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      Prologue


      A Certain Day and a Cat on a Ship


      My party used many modes of transportation on our journey to defeat the Demonic Dragon. We had walked, of course, but also ridden horses, taken carriages where that was possible, and even traveled through the sky, being carried by giant birds. That last one I hadn’t thought we’d make it out of alive.


      Besides all that, we’d also taken a ship to cross a vast lake. There wasn’t much to do on the ship, but our Archknight, Falina, remained as reticent as ever, and we hardly saw her.


      “Might, have you seen Falina?” Sheska asked me.


      “Nope. Not for a while now. How are you feeling?”


      “Great, now I know that spell to cure hangovers also works for seasickness. I even feel well enough to cast it on other people.”


      “Nice. I might ask you to use it on me when I get drunk, then.”


      “You say that, but even after drinking so much yesterday, you look fine and dandy. I was seriously regretting it this morning when I woke up and the whole world looked yellow.”


      “It’s hardly the first time that’s happened.”


      “Hey, no need to be mean! Your big sister didn’t raise you to say things like that!”


      I was already over twenty at the time, so I wanted to protest, but the secret to getting along well with party members is to respect how they see things.


      “I’m always grateful to you, Sheska. Falina and I would spend days on end not saying a word if we were left alone, so we really appreciate you talking to us.”


      “Aww, really? You mean it? Hmm. I wonder about that…”


      “I do—but I might not for much longer if you keep fishing for compliments.”


      “Ugh, honestly… That’s not fair, Might. Your reactions are always so cute, I can’t help but forgive you.”


      I didn’t think I deserved getting mad at in the first place, but since I was forgiven, I decided to drop it.


      I’d meant what I said, though. This was back before Enju joined us, so it was just Falina, Sheska, and me, and at the time, I seriously hadn’t known how to talk to Falina. It was on that boat ride that our relationship had started changing a little.


      While I was walking around the ship, I’d heard someone say, “I saw that pretty lass on the deck again today. No idea what she was doing, though.” Somehow, I could tell the speaker was talking about Falina; that was just how captivating she was. I’d often heard the crew and other passengers talking about her.


      “Beats me. Feeding the seabirds, maybe.”


      “If it’s her, I just might forgive it. She’s the spitting image of my daughter.”


      “Yeah, yeah. You’re the world’s biggest doting parent. Still, with how pretty she is, I’m thinking she might be nobility or from a wealthy family.”


      “Nah, I recognize the way she walks. That’s how a veteran knight moves… She might be from the knights’ domain.”


      I didn’t like that they were openly gossiping about her, but I was also curious what Falina was doing deckside. Up till then, I’d generally thought that the three of us shouldn’t get too involved with one another, as we’d only teamed up to defeat the Demonic Dragon. Rather than go up to the deck, I figured I’d spend the time until we got into port sharing a cup or two—or ten—with Sheska at night.


      However, struck by a whim, I headed up. The blue sky stretched from horizon to horizon, our sail was full with wind, and there were indeed seabirds flying about, albeit nowhere close to our ship.


      “Meow.”


      For a moment, I thought we had a cat onboard. But no, it was someone imitating one.


      “Mew, meow-meow.”


      What are you supposed to do when someone you know suddenly turns into a cat? I was completely average at anything outside my expertise as a Thief—though that wasn’t really an excuse.


      The cry had come from the direction of the stern, on the other side of the mast behind me. I used my abilities as a Thief to erase my presence and the sound of my footsteps and sneaked over for a look.


      “Meow.”


      This time, the sound belonged to a real cat. Falina, the girl whose expression almost never changed (I’d started calling her the “Archknight of Ice” in my head), was feeding the cat on the other side of the mast.


      “…Is that good?”


      At the time, Falina was still so young that we often got surprised looks when walking together. Not that I blamed people, considering I was an ungainly looking guy with a five o’clock shadow, and she looked like, well, her.


      The cat was letting Falina stroke its head as much as she liked. It had clearly taken a shine to her. However, the sight of her speaking to it in a doting voice stunned me. I was so shocked, in fact, that I accidentally made a plank on the deck creak.


      Falina’s head whipped around, and an awkward silence stretched between us. I could see the light gradually fade from her eyes.


      “S-sorry…,” I apologized. “I was just curious, so I came to see what was going on, and…”


      “…Don’t tell anyone.”


      “Oh, of course not. Your secret’s safe with me. I won’t tell anyone that you—”


      “I thought the cat might’ve gotten mixed in with the cargo. I kept my eye on it for a while, and that seemed to be the case…so I started taking care of it.”


      Oh, that’s what she was worried about, I thought. This was the first time I’d heard Falina speak so much. That in itself surprised me just as much as what she’d said.


      “…Were you thinking, ‘Is she seriously playing with a cat when we’re on our way to kill the Demonic Dragon?’”


      “Uh… I don’t know if that’s how I’d put it.”


      “You’re always saying the mission comes first and that we shouldn’t get distracted by other things.”


      “Honestly, I’m moved, if anything. The cat probably would have been able to find food by itself, but if not, it would’ve starved.”


      “I…wasn’t expecting you to say that.”


      It was true that up until then, I’d insisted we prioritize our goal of killing the Demonic Dragon, as that was the reason we’d teamed up in the first place. However, even though we were in a party only out of necessity, it was starting to bother me a little that I didn’t know how to talk to Falina. I was worried that if I tried talking to her about something other than the mission, we’d find out we didn’t get along, and it would affect the dynamic of our group. That said, there was a lot we wouldn’t know about each other if we didn’t communicate.


      I picked up the cat. I had experience looking after strays from when I lived in the City of Pleasure, so I was used to handling them.


      “We’ll have to keep feeding it until we reach land, but that shouldn’t be a problem for as long as we’re on the ship. I’ll help you keep it a secret.”


      “…No. That would make you an accomplice.”


      “An accomplice, huh? I like the sound of that… It’s not like this is bad enough for us to get in trouble with the law—especially not for a Thief like me. The worst they could do is give you an earful and kick you off the ship. That’s not enough to discourage me from helping you. And besides, it’ll be fine as long as no one finds out.”


      I was a little concerned about whether Falina would accept my offer. Although she was the one who’d chosen to look after the cat in the first place, she was the kind of person who would punish herself when she broke a rule. I agreed that rules had to be followed, but some things were more important.


      “…You’re going to help me look after this little guy?”


      “Yeah, I guess so.” I chuckled. “You know, this is the first time you’re relying on me for something outside of battle.”


      “I don’t know if rely is the word… It’s more that I trust you. You can do things I can’t.”


      Falina accepted the cat back from me—giving me an incredibly natural smile. All notions I’d had until then that she never looked happy were shattered in the blink of an eye. Her smile made a big impression precisely because of how rare it was.


      “But…,” she said timidly, “if I really do something bad, please call me out on it.”


      “Something bad? …You? I can’t see it happening.”


      “You shouldn’t forgive me for everything. Demons use all sorts of magic; I hear they can even sway people’s hearts. If that happens to me, I want you and Sheska to stop me.”


      “Of the three of us, I think I’m at the greatest risk of that, since I can’t use magic at all.”


      “You can’t use magic, but there’s so much more you can do. You’re more grounded than I am.”


      It was this conversation that made me realize Falina trusted me a lot more than I’d thought. I’d baselessly assumed that part of why she’d teamed up with me was out of necessity, because she needed someone with a Thief’s abilities who could disarm traps. I had been giving her less credit than she deserved.


      “So, when I do something bad, please get angry at me. Honestly, even this thing with the cat is enough to warrant a scolding.”


      “Like I said before, I don’t think this is a bad thing at all. Plus, I got to see an unexpected side of you.”


      At first, Falina simply looked puzzled, but then her pale face gradually started to turn red. Without saying anything, she gave me a few light punches that didn’t hurt. For some reason, the knowledge that the world’s most powerful Swordfighter was going easy on me brought a smile to my face.


      “…I swear I’m going to find an embarrassing side of you, too,” she said.


      “Now that scares me. I better make sure it never happens.”


      A long time after, I thought back to this moment on the ship. The whispery voice Falina had used. The words she’d said. As the fighting grew increasingly arduous, we gradually lost the ability to have laid-back conversations. However, no matter how much we changed, I think our core selves remained pretty much the same.


      I didn’t have the faintest idea where that cat was now. If I ever saw it again, it would be nice to tell it that story. As for Falina, she might claim that she’d lost herself for a moment and tell me to forget everything. Or maybe she wouldn’t remember it at all.

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 1


      The Start of a New Adventure


      Part 1: A Triumphant Return


      The carriage stopped right outside the City of Pleasure’s West Gate. I was sitting on the coachman’s seat next to Melvin, having taken the reins partway through the trip.


      “A wonderful demonstration indeed. You have experience handling horses, I take it?”


      “Uhh… I mean, I’ve used them before on my travels.”


      Falina’s leg strength had enabled her to run faster than a horse, and Enju, being an automaton, could zip through the air using magic. However, neither could be said of Sheska, a priest, so we’d traveled using carriages.


      Just now, Old Man Melvin had been telling me about how he and Dorothea had been assigned to keep an eye on Brandt—who’d been so eager to succeed that he’d started going off the rails—but wanted to respect his wishes as much as possible.


      “I concede that I was growing overconfident as well. Never did I imagine my life would be threatened in an area of this level. It’s reminded this old bag of bones how it felt when I first started out as an adventurer. When I wanted so badly to be the one doing the saving, not the one being saved. I guess I haven’t changed at all.”


      “If not for you, we probably wouldn’t have made it in time, Mr. Melvin. The same goes for Ms. Dorothea, too. This victory is yours just as much as it is ours.”


      “…Hearing that lightens my heart by no small measure. Thank you.”


      Being thanked by someone as dignified as Melvin felt odd. I was just a humble Thief, after all.


      “Master Might, Master Melvin, thank you for driving,” Dorothea said as she alighted first.


      “We were more than happy to,” I replied.


      The absence of her usual headdress caused the maid’s brown hair to stick to her face. She looked a little tired, but there was life in her eyes. In fact, they almost seemed to be glowing.


      “Ms. Dorothea, how are your injuries?”


      “All fine now, thanks to Mistress Nanase’s potion. My spirits have also been restored.”


      “…What do you mean?”


      “The three ladies are so bright and cheerful. It has been a delight chatting with them on the road.”


      That made me wonder what Dorothea and Lystie’s group had talked about. I knew Brandt had been unconscious the whole time, but I couldn’t help admiring his bravery at being right in the middle of that animated conversation between four women.


      “Ahh… It feels like forever since we were last here,” Lystie said wistfully.


      “I know we just left, but we came back so much stronger than before!” Nanase added.


      “Indeed,” Platinum agreed solemnly. “It’s all thanks to the strength of our opponents.”


      My three party members all wore satisfied expressions on their faces as they emerged from the carriage. They seemed largely recovered from the demanding battle earlier—and a tiny bit more reliable than before.


      “You three all leveled up, didn’t you?” I asked.


      “Hm…? Ah, you’re right!” Lystie exclaimed, suddenly realizing. “My level has gone up. Is it normal to improve at such a brisk pace?”


      “My level remained stagnant no matter how hard I trained, so I was actually worried I’d hit my limit,” Platinum explained.


      “As I thought, it’s all thanks to Mr. Might being with us,” Nanase said cheerfully. “He keeps expanding our world.”


      Is it just me, or is she saying something that can be misconstrued in a big way? Should a fourteen-year-old girl really be saying something like that?


      Melvin gave an appreciative sigh. “What a dazzling sight. This takes me back to my own training journey when I was young.”


      “It does indeed…,” mused Dorothea. “Now then, we must take the young master to see a physician. Master Might, please allow us to thank you at a later date.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about it.”


      “A more noble and high-minded person I have never met.”


      Even I would get embarrassed at receiving such high praise—and I let my guard down.


      “So even Might blushes a little when he’s praised by a grown woman…”


      “I also praise him every so often, but that’s not how he reacts… Is it because I’m a Paladin?”


      “Huh? Ms. Platinum, I thought your vocation is Royal mffft—”


      Come to think of it, it was Mabel who told me Lystie is a princess. Now that we’ve defeated the demons, Brandt doesn’t get any credit, so does that mean we’ve stopped Lystie from being married off?


      “…What?”


      “Oh, um, it’s nothing…”


      Lystie was smiling gently at me. I might have been imagining it, but it almost looked like she was a little embarrassed.


      “For now, let’s head to the Novices Guild,” she said. “Mr. Melvin, Ms. Dorothea, are you sure you’re fine with us reporting that our party defeated the demons?”


      “Yes,” Dorothea said, nodding. “And of course we will back up your claim.”


      I found myself wondering what sort of a face Brandt would make when he woke up and discovered the position he was in. It would be great if he was at least a little remorseful, but for Melvin and Dorothea’s sake, too, I hoped it wouldn’t break him.
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      The closer we got to the guild, the clearer it became that we were gathering attention. There was no use letting it get to us, though, so we walked through the doors regardless.


      “They’re back! Our three shining stars…!”


      “Might…even if you’re a Sage, you’ll never match the glimmer of real stars!”


      “Still, we’re proud of you for bringing the three of them back safe and sound!”


      Based on the people running their mouths, it seemed that Lystie’s group had become even more popular after defeating the demons—not that the three of them seemed to care at all.


      “We’re so glad you all made it back unhurt…!”


      The way we’d immediately rushed out after accepting the request to take care of the demon problem had apparently been weighing heavily on the receptionist. Everything had turned out fine in the end, and we were back safe and sound, but she still teared up as she greeted us. It started affecting Lystie and the girls, who soon found themselves getting misty-eyed as well.


      “Thank you for worrying about us,” Lystie said. “We’re fine, as you can see. We’re not ghosts.”


      “And the demons are all dealt with,” I added. “We brought back proof.”


      The receptionist’s eyes widened. “You dealt with…? Does that mean you killed it? That’s incredible. First the earth golem, and now this… Um, would you mind giving a detailed report? I’ll ready a room.”


      “Good idea,” Platinum responded. “We’re attracting undue attention here. Not that I dislike being stared at.”


      “You might be fine with it, but Might doesn’t like standing out. And honestly, neither do I.”


      It sounded a bit weird to hear a princess say that, but Lystie was strong of heart and didn’t seek the limelight.


      Nanase let out a low chuckle. “Heh-heh-heh… If not for Mr. Might, it probably would have taken us a long time to get our big break. But now, everyone knows who we are!”


      “Oh yes, they do indeed!” the receptionist gushed.


      I gave her a wry smile. “It’ll be bad if it gets to the girls’ heads, so could you not fawn over them too much?”


      “Perish the thought! All of you are champions of Fortune. There’s no need to be modest!”


      Going completely against what I’d just said, the surrounding crowd even began clapping and whistling. I looked at the three girls waving in response and conceded this kind of thing wasn’t so bad every once in a while. Being thanked always felt good.
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      When the receptionist learned that there had been two demons, she was so surprised, she nearly fainted—then gave us two hundred gold coins for Zolas’s magic stone and three hundred gold coins for Raksha’s.


      There were grades to magic stones: Zolas’s was grade 3, and Raksha’s was grade 2. Even a grade 3 demon was a tough opponent for people in this level range, requiring an army to go toe to toe with one. Raksha had been so far beyond the level limit here that her presence was akin to a natural disaster.


      “If it was up to me, I’d have given you a much bigger reward, but when the only proof of a kill is the magic stone, and there are no other materials brought back, the amount goes down. I’m very sorry.” The receptionist, Amunea, bowed her head, though I really didn’t see the need for an apology.


      “Demons attacking and us defeating the demons are both exceptional occurrences. Even if the reward isn’t particularly high—”


      “Actually,” Amunea interjected, “the head branch in the capital will also be giving you a bounty. You will have to wait for their envoy to arrive to receive it, though.”


      “Five hundred gold coins isn’t even all of it?” Lystie exclaimed. “…What are we going to do with all that money?”


      The Royal Order serving her groaned thoughtfully. “The rent for our accommodations is already waived, so perhaps it would be best to simply save it up.”


      Hearing a princess and her attendant discuss money with the financial sense of two commoners made me feel closer to them.


      “Mr. Might, please keep a close eye on our party’s finances. Otherwise, I just might spend it all on expensive medicinal ingredients!”


      “I don’t see any problem with buying what you need. How about we split everything evenly?”


      “Even if I get a share, I honestly cannot think of what to spend it on,” Lystie said. “Maintenance for my gear is all that comes to mind…”


      “Lystie, about that…” Platinum leaned in and started whispering into her ear, but unfortunately, I had such good hearing that I overheard even without meaning to. “Isn’t it about time to buy some new clothes? Your armor is also getting tight, so I recommend getting that looked at as well.”


      Immediately realizing this was a conversation I really shouldn’t be privy to, I did my best to avert my attention elsewhere.


      “G-good point… Though you have it worse than me, in more ways than one.”


      “Hm? I haven’t gained any wei—”


      “Why are you two whispering?” interrupted Nanase. “It’s not good to keep secrets, you know.”


      “This involves you, too, Nanase, so let’s talk about it later,” Platinum said, before turning to me. “Sorry, Might.”


      “Oh, uh… Sure. So we’ll jointly manage the reward money, then.”


      Living together meant having to make decisions together. That said, it was also important not to restrict one another’s movements any more than necessary.


      “Once again, thank you all very much. I hope you take some time to give yourselves some much-earned rest.”


      “Thank you, Ms. Amunea.”


      After saying goodbye, we left the guild. Knowing the commotion that would ensue if we took the front door, Amunea led us through the back without being prompted.
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      We tried going back home but found ourselves unable to relax, so we sought refuge with the Millers instead.


      “Sounds rough…,” Ally empathized.


      The news of us successfully bringing down the demons had spread like wildfire, so we had been getting visitors nonstop, from rowdy partygoers inviting us out for a drink to celebrate to people wishing to shake our hands or simply to look us in the face. In the end, we’d had no choice but to make ourselves scarce.


      “Well, you are Fortune’s saviors, after all,” said Ally’s husband, Max, who had returned home after recovering from his injuries. “Considering how close the demon was, we were all talking about whether or not we should evacuate.”


      Max had told us what the situation was like in Fortune while we were away, but it sounded like things had been pretty chaotic.


      “Dad packed up nearly half our stuff ‘just in case,’” Marino said teasingly. “Without Ursula’s help, we wouldn’t have been able to stop him.”


      “Ha-ha-ha! …Yeah, that was pretty embarrassing,” he admitted.


      “You were trying to protect your family. Anyone would’ve done what you did.”


      “Thank you for saying so, Mr. Might.”


      “Max is a big softy, but he completely transforms when he picks up a hoe.”


      “Ally, please… Ah, it’s about time I went to check on the fire for the bath. I’ll let Ally know once it’s ready, and you can go in one at a time.”


      With that, Max headed out. According to Ally, he had to patrol his fields at night to make sure beasts didn’t tear them up. Apparently, Ursula didn’t involve herself in such workings of nature.


      “My husband is truly grateful to you, Mr. Might. He’s wanted to meet you for the longest time.”


      “He has? I’m glad to see him up and about in full health.”


      “So older men like you, too, Might,” noted Lystie. “It was the same with Mr. Melvin.”


      “Mr. Might, you’re so calm and composed that Dad almost seems younger next to you.”


      Both Ally and Marino had been praising me nonstop ever since we arrived. I suppose they couldn’t help it, given the situation.


      Ursula patiently waited for everyone to finish dinner, and once it was over, Ally handed her a bottle. She brought it over to me.


      “Now then, it’s time for some fun!”


      I raised an eyebrow. “…What do you mean?”


      “We’re allowed to celebrate today. Right, Master?”


      “Aah…!”


      The girls all let out a cry as Ursula put the bottle on the dining table, then sat on my lap.


      “What’re you doing…? Even I’m a little shocked.”


      “I thought it looked comfy here. Don’t worry—I’m light.”


      “That’s not the problem… Is that alcohol?”


      “It is! It’s from a distillery in a nearby village,” explained Ally. “It’s made from herbs, but it’s sweet and very easy to drink.”


      The me from before thought that booze had no business being sweet. But now my tastes had changed, and I enjoyed apple cider and other sweet liquors.


      “Is this meant to be drunk straight?”


      “Yes. If you find it too strong, it’s nice diluted with juice or water.”


      “Hmm… Then I’ll have it straight.” Platinum’s eyes widened as she took a sip of the pale green liquid in her small glass. “Th-this is…!”


      “It’s delicious,” Lystie said. “I expected it to be slightly bitter, as many herbs are, but the sweetness and spices really come through.”


      “I could get addicted to this,” Nanase chimed in. “I suppose you can say that this is a form of medicine, too.”


      “It works wonders against colds, in fact,” Ally told us. “It’s a folk remedy unique to these parts.”


      “Master, let me pour you some.”


      I took a sip from the glass Ursula had filled for me. It was just as delicious as the girls said. It also had a pretty high alcohol content, though, and I found myself quickly feeling flushed.


      “May I have a drink, too?” Ursula asked.


      “I’d normally say no to someone who looks like you, but I guess in terms of your real age, it’s not a problem.”


      “Heh… That phrasing bothers me a little, but I’m in a good mood today, so I’ll let it slide.”


      Ursula also had some of the herb wine diluted with water. I was sure bottles of alcohol had been among the offerings she’d received as an earth spirit, but she probably hadn’t been able to drink them, tied up as she was.


      “Might, let me pour you a drink next,” insisted Lystie.


      I looked at her in surprise. “Uh… I-is that okay?”


      “Have as much as you like,” Ally said. “We kept this wine for an occasion such as this.”


      Not wanting to leave Nanase and Platinum out, I made a suggestion.


      “Well, I don’t want to get too drunk, so would the three of you pour me just a little each?”


      Nanase’s eyes lit up. “Great idea! This kind of thing is necessary for building up our teamwork!”


      And so the three girls took turns pouring me some of the wine. I’d never had such a laid-back moment with my former party, though we did have similar chats about things other than alcohol.


      “Alcohol dulls my reflexes, so I only drink it when I have a good reason to.”


      “Wine raises the magical power of elves. As well as certain other things…”


      “Automata do not become intoxicated from the consumption of alcohol.”


      Being a Thief, I hadn’t liked having my fine motor skills affected by alcohol. Of course, I never drank so much that that became an issue, and—with the exception of Sheska—we generally didn’t get drunk and cause trouble.


      “Might has that vacant expression on his face again… The one that cuts such a contrast to his usual sharp-eyed look.”


      “Ah, yes. There’s a certain kindness to it. As well as a sort of melancholy.”


      “Don’t hesitate to let us know if there’s anything bothering you, Mr. Might! We can’t have you leaving us all of a sudden!”


      “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. We do have to decide what comes next, though.”


      “Good idea… Let’s talk it over before going to bed tonight,” Lystie suggested.


      The demon who’d taken over the tower near the royal capital had had ties to Raksha—and at the very end, Raksha had said:


      “You’re the princess who disappeared from the capital. You’re the one we’ve been looking for. You… You’re a Princess Knight!”


      We still had no idea why the demons were looking for Lystie and whether it had anything to do with her true vocation of Princess Knight and the powers it gave her, or if it was solely because she was a member of the royal family.


      Our plan had been to make Fortune our base of operations for the time being. However, based on what Lystie wanted to do, there was a possibility that we would be relocating to the capital. Depending on how things went, that might even happen before the envoy from the guild’s head branch arrived here.


      Part 2: The Goddess of Rainbows


      Falina had disappeared from where she was staying at Marquis Laurier’s mansion in the Holy Werdohl Kingdom. Several hours later, she was astride a white horse in a forest far east of the knights’ domain. She had left behind all her Archknight gear, bringing only her sword, and was traveling in secret beneath a hooded cape. No one could recognize her at a glance—other than the very few people she was close to.


      Eventually, she reined in her horse. “Looks like it’s about time to send this guy home.”


      “Yeah. We’ll soon be outside the range of teleportation magic,” Sheska said from her position behind Falina. She dismounted first, followed quickly after by the Archknight.


      “Thank you for carrying us this far,” Falina said, fondly patting the horse’s neck. “Sadly, the teleportation spell can’t take someone to a place they’ve never been before.”


      Falina and Sheska had both been born in a region with a much higher level limit than the Western Continent where Fortune, the City of Pleasure, was located. When someone traveled to a region below their level, they had to wear a limiter for passage to be authorized. Since Falina and Sheska had both reached level 99 to kill the Demonic Dragon, they were already wearing limiters suppressing their strength.


      “O Goddess, open a doorway to our guided destination… Return.”


      When Sheska finished chanting, a glowing magic circle appeared beneath the white horse’s feet. In the blink of an eye, the animal was enveloped in light and disappeared, sent back to Marquis Laurier’s pastures.


      Falina closed her eyes and offered a silent prayer, then looked at Sheska. “Thank you. You always—”


      Sheska realized before Falina even finished her sentence. There hadn’t been any sort of sign, like when Sheska had used her teleportation spell—but someone had suddenly appeared behind Falina.


      A hand brushed against Falina’s pale cheek, reaching around her body. It had happened so quickly, she hadn’t even had time to reach for the sword at her waist.


      “I hope you two haven’t forgotten me in the short time since we last saw one another.”


      “G-Goddess…”


      The unexpected visitor was a woman with long white hair and golden eyes—the goddess who had appeared before Falina and Sheska after they defeated the Demonic Dragon.


      “Why have you shown yourself to us? I thought you said you couldn’t grant our wish.”


      “You asked me to bring your companion…the Thief back to life, didn’t you?”


      “…!”


      The goddess seemed to wrap herself around Falina’s petrified form as she whispered into her ear. “Your party defeated the Demonic Dragon and opened the Door to Paradise for me. I’m grateful for that, but bringing back a life that has been lost would require completing a trial of commensurate difficulty.”


      “A trial… If we complete it, will Might…?”


      “Falina…!” Sheska cried out.


      Falina’s hand had been halfway toward her sword, but Sheska suddenly noticed her arm go limp. Although it seemed like the goddess had been manipulating them ever since her sudden appearance, killing her wasn’t an option. Yet despite knowing that, the fact that Falina seemed to have lost all intention of resisting was setting off alarm bells in Sheska’s mind.


      “Goddess… Lady Lunaris, would you be able to resurrect Might with your power?”


      It was Lady Lunaris who had handed down the oracle to the world calling for champions to defeat the Demonic Dragon. She was the Holy Knight Order’s symbol of worship, and it was her divine words that had inspired Falina to set off on her journey.


      And yet, Sheska had the distinct feeling that something wasn’t right. The Lunaris she’d met after their fight against the dragon had looked at the three of them with uncontainable joy.


      “I can tell you care deeply for your friends, but Falina must undergo this trial by herself. For both her sake and yours, you must part ways for the time being.”


      Sheska unequivocally disagreed with what the goddess was saying. Despite her faith in Lunaris, she couldn’t help but raise her voice in protest. “Please, just wait! Goddess! Falina hasn’t yet—!”


      “It must be now,” interrupted the goddess. “Falina herself is telling me she can’t wait to get started. You’re her friend, so you should understand her feelings better than anyone else. Come now, let me remove this restrictive limiter from you.”


      Still in the goddess’s embrace, Falina’s body started glowing. She then disappeared without any sign of a magic circle. Only a deity could pull off such a feat.


      The goddess leisurely walked toward Sheska. “You don’t have to hold back, either. Tell me what you wish for. I will wait however long you need.”


      Neither Falina nor Sheska had wanted a reward from the goddess. It was said that Lunaris would grant any wish for killing the Demonic Dragon, but she had been unable to give them what they’d asked for.


      “If Might isn’t alive, there’s no point asking for anything.”


      “Aww, you’re so adorable. Look at you acting more mature than me.”


      The goddess raised a hand to stroke Sheska’s face, but the elf backed up a step—then cast a teleportation spell.


      “I can still catch up with Falina. Goddess…I’m sure you have your own reasons, but I’m afraid I cannot accept them.”


      “Oh? …You’re making things hard for yourself, you know.”


      Before Sheska could ask the goddess what she meant, the teleportation magic whisked her away.


      With the two heroes now gone, the goddess looked up at the sky.


      She hadn’t denied it when they called her Lunaris, but her appearance soon transformed to reveal blond hair and fiery red eyes.


      The goddess Iris laughed at her sister, who hadn’t the faintest idea what had just occurred here. “I do hope the pawns chosen by Elder Sister Lunaris move how I want them to. If they have what it takes to become even stronger, I need to help them maximize their potential.”


      Raindrops started falling from the cloudless sky. Drenched in the rain, Iris seemed to dance as she ran through it. When the shower stopped and a rainbow arced across the sky, the goddess’s figure disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared.


      Part 3: Night at the Millers’ Again (Part 1)


      After dinner, we were shown to our rooms on the second floor of the Miller residence. I had one all to myself, so I settled in to do some thinking.


      The very last thing that Zolas had said was “All glory…to our lord…”


      Mabel had told me that the capital was under demonic threat, and Raksha had been under orders to search for Lystie, a Princess Knight.


      Together, these facts suggested that the demon targeting Beold, the royal capital, was going to be a threat to Lystie. Her skill Blessed Sword had cut straight through Raksha’s defenses. Chances were that she was a natural enemy to all demons in the same way.


      A knock came at my door. “Do you have a moment, Might?”


      It surprised me that I hadn’t noticed the knocker’s approach. That went to show how deep in thought I had been.


      “Sure, what’s—?”


      But the rest of my question was cut short as the door opened, letting in a sweet fragrance. Lystie stood in the doorway, apparently having come straight from the bath. She was wearing a bathrobe, likely borrowed from Ally. The front was tied closed, but I still couldn’t help being taken aback by her choice to brazenly walk around looking like that.


      “We’re done with the bath. You can use it now if you like.”


      “R-right. Thanks for coming to tell me.”


      “Marino went in with us, but she got dizzy. It turns out she accidentally drank some of the herb wine earlier, and it really went to her head because of the hot water.”


      “Honestly, that girl… Anyway, good thing it didn’t turn into anything major.”


      If I had to venture a guess, she’d probably seen Ursula drinking it and wanted to feel more like an adult. So now Lystie was filling in for her, coming to get me.


      “Might, your eyes have been darting all over the place this whole time. What’s wrong?”


      “What? Me? That’s not—Oh right, we have to talk when I’m done. About what we’ll do next.”


      “Um…” Lystie took a beat, as if trying to carefully choose what to say. “You already said that earlier. Are you so worried that you have to remind us again?” She blushed a little, which could easily lead to misunderstandings, given her current bathrobe situation, but our conversation was entirely aboveboard. “That fight with the demons made us realize just how incredible you are. If you’re willing to stoop to our level…”


      “I’m not as impressive as you’re making me out to seem. I mean, I suppose it might look that way, given how things turned out, but the truth is, I’m still a complete novice as a Sage.”


      “…You say you’re a novice ‘as a Sage,’ so does that mean you were doing incredible things up until then?”


      Lystie was even more perceptive than usual. Still, changing vocations was generally considered impossible, so explaining that I used to be a Thief would open a whole can of worms about my previous identity.


      “Surely the people you partied with before knew how strong you are. What happened to them?”


      “Well…I think they’re fine. Sadly, it’s not all that easy to meet them.”


      “Oh… I—I didn’t expect you to actually tell me.”


      “I mean, if you want to know, I don’t mind telling you.”


      “That’s a relief…” Lystie pressed a hand to her chest. The gesture seemed so sudden that I didn’t quite know what to make of it and stayed silent as she continued. “With how strong you are, it only seemed to make sense that you used to be in a strong party. The fact that you don’t mind talking about them, however, gives me some reassurance.”


      “Ah, that’s what you mean. Were you worried that me not saying anything was an indication I might just up and leave someday?”


      This time, it was Lystie’s turn not to answer. But when she smiled bashfully at me with those flushed cheeks of hers, it took all the sting out of it.


      “Well, I’m curious why a tomboy princess is out of the castle and trying to make it as an adventurer. Though I can already guess.”


      “Do you…think I’m being selfish?”


      “The most important thing is that people do what they want to do. That’s what I think, at least… But I suppose many would disagree.”


      I was hiding secrets as much as Lystie was. Not that it was necessarily a bad thing.


      “Ah, I hear Platinum and Nanase calling for me. We’ll stay up, don’t worry. Come find us when you’re out of the bath.”


      “Sounds good.”


      But although we exchanged our goodbyes, Lystie made no move to leave. She just kept staring at me, almost as if she were enjoying herself.


      “…Achoo!”


      I jolted with surprise at her sudden sneeze, and Lystie blushed all the way to the tips of her ears.


      “You’re gonna catch a cold with what you’re wearing.”


      “I—I know that! Achoo! St-stop looking at me and go bathe already!”


      “Yeah, I’m going now.”


      I couldn’t help but let out a laugh. It had been a long time since I’d had such a jokey conversation with anyone.


      “Master, what an adorable smile you have! I am blessed by the sight.”


      “U-Ursula…!”


      Just when Lystie had gone, Ursula popped up, taking her place. By the looks of things, she’d also gone in the bath with Lystie’s group and had come to check on me.


      “I thought about joining you as well, Master, but it’s not a good idea to spend too long in the bath. So I’ll rest up in your room.”


      Without waiting for my reply, Ursula came straight in, the epitome of freedom. She continued watching me while I was getting things ready for my bath, making me feel really awkward.
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      This was my second time getting to use the bath in the Miller residence, and for some reason, Max seemed to be waiting for me when I got there. So, naturally, we went in at the same time.


      “Sorry for joining you. I just got in from my rounds.”


      “Anything of note outside?”


      “Thanks to you, it’s as peaceful as can be. As long as it’s not those plant monsters from before, we can handle anything that usually shows up around these parts.”


      Max, a Farmer, had a muscular body. He was the sort of guy who always had an easy smile on his face, so I was a bit surprised to see how built he was.


      I did my fair share of training when I was a Thief, but the muscles that a strength-based vocation develops really are different.


      Now that I was a Sage, I was somewhat on the slender side and could probably do with some more muscle building. Strangely, however, I had retained the physical capabilities of a level-99 Thief despite my appearance.


      “Well, I think I’ll hop out,” Max said after a little while soaking. “Take all the time you need, Mr. Might.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      Max got out of the bath with a splash. Left alone, my thoughts went back to my earlier conversation with Lystie. Up until we defeated the Demonic Dragon, I had only ever thought about where I belonged; I was sure the same was true for my other party members. With them, I’d felt like I could go anywhere and defeat any enemy we encountered.


      “…And it turned out to be true.”


      Even if I’d ended up dying, we really had managed to kill the dragon. That didn’t mean we knew everything about the dragon and its kin, though. It was the enemy of all humans, so we had to fight it. It wasn’t our place to question why. The goddess said we had to, and whatever she said was unconditionally the right thing to do.


      “Walk forward, and do not stop. May the blessing of[image: image]be with you.”


      I couldn’t remember clearly what the goddess had said back then. Changing one’s vocation went against the natural order of the world, but based on the way the goddess had talked about it, she didn’t seem to be the one who’d decided that rule. That meant there was at least one being superior to her. Why something with such power had chosen to make humans kill the Demonic Dragon was a complete mystery to me. Perhaps that, too, was simply a part of the natural order.


      Thinking through things like this wasn’t really my strong suit. Sheska had always had a thought-provoking piece of advice, and Enju could always be relied on for a logical perspective. As for Falina—and I know she would deny this—she was more someone who didn’t think much before opening her mouth.


      “You’re not lost until you’ve gone as far as you can.”


      “That’s the sort of thing you say just before you actually get lost, Falina. Don’t go anywhere without your big sister, okay?”


      “I trust Might because he can always find the shortest route.”


      Memories flooded back to me, though it wasn’t necessarily from Lystie’s words. I had lost a large portion of my memory when I died from the Demonic Dragon’s curse, and fragments came back to me unbidden and out of my control.


      I couldn’t recall what my three party members had looked like during this conversation. Nor their expressions, nor where we’d been. It made me wonder if I would eventually forget more and more as time passed.


      “That’s one serious look you’ve got on your face there,” a voice said close by.


      The door to the bathroom was ajar. Some time had passed since Max left, so someone must have come in since then.


      Stay calm. There’s no way I would’ve heard a female voice in here. The logical conclusion, therefore, is that I imagined it.


      “Wha—? You?!”


      “That’s a more honest reaction than I’d expected. I thought you’d flick a coin at me or something, without even bothering to ask who it was.”


      The person standing before me was undoubtedly the demon we had defeated, sans her black wings.


      “You’re…Raksha?”


      She had silver hair, porcelain-white skin, horns on her head, a black, glossy tail, and not a thread of clothing. The only thing different about her was her eyes—she no longer had those cold eyes that looked down on humans as mere livestock. Surprisingly, there wasn’t a drop of malice in her gaze.


      Part 4: Night at the Millers’ Again (Part 2)


      “What on earth is going on here?”


      “That’s what I want to know… One of your companions has a slime under her control, doesn’t she?”


      “You’re talking about Arm? …Are you Arm, mimicking Raksha’s appearance?”


      The person who looked like Raksha smiled wryly and touched her chest. “My magic stone is in here. I believe the slime reproduced my appearance. Why is such a high-tier magical being in an area with such a low level limit?”


      “Don’t look at me—it was my party member who made it. Is Arm all right? If you’ve taken over her…”


      “N-no, don’t. If this magic stone is taken out, I’ll go back to being that slime. I came here because there’s something I want to tell you.” Raksha walked toward me, then seemed to realize she was naked and covered herself up with her hands.


      Nanase let Arm wander about freely, so the slime had probably been drawn to the mana emanating from Raksha’s magic stone and ended up consuming it.


      I knew Arm could take on the appearance of a dark elf, but I’d never imagined it could reproduce Raksha’s form, too. There were a few minor discrepancies, but other than that, it looked exactly like her.


      “J-just because I showed up looking like this, don’t get the wrong idea! With a bit more practice, I can reproduce clothes, too!”


      “No idea what I’m getting the wrong idea about, but if that’s Arm’s body, I want you to return it as soon as possible.”


      “…Oh? So you lose interest in someone you’ve defeated before. You’re far more powerful than your level. I guess humans mutating spontaneously isn’t unheard-of.”


      “I’m curious what you mean by ‘mutating,’ but I suppose there are all sorts of people in the world. So there are some things even demons don’t know about, huh?”


      “Ugh…”


      With that grimace on her face, Raksha looked starkly different from the demon who had rampaged to her heart’s content. There was still a bite to her words, but she seemed to have calmed down a lot.


      “I’m not so inexperienced I’d lower my guard just because you’re appearing to me naked.”


      “I know that,” Raksha said bluntly. She stared at me intently, then suddenly got down on her hands and knees and lowered her head.


      “Wha—?! …Why?”


      “B-because of you, Master Might…”


      It wasn’t that her attitude had suddenly changed; she’d been acting like this since she showed up but had been desperately trying to fight it and act normal. Now she was finally giving in. At least, that was how it seemed to me.


      “Do you remember…when you defeated me, Master Might? You opened something in me.”


      “I opened… Oh, that?”


      It was only when she brought it up again that I was reminded of what happened. Before Raksha had been reduced to a magic stone, a lock had appeared in front of her chest and turned into particles of light. I could see locks, thanks to the effect of Lock Eye I. When I opened my companions’ locks with my White Key, I could release their Sealed Skills. What would happen, then, if I did it on enemies? I had no idea how it would affect demons, but it seemed to me that Raksha no longer held any hostility toward me. In fact, she even seemed submissive.


      “I have lived a long life as a demon, but I’ve never experienced anything like that before. And you chose to keep my magic stone instead of selling it. I suppose this outcome was inevitable.”


      “That…was not my intention at all. I’d never even thought it was possible to make amends with a demon. I was serious about killing you.”


      “And yet this is how things ended up. If you wish to kill me again, I won’t resist. I will also leave this slime’s body. However, the information I hold should still be useful to you. If you need it, I’m all for—”


      “O-okay, I get it. Don’t just suddenly move around like that. Can you reproduce some clothes? If not, grab a towel and cover up.”


      “As you wish. Right away.” Raksha got up and ducked back out to the changing room.


      Many female demons possessed the ability to charm people and make them do their bidding. That was what Raksha had done to Brandt. The fact that the same demon was now obediently listening to me honestly didn’t seem real. And yet as soon as she returned, a towel now wrapped firmly around her body, she got back on her knees and awaited my next order.


      “Um… All right, I understand your situation. If you promise you won’t oppose me or lie to me, I will grant you a certain degree of freedom.”


      “There’s no need for that. This is what I have been wanting to do since the moment I became a magic stone.”


      “You’ve hurt a lot of people and fought against humans all this time. That said, I won’t use you in our plans to defeat other demons. I won’t force you to speak if it means betraying your former companions, either.”


      “We demons generally only operate within our own territories. Zolas and I were following the orders of another demon, so we were really just working together by happenstance. There was no sense of camaraderie, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


      The relationships between demons took all different forms, so I didn’t see a problem with Raksha’s description of the one between her and the master she’d served.


      “Was that other demon’s hold over you released when I opened your lock?”


      “Yes. I had never seen such magic before, much less been subjected to it. Now I no longer have the nature that all demons do.”


      “You mean…the destructive urge?”


      “Yes. The urge to destroy other races and subjugate them. If I still had it, I likely would have turned a blade on you by now.”


      It was in demons’ very nature to attack humans and bring them under their heel. Some felt this stronger, others not so much, but this urge was in all of them and couldn’t be changed—except with my magic, it turned out. This was big.


      “You seem calm,” Raksha observed. “You’re not going to get mad and accuse me of making up lies?”


      “You can’t lie in your current state, can you?”


      “I cannot. Even I’m surprised by it. Being honest with you feels deeply right to me now.”


      Opening the locks of Lystie and the others hadn’t made them feel this way. I didn’t know yet if this was something that would happen to all demons I unlocked or if certain conditions had been fulfilled for this to happen to Raksha.


      “I can’t hold it… I’m sorry, Master Might. I’m not used to using Reproduction yet, so I can’t maintain this form for much longer.”


      “Okay, understood. Tell me the information you have the next time we meet.”


      But Raksha shook her head and approached me. Not feeling any hostility, I chose to wait and see what her intentions were. She stepped into the bathtub and took my hand.


      “…It appears I cannot extract your mana without permission. May I?”


      “Oh, you can’t? You said so yourself: I don’t have all that much.”


      “I hardly plan on fighting. The bare minimum should suffice.”


      I braced myself, wondering how much the “bare minimum” was. Not that much, it turned out, based on what I felt leave my body.


      Raksha’s form glowed faintly, and she moaned, “Mm… Yes…”


      “It’s that good? That reaction is bound to invite misunderstanding, you know.”


      “For us demons, mana that’s compatible with our bodies is like divine nectar.”


      So there were types of mana that weren’t compatible? I wanted to ask about it, but since we were on a time limit, I went for the big question right away.


      “Well, first thing’s first: What’s the goal of the demon in the tower near the capital?”


      “To take over your kingdom. She’s far more powerful than Zolas and I… Level 45. Her name is Dark Night Satella.”


      “Based on her alias, I assume she belongs to a race that gets stronger at night? I’ve fought a few like that before.”


      Surprise lit up Raksha’s face, then gave way to respect. “Satella is a vampire. I am a night demon, a race that is often used by vampires. I came to this continent with Satella, as did Zolas.”


      “That’s not good… A single vampire can produce countless vampire kin.”


      Based on Mabel’s intel, Satella had occupied the tower two months ago. That was more than enough time for her to get her kin into the capital. I had two old friends, Gazelle and Elk, in the city, and I’d been told that Gazelle was hurt and Elk was taking care of him. Now I suddenly needed to check on them as soon as possible.


      “Satella sent us to search for the princess to eliminate any possible threat to herself. She believes that someone with the vocation of Princess Knight wielding the sword handed down through the royal family is the only person who could hurt her.”


      “So she wasn’t taking any chances, even in such a low-level area.”


      “Exactly. Having a higher level doesn’t guarantee victory. My fight with you is proof enough of that.”


      “Fighting someone of a higher level requires a lot of preparation. It was the same with you. We managed to win because a lot of things lined up just right, but I don’t like putting my companions in danger.”


      “I think you’d be fine, though. I was level 30, and you beat me with your companions in tow.”


      Raksha made it sound easy, but if I went off alone every time things got dicey, it would completely defeat the purpose of partying up in the first place.


      “I’ve managed to get this far with them. It’s my hope to continue doing so.”


      “Heh-heh. I’m jealous of those you love so much.”


      “I don’t know if I’d say I love them…but I do worry about them. I rely on them, too.”


      “I shall take your word for it. We demons aren’t too perceptive of the nuances of human emotion.”


      When fighting, Raksha had shown no interest at all in such matters. Now that her position was different, new sides to her were showing up. There was no way to tell if this was another effect of her lock being released or if this had always been a part of her personality.


      In any case, her eyes were starting to lose focus, indicating that she was running out of mana again. She made no move to draw more from me, though, giving weight to her claim that she couldn’t do so without express permission.


      “Now…we’re really out of time…so…”


      “Yeah. You won’t get controlled by Satella again if your magic stone gets close to her, will you?”


      “That…won’t happen. I already…belong to y—”


      But before Raksha could finish her sentence, her magic stone separated from Arm’s body, which promptly transformed back to its usual dark elf form.


      “…I’m hungry.”


      “Good work, Arm. You feeling all right?”


      “I ate the stone. I changed shape.”


      There was still so much I didn’t know about armed slimes, but one thing I’d just learned was that, at the very least, Arm understood what had happened when she ate Raksha’s magic stone. The stone also didn’t seem to have melted inside her body but looked unharmed.


      “Fwah…”


      “…A-are you sure you’re all right?”


      It looked for a moment like Arm was going to revert to her spherical slime shape, but she reverted to her dark elf form.


      “Master, I feel different.”


      “Different, you say? Hm…is it because you leveled up? You did play a big part in our fight against Raksha.”


      I’d heard from Monster Tamers I knew that the monsters they controlled could gain experience and level up. It was probably a good idea to get Arm’s level measured at some point. I had no idea if this was something that could be done at the guild, though.


      “…I’m hungry. Even hungrier than before.”


      Hearing Arm repeat that made me relax a little.


      “You must use mana whenever you change form… Guess magical beings have it tough, too.”


      The dark elf nodded in agreement. I didn’t know how much mana I had left, and I couldn’t very well let her suck me dry, but I still wanted to give her a treat as thanks for earlier.


      “Go ahead, take some from me.”


      “Thank you.”


      I held out a hand. Arm enveloped it, and her body promptly began glowing. After a while, she held her hands to her face. “Delicious. I love Master.”


      “It’s that good? I wonder if I’d find mana delicious, too, if I was a magical being…”


      Arm didn’t answer. Despite looking like she still wanted more mana, she meekly lowered herself in the bath. I was thinking I might get out soon—but just then, a voice spoke from outside the door.


      “Is someone in there with you, Might?”


      “I believe I see two silhouettes inside.”


      “Oh no! Arm isn’t in her bottle. Does that mean…?”


      Seriously? You came to check up on me when I’m in the bath? I almost cried out. But I stopped myself at the last moment, figuring that the three of them must have been worried I’d gotten dizzy from staying in too long.


      “Master, they’re calling me, so I should go.”


      “Yeah, all right… No—wait!”


      Without a care in the world, Arm stood up in the bath and tottered out of the room, her steps making a pitter-patter sound against the floor. She was gone before I even had a chance to stop her.


      Part 5: The Demon’s Tower


      The demon Satella sat in an abandoned tower in Beolnat. A member of the vampire race, she had already seized two small countries and gained an appetite for more.


      The Kingdom of Beolnat was in an area lower in level than Satella’s other conquests, meaning she could bring it down in a day if she wanted to. So far, however, she’d chosen not to.


      Her delay was due to something the person who’d led her to this land had told her:


      “Every so often, the Beolnat royal line produces a person with the power to kill demons. That means there is a possibility that someone exists who can even kill an immortal like you.”


      For vampires, level 45 was not particularly high. Yet it was almost impossible to imagine that a threat would appear from an area where level 10 was the max—pretty much the weakest possible region. The likelihood of such a thing happening was practically zero.


      However, Satella didn’t ignore the warning. She dispatched demons in her employ to confirm the abilities of royal family members one by one, including the king and his queen consorts. Eventually, there was only one person remaining whose whereabouts were unknown.


      “The last always makes for the best surprise…doesn’t it, Raksha?”


      The tower was situated on a high plateau to the west of Beold, the nation’s capital. Long ago, a mage had lived there in seclusion, but they’d disappeared one day, leaving it abandoned. Like all places where someone with great mana had once lived, the area became a magnet for spirit-type monsters and came to be called the Ghost Tower. With a name like this, nobody approached the structure for a long time—that is, until Satella came along and claimed it as her nest. Demons practically survive on mana, making this the ideal environment for her.


      “To think the princess of a country is playing at being an adventurer in Fortune, the City of Pleasure…”


      Sitting alone at a table in the dim room, lit only by a few lanterns, Satella smiled with delight. She was in what had once been the mage’s quarters at the top of the tower. Everything had been left untouched when she found the place, with the door still closed and the room preserved by magic.


      The kingdom already knew of Satella’s presence, but she wasn’t worried about that. The knights here were level 10 at most. Even if they were to assemble everyone into a single army and attack her all at once, they didn’t stand a chance. Yet that would never happen in the first place. Although Beold still seemed peaceful, it had been under her thumb for a long time now.


      “All that’s left is to get my hands on that girl.”


      Through Raksha’s eyes, Satella had seen the blue-haired “Swordfighter.” She had wielded her family’s prized sword, which possessed the power to strike down demons, to defeat Raksha, along with the help of a young man in her party.


      Once Raksha was reduced to a magic stone, Satella’s hold over her had been severed. It was a pity she’d lost a useful pawn, but Satella’s full attention was now directed elsewhere.


      “If I get her first, then… Yes, that would do. And I can turn the other two with her into kin.”


      Satella was having fun letting her thoughts run wild when she was suddenly brought back to reality by a knock at the door.


      “Mistress Satella, I have something to report.”


      “Very well. Come in,” the vampire happily replied, unlocking the door. But when she opened it, Satella was shocked to see not the owner of the voice but a woman in a hooded cloak.


      Falina Laurier, the Archknight who had defeated the Demonic Dragon, pointed her sword at the demon before her.


      Swallowing a gasp but otherwise unable to move, Satella racked her brain for a way to escape. However, her bewilderment at seeing such a strong opponent in a low-level area like this was making that very difficult.


      “…You demons are all the same. You go where humans can’t grow stronger than you and run amok. Even we can’t come here without the goddess’s permission.”


      “Are you saying…the goddess told you to kill me? I’ve heard that Leticia, the Demonic Dragon, is dead. Are you perhaps the one who did it?”


      Although Falina’s eyes were as cold as ice, she still seemed interested in hearing what Satella had to say. The vampire smiled a little and continued speaking.


      “This country is already under my control. Even if you kill me now, my kin will continue carrying out my orders… So let’s negotiate.”


      “Negotiate?”


      “I don’t know what you’d want from a place like this, but whatever it is, I’ll give it to you.”


      Seeing a flicker of emotion cross Falina’s face, Satella opened her mouth to continue. But the Archknight cut her off before she could say anything.


      “Unfortunately, I have to kill demons.”


      “Why is someone as powerful as you still doing heaven’s bidding?”


      “Are those your final words?”


      “…!”


      All Satella saw was Falina slightly lower her center of gravity.


      Falina has activated “Shining Thrust.”


      “Aaaahh… Ah…!”


      Falina imbued her sword with mana and unleashed a barrage of strikes. With her strength, every thrust packed the power of a shooting star, and the body that Satella had made with mana was riddled with holes in the blink of an eye. To avoid being erased completely, she quickly used one of her vampiric abilities.


      Satella has activated “Mist Body.”


      Her body turned to mist—but it was no use. Satella’s mana continued being depleted with every strike unleashed by Falina.


      “Don’t…think you’ve won!” Satella screamed, feeling increasingly cornered. She dispersed her mist, then materialized numerous hands beyond Falina’s reach to attack her from every angle.


      Satella has activated “Shadow Rush.”


      Countless blades of shadow flew toward Falina. Satella tried to rematerialize, hoping it would buy her a few seconds, as staying in mist form drained her mana.


      Falina has activated “Right Hand of the Saint.”


      It looked to Satella as if Falina had simply imbued her right hand with mana and swung. That was all it took to sweep away all the blades, leaving the Archknight standing unharmed.


      “Is this it?” Falina asked. “The vampire we defeated was much stronger than you.”


      Satella was still in the middle of materializing, but Falina made no move to stop her. Instead, she just slowly walked over toward the other woman.


      “You’re the real monster here, human.”


      Before Satella could say another word, a line ran from her shoulder diagonally down her body—in an instant, Falina’s sword had flashed out and was back in her scabbard. The vampire’s body disappeared, leaving behind a magic stone that thudded to the floor, glinting dully.


      “That’s one down. Who am I to kill next?” Falina asked out loud, trying to speak to the goddess. The flickering light of Satella’s magic stone gradually grew stronger, and as Falina turned around, she noticed something strange happening to her body.


      “Is there any danger in touching the magic stones left behind by demons?”


      It was a question Might had once asked Sheska. He had always been very careful when retrieving the spoils dropped by monsters killed by their party and considered safely bringing back the loot to be a part of his job as a Thief. And, in fact, when he wasn’t around, Falina had carelessly touched something and fallen for a trap.


      “There are demons with abilities that activate after they turn into magic stones. Some call those ‘curses.’”


      “How can you tell if you’ve been cursed or not?”


      “That’s what I’m here for. We priests are specialists when it comes to curses.”


      Even after defeating the Demonic Dragon, it felt natural to Falina to have Sheska by her side. If Sheska hadn’t been in the party, they likely would have stumbled and crashed out at some point on their journey to the dragon. No one else could have filled her role. The same went for all of them.


      There’s so much I can’t do alone. And for that to bite me now, of all times…


      “I am but a small part of all demonkind,” Satella’s soul said, directly from the magic stone. “You said that you have defeated a vampire stronger than me?”


      Satella wasn’t completely dead, but for some reason, Falina couldn’t bring herself to shatter the magic stone. Instead, she took off her glove and picked up the stone with her bare hand. It was big enough that Falina could close her fingers around it entirely—and when she did, a shudder ran through her body.


      “Hngh… Ugh…!”


      “Some things you can’t resist no matter how high your level is. This secret technique using the magic stone of a vampire is one such ability…”


      Satella’s Magic Stone has activated “Curse of Blood.”


      “Ah… Aaah…”


      Red light spilled from the stone and was absorbed into Falina’s body. The Archknight fell to her knees and clutched her chest, groaning in pain.


      “I will fall into a deep sleep… I probably won’t ever wake up again. But that’s fine if it means turning someone as powerful as you to our side.”


      “Don’t you dare…underestimate me…! I will not…be defeated…by the likes of you…!”


      Despite the resistance she was putting up, Falina understood instinctively that she had no way to dispel a curse by herself. It was taking all she had just to keep her wits about her. She needed someone else to stop it—and it had to be someone as strong as she was.


      “Sheska… Enju…”


      Falina had blindly placed her faith in the goddess, lured by the promise that it would save Might. In doing so, she had left Sheska behind, thinking it a necessary sacrifice. Relying on Enju was out of the question, as the automaton had already returned to where she belonged. And there was no one else who had reached the pinnacle of the leveling system that served as an indication of strength.


      No one other than Might, who they’d lost.


      “No… I can’t… Not now… Someone, please… Please save Might…”


      “Oh my. I suppose there’s little point in seeing this now that I can’t move, but it’s such a wondrous world you’ve seen! I can hardly believe there are humans who have reached such heights!”


      Before long, Satella’s ecstasy-filled voice faded away.


      Falina’s vampirization has progressed a stage.


      Something was changing inside Falina. The duty that she felt to protect humans and strike down demons was being overwritten by another desire welling up from deep within.
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      “My throat… I’m so thirsty…”


      “N-no… Mistress Satella…!”


      Staring in horror, the female vampire who Falina had captured earlier and used to get Satella to open the door started backing up.


      Falina turned to her. “You saw everything from start to finish. You know what’s going on, don’t you?”


      “Raaaaaah!!”


      Instead of answering, Satella’s vampire kin brandished her claws and rushed forward. However, her attack swept through empty space. Before she knew it, Falina had grabbed her from behind and held her in place.


      “Don’t move.”


      “Hngh…!”


      With cold eyes, Falina grappled with the urge bubbling up from within her. The woman’s pale neck bared before her seemed irresistible.


      “Mistress Satella’s curse…infected you with vampirism. But I…I’ll never accept you!”


      “Infected… That’s right. The urge to drink human blood is practically a disease.”


      “Drinking my blood…won’t do anything…for you!”


      “That may be. But I still can’t let you go.”


      “…!”


      Although her vampirization had just begun, Falina instinctively knew that drinking the blood of another vampire wouldn’t slake her thirst. What it would do, however, was allow her to control the other vampire. So Falina buried her fangs into the neck of Satella’s kin and sucked some of her blood. Just a little; that was all it took.


      “…I deeply apologize for my earlier disrespect, Mistress. Would you do me the honor of giving me your name?”


      In a complete 180 from before, the other vampire now deferentially proffered Falina a handkerchief. Falina accepted it and wiped her mouth. She understood she had just drunk blood but felt no repugnance toward the act.


      “Falina… Just that will do for now.”


      There was no need for her to reveal her family name.


      “Thank you very much, Mistress Falina. I am Marlene. From this moment on, I am yours to command.”


      “Are you a Beolnatan noble?”


      “I am. I was a lady-in-waiting in the palace until she invited me to this side.”


      In Marlene’s mind, apparently Satella was no longer even worthy of being mentioned by name. Instead, it was now Falina she looked at with worship in her eyes. Nothing about it struck Falina as unusual.


      It’s only normal for vampires. Your master is the last person who drank your blood. In which case…


      “The other kin have yet to conduct the rite of subordination. Do you want me to summon them, Mistress Falina?”


      Before, Falina had had zero interest in making others serve her. Now that she was a vampire, however, things were different.


      “Yes, call them all. I cannot have those who would not submit to me running around.”


      “As you wish. Mistress, what do you wish to do regarding your meals? As someone who has only recently come over to this side, I’m sure you must be feeling quite thirsty.”


      Heat spread inside Falina from the mere thought of drinking blood from a human, not a vampire.


      No… If I give in to this feeling, I can never turn back.


      She suppressed her racing heart and tried to wait out her urge. It helped a little that when she imagined drinking from a human, the first person who popped into her mind was someone she had to protect from this fate at all costs.


      Might…


      “Mistress Falina, someone is approaching the tower.” Marlene produced a palm-sized crystal ball and showed it to her. “She is trying to tamper with the barrier. How do you want to deal with her?”


      The person reflected in the crystal ball was none other than a certain elven priest—Sheska.


      “Why is there even an elf in this region in the first place?” Marlene wondered aloud, oblivious of the change in Falina’s expression. “Given her race’s average level, she should be unable to enter Beolnat.”


      Seeing Sheska in the crystal, Falina could tell right away that she’d used some method to get around the level limit in order to come here. Still, the idea to ask her for help didn’t cross the Archknight’s mind.


      “What should we do, Mistress Falina? If you want her as a servant, we can—”


      “Don’t do anything to her. Just chase her off.”


      “…Are you sure? Elves all have a lot of mana, so simply letting her go would—Eep!”


      Marlene trembled at seeing the look in Falina’s eyes.


      “Do as I said.”


      “O-of course, Mistress! As you wish.”


      Once Marlene had left the room, Falina found it impossible to remain on her feet any longer and sank onto the bed.


      “Have you all decided what you’ll do after we defeat the Demonic Dragon?”


      When Might had asked that question on their journey, she hadn’t been able to answer.


      Despite thinking that she had to speak with Sheska, her vampirization was making Falina reluctant to meet any priests.


      “I won’t lose… Not yet…”


      Falina poured herself a cup of water from a pitcher and wet her throat. Yet her thirst remained unabated. Alone in the dim room, she continued battling her vampiric urges with nothing but her strength of will.

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 2


      Old Friends and Strange Happenings in the Capital


      Part 1: Interrogation


      When Arm had wandered out of the bathroom and walked straight into Lystie’s group in the changing room, I was so sure that their trust in me would take a nosedive.


      “So you’re saying that Arm came in by herself and you didn’t know what to do?” Lystie asked from where she was sitting on the bed alongside Platinum and Nanase.


      “Y-yeah…”


      I, meanwhile, was sitting in a chair, quailing under three sets of studying eyes.


      “Um, is this an interrogation, by the way?”


      “We thought you were in there alone, so we were surprised to find out otherwise,” Platinum replied. “That’s all.”


      “U-um… When Arm takes on that dark elf form, it’s…er, well, how can I put it?”


      It took me a while to figure out what Nanase was trying to say in her flustered state, but I eventually got the gist from looking at the other girls’ faces.


      “That sort of thing didn’t even cross my mind, all right? Not letting things like that get to me is part of what it means to be a Sage.”


      “Putting it that way makes it sound like we’re in the wrong for letting it get to us!” protested Lystie.


      Nanase laughed sheepishly. “I can’t deny that we were a little surprised, though.”


      “Ahem. As the oldest one, I suppose it falls to me to mediate in situations like this. So…Might. You and Arm, together in the bath. You kept your cool?”


      “Of course…or, at least, that’s what I wish I could say. Something surprising did happen, though, which I’ll tell you about now.”


      “What…? S-so you really did—?”


      Before Lystie could get any further, I placed Raksha’s magic stone on the table. It hadn’t glowed before, but after Raksha borrowed Arm’s body and materialized herself, there now was a faint light deep in its core.


      I proceeded to talk about how our armed slime had taken in the magic stone and reproduced Raksha’s appearance, then about how the demon had submitted to me. Even I was aware of how shocking it all sounded, but I didn’t hold back any of the details.


      “Does that mean Raksha—or I guess, all demons are still alive when they’re just magic stones?” Lystie asked warily.


      Platinum, on the other hand, was as calm as always. “So her soul is still in her magic stone. It would be a problem if she tried to use Arm to resurrect herself, but from what you told us, she listens to you.”


      Nanase was watching Arm sleeping peacefully at the foot of the bed. After watching the armed slime’s innocent expression for a few seconds, she turned to me. “Raksha didn’t use Arm’s body to do anything weird, right?”


      “Not at all. And what exactly do you mean by ‘weird’? Despite how I look, I don’t try to take advantage of people.”


      “I—I know that! Ugh, that answer makes it seem like my head’s always filled with weird thoughts!”


      Her head always being filled with thoughts about drug experiments didn’t sound much better, but I kept that to myself. When I looked at Lystie, she averted her eyes for some reason. Apparently, she had more or less been thinking along the same lines as Nanase.


      “Mm…” Arm stirred and sat up, looking dazed. Slimes needed sleep, too, which meant they could also be half awake.


      “Oh… Sorry. Did we wake you?” I asked.


      Lystie sighed. “I suppose Arm wouldn’t seek Might with any untoward intentions. She was practically born yesterday.”


      “That makes sense,” Platinum said with a nod. “Of course, it wasn’t that I was worried; I was just making certain. You know, with Might being a teenage boy and all, I just wanted to see if he was thinking about those things or not.”


      “Nooo, don’t say that, Ms. Platinum! We were so close to moving on to a safer topic!” Nanase flusteredly tried to stop Platinum but ended up pushing her onto the bed.


      “Hmph!” scoffed the Paladin. “This isn’t enough to stop me!” Using the heightened strength given by her vocation, she easily held Nanase up like a kitten.


      “Ah! Wh-what am I, a cat?”


      Lystie chuckled. “I bet it’s nice being so strong.”


      “As the Silver Flash, I want to be known for my speed, not my strength. Might’s got that covered.”


      “About that. Before I became a Sage…”


      I thought it was about time to tell my party members of my past—but when I tried, the words wouldn’t come out.


      “You did a lot of training?” offered Lystie.


      “Is there any way I can convince you to teach me what you did? I’d love to include it in my own training menu.”


      “Hey, that’s not fair, Ms. Platinum! I need his help with my experiments, too!”


      “We can do that the next time we’re in town and have spare time. We’re adventurers, so completing requests should come first.”


      “Of course I know that. But if I don’t book Mr. Might in advance, he’s going to run off somewhere. I just know it.”


      That’s pretty perceptive of her. I do need to meet with Mabel to get an update on Gazelle and Elk.


      “…Could I also ask you for advice to become stronger, Might?” Lystie asked.


      “I don’t know enough about swordfighting to teach it, but I can give you a few pointers regarding how to handle yourself during a fight. If we accompany that with actual monster hunting to raise your level, you should steadily improve.”


      “I’m so glad to hear it. I would have felt left out if I was the only person who wasn’t learning something from you.”


      “I’m currently level 7,” Platinum said. “So is Lystie. Nanase is level 5. We still have a ways to go before reaching this area’s limit.”


      As for me, I was still level 2. I was still earning experience points, though, so it was just a matter of time until I leveled up. I could now see Red and White Locks through Lock Eye, so I assumed I would eventually become able to produce a Red Key.


      “So, Might, about what comes next…”


      “Right, that’s what this meeting was for. Thanks, Lystie. So, I’m thinking of giving the capital a visit. Not just to collect our reward; there’s also something I need to look into.”


      “Lystie…”


      Platinum exchanged a look with Lystie, who nodded gravely, then announced, “My actual vocation is not Swordfighter. I’m a Princess Knight.”


      “Wait, Princess Knight? As in…you’re a princess?” Nanase froze with shock. “Ms. Lystie…is a princess…?!”


      “That’s right. I may not look like one, but I am.”


      “N-no, that’s not what I—I’ve always admired how dignified you act and how beautiful your sword skills are. B-but a princess?! Ah, I’m so sorry for all the disrespectful things I must have said all this time!”


      “Oh, no, you’ve been so sweet ever since we met! And please don’t feel like you have to walk on eggshells around me. There’s no chance of me inheriting the crown.”


      “Lystie, that’s not… No, sorry. It’s not my place to say anything.”


      If I had to guess, I figured Platinum had been about to clarify that Lystie did, in fact, have the right to succeed the throne but had no intention of taking it.


      “Ever since that demon near the capital showed up, His Majesty—or I should say, my father—hasn’t been able to do anything about it. However, demons are hostile toward humans by their very nature, so if we don’t do something, the capital will be in danger. That includes people who are dear to me. That’s why I left home: to become strong enough to protect them.”


      “And she has been generous enough to keep me around as her friend since our youth. When Lystie—Princess Noielys—told me she wanted to be an adventurer, I was hesitant, but only a little. My vocation, Royal Guard, occasionally comes to those born in families that serve royalty. It is my lifelong duty to protect Princess Noielys.”


      “I know I’m a lot sometimes, but I’m really grateful to you, Platinum. You’ve always had a strong sense of justice and been forthright. I think you look very gallant standing alongside the male knights in training and when you’re on horseback in your armor.”


      For once, Platinum was the one looking embarrassed. I knew the two of them were close, but even then, it was a rare thing to have a friendship going that far back.


      “Since you serve a princess, you must be from a pretty high-ranking family as well,” I said to Platinum.


      “I am the fifth daughter of a ducal family, so I’m a long way down the line of succession. I kept it a secret from my father that I was leaving home, but I told my siblings, so there’s no cause for concern.”


      Looking at Platinum puffing her chest out proudly, I thought about how those siblings of hers were likely sick with worry for her. That, and they probably had their hands full keeping rumors of one of their siblings becoming an adventurer with the princess from catching.


      “Ah, I see. ‘Lystie’ is just your adventurer name, and that’s how you’re staying anonymous. Wouldn’t your blue hair give you away, though? It’s rather conspicuous.”


      “That’s not a problem; people dye their hair in all shades of colors in Fortune. Mine is natural, though. Like my mother’s.”


      Nanase sat up at the mention of Lystie’s mother, her eyes shining. The word carried special meaning coming from a princess.


      “My red hair doesn’t stand out much, either,” Platinum said. “Maybe my armor does, but it’s part of my identity as Silver Flash, so I can’t very well change it.”


      “I—I see… Well, if you don’t get found out, then why not, I suppose.”


      “We’re also using magic tools that make it hard for people to recognize us. Here, this is my Hermit’s Ring. It even enables me to keep my real vocation from the guild…though I don’t like lying about it.”


      “As long as we do a good job completing our requests, I don’t think they mind terribly.”


      “Ugh… Before we met you, Mr. Might, we couldn’t even do that. We had to work part-time just to make ends meet.”


      The first time I met the trio, they’d been lugging around a chest a goblin had dropped. They hadn’t even been able to defeat the goblin themselves, either—they’d just found it by luck.


      “Aww, you guys have been through a lot,” Ursula said, appearing from out of nowhere.


      “Eeek! Wh-when did you come in?” Nanase asked, startled.


      “All of you were so engrossed in your conversation, I managed to sneak in without even my master noticing. Not too shabby, right?”


      Without waiting for an answer, Ursula climbed onto my lap. She got to act all innocent because she was so small, but this was maybe a little too affectionate. I felt bad asking her to get off, though, so I let her stay there and continued talking.


      “If we’re going to the capital, we should also make preparations in case we run into the demon. According to Raksha, the one targeting the capital is a vampire.”


      “A vampire… A demon that sucks blood. It won’t be an easy opponent,” said Platinum.


      “No,” agreed Lystie. “But even so, we must defeat it.”


      “There’s a possibility that the vampire’s kin have infiltrated the city, so we’ll need to be on our guard. If any of them suck your blood, you’ll become one of them.”


      “There are actually some Apothecaries who research vampirization, but sadly, no one has managed to develop a medicine to reverse it. Everyone says that the only thing to do is kill the vampire who caused it.”


      Although Nanase had the right idea, killing Dark Night Satella would only free the kin under her control, not turn them back into humans.


      To undo vampirization, you need to cast Dispel Curse… That used to be Sheska’s job.


      Even without a High Priest of Sheska’s caliber, the church in the capital probably had clergymen who could at least help suppress vampiric urges. Either way, we had to deal with Satella as soon as possible.


      “I’d like to come, too, if all of you are going to the capital,” Ursula said suddenly. “I’ll help out any way I can.”


      Nanase smiled at her. “Thank you, Ur.”


      “So tomorrow, we’ll stop by the guild, then head for the capital,” Lystie said.


      “Sounds good to me,” Platinum agreed, nodding. “It’s about time we turn in, then.”


      “That’s right. Well, everyone, see you—” I was just about to stand up when Ursula grabbed my sleeve. “You’re sleeping here, too, aren’t you, Ursula? I’m by myself…”


      “There are three beds here, so why don’t we just sleep two to a bed?”


      “Wh-why would we do that…?”


      I was pretty sure she was up to something again. But for some reason, Lystie and the others simply exchanged looks and didn’t say anything.


      “Um…as long as you’re fine with it, Mr. Might, then why not?”


      “True, you’re the only guy in the party, but we feel bad about leaving you alone all the time,” said Lystie. “Ursula seems fond of the idea of us all being together, so…”


      “To be honest, I’d prefer to be with a whole bunch of girls,” Ursula admitted. “I get nervous being all alone with Master.”


      “Isn’t that all the more reason for me to go back to the other room?”


      “We won’t force you if you’re against it,” said Platinum, “but once you get used to it, you might be surprised how reassuring it is to have your companions around when you sleep.”


      “Where’d you go last night, Might?”


      “You didn’t camp outside just because the inn only had one available room, did you?”


      “I am aware of how exceptional your camping skills are, Master Might. Would you mind if I joined you next time?”


      The past was repeating itself. Still, I wasn’t going to simply nod and go along with it just because my party members said it was fine for all of us to share the same room.


      “I, uh… I’m a bit of a lone wolf…”


      Lystie giggled. “Unfortunately, we don’t allow lone wolves in our party.”


      “But we’ll allow you to use your own room in our house in Fortune,” Nanase conceded. “I’m sure there are some days when all you want to do is relax and be alone.”


      “The phrase ‘lone wolf’ speaks to me deeply. However, maintaining the harmony within the group is just as important.” Brooking no further argument, Platinum blew out the lantern.


      I could see in the dark, so I made my way to the bed with space. From the outside in, the sleeping arrangements were Lystie and Nanase in the first bed, Platinum and Ursula in the second, and Arm and me in the last one.


      Nanase sighed contentedly. “Sleeping with Ms. Lystie is so warm and comfy. Even more so when Ms. Platinum is behind me, too…”


      “Um, Nanase? I don’t quite know what to make of you using my chest as a pillow right after such a serious conversation.”


      With the only light in the room being from the moon, I couldn’t see very well, but I could sense Nanase snuggling up to Lystie. Nanase usually tried to act older than she was, but this was one of the rare moments when it seemed she wanted to be coddled a little.


      Moved by how well my party members got along, I closed my eyes. Platinum had been right; it really was more calming than I’d expected, and I easily drifted off. It probably also helped that, with Arm and Ursula in between us, it felt like there was some distance between me and the three girls.


      Part 2: A Late-Night Dream


      Late that night, a lone figure approached the room Might had been assigned—Marino, the only daughter of the Miller family.


      I want to thank you again for everything, Mr. Might… No, if I say something like that, I’m sure he’d see right through me.


      The last time Might stayed over, Marino had also wanted to talk with him one-on-one, but she’d been intercepted by her mother and chastised for the late hour.


      It wouldn’t do to wake Might up by knocking, so Marino nervously reached out toward the door. The room inside was dark, and—it turned out—absent of Might.


      …Huh?


      After checking one more time that Might wasn’t in the room, Marino thought about where he could be.


      I suppose it must be lonely to sleep alone. Maybe he ended up sleeping with the others after talking with them? B-but…he seems so calm and composed, I thought he would be more of a lone wolf type.


      The picture Marino had in her mind of the boy who’d saved her family’s farm had been changing by the day. More specifically, it was being increasingly beautified. By now, he was a cool, reliable man who was supporting and watching out for a party of three girls.


      I think he’s only a little older than me, but he seems so mature. Ms. Lystie and Ms. Platinum are older than him, yet he’s the one pulling them along, and he’s so quiet and reserved…


      Catching herself before her thoughts ran adrift any further, Marino headed toward Lystie’s group’s room in search of Might. When she opened the door, she nearly fainted.


      “Mmm… Master…”


      “Mas…ter…”


      Might was indeed in the same room as Lystie and the others. What’s more, he was sleeping with Arm and Ursula in his bed.


      How on earth did things end up this way? Ur doesn’t sleepwalk that badly. And who even is that other girl?


      Ursula was snuggled up against Might’s back, while Arm, in her dark elf form, was pressed up against his front. Having never seen the armed slime in her humanoid shape before, Marino couldn’t comprehend what she was seeing.


      “…Zzz…”


      She cast her eyes over the other beds. Lystie looked serene in her sleep, but Nanase was hugging her and had slipped a hand into a weird opening in her pajamas.


      “Might… You want more, don’t you…?”


      What is Ms. Platinum dreaming about? …D-don’t tell me it’s something she does with Mr. Might on a regular basis…!


      “…More mana…”


      Is mana really something you can give someone else? Adventurers sure are amazing.


      Despite not really understanding what she was talking about, Marino was deeply impressed as she pulled Platinum’s blanket back over her. She looked at Might again, who was sleeping without a sound and not moving a single muscle. He was the calmest of everyone here, a true Sage in repose.


      “…Good night.”


      With there being nothing else she could do, Marino simply left the room. She still wanted to know who Arm was, but her concern not to wake the guests won out over her curiosity.
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      I had been wondering what Marino was doing when she entered the room, but it turned out she was just coming in to check on us.


      But, more importantly…what on earth is this position that Ursula’s shifted into while I was asleep?


      In order to get behind me, she’d first had to get out of bed. I should have woken up thanks to my sleeping habits from my Thief days, as I had with Marino’s visit, but apparently, Ursula had caught me in the brief window when I was truly asleep. What’s more, she’d wrapped her hands around my eyes from the back. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what for.


      Ursula chuckled and, as if reading my mind, whispered, “She saw us being all touchy-feely.”


      “We were just sleeping. So, why are you covering my eyes?” I asked.


      “I was trying to surprise you a bit. I guess that’s about enough.”


      I felt Ursula’s hands pull back. With how little space there was with three people in the bed, I turned around to ask her to return to Platinum’s bed.


      Wha…?! Who’s this?


      Something in the back of my mind had told me that the hands covering my eyes were too large to belong to Ursula. I’d still turned around without thinking, though, which was on me. The next thing I knew, the presence of everyone else in the room had disappeared, and I’d been teleported somewhere else—no, was this an illusion of some sort? I was now lying in a fancy canopied bed, facing an adult woman.


      “Is this another prank?”


      “I guess you could call it that. You don’t like it?”


      “I mean, I wouldn’t say that, but… You really can use magic for all sorts of things, can’t you?”


      Ursula was before my eyes, propping her head up with an elbow. Instead of the childish clothes that Ms. Ally had provided, she was wearing nightwear for an adult.


      “This is how I truly look. It would take a few years of worship here for me to regain this appearance, but in your dreams, I can show it to you whatever I want.”


      The person before me had long dark hair with a reddish tinge, tanned skin, and far more bountiful curves than the Ursula I knew—though I knew I shouldn’t stare too much.


      “I’m glad this form gets a reaction from you. It would’ve made me sad otherwise.”


      “It would’ve been stranger if it didn’t, considering how you look. Are earth spirits supposed to dress like that?”


      “The garb of an earth spirit represents their authority…though I didn’t really put all that much thought into it. I chose this outfit because it’s similar to what the children of the earth wore when they danced for me as an offering.”


      Before knowing Ursula was female, I’d thought her a tyrant for demanding that girls dance for her in skimpy outfits. Her current appearance shone a different light on all of that. Not that it gave her an excuse to embarrass anyone.


      “…I want to ask you again: Why were you bound in a place like that?”


      “It’s been so long, I’ve forgotten…or at least, I wish I could say that. Master, what do you think about the level-limiting system?”
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      “You mean how areas have level limits? It’s simply how things are, so I don’t have any particular opinion about it.”


      “Only people of a certain level or below can live in this area, right? That’s the rule, but somehow, demons seem to be exempt. Well, what if they could also be held to it?”


      What Ursula was getting at was that she’d had a high level, but someone, or something, had bound her underground in this area to suppress it. Of course, there was no way for her to know for sure, as her memories were gone, but somewhere deep inside, she felt sure that had been the reason.


      “Whoever it was, why did they bind me when simply moving me to an area with a low level limit would have sufficed? What’s more, I was permitted to retain my ability to bless people as an earth spirit. Was their intention for me to do that and that alone?”


      “Well, if the dance offerings had never stopped, we wouldn’t have been able to bring you out. I feel bad for the Millers, but I’m glad we took on their request and came here.”


      The vegetables should never have turned into monsters and hurt Max. Thankfully, however, he was back to full health and had forgiven Ursula.


      “That was only possible because you’re someone who others look up to. It’s the same reason I call you Master and am always looking for any opportunity to thank you.” Ursula got up and peered into my face as I lay there on my back.


      “…Thank me how? Depending on your answer, I’m out of here.”


      “Hee-hee! …So even a Sage gets flustered? It’s almost like you’re a normal boy. Though you’re not, are you?”


      “About that…”


      “It’s fine, you don’t have to tell me. I’d feel bad getting the jump on the others.”


      Isn’t this whole situation to get the jump on them? She called this a dream, but her touch feels way too real.


      “There are a few things that Ally taught me, and I want to try them out one at a time. But for today…”


      Smiling suggestively, Ursula drew close to whisper something into my ear. I braced myself, but it turned out to be something I didn’t have any qualms about granting.


      “…you can relax, Master.”


      “Easier said than done. This is pretty embarrassing.”


      Ursula giggled. What she wanted to try was simply to give me a lap pillow. This was a disadvantageous position for me because I couldn’t hide my face. The fact that I usually concealed it inside a deep hood made me feel all the more exposed now, but I didn’t say anything, as admitting that felt like losing.


      “I’ve been wondering—”


      Ursula cut me off, as if reading my mind. “Whether I’ll actually be this size when I grow up is your guess as much as mine. For now, I’m using Platinum as a reference.”


      From where my head was in her lap, it was hard to see Ursula’s face behind her ample bosom. I couldn’t help suspecting she was trying to seduce me after all.


      “Master, you intentionally keep your sleep shallow so you can wake up at any given moment, don’t you? It would help you to get some proper sleep sometimes. Your mana recovers faster then.”


      “It’s not like I don’t know that…but…”


      Suddenly, I felt really sleepy. It was just like I said before: Earth spirits really could use all sorts of different types of magic.


      “When I’m watching you, you can just relax and go to sleep.”


      “When I…wake up…make sure…”


      The thought of how Lystie and the others would react to seeing me with my head on Ursula’s lap alarmed me—but there was no need.


      “Shh, this is all just a dream. Good night, Master.”


      I felt a hand stroking my head. It had been ages since I’d been put to sleep like this. Before long, my thoughts faded to black. The last thing I remembered was a soft sensation on my cheek.


      Part 3: A New Quest


      When morning came, Arm was still in her dark elf form, but she quickly reverted to being a slime, as it cost mana to retain her transformation. While Lystie’s group was getting ready, I continued chatting with Ursula. Arm bounced around, looking none the worse for wear after effectively being taken over by Raksha yesterday.


      “When I’m here, I can give her as much mana as needed, but once we leave and go somewhere I have no worshippers, I’ll have to start using up the mana I’ve stored.”


      “Okay… But you still want to come?”


      “When we set up a base in the capital, I can erect a barrier to protect it and draw mana from there.”


      “Ah, then you can top yourself back up. That’s an incredible ability…”


      “It is a bit. So far, I’ve been resting to recover my strength, but from now on, you can count on me.”


      Seeing Ursula puff out her chest, I suddenly wondered whether she’d mentioned her level before.


      “Do you know what your current level is?” I asked.


      “I think it used to be pretty high, but now it’s around 10. Guess you can say it more or less matches how old I look.”


      “So you’re at the upper limit for this area.”


      “Like I said yesterday, I’m almost sure it’s possible to overcome the level limit of a region. It doesn’t make sense that only demons can get away with doing it. It’s like they’re being given a free pass for some reason.”


      “…!”


      When she put it like that, I realized Ursula was right. If nothing had been done about Zolas and Raksha, they could have laid waste to Beolnat. It was purely a coincidence that I’d happened to be in Fortune to stop them.


      “I wanted to ask this yesterday, but there’s a reason why your strength is so far above your level, isn’t there, Master?”


      “Well…my coin flicking isn’t magic. It’s just skill.”


      “I knew it. It’s still incredibly powerful, though. Even people with low levels can grow stronger from training their bodies, but you’re way beyond that. It almost makes me think your level is wrong.”


      “Odd that you said that. Truth is—”


      I had been thinking of telling my party members, but I’d allowed numerous opportunities to pass me by. This time, Ursula placed a finger on my lips.


      “You plan on sharing it with everyone at some point, don’t you? In that case, I’m in no rush. You’re remarkably strong and can use unique magic as a Sage. That’s all I need to know for now.”


      “Not knowing doesn’t bother you?”


      “You’re talking to someone who’s just as much of a mystery, having lost my memories. We’re two peas in a pod, master and servant. Rather romantic, don’t you think?”


      “Romantic? …Uh, that’s not how I’d put it.”


      Smiling with amusement, Ursula spryly got up from the bed. “Looks like it’s almost time for breakfast. You should get changed, Master.”


      In reaction to the word breakfast, Arm bounced over and started rubbing against my leg. I was pretty sure Ursula had more mana than I did, but maybe Arm liked the taste of mine.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      After breakfast was over and we’d had a bit of a break, our group made its way back to Fortune.


      “Look, the champions have returned!”


      “Did they really kill a demon, just the four of them?”


      “I hear the boy at the back is an incredible mage.”


      “Their party suddenly got a lot better after he joined. I guess Sages are a big deal after all.”


      “He’s gotta have some secret to be surrounded by cuties like that.”


      The rumors were flying as thick and fast as before. Even though I was hiding my face within a deep cowl, my skin prickled when I heard them talk condescendingly about me.


      “People are finally starting to see the same thing I did in Mr. Might.”


      “I want to claim credit for having helped him grow, but he’s the one pulling us along.”


      “It’s a little hard to relax like this. I wonder if we’ll eventually get used to it.”


      Compared to how we had been nearly mobbed yesterday, the situation had calmed down a lot. Staying away from town for a little while had turned out to be the right choice.


      When we entered the guild, Amunea, the receptionist, was in the middle of dealing with another adventurer, so we decided to kill some time checking out the requests on the board.


      Dorothea, the maid in Brandt’s service, spotted us and came over.


      “I hope this day finds you all well.”


      “Ms. Dorothea! How are your injuries?” Lystie asked considerately.


      Dorothea inclined her head and smiled. “All better, thanks to you and your party. Master Melvin is currently with Master Brandt.”


      “What will you all do now? Being an adventurer comes with danger, and Brandt can be a bit unruly at times.”


      “Unruly… Couldn’t have put it better myself,” Platinum said, chuckling. “Should we really be saying that in front of Lady Dorothea, though…?”


      The maid shook her head slightly to show that she didn’t take offense. “Master Brandt is an incredibly driven person… It’s just that he sometimes doesn’t take the time to consider things beforehand. He’s held a flame for the princess ever since seeing her in the capital long ago.”


      “Th-the princess…?! What, um, what sort of a relationship does he have with her?”


      Lystie was a terrible liar. I was worried she’d outed herself, but Dorothea’s expression remained unchanged.


      “The person who kills the demon will be granted the princess’s hand in marriage… If it is a woman, she will be given a monetary reward and raised to the noble rank of her choice. It is not an opponent that adventurers from this city can handle, yet Master Brandt thought he may be victorious with the aid of myself and Master Melvin.”


      “Don’t look so sad, Ms. Dorothea,” said Nanase. “We wouldn’t have been able to do anything, either, if it hadn’t been for Mr. Might.”


      “Does that mean we have the right to claim that reward, then?” Platinum asked.


      “Huh?” Lystie looked at Platinum in surprise, then looked at me. “Huh?!”


      The princess in question was Lystie herself, so it made sense that she’d be flustered. Still, I felt her reaction was a bit overexaggerated…but then the dots connected. It was our newly formed party, Moonlight, that had killed Zolas and Raksha—meaning Lystie would presumably marry me. Of course, simply having the right to ask for it didn’t mean it was set in stone, but Lystie was so agitated that it was making me antsy, too. I surreptitiously slowed my breathing and calmed myself down.


      “Um,” Lystie said hesitantly, “when we go to the capital, are we going to discuss that reward as well?”


      But before I could answer, Nanase cut in. “What’s wrong, Ms. Lystie? Your face is all flushed.”


      “Indeed, you’re unusually red,” said Platinum. “Don’t worry; we didn’t fight the demon for the reward, so we can talk about how to handle it among ourselves.”


      “O-of course, you’re right,” Lystie responded. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking anything strange, I swear.”


      I wanted to jokingly ask what she had been thinking, but that would get us off topic, so I let it go. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that offer specifically referring to the demon that has taken up close to the capital? The two we killed were different ones.”


      “Yes, you are right,” said Dorothea. “Not even the kingdom knows for sure how many demons have infiltrated our borders. The contingent of knights they sent to the western fort should be arriving today.”


      “Wow, so we really don’t have any way to keep strong enemies like that in check?” said Nanase. “I just felt a shiver go down my spine—though it’s a bit too late for that now.”


      “I have also heard,” continued Dorothea, “that someone called the Descended will defeat those powerful demons. The Demonic Dragon’s brood never made it to this continent, but Beolnat has been overrun by demons before.”


      The country that had been attacked by the dragon’s kin was across the sea to the west. It had a much higher level limit, and the first time I stepped foot there, I remembered being floored by just how vast the world really was.


      “…!” Dorothea clapped a hand over her mouth. Her eyes had gone wide, and she’d started shaking.


      “What’s the matter?” I asked.


      “My memories of the time are spotty, as I was only half conscious, but I recall brief glimpses of you fighting. Are you the Descended, Master Might?”


      “What? N-no, there’s no way it’s…”


      Having changed my vocation and returned to an area with a low level limit, I guess I had, in a way, “descended.” That said, I’d never been called by that name, so I was pretty sure it wasn’t me. I turned around, fully expecting Lystie and the others to laugh along with me, but found their expressions saying otherwise.


      “Ohhh, that might actually be true!” Lystie said excitedly.


      “So Mr. Might descended upon the city of Fortune to save it. That explains so much!”


      “Ahh… I knew the eyes of the Silver Flash weren’t mistaken!”


      “Gah! All three of you? Seriously? There’s no way I’m some important person like the Descended.”


      Dorothea giggled. “So Master Might can get flustered like a boy of his age. How adorable.”


      She clearly wasn’t someone to be taken lightly. One word from her was all it had taken to get my entire party excited.


      “What do you intend to do next?” Dorothea asked, changing the subject. “Master Brandt plans to remain in Fortune for a while yet.”


      “We’ll be going to the capital. But before we do, we just wanted to check and make sure nothing’s wrong here in Fortune.”


      “About that…” Amunea’s meek voice cut a sharp contrast to yesterday. “Apologies for the wait, and good morning. It’s so nice to see that everyone’s calmed down since yesterday.”


      “Did you say something to them?” I asked.


      “The guildmaster laid down the law: ‘No one make the champions of the city feel too uncomfortable to live here.’ I’m afraid the general populace outside are still making a big fuss, though.”


      Being a former Thief, I didn’t like being the center of attention. I would prefer it if the people outside would calm down as well, but there was no point stressing about it.


      “The guildmaster also has something to talk to you about,” Amunea continued. “The guild in Beold communicates with us regularly, but their messenger seems to have gotten into trouble.”


      “You mean they’re late?”


      “Yes. He was supposed to arrive today. The guildmaster wants someone to look for him and his escort and make sure they’re okay.”


      “Is this an official request?”


      The receptionist nodded. Since it was official, we had nothing to lose taking it on. It would be a quick job that we could knock out before heading to the capital.


      “As a Paladin who protects the people, I cannot overlook this,” declared Platinum. “What do you all think?”


      “We’ll have to hurry,” Lystie said. “Also, if the messenger’s coming from the capital, he should be able to tell us how things are there at the moment.”


      “We’re doing it, then. Where did they get into trouble?” Nanase asked.


      “The group was last seen around the village immediately outside the North Gate. Thank you so much for accepting the request!” Amunea said with a deep bow. Her uniform was so tight, a certain part of her body became burned into my mind.


      “Ms. Amunea,” Lystie said hesitantly, “when you move up and down vigorously, it, um…draws attention.”


      “I’m very sorry. The angle at which we must bow is dictated by staff rules.”


      “Look how Might’s looking off elsewhere,” Platinum said with a chuckle. “It’s just as Lady Dorothea said earlier.”


      “You mean when she called him ‘adorable’? I want to be able to say that to Mr. Might, too. Being the youngest sucks sometimes.”


      Lystie’s group was having a field day at my expense. They were probably on a bit of a high after successfully completing a big job.


      In any case, we had no idea what state the guild messenger and his escort were in, but there was a chance they’d been attacked, so time was against us. We had to quickly change gears and get it together.


      Part 4: The Village in the North


      Like last time, we decided to travel by carriage, with me driving. I didn’t possess the specific skill for it, but after riding one countless times, I’d picked it up by copying what I saw.


      “This carriage is nicer than the last one,” Lystie commented. “It doesn’t shake as much.”


      “I thought that all carriages hurt my butt,” said Nanase. “I’m happy to have been proven wrong.”


      “Might knows how to drive, too? Is there anything he can’t do?” marveled Platinum.


      I could hear everything being said in the passenger’s carriage behind me just fine. Since we had a little financial freedom now, I had decided to splurge a bit to ensure that the journey wasn’t as tiring. Clearly, I’d made the right choice.


      “Feel free to take a break whenever you get tired, Might,” Lystie called out.


      “Don’t worry, I’m fine. When any of you want to rest, though, don’t hesitate to speak up. I’ll find a place to stop.”


      “We prepared well, so we should be good for a while.”


      We had plans in place for whenever nature called, as it was one problem that all adventurer parties encountered. If we also stopped to rest every once in a while, that was pretty much all the most common problems averted.


      The other big thing was running out of drinking water. If that happened, we would have to refill from a river, but doing so carried a risk of getting sick.


      “Mr. Might, these snacks Ms. Amunea gave us are really good!”


      “With nothing else to do, I keep reaching for another without thinking. Let’s save some for Might.”


      So the girls had already cracked open the snacks? I didn’t blame them, though. It was pretty boring riding in a carriage. Sheska knew teleportation magic, so we’d mostly used that on our journey to kill the Demonic Dragon. Returning to a place we’d been before was a breeze, and we could go directly where a teleportation formation was already in place. At times, something good happened to us on the other side; at others, we found monsters lying in wait.


      “We should all learn to drive so we can take shifts,” Lystie said. “I can ride a horse by myself, but I’ve never driven a carriage before.”


      “It’s not all that hard,” I replied. “The horses are trained to follow the road even without being told.”


      “Horses are great because they’re so strong, yet they have those cute button eyes,” Platinum commented. “They’re also sensitive, however, and need to be well looked after so they don’t get hurt or sick.”


      “You seem very knowledgeable about horses, Ms. Platinum.”


      “Her family owns a lot of them,” Lystie responded for her. “She lent me one when teaching me how to ride.”


      “I hope they’re doing well,” Platinum mused. “Well, my aunt is with them, so I’m sure they are.”


      Everything I was hearing sounded pretty much exactly what I expected the life of a princess and a ducal family’s daughter to be like. It truly was an odd twist of fate that I, a former member of the Thieves Guild, was now partied with them.


      That said, Falina and Sheska had also carried themselves with dignity, giving a glimpse into their backgrounds. They were the ones who had taught me proper table manners and other etiquette I knew.


      “Not many would expect manners from an adventurer, but it doesn’t hurt to have them.”


      “I love your wild side, too, Might, but etiquette will prove helpful sometimes on your journeys.”


      Sure enough, good manners were incredibly useful when I was visiting important people like feudal lords. I had also been taught ballroom dancing for when we had to attend parties…but those memories made me feel embarrassed whenever I revisited them.


      “You’re the only person I would dance with, Might. No one else.”


      Events I hadn’t recalled during our journey now suddenly flashed across my mind, vivid as could be. Memories were such fickle things sometimes.
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      “You over there, stop that carriage. You can’t go straight into the village.”


      When we arrived at the town in the north Amunea had described, a young guard at the gate stopped us to examine our belongings. But after Lystie, Platinum, and then Nanase got off, he just stood there, staring at them.


      “Um, this is all the luggage we have. There’s nothing strange in there,” Lystie said, speaking for the group.


      The guard let out a gasp. “M-my apologies. Right, sorry, you can go on in.”


      Some of what Lystie and Platinum were carrying bore indicators of their status, but the man didn’t react to them at all. Their Hermit’s Rings were doing their job.


      Just as we thought we were in the clear, the other guard, a woman around my age, came over. “What are you doing? You know you can’t decide that on your own,” she said to the young man, before addressing the rest of us. “We’re sorry for stopping you, but do you happen to be carrying anything of value?”


      “Some of the gear we’re wearing is expensive, but nothing in our luggage,” Lystie replied. “We’re just adventurers.”


      “Are you asking that because there are brigands targeting people’s valuables around these parts?” Platinum asked.


      The faces of the two guards clouded over. “Well, thing is,” the woman said, “there’s a group that’s supposed to be coming from the capital that has failed to show up.”


      “The messenger from the capital, I take it.”


      “Th-that’s… I’m sorry, but I’d have to check with my superior before—”


      “We were sent by Fortune’s guild to look for them.”


      Hearing Lystie’s explanation, the guards’ faces lit up, suggesting that they were likely involved with the request we were handling.


      “You’re from Fortune?! Please forgive our lack of manners. I’m Monica, an adventurer like you.”


      “I’m Lystie. If you don’t mind me asking, why is an adventurer standing guard?”


      There was a friendliness in Lystie’s tone that seemed to come from how close she and Monica were in age. The sentiment was reciprocated, and the two spontaneously shook hands.


      “Monica came back home to the village recently, but she’s so skilled, she normally works as an adventurer in the capital,” the male guard explained. “I’m the one who’s standing guard here as a job. My vocation is Sentinel.”


      “Mine is…well, you can probably tell.”


      Monica’s long hair was tied in two braids. She was wearing a metal headband, light armor, and a pair of gloves, with no weapons visible on her person. That led me to guess Martial Artist as her vocation, but I didn’t know what to make of the long bag on her back.


      Staff Fighter, perhaps? But that doesn’t quite…


      “Anyway, let’s not stand around here,” Monica said. “Follow me; I’ll take you somewhere we can talk.”


      After exchanging a few words with the young man, she led us away from the gate. I quickly arranged for us to leave our carriage somewhere, then hurried after the four girls who’d gone ahead.
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      Monica took us to a tavern, where she got us a corner table. This region drank diluted ale instead of water, so we each ordered one.


      “Getting right to business…we already have confirmation of the messenger’s safety.”


      Lystie blinked. “Really?”


      The unexpected news took the wind out of our sails. We’d thought there was an emergency and that we were racing against the clock, but apparently not.


      “A monster showed up and attacked the messenger’s carriage, but a man happened to be passing by at the time, and he helped them fight it off. Unfortunately, he ended up getting hurt and is now recuperating in this village.”


      “Hmm… The monster got away?” Platinum asked.


      “That, we don’t know yet. It seems to have something to do with this stone the man had on him.” Monica dug into a pouch and produced a fragment of a purple stone.


      I frowned. “That’s…”


      “Ahh… I can sense some sort of strange aura.”


      Just as Platinum had said, I could feel more than simply mana from the stone. It looked to me like a magic stone, though it was much smaller than Zolas’s or Raksha’s.


      “Any word on what that monster looked like?” I asked.


      “I didn’t see it myself,” replied Monica, “so you’d have to ask the man yourself. For some reason, he’s refusing to talk to me and the villagers.”


      “That’s…concerning. Though I guess this means our job here is done,” remarked Nanase.


      “In any case, it’s a good thing the messenger from the guild is safe,” said Platinum.


      “Can we go visit him?” asked Lystie.


      “He’ll probably be at the inn—I heard that’s where his group has been staying till today. Speaking of which…do you mind if I ask a favor?”


      An apologetic look suddenly came over Monica’s face, and she poked the tips of her index fingers together. Whatever she wanted to say next, she was hesitant to say it.


      “Well…truth be told, work hasn’t been going great for me lately, so my wallet’s a bit…”


      Understanding dawned in Lystie’s eyes. “So that’s why you’ve been looking restless this whole time. Don’t worry about it. We understand all too well how it feels to struggle to make ends meet.”


      “A-are you sure…? After being told how skillful I am and all that, aren’t you suspicious of why I’m out of money?”


      “I’m known as Silver Flash, yet I, too, have experienced my pockets running dry while on the road. The right jobs don’t always find the right people.”


      I didn’t feel like it was something to say with such confidence, but Monica, at least, looked moved.


      “You’re so cool… I wish I can be a gallant adventurer like you one day.”


      “Hmm, would you like to become my student? Of course, becoming my student means also becoming Might’s student, as he’s the one who guides us.”


      “What…? You’re really that incredible? I’m so sorry, you seemed so unobtrusive that I thought you were the support role in the party.”


      Supports played an important part in parties, too, but I didn’t feel like getting into a full-on lecture with her. And since she was being so frank, there was a question I’d wanted to ask her.


      “I’ve been wondering this whole time, Ms. Monica, but what’s in that long bag?”


      “Oh, uh…it’s a handy tool of sorts. But enough about me. What are your plans? Will you go to see the guild messenger’s group? Or the man who helped them?”


      “We should visit both,” Lystie said. “The man who saved them got hurt, so we shouldn’t go with a large group anyway.”


      I nodded. “In that case, I’ll go. You girls go see the messenger’s group.”


      “Will do,” Nanase replied. “Oh, then take this. It’s a special recovery potion I made myself.”


      I wasn’t sure whether it was even allowed to give a patient receiving treatment medicine made elsewhere, but for the time being, I accepted the bottle that Nanase was holding out.


      “I made it hoping to use it on one of us, but I’m happy enough as long as it helps someone.”


      Nanase gave me a big thumbs-up. I could just tell she’d be sad if I didn’t use it.
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      When I arrived at the clinic on the outskirts of the village, Monica had already gone inside to get permission for my visit. After I’d been waiting a while, she came out with an elderly physician.


      “Monica filled me in. You’re here at the behest of the guild and want to talk to the patient, yes?”


      “That’s right. I want his account of what happened.”


      “He said he didn’t help because he wanted anything from the guild. If I’m to respect his wishes—”


      “Might?!”


      The door that led farther into the clinic opened, and a man with the bottom half of his face covered in bandages stepped through. Right away, I recognized him as Gazelle, one of my old buddies from the Thieves Guild. Last I heard, he’d infiltrated the capital to investigate something but had gotten hurt. He stared at me in a daze, but eventually realized that we were all staring at him and awkwardly cleared his throat.


      “…It seems the two of you are acquainted,” observed the physician.


      “In that case, I’ll go check on Lystie and the others,” Monica said tactfully, before heading off.


      Meeting Gazelle here was so unexpected that I didn’t know what to say. There was so much I wanted to ask him that I was at a loss for words. Gazelle, on the other hand, gathered his wits about him and came over.


      In a low voice only I could hear, he said, “It’s been a while, Crow.”


      Crow. That was my code name at the Thieves Guild. Gazelle was more used to calling me by that name, just like how I was more used to calling him Gazelle.


      “Doctor, would you mind if we take a walk?”


      “That’s not a problem. Just don’t go too far.”


      Gazelle took me to a hill behind the clinic, where we could be alone. He sat with his back against the trunk of a tree, then pulled down the bandages around his mouth and started talking.


      “First thing I want to ask is why you look like your young self. Did you really manage to kill the Demonic Dragon? Or did you get cursed?”


      “We did kill the Demonic Dragon, but from what I can gather, word hasn’t reached here yet. I don’t have any proof, though, and I can’t ask you to just take my word for it.”


      “Nah, I can see you doing it. This is one of those things that’s pointless to lie about.”


      “That’s a pretty cynical thing to say. Not that I disagree.”


      “It’s the opposite, idiot. The rest of us never even considered going to kill the dragon. Back then, you were the one who gave the goddess’s appeal the most serious thought. And to make sure you’d defeat it, me and Elk…”


      At the mention of their friend’s name, Gazelle’s voice faltered and he choked up.


      “Did something happen in the capital? How’s your injury?”


      “…I take it our guildmaster told you. I left Elk behind and ran away by myself… I have no excuses. I couldn’t do a thing.”


      “So Elk’s still in the capital. She’s safe, at least?”


      Gazelle nodded, then continued speaking, his voice filled with regret. “The demon threatening the capital can control humans. It happened to Elk…and she told me to run before the demon sucked my blood, too.”


      It was just as Raksha had said. The demon Satella had already sunk her fangs into the capital. It didn’t matter whether it was Satella herself or one of her kin who’d gotten to Elk; now that she was under their influence, there was no telling what they would make her do.


      “If I’d done a better job protecting her, this wouldn’t have…”


      “You can’t think that way, Gazelle. You fought, and look at you. No one can say you didn’t give it your all.”


      “I know that, but I keep going over in my mind what more I could’ve done. I keep thinking if only I was as strong as you…”


      “Despite being hurt and having come all this way, you still tried to help someone. You’re plenty incredible, Gazelle.”


      “Ngh…”


      I meant what I’d said, and Gazelle turned away from me. After he’d composed himself, he faced me again.


      “The monster you killed left behind a fragment of a magic stone… It’s probably the kin of a demon trying to attack Fortune.”


      “It did? That wolf was tough, but in the middle of our fight, it suddenly grew weak. If that hadn’t happened, we might have been done in.”


      A wolf meant it was likely one of Zolas’s. It had made it this far up north, but from what Gazelle said, it must have lost its strength when we killed Zolas. That was why Gazelle was still alive.


      “I know I don’t have the right to ask you this, but…please save Elk.”


      “I will. We’re heading back to Fortune soon, so why don’t you come with us?”


      “You’re with a party? In that case, you probably don’t want to be seen with someone affiliated with the Thieves Guild out in the open. Also—and I feel embarrassed to say this—but I’m still hurt.”


      Gazelle’s face was pale. The wounds he’d sustained in the capital had likely opened up when he’d fought to save the messenger’s group.


      “Your doctor probably wouldn’t recommend this, but here. Drink this potion.”


      “Is this…really a potion? Normal potions aren’t this color.”


      “The Apothecary in my party made it. She’s a bit of an oddball, but the things she makes work wonders.”


      “You don’t say… Well, it’s not like there’s anywhere else to buy a potion in this village. I’d even pray, if it helped me heal faster.”


      Without a second thought, Gazelle uncorked the bottle and immediately downed the contents.


      “…Hnnngh… Wh-what is this…?! It tastes terrible, but it’s so effective, I can feel it working!”


      “It’s bad…? I’ll tell her the taste still has room for improvement.”


      “Ha-ha-ha! It sure does the job, though. You’ve found yourself a good companion, Might.”


      “Don’t randomly call me by my real name. Well, I’m glad it worked, Ted.”


      Gazelle—whose real name was Ted—grimaced, then headed back toward the clinic without me. Although the mood had lightened up a little near the end just now, I knew how hard it had been for him to ask me for that favor. I resolved to save Elk as quickly as possible and put the minds of everyone back at the Thieves Guild at ease.


      Part 5: Mabel’s Shop


      Thanks to Gazelle, the guild messenger from the capital had gotten off with only minor injuries and was already preparing to head on to Fortune.


      “We’re terribly sorry for making you come and look for us. We’ll make sure to apologize to the people who were searching from the Fortune branch as well.”


      “All that matters is that you’re unharmed. We’ll accompany you the rest of the way.”


      The messenger and his two guards couldn’t stop apologizing to Lystie. They wanted to set off as soon as possible, so we decided to escort them to Fortune.


      On our way back, I heard the girls talking in the back of the carriage.


      “There hasn’t been so much as a peep from the monster,” Nanase said. “Do you think the person who helped the messenger scared it away?”


      “That’s probably because of the guards’ vigilance,” Lystie replied.


      Sure, Gazelle had an intimidating aura, but I didn’t feel like he was scary at all. In fact, if I told him what Nanase had just said, he’d probably laugh.


      “Might, what were they like?” Platinum asked.


      “Well, uh, actually…turns out I knew the guy.”


      “Unbelievable. I should’ve guessed you would know someone so strong, Might.”


      “If he’s a friend of yours, Might, is it okay leaving him behind?” Lystie asked.


      “He’s returning to the capital after recuperating a little longer. Nanase, I gave him your potion. He said it was really effective but that the taste needed some work.”


      “Really? I’m so glad I could be of help!”


      Nanase puffed out her chest, looking proud of herself. Her ability as an Apothecary was second to none. At the mention of her potion’s taste, Lystie grimaced faintly, but Platinum looked entirely unfazed.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      We made it back to Fortune while it was still bright out and safely saw the messenger to the guild.


      The moment we stepped inside the building, Amunea rushed over. “Thank you very much! I can’t believe you resolved this in a day. Ms. Lystie, your party truly are Fortune’s champ—”


      “Please don’t, Ms. Amunea,” Lystie said softly. “If you say that, it’ll cause another commotion.”


      The receptionist started and put a hand to her mouth. “I’m terribly sorry. I was just so happy that I forgot myself. I’m glad to see our messenger and his guards are safe and sound as well.”


      “Uh, what was that you were just about to say?”


      No sooner had the question left the messenger’s mouth than a familiar middle-aged adventurer spotted us, smiled, and called out, “Hey there, Fortune’s champions! Just got back?”


      Though the man couldn’t be blamed for not knowing the situation, his timing couldn’t have been worse. Of all the people in the guild, the most dramatic reaction came from the young messenger.


      “Fortune’s champions?! Who on earth are you…?!”


      “Hmph, guess there’s no hiding it,” Platinum said smugly. “That’s right, we’re—”


      “You’re just going to make things worse!” exclaimed Lystie.


      “You got that right,” came a new voice. “And you’ve already kept me waiting long enough.”


      I turned and found someone I hadn’t expected to see here: the guildmaster of the Thieves Guild and my “big sister,” Mabel. Instead of her usual leather armor and leggings, she was wearing casual clothes that allowed her to blend in with the town.


      “Wh-who’s the babe?” hissed one of the adventurers. “Is she an adventurer with our guild?”


      “I’ve seen her before,” someone else replied. “She’s an acquaintance of the guildmaster’s or something.”


      Mabel was looking a little embarrassed and uncomfortable. Avoiding attention was practically a policy of the Thieves Guild, so she must be feeling exposed. I caught her look, which told me that she’d come here knowing this would happen because she wanted to talk with me.


      “Huh? …What was that?! It’s like you two were communicating with just your eyes!” Nanase said, having picked up on it.


      Platinum scoffed. “What’s this, Might? What were you doing before meeting us where you had the opportunity to meet adult women?”


      “Oh, Might and I go way back,” Mabel explained. “I came to find him for something, is all. I’m not going to kidnap him or anything. Promise.”


      “Is that so?” Lystie let out a small sigh of relief. “I understand. Might, we’ll go and report back about the request. You take your time with, um…”


      “I’m Mabel. Nice to meet you young girls.”


      “I’m not a young girl, but a young lady, thank you very much.”


      But Mabel didn’t look put out by Nanase’s impudent reply. “Sorry, sorry. If you’re in a team with Might, you must be full-fledged adventurers.” She shook hands with each of the girls in turn. It was a friendly gesture, but also…maybe not? I was probably overthinking things.


      “Might, go ahead and talk with Ms. Mabel,” Lystie said.


      “R-right. I’ll do that.”


      “In that case, if you three women will please follow me.”


      Led by Amunea, Lystie’s group headed to an interview room, while I followed Mabel out of the building.


      “We could’ve done this over a drink in the Adventurers Guild, but I know you dislike standing out just as much as me,” Mabel said.


      “That’s true…”


      “I have a store nearby, so let’s go there.”


      I’d never known that Mabel had stores catering to the general public as well. And sure enough, we only had to walk a few minutes before we got there.


      “Welc—! Ah!”


      The staff looked shocked to see Mabel, but she simply smiled and raised a finger to her lips, then led me into the back of the shop.


      “Phew… Go on, take a seat. You want a drink?”


      “Sure. Same thing you’re having.”


      “Heh-heh. That’s cute. All right, ale it is, then.”


      Big Sister Mabel rang a bell, and one of the staff members from earlier came in to take our order. We didn’t have to wait long at all before tankards filled with ale were brought in.


      “So, I hear you escorted the messenger from the capital back here safely.”


      “You know about that?”


      “The guild staff looked worried about something. We would’ve had to take action if no one else did.”


      “Well, it turned out Gazelle saved them. And according to him, Elk’s being controlled by the demon near the capital.”


      “A demon that can control people?” A worried look flashed across Mabel’s face, before it was replaced by her usual mask as a reliable leader and she urged me to continue.


      “I bumped into Gazelle in the village directly north of Fortune. He felt he had no choice but to leave the capital for a while because he couldn’t bring himself to fight Elk.”


      “I see… I was careless. I should’ve taken action sooner.”


      “According to my intel, that demon is much stronger than the level limit for this area. Strong enough to bring the capital to its knees in a single night if she were so inclined… But she hasn’t yet. We’re not too late.”


      “The capital’s in danger as long as that demon is left unchecked. If she seizes control, we’ll have nowhere to run.”


      “That’s why you accepted the request from the Schwaig family and sent Gazelle and Elk to check the capital out, right? Unfortunately, based on what Gazelle said…the enemy’s already there.”


      “If Elk really is being manipulated by the demon, I…”


      As the guildmaster, it was up to Mabel to stop Elk. She clenched a fist, showing her resolve.


      “I’ll look for a way to free the residents of the capital from the demon’s influence,” I told her. “Time’s not on our side, though, so we’ll be setting off soon.”


      “If there’s no easy way, you’re going to have to fight and incapacitate them. With your strength, I suppose that’s not impossible…right?”


      “Yeah. I’d rather not have to fight Elk, though.”


      “…Okay. When you infiltrate the capital, I’ll come with you.”


      “Uh…you will?”


      Mabel laughed at my surprise, as if she’d expected it. “I’m sure the Thieves Guild in the capital can help us identify our enemies that much faster. And maybe they have an idea what the demon’s up to. Once we know that, we can stage a response.”


      “That’s true. My party alone can’t keep watch over the entire city. We’ll need your help.”


      Mabel nodded. That was one more person who’d be joining us in heading to the capital. With Ursula, that made six people in total to free Beold from the demon.


      “To be honest, Might, I still have trouble wrapping my head around how you actually saved the world and came back. But if you managed to do that, you can save this country, too. I believe in you.”


      I’d never thought I was doing it to save the world. The Demonic Dragon would have destroyed everything, so we’d had to kill it. That was the only reason I’d set off on a journey with my companions.


      I had a new party now. Lystie was doing her best to get stronger to protect her people. She possessed a special power that allowed her to do just that and was surely going to grow by leaps and bounds. Nanase and Platinum also had great stores of untapped potential.


      “Well then, let’s prepare for the journey,” Mabel said, interrupting my thoughts. “Don’t tell your companions I’m with the Thieves Guild, all right? I plan on fading back into the shadows once this is all over.”


      “…You really can’t get any cooler, Big Sis.”


      “Y-you… Where on earth did you learn to flatter women like that? I don’t remember raising you—”


      Persistent Passive Skill “Lock Eye II”: Enables the user to see the second lock of organic and inorganic targets when the requirements are met.


      Just as Mabel was about to launch into a scolding, a lock appeared before her again. Unlike last time, this one was red, not white, and didn’t unlock right away. I knew it would react if I touched it with the White Key, but there was no real need to do it right away.


      I was still thinking about the lock when, before I knew it, Mabel had stood up and come over. She looked angry.


      “You’re supposed to look older and not so cute anymore, you know? The whole ‘looking like you did when you were young’ thing just isn’t fair.”


      “I mean, it’s not like I…”


      What was the right answer? I didn’t ask for it? I don’t know what you’re talking about? I was never cute in the first place?


      “Well, I guess I’ll forgive you just for today, for those girls’ sakes.” Mabel lightly poked my forehead with her index finger, then stood up, smiling. “I have my own preparations to make before we leave. Let’s meet up at the North Gate, say, in an hour? Don’t you dare leave me behind.”


      “Of course I won’t… I’m glad we get to work together again, Big Sister.”


      “Enough of that sappy stuff. Rescuing Elk comes first.”


      In spite of her words, Mabel looked happy. After the door closed behind her, I heard someone say, “You’re incredible, boss lady! You even have younger men wrapped around your finger!”


      “Heh-heh… Still got it, huh?”


      I sighed. “What on earth is she saying…?”


      Even though this store catered to normal customers, Mabel’s preference for hiring only young women applied here, too, and they all sounded excited to talk about her romantic prowess. I had no idea what had given them the idea, but apparently, they thought I was her new boy toy.


      For some reason, the thought made my mouth go dry, so I downed the ale that I hadn’t touched yet. Quite a few people at the Thieves Guild should know who I was, but that clearly didn’t extend to all the establishments Mabel ran.

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 3


      A New Base and the Threat at Night


      Part 1: Arriving in the Capital


      With Mabel and Ursula added to our numbers, we set off for Beold, the capital city of the Kingdom of Beolnat. The village where Gazelle was staying was on our way, so Mabel stopped by to pay him a brief visit.


      “How was he?” I asked, once she was back.


      “He said he’s feeling great, thanks to the potion you gave him, but I told him to rest up for a few more days. He’s such a softy, there’s no telling what he’d do if Elk shows up.”


      “So this Mr. Gazelle is also someone Might used to know? Was he a member of your previous party?” Lystie asked.


      Mabel, who was wearing a mask that covered the top half of her face to hide her identity, answered for me. “The two of them weren’t so much party members as childhood friends.”


      We’d met in the Thieves Guild and trained together, but Mabel left that unsaid. It wasn’t like we’d done anything wrong just because we were Thieves, though, so I didn’t mind the girls knowing.


      “Childhood friends!” exclaimed Nanase. “You must be really close, then!”


      “Yeah, you could say that… Right now, another one of my friends is under the influence of the demon. We have to save Elk without hurting her, but you can leave that to me.”


      “Knowing how strong you are, Might, I’m sure you will,” Lystie said reassuringly. “If there’s anything I can do to help, please just let me know.”


      Mabel shot me a meaningful look, but because of her mask, I had no idea what she was thinking.


      “By the way, Might, which of these three girls do you like?”


      “Wh—?!”


      Being asked something like that out of the blue caught me by surprise. But thinking back to it, Mabel had always loved bringing up this topic.


      “Mr. Might seems to think I’m still a child, but I have a theory he’s just doing that to hide his embarrassment.”


      “When did you come up with that theory…? Might’s always so serious, I don’t think he looks at any of us in that way.”


      “Indeed he is… However, it’s only natural for boys his age to show some interest toward girls. To say that he doesn’t see us that way at all might actually be more disrespectful, don’t you think?”


      “I’m right here, you know… So that’s what you think of me?”


      Apparently, the girls all thought me harmless. I suppose that was a good thing, since we were in the same party and all.


      Mabel chuckled. “It sure is wonderful being young. This is all a bit too dazzling for an older woman like me.”


      “You’re still plenty young yourself, Big Sis.”


      “You really did get better at flattering women!”


      “There’s much we could learn from you regarding how to act as grown women. Though I don’t know how necessary it will be for a Paladin like myself.”


      “You are? That’s pretty incredible. Paladins are known for having really high defense.”


      “Platinum is great at defense, but her being a Paladin is more like, um…”


      I didn’t envy Lystie the task of explaining Platinum’s whole “heart of a Paladin” thing, but I was glad the topic had moved away from me.


      Feeling a tug on my sleeve, I bent down a little. “Hm? What’s up, Ursula?”


      She put a hand on my shoulder and whispered in my ear. “I thought Mabel was your old lover, Master, but I’m glad that’s not the case.”


      “…!”


      “I don’t remember you being that loved by children,” Mabel said with a smirk. She didn’t seem to have heard what Ursula said, though, indicating she didn’t have the Thief skill Eavesdrop activated all the time.


      I wondered whether Break Seal would work on people whose locks opened by themselves, like Mabel. I would first have to explain to her what my magic did, but I made a mental note to try it out when I had the chance.
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      The royal palace in Beold was surrounded by a wall, with the rest of the city beyond encircled by another wall. Getting inside meant we had to pass through the same gates that citizens and merchants used. That was an issue.


      “If we want to hide the fact that we’re in the capital, we can’t get inspected,” Mabel said. “We need to get in a different way. Thankfully, Gazelle and Elk’s contacts should still be good.”


      Lystie blinked. “There’s a different way?”


      “Don’t worry, I have a bit of pull even in Beold.”


      Mabel led us east of the city to a discreet door a ways off from the bustling East Gate. The man standing guard in front of it watched as we drew near.


      “We’re from Fortune. Can you let us through?” Mabel showed him something, and apparently that was enough to make him realize who she was.


      “Well, I’ll be… I didn’t think you’d come in person. After losing one of your own, I was sure you’d stay clear.”


      “I’m someone who sees things through. I don’t abandon my people.”


      “That’s heartening to hear, but to be honest, we’re on the back foot. I’ll take you to HQ first and brief you on the situation.”


      This man was apparently a member of the Thieves Guild in Beold. I decided to ask Mabel for more info later. That, and arrange a guard for her.


      “I know this isn’t the best place to ask, but is there an empty base we can use?”


      “We have several, but I don’t recommend staying in Beold at the moment. There’s been a rash of strange incidents.”


      “Strange how?”


      “Young girls keep getting attacked. It always happens at night. They get off with minor injuries but start showing the same symptoms afterward.”


      “…What kind of symptoms?”


      “They stay asleep during the day, and when they’re awake, there’s something strange about them… I hear their taste in food changes, too, though I don’t know if that’s related. In any case, the girls who get attacked start to act differently.”


      Vampires were afraid of sunlight. What the man was describing were people who had fully become kin or would eventually. Things already sounded dire.


      “We just arrived, and the first thing we hear is this horror story?” Nanase said anxiously. “Will some sort of medicine turn the people back to normal?”


      “Don’t worry, Nanase. I’ll protect you,” Platinum told her.


      “If we catch the culprit, do you think we could make them cure all the victims?” Lystie wondered aloud. “In any case, they have to be stopped.”


      Lystie’s family also lived in the capital, but we hadn’t yet talked about whether we would be paying them a visit. If she wanted to resolve all the urgent problems first, I was here to help.


      “Us and the city watch have been doing our best to keep an eye out, and we’re almost certain the culprit’s hiding inside the city. It’s frustrating, though—even our guild hasn’t been able to find them.”


      If it was me, I was sure I could dodge the Thieves Guild and the city watch…but I kept that to myself to avoid complicating things. Lystie and Platinum had also managed to slip out of the city with none the wiser, but that was mainly thanks to their Hermit’s Rings.


      “We need to come up with a way to flush out whoever’s doing this,” Mabel said. “They went after Gazelle and Elk. I’m not going to let them do as they please any longer.”


      “Do you have any clues about them?” Lystie asked.


      “Well… It’s not exactly a clue, but…”


      “It doesn’t matter what it is—please, tell us! If the people of this city are suffering, it’s my duty to help them!”


      “There, there. Calm down, Lystie,” Mabel said placatingly, before turning to the man. “This girl’s an adventurer I know. You can tell her.”


      It was good that Mabel was here to act as an intermediary. Having Lystie suddenly get up in his face had put the man on guard—or, no, that wasn’t exactly his reaction.


      “These young ladies all seem to have good upbringings, so I was wondering what they were doing with someone like you, Ms. Mabel.”


      “Someone like me? Ha-ha, you’re funny.” Mabel gave the man the side-eye, then sighed. “Enough joking around. Anything else you can tell us?”


      “The incidents mainly take place around this area,” the man said, showing us a map. “The victims share the same profile as well; as I said, they’re all young women. They also all know how to fight.”


      I wondered if women’s blood tasted better than men’s. I’d seen examples of this before, so perhaps it was a preference shared by all vampires.


      “Could I take a closer look at that map?” I asked.


      “Sure. Here you are,” the man said, passing it to me. “Are you one of Mabel’s guys?”


      I understood that he was covertly asking if I was also a member of the Thieves Guild, but I hadn’t been for a while now.


      “I’m an adventurer, too,” I replied. “Big Sister Mabel looked after me a long time ago… I guess she still is, actually.”


      Based on the marks on the map, the incidents had happened almost a dozen times and were clustered in three main areas.


      “It seems the culprit tried to spread them out to avoid capture, but only made a half-hearted effort of it. They must be taking the people of this city lightly.”


      “Does that mean the next incident will happen in one of these three places?” Lystie asked. “We have to split up into three groups, then.”


      I shook my head. “No, there’s a better way. We need to stop the residents from going outside at night. If we can do that…”


      “…We can disguise ourselves as young townswomen and walk around, making the culprit come to us,” finished Platinum. “Hmm, it’s a clever strategy.”


      This way, we could draw out the culprit without involving nearby residents. It wouldn’t work if the culprit saw through our plan, but it was worth a shot.


      “Since the incidents keep happening, the city watch has been cracking down on people walking around at night,” the man told us. “And it just so happens they’re planning on tightening restrictions starting today.”


      “Perfect. Then let’s carry out our decoy plan tonight.”


      “Okay, it’s settled,” decided Mabel. “Who should be the decoy? I don’t mind doing it.”


      “We can’t let you be the only person putting herself at risk,” protested Lystie. “No, I—”


      “If you keep fighting over this, it’s going to make me want to join in, too!”


      “No, Nanase. The decoy needs to be someone who can fight, which means I’m perfect for the role.”


      “Um, is it just me, or are you really excited about this, Platinum?”


      Platinum confidently clapped a fist over her chest. “I am the Silver Flash! It is only natural for me to lurk in the dark of night and punish evildoers!”


      The guildsman’s eyes widened. “Whoa… I had no idea you had such an impressive nickname.”


      “No, she’s the only one who calls herself that,” I said in a low voice. “There’s no reason you would know.”


      “Wait for me, ye who threaten the capital at night. My light will expose you!”


      Platinum burned with fighting spirit, apparently having missed my quiet correction. Others could learn a thing or two from her single-minded, straightforward personality.
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      Beold’s Adventurers Guild was much bigger than Fortune’s and had a lot more people coming and going. The sun was setting, so we decided to have dinner while we checked out the guild. Just like in Fortune, my party members were drawing a lot of attention.


      To hide her blue hair, Lystie had her hood up even at the table. She still attracted gazes, but there was nothing to be done about it. We figured it was fine as long as no one figured out her real identity.


      “Whoa, what’s with that party full of babes?”


      “Boy am I glad I picked today to show up at the guild. Hard work sure does pay off.”


      “We have cute girls at this guild, too. Like the one who’s always carrying around that thing that looks like a rod.”


      “Yeah, she’s great. I like the way she works alone most of the time… Oh! Speak of the devil.”


      The tavern inside the guild was nearly at full capacity, and there were two empty spots at the end of our table. Someone approached one of the seats.


      “Excuse me, would you mind if I sat…? Huh?!”


      It turned out to be Monica, the adventurer we’d met at the village north of Fortune.


      “Hey, it’s Ms. Monica,” said Nanase.


      “Ah yes, she mentioned being an adventurer from Beold,” Lystie replied, before turning to Monica. “It’s nice to see you again.”


      Monica’s face lit up. “You all came to the capital! And who’s the kid? Hi there, I’m Monica, an adventurer.”


      “I’m Ursula. Oh my, you’re so polite. I love cute girls.”


      “Huh? You’re a boy—no, a girl?”


      “Want to take a guess? …Just kidding.” As usual, Ursula looked happy about getting to talk with a cute girl.


      Monica covered her face with a hand, blushing about being called cute. “Gosh, that caught me by surprise. Don’t go saying something like that out of nowhere.”


      “There’s one more person with us,” I said. “Her name’s Mabel; she’s currently talking with a member of the staff. So, Monica, do you have any information about what’s happening in Beold?”


      Monica’s expression immediately changed. She looked more serious than I’d ever seen her. “If you’re talking about the incidents at night, there’s an urgent request on the board over there.”


      “…Does that mean there are already other adventurers taking on the quest?”


      “Technically, yes, but most of them have given up. Many adventurers who accepted the request have themselves been attacked, and no one else has stepped in to take their place. The general consensus is that it’s the city watch’s job to deal with the problem. Not me, though. I’m the sort of person who just can’t let things go.”


      “So you’ve accepted the request, too?” Platinum asked.


      “Yeah,” Monica said with a nod. “This next part I can’t say too loudly…but one of the adventurers who got attacked was my friend. I asked a doctor from my hometown if there was a cure, but apparently, there’s no way to know without first finding out who—or what—the culprit is.”


      It turned out Monica had also gotten caught up in the incident caused by the vampire. The victims had likely had their blood sucked, leaving them in a condition that couldn’t be easily cured.


      Chances are that Elk will attack me, too, just like she did Gazelle. Even if that happens, we can’t let there be any more victims. Once the number of kin reaches a certain threshold, the whole city will fall right into the hands of the demon.


      I shot my companions a look, and they nodded back, indicating that they were fine with me sharing what we were doing there.


      “We’re also trying to work this case. If you are, too, would you be interested in teaming up?”


      “Huh? …You are? It’s a really dangerous job, so only adventurers with a blue card or higher can take it on…”


      “Our promotion was quite recent, but we’re all blue cards.”


      Lystie showed Monica her guild card. The stir in our surroundings indicated that blue cards drew just as much attention in Beold as they did in Fortune. I’d thought the average level of adventurers would be higher in the capital, but apparently not.


      “As our level rises, we must also take on appropriately difficult jobs,” Platinum said gravely. “That is what it means to be an adventurer.”


      “I’ll do my best, too!” Nanase chimed in. “My level is a little lower than everyone else’s, but I’ll work hard to make up for it!”


      Monica studied each of us in turn, then smiled. “In that case, I’d love to work with all of you. As long as you don’t mind.”


      “We’re the ones who invited you,” I said. “Anyway, it’ll be dark soon, so let’s put our plan into motion as soon as we finish eating.”


      “We’re glad to have you with us, Ms. Monica,” said Lystie, proffering a hand. “I’d love to share a meal with you again once we bring peace back to Beold.”


      Monica shook Lystie’s hand, then did the same with Nanase, Platinum, Ursula, and finally, me. Her ungloved hand felt clammy, showing just how nervous she’d been. Her vocation was still a mystery, though. Based on Monica’s appearance, it seemed to involve fighting, but she didn’t have any calluses on her hand.


      “Oh? Already making new friends, I see,” Mabel said, having finally returned. She slid into a seat, filling out the table.


      “Dude, look… Another person joined them. And now Monica’s there, too?”


      “All those beauties at a table with just one guy? …No, wait. What if that’s also a girl?”


      “If it is, that would change the whole look of the table…!”


      Hey! …They can’t be serious!


      During my Thief days, I’d picked up the habit of always having my cowl pulled forward to keep my face hidden. That made it harder to identify my gender, but I was still surprised that I might be confused for a girl. I had lost a lot of muscle mass when I turned into a Sage, though. Maybe it really was hard now to tell I was a guy at a glance.


      “Heh-heh… You can’t even grow a beard now, either,” Mabel said, chuckling. “Can’t blame them for thinking that.”


      “Ugh, not you, too, Big Sis…”


      Seeing how close we seemed, Monica hesitantly asked, “Um, by the way… Might, Ms. Mabel, what sort of relationship do you have, exactly?”


      The two of us looked at each other, then exchanged a wry smile.


      “I’m Might’s big sister.”


      “We’ve just known each other for ages.”


      “Whoa… Their timing was totally in sync!” exclaimed Nanase.


      “An older sister figure he’s known for a long time,” Platinum said slowly. “Is it just me, or does that sound somewhat suggestive?”


      “What do you mean?” Lystie asked. “Are you into that sort of thing, Platinum? Though I guess I do get where you’re coming from…”


      “I agree,” Ursula said, chiming in. “Especially since I had a simulated experience just recently.” Clearly, she was talking about visiting my dream in her full-grown form.


      Why’s everyone giving me that look? You shouldn’t look down on a Sage, you know.


      Part 2: Mission Start


      After eating, we picked one of the areas where the incidents were concentrated, then headed to the Thieves Guild base closest to it. The place looked like a normal house from the outside, but that was just a disguise. It had an underground exit to the sewer system, which connected to the Thieves Guild headquarters.


      “Am I really allowed to be here? This is one of the Thieves Guild’s bases, isn’t it?”


      There was a reluctance in Monica’s voice, but Mabel waved away her concerns.


      “The Thieves Guild and the Adventurers Guild aren’t on bad terms in this city. There’s nothing to worry about.”


      “If you say so… You can always use my home, just so you know. It’s a studio apartment, though, so it might be a bit cramped.”


      “Oh right, you live here in Beold. How about keeping that offer open for Lystie’s party the next time they come to the capital?”


      “We would certainly appreciate that,” Lystie said. “Coming here, I learned that Beold and Fortune are surprisingly close.”


      “Indeed.” Platinum nodded in agreement. “I thought the journey would take more time.”


      “I’d always wanted to visit the capital, but there’s a sort of chaos to Fortune that you just don’t find anywhere else,” Nanase said. “Plus, our house is there.”


      “Huh…? Your house? Oh, r-right… You’re in a party, so it makes sense you would all live together.”


      Apparently, Monica had picked up from Nanase’s comment that I was living under the same roof as the three girls. Even if she was embarrassed, all I could say was that I was harmless.


      “Master, if we are making this our base, I’ll be drawing power from here. It will take a while for me to gather faith, but I can make it my sacred ground right away.”


      “Go for it. Does that mean this base will become a safe place?”


      “Yeah, once I get the barrier up. If you capture the culprit and bring them here, I can keep them restrained.”


      “You mean like tying them up? I didn’t know you could do that.”


      “Sure I can. You want to see me test it out on someone? Say, on Platinum?”


      “N-no…please don’t,” Platinum protested. “Being tied up for no reason is a bit… C-can you at least give it the pretext of training?”


      “Do you hear yourself?” Lystie let out a sigh. “This is why I can’t take my eyes off you, Platinum. Because otherwise, you’ll get into all sorts of trouble.”


      “I was just joking,” Ursula said. “Anyway, I’ll be waiting here, so make sure you all come back safe.” She gave us an innocent smile—but knowing her personality, I wasn’t sure if that had actually been a joke.


      “All right, you heard Ur: We all have to come back safe,” reiterated Mabel. “Now then, Platinum, I prepared a few outfits for you to use as a disguise. Do any of these strike your fancy?” She opened the bundle she was carrying and laid out its contents.


      “Wow, there are so many!” exclaimed Nanase. “How did you prepare all these?”


      “When it comes to clothes, leave it to me. I’m a bit of an expert on disguises.”


      Mabel calling herself a “bit of an expert” was a huge understatement. She’d worked her magic on me before—but now wasn’t the time to be digging up those old memories.


      “I’ll try this one on,” Platinum said. “Am I to wear my armor over the top?”


      “Of course not,” replied Mabel. “That would be like announcing your intentions out loud.”


      Monica let out a breath. “My heart’s racing… Even though I’m just going to be watching, this decoy plan sure is nerve-racking.”


      Platinum went into a different room to change, and all the other girls besides Ursula followed. Once we were alone, Ursula offered me a drink. The base was well stocked with supplies, and we’d been given permission to help ourselves.


      “Seeing as I’m so kind, I decided to stay to make sure my master doesn’t get lonely.”


      “And I suppose you have no trouble seeing what’s going on in the next room. You managed to do it from deep inside the ground, after all.”


      “Sharp as always, Master. Do you want a running commentary of how it’s going? Platinum was trying to put on the shirt, but it got caught on her chest, and now they have to make adjustments…”


      “…Just hearing that makes me feel like a criminal.” I pulled my hood down farther and tried to redirect my attention so I wouldn’t hear the sounds spilling out through the door…


      “Hmph… I thought it would be fine if I simply moved enough to burn off what I eat, but I suppose it’s not that easy.”


      “It’s because you’re still growing. You’re too young to have reached your limit.”


      “I eat exactly what Ms. Platinum eats. Does that mean there’s a chance I can grow to be like her?”


      “You ask me, I think you’re cuter staying small the way you are.”


      “Ms. Mabel! I can forgive you this once, but I’m already an adult, so I’d appreciate it if you treated me like one. Mr. Might underestimates me enough already!”


      “Is Might really the sort of guy who would do that? From the little I’ve spoken with him, I get the feeling he’s a sincere person.”


      “Hee-hee… Ah, I apologize, I wasn’t laughing with any untoward intentions. I was simply thinking of how Might would blush if he heard that. Platinum, try to relax a bit.”


      “B-but my chest… Should I wrap it?”


      I tried my best to empty my mind, but the conversation kept making its way in. I wonder how big she is that the clothes didn’t fit, I caught myself thinking, proving just how immature I still was.
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      A short while later, Lystie and Nanase came back out.


      “Are you ready, Platinum?”


      “Y-yes… But is this really fine? Are you sure it doesn’t look strange on me?”


      “You’re the one who chose it,” came Mabel’s voice. “You said this was the one you didn’t mind wearing.”


      “The others had too many frills and laces. I cannot expose so much skin. This, however…”


      There was a pause, as if Platinum was gathering her resolve, then she stepped through the door. I didn’t know how to respond.


      “W-well, what do you think? Everyone said it looks fine, but I don’t know…”


      She looked more like a student than like a townswoman. I’d never attended school before, but I’d seen them in some towns. Their uniforms were all the same style and allowed anyone familiar with the school to recognize them at a glance. That was the sort of outfit Platinum was wearing.


      “Say something, Might,” urged Mabel.


      “That disguise should let us achieve our objective—”


      “Not that. How does she look?”


      Ursula gave me no way to escape. She was probably right to correct me, but giving my personal opinion was surprisingly embarrassing.


      “Umm… It looks good on you.”


      “R-right? It does, doesn’t it? I thought the same myself!” Platinum regained her usual confidence and pushed up her glasses—which she’d put on as part of the disguise—with a smile. “Come to think of it, there are people who enroll in a school when they’re older, so there’s no problem at all with me wearing this. It would suit Nanase, too, but we can’t very well leave her to carry out such a dangerous mission.”
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      “I was thinking the same thing, that it would really suit me,” Nanase agreed. “An outfit like this goes best with someone who seems smart. Oh, it’d definitely look good on you, too, Ms. Lystie.”


      “I was just thinking how much I like the glasses you’re wearing, Platinum,” Lystie commented. “Someone wearing glasses reading a book just gives off a certain air.”


      I knew all too well that young girls loved talking about topics like this. In my previous party, Sheska had been the only one who cared about what she wore, but she’d dressed Falina and Enju up whenever she got the chance.


      “Now, then,” Mabel said, getting things back on track. “Monica and I will head out as a separate unit. We’ll keep an eye on Platinum from a different position as your group, Might. That sound good to you?”


      “Yeah. You can generally leave things to me. Monica, you be careful, too. Given who we’re facing, don’t take any unnecessary risks.”


      “About that… I have a skill that I’m pretty sure can ensure the culprit’s attention stays focused on Ms. Platinum. I haven’t told you what it is yet, but my vocation is good for that sort of thing.”


      “Is that right? In that case, we might be able to get a good look at them on the very first night,” Mabel said.


      “Would you mind sharing what your vocation is, then?” I asked.


      It seemed Monica had expected to be asked, because she approached me with a resolved expression and whispered into my ear. “My vocation is…”


      What she named was indeed rare among adventurers—but for some reason, her face was flushed with embarrassment as she waited for me to respond.
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      The incidents had taken place in residential areas in the west, central, and east regions of Beold. Thanks to the official notice from the city hall, foot traffic on the streets at night was extremely light. The city watch was heavily patrolling the central and western areas but had only a token presence in the east—large enough to avoid alerting the culprit that they were being led into a trap yet sparse enough to create blind spots.


      “The city watch actually did what the Adventurers Guild asked them to,” Lystie said, amazed. “I didn’t think it was possible.”


      “It’s because the two often work together in Beold,” I explained. “It’s rarer in Fortune.”


      “That’s technically what we did when we killed the demons, isn’t it?” Nanase asked.


      The three of us were following Platinum from a short distance behind her. It wasn’t my first time tailing someone, so I was giving the other two pointers on things like where to stand.


      “Ms. Platinum’s disguise looks perfect,” Nanase commented. “What she’s wearing looks just like what I wore when I went to school. I almost want to wave and call out to her like she’s my senior.”


      “Did you go to the Royal Academy, Nanase?” Lystie asked.


      “No, just a branch in the countryside. That’s why our uniforms weren’t as well made as Ms. Platinum’s. They were made by a local tailor but were still very popular.”


      “I see… Neither Platinum nor I have had the chance because we were homeschooled. I’ve always been curious about what it’s like.”


      The two girls were talking in hushed voices, but it was getting to the point where we had to keep completely quiet. Platinum was walking with her back straight, looking slightly worried. I thought she was doing a good job giving off the air of a student hurrying home—but the real judge would be the culprit.


      “How’s it going, Master?” I heard Ursula ask directly inside my head. By now it was already a familiar sensation.


      “I identified locations that would make it easy for the culprit to attack. Platinum’s passed two of them already with no results…but there’s one last chance.”


      “You really are amazing, Master. How can you tell? Is it because you’re a Sage? Or something else?”


      “If we can converse like this, doesn’t it mean you can read my thoughts directly?”


      “To an extent. I only receive what you’re intentionally thinking.”


      “I see. In that case, I’ll tell you another time. I’m definitely a Sage now, but that’s not all I am.”


      “Wow, that sent a shiver down my spine. Now you really have to come back safe and sound.”


      Ursula’s voice faded away, and I continued following Platinum, moving from one shadow to the next.


      “Oh! I’d forgotten what I wanted to say: Nothing’s happened on Mabel and Monica’s end yet, either.”


      “You’re tracking them? Mabel’s one thing, but Monica’s vocation lets her completely erase her presence.”


      “Sounds like you know exactly where she is, too, Master, making you even better than me.”


      Just then, Platinum took a side street and nervously picked up her pace. It was an incredible performance as a girl choosing to take a shortcut in the hopes of getting home faster.


      A shadow cut across the moon hanging in the purple sky. On top of a roof, a humanoid figure seemed to materialize out of the shadows and flew toward Platinum’s back without a moment’s hesitation.


      Platinum has used “Royal Guard.”


      “Hngh! …Wh-what is this?!”


      “You’ve fallen for my disguise. That was your downfall!”


      When I saw her use it last time, Platinum’s Royal Guard had deflected the enemy’s attack and opened them up to a counterattack from her. This move not only increased her defense, but also improved her reaction speed. That was how she’d been able to protect herself in time.


      Her assailant was wearing a cape. It hid its face in the depths of the cowl, but there was no doubt it was a vampire. A beam of moonlight pierced the darkness of the alleyway and hit her face.


      “Elk!”


      I could tell right away. After being caught by the demon, Elk had herself been turned into a vampire. Sadly, her reaction to hearing my voice was one of pure hatred. This person with gleaming red eyes standing before me was completely different from the woman I’d known.


      “Ah… Crow. You’re back. Perfect timing.”


      “…!”


      Elk unleashed a flurry of kicks that seemed to tear through the air. Platinum blocked them all, but it was clear that Elk’s physical abilities had gotten a significant boost thanks to her vampirization.


      Her eyes narrowed. “You took my kicks head-on yet seem completely unfazed. I’ve never seen someone as strong as you… Might, you’ve found yourself a good companion!”


      “Platinum…!”


      Elk fired off another barrage of attacks. Lystie tried to get in between her and Platinum, but Elk noticed and repositioned herself, foiling Lystie’s efforts.


      “You’ve got blades in your boots? You’ll have to do better than that…!” Keeping her glasses from flying off with one hand, Platinum deftly dodged all of Elk’s kicks—but she couldn’t escape them completely, and her clothes started getting torn up.


      “You’re not bad,” Elk said, “but I’ve been holding back. We can’t have you bleed out and waste all that precious blood, can we?”


      “Don’t talk down to me!”


      Without stopping for a breath, Elk continued to shower Platinum with deadly attacks. Despite her high defense, the Paladin found herself slowly but surely losing ground. The level limit of the area should have ensured that Elk was at most level 10, but that clearly wasn’t the case.


      Taking in blood has made her stronger. If turned humans count as demons, then should I use Sword of Oath? No, that would kill Elk. Isn’t there anything else we can do?!


      “At times like this, it’s potions that save the day!” Nanase threw several thin glass tubes toward Elk—but I knew she’d easily deflect them.


      “Useless!” Elk went to sweep away the annoyance with a kick. She would have no trouble at all destroying the tubes without letting the liquid touch her while still trading blows with Platinum.


      In that case, let’s trip Elk up a little.


      “Right there!”


      I flicked a coin, sending it like an arrow. Elk swatted it away with a hand, but the movement made her kick miss.


      “Ugh!” she cried out as the liquid inside the tubes got all over her. Nanase carried around quite a few potions that I didn’t know about yet, and this was apparently one of them.


      “This isn’t enough…to…”


      “What was that, Nanase?” I asked.


      “Don’t worry, I label all my—Um, wait, the tube got destroyed, so I don’t know, either.”


      “W-will that be a problem?” Lystie asked worriedly. “Some of it got on Platinum, too.”


      With Elk confused, Platinum had easily gotten behind her and put her in a lock. Though Elk’s agility far surpassed Platinum’s, the two seemed to be nearly equal in terms of physical strength.


      Wait, no, that’s not it… Nanase’s potion is doing something to them.


      “Phew… It was a mistake letting me take your back. I may look like a student, but I’ve undergone extensive training in self-protection, which includes grappling. How’s this? I bet you can’t exert your full strength!”


      “H-how dare you…?! If it wasn’t for that strange potion…something like this…would never hold me…”


      “Some of it got on me, too, but I’m not feeling any different… I mean, maybe I’m feeling a little hotter than usual, but that’s just my burning sense of justice. I am now the consummate Paladin!”


      There was no way such an absurd reason was letting Platinum fight on equal terms with Elk, who had the strength of a vampire. I shot Nanase a quick look, and she averted her gaze without saying anything.


      “Lystie, now!” Platinum called out.


      “Um… I’m sorry, uh, Ms. Elk, was it? But please listen to us!”


      Lystie has used “Dignity.”


      This was a skill unique to the Princess Knight vocation that made targets unable to ignore the user and forced them to listen to their words. It worked on Elk, too, despite her much higher level, dulling her movements.


      “…N-no! …I refuse to serve anyone…other than my mistress…!”


      Elk has used “Curse of Blood.”


      “Platinum, get away from her!” I shouted.


      Red light enveloped Elk’s body. It reached out toward Platinum, too, but she got away just in the nick of time. As soon as she was released, a knife appeared in Elk’s hand with a flash of light.


      “I’ve got oooone!”


      The voice didn’t belong to Platinum, nor to Elk, nor to Lystie, nor to Nanase—but to Monica.


      Monica has used “Quick Cast.”


      Something glittered under the moonlight, making a beeline for Elk’s hand. The next moment, her dagger flew through the air and was caught by Monica.


      “Is that…a fishing rod?” Nanase asked, bewildered.


      The vocation that Monica had embarrassedly revealed to me earlier was Fisher.


      “I’ve been waiting for the perfect moment for my skill to come in handy!”


      “Th-that joke of a skill…?!” Elk cried, but her voice was shaking. She went after Platinum again, but the distance between the two of them had already opened up.


      I revealed myself, as did Mabel, but Elk’s hostility didn’t abate in the slightest.


      “It’s no joke,” Mabel said. “This girl’s also had a friend who was attacked. Elk, where’s the demon who made you like this?”


      “I’m no longer a member of the Thieves Guild…Boss Lady. I am now a resident of the night. To get closer to my mistress, I need virgin blood!”


      “If you’re doing this to get closer to her, then I take it you haven’t completely turned yet.”


      Elk fell silent, simply glaring at us with hate-filled eyes. Her demeanor had changed drastically from the friend I knew. Despite knowing it was due to a demon’s influence, I could see why Gazelle hadn’t been able to fight her.


      “Even if I am gone, my mistress will seize this land and turn it into a country of the night. Doesn’t the mere thought of it make you shiver with delight?”


      “I don’t know about that… I don’t hate the night, but a goal that can only be achieved by sacrificing young girls doesn’t exactly scream ‘righteous cause.’”


      “Hmph! You have no right to act like you’re better than us, Crow, after you disappeared into thin air and abandoned us!”


      It felt like these words were coming from the real Elk and not just someone controlled by a demon. Lystie’s group seemed blindsided by the sudden personal nature of the exchange.


      “Er, is it just me, or is this turning into a fight between old friends?”


      “You’re not imagining it. Mr. Might is really dull when it comes to things like this.”


      “She said ‘us,’ but it is clear she took Might’s disappearance the hardest.”


      “So…,” Monica said slowly, “this is starting to sound really serious. Should I, uh, give you guys some space?”


      “It’s not just you, Monica,” Mabel said. “This mood is getting to me a little, too.”


      When I’d first reunited with Mabel, she’d told me she had “a few choice words” for me. Elk was just saying everything my big sister had wanted to out loud.


      “I… I wanted to make it as an adventurer with you and Gazelle. It was going to be us three against the world.”


      “I’m really sorry. I wanted that, too, but there was something I had to leave Fortune to do.”


      “It’s too late to say that!”


      Though her dagger was gone, Elk still had her bladed boots. She closed the distance in a heartbeat, already winding up for a kick—but to my eyes, she might as well have been standing still. I parried her kick with one arm and maintained my position.


      “Wha…?! Crow, you…! But Gazelle and I…!”


      She’d finally noticed my youthful appearance. Whereas Elk and Gazelle were both ten years older and had become full-grown adults, my vocation change had wound my clock back and left me looking like my fifteen-year-old self.


      “Long story. I’ve been through a lot. So…are we done fighting?”


      “You… But that’s…”


      No further attacks came my way. In fact, Elk put her raised foot back down on the ground and simply stared at me in a daze.


      “I know I betrayed your trust, and I have no right to ask you to forgive me for it. But I came here as soon as I could after hearing a demon got to you. Gazelle’s worried about you, too, you know.”


      “That’s a lie. Gazelle’s scared of me now. That’s why he ran.”


      Elk seemed to have retained some of her former self despite her vampirization. What’s more, based on what she’d said, it seemed like she hadn’t sucked anyone’s blood yet.


      “He’s still alive, and he asked me to save you. I’m here because I feel the same way.”


      It looked like Elk wanted to make a retort. The part of her under the demon’s influence was urging her to fight back. However…


      “…Ah.”


      “Lock Eye I” has revealed the lock for Elk.


      A White Lock appeared in front of her. As always, I was the only one who could see it, and it promptly turned into particles of light that faded away.


      “Lock Eye II” has revealed the second lock for Elk.


      The next lock to appear had bloodred briars coiled around it.


      Though she couldn’t see the lock, Mabel could tell that something had changed with Elk.


      “Might, did you just do something?”


      The briars had to be a visualization of the power that was trying to turn Elk into a vampire. I didn’t know how to get rid of them—but if I could see them, I was sure there was something I could do.


      “Crow… Please…”


      The hostility in Elk’s eyes had faded, leaving her more in control of herself. I had no intention of listening to what she was trying to ask me to do. It was something that neither Gazelle nor I wanted.


      “I’m a Sage now—and not just your average Sage, either. I can do things others can’t!”


      I directed my full attention toward Elk’s lock, wishing that it wouldn’t end like this—and just then, Lystie let out a gasp.


      “You made it again…!”


      “That’s Mr. Might’s magic key!”


      “That means there’s something he can open in Lady Elk!”


      Might has reached level 3. New skills have been granted.


      Might has used the Unique Skill “Red Key.”


      A Red Key formed in the palm of my hand, draining more of my mana than the White Key. I inserted the key into Elk’s lock without any resistance. The next moment, the red briars around it disappeared—and the lock opened.


      “Ugh… Ahh… AHHHH!!”


      Elk’s upper body jerked backward, and the red light enveloping her faded away. She collapsed forward, but I caught her before she hit the ground. I had no idea if it had worked, but at least Elk was still breathing. I thought she might be asleep.


      “That was incredible… What did you do, Might?” Lystie asked.


      “It looked like he pointed the key at Ms. Elk…and stabbed her with it?” Nanase mused.


      “I-indeed…,” Platinum said hesitantly. “She seems fine, but it was surprising to see it go into her body, even if it was magic.”


      “I’d never imagined you could use such daring—no, such incredible magic,” Monica said. She looked the most stunned of everyone, seeing me use my skill for the first time. Platinum was also clearly interested in how I opened the locks, though, standing there rubbing the back of her hand.


      “I didn’t know I could do that, either,” I admitted. “All I thought was that if the way demons created their kin was a form of magic, then maybe the process could be broken with a different kind of magic.”


      “Is Ms. Elk fine now?” Nanase asked. “She looks unconscious…”


      “Her expression seems peaceful, and the red light that she was giving off is gone, too. For now, let’s bring her back to our base and keep an eye on her,” suggested Mabel. “Depending on how her situation develops, we might have to arrange for a doctor.”


      In times like this, Mabel’s ability to take charge and delegate made her a great leader. She was likely the person who’d taken Elk’s vampirization the hardest, yet she’d never shown it.


      “…You look like you have something to say,” she said, raising an eyebrow at me.


      “Oh, uh, it’s nothing… More importantly, it’s not over yet. Elk couldn’t have been the sole culprit for all the incidents; at the very least, there’s the vampire who attacked Elk and turned her. I wouldn’t be surprised if there are more running around.”


      “Should we resume the decoy strategy?” Platinum asked. “Or do we think it improbable that another incident would occur tonight?”


      “Let’s think of a way to actively search for the assailant next,” Lystie said. “Especially now that we know Might’s magic can restore those who’ve been turned.”


      “I’m all for it. There’s just one thing, though…”


      The process of reversing vampirization involved opening a person’s second lock, but experience told me that my ability to see someone’s locks hinged on how deep my connection with them was. There was no guarantee I could do it for just anyone.


      “We also know now that my newest potion works,” Nanase said. “Which reminds me, some of it got onto Ms. Platinum, too. How are you feeling?”


      “Hm? Entirely fine, I think. Nothing out of the ordinary.”


      “Don’t push yourself too hard, okay? Want me to take over as the decoy next time?” Lystie offered.


      “We might have to resort to that again if another vampire behind the attacks doesn’t show up,” said Mabel. “I’ll be around, too, so don’t worry.”


      “By the way, that was an incredible catch just now, Ms. Monica. I thought the thing on your back was your weapon, but it’s a fishing rod!”


      “Oh… Right, I guess the cat’s out of the bag. I know it’s rare to see adventurers with my vocation, so I’m normally reluctant to share it.”


      Personally, I didn’t think there was any need to hide it, but perhaps this was one of those things that only girls understood. In any case, Monica had a friend who had been turned, too, so that was at least one more person I had to free. I just hoped my Red Key kept working.


      Part 3: How a Sage Dispels Curses


      When we returned to the base, we found Ursula waiting for us, having made herself right at home. The outfit she was wearing was so casual, in fact, that I didn’t know where to look.


      “Welcome back, Master. Being able to break a vampire’s curse is quite the feat.”


      “Huh…?” Lystie looked surprised. “That’s what you were doing, Might?”


      “I’d thought only clerics could dispel curses,” said Platinum. “And I doubt any normal cleric could do what you did. You really are an incredible Sage.”


      “I’m really glad it worked,” Nanase chimed in. “If Ms. Elk started attacking again, I was thinking of asking Arm to take care of her using her slime power.”


      “You were…?” I shot Nanase a look. “Arm was with you the whole time?”


      Nanase normally kept Arm pressed against her chest, giving her the appearance of having a larger bust. She’d get angry if I pointed it out, though, so I pretended not to notice.


      “‘Take care of her’ how? …Like having Arm restrain her?” Lystie asked.


      Platinum rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Hmm, a slime’s grappling move would indeed be difficult to overcome, given how slippery they are. It almost sounds like a new form of torture.”


      “You can try it out later,” Ursula said, before quickly adding, “Just joking.” She looked at Elk, who I was carrying on my back. “That room over there has a bed and is protected by a particularly powerful barrier. Not that she needs it anymore, by the looks of it.”


      Elk hadn’t woken up yet, but there was peaceful expression on her face and her breathing was regular.


      “…I’ll stay with Elk until she wakes up,” Mabel offered, “so you all go get some rest. You too, Might.”


      “No, I’ll stay up with you. I only need a short rest to fully recover.”


      “Hmm…,” Platinum murmured. “It looked like you expended quite a lot of mana producing that key just now. Allow me to do this for you, at least.”


      The Sealed Skill “Maiden’s Devotion” belonging to Platinum has been activated.


      “…!”


      Platinum chuckled softly. “Tonight was physically demanding, but my mana is pretty much untapped.” She walked over with purposeful steps and picked up one of my hands. When she enveloped it in her own, mana began flowing into me. Platinum needed to touch a person to share mana with them, but I was pretty sure it didn’t have to involve hand-holding.


      “…No need to be surprised. This is the skill that Might helped draw out from within me. It allows me to give him my mana through touch.”


      “O-oh…so that’s what it was,” Mabel said awkwardly. “I was so sure that…”


      “Platinum, even though Might doesn’t show it, I’m sure even he would be surprised if you grab his hand without warning,” Lystie chastised. “You have to at least tell him first.”


      “Does that mean we can all touch him if we tell him?” Nanase asked. “Not that I want to touch him, of course. I’m asking purely for the sake of my research.”


      “What research would that even be…?”


      My muttered words were left hanging in the air as everyone started getting ready to sleep. Seeing that, Monica covered her face with her hands for some reason.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Suddenly feeling embarrassed?”


      “Um…it’s just, the sudden hand-holding really took me by surprise. I never knew that two people can get close enough to share mana with each other.”


      “Oh, no, that’s not the case. It’s a special skill that only Platinum can use.”


      “Since you’re a mixed-gender party and you all live together, I guess it makes sense that you would… Ah! Don’t worry, I’m not one to dig into another party’s business. As an adult, I can accept this for what it is.”


      “Monica… Has anyone ever told you you’re a bit odd?”


      “Huh?! You think I’m weird? I knew it. I try my best to pass as a normal adventurer, but in the end, I’m a Fisher. You think I should be making my living fishing, don’t you?”


      “N-no, I wouldn’t go that far…”


      The fact that being a Fisher bothered her so much was exactly what made her an oddball. Then again, I was the same way. I’d preferred to keep the fact that I was a Thief on the down-low and had wondered more than a few times just what exactly a Thief was doing in a party to defeat the Demonic Dragon.


      There was something more important to discuss at the moment, though. We still had to save Monica’s friend.


      “Changing topics, Monica, you said that your friend got attacked, too, right?”


      “…Do you think you can save her?”


      “I hope so. You know where she is at the moment?”


      “She refuses to leave her house during the day. When I visit at night, she still refuses to see me most of the time. It’s been really worrying me.”


      Each person took to the vampirization process in different ways. Some were like Elk, while others could hold out longer before they completely lost themselves. Either way, we had to free Monica’s friend as soon as possible.


      “Can we visit her now? It’s late at night, but all things considered, she should be up, right?”


      “A-are you sure you don’t mind…using that spell again in such short order?”


      “We can’t very well leave it until tomorrow if we can save her tonight… But that’s just my take.”


      “Might…”


      Although it had worked earlier, there was no guarantee it would the next time I tried to use it. A part of me thought I should visit each victim in turn and ask my companions to help me try to reverse the vampirization—but Platinum had done a good job earlier, and everyone else had fought well against an opponent of a much higher level without backing down. If we were going to be working in the capital for a while, we had to rest while we could.


      “Are you really from around here, Might?” Monica asked. “They say people from this continent can never get strong. They even call it ‘the weakest continent.’ But you seem so different from the rest of us.”


      “Are you saying that because you saw me fight earlier?”


      It really was a stretch to claim that flicking coins was a Sage skill. Given her vocation, Monica hadn’t had any problem seeing what I’d done.


      “Fishing requires a lot of patience,” Monica began. “Not letting the fish sense you is also important, which is probably why I’ve been really good at hiding my presence since I was young. But you knew where I was the whole time we were out there, didn’t you?”


      “You knew that I could sense you?”


      “More or less. And you didn’t let your guard down at all, even when tailing Platinum. It convinced me that you must be really strong.”


      I felt the urge to tell her how I’d ended up here, but that was something I hadn’t even told my party members yet.


      Monica flashed a smile to dispel the tension. “I get the feeling that you’re always letting your party members take center stage and watching out for them. Like you’re always ready to help out if they ever get into a tough spot. It even makes me feel safe. Of course, I may be just reading too much into things.”


      “…Does it really seem that way? If I do that, you don’t think it comes off like I’m trying to get them to owe me one?”


      “Not at all. After tonight, I see that your party members really do look up to you.”


      “Y-you think so…?”


      I felt bad being someone that the other three all looked up to. Given a choice, I’d rather be the harmless fourth member who was just there in the corner. But now wasn’t the time for this kind of talk.


      “Well, anyway,” I continued, “I’d be grateful if you could put a certain amount of trust in me. That sort of thing will be important when we meet your friend.”


      “I’m the one who should be grateful; I didn’t think you’d be willing to come today. I promise to repay this debt as soon as I can.”


      “Don’t sweat it. It feels good to do a pro bono job every once in a while.”


      “…Okay.”


      Monica nodded and walked toward the front door. When she passed me, I saw a quick glimpse of something glowing.


      “Hm? I thought I saw something floating… Did I imagine it?”


      “Uh, I guess…,” Monica said, turning around.


      I was pretty sure that glow was from a lock. Nothing would happen if I didn’t open it—but just then, Monica was surrounded by the shower of particle effects that appeared when a lock was undone.
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      Monica’s friend’s house wasn’t all that far from our base. It turned out to be a shared living space with her party. We were led to a door that had a gap underneath it but no light spilling out. Yet even then, we could sense that someone was inside.


      “…Would you mind leaving this to me?”


      With permission from Monica and the three other members of her friend’s party, I silently opened the door and slipped into the room.


      “Raaah!”


      A fist immediately flew toward me, but I deflected it, then immediately took advantage of my opponent being off-balance and got behind her.


      “I…will carry out my mistress’s will…!”


      “And who is your mistress? Dark Night Satella?”


      I didn’t expect an answer but was hoping to glean something from any reaction I got. My plan was to incapacitate Monica’s friend without harming her.


      “My mistress…is the new Queen of the Night!”


      Now that I hadn’t been expecting.


      What’s going on? It’s not the demon Raksha mentioned?


      “Let me go!”


      The girl struggled hard to get free, but I wasn’t about to release her. I opened the flask Nanase had given me, and several slimy tentacles emerged from it.


      “Ugh!”


      “Master! This person, strong…”


      “Sorry, Arm. Hold them back for just a little longer.”


      Our party’s beloved armed slime was actually quite powerful, having been made from sand taken from an earth golem. Monica’s friend, meanwhile, was a close-quarters fighter strengthened by her vampirization.


      “I’ll drag you all over…to our side…”


      “Sorry, I can’t let you do that. Even if you promise to make us superhuman.”


      “What…do you…want?”


      Coming tonight had been the right call after all; this girl was resisting harder than Elk had. Monica and the others outside could undoubtedly hear every word in here. Unfortunately, materializing her second lock was going to take more time than it had with Elk, and it was a gamble whether I could do it before Arm reached her limit. Either way, I had no choice but to go straight for it.


      “You have friends waiting for you outside. Return to who you were before.”


      “That’s not…what I…want!”


      In the middle of her protesting, the girl stopped struggling as hard. I took that to mean she hadn’t yet been completely taken over. There was still hope.


      I’ll find it, even if I have to force it to appear… As long as I see the lock, I can open it!


      “Lock Eye I” has revealed the lock for Remy.


      “Lock Eye II” has revealed the second lock for Remy.


      The first lock shattered the moment it became visible, immediately replaced by the second. Just like last time, this one had bloodred briars coiled around it.


      Open…!


      The Red Key I’d created went into the lock. The next moment, the girl—Remy—arched back like a drawn bow.


      “Aaaaaaahhh…!!”


      The Red Lock crumbled, melting away, and the hostility in Remy’s eyes faded.


      “…!”


      I supported Remy’s body so she didn’t fall to the ground. It had worked. I’d thought that the second lock might not appear without knowing the person beforehand, but now I knew there was no such requirement.


      Lock Eye revealed the locks intrinsic to all people. And it seemed that when those locks were being interfered with by an outside source like the curse of vampirization, my ability allowed me to see that, too.


      After laying Remy out on her bed, I turned to let Monica and Remy’s party know she was okay but was overcome by a wave of dizziness that sent me scrabbling for a wall for balance. The mana cost this time was greater than it had been with Elk. It would take a while to rest up.


      “Might!” Monica burst in, unable to wait any longer now that the room had gone quiet.


      “Remy, right? …The girl? She’s fine. It worked.”


      Monica rushed over to her sleeping friend. “Oh, thank goodness. Remy, you’re okay…”


      Arm came over to me, still in her slime form. “Food…”


      I felt terrible, knowing how hungry she was, but I had no mana to feed her right now and had no choice but to ask Remy’s party members for help.


      Part 4: A New Potion


      It was now our third day in Beold. The Thieves Guild was out in full force at Mabel’s behest, feeding us new intel every day. According to them, there were more than thirty kin in the city, not including Elk and Remy.


      “Th-that…will not shake my loyalty to my mistress!”


      I was currently paying a visit to the upper-class residential area to meet the daughter of a wealthy merchant suspected of having been turned.


      Kin had the ability to suck someone’s blood and turn them into a thrall. Thralls couldn’t produce more vampires, but they were loyal to the one served by the kin who turned them. In other words, if we ignored them, the head vampire’s influence would only continue to spread.


      As it turned out, all the servants of this house had already been turned into thralls. They would be released when the kin controlling them was freed, so I had sneaked in and headed straight to the daughter’s room.


      “All the other kin mentioned their mistress, too. Who on earth is she?”


      “…”


      I hadn’t yet gotten a straight answer to that question. As they’d repeated themselves ad nauseam, the kin were also absolutely loyal to the vampire they served.


      “Torture me all you like, but I have nothing to say to you.”


      “I see. All right.”


      The girl closed her eyes in a show of defiance—and just like I’d done before now, I opened her locks.


      “Lock Eye I” has revealed the lock for Silvia.


      “Lock Eye II” has revealed the second lock for Silvia.


      “What are you…?”


      I was the only one who could see the locks when they appeared, but the keys I made were visible to everyone.


      “Wh-what are you going to do with that?”


      “There’s only one thing keys do. Don’t worry—I’m not going to harm you.”


      “Aaaaah…!”


      The Red Key went into the briar-shrouded lock—and with a little twist, the lock shattered and turned into particles of light. The girl named Silvia went limp, having lost all the strength in her body. The next time she woke up, she would be free of vampiric influence.


      All that’s left is to get the Thieves Guild to post someone here… It’s possible that the enemy vampire might return to reclaim Silvia, but we’ve had no word of it happening so far.


      I laid Silvia on her bed, then left the house through the window. As I did, I felt a sudden loss of energy but managed to tough it out and left the merchant’s house behind. I was confident in my ability to stay hidden in the night, but the upper-class residential area was heavily patrolled and it would be a pain to explain what I was doing if I got spotted.


      “Whoa, there. You all right, Might?”


      After walking for about a block, circling around a mansion’s wall, I fell into Platinum’s arms.


      “You came all this way…? You could’ve just waited back at the base, you know.”


      “I’m here, too,” Lystie said. “Nanase’s at home, preparing a mana recovery potion for you.”


      “Sorry I can’t use my skill in quick succession,” Platinum apologized. “If you wait awhile, though, I can fix you back up.”


      Over the past three days, I had been heavily relying on Platinum’s skill Maiden’s Devotion. Not only was she a higher level, but she also had more mana than I did with my magic-based vocation, so she could heal me back up time and time again. Unfortunately, though, we’d quickly learned that there was a limit to her ability.


      “No, I’m sorry. I’ve been relying on you too much because of how incredible your skill is.”


      “Don’t let that bother you. You’re the one who unlocked this skill for me.”


      I couldn’t very well continue relying on Platinum forever, so I summoned the strength to stand by myself. The less mana I had, the more I teetered on the edge of consciousness. If I leaped into bed in my current state, I’d sleep like a log despite my usual habits.


      “So…if I have a new skill that I need Might’s help to unseal…would it be like that again…?”


      “What?!” Lystie said, her ears pricking up. “Really? You feel like you can use a new Sealed Skill?”


      The reason Platinum had sounded so awkward was probably because of the kiss I’d planted on the back of her hand. Just talking about it again made me feel embarrassed as well. I hadn’t had to do it for Lystie or Nanase, which meant it probably wasn’t necessary, but there was no telling if that would hold true for any new skills that showed up in the future.


      “W-well, it should be fine,” I said. “We shouldn’t have to do anything different from last time. At least, I hope not.”


      “Come to think of it, it is the gods who gave us our vocations. Surely they wouldn’t force a man and a woman to do anything immoral.”


      “Immoral?! What are you even thinking, Platinum?!”


      Lystie looked flustered, but Platinum seemed confident in her reasoning and stood tall. That positivity of hers was something I could never imitate.


      Just then, an old memory came back to me…


      “Are you saying that you want to leave our party because you stand out as the only guy?”


      “Falina, wording it that way just puts extra pressure on poor Might.”


      “My current appearance is female, but I can transfer to a unit with another appearance.”


      “You don’t have to do that, Enju. I’m saying this is Might’s problem.”


      “Heh-heh… There you have it, Might. If you act too reserved, you’ll have super-scary Falina to deal with.”


      Uncharacteristically, Falina had pouted in indignation at Sheska’s joke. At the time, I had no idea why she’d gotten so mad. When I was with them, they had to suffer all sorts of misunderstandings, and I’d felt bad about it and wanted to be considerate. But it turned out I’d been overthinking things and made up my mind without asking what anyone else thought.


      “Um, Might?” Lystie said. “I was only joking, but if you go all silent like that…”


      “Oh, sorry… Well, I think it’s a bit hard to know what a god’s personality is actually like.”


      “…Huh? A-are you saying that, depending on how they think, we might need to go even further?”


      “Platinum, Might’s tired, so let’s leave it there. It’s getting late.”


      “So it is. Might, do you want me to carry you back to the base? I still have plenty of energy.”


      “No, no, you don’t have to—Whoa!”


      Platinum had picked me up before I could even finish my sentence. I was really easy to handle, given the state I was in.


      “I’m not a piece of luggage,” I protested.


      “Hee-hee! Might, you’re so cute,” Lystie said. “By the way, I’m also a vanguard, so I can carry you like that, too.”


      “I’ve got it for today… Now then, hold on tight, Might.”


      Her usual armor would make noise, so Platinum was only wearing her gambeson. When I grabbed her shoulders, I realized they were more slender than I’d expected, which made me reluctant to hold on too hard.


      “Platinum’s carried me that way before. Do you remember that time I twisted my ankle?”


      “Oh yeah, that takes me back. It was at the villa, wasn’t it?”


      “…The villa? Is that like a separate residence for royalty?” I asked.


      “Well… Do you mind if we tell him, Platinum?”


      “Mm, might as well. I am an attendant to Lystie, the princess of this country, and was born to a noble house.”


      Such a background explained why Platinum was a Royal Order. It was extremely rare for a commoner to be born with a vocation dedicated to serving royalty. A child’s vocation was, to a degree, influenced by those of their parents. In the same way, my own parents had very likely either been Thieves or something similar. There was no way for me to know why they’d decided to abandon me, but maybe they would’ve chosen differently had I been a warrior or a mage.


      Of course, that wasn’t the reason I’d wanted to become a Sage. After having done all I could as a Thief, I wanted to see a different world. That was why I’d chosen to keep being an adventurer this second time around.


      “Platinum’s real name is completely different. It’s—Ah, she told me not to say it.”


      “Please don’t. That name ruins my image as a Paladin.”


      “I’d love to hear it. As long as you don’t mind.”


      “Speaking of names, Might, I heard Ms. Elk calling you ‘Crow.’ I don’t remember that being your last name, though,” Lystie commented.


      “It’s Slade, if I remember correctly,” said Platinum. “In which case, Crow must be a nickname. I love an alias. They’re always so cool.”


      “Why does it sound like you’re getting all excited?” I asked. “Do you call yourself Silver Flash just because it’s cool?”


      “Indeed I do… I’m proud of it. I wear armor that shines like silver and protect my charge like a Paladin. I can’t change my vocation, and it’s not as if I’m ashamed of being a Royal Order. However, introducing myself as one immediately exposes my identity.”


      “As a Princess Knight, I’m hardly any better. There are royals born with vocations that don’t scream ‘Royalty!’”


      Of course, despite her complaint, Lystie was fully aware of how powerful and special the Sealed Skills of a Princess Knight were.


      “And I pretty much have the opposite problem as you two. Technically, I’m a Sage, but nothing I do is what anyone would expect of one.”


      “From what I hear, Sages are able to use all sorts of magic. Much of what you do might as well be magic from our perspective. You’re definitely a Sage in our minds,” Lystie said.


      Depending on how you took it, that could sound like a consolation. It made me happy to be acknowledged as a Sage, but Lystie was also confirming that I wasn’t a normal one.


      “I think the ability to awaken skills in other people already makes you a Sage,” Platinum added. “Helping people achieve self-realization is a wonderful thing.”


      “Self-realization, huh…? I suppose you can call it that. That does sound like what a Sage would do.”


      “That’s a good point,” agreed Lystie. “He’s always teaching us things we didn’t know. And we want him to teach us more.”


      “I—I see…”


      There was nothing weird at all about the word “teaching,” but I felt uncomfortable hearing it repeatedly attributed to me. Platinum seemed to sense that and let out a short laugh.


      “Without you, we probably wouldn’t have any way of helping those already under the demon’s control, and we would have made zero progress in our goal of saving the capital. We’re only here today because of you.”


      “I cannot agree more. Did you know beforehand that you could restore those who had been attacked?”


      “Not at all. It was practically a chance discovery. Even so, I knew I had to do something about Elk.”


      The way Lystie put it, the Sage vocation was about employing a wide range of magic, which could possibly include dispelling a vampire’s curse. There was no telling if other Sages could do what I did, though. In fact, I was pretty sure Lock Eye was an incredibly specialized ability.


      “You’re sinking deep into your thoughts again, Might. You really should rest when you can. That’s also part of being an adventurer.”


      “You’ve got a point. In that case, Platinum, sorry, but I’ll leave the rest…to you…”


      “…Heh-heh. He’s already asleep. Good night, Might.”


      The last thing I remembered before drifting off was Platinum shifting my weight to secure me and Lystie laughing softly beside her.
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      I woke up at the base quite a bit later. The room assigned to me only had bunk beds, and I found myself in one. I immediately felt a rush of gratitude toward Platinum. On top of having carried me here, she’d even left a note saying “Get changed first before settling in for a proper sleep.”


      It was said that a person’s handwriting revealed a lot about them. Platinum’s letters were refined and beautiful. I wouldn’t be surprised if this had outed her to a few people despite her efforts to hide her noble background.


      I felt much better after sleeping, but my mana was still more than half empty. I was still at the same level, but I was getting the impression that my mana capacity was going up from being drained repeatedly. I was also recovering faster, but the difference was only slight. Finding and opening second locks in quick succession wasn’t exactly a method of training my skills, but it was producing results. That said, I hadn’t leveled up yet despite all my hard work, so there was a chance any growth was all just in my head.


      As I was leaving my room, Nanase called out to me.


      “You’re working so hard, Mr. Might!”


      “Thanks. You are too.”


      Nanase had been searching for ingredients to make a potion that could help me recover my mana. It was dangerous heading out alone, so she always went with Monica and Remy. She’d told me how happy she was to have made friends with other adventurers here in the capital.


      The dining room in our base had a table and enough leather-bound chairs for a few people. I’d heard that the Thieves Guild members who usually used this place would drink here, but we hadn’t had the chance yet.


      Nanase produced a tube from an inner pocket, poured its contents into a glass, then slid it across the table to me. “Excuse me, sir. A customer sent over this drink for you…by that, I mean me.”


      “Pfft.”


      “Yes! I got Mr. Might to laugh. Success.”


      “Sorry, that wasn’t a proper laugh. I liked the bit.”


      “Don’t worry, I know. You’re always all cool and composed. Like, your expression almost never changes.”


      I’d been called unsociable as far back as I could remember. That said, I’d found someone who surpassed me in this: the iron-masked woman who otherwise went by the name of Falina.


      Seeing Nanase get up and take the seat next to me, I raised an eyebrow. “…What’s up?”


      “Every so often, you get that gentle look on your face, Mr. Might. Like you’re in your happy place.”


      “I do?”


      I’d thought the only emotion I associated with the past was regret, but apparently that was no longer the case. Perhaps it was because I was living the life of an adventurer all over again.


      “S-sorry, I feel like I made the mood all weird… I came over to give you this.”


      “…A potion? It’s a new one?”


      “Yes. A new recipe came to me earlier. I call it ‘Mana Welling Up Like a Spring.’”


      “Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue, does it?”


      “The ones sold commercially are already called mana potions. This one’s an exclusive recipe! The ones on the market get less efficient when you use them continuously, but this is different. Or at least, I think it is.”


      “You think…? How sure are you that this won’t kill me?”


      The liquid in the glass before me was purple and bubbling. Its appearance didn’t inspire confidence. In fact, it made me instinctively brace myself.


      “Your face is saying that you think this is an experiment! Don’t worry, I taste tested it already.”


      “There were no harmful side effects?”


      “Of course not. Okay, I’ll drink it in front of you to prove that it’s safe.”


      “You don’t have to push yourself so hard, you know. My mana will naturally come back if I sleep.”


      “This is to make sure you aren’t still tired when you wake up tomorrow. Oh, look at all those bubbles!”


      I can’t deny I was a little worried, but Nanase’s potions had always proven effective. That gave me a modicum of reassurance that the same would be true this time.


      “Well, then… I feel like a proper grown-up saying this, but cheers!”


      “Cheers… Ah, are you sure it’s okay to drink all at once?”


      “Mm…gulp…phah! There’s a hint of bitterness to it, but it pretty much tastes just like fruit juice.”


      Since Nanase had drunk hers, it was my turn. She was right that it tasted like juice…but a moment later, my throat felt like it was burning.


      “This feeling…”


      “How is it? Do you feel your mana welling up like a spring?” Nanase looked at me with sparkling eyes, waiting for my verdict on her latest experiment.


      “Slowly but steadily…from deep within…”


      “Really?! I’m so glad. Actually, I was supposed to boil it down more. Doing that would have taken too long, though.”


      “Boil it down? You mean…?”


      I recognized this bitterness and the sensation of my body heating up.


      “…Is it just me, or has it gotten hotter?” Nanase said. “I was feeling a chill earlier, but now I’m sweating a little.”


      “I’m going to come straight out and ask… Did you put alcohol in this potion?”


      “Um…no, I didn’t. I did use fermented moonplums, though… Hic.”


      Fermented…? So she is drunk?


      Moonplums were a fruit that ripened from being exposed to moonlight, eventually growing so large, they fell to the ground. The juice could be extracted by inserting thin tubes into them, and sometimes kids mistakenly drank it…leading to all sorts of problems.


      Nanase let out a warm breath. “So, since we’re here, let’s talk for a bit, Mr. Might.”


      It was clear she wasn’t her usual self. Moonplums were just as bad as the mooran the girls had eaten back home in Fortune. I honestly had no idea why my party members kept buying these kinds of fruits.


      “Give me a straight answer, Mr. Might: What do you think of Ms. Elk?”


      “Um… She’s just a friend from way back.”


      “Would you swear to god that’s all it is? You hear all the time about people holding a flame for their childhood friend… Hic.”


      “Friend from way back” wasn’t exactly “childhood friend,” but since Elk was a friend from my childhood, it was hard for me to object. Not that it meant I held any romantic interest in her, though.


      “Come on, I asked for a straight answer. Don’t think you can dodge the question.”


      “No, don’t…don’t come any closer. Here, have some water and calm down.”


      “How’m I not caaalm…?”


      All sense of personal space had gone out the window. Nanase had my collar in her hands and was shaking me back and forth. As luck would have it, Lystie and Platinum were asleep right now, leaving me to fend for myself.


      “…I’m only ashking because I’m a little curioush. I know we jush met…and I’m younger than you…”


      “You being younger doesn’t mean we can’t be open with each other.”


      “Ahh, you’re consholing me… You’re shooo kind. Mishter Might ish shooo kind…”


      Nanase came closer to me and started patting my head. I didn’t have the heart to stop her when she was defenseless.


      “Um…it’s hot with you so close.”


      “It shure ish… The cap’tol ish hotter than Fortune. I think it’sh because there’sh more people here.”


      I sighed. “Ice magic would come in handy right about now.”
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      “Tch, tch, tch. A Shage can’t do everything. What you can’t do, we will. That’sh the ideal party, don’chu think?”


      Nanase may have been slurring, but it was a good point. Despite how long I’d been an adventurer, I took those words to heart.


      “Fwah… Thish potion’sh delishous. You need a bit’a courage for the firsh ship becaush of how it looksh. Have sh’more, Mishter Might. I made it for you, after all.”


      “I’ve had enough, thanks. You can put it away now.”


      “C’mon, there’sh no need to hol’ back… Ah.”


      Nanase nearly dropped the tube holding the potion and quickly leaned over to catch it. In doing so, she ended up on my lap.


      H-hang on, is what’s touching my lap what I think it is…?


      “Phew, that wash close. Though I enchanted thish tube sho it won’t break from being dropp’d.”


      “That’s good… But can you get up? From an objective point of view, our current position is—Ah!”


      My exclamation was from suddenly realizing that Lystie and Platinum had emerged from their bedroom in their nightwear.


      “Ahhh, good mohning, Mish Lyshtie, Mish Platinum.”


      “…I see.” Understanding dawned in Lystie’s eyes. “Nanase made another troublesome potion, did she?”


      “That’sh rude. Thish is a mana poshun. Do you two want shome?”


      “It actually smells somewhat sweet and fragrant. I suppose I don’t mind trying a little.”


      “If Platinum’s having it, then I will, too. You can stay there, Might.”


      “Why? …N-no, never mind.”


      “Why…? Because it looks like you two have been having fun while we weren’t watching.”


      “Eh-heh-heh, shorry, Mish Lyshtie.”


      I couldn’t escape, nor could I tell the two girls not to drink the potion, as it actually was effective at restoring mana.


      “Mm!” Lystie exclaimed. “What is in this? It’s delicious.”


      Platinum nodded appreciatively. “It has just the right amount of sweetness and goes down easily. Then there’s this heat that blossoms inside me…”


      I sighed at the thought of Lystie and Platinum becoming like Nanase. Unfortunately, they turned out just as susceptible to the potion, and before long, their eyes started glazing over, too.


      Part 5: The Goddesses’ Motives


      It had been a while since the goddess Lunaris had seen her sister, Iris. When Might entered Beold, Lunaris had gone from watching him only occasionally to being fixated on him. All the spells he was obtaining as a Sage were brand-new to her.


      “So he can open the door in the hearts of people he’s never met before. I see that it fulfills the requirements, but such a power is simply…”


      Logic followed that Might’s magic was derived from Thief, the vocation that he had fully mastered. Although he was technically level 3 at the moment, combining that number with his level from his days as a Thief took him to over 100.


      Level 102… Is that even possible for a human? He’s already gone beyond the realms of man.


      According to the knowledge that had been bestowed upon Lunaris, the only beings who could surpass level 100 were deities like herself and those summoned from other worlds—Demonic Specimens like Leticia the Demonic Dragon or beings meant to face them. If Might truly was level 102, the situation was one that she could not afford to ignore.


      Might’s party members have also reached level 99. Would they also be able to reach level 100 with some sort of interference? If such is the requirement for a Heavenly Pawn…


      “…Hee-hee. Elder Sister, are you seeing this? It’s getting quite interesting.”


      “Iris…” Lunaris waved a hand to dismiss the video feed of Might with his companions in their base.


      “I meant to send my pawn, Falina, to a low-level area as a champion, but some wires got crossed somewhere.”


      “…Which low-level area?”


      “The continent where the Kingdom of Beolnat is located.”


      The place that Lunaris had been watching—where Might was currently located—was the capital of Beolnat.


      “There are several areas where the level limit is 10, but that country’s been far too peaceful as of late. It was decided that it could do with a demon stirring up some trouble.”


      “…It wasn’t your decision?” Lunaris asked.


      “My duty is simply to manage things; handing down rulings is way above my pay grade. You already know that, Elder Sister.”


      “I know I often say this to you, but remember: We are to refrain from excessive interference.”


      Although Lunaris had a feeling Iris wasn’t being entirely honest with her, she had no way to know for sure.


      “The party that managed to defeat the Demonic Dragon truly is talented,” Iris mused. “Each one of them seems so full of potential…so much so that I sometimes wonder whether it was really wise to place all three of them under my jurisdiction.”


      “What are you doing to them?”


      “Well, I’d been planning on making Falina fight another Demonic Specimen, but there is no longer any need for that. She became stronger in a way I hadn’t anticipated.”


      “I do not recommend relying on such methods,” Lunaris cautioned. “They have a tendency to create distortions in the fabric of the world.”


      “Those who have reached the limits of natural law must undergo a trial to achieve further growth. I’m simply trying out methods different from yours, Elder Sister.”


      “If you’re torturing Falina simply for the sake of it…”


      “Don’t even try, Elder Sister. She’s mine. In exchange, I haven’t done anything to your favorite. You know that.”


      Before Lunaris could press her any further, Iris disappeared. They were sisters, not enemies. And yet, they had dramatically different ways of thinking, which frustrated Lunaris sometimes.


      She brought up Might’s feed again. By now, he’d freed more than thirty kin the vampire had been hiding in Beold. However, that wasn’t all of them in the capital.


      “Is the demon controlling them—the vampire—still holed up in her tower? After everything that’s happened?”


      It was hard to imagine that she’d do nothing and just let her kin be wiped out. Lunaris had tried to avoid turning her attention too often to the mortal realm, but now she focused her gaze on the tower west of Beold where the demon threatening Beolnat was located.


      What…?! This is far too much strength, even for a vampire!


      To the best of Lunaris’s knowledge, Dark Night Satella was at best a mid-tier demon, meaning she had the ability to destroy a country in a low-level area, but only with significant preparation. The presence Lunaris sensed in the tower went far beyond this. Furthermore, someone was maintaining a barrier around the tower to reduce the overwhelming mana emanating from it—the priest Sheska, a member of Might’s former party.


      To enter an area with such a low level limit, Sheska had suppressed most of her strength. She could break through the limit, but each time would greatly drain her power. Under these circumstances, she had to remain close to the tower.


      So Iris interfered…by arranging it such that Falina would become a vampire. As a priest, Sheska should have been able to dispel the Curse of Blood, but why didn’t she? With her around, Falina should never have succumbed to Satella. How did things take such a terrible turn?


      Lunaris oversaw many areas besides the continent where Beolnat was located, and she couldn’t afford to continuously keep an eye on Might. Now she dearly wished she had.


      Being unable to directly alter the mortal realm, Lunaris had no way to personally dispel Falina’s vampirization. This was all the more true given her and Iris’s current falling out. If Lunaris directly interfered with whatever Iris was doing, the goddesses’ argument would be brought to the fore.


      “You are the only one who can save Falina now, Might. Please use that new power of yours to do it.”


      The requirement for the first lock was “Companionship,” and opening it granted one Sealed Skill. The second was “Connection.” However, dispelling the Curse of Blood bypassed the need for “Companionship” to develop into “Connection.”


      Thanks to that exception, Might had opened both doors in the hearts of the thirty or so people he had freed from vampiric influence. If he became aware of this, he could use his ability to turn everyone the vampire had chosen as their kin into his ally.


      …Might could learn to open the second door in people’s hearts regardless of any curse. If he abused that skill, he could even control the entire world. Such is the power of a level 102 Sage.


      Lunaris pressed a hand to her chest. She was a being who never had to worry about her bodily functions, but for the first time in a long while, she remembered the location of her heart.


      “But you wouldn’t do such a thing. Would you, Might?”


      Might was currently talking to his two other companions, with the Apothecary girl leaning against him. Before long, Mabel, Ursula, and Monica also walked into frame.


      “…You’re in quite the predicament, my champion. Please hurry.”


      After watching for just a bit longer, Lunaris dismissed the image of Might and his companions. She looked up at the moon hanging in the deep blue sky and a wry smile crossed her face, betraying emotions that no goddess should feel.

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 4


      Liberating the Beolnat Inner Palace


      Part 1: The Last Infiltrator


      When they’d first arrived, the Thieves Guild base had been pitch-dark even in the morning—a sign that its previous occupants had tried to avoid any light coming in from outside. Now, however, the house’s bare minimum number of windows were open.


      I was sleeping in a bottom bunk because Ursula had said she wanted the top one. And yet…


      “Ugh, so bright… Master, a few more minutes…”


      In the end, she’d still crawled into my bed and was even trying to convince me to sleep in. It was said that children who slept a lot grew a lot, but I wasn’t sure if that applied to Ursula.


      “It seems like someone else is already up, so I’m going to take a look. You can sleep a little more if you like.”


      “But I’ll be lonely… Can’t you stay just a few more minutes?”


      “We didn’t come to Beold for a vacation. You’re hopeless.”


      Ursula simply laughed, still clinging to the blanket, knowing that I wasn’t angry at her for real. She had a habit of hoarding the blankets at night, so I was thinking it was about time to revise our room assignments.


      After straightening myself up a bit, I headed to the dining room. An incredible smell was coming from the kitchen.


      “Hey, you’re up. What’s the matter, Might? Did you come down to help? In that case, set the table. The food’s almost ready.”


      Mabel had stepped into the role of our guardian—or more accurately, as the proprietress of an inn. It was surreal watching the guildmaster of a Thieves Guild doing housework. Monica was also helping out like she was completely used to it.


      Mabel smirked. “Did seeing me in this getup remind you of the past? You used to love my cooking.”


      “…I wouldn’t say I loved it; it was just the best-tasting food I’d eaten up till then.”


      “Sounds like you loved it to me. Here, meat and vegetables stir-fried with spices, served on top of rice. ‘Fortune Rice,’ it’s called. I’m glad Beold had all the ingredients for it.”


      As implied by its name, Fortune Rice was practically the soul food of the residents of Fortune. There was even a fine dining version of the dish made with different ingredients.


      I’d grown up on Mabel’s cooking, and today was the first time in a long while that I would get to eat it again. Just the memory of it was making my mouth water.


      “Ms. Mabel, how long have you known Might?” Monica asked.


      “Since he was around yea high,” she said, indicating with a hand.


      “That long ago? I’m sure he must have gotten really attached to you, being able to eat food cooked by such a pretty big sister.”


      “Aww, you sure know what to say to make me happy. You’d make it far if you worked in one of my stores, Monica.”


      “Really?! I’m not exactly sure what that means, but I’ll take it as a compliment! Might, did you hear? She said I’d go far!”


      Monica was the sort of person who was driven by emotion. Her friend was fine now, and the incidents at night had stopped, so I’d thought there would be no reason for her to continue hanging around us. But she still was dropping by all the time.


      “Ah, your face is asking why I’m here. When you’re all outside, I hold down the fort with Ur.”


      “Fair enough. That is a big—Hm?”


      The base had entrances in the front and back, and a knock had just come from the back door. Mabel’s expression changed, and she went to answer it—but before she got far, she remembered she was wearing an apron, took it off, and handed it to me.


      At the same time, Lystie and the others came into the dining room.


      “Good morning… Sorry we’re up so late. After last night, we all slept really well.”


      “Apologies for leaving you to take care of breakfast. Was it just the two of you?” Platinum asked.


      “No, it was mostly Mabel and Monica. Oh, right now, Mabel is—”


      Chances were that the visitor had been someone from the Thieves Guild who’d been out doing some information gathering for us. Mabel returned with a pensive look on her face, then one by one, she studied Lystie, Platinum, Nanase, and finally, me.


      “Wh-what is it? You’re getting way too close…”


      “Hmm… Well, I suppose it shouldn’t be a problem for just this one mission.”


      “Do you know something, Ms. Mabel?” asked Lystie.


      “It turns out the vampires weren’t only in the city,” Mabel said, raising a finger. “One got inside the inner palace.”


      The color drained from Lystie’s and Platinum’s faces. Lystie was a princess, daughter to the Beolnat royal family. By rights, her mother was living in the inner palace.


      “We’ll need to make some preparations,” continued Mabel. “Access to the inner palace is very strictly controlled. If we plan to infiltrate it using stealth, Might and I—the two professionals—will have to go alone.”


      “Ms. Mabel. I’m very sorry to ask this, but please take me with you,” entreated Lystie.


      “This is one mission I cannot sit out,” said Platinum. “There are those in the inner palace who would recognize Lystie and me, but these rings we wear should be able to keep our identities secret.”


      “U-um, if you’re both going, don’t leave me behind! I mean, as a member of the party, I want to share in everyone else’s troubles, too…”


      Nanase was clearly flustered at the thought of being left out. She looked so panicked that Lystie and Platinum both flashed her reassuring smiles.


      “It’s okay, Nanase,” said Lystie.


      “No one there knows your face, so you should be fine,” added Platinum. “And I’m sure you’ll look more natural in a disguise than I will.”


      “Disguises…” Nanase thought it over for a moment. “We’ll need something that won’t stick out in the inner palace, won’t we?”


      “I’ll take care of that, just like last time,” Mabel said reassuringly. “I’ll also arrange to get you all inside. At the earliest, I can probably get you in just after lunch. The only problem…is Might.”


      Though my body retained the muscle memory from my days as a Thief, I couldn’t completely reproduce all the skills. My current abilities were nowhere near what Mabel could achieve using skills, and we couldn’t very well have the inner palace all up in a commotion about how a man had gotten inside.


      “For the time being, carry this earring of mine with you. It’s a last resort that allows you to completely erase your presence.”


      “Thanks. I guess I have to go with you to free whoever’s been turned.”


      “Maybe we’ll find another way once we’re actually there,” Platinum said. “Lady Monica, Lady Ursula, I’m sorry, but can you stay here and watch the base?”


      “Ur, why do you look so excited?” asked Lystie.


      “The inner palace is a place where even servants wear beautiful outfits, right? I’d love to see it…but I suppose now’s not the time or place for that.”


      “So that’s what it was? Don’t worry—I’ll be sure to take a nice long look for you!”


      Nanase being motivated was good and all, but I was pretty sure Ursula wanted to see it for herself. She didn’t want to be a burden, though, and settled for shooting me a meaningful look. I ignored it and sat as still as a rock, as I had zero interest in seeing the girls change, or even in their disguises. That was something I wanted to make very clear.
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      The inner palace was in the northern part of the Beolnat Royal Palace. It was surrounded by high walls on all sides, so excluding any secret passages, the only way in was through an entrance called the Five Flower Gate.


      People from outside the palace could make it all the way up to the guardroom just in front of the Five Flower Gate. The Thieves Guild in Beold also served as merchants, so I was allowed to accompany the girls on the pretext of delivering supplies to the inner palace.


      There was already someone working with the Thieves Guild in the guardroom. The fact that the guild had managed to bury someone this deep into the palace raised some questions, but since they weren’t doing anything to harm the royal family, I decided not to let it bother me.


      “Now then, the three of you will be working inside the inner palace today.”


      The young woman speaking had led us into the guardroom, as that was where goods were usually taken for inspection. Her clothes identified her as one of the maids from the inner palace.


      The plan was for Lystie, Platinum, and Nanase to adopt the guise of apprentice maids, as lots of serving women were often going in and out of the inner palace. This mission wouldn’t take long, so the Thieves Guild was going to take care of the cleanup afterward.


      “Ms. Lilys, Ms. Plara, Ms. Nanna, please remember that those who live here are very important people,” the maid said. “It is very unlikely that you will meet them where you will be working, but if you do, take every precaution not to disrespect them in any way.”


      “Yes, ma’am!” the three girls said in unison. They were using fake names based on their real ones, as they were worried about messing up if they were called something completely different. By that logic, Lystie was Lilys, Platinum was Plara, and Nanase was Nanna. Not that they needed those aliases just yet.


      “I’ve got to say, you’ve really grown into the role,” Mabel said to the woman. “You look just like a proper maid.”


      “Thank you very much. I have been here for quite a while now.”


      This maid was our contact in the Thieves Guild. It wasn’t all that unusual for someone to be affiliated with the guild despite not having a vocation of Thief.


      “Next, will the three of you please change in that room over there?”


      “Um,” Nanase said hesitantly, “is it the same outfit the other maids wear?”


      The incident where she’d had to wear that really skimpy outfit and dance for a certain earth spirit had made her a little paranoid. In contrast, Lystie and Platinum looked entirely at ease, likely because they were already familiar with the inner palace.


      “Yes, it is,” the woman replied. “Though of course, yours is somewhat different from mine. There is a hierarchy among the maids, with apprentices being at the very bottom.”


      “Okay… I can handle that.”


      “I’ll help you girls change,” Mabel said, before shooting me a look. “You stay there and wait.”


      The inner palace was a garden of women where men were strictly forbidden. I was thinking about how I might have to sneak in by myself another way when the maid came back.


      “Excuse me, um…”


      The apologetic look on her face made me think that some unexpected problem had cropped up. Remembering that I hadn’t introduced myself yet, I said, “I’m Might. Did something happen?”


      “Um, well, actually… Ms. Lilys and the others said that you are to change into this as well.”


      “…Huh?!” Seeing the maid proffer the same outfit she was wearing, my eyes went wide. “But I’m a guy.”


      “Y-yes, I know. However, your voice has yet to drop, and if you wear this, it will be hard to tell from a glance that you are a man… It would cause an uproar were another maid to discover you.”


      “Nope, no way. I’ll make my own way inside without a disguise.”


      “There are patrols inside the inner palace. Should they catch sight of a man, they will attack right away. I would like to avoid any of my coworkers getting hurt.”


      The maid looked at me with earnest eyes. She was only slightly older than I was but sounded very levelheaded—though that still didn’t mean I was going to put on the maid outfit. Even if it was true that Thieves were good at disguising themselves, I’d never pretended to be a girl before.


      “Your skin is very smooth, Master Might, and you don’t have any facial hair yet, so you should be able to pass it off without using face powder. Very few men have such potential.”


      “Complimenting me isn’t going to—”


      “Is there nothing I can say to convince you?”


      The maid was half crying now, trying to get me to fold. If I put my mind to it, I could probably stonewall her and insist that I wouldn’t get spotted, but the fact was that not being close to Lystie’s group would make it hard for me to protect them should the need arise.


      Not having facial hair and my voice not having dropped in no way meant I could pass as a woman…but after great internal struggle, I finally made my decision.


      “…You’re sure about this? I’m willing to give it a try, but please be honest with me if you don’t think it’ll work.”


      “I’m so glad! Allowing a man inside the inner palace worries me greatly, but I’ll feel much more at ease if you are willing to dress as we do.”


      Apparently, that was her real reason for wanting to dress me as a woman. I found her honesty far more convincing.


      “If you would kindly remove everything you’re wearing. Ah, let us use this side room.”


      There was no point resisting any longer, so I obediently followed the maid. I told myself that I was just putting on a costume but was assaulted by pangs of guilt throughout the process that I was doing something immoral. When the maid asked me to check my appearance and see if anything seemed out of place, I had trouble looking at myself in the mirror.
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      “Excuse me, everyone. We are coming in.”


      “Okay!” Lystie responded from the other side of the door.


      “Wait, no, give me a minute,” Nanase said, flustered. “I’m not done changing…!”


      “Here, I’ll help,” Platinum offered. “It actually really suits you, Nanase. I’m far too bulky for an outfit like this.”


      “It looks great on you, Platinum… Though I know that probably won’t make you happy.”


      The three girls’ usual chatter spilled out as the maid opened the door. I collected myself and walked in.


      The silence was deafening. I’d half expected to be teased for cross-dressing even though I was asked to, but the reaction I actually got was very different.


      “I had thought you’d be fine wearing it, but I never imagined it would look so good on you…” Lystie pointed at me, her eyes glittering. “You’re really talented, Might!”


      “T-talented how?” I wanted to remind the princess that it was rude to point at people, but Platinum and Nanase were also looking at me weird.


      “Seeing Mr. Might embarrassed is such a precious sight… Uh-oh, I feel like this might unlock something new in me.”


      “I-indeed. I don’t know if I should say this, but you look very cute. Is the long hair a wig? I couldn’t tell it was you at first.”


      “I fully agree! I was sure that Master Might would look perfect in this outfit.”


      The maid’s excitement was so overwhelming that I almost backed up a step.


      “We should also give you a different name, since ‘Might’ is clearly a boy,” Lystie said, before hastily adding, “Oh, is that okay with you, Might?”


      “Just…do whatever you want. All I want is to complete this mission as soon as possible.”
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      “Hmm…” Platinum thought seriously. “Then how about ‘Mightie’?”


      “That sounds similar to my name,” Lystie said with a giggle. “It’s like he’s my younger sister.”


      “I want to capture this cuteness somehow,” Nanase murmured wistfully. “This is worth the price of a recording crystal, wouldn’t you say?”


      In other words, she wanted me to cross-dress again after we made it out of the palace. Of course, I had zero intention of doing anything like that. Nanase looked at me with an expectant gaze, but I covered her eyes with a hand and cleared my throat to try to dispel the weird mood in the room.


      Part 2: Inner Palace Maids


      The inner palace had three residences, one for each of the queen consorts. They were separated from one another, and all three weren’t necessarily occupied at all times.


      Per Lystie’s request, we had been assigned to the third queen consort’s residence. The reasoning behind it was simple: It belonged to Lystie’s mother.


      “I’m sorry to put you to work right away, but can you all help carry this food to the east residence?”


      There were several rooms for the inner palace maids, and it was in one of them where a handmaiden had explained our duties to us. Her name was Cosette.


      No one had seen through my disguise and identified me as man so far. My heart hadn’t stopped pounding at first, but it eventually calmed down after the complete lack of signs of anyone noticing.


      “Queen Consort Amalia is currently convalescing. On the occasions when she does not come to the formal dining room, you are to take her meal directly to her room. When you do, make sure your actions do not disrespect her in any way.”


      “Understood.”


      Lystie had reacted slightly at the mention of the name “Amalia,” and Platinum, standing next to her, had shot her a look of concern. Anyone would be worried at hearing that their mother was unwell.


      “I will now show you to your quarters. The four of you will be sharing a single room and using the bath at the same time. I’m sure you understand.”


      “Yes, ma’am,” the three girls replied as one, but I merely mouthed the words. Rules were rules, but this wasn’t something I could simply go along with.


      “Is something the matter? Do you have any questions? Oh! Excuse me, someone is calling. Please wait here. I shall be back shortly.”


      Someone had called out to the handmaiden in the middle of our conversation, and she dutifully left the room. The moment she was gone, Lystie and the others grabbed my sleeve and started whispering furiously.


      “Might, you have to respond properly, or you’ll raise suspicions.”


      “Don’t worry about us,” said Nanase. “Do whatever you have to do not to get caught.”


      “O-okay…”


      “It’s such a new experience, seeing Might blushing in this outfit… I think I’m starting to understand how Lady Ursula feels.”


      Platinum was blushing, but it was hardly as if I was doing this just to make her happy. I made an effort to recover my usual calm.


      Just then, the handmaiden came back. “Apologies for that. Another of Queen Consort Amalia’s handmaidens has taken sick.”


      “How many other women work here?” Lystie asked.


      “There are six employees in the east residence—two handmaidens other than me and three maids.”


      In that case, being one handmaiden down didn’t mean we would immediately get to take her place. Not normally, at least.


      “As it happens, everyone else besides me has now fallen ill.”


      “And…they all have the same condition?”


      Platinum was being vague on purpose, but where someone else might immediately think of an epidemic, we knew better. Based on her mannerisms, Cosette hadn’t the faintest clue it was the work of a vampire. She looked apologetic for calling us under such circumstances, but of course, we were grateful for it, as this was the opening we’d needed to infiltrate the inner palace.


      “Pardon me saying so, but it is during tough times when we all must work together to pull through.”


      “Ms. Mightie…”


      Hearing my false name out loud reminded me again of just how lazy it was. It took a bit of the seriousness out of the conversation for me.


      “I agree with Ms. Mightie,” Lystie said. “The most important thing is for Her Majesty to get better.”


      “We are willing to do anything to make that happen,” added Platinum. “I have faith in my strength and stamina; otherwise, my name wouldn’t be Silv—uh, Plara.”


      “Hee-hee… S-sorry, I wasn’t laughing for any inappropriate reason,” Nanase clarified. “I know a medicine that’s able to get a person right back on their feet. It might be helpful.”


      “Everyone…thank you. Your concern touches me deeply, especially when I’ve called you on such short notice.”


      I felt a pang of conscience from being thanked despite being here on false pretenses. That said, earning trust here was going to help greatly in finding the demon who’d made it inside.


      “Regarding the medicine, however, I must ask you to refrain. Treatment is the purview of the doctors.”


      “Yes, ma’am. Of course.”


      I also thought that Nanase’s potions might come in handy, but it wasn’t time to make waves just yet.
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      The east residence was enveloped in silence. We carried the queen consort’s meal to her room and laid it out on a table, while Cosette examined her.


      “Your Majesty, we have brought your meal,” the handmaiden said.


      “I am afraid I’m feeling under the weather. Leave it there if you would.”


      “As you wish, Your Majesty. Then I shall—”


      “Is someone else there?”


      Lystie and Platinum looked alarmed. Cosette hesitated for a moment, then signaled for them to reply.


      “…Yes, Your Majesty,” said Lystie. We all worried that her mother would recognize her voice, but her Hermit’s Ring seemed to be doing its job.


      “Ah, yes. Cosette mentioned bringing in new maids. I am unable to meet you face-to-face at the moment, but I do hope you will take good care of this residence.”


      “O-of course, Your Majesty. We will serve you with all our hearts and souls.”


      The queen consort had made the effort to greet us newcomers. Seeing how straight Lystie was standing, I got the impression that her relationship with her mother was a bit different from that of a normal family.


      “Cosette, will you stay behind? I need your help with something.”


      “As you wish, Your Majesty. Lilys, take the others back to your room and wait for orders.”


      “Lilys…”


      “Is something the matter, Your Majesty?”


      “…No, it is nothing. You may all take the rest of the day off. I’m sure you must be fatigued, having just arrived.”


      It seemed like Amalia had been on the verge of realizing something but then dismissed it on her own. She probably wouldn’t recognize Lystie’s face even if she saw it, thanks to the Hermit’s Ring, but it was still a risk. I was grateful it hadn’t come to that.


      Cosette indicated that we should leave the room, so we did. There was no way to reheat the food we’d brought, so we would have to take it all back. But, well, that was the job.


      When Cosette came to the door to see us off, Platinum said, “May I ask what Her Majesty’s condition is?”


      “She appeared to catch a cold a little while ago. However, she said it was not serious enough to summon a physician and that she would recover on her own… I cannot say more.”


      “Thank you. If you have need for us later, please let us know.”


      We all bowed, then turned and made our way to the room that had been assigned to us. After closing the door, Lystie silently sank into a chair. Platinum placed a hand on her shoulder and took a seat beside her.


      “…Nanase. Might. Queen Consort Amalia is my mother.”


      “Really?!” Nanase looked surprised, but then quickly calmed down. “Oh right, you said before that you’re a princess. Now that you mention it, Her Majesty’s voice sounded just like yours, only more grown-up.”


      As for me, I was just bothered by how stiff my shoulders were from wearing an outfit I was so unfamiliar with.


      “So all the maids besides Cosette have fallen ill…,” I murmured.


      “It has to be what we think, right? In which case, has Queen Consort Amalia…?” Platinum trailed off.


      “If my mother really has been turned into a vampire’s kin…”


      “There was no good way to approach her just now,” I said. “If Cosette doesn’t know anything, we want to keep her in the dark. Word of Queen Consort Amalia being a vampire spreading would severely undermine her standing.”


      Lystie’s and Platinum’s faces both turned pale, but I plowed on.


      “Given all this, we should be taking a covert approach. We’ll assume Her Majesty has been turned, and I’ll stay ready to reverse her vampirization at any time.”


      “Oh!” Nanase said with a start. “You sound like a man when you speak like that, Ms. Mightie. Be careful you don’t slip up.”


      I shot her a look. “Leaving something like that unsaid is what people call compassion, you know.”


      “Still, I’m impressed no one even suspected,” said Platinum. “Lystie was the only one who got even the slightest reaction.”


      “I want to think our enemy hasn’t caught on yet… There’s no telling what the vampire might do if she finds out I’ve returned.”


      “You did take your family’s treasured sword with you when you left. Given its potency against demons, she’d likely consider you a threat.”


      Moreover, Lystie possessed Sword of Oath, a skill that was pretty much the bane of all demons. It was for this reason that Satella had ordered Raksha to find the princess.


      Which reminds me, the one that all the kin are calling their mistress apparently isn’t Satella. That bothers me. We’ve been making good progress taking care of all the kin in Beold—in fact, I think it’s safe to say that those in the inner palace are the very last ones. So why isn’t the demon taking action? What’s her goal?


      “First, we need to confirm my mother’s condition without alerting anyone else, as Mightie suggested.”


      “Yeah… But unfortunately, Her Majesty is keeping Cosette close.”


      “Indeed. At this rate, we will remain on the back foot. The other maids who have supposedly fallen ill are also a concern.”


      “Oh no!” cried Nanase. “Are all of them our enemies? We’ve been able to deal with the kin one-on-one up to now. Having to face a large group is a lot more dangerous!”


      “That potion of yours that makes people hungry might work… But it would be a big problem if it drastically increased their thirst for blood,” Lystie said.


      The four of us were well aware that we were behind enemy lines, but it almost felt like we were a little too laid-back. Then again, that was probably one of our strengths.


      “I’m almost sure that I could make holy water that can work against all demons…but sadly, my level isn’t high enough.”


      Nanase’s words reminded me that I’d leveled up and could now create Red Keys. This meant I had the ability to open my party members’ second locks. Opening their first locks had unsealed powerful skills within them, so even though I didn’t know what opening the second level would do, my hopes were high. However, for some reason, when I tried to use Lock Eye II, it didn’t work.


      Can I only use it when my back’s against the wall? That can’t be it. I can see the Red Locks; they’re just really faint.


      The memory of when I’d seen my companions’ first locks started drifting through my mind, but I shook my head to dispel it. It was that time they’d eaten the mooran fruit and barged in on me in the bath.


      What part of that was the requirement? …Not the bit about seeing me in the bath, obviously. Did it have something to do with the state they were in?


      The capital had moonplums, which caused a similar effect to moorans, but I was hesitant to make the three girls eat one on purpose, even if it was to make their Red Locks clearer. Then again, if opening their Red Locks did indeed grant them new skills, they were sure to be extremely powerful.


      Suddenly, there came a knock at the door.


      “Women of the east residence, dinner is ready in the dining hall. Please come at your earliest convenience.”


      “Thank you,” Lystie called out, then turned to us. “First thing’s first: Let’s eat.”


      “I feel bad accepting food when we haven’t actually done any work yet,” Platinum said. “But as they say, you can’t fight on an empty stomach.”


      “I wonder what maids in the inner palace eat. I have a feeling it’s going to be a big shock for a commoner like me.”


      “I’m with Nanase,” I agreed. “Given a choice, I’d prefer normal fare that isn’t too fancy.”


      “You like Ms. Mabel’s cooking, right?” Lystie said. “I asked her to teach me a few dishes, so I can make them for you when we get back.”


      “Oh wow… I can’t wait!”


      “Heh-heh! I like that straightforward answer, Might,” commented Platinum. “It makes me want to try my hand at cooking, even though I don’t have much experience with it.”


      “There’s no way I can match Ms. Lystie’s cooking skills, so I’ll be in charge of making juice!”


      It was a bit early to be thinking about what we were going to do once we returned to Fortune, but talking about the future was a display of my companions’ resolve.


      We were going to complete our goal and go back to Fortune. After all, that was where our home was.


      Part 3: Under Attack


      The maids from all three residences usually ate together. From what I could see, the central residence and the west residence also seemed to be down quite a few people.


      Before we reached the dining hall, Cosette caught up with us. “Some people from the other residences have also caught the cold. This is in line with our usual practices as well, but please try to avoid talking with them too much.”


      “Um, has a doctor looked into what’s happening?” Nanase asked. “If what’s going around is so contagious, shouldn’t we be taking precautions?”


      Cosette’s face clouded over. The other tables were too far away to hear, but she still lowered her voice. “There’s no fever or coughing, so we don’t actually know that it is a cold. The medical advice we received was to wait and watch the patients for a while longer.”


      “May we ask what the symptoms are?” Platinum asked. “Perhaps describing them could provide a hint to something that can be done.”


      After thinking it over briefly, Cosette said, “Those who catch whatever it is have difficulty getting up during the day. They wake at night but seem to be in a daze. They also develop a taste for very rare meat. So rare, in fact, that it is still dripping with blood.”


      “So they become nocturnal and their food preferences change,” I said, summing it up.


      Cosette nodded. The rest of us exchanged looks, now certain that the cold she was talking about wasn’t a cold at all.


      “Don’t tell anyone else this,” the handmaiden continued, “but I saw one of my coworkers in the kitchen at night eating a completely raw steak. The lights weren’t even turned on.”


      “Are they going to be okay, eating raw meat? It has to be cooked first…”


      It was understandable that Lystie felt unsettled, but I felt like she was focusing on the wrong thing. Being someone with the Cooking skill, I guess eating meat raw probably was a big no-no in her book.


      “Sudden changes in food preference and a desire to eat raw meat…isn’t entirely unheard-of. But doing it at night without turning on the lights is indeed worrying. Ms. Cosette, I understand your concern.”


      “Thank you, Ms. Mightie. Before I knew it, I was the only person remaining who was up and about during the day. The other residences are in a similar state.”


      “In that case, I’m sure your counterparts from the other residences are just as worried about their colleagues. Let’s invite them to eat with us!” Lystie said proactively, clenching her fist.


      In a way, her ability to make a suggestion like that after the conversation we’d just had was a real talent.


      “A-as I said before, everyone has caught the cold, so…”


      “I would venture to say that this ‘cold’ won’t spread through a little talking,” Lystie said. “I have a little knowledge in this regard, and my maidenly instincts are saying the same.”


      “Indeed. I shall call them over.”


      “Ms. Plara!”


      Before Cosette could do anything about it, Platinum was already over at the other tables talking to the maids there. They looked bewildered at first, but it didn’t take long before two picked up their silver trays and came over.


      “Ms. Cosette, your newcomers are bold indeed.”


      “Ms. Jacqueline… Ms. Milra. It has been quite some time.”


      Jacqueline let out a deep sigh. “Oh, sorry. Give me a moment to loosen the tension in my shoulders. I tell you, all of a sudden, it was like my girls were all laid up. Remember how it was decided that all the newcomers would be trained where you are, Cosette? Well, now I’m jealous.”


      “I—I’m sorry. I have indeed been blessed by their arrival.”


      “There’s nothing to apologize for. If I could have one of them come help me, though… Oh, look at you. Are you really new at this? You’ve got the whole attendant look down pat.”


      Lystie had surreptitiously covered half her face with a cloth before Jacqueline could see her face. She must have been worried she might be recognized.


      “My name is Lilys. I’m flattered.”


      “I’m Plara. I can be a bit of a klutz, but I have great confidence in my defensive skills.”


      “Oh my, how wonderful. A maid who can also serve as a guard would be in high demand anywhere. Once your training is over, we’d love to have you at our residence. We had a girl who could fight, but she left on an errand and never came back. It didn’t look like she was having trouble with her work, either.”


      She must be one of the women who’d been attacked by the vampires.


      “We heard the small girl even knows a bit about medicine. That’s amazing. Maids need to be intelligent. And as for you…”


      Both Jacqueline and Milra turned to look at me. Surely handmaidens directly serving a queen consort would be able to see through my disguise.


      “You seem very relaxed for a newbie. Also…”


      “How do I put it?” Milra studied me thoughtfully. “Looking at you…seems to stir something in me. I’m sorry, are you in possession of a skill that affects people’s emotions?”


      “No. I’m just a newcomer.”


      “Hm… There’s something about you I just can’t seem to put my finger on. Don’t you agree, Jacqueline, Cosette?”


      “Well, when I first saw her, the first thing I noticed was her sharp gaze,” Cosette replied. “Do you perhaps have some martial arts experience, like Ms. Plara?”


      “I suppose you could say that. If there are any tough jobs that need doing, please feel free to leave them to me.”


      I could only muster a vague response, but at least it didn’t seem they’d caught on to the fact that I was a guy—though I wasn’t sure if that was something I should be happy about.


      “I’ll take you up on that when such a job comes up, Ms. Mightie.”


      “Hey, look at that—Cosette smiled! The inner palace has been all doom and gloom lately. It’s nice getting together and just chatting like old times every once in a while.”


      “When everyone else is well again, things will all go back to normal. Not that we’ve ever been on bad terms.”


      Seeing the three handmaidens chatting together peacefully put smiles on the faces of Lystie, Platinum, and Nanase. I was just relieved that I’d managed to make it through unscathed.
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      While we were in the palace, we had to maintain our appearance. Where I’d thought we’d only have to take a quick dip every so often, Cosette told us in no uncertain terms that, as a rule, we had to take proper baths.


      “Sorry you have to go in by yourself,” Lystie said apologetically.


      “Given the situation, I was completely fine with having you join us,” said Platinum.


      “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “There are still some lines we shouldn’t cross.”


      “Look!” Nanase, wearing a short-sleeved nightgown, grabbed my hand and ran it over her arm. “The bathwater made my skin so smooth!”


      “D-don’t do that. Are you getting all handsy because I look like this?”


      Sure, her skin was smooth, but it wasn’t like I could compliment it with Lystie and Platinum here.


      “Don’t let your guard down, Mightie,” Lystie said. “I’ll also keep an eye out for my mother’s actions.”


      “Let’s both be careful and keep looking for a way to save everyone here without hurting them.”


      After that brief exchange, I headed for the bath. I walked down a spacious, empty hallway, went into the changing room, took off my uniform, wrapped a cloth around my waist just in case someone came in, then went into the bathroom. Being the last one, there was probably no need for it, but I wrapped a towel around my chest, too. Again, just in case.


      There was one more measure I had taken in preparation for any emergencies I might encounter when alone in the bath. A third “just in case.” Though I didn’t know whether I’d even need to use it.


      Not wearing the disguise is harrowing in a different sense… But my nerves have calmed a little.


      I rinsed off, then finally got in the water. This bath was only for the maids; there was another for the queen consort. That meant there were two bathrooms in the east residence alone.


      I breathed in the thick steam and sat back to enjoy the medicinal bath. The water here was apparently drawn from a lake near Beold that came from a hot spring. It had a certain hue and smoothness that lent credence to the claim that it was good for one’s skin. That said, I couldn’t stay in forever. I’d soaked enough and was about to get out when a voice called out.


      “You really do have a truly alluring scent. What was your name again? Mightie, was it?”


      “?!”


      I hadn’t heard the bathroom’s sliding door open. Yet all of a sudden, a person’s silhouette had appeared in the steam. Several, in fact.


      The first woman to come into view was Queen Consort Amalia. She had porcelain-white skin and long hair that was a deeper shade of blue than her daughter’s. It was tied in two plaits that flowed down her front, covering her voluptuous breasts.


      “Your Majesty…! This place is not worthy of your presence!”


      “I enter whichever bath I choose. It is not your place to say what I can and cannot do. But never mind that—your scent has been of great interest to me ever since you visited my bedroom.”


      I wasn’t using perfume, so I had no idea what she was talking about. Moreover, to identify someone by their scent would require a sense of smell far more sensitive than that of a normal human.


      Even though I had a towel around my chest, my bone structure would give away my gender as soon as the steam cleared. Alarms were going off inside my head as I stood up and headed for the door. “B-by your leave, Your Majesty, I shall allow you to bathe in peace.”


      Amalia let out a chuckle. “What’s the hurry? I wish to make you mine. Like these girls here.”


      D-don’t tell me…!


      Amalia has deactivated “Silent Mist.”


      Due to some sort of spell, more presences that I hadn’t sensed earlier appeared from behind the steam. There were so many that I suspected this was everyone from all three residences who had supposedly fallen ill.


      “Have you also enslaved the other queen consorts?” I asked.


      “That’s next. I wouldn’t have minded using brute force, but unlike Satella, my mistress is not too interested in taking over this country.”


      There was that mention of a mistress again. In any case, I now had confirmation: The person in control of all the kin who’d infiltrated Beold was not Dark Night Satella.


      “Why’d this so-called mistress of yours take Satella’s place?”


      Hearing me drop my reverent tone, the queen consort frowned…then a bewitching smile spread across her face.


      “Heh-heh… So that’s how it is. You and those other girls are infiltrating the inner palace under the pretense of being apprentice maids. Who sent you? Give me the name of that fool.”


      “I guess…if I had to say, we’re here of our own volition. Queen Consort Amalia, you’ve already overlooked something very important.”


      “…No… That can’t be… It’s too soon for her to be back.”


      The queen consort connected all the dots right away, leading her to the conclusion that Lystie had returned. She had ruled out the possibility earlier despite having heard her voice because she didn’t think it possible based on what she knew of her daughter.


      “She returned to Beold to save the city. I’m just helping her.”


      “So you seduced Tia and Primrose?”


      “Prim…who?”


      I knew that Tia was Lystie’s middle name, but I honestly didn’t remember ever hearing that other name. Of course, Amalia mentioning them together in the same breath was a big clue.


      “Feigning ignorance at this point? …No matter. That will only last until I drink your blood.”


      “You can try.”


      “Seize him!”


      Women who were nearly completely naked rushed out from the steam. Their swiftness left no doubt that their physical abilities had been enhanced. Two lunged at me with fierce shouts, but I pushed off the bottom of the bath, then leaped off the surface of the water to get high into the air.


      “Wha—?!”


      “Those movements aren’t human!”


      I dashed toward the door, bounding across the water’s surface like a skipped stone. Two women rushed toward me, but I deflected their punches and stopped their kicks, then used their own momentum to throw them aside. Their screams cut short as they hit the water, creating large splashes. I redid the knot tying the towel around my waist, reminding myself to only move the bare minimum to prevent it from falling off, then continued dodging the attacks of more maids.


      “Impressive indeed. I can scarcely believe there exists someone other than a demon who possesses such strength!”


      Amalia has activated “Aqua Splash.”


      A ball of water created using a spell that I suspected came from the queen consort’s repertoire shot toward me. I dodged it, but it promptly changed trajectories and came after me again. Realizing that I couldn’t get out of the way in time, I clad my hand in mana and slapped it away with a grunt.


      “How naive!”


      “Aqua Splash” has transformed into “Aqua Bind.”


      The scattered water clung to me as if alive. I tried flinging it off, but to no avail. Before I knew it, there was water binding all four of my limbs, stopping my movements.


      “I sense mana from you, but you do not know how to use it. You haven’t had proper training, have you?”


      The queen consort leisurely walked toward me, then reached out to touch my neck. Despite being so close, she still hadn’t realized yet that I was a man.


      “Why does your blood excite me so? Would I get the answer if I drink it?”


      “Wouldn’t you…like to know…?!”


      “Arm” has activated “Slime Bind.”


      “Wha…? Ahhhh!!”


      The moment before she could sink her fangs into me, Amalia’s body was held fast by what looked like transparent jelly. This was the countermeasure I’d prepared in case of an emergency.


      “Master! I will help you!”


      “Ugh… Hrgh… M-my mana, it’s being sucked away! I cannot lose to a mere slime!”


      “Your Majesty!”


      There were fifteen maids in total. Arm was fully focused on sealing the queen consort’s movements, meaning it was up to me to deal with all of them. If I was going to do that, I had to make use of whatever was available—and in a bathroom, the most readily available thing was water.


      “Hah!”


      I threw the water I’d been holding in my hand at the shadowy figures in the steam, infusing each droplet of it with my mana.


      “Eek!”


      “That hurts!”


      “Aaaah!”


      The maids’ cries all reached me at the same time as they collapsed. It didn’t happen instantly, though. Worried they would hurt themselves, I’d controlled my strength so they would all be able to break their fall before blacking out.


      The water droplets weren’t as powerful as coins, but they still hit hard. This move was based on the Impact Throw skill I’d possessed as a Thief. In my efforts to reproduce it, I had hit upon a rather useful and versatile attack.


      “Wh-what did you…? Water? You…threw water?”


      “That’s right. It’s hard to control, though, so I’m glad it worked well.”


      “How…?! You must be joking… Why do you possess such strength?!”


      “…Your Majesty. Please forgive me for this discourtesy.”


      “Lock Eye I” has revealed the lock for Amalia.


      “Lock Eye II” has revealed the second lock for Amalia.


      The White Lock shattered, then the Red Lock appeared.


      “…Ngh!”


      The moment I created the Red Key, I realized I’d miscalculated. After I’d imbued the water droplets with mana earlier, creating the Red Key had left me almost completely drained. I nearly lost consciousness right then and there.


      “I cannot…let things…end…like this! AAAAH!”


      Amalia has activated “Curse of Blood.”


      This had happened when we cornered Elk, too. The curse of vampirization had the power to drag other people down with it. Although I knew that, my body wasn’t listening to me. All I could do was stare as the briars of the curse closed in on me.


      “I have you now!” the queen consort crowed. “The one to have the last laugh—”


      “Will be me, Mother.”


      A whisper escaped my lips. “Lystie… Everyone!”


      Lystie has activated “Princess Knight’s Eminence.”


      “Ahh!”


      Light filled the bathroom. That light slowed the movement of the briars, buying me enough time to jump backward.


      “We made it in time…! This new skill protects my allies with a light that keeps evil at bay!”


      “You… You came back for your shameful mother…”


      The fallen maids were starting to get up, but as long as we could bring the queen consort back to her senses, they would stop attacking us.


      “We returned to save the capital. And you, Your Majesty!”


      “If you could all stay still for just a second… Hah! Medicinal smoke bomb!”


      Platinum has activated “Maiden’s Devotion.”


      Nanase has used “Smoke of Discomfort.”


      “Ahhh! Cough, cough. Wh-what is…? My body…!”


      “It’s so itchy! N-no, I can’t stand it!”


      “It’s a smoke bomb that makes you extremely uncomfortable!”


      Platinum had burst in at the same time as Lystie and immediately placed her hand against my back to replenish my mana. Meanwhile, Nanase had thrown something that was doing an incredible job of keeping the maids occupied.


      “I refuse to acknowledge defeat to such absurd tactics!”


      Despite how far her vampirization had progressed, Amalia could see her fate laid out in front of her. Fear filled her face.


      “Key, free the queen consort!”


      “Aaaaaaahhh…!!”


      I inserted the Red Key into Amalia’s Red Lock and turned it. In the same moment, the lock and its briars disappeared into particles of light. The demonic energy surrounding the queen consort dissipated, and she fell backward into the water, making a loud splash. Amalia floated on her back, hair spread out all around her, unconscious.


      The maids collapsed where they were. There was no need to go around opening all their locks, as they had simply been mind controlled and weren’t kin themselves.


      “Are you all right, Might?” Lystie asked.


      I nodded wearily. “I’m fine, but that was a close one. I’d expected her to make a move at some point, but I would’ve been in trouble if you three hadn’t shown up.”


      “That’s not true, Mr. Might. What you did was buy time for us to arrive!”


      “Now we know for sure that all the maids who ‘fell ill’ were indeed under vampiric influence. We should bring them back to their respective residences for medical attention and to recuperate.”


      “Thank you, too, Platinum. For restoring my mana without even needing an explanation.”


      “After doing it so many times, I can tell how spent you are with just a look. More importantly, Might, um…how about putting on some clothes now?”


      “…! S-sorry. I’ll leave you guys to take care of everything here.”


      After running out of the bathroom, I was hit with the question of whether I should keep up the cross-dressing facade or if there was no longer any need. Either way, I only had the one set of clothing, so I had no choice but to return to my maid appearance.


      Part 4: The Queen Consort and the Princess


      When we told Cosette what had happened, she rushed off to fetch Jacqueline and Milra, and the three of them quickly made preparations for receiving the maids in each residence’s employ. Platinum and I carried most of the women, but Lystie stepped in when it came to the queen consort. As she put it, “This is what all my adventurer training has been for.”


      At the moment, we were all gathered outside the queen consort’s bedroom.


      “…Lilys, should we call you by your proper title from now on?” I asked.


      Lystie thought about it. “Hmm… Well, my mother might look at you strangely, but please call me as you have been.”


      “Princess Noielys…wasn’t it?” said Nanase. “I went and did some research. Your middle name, Tia, is the name you used during your childhood, right?”


      Lystie blushed slightly. “Is that something you can find out with research? I never thought it was widely known.”


      Instead of answering, Nanase gave a wry smile, then pulled out a piece of paper from an inner pocket and showed it to us.


      I started reading it out loud. “‘Princess born to Enchanting Consort Amalia receives a marriage proposal from the prince of a neighboring country, drawn to her beauty.’ …Wh-what? This is The Kingdom Bulletin?”


      The Kingdom Bulletin was the name of the paper that was posted on display boards throughout Beold to disseminate information. This one Nanase was holding was dated three years ago.


      “We took a break from searching for vampires in the afternoon, so I visited the library. I found newspapers and books about Ms. Lystie there.”


      “I—I see… I’ve heard about this sort of thing before, but I never imagined they were so readily available.”


      The royal family was beloved by the residents of Beold, to the point where even those of us in Fortune had heard of them. Lystie’s every movement had likely been watched by many interested eyes since she was a young girl.


      Brandt had wanted to marry Lystie, so it made sense that she’d had other suitors as well. And who could blame them? She had stunning looks, knew how to cook, was incredibly dignified, and treated both men and women as her equals.


      “…What?” Lystie asked, noticing my look. “You’re thinking about how ordinary I am despite having a mother who’s known as the Enchanting Consort, aren’t you? I mean, you’re not wrong.”


      “Not at all,” I said quickly. “In fact, I find the resemblance uncanny.”


      “I act nothing like a royal, especially compared to my mother, and I’m useless when it comes to magic. My mother’s water magic was impressive, wasn’t it? She’s incredibly strong even without being a vampire.”


      Not strong enough to resist a demon, unfortunately. Though things might have been different had the level limit not existed.


      “I fully understand looking up to someone who can use proper magic like that,” I replied. “I’m still holding out hope I’ll be able to do something like that with my vocation one day.”


      “Your magic is unique to you alone, Might, and that’s wonderful,” Platinum said. “That spell where you fire a coin, for example, is incredibly powerful. And more importantly, it looks really cool.”


      “Um, I wasn’t fishing for a compliment…”


      If it ever got out that I was just flicking coins with pure physical strength, I would get slapped with the reputation of being a circus act of a Sage. Fireball, Aqua Splash—anything would do, all I wanted was to be able to cast just one normal spell.


      “Everyone,” Cosette called out to us. “Her Majesty is awake.”


      Lystie looked nervous, but she led the way into the room.


      “There you are, Noielys. Is it really you?”


      “Yes, Mother. I apologize for taking this with me when leaving the capital.”


      Lystie removed her Hermit’s Ring, and Platinum followed suit. They remained the same to my and Nanase’s eyes, but the change was likely drastic for Amalia and Cosette.


      “P-please forgive me, Your Highness!” Cosette exclaimed. “I failed to recognize you all this time!”


      “Through no fault of yours,” Amalia consoled her. “The Hermit’s Ring also explains how they managed to make it through the city gates.”


      “Hermit’s… Are those not the royal family’s hidden treasures?”


      “I am willing to accept whatever punishment you deem fit,” Platinum said gravely. “All I ask, Your Majesty, is that Princess Noielys—”


      “Primrose, say no more. I am the one who was found lacking. I fell under the control of a demon and was actively trying to bring Beolnat to ruin.”


      “Mother…”


      Amalia drew back the veil surrounding her bed to reveal herself and reached out a hand to Lystie. “Come close, Noielys. I have failed you as a mother. And this country as a queen consort.”


      “You have done no such thing, Mother. I am just as powerless as you. If it wasn’t for Mightie—for Might, I would not have been able to return.”


      “He’s the one who led us back here,” Platinum said in agreement. “Ever since Might joined our party, we have been able to change ourselves.”


      “…He?”


      “Ah! No… How could I have failed to notice it?”


      Cosette was far more surprised than Amalia. The handmaiden’s gaze burned as she studied me from head to toe, but I mustered up my courage and took off my wig.


      “I deeply apologize for deceiving you. The four of us are a party, so I wanted to help in any way I could. I, too, am willing to accept any punishment you deem fit.”


      “You didn’t do anything wrong, Mr. Might!”


      “I agree with Nanase, Mother. Might came with us because we were too weak on our own.”


      Amalia smiled, and for a moment, the world seemed to fade away. Even Cosette blinked dazedly. The queen consort, who possessed the same beauty as Lystie in adult form, brushed back the hair covering her face.


      “Heh-heh… It is clear to me that you command much respect, Might. You appear to be but a young man, but your strength is real, as I have experienced for myself. What an interesting person you are.”


      “Mother, Might is an adventurer. Please don’t even think about keeping him here.”


      “Depending on the situation, I had thought about asking. It is not such a bad feeling, being seen through by my own daughter.”


      “Mother!”


      “There’s no winning against her, Lystie. You getting flustered would simply be playing right into her hands.”


      “I was right to place my trust in you, Primrose. You have been a wonderful friend to my daughter.”


      “I—I deeply apologize for speaking about you with such discourtesy!”


      “Never mind that,” Amalia said. “Someone who can speak from their heart is a blessing to those around them. I would be proud to call one with such courage a friend. Of course, that includes you, Cosette.”


      “Your Majesty! I—I am deeply honored… Ahh…” Cosette collapsed, her face the very picture of bliss.


      “Watch out!” Nanase caught the handmaiden in the nick of time, then turned a reproachful eye toward Amalia. “Your Majesty, you made her faint.”


      A look of surprise crossed Amalia’s face, but when she realized Cosette was all right, it soon gave way to a rueful smile.


      “You’re right; I must govern myself. Though I was being controlled, I bared myself to a man other than the king… It’s just a joke, Might. There’s no reason for you to look so apologetic.”


      “My mother has been known for having the temperament of a queen consort—a queen, in fact, since forever. She has such absolute trust in her maids that she walks around naked in the east residence. That’s not just a hypothetical, either.”


      “I’m a bit of a naturist, you might say. It seems unlikely for there to be another who manages to sneak into the inner palace by cross-dressing as Might did, but I will be more careful in the future. I do, however, consider it a meaningful experience to have fought a young man completely unclothed.”


      I was completely blindsided by the turn the conversation had taken and found myself at a loss for what to say. Seeing my bewilderment, Amalia chortled with amusement.


      In any case, it’s clear that she cares for Lystie. She doesn’t seem to be a bad person. But based on what I’ve heard so far, I don’t know if I would really describe her as having the “temperament of a queen.”


      I cleared my throat. “Your Majesty. My deepest apologies for asking so soon after such a distressing experience, but there is something I wish to confirm.”


      “I assume you want to know how I came to be controlled by the demon. If you are indeed the person who freed me, then I am in your debt and obliged to answer your question.”


      According to the queen consort, she had been attacked by someone within the inner palace who’d sucked her blood. Thinking she would die, Amalia had instead woken up in her own rooms, where she’d discovered that being exposed to sunlight drained her mana and gave her discomfort. In exchange, Amalia had obtained the ability to use Demon Eyes, which allowed her, as a vampire’s kin, to create thralls without sucking their blood. Those controlled this way would also come to fear sunlight.


      “I know not what happened, but my connection to the demon who attacked me was suddenly broken one day, and somebody else took over control. I am certain that Dark Night Satella has been defeated. However, the demonic threat still looms over us.”


      “A different demon… Did Satella have a falling out with an ally?”


      “It is hard to say. Our new mistress never actively used us. I was simply acting according to the instincts instilled in me: Operate in the shadows, create more thralls, and expand my mistress’s influence. In service to this agenda, I had already made His Majesty my puppet.”


      “Y-Your Majesty!” Cosette exclaimed. “If anyone were to hear of this—!”


      “My Demon Eyes have been lost, and I never used His Majesty to do anything. We were about to invade our eastern neighbor, which has the same level limit as us, but all of you got here before that happened.”


      We were astonished to learn how close Beolnat had come to waging war. Given that all demons were instinctively urged to expand their domain, leaving one alone guaranteed mayhem would eventually ensue. It was only a matter of time before that led to casualties and irreversible harm.


      “I do believe that the new demon who has taken Satella’s place is still in the tower to the west. She needs to be dealt with, but you all also need your rest. Moreover, I cannot ask you to challenge her lightly, even with someone as strong as Might among you.”


      “We have to do something…”


      We couldn’t just return to Fortune and continue being adventurers without first taking care of the demon threatening the kingdom. In coming here and observing the relationship between Lystie and Amalia, I could tell that Lystie cared for her mother and the people of Beold from the bottom of her heart. Perhaps this was where she was truly meant to be.


      “I have received reports that a party of adventurers defeated another demon in the fort west of Fortune. Unfortunately, it would be unrealistic asking them to do the same here.”


      Lystie’s eyes widened. “…Word has even reached the inner palace?”


      That party Amalia was talking about was none other than ours. Being brought up so suddenly caught the girls off guard, making it hard to just come out and say, “That was us. We did it.”


      Instead, I asked, “How would it be unrealistic?”


      “The demon who defeated Dark Night Satella is overwhelmingly more powerful. It seems she is unable to emerge from her tower for some reason, but if not for that, our country would have been leveled in a day.”


      When she borrowed Arm’s body, Raksha had told me that Satella was level 45. If I was to take “overwhelmingly more powerful” at face value, it would mean the new demon was at least ten levels higher.


      Even more, perhaps. For all I know, she could be above level 90. But is that even possible?


      Demons could obliterate entire countries on a whim. That was how absurd their power was. However, I found it hard to believe that they could ignore an area’s level limit, something that was an absolute rule for all other living beings, with ease and complete impunity.


      We’d managed to defeat Zolas and Raksha because I still had the physical abilities of a level-99 Thief—that, and because my party members had been willing to stand with me against an opponent of a higher level and had never stopped searching for a path to victory. With a level difference of more than 50, though, bringing my party along wasn’t an option. I could handle whatever came my way, but without any Thief skills, there was no way to ensure that the demon’s attention remained solely focused on me.


      “You shouldn’t torment yourself over it. I understand the extent of your strength, Might, and you are worthy of being called a champion. Yet that does not make you the equal of those who vanquished the Demonic Dragon of infamy. Perhaps I am the ignorant one and ‘my mistress’ is not in the same realm of strength as the dragon. What I can say for sure after having been connected to her once, however, is that she can obliterate us the moment she makes a move.”


      “Mother…,” Lystie said gently. “I don’t want to shock you, but just listen.”


      Platinum shared a look with her, then said, “The party who defeated the demon occupying the fort west of Fortune that you mentioned just now…was Might, the two of us, and Nanase here.”


      A soft shriek escaped Cosette’s lips and her knees nearly buckled in surprise.


      “I see… I had suspected as much after facing him, but I assumed that no one from our country could ever triumph over a demon. Perhaps the world is not as small as I had believed. Either that, or your party is an anomaly.”


      “We were simply following Might’s lead,” explained Lystie. “He’s too modest, but the truth is, Might has been pulling off unbelievable feats since we first met.”


      “Wh-what? I’m not being modest…”


      Amalia chuckled. “I said that you are worthy of being called a champion, and I meant it. I am proud of my dear daughter for having found you.”


      “M-Mother…! Flattery won’t get you anywhere with me!”


      Now Lystie was the one being modest. She had achieved her goal of saving the capital. With that done, her position here in the palace should have improved, perhaps even enough to eventually take the throne. It wouldn’t be easy, as matters of royal succession never were, but when I looked at Amalia, I could see an adult Lystie with the command and dignity of a fully fledged queen.


      “At the risk of sounding impertinent again, would it be correct to assume that you, Queen Consort Amalia, are the person currently sustaining this country?” I asked.


      “It is said that politics is conducted in the inner palace…and while there are indeed countries where that holds true, that is not as much the case in Beolnat. The two other queen consorts command more political influence than I do, and His Majesty is no fool. All countries could stand to benefit from a king who chooses peace and eschews the sword—even if I have heard voices asking what good a king is who cannot protect his country from threats.”


      “Your Majesty, going so deep into our state of affairs is…”


      “Apologies, Cosette. I do, however, wish to be frank with these people. This might sound laughable coming from the one who was being manipulated by the demon, but you all have my most sincere thanks.”


      The queen consort bowed her head. This was generally unthinkable, but I felt it would be insensitive to point that out now.


      Just then, bells tolled, proclaiming the arrival of visitors to the east residence. The only people in the inner palace who could still move were the other two queen consorts and the single handmaiden in each of their employ.


      With Platinum supporting her, Cosette headed out on shaking legs to receive the guests and escort them in. It turned out to be Jacqueline and Milra. They weren’t alone, however. Right behind them were the two queen consorts, fully dressed up despite it being so late that they would normally be in bed.


      Part 5: A Cordial Banquet


      After leaving Queen Consort Amalia’s bedroom, we returned to our own rooms. It was already deep into the night, so we decided to turn in.


      “Zzz… Zzz…”


      “Mm…”


      “…”


      It spoke volumes about their exhaustion how quietly the girls were sleeping. Unlike everyone else, though, I was having trouble falling asleep. My usual ability to make myself sleep at will wasn’t working.


      The two queen consorts besides Amalia had temporarily returned home, and although they had been aware that something was amiss in the inner palace, they hadn’t taken any specific action toward addressing it. If we hadn’t come, Amalia would likely have taken over the whole palace. This seemed at odds with her claim that “her mistress” had no interest in seizing the country.


      Everything pointed to it being the demon that had killed Satella and succeeded her rule. It wasn’t just any demon, either, but another vampire. Remy, Monica’s friend, had called her “the new Queen of the Night,” yet Amalia had said she’d never received any orders from her new mistress. The capital had never fully fallen, but only because the demon who had defeated Satella stayed put in her tower. It was mostly thanks to her that we hadn’t ended up with the worst-case scenario.


      But that doesn’t necessarily mean she’s on the humans’ side. That new vampire made no effort to command the kin she inherited from Satella and largely left them to their own devices. It seems safe to consider her an enemy. Demons view humans as nothing more than food. But still…


      A thought popped into my head but it sounded ridiculous: What if it was possible to communicate with demons? I’d only been able to talk with Raksha after she was defeated, so holding out hope that I could do the same with other demons was far too optimistic.


      “Demons are fundamentally different from humans, even though both are living creatures. Even if they sometimes act on a whim, we mustn’t forget that.”


      “I’ve heard stories of people trying to reconcile with demons but finding themselves controlled before they knew it.”


      “I merely fight those who are my enemy. It does not matter to me whether they are demons or not.”


      Falina had been a bit of a hard-liner, and our party generally followed the direction she set. I agreed that demons couldn’t be left alone. The Demonic Dragon had been no ally to humankind, uniting the demons and inspiring many of their strongest warriors to conquer lands where people lived.


      Now, though, I had questions. My experiences since had left no doubt in my mind that demons could communicate with humans just fine. The same should have been true of the Demonic Dragon, who had been superior to them in all aspects. And yet, right up until the very end, it had refused to say a single word.


      Regardless, we had branded the Demonic Dragon an enemy. We’d fought and killed it, all because the goddess had told us to, and we’d believed her. It didn’t matter that along the way, we’d also had to cut down many demons who held the dragon up as a target of worship.


      As I was now, I just might have been able to get the Demonic Dragon to speak. I could use Lock Eye to see its locks and open them, as the skill also clearly worked on demons. Perhaps this doubt was too little too late after having killed the Demonic Dragon and obtaining the reward for the feat. However, this new demon sounded different from all others of its kind.


      Of course, this could simply be my fear talking. Facing an opponent overwhelmingly more powerful than myself meant risking losing Lystie and the others. That would defeat the point of returning to the First Town and having a second chance at life.


      “Why…? Why’d you do it, Might?”


      The words I’d heard just before dying were always in the back of my mind.


      I would never allow my party members to die or burden my companions with my death. Overcoming all challenges in one’s way, no matter how difficult they were, was what it meant to be a Sage.
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      Early afternoon the next day, the ballroom in the inner palace was bustling with people. Numerous tables dotted the hall, each one surrounded by throngs of noblewomen spiritedly chatting over glasses of alcohol. The three queen consorts were sitting at a height that granted them a view of the entire room, dealing with a nonstop stream of people coming over to offer their greetings.


      The purpose of the two other queen consorts’ visit to Amalia last night had been to thank her for resolving the problem plaguing the inner palace. They had recognized Lystie and, after some surprise, had given her a warm welcome.


      The illness spreading throughout the inner palace had been a concern, but this ball had been planned long in advance, and it was a precious opportunity for socializing between nobility. Leaving Amalia to deal with everything was out of the question, so the other two had decided to return.


      “Ahhh… Everything I see is so elegant and amazing. I’m so moved, but it’s also too much for the commoner in me.”


      Nanase was wearing a dress that she’d borrowed, but it suited her surprisingly well. She shone every bit as bright as any nobleman’s daughter.


      “As I hear it, the queen consorts don’t hate each other, but they’re only occasionally on good terms. I can’t even begin to imagine how they maintain that dynamic, much less imitate it.”


      Tonight, Platinum had opted for formalwear more commonly worn by male nobles. In doing so, she was trying to make me feel at ease with dressing how I normally did.


      “Mr. Might, you’re looking sharp. I don’t think anyone will find out even if you pull back your hood.”


      “I’m only blending in thanks to Platinum wearing something similar.”


      “Master, are you aware that, despite being a man, you’re catching looks from beauties wearing men’s clothes? I find it hilarious.”


      Ursula, Mabel, and Monica had been invited, too, and were all attending in dresses. The latter two had looked uncomfortable at first, but they’d adapted quickly and now carried themselves with poise.


      “Do you see all the rare wines they have here?” Mabel said excitedly. “This is heaven. I’d love to come again, given the opportunity.”


      “Never in my wildest dreams would I have imagined this sudden development,” commented Monica. “I didn’t think I would ever step foot in the inner palace my entire life. Do all nobles live in places like this?”


      “Master, where’s Lystie?” Ursula asked.


      “She went to greet the queen consorts, then ducked into the side stage over there.”


      The ballroom had a stage where theater productions could be held. At the moment, it was occupied by musicians playing gentle, calming music on string and woodwind instruments.


      “Platinum, did you hear anything from Lystie?” I asked.


      “…You’d still call me by that name after learning my real one?”


      “Hm? Right, Prim—mfgh.”


      Platinum clapped a hand over my mouth before I could finish, blushing fiercely. “It doesn’t suit me. You think so, too, don’t you? Yes, of course you do.”


      “It’s a perfectly wonderful name.”


      “Ugh! I…would still prefer Platinum. I wear silvery white armor and protect my liege. That’s how a Royal Order should be.”


      “What’s with the preoccupation with Paladin, then?”


      “I can’t very well go around exposing my identity while adventuring. I’ll always be a Paladin at heart.”


      Seeing Platinum puff out her chest with pride, I realized there was nothing for me to say. That thought was a core part of who she was, so there was no changing that.


      Instead, I asked, “Do you know anyone else here?”


      “I’ve already offered my greetings. My brothers cannot enter the inner palace, and only one of my sisters made it today.”


      I followed Platinum’s gaze to a girl talking with other young ladies a distance away. Sensing her sister’s gaze, she shot Platinum a wink. Despite being sisters, they sure had different personalities.


      “She seems like an interesting person,” said Monica. “If I was a noble, I’d love to befriend her.”


      “My sister isn’t a stickler about status. Also, she’s stronger than me. Even though she looks like that.”


      “Whaaat? But she’s so slender.”


      As Monica had just pointed out, Platinum’s sister was slimmer than she was. To be stronger than Platinum, she must possess powerful magic or extremely polished techniques.


      “Ms. Platinum, is the reason you’re wearing those clothes because…?”


      “Indeed… If I wore a dress, my sister would be overjoyed. I had to avoid that at all costs.”


      “What? Your main reason wasn’t to put me at ease?”


      I was joking, but Platinum studied me and solemnly replied, “I was worried that I would get too used to seeing you in a maid uniform.”


      “I totally get that. It looked wonderful on him, but Mr. Might is…”


      Just then, Nanase trailed off as the hall suddenly grew quiet. The curtains were drawn, and the lights faded to dark. The people who had been dancing stood still, and everyone turned their attention to the stage.


      “Ahh…,” Ursula murmured softly, apparently having figured out what was to come.


      Before long, the music started up again, but this time, it was a different song. Stage lights came on, and Lystie emerged from the wings with her head bowed. When she reached the center, where the light was brightest, she slowly looked up. In that moment, a shiver ran through me. The Lystie I was looking at was a completely different person from the adventurer I knew.


      “She’s so pretty…,” Nanase said dreamily.


      “Girls of the royal family are made to learn several things from youth,” Platinum explained, smiling happily. “Dance is one of them.”


      “That explains why you two danced so elegantly for Ur’s offering.”


      “Oh, no, I’m not that good… Lystie simply matched the rest of us.”


      Everyone was arrested by Lystie’s dance. This included the three queen consorts and all the handmaidens. I thought her movements were quite provocative for a princess, especially with the costume she was wearing, but I kept that opinion to myself.


      “By the way, Lystie said she wants all of us to join her onstage after this. Is everyone in?” Platinum asked.


      “I…think I’ll give it a pass,” I said. “That’s going too far.”


      “Aww, why not?” exclaimed Nanase. “Come dance with us, Mr. Mi—Ms. Mightie!”


      “You’ve already gone through so much embarrassment, Might. At this point, you might as well just go with it,” added Platinum.


      “Easier said than done… I don’t like standing out.”


      “Heh-heh… Sorry, sorry. But we really are grateful to you. It’s thanks to you being here that everything turned out so well.”


      When Lystie finished her dance, enthusiastic applause filled the room. She then beckoned to us, and I stayed behind as Platinum and Nanase headed to the stage. As I was marveling at how strange fate was that the practice the three girls had done before was now proving useful, Mabel walked up to me.


      “You’re not going to dance, Might? Surely you’re not going to make your companions go up there without you.”
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      “Why’re you giving me a hard time?”


      “Why not?” Mabel said with a chuckle. “Or how about I dance with you down here? I don’t have a whole lot of practice, though, so sorry in advance if I step on your toes.”


      “Would you allow me to escort you, Master?” Ursula offered.


      Does this count as my hand being in demand?


      I had a feeling that this night wasn’t going to pass peacefully. I’d never infiltrated a ball as a Thief, either, so I had no choice but to imitate what I was seeing.
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      When Lystie finished dancing and returned to her room backstage, she found her mother waiting for her.


      “I shall step out,” said Cosette. “Please call me when you need to change, Your Highness.”


      “Thank you, Cosette.”


      Lystie flashed the handmaiden a smile, and Cosette bowed gracefully and blushed deeply before leaving the room.


      “…Do you think me a bad mother, Tia?” Amalia asked with a listless look that she would never show in public.


      Seeing her mother’s expression, Lystie gave her a wry smile. “You caught me by surprise with the request, but I managed to pull it off. I’m willing to let you off the hook for today.”


      “I was so sure that you hadn’t danced in a long time, but your performance tonight was the best I’ve ever seen. Whatever have you been up to outside the palace?”


      “As I told you before, I was passing myself off as an adventurer. Primrose and I headed to Fortune, which adventurers call the First Town. There, we met Nanase—”


      “And Might, I presume. As expected of my daughter. You have such an eye for people.”


      “I’m sorry for bringing a boy into the inner palace…”


      “There’s no need for you to apologize. Sometimes, we have no choice but to invite a man in—this counts as one such occasion. And no one saw through his disguise, so no harm, no foul. He’s not just any boy, either. When I first met Might, I sensed something was different about him. It turns out I was seeing that incredible talent he possesses.”


      “…You’re always so quick to forgive people, Mother. Though that is one of the things I love about you.”


      “It was but yesterday you were a child. And now you’ve grown so much that you can chastise your own mother.” The queen consort pouted, but she wasn’t actually angry. A moment later, she hid her mouth behind her folding fan and laughed.


      “Mother, the demon who has cast a shadow over Beolnat for so long remains at large. The situation being what it is, we have to deal with it. As long as Might is with us, I am confident of our success.”


      “I, too, have been saved by Might. It pains me greatly that those of us who hold power in this country find our hands tied in this matter, which will so dictate the future of our country…”


      “Don’t do anything reckless; just trust in us. We’ll bring back good news.”


      A few tears streaked Amalia’s face, but Lystie dabbed them away with a handkerchief and wrapped her mother in a warm embrace.


      “Noielys, don’t you ever let go of Might.”


      “Of cour—! Wait, what do you—?! Mother! Might and I are not in that kind of a relationship!”


      Suddenly being called “Noielys” rather than her childhood name and getting called out for something completely unexpected left Lystie feeling extremely flustered. The sight drew laughter from Amalia, although her eyes were still red.


      “You insist, then, that it is a purely platonic relationship as fellow party members? I approve of him as your mother, you know. And if I do, I’m sure your father would not object.”


      Amalia’s last comment basically described the relationship between the king of Beold and his queen consorts, but that was neither here nor there.


      “Like I said, it’s not like that at all! If you bring this up with Might, I’m sure he would take offense, even if it comes from you.” Lystie repeatedly tugged at her collar in an attempt to cool down her flushed skin. “And now I’m sweating because you had to go and say something weird.”


      “…Noielys, I officially leave this matter in your party’s hands. Please save our country.”


      “On behalf of Moonlight, I accept. That’s the name of our party.”


      “My, what a wonderful name. Enough to make me want to join you.”


      “The inner palace would become a ghost town if you disappear, too, Mother. So leave the adventures to me and Platinum.”


      Lystie and Amalia exchanged a smile, looking more like loving sisters than like mother and daughter. When Cosette returned and saw them, she struggled to hold back her tears, and princess and queen consort had to work together to comfort her.


      Part 6: Raging Thirst


      Among the belongings left behind by Satella was a crystal ball, which could be used to see through the eyes of her kin in the capital and any underlings she had turned. At the moment, Falina was leaning all the way back in her chair with the lights dimmed, staring intently into the orb.


      Within it, she could see Beolnat’s princess dancing onstage.


      Vampires could also control small animals. There was a bat on the roof of the ballroom, where no one would see it, and it was through this creature’s eyes that Falina was watching.


      “Mistress Falina, all the kin we sent into the capital city have been freed. If we do nothing, the invasion planned by Satella will come to naught.”


      “So it will. It is of no concern to me.”


      “Are you sure you do not wish to partake?” Marlene, who had been serving Falina ever since she turned, placed a glass filled with a red liquid on the table.


      “…! Wh-where did you get this?”


      “The barrier surrounding the tower is gone, and I was able to leave freely. By your will, I only drew some blood and did not kill them.”


      “I didn’t order you to do this. Don’t do anything… I will not drink any more blood.”


      Falina’s voice was as sharp and cold as steel, but Marlene didn’t back down this time. Falina herself understood that her body had been transformed when she was cursed by Satella’s magic stone. She hadn’t had a drop of blood since drinking from Marlene to take control over the kin created by Satella, but the thirst was becoming harder to endure the more time passed.


      “Blood sustains us. I am more than happy to offer mine. Please, I beg you to drink from me. Otherwise, your life will be in danger.”


      “This is nowhere near enough to kill me. And do not misunderstand; I don’t consider you my ally.”


      “All your kin call you their queen. Regardless of how you think about it, you defeated Satella, and all that was once hers now belongs to you. This is an irrefutable fact for us.”


      It was impossible for humans and demons to coexist, as they were fundamentally different living beings. Having been born an Archknight, Falina had always believed that the moment she saw a demon, she had to kill it—a fact she thought was so obvious that she’d never doubted it. Yet she couldn’t find in herself any desire to fight Marlene. As her kin, she could make the woman submit, but the thought of eliminating her simply for being a demon hadn’t crossed her mind.


      “…What do you think of the banquet being held in the inner palace, Mistress?”


      “Nothing. A gathering of aristocrats is all it is.”


      Falina returned her gaze to the crystal, and Marlene sensed the air in the room change abruptly. “Are you interested in her? She doesn’t seem to be a noble, though.”


      The bat in the rafters was showing a different place from before. Falina saw someone who, despite it being a banquet, had her—no, his hood up. Among the throng of dresses, he was one of only two people in formalwear normally worn by men.


      “It…can’t be…”


      Falina couldn’t believe it. At the same time, she couldn’t tear her eyes away.


      This person was the spitting image of Might at the beginning of their journey together. He had eventually built up his body, and the look in his eyes had grown sharper, but he hadn’t always been that way.


      “I’m looking for a Thief for my party. If you’ve got the skills, I want to hire you.”


      “Instead of hiring me, let me accompany you. We’re going to the same place, aren’t we?”


      The two of them had partied up because they shared the ambition to kill the Demonic Dragon. When Falina had first met Might, she’d been doubtful as to whether a boy who was so delicate and slight of build could survive the harsh journey ahead of them.


      “Mistress Falina?”


      “Get out… I’m sorry. I wish to be alone.”


      Without another word, Marlene faded into the darkness.


      “Did the goddess really bring you back, Might?”


      Even if she had, Falina could no longer meet him as a former party member. What’s more, he had a new party now. In the crystal ball, he was engaged in conversation with a group of people he seemed close with. His awkward smile was exactly how Falina remembered it. Might rarely smiled, but on the rare occasions he did, that grin spread slowly across his face. Memories of those times burned bright in Falina’s memory.


      “But I’m already…”


      Now that she was cursed, Falina was convinced that there was only one fate in store for her.


      “I…can’t stay here.”


      As a demon, she had to be killed. Falina wished for it to happen. Before the day came when she laid hands on someone she should have been saving instead and finally succumbed to her thirst.

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 5


      The Final Battle and Alluring Moonlight


      Part 1: An Unexpected Visitor


      We left the inner palace and made our way to the Adventurers Guild. The guild didn’t know that the nighttime attacks had been the work of a vampire, and we knew it would cause a commotion if word got out, but it was important we shared the information.


      “I’ve had dealings with the people here before,” said Mabel. “Given the topic, we’ll need one of them to fetch the guildmaster.”


      “The guildmaster?!” Monica exclaimed. “Even I haven’t met him before, and I’m registered here.”


      “I’m sure he’s busy, but he’s not going to have a choice when he hears that the demon in the west is involved.”


      Monica had gotten very attached to Mabel. Big Sis had already revealed that she was the guildmaster of the Thieves Guild in Fortune, but that didn’t seem to affect Monica in the least. The pair just seemed to get along.


      “Come to think of it, we were supposed to get a reward from the guild here for killing the demons near Fortune,” said Nanase. “But before we got it, we ended up resolving another demon-related incident. Are we good or what?”


      “Hm,” murmured Platinum. “It’s important to have operational funds, but we can’t very well expect any compensation for saving the palace from danger.”


      “Also, we haven’t even actually met the demon yet, let alone defeated her,” Lystie reminded them. “Everything that happened in Beold was the work of her kin… Thinking along those lines, it would probably be premature to make a report before we’ve actually done anything.”


      The king of Beold had taken no action against the demon—not because his hands had been tied with Amalia under the vampire’s influence, but because he couldn’t. A country in this level range simply had no way to defeat a level-45 demon, which is supposedly what Satella had been. If Beolnat had deployed the entirety of its army, the soldiers would’ve been massacred without doing any damage. The simple fact that they were a demon made them untouchable, regardless of the individual’s actual level. In a word, they were natural disasters.


      Strangely, however, the demon that had kept Beold quivering in fear for so long had changed. There was now a need for us to meet the new demon who’d taken Satella’s place and ask her what she wanted.


      “Hm?” Platinum pricked up her ears. “There’s a commotion up ahead.”


      We were getting close to the entrance of the guild building. Sure enough, the foot traffic normally going in and out had stopped, and everyone was staring at a lone figure that was slowly drawing near.


      “Is that…a priest? I’ve never seen gear like that around these parts.”


      “Look at the shape of her ears. Is she an elf? Elves actually exist?!”


      “Her outfit’s all beat up. Did she get attacked by a monster?”


      The nearby adventurers were having trouble taking in what they were seeing. The same went for us. Especially me.


      No. This is impossible… But there’s no mistaking her.


      It was Sheska, the High Priest from my old party. There was no way that a level-99 adventurer was in this area, but I’d never heard anything about her having a twin sister.


      “…!”


      Just getting here had taken the last traces of her strength. She dropped her staff and fell forward. Reflexively, I dashed ahead, as if launched from a slingshot, and caught her.


      “Please…save her…”


      The elf’s voice was feeble, as if she were straining to speak, but there was no doubt in my mind: It was Sheska. That said, she didn’t seem to have noticed it was me with my changed appearance. She was exhausted, and her mana was almost completely tapped out.


      “I-is she okay?” Nanase gasped. “Oh no, she’s lost so much mana…”


      “She’s out of mana? Got it.”


      Platinum has activated “Maiden’s Devotion.”


      Thanks to Platinum sharing some of her mana with Sheska, the elven woman avoided completely blacking out, however she still seemed hazy.


      “What happened? Who needs saving?” I asked.


      “Y-you’re… Ah…! Might… I finally…found you…”


      Even though I had turned into a Sage, obtained mana, and reverted to my teenage appearance, Sheska recognized me right away. Still, the fact that she was here went against everything I knew and indicated that something impossible was happening.


      “It’s…Falina. She got…possessed…by a demon…in a…tower…west…of here…”


      My mind momentarily went blank.


      It was unthinkable that Falina would have lost to Satella. However, a vampire that had turned dozens of people in Beold—including Elk—into her kin just might have had a sneaky way to defeat Falina that she hadn’t been able to fend off. Like how I’d fallen victim to the Curse of Death cast by the Demonic Dragon when it died.


      “Please…hurry…before it’s too late…”


      Sheska had suppressed her own strength to enter this area. And in her weakened state, she had taken on some massive endeavor that had left her like this.


      “Don’t tell me, did you erect a barrier to seal off Falina’s presence?”


      If Falina had truly taken Satella’s place, the threat she posed was astronomically greater. She was originally a level-99 Archknight, and being turned into a vampire would have made her even more powerful. The pressure exerted by Zolas and Raksha had been bad enough; in this area, if anyone had so much as sensed Falina, all hell would’ve broken loose. The entire capital would have ground to a halt, and chaos would have spilled out onto the streets.


      Sheska had prevented that from happening all by herself. While we’d been traveling to the capital and resolving the problem in the inner palace, she had been buying us time all along.


      “You can rest now, Sheska,” I told her. “You did an amazing job. I’ll take care of things from here on out.”


      By this point, Sheska had completely lost consciousness. I couldn’t tell if she’d actually heard me or not.


      “What’s happened, Might?” asked Lystie. “What did she say to you?”


      Sheska’s voice had been so soft that even I had barely managed to make it out, so Lystie’s group was still in the dark. Around these parts, I was the only one who could face Falina. My companions had been a huge help against Zolas and Raksha, but they would be putting themselves in danger simply by being in Falina’s presence. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust in them; it was just too soon. There were any number of ways for them to gain experience without going to the extreme of fighting a level-99 opponent.


      “It sounds like she’s in some sort of trouble. She’s practically dead on her feet. If she gets a bit of rest, she should get better…I hope.”


      “Hm, fair enough,” said Platinum. “But an elf, here?”


      “Like everyone else is saying, her outfit isn’t from around these parts,” Nanase said. “Is it just me, or does it feel like she’s from a different dimension?”


      The gear that Sheska was wearing wasn’t easily obtained in a place like Beolnat. Thanks to Appraisal—a skill that enabled Nanase to evaluate the quality of medicinal ingredients—she could make out the quality of what Sheska was wearing. However, discerning that she was level 99 and that she was currently suppressing her strength was still beyond her, so Nanase didn’t understand the danger of a situation that could leave Sheska so spent. The same went for Lystie and Platinum.


      “Make way! I’ll carry her to the infirmary!”


      A member of staff from the guild pushed through and began giving Sheska medical attention. Before long, the noise and clamor returned to the guild, and my group was led to the guildmaster’s office.


      As expected, my party was given a monetary reward. It was going to keep us financially stable for quite a while, but my mind was too preoccupied to be happy. Why is Sheska here? And Falina? I hoped I would meet them again someday. It isn’t like I haven’t thought about it. But not here. Not on the continent of the First Town.


      I had to go to the tower in the west. Sheska and Falina had gotten caught up in some sort of trouble. I wanted to give Sheska peace of mind when she woke up, and the best way to do that was to unlock Falina’s briar-entangled lock.
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      A short time later, back to the base, Lystie and the girls sat around the table in the living room. Mabel was still at the guild, explaining the truth behind the vampire attacks, and Monica was with her, as someone who’d been a part of the operation to deal with the kin.


      “Where do you think Might went?” Lystie asked. “He said he was ‘stepping out for a bit,’ but the sun’s nearly setting.”


      “I’m sure he just has something he needs to take care of,” Nanase reasoned. “We aren’t really the kind of people to read the room like that, are we?”


      “Hard not to when he makes a serious face like that.” Platinum shook her head. “Insisting would have gone against the gallantry of a Paladin… Hmm. Or did he bank on me thinking that?”


      The three girls were aware that there was something off about their conversation. Might hadn’t been the same ever since he’d laid eyes on the elf priest at the guild. Yet despite having noticed that, the trio had failed to draw out the reason from him.


      “Could it be that she was a member of his former party?” Lystie wondered.


      “I can see that,” Nanase said with a nod. “I heard her saying his name.”


      “She was barely on the brink of consciousness, so it’s hard to be certain. But bottom line, she’s not a complete stranger to him,” Platinum said. “That much is clear.”


      From her seat next to Platinum, Nanase scrunched up her face, as if trying to find the words for something. Eventually, she pressed a hand to her chest, took a deep breath, and said, “This is a cliché thing to ask, but…do you think she was his lover?”


      Lystie and Platinum didn’t answer. They simply exchanged looks, then averted their gazes.


      “I doubt it,” Ursula piped up. “It’s pretty obvious what he was thinking, isn’t it? We pretended not to see it and chose to stay behind, but was that really the right thing to do?”


      “Are you saying…Might went to the tower where the demon is?” Lystie asked.


      As the only person this answer hadn’t occurred to, Nanase let out a gasp and looked around, flustered.


      “Zolas and Raksha were far too powerful for us to face,” said Platinum. “We were able to take part in that fight only thanks to Might.”


      “If Mr. Might left us behind this time, it means…”


      “The demon this time is even more powerful. So powerful that we can’t even face her.” Lystie sounded resigned, but she clenched her fist and looked at the others. “But we’re a party. Moonlight isn’t just Might alone. It’s wrong to let him do it by himself.”


      “Lystie…”


      “…I agree, Ms. Lystie. I’m happy that he cares about us, but we can’t just sit back and let him go by himself. He still doesn’t understand that.”


      Though Nanase seemed to be trying to put on a brave face, her slight frame was quivering. Platinum smiled softly and laid a hand on her shoulder.


      “It is an insult to keep the Silver Flash out of a fight! I can do anything if it means saving Might, even take on an opponent ten times my level!”


      “That’s right. We become several times stronger when we work together. If Might makes good use of our abilities… Ah, but I got the impression he can use our skills himself once he unseals them…”


      “You all look so serious, but you’re actually taking this lightly,” Ursula commented. “But that’s just how you all are. I’m proud of you.”


      “Aww, you’re complimenting us too much, Ur. Despite our enthusiasm, we have no way to catch up with Might.”


      “And Mr. Might can go really fast when he wants to. Um…are we too late?”


      “No such thing! We can catch up if we put our minds to it! Wait for us, Might. No matter how cool it is being a lone wolf, your fate was sealed the moment you joined our party!”


      Having reached a consensus, the three girls rushed out of the base, only to bump into someone coming in.


      “I heard everything,” said Sheska, who still should have been receiving treatment. She was wearing the same worn-out clothes, but a soft light had returned to her eyes.


      “Are you feeling better?” Platinum asked. “You practically collapsed from exhaustion.”


      “I am, thanks to that incredible skill you used on me. It’s very hard to transfer mana to someone else with almost no loss.”


      “I-is my skill really that incredible? I thought it was pretty plain.”


      “Those who understand its value would do anything to have it. So don’t go around telling people. In fact, I’d be the first person to want it. How did Might even find a rare talent like you? You really can never write him off.”


      “Are you…an acquaintance of Master’s? I see you’re suppressing your strength using some very complicated spells.”


      “My! Oh my, oh my! Are you also Might’s friend? There’s no way you’re his child—I can sense a huge presence inside you.”


      With just one look, Sheska was able to see the power hidden within Ursula, who had once been worshipped as an earth spirit. That perceptiveness started to give the three girls a faint idea of who Sheska really was.


      “If you’re suppressing your strength, are you incredibly powerful like Might is, then?” Lystie asked.


      “Heh-heh… Who knows? The strength I have at the moment is enough to send all of you where you want to go.”


      “You don’t mean, like, the next life, right?”


      “Calm down, Nanase. She’s not here to threaten us. Though the power she holds is enough to make even me, the Silver Flash, shake in my boots a little…”


      “Oh my! You seem to have a little too much adult charm for Might as he currently is… But now isn’t the time for that.”


      “I sense great power in you, too,” said Ursula, “but it seems you can only draw out what a level 10 can, due to the level limit of this area.”


      “That’s right. It took all I had to keep Falina in check, which left me with no strength to fight. Those of you in Might’s current party can do much more to help him than I can right now.”


      Sheska examined the faces of Lystie’s group one by one.


      “Unfortunately, I’m practically useless in places where demonic influence is strong,” Ursula explained. “I have to be somewhere I can obtain worship to exert my strength. I’m sorry for not being of much help.”


      “Don’t let it bother you, Ur,” said Lystie. “As you said before, your job is to wait for our safe return.”


      “That promise gives us more encouragement than you might think,” added Nanase.


      “We’ll bring Might back, no matter what.” Platinum paused, then shook her head. “No, that isn’t quite right. He’s a part of us. Moonlight will either come back as a whole or never see the light of day again. We’re going all in on this.”


      “I didn’t manage to say this earlier to Might because my consciousness was fading, but he truly has found himself some truly wonderful party members.” Sheska covered her mouth with a hand and laughed, making Lystie’s group blush with pride. “However—and I’m sure Might would say the same—the person he’s trying to stop is far more powerful than all of you can imagine. That said, she won’t be looking to target you and kill you one by one. She’s a very kind person at heart. As long as you’re trying to help her, I’m sure you’ll find an opening. Might is thinking of shouldering everything by himself, but people support each other in a party. Even when there’s a difference in strength between members.”


      “Thank you for the warning,” Lystie said. “Um…can I ask one last thing?”


      “My name is Sheska. Might and I used to travel together. The person he’s on his way to stop is Falina, an Archknight. She was cursed by a demon who then possessed her, and she’s doing her best to fight it. I tried to save her by myself and failed.”


      “Archknight! Did I hear right? Sh-she’s the real deal!”


      “So Ms. Platinum looks up to not only Paladins, but to all cool-sounding knight-related vocations? Are you going to be fine? We’re going to fight the Archknight, not shake hands with her.”


      “Of course… That’s just what I’m hoping for. By witnessing the target of my aspirations, I will shed my old skin and transform!”


      Lystie let out a sigh. “I really wish you’d just said you would grow stronger instead of…whatever that was. Look, Ms. Sheska is laughing.”


      A single tear trickled down Sheska’s cheek. She wiped it, then smiled at the three girls. “I leave Might in your hands. May the kind goddess smile on you.”


      Watching who she had thought was Lunaris taking Falina away with her own eyes had greatly shaken Sheska’s faith. Yet by some miracle, Might was alive and had caught her right as she was about to collapse. She’d wanted to cry right then and there, to vent all the emotions that had been bottling up inside her all this time. And because she had failed, Sheska believed it was time for her to step down and let someone else take the stage. It was the role of the three girls before her to stand by Might’s side as he stopped Falina.


      Sheska has activated “Teleportation I.”


      A gently glowing magic circle appeared under the feet of Lystie’s group—and the next moment, they were gone. As Sheska collapsed from exhausting her mana again, Ursula rushed over to support her.


      “Master…this is the moment of truth.”


      Ursula prayed, and Sheska joined her. It didn’t matter if they were praying to a god, a goddess, or something else. Without exchanging any words, the two prayed for the same wish to come true.


      Part 2: The End of the Spiral


      I left the West Gate and, before long, found the abandoned tower I was looking for. It overlooked a small hill, and although the wall around it had collapsed in places, the main structure remained sound. There was a lock on the door at the ground floor, but I managed to open it with a key I created.


      Shafts of light from the setting sun illuminated the interior. There were stairs built into the inside of the circular wall that likely ran all the way to the top as a spiral.


      “Raaah!”


      “Vampire’s Kin” has activated “Shadow Strike.”


      A figure burst forth from an area hidden in darkness, taking advantage of the increased power it had attacking from the shadows.


      “Hmph!”


      “Wha—?!”


      I dodged the spear-hand strike, grabbed the arm it was attached to, and threw the person.


      “Owww…”


      “Sorry for hurting you, but you need to take a nap.”


      “The impudence!”


      Assailants appeared in quick succession, all female, wearing black, with pale skin and red eyes. Their physical abilities had gone up from being turned into kin, so they likely thought they’d have an advantage in hand-to-hand combat against a mage like me. What they didn’t know was that, short of using special skills or spells, they were practically standing stock-still to my eyes.


      “Open!”


      “Ahhh…!!”


      Using Lock Eye, I made their locks visible, then opened them with a Red Key while dodging attacks. I’d drunk one of Nanase’s moonplum potions ahead of time so my mana wouldn’t run out.


      “We’re not letting you through!”


      “Vampire’s Kin” has activated “Dark Spirit.”


      One of the remaining kin fired dark magic at me, but it was nowhere near as strong as Raksha’s Dark Pulse. I ducked behind cover, forcing my opponent to guess which side I would emerge from.


      “…!”


      She guessed wrong, giving me an opportunity to close the distance.


      “Ugh! H-how dare you?!”


      I opened the Red Lock that appeared at the vampire’s thigh, and she collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. I began climbing the stairs and found more vampires lying in wait on each floor. The potion made by Nanase proved more effective than I had expected, but as I continued burning through mana, my body started heating up.


      Don’t fail me yet. Falina’s waiting for me!


      Thankfully, there weren’t all that many kin inside the tower. But when I was close to what I thought was the top floor, a woman in different attire from the others before stood in my way. I recognized the outfit; she was dressed as a maid from the inner palace.


      “A pleasure to meet you. I am Marlene, servant of the eminent Queen of the Night.”


      “The name of that queen of yours is Falina, isn’t it?”


      The woman twitched, indicating she had deduced something from my attitude. “It is you, then. You are the one who has led Mistress Falina astray. You’ve also treated my brethren quite harshly.”


      “And you’re the servant who Ms. Milra said went out for an errand and never returned. She’s quite worried for you.”


      “The head maid is…? I see. I had also considered staying behind in the inner palace and working with Queen Consort Amalia to take over the country from within, but you ruined everything.”


      “I’ll free you, too. I came here because I have the power to do that.”


      “None of us asked you to!”


      Marlene lunged forward with a weapon, unleashing a sharp thrust that hinted at proper swordsmanship training.


      “If you think you can simply dodge this, you’ll regret it!”


      Marlene has activated “Instant Triple Thrust.”


      The three attacks were delivered so fast, they seemed to come at me all at once. Even then, I could see them just fine.


      “You evaded my thrusts?!”


      “Someone with such talent with the sword is wasted as a maid. I can see why Satella made you her kin.”


      “I don’t want to hear it! I’m satisfied with who I am right now. I’m blessed with the strength of a demon, and I feel the most free I’ve been my entire life!”


      Each of the thrusts in Marlene’s onslaught was powerful enough to kill. The boost to her physical ability from vampirization made her a serious threat, especially considering how the level limit in the area prohibited her opponents from being above level 10.


      But I wouldn’t lose. After Marlene went in for a big swing, I flicked a coin, making her drop her sword.


      “Rah!”


      Not faltering in the least, she charged directly at me, mouth wide open. She probably thought her victory would be guaranteed if she managed to suck my blood. Unfortunately, that was only true if she could keep up with my speed.


      “Lock Eye I” has revealed the lock for Marlene.


      “Lock Eye II” has revealed the second lock for Marlene.


      She was about to grapple me when I suddenly disappeared from her view. Before she could turn around, the Red Lock before her chest turned into particles of light and shattered.


      “Aaaahhh…”


      I caught her before she hit the ground, then laid her down.


      What’s going on? Things look blurry…and it’s awfully dark around here.


      It took me a moment to realize that the sun had set. I threw back the rest of my moonplum potion. My mana wasn’t recovering as fast anymore, and I was developing a splitting headache, but I couldn’t stop. Not now.


      I climbed up the last floor of the spiral staircase. I was there. At the top. Moonlight streamed through a skylight, bathing a woman with hair like white gold in its glow.


      “…Falina? Falina Laurier?”


      The woman’s long hair concealed her face. Something fundamental about her was different from the person I knew.


      “…Have you come to kill me?” she asked.


      My voice had changed along with my appearance. I didn’t think it so different that Falina wouldn’t recognize me, but I announced myself just in case.


      “It’s me, Might. Might Slade. I know I look different, but I’m the same Might you used to be in a party with.”


      The temperature in the room suddenly plummeted. The woman’s silvery hair shook, and her eyes hiding behind it became visible, shining red like rubies. They were devoid of life, but soon started taking on a brilliance that I had seen a few times before. It was the way an overwhelmingly powerful monster looked at its prey—a look that would paralyze most people.


      “You…don’t look like the Might I know. But there’s one way to confirm that.”


      Her voice was soft but clear—and before I knew it, that voice wasn’t coming from a distance away, but from right behind me.


      “What…? How’d you get behind me…?!” I whispered in shocked disbelief.


      “Not magic. Not a skill. I simply moved.”


      “…!”


      Something cold touched my ear. She’d licked me. Falina would never do such a thing, but she was being either controlled or possessed by a demon at the moment.


      “Your smell is the same…but it’s grown fainter. The Might I know is a Thief…and older.”


      “Ngh…ahh… Aaaaaahhh…!!”


      Falina has activated “Bloodsucking.”


      A faint pain shot through my neck. The next moment, all the heat in my body was being drained away, along with my reason.


      “Arghhhh!”


      I reflexively shoved Falina away. When her fangs came out, what I felt wasn’t pain but an entirely different sensation. If I had let her continue, I would have died. My very life force would’ve been sucked away, while pleasure overrode all thought in my mind.


      Falina didn’t stagger at all from being pushed away. She simply wiped off the blood around her mouth with a pale finger, then licked it, her face contorting in a rapturous look.


      “I’ve wanted to do this for so long. I love your sinewy neck. And your Adam’s apple. And everything all the way down to your clavicles.”


      “Y-you aren’t… You aren’t someone who would…”


      “The me here isn’t an Archknight. I’m not one of the champions who defeated the Demonic Dragon. I lost a companion, and in trying to regain him, I made a foolish choice and became a vampire. That’s all I am now.”


      I refused to believe Falina truly meant what she was saying. The vampirization had warped the way her mind worked and poisoned her personality. Her condition was much further along than any other victim I’d seen. If vampirization was a disease, her case was an extremely advanced one.


      “You won’t be one of my kin. I don’t want to make you one. I love you when you’re free, and I don’t want to be tied down, either.”


      It was thanks to Falina thinking this way that I wasn’t already a mindless puppet obediently waiting for orders.


      “This must be a test. The goddess didn’t lie to me. Here you are, after all.”


      The pain in my neck was suddenly forgotten, replaced with shock. “The goddess brought you here?”


      It was the goddess who had granted my change in vocation and saved me from certain death. I thought she’d saved me. But if she was also the one who’d guided Falina here, that changed things.


      “A world without you is worthless to me.”


      “Wha…? That’s not right. Falina, you’re not someone who would think that!”


      “The Demonic Dragon dying would put the minds of the Holy Kingdom’s citizens at ease. That’s why I set off on this journey.”


      “I’m sure I’ll come to regret it if I ignore those who are suffering in order to press ahead.”


      “I will defeat the Demonic Dragon no matter what. That is what I was born for.”


      Things that Falina had said—ideas that had shaped my image of her—flashed through my mind. She was someone who would never forgive that which threatened people. She had an unbreakable will. She was both clearheaded and free-spirited. Of the four of us, she was the one who most deserved the name of champion. She was a thousand times more qualified than I was.


      “Defeating the Demonic Dragon was never our duty. When you died in front of me, my eyes were opened. What I’d wanted to protect wasn’t the nameless multitude I never knew.”


      “I would say that I’m flattered, if not for the fact that the Falina I know would never say something like that.”


      “I am not the Falina you know. I have been turned into a demon, but this is still me.”


      I couldn’t say for sure that she was lying. After all, there was no way to fully know someone else, even after traveling with them for such a long time. The same went for Sheska and Enju.


      “Doesn’t matter. After I turn you back into a human, I’ll wipe from my mind everything you’re saying now. An uncouth Thief like me isn’t worth you losing your mind—”


      “There you go again. You never pick up on how people see you, how much they treasure you. That’s how you can sacrifice yourself so easily. Just like back then. Just like now.”


      My senses weren’t keeping up at all. I could only register Falina’s actions after she’d already moved. Now that she was a vampire, the former level-99 Archknight had reached a realm completely beyond my comprehension.


      Falina has activated “Paralyze Eye.”


      Using what was likely another vampire skill, she froze my body simply by looking into my eyes, then slowly walked over. When she was standing right in front of me, she cupped my face in her hands.


      “On second thought, I will make you my kin. That way, you can live a long, long life, and you won’t die even when you push yourself too far. That way, we can be together forever.”


      I couldn’t reply. I couldn’t even lift a finger. Under the light of the moon, Falina’s vivid red lips seared into my memory.


      “Might…”


      Every fiber of my being was screaming at me to stop her. But there was nothing I could do. I had been overconfident. I’d thought I could save her by myself. And this was the result. It was just like Falina had said: Since defeating the Demonic Dragon, I hadn’t changed one—


      “MIGHT!”


      A high-pitched voice rang out. There was no way they could’ve caught up. Given how far this place was from the capital, it was impossible for the girls to be here.


      Lystie has activated “Princess Knight’s Eminence.”


      “…!!”


      The moonlight that had been the only illumination in the room was swallowed by a bright white glow. Falina’s hold weakened, and the effect of Paralyze Eye disappeared.


      “This isn’t enough…to make me give up!”


      “Haaah!”


      Falina has activated “Darkness Blow.”


      Platinum has activated “Noble Sacrifice.”


      Falina tried to pin me down with an attack, but Platinum slipped in between us in the nick of time and blocked it. In doing so, her shield was shattered and her armor destroyed, but she herself remained unhurt and on her feet.


      Noble Sacrifice was a new skill that Platinum had obtained with her latest level-up. It allowed her to block a single attack no matter how much higher her opponent’s level was, at the cost of her protective gear. Using it was a gamble, but it had paid off.


      “If this person is important to you, Might, then she’s important to us, too!”


      “That’s right…huff, huff…Mr. Might. It was mean of you…huff, huff…to leave us behind…huff, huff…like that…cough, cough.”


      Nanase was panting and coughing from the exertion of running all the way up here. Having backed up a little, Falina put a hand over her eyes and squinted, as if she was looking at something blinding.


      “I recognize all of you. You’re Might’s new party members! Do not…get in my way.”


      “The difference in level between us and her is too great,” said Platinum, grunting. “However, an opportunity will present itself.”


      Lystie nodded. “That’s right! Though I concede that my knees are shaking simply from standing here.”


      “The one who wins is the last one standing. We’ll get nowhere if we give up!”


      “I’ve finally caught my breath,” Nanase called out. “I managed to get all the way up here without breaking a single one of my bottles, so here goes!”


      My three companions were far more motivated than I, who knew Falina’s strength best. I realized now that I had been wrong. We’d made it all this way as a group of four. That made us far stronger together than I was alone.


      Part 3: Moonlight vs. Moonlight


      Falina’s hair floated gently around her head as an unfathomable mana built up within and around her.


      “Having your whole party here makes no difference.”


      Falina has activated “Moonlight Veil.”


      Falina’s figure seemed to melt into the moonlight. The next instant, Lystie, Platinum, and Nanase were sent flying.


      “Eeeek!”


      “Ugh!”


      “Oww!”


      They weren’t dead, meaning that Falina had gone easy on them. The reason all three had gotten hit at the same time soon became clear: There were now three Falinas. Despite knowing two were illusions, there was no way to tell which was the real her.


      “When someone turns into a vampire, they awaken their powers by sucking human blood. I restrained myself this whole time, until I met Might. But now it’s all coming to me.”


      “I see. So I made you stronger without even knowing it.”


      “Don’t worry. I only need a little bit from you every once in a while. I don’t need it from anyone else.”


      Her words just now had to be because Falina was feeling vampiric urges. For her, this wasn’t a battle; she was simply reprimanding someone who wasn’t listening to her.


      “Might…!” Lystie murmured.


      Falina shot her a look. “Be quiet if you don’t want to get hurt.”


      “You’re awfully kind…for someone being controlled by a demon,” Platinum said, groaning.


      “I-it hurts so much I can’t even move anymore… But I’ve got one thing to say: Instead of Mr. Might’s blood, you should drink mine instead. I’m famous for having delicious blood.”


      To my shock, Nanase bared her neck. Falina’s face clouded over, but her eyes gleamed brightly. Her vampiric instincts drove her to seek blood irrespective of her own desires.


      “…I’ve just had a great idea: I shall grant you all the honor of joining me.”


      “Th-that would be such an honor… I would much rather be a powerful vampire than stay human.”


      Lystie, Platinum, and I finally caught on. Nanase was making a risky gamble. She was trying to goad Falina into action, and there was a reason for it. After all, only the real Falina—not one of her clones—could suck someone’s blood. Sure enough, one of the figures made her way toward the young girl.


      “Now!”


      “…!”


      “Raksha” has activated “Deep Tentacle.”


      I’d been feeling that something strange was going on since Nanase first showed up—and now black tentacles burst out from the collar of her clothes, where she usually kept Arm. This was a power used by Raksha, which meant the slime must have taken in the demon’s magic stone again. The attack was nowhere near strong enough to restrain Falina, who freed herself without much effort, but in doing so, she failed to notice me approaching from behind until it was too late.


      “Lock Eye I” has revealed the lock for Falina.


      “Lock Eye II” has revealed the second lock for Falina.


      The second lock had appeared on the back of Falina’s hand, and I shoved my Red Key into it.


      “Hngh…ah…”


      Falina spasmed and jerked, then the lock turned to light and disappeared.


      What…is that?


      “So that’s your magic…?” Falina mumbled. “I’m so happy you can use it now… But…”


      For a brief moment, the old Falina showed through, proving that her transformation into a demon wasn’t yet complete. However, my relief was short-lived, as a third lock appeared before her chest. It was wrapped in sinister chains and had no keyhole—a lock that was designed never to be opened.


      Is this what happens when the Curse of Blood progresses too far?!


      “Aaaaaahhh!”


      “Ms. Falina!”


      “Lystie, no!”


      I swiftly grabbed Lystie’s sword to parry Falina’s wild swing—but wasn’t fully able to redirect its force and was sent flying.


      “Look at you, putting your life on the line protecting your new companions…! No…! I can’t think that way!”


      “Falina, I don’t want to fight you! Let’s not do this anymore!”


      The red of Falina’s eyes flickered, as if she’d heard me.


      “You haven’t given up yet, Might… So I’ll choose to believe in you!”


      Platinum has activated “Maiden’s Devotion.”


      “You’re just feeling depressed because you’ve been locked up in a dark place for so long, Ms. Falina! Let us help you!”


      “I want to sit down and talk with you, Ms. Falina!”


      “Raksha” has activated “Slow Time.”


      Lystie has activated “Princess Knight’s Eminence.”


      “Ugh!”


      From Nanase’s chest, Arm, as Raksha, used a skill that synergized with Lystie’s to create a light that visibly slowed down Falina’s movements.


      “Please, Might! Stop her!” shouted Lystie.


      “I will!”


      Lystie has activated “Sword of Oath.”


      “Ah…!”


      Falina reeled from the blinding light, allowing me to dash in and unleash a flurry of sword slashes at her.


      “I know I can’t beat you in a straight-up swordfight, but still…!”


      “That’s…not true…Might…”


      Even though Falina could have swatted me away, weapon and all, she settled for locking swords with me. As she did so, the sinister aura surrounding her visibly began to dissipate.


      “Her demonic powers are being purified!” exclaimed Platinum.


      I had no idea if that really was true, though. All I knew was that my own mana was being used up at an alarming pace. Before I ran out, however, I caught Falina smiling for a brief moment. That split second gave me an opening to dash past her.


      “Urgh… Aah…!!”


      A cry of agony rose to Falina’s lips. My sword couldn’t have even scratched her—but it had a drastic effect on the part of her that had turned into a demon.


      With this, my party had used all the cards available to us. If Falina’s vampire side took control again…


      Falina has activated “Curse of Blood.”


      Falina walked toward me, her eyes stained redder than before, as bright as blood. I braced myself, resolving to help my three companions escape even if it cost me my life.


      “Thank you…Might.”


      Falina has deactivated “Curse of Blood.”


      “Break Seal III” can now be used on targets with a released lock. Upper limit of Bonds has been removed.


      Falina’s hand went to the front of her chest, and she grabbed the lock there that she shouldn’t have been able to see. She gripped it harder and harder, trying to crush it.


      I had previously witnessed a lock breaking without me doing anything. It had happened when the person themselves wished for it. The same thing was happening now. After everything, it was Falina herself who had triumphed over the Curse of Blood.


      “I was so close… Humans truly are…”


      Cracks started appearing in the lock and the chains around it. The fissures spread and grew larger, until eventually, the entire thing shattered and turned into particles of light.


      Whose voice was that I just heard?


      Falina ripped away something from the front of her chest—a demon’s magic stone. Now everything made sense. After losing to Falina, Satella had continuously tried to pull her over to the demons’ side through her magic stone…and failed.


      “—Falina!”


      She staggered and started falling forward, but a magic circle appeared beneath her feet. The next moment, she was gone.


      What happened?! Where’d she go?!


      As I looked around in a panic, I suddenly blinked and found myself somewhere else. The night sky stretched overhead, and the floor reflected that sky. The sky had been blue last time, but I’d been here before. It wasn’t that I had been teleported. My consciousness had been summoned somewhere else.


      A scene played before my eyes. It was of Falina crying in a mansion, with Sheska at her side.


      “Why am I still alive?” she asked, her voice raw with pain.
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      I had never given a thought to how Falina and the others had felt after my death. My journey with them and the words I’d exchanged with them were all in the past. I had returned to the First Town of my own will, thinking that I would be reunited with them after leveling up again. Once I had the right to. Sometime. In the future. Eventually.


      However, that “sometime” had arrived. My old companions were back in my life. And I hadn’t thought at all about what I wanted to say to them.


      “Do you hate me?”


      I turned around and found myself face-to-face with a goddess with long silver hair and gold eyes.


      “I never thought we’d get to talk again. Are you the one who summoned me here?”


      “I felt I had to. The Archknight, Falina…now that she is no longer a demon, the laws of the world apply to her once more.”


      “Are you referring to her level? …Can you send her back home?”


      “If you mean her mansion in the knights’ domain inside the Holy Kingdom, then yes. I can do the same for a few areas within the Elven Forest where Sheska is from. Enju is a special case within the level limit system.”


      “Why did you bring Falina here? …Was it you who brought her here?”


      A shadow fell over the goddess’s eyes. I took that as a no to my second question.


      “I couldn’t imagine you doing so for no reason. You went out of your way to grant my wish and change my vocation. I didn’t think you would set up my other companions in such a cruel way.”


      “…It wasn’t I who brought her to Beolnat. I can protect her for a while, but to do so, I will have to keep her location secret. It sounds worrying, but please trust me.”


      In other words, the goddess before me was saying that she wasn’t the one who’d led Falina into this trap. I decided to believe her. A single look told me she knew who the culprit was.


      “You can’t tell me who did it?”


      “If that seems ungrateful to you, feel free to punish me however you see fit.”


      “A human punishing a goddess? Has that ever happened before?”


      “…I believe you have more than earned the right.”


      It looked like the goddess was truly willing to suffer whatever I visited upon her. However, I had no interest in obliging.


      “Can you help me deliver a message to Falina and Sheska, then? Tell them from me, ‘Regardless of how it happened, I’m glad we met again.’”


      “That sounds like something you should tell them yourself. The time will surely come.”


      “I sure hope so. I’m still level 3, though. It’s going to be a while.”


      “I believe your level has gone up by one after the fight with Falina.”


      “One step closer, then.”


      “Perhaps Falina can visit Beolnat using the same method as Sheska,” the goddess started to say, then stopped, as if she’d just remembered something. “I’m afraid it would be difficult to suppress Falina’s strength right now. I suspect the reason is related to the fight with you.”


      “What? Did she gain experience from fighting a level 3?”


      “Not just that… I will have to look into this.”


      “So we’ll meet again. I look forward to it. In the meantime, please take good care of Falina.”


      My time was up. The sight before me was speeding away as I felt my consciousness being pulled elsewhere. I was returning to where I was before.


      “…A softy like you…”


      “I’m sorry, what?”


      I thought I heard the goddess say something as I was leaving, but I couldn’t catch all of it. Probably some complaint about how much of a handful it was looking after my companions on top of changing vocation.

    
  


  
    
      Epilogue


      A Reunion, a Farewell, and the Future of the Party


      After returning to Beold, I set aside time the following day to tell Sheska the full story of what had happened. She’d taken a room at an inn for adventurers, but we met up in one of the parks with the least amount of foot traffic.


      “That’s what she said? Hm…it’s as I’d thought. The goddess you met and the one we met clearly have different ways of thinking.”


      “Are they different goddesses, then? I’ve never heard of there being more than one.”


      “Very few people have ever had a divine encounter in the first place. Even if the one who separated Falina from me had a reason for doing so, I think I’d rather believe in the one you met. Though we still don’t know for sure there are two of them.”


      I got the impression that the goddess I’d met had continued checking in on me after changing my vocation. I had no proof that she meant well, but at the very least, she was willing to communicate.


      “Well then, I’ll go look for Falina. I think I’m probably the only person who can find someone who’s being hidden by a goddess.”


      “I feel bad putting the burden all on you. I haven’t even properly apologized to her yet.”


      “You have nothing to apologize—No, actually, you do. For making beautiful girls mourn you, especially when you were still alive! You have a lot to answer for. Of course, this big sister of yours got worried, too.”


      “Sheska…”


      The elf spread her arms. In the past, she would have hugged me without warning, calling it “education.” This time, however, she seemed to think better of it and sighed.


      “I was so looking forward to hugging you as much as I wanted when we reunited, but I can’t very well do that when Falina’s not here. I’ll save it for next time.”


      “You shouldn’t spoil me like that.”


      “But you’ve gotten so much cuter! The adult you was cute, too, but they’re both good in their own way!”


      “I think ‘cute’ is the furthest word from describing me.”


      “Who was it that cross-dressed to infiltrate the inner palace? Hmm?”


      “…! Erase that from your memory! I only did it because I had no choice!”


      “Reeeally? …I don’t want to tease you too much and make you hate me, so I’ll keep it to my imagination alone. Though I would love to see it with my own eyes someday.”


      “Not gonna happen, even if you talk about it like it’s a good thing.”


      “You’re right. We should do it when we’re all together—you, me, Falina, and Enju.”


      Sheska wasn’t listening to a word I was saying, but even that felt nostalgic. As her laughter rang in my ears, I wistfully wished that Falina and Enju were here, too. I was going to do everything I could to make that happen.
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      Before seeing Sheska off, I brought her back to the base. When she mentioned that she was leaving Beold soon, Lystie worriedly asked me, “Are you really okay with that?”


      “You’ve found yourself some wonderful companions, Might. It’s almost enough to make this big sister of yours feel jealous.”


      “Wh-whaaat? There’s nothing about us a beautiful, elegant elf like you should be jealous of, Ms. Sheska!”


      “We’re always relying on Might… I’m sure he would much rather be in a party with someone he can rely on, like you, Lady Sheska…”


      Nanase and Platinum seemed unusually shy, and for some reason, Sheska walked over and patted them both on the head.


      “Fwaaah… A-are you petting me because I’m small?”


      “She’s doing it to me, too. Wh-why does it feel so calming?”


      “You come here, too, Lystie. Your hair is so pretty and smooth… Mm, it’s perfect. I wish I could stroke it forever.”


      “Y-you can’t. And besides, you have extremely pretty hair yourself, Ms. Sheska.”


      After enjoying herself for a little while, Sheska looked at me with a cheeky grin. I vigorously shook my head, refusing those terrifying hands of hers.


      “Now, then. I’m afraid my resolve will dull if I stay any longer. I’m off, Might.”


      “Sheska…”


      “Don’t make that face. I think of Falina as a younger sibling, too, so I can’t leave her alone. But don’t worry, you’re important to me. Especially with how cute you’ve gotten.”


      “Um, getting head pats at my age is a little…”


      “I’m your big sister no matter what age you are. It might be quite a while before we meet again, but don’t forget me, all right?”


      “I could never.”


      This I meant from the bottom of my heart. Sheska smiled one last time, picked up her staff, and left.


      I wished that the next time, I would be meeting not just her, but Falina and Enju, too. I wasn’t the type to just pray about it, though; I was a man of action.


      “Well then, it’s time for us to be off as well,” said Mabel.


      “Can’t I come, too?” Monica asked, tears streaming down her face. “I’ve gotten so used to being around you and Ur…”


      Mabel gave her a sharp rap on the head. “Don’t be silly—you’re registered in Beold. But if you still feel like coming to Fortune after some time has passed, suit yourself. I’ll take good care of you.”


      “Do you mean it? Might, you heard her. You’ll be seeing me around!”


      “Yeah… Well, what’s important is to live how you want.”


      “Sorry to barge in!”


      Elk dropped by in the middle of our conversation. She had made a full recovery and was back to her old self. The only thing that was still bothering her was how she’d injured Gazelle when she was a vampire.


      “Sorry, Might. For saying that you abandoned us and all that.”


      “You weren’t wrong, so I don’t blame you. Sorry for back then. I hope we’re good now.”


      “You’d forgive me that easily? …I guess that’s the wrong thing to say. Thank you, Might.”


      Elk offered her right hand, and I took it. Mabel smiled warmly and surreptitiously pressed a hand to her eyes, thinking we wouldn’t see. It didn’t escape Elk, though, and she started to tear up as well, which almost made me do the same.
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      We rented two carriages from the capital and set off, naturally, for Fortune. Along the way, we stopped by the village on the way where Gazelle was still resting and picked him up. After learning that Elk was fine, he sighed like the weight of the world had been taken off his shoulders, then wordlessly bumped fists with me with a big grin on his face. He suggested the three of us hang out together sometime, and Elk didn’t look as if she were against the idea. Neither was I, even if the two of them were now adults and I wasn’t.


      When we hit the road again, I couldn’t help turning around in my coachman’s seat and asking, “Are you sure about this?”


      “What are you talking about?” Lystie asked, then laughed. “I’m joking. You’re asking if I’m sure about abandoning my duties as princess, right?”


      “Uh, I wouldn’t put it that way…”


      “You’re right, of course. I couldn’t be more different from a proper princess.”


      It seemed like Lystie actually believed that, but I was in complete disagreement. When I watched her dance at the ballroom, I’d started wondering if the palace was where she truly belonged.


      “Lady Falina was strong beyond all understanding,” Platinum said. “It is true that we are still weak, but by fighting together, we achieved the result we did.”


      “I agree. I would’ve failed if you all hadn’t come for me.”


      “Mr. Might, you’re super strong, and we can’t help much sometimes. But I still think there’s a point in us being a party together. I probably don’t have the right to say this, but, um…”


      “We just got our house, even if it is a rental,” said Lystie. “It wouldn’t do for us to vacate it so soon.”


      The three of them were all using different words, but they were saying the same thing. I looked at each of them in turn.


      “…Then I take it our party, Moonlight, is still in action. You’re sure about this?”


      “You’re asking the same thing again, Might.”


      “Should we call the Sage of our party modest or self-effacing?”


      “Don’t tease Mr. Might too much, Ms. Platinum, or he’ll sulk. Yes, we’re still together. More importantly, I leveled up again, and I need someone to help experimenting with a few new potions.”


      “Ha-ha-ha, take it easy on me… No, really.”


      The questions of where Falina had gone and whether Sheska could handle things alone would stay with me, but I was determined to see them again someday. I was starting to be sure that there were ways for people to meet even if there was a large level difference between them. It made no sense that demons were the only ones who could ignore the level limit.


      “If we keep at it, we’ll one day become companions who you can be proud of, Might,” Lystie said. “So don’t you take your eyes off us.”


      I couldn’t bring myself to voice the thought that flashed through my mind. It was out of character for me and would just make my companions feel embarrassed. Still, I wondered what our party would be like when the day came that I could say it.


      Thoughts about the future would have to wait, though. I called out, urging our dapple-gray horse to catch up with the carriage driven by Mabel up ahead.
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      Afterword


      Thank you very much for picking up the second installment of the series. I am deeply honored that we get to meet again.


      I know this might sound a bit out of the blue, but what do you all think of the Thief vocation? Adventurer parties can be formed in many ways, including meeting at a guild or knowing each other beforehand, but while parties filled with a similar job can be interesting, there are bound to be situations that, say, three Warriors can’t handle when out taking on a request. If the quest description is to explore a dungeon and bring something back, there might be a hidden door that they have to find to progress. Sure, they could try to brute-force it by knocking on walls or blasting through walls with magic, but when that didn’t work, they’d be all out of options. They would fail the quest, and there would be nothing they could do about it, even if they still had all their health and stamina.


      Because of that, I can almost never bring myself to remove the Thief from the party in games where it (or something similar) is featured. This volume is a sort of exploration of my feelings on the matter. Gazelle, Elk, and Mabel are all different kinds of Thieves, and honestly, they probably would make a rather well-rounded party all by themselves.


      From this point on, I will be giving a few words of thanks.


      First of all, I owe a great debt to my editor, whom I caused an enormous headache for that went way beyond a simple inconvenience. I am very, very, very sorry!


      Next is Falmaro-sensei, who once again provided the illustrations. Thank you very much for drawing the characters to be so vibrant, to have such expressive faces, and above all, to be so absolutely adorable! You struck the perfect balance in the one of Might in the uniform, where it seems like he really would be recognizable if he just removed the cloth covering his mouth.


      I also wish to thank everyone in the editing department of Fantasia Bunko, the proofreaders, and everyone else who was involved with this book.


      Last but certainly not least, to every single reader who has stayed with me to the end of this afterword, I offer you several quadrillion words of gratitude. Thank you very much.


      Still feeling the vestiges of the fierce summer heat,


      Touwa Akatsuki

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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