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      Prologue: Those Who Move in the Shadows


      On the side of a mountain in the western region of the Kingdom of Magnolia, near an abandoned mine, a gigantic monster appeared.


      The monster was called a wyvern. Its two massive wings beat with a faint rustling sound as it descended quietly to the ground. Once it landed, it curled its body to make it easier for its rider to dismount.


      A figure leaped down from its back.


      “Phew... Haven’t traveled by air in a while. I’m exhausted. And what’s with gathering in a dreary place like this? There’s no point in going so far out of the way just to visit somewhere this miserable.”


      The person who landed on the ground was a tall man. His strange outfit—mostly black with a chaotic mix of other colors—hung open boldly, exposing his muscular form and tanned skin. But atop his head could be found a feature that seemed likely to attract even more attention than his unusual clothing—black horns.


      The horns growing from either side of his head twisted into spirals and stretched outward in jagged curves. They might’ve resembled the horns of an animal, but the overwhelming sense of malevolence they gave off made it clear they were something no ordinary human could possess.


      This man was not human. He belonged to the race known as demons—a race that had once sought to rule the world.


      Crack, crack.


      As he popped the bones in his neck, the tall demon began walking forward. The wyvern remained behind. Alone, the demon headed down the mountain path.


      After walking for about ten minutes, he discovered the entrance to a cave. Faint voices—both male and female—drifted out from within.


      He recognized every one of them.


      “Looks like a few people have already arrived,” he muttered, stepping into the cave without hesitation and letting out a yawn.


      As he’d expected, three figures were waiting deeper inside the cave. Two men and a woman sat or leaned casually against the rocks while talking. Every one of them was a demon, just like the tall man.


      Upon noticing the newcomer’s appearance in the cave, a gentle-looking man wearing glasses greeted him with a soft smile.


      “Well now... How many centuries has it been since we all met like this, Alloces?”


      Alloces shot the man an irritated look. Unlike his own twisted horns, the other man’s single horn grew straight upward, neither bent nor spiraled. Whether that reflected his personality or was merely coincidence, no one could say.


      “How should I know? I was sealed away until recently. More importantly, what’s with the glasses? Since when do you wear glasses, Seere?”


      “Oh, these?” Seere lifted the bridge of his glasses with a finger. “I borrowed them from a human. Pretty nice, right? Apparently this sort of thing is called ‘fashion.’ I suppose you could say I take care with my appearance.”


      He snorted proudly. The look on his face irritated Alloces.


      “Give me a break. Did you call us all here just to brag about your glasses?”


      “That wouldn’t be so bad,” Seere said. “Actually, while waiting for you to arrive I asked everyone else what they thought of them too. They weren’t particularly impressed, though.”


      A woman sitting opposite Seere let out a long sigh and shrugged. A black tail extended from behind her, its tip shaped almost like a heart. It swayed restlessly as she moved.


      “We’ve wasted a lot of time waiting because you were late, Alloces,” she snapped. “Gimme my time back!”


      “Don’t take it out on me, Lilith. The place I was sealed in was far as hell. You should be grateful I even showed up.”


      “Yes, yes,” she sighed. “Our numbers have dwindled quite a bit lately, haven’t they? We need to stick together more than ever before, or the humans might wipe us out for good next time.”


      “What a disgusting thought. We demons are supposed to be the ones ruling over humans.”


      Alloces spat on the ground to illustrate his disgust.


      At that moment, a plump man who had been silent until now clapped his hands together. They were covered in dark green, scalelike skin.


      “Ah ha ha! You’re right, you’re right! Just as Lilith says, we all need to get along properly! Ah ha ha!”


      “Shut up, Furcas!” growled Alloces. “Your voice is always too damn loud. Keep your mouth shut unless someone asks you something!”


      “Ah ha ha! Alloces yelled at me! Ah ha ha!”


      “I told you to shut up...”


      The reptilian demon’s voice echoed painfully throughout the cave. The other two demons even covered their ears to block it out. The only one unaffected was Furcas himself. He was a demon who took up a lot of space, both physically and otherwise.


      “Enough fighting,” Seere said calmly. “We didn’t gather here today to argue. We’re here to have a meaningful discussion. Right, Alloces?”


      He adjusted the bridge of his glasses again and looked at the taller demon. Alloces hadn’t come here to pick a fight either. He leaned against the cave wall and nodded.


      “Yeah. If you’ve called everyone together, it must be about the Demon King. Otherwise you wouldn’t have summoned me all the way out here.”


      “Exactly. Thank you for getting straight to the point.” After a brief pause, Seere finally moved on to the main topic. “First of all, thank you all for answering my call today. The four of us have worked together many times in the past. Among all demons, you three are the only ones I truly trust. That’s why I came here to discuss something important with you...a proposal, if you will.”


      “A proposal?” Lilith tilted her head. “Knowing you, Seere, it has to be something big. But what could we possibly do now? If we attack humans recklessly, we’ll only invite retaliation.”


      “That’s true,” Seere replied with a smile. “We demons understand better than anyone how frightening humans can be. I have no intention of killing them for trivial reasons.”


      “So killing them for glasses is fine, then?” Alloces snorted.


      “Did you say something, Alloces?”


      “Nope. Nothing at all. Please continue.”


      Alloces let out a clumsy whistle and looked away. Seere shrugged and continued on.


      “You can really be a handful sometimes, Alloces,” he observed. “Anyway, back to the point. My proposal is not to attack humans... Well, that’s what I’d like to say, but some sacrifices are unavoidable. A few people will probably die in the process.”


      “Ah ha ha! Seere, that’s not what you said earlier! Ah ha ha!” Furcas let out another thunderous belly laugh.


      “It’s completely different, Furcas. What Lilith was referring to was destroying entire nations or cities. And yes, that would attract far too much attention. But killing a few humans? They won’t exhaust all their strength trying to destroy us over that. Humans are as plentiful as the specks of dust on the ground, after all—”


      “You’re dancing around the point,” Lilith said. “What exactly do you want us to do?”


      Lilith’s question cut to the core of the conversation. In response, the lenses of Seere’s glasses glinted faintly.


      He spoke quietly, but his voice filled the cave. “My objective is simple. It is the long-held wish of demonkind—the resurrection of His Majesty the Demon King.”


      The three demons froze in shock.


      “R-Resurrect His Majesty?” Alloces shouted. “You... You know how to do that?!”


      “I’m not certain,” Seere replied calmly. “I only have a theory.”


      “Tell us! What do we have to do?!” Lilith shrieked.


      Both Alloces and Lilith raised their voices, urging him on. Seere, seemingly unwilling to waste time with unnecessary pretense, immediately gave his answer.


      “We gather the power of those who sealed him away. That will be the key to reviving the Demon King.”


      “The power of those who sealed him...” Alloces repeated.


      “Ah ha ha! You mean holy relics! Ah ha ha!”


      “Correct, Furcas.”


      Holy relics were objects said to have been cast down to the mortal world by the divine. A cup, a sword, a shield, a necklace—holy relics came in a variety of shapes, but they all shared one common feature: tremendous power.


      True to their divine origin, even a single relic could grant enormous blessings to the one who possessed it.


      The barriers that had once sealed the demons had only been possible because the holy relics had weakened them. Even demons—beings who were far superior to humans—could be subdued once their strength was diminished by those sacred artifacts.


      “But why would holy relics revive His Majesty?” Lilith asked.


      “A good question,” Seere replied. “This is only my interpretation, but...the holy magic used by humans has the power to purify all forms of energy. That includes other types of magic. It works not just on demons and monsters but on humans too.”


      “And just how is all of this information supposed to help us bring back the Demon King?!” Alloces’s shout echoed through the cave. The other two were waiting on tenterhooks for Seere’s answer.


      “Just as I said,” Seere told them. “We use the holy relics—objects imbued with the same sacred energy as holy magic—to remove the seal placed on the Demon King. Or rather...to purify the sealing magic itself.”


      “Purify...the sealing magic?”


      “That sealing spell we all endured—it seems to be different from ordinary holy magic,” Seere said. “I can’t be certain, but if it isn’t holy magic, then holy magic should be able to purify it. It’s worth trying. Using an actual holy mage would work too, but preparing one as a ‘key’ would be too much of a hassle, so let’s ignore that option for now.”


      “I see,” Lilith chimed in as soon as Seere finished speaking. “I’m in favor of Seere’s suggestion.”


      Furcas immediately followed. “Yes! Yes! I agree! If the Demon King returns, we can wipe out humanity for good this time! Ah ha ha!”


      “Thank you both,” Seere said. “Alloces, what about you? My guess is that the seal placed on the Demon King is extremely powerful. After all, it was cast by an apostle sent by the divine. Even gathering every holy relic scattered across the world might not be enough. Nonetheless...will you help us?”


      Alloces snorted in response to Seere’s smug smile. “Ha. Are you stupid, Seere?”


      “Huh?”


      “If there’s even the slightest chance, of course I’m in,” Alloces said. “Reviving the Demon King is our greatest wish, isn’t it? You said so yourself.”


      “Heh,” chuckled Seere. “I thought you’d say that. Thank you, everyone.”


      “Don’t misunderstand. I’m not doing it for you,” Lilith told him. “I’m doing it for the Demon King.”


      “Ah ha ha! Let’s do our best! Let’s do our best! Ah ha ha!” Furcas roared.


      “I told you to shut up, Furcas!” Alloces growled.


      The decision was unanimous. All four demons had agreed immediately.


      And so these four, longtime companions even for demons, formed an alliance to resurrect the Demon King sealed away by the apostle. There were only four of them—yet, they were four demons.


      Demons were terrifyingly powerful. Soon, they would bare their fangs in every corner of the world.


      “So?” Alloces asked. “What exactly are we supposed to do?”


      “Collect holy relics, of course,” Seere replied. “But first, we should decide where each of us will search.”


      “There were several where I used to operate,” Lilith said. “I’ll steal as many as I can.”


      “Ah ha ha! Then I’ll help you! Help you! Ah ha ha!”


      “Oh? Thank you, Furcas. You can serve as my hands and feet.” Lilith smirked.


      “Then I’ll take the Empire,” Seere said. “I’ve always been curious about it. Their relics are guarded more carefully than those of any other nation, so I’ll proceed slowly.”


      “That leaves the Kingdom for me, huh?” Alloces observed.


      “Exactly. And while we’re on the subject, Alloces—I have an interesting piece of information for you.”


      “Information?” Alloces stared at Seere, apparently confused.


      “East of this mine lies a small town called Sennion,” Seere told him. “There may be a holy relic there. Your beloved wyvern should get you there quickly enough.”


      “Oh? That’s pretty helpful, actually. Searching random cities would be a pain anyway. I’ll start with this town of Sennion.”


      “I think that’s wise. Then let’s call it a day. I’ll contact you again if anything comes up. Be careful out there, hmm? Humans are stronger than ever before. Underestimating them would be a fatal mistake.”


      The demons began walking toward the cave entrance. Outside, they split up and set off toward their respective targets. Passion burned in their eyes—the will to do anything and everything to achieve the resurrection of the Demon King.


      “Well then...” murmured Alloces to himself. “Maybe I’ll capture a few monsters along the way and build up my forces.”


      Last to depart, he mounted his wyvern and headed east. His destination: Sennion, the very town where a young man blessed by the divine was living—a young man named Merlin.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Our First Encounter with the Saint


      Weeds crunched underfoot as I strode forward.


      “We must be pretty far from town now. There really aren’t many monsters around, huh?” I called out ahead. The three women walking in front of me all turned back at almost the exact same time. All three of them were what people commonly called demihumans—people who were similar to humans like me, but with certain features that were distinct from ours.


      “Could this be the Arachne’s influence, I wonder?” The first to respond was Sonia, a blonde, blue-eyed elf clad in a blue outfit that seemed to be this land’s traditional attire.


      Elves could typically be distinguished from humans by their long ears and striking beauty. Her honey-colored hair shimmered in the sunlight filtering through the trees, sparkling brilliantly. Her appearance was almost mystical. I felt like I was looking at a painting.


      “Personally, I’m very grateful there are so few monsters, though,” Sophia said in response to Sonia’s comments. She had been quietly kneeling on the ground gathering herbs. Her facial features were very similar to Sonia’s, and her identically colored hair was swaying in the breeze. She let out a soft, gentle laugh.


      Unlike her older sister, Sonia, Sophia’s eyes were a vivid crimson, like polished rubies. Their roundness still carried a hint of youth, making her look especially adorable.


      “Mm... I want to fight more. Lately it’s been nothing but goblins, and that’s boring...” muttered the last of the three, Noise—a beastgirl with black hair and doglike ears—sounding utterly bored. Perhaps reflecting her mood, her ears, which normally stood upright, had gone limp, drooping as though pulled down by gravity. She was the kind of fighter who lived for battle. Without enemies, she just couldn’t get fired up. Considering she hadn’t had a proper fight in a while, her attitude wasn’t surprising.


      So how had we ended up in this situation? It had all started more than two weeks prior.


      Near the small town of Sennion where we lived, a Rank-2 species called an Arachne had suddenly appeared. The Arachne had controlled the monstrous children it created, known as Aranea, and wiped out the majority of the monsters living in the surrounding area.


      We had already defeated both the Arachne and the Aranea, but the effects of its presence were still very much felt. Simply put...there were almost no monsters left anywhere near Sennion.


      “It’s already been two weeks, and barely any monsters have shown up, huh...” I muttered, echoing Noise’s assessment.


      From what Sonia had told me, monsters generally had extremely high rates of reproduction. Of course, they couldn’t produce offspring quite as absurdly fast as an Arachne spitting out Aranea one after another, but there were species that came close.


      Goblins, in particular, were said to reproduce easily and grow quickly. Unless they were killed before reaching maturity, most would become adults in about a week, leave their nests, and begin acting independently.


      And yet even now, more than two weeks later, we could barely find a handful in an entire day.


      The Adventurers’ Guild’s conclusion was that it was all the Arachne’s doing, but I couldn’t help feeling they’d been a bit too hasty. I didn’t have any real evidence, but for some reason, I just had a bad feeling about it.


      I really hope it’s just my imagination...


      “There are plenty of adventurers besides us. Maybe there are simply so many people hunting that it’s outpacing their reproduction? Gathering herbs doesn’t earn much, after all.” Sonia offered a calm, reasonable conclusion.


      “Huh... I see,” I murmured absentmindedly.


      Now that I thought about it, I had heard there were quite a few adventurers struggling to make ends meet lately. We hadn’t earned much over the past few days either, but thanks to the reward we’d received for defeating all those Aranea, we’d be fine for a while.


      Still, saving money was important. This world was dangerous. There was no room to just relax and live carefree. You had to prepare for when something inevitably went wrong. Also, Noise built up stress if she didn’t get to fight, so this trip was partly to let her blow off steam.


      Although, judging from the current situation, it seems like her stress is only getting worse...


      “So, what should we do?” I asked the others. “Call it a day and head back early? Or push deeper, even knowing the risks?”


      If we went any farther, we’d be entering the territory of various Rank-2 species, the second-highest danger level a monster could be assigned.


      “I want to go back,” said Sonia.


      “I agree,” Sophia said. “If we don’t head back now, the timing will be awkward.”


      “It’s a shame, but I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks either,” Noise agreed. “I’ll just look forward to trying again tomorrow instead...”


      All three of them, even Noise, elected to return. That made four votes—a unanimous decision.


      “All right,” I said. “Then we’ll head back once Sophia finishes gathering.”


      “Understood.”


      “Yes!”


      “Got it!”


      Sonia, Sophia, and Noise answered in chorus, all sounding energetic.


      I put all my effort into a final scan of our surroundings. Unfortunately, I didn’t sense any monsters at all—not even as we made our way back. Noise also tried to pick up any sounds by pricking up her sensitive ears, but with no luck.


      Once Sophia finished gathering herbs, the four of us returned to Sennion. By the time we passed through the main gate, Noise’s bad mood had completely faded.


      Walking along the bustling streets filled with townspeople going about their day, we soon arrived at the Adventurers’ Guild. We pushed open the large wooden double doors and stepped inside.


      As always, it was extremely lively here—especially around the tavern, where loud conversations could easily be heard, whether you were trying to listen or not.


      “Ah! Welcome back, Merlin, Sophia, Sonia, and Noise!”


      As we approached the reception counter, we were greeted by a familiar female staff member, Natalie.


      She had been close to Sophia and Sonia since before my reincarnation. In this country, where prejudice against demihumans ran strong, that was incredibly rare.


      Just now, adventurers in Sennion were gradually becoming more accepting of demihumans. But from what I’d heard, things had been far worse before I’d arrived. Without Natalie, Sophia and Sonia might not have been able to continue working as adventurers.


      “How was it outside? Were there any monsters?” Natalie asked.


      “Unfortunately, even going fairly deep into the forest, we only found a few goblins,” I said.


      “Oh...” Natalie sighed. “So there still aren’t many monsters? From the townspeople’s perspective, fewer monsters means more peace, so it’s a good thing, but times like these are rough for adventurers. They struggle to earn money and start taking risks. Especially the newcomers...”


      “Really? What’s going on with the newcomers?” asked Sophia.


      “Recently, there’s been an increase in beginner adventurers heading deep into the forest to make money. Because of that, more and more of them are running into stronger monsters and getting injured.”


      “Even encounters with Rank-3 species are supposed to be rare...” I said. “It’s hard to say whether they’re lucky or unlucky...”


      As far as we were concerned, this was an unlucky turn of events. Beginner adventurers were encountering powerful enemies, while we—who actually had the strength to defeat them—weren’t encountering any at all. It was rough for both parties.


      That said, you couldn’t exactly tell experienced adventurers not to hunt in nearby areas just for the sake of beginners. Whether we were strong or not, we all had to earn money to survive.


      “I’d like to stop them, but they have to get by somehow...” Natalie said. “For now, we’ve been assigning them light work around town, even though the pay is low.”


      “It may sound insensitive to say, but all they can really do is wait for the number of monsters to recover,” Sophia murmured.


      “Yes... I hope they choose to do so, or give up on being adventurers entirely and take up normal jobs instead,” Natalie said with a gentle smile.


      I took out the herbs I had stored and placed them on the table. All of them had been gathered by Sophia.


      “So many herbs again today. I’d expect nothing less from you, Sophia!” said Natalie.


      “It’s really not that impressive. I’m not very useful in combat, after all...”


      “Hmm?” Natalie tilted her head in question.


      Despite Natalie’s praise, Sophia’s expression had darkened. Sonia, standing behind her, also looked uncomfortable. The two of them seemed to be troubled by something. Or was it just my imagination?


      “That’s not true at all, Sophia,” Natalie told her. “Every party has people performing different roles—attacking, defending, healing. You can use very useful magic, so there’s no need to worry so much, all right?”


      “I guess... Thank you,” Sophia mumbled.


      “You’re welcome. I’ll go and appraise these herbs now, so please wait a moment.”


      “All right. Thanks.”


      After seeing Natalie off to the back room with the bundle of herbs, we sat down at a nearby table to wait. The appraisal would only take about ten minutes. There weren’t many types of herbs that grew around Sennion, so if you brought them for appraisal regularly, the process naturally became very efficient.


      Natalie soon returned, having finished the quick check.


      “Thank you for waiting. Here is your reward.”


      We accepted our payment of several coins and bowed our heads.


      “Thank you very much,” I said.


      “Oh, Merlin, could I have a moment?” Natalie asked.


      “Huh? Me?”


      “Just for a bit. There’s something I’d like to talk to you about—in private.”


      “Is she about to confess her love for Merlin?!” Noise blurted out—quite unnecessarily, if you asked me. Sophia and Sonia both flinched in response, then shot sharp glares at me and then at Natalie.


      “Natalie confessing...to Lord Merlin?!” Sonia’s mouth was agape.


      “N-No way! Wh-What should we do?!” Sophia looked flustered.


      “Calm down, both of you,” Natalie said. “It’s true Merlin is good-looking, and he’s definitely my type, but—”


      “Huh?” Shouldn’t you avoid saying stuff like that?! Someone’s going to misunderstand!


      Even my heart had started pounding—not because I thought she actually liked me but because I was worried about what Sophia and the others were going to say next.


      However, Natalie quickly moved to clear things up. “I’m not confessing. It’s just something personal I wanted to discuss. It won’t take long.”


      As soon as Natalie said that, the other three moved a short distance away.


      “So, what’s this private matter?” I asked her.


      “Well...it’s about Sophia.” Natalie lowered her voice as she spoke. With all the noise from the surrounding adventurers, there was no way the others could overhear us.


      “Sophia? What’s up with Sophia?”


      “You haven’t noticed?” she asked. “Lately, she hasn’t seemed quite right.”


      “Not quite right...? She looks perfectly fine to me.”


      I glanced over at Sophia. She was chatting happily with the others as usual. She didn’t look unwell at all...


      Following my gaze, Natalie also looked toward Sophia.


      “She does look fine right now,” she said. “But I don’t mean physically. There are moments when she seems down, and I thought maybe you knew something.”


      “Sorry, I don’t think I can help. She’s always cheerful around me. Although...”


      “Although?”


      “Now that you mention it...she did look a little down earlier.”


      If I remembered correctly, it had been during the herb appraisal. It seemed to bother her that she hadn’t been very useful in combat.


      “If you have the time, could you talk to her?” Natalie implored. “If it’s you asking, I think she’ll feel more comfortable opening up.”


      “Got it. I’ll ask her once we’re back at the inn.”


      “Heh. You really are kind, Merlin.”


      “I just want to know what’s going on,” I told her.


      To me, Sophia was like family. If she was struggling with something, it was only natural I’d want to help. Whether I could actually do anything about it was another matter. I didn’t have much going for me besides my high stats. Still, attempting to help was far better than doing nothing.


      “Thank you,” Natalie said. “I’ll leave it to you, then. I should get back to work before they start getting suspicious.”


      “Yeah. See you next time, Natalie.”


      I waved as we parted ways there, then headed back to the others.


      “Welcome back, Lord Merlin.” Sophia was the first to greet me.


      “All done!” I told them.


      “So? What were you talking about with Natalie?” Sonia was already pressing for answers. She was Sophia’s older sister, so I didn’t mind telling her, but this wasn’t the right place. It was too noisy to have a proper conversation. We’d be better off heading back to the inn first.


      “I’ll tell you once we’re at the inn.”


      “Shall we head back, then?” Sophia asked.


      “Yeah. We’re done here anyway,” I said.


      We all left the Adventurers’ Guild together. We occasionally visited the tavern attached to the guild, but it was always crowded and loud. Even quiet conversations were showy when adventurers were involved. Most of the time, we either ate at the inn’s dining area or found a good restaurant.


      Today, though, I wanted to have a proper conversation, so we decided to eat at the inn. Evening was just beginning to fall. The sky was a blend of blue and orange. It was still a bit early for dinner, but since we had something important to discuss—and it seemed like it might take a while—we decided to head back as soon as possible.


      On the way, I heard a clanging sound—bang, bang—and turned toward it. A group of boys and girls I’d seen a few times at the guild were hammering together pieces of wood. It looked like they were building something.


      “Hey, Sophia.”


      “Yes? What is it, Lord Merlin?” Sophia tilted her head slightly where she walked beside me.


      “What are they doing? It looks like they’re assembling something from wood. And...there are quite a few other people doing stuff, aren’t there?”


      Looking more closely, I realized there wasn’t just one group. Some people were painting letters onto cloth, while others were focused on other types of construction work. It was an unfamiliar sight, and I couldn’t help but wonder at it.


      “Ah...they’re probably preparing for the festival,” Sophia said. “I think they’re adventurers doing the odd jobs Natalie mentioned.”


      “Festival?”


      What festival? I tilted my own head now.


      “It’s the Harvest Festival held throughout the Kingdom of Magnolia,” Sophia explained. “It should be coming up soon, given the time of year. You said you’re not from here, didn’t you? I guess it’s not strange that you wouldn’t know.”


      “The Harvest Festival... I see.”


      So they must be making stalls and decorations—banners for the streets, maybe. Everyone was chatting happily while they worked. I’d heard somewhere that preparing for a festival was often the most enjoyable part. Maybe that was true in this case too.


      Cutting straight through the lively and cheerful crowd, we made our way back to the inn where we were staying. Before heading to the dining hall, we all gathered in my room.


      “Merlin, what’s this important thing you wanted to talk about?” Noise asked.


      She sat down on my bed, her ears perked up and twitching excitedly. Sonia and Sophia sat beside her while I took the only wooden chair.


      “Hmm. How should I put this? I’m not great with beating around the bush, so I’ll just say it. Sophia—I want to talk to you.”


      “Huh? M-Me...?”


      “I’ve been wondering if something’s been bothering you lately,” I continued. “You looked a bit down earlier at the guild, remember? If there’s something on your mind, I’d like you to tell me. Maybe I can help.”


      “Lord Merlin... I’m sorry for worrying you.”


      The moment she heard what was on my mind, Sophia suddenly bowed her head deeply. What caught my attention, though, was Sonia beside her. She didn’t seem surprised at all—almost as if she’d known about Sophia’s concerns from the beginning. She gently stroked Sophia’s back.


      Meanwhile—


      “Wait, Sophia has something bothering her?! I’ll help too! I’ll subjugate it in a flash!” Noise declared, puffing up proudly.


      What do you mean “subjugate”? You can’t beat up something that doesn’t have a physical form.


      “Thank you, Noise,” said Sophia. “And...as Merlin said, there has been something on my mind lately...”


      “Actually...me too,” Sonia chimed in then.


      “You too, Sonia?” This time, I was the one surprised. Both sisters were troubled about something? I couldn’t think of anything that would cause both of them so much worry. I waited quietly for them to continue. Sonia spoke first, looking slightly uncomfortable.


      “The truth is, we’ve been feeling inferior—to you and Noise.”


      “Inferior...?”


      Inferior? Sonia and Sophia? To me and Noise?


      I could understand it in my case. I’d been given absurdly excessive power by a god. Even a quarter of my original strength was enough to overwhelm them. If I’d been in their position, I’d definitely have felt inferior too. But Noise was closer to their level. At least, that was how I saw it.


      “Noise is so strong,” Sonia said. “During the fight against the Arachne, she protected Sophia and me when all we could do was hold her back. And since then, she’s been defeating Rank-3 species with no problem. I’m sure she’ll be able to take down Rank-2 ones on her own soon. But Sophia and I... We don’t believe we could ever become that strong. Even if we could, we don’t know how long it would take... Sometimes, we can’t help thinking we might just be dead weight at this rate.”


      So that was it. They were panicking about not being able to keep up with Noise’s rapid growth.


      They weren’t wrong. Noise was getting stronger and stronger at an incredible pace. She even had her beast transformation as a trump card. If they compared themselves to her, it was only natural that Sonia and Sophia—who didn’t have any special abilities like that—would feel anxious.


      It wasn’t something that could be solved overnight. Growth rates differed from person to person, and Sonia and Sophia weren’t slow by any means. They had talent too. But with first me and my insane abilities, and now even Noise becoming yet another figure towering above them, they had lost confidence.


      “I’ll do my best,” Sonia murmured quietly.


      “I’ll do my best not to hold anyone back!” Sophia chimed in. “I’m barely useful for anything except gathering herbs, but...I want to become strong enough to protect everyone! So...could you please give me a little more time?”


      “Calm down, Sophia,” her sister urged her. “Lord Merlin hasn’t said he’s planning on kicking us out of the party or anything like that, has he?”


      “But you felt the same way, didn’t you, sis?”


      Even as Sonia tried to soothe her, Sophia only grew more flustered. But instead of getting upset, Sonia smiled and gently stroked her sister’s head.


      “Yes, I’ve felt the same way,” she told her. “I still haven’t even repaid him for everything he’s done for us, and I’ve been desperately searching every day for some way to become stronger. Of course I get tired sometimes too...but if it shows on my face, then I still have a long way to go.”


      Sonia let out a faint laugh, and Sophia immediately flushed red and began to protest.


      “B-But you’ve been sad a lot too, sis!”


      “Yes, yes,” Sonia agreed. “So that’s how we’ve been feeling, Lord Merlin.”


      “I want both of you to do things at your own pace, and I believe you’ll find the answer soon enough,” I told them. “But...wouldn’t it be all right to rely on Noise and me a little too?”


      “Rely on you?” Sonia tilted her head, as if the idea had never even occurred to her.


      “I don’t have some clear-cut answer like ‘do this’ or ‘do that’...but maybe I can at least offer some advice on growing stronger.”


      “Advice is hard for me...” Noise said, and then, bursting with confidence, she cried, “Ah! But there is a quick way to get stronger! I’ve got it!”


      “Y-You do? There’s really a way, Noise?” asked Sonia.


      “Yes! This!”


      With great enthusiasm, Noise thrust out her beloved greatsword. She proudly showed it off, still sheathed in its beige scabbard. Sonia, Sophia, and I were all totally confused.


      “A weapon? You mean...get new weapons? Would that really make us stronger?” asked Sonia.


      “No, that’s not what I mean,” Noise said. “Your weapons are precious keepsakes from your parents, right? There’s no way you could just replace them! What I mean is enchantment magic.”


      “Enchantment...” I murmured. “Of course! I forgot that that was an option!”


      I was the first one to grasp what Noise was getting at. If I used enchantment magic, Sonia and Sophia could become stronger immediately. Though...that strength would be—


      “Enchantment magic... I think I’ve heard about that before? It lets you give objects special effects, right?” Sonia asked, sounding interested.


      “Yeah,” I said. “It’s one of the spells I can use. Noise is probably saying that if I enchant your weapons, you could get stronger quickly.”


      The moment I said that, Sonia and Sophia looked at each other, then immediately leaned forward.


      “Please do!” they cried.


      “O-Oh...” I stuttered, taken aback. I hadn’t expected them to be that eager. I tended to think of enchantment magic purely as a way to improve a weapon, so I’d assumed the two of them—who had always relied on their own strength alone—would refuse. Sonia, especially, had a rather warrior-like streak hidden beneath her calm exterior.


      “With Lord Merlin’s enchantments, we won’t have to worry anymore, right, sis?” crowed Sophia. “Actually, while we’re at it, why don’t we have him enchant everything we wear too?”


      I could only laugh at Sophia’s eagerness.


      If I really wanted to, I could enchant every last thing they wore from head to toe. The problem was that clothes made from such soft materials would probably fail to withstand the enchantments and end up damaged. Besides, clothes were replaced frequently, and neither of them wore armor or protective gear in the first place.


      At that, Sonia’s expression abruptly turned stern, and she spoke in a tone meant to rein Sophia in. “No, Sophia. If we rely on enchantments for everything, then when it really matters, we won’t be able to use our own strength properly. The power of enchantments should only be a leg up toward becoming stronger ourselves.”


      “Ugh... Y-You’re right...” Sophia murmured.


      Sonia really was dependable. Maybe she had that mindset because she always felt that she had to stay strong in order to protect her younger sister.


      “So, just your weapons should be enough, right?” I confirmed. “Sonia, Sophia—I promise I’ll give them the best enchantments possible.”


      “Thank you, Lord Merlin!” The two of them lifted their faces and answered in unison.


      Good. It feels like both of them have finally gone back to their usual bright selves.


      “All right then, let’s go ahead and get this done,” I said. “I’d like to finish the enchantments before dinner.”


      “Is enchantment magic really something you can do that easily?” Sophia asked.


      “Hmm... I don’t know how other people’s enchantment magic works, so it’s hard to say,” I replied. “For me, personally, it’s simple enough. Noise’s weapon took a little more effort since I had to start by making the weapon itself, but just enchanting something doesn’t take long.”


      “We’re in your hands, Lord Merlin.” Sonia held out her slender sword. Sophia offered me her wooden staff. Both were well-worn but good weapons—that was the impression I got from them.


      “I’ll do my best.”


      I took the weapons from them, deciding to inspect Sonia’s sword first. With enchantment magic, the maximum number of effects an item could hold depended on the quality of the materials used to make it. A weapon made from nothing more than plain iron—like Noise’s greatsword—would be able to hold two. I wondered how many Sonia’s and Sophia’s could handle.


      Drawing on what I’d learned from enchanting Noise’s weapon, I used the Spell of Appraisal that the god of this world had taught me.


      The Spell of Appraisal was a spell that let me see information about nonliving things. The names of the materials and what you might call their “rarity” surfaced in my mind as information.


      According to that, Sonia’s sword was made from impressively high-quality materials. It wasn’t ordinary ore. It was an alloy called orichalcum—a metal I’d never seen or even heard of before. Apparently, it could withstand as many as four enchantments.


      “This is an excellent weapon,” I told her. “It can handle multiple enchantments. Is it all right if I choose them myself?”


      “Yes,” she told me. “If possible, I’d be happy if they were enchantments useful for both swordsmanship and magic.”


      “Right, since you use both your sword and magic... Got it.”


      In that case, the enchantments I should choose are... I started with Hardening, the same one I’d put on Noise’s weapon before. Next came Decay Prevention, so her precious weapon wouldn’t be damaged. After that came Speed Enhancement to further strengthen Sonia’s greatest asset—her quickness—and finally Mana Enhancement, just as she’d requested.


      That made four in total. The enchantment was complete.


      Multiple lights gathered around the slender sword, then sank into the blade itself. Once the glow faded, I handed it back to Sonia.


      “There. It’s done.”


      “I-It’s already done?! That was so fast...” she murmured.


      “With enchantment magic, all you really have to do is imagine the effect you want and guide your mana correctly,” I told her. “It’s not that difficult.”


      Spell success rates depended on your Mana stat, after all. At my level, it would have been harder to fail.


      “The enchantments I placed on your sword are Hardening, Decay Prevention, Speed Enhancement, and Mana Enhancement,” I explained. “The effects are exactly what they sound like. The blade’s been reinforced so it won’t break easily. Just holding it will increase both your speed and your mana. Your magic attacks should hit harder too.”


      “Amazing... Just by holding a single sword, I can really become that much stronger...”


      “The effect will disappear if it leaves your hand, so be careful.”


      “Thank you.”


      Sonia bowed her head once more. Now it was Sophia’s turn.


      “Next is yours, Sophia. Do you want enchantments related to combat?”


      Sophia was a complete backline type. She wasn’t good at close combat, and she specialized in magical support. In game terms, she was something like a priest or a cleric.


      “Yes!” she said. “I’d like something that helps me build on my strengths.”


      “Sounds good. Let’s go with that.”


      So, what she wants is clearly something focused on magic and mana...


      Her staff, too, was made from a somewhat unusual material—a branch of ivory wood—and was of very high quality. It could hold about as many enchantments as Sonia’s sword.


      Decay Prevention was a given. She wouldn’t be swinging it around, so Hardening wasn’t necessary. Mana Enhancement was absolutely essential. As for the remaining two...




      I propose that Spirit’s Blessing would be the most suitable.




      Huh?


      That was sudden. God rarely spoke to me first, but from time to time, perhaps as some kind of apology for reincarnating me in this world, they would step in like this and offer guidance.


      Spirit’s Blessing, though—what was that?




      Spirit’s Blessing is exactly what the name suggests: a boon granted to humans by spirits. Spirits are beings that govern various attributes. When it comes to the use of magic, they surpass humans by a great margin.




      Huh. And what would Sophia gain from receiving that blessing?




      The individual named Sophia is well suited to the blessing of an earth spirit. If she acquires that blessing, she will receive high resistance to status abnormalities, enhancement of earth magic, enhancement of mana, and reduced mana consumption for earth magic spells.




      Seriously? So in other words, it was a compound skill—one ability with multiple effects built into it. By the way, would that mana enhancement overlap with regular Mana Enhancement?




      Negative. The mana enhancement granted by Spirit’s Blessing is treated differently from ordinary Mana Enhancement, so they do not stack.




      Then that settled it. One of the enchantments would definitely be Spirit’s Blessing.




      Spirit’s Blessing is highly powerful, so it counts as two enchantment slots.




      You’ve got to be kidding me.


      Well, I supposed it couldn’t be too convenient. Still, from the sound of it, it was a better deal than anything else I could add. The enchantments were decided. All that remained was to form the concrete image in my mind and apply the effect to the staff.


      And then, as I wondered what exactly I was supposed to picture for Spirit’s Blessing, the image of a beautiful black-haired woman suddenly crossed my mind. I had never seen her before. Her beauty was so extraordinary it didn’t even feel real. The sight of her stole my breath away, but then the image burst like a bubble and vanished.


      I came back to myself with a start, only to discover that the enchantment magic had already activated perfectly.


      “What was that?” I muttered to myself.


      Had that been the spirit lending Sophia its power? Judging by Sophia’s apparent affinity, had it been an earth spirit? That only left me with even more questions, but for some reason God refused to answer. For the moment, the enchantment was done, so I handed the staff back to Sophia.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting, Sophia,” I told her. “Your staff now has the same Decay Prevention and Mana Enhancement as Sonia’s. But the real highlight is Spirit’s Blessing.”


      “Sp-Spirit’s Blessing?!”


      Sophia froze with her mouth hanging open. Beside her, Sonia’s whole body began to tremble.


      “What’s wrong with you two?” I asked. “Is it really that incredible?”


      “Incredible doesn’t even begin to cover it!” Sonia exclaimed, eyes wide. “Spirit’s Blessing is the highest form of ability for us elves. And you enchanted a weapon with it? Can Spirit’s Blessing even be used to enchant an object in the first place...?”


      “I did it just fine.” I shrugged.


      Wait. Was it normally impossible? What’s going on, God?! Explain! Explain, explain, explain, explain!


      I shouted at them over and over in my head, but that bastard had apparently blocked communication on their end. No response came back at all.


      I’ve been set up again?!


      Just like with holy magic, they’d made me do something outrageous without telling me the details first! And yet... Part of me didn’t regret it because Sophia and the others were obviously going to be thrilled. That was what irritated me most. It made it even more frustrating.


      “Um...what exactly does Spirit’s Blessing do?” Noise, who was just as completely clueless about spirits as I was, dutifully raised her hand and asked Sonia. I already knew the answer, but I was curious about Sonia’s understanding too, so I silently looked at her. She took one deep breath, regained her composure, and explained as calmly as she could.


      “Spirit’s Blessing is the boon granted by spirits who govern attributes. Just like the name suggests, it’s a skill that bestows multiple blessings on its holder.”


      “Sophia’s got the blessing of an earth spirit.” I added that much, just in case.


      “In that case, Sophia should find it much easier than before to use earth magic,” Sonia said. “The mana cost should go down too. On top of that...the blessing can improve your physical condition as well.”


      “Oh! Sophia, doesn’t that mean you’ve become really strong? That’s amazing!” Noise was as delighted as if it were her own good fortune. I was glad too. Spirit’s Blessing really had been the right choice for Sophia. Sophia herself flushed pink and smiled shyly.


      “Yes!” she murmured. “I’m so, so happy. A spirit’s blessing is the greatest joy for an elf. I never once imagined that I would ever receive one.”


      “Congratulations, Sophia,” her sister said. “I’m honestly jealous.”


      But Sonia didn’t look bitter. From the way she’d explained it, Spirit’s Blessing really was something special to elves. According to God, elves revered spirits, so it would have been nice if Sonia could have gotten one as well.




      The individual named Sonia also has the aptitude to receive Spirit’s Blessing.




      Oh. A message from God has come through again. Don’t ignore me when I’m talking to you!




      However, for this particular enchantment, I judged that strengthening the individual Sonia’s natural abilities would be more effective than granting her Spirit’s Blessing.




      Ignored again. Maybe I should start ignoring them back...


      But, no—everything God said ended up benefiting me in some way. Most of the time, their guidance caused more good than trouble. Even this news would be wonderful for Sonia to hear. I swallowed my irritation.


      “Sonia, you do have the aptitude for Spirit’s Blessing too,” I told her. “I could enchant an accessory with it instead of your weapon, but...if I go too far, you’ll probably have trouble adjusting to all that extra power. So for now, it’s better to let you get used to your current enchantments first.”


      “R-Really?!” she stammered. “Me too? I could receive Spirit’s Blessing too?!”


      “Yeah. I guess that’s what you’d expect from sisters. As far as I can tell, there’s no doubt about it.”


      Strictly speaking, it wasn’t my judgment—it was God’s—but there was no point saying that aloud.


      At my answer, Sonia lit up with joy in a way that made her look very much her age.


      “So you’re loved by the spirits too, sis. What a relief...” Sophia let out a visible sigh of relief as well. Well, of course she did. If only one of them had been eligible for Spirit’s Blessing, that would have made things awkward, even if only a little. I was relieved that the sisters’ relationship wouldn’t grow strained because of something I’d done.


      “This is really firing me up for tomorrow’s battle, Sonia, Sophia!” crowed Noise.


      “Yes! From now on, I’m going to work hard right alongside you, Noise!” Sonia declared, grinning. “I’ll definitely stand shoulder to shoulder with you.”


      “I’ll do my best to support everyone too so I won’t hold anyone back,” said Sophia.


      All three of them were suddenly overflowing with enthusiasm for tomorrow. It was like watching children who’d just been given brand-new toys. I understood the feeling perfectly, so I didn’t say anything. My role was simply to watch over them and make sure they didn’t get carried away.


      “All right. I think that settles things for now, so shall we head down for dinner? The timing should be just right.”


      “Certainly,” said Sophia.


      “I’m looking forward to it,” said Sonia.


      “I’m going to eat a lot tonight!” Noise whooped.


      We headed down the stairs toward the inn’s first floor. All of them were walking with a new bounce in their step.


      ▼△▼


      We arrived at the first floor of the inn.


      From the dining hall across from the stairway, lively voices drifted over to us. It seemed my guess had been right—the timing for dinner was perfect. Some of the guests were already drinking and getting rowdy. We started toward them, ready to join in ourselves, when several figures swayed into our path and blocked the way.


      “Huh?”


      The group who’d stepped in front of us consisted of three suspicious-looking people dressed in gray robes. Their faces were completely hidden beneath deep hoods, making it impossible to discern their features.


      The way they stood there in the middle of the inn was so blatantly odd that Sophia, the others, and I all instinctively took a step back, going on guard.


      “And who might you be?” I asked. “I’d appreciate it if you stepped aside.”


      At my words, the petite figure standing at the front took a single step forward. The generous curve of her chest—large enough to push out the front of her robe—was more than enough to tell me that this person was a woman. Then a high-pitched distinctly feminine voice drifted out from beneath the hood.


      “My deepest apologies for this sudden intrusion. In truth, I have been searching for a certain person... Might I ask your name?”


      Her tone was polite. Her manner was gentle. At the very least, there was no trace of malice in her voice. If anything, it was so perfectly clear and free of hesitation that it almost seemed to hold no emotion at all.


      “Merlin...” I replied.


      I was fairly well known in Sennion. Like these people, I wore a hood, making me easy to spot, and I’d shown my face when I registered at the Adventurers’ Guild, so quite a few people knew what I looked like. For a second I considered giving a fake name, but the lie would probably have been exposed immediately, so I decided there was no point.


      The mysterious woman let out a delighted little cry the moment she heard my name.


      “My, my, my!” she gushed. “So you really are Lord Merlin after all. Seeing that you were accompanied by elves and a beastgirl, I thought it might be you. I’m so glad I wasn’t mistaken.”


      She stepped even closer to me.


      “Please forgive my repeated rudeness,” she said. “I should have introduced myself first, yet I asked your name before offering my own. I feared that giving my name too soon might cause confusion.”


      “Confusion? Just who are you...?” I asked.


      “My apologies for the late introduction. My name is Auriel Sara Magnolia.”


      “What?!” said Sonia.


      “No way!” shouted Noise.


      “Huh?” squeaked Sophia.


      The instant she spoke her name, the other three all cried out at once. Apparently, I was the only one who didn’t recognize it.


      “Sonia? Sophia? Noise? You know that name?”


      “Know it?” repeated Noise. “I mean, not exactly... But ‘Magnolia’! That’s the same name as this kingdom!”


      “Huh?”


      Wait. Did that mean—


      “She’s royalty...!” said Sonia. “And the name Auriel—”


      “She’s the one they call the saint!” cried Sophia.


      “Even I know who she is!” announced Noise. “She’s incredibly popular with the people!”


      “Whaaat?!” I couldn’t help but raise my voice too. At the commotion, some of the diners poked their heads out from the dining hall with looks that seemed to ask, What’s going on?


      Seeing Auriel and the two people standing behind her—if she was royalty, then they were probably guards—the guests started whispering among themselves.


      “Is this some kind of lovers’ quarrel?” I heard one ask.


      “Oh my, we’ve become quite the spectacle,” murmured Auriel. “There are too many eyes here, so if you wouldn’t mind, would you guide me to your room, Lord Merlin? There is something I wish to discuss with you in private.”


      “My room?” I repeated.


      “Yes. Please.”


      Auriel—who was supposedly royalty—bowed her head to me. I doubted anyone here besides my companions knew who she really was, but even so, this all seemed far too reckless.


      That said, I was also getting tired of all the eyes on us, so I couldn’t deny that I agreed with her suggestion. While I was reluctant to bring complete strangers into my room, I was curious about what business she could possibly have with me.


      My steps slowed by reluctance, I turned back toward the stairs with the new group in tow. We climbed the stairs once more and left the two guards outside the room; only Auriel and the four of us entered. The two guards were absurdly huge, so there was no way they would’ve fit anyway. Thankfully, they accepted the situation without complaining.


      “Now we can speak in peace,” I said once the door was closed behind us. “Auriel...I mean, Your Highness?”


      Her voice had sounded so young that I’d guessed she was a princess rather than a queen. Was I right?


      “Just Auriel is fine,” she told me. “Even though I’m a royal, I’m the youngest in the family—the fourth princess.”


      Looks like I guessed right. As she said that, she removed her hood, revealing her face at last. Long lustrous silver hair spilled into view. It was beautiful glossy hair, the kind that seemed to gleam even indoors. After watching it fall all the way to Auriel’s waist, the three ladies beside me all reacted at once.


      “Silver hair...!” Sonia exclaimed.


      “The same as Lord Merlin’s,” whispered Sophia.


      “But her eyes are reddish violet,” Noise observed. “So only the hair color is the same?”


      At Sonia’s, Sophia’s, and Noise’s reactions, Auriel let out a soft little laugh.
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      “Yes,” she agreed. “Sadly, I didn’t inherit the eye color. But I’m proud of this hair. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”


      Their exchange reminded me of something. In this world, God was said to have silver hair and golden eyes. Both colors were apparently considered sacred—though in my case, thanks to God’s meddling, he’d made even my facial features resemble his for some reason.


      Still, this was the first time I’d ever seen anyone else with silver hair. I found myself staring at Auriel’s face. Maybe she noticed, because she suddenly blushed pink. She even placed a hand against her cheek in a way that felt...oddly theatrical.


      “Heh heh,” she chuckled. “When you stare at me like that, Lord Merlin, I get embarrassed. If possible, might I see your face as well? I’d like to know whether, as the rumors say, you truly have the features of a god.”


      “Urk.” I gulped.


      Well. Yeah. Of course she would ask that. I wanted to refuse with all my heart. If I let the saint see my face, who knew what she’d say? But she wasn’t merely a saint—she was also a princess. As an ordinary adventurer, I had no way to refuse her. So with great reluctance, I removed my hood.


      “Ah—!”


      In that instant, Auriel’s eyes flew wide open. I could tell she was shocked. But somehow...this wasn’t the reaction I’d expected. Rather than delight, it looked more like she’d received some kind of blow—


      My doubts vanished almost immediately...because Auriel broke into a radiant smile. The change came so quickly that it almost made me wonder if I’d imagined the expression from before.


      “Ahh! Just as I have heard! What a beautiful face! So your eyes truly are golden.”


      Her voice rising with excitement, Auriel closed the distance between us all at once. My reaction came too late for me to step back.


      “The face said to resemble the god illustrated in the holy scriptures...” she whispered. “You must be the apostle chosen by God. To think I would be allowed to behold such a person in my own lifetime...”


      “Scr-Scriptures?” I asked.


      “The sacred text that records the teachings of the Way of Ursula,” she explained. “Long ago, Saint Ursula—who was once hailed as a messenger of God—compiled her own experiences into a single book. It records the many miracles God wrought and includes illustrations as well. There is a painting of God within it that bears a striking resemblance to you, Lord Merlin.”


      “R-Right...” I stammered.


      This girl was intense. She was coming on way too strong.


      The way she hadn’t hesitated to get right in my face was no joke. So was that reaction I saw earlier really just my imagination, and this overly devout version of her is the real Princess Auriel? Her faith practically radiated off her.


      More importantly, having a complete stranger lean in this close was unbearably awkward. She was praising me so much it made my skin crawl. And, well...she was kind of scary too. Clergy are terrifying.


      “Setting that aside...what are you doing in this town, Your Highness?”


      I still hadn’t heard why she’d shown up in front of me in the first place. Since she was a princess, I assumed she normally lived in the royal capital or somewhere like it. I couldn’t think of a single reason she’d have come all the way to Sennion. Surely it wasn’t actually to see me or anything.


      “Of course I came to see you, Lord Merlin,” she said.


      Wait, that really was the reason!


      My knees nearly gave out on the spot, but I somehow managed to stay standing.


      “A-A princess...came to see me?” I asked.


      “Yes. But naturally, as a princess, I cannot simply go wherever I please. Permission would never be granted for such a thing. So I employed a slightly...indirect method.”


      “Indirect?”


      “The kingdom’s Harvest Festival will soon be upon us,” she said. “The festival is held throughout the kingdom. Naturally, it will be held here in Sennion as well. And in Sennion, every year, a high-ranking priest—or someone of equivalent status—takes on a certain role. It is a role like that of a shrine maiden who prays to God for next year’s abundant harvest. I volunteered myself for that role, threatened His Majesty the King—ahem, I mean, persuaded him, and thus came to Sennion.”


      “You just said you threatened the King.”


      “That must have been your imagination.” She smiled sweetly. It was the innocent smile typical of a young girl, but after what she’d just said, it carried an incredible amount of pressure. Her face practically screamed, I said no such thing! In other words, she was telling me not to pry. “More importantly, Lord Merlin. I didn’t come all this way simply because I wanted to see your face.”


      “There’s something else?” I asked.


      “Would you please come to the royal capital?” she asked. “In my name, I promise you the finest treatment possible.”


      “Huh?! M-Me? Go to the capital?”


      The proposal was so sudden that I let out a bewildered gasp. But Auriel merely nodded. She didn’t deny it. In fact, her expression was deadly serious.


      “No, no, no!” I protested. “Even if I went to the capital, there’d be nothing for me to do there.”


      “You need do nothing at all, Lord Merlin. The people’s faith has been fading, and they are gradually losing the emotional support they once relied upon. If they were to see you, I believe that diminished faith would return at once.”


      “So...in other words, you want me there as a mascot?”


      Like what, some kind of panda at the zoo?


      “No,” she said. “The restoration of the people’s faith would only be a pleasant extra. Merely having you near us, Lord Merlin, would be a salvation in itself.”


      “So you say, but...I’m just an ordinary person.”


      An ordinary person who just happens to be a bit overpowered...and who happens to resemble God.


      “How amusing,” she said. “I can sense it, you know. That sacred energy that seems to well up from your very body.”


      “Sacred energy?” I repeated.


      There was something like that coming out of me? I looked down and around at myself in a panic, but since she’d called it “energy,” naturally I couldn’t see or feel anything at all. Maybe it was just Auriel being dramatic. Or maybe she had some unique power of her own. Either way, she seemed completely convinced that I was God’s apostle.


      “I don’t really understand what you mean, Princess Auriel, but I’m not going to the capital. I’m just an adventurer.”


      “An adventurer? I see. An adventurer, hmm...” Auriel made a thoughtful little gesture, as if considering something. She fell silent for a while and then suddenly lifted her face and smiled.


      “I suppose it can’t be helped,” she said. “Now that I’ve been rejected, I can hardly press you further. Let us be good and go home for the day. I never expected everything to go perfectly in the first place.”


      With that, she pulled her hood back up and started toward the door. Just before she left, with one hand resting on the doorknob, she looked back at me.


      “I won’t give up so easily. I’ll come see you again very soon. And if possible, I would be delighted if you would get to know me simply as Auriel rather than Princess Auriel.”


      Leaving only those words behind, she bowed once, then slipped out of the room. Footsteps which I assumed were her guards’ began to fade into the distance. Once I heard them going down the stairs, I staggered backward and collapsed onto the bed.


      Sophia and the others rushed over at once.


      “Lord Merlin, are you all right?” Sophia asked.


      “S-Somehow...”


      A wave of mental exhaustion came crashing over me all at once.


      So that was the kingdom’s fourth princess. No wonder people called her the saint—her conviction had been something else entirely. There were a few things about her that still bothered me, but personally, I didn’t think she seemed like a bad person.


      And that was exactly what made her a massive pain. She had power, she seemed purehearted, and that combination made it hard to simply push her away.


      “You’ve been singled out by a difficult person, Lord Merlin,” said Sonia.


      “What are you going to do? From the way she spoke, she’s definitely coming to see you again very soon,” said Sophia, fidgeting.


      “She’s a princess,” I replied. “It’s not like there’s much I can do. If she really wanted to, she could probably drag me to the capital by force. Let’s just be thankful that she isn’t going that far.”


      Was I giving up? No, no. This was what people called being completely cornered.


      Two weeks had passed since we’d defeated the Arachne. Just when I’d thought life was finally growing somewhat peaceful, it turned out that had only been the calm before the storm. And now, as if to bring back all the chaos I’d just escaped, a new storm named Auriel had blown into town. Just how was my life going to change now that she had entered it?


      For the first time in a while, a small flicker of unease passed through my mind.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Bandits!


      After meeting Auriel, the fourth princess of the Kingdom of Magnolia, we quickly finished dinner before turning in for the night.


      On the way to the dining hall, I couldn’t help glancing around, wondering if she and her entourage were nearby. Apparently, I looked suspicious because a few other guests gave me odd looks. In the end, Auriel and the others really had disappeared, most likely back to whatever inn they were staying at.


      We didn’t run into her again that night, and I went to bed with a lingering sense of unease.


      The next morning came all too soon. Still half-asleep, I rubbed my eyes, threw on my robe, pulled up the hood, and headed down to the first-floor dining hall. Everyone else was already there. As I approached, they greeted me brightly.


      “Good morning, Lord Merlin,” said Sophia.


      “Morning, Lord Merlin. You still look sleepy,” said Sonia.


      “Good morning, Merlin,” said Noise.


      “Morning, everyone,” I replied. “I had a hard time falling asleep... I couldn’t stop thinking about the Princess Auriel business. I’m fine, though.”


      I placed my usual breakfast order with Camellia and stifled a yawn.


      “Even if it was only a short interaction, yesterday was exhausting. What’s the plan today? Want to take it easy?” Sonia asked.


      “No. Like I said, I’m fine. Let’s stick to the plan—heading to the Adventurers’ Guild and picking up a job. I need to test how effective the enchantments I put on your sword and Sophia’s staff really are.”


      I’d almost forgotten thanks to Auriel’s sudden appearance, but I’d enchanted their weapons yesterday. The two of them were far stronger now than before. If anything, I wanted them to get real combat experience as soon as possible so they could get used to it. Besides...I was sure they were itching to fight.


      “We’d appreciate that, but pushing yourself defeats the purpose,” Sonia said. “There’s no need to rush.”


      “She’s right! We can wait!” Sophia added.


      I laughed. “Thanks for worrying about me. But honestly, I want to see you two in action. I’ll wake up once we get moving. I’ll rest properly tomorrow, so let me push through a bit today, okay?”


      “Lord Merlin...” Both of them smiled, clearly pleased.


      In the end, they were the ones that were looking forward to this the most. I couldn’t ruin it for them. I decided to help them.


      Our discussion ended just as the food arrived. We finished breakfast together, chatting idly, then got ready and left the inn. Before long, all of us were stepping into the Adventurers’ Guild.


      The moment we did, I froze. My mouth fell open as I stared at the person standing right in front of me. She met my gaze and smiled softly.


      “Good morning, Lord Merlin.”


      “Au-Auriel—I-I mean, Your Highness...?”


      Just like yesterday, the girl blocking my path wore a robe with the hood pulled low. But from her voice and presence, there was no mistaking her.


      “Please call me ‘El’ in public. It would be troublesome if my identity were discovered.”


      “What are you doing at the Adventurers’ Guild?” I asked bluntly.


      Auriel stepped closer—far too close—and whispered in my ear. “To be by your side, of course. When I heard you were an adventurer yesterday, I knew you’d come here to take on a request.”


      “Wh-Whoa!” I yelped. “Y-You’re too close, Princess—I mean, Lady El!”


      I’d nearly said her real name out loud but quickly clamped my mouth shut.


      “No need to refer to me as ‘Lady’ either. When you address me that way, it only embarrasses me.”


      “You’re a princess, though,” I argued.


      “Even so.”


      “Fine. El, then. Where are your guards?”


      There was no point arguing with her further.


      “I left them behind,” she said. “They attract too much attention.”


      “That’s dangerous. Please return to them! A princess wandering around alone—”


      “I’m at an age where I’d like to enjoy a little freedom,” she said lightly. “And besides...do you really think I need guards when you’re here, Lord Merlin?”


      “You absolutely do.”


      Don’t rely on me to protect you! I can’t handle that level of responsibility.


      “What should we do, Lord Merlin?” Sophia asked from behind me. “Should we escort Princess—um, Lady El back to the inn?”


      “Yeah...” I agreed. “Sorry, El, but you’ll have to head back for today. We’re about to take on a job outside the city. You’ll only get in the way.”


      I didn’t bother softening my words. Sophia and the others looked uneasy, making faces at me that practically screamed, Are you sure you should be talking to a princess like that? but Auriel respected me. I doubted she’d make a fuss over something like me failing to show the proper deference. It was a gamble...but she simply replied calmly.


      “Please rest assured, Lord Merlin. I am quite capable in battle. My duties have taken me across the kingdom, and my magic is...quite respectable. I can protect myself. Truly, there is no issue.”


      “Seriously?” I asked.


      This princess isn’t backing down. Even if I try to stop her, she’ll probably follow anyway. Dragging her back by force would just make her resent me, right?


      I glanced behind me. Sophia, Sonia, and Noise all looked back at me with varying degrees of bewilderment. Sonia, especially, seemed wary of Auriel. This could get messy.


      “All right,” I finally said. “If you agree to one condition...I’ll let you come with us.”


      “Lord Merlin?! Are you sure?” Sophia asked.


      “If she agrees, Sophia,” I emphasized.


      Auriel didn’t hesitate. “Of course. What is it?”


      “If I decide you’re holding us back, you come straight back to the city. And you don’t interfere with our work again.”


      I’m terrible at saying no to girls. I’m very aware of that flaw.


      That was why I’d allow it, just this once. But if she became a liability, I wouldn’t hesitate again. Being an adventurer wasn’t a game. One wrong move could put not just me, but everyone, in danger.


      Perhaps she understood the weight of my words. Auriel’s playful smile vanished, replaced by a serious expression. She placed a hand over her chest and spoke with quiet resolve. “I understand. I will engrave those words upon my heart. And I swear I will never hold you back.”


      “Good. Then that’s that.” I turned to the others. “Are you all okay with this? I kind of decided without consulting you all.”


      “I’m fine with it,” Sophia said. “I’ve actually wanted to speak with...Lady El for a while.”


      “As long as she doesn’t hate demihumans, I’m fine,” Noise said, nodding.


      “Well, if a princess insists, I can’t exactly refuse,” Sonia said. “She says she can fight, so I’ll go along with it.”


      “Thanks, everyone,” I told them, then looked back at Auriel. “Just to be sure... You don’t have any prejudice against demihumans, right, El?”


      From what I’d seen yesterday, she didn’t. And honestly...that was part of why I couldn’t be too harsh with her. People like that were rare in this country.


      “None at all,” she replied immediately. “Demihumans are people, just like us. The same blood flows through our veins. Their forms are not so different from ours. There is nothing to despise.”


      She means it. “Good. Then it’s settled. Let’s find a job and head outside the city.”


      “I’m fired up today!” Sophia cheered.


      “Same here. I won’t lose to Noise,” Sonia added.


      “Hey, save some excitement for me too!” Noise protested. “Being left out would be tragic!”


      With the group lively once more, we lined up at the guild reception desk. The staff stiffened the moment they noticed Auriel standing beside me. They must have recognized her from when she’d registered and realized she was the fourth princess of Magnolia. As a result, even the hood hiding her face made no difference. They addressed us extremely politely.


      ▼△▼


      After accepting a monster subjugation request, we all left the town of Sennion together.


      As expected, there were hardly any monsters in the forest. About an hour passed with nothing to do but chat idly, and just as we reached roughly the middle layer of the forest, we finally encountered something: goblins, a Rank-4 species. Several of them stood in our path, crude blades in their hands.


      “They’ve got weapons,” I muttered. “Did they kill adventurers and take them...or strip them off corpses? El, you handle this. If you struggle against goblins, things are going to get dangerous later.”


      Our main goal was to test Sophia and Sonia in real combat, but first, I needed to see what Auriel could do. Goblins were perfect for that. They had no special abilities, so no matter how she fought, I could gauge her true level. As if she’d expected to be called upon, Auriel was already in a combat stance.


      “My turn already?” she asked. “Leave it to me. A Rank-4 threat won’t last an instant against me.”


      As she spoke, small spheres of light appeared around her. I could feel the mana in them. That’s magic... And if she’s manipulating light...


      “Holy magic?” I asked. The same rare attribute as mine.


      “Yes,” she replied. “I can use holy magic. That is what makes me the saint, after all.”


      I’d used holy magic in spherical form before, back when I’d fought the Arachne, and it looked like she used the same method. Her mana reserves weren’t particularly high, but every sphere was perfectly controlled.


      Her handling of magic...might actually surpass Sophia’s and Sonia’s.


      While I watched from behind, the goblins made the first move.


      “GYAH!”


      They shrieked, charging in while swinging their blades wildly in a frontal rush. They all lunged straight at Auriel. She showed no fear whatsoever. With a calm expression, she released her magic. Multiple spheres of light shot forward like bullets, piercing straight through the goblins’ foreheads.


      One after another, the goblins collapsed, each with a clean hole through the head.


      “That was...precise,” I said.


      Each sphere was about the size of a ping-pong ball, yet every single one had struck the exact same spot. When dividing magic into multiple projectiles, you had to control each one individually. That meant separate mana manipulation for every shot.


      In my case, even if I split my magic into multiple spheres, I didn’t actively guide them. I just fired them straight ahead to avoid friendly fire. Where they hit depended on the target’s position and posture. But Auriel had adjusted the angle of every single sphere individually before firing. That was why every goblin had been killed with a perfect shot to the forehead.


      In terms of control alone...she might actually be better than me.


      Still, because she focused so much on control, her output wasn’t especially high. Her projectiles were slower than mine. Two goblins had managed to dodge. One had lost an arm, but monsters didn’t stop for something like that. It charged again, raising its blade at Auriel.


      But just before it struck, a beam of light came from behind and pierced the back of its skull.


      “What was that?!”


      It wasn’t just me—Sophia, Sonia, and even Noise were staring in shock. We’d all seen it. Her attack had been dodged. Normally, the projectile would’ve just flown past and vanished. But instead, it had curved in midair, looped back, and struck the goblin from behind—again, piercing perfectly through the forehead.


      Mana became harder to maintain the farther it got from your body. And the less mana you put into a hit, the harder it became to control. Yet she had done that with flawless precision while under attack by multiple enemies. That level of control was absurd, a ridiculous feat.


      “Well, Lord Merlin?” Auriel asked. “Do I still fall short of someone worthy to watch your back?”


      “N-No... Even if they’re just goblins, that was an overwhelming display. I’m impressed. That trajectory... You controlled all of it perfectly, didn’t you?”


      “Yes. My output isn’t particularly high, but I’ve trained my control and manipulation since I was very young. Not a single day have I gone without practice. At this point, such things come naturally.”


      “That’s incredible,” I said.


      I meant it. My magic had far greater raw power, but her control was unquestionably superior. With my mana reserves, I could probably learn that same level of control, but still—she was a perfect example to follow.


      “Heh heh... Being praised by you, Lord Merlin, makes me a little embarrassed...” She smiled shyly, her cheeks faintly pink. “If you’d like, I could teach you some techniques,” she offered.


      “Really?”


      “It’s not some secret art. Control and manipulation are the very basics of magic. Anyone can reach that level with enough time.”


      “In that case, please do. Honestly...I’m not great at mana control,” I said sheepishly.


      Because my level was so absurdly high, I tended to get overwhelmed by my own power. And since I could take most enemies down just by blasting them, I’d never really focused on refining control. If she was willing to teach me, I’d gladly accept. There would definitely come a time when I would need that knowledge. For example, if I ever had to unleash magic at full power inside a city, I’d probably wipe the place off the map at my current level of ability. Not that I want something like that to ever happen, but in a world like this, you never know.


      “So even Lord Merlin, an apostle of God, has weaknesses,” Auriel mused.


      “I’m just a normal human...”


      I know that objectively speaking, I probably am some kind of apostle. I can even communicate with someone who seems to be a god. I’ve never met anyone stronger than me. I don’t even have a proper frame of reference for how powerful I am compared to others. The possibility that I’m something along those lines is...extremely high. I admit that. But I feel like once I say it out loud, there’s no going back, so I refuse to acknowledge it. Sorry, Auriel!


      “Then shall we take a break here?” Auriel asked.


      “Sorry, guys,” I said, turning to the other three. “We just left town, and I’m already prioritizing my own training...”


      We were supposed to be giving them combat experience. Instead, I’d hijacked things.


      “It’s fine,” Sophia said. “We’ll run into monsters eventually.”


      “Yeah!” said Sonia. “Noise says there are presences nearby, so when monsters show up, leave them to us and focus on studying, Lord Merlin!”


      “You guys are so dependable.”


      If they were that confident, I’d focus on learning from Auriel. Noise would keep watch from nearby, and Sophia and Sonia were on the alert so that they could deal with any monster attacks at once. I could safely concentrate.




      “In other words, controlling mana means—” Auriel was saying. Her explanations were concise and incredibly easy to understand. She adjusted her teaching to my level while making sure I fully grasped what she was saying. If she were to become a teacher, she’d definitely excel. Apparently, she ran an orphanage in the capital. Honestly, she seemed likely to make a great caregiver.


      Thanks to her, my mana control improved dramatically in just about an hour. We were attacked a few times during that period, but Sophia and Sonia, fully prepared, easily took down not just Rank-4 threats, but even Rank-3 ones. They were even enjoying it. Testing new abilities was fun.


      But...well, Sophia seemed to have it the worst. She’d gained a ridiculous skill, Spirit’s Blessing, and still couldn’t fully control it. The result? Total destruction.


      A spell meant to manipulate plants ended up shattering the ground, gouging the earth, and flattening trees over a wide area.


      “That’s a bit overboard, Sophia...” I murmured.


      The forest around us was gone. What had been dense woodland was now an open clearing.


      “S-Sorry... I only meant to cast a small spell... I didn’t realize it had gotten this powerful...”


      “That was amazing, though,” Sonia said. “You restrained a Rank-3 monster with one spell. If you’d kept going, you could’ve taken it down solo.”


      “That would’ve made an even bigger mess, sis...” Sophia muttered. She looked genuinely downcast. She was too kind, so seeing herself wreck the environment had hit her hard.


      But honestly? I thought it was great. She’d gone from pure support to potentially soloing Rank-3 monsters. That went beyond my wildest expectations.


      Sonia too was blowing my expectations out of the water. She was fast—fast enough to kill multiple goblins in a single second. My eyes couldn’t even keep up. She and Sophia had both grown tremendously.


      “How about you, Sonia?” I asked. “Can you adjust your speed?”


      “I can. It surprised me at first, but I’ll get used to it. Then I’ll figure out my own techniques.”


      “You’ve already thought that far ahead? You’re serious about this.”


      “Just like Sophia,” she confirmed. “I can’t afford to fall behind Noise or her.”


      She sheathed her sword with a shing, the sound marking the end of the fight. Despite the hiccups, everything had gone fine. Both of them had gained the strength they’d wanted. Now they just needed to learn not to rely on it too much. That would come with experience.


      “You’re all very impressive,” Auriel said, clapping lightly. “Of all the adventurers I know, you’d rank among the best. I haven’t seen Lord Merlin fight yet, but the three of you alone are comparable to a Rank-2 party.”


      “Rank-2, huh...?” I said. “That’s pretty amazing, you three.”


      The Arachne we’d struggled with before had been Rank-2. So maybe as they were now, with effort, they could defeat one. Maybe.


      “I-I’m not that impressive...” Sophia mumbled.


      “I’m confident in my abilities!” Noise announced with a grin.


      “Me too,” said Sonia.


      Judging by their reactions, Rank-2 adventurers were a big deal. Even Sophia was smiling.


      “Seeing your strength, I can believe the report about the Arachne near Sennion,” Auriel said warmly. “Truly wonderful.”


      She seemed genuinely happy. For a moment, I felt relieved. It wasn’t just me she was interested in.


      But if word about the Arachne had reached her...that meant we’d gotten more famous than I’d thought. Good thing I kept my name out of it. I didn’t expect it to reach the capital.


      “Still,” Sonia added, “I’m not sure we could beat an Arachne again. We’re still getting used to the power Lord Merlin gave us, especially Sophia.”


      “Power Lord Merlin gave you?” Auriel hadn’t missed that. Her gaze snapped to me, full of curiosity.


      Well... I wasn’t hiding the fact that I could use enchantment magic, exactly. And it was only a matter of time before someone figured it out anyway. After a brief hesitation, I decided to tell her.


      “I cast enchantment magic on their weapons.”


      “You can use enchantment magic, Lord Merlin?!” she cried. “The specialized magic that dwarves are known for?”


      “If you mean adding effects to objects, yeah. It’s not that difficult.” For me, anyway.


      “You are very modest,” she said. “Even among dwarves—who have far greater aptitude—only a few can use it. It is an extremely rare form of magic. Lord Merlin, you truly are...special.”


      “That’s news to me.”


      So enchantment magic was considered rare, like holy magic. Dwarves had an easier time with it—but for humans, it was unusual. That explained why I’d never seen anyone in Sennion use it. Maybe there were one or two users in the capital, probably dwarves. That was useful information.


      I’d better keep this quiet. If someone with appraisal magic examined these weapons, the jig would be up. Though...maybe I could hide who did the enchanting. Then again, it’d be suspicious if I didn’t have any enchanted gear myself.


      “You’re the first human I’ve seen use it,” Auriel added. “I know a few dwarves who can, but that’s all.”


      “I see... Yeah, it’s definitely good I didn’t go around blabbing about it. You guys keep it secret too,” I said with a glance over at my companions. They knew I didn’t like standing out and all nodded immediately.


      “Of course,” Sophia said.


      “Yes. I don’t want attention either,” Sonia agreed.


      “Got it! I’ll keep my mouth shut!” Noise said.


      “You’re not interested in fame, Lord Merlin,” Auriel noted. “That’s rare. With that power, you could become a lord’s personal craftsman and live comfortably.”


      “I don’t like being tied down. Even if I’m poor, I’d rather travel the world with these guys.”


      “Travel. That sounds wonderful,” Auriel told me with a smile. But somehow, she looked a little sad, or perhaps it was just my imagination. I didn’t know why, and I wasn’t going to pry. We were still strangers, after all.


      Still, if she ever asked for help, I’d be ready.


      After that, we continued deeper into the forest but didn’t find many monsters and ended up heading back before evening.


      On the way back, Noise muttered in disappointment, “There weren’t many monsters today... I didn’t get a turn...”


      “I barely fought at all,” Sonia commiserated. “I just ran around for nothing for most of the second part of today. And yet I’m exhausted without even fighting. I could’ve done that in town.”


      “Heh heh. I got to gather herbs, so I had fun.” Only Sophia, who had been busy gathering herbs whenever she found a spare moment, was smiling contentedly.


      It’s nice that she has a hobby, I thought to myself.


      “If you’re craving battle,” Auriel said, “you should come to the capital. The forests there are full of monsters. A Rank-2 threat appeared recently, in fact.”


      “Seriously?” I said. “Doesn’t that worry the residents?”


      “Not really. There are many skilled adventurers in the capital. A Rank-2 threat will be dealt with quickly.”


      “That’s incredible... Just goes to show the world really is big.”


      In Sennion, defeating a Rank-2 threat would make you a hero. In the capital? It was probably nothing special.


      “The capital, huh,” Sonia said. “I wouldn’t mind going. It’s not like I’m particularly attached to Sennion.”


      “Same!” shouted Noise. “If there are enemies to fight, I’ll go anywhere! I’ve been planning to leave town and travel once I get stronger.”


      “If we’re all together, anywhere we go will be fun,” Sophia added.


      Surprisingly, they were all open to it. I’d expected they’d be more opposed to the idea of leaving Sennion, but now that I thought about it, that wouldn’t have made sense. They didn’t exactly have fond memories here. Noise had said she’d fled her homeland. Sophia and Sonia’s village had been destroyed by monsters. This wasn’t their true home, let alone somewhere to get homesick for.


      “If you ever come,” Auriel said, “I’ll guide you around myself.”


      “A princess as our tour guide...”


      What a luxury! That’s something money can’t buy...


      “I am curious about the capital,” I admitted. “I won’t be visiting the church, though.”


      “Oh? That’s unfortunate. The faithful would welcome you warmly, with open arms.”


      “That’s exactly why I won’t go. I don’t like standing out.”


      “You’re quite stubborn, Lord Merlin. But I haven’t given up.”


      She paused.


      “Hmm?”


      At the same moment she stopped walking, several figures stepped into our path. Poorly dressed men, sharp eyes, weapons in hand—these were definitely not ordinary people.


      “Bandits...” I muttered.


      They didn’t look like adventurers. Their gear was too light, and more importantly, there was no reason for adventurers to surround us the way they’d done. The crude grins on their faces made it obvious—they were the kind of scum that made a living lurking in places like this.


      Still, I gave it a shot.


      “Uh... Can I help you with something?”


      “Not you,” one of them sneered. “We’ve got business with the women you’re dragging along. Hand them over nice and easy, and we might let you walk.”


      “Yeah, figures,” I sighed. Thanks for confirming that.


      Of all the times to run into trouble, it had to be right before we got back to town. There were about ten of them. Whether they’d been lying in wait for adventurers or had just gotten lucky, it didn’t really matter. If they were attacking us, then I had no choice but to fight back—for Sophia and the others’ sake.


      “How about we pretend we never saw each other?” I asked.


      “Huh? What, is that your way of begging for your life?” The man laughed. “Too bad. I’ve already changed my mind. We’re killing this guy.”


      One of the bandits let out a low, ugly chuckle.


      “To be honest, we were told to steal some kind of ritual artifact or whatever,” he said. “It didn’t make much sense. But then we found a much better target. Safer, more reliable...and way more profitable. Can’t blame us, right?”


      “Ritual artifact? What do you mean by that?!” Auriel raised her voice sharply, zeroing in on that one detail. The bandits didn’t answer. Instead, they drew their weapons. It seemed that peace wasn’t going to be an option here.


      “I’m sorry, Lord Merlin,” Auriel said, her tone turning serious. “If they are bandits, I cannot let them go. I won’t ask for your help. Please, run. I will handle this.”


      “Don’t say that, El.”


      She might’ve been a princess, but she was still just a girl, around the same age as Sophia and the others. There was no way I was going to turn tail and run while leaving her behind. That would have made me a coward.


      “If we could settle this peacefully, that’d be ideal,” I said. “But if it’s a fight they’re after, we four will fight too. Right, everyone?”


      I glanced back. They all nodded.


      “Of course! We can’t forgive bandits who threaten people’s lives!” Sophia nodded.


      “In our village, anyone like that would’ve been dealt with on the spot,” Sonia said coolly. “I’ll do the same.”


      “Leave it to me! When it comes to protecting my friends, I won’t hold back!” declared Noise.


      They were all fired up.


      “All right, then. Let’s capture them together. You’ve got something you want to ask, right?” I directed the question at Auriel. “Don’t hold back, you guys, but try to leave one or two alive. If it looks like that won’t work, let me know. Your safety comes first.”


      “Got it!”


      “Understood.”


      “I’ll do my best!”


      My companions answered in chorus, already raising their weapons.


      “Everyone...thank you,” Auriel said, summoning spheres of holy light around her once more.


      As for me, I stayed unarmed. Stat-wise, I was stronger than any of them, even bare-handed. If I used magic, I’d probably wipe the bandits out completely.


      We rushed forward and closed the distance instantly. The bandits swung their weapons to meet us. But against us? They didn’t stand a chance.


      What with my companions, now strengthened by my enchantments, and Auriel with her precise magical control—even before I could do much, the tide had already turned.


      Sophia still couldn’t regulate her power and killed two men in a single blow. Sonia, on the other hand, didn’t even try to hold back, piercing vital points with flawless precision, dropping three instantly. Two more were caught in Noise’s storm-like swordplay. They didn’t die immediately, but the blood loss alone meant they wouldn’t last long.


      “At this rate, none of them are going to survive,” I muttered.


      But Auriel was different. She precisely shot through her opponents’ thighs, disabling two without killing them.


      I grabbed one myself but accidentally broke his bones, and he passed out on the spot.


      “Oops.” So much for questioning him. “We’re seriously strong...”


      The entire group of bandits was subdued in no time—although maybe it’d have been more accurate to say they were just weak.


      Still, thanks to Auriel, we had survivors. The ones on the verge of death—especially the ones Noise had cut down—I ignored. They’d chosen this life. I wasn’t about to waste healing magic on them. Auriel seemed to think the same, sparing them no more than a glance.


      We tied up the surviving bandits with rope they’d brought themselves. Honestly, why had they even had rope on them?


      “Thank you, everyone,” Auriel said with a gentle smile. “We were able to secure them without difficulty.”


      “You probably could’ve handled them alone,” I said.


      “Not at all. Even for me, that was a dangerous number. Under the wrong circumstances, the difference in strength could have shifted at any moment. However, thanks to you all, I’m unscathed.”


      She turned to face us with an expression so gentle you’d never have guessed she was calmly tying up bandits. The contrast was surreal.


      “Now then,” she continued, turning to one of them. “I’ll ask you again. I would appreciate an answer this time. If you refuse...” She let out a small sigh and smiled. “Don’t worry. I can heal wounds as many times as it takes for you to talk.”


      After letting out another sigh, Auriel laughed in a somewhat exaggerated manner. Everyone understood what she meant.


      Whoa. Auriel was threatening them. I didn’t expect that.


      I’d assumed that role would fall to someone else. But clearly she really wanted to know about that “ritual artifact.” I stayed silent and watched. The bandits broke almost immediately. Apparently, they didn’t want to experience Auriel’s special treatment.


      “I-I’m not hiding anything!” one sobbed. “We were just hired! Told to steal a ritual artifact from Sennion!”


      “By whom?”


      “I don’t know! They hid their face. Probably a man. About as tall as that guy over there. The voice sounded young. Maybe they were in their twenties or thirties!”


      “I see... That’s enough.” Auriel fell into thought. “So someone is targeting the ritual artifact...”


      So it was important. And wait, Sennion had something like that? Was it like...festival equipment or something? It was the first I’d heard of it.


      “H-Hey! We told you everything, right?!” the guy said. “You’re letting us go, yeah?!”


      “Hmm?” Auriel blinked. “I never said that. I simply wanted your cooperation. Whether you spoke or not, I had no intention of letting you go. We’ll be taking you back to town and handing you over to the soldiers.”


      “No way! That’s a death sentence! How could you be so cruel?”


      “You think I’m cruel?” Auriel’s expression hardened. “Your methods were practiced. You surround your targets, capture women, and sell them. Women are profitable prey, after all.”


      Her voice had turned ice-cold.


      “I will not allow scum like you to roam free,” she intoned. “If you think this is cruel, reflect on your actions and regret them while you’re on the way to your death. You are merely reaping what you have sown. I feel no sympathy for you.”
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      With that, she turned back to us. Her expression had already softened, her usual smile returning as if nothing had happened.


      “Thank you for waiting, Lord Merlin. We’ll take them back to town. If you don’t mind...could you help carry them? I’m not strong enough to transport them all at once.”


      “Sure. I don’t feel bad for them either. Besides...I didn’t really get a chance to shine in that fight.”


      At least I could help at the end. Funny. My ridiculously high Strength stat finally had a practical use. I didn’t know whether to feel proud or a bit useless.


      “Thank you,” Auriel said warmly. “And Sophia, Sonia, Noise...thank you as well. I’m relieved we were able to secure them so smoothly.”


      “I’m glad I could be of help to Princess Auri—ahem. Lady El,” Sophia said enthusiastically.


      “It was nothing, really,” Sonia said with a shrug.


      “I did my best!” Noise crowed, grinning.


      Sophia and Noise both nodded proudly, looking a little pleased with themselves. Only Sonia averted her gaze, giving a casual, almost indifferent reply.


      Now that I thought about it, she didn’t change her attitude at all, even around Auriel. If anything, she didn’t seem particularly interested in getting closer to her. Sophia and Noise would occasionally strike up conversations with Auriel, but Sonia... Come to think of it, she might not have spoken directly to her even once.


      Not that it was necessarily a problem. For some reason, though, it stuck in my mind. I decided not to ask about it now. I’d bring it up casually later, after we finished transporting the bandits back to Sennion.


      ▼△▼


      By the time the sky was dyed a deep crimson, we had safely returned to the town of Sennion with the captured bandits in tow. We handed them over to the guards stationed at the gate.


      Honestly, I’d been wondering—wouldn’t it normally have been difficult to prove they were actually bandits? Wouldn’t we have risked being mistaken for criminals ourselves?


      But that concern was quickly resolved by our adventurer cards and Auriel’s presence. Maybe whether it was a false accusation or not wasn’t all that important in this world.


      Yeah...this world is kind of terrifying.


      Also, royal privilege was ridiculous. The moment Auriel revealed her face, the soldiers immediately believed everything we said—though when they’d realized the princess had gone outside the town without her guards, their faces had turned pale and one of them had muttered, “You’ve got to be kidding...”


      Still, all’s well that ends well. With that mindset, we entered the town.


      “Whew. I’m glad nothing serious happened,” Auriel murmured as we walked along the southern street.


      “That’s thanks to you, El,” I told her. “If it had just been us, confirming whether they were really bandits would’ve taken a lot more time.”


      Technically, we were the ones who’d protected Sennion from the Arachne. Even if not me, Sophia and the others would probably have been trusted—but not to the same extent as Auriel. As awkward as it was to say... All hail the princess.


      “I had help from Sophia and the other girls,” Auriel replied. “And you carried the bandits as well. I had to at least contribute something.”


      “Speaking of the bandits...” I said. “There’s something that’s been bothering me.”


      “Something bothering you?”


      I decided to ask her about the ritual artifact, the one she seemed to know something about.


      “That ‘ritual artifact’ the bandits mentioned... Is it something used in festivals?”


      “Yes, that’s correct,” she said with a nod. “Sennion has long safeguarded a special ritual item—an item known as the Hero’s Dagger.”


      “The Hero’s Dagger?” That was a pretty grand name for a weapon. If the name was anything to go by, it was probably something once used by a hero.


      “I mentioned this when we first met,” Auriel continued. “I came here to fulfill a special role during the Harvest Festival. That role is to perform a ceremonial dance as a shrine maiden, using that ritual artifact.”


      “So the bandits were trying to steal the tool used for that ceremony,” I said.


      “At someone’s instruction, apparently, yes. But that’s what’s strange. The so-called Hero’s Dagger has no real value, unlike, say, a gemstone would. It’s simply a piece of iron, created after the fact, inspired by the hero’s legend. Stealing it serves no practical purpose...”


      She’d just casually dropped something pretty shocking in the middle of a crowded street. The Hero’s Dagger...was just a lump of iron? So basically, it was just a normal weapon, like what Noise used. In other words, a fake. Is it really okay to tell us that?


      Maybe my confusion showed on my face because Auriel gave a small wry smile.


      “Oh, don’t worry about that. Even if that information got out, the dagger itself isn’t what matters in the ceremony. What’s important is the shrine maiden’s dance, offering gratitude and prayers for next year’s harvest. The dagger was only incorporated into the ritual about a hundred years ago.”


      “That’s still pretty old...but I see. The festival, huh.”


      I’d seen people preparing for it the other day. Even now, along the southern street, there were plenty of people setting up colorful stalls and decorations. Watching them was making me look forward to it too. Since we were already here, we might as well enjoy the Harvest Festival.


      And Auriel’s dance... As beautiful as she was, that was bound to be worth seeing. Missing that would be a waste.


      “You weren’t aware of the Harvest Festival, Lord Merlin?” Auriel asked.


      “Not really. I only arrived in this kingdom fairly recently.”


      “Recently? Were you in another country before?”


      “A distant land. I haven’t been here long.”


      “I see...” she murmured. “Then on the day of the festival, I’ll show you around personally, explaining everything as we go.”


      And then, Auriel suddenly wrapped her arms around one of mine, pressing it firmly between her breasts. They were so soft I couldn’t help but freeze.


      “E-El?!” I squeaked.


      “Heh heh. What do you think? I’m rather confident in my body, you know. We could enjoy the festival like this...together.”


      “No, no, no! What about your shrine maiden duties?!”


      “They aren’t until the end. I’ll have plenty of free time before that.”


      “W-Wait, Lady El!”


      Just as I was starting to lose myself in Auriel’s alluring presence, Sophia’s shrill voice snapped me back. I turned. It wasn’t just Sophia. Sonia and Noise were both glaring at us too.


      “No monopolizing Lord Merlin,” Sonia said flatly.


      “I want to go around the festival with Merlin too!” Noise whined.


      As if she’d expected this, Auriel showed no sign of panic. She simply let go of my arm and bowed her head slightly.


      “You’re right,” she said. “My apologies, everyone. I had no intention of monopolizing Lord Merlin. Let’s all enjoy the festival together. I don’t mind being a concubine...as long as Lord Merlin chooses me.”


      “Huh?!” I balked.


      How much of that was serious? The conversation had veered so far off course, I had no idea how to respond. While I stood there frozen, the girls continued their lively discussion, leaving the topic’s main protagonist completely out of it. It was hard to cut in, so I waited. Eventually, after what felt like a surprisingly long time, Auriel turned back to me.


      “Lord Merlin, may I ask something?”


      “What is it?”


      “May I borrow Sophia and Noise for a while?” she asked.


      “Huh? Why those two?” I tilted my head, having missed most of their conversation.


      “I’d like them to come to the inn where I’m staying,” she said. “There’s a large public bath there, so I thought we could bathe together. I believe that speaking openly—while naked—would help us grow closer. Sonia said she’s busy, so I’d like to take the other two. Would that be all right?”


      “A bath...” I repeated. “If Sophia and Noise are fine with it, I don’t mind. It’d be a good experience for them.”


      The inn we usually stayed at was cheap. Unlike modern-day Earth, this world didn’t have widespread bathing facilities inside homes. Proper baths were expensive, so only nobles or wealthy merchants could afford them. There weren’t even public bathhouses in Sennion, so most people just washed themselves with cold water. I could use holy magic to purify myself. I did the same for Sophia and the others, but that was just for hygiene purposes. From the perspective of pure enjoyment, a bath was something entirely different.


      “Lord Merlin, you’re welcome to join us as well,” Auriel added. “If you’d like, we could even bathe together.”


      “I’m not going into the bath with you!” I hurried to say. “I’ll just...wait with Sonia and chat. You three go have fun.”


      Honestly, this had worked out perfectly. There was something I wanted to ask Sonia about Auriel. Being alone with her was ideal. Though, yeah, slightly disappointing...


      “Very well,” Auriel conceded. “Just say the word anytime. I’m fully prepared to wash your back, Lord Merlin.”


      What kind of preparations do you need to make for that? I wanted to retort, but standing around here any longer would just put us in people’s way.


      We headed to the central plaza and split into two groups, a group of three and a group of two. Auriel would apparently provide an escort for Sophia and Noise on their way back. Talk about thorough.


      So, I returned to the inn with Sonia. We climbed the stairs, and I invited her into my room. It kind of felt like I was about to do something suspicious, but really I just wanted to talk. She agreed without hesitation.


      She sat on the bed, and I took the chair so we were facing each other.


      “Lord Merlin, what did you want to talk about?” Sonia got straight to the point.


      So did I. “It’s about Auriel. Since we met her, something about your behavior has been on my mind.”


      “Was it that obvious?” She understood immediately.


      “Not really. Just enough for me to notice. You talk the same as usual, and Auriel doesn’t seem bothered either. I know you’re not good at speaking politely, but you were still respectful.”


      “I see... Maybe it’s a good thing you noticed. I wanted to talk to someone about this.”


      “Talk about what?” I asked. So she’d been holding something in. I stayed quiet and waited.


      “Princess Auriel...” she murmured. “Don’t you feel that something’s off about her?”


      “Off?”


      “I feel like...she’s lying to us—like she’s been lying this whole time.”


      “Lying?” I repeated. “About why she came here, or something like that?”


      Sonia shook her head.


      “No. I think what she says is true, but... How do I put it...? She doesn’t show her true self.”


      Ah.


      I got what she meant. I felt it too.


      “You mean she’s...putting on an act, right?” I said.


      “You feel the same way?” Sonia’s eyes widened.


      “Probably. I didn’t notice at first, but sometimes...she shows another side of herself. Her whole vibe changes. It’s natural for people to have different sides, but...something about it feels off.”


      “Yes, exactly! That’s what I mean!” She leaned forward slightly. “But don’t misunderstand. I don’t dislike her. I’ve admired her for a long time. She seemed like an amazing person. But now that I’ve met her...she feels different from the idealized image I had of her and from the stories I heard. Not in a disappointing way. If anything... I want to get to know her better, the real Auriel.”


      “Why not just ask her?” I suggested. “Like ‘Are you holding back?’”


      The best approach with something like this would be to ask directly. Beating around the bush would just make things more complicated.


      “Easier said than done...” Sonia sighed. “That’s why I’m asking for your advice.”


      “Fair point,” I said. “I feel the same.”


      If it were that easy, we wouldn’t be talking about it.


      “I’ll ask her someday,” Sonia said. “But we might be wrong too. It could just be our imagination. For now...it’s nothing more than a feeling.”


      “Then why didn’t you go to the bath with everyone?” I asked.


      “I didn’t know how to interact with her.”


      “Huh?”


      “I don’t know how to approach her!” she admitted. “I’ve only ever had Sophia to talk to... The only people I can really call friends are you and Noise. And if she’s hiding her true self...it’s even harder to talk to her...”


      “So... You’re just shy.”


      Sonia was more mature than Sophia, the dependable older sister type, but even she had a side like this. Given everything she’d been through, it made sense. Still, I couldn’t help but chuckle. Her face turned red.


      “D-Don’t laugh! You’re not exactly great with people either, Lord Merlin!”
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      “True enough. But yeah... So you’re shy, huh...? You’ll get used to socializing with time. And you’ll make plenty of friends.”


      “Even though I’m a demihuman?”


      “That doesn’t matter. I’m proof of that. So is Auriel. Human, elf, beastfolk, it makes no difference. We’re all people. You’ll be able to connect with all kinds.”


      That’s the kind of world I want. Even God would want people to get along. Otherwise, why make us all so similar?


      “When you say it, Lord Merlin, it feels like it might actually come true.”


      “Having hope is a good thing.”


      People move forward by holding on to happiness. That’s why I want everyone to find their own source of happiness.


      Sonia’s expression was complicated, but her lips were forming a small wry smile. I’d done my best to convey my feelings to her.


      I wonder, are Sophia and the others enjoying themselves right now?


      ▼△▼


      Auriel poured hot water over her head with a splash. As the dirt washed away, her beautiful silver hair clung to her face.


      “This is how you should wash your body before entering the bath,” she explained. “It’s proper etiquette.”


      Though she usually left such things to her maids, Auriel had bathed alone as well, in ritual purifications at the temple or the occasional bath like this at an inn. She had both the knowledge and the experience. And now, she offered careful guidance to Sophia and Noise, who were experiencing a bath for the first time.


      The two nodded in unison and picked up their own buckets. Scooping hot water from the bath, they mimicked Auriel and poured it over themselves. Like Auriel’s, Sophia’s long bangs stuck to her face. Noise, on the other hand, had short hair that she simply brushed aside with her fingers, clearly enjoying herself.


      “This feels amazing!” Noise said.


      “I’m glad you like it. Please use this cloth to wipe your body.”


      Having swept her bangs aside and tied her hair back, Auriel handed them each a cloth. She used one herself, gently washing her body. Unlike when bathing with cold water, the warmth made it easier to remove dirt.


      “You both said this is your first time using a bath, but you’re very clean,” Auriel noted. “It doesn’t seem like your first time at all.”


      Auriel had seen first-time bathers wash off astonishing amounts of grime before. But these two were spotless. Perhaps they took good care of themselves?


      “Lord Merlin uses purification magic to clean us regularly,” Sophia explained. “That’s probably why.”


      “Ah...holy purification magic. So Lord Merlin can use very advanced spells.”


      Purification was among the more difficult holy spells, far from easy to use. And to use it casually just to clean dirt... That was something only he would do. Holy magic users were extremely rare in the first place. Even in the royal capital, only a handful existed, including Auriel herself. She felt genuine admiration for him.


      “Lord Merlin is really strong,” Noise said. “He can probably do anything. That’s just how it feels to me.”


      “He’s saved me so many times,” Sophia added. “Someday, I want to help him instead.”


      “Heh heh,” giggled Auriel. “You both really care about Lord Merlin, don’t you?”


      “Wha—?!” squeaked Sophia.


      “Yes! I love him!” cried Noise.


      At Auriel’s remark, Sophia flushed bright red like a tomato while Noise boldly raised her hand and declared her feelings without hesitation. Auriel laughed softly, wondering if such openness was a trait of beastfolk.


      “That’s wonderful. There’s a saying in the east that ‘there is beauty in harmony.’ I much prefer that to conflict.”


      “Princess Auriel, you like Lord Merlin too, don’t you?” asked Noise.


      “Me? Yes. I hold him in great esteem,” she answered, but neither Sophia nor Noise missed the faint shadow that had crossed her expression.


      “Really?” asked Sophia. “You truly feel that way about Lord Merlin?”


      “I do. I love God and Lord Merlin, as God’s apostle, of course. Any believer would feel the same. That is what it means to serve the divine.”


      “I see...”


      Sophia nodded, but she couldn’t fully accept that explanation. Loving God should mean reverence, not obligation. And loving Merlin as an apostle made sense, but something in Auriel’s tone felt...forced. As if she were insisting, This is how I must feel.


      Sophia believed in God too. She was grateful to God every day for bringing Merlin into her life. But her feelings weren’t obligatory; they were natural.


      Sensing Sophia’s hesitation, Auriel smoothly changed the subject.


      “By the way, how did you both meet Lord Merlin? He came from a distant land, did he not?”


      “I met him at the Adventurers’ Guild!” Before Sophia could respond, Noise eagerly raised her hand again. Sophia figured they should finish washing first. Since she was done, she rinsed herself and began washing Noise’s back as the beastgirl launched into her story. At this point, Noise felt more like a little sister to her than a mere party mate.


      “I saw Sophia and Lord Merlin together at the guild and thought that maybe he’d let me join his party! He’s really kind. He treats demihumans like me the same as anyone else. We went on quests together—”


      “So that was when Lord Merlin first came to Sennion,” Auriel cut in. “You were there at that point as well, Noise?”


      “Yes!”


      “Then... Sophia, you met him before he came to town?” Auriel asked.


      Auriel had picked up on the details immediately. Still scrubbing Noise’s back, Sophia nodded.


      “Yes,” she said. “I was gathering herbs when a monster found me and chased me. Back then, I wasn’t nearly as strong as I am now. Lord Merlin saved me. He defeated the monster, then helped guard me while I gathered herbs. After that, we came to Sennion together...and he even saved my sick older sister.”


      Even now, it felt like a miracle. Without Merlin, Sophia would have died and Sonia would have succumbed to illness. That future, one where Sonia waited in suffering for a sister who would never return, had never come to pass. The future Merlin had given her was the best she could have hoped for.


      “And then you went to the guild, where Noise met him,” Auriel summarized.


      Noise nodded eagerly. “He even changed how I fight! I used to break all my weapons and had no money—”


      “So you formed a party to earn money and buy your current weapon?” Auriel asked.


      “No! Lord Merlin made my weapon!” Noise said.


      “He made it?” Auriel had heard of his enchantment magic but not that he crafted weapons. Tilting her head, she listened as Noise explained.


      “He used ore he bought and made it with magic!”


      “He can use transmutation magic too?!” demanded Auriel.


      “Trans...mu...” Noise attempted to repeat before giving up. “Um, I’m not sure what it’s called, but he made it with magic!”


      “Enchantment and transmutation...” murmured Auriel. “Is Lord Merlin even human? From what I hear, he sounds more like a dwarf, though that’s impossible. He looks nothing like one.”


      Dwarves, even in the capital, were few in number. Short, muscular, and hairy, they were nothing like Merlin. He was tall and beautiful. If anything, he resembled an elf, but with none of their defining traits, he was clearly human.


      Which made it all the more confusing. He used multiple rare types of magic: the holy magic Auriel herself was so proud of possessing, the storage magic he’d used to bring home the monsters they’d slain, enchantment magic... There was no consistency. A human capable of all of that was extraordinarily rare. In fact, Auriel had never seen anyone like him. She was incredibly curious.


      “Now that you mention it...Lord Merlin really can use all kinds of magic,” Sophia said. “I’d just accepted that as normal, but...it’s actually pretty incredible now that I think about it.” Only now had it truly sunk in for her.


      “Huh... I guess so?” Noise just tilted her head. She didn’t seem too concerned. She wasn’t the type to sweat the details.


      “Even in the royal capital, I’ve never seen anyone like him,” Auriel told them. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he could use nearly every rare form of magic. At this point, I’m more curious whether he can use ordinary magic.”


      In truth, he could use all types of magic, but the three of them had no idea, so they only mentioned it jokingly.


      “Maybe we should ask him casually,” Sophia suggested. “I’m sure he’d tell us.”


      “Please do,” Auriel said. “But...it would be best to keep such information among trusted people. If it spreads, it could cause problems. I won’t tell anyone either. I promise.”


      “That makes sense,” Sophia agreed. “Lord Merlin doesn’t seem to like attention.”


      “Got it!” Noise chipped in.


      With a splash, Sophia poured hot water over Noise, signaling that they were done washing. Auriel guided them into the bath. All three sank into the water up to their shoulders, the fatigue of the day melting away.


      “My first ever bath...feels incredible...” Noise murmured and closed her eyes.


      “It’s way better than washing with cold water...” Sophia agreed.


      Sophia and Noise both melted into the experience. For once, they were completely relaxed.


      “Heh heh. I’m glad you like it. You’re welcome to come anytime, even every day.”


      “Every day is a bit much... I’d feel bad.” For a moment, Sophia was tempted, but she still had her sense of good manners. And with Merlin’s purification magic, baths weren’t strictly necessary.


      “I plan to visit Lord Merlin every day until the Harvest Festival begins, so don’t worry about it,” Auriel said casually.


      “I think maybe you should be the one who’s worried...?” Sophia said with a dry laugh at Auriel’s sudden declaration. Was she behaving exactly as a princess would? Or not at all like a princess? Either way, Merlin’s troubles were far from over. Just imagining his reaction—something like You’ve got to be kidding me!—made her smile.


      Still, as a mere adventurer, Sophia had no way to stop Auriel. She could only deflect weakly until Auriel at last declared, “Bringing Lord Merlin to the royal capital is my duty as the fourth princess. No matter how many times he refuses, I will not give up.”


      Sophia’s image of a gentle, composed saint shattered instantly, but somehow, Auriel now felt more human to her. She liked this version of the princess even more.


      “Come to think of it, we haven’t heard your story yet, Auriel,” Noise said suddenly.


      “Hmm?”


      Noise had caught Auriel mid-victory pose.


      “Like whether you’ve always been this devoted to the gods,” Noise prompted. “Our stories aren’t that interesting, so please tell us yours too!”


      She looked at Auriel, her eyes wide and innocent. Auriel faltered. She dropped her fists, and her expression darkened again.


      “My...past...?” She stumbled over her words.


      Sophia quickly stepped in. “You don’t have to force yourself.”


      It was obvious she was reluctant. Sophia was curious too, but she wouldn’t push.


      “No, it’s not that I can’t,” Auriel said quietly. “It’s just not a very interesting story.”


      After confirming neither of them objected to hearing it, she began.


      “First, let me answer Noise’s question. You asked whether I’ve always been a devout believer, didn’t you?”


      “Yeah!” Noise nodded.


      “The answer is yes. I’ve been devoted to the gods since I was very young. I would observe rituals alongside priests... And once I learned holy magic, I helped with healing. Heh heh... It doesn’t sound very exciting, does it?”


      She laughed lightly, but Sophia’s and Noise’s eyes sparkled.


      “That’s not true at all!” Sophia said. “I’ve heard about you for a long time. They say there’s someone incredible in the capital, someone who gives themself for others. That’s not something just anyone can do. You’re a true saint. You were chosen by the gods!”


      “Thank you, Sophia,” Auriel said. “Hearing that...makes even my past feel worthwhile.”


      Auriel smiled gently and continued speaking at length about her devout life. But inside, she rejected every word Sophia had spoken. There’s no way I’m a true saint.


      Everything she had just said was a lie. Well, it wasn’t entirely false but rather a carefully guided misunderstanding.


      She had always been alone—a silver-haired child born to parents who shared none of her features, which were associated with the gods. Her parents had rejoiced at her birth—not out of love, but because she could be used.


      She was a child blessed by the gods. Of course she would guide the clergy. Of course she would devote her life to the divine. Of course she would train in holy magic, to display it before the masses. She would become a beloved princess of the people.


      But it was all an illusion. She was a mere idol. Hers was a role crafted by the king and queen, a tool to raise public support. She had never been loved. She had never truly spoken with her family. She didn’t know how to love...or to be loved. She simply obeyed, like a doll—a doll that was empty of even a single shred of her own heart. She believed that was simply the way things were.


      A false saint—that was who Auriel was. She had never chosen anything for herself, not even once. Having never even attempted to choose for herself, she possessed only fake piety and kindness. That made her the furthest thing from a saint.


      Hiding those thoughts which she could not voice, she smiled softly. “That’s about it for my story. Is there anything else you’d like to ask?”


      “Well, then... I guess...”


      After sharing their stories, the three of them grew closer—though their conversations inevitably circled back to one topic: Merlin.


      ▼△▼


      “Achoo!” I sneezed.


      “Lord Merlin? Have you got a cold?” Sonia asked.


      “Hmm. Maybe someone’s talking about me...”


      “What do you mean?”


      “It’s just a superstition,” I explained. “Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Onslaught


      “Damn it! You meddling god!”


      Deep in a forest far from the town of Sennion, a man lashed out with a vicious kick. His strike smashed into a tree, snapping it clean in half. The thunderous crack echoed through the woods, sending a wave of nearby monsters fleeing—that was how overwhelming his killing intent and rage were.


      What could have driven him to such fury?


      To understand that, we need to rewind a little.


      It had happened late in the afternoon.


      The man had come across a group of bandits by chance and given them a job: to steal a sacred artifact from the town of Sennion. He’d handed over money stolen from humans as an advance, promising the rest upon their successful return, and then he’d sent the bandits on their way.


      Of course, the client—the demon Alloces—had never truly trusted them, but there was a reason he had entrusted such an important task to lowly humans.


      If the artifact turned out to be the holy relic he suspected, it would pose a risk not only to the monsters under his command but to Alloces himself. Holy relics, true to their name, contained divine energy. What would happen if something impure, like a monster or demon, touched such an object? The answer was simple. A weak creature would be annihilated the instant it made contact.


      These relics were powerful enough to serve as the cores of protective barriers in major cities. Even a demon would suffer severe damage, their flesh blistering on contact. Worse, simply holding one would likely weaken their abilities. That was why Alloces had chosen to minimize risk by having humans carry out the theft.


      Humans could slip into a human town without issue. A demon would stand out immediately, and even if no barrier was currently in place, a lord could erect one at any moment and trap him inside. Being attacked before he could make his escape would have been a nuisance. The best he could do was monitor the bandits by sending small, flying familiars after them.


      It was the safest method. At least, it should have been.


      Things had gone smoothly up until the bandits had approached the town. Then, before they could even enter, everything had gone wrong. The bandits had suddenly begun attacking nearby civilians.


      “Those idiots!”


      Witnessing the scene through his familiars’ eyes, Alloces had ground his teeth, murderous intent flaring. If they’d been in front of him, he would have killed them on the spot.


      Their reason for attacking was simple—greed.


      They’d decided it would be easier—and far less risky—to capture humans and sell them to slave traders than to sneak past guards and steal the artifact for a reward.


      But what had truly irritated Alloces was one of the people they had attacked.


      Among the humans he’d seen through his familiars’ eyes was someone impossible—someone he had not wanted to see.


      He was the man the women had called Merlin.


      Even through that hood, Alloces had recognized the resemblance. He would never forget that face—so similar to the godlike figure who had once stood against the demons’ conquest of the world centuries ago.


      “What is this?! The apostle should be dead! No matter how monstrous he is, his lifespan should be no different from a human’s! So why...? Why is he here near that poxy little town?!”


      Impossible. So he’d told himself as he’d stared at Merlin. But the more he’d looked, the clearer it had become.


      The facial features were different from the apostle of old’s—but the hair and eye color were unmistakable. Alloces would never have missed those. He had fought that apostle himself and been sealed away because of it.


      “Has a different apostle been born in addition to the one who lived so many centuries ago? Damn... That meddling god!”


      To make matters worse, the bandits he’d hired had been wiped out. He had hoped to at least observe the apostle’s power, but his familiars had been caught in a massive vine attack. By the time their vision had returned, everything was already over.


      The whole incident had resulted in nothing but frustration. Still, it wasn’t a total loss.


      One of the apostle’s companions emitted a faint but unmistakable trace of divine energy, far weaker than the apostle’s but still present. Most likely, she possessed a holy relic. It might serve as a key to breaking the seal.


      Continuing his surveillance, Alloces soon learned that Merlin and his group were heading for Sennion.


      Perfect.


      If he could steal both the town’s ritual artifact and the relic carried by the woman, he could secure two prizes at once. The risk of interference from Merlin would be high, but an opportunity like this might never come again.


      Alloces immediately revised his plans.


      “The problem is the apostle,” he muttered to himself. “The rest of the humans can be dealt with easily enough. But the apostle... I can’t kill him alone.”


      Even the Demon King—once said to be the strongest of their kind—had ended in mutual destruction with the apostle and been sealed away. If this new one was just as strong, Alloces stood no chance alone. The moment they faced each other, he would either be slain or sealed.


      Last time, he’d had allies and had still barely escaped with his life. This time, he was alone. He might not even keep his soul intact.


      “That said, avoiding the apostle and still obtaining the artifact and relic will be difficult... One of the relics is with his companion, after all.”


      In terms of difficulty, this was far beyond simply stealing the artifact. He could, in the worst case, abandon the relic carried by the companion, but—


      That was when something occurred to him.


      The magical power he’d sensed from Merlin through his familiars was clearly lesser than that of the apostle he had faced centuries ago.


      “Could it be that with us gone, the apostle’s strength has diminished as well?”


      Thinking it through, he found that it made a certain sense. The apostle had only appeared when demons and the Demon King had possessed overwhelming power that threatened the world. If God had created apostles to counter such threats, then with the demons sealed away, there would have been no reason for the apostle to remain as powerful as before.


      After all, an apostle as strong as the Demon King would himself become a threat in a peaceful world.


      “What if...? What if that apostle is weaker than me?” he wondered.


      If things went well, he could obtain both relics—and eliminate the troublesome apostle. Or better yet, capture him alive and use him as the key to reviving the Demon King. An apostle was a mass of divine energy, far beyond any ordinary relic.


      If he managed to revive the Demon King that way, Alloces alone would claim unmatched glory.


      “Heh... This could work. It will work! I’ll be the one to capture the new apostle!”


      Conviction took hold. His plan would achieve three goals at once.


      “Well then... I am a demon, after all. I’ll use whatever means necessary.”


      His anger now gone, Alloces glanced over the monsters gathered at his side. He had been collecting them from around Sennion for some time. He would have liked to secure that Arachne as well, but it had been slain before he could bring it under his control.


      Still, he had more than enough.


      First, a bit of reconnaissance. There was no room for carelessness.


      ▼△▼


      “Lord Merlin... Is this really okay?”


      Seated across from me at a table in the inn’s dining hall, Sophia kept sneaking glances out the window. I could feel the pressure of a gaze on my back, but I ignored it and gave her a carefree smile.


      “Don’t worry about it. Could just be a trick of the sunlight.”


      “Running from reality won’t help, Lord Merlin,” Sonia said. “That’s definitely Princess Auriel standing in front of the inn. You should brace yourself.”


      “Yeah. I guess you’re right...”


      She was right. The woman standing just outside the window, quietly waiting in the street behind me, was Auriel. Ever since that first day we’d gone on an adventure together, she’d been staking out our inn almost every day, waiting for us.


      Bright and early too. Even on days when we had no work.


      “Why is Princess Auriel so fixated on me anyway?” I grumbled.


      “Probably your looks,” Noise chimed in. “I heard her say she won’t give up until she brings you to the royal capital.”


      “Ah, I heard that too,” Sophia added. “She sounded very determined. I think she means it.”


      “And she’s proving it right now...” I murmured.


      This wasn’t the first time I’d heard that. The very first day, after they’d come back from visiting her inn, both Sophia and Noise had said similar things—that Auriel was serious, that she meant every word, and that her resolve was firm.


      And now here she was, coming to see me every single day. At this point, I wasn’t sure whether to admire her persistence or be concerned by it. That said, she wasn’t just coming for me, strangely enough.


      On days when she had time, we’d all go out together. When I saw her laugh with Sophia and Noise, she looked just like any ordinary girl. Maybe this was her way of enjoying what little free time she had outside of her royal duties.


      Still... That’s one thing, and this is another.


      Every morning during breakfast, I could feel a pressure behind me. I didn’t know what she found so interesting, but Auriel would just stand there, staring at us, completely still, until we came out.


      Yesterday, when I’d seen some strangers hitting on her, my blood had run cold. I’d rushed over to help, and she’d just smiled brightly at me, like she’d already forgotten about what had happened to her. She stood out too much. Even with a robe and hood, she couldn’t hide that noble aura. Maybe it was her royal bearing. Or maybe it’s the way her chest strains against her robes. Honestly, it could have been either.


      “So what are you going to do?” Sonia asked. “Shall we just ignore her and go somewhere else?”


      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I shot back. “I can’t treat her that coldly.”


      The truth was, every time we met—meaning every day—Auriel invited us back to her inn.


      I’d been there once. It was absurdly luxurious. Apparently, it was the only inn in Sennion that catered exclusively to nobles and the wealthy. I’d even gotten to try the bath Sophia and Noise had talked about. It was...incredible.


      Honestly, it was the first proper bath I’d had since being reincarnated in this world. It had washed away every bit of hardship I’d gone through. In short, it had been absolute bliss.


      And Sophia, Sonia, and Noise had gone back multiple times since. We owed her.


      I would’ve been shocked to discover that her kindness was calculated, but even if it was, it didn’t change the fact that we’d benefited from it. And I wasn’t the kind of guy who could just ignore that.


      Besides, I’d always been soft on girls. My grandmother used to tell me to treat them well, back in Japan. I couldn’t remember her face or even if she was really my grandmother and not just some older woman I had known, but...the lesson had stuck.


      Whatever the case, Auriel was a princess. In every sense, she outranked me.


      “Then I guess you have no choice but to face her,” Sonia sighed. “Still... Is her security really okay with all this? What’s the point of her even having guards?”


      She wasn’t wrong. Whenever Auriel came to see us, she always left her guards behind. Was that really okay for a princess to do?


      “I think they’re nearby,” Noise said, sniffing the air. “I can always smell them.”


      “Oh, right! Of course you can. Beastfolk really do have sharp senses,” I said.


      “Heh heh! It’s really not that impressive!” She puffed out her ample chest proudly, drawing a few glances from nearby men.


      Hey. Don’t stare... Although I totally get where you’re coming from.


      “If her guards are around, then it should be fine to just let her be her, right?” Sonia suggested.


      “I’d rather not risk it,” I said. “Let’s just go meet her. She’s clearly been waiting.”


      “Honestly... You’re such a soft touch, Merlin.”


      “Am I? But...none of us here actually dislike her, right?”


      I wasn’t the only soft one here. Sophia, Noise, even Sonia—you could tell from their expressions alone.


      “W-Well... That’s true...” Sonia muttered, blushing and looking away.


      So adorable! I wisely kept that thought to myself. She would have gotten angry if I’d spoken it aloud.


      “I like her as well!” Sophia said. “She’s kind, gentle... She reminds me of you, Lord Merlin.”


      “I love her too!” declared Noise. “She gives me lots of food!”


      Wait a second. Isn’t she basically just winning her trust with food? Like a feral cat?


      I found myself wanting to ask just how many times Auriel had given Noise food up to now. Overfeeding will just make her fat.


      “Anyway,” I said, clearing my throat. “Ignoring her isn’t happening. And honestly...it’s fun having her around.”


      She’d already become part of our group, somehow. She fit right in, especially with Sophia and Noise. Trying to push her away now would only hurt everyone. I didn’t want that.


      So, once we finished breakfast, we headed out. The moment we stepped outside, the lively sounds of the town washed over us. Looking around, I noticed that something had changed. The whole town of Sennion was starting to take on a festive atmosphere.


      Strings had been stretched between the buildings, hung with flowers and pieces of colorful cloth bearing strange patterns. They were decorations meant to brighten up the town. They probably didn’t have any particular meaning, but thanks to the use of pink, yellow, and other vivid colors, the street looked cheerful.


      It reminded me of an old rural shopping street I’d visited often in my previous life, when it was decorated for festivals with paper, banners, and signs. I felt a slight pang of nostalgia. I couldn’t recall any of the finer details, like where that shopping street was or what it was called. All I knew was that the memory left me feeling wistful.


      Looking more closely, I noticed that the atmosphere of the shops lining the street had changed slightly too. It wasn’t just the town that had pulled out the festive decorations. The shops and even the people were gradually taking on a different look from usual. Perhaps because the festival was drawing near, the preparations were finally reaching their climax. That was the feeling I got.


      As I took it all in, idly gazing at the townscape in front of the inn, Auriel suddenly pushed through the crowd and ran toward us. The closer she got, the brighter her smile became. And just like that, ignoring her became impossible.


      An answering smile sprang to my face. I raised my hand in greeting.


      “Morning, El.”


      “Good morning, Lord Merlin.”


      I’d gotten used to dropping honorifics around her, something she’d basically forced on me. She insisted it was fine outside formal settings. Ironically, she still used polite speech with us. Apparently, that was “different.” Honestly, it was unfair.


      Still...I didn’t mind. It was easier this way. I was much more comfortable using casual speech.


      “So, what are your plans today?” she asked.


      “I’m thinking of heading to the Adventurers’ Guild,” I said. “We haven’t been in a few days, so there might be new requests.”


      “Understood. May I accompany you?” She tilted her head slightly, gazing up at me.


      That look... It hit my conscience like a truck. I didn’t know whether to feel frustrated or pleased. She’s just too cute!


      Letting the complicated feelings duke it out inside my chest, I forced a composed smile. “Of course. Everyone’s happy when you’re around, and you’re a great asset in a fight. We’d be glad to have you.”


      “Thank you! I’ll do my best not to cause trouble.”


      “There’s no way you would,” Sophia said immediately.


      “Exactly,” Noise added. “Your healing magic is super reliable!”


      They’d jumped to her defense without hesitation. They really had gotten close.


      “Then it’s settled,” I announced. “Let’s head to the guild.”


      “Okay!”


      Everyone agreed in unison, and we set off together, the smell of food from street stalls drifting through the air around us.


      “Oh, right,” I said. “There’s something I wanted to ask you, El.”


      “Me?”


      “Yeah. You’ve been hosting us at your inn a lot lately...so I was wondering if there’s any way we can repay you.”


      “Repay me? If anything, I’m the one causing trouble for all of you. Letting you use the inn is my way of repaying you.”


      “Still, you’ve been giving us food and everything, right? Noise?”


      “Eek!” Noise practically jumped out of her skin, even though she was the one who’d told on herself. “I-I’m not being bribed with food...”


      “That’s exactly what someone being bribed would say,” I pointed out.


      “Nooo!”


      She cycled through about a million different expressions as she walked. Honestly, it was entertaining. Auriel stepped in to save her.


      “I assure you, that wasn’t my intention,” Auriel said gently. “I simply share food I cannot finish myself. I despise wastefulness.”


      “Fair enough.” It wasn’t a bad excuse. But that wasn’t the point. “Let’s leave it at that, then. As long as she doesn’t get an upset stomach or anything from all the food, I don’t mind you ‘bribing’ her. I just wanted to say we appreciate everything you’ve done. So...let us do something to thank you.”


      “Lord Merlin...”


      I knew I was being a bit pushy. I felt bad for Auriel, but I didn’t like leaving debts unpaid. It was only natural for a person to want to repay them, even if just a little. But what I could do was pretty limited, of course.


      “Then come with me to the royal capital!” Auriel requested.


      “I am afraid I must decline.”


      “Why are you rejecting me so politely?!”


      That’s way too big to count as a simple thank-you. Seriously, if I let my guard down for a second, she jumps straight to that...


      What I wanted to offer was something we could actually do here in this town. Buying her a gift didn’t make sense because she could get anything she wanted herself. Which, come to think of it, makes it hard to figure out what would count as repayment.


      “Hmm... In that case, I can’t really think of anything,” she said.


      “Yeah, that figures. Considering that it’s you, El, you can probably just get whatever you want on your own anyway.”


      “Actually...” she said suddenly. “Would you be willing to enchant something for me with defensive magic?”


      “Defensive magic?” That was a new one. I tilted my head, and Auriel gave a small nod before explaining.


      “It’s a spell that deploys mana as is, without converting it into an element, turning it into something like a shield. It won’t stop physical attacks, but it can deflect attacks made of magic.”


      “Huh. So a magic-specific defense. That’s pretty interesting.”


      If something that useful exists, it would’ve been nice to know from the start, God.


      Then again, thinking back on it, none of the enemies I’d fought so far had used magic. I wondered, would it have worked against Arachne’s threads? Those were infused with mana too, right? If it could repel mana-based attacks, then maybe...




      You did not ask, so I deemed the information unnecessary and withheld it.




      A message from God appeared before me in response to my quiet complaint.


      Technically that was true, but still... Talk about being inflexible.


      “So you weren’t aware of it, Lord Merlin,” Auriel said. “I just assumed that, as a divine apostle, you had no need to rely on defensive magic.”


      “No, no, that’s not it. I just...was never taught.”


      Because I’m not a divine apostle!


      “In that case, shall I teach it to you? Defensive magic is fairly simple. It just consumes a lot of mana.”


      “You don’t mind?” If it was rare, it could be quite valuable. Was it really okay to teach it so casually to someone she’d only just met?


      In response to my doubts, Auriel answered without the slightest hesitation. “It’s no problem. Most mages know defensive magic. I’m sure the others do as well.”


      She glanced past me toward Sophia, Sonia, and Noise. All three nodded.


      “I know about it, but I’m bad with magic, so I can’t use it,” Noise said despondently.


      “I know of it, but not how to use it,” Sophia said.


      “I can use it,” Sonia added. “But my mana reserves are pretty low, so I’d rather just dodge.”


      Wow. They really all knew about it.


      Sophia even turned to Sonia. “I kinda want to learn too. Maybe it’s about time you taught me, sis?”


      If that was the case, then learning it myself wouldn’t put Auriel at any disadvantage.


      “Then I’ll take you up on that. Thanks, Auriel.”


      “Not at all,” she said. “Think of it as thanks for the enchantment.”


      “Right! The enchantment. You said you wanted something enchanted with defensive magic, didn’t you? Why that specifically?”


      “It doesn’t have to be defensive magic. What matters is that it’s something enchanted by you, Lord Merlin.”


      “I’d prefer it if that wasn’t because I’m supposedly an apostle...”


      “Well, it is because you are an apostle of God.”


      My hopes were crushed in less than a second.


      “Yeah. Figures...” I muttered.


      As a princess, she could easily have had someone else enchant her gear with defensive magic already. The only reason she’d have gone out of her way to ask me was because of that whole “revered divine apostle” thing. Otherwise, it’d just have been a waste of her time.


      “Well, since you’re going to teach it to me anyway, I’ll just go with a defensive magic enchantment. What do you want me to enchant?”


      Enchantment magic required a target—an item, not a living thing. Accessories were ideal, but if the quality was too low, the enchantment might fail. On the other hand, using something too valuable and breaking it would be disastrous.


      So I asked if she had something suitable.


      Auriel thought for a moment, then reached beneath her collar and pulled out a cross-shaped necklace.


      “How about this?” she asked. “It should be able to withstand an enchantment.”


      “This necklace?” I took it from her.


      “It is given to high-ranking clergy as proof of their closeness to God,” she explained. “Its shape represents the seat of the divine. It is said that simply holding it wards off impurity with sacred power.”


      “Huh.” I cast Spell of Appraisal, but there was nothing particularly special about it. If anything about it stood out, it was the material. It was made of orichalcum, just like Sonia’s weapon. It was plenty durable for enchantment, sure, but warding off impurity? It didn’t feel miraculous enough for that. It’s not like one of those suspicious pots or stones sold by fringe religions back in my old world...right?


      “It’s beautiful...” Sophia murmured, gazing at the necklace in my hand.


      “Would you like it?” Auriel offered casually.


      “Wh-What?! I couldn’t possibly! It’s something important to the Way of Ursula, isn’t it?”


      “Tee hee hee,” giggled Auriel. “I’m just joking.”


      She laughed softly, but I felt a slight jolt. Is that really something a church official is supposed to joke about? Especially someone regarded as a saint?


      It was a good thing no one from the Way of Ursula was around. They might’ve fainted on the spot.


      “W-Well, it looks like this’ll work, so...let’s go ahead and try adding defensive magic—” Feeling awkward, I tried to clear the air by bringing the conversation back to the original topic—but I cut myself off mid-sentence. Right. I need to learn defensive magic first.


      Auriel, of course, realized my mistake immediately.


      “Not here,” she warned me. “People will see. And I haven’t taught you yet. Let’s do it outside the town.”


      That was close! I almost showed off my abilities in the middle of a busy street...


      And yeah, carelessly enchanting a princess’s treasured belonging with a spell I didn’t even know yet? That would’ve been a disaster. Besides, she was right. Doing it somewhere this public would definitely have drawn attention.


      “Right, right. My bad. Got a little ahead of myself.” I let out a wry chuckle and handed the necklace back.


      We continued chatting as we made our way to the Adventurers’ Guild, where we looked over the remaining requests. Eventually, we found one posted by a nearby village: investigate the monsters in the area and eliminate them if found. We could handle it, sure, but it was time-consuming, and the pay wasn’t great.


      Still, with requests running low, we couldn’t afford to be picky. We decided to take it.


      ▼△▼


      After accepting the request at the Adventurers’ Guild, we left Sennion.


      We’d passed through the gate and walked a good thirty minutes into the forest when we came across a narrow river. A fair number of trees nearby had been cut down, leaving an open stretch of land that made for a perfect resting spot.


      We decided to take care of what needed doing before starting the job—namely, a lesson in defensive magic and then enchanting Auriel’s item with it.


      “What a lovely view,” Auriel exclaimed. “If another adventurer or a monster comes near, we’ll notice right away.”


      “So it’s ideal for performing an enchantment and practicing defensive magic,” I said.


      “Yes. Shall we begin with defensive magic?”


      Leaving lookout duty to Sophia and the others, I prepared to receive Auriel’s lesson. She put on a serious expression and began explaining in her usual gentle voice.


      “Defensive magic is exactly what it sounds like, a spell that spreads mana out like a shield to block other mana. It’ll be faster if I show you first. I imagine that for someone like you, Lord Merlin, seeing it in person should be the easiest way to understand.”


      As she spoke, Auriel extended both hands in front of her and channelled her mana. A short distance from her palms, mana flowed outward and took shape, forming a rectangular shield.


      It looked fragile at first glance, like a pane of translucent glass, but the density of mana within it was incredible. I could tell at once that it consumed a huge amount of mana.


      “This is defensive magic,” Auriel said. “Some people also call it a magical barrier.”


      “I see. Yeah, this is definitely easier to understand once you see it.”


      Now I understood why Sophia, Sonia, and Noise had all at least heard of it. The spell really was simple. You just released mana, shaped it into something like a shield or wall, and maintained control of it. It was easy to picture, probably even simpler than elemental conversion.


      I tried copying her, holding both hands out in front of me and imagining the exact same defensive spell she had just formed. A fairly large amount of mana flowed out from inside me. Judging just by feel, it used even more mana than the holy spells I normally wielded against monsters.


      Then, a translucent rectangular shield appeared in front of me as well, and the mana stabilized.


      The spell had worked perfectly.


      “As expected of you, Lord Merlin,” Auriel breathed. “To succeed on the first try...”


      “It’s almost too easy when all you have to do is control the mana,” I said. “Though yeah, it definitely burns through a lot of it.”


      “Yes. The biggest drawback is the mana cost. Even I can only cast it a few times.”


      “So it’s one of those spells where timing is crucial.”


      It only blocked magic in the first place, so against monsters that relied mostly on physical attacks, it would be next to useless. I had so much mana that using it ten times over probably still wouldn’t have been a problem, but my natural physical durability was way overpowered. I might not get many chances to use it after all.


      “Any magic might prove useful someday, as long as you know it,” Auriel told me.


      “True enough. Thanks, Auriel. Feels like I just got a little stronger.”


      “I’m only glad I could be of help, Lord Merlin.” Auriel gave a quiet little laugh.


      “All right, then next comes the enchantment,” I said. “If it’s just adding defensive magic, I think I can do it right now.”


      “Please don’t overexert yourself,” Auriel cautioned. “Enchantment magic plus defensive magic together will consume quite a lot of mana. And you’ve already cast defensive magic once...”


      “It’s fine, really. I’ve got more mana than most people.”


      I borrowed the silver cross necklace from Auriel again and focused my mind on the item before me. Then I activated my enchantment magic.


      A pale light wrapped around the necklace. I took the image of the defensive spell I had just constructed in my mind and embedded it into the silver cross. I carefully imagined the form it would take when activated, the direction it would deploy in, even the timing of the activation itself, and poured all of that into the spell.


      A moment later, the light faded. Enchantment complete.


      Now all that remained was for Auriel, the owner, to pour her own mana into the necklace and activate the spell.


      Unlike the passive enchantments I had placed on Sophia’s and the others’ weapons, this was a manually triggered type, so the user needed to supply mana for the effect to manifest. It was more efficient than casting the spell normally, but since the effect couldn’t be altered freely, it was less flexible if the user could already cast that magic themselves.


      It would have been depressing if the enchantment had ended up useless, so I’d added a little extra thought to it: the spell would activate by producing one large thin barrier, instantly dividing that barrier into sections, and then layering them on top of one another, making it stronger against attacks concentrated on a single point.


      That way, as long as the user had enough mana to produce a single thin barrier, the resulting shield would be sturdier than creating one thick slab outright. Something like that would have been difficult to pull off on the fly in actual combat—for me, at least—so surely the enchantment would come in handy sometime.


      Normally, enchantments were used to give someone access to a spell they couldn’t cast themselves, but apparently Auriel already had enchantments for offensive magic of that sort, so this was more of a bonus. If there was one clear advantage, it was that my Mana stat was much higher than hers. That would increase mana consumption, but it should let her deploy a much stronger defensive spell.


      I handed the necklace back to Auriel.


      “There. All done.”


      “Thank you very much, Lord Merlin. I shall treasure this as a national heirloom.”


      “Please don’t!”


      If something I’d just casually thrown together got turned into a treasure of the Kingdom of Magnolia, I’d die of embarrassment every time I heard about it. No matter how impressive it sounded, it was still just a rough amateurish enchantment. If a real craftsman saw it, they might even laugh at how sloppy it was.


      “It’s just the work of an amateur...” I pleaded. “Please spare me the shame.”


      “Would it be all right if I tested it once?” Auriel asked.


      “Of course, but...”


      Apparently she wanted to test its performance. That made sense. Other than me, nobody could be sure the enchantment had really worked. Since this was my first attempt at enchanting defensive magic, I wanted to see the results too, but part of me was terrified it wouldn’t activate at all.


      As I watched nervously, Auriel poured mana into the necklace. And in the next moment, exactly as intended, a thin barrier unfolded in front of her, split apart, and layered itself into a single large shield. It was big enough that if a magical attack came from the front, the shield could easily protect people standing to Auriel’s left and right, and anyone behind her as well.


      I was secretly thrilled that it had turned out exactly as planned. But for some reason, Auriel was just staring. “Th-This defensive spell barely consumed any mana at all... What on earth is this size? And this complexity of movement...?”


      “Was there something about it you didn’t like?” I asked.


      I had a bad feeling. Her reaction clearly wasn’t normal. She wasn’t just a little surprised—she was seriously shaken. Had I overdone it? Maybe I’d made it too fancy for everyday use...


      Was she about to snap, How could you mess with my precious necklace like this?!


      “I had predicted as much, but to so easily achieve such high performance with magic you just learned...” she muttered, staring at Sophia and the others. “If your other enchantments are at this level as well...”


      While I stood there growing increasingly uneasy, Auriel kept muttering to herself.


      “Auriel? What’s wrong with my enchantment?”


      “Um... I had assumed that, since you are an apostle of God, Lord Merlin, your enchantments would be extraordinary. But this is beyond even that. To be honest...it raises a new concern.”


      “I’m not an apostle, but...what concern?”


      “Please allow me to explain enchantment magic first,” she said. “For enchantments of this kind, the proficiency of both the embedded spell and the enchantment spell itself are closely linked. Even if someone has mastered defensive magic, a great deal of the spell’s power will be lost if their enchantment skill is lacking.”


      “But for a craftsman, shouldn’t it be normal to be good at both?” I asked. “Dwarves are supposed to specialize in enchantment magic, right?”


      “No. Even among those skilled in enchantment magic, very few are equally skilled in defensive magic. Even among the finest craftsmen in the country, it’s not unusual for their defensive magic to be merely average.”


      Oh.


      I had assumed that if someone was called a craftsman, they’d mastered everything across the board.


      “It is precisely because of such circumstances that magical enchantment is considered difficult,” Auriel continued. “The fact that you perform it so effortlessly is remarkable enough, Lord Merlin. In short, your enchantment magic alone is already first-rate. And on top of that, a defensive spell capable of such intricate and refined behavior would be considered exceptional even among the elite.”


      She was praising me an awful lot, but the more she did, the worse I felt. It was true that my magic always turned out absurdly powerful because my Mana stat was too high. If anything, making something low spec was harder for me.


      “To be perfectly clear, the enchantment you’ve just placed is on an abnormal level,” Auriel said. “The items I possess were made by the finest craftsman in the kingdom, yet they can only generate a simple barrier for a short time, and activation costs are high. If word of this were to spread...”


      Cold sweat prickled down my back as I waited for her to finish.


      Then Auriel looked at me, her expression one of deadly seriousness, and said, “The entire world might go to war over you, Lord Merlin.”


      “W-War...?”


      The scale of the conversation had suddenly exploded, and I was completely lost.


      But Auriel didn’t look like she was joking.


      “Come on, it’s just an amateur defensive enchantment,” I tried to say. “It’s not like this makes anyone stronger. That’s way too dramatic.”


      “It is not dramatic at all. I can prove it. You can use Spell of Appraisal, can’t you, Lord Merlin?”


      “Y-Yeah. I can.”


      At that, Auriel raised her left hand before me. On her middle finger was a ring set with a blue gemstone.


      “This ring is a masterpiece enchanted with defensive magic by the finest craftsman in the kingdom. At the very least, there is no item in the kingdom with better performance using the same spell. Please compare it with yours.”


      As instructed, I examined both items.


      And then I learned something unbelievable.




      Jade Ring: Enchantment Rank - 2. Consumes the wielder’s mana to deploy a defensive spell.


      Silver Cross: Enchantment Rank - Transcendent. Consumes only a minute amount of mana to maintain an extraordinarily powerful defensive spell for a long duration.




      Enchantment...Rank...?


      A status display I had never seen before had appeared.


      Now that I thought of it, I’d never actually checked any of the equipment I’d enchanted, not even the weapon I’d given to Noise. I’d had no idea something like this even existed. God immediately provided an explanation. 




      Enchantment Rank is a comprehensive evaluation of the performance of the applied magical effects. Rank 1 is the highest and Rank 5 the lowest.




      Then what’s “Transcendent”?




      Because the enchantment on that item surpasses the highest rank in this world, it is technically immeasurable. However, that would make evaluation difficult, so the display has been modified specifically for your appraisal magic.




      Huh? S-So... You invented a new rank?!




      Affirmative. Rank-1 items are already so rare that only a handful have existed in the history of the world. At present, no other items of Transcendent rank exist in this world.




      Hearing that, I hurriedly appraised the enchantments I had given the other three. Every single one of them displayed the same words: “Rank - Transcendent.”


      WHAAAT?! That’s way over the top! I didn’t even mean to, but I’ve already created an entirely new ranking?! I’ve been handing out enchantments without thinking it through at all!


      Wait. Does sealing my level not affect my enchantment magic? Or is my current mana alone already beyond what anyone else in this world can reach?


      Only now did it hit me. Did I just do something unspeakable?!


      While I stood there in shock, Auriel’s eyes sparkled with excitement. The moment she noticed me looking at her, she cleared her throat and returned to a composed expression, steering the conversation back on track.


      “Do you now understand just how far outside common sense your abilities are? I suspect the enchantments you’ve given others were equally...extraordinary.”


      “You’re absolutely right...” I murmured.


      “If word spreads that you can casually produce enchantments of this level, it will only be a matter of time before people start fighting over you,” she continued. “Weapons that dramatically enhance abilities simply by being held... Defenses that can be deployed instantly and nullify any magic... If you produced enough equipment for even five hundred people, their dominance over the entire continent would be all but guaranteed.”


      I didn’t know much about military matters, but if Auriel said so, she was probably right. And when she put it that way, I could clearly see what would happen. A bloody struggle over me would erupt, and many would suffer. Countries might even be destroyed in the process.


      “All right, Auriel... You know what I’m about to say, right?”


      “Yes,” she replied. “Rest assured, I swear I will never reveal your secret to anyone, Lord Merlin.”


      “I’d really appreciate that.”


      “You should also refrain from handing out enchantments so carelessly in the future...though I suppose I’m in no position to say that, given that I was the one who asked.”


      That was certainly true. We enjoyed a laugh together. I felt like I could trust Auriel. Even though we’d only just met, I genuinely believed in her.


      “I’ll be more careful,” I promised. “I’d hate for someone somewhere to end up dying because of me without me even knowing about it.”


      I thought that would be the end of it, but Auriel’s expression suddenly turned serious again.


      “The conflict over you won’t be some distant issue,” she warned me. Her gaze then shifted. “It won’t be unrelated to them either.”


      I followed the line of her gaze to find Sophia and the others.


      “Even if you refused to cooperate, if a nation’s future were at stake, they would use any means necessary,” she continued. “They would likely target your weaknesses directly.”


      I knew exactly what she meant. No matter how strong I was, Sophia and the others weren’t at a level where they could stand against a nation’s elite forces. Even with enchanted weapons, sheer numbers would be enough to capture them. And once captured, they could be used as leverage to force me to cooperate. They wouldn’t even need to fight me head-on. There were plenty of safer, more efficient ways to get under my skin.


      So now I have another thing to worry about. This was getting out of hand. It felt like I’d turned into some kind of massive bomb, but one where I couldn’t even see the fuse myself. God... You could’ve shown a little restraint when you made me...


      Despite my complaints, God ignored me as usual. Instead, Auriel spoke up.


      “If it is within my power to prevent that, I will do all I can to help. I’ll also assist in persuading Sophia and the others.”


      “Auriel...” I was really glad I’d met her. If I had continued on without realizing any of this, my actions would have probably led to some irreversible disaster sooner or later. “Thank you.”


      With those words of gratitude, our short break came to an end, and we regrouped to resume fulfilling the request. First, we needed to head to the village where the client was located. We continued through the forest, staying alert for monsters, and before long, a small village came into view.


      “So that’s the village where the client, the village chief, lives?” I asked.


      It wasn’t large, but it was surrounded by a sturdy palisade made of thick logs. It couldn’t compare to a stone wall, but it would be more than enough against weaker monsters.


      “Hmm? Who are you? Judging by your appearance...are you adventurers?”


      As we approached the front entrance, two men called out to us, likely gatekeepers. I pulled my adventurer card from my pocket.


      “Apologies for my suspicious appearance,” I said. “My name is Merlin. Here is my adventurer card.”


      Auriel and I were both wearing hoods. That made us look suspicious, sure, but with proper identification, I expected we would be fine. One of the gatekeepers slowly read the text engraved on the card.


      “Hmm...definitely adventurers. Did you come from Sennion?” he asked.


      “Yes. We’re here to investigate the monsters around the village.”


      “Oh! You showed up the very next day after we posted the request. Great! Go on in. The village chief will fill you in.”


      I’d thought they might at least check our faces, but the moment we mentioned the request, their suspicion vanished. We were let through surprisingly easily.


      “The chief’s house is straight ahead,” one of the gatekeepers said. “Just keep going past the square.”


      “Understood. Thank you.”


      “Don’t mention it. You’re taking on our request, so it’s the least we can do. We’re counting on you.”


      “We’ll do our best,” I promised.


      After giving a polite bow, I passed through the gate. Behind me, Auriel, Sophia, Sonia, and Noise also passed through.


      They didn’t say a single thing about it... Setting aside Auriel and me, Sophia and the others were all showing their true faces, but the men guarding the gate had simply ignored them. Which means there can’t be much deep-rooted prejudice against demihumans in this village.


      “Lord Merlin? Is something wrong?” Auriel had noticed that I was deep in thought.


      “No, it’s just... Those guards didn’t react at all when they saw Sophia, Sonia, and Noise.”


      “React?” she repeated.


      “We’re hiding our faces, but they aren’t.”


      “Ah, you’re talking about discrimination against demihumans.” She immediately understood what I was getting at. “In smaller villages like this, discrimination is rare. It’s more common in large cities. Villages rely on cooperation, so internal conflict would only tear the community apart.”


      “I see. As long as no one’s giving them trouble, that’s all that matters to me. If anything bothers you guys, tell me right away,” I told the other three.


      At that, the girls smiled.


      “Thank you, Lord Merlin,” Sophia said. “We’ll rely on you if that happens.”


      “I’m already used to it, so it doesn’t bother me much!” Noise announced with a grin.


      “Same here,” added Sonia with a nod.


      “You’re all so tough...” I muttered.


      It was sad, but their past experiences had made them stronger, to some extent. Since they weren’t bothered, I let the matter drop.


      I shifted my focus. Perhaps it was the excitement of being in a new place, but everyone’s steps were light as we pressed deeper into the village. Villagers glanced at us, but more out of curiosity toward outsiders than any feelings they might have had about demihumans. Auriel and I were clearly suspicious-looking in our hoods, so we were getting the bulk of the stares. Still, no one stopped us, and we soon arrived at what seemed to be the village chief’s house.


      I knocked on the door. After a moment, it opened, and a woman in her fifties appeared in the doorway.


      “Yes?” she asked. “Who might you be?”


      “Hello. My name is Merlin, and I’m an adventurer from Sennion.”


      “Adventurers...”


      I guessed that she must be the village chief’s wife. She looked at our robes and hoods and nodded in understanding.


      What exactly does the average adventurer even look like, anyhow? What a relief this is going so smoothly, though.


      “The village guards asked us to speak with the chief,” I explained.


      “Oh, of course. Please, come in. I’ll prepare some tea.”


      “Please don’t trouble yourself—” I tried to say, but she interrupted.


      “I insist, I insist.”


      We were ushered inside the chief’s house by the cheerful-looking lady. In the living room, a man in his fifties—presumably the chief—was sitting in a wooden chair and drinking tea.


      “O-Oh? Who are these people?” he asked.


      “They’re adventurers here to investigate the monsters,” the woman told him.


      “Adventurers! You came already? That was fast! Thank you. Please, sit.”


      “There aren’t enough chairs for everyone, so some of you may have to stand,” the woman told us apologetically.


      “That’s fine; we’ll only be here briefly,” I reassured her. “We’re planning to go investigate straightaway after this.”


      The chief’s wife went off to prepare tea, and a young woman entered the room in her place.


      “Hey, do we have guests?” she asked. She looked to be in her twenties and was dressed casually, maybe still in her pajamas, even. Perhaps she’s the chief’s daughter?


      The moment her eyes landed on us, she froze, clearly startled. Well... Auriel and I did look pretty suspicious with our hoods up. Given her status, Auriel couldn’t reveal herself, but I figured I should at least show my face.


      I had a bad feeling about what I was about to do, but I lowered my hood anyway.


      “Wh-What?!”


      Upon seeing my face, the chief, his wife, and their daughter all widened their eyes in astonishment.


      “S-Silver hair... Golden eyes?!” cried the daughter. “Could it be...a god?!”


      “Praise be, praise be!” While their daughter shouted, the chief and his wife clasped their hands in prayer. It was way too much.


      Hold on! I expected some kind of reaction, sure, but why are they praying to me?! I just look the part. I’m not actually a god...right?


      I felt rather conflicted. The daughter stared at me, her face gone bright red, then bowed her head with a doll-like stiffness before dashing off into the back room with incredible speed.


      It must be embarrassing to receive guests in your nightclothes, I guess.


      “Ah... Another poor woman ensnared,” Auriel whispered beside me in a meaningful tone.


      “Hmm? What do you mean?”


      She just shook her head and wouldn’t answer. The other three seemed to understand the meaning of her words, though. They were nodding along with expressions that said, Too right. I was the only one who couldn’t make heads nor tails of what she was getting at.


      “I’m not a god,” I stated.


      “Then...you must be a divine apostle?!” spluttered the chief. “I could’ve never imagined an apostle would accept our request...”


      “I’m not an apostle either!”


      “If an apostle has come, then those terrible monster cries will surely cease...” the wife murmured.


      “Are you even listening to me?!”


      “‘Terrible monster cries’?” Auriel smoothly cut in.


      Naturally, my desperate insistence that I wasn’t some kind of divine being went completely ignored.


      “Low-ranking monsters appear from time to time in the nearby forest,” the chief explained. “But yesterday, around midday, we heard a roar unlike anything we’ve ever heard before, loud and terrifying. We grew uneasy and immediately posted a request at the Adventurers’ Guild.”


      A loud, unfamiliar roar... That likely meant it wasn’t some small fry. Maybe the Arachne incident had disrupted monster territories, and something stronger had wandered in.


      “It could be a monster of Rank-3 or higher,” I speculated. “If it’s large, then its threat level will be considerable.”


      If it was Rank-3 or above, then something on the level of that Rank-2 Arachne we’d fought could also appear. Even now when they were stronger than before, Sophia and the others wouldn’t stand a chance against something like that. If push came to shove, I’d have no choice but to release my seal again and fight.


      I hesitated at the thought of revealing my strength to Auriel (she’d definitely start treating me like a god again), but if that was what it took to protect everyone, I didn’t have a choice.


      “If it really is a powerful monster, this village is finished! Please, if you find it, we implore you to defeat it as well!” the chief begged.


      “Leave it to us, Chief,” I told him. “We’ve taken down a Rank-2 threat before. No matter how strong it is, we’ll handle it.”


      If something at Rank-1 showed up, that might be another story, but in that case, I’d just have to risk my own life to buy time so the villagers could escape.


      “As expected of an apostle!” cried the village chief.


      “Thank you, thank you...” his wife half wept.


      I’m NOT an apostle! Stop praying already! And Auriel, could you also stop looking at me with those sparkling eyes?!


      After that, we somehow managed to extract the location of where the roar had been heard from the still-praying chief and his wife. Then we left the village and returned to the forest.


      ▼△▼


      We combed through the forest in search of monsters. Our search pattern was circular, centered on the village. We moved in a spiral, gradually expanding outward. It took time, but it should have allowed us to find any monsters more accurately and reliably...or so I’d thought.


      “Not finding much, are we?” I mused.


      It had already been an hour since we’d started searching. We’d circled the village over and over, but the only things we’d encountered were a few goblins. Whether it was the lingering effect of the Arachne or of the creature behind the roar the village chief had heard, there wasn’t much around for us to deal with right now. We were basically just walking and chatting.


      “I want to fight at full strength already...but nothing’s showing up,” grumbled Noise.


      “I’d be fine with a Rank-3 threat, but I’d rather avoid another Rank-2 if possible,” said Sonia. “There’s no guarantee things would go like last time.”


      “When you defeated the Arachne, there were other adventurers helping you too, right?” Auriel asked.


      “That’s right, El,” I replied. “We only beat the Arachne thanks to their support.”


      In truth, I’d been the one to defeat it, but it was thanks to the other group buying time that Sophia and the others had made it out safely. Since then, they’d stopped looking down on Sophia, Sonia, and Noise. Maybe they were trying to act more like proper heroes because they’d even started taking more interest in their appearance lately. They were steadily working to improve their skills too. They weren’t bad people at all. Even after losing a companion during the Arachne incident, they had kept going. That kind of resilience was impressive.


      “If they hadn’t been there, we’d probably have ended up as Arachne food,” I continued. “We should be grateful.”


      “P-Please don’t say things like that, Lord Merlin...” whispered Sophia. “Just imagining it makes me shiver...”


      Sophia and Sonia had turned pale, each of them muttering Ugh under her breath. Noise, ever the optimist, didn’t seem particularly bothered by what had happened back then—but Sophia and Sonia were still traumatized. Facing an overwhelmingly superior enemy like that... Yeah, it makes sense they’d still be scared. Even I got chills thinking about what would’ve happened if I hadn’t made it in time.


      “Sorry, sorry,” I quickly apologized. “But we’re stronger now than we were back then. I’m not saying you should let your guards down, but you can at least hold your heads a little higher.”


      “You’re right,” Sonia said. “We have you with us, Lord Merlin. There’s no point moping, Sophia.”


      “I’m not moping, I just— Huh?”


      Halfway through Sophia’s sentence, a shadow suddenly fell over us. It grew steadily larger and larger.


      We stopped and looked up at the sky. Something...big was coming.


      “No way!” A moment later, Auriel let out a shocked cry. We followed her gaze and at last saw what it was. A massive creature descended toward us, backlit by the sun.


      Gradually its form became clearer: a gigantic, winged lizard. No, not a lizard. Even I could tell. This was an extremely dangerous creature—a dragon.


      “GRAAAH!”


      With a roar that echoed across the entire forest, the dragon appeared directly above us.


      “Why is a wyvern here of all places?!” Auriel shrieked.


      “Wyvern? That’s what it’s called?” I’d never heard the name before, but I hadn’t needed to. Just from looking at it, I could tell it was strong.


      “Y-Yes,” stuttered Auriel. “That’s a Rank-2 threat, a wyvern. It’s a dragon species that usually inhabits volcanic regions. It’s considered the weakest among all dragons, but even so...it’s said to be stronger than the Arachne you fought, Lord Merlin.”


      “Stronger than the Arachne?!” I repeated. This is bad.


      The Arachne had already been a nightmare to deal with, and now something even stronger had shown up. There was no way Sophia and the others could handle this. I’d have to go all out from the get-go.


      “Can’t be helped,” I muttered. “I’m going to go all out. Everyone, focus on protecting yourselves.”


      “Go all out?” Auriel tilted her head. Sophia and the others, who knew my strength, nodded without hesitation. Auriel, who didn’t, simply gave me a puzzled look.


      “It just means I’ll be getting stronger,” I told her and released one of the seals I’d placed upon myself. “Fourth Seal. Release.”


      Purple chains emerged from my body, then shattered and dissolved into nothingness.


      At the same time, a surge of exhilaration coursed through me. I was getting closer to my true power. But there was no time to indulge in that feeling. The wyvern opened its massive jaws, gathering magic for an attack. Seeing that, Auriel’s expression changed drastically, turning grim.


      “This is bad! Everyone! The wyvern is about to breathe fire! Retreat immediately!”


      At her warning, the others leaped back, trying to create as much distance as possible. Only I remained where I stood. I gathered holy magic in my palm and released it at nearly the same moment as the wyvern let forth its fire.


      Flames and a beam of light collided in midair, clashing in a blinding explosion that engulfed the surroundings.


      “Tch!” When the light faded, the wyvern was completely unharmed. I couldn’t help clicking my tongue in annoyance. Its attack power was nearly on par with mine at level 1000—stronger than I’d expected. No doubt about it; it was more powerful than the Arachne.


      “Lord Merlin, I’ll support you!” From a distance, Sophia slammed her staff into the ground. Magic surged outward, shaking the earth. Then, thick vines burst from the ground beneath the wyvern, each one thicker than my body. It was her nature magic, transforming mana into plant life. The vines reached up and wrapped around the wyvern like ropes.


      “GRRR... GRAAAAAAH!”


      But the wyvern tore through the vines with brute force. With such a difference in stats, support magic barely made a difference. Still, the vines had distracted it, creating an opening. I gathered light in my palm again.


      “Now!”


      I fired a beam straight at its head. The wyvern twisted its body in an attempt to dodge, but the vines slowed it down just enough. Still, its head moved slightly, and the beam only gouged part of it.


      “GYAAAAAA!”


      Its piercing roar shook the air. We all covered our ears. With one hand over my ear, I immediately formed multiple spheres of light around me. I surrounded the wyvern with them, attempting a suppressive attack so it couldn’t escape. But in that brief moment, it broke free completely. It released flames, obliterating all the light spheres in an instant.


      “Grah!”


      Through the flames, I saw it take flight again. I prepared to intercept another fire attack, but then I noticed its gaze wasn’t on me.


      “Wait, no!”


      Before I could react, the wyvern unleashed a beam-like heat ray not at me but at Sophia and the others.


      Did it just copy my magic?!


      I couldn’t stop it in time. The attack bore down on them.


      “You’re not hurting my friends!” Sonia shouted.


      At the last moment, the beam suddenly veered off course and struck the ground nearby instead. The impact sent debris flying, and the heat melted the ground into lava.


      “It missed?” Sophia murmured in confusion, but I had seen what had happened.


      A powerful gust of wind magic had struck the beam from the side at the last instant. Sonia had focused everything into a single defensive spell, redirecting the attack instead of blocking it outright.


      “Nice one, Sonia!” I called.


      “GRRRR... GRAAAAAAAH!”


      The wyvern roared in frustration, gathering flames once more. This time, it seemed to be aiming to burn everything in a wide area, making it impossible for us to dodge, but I was way ahead of it.


      “I’m the one you’re fighting,” I growled.


      I had already leaped up to meet it in midair. Its eyes locked on to me. Before it could gain altitude, I drove my fist into its face—a full-force blow at level 1000.


      Trailing blood behind it, the wyvern plummeted toward the ground. At the same time, I sent holy magic light spheres after it, firing beams that pierced both of its wings. Without flight, it was nothing more than a giant lizard. It slammed into the earth.


      Groaning in pain, it still tried to stand, clawing at the ground and glaring up at me.


      “Don’t look at me like that,” I said. “I’m ending this here, before you hurt anyone.”


      Standing on a platform made of mana, I formed a massive sphere of holy light above me. Its size and heat were overwhelming. To the wyvern, and even to Sophia and the others, it must have looked like a second sun. I rarely used this ability. It took too long to charge. But now...there was no way I’d miss.


      I swung my arm down, firing a massive beam of light. It pierced straight through the wyvern’s body, slamming into the ground and carving everything away. By the time the dust had settled, all that remained was a massive crater and the scattered remains of the wyvern.


      Hmmm... That might’ve been overkill.


      But I couldn’t risk letting it escape. And after seeing it target my friends...I couldn’t hold back.


      “Wh-Whoa! The ground is completely destroyed...” Noise yelped.


      Once the battle ended, Noise and the others—who had been huddled together—approached the crater. I landed nearby, but everyone was too stunned by the destruction to speak. Honestly...even I was surprised at the power of a full-force level-1000 attack.

    

  

  
    [image: insert4]
  

  
    
      I’d almost never released my seals in actual combat before, and I’d never tested my power at each level. Even Auriel just stood there, staring silently into the crater.


      Did I just show way too much power to a princess? Is she going to see me as a threat to her country now? How am I supposed to explain this away? No, there’s no point even trying. She’s too smart. I should just avoid doing anything suspicious for now.


      “I’ll fill in the crater later,” I told them. “Earth magic should handle it. Leaving it like this would cause trouble for other adventurers.”


      “In that case, I can help as well, Lord Merlin,” Sophia, having recovered, offered with a small smile.


      “Thanks, Sophia. That helps. Let’s collect what’s left of the wyvern first. Its materials should sell for a high price...though we can’t exactly sell them right away.”


      Even if we’d defeated the Arachne before, word spreading that five people had taken down a wyvern would be a problem. We’d attract far too much attention. Besides...with only its head and legs left, would it even be worth selling? Between this and the Arachne, I really needed to learn some restraint—and emotional control.


      “That would be wise.” Auriel, who had been quiet until now, finally spoke up. “If you wish to avoid attention, it may be best to entrust the materials to someone else...or keep them stored away for the time being.”


      At least it didn’t seem like she was going to condemn me for my power. Still, she’d probably ask questions later... I needed to think of a good explanation.


      Avoiding her gaze, I approached the wyvern’s remains. Even just one of its toes was massive—large enough to wrap around my entire body. Its head alone could’ve swallowed all of us whole. Well...not anymore, since it didn’t have a body or digestive tract left.


      As I made that pointless joke to myself, I reached toward its leg, then stopped.


      “Huh? What’s this?”


      There was a pattern carved into the wyvern’s leg, a purple, squiggly, almost letter-like pattern. From what little I knew, it resembled stylized script, like an overly elaborate signature or cursive writing, where characters were connected and distorted. That was why I had instinctively recognized it as writing, but even with my otherworldly translation ability, I couldn’t understand it.


      So...maybe it wasn’t text after all. My ability had never failed before. If this were a language, I should’ve been able to read it.


      “Merlin?” Noise’s voice called from behind me. “What are you looking at?”


      Since I’d stopped collecting the remains, the others had come over to see what was up. Noise peeked over my shoulder. Then she spotted the pattern.


      “Ugh... What is that disgusting mark? It’s giving me goose bumps...”


      “Really?” I said. “It’s weird, sure, but not that bad...”


      “I can tell these things!” she yelped. “This is something bad! My instincts are screaming it!”


      You’re a person, though, right, even though you’re beastfolk? Do you really have that kind of primitive instinct?


      Still, her senses were sharper than mine, even when I was at level 1000. Her intuition wasn’t something I could just ignore. As I stared at the mark with her, I began to feel uneasy—and it wasn’t just Noise. Auriel was frowning as well.


      “This pattern... I feel like I’ve seen it somewhere before...”


      What is this? God, can you tell me?




      This is a curse, a type of skill. It affects the target’s body or abilities.




      “A curse?!” I muttered in shock. Auriel heard me and immediately let out a little cry.


      “That’s right! It’s a curse!” Before God could continue explaining, Auriel cut in. “For us humans, curses are a form of dark magic. They typically weaken the target or inflict negative conditions.”


      That matched what God had said. So it was basically debuff magic. I could probably use it too, but since my fights always ended quickly, I’d never had a reason to. And likely never will.


      Still, that wyvern hadn’t seemed weakened at all. I’d never seen a healthy wyvern before, but it definitely hadn’t looked like it was suffering. And could wild monsters even be cursed?


      “However, the curse on this wyvern isn’t magic,” Auriel said. “If it were dark magic, its entire body would have been covered in black mana. This is a localized mark...which likely means...” She paused. “It’s a demonic ability.”


      “Demonic?” I’d heard demons referenced before, by God. They were called enemies of humanity, a race said to resemble demihumans, which had led to the discrimination against them.


      “The demon race once attempted to conquer the world,” Auriel explained. “Though they resembled humans, their abilities and cruelty were far greater. They sought to exterminate humanity and rule the world. The Demon King, who stood at their pinnacle, was ultimately sealed by a divine apostle. You are all familiar with this story, yes?”


      Sophia and the others nodded in response. Come to think of it, Sophia said I looked like the god from a storybook. So it was a well-known tale in this world.


      “The demons possessed unique abilities,” Auriel went on. “One such power is curses. This mark is known as the ‘Curse of Subjugation.’ It forcibly controls monsters.”


      “Then...does that mean this wyvern was being controlled by a demon?!” Sophia asked.


      Auriel shook her head uncertainly. “The demons under the Demon King were supposedly all defeated or sealed by the apostle. It’s not impossible that some survived...but it’s also possible someone simply replicated the mark. However... Why now...?”


      She stared at the wyvern’s leg, deep in thought. There hadn’t been any other strong monsters in the forest. The roar the chief heard must’ve been this wyvern. There are too many unknowns.


      And yet wyverns normally lived in volcanic regions. If a surviving demon just wanted destruction, there were easier monsters to use nearby. Instead, they’d brought something this strong from far away...and then had done nothing but scare villagers?


      Wait. Could it be...? Was it targeting me?


      Maybe they knew we regularly took on monster-hunting requests. So they’d used a wyvern, a flying monster that was hard to track, to lure adventurers in. If the wrong people came, they’d ignore them or let them leave. But when their true target showed up...they’d attack.


      I didn’t know what their goal was, but if demons were enemies of gods and apostles, then someone who looked like one would be a natural target—even if I wasn’t actually one.


      A chill ran down my spine. I glanced around but sensed nothing watching us. Still...in a forest, an ambush would be easy.


      We should collect the wyvern, get out of here, report to the village, and head back home at once.


      “All right, let’s call off the search for now and head back to report,” I said. “We’ll tell the chief we dealt with a stray Rank-2 threat. Showing him its foot, which is plenty massive, should be enough proof.”


      “Yes. Let’s remain cautious on the way back,” Auriel said.


      “Got it! Even if a demon shows up, I’ll find it first and take it down!” Noise crowed with a grin.


      “No way! If we find a demon, we either leave it to Lord Merlin or run, right?” Sophia said in a panic.


      “There’s no way we could handle something that can control a wyvern, Noise...” Sonia tutted.


      “Yeah, you’re right...” Noise, who loved a good fight, shrugged in disappointment. I didn’t want them fighting demons either. I had a very bad feeling about this. If something even stronger than a wyvern appeared, would I really be able to protect everyone?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Birds of a Feather


      Just as we had agreed beforehand, we reported to the village chief before heading back to Sennion.


      People around here had apparently never seen a wyvern before, so when we explained that it was simply a stray monster that had flown in from elsewhere, they accepted it without pressing further.


      Once we arrived back at Sennion, we showed our adventurer cards to the guards at the gate and entered the town. As we walked, we talked—naturally, about the fierce battle we had just fought against the wyvern.


      “At any rate...not knowing the enemy’s objective is a bit unsettling,” I grumbled.


      If there really was a demon behind this, did they wish to kill me so badly that they’d even use a powerful creature like a wyvern? If so, sending only a wyvern felt far too half-hearted.


      Did they not have other monsters of similar strength under their command? Or perhaps they’d never intended to kill me in the first place... The wyvern hadn’t seemed completely controlled either. It had targeted Sophia when she’d got in its way, suggesting its consciousness hadn’t been fully overridden.


      If killing me had been the attacker’s goal, then what exactly had they been trying to accomplish with the wyvern? I couldn’t make sense of it.


      Had simply throwing a wyvern at us been the real objective? But why?


      “If a demon really did command the wyvern to attack us, then I’d say their target was you, Lord Merlin,” Sonia said, speaking for everyone.


      “You think so too?”


      “Yes. To a demon, the gods are their greatest enemies. Someone like you, who resembles a god, would undoubtedly be seen as the enemy’s ally by anyone unaware of the truth. If I were a demon, I’d probably do the same.”


      “But even so, it didn’t feel like they were going all out,” Auriel interjected. “If they truly wanted to kill you, Lord Merlin, they could have gathered more forces. Or they could have attacked while you were in a town or a village, where it would be harder for you to fight at full strength.”


      She had a point. My power was overwhelmingly strong. This time, my companions had protected themselves, allowing me to fight freely, but if the wyvern had rampaged through a populated area, my attention would have been split.


      In the worst-case scenario, the outcome might have been very different.


      “It’s also strange that the demon never showed themself,” Noise added. “I couldn’t detect anything at all.”


      Just as she said, even after passing through the village and returning to town, we hadn’t sensed the demon’s presence in the slightest. They could have used the wyvern to wear me down and then struck while I was exhausted, yet they hadn’t.


      “Maybe it was a sudden attack... Or the opposite... Maybe they wanted to make you use your power, Lord Merlin?” Sonia murmured.


      “Make me use my power? For what purpose?” It wasn’t like demons were devout believers in gods, like Auriel was.


      Sonia thought for a moment before answering. “Maybe they just wanted to analyze you,” she suggested. “They were afraid of you, so they used a monster to gauge how strong you are.”


      “That’s not an impossible scenario...” There might have been other reasons they’d chosen a wyvern, but it did explain the level of strength needed to defeat such a monster.


      The demons had once fought against a divine apostle. If they believed I was an apostle too, they might have used a monster calibrated to match the strength of the apostle from back then—to test me. Even if they couldn’t win, they’d learn my capabilities; if they did win, that would just be a bonus.


      If that were the case, then after having seen my magic power spike this time, there was a good chance they’d adapt next time. And if that happened, it wouldn’t just be us at risk—the surrounding area could end up devastated.


      We’d have to be even more cautious going forward.


      “By the way, your magic output suddenly surged earlier, Lord Merlin. How does that work?” Auriel asked.


      Of course, the conversation was bound to come to that.


      The truth was, only Sophia knew that my level was over 10,000—absurdly high, absurdly powerful. She was the only one who had seen my strongest physical attack. I hadn’t told the others about the seals on my level.


      Strictly speaking, Sonia and Noise knew I was holding back but not the full extent of it. Considering the possibility of a stronger attack next time, it would be better for them to know I had even more power. There was a risk that they’d accidentally get caught up in a battle at that level, after all.


      Auriel was now a companion as well. Sophia and the others were my friends. I had to believe that they wouldn’t use that knowledge against me.


      “This might be a good opportunity,” I said at last. “I’ve told Sophia already, but maybe I should share a bit about myself with all of you.”


      “Something about you, Lord Merlin?” asked Sonia. “Something we don’t know?”


      “Yeah. It’s better not to talk about this out in the open, though. Let’s head back to the inn. I’ll explain in my room. Auriel, will you join us?”


      “Of course,” she said at once. “If you trust me enough to share your secrets, it’s my duty to take it seriously.”


      “It’s really not that big of a deal...” I muttered.


      Having secured Auriel’s overly earnest agreement, we all returned to the inn and headed up to my room. Once everyone had taken a seat, I began.


      “I want to share something with you all. But as you can imagine, I must ask that you please keep it strictly confidential. If others find out, it’ll be a big hassle.”


      “So you really are a divine apostle, aren’t you, Lord Merlin?!” Auriel cried.


      “No, no. Sorry to disappoint, Auriel, but it’s not that.”


      “Then it’s about your sudden increase in magic power, right?” Sonia prompted.


      “Yeah. As Sonia and Noise probably already know, I limit my abilities. You could say I...hold back.”


      “Hold back... I see,” Sonia said, nodding. “Like when you fought that Arachne before.”


      “Your magic suddenly increased back then too, just like today!” Noise added.


      Sonia and Noise had caught on quickly. Perhaps because I was explaining things in very clear terms, Sophia and Auriel simply listened.


      “It’s the same thing,” I confirmed. “But actually... Even then, I was still holding back. A lot.”


      “What?”


      Everyone except Sophia stared in disbelief. I get it. It’s hard to believe.


      Even after defeating a monster like a wyvern—something only a handful of master fighters could hope to defeat—I was still holding back? It was no surprise that they’d think, What on earth are you talking about?


      But it was true. When I’d fought the wyvern, I had only been using about a tenth of my real strength. Rather than feeling like I’d been holding back, it had felt like nothing to me.


      “Even that wasn’t your full power?” Auriel asked cautiously.


      I nodded. Auriel, Sonia, and Noise froze in shock.


      “I’ve seen Lord Merlin’s full power once,” Sophia told them quietly. “Actually, maybe that wasn’t even his full power. It felt more like you just lost control for a moment.”


      She was recalling when we’d first met.


      “Back then, I couldn’t control it well,” I confirmed. “I just lightly kicked a goblin, and the entire area got flattened... It nearly gave me a heart attack.”


      “Oh... That was you?” Sonia said, clapping her hands as though she’d just remembered. “You were the person everyone at the adventurer’s guild was talking about? They said part of the forest had been gouged out.”


      Apparently, after I’d kicked that goblin, other adventurers had found the devastated area, and rumors had spread about what kind of monster could have done it. The rumors had died down when news of the Arachne had surfaced, but apparently it had been quite a shock at the time.


      “You can do that just by kicking a monster?” Sonia asked. “Then what’s the point of using magic?”


      “That was before I could control myself,” I reminded her. “I have no such problems now. Magic is simply easier to adjust and more practical in battle.”


      Holy magic, in particular, was highly effective against monsters. I didn’t even need to use it at max power for it to be useful. I’d unleashed excessive mana on that wyvern earlier, but for everyday use, there was nothing more convenient than my holy magic. I can even heal with it.


      “So how strong are you when you go all out?” Sonia asked.


      “I can’t really answer that. The truth is I don’t even know. I’ve never fought at full power... I limit myself because I’m scared of destroying everything around me.”


      “Then you should try and fight me!” Noise chimed in eagerly.


      “No thanks,” I told her. “I hate to say it, but even when I fought the wyvern, I was holding back a lot. If I used that kind of power against you, Noise, I’d kill you.”


      Killing a companion would haunt me forever. I’d rather die myself.


      “For now, we understand your secret,” Auriel said. “Even a wyvern isn’t worthy of your full power... We’ll keep this to ourselves. If it became known, your life would surely be targeted. And if your enchantment magic were revealed as well, conflict would become inevitable.”


      She paused, then said, “Even my father, the king, would become obsessed with you. With you under his control, he could seize dominance over the entire continent. He would undoubtedly target your weakness.”


      “My weakness...” That again.


      “I mean no offense, but...” Auriel looked around the room. “Your weakness is Sophia and the others. They’re weaker than you. Rather than attacking you directly, it would be far more efficient to capture them and use them as leverage to force you into submission. It would be the most efficient method that would cause the least collateral damage.”


      “I figured as much,” Sonia said lightly. Despite the danger, there was no anxiety in her expression. She was the same fearless Sonia as always.


      “Merlin wouldn’t abandon us...” Noise murmured. “That’s not even an option for him.”


      She was right. Sonia, Noise, and Sophia all lowered their gazes slightly. The difference in strength between us was absolute. When push came to shove, they wouldn’t be able to protect me. Perhaps realizing this, the three of them seemed a little downcast.


      “Don’t be discouraged,” Auriel told them gently. “It’s just that Lord Merlin is abnormal.”


      Hey, did you just call me abnormal?


      “Compared to normal adventurers, all of you are incredibly strong,” Auriel assured them. “You’ve defeated Rank-3 monsters with ease despite your youth and even held your own against a wyvern. Some might even call you geniuses.”


      She smiled. “If you keep getting stronger, you could even stand against an entire kingdom. You can be confident in your own strength.”


      Come on now. Is it really appropriate for a princess to say things like that?


      However, Auriel’s words had eased the somber atmosphere.


      “So don’t shrink back just because you might be seen as a weakness,” she concluded. “Let’s all grow stronger so we can stand against anything that threatens Lord Merlin.”


      The three lifted their heads, their expressions looking brighter. Are you guys really okay with that...?


      “Thanks, Your Highness,” said Sophia.


      “That was quite encouraging,” Sonia said, folding her arms.


      “I’m all fired up! Let’s go hunt some monsters!” Noise crowed, bouncing on the balls of her feet.


      Leaving the other two aside, Noise was far too enthusiastic. If we went out now, the gates would close and we wouldn’t be able to get back into town before nightfall. Auriel chuckled softly in response.


      I couldn’t have encouraged the three of them myself. It was my fault that they would be perceived that way, after all. But Auriel had taken on that role for me. I was truly glad she’d become part of our group. Once you get used to her, she’s actually quite sensible.


      “If the demons were analyzing us, they likely observed our battle,” Auriel told me. “As members of your party, we may be targeted too.”


      “Yeah,” I agreed. “If even nations might try to control me, demons might think the same. Be extra careful, everyone—especially you, Auriel.”


      “Me?”


      When I directed a warning at her, Auriel looked taken aback.


      “You are a princess, after all, aren’t you? You’re far more important to the country than someone like me.”


      I had spoken with a wry smile, but for some reason Auriel’s expression clouded. She might have left her guards behind and been living freely as an adventurer, but in truth, she was royalty who had come to this town on official business. If Auriel were to be kidnapped by demons—or worse, killed—the fallout would be enormous.


      The king would fly into a rage and launch a thorough investigation. The Adventurers’ Guild that had allowed her to become an adventurer would be punished as well. And on top of that, if it were discovered that I had been dragging her around with me, the four of us in my party would likely be condemned.


      I had no desire to make an enemy of the entire world. That would put an end to any hope of achieving my dream of living freely.


      “I don’t even want to imagine what it would feel like for the king and queen to lose their precious daughter,” I told Auriel. “But I suppose I’m not really in a position to say that, given that I’ve been taking you along on adventures.”


      “Precious daughter... Is that what I am?”


      “Hmm?”


      “No, it’s nothing. As you said, Lord Merlin, I’ll be even more careful from now on. And it was my own decision to come along, so please don’t concern yourself over it.”


      For just a moment, it had felt like her expression had darkened, but Auriel’s usual smile had quickly returned to her face.


      Maybe I had just imagined it.


      “Honestly, I should have properly refused in the first place,” I told her. “The reason I didn’t is...maybe because I wanted you to come along with us, Auriel.”


      “Lord Merlin...” Auriel looked surprised. And within that surprise, I thought I caught a clear trace of happiness. I wondered if she truly enjoyed adventuring with us too. “I’m very grateful. Spending time with all of you like this... It’s the most fun I’ve had in my entire life.”


      She smiled a smile filled with an innocence befitting her age. Her true feelings were written plainly across her face, and it made me happy to see.


      “Well then, I suppose I should be taking my leave soon,” she said then. “If I stay any longer, I’ll end up breaking my promise to you, Lord Merlin.”


      “Then I’ll walk you back to your lodging,” I volunteered. “After everything that’s happened, I can’t exactly let a girl walk back alone, even here in town.”


      “No, I’ll go with her,” Sonia cut in, snatching my offer away. Even I was surprised, so of course Auriel was too.


      “You’re going to escort Auriel, Sonia?” I asked.


      “Yes. There’s something I’d like to talk to her about.”


      “I see. If that’s what you want, then I guess I can trust you with her. Would you mind?”


      “Leave it to me,” she said. “I’ll protect her properly, even if it costs me my life.”


      “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but I’m worried about your life too, Sonia,” I retorted. “Make sure both of you make it back safely.”


      “I’ll do my best.” With a faint smile, Sonia stood up.


      Auriel glanced at her, wearing a somewhat complicated expression. Still, she didn’t refuse Sonia’s proposal. She composed herself, then turned back to me, Sophia, and Noise to say her farewells. “Well then, everyone. Until next time. I imagine we’ll meet again at the Harvest Festival.”


      “Yeah. Get back safely.”


      Somehow, time had passed very quickly since I’d met Auriel. It would be my first festival since being reincarnated in this world. I found myself feeling a little excited.


      After seeing the other two girls off, Sophia and Noise returned to their own rooms as well.


      ▼△▼


      Sonia and Auriel left the inn together.


      The sky had already turned a deep crimson. On the street, housewives could be seen out buying ingredients for dinner. Children ran about, laughing and shouting happily. They were all headed toward the residential district, making it clear that everyone was on their way home.


      The two girls walked side by side through the crowd.


      At first, there was no conversation between them. But whether she could no longer bear the silence or she had simply wanted to ask from the very beginning, Auriel was the one who spoke first.


      “Well now, this sure is a surprise. I never expected you, of all people, to escort me, Sonia.”


      “Would you have preferred Lord Merlin?” Sonia asked.


      “Well... Walking down the street with Lord Merlin at my side in the glow of the setting sun would certainly have been romantic in its own way. But more than that, I was curious because I couldn’t understand your motive, Sonia.”


      “My motive?”


      “You said so yourself before we left the inn, didn’t you?” Auriel pointed out. “That there was something you wanted to talk about. I had simply assumed that you disliked me...”


      Now that they were alone, Auriel threw those honest words directly at Sonia. For a few seconds, Sonia said nothing. Her silence was not a denial. If anything, it came very close to an affirmation.


      “I wouldn’t go so far as to say I dislike you,” she said at last. “But you do unsettle me.”


      “Unsettle you?” Caught off guard by Sonia’s unexpectedly straightforward answer, Auriel frowned, her brows drawing down slightly.


      “Auriel... Ahem, outside we call you El, don’t we? El, you always seem as though you’re hiding your true feelings when you speak to us. That’s what makes me uncomfortable around you. Your smiles, your words... Everything about you feels suspicious—untrustworthy.”


      “Ah ha ha,” Auriel laughed wryly. “So that’s how I appear to you, Sonia.”


      “Since we started adventuring together, there have certainly been times when your words and actions seemed genuine,” Sonia said, “but you’ve never fully taken off the mask. Talking to you like this now only confirms it.”


      “I’m not hiding anything at all,” Auriel claimed. “Truly.”


      Auriel was lying with a cool, composed expression, but Sonia immediately recognized it for what it was.


      Silence fell between them again. This time, Sonia was the one to break it. “When you first met us...”


      “Pardon?”


      “When you first met Lord Merlin and saw his real face,” Sonia continued, “you were supposed to be there to confirm the rumors about him, but you were clearly shaken. I would have understood simple surprise. But your face said, This can’t be possible.”


      Perhaps Auriel realized that she had slipped up because she fell silent at that. Quietly, she listened to Sonia continue.


      “Then there was what Sophia told me about the bath. Before you spoke about yourself, your expression darkened. Sophia said you looked like you were deeply troubled.”


      That, too, had hit the nail on the head.


      “Third, there was the necklace,” Sonia said.


      “This one?” Auriel’s gaze dropped to her chest. Resting against her full breasts was the silver cross Merlin had enchanted for her. Sonia gave it a sidewise glance as well.


      “You said that the cross necklace was something connected to God, yet you didn’t act as though you treasured it at all,” she pointed out. “You were even willing to give something like that to Sophia.”


      “That was...only a joke.”


      “No matter how you look at it, it didn’t seem like the sort of joke someone known as a saint would make.”


      Sonia was certain now. She had gathered the few clues she had and was trying to arrive at the truth Auriel had kept hidden.


      Auriel deliberately listened in silence, waiting for Sonia’s next words.


      “And then... You don’t seem to value your own life at all. You insist on joining us in dangerous adventurer work, and you even try to put yourself on the front lines. Even though demons may begin targeting you, you don’t seem to care much at all.”


      No matter how composed a person might be, no one faces a situation where their life is threatened without reacting in some way, especially someone in a position of responsibility like Auriel. She ought to have valued her life even more than most. Yet Sonia had seen none of that in her.


      She had briefly wondered whether Auriel, as someone called a saint, might simply have been willing to die for her faith, but Sonia had already rejected that possibility because of the incident with the necklace.


      Whether this lack of concern for her own well-being had anything to do with whatever Auriel was hiding from them, Sonia had no idea. Still, Sonia cared. She cared about Auriel as a person. That was why she had offered to escort her in Merlin’s place. It was the perfect opportunity to be alone with her.


      Merlin, too, had noticed Sonia’s expression and understood what she was feeling. He also knew that Sonia had been concerned about Auriel for some time. That was why he had let her have this chance.


      Determined not to waste it, Sonia had cut straight to the chase.


      “I see,” Auriel finally murmured. “You’re very perceptive, Sonia. I never imagined you had noticed so much.”


      The princess came to a stop. A church stood nearby. Staring at its great double doors, she murmured softly, “May I borrow just a little of your time, Sonia? For the first time in a long while...I feel like remembering the past.”


      “Yes. If you’re willing to talk, El.”


      Sonia had not expected Auriel to reveal her true feelings. She had only wanted to confront her with the things that had been bothering her. She knew that talking like this, encroaching upon another person’s heart, could easily have been dismissed as rudeness.


      Nevertheless, unexpectedly, Auriel had responded—almost as though she had been waiting all along for someone to encroach.


      “It’s not a very interesting story, but please do listen,” Auriel requested. “This is the story of a girl who lives like a doll.”


      With that, Auriel looked up at the church and began to speak.


      “Long ago, a little girl was born in the royal capital. She was the fourth princess, the last of her parents’ children to enter this world.”


      She did not say her name, but it was unmistakably Auriel’s own story.


      “To everyone’s astonishment, the girl was born with hair the same color as the god’s who was said to have once saved and guided humanity. It was hair completely unlike that of either of her parents, a sudden mutation producing silver. Her family was overjoyed by it. A child chosen by God had been born within the royal family. To people who understood the value of such a thing, she must have seemed like a treasure beyond compare. But...for the girl, it was the beginning of hell.”


      Auriel’s voice dropped.


      “She was revered as a messenger of God and treated differently from the rest of her family—chained by expectations. Bearing the full weight of her parents’ hopes, she was not even allowed to walk freely through the garden like her siblings were. Fearing assassination and wishing to preserve her purity, they kept her isolated, allowing her to speak only with a few select servants. When she was finally allowed outside, she was expected to undergo training as a ‘saint’ and perform acts of prayer at the church. And once she became capable of using magic, her days were spent healing the people with restorative spells... Never once did she feel the love of her family.”


      Recalling those bitter memories, Auriel’s hand tightened. Without realizing it, she had made a fist.


      At this point, Sonia began to feel sick. She felt as though she were listening to the story of a girl who had been offered up as a sacrifice.


      “At first, the girl felt the same dissatisfaction and resentment anyone would,” Auriel continued. “Why am I the only one having to do all this? Of course she wanted to be loved by her family. She wanted them to see her, to praise her. But no one ever tried to listen to her true feelings. No one tried to understand her, not even her own parents. They treated her like a decorative accessory that enhanced their authority. Forced to live such a life, she gradually began to break... And eventually, she threw away not only her dissatisfaction but everything else as well and chose to live like a doll. As a saint blessed with divine favor. As a devout believer full of piety. Like a corpse hiding its true feelings, without answers, without dreams... Until one day, she no longer even understood what it was she had once wanted, and she became nothing more than a—”


      “That’s enough, El.”


      Auriel’s voice had gradually begun to tremble. Sonia already understood well enough, so she had forcibly cut the princess off before she could continue. If the story had gone any further, it would have become too painful for Sonia herself to bear.


      Auriel was like Sonia. The two of them were so alike it was as though one were reflected in the other like a mirror.


      No—if anything, they were opposites reflected across that mirror. Auriel was Sonia if Sonia had never met Merlin, if she had never been saved by him. Auriel had been forced by her family onto a path she had not chosen. She had endured it, and in the process, her heart had broken.


      Sonia, on the other hand, had not been forced. Of her own free will, she had promised her parents that she would protect Sophia. She had resolved to make sure Sophia at least would find happiness and had pushed herself forward until the effort had destroyed her body.


      So close and yet so far: That was Auriel and Sonia.


      It was impossible for Sonia to view Auriel’s story as anything but personal. Yet Sonia at least had her family. Her parents had been killed by monsters, yes, but even so, she still had Sophia, the little sister she loved most in the world. Because Sophia had been there, Sonia had not rotted away inside. And later, thanks to Sophia, she had met Merlin, and Merlin had saved her.


      But Auriel had found no one to stand beside her. No one had extended a hand to save her.


      If Sonia herself had not had Sophia or Merlin, she might well have become just like Auriel, unable to find hope in life yet lacking even the courage to die—a living corpse.


      Sonia understood that feeling painfully well. And because she understood it, she faced Auriel head-on.


      “I’ve heard your true feelings, your circumstances—everything. I understand now, and I feel keenly ashamed of how shallow I was. First of all...allow me to say that I’m sorry for forcing you to dig up such painful memories.”


      “No...” Auriel told her. “These memories faded away inside me long ago, I think. They do not trouble me so much anymore.”


      “If that’s the case, then couldn’t you start moving forward now?”


      “Hmm? Moving forward? I am moving forward. Even now, quite firmly.”


      “No, that’s not what I mean,” Sonia said. “You should stop hiding your true feelings and live the way you want.”


      “Heh heh.” Auriel gave a faint chuckle. “If I could simply live as I pleased, I wouldn’t have struggled so much. No matter what, I can never escape my role as a saint.”


      As Auriel gave a self-mocking reply, Sonia stepped closer.


      “But right now, aren’t you already living as you please by being an adventurer?”


      “Huh?!”


      Auriel was visibly shaken by Sonia’s words, so Sonia pressed on.


      “If you’d truly wished to, you could have lived the way you wanted at any point. You could have escaped the roles of princess and saint if you’d chosen. You claim to have thrown everything away. But when we were adventuring together, when you laughed with us, you looked so genuinely happy.”


      Sonia did pity Auriel, because she too had endured her own share of suffering. But even more than pity, she felt frustration—frustration at the way Auriel had abandoned herself and fled into her role, simply allowing all that responsibility to be heaped upon her.


      “You still long for freedom, don’t you?” Sonia demanded. “Then why won’t you take that step forward?!”


      That kindness that seemed as though it might break open Sonia’s own heart was painful just to witness.


      Auriel was a saint—not because of her powers or her position but because she was kind. Such kindness deserved to be called saintly. And the people around her had twisted that kindness into something distorted. That, more than anything, was what was so frustrating.


      After Sonia’s cry, Auriel was silent for a moment. Then she finally spoke.


      “Thank you, Sonia. I cannot deny that adventuring with all of you has been truly enjoyable. It felt as though color had returned to my life, and I even found myself wishing such moments could last forever. Those feelings are genuine. They are not false.”


      “Then—!”


      “But even so,” Auriel cut off Sonia’s impassioned plea by force. She smiled. It was the same false smile Sonia had seen so many times before—a sad smile, so fragile it looked as though it might dissolve into tears at any moment.


      “Even so... That is the only way I know how to live. I’m sorry, Sonia.” With that, Auriel began walking again, brushing past Sonia.


      Startled, Sonia hurried after her, but no words could reach Auriel now. For the time being, Sonia’s words still lacked the power to break through the hard wall around Auriel’s heart.


      If only there had been one more thing—just one small hope. If there had been even that, the wall might have shattered at once.


      But that one small hope was nowhere to be found.


      Beneath the crimson sky, the two girls walked on, both of their expressions holding the same melancholy as the evening light.


      ▼△▼


      Perched in a tree in a forest near Sennion with his back resting against the trunk, the demon Alloces folded his arms and thought in grim earnest.


      “So that’s the level of strength apostles are at now...”


      What lingered in his mind was the memory of the battle from a few hours earlier. He had thrown his favorite wyvern, one he used for both travel and combat, at Merlin when he had happened to leave town, with the aim of gauging his strength.


      The result had been satisfactory.


      The wyvern had been killed, but Alloces had still managed to get a sense of the limits of Merlin’s power.


      “That sudden spike in magic power caught me off guard, but if he’s only about evenly matched with a wyvern, then he’s still nowhere near my level. His companions were trash too.”


      Merlin had overwhelmed the wyvern toward the end, but even so, compared to the previous apostle, his strength was still clearly one or two steps down. As for his companions, they were so weak they could be killed as an afterthought.


      “The real question is whether I should kill him here and now.”


      That was Alloces’s dilemma. If Merlin truly was only as strong as he had judged, then killing him would pose no problem.


      But Alloces had other objectives as well.


      One was recovering the ritual artifact in the town of Sennion. He still didn’t know exactly where it was hidden, but it would be brought out during the Harvest Festival. That was when he intended to steal it.


      He found himself getting irritated all over again at the thought that, if things had gone smoothly with the bandits, they could have infiltrated the lord’s mansion, where it was most likely being hidden.


      And Alloces had one more goal: recovering the holy relic in Auriel’s possession.


      Taking care of her would be even easier than dealing with Merlin since Auriel herself was not particularly strong. He could handle her while seizing the ritual artifact. The only real problem was that, once he added in the matter of Merlin, it meant three separate objectives overlapping at once. Even for Alloces, that was a huge hassle.


      Worse still, the ritual artifact was likely a holy relic as well. He had not yet confirmed it for certain, but if it was indeed a holy relic, then that would make two holy relics in total, including the one that Auriel carried. Imagining going up against Merlin while burdened with both of them left him more than a little uneasy.


      As a demon—something “unclean”—Alloces would be struck directly by the sacred energy emitted by the holy relics. He would suffer constant damage, and his abilities would be restricted. In that state, he couldn’t be certain he would be able to defeat Merlin.


      “As I thought, I should kill the apostle ahead of time... No, that would be difficult. If I attack the apostle, it’ll definitely cause a commotion. Who knows when I’d next get such a good chance to steal both the ritual artifact and the holy relic? If possible, I’d rather reveal myself only once.”


      In that case, he ought to kill Merlin first on the day of the Harvest Festival, then go after the ritual implement and the holy relic.


      But there was a risk the ritual artifact would be hidden away while he was still fighting Merlin. Auriel, who possessed the holy relic, might flee as well. That would drag things out and make everything more troublesome. The demons might be exposed, and new precautions might be taken before he could seize anything.


      If so, perhaps the best course was to ignore the relatively weak Merlin and prioritize stealing the ritual artifact and the holy relic first. Merlin could always be killed later. If Merlin could be handled by Alloces alone, then attacking him with allies would make his defeat even more certain. That was far preferable to letting the relics be hidden away.


      More importantly, if Merlin were killed, there was a chance a new apostle would be born. At that point, Alloces began to think it might be better to simply leave Merlin alive. If he remained weak, then when the Demon King was eventually revived, Merlin would be utterly powerless to stop him, making it easier to dominate the world.


      “Not a bad idea,” he congratulated himself. “I’d like to consult Seere about it...but getting in touch from here takes too long. By the time I got a reply, it’d already be the Harvest Festival. Can’t be helped. I’ll just handle it myself.”


      It was not as though all his concerns had vanished, but Alloces had the sense that the more he thought about it, the more worries he would uncover. So he decided to change the plan: Ignore Merlin, and seize the ritual artifact and the holy relic Auriel possessed first.


      “They’re probably aware of my existence by now... Heh heh heh. But they could never imagine I’d strike under cover of the festival...”


      Thinking he might as well liven the festival up in spectacular fashion, Alloces jumped down from the tree. He did not have many monsters under his command. He decided to move around at random and gather more as he went.


      But what Alloces never could have imagined was that Merlin’s power still possessed three more levels above what he had seen...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Harvest Festival


      One week had passed since we’d taken down the wyvern. After a relatively peaceful stretch of time, the day of the Harvest Festival finally arrived.


      I had been surprised to see Sonia’s gloomy expression when she returned from escorting Auriel back to her inn. We’d seen her off on the understanding that she’d had something she wanted to discuss. Even when I’d asked what was wrong, she’d only said it wasn’t something she could tell anyone and then had gone back to her room.


      Something must have happened between the two of them.


      From the start, it hadn’t seemed like things would be resolved smoothly, but it looked like things had become even more complicated than expected, especially on Auriel’s side.


      The next day, she started telling us that she had preparations and meetings for the Harvest Festival. She hadn’t shown herself in front of us even once since then. Even the person who’d come to inform us that she was busy was a knight assigned as her guard rather than Auriel herself. Whether something had happened during Auriel’s talk with Sonia or whether she really was just busy, Sonia herself had refused to say anything on the matter, so we all greeted the day of the festival with a faint sense of unease.


      “Wow! I’d noticed all the stalls lining the streets these past three days, but this is even livelier than I imagined, Lord Merlin!” Sophia exclaimed.


      Wearing our usual outfits with our hoods up, we’d stepped out of the inn and been struck by the bustling town, which seemed to sparkle in the sunlight as we took in the fresh air. Sophia tugged at my sleeve, so excited she looked like she might faint. Unlike me, she had experienced this festival before...but she had probably never had the luxury of enjoying it, having been too busy trying to make money. Now that she was here just to have fun, she was acting her age. It was cute.


      “On Harvest Festival day, there are foods you normally can’t find at the stalls,” Noise enthused. “They’re a bit pricey, but...I’ve been saving up for this day! I’m going to eat until I burst!”


      “You’re not supposed to burst,” I pointed out.


      Noise was on a completely different level, far above mere enthusiasm. You don’t need to be quite so keen. The food isn’t going anywhere, you know.


      “You’re too naive, Merlin!” Noise shot right back. “This isn’t just me getting swept up in the festival atmosphere. Once everyone starts buying food, the stalls will sell out in no time! It’s first come, first served!”


      “I-I see?”


      Now that she mentioned it, when I’d gone to summer festivals in my previous life, popular items would be sold out already if you arrived too late. Even if there were lots of similar stalls, the number of customers couldn’t be overstated. Just like Noise said, all the good stuff might sell out in a flash if we weren’t careful.


      “I want all of you to get something tasty, so let’s walk around and check the stalls first,” I suggested. “Since it’s the Harvest Festival, there should be a lot of food made with vegetables.”


      “I like vegetables,” Sophia said with a smile.


      “We elves do prefer them over other types of food,” Sonia agreed. “I’m looking forward to it. I never had the time to enjoy festivals before, after all.”


      Elves were said to be a race that preferred living in forests. Sophia and Sonia had also lived in the forest with their parents until monsters had driven them out.


      That said, it wasn’t like elves couldn’t adapt to human society. Sophia and Sonia were proof of that. They relied on human civilization and technology just fine, used fire, and ate meat. They weren’t the kind of fantasy elves who just lived leisurely off fruits and vegetables and hunted only forest creatures.


      As far as I knew, they ate more meat than vegetables. And neither of them used a bow, though “elves equal archery” had always been the image in my mind.


      Still, their beautiful appearances and love of nature were exactly what you’d expect from elves. They’d probably be great at camping.


      Apparently, there were quite a few elves besides Sophia and Sonia who’d left their villages and moved to towns. That was something Auriel had told me. Most of them were the type driven by insatiable curiosity, but their beauty also made them targets for criminals. Most elves trained before leaving their villages, though, so they were more than capable of handling ordinary thugs.


      “Well, shall we go?” I said. “There are a lot of people out today, so everyone, be careful not to get lost.”


      “Heh heh, right back at you, Lord Merlin,” Sonia giggled. “You’re the one with no sense of direction here. You’ve only just arrived in Sennion, after all.”


      “Ugh.”


      She was right. I was the one here who hadn’t been in Sennion for even half a year. There were still areas I had never set foot in, and if I’d tried wandering around without a map, I was confident I’d have gotten lost. Most days, I just went back and forth between the inn and the Adventurers’ Guild. If I strayed into the mazelike back alleys near the inn, I’d be done for. I’d been here a while, but there were still far too many unfamiliar paths.


      “If you get lost, I’ll track you down by scent,” Noise assured me. “Your scent is very distinctive and easy to follow.”


      “That’s...a compliment, right? If you told me I smelled bad, Noise, I don’t think I’d recover...”


      For the record, I used purification magic on myself every day. Even when I visited Auriel’s inn and took a bath, I still purified myself before sleeping. Besides, my clothes were a special gift from a god. They had unique effects—they didn’t get dirty, and they didn’t smell. At least, I couldn’t smell anything...but according to Sophia and the others, I apparently smelled really good.


      That’s not something you can really notice yourself, though. Well, as long as I don’t stink, I suppose it’s fine.


      “I told you before, Merlin, you don’t smell bad,” Noise said. “See? Even someone like me with a strong sense of smell can get this close without any problem!”


      As she said that, Noise stepped right up to me, sniffing the air. There was no need for her to get so close, but she smiled brightly and hugged me. I still couldn’t smell myself, but her gentle, distinctly feminine scent drifted up to my nose.


      Noise’s sense of smell was far sharper than mine, Sophia’s, or Sonia’s. Strong scents like perfume would only overwhelm her, so she avoided them entirely, only washing her clothes with lightly scented detergents. Even so, I liked her soft subtle scent. It was calming.


      It seemed she felt the same way, for she pressed her soft ample chest firmly against me as she enjoyed the moment. And she didn’t seem to have any intention of letting go. Her arms were wrapped around me with surprising strength, and I couldn’t break free. Forcing her off might have hurt her, so I looked to Sophia and Sonia for help.


      Catching my helpless expression, Sonia shrugged and grabbed Noise by the shoulder.


      “Hey, Noise, how long are you planning to hold on to Merlin?” she asked. “Weren’t we going to find some good food?”


      “Ah! R-Right. I can’t believe I got carried away sniffing him...”


      “I understand the feeling,” Sophia sympathized. “When you hug Merlin in your sleep...it gives you such nice dreams.”


      “Am I you guys’ body pillow or something?”


      I had slept next to Sophia once before. I swear to God, nothing improper happened, but she had held on to me the whole time, completely at ease. Ever since then, I had apparently earned a reputation among them as a body pillow useful for a good night’s sleep—though us sleeping together was still very rare.


      “Sorry, Merlin. I held us up,” Noise apologized.


      “It’s fine. The festival’s only just started, hasn’t it?” There was plenty of time. Too much slacking wasn’t good, but neither was rushing. The charm of a festival came from enjoying it at your own pace. “Besides, this all started because you were concerned I might get lost.”


      “Should we just hold hands, then?”


      At Sophia’s casual suggestion, Sonia and Noise both shot sharp looks at me. For a moment, the atmosphere between them crackled. It had been warm like sunlight just a second ago, but now it suddenly felt cold.


      “Sophia, that’s a great idea,” I said. “If we all hold hands, there’s no risk of anyone getting lost.”


      “B-But you only have two hands!” Noise whined. “There are three of us, so one hand is missing! Merlin, please grow another hand!”


      “Don’t be ridiculous.”


      What was I, some kind of modified human? I couldn’t just sprout extra limbs like a divine statue or something. Humans only had two arms.




      It may be possible if you use magic.




      Hey, cut it out! Why are you suddenly on board, God?! You haven’t said anything for days. I just want to be a normal human.


      Walking around with three arms would draw way too much attention, even if I only did it temporarily. People wouldn’t even be able to enjoy the festival. Besides, the image of me with three arms was just...unsettling. If anything, it should at least be an even number... What am I saying? No, I’m against the idea entirely. And what kind of magic even let you grow additional arms?


      The more I thought about it, the stranger my thoughts became, so I shook my head to clear the ridiculous images forming in my mind. But in the meantime, the conversation had moved on. In the end, Sophia and the others had started arguing over who got to hold on to my arms.


      “We could take turns,” Sophia said.


      “Absolutely not. I want to monopolize Merlin’s hand,” said Sonia.


      Sonia, is that how you talk to your own little sister?


      “I want to monopolize it too...” said Noise.


      “So do I...” Sophia pouted. “Shouldn’t you, as my older sister, be more understanding here?”


      “Ah ha ha, what are you talking about, Sophia?” Sonia shot back. “Age doesn’t mean crap here. This is a serious showdown. Put your hand out.”


      Did Sonia just say “crap”? Must’ve been my imagination.


      I was completely left out as the three of them squared off. As I watched blankly, they all thrust their fists forward. A few passersby glanced over, curious about what was going on. They weren’t about to fight, though. This was a fair method for deciding things, a time-honored way to settle disputes.


      “Rock, paper, scissors!”


      “Shoot!”


      Right in the middle of the street, the three girls engaged in an earnest game of rock-paper-scissors—to decide who got to hold my hand. Being treated like a prize, I couldn’t help but feel...conflicted.
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      I understand that they’ve grown attached to me, but... Sorry, this is a bit embarrassing. We’re really standing out like sore thumbs right now.


      I pulled my hood down even farther. It wouldn’t erase the stares around us, of course, but it was better than nothing. The girls kept tying, and the fierce battle dragged on.


      “My, everyone seems quite fired up,” a new voice spoke up suddenly.


      “Hmm? Ah, Auri... Ahem. El?” I said.


      The person who’d spoken from behind me was the fourth princess herself, the very same princess who hadn’t shown herself lately because of festival-related duties. I’d almost said her real name in public but had hurriedly corrected myself.


      That was a close one!


      She chuckled softly beneath her hood.


      “Yes. It’s El, Lord Merlin. Long time no see, I suppose.”


      “What brings you here today? Didn’t you have a role in the Harvest Festival?”


      Auriel was performing a central role in today’s festival, something like a shrine maiden offering a dance to the gods in prayer for next year’s harvest. She had been so busy lately because she’d been practicing for it.


      Since today is the actual day, shouldn’t she be busier than ever?


      “Regarding my duties, everything is proceeding without issue,” she told me. “My dance is in the afternoon. I’m free this morning.”


      “Free? You seem surprisingly relaxed.”


      Normally, you’d have expected someone in a central role like that to be nervous or anxious. But from what I could see through her hood, Auriel showed no sign of unease. She didn’t look tense at all.


      Maybe she was used to this sort of thing. She was a saint and a princess, after all. Considering her distinctive hair, it made sense she’d be accustomed to standing out.


      I accepted my own explanation and stopped thinking about it.


      “This isn’t particularly unusual for me,” Auriel said. “More importantly, what are those three doing? They all look very serious.”


      “We were just about to go around the festival, but you know, I only recently came to town,” I explained. “With this many people, there’s a chance we could get separated, and I’m the only one here likely to get lost. So we figured we should hold hands.”


      “Ah, so they’re competing over who gets to hold your hand.”


      “Exactly. I’ve only got two arms, after all.”


      “In that case, I shall take one,” Auriel announced.


      “One more roun— What?!”


      Sophia and the others, who had only just noticed Auriel, turned toward us just as they were about to go again. Apparently, they’d heard her. They all rushed over at once.


      “I-It’s not fair for El to muscle in like that!” Sophia protested. “But...if she says so, I can’t exactly argue with her...”


      “What are you saying, Sophia?!” Sonia demanded. “It doesn’t matter who the opponent is; everyone has equal rights. Fight!”


      You shouldn’t be encouraging fighting, Sonia. You’re getting a bit intense today.


      “I-I won’t lose either!” Noise declared. “I’ll settle this with my fists!”


      Oh no, now even Noise is smelling blood. It seemed like the endless ties had gotten to her. Guess I’d better step in and calm things down.


      “No fighting, everyone. Just take turns. And... El, are you joining us?”


      “Am I not allowed?”


      “It’s not that. It’s just, do you really have the time today?”


      She laughed softly. “I told you, I’m free this morning. If I focus too much on my duties, it could actually lead to me making mistakes. Sometimes, it’s better to just let loose and enjoy yourself.”


      “I see. Well, if you’re okay with that, I won’t complain. In that case, let’s take turns in pairs. First up... Sophia and Noise.”


      “Awww...”


      Sonia—who hadn’t been chosen—and Auriel, who had naturally assumed she’d get a hand, both drooped in unison. I hadn’t chosen them simply because I wanted to pair them together later and because I wanted the youngest, Sophia, to go first.


      Maybe, during this festival, I could learn a bit more about what Auriel was hiding from us, and Sonia probably already knew the answer. That was why she’d seemed off that day after their talk. I didn’t intend to force it out of her, but as her friend, I was curious. So I wanted to create an opportunity. Whether Auriel took it or not... Well, that was up to her.


      “Looking forward to it, Lord Merlin!”


      “Let’s go, Merlin!”


      On the other hand, Sophia and Noise—those who had been chosen—both happily grabbed my arms.


      “Sorry, Sonia and Auriel,” I told the two girls who still looked a bit disappointed. “Either way, we’ll be rotating. Fair is fair. Well, now that that’s settled, let’s enjoy the festival.”


      “Grr! Throwing a tantrum here would just be a waste of time, though...” Sonia grumbled.


      “We’ll just have to endure it, Sonia,” Auriel comforted her.


      “Yes... Let’s enjoy the festival as much as we can, El.”


      They were grown-up about it and quickly composed themselves, giving each other wry smiles.


      And so, the five of us set off together through the Harvest Festival. We stayed close as we walked down the street. I took the lead, with Sophia and Noise clinging to my arms. Behind us walked Sonia and Auriel.


      “So, what should we eat first?” I asked.


      “Eat?” Auriel, who had joined midway, tilted her head at my words. Right, I hadn’t explained our goal yet.


      “Noise said there are rare foods available during the Harvest Festival, and she wants to try them as soon as possible. If we take too long, they’ll sell out.”


      “Yes!” Noise chimed in. “I’ve enjoyed the festival atmosphere before, but popular foods sell out within a few hours, sometimes even before noon!”


      “I see.” Auriel nodded. “That makes sense. It’s the same everywhere. Even in the royal capital, there are fierce scrambles among commoners during festivals for the most popular kinds of food.”


      “Seriously? Is that safe? Like for public order?” I asked.


      Naturally, there were far more commoners than nobles in this world. Nobles were a tiny, privileged minority, and they knew it. And the royal capital Auriel lived in had far more people than Sennion. If the largest group—commoners—started competing like that, the potential damage would be unimaginable.


      But Auriel answered calmly. “It’s perfectly fine. It’s not a violent scramble by any means. While some may get carried away in the excitement and cause a mess...for the most part, people enjoy it peacefully.”


      “Huh. You’ve been to festivals too, Auriel?”


      “Yes. Usually as part of my duties, so I couldn’t enjoy them freely like all of you. But watching others enjoy themselves was very...pleasant.”


      For a moment, Auriel had hesitated, as if she had almost said something she shouldn’t. That turmoil inside her...it showed itself from time to time. Sonia also looked conflicted.


      “Then...is this your first time actually enjoying a festival freely?” Reading the mood, I moved the conversation forward. I could have questioned her directly, but there was no need to ruin the atmosphere.


      “Yes,” she said. “I wondered if it was all right to involve all of you in my ‘first’...”


      I laughed. “Of course it is. I’m happy you’re here, El. We’re companions, aren’t we?”


      “Lord Merlin...”


      It didn’t matter how long we’d known each other. If we’d gone on adventures together and spent time together, that made us companions—friends. Enjoying a festival together was only natural. No matter what Auriel said, none of us would ever reject her.


      “Thank you. You’ve got me all...excited...now.”


      “Please don’t say stuff like that in public.”


      As if to blow away the emotional atmosphere, Auriel made a kind of weird comment. Maybe she’d just been hiding her embarrassment, but the people around us, who had overheard, looked at me in shock.


      Wait no! I didn’t say anything! It was her! Why are you all looking at me?!


      It was incredibly awkward, but with so many people around us, we couldn’t make a quick escape. I ended up being subjected to strange looks for quite a while.


      I didn’t even do anything...


      After a while, we finally started moving again.


      “Ah!” Noise suddenly cried. “Lord Merlin, how about that?”


      Noise had spotted something. Her distinctive black ears twitched as she gripped my arm tightly. Pulling me along was one thing, but with how tightly she was holding on, her chest was—seriously—


      My brain short-circuited as she pressed herself against me. My face nearly burst into flames. I desperately tried to cool down without letting her notice. Then I followed her gaze. Up ahead, slightly to the right, was a stall selling skewers made from monster meat.


      “Grilled skewers...” A classic isekai staple. In my previous life, we’d have called them kebabs.


      “Don’t they sell skewers outside of festivals too?” Auriel asked, picking up on my mutter.


      “Heh heh, that’s where you’re mistaken, Lady El,” Noise told her. “Those skewers... You never know what kind of meat they use!”


      “What?!”


      I looked at the stall again. Sure enough, the sign simply said “Monster Meat,” no details whatsoever.


      “W-Wait...” Auriel stuttered. “You’re planning to eat that without knowing what it is?”


      Even Auriel had lost her usual calm smile. She was thinking the same thing as me—that there was no way we wanted to eat mystery meat. But Noise saw things her own way. As a beastgirl, her values were different. Her eyes sparkled as she nodded.


      “Exactly! That’s what makes it fun!”


      “Is this really a festival thing?” Even Sonia looked taken aback, though she didn’t seem nearly as uneasy as Auriel. If anything, she looked intrigued—Sophia too. Everyone except me and Auriel was on board. We were outvoted. I clung to the impossible hope that the skewers would sell out before we got there, but of course, no such miracle happened.


      “Welcome!”


      We were greeted by the stall owner, a friendly-seeming guy with a rough appearance. In front of him, skewers of meat were lined up on the grill.


      “Y-You’re really buying this, Noise?” I whispered so the man wouldn’t hear.


      She puffed out her chest proudly. “Of course! Five skewers, please!”


      “Got it! They’ll be ready in a sec, miss!”


      Noooise! Why five?! We could’ve just shared two or three! Auriel and I don’t need full portions!


      Before we could stop her, she had already paid.


      A sizzling sound and the aroma of meat filled the air. It smelled amazing, but it was still mystery meat. Even if it tasted good, the idea alone made it hard to accept. Like how you wouldn’t want to eat insects no matter how well they were cooked. Preconceptions got in the way.


      Still...it’s being sold as food. It has to be safe. Right?


      My heart pounding, I stared suspiciously at the man while he grilled away. There was no turning back now. Soon, the skewers were ready. He handed them to us directly, no plates, no containers.


      “Wow! It looks delicious!” said Noise.


      “Y-Yeah... It smells incredible.”


      The appearance was great. It looked like normal meat, with big juicy pieces. It had been pretty expensive, but if I thought of it as a delicacy, I could accept it. But the real question was the taste. If it tasted bad, it would all have been for nothing. A dish that looks bad is one thing, but one that tastes bad is even worse.


      While Auriel and I hesitated, the others chowed down without a second thought.


      “It’s delicious! This is really good, Merlin!” Noise said.


      “Not bad... It’s a bit tough, but the flavor’s excellent,” said Sonia.


      “I’m happy just to be eating something...” said Sophia.


      All three gave it high praise. Which meant...it really was good.


      “Go on, go on! Eat it while it’s hot!” Noise told us.


      Urged on, Auriel and I finally gave in. I took my bite first. “This is really good.”


      Just like they’d said, the skewers were genuinely delicious—juicy, flavorful, with a hint of herbs. They were nothing mind-blowing but definitely among the better meats I’d had.


      “What kind of meat is this, anyway?” I asked the stall owner.


      “Who knows? It wouldn’t be fun if I told you. Don’t worry. It’s something edible.”


      “R-Right...”


      It was too late to worry whether or not it was something really weird, but he didn’t plan on telling me anyway. It didn’t matter anymore, though. It was good, so I would eat it. Auriel took a bite too and widened her eyes.


      “I’ve never tasted anything like this...”


      Monster meat was common in this world, sure, but unknown monster meat was still unsettling. Still...I kind of understood what Noise meant. There was something fun about discovering things like this, even if you struck out sometimes.


      “Looks like we got a good one right away, Lord Merlin!” Noise exclaimed.


      “So there are duds too?”


      I’d assumed Noise was carefully assessing and selecting them.


      “I think meat is usually a safe bet. The real fun starts now...” Noise gave a mischievous grin.


      Does that mean there’ll be some nasty stuff from here on out?


      “I’d rather stick to good food...” I tried to say.


      “It’ll be fine! Most of it is good! Probably!”


      “Probably...?”


      I glanced at the others. I’d have preferred Noise to taste everything first, but based on our experience with the skewers, she was planning to buy enough for everyone each time. I glanced around at the others.


      “It’s like a lottery, I suppose,” Sonia said with a fearless smile. “You won’t know what you’ve pulled until the last moment.”


      “I want soup next!” declared Sophia.


      “I’ll go along with what everyone else chooses,” said Auriel.


      Right.


      No one here was going to object to Noise’s plan. And honestly...I was enjoying this too. I decided to go along with it.


      “All right. Let’s see this through.”


      Pulled along by the grip on my arms, I followed everyone deeper into the festival. I thought my worries were gone...but the next stall quickly proved me wrong.


      Well... I might as well enjoy this too.


      ▼△▼


      According to Noise, Festivals are fun because you never know what’ll be there or what’s going to happen! So we went around visiting the stalls that caught her interest one after another.


      The grilled mystery monster meat skewers were just the beginning. There were countless other dishes made from monster parts. Some of them definitely looked unappetizing.


      Nevertheless, Noise tried and finished them all without hesitation.


      There were moments when I seriously wondered if her sense of taste was broken. But after I’d tasted the whole-roasted frog she’d eaten without a second thought, I became convinced that she simply didn’t complain no matter what she ate.


      As for Auriel, she quietly handed her roasted frog to the guards who had been tailing her, even instructing them to eat it quickly so Noise and the others wouldn’t notice. The guards looked completely baffled. Naturally.


      Thus, we enjoyed the festival to the fullest. Before we knew it, it was afternoon, and the time for Auriel to go off to perform her duties was approaching.


      “My apologies, Lord Merlin. I must prepare for my dance.”


      “Time really flew.”


      “It really does when you’re having fun.”


      Auriel smiled softly as she agreed. It had only been one morning, just a few hours, but Auriel had truly enjoyed being with us at the festival with all her heart. That smile and aura of hers weren’t fake. At least, that was what I believed.


      “The dance is at the central plaza, right?” I asked.


      “Yes. Are you interested in it, Lord Merlin?”


      “If you’re performing, I’ll go watch. Do your best.”


      “Heh heh. Knowing that you’ll be watching me...somehow makes me nervous. What should I do if I fail?”


      “You’re saying that now?!”


      It’s too late for that! You should’ve worried about that earlier!


      A little tension was a good thing, but once she started talking about failing, it made me nervous too. But maybe she had been joking, because she gave a cute smile then. From where they’d been keeping watch beyond the crowd, the two familiar knights approached.


      “I was joking,” she confirmed. “I’m quite used to it by now. I’ll show you my finest dance, Lord Merlin.”


      With that, Auriel said her farewells to the rest of the group and walked off. We stayed where we were until she disappeared from view.


      “She’s gone...” Sophia murmured, sounding like she missed her already.


      “She’s the star of the event at the central plaza,” I reminded her. “We’ll see her again soon. Hopefully there are still spots left. It’ll probably be crowded.”


      “What about climbing up a building?” Noise suggested. “We’d be able to see really well!”


      “We’d definitely get yelled at, so let’s not.”


      If we didn’t get caught, it would be a perfect vantage point, but if we did, it’d be a problem. And it’d be rude to the people who had properly secured their spots. We were fairly well-known in this town. If we caused trouble, rumors would spread fast.


      “Then let’s hurry,” Sonia said. “I know a route that doesn’t get as crowded.”


      “Mind leading the way?” I asked. “The usual routes probably won’t be passable. By the way, you’ve all seen the festival before, right? What’s it like?”


      Urged on by Sonia, we started walking. I let the others take the lead.


      “Strictly speaking, I haven’t properly seen it,” Sonia replied as she tugged on my arm. “I only watched from afar, but I found it very solemn and fascinating.”


      Guided by her, we passed through back alleys and arrived at the central plaza. Just as expected, it was already packed with people. In the middle of that crowd was an open space with a stage in the center. Around the stage stood what looked like musicians and guards.


      “As you can see, that’s where Princess Auriel will perform her dance,” Sonia said.


      “This’ll be my first time seeing something like this. I’m looking forward to it.”


      Auriel had apparently volunteered for the event just to come see me, but she was taking the dance seriously. The sight of her long, beautiful silver hair flowing as she danced would surely captivate everyone watching. I could guess that even before seeing it.


      “If it’s like the usual dance, she’ll dance while holding the ritual dagger.”


      “Ah, the Hero’s Dagger, right? I wonder who the ‘hero’ is.”


      I recalled what Auriel had said before. The dagger itself didn’t have any special power or value and was a relatively recent addition to the festival.


      “It’s said to have belonged to the first lord who founded Sennion,” Sonia explained. “That was hundreds of years ago. It’s practically a fairy tale by now.”


      “Huh. And that’s what the thieves were after, right?”


      I remembered the bandits who had attacked us when we were with Auriel. Sonia nodded.


      “Yes. The local lord is the one managing it, and I doubt something like that could be easily sold. I wonder why they wanted it.”


      “Maybe the person who hired the bandits was just a collector,” I suggested. “Or maybe they wanted to use it for something.”


      “For what?”


      “No idea.” I shrugged. “I’m not them. But if they went as far as hiring bandits to steal it, it wouldn’t be all that surprising for them to have some kind of purpose in mind.”


      “Auriel said something similar. It’s not even usable as a weapon, so I don’t see how it’d be useful.”


      “Which is exactly why it’s so suspicious.”


      It was just the type of ritual item you’d find in any town. Why this one in particular? I could only speculate. Anyway, the attempt to steal it had ultimately failed.


      From what Auriel had told me, the thieves hadn’t had any useful information either, so that had been the end of it. Just in case, Auriel had arranged for the security around the dagger to be strengthened.


      There hadn’t been any incidents since then, no break-ins at the lord’s residence or anything like that.


      As I was musing over all of that, loud applause rang out. When I looked up, Auriel—now dressed in ceremonial attire—had stepped onto the stage. In her hands was a wooden case draped with a glossy cloth.


      The Hero’s Dagger must be inside.


      My assumption proved correct. When she removed the cloth, a metal dagger appeared. It looked far more plain than I’d expected. It was nothing more than a shaped lump of black iron—no decorations, no sense of sacredness, just polished metal.


      Well, as Auriel had said, it probably wasn’t anything special.


      When the princess raised the dagger high, the audience let out murmurs of admiration. Some even offered prayers. The dance was about to begin—


      Wait.


      A bad feeling suddenly crept over me. After the thieves had failed, the dagger’s storage location had been changed and security tightened. Presumably, only the lord had known where it was kept.


      If the one behind everything still wanted that dagger—and wanted to make absolutely sure they succeeded next time—wouldn’t this exact moment in this exact place be the perfect opportunity?


      Of course, the stage was guarded, and there were plenty of adventurers among the crowd. A normal person wouldn’t have been able to pull off a theft.


      Just as I thought that, my eyes still fixed on Auriel as she prepared for her dance, a loud alarm bell rang in the distance, as if to prove that bad premonitions tend to come true.


      “Hmm? What’s that sound...?” someone murmured.


      “A bell?” someone else asked.


      Then came a rumbling crash, like stone collapsing, followed by thick white smoke rising.


      That was...near the western gate.


      “I heard it! That was the sound of something big collapsing!”


      “Something big... The gate?”


      The crowd began to stir, and tension spread among the guards. Several soldiers had already started running. There seemed to be an alarm bell signaling an emergency.


      “Let’s go. Even if it’s just a fire or an accident, we can help with magic,” I said firmly.


      The others agreed. “All right. Let’s go.”


      Feeling a bit sorry for Auriel, we left the plaza and headed toward the western gate. Passing soldiers and adventurers who had already started running in the same direction, we soon arrived at the scene and were met with a shocking sight.


      The large gate—normally left open—was shut. In front of it, soldiers were fighting monsters. They seemed to be struggling against winged creatures of some kind. Part of the wall had collapsed, and fights were happening up on the ramparts as well.


      “We’ll help!” I yelled. “Everyone, you can fight, right?!”


      “Of course! That was the plan from the start!” said Sonia.


      “I’ve been itching for this! Give me my weapon, Merlin!” Noise said, buoyed by the rising tension.


      Sophia looked uneasy, but Sonia and Noise were full of fighting spirit as they looked at me. I pulled their weapons out of my storage magic and handed them back.


      The moment Sonia gripped her sword, she sped forward instantly, cutting down the birdlike monsters attacking from above in a single strike. She helped a stunned soldier to his feet and asked him, “What’s happening?”


      “A-A horde of monsters attacked! They just showed up out of nowhere!”


      “Out of nowhere...”


      “No time to stand around!” the soldier yelled. “We need to gather people! If you’re adventurers, help us!”


      With that, the soldier ran off toward the plaza, shouting, “Monsters!”


      Meanwhile, the monsters that had already entered were mostly being dealt with by the soldiers. Aside from those rescuing injured civilians near collapsed buildings, everyone who had come to help began heading toward the gate.


      We should go too.


      We ran for the gate and were let out through a small passage just wide enough for one person.


      What we saw beyond it made us freeze.


      An overwhelming number of monsters had gathered outside the town.


      Soldiers and armed adventurers were already clashing with them, cutting them down with magic, holding them back in groups, barely keeping the situation under control. Some monsters were even trying to climb the walls.


      If those monsters broke into the town, the civilians wouldn’t stand a chance. That was something I absolutely couldn’t allow to happen.


      “Target acquired! I’m going in!” Sonia called.


      Before I could respond to her cry, Sonia shot forward like an arrow, blasting wind magic beneath her feet and cutting through the monsters at incredible speed.


      “Noise, back Sonia up!” I shouted. “Sophia, stay with me; we’ll support with magic and treat the injured!”


      “Leave it to me!” Noise cried.


      “Yes!” Sophia acknowledged.


      Grinning, Noise raised her greatsword and leaped at a large monster.


      “From what I can see, none of them are Rank-2 threats,” I said. “Let’s leave the front line to them for now.”


      “Lord Merlin, bring the injured over here.”


      Sophia planted her staff into the ground, causing massive roots to grow and form a barrier, a simple defensive wall made with nature magic. With help from others, we moved the wounded behind it. Some were badly hurt but still breathing. No one had died yet, which was a small mercy.


      “But why are there so many monsters...?” I muttered to myself.


      Sometimes, monsters would overpopulate and invade nearby settlements in search of food. But there hadn’t been many around this town for a long time now. And more importantly, these monsters weren’t even of the same type. There were beasts, insects, land-dwellers, aerial creatures, and even humanoid ones. Normally, they would have fought each other. Yet...they were cooperating.


      “Lord Merlin!”


      Moments after Sophia’s shout, a goblin lunged at me. I grabbed it and slammed it into the ground, killing it instantly.


      “If my guess is right...” I carefully examined the corpse—and there it was. Engraved on the goblin’s ankle was a purple marking, just like the one I’d seen on the wyvern. Although the size of the mark was different, the shape was almost identical.


      “I knew it...”


      “Lord Merlin? Is something wrong with that goblin?” asked Sophia.


      “Look at this.”


      “Ah!” she gasped.


      “These monsters didn’t appear naturally,” I said. “The one who controlled the wyvern—the same demon is controlling them.”


      “Wh-Why would demons target Sennion...?”


      “I don’t know. When that wyvern attacked us...it may have specifically been targeting me. And this time too...”


      My chest tightened slightly.


      If my guess was right, then the people we had just treated had been attacked because of me, because I was in this town. I might have drawn the demons here. I was strong. I could handle monsters. But many of the people here couldn’t. I couldn’t help thinking about that.


      I was just staying in town. There was no reason for me to be blamed. Still, I couldn’t help feeling guilty. Since I’d realized I was being targeted during the wyvern incident, perhaps I shouldn’t have stayed in Sennion. If I’d been outside the town, the people who’d been attacked would have been safe.


      The soldiers and adventurers even now fighting the monsters wouldn’t have been injured. I couldn’t help but believe that.


      “You mustn’t, Lord Merlin.” Sophia’s voice blew away my thoughts, which had been starting to get all tangled up. I looked up to find her gazing down at me with a scowling expression. “Lord Merlin, you must think that Sennion was attacked because of you. You’re such a kind person, so you’re blaming yourself. Right?”


      “Well, that’s only natural,” I replied. “After all, the enemy that attacked the wyvern has now targeted this town where I am. I can’t explain it any other way.”
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      I had believed that even if I were being targeted, I could handle anything that came my way. With my power, I’d thought I could deal with even the strongest of enemies.


      But the reality was different. People were getting hurt in places my power couldn’t reach—because of me...


      “That’s not true! This isn’t your fault, Lord Merlin!” Sophia cut off my thoughts without hesitation, speaking firmly. “Even if you’re the enemy’s target, you’re still a victim, just like everyone else. Anyone who says you’re responsible just because you’re strong... I won’t forgive them! You’re human too. You have every right to live how you want. And your power isn’t something to regret. It’s something wonderful that can save so many people! Isn’t that right?”


      “Sophia...”


      Not long ago, I had been the one encouraging and supporting her. But now...she had completely come into her own. She had her own convictions, her own will, and she stood firm without wavering. It made me realize just how pathetic I was being. I let out a small, reflexive laugh.


      “Thanks. I guess I was feeling a bit weak. You’re right, Sophia. I’ll just do what I can do. I’ll save as many people as I can.”


      “Yes!”


      Thanks to Sophia, the doubt in my heart cleared. But something still didn’t sit right. The underlying reason behind all of this still remained a mystery. I understood why demons would target me. To them, I was likely the apostle of the god who’d sealed the Demon King and dealt a devastating blow to their entire race, an enemy they could never forgive. It made sense they’d want to kill me the moment they found me.


      But even so, this method felt far too excessive, like they’d lost sight of their objective. Even if they unleashed monsters into the town, there were plenty of soldiers and adventurers here besides me. There was no reason to antagonize all of them. It would have been far more efficient to attack me when I was outside the town, yet the demons had launched this assault instead.


      Unless the one targeting me was a complete fool, this attack likely had another purpose beyond just killing me. What came to mind immediately was the recent bandit incident. For some reason, I couldn’t shake the image of the thieves who had tried to steal the ritual artifact.


      “Could it be...that these two incidents are connected?”


      I had no proof—but there was nothing to rule it out either. The mysterious figure who had hired the bandits hadn’t revealed their face or any information. What if that person was a demon, and demons were gathering ritual artifacts?


      No... Auriel had said that the ritual artifact was just an ordinary weapon.


      Then what were the demons after? The timing didn’t feel coincidental either. They’d attacked during the Harvest Festival. If they had chosen today on purpose, then there had to be something that could only be obtained today, something other than the ritual artifact...


      A worst-case scenario flashed through my mind.


      I was about to tell Sophia and the others, but before I could, screams erupted from the battlefield.


      Sophia and I both turned toward the sounds.


      “Th-This is bad! There are so many Rank-2 monsters!”


      “Run! W-We can’t handle these!”


      Shouts. Cries. Panic. At the center of it all stood monsters I had never seen before. All of them were huge, some even as large as a wyvern.


      “N-No way...” Sophia trembled.


      “Sophia... A-Are those monsters...?” I asked.


      “Rank-2...all of them...”


      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


      Up until now, we had only been dealing with Rank-3 and 4 threats. But now, at least three Rank-2 monsters had appeared.


      Even Sonia and Noise, who had been off fighting, retreated along with the others and came back to us.


      “Lord Merlin! This is bad! With that many Rank-2 threats, a small town like this could be wiped out easily!” Sonia was panicking.


      “We can’t handle them.” Noise trembled. “At best...maybe we could take one down...”


      “I see. But it’s going to be fine,” I said.


      The situation wasn’t actually that bad. If anything...it worked in my favor.


      “I’ll take care of all the Rank-2 threats,” I told them. “I can beat them.”


      “Are you sure?” Sophia asked. “You’ll definitely stand out. You won’t be able to hide it like before. With all these people near the gate, your secret will be exposed.”


      I would definitely become ridiculously famous afterward. It wouldn’t even be comparable to before. With my appearance as well...who knew what kinds of rumors would spread? Just imagining it was terrifying.


      “But...” I said, “if there are people I can save right in front of me, then I have to save them instead of worrying about myself. I’ve got the power, after all.”


      I didn’t want to regret it. I didn’t want to think, If only I had done something. So I changed my mindset. I would find what I could do and pour everything I had into doing it.


      That was who I was.


      “Lord Merlin...that’s wonderful.” Sophia smiled brightly. I smiled back.


      “All right.” Sonia nodded. “Then you’ll be the main force, and we’ll support y—”


      “No. I need the three of you to do something else.”


      “Huh? Not fight?” Sonia tilted her head.


      “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’ve got a bad feeling about this. I need you to pass that message on to her. And you might end up fighting anyway.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Sophia, Sonia, Noise, I want you three to go to the plaza and find Auriel’s guards. Bring her here.”


      “That’s fine, but...why Princess Auriel? Is something going to happen to her?” Sophia asked.


      Noise also looked puzzled. The princess had capable guards with her. Normally, there’d have been no reason to send the three of them to protect her, but I couldn’t shake this feeling.


      “As Sophia already knows, there’s a high chance these monsters are being controlled by the same demon who sent the wyvern before,” I explained. “The corpses have the same markings.”


      “No way...”


      Sonia and Noise quickly examined a nearby monster. They both found the mark.


      “It’s true... So demons really are behind this?” Sonia asked.


      “We don’t know that for sure yet. There aren’t any demons nearby at the moment. But if it isn’t demons, then the timing and reasoning don’t make sense.”


      “They’re not just here to attack you?” Sonia voiced the same thought I had.


      I shook my head.


      “If they were after me, they wouldn’t attack the whole town. There are too many soldiers and adventurers here... It’s inefficient. Maybe they’re trying to seal my power, but that alone doesn’t seem worth it. If they truly wanted to kill me, they would’ve waited until I was outside again.”


      “Well, when you put it that way...” Sonia agreed. “Then what are they after?”


      “I can’t say for sure, but I think there’s a reason they attacked the town. And a reason it had to be today.”


      “Today... Ah, the Harvest Festival!”


      They had all reached the same conclusion.


      “Right. It can’t be a coincidence,” I said.


      “Still... Even if they’re targeting the festival, I don’t understand why,” Sonia said. “It’s just a normal annual event.”


      “There’s something here that other towns don’t have.”


      “You mean...the ritual artifact?!”


      At that point, they understood. There was something unique to this town, something tied to the Harvest Festival: the ritual artifact.


      “I don’t get it either,” I admitted. “Auriel said it’s just a dagger, nothing worth stealing. But considering the bandits and this attack...and especially one more thing that’s different this time...”


      “Princess Auriel.” Sonia already understood completely.


      I nodded. “Yeah. Whether they’re after the dagger or Auriel, I don’t know. But I can’t believe it’s unrelated. That’s why I’ll handle the Rank-2 threats. I want you to bring Auriel here. She might be in danger. Whether I’m the target or she is—or the dagger is—it’s easier to deal with things if we’re all together.”


      It would be easier for me to protect everyone if they were close.


      “I understand,” Sonia said. “Leave Auriel to us. Sophia, Noise, you’re okay with that?”


      “Yes.” Sophia nodded. “There’s no reason to refuse. We’ll be more useful bringing her here.”


      “It’s a shame...but once we’re back, I’ll help fight!” Noise declared.


      Both Sophia and Noise accepted immediately. That made things easier. Auriel was important to all of us. We all wanted to protect our companion. That was what a party was meant to do—cooperate and divide roles.


      “All right. I’m counting on you guys. I’ll start fighting now. I think the others are struggling.”


      While I’d been explaining things, other adventurers had been holding back the Rank-2 monsters. They were skilled at it, having managed to hold them off without casualties, but they were reaching their limit. They were clearly exhausted.


      We split up then. Sonia and the others headed toward the town center. I headed toward the monsters, and our respective battles began.


      “People’s lives are on the line,” I muttered, “so don’t blame me if I can’t hold back.”


      Once they were gone, I summoned spheres of light around my body, countless orbs radiating immense magical power. None of these monsters were as strong as the wyvern, but their numbers made them dangerous. I wanted to go all out, but we were too close to town.


      I tempered my attack, starting at level 1000 but ready to release the third seal if necessary. As I approached the monsters, I fired beams of light, carefully controlling them to avoid hitting the adventurers. Even the monsters that tried to dodge were pierced through. The strikes weren’t fatal, but they left the targets injured. The monsters, bleeding from their fresh wounds, all turned to look at me. So did the adventurers.


      “Who is that?!”


      “I think I’ve seen him at the guild...!”


      “He injured a Rank-2 threat?!”


      The monsters retreated, but the adventurers froze. Honestly...that helped. If they fought too close to the monsters, I might hit them. Even with improved control, I wasn’t precise enough yet, and a direct hit would have been fatal for them. That would have made me a murderer. If possible, I hoped that they would hold off the weaker ones while I took down the Rank-2 monsters. That would be the ideal scenario. It was easier for me to fight if no one was around.


      “I’ll handle the big ones. Can you take care of the others?” I asked them.


      They all looked at each other, still stunned.


      It’s no wonder, given the situation, but make up your minds quickly. This is an emergency.


      “You’re sure?” one of them asked. “There’re at least three of them.”


      “It’ll be close,” I said. “If any more show up, we might be in trouble. But I can manage. Just be careful. I’ll be going all out. Not to be cocky, but my attacks won’t spare you.”


      I was a rookie who had just turned up to help out of the blue. I worried that I sounded overly confident. I should have chosen my words more carefully, but the adventurers I’d called out to didn’t seem to mind and replied without a second thought.


      “Not cocky at all,” one said quietly. “If you can hold them back, that’s all we need.”


      “We’re counting on you,” another said. “Call us if it gets dangerous. We might be able to buy you some time.”


      They were good people. I could sense their concern for me, and I was grateful for it. I decided that I’d make use of their strength if worse came to worst.


      “Thanks...” I called. “I’ll do my best.”


      I stepped forward. The Rank-2 monsters that had taken my attack had shown no sign of moving while I’d been speaking with the other adventurers. They were clearly wary of me, the one who had already wounded them.


      They had the intelligence to think.


      If they had been Rank-3 or 4 monsters, they would have charged recklessly into the middle of the conversation. Generally speaking, monsters had low intelligence. Their sense of fear was also weak. Once they found prey, they rushed in headlong.


      That sometimes made them easier to deal with. But Rank-2 monsters were different. It felt like these ones were observing me, searching for any opening they could exploit. It was going to be a huge pain.


      Strong, yet cautious and even fearful. I could understand why other adventurers found Rank-2 threats so intimidating.


      “If only they’d charge like boars, I could counter them easily...”


      For now, I summoned spheres of light around my body, just like before. The other adventurers also began to move. As I had asked, they took on the remaining weaker monsters while keeping an eye on the Rank-2 threats that had stopped moving out of wariness of me.


      I didn’t move, only kept my gaze fixed on them. I had no doubt I could win if I charged them head-on. But by holding them in place like this, I made things much easier for everyone else.


      The fact that they were cautious of me meant that they wouldn’t expose any unnecessary openings. In other words, they would avoid any actions that could create a vulnerability. Even if their fellow monsters were being killed nearby, they couldn’t attack the adventurers doing it. If they so much as turned their backs, they knew I would strike.


      It was a complete stalemate.


      In fact, there were even advantages to not moving for now. As long as I kept them pinned down like this, the others wouldn’t suffer collateral damage from the battle I would otherwise unleash. Once I attacked, I was confident I could defeat them, even with their numbers. But I couldn’t take them all out in a single strike, and any that survived might lash out indiscriminately, as if to say, If I’m going down, I’ll take as many of you with me as I can!


      Wild monsters wouldn’t normally make that kind of decision. But if they were being controlled—if they were deliberately targeting the people of this town—then that was a different story. In the worst case, they might resort to a desperate suicidal attack.


      Just by standing here and locking them in place, I was supporting everyone else. The same was true for them. It was a deadlock where both sides understood that the moment either showed an opening, they would be devoured.


      “This isn’t ideal, but I guess we’ll settle this with a test of patience.”


      ▼△▼


      Leaving the western gate behind, Sophia, Sonia, and Noise headed toward the central plaza of Sennion.


      The truth was that they wanted to turn back and return to Merlin’s side immediately. In front of the western gate were three Rank-2 threats, monsters on the same level as a wyvern, the strongest enemy they had ever faced. A single one was said to be capable of destroying a small town.


      Leaving all of that up to Merlin alone was reckless, no matter how you looked at it. If they’d explained the situation to other adventurers who didn’t know him, they would undoubtedly have been accused of abandoning their companion, of leaving him to die.


      Nevertheless, not a single one of them believed that Merlin would lose. They knew him well enough. Only Sophia had seen his true strength firsthand, but they all trusted him. If he could overpower a wyvern the way he had, then even against multiple Rank-2 monsters, he would survive.


      And so, they ran without hesitation—for the sake of the mission entrusted to them.


      “I wonder if Princess Auriel is still at the plaza” Sonia muttered as she ran. “If she’s moved somewhere else, finding her will be a pain.”


      The other two stiffened at her words. Given the current chaos, there was a chance she had already left the town.


      “Now that you mention it...” Sophia replied. “But in a situation like this, we can’t afford to split up, sis.”


      “Yeah, if Merlin’s prediction is correct, there’s a chance demons could appear within the town,” Noise agreed. “Splitting up would be dangerous.”


      Sophia, Sonia, and Noise didn’t truly understand the full extent of the demon’s power, but they knew enough to realize that such an opponent would be far beyond them. After all, a demon had been controlling a wyvern, an enemy they couldn’t have defeated even if they’d tried with everything they had. If Merlin hadn’t been there at the time, Sophia and the others would have died along with Auriel.


      And now, that same kind of enemy might be targeting Auriel. Even if it was only a possibility, it was terrifying.


      “Of course we won’t split up,” Sonia said. “Even if we find Princess Auriel, it would be meaningless if we can’t protect her. For now, if she’s not in the central plaza, we’ll just have to check each likely place one by one. She stands out, so someone must have seen her.”


      Sonia’s heartbeat thudded loudly in her chest. Anxious thoughts kept surfacing in her mind, but she remained calm. She would carry out the task Merlin had entrusted to her with all her might while ensuring Sophia and Noise weren’t put in danger.


      In the worst case, she had already decided she would buy time against the demon herself and even guide the others back to Merlin. If it came to facing a demon, it would make more sense to rely on Noise, the strongest among the three, but given her personality, Noise wasn’t suited for stalling. Sonia judged instantly that she herself—with her ability to use speed and magic to disrupt attacks—was better suited to that role.


      In truth, she was afraid. She didn’t want to fight demons. But this was for the sake of her companions...her new family. Once, she had been incredibly ill, causing great trouble for her precious younger sister. She had spent her days whispering apologies to her parents. She had been pushed so far that she had considered choosing death if given the chance.


      And yet, she hadn’t been able to find the courage to die and leave Sophia behind. She hadn’t wanted to die. She’d wanted to live. As a result, she had burdened Sophia far more than she’d ever imagined.


      And Merlin—the one who had saved her from the depths of despair—she revered him from the bottom of her heart. For Merlin and for Sophia, she would have given her life without hesitation.


      Now, I’m not that afraid of dying anymore. My death would serve a purpose.


      The reason she had survived up until now was to protect Sophia and to repay Merlin. Even as she lived her own life, she was always prepared to risk it for the sake of those she held dear. Because of that, even demons didn’t seem so frightening. She never would have imagined that she, who had once feared death so deeply, would someday feel this way. All she felt now was gratitude toward Merlin—for helping her find the right path and giving her the push to move forward.


      The three of them passed through streets that had grown emptier and finally arrived at the central plaza.


      “Whoa!” Noise yelled. “There are still this many people...? Why hasn’t anyone moved? Normally, if monsters attacked, you’d want to go somewhere safe...”


      Noise’s surprise was understandable. The central plaza was even more crowded than it had been before the incident had begun. It was so packed that moving at all was difficult. Voices of unease could be heard everywhere.


      “Is it true that monsters are attacking?” someone murmured. “What’s going to happen to this town?”


      “I-I’m sure it’ll be fine,” someone else replied. “There are adventurers in Sennion, after all...”


      “But still...you saw that soldier earlier, right?” the first person said. “I’ve never seen one look that panicked before. This might really be bad...”


      “Well...”


      Everyone here seemed to feel the same way. Most of the people living in Sennion had never left the town, nor had they ever seen a monster. But even if they only knew of monsters through stories from adventurers, there was one thing they all understood: Monsters were terrifying creatures that could kill humans easily, and once they found you, they wouldn’t let you escape.


      And now, those creatures were attacking in numbers large enough to make even soldiers panic. It was impossible for the people not to feel afraid.


      “They’re scared. That’s why they think staying together is safer,” Sonia answered Noise’s earlier question. “And there’s a chance monsters are attacking the other gates too. They don’t want to get close to the outer walls. In a way, the central plaza—the farthest point from everything—is the safest place.”


      “I see...but this is bad...”


      Hearing the tension in Noise’s voice, Sonia felt her own expression harden.


      “There are too many people,” she muttered. “Finding Princess Auriel is going to be harder than we thought.”


      That was the problem. The central plaza was far more crowded than they had anticipated. It was so packed that they could barely move. At this rate, even if Auriel was here, they wouldn’t find her easily.


      “We need to hurry as much as possible, but...”


      “I-I know!” Sophia suddenly gasped. “What if I use my magic to clear people out?”


      Perhaps Sonia’s panic had shown on her face, because Sophia spun her eyes around in agitation and suggested something dangerous.


      “That’s obviously not an option,” Sonia told her. “It’d cause a panic in the plaza, and we wouldn’t be able to search for Princess Auriel at all.”


      “In that case,” Noise said, “how about my idea?!”


      Noise seemed to have had a sudden flash of inspiration. The other two turned to look at her.


      “Your idea?” Sonia repeated.


      “We go up there!” Noise pointed her index finger off into the distance. The direction she had indicated was quite high up. She was pointing at—


      “I see!” exclaimed Sophia. “If we look down from above, we should be able to find Princess Auriel right away.”


      “Nice idea,” Sonia said, bracing her legs. Using wind magic suddenly in the middle of a crowd could have injured civilians. So instead, she gathered all her strength and leaped. Using her raw physical ability, she jumped as high as she could. Then, she created a foothold in midair with wind magic and kicked off of it. She’d done a double jump.


      From there, she propelled herself farther upward with wind, launching herself into the sky. That way, she wouldn’t affect the people below. She landed cleanly on top of a building.


      “I wasn’t very confident in my control, but it turns out I can do it if I try,” she murmured to herself.


      She gazed down from the rooftop. She saw Noise below, carrying Sophia in a princess carry. Jumping alone had been manageable, but Sonia didn’t have the ability to carry Sophia while doing the same maneuver. She had intended to say so after getting up there, but Noise had understood her intention even without her voicing it.


      With leg strength far beyond that of an ordinary human, Noise leaped. One jump wasn’t enough to reach the rooftop. She kicked off the wall and jumped again. Repeating the motion, she made her way up easily.


      “As expected of you, Noise,” Sonia praised her. “Thanks for bringing Sophia up.”


      “Not at all! This is nothing for me.”


      “So, big sis, do you see Lady Auriel?” Sophia asked.


      “Not yet. With her hair, she should stand out immediately... Ah.”


      As Sonia scanned the area, she suddenly froze.


      The other two followed her gaze.


      “Big sis?”


      “I found her... It’s Princess Auriel!” Where Sonia pointed, they saw Auriel, blending into the crowd.


      “You’re right! Thank goodness... She’s still in the central plaza.”


      “Maybe she couldn’t leave the stage in time. But that works in our favor. Let’s meet up with her quickly. Noise, can I leave Sophia to you?”


      “Thanks, Noise,” said Sophia, sheepishly expressing her gratitude in advance.


      “Leave it to me!” Noise said. “Excuse me.”


      Then, she picked Sophia up in a princess carry again. After confirming that Noise held Sophia safe, Sonia began running swiftly along the rooftop. Noise followed behind her.


      As expected, unlike below, there were no people on the rooftops. Moving around was easy. Once they reached a position above Auriel, they slowed their descent with wind magic and dropped down gently.


      Startled by the figures suddenly descending from above, Auriel flinched—but when she recognized them, she let out a relieved sigh.


      “Sonia? And Noise... Sophia too! Are you all safe?” she asked. “Wait, where is Lord Merlin?”


      “We’ll talk later,” Sonia told her. “We need to move. Now.”


      There was no time to waste. Skipping any explanation, Sonia grabbed Auriel’s hand, and together they began heading toward the western gate. Perhaps everyone was avoiding that direction because the path was relatively clear.


      As Sonia and the others ran straight for their destination, the two guards followed close behind.


      As she was pulled along, Auriel called out in confusion. “Why are you in such a hurry, Sonia?!”


      “Listen while we run,” Sonia called back to her. “You’ve heard that Sennion is under attack by monsters, right?”


      “Yes. I was evacuating after receiving reports from the soldiers. I was worried when I didn’t see you at the plaza.”


      “Sorry. We thought something was wrong and headed to the western gate.”


      “Then Lord Merlin is there?” Auriel asked.


      “He is,” confirmed Sonia. “But right now, he’s fighting—against multiple Rank-2 monsters.”


      “What?!” Even Auriel couldn’t remain calm at that. Though she didn’t stop running, her face clearly showed shock. “Then what are you doing here?”


      “As you know, Princess Auriel, we can’t properly fight Rank-2 threats,” Sonia explained. “We’d only hold him back.”


      “Even so, I wanted to fight with him,” Noise muttered with a wry smile from behind Auriel.


      “I’m prepared to risk my life for Merlin,” Sonia said, echoing Noise’s sentiment. “But he asked us to do this. He told us to bring you to him.”


      “Lord Merlin did?” Auriel asked. “But then, why head toward the western gate? I would only be a burden as well. Shouldn’t we all move away from it?”


      Her question was a reasonable one. Being told to come closer when you had no intention of fighting seemed contradictory.


      “According to Merlin, this monster attack is...strange,” Sonia answered.


      “Strange? It’s certainly rare for something like this to happen, but what do you mean?”


      “Merlin examined the corpses of the monsters...and found that mark, the same one as before. The demon subjugation mark.”


      “What?!”


      At that point, Auriel understood at last. Even so, Sonia continued explaining, just in case.


      “Which means there’s a very high chance this monster attack was caused by demons. But we don’t know what they’re trying to accomplish by going so far as to send monsters into town.”


      “To kill Lord Merlin, like last time...?” Auriel began but then she corrected herself. “No, that probably isn’t it.”


      “Most likely not,” Sonia agreed. “If they were after Lord Merlin, there’d be no need to attack him in the middle of a town full of enemies. The safest option would be to strike when he was outside.”


      “Then why would the demons go so far as to use monsters...?”


      “This is Lord Merlin’s guess, but he thinks their target may have been today itself,” Sonia told her.


      “Today?” Auriel repeated. “The Harvest Festival?”


      “Yes. If the demons were targeting the Harvest Festival—more specifically, Sennion’s Harvest Festival—then a lot of things, including recent events, start to make sense.”


      “Don’t tell me...you think they’re after the ritual artifact?” Having put together the information they had so far, Auriel immediately arrived at the answer.


      “It’s just a guess,” Sonia cautioned her. “But the timing is too perfect. There’s also the mysterious person who hired the bandits to steal the ritual artifact. Doesn’t it seem more likely that the demons are after the ritual artifact than that they’re after Lord Merlin? Lord Merlin was considering one other possibility, though.”


      “Me.” Auriel had anticipated Sonia’s words.


      Sonia nodded. “That’s right. If the demons targeted this Harvest Festival, then there must be something present only at this year’s festival. That would be the ritual artifact...and you yourself.”


      “And that’s why Lord Merlin asked you to bring me closer,” Auriel concluded. “If the demons are after me, he can protect me more easily if I’m near him.”


      She understood everything, and now that she understood, she knew Merlin’s judgment had not been wrong. Auriel’s expression grew tense.


      “If that’s the case, we should hurry,” she said. “If Lord Merlin’s prediction is correct, the demons may attack inside the town—”


      “Oh, found you, found you!”


      Auriel’s words were cut off by a masculine voice suddenly falling from above. Everyone stopped at once and looked up. A man they had never seen before was floating in the air overhead. Black wings grew from his back.


      “That’s...” Sonia whispered.


      “A demon!” cried Auriel.


      Everyone understood instantly. Under these circumstances, with that inhuman appearance, he could be nothing else.


      “Hmm?” the man hummed. “What, you lot know about me? But my name isn’t ‘demon.’ It’s Alloces.”


      The demon man, Alloces, descended, landing in front of Auriel and the others. He looked somewhat irritated.


      “To use monsters to attack not only us, but this entire town...!” Auriel cried. She summoned spheres of light, as if to protect them all.


      Seeing that, Alloces sighed. “So you know that much too... Right, you saw the monsters’ corpses. You’re pretty well-informed about us demons, aren’t you? And you’ve got brains besides. What a pain... Can’t a guy catch a break? I’m already pissed enough after finding out the ritual artifact was just a piece of trash.”


      As he said that, the demon man tossed something down at his feet. It was the Hero’s Dagger—the one Auriel was sure she had entrusted to one of her guards. Without them realizing, the guards who should have been following behind them had disappeared. Even with Noise and her exceptional senses on their side, the demon had disposed of the two men without anyone noticing.


      “That’s...!” gasped Auriel. “So your target really was the Hero’s Dagger!”


      Still, no one attacked. They were watching him carefully. If they moved recklessly, there might be casualties. Alloces looked faintly surprised.


      “What, you even knew I was after the ritual artifact?” he demanded. “Seriously, what a pain... In my experience, your type causes trouble later if I don’t kill you now. That said, what I’m really after is the holy relic carried by that silver-haired woman over there. I don’t care about the rest. The woman herself still has some use too, so if you leave her behind, I’ll let the rest of you go, as a special favor.”


      “We refuse!” Sonia yelled.


      Deciding that there was no point talking any further, Sonia released Auriel’s hand and leaped forward. With speed too fast for the eye to follow, she drew her sword from its sheath and thrust fiercely. But—


      “Huh? What’s this? Don’t tell me...a weak little elf like you actually intends to fight me?”


      “Gah?!”


      Her full-speed strike had been caught by Alloces, his expression maintaining its calm all the while. Even though he had grabbed the rapier bare-handed, his hand was completely unscathed. His durability as a living creature was far too high above the norm. No matter how much strength Sonia put into it, she couldn’t pull her sword free.


      “I told you not to resist,” the demon said.


      Alloces kicked at Sonia, and she leaped back to dodge it, letting go of her sword and prioritizing evasion.


      “Hey, don’t dodge,” he scolded her. “You’ll just prolong your suffering.”


      Saying that, Alloces threw the rapier he had stolen back at Sonia. It was just barely slow enough for her to follow with her eyes. She caught her weapon beautifully and took it back, but by then, Alloces was already standing behind her.


      “Don’t dodge this next one, all right?” He lifted his leg again, but before he could strike, his movement stopped.


      “Huh?” he asked. “Plants?”


      What had stopped him was Sophia, who had used nature magic on reflex. Stopping him for even an instant—binding him for even a moment—was enough. The instant Sonia recognized that, she launched an attack. Once again, she drove the tip of her rapier toward Alloces’s heart. It would definitely hit.


      Sonia felt a surge of joy, but in the next moment, her expression clouded.


      Shiing!


      A sharp metallic sound, unlike anything that should have come from living skin, rang out. Sonia’s rapier had stopped at the surface of his flesh.


      “No way...” she gasped.


      “Too bad,” the demon told her. “With measly strength like yours, you can’t pierce my skin.”


      Sonia’s attack had been completely meaningless. She had thrust with all her strength, yet the tip of her rapier hadn’t even cut through the demon’s outermost layer of skin. It felt like she had struck a massive boulder. This was an absurd, unreasonable difference in power.


      And while Sonia was struck by despair, Alloces calmly tore through the restraints. He did it so easily, it was as if he were ripping paper string.


      “The only one I sensed as a threat from the start was that man,” he told them. “You lot really are just small fry.”


      Alloces’s fist caught Sonia in the face. She managed to defend with her arm at the last second, but her body was blown away as lightly as dust. She crashed into a nearby building and fell silent.


      “All right, finally got one of you freaks,” Alloces muttered. “I held back, so she might still be alive. But I broke some bones, so whatever. If I went all out, you wouldn’t let me get away with it, no?”


      The one Alloces looked at as he said that was Auriel, who stood still in shock. Alloces had held back because she was there. More precisely, because the holy relic she possessed was his target. If she’d snapped in grief over her companion’s death and accidentally destroyed it, that would have been a problem.


      Before Sophia and the others, who were still frozen in shock, could react, Alloces had somehow closed the distance and was standing right before Auriel.


      “Hand it over,” he ordered.


      “Eek...”


      Alloces forcibly pulled open her ceremonial outfit, exposing the necklace. Seeing the silver necklace, though, the demon let out a baffled cry.


      “What the hell is this?”


      With an eye on Noise and the others who were afraid to make any reckless movements, Alloces stared with wide eyes.


      “Damn it, so that’s how it is!” he cried. “This thing’s just junk too. The real ‘key’ was you all along, woman!”


      “Wh-What are you talking about...?” demanded Auriel.


      “You don’t need to understand. Change of plans. You’re coming with me. The rest of you, get lost. You don’t want to die, do you?”


      By deliberately revealing Auriel’s value to the others, Alloces hoped to tempt them to betray her. To him, it was easy to imagine humans betraying one another. But as he dodged the high-speed vines that shot toward his face instead, Noise reclaimed Auriel in the second the attack had bought.


      The two girls stood in front of her protectively. And in Auriel’s eyes, too, there was no despair. The boundless hope that welled up because her companions stood beside her gave them all strength.


      “I will resist,” Auriel vowed. “I will not yield to demons.”


      “Lord Merlin asked us to do this,” Sophia said. “I won’t abandon Lady Auriel, even if it kills me!”


      “Beast Mode!” shouted Noise.


      Each of them shifted into a battle stance. For Alloces, this had been a miscalculation. He had never imagined there would be humans willing to risk their lives to protect someone else. Strictly speaking, Alloces knew such humans existed, people who were motivated by something other than profit and loss. But he had never expected to run into that kind of person here, in this situation, at this exact moment.


      Seeing the three of them ready to fight, Alloces clicked his tongue. “Tch. Mortals really are...foolish, ugly, irritating... They make me want to slaughter them all.”


      The plan hadn’t changed. It was a little more troublesome, but only because it would take more effort. He would quickly kill the girls around Auriel and abduct her before the apostle arrived. To that end, Alloces leaped forward.


      “I won’t let you!” Noise, transformed into a beast-like form, blocked the demon as he closed in on Auriel.


      “Out of my way, your worthless little beast!” he bellowed.


      But even her transformation hadn’t been enough to close the gap. Noise, who was only in the three-digit-level range, couldn’t stop him even with her trump card, Beast Mode. With a single swing of his arm, Alloces broke through her guard and sent her flying.


      “Gyah!”


      But Sophia seized the slight opening created when he swept Noise aside. She struck her staff hard against the ground and activated nature magic.


      “How dare you hurt Noise?! I’ll stop him! Lady Auriel, attack!”


      Just like before, the ground broke apart, and huge vines and roots wrapped around Alloces. His movement stopped. It wouldn’t last long, but stopping him for even an instant would make it easier for Auriel to aim.


      Auriel fired the spheres of light floating around her as beams. Multiple rays overlapped like bands of light and struck Alloces’s body. A flash of light filled their vision. The next instant, the restraints Sophia had created with nature magic shattered with a cracking sound.


      Alloces, though, was unharmed.


      Even after taking the full force of Auriel’s holy magic, just like with Sonia’s attack, he hadn’t taken any damage at all.


      “Ha. Is that all you’ve got?”


      The demon calmly approached Auriel. Sophia tried to use magic again, but before she could, Alloces’s kick struck her. She spat blood from her mouth and went rolling far backward. Now, only Auriel was left.


      “What a pain,” Alloces complained. “I never imagined you yourself were the key. I’ll have to take you to Seere and the others right away. Awakening you can come after that. Go ahead and despair while you still can.”


      The demon reached out. Auriel activated her magic, but she wouldn’t make it in time.


      “Wait.” Sonia’s voice came from their left.


      Alloces’s hand paused. When he looked in her direction, Sonia—the one he had sent flying earlier—had returned. Blood ran from her mouth, and she was breathing painfully. She was already covered in wounds. Anyone could see that she couldn’t move properly.


      “You gotta be kidding me,” he said. “This half-dead girl still wants to fight me? I told you I’d let you go just this once. You want to die that badly?”


      Panting all the while, Sonia shot back, “Don’t...screw...with me. Who said I wanted to...die? I want to live. Of course...I want to live.”


      As she spoke, Sonia raised her sword.


      “Then shut up and stay down,” Alloces barked. “I’m too busy to waste time on you.”


      “You fool,” Sonia huffed. “I don’t want to die, but friends are...something you protect. Do you perhaps...not have any friends? Or do demons not have that noble spirit...of helping one another? You do seem rather barbaric.”


      “Watch your mouth.”


      A vein bulged at Alloces’s brow. He was a sucker for provocation. No matter who the other party was, he couldn’t tolerate being mocked, and it especially stung when it came from a dying woman from a race he looked down on as inferior.


      “Hmph,” Sonia scoffed. “So you do have pride, at least. Men like you are...pathetic.”


      She put strength into her legs, trying to propel herself forward. But the one who stopped her was none other than Auriel.


      “Please stop, Sonia,” she whispered.


      “Princess Auriel?” Sonia was stunned. Her expression asked why Auriel had stopped her. Auriel answered with the gentlest smile she had ever shown.


      “That’s enough,” the princess said. “No one else needs to be hurt because of me. All of you have fought more than enough for someone like me, whom you have only known for such a short time.”


      “What are you...? Are you giving up already, El?!” In her shock and confusion, Sonia dropped her formal tone. “We only need to buy time until Lord Merlin gets here! Sophia just used nature magic to send Lord Merlin a signal. Once he defeats the Rank-2 monsters at the western gate, he’ll come right away. So why—?!”


      “If you continue fighting like this, all of you will die before Lord Merlin arrives,” Auriel told her. “That is not what I want. Though our time together has been short, I want all of you...to live, and to keep smiling.”


      “Auriel...”


      The kindhearted Auriel remembered at the very end the human emotions she had nearly lost. It had been a long time since she had felt something this sad, this painful.


      She felt surprisingly close to Sonia and the others—so close that, unconsciously, she had already judged them to be her friends.


      “You done saying goodbye?” Alloces cut in. “I don’t have time for this crap. We’re leaving.”


      If she would come quietly, Alloces had no complaints. He would allow one last goodbye so that Sonia wouldn’t resist pointlessly. He grabbed Auriel’s arm and unfolded the black wings he had stored away before the fight had begun. All that remained was to fly away.


      Or so he thought.


      “I refuse to accept a wish like that.”


      Sonia charged in from the side. She layered wind magic onto her rapier and unleashed a fierce thrust. The impact of the raging wind and piercing strike assaulted Alloces, who blocked it with his free left hand.


      “Tch. I thought you’d lost the will to fight, but you’re still going? Are you going to waste your precious friend’s efforts to persuade you?”


      “I told you,” Sonia ground out. “Friends are something you protect, even if it kills you.”


      “Sonia, why?!” Auriel cried out for her to stop, her face twisted and on the verge of tears. But before Sonia could follow up, Alloces’s left hand pierced through her abdomen.


      “Gah!”


      By twisting her body backward on reflex, she’d avoided being pierced through the heart. Even so, there was a hole in her stomach. It was a fatal wound.


      Sonia let go of her sword and collapsed to the ground. A large amount of fresh blood gushed out, staining the ground red.


      “Sonia... Sonia!” Auriel screamed.


      “Ahhh, whoops,” the demon said. “I killed her. I didn’t really want to earn the apostle’s ire too much...but whatever. I’ll kill him soon enough anyway, and this woman is more important.”


      Alloces flapped his black wings. His body floated upward, and he tried to flee with Auriel—


      “Huh?!”


      But before he could take off, a beam of light suddenly shot through the arm holding Auriel. His hand snapped open.


      “Who the hell was that?!”


      He looked behind him, toward the spot where the beam had come from. A single man stood there—a man with silver hair, the same silver as Auriel’s.


      “You...!” Alloces remembered that face all too well. Pouring mana into his severed arm, Alloces glared at the silver-haired man, Merlin.


      Merlin, meanwhile, glanced around at his fallen companions and showed a terrifying expression of rage.


      “You bastard!” he yelled. “You did this to everyone...!”


      “This has gotten way too annoying!” muttered the demon. “That’s right, apostle! I wanted to kill you too, but I went out of my way to use monsters to lure you toward the gate! Yet you got here this fast... Did you abandon your other allies?”


      “Of course not. I saw the signal my companion launched and finished things quickly, that’s all. And I’ll defeat you too now.”


      Spheres of light floated around Merlin. Each one was far larger than Auriel’s. But Alloces still had plenty of leeway. He was confident he wouldn’t lose to Merlin as he was now. His arm had also regenerated after he’d poured magic into it.


      Demons had unique bodily functions. They could restore missing flesh simply by consuming mana. Even if holy magic burned parts of them away, they just had to heal.


      So Alloces attacked too. He propelled himself forward and closed in on Merlin.


      “Fine then, change of plans,” the demon said. “I’ll kill you here too!”


      “Try it, demon.” Merlin fired beams of light at the charging Alloces.


      But Alloces was faster. He dodged every beam and slipped inside Merlin’s guard. He drove his fist into him. Merlin blocked with his arm, but the blow was far stronger than he’d expected, and it sent him flying.


      “Ha! You made such a dramatic entrance, but you’re nothing after all! The idea that this is what passes for an apostle in this era almost makes me cry.”


      Alloces’s earlier words had been a bluff. He had intended to draw Merlin’s attention to the fight, then cut it short and flee when the chance came. But during the attack, Auriel had slipped free from his restraint and gone to treat Sonia.


      “Hey, woman,” he shouted. “Who said you could start healing—?”


      “Aren’t I the one you’re supposed to be fighting?”


      Alloces had begun to gripe at Auriel when her movements had caught his attention, but Merlin appeared behind him. For an instant, he saw purple chains shattering. Alloces reflexively guarded against Merlin’s fist. But Merlin’s strike hit with a power beyond what the demon had expected, and this time, Alloces was the one sent flying.


      ▼△▼


      “Lord Merlin, Sonia!”


      I turned toward Auriel’s cry for help. With Auriel’s current amount of magic and skill, she couldn’t save Sonia. I understood that from her expression and rushed over to Sonia’s side.


      “This is...bad,” I said.


      “The bleeding won’t stop! Lord Merlin, please help heal her!”


      “Got it. Though...”


      I glanced toward the demon I had just sent flying. Through the cloud of dust, I could see that the demon had already gotten back on his feet.


      “Apostle!” he called. “You suddenly got stronger. What trick are you using?”


      “We don’t have a second to spare!” Auriel gritted her teeth.


      But I calmly formed an image of Sonia’s wound healing. The fact that he wasn’t attacking right away meant that he was wary of me. I held out my right hand and cast healing magic. With my third seal released, my current level was 3000. The healing magic, empowered by my drastically increased Mana stat, rapidly healed the obviously fatal wound.


      “A-Amazing!” breathed Auriel. “The hole in her stomach is closing!”


      “I’ve healed the wound, but I don’t know for sure whether she’ll survive,” I warned.


      She had lost enough blood to form a pool around her. Healing magic couldn’t restore the amount of blood she had lost. I wanted to search for a magic spell that could do that, but there was no time. I stood again and spoke to Auriel.


      “Sorry, but I’m leaving Sonia and the others to you. I’ll take him down. Auriel, heal Sophia and Noise too.”


      “U-Understood. Please be careful, Lord Merlin.”


      “Yeah. I’ll do my best.”


      With one final gentle smile for her, I stepped forward. The demon also slowly walked toward me.


      “Ah...” he huffed. “You really piss me off. You piss me off so bad I can taste it. Nothing is going the way I want, and it’s so damn irritating!”


      The demon was gathering mana. Something like a jet-black aura surged from his body. It looked incredibly ominous.


      “I see,” I replied. “What a coincidence. I’m pissed off too—at the thought that someone like you exists in this world.”


      As I spoke, I released another seal. Even a level-3000 strike hadn’t dealt him much damage. I had no intention of dragging this out any longer. I had made up my mind to defeat that demon here, without fail. Once again, purple chains surfaced from within my body and shattered.


      Immediately after, an overwhelming sense of omnipotence surged through me.


      “Let’s go, demon,” I said. “I’ll settle this now.”


      “That’s my line!” he shouted.


      Thus, the curtain rose on a battle beyond human understanding.


      ▼△▼


      After Merlin left the scene with Alloces, Auriel did as she had been told and laid Sophia and Noise down beside Sonia. Both of them were only lightly injured compared to Sonia. Their bones were broken, but their lives weren’t in danger.


      As she cast healing magic on them, Auriel looked down at Sonia where she lay and murmured, “Sonia... Why did you try to protect me, even at the cost of your life? I’m not someone worthy of being protected like that...”


      “Weren’t you listening?” came the reply to Auriel’s words.


      Auriel’s eyes widened.


      “S-Sonia! Y-You’re awake...”


      “I woke just now,” Sonia whispered. “Because someone was making a bunch of noise.”


      She didn’t have the strength to sit up, but she could at least speak. Looking up at Auriel, she continued, “It’s not like I did it because you’re a princess. I would’ve helped anyone like that. If my precious little sister...or one of my friends died, it would make me sad.”


      “I...see...” So she wasn’t special. For some reason, that made Auriel feel a little sad.


      “Why are you getting depressed?” Sonia asked. “If anything, it means you’re just as important to me as Sophia and Noise. You’re my friend too. That’s why I risked my life. And...we’re kind of alike, so I feel a kinship with you.”


      “Me?” Auriel was surprised. She couldn’t quite see how they were alike.


      “In some ways,” Sonia said. “Not personality or looks, but... Our circumstances feel similar. So I’ll say this clearly.”


      With a serious expression, Sonia made her thoughts known.


      “At least live your own life the way you want. You may be a princess of the Kingdom of Magnolia, but you’re still Auriel. The person I came to like is you—not the princess, not the saint. I don’t care about those things. I just want my friend to be happy. You said the same thing yourself, didn’t you?”


      “Sonia...”
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      The words struck Auriel, who had just remembered long-forgotten feelings during her exchange with Alloces. Tears began to fall, one after another—but not from sadness. Even when she tried to stop them, they kept flowing.


      “Huh? That’s strange... My heart feels full, and yet...the tears won’t stop...”


      “Heh heh... I’ll explain that to you after this fight is over. Sorry... I’m getting a bit sleepy...”


      With that, Sonia lost consciousness. Soft, steady breathing followed as she fell asleep.


      Still crying, Auriel looked down at Sonia’s sleeping face and quietly murmured, “My...very first friend.”


      Saying it out loud filled her with a feeling she couldn’t quite put into words.


      ▼△▼


      Spheres of light created with holy magic floated around me. The spheres fired beams in complex patterns, their trajectories whipping and twisting as they closed in on the demon.


      “Damn it! What the hell are you?!”


      The demon man desperately dodged my attacks, but if he focused on just the magic, there was no way he could avoid everything.


      In fact, even now, I had slipped inside his guard.


      “Shi—!”


      “Too slow.”


      A kick infused with the purifying power of holy magic made contact, sending the demon’s body flying. In an instant, he disappeared beyond the town walls.


      Leaping off the ground, I immediately gave chase.


      “Gah! Compared to before...you’ve gotten even stronger?!”


      Blown all the way outside the town, the demon spat blood, but he’d used the two wings growing from his back to cushion the impact. He twisted his body in midair and regained his stance.


      I formed a foothold beneath my feet with magic and hovered at the same height as him.


      “Out here, I don’t have to hold back when I beat you down,” I informed him.


      “Tch... I thought the apostle of this era was just a weakling, but you were hiding your power!”


      “I’m not an apostle,” I corrected him. “But since you attacked us, I have the right to know what you demons are plotting. If you talk and swear never to lay a hand on humans again, I might settle for beating you half to death.”


      In truth, I can’t forgive him. He hurt my companions and the people of the town. I want to crush him completely, right here and now.


      But I still searched for the possibility of resolving things without fighting, of finding common ground through dialogue. Depending on their goal, negotiation with the demons might even be possible.


      Sophia, Sonia, Noise—they had all been trying to change, so I wanted to become someone worthy, someone more like them.


      For that reason, I tried to find common ground even with demons. But...


      “Like hell I’ll talk,” the man spit out. “You’re going to die right here!”


      It was no good.


      Even after such a brief exchange, I knew we could never coexist. It seemed I couldn’t become someone like my friends after all. If that was the case, then I would use my unreasonable power to crush the unreasonable force threatening them.


      A greater pressure than before radiated from the demon. The amount of mana he was releasing had clearly increased. He’d gotten serious.


      “Good grief,” I sighed. “I guess negotiations have broken down.”


      As the demon lunged at me, propelling himself through the air with his wings, I intercepted him with holy magic. The spheres of light floating around me emitted a sharp, high-pitched whine and targeted him from every direction.


      Dodging countless beams with obvious skill, the demon closed the distance between us. The incoming punch was even faster than the first one he had thrown. But I easily avoided it and countered with my own punch.


      “Guh! So strong!”


      My blow didn’t land directly. He blocked it with both arms, letting out a strained groan. Surrounded by my magic as I was, I had overwhelming superiority in the number of attacks I could launch.


      With three seals released, even my physical abilities far surpassed his. At this rate, I could overpower him outright. I followed up with another strike, driving a kick into his side.


      “Damn it! GAAAAH!”


      It looked like he would be blown away again, but the demon forcibly held his ground by releasing mana from his wings. He grabbed me by the collar and began punching my face repeatedly.


      He was desperate, but it didn’t hurt even as much as a mosquito bite.


      Noticing my cold gaze, Alloces spat in irritation. “This feels awful,” he panted out. “Makes me sick.”


      “Then tuck your tail and run,” I suggested. “Any more fighting is pointless for both of us.”


      “Ha! You don’t get it at all. Demons and apostles are two sides of the same coin. The more power you gain, the more power we gain to match it!”


      The demon gathered a massive amount of mana into his right hand. He was clearly prepared to abandon defense entirely if it meant killing me. But to me, that power felt pitifully small.


      “In other words, because you exist, other humans get hurt!” he screamed. “We wouldn’t exist without you!”


      A punch with devastating force was launched straight at the side of my face. Dodging it would have been easy, but I deliberately didn’t. I stayed where I was and took the demon’s attack head-on. The impact pierced through my face.


      “Well?! How’s that?! That should wipe that calm look off your— Huh?”


      The demon tripped over his words and staggered backward. Despair filled his eyes. Sweat slowly spread across his face.


      It was no wonder.


      He had believed that putting everything he had into that attack would be enough to damage me. But I hadn’t even bothered to defend, and I still hadn’t taken a single point of damage. I stared at him with the same calm expression he had mentioned.


      “This is what you call matching power?” I asked. “Don’t make me laugh.”


      There was no point continuing. If we couldn’t talk out our differences, then this was the end. I drove an upward punch from below into his solar plexus, launching him into the sky.


      “Nngh!”


      I heard a groan and felt the sensation of bones shattering. The demon was blown upward as if gravity didn’t exist, his body piercing through even the clouds. At that height, the aftershock wouldn’t reach the ground. I gathered all of my power and deployed my magic—more mana than when I’d defeated the wyvern, formed into a massive beam of light.


      “Let’s finish this,” I muttered.


      I’d generated an enormous holy spell—a level-5000 attack.


      Try blocking this if you can.


      A sphere of light larger than anything seen during the wyvern battle shimmered with heat like a miniature sun. I took one deep breath, fixed my gaze firmly on the demon far above, and fired the finishing beam. The light became a massive pillar, swallowing the demon whole.


      “No... Nooooooo!”


      Even his voice was swallowed by the light. The shock wave blew away the clouds, and the world was momentarily dyed white by the flash. When the magic had finally been fully released, nothing remained.


      For a brief moment, something sharp and unpleasant pricked at my chest. Maybe it was guilt, but I had simply done everything I could. Reminding myself of that, I chose not to dwell on it.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: Farewell


      The demon that had launched the attack on the town of Sennion had probably been vaporized by my outsized magic. Unless he’d managed to teleport away, there was no way he could have avoided that attack. And given how much damage he had already taken from a single punch of mine, there was no way his defenses could have held out.


      He was definitely dead.


      The countless monsters that had been under his control regained their senses and stopped cooperating with one another. Their attack turned into a chaotic melee, but thanks to the combined efforts of adventurers and soldiers, the remaining lesser monsters were eventually wiped out.


      And just like that, the large-scale battle came to an end.


      Miraculously, there had been zero casualties, and within a few days, reconstruction of the town had already begun.


      “Ugh... They’re back again today.”


      I glanced down at the street from my room’s window. A large crowd had gathered in front of the inn where I was staying. Most of them were adventurers and soldiers. Their eyes sparkled as they stared up at my room.


      “Lord Merlin! Come and say hello!” I heard someone shout.


      “Our hero! Hooray!” cried another voice.


      They were incredibly noisy. All the shouting and squealing had been going on for days now.


      “Looks like you’re as popular as ever, Merlin,” said Noise with a quiet chuckle. She was currently sitting on the bed in my room.


      “Sounds like you think it has nothing to do with you...”


      “You’re the only one trapped inside the inn, Merlin. We’re all perfectly fine,” she added with a grin.


      I couldn’t laugh at all. The fact that I had defeated the demon had only been disclosed to a select few, such as the guild master of the Adventurers’ Guild and the mayor. That information had been restricted for everyone else. As a result, very few people knew about Sophia’s and the others’ contributions.


      The massive spell I’d fired into the sky hadn’t been traced back to me either. But my other feats—those witnessed by many—were a different story. A large number of adventurers and soldiers had seen me overpower a Rank-2 monster in front of the west gate. Because of that, they now revered me as the hero who had saved the town.


      It was as if I’d become some kind of god. Some people were even speculating that I was the one who had cast that sky-piercing spell. I denied it, of course, but I doubted anyone believed me.


      Ever since then, people had been flocking to the inn day and night. The room next door was apparently booked solid for months, and if I stepped even a toe outside, I’d be swarmed and pinned down for who knew how long.


      The innkeeper had just laughed and told me, “This is great for business!” but it was obvious I was causing trouble. I’d saved up enough money anyway, so I was thinking of moving.


      Honestly, leaving Sennion altogether might not be a bad idea.


      For now, my fame was limited to this town. If I left before the rumors spread, I could reset my reputation. I’d already been planning to set out on a journey eventually. I wanted to travel this new world.


      The timing might not be so bad after all.


      “Give it a few more days, and people will get bored and go home. Just hang in there until then, Lord Merlin,” Sophia consoled me.


      “Thanks, Sophia. Though saying they’ll ‘get bored’ of me is...kind of sad in its own way.”


      Still, I can’t live like this forever. Staying cooped up in this inn is suffocating. At this rate, I’m going to lose it...so I really hope they do get bored soon.


      “By the way, where did sis go?” Sophia asked. “I haven’t seen her since this morning.”


      “Sonia? She probably went to meet someone important to her.”


      “Someone...important?”


      Both Sophia and Noise tilted their heads, question marks practically floating in the air around them. It seemed that they didn’t know. Well, they had been asleep for most of what had happened after the battle with the demon.


      “It’s nothing. Not really my place to say—just ask her when she gets back.”


      “All right,” Sophia agreed. “Then Noise and I are going out to buy supplies. Would you like to come too, Lord Merlin?”


      “Not happening.”


      If I stepped outside, I’d just cause trouble for the two of them as well.


      Honestly, what kind of a question is that? Maybe Sophia actually has a bit of a sadistic side...


      “Sorry, you two. I keep making you handle everything,” I apologized.


      “It’s fine. If you hadn’t defeated the demon, everyone there might have died,” said Sophia.


      “I heard Princess Auriel had it especially rough,” Noise added.


      “Yeah... Apparently she was the demon’s target,” I said. “If the demon activity continues, there’s a high chance she’ll be targeted again. And we don’t even know how many demons there are. She’s in a really tough position.”


      From what Auriel had told me, the Demon King—in other words, the demons’ leader—had been sealed away. Even a divine apostle, supposedly the strongest being in the world, hadn’t been able to defeat him.


      And if demons that had been sealed or defeated by that apostle were now reappearing...there really was only one explanation that came to mind. They were probably trying to revive the Demon King—or maybe bring about the birth of a new one.


      Either way, Auriel had been targeted. I’d heard from Sophia that the demon had said something before he died—but his words hadn’t made it any clearer why Auriel had been his target. Something about a “key”...but it made no sense to me.


      Still, the chances of her being targeted again were extremely high. I wanted to protect her, but she had her own life. I didn’t have the right to interfere, and the royal capital where she lived had far stronger protection than Sennion anyway. There was no point in me worrying too much.


      “You two be careful as well,” I told Sophia and Noise as they prepared to head out. “The damage from demons and monsters has been dealt with, but it’s times like these that criminals tend to show up.”


      “Yes! If any troublemakers appear, Noise and I will capture them!”


      “Leave it to us!”


      “That’s...not exactly what I meant. Just because you’ve gotten stronger doesn’t mean you should let your guards down. Your lives come first. If you can, run away.”


      “Okaaay. We won’t do anything reckless.”


      With that, Sophia left the room with Noise.


      Left alone in the now-quiet room, I lay back on the bed, having nothing in particular to do.


      “Well then...if I’m going on a journey, where should I head first?”


      Thus, I began idly considering my future plans, just to pass the time.


      ▼△▼


      A soft knock echoed through the room. The silver-haired girl sitting in the chair glanced toward the door.


      “Yes?” she called.


      “Princess Auriel, you have a visitor,” one of her guards replied.


      “A visitor? I wasn’t informed that anyone would be coming today.”


      “It’s me, El.” Sonia’s voice sounded from the other side of the door. The silver-haired girl—Auriel—widened her eyes.


      “Sonia? What are you doing here?”


      “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about,” came Sonia’s voice again. “May I come in?”


      “Of course. Please, go ahead.”


      “Excuse me.”


      Sonia opened the door and stepped inside. It had been several days since the two had last seen each other face-to-face. Auriel had been busy with official duties, while Sonia had been seriously injured and under orders from Merlin and the others to remain on strict bed rest. Those wounds had now healed.


      “I’ll prepare some tea,” Auriel offered.


      “No need,” Sonia stopped her. “I only came to tell you something.”


      “Tell me...something?”


      Seeing the seriousness in Sonia’s expression, Auriel straightened her posture. Sonia took the seat across from Auriel, and the two women gazed at each other.


      “About when we were attacked by the demon,” Sonia explained. “We never properly talked about it, did we?”


      “Talk...”


      A slightly bitter memory flashed across Auriel’s mind. She hadn’t wanted Sonia and the others to be killed by the demon. She had wanted them to abandon her and run. But contrary to her wishes, Sonia and the others had fought with everything they’d had to save her. It had made her happy...and it had made her sad.


      Sonia had ended up with a hole in her abdomen. Noise and Sophia had suffered injuries that were far from minor. They’d all been saved thanks to Merlin, but even now, the memory tightened Auriel’s chest whenever she thought of it. It was a feeling she hadn’t experienced in a long time.


      “I’ll say it again, Princess Auriel. No matter how many times it happens, if you’re in danger, I will come to save you. Even if it costs me my life, I won’t regret it,” Sonia declared clearly and unequivocally, her face resolute and unwavering, just like when she’d stood on the brink of death that day.


      “Why?” Auriel demanded. “You weren’t particularly fond of me, were you?”


      “That’s true.” Sonia nodded. “I won’t deny it. I found it unsettling how you hid your true feelings. But you showed me who you really are. That’s why I want to meet you halfway too. Our circumstances are a little similar, so I thought we might be able to get along.”


      “I’m not a normal person. I might continue to lie to you. I might not reveal my true feelings even to Lord Merlin and the others. Can you really trust someone like that?”


      “I sure can,” Sonia answered without a hint of hesitation.


      In the elf’s cyan-blue eyes, clear and unclouded, Auriel saw her own shaken expression reflected.


      “I’d rather not have to say this over and over...but if necessary, I will.” Sonia’s serious expression softened into a gentle smile. “I think of you as a friend, Princess Auriel. And I protect my friends with everything I have. Lord Merlin, Noise, and Sophia would do the same, without a doubt. We protected you when the demon attacked, didn’t we? That’s all there is to it.”


      “I... I...”


      Even after hearing all of that, Auriel still hesitated.


      Was it really all right for her to have friends? Was it okay for someone who was nothing more than a puppet of her parents to accept such kindness?


      Merlin and the others were good people—true saints. And she, on the other hand, was a tainted soul who, somewhere deep down, resisted doing what was right. Did she even deserve to stand beside them? Could she truly get along with them? Would they eventually grow tired of her—abandon her?


      That fear gripped her tightly. The Auriel of before would have accepted Sonia’s offer without hesitation, hiding her true feelings behind a superficial bond, taking comfort in appearances alone.


      But now, as she slowly reclaimed something she had long forgotten, she wavered—like a human, like an ordinary girl struggling with her feelings.


      That alone was enough for Sonia. She stood.


      “You don’t have to give me your answer right away,” she said. “Let’s talk again the next time we meet.”


      “Next time we meet?” Auriel repeated.


      “We’ll probably be leaving this town. Lord Merlin’s become too famous, and we can’t move around properly anymore. It’d be better to head somewhere else. We’d already been talking about traveling together anyway. I think we’ll stop by the royal capital too. When that time comes, tell me your answer. It’s fine if you don’t want to be friends. I just...really like you, El.”


      With a bright, unguarded smile, Sonia waved lightly and left the room. Auriel could do nothing but watch her back as she departed.


      Only after she was gone did Auriel realize that tears were streaming down her face.


      “Huh? Why...?”


      The tears wouldn’t stop. And yet...she wasn’t sad at all.


      Alone in the room, Auriel laughed as she cried. At long last, she had found a friend she could truly trust. She was happy, so happy.


      Finally...someone had truly seen her.


      ▼△▼


      A few days passed. As expected, people kept coming to the inn where I was staying from morning until night, relentlessly. That only strengthened my resolve that I should move to another town.


      Before I could leave, though, Auriel was set to return to the royal capital. Today, I stepped outside the inn for the first time in a while to see her off.


      “Phew...” I sighed. “Even if it is just to avoid people’s eyes, jumping from the window onto rooftops makes me feel like a criminal.”


      Covered in a gray cloak I’d bought for camouflage with the hood pulled down low, I headed to the north gate of Sennion together with Sophia and the others. At the edge of the north gate, Auriel—dressed similarly—was waiting for us in front of a carriage with two guards. When she spotted us, she waved cheerfully.


      I’d thought she might still be down after the incident with the demon, but it seemed Sonia had said something to her. Even through her hood, I could see that there was no sign of anxiety or dissatisfaction on her face. When I greeted her, she returned it.


      “Good afternoon, Lord Merlin. Thank you for taking the trouble to come see me off.”


      “Don’t worry about it,” I replied. “Even if we only had a short time together, we’re still friends and comrades, right? I couldn’t not come see you off. That would’ve felt too cold.”


      “Heh heh... Sonia said the same thing.”


      “Sonia?” I asked.


      What did she mean? It sounded like Sonia had told her something, but I had no idea what, so I tilted my head in confusion. Auriel simply continued to giggle, clearly amused.


      “Oh, it’s nothing.” She waved it off. “Sophia, Noise, thank you both so much for everything you’ve done for me. I really enjoyed all the time we spent talking.”


      “Yes! Next time we meet, I’ll have lots of new topics ready!” Sophia beamed.


      “Let’s take another bath together, okay?” Noise said.


      Sophia and Noise—who had grown especially fond of Auriel—took turns hugging her. I watched them with a smile. Finally, Sonia and Auriel, who had clearly been through a lot together, faced each other.


      “Sonia, thank you as well,” Auriel murmured. “You supported me more than anyone.”


      “And you gave me a good push too, El,” Sonia said. “Next time we meet, I hope I’ll be able to be more honest about my feelings.”


      Sonia was addressing Auriel pretty casually, but the princess didn’t seem to mind at all. They must have grown pretty close.


      “Yes... Indeed,” Auriel agreed. “I feel the same way, Sonia.”


      Auriel quietly extended her right hand for a farewell handshake. Sonia smiled and took it.


      “I’ll be waiting for your answer,” she said.


      “Hmm?” Auriel hummed. “Whatever do you mean?”


      “Huh?”


      Sonia looked completely thrown off by Auriel’s reply. But Auriel didn’t elaborate. She released Sonia’s hand and boarded the carriage. Leaving a flustered Sonia in its wake, the carriage carrying the princess began to move. Auriel waved energetically as she leaned out the window.


      “Goodbye, Lord Merlin! Sophia! Noise! Sunny!”


      “Huh?”


      “Sunny?”


      Why was Sonia the only one getting a nickname? Curious, I glanced over at Sonia—


      “You’re jumping the gun, idiot,” she muttered under her breath.


      But Sonia was smiling—more brightly than I’d seen in a long time. Somehow, I felt like I understood why Auriel had given her a nickname.


      “Man, things were really lively with Auriel around, huh,” I said.
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      “Yes. I want to see Lady Auriel again,” said Sophia.


      “I miss her already...” Noise said forlornly.


      “Ha ha. We’ll see her again soon,” I comforted her. “We’re setting out on a journey, after all. We’ll stop by the royal capital too. I hear it’s huge—we’ll probably be staying there for quite a while.”


      “Does that mean...?” Sophia looked at me with a start. I nodded plainly.


      “Yeah. We’ll get to talk plenty again.”


      With that, I turned on my heel. Before starting our journey, we needed to make it back to the inn safely. The four of us headed back together, chatting as we walked.


      Until next time, Auriel!

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for picking up volume 2 of Starting on Hard Mode: God Levels, Got Problems!


      I somehow managed to finish writing this volume while shivering in the winter cold and struggling through tax season. I hope that you enjoyed it, even if just a little.


      In volume 2, we were introduced to a new character who didn’t appear in volume 1, Auriel. Those of you who have already read the web version will be familiar with her, but in the published version her personality and backstory differ somewhat from the original.


      You might have thought, “Is she going to join the party?” only for her to up and leave. The flow of the story also differs quite a bit from the web version. Even so, much like in the web version, I feel that volume 2 of the series ended up centering on Auriel.


      To be honest, Auriel has been my favorite character in this series ever since I was writing the web version. I think I made her quite a unique character, and it was a lot of fun bringing her to life. Of course, writing her earlier version was enjoyable as well. If even a few of you readers have come to like Auriel, that would make me very happy.


      And speaking of Auriel, we have to mention Sonia. She also played an active role in volume 2. More than just active, she was a major character.


      At first, I hadn’t planned for Sonia to play such a big role, but as I developed the story, she ended up being the best fit, so she settled into the position of Auriel’s friend. I really love Sonia too. What did you all think? I’d be delighted if more people became Sonia fans.


      Finally, my heartfelt thanks as always to DRE Novels for publishing this book; to my editor, who helped with even more demanding revisions than in volume 1; to the illustrator Ririnra for their absolutely wonderful artwork; and above all, to all of you readers who picked up this book. Thank you so much.


      I hope to see you again in volume 3!
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