That won’t do. Master will be mad at me.」


  My skill was all it took to sneak past the reanimated elf. Taking advantage of her confusion, Almeria and Elvi hurried after me.
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  ◆Rodje◆


  Her mouth half open, Orlando looked at the massive soldier towering over her.


  「That’s the ‘Boulder Soldier’, Orlando.」


  「Thought so.」


  「You’re a smart one.」


  「No, you’re just dumb.」


  「Hmph.」


  The two elves thought about the last time they fought together — the war that had driven them away from home and forced them to go their separate ways.


  「DIOOOOOON!!」


  Creaking as it moved, the ‘Boulder Soldier’ extended an outstretched palm in their direction.


  「Can I take this one?」


  「Mhm.」


  The magical weapon bent a finger and fired off red balls of energy. The elves split up, and Rodje darted towards her sister.


  「How long has it been?」, said Marion.


  「Hmm.」


  Marion summoned her magic bow and notched an arrow.


  Though the two sisters had often fought, it was usually nothing more than a clash of tongues. There was still a part of Rodje that wondered if her sister was serious. Marion had been one of the best archers in the entire forest, rivalled only by herself.


  Rodje knew that her sister was still as good a shot as ever when the arrow came flying at her.


  「Tch…」


  She activated ‘Shadow Edge’, creating a sword out of magicka which she used to block the arrow.


  「Hm? An elf, using dark magic?」


  「You have no idea how hard I worked to improve myself after we were displaced.」


  「Have you discarded your elven pride because we lost our home, Onee-chan?」


  「If only pride alone had been enough to defend it.」


  All of it had been more than a century ago. She had planned her revenge, then served it. The humans had been easy to pick off when they were alone.


  Orlando, who she had left for dead, was now here in the flesh fighting the ‘Boulder Soldier’.


  「DIGUOOO!!」


  The colossus fired at Orlando, who easily sidestepped the attack and swung her large sword at it in return.


  「My attack lands, you die. Easy as pie. Monsters are a little less predictable.」


  Rodje had learnt that she was S-ranked during their brief reunion. From the way Orlando fought, it was clear that her rank was not just for show.


  「Why do you go against Master?」, asked Marion as she watched the fight.


  「I may have agreed to Van’s terms, but Lylael-sama is the only person I serve. If Van lays so much as a finger on her, it is my duty as commander of the cavalry to come to her rescue.」


  「But I’m here. And that demon called Lylael too. You could just stay with us.」


  Rodje shook her head.


  「I tried really hard to see you as the real Marion」, she replied. 「But I know you’re not. I’ve pretended otherwise the whole time.」


  「I am real. What’s the difference?」


  「You’re exactly the same as you were the day I lost you. You haven’t grown, and nor have you deteriorated. A carbon copy of the Marion in my mind. That realisation hit hard after I was reunited with my old friend Orlando. ‘Resurrection’ can only go so far, I suppose.」


  Marion shook her head with indifference.


  「That’s enough. I don’t want this Onee-chan anymore. I’ll get Master to make me a new one.」


  She notched three arrows and prepared to fire.


  「That’s no longer…」


  Rodje summoned a bow of her own, then an arrow made of dark magic. The sisters fired at the same time. Marion’s arrows undulated in Rodje’s direction like a triad of venomous serpents.


  「Times have changed, Marion. Magical bows, magical arrows, the ways of the forest… they are all things of the past.」


  Rodje’s arrow split into a myriad of fine particles. The incoming arrows, which flew through the dust, landed wide of the mark, lodging themselves in either the wall or the floor.


  「Just… what is that arrow?」


  「I call it ‘Chaff’」, explained Rodje. 「It greatly alters the trajectory of other projectiles. This type of arrow was used a lot by the Demon King’s Army during the Human-Demon War, which you didn’t live to see. You’ve never seen an arrow like this before, have you? Well, I invented it. It kills elves.」


  「But why?」


  「I am no longer an elf of the forest. I am Rodje Sandsong, Commander of the First Magical Regiment of the Demon King’s Cavalry. Do you look down on me for killing my own kind? Look at yourself, bringing outdated techniques to the battlefield.」


  「Me?」


  「Not only you, but elves as a whole. It was downright embarrassing. ‘Ways of the forest’ and ‘elven pride’ are all fine and dandy until you bring those lofty ideals to the battlefield and realise that everyone else is already miles ahead of you. So I decided to defend my own pride.」


  They had stagnated, so it was only natural to be conquered — that was what Rodje had learnt from the catastrophe.


  She heard cannon fire in the background, following which the entire building shook and parts of the walls fell away in pieces. Orlando’s large sword had struck true, cleaving one of the soldier’s arms in two. Though Rodje knew not of where she had learnt her techniques, she knew that they were not traditional either. Her friend’s fighting style had changed completely.


  The ‘Boulder Soldier’ fell on all fours. Pillar-like structures extended from its elbows and knees and pierced the ground. It then opened its mouth, from which the barrel of a cannon appeared.


  「DIGO –!」


  With a blinding flash of crimson light, a ball of pure magicka was released from the cannon.


  「Ei!」


  Orlando struck it with her sword, splitting it into two balls which smashed into a wall. The wall remained intact, however, which was probably thanks to Lyla’s magic. The ‘Boulder Soldier’ seemed to have entered a recoil phase, which naturally made it a sitting duck.


  「Orlando, too, no longer fights like an elf」, observed Marion.


  「A hundred and fifty years have passed since your death, Marion. Both Orlando and I have changed, even if only a little」, said Rodje.


  Finding an opening, she charged at her sister with ‘Shadow Edge’. Marion parried the attack with the dagger hanging by her waist.


  「I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to protect you back then.」


  「Stop it! I never wanted protection!」


  Rodje was, of course, familiar with traditional elven techniques. She knew that her sister posed no threat when forced to engage in hand-to-hand combat like this. When she took a step back, Marion readied her bow again.


  「You haven’t improved at all. It couldn’t be helped that we elves were ridiculed for our excessive self-isolation.」


  If only I had known that back then, thought Rodje. Could we have avoided the disaster? Would I have been able to protect what I loved? My forest, my home, and my sister?


  She cut her sister’s arrow in half with ‘Shadow Edge’.


  「!!」


  After that, she ran at her sister again and sent the dagger flying with a swing of her weapon.


  「I’m glad we were able to meet again. I know this is selfish of me, but please forgive me.」


  She looked into Marion’s eyes and steeled herself before she could experience a change of heart. After a moment’s hesitation, she finally sank her blade into her sister’s chest.


  Chapter 219: The dormant weapon, part 7


  


  

  The two ladies and I bolted up the stairs hoping to locate Lyla.


  「Couldn’t you have taken care of her easily?」, asked Elvi from behind.


  「There’s some nuance to it」, I replied. 「I could have, but Rodje was the one who wished for that elf to be ‘Resurrected’. And my interference will have put her in a tight spot.」


  「That’s true」, agreed Almeria. 「I doubt she’d want to see someone else lay a finger on her own sister, even if she’s a fake.」


  The reanimated elf didn’t seem too troublesome for the Rodje I knew to deal with, not to mention that Orlando was also present to deal with the ‘Boulder Soldier’. We searched the second floor, then the third.


  She’s probably on the top floor, I thought. I also realised that there was no way to climb upwards from the outside — probably a spell that Lyla had cast.


  「Wait, we’re almost at the Great Hall…」


  「Ah, the Great Hall.」


  The two ladies’ eyebrows narrowed. Perhaps nasty recollections had come back to them.


  The ‘Great Hall’ referred to the hall used by the former royals to host evening banquets for nobles. A few hundred demon cavalry, all considerably strong, had been there waiting for us the last time we were here. It was the only way to reach the Demon King, however, and fighting there had drained us. Once we had cleared the area, I had decided that it would be easier to take on the Demon King on my own.


  The path on which we were walking ended in an old door. It was the only thing between us and the Great Hall. At that moment, it opened and a person walked out.


  「…」


  She broke into a sprint.


  「Hey, you guys!」


  It was Lyla.


  「Lylael?」


  「Lylael-dono?」


  「I somehow managed to escape from Van’s grasp」, she said, motioning in the direction of the Great Hall.


  「Rodje told us that you sustained a critical hit」, I said.


  「I found an opening to heal myself」, replied Lyla smugly. 「Those folks must be panicking right now.」


  「I’m glad you’re safe, Lylael.」


  「Yeah. We’ve achieved what we came here to do, then.」


  「…」


  There was no way she could look me in the eye and act as cheerfully as she did.


  「You’re a fake.」


  「What are you saying, idiot?」


  Fuming, she tried to hit me.


  「Yup, something’s off」, said Elvi.


  「What exactly is off about me, huh?」


  「You’re behaving too casually with Al and I.」


  She looked at Almeria, who looked at her too, and both nodded.


  If she had actually managed to patch herself up, then she would probably have struck back. She certainly had enough backbone to do so.


  「So, what’s wrong?」, pouted Lyla. 「Tell me. I want to know.」


  I grabbed her hand, yanked her in my direction, and kissed her on the lips.


  「Mm…?」


  「Kya, kya –! What the!?」


  「R-Roland? What are you doing!?」


  I glanced at the ladies. They had covered their faces with both hands, and their ears were red. Lyla’s face had turned red too, and she averted her gaze when I released my lips from hers.


  「There’s a time and place for everything… why now?」


  「I don’t remember teaching you such a kiss.」


  She sighed.


  「Figures. So this is the man I… no, we fell in love with. I guess this isn’t enough to pull the wool over your eyes.」


  She stamped her foot on the ground, causing the magic circle for a mobility spell to expand in the corridor.


  「I’ll see you in the Great Hall」, she said.


  I stuck my hand out again, but only grasped thin air this time. She had already disappeared, leaving naught but her voice. That was slow of me, I thought. I should have dealt with her straight away instead of trying to catch her. Is this the effect one can produce on me just by adopting Lyla’s form?


  Almeria and Elvi had removed their hands from their faces.


  「Leave it to us, Roland.」


  「We’ll show you what we can do.」


  The way they spoke reflected the tremendous growth they had experienced.


  「You have profound feelings towards Lyla」, said Almeria. 「So profound, that they can dull your instincts.」


  Maybe. Had I not realised this before?


  「Ok, let’s go」, said the princess, nudging the door open.


  Lyla stood there alone — probably the same fake we had spoken to a moment ago. I looked at the two ladies behind me.


  「There’s not a second to waste. Go. Now.」


  「Exactly. The real one must be waiting for you.」
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  Dee had disposed of the previous fake Lyla. If this fake was equally powerful, then perhaps the two ladies were on equal footing with her.


  「Do me proud.」


  I sprinted off without waiting for their reply. The fake Lyla made no effort to stop me — maybe because she didn’t want to, or knew that it would prove futile. Either way, I managed to leave the Great Hall without encountering any resistance.


  


  ◆Almeria◆


  My body felt hot. My face felt as if it was next to a furnace. I felt myself getting into gear as I watched Roland head off into the distance.


  「Two on one?」, said the fake Lylael plainly.


  「Apologies」, said El as she readied her shield. 「But we didn’t have much choice.」


  The Holy Knight’s breathing was more strained than usual. She probably felt the way I do, then.


  「I’m not calling you cowards. In fact, I must applaud you for not bringing more people.」


  「That’s just as belittling as the former…!」


  「You’re belittling me.」


  I didn’t feel the overwhelming pressure that Aimée had exerted. As long as I have El with me, I thought, we can actually do this.


  「Begone, phoney!」


  「I pity those who will lose to a phoney.」


  Roland had entrusted this fight to us — for that, I was happy. I knew that El felt this too.


  Her shield in position, she was steadily narrowing the distance between Lylael and herself. I could tell that she was channeling her skill from the way her arms moved. When we were in range, I leapt from behind the shield, drew my sword and charged the enemy from her blind spot.


  I channeled ‘Indignation’, enveloping my sword in it.


  My sword, ‘Levin’, greatly increased the range of my attacks. It was a sword in which I held a lot of pride as it required serious skill to dodge.


  「Raaaaaaah!!」


  「Impressive」, chuckled Lylael.


  Laugh while you still can…!


  I thought I had her for sure. However, before I knew it, my magic had struck something that caused it to disappear in an instant.


  「‘Dimensional Wall’. It is impervious to both physical and magical attacks. It will be good for you to learn why I became the Demon King.」


  Wait. It should have been attracted by El’s skill, so why was it still aimed at me?


  「My skill might have been dispelled by some sort of magic」, said El.


  「I see how it is!」


  I tried attacking again, but only struck the magical barrier as I had before.


  「…」


  「Get it? This is what futility looks like.」


  I activated ‘Bulwark’ and rammed it against the invisible wall.


  「What is that –」


  「Try dispelling this!」, I yelled.


  Lylael frowned.


  The magic that could dispel El’s skill could dispel mine too — just as I had expected. I channeled extra magicka to feed the ‘Bulwark’, and it began eating away at Lylael’s barrier. I knew that Lylael was making her next move, though I wasn’t sure what it was. A loud thunk came from behind.


  「Leave the back to me, Al.」


  A barrage of black spikes rained down on El’s shield.


  My ‘Bulwark’ had finished eating away at Lylael’s barrier. It’s showtime!


  I stopped channeling ‘Bulwark’ and swung my sword at Lylael, who took a step backwards and somehow managed to dodge it. Quickly closing the distance between us again, I tried another swing with no intention to let her escape. She parried it with a sword she had fashioned out of magicka.


  So this is the extent of your sword fighting skills? Pfft, Roland is much, much stronger!


  I attacked again and again with ‘Levin’, and noticed from Lylael’s expression that she was taking a little bit of damage with each attack she fended off. Wait for the enemy to reveal an opening in their defences by making a shoddy, panic-fueled attack, and then land a devastating blow — that was what Roland had taught me long ago.


  Could it apply here…?


  「Nice try!」


  Lylael swung her sword a little too wide. There it is!


  「It’s over!」


  I took careful aim as if I was using the wind-powered sword ‘Tempest’ and attacked.


  「…! Gah…」


  My sword went right through her. I pulled it out and brought it down on her shoulder. She didn’t collapse, however, and simply melted into a sticky puddle instead. She’s truly a fake, I thought. You can’t deceive Roland.


  I sat down and pumped my fist in the air.


  「We… we won! She might have been a phoney, but that doesn’t matter!」


  El hurried over and helped me to my feet.
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  ◆Roland◆


  I ran down a previously unexplored corridor to reach the room where the Demon King used to meet her subjects.


  「You’re Roland?」


  The man in front of me seemed to be in his late thirties. He was the most average-looking middle-aged man I could think of, save for the sword hanging by his waist. The throne on which he sat was quite a misfit for him.


  Next to him lay Lyla, covered in blood.


  「Lyla!」, I yelled.


  「Worry not. Preservation magic was used on her — the same kind you used to preserve that right arm of yours. She’ll be fine for some time.」


  It was probably the fake Lyla, the one fighting the two ladies right now, that had cast the spell on her. I wondered if the real Lyla had just narrowly escaped death, for the blood on her wounds had already dried. The sooner she receives medical attention, the better, I thought.


  「I am Van Galliard. I was born and raised in this kingdom, but was forced to flee to the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens where I joined a smithery guild. I run this kingdom now.」


  「Being king of the hill must be nice」, I said. 「Are you happy with your collection of reanimated dolls?」


  「I’m doing no harm to anyone. In fact, I’m here to rebuild this kingdom from its ashes. I have already swept this area clean of monsters and brigands.」


  「And I’m not here to stop you. If this is what you wish for, then so be it. The parts surrounding Jorvenssen are marked as extremely dangerous, but with your help, I guess this classification no longer applies. I suppose you have our thanks.」


  Van had seemed a little nervous, but relaxed upon receiving my praise.


  「I knew it. We should be business partners, Roland.」


  「Why is that so?」


  「Well, we can build this new kingdom together! Diakitep, too!」


  What gives?


  How childish, I thought. Someone his age, dreaming of establishing a kingdom of his own? Has he always aspired to do this, or does he simply want to flex his abilities? Given the way he behaved, I settled on the latter.


  「I’m a guild employee」, I replied, shaking my head slowly. 「I have no interest in nation-building, nor do I wish to dabble in politics.」


  「I see. The original doesn’t listen to me, does he now?」


  「A lengthy conversation with you is not what I came for. I’m here for that girl, and I’ll be taking her with me, if you don’t mind.」


  「She came here of her own accord. It’s not like I forced her.」


  「I can ask her about the finer details later. Don’t get me wrong — I don’t care that you ‘Resurrected’ a bunch of dead people or tried to lead Elvi astray. The only thing I care about is that you hurt Lyla.」


  About Elvi, I thought, I can just let bygones be bygones. She sees the world in black and white, and it was exactly that nature that had made her susceptible to temptation.


  「Diakitep wishes to see this kingdom restored to its former glory. Your interference will only complicate things.」


  「Do not speak on her behalf.」


  It was a very shallow reason to keep her alive — there had to be something else. What was it that she could do that the fake Lyla couldn’t?


  「Anyway, I need to keep her by my side.」


  He stood up.


  「What makes you want her so much?」


  「Her ability speaks for itself. It’s the same reason why you came all the way here.」


  「You’re not wrong, but her strength certainly isn’t the only reason.」


  Come to think of it, the news of King Reubens’s assassination had only come quite some time after the disappearance of my right arm. If he had needed me that much, he could have created more copies using the doppelganger’s body parts. He definitely had the time too.


  Yet, as far as I knew, there had only been one, and only one, doppelganger.


  「…」


  This Van could do two things, the first of which was ‘Resurrection’ — the revival of people and magical weapons that had died long ago. The other was ‘Replication’, the ability to create phonies like those of Lyla and myself.


  It was thus only logical that he needed something from the original to initiate ‘Replication’, such as my right arm. In more specific terms, he could create a replica from a biological specimen of the original.


  That was likely why he needed to maintain custody of the real Lyla.


  The ‘Replicated’ was possibly also more robust and powerful than the ‘Resurrected’. Van didn’t seem very confident in his own fighting abilities, so he needed Lyla just in case the phoney disappeared for one reason or another. It was reasonable to assume that he wanted a failsafe.


  But there isn’t really a need to prove all this conjecture, I thought. The intrinsic need I feel to prove it is simply an occupational reflex — just like how I, as an examiner, immediately analyses the applications and limits of an examinee’s skill.


  「I’ll take Lyla now」, I said. 「I think she’s had enough of this make-believe nonsense.」


  「I don’t think she needs your permission to stay here, does she?」


  「But I want Lyla to be by my side. My ego compels me to do this.」


  I had killed ‘myself’ the day I became an assassin. It was only now that I could hear my inner voice again.


  What seemed like a dozen ‘Gun-Dogs’ burst through the door followed by one ‘Boulder Soldier’ after another. Van and his cronies, while carrying Lyla, tried making a quick getaway.


  I sighed.


  「Do you really think you can buy time like this?」


  Their trio of crimson eyeballs swivelling in their sockets, the ‘Gun-Dogs’ scanned the room. I activated ‘Faint Shadow’, approached the automatons from their blind spots and quickly incapacitated two of them with a ‘Magic Regus’ to their underbellies.


  「Wait, the ‘Gun-Dog’ just –!?」


  「Two of them died in the blink of an eye…!?」


  「I knew he was strong, but this… this is ridiculous!」


  The ‘Gun-Dogs’ were panicking just as much as Van’s cronies. They fired their cannons in random directions, some landing direct hits on their ‘Boulder Soldier’ counterparts. The latter took the former for enemies and began attacking them instead.


  This chaos, the result of induced disorder, was a common sight.


  All I needed to do was stand and watch.


  「Oi, what are all of you doing!?」, yelled Van.


  The people carrying Lyla were rooted to the ground in shock. Suddenly, they began melting into puddles one by one.


  「Eh –?」


  I darted over to the dumbfounded Van.


  「Get it?」, I whispered into his ear. 「Wolves led by sheep are weaker than sheep led by wolves.」


  Beads of sweat formed on his skin.


  「W-Wait a minute!」


  He swung around and swatted at me with the back of his hand — an ‘attack’ typical of those who were essentially unacquainted with combat. I caught it, adopting a disappointed expression.


  「Enough.」


  Gnashing his teeth, Van stared at me with pure hatred.


  「My skill, ‘Arsenal’, can bring great prosperity to the lives of many! It’s nothing like your presence-quenching antics!」


  「I think it’s a great ability too. Unlike mine.」


  I paused.


  「But the right to make such a speech is reserved for those who have brought great prosperity to the lives of others. You, unfortunately, are unable to please so much as a single woman. Though I may have no right to comment on others, I, too, am trying my best.」
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  「Shut up, shut up!」


  Van’s body began to glow, enveloping itself in a thick carapace identical to that covering the ‘Gun-Dogs’ and ‘Boulder Soldiers’. Three red pupils, as expected, appeared in the eye-hole. I wondered if this was the as-yet-unusable magical weapon that Rodje had mentioned.


  Van drew his sword and tossed the scabbard aside, revealing the same sword that Elvi had received. In his other hand was the ‘Gun’.


  「This magical weapon is known as ‘Gear’.」


  「Come at me」, I taunted.


  He appeared in front of me in a flash, ‘Gun’ blazing. It roared each time it fired a bullet. I bent over to dodge the bullets and found the blade of the demon sword waiting for me. Fortunately, I managed to dodge it by the width of a whisker.


  Van’s sword started drawing in magicka from the surroundings and released it in the form of a beam.


  「Tch.」


  I sidestepped it, and he immediately swung at me again.


  His movements are quite rehearsed, I thought. Firing the ‘Gun’, unleashing a magical beam with his demon sword and then swiping at me to finish the job. He should have had little to no combat experience, yet his movements were nimble and his reflexes were sharp.


  Is this the power of ‘Gear’?


  「It heightens my senses and my reaction speed tremendously! It also remembers the reflexes of its previous wearer and imparts them to me!」


  「I see. What a convenient thingamajig.」


  「Diakitep was no match for the ‘Gun’, you know?」


  He was truly a child playing with shiny new toys — what’s in it for him to willingly show me all his cards? While I constituted a fraction of the demon sword’s power source, most of its magicka was being siphoned away from Lyla. Any more, and it would physically damage her.


  I had no time to spare.


  I tried a feint and darted behind him, but he reacted faster than I expected.


  「Don’t think you can get behind me that easily!」


  I activated ‘Faint Shadow’ and fired my magical fist accompanied by a burst of magicka. It hit him squarely on the face.


  「W-What was that –!?」


  You don’t know, do you? Well, I can’t fault you, I thought. Not even my doppelganger, who knew my skill inside out, had known what it was.


  「Remember — under all that extravagant armor and weaponry still lies a human.」


  Stealing the ‘Gun’ out of the panicking Van’s hand was like stealing candy from a child. To err is human, and so is having a blind spot. It was the same principle that had allowed me to steal the branch chief’s panties.


  I noticed a strange inscription on the ‘Gun’ bullets. These were probably the bullets that had caught Lyla off guard.


  「Can your beloved ‘Gear’ block this?」


  「Huh!? No, stop –」


  A bullet flew out of the ‘Gun’ with its characteristic roar. Cracks appeared all over the ‘Gear’.


  「No… way…」


  Clutching the area where the bullet had struck him, Van fell to his knees. There were a few bullets left in the ‘Gun’, and I emptied all of them into the wretched necromancer.
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  「I avoided hitting your vital organs」, I told the wailing Van. 「You won’t die so easily.」


  Greasy sweat trickled down his body.


  「Am I gonna die…?」, he asked through tears.


  「What did I just say?」


  It was as if he had never sustained an injury before. Finding him too noisy, I quickly performed sanity protection measures and carried both him and Lyla out with the help of Almeria and Elvi who had just arrived. Rodje and Orlando rejoined us soon after, and the former burst into tears at the sight of her master.


  「Lylael-sama! Y-You can’t die…!」


  「Van said she’s protected by magic. She’ll be fine.」


  With that, the seven of us blinked back to my house.


  


  「They’re not too beaten up」, said Seraphin.


  I had visited King Randolph’s castle hoping that the High Priest could take a look at Van and Lyla. She had agreed, and after a quick examination, cast healing magic to patch them up. Their wounds closed up and began healing right before our eyes.


  Van had been unconscious ever since we arrived at my house, and I was grateful for the peace and quiet. Rodje stood next to Lyla and watched over her diligently — at least until she suddenly tried to join her master in bed.


  「What are you doing, hentai elf?」


  「I’m sharing my warmth with her」, she replied with a straight face.


  Seraphin said that she would go to the living room.


  「So what will you do with Van, human?」


  「Right… I think I’ll leave Elvi to handle him.」


  Van had not only been the mastermind behind King Reubens’ assassination, but also the one who had handed Elvi the demon sword. If he turned out to have no hard feelings, I was fine with having him join the guild as an adventurer. He had a good skill, after all.


  That being said, Elvi wasn’t likely to let him off that easily.


  I headed for the living room as well, leaving Rodje to accompany Lyla.


  「What should we do about the Jorvenssen region?」, asked Almeria as I entered the room.


  「For one, we can cleanse the kingdom of the ‘Resurrected’. Alternatively, we can leave the area as a no-man’s-land. A third option is placing it under some kingdom’s jurisdiction.」


  I believed that the ladies would agree with one of the options.


  Almeria sighed.


  「I think the first one is a no-go, Roland.」


  「Mhm. It’s not their fault that they were ‘Resurrected’」, agreed Elvi.


  Seraphin appeared with a bottle of wine and a glass. That’s from Lyla’s stockpile, I thought, but decided to allow it.


  「I don’t understand the second one」, said Orlando.


  「We leave it as it is」, I explained. 「It belongs to no one and listens to no one. Though we will have to keep the area free of brigands, that can always be arranged with the help of the adventurers’ guild.」


  We’d have to make sure the adventurers knew what they were getting into, though — I doubted that anyone would pay much for this quest, and the commission rate would therefore be low as well.


  「Roland. Orla can keep the place safe.」


  「That’s good to hear, but the salary will be a little wanting.」


  「No problem.」


  「Then I will let you know once the quest is ready.」


  「Great!」


  I could discuss the matter with King Randolph, but I had a hunch that he would be in favour of the third option. He would also naturally wish for Jorvenssen to fall under Ferland’s jurisdiction. Once word of the area no longer being dangerous got around, the population would certainly increase.


  I decided that it was better not to let it fall into anyone’s hands.


  「Elvi」, I said. 「You decide what to do with Van.」


  「Roger that.」


  A while later, the two elves excused themselves to catch up with each other. Almeria and Seraphin also decided to head home. Elvi, too, left with the prisoner I had entrusted to her.


  I sat alone, taking small sips of wine at a time.


  「Want a drink?」, I said when Lyla opened the bedroom door.


  「I was looking forward to drinking it when I chose it. You have quite the gall to drink it alone.」


  Instead of sitting next to me, she plopped herself down on the opposite sofa. Our eyes met, and she tried to say something, but couldn’t. She looked away.


  「I’ve caused you a lot of trouble」, she said after a long silence.


  「Did you want to be there?」


  「Not particularly.」


  「I think your desire to assist the kingdom in its restoration is commendable.」


  Knowing that I wasn’t trying to praise her, she looked even gloomier than before.


  「But don’t think something like that can cleanse your guilt」, I continued. 「No matter what happens, you will bear the burden of your crimes till the day you die. Don’t look for salvation. Don’t run away from retribution. Life isn’t so kind.」


  Though our crimes differed in magnitude, we were both criminals nonetheless. I found that it allowed us to understand each other.


  「I was planning to return once the restoration got into gear.」


  「Then you could have said that before you left. I was worried sick.」


  「Really?」, her expression brightening up.


  「And if I was lying?」


  「You went all the way to Jorvenssen just to find me?」


  「It’s because that idiot elf didn’t return.」


  Lyla chuckled.


  「That’s Rodje for you.」


  「We ran into a fake copy of you that Van had created.」


  「How was she?」


  「Quite well-made. I wouldn’t fault anyone for being unable to tell the difference between me and my doppelganger either.」


  「Did you sleep with her…?」, snarled Lyla, her eyes narrowing.


  「I didn’t have the time to do that.」


  Lyla sighed loudly. She had previously expressed that she had no problem with me spreading my seed however I liked, yet seemed uncomfortable with the idea of her doppelganger being one of said recipients.


  「So how did you tell? I knew yours was a fake because he had a right arm.」


  「She was terrible at kissing.」


  She got to her feet and pummeled me with her fists.


  「What?」


  「You kissed her!?」


  「Yeah.」


  「Yeah!?」, she exclaimed, emulating my voice perfectly. 「What kind of response is that!? I don’t get it! You would have assumed she was real if it had felt the same!」


  「There was no other way for me to decide.」


  「I’m going to teach you ‘Elucidation’ to prevent this from happening again.」


  「That’ll be nice.」


  「This guy…」


  She sighed again, then smiled.


  「I can’t get enough of you. D-Do you want to check if I’m the real thing?」


  Lyla rubbed her knees together and looked at me from below. I simply shrugged.


  「I doubt the real you will be any good either.」


  「Try me.」


  I wrapped one arm around her, and she climbed onto me. I kissed her on the cheek, her lips and her neckline among other places as if to confirm that every inch of her was authentic.


  「This is your reward for saving me from the abyss」, she said, listening to my heartbeat as she leaned against my chest.


  「Can’t you just thank me normally?」


  「I’ll do anything tonight. You can say whatever you want.」


  「Stay with me, then.」


  「That’s too polite of you.」


  「Be mine.」


  「Mhm…」


  She smiled, and we locked lips again.


  In all honesty, she was just as good — or bad — at kissing as the fake had been. What had actually allowed me to tell the difference still eluded me.


  I asked Lyla about it, and was met with a confident grin. Her reply was simple.


  「Let’s just call it love.」
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  Chapter 222: Epilogue, part 1


  


  

  I had asked Warwick to take a look at Elvi’s demon sword, during which I had given him a full rundown of what had happened. I was now headed back to his workshop to give him the latest news and to receive an item I had previously asked for.


  「Huh. ‘Arsenal’, is it?」, said the inventor, toying with something in his hands. 「Based on what you’ve told me, it sounds like an excellent ability to have. If I had a power like that, my research would be done in an instant.」


  He paused.


  「Nah, that’s kinda boring.」


  「Why?」


  「The results are important, of course, but equally so is the effort poured into achieving that end. It’s called being attached to your work.」


  ‘Attached’…


  I thought of the knife I had received at the very beginning of my career. It was far from one-of-a-kind, but the more it accompanied me on my travels, the more fond of it I had grown.


  Perhaps having set aside his other projects, Warwick examined my bracelet.


  「Any issues?」, he asked. 「Like, the arm doesn’t come out? Or you can’t move it properly?」


  「None at all. It’s been working perfectly.」


  「Ah, really?」


  Nodding, the inventor grinned.


  「‘S what I thought. You treat it well. Any teething issues should be hardware-related, but I have full confidence that they won’t arise.」


  He never failed to request for feedback every time I visited. The ‘prosthetic’ fully satisfied my needs, though, and I told him — as I always did — that no modifications were necessary.


  「It’s great that I met a human who is able to test my prototypes. To be honest, I want to make an even better bracelet –」


  「I’m afraid you’ll make it worse.」


  「That’s fair.」


  His face as pale as always, the inventor laughed.


  「So what became of that Van?」


  「He was taken to the Heavenly Kingdom of Reubens. I have yet to receive further news.」


  I had not specifically requested for Elvi to keep me updated, so the trial could already be over.


  「I want to see the magical weapons that Van has ‘Resurrected’.」


  「Ah, that won’t be a problem.」


  While hearing of my adventure at Jorvenssen, Warwick had been most interested in the magical weapons I had encountered. He had pressed me for every last detail including how they moved, what materials they were made of and their physical stature, et cetera.


  「Please save the rest for next time」, I said.


  「Eh?」


  The inventor groaned like an unhappy child.


  「I have something on today.」


  After sorting out the issue regarding adventurers’ commissions, Iris had asked me out for dinner. Now that Lyla had returned, I was finally able to agree to meet Iris that evening.


  「Oh yeah, hold up! That thing you asked for. It’s ready!」, hollered Warwick as I was about to leave.


  He scurried up to me and handed me a small box.


  「Ah. Thank you.」


  「Don’t mention it. Take me to see the magical weapons when you’re free. There’s no telling what I’ll learn — not to mention that I’ll never grow tired of your stories.」


  「I will. Till we meet again.」


  There was no end to the inventor’s curiosity. Had he been a human, he would have passed away a long, long time ago. He may also be rather eccentric for a vampire, but this eccentricity was perhaps the best thing about him.


  Chapter 223: Epilogue, part 2


  


  

  Lyla and I followed the branch chief to the restaurant which she claimed to be excellent.


  「Iris Negan-sama, right? This way, please.」


  A formally-dressed waiter showed us inside. The floor of the restaurant was covered in a thick crimson carpet, and its interior was elaborately decorated — truly as amazing as Iris had led us to believe.


  「To think that such a restaurant could be hiding in Lahati.」


  「Right? I don’t come here often, though.」


  「It’s a nice place」, said Lyla, significantly less amazed than we were. 「Befitting of someone like me.」


  She nodded as if she was used to places like these. The waiter showed us into a private room at the very back of the restaurant. We ordered drinks and clinked glasses softly when they arrived.


  「Have you known Orlando-san for a long time?」


  「Yeah」, replied Iris. 「I’ve known her since I was wet behind the ears.」


  Back when she was still an ordinary employee, she had taken care of a completely sloshed Orlando, who began receiving quests from her after that.


  「She’s a good person, isn’t she?」


  「She is.」


  「Though she had the right to be furious about the salary incident, all she did was look very sad. I felt like I had to help her somehow.」


  Lyla knew that she was also a childhood friend of Rodje’s, but seemed uninterested. She simply attacked the wine and dishes that had been served.


  「It’s been a long time since Orlando-san left the forest. She experienced a time when discrimination was much more rampant, and might have kind of accepted it as a result. I’d wager that she felt powerless and believed that openly expressing her disdain would produce zero effect.」


  「Discrimination may be less rampant nowadays, but you still see racists pop up every now and then. I was honestly surprised to learn that Imir’s branch chief was one of them.」


  「It isn’t surprising even with demi-humans and elves working as employees.」


  「I hope you can effect change once you have more power. Change the guild for the better.」


  「You will rise before I do, Chief. You will be the one to effect change.」


  「That’s true, but I don’t really want to rise that high either…」


  Glancing at the wine in the glass she had tilted towards her mouth, Iris chuckled nervously.


  「How disrespectful」, said Lyla. 「Talking about work and leaving me out of the conversation.」


  Lyla was beginning to slur her words, which might have something to do with the numerous refills she had already ordered.


  「Dishreshpectful!」, she repeated.


  「Okay, okay.」


  An invitation to try her was written all over her face.


  Ever since the salary incident was resolved, Orlando had visited our branch from time to time. We had no quests befitting an S-ranked adventurer, though, and we simply made small talk with her. She would go for a round of drinks with Iris after we had closed for the day.


  Lyla had told me to pass her the crackers, then the cheese, and now dry fruits. Her mouth was open, obviously gesturing for me to feed her directly. I stuffed a cracker into her mouth and tipped the wineglass for her to drink, fulfilling every request she made.


  「That’s nice, Lyla-chan. You can make Roland feed you.」


  The chief smiled, but what she felt was obvious. The usually sharp Lyla was too drunk, though, and what Iris was implying didn’t register at all.


  「Mhm」, she simply replied, stuffed with both food and happiness.


  Chapter 224: Epilogue, part 3


  


  

  I received a letter from Elvi the day after I visited Warwick’s workshop. In it were details of Van’s fate.


  「Public execution, huh」, muttered Lyla, who had stuck her head over.


  「There’s no mention of the actual crime attributed to him」, I replied. 「But those in power over at Reubens know he was the mastermind behind King Reubens’ assassination.」


  It’s a fitting end for him, I thought.


  「He was too naive」, commented Lyla. 「He believed too much in his own potential, something a child would do.」


  「His skill did have a lot of potential, though.」


  「He succeeded in creating a ‘Replica’ of you and, through the regicide he orchestrated, saw its power for himself. Little by little, he was consumed by his own ambition until there was nothing left.」


  Van’s dream had been to create a new kingdom all by himself. If one does not have the ability to realise that ambition, one’s dreams would remain dreams forever.


  That had not been the case for Van, however, who had been gifted with ‘Arsenal’. It was a skill that could have converted his dreams into reality.


  In fact, had I not gotten in the way, he could very well have achieved all that he had wanted.


  I had met the old man who appeared to be the villagers’ appointed leader on a subsequent visit to Jorvenssen. They somehow knew of the adventurers’ guild’s existence, so I set up a few repositories for requests that would be regularly collected.


  「I believe that Jorvenssen is now free of ‘Resurrected’ magical weapons」, I said. 「The old man there told me so.」


  「Really?」


  「Their power is too much of a mystery. It’s best to let sleeping dogs lie.」


  Overwhelming strength sows the seeds of discord — it was something Lyla, a sower of such seeds, had told me before.


  「You said that the collar can be put on anytime, and I think we should do so now. There’s no telling whether people trying to make use of your power will show up in the future.」


  「That’s true. Let’s do it.」


  I grabbed her wrist as she stood up to fetch the collar.


  「It’s with me.」


  「Isn’t it in the bedroom…?」


  「I returned that one to Warwick, and had him create a different one.」


  「Mm? A different design?」


  「Kind of.」


  I opened the small box I had received from Warwick to reveal a simple, but dazzling, silver ring.


  「It’s beautiful…」


  「I’d like you to put this on.」


  With a shy smile, Lyla nodded and stuck her hand out. I hadn’t given Warwick any precise dimensions, but the ring fit perfectly anyway. Lyla raised her hand high in the air, never taking her eyes off the ring on her finger.
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  Fufufu, she giggled. Fufufu…


  「But what do you mean by this?」, she asked, looking at me as if she expected a certain reply.


  「Hm? It suppresses your magicka.」


  「…」


  She became expressionless, as if I had killed the mood.


  「It can’t be removed and nor can it be destroyed」, I continued. 「Just like the collar.」


  She cleared her throat loudly.


  「I like it」, she said at last. 「Warwick has my thanks.」


  Yeah, I agreed.


  「Recent events have reminded me why the Demon King’s powers must remain sealed away.」


  「Mhm. The ring will stay with me forever.」


  「And you, with me.」


  We laced our fingers together, and Lyla rested her head on my shoulder.
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