
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  
    Table of Contents


    
      	Cover


      	Chapter 1: To the Art Capital


      	Interlude: Big Sister Conference #6


      	Chapter 2: Valdemar House


      	Interlude: The Fifth Sister’s Journey


      	Chapter 3: Mermaid Search


      	Chapter 4: The Truth of the Treasure


      	Interlude: Pandemonium at the Art Capital


      	Chapter 5: Paintings and Conspiracies


      	Chapter 6: Return of the Wicked Devil


      	Chapter 7: The Past That Won’t Return


      	Chapter 8: Challenging the Wicked Devil


      	Chapter 9: Protect the City!


      	Chapter 10: Ecrecia Versus Sieg!


      	Chapter 11: Return


      	Extra: Raiza and Rouga


      	Afterword


      	Color Illustrations


      	Bonus High Resolution Illustrations


      	About J-Novel Club


      	Copyright

    

  

  
    Landmarks


    
      	Table of Contents


      	Color Illustrations

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: To the Art Capital


      “So, this is the sword...”


      Several days after the events at Velhen, we had returned to Rajah and brought the holy sword to Barg’s shop. Not even he had seen a sword like this before. The look in his eyes was unusually serious, and he seemed quite excited.


      “It’s in a terrible state, but there’s no doubt this is a masterfully crafted sword. This corrosion is most likely the effect of a curse,” he said.


      “A curse?” I echoed.


      “Yes. It must have been cast by a demon that was cut by it.”


      “Will the sword return to normal if the curse is broken?”


      “No, it’ll remain like this. The curse itself has already faded away over time.”


      His response made our shoulders slump in disappointment. Breaking a curse was easy—at worst, I could rely on Fam to figure it out—but if the sword itself was so deteriorated, there was no choice but to reforge it. I was completely reliant on Barg’s skill.


      “Can you fix it?” I asked nervously.


      “Who do you think I am? It’ll take some time, but I can figure it out.”


      “That’s the best blacksmith in Rajah for you! Show us the skills of a dwarf!” said Rouga.


      “Damn right. But I can’t do anything without the right materials, and unfortunately, I don’t have any here.” Barg shrugged helplessly.


      Hmm... So he couldn’t do anything about it either.


      “By materials, you mean orichalcum, right?” I said.


      “To be more precise, it’s an alloy based on orichalcum. It’s a high-quality metal invented by the dwarves,” he replied.


      “How much of it do you need?”


      “At the very least, a mass the size of my fist. I should be able to obtain everything else, but...”


      Barg had quickly corrected himself at the sight of our glum faces, but what he said wasn’t particularly helpful to our predicament. Orichalcum was the rarest metal in the world. It was near impossible to obtain in any significant amounts.


      “I guess we have no choice but to visit the Canaria Mines,” Rouga muttered.


      “Don’t bother. There hasn’t been any new orichalcum mined there in the past ten years,” Barg said.


      “Seriously?”


      “You’d have better luck raiding the treasure vault of some royal castle.”


      We were at a complete loss for what to do. It seemed our only choice was to melt down existing weapons, but we had no idea where to find such weapons.


      Wait, maybe...


      We all naturally looked over at Raiza. As the Swordmaster, she had more opportunities to see such weapons.


      “Hmm. I know of a few orichalcum swords...but they’re all national treasures.”


      “Ah.”


      “No, wait.” Raiza started thinking as though trying to remember something. She eventually looked up, her face bright. “Have you heard of a noble family called Valdemar?”


      “Yes. The lord of Elmar, right?” I asked.


      Elmar was a large city located on a lakeshore to the south of the continent. It was a prosperous transportation point and famous for being a city of art. The Valdemar family members governing the city were also famous for being huge art collectors. I knew their name from how often they put bids on Ecrecia’s paintings. As I recalled, the current head of the house was a woman.


      “I think I’ve seen an orichalcum dagger at their estate before. It might be usable as material,” Raiza said.


      “I see. It sure wouldn’t be strange for the Valdemar family to have that,” I replied.


      “But would they be willing to hand over an orichalcum dagger?” Kuruta asked, tilting her head curiously.


      She had a point. It wasn’t something that could easily be given away. They’d probably want something of equivalent value, be it money or something else.


      “We don’t have any other leads, so I think it’s worth paying them a visit,” I said.


      “Yeah! Let’s go right away!” Rouga cheered eagerly, waving a hand. For some reason, he seemed awfully enthusiastic.


      Raiza seemed to have the same thought, as she shot him a fed-up glare. “Now that you mention it, there are rumors that Valdemar’s current head is the most beautiful woman on the continent.”


      “Don’t tell me you’re after her, Rouga,” Nino said with a glare.


      “Hey! How rude! That totally isn’t the entire reason! It’s just one reason...” Rouga mumbled, trailing off nervously.


      At least he never changed. I sighed in exasperation as he looked to me for help.


      “You want to see the most beautiful woman in the world too, don’t you? Sieg?”


      “Huh? Well, I guess I’m curious.”


      “Hm. Really?” Raiza asked.


      “Hmm...” Kuruta hummed.


      The sudden question had startled me into telling the truth without thinking. As a man, it was only natural to have an interest in the most beautiful woman of the land. But Raiza and Kuruta both frowned intensely in response.


      Um, what are those angry expressions about? I hadn’t said anything that terrible, had I?


      “Good grief. There’s more to women than their faces, you know?” Raiza said.


      “That’s right! If you only care about looks, you’ll end up like Rouga!” Kuruta shouted.


      “What do you mean, ‘like Rouga’? What’s wrong with me?!” Rouga protested.


      “But you’re both beautiful too, no? ‘Most beautiful’ or not aside,” I said.


      Raiza and Kuruta froze. They both averted their eyes from me and spoke in rapid succession, stumbling over their words. There was a faint red tinge to their cheeks.


      “I suppose that’s true! Yup! You sure know how to flatter a girl!”


      “Finally acknowledging your sister’s beauty? You’ve grown up well, Noa!”


      “Right...” I said awkwardly.


      “Onward to the art capital, then!” Raiza said, grabbing my hand and dragging me away.


      The others followed us out of Barg’s workshop, and thus, our journey continued on to Elmar.




      “Whoa! It’s Lamia Lake!”


      After three days on a high-speed carriage traveling southeast of Rajah, we passed through an overgrown forest to be greeted by the sight of sparkling water.


      It was Lamia Lake, the point where all the major rivers flowing through the center of the continent converged. The lake was so large, the mountains on the other side could only faintly be seen. It was enough for one to mistake it for the ocean.


      “What a view. No wonder it’s the most popular resort destination in the land,” Rouga said.


      “I’d love to go swimming if we have the time,” Kuruta mumbled.


      “I thought you’d say that, which is why I brought swimsuits,” Nino said.


      “Oh! Smart!”


      “Naturally. You’re always my first priority.”


      Nino took out the swimsuits from somewhere and showed them off proudly. The picture-perfect scenery of a beautiful lake and white mountains in the distance had us all in a good mood. We chatted with each other excitedly as the carriage approached the town of Elmar.


      “The castle on that hill is the Valdemar residence, right?” I asked Raiza.


      “Yeah, that’s the one. It was originally a fort built to protect the town.”


      “Huh. So that’s why it’s so different from everything else,” Kuruta said.


      The wall surrounding the town was a faint cream color, while all the buildings within had classy red roofs. On the hill behind those buildings was a massive castle towering over the town like a giant boulder. It was almost like it was glaring down at the town. For the lord of the art capital, it was quite a boorish building...but it made sense if it used to be a fort. It would have been easy to protect the town from there.


      “The interior went through some dramatic remodeling. You’ll all be shocked—it’s more gorgeous than the average royal palace,” Raiza said.


      “I can’t wait to see that,” Rouga mumbled.


      “Hm? What’s that?” Kuruta interrupted, pointing forward.


      We followed her hand to see an inspection station blocking the road. What was that for? Had something happened? It was rare to see an inspection point in the middle of the road like that.


      Our carriage came to a stop as the soldiers inside the station came running up to us.


      “We’re from the Elmar Guards. Please submit your proof of identity,” one soldier said.


      “Sure. Here you go,” I said.


      We handed over our guild cards. The soldiers looked a little surprised to see them.


      “From Rajah? How unusual.”


      “We just completed a large job and had some time to spare. We’re here on a break.”


      “I see. In that case, the entry fee for five people will be 50,000 gold.”


      “Huh?”


      The unexpected cost left us all speechless. It wasn’t unheard of for cities to have an entry tax, but the cost was usually a thousand gold or so. Ten thousand per person was an outrageous number. Wouldn’t merchants who frequented the city go broke?


      “Hold on a minute. There was no unreasonable tax like that the last time I came here,” Raiza argued.


      “How long ago was the last time you were here?”


      “About two years ago.”


      “Then it’s no wonder you don’t know about it. This price was set a year ago.”


      “Did something happen to the town?” Raiza asked worriedly. Something must have prompted the lord to raise the entry fee so much.


      But the soldier just shrugged apologetically. “We don’t know the reason either. It was decided by the lord.”


      “Such injustice...” Raiza muttered.


      “Sorry, but rules are rules. We can’t let you pass if you don’t pay.”


      “Guess there’s no helping it,” Kuruta said. She reached into her pocket and took out the gold coins to give to the soldiers. She then leaned over to whisper in my still-disgruntled sister’s ear. “If trouble occurs here, we won’t be able to go to the Valdemar estate.”


      “That may be true...but it feels like I’ve lost.”


      “It isn’t a competition,” I pointed out.


      “But...”


      “You can all go through now. Here’s your entry pass,” the soldier said, ignoring Raiza’s grumbles to swiftly process our entry.


      We accepted the passes and our carriage resumed its journey to the city. Our good mood from earlier was completely ruined. The air inside was dark and gloomy.


      “I wonder why they raised the entry fee so much,” Raiza muttered.


      “Who knows? Maybe they wanted to remodel the castle,” Kuruta replied.


      “Even then, 10,000 gold feels like far too much...”


      “There’s no point overthinking it. Oh, that’s right. Take this, Kuruta,” Nino said, handing over her share of the entry fee.


      The rest of us also took out our gold to pay up. Leaving it for later could potentially lead to confusion.


      “All right, we’re here.”


      Eventually, we reached a square in the town. Nino, who was our driver, brought the carriage to a stop. The horses whinnied.


      We stepped out of the carriage to find ourselves in the middle of a big city.


      Wasn’t this meant to be a beautiful art capital? For some reason, the city didn’t feel very lively.


      “It’s oddly quiet,” Kuruta said.


      “It might be more accurate to call it deserted than quiet,” Nino mumbled.


      “That’s weird. Last time I was here, there were artists and musicians performing around every corner,” Raiza said.


      We looked around the square, but there was no sign of any entertainers. In fact, there weren’t many people at all. The neatly maintained streets were empty to an almost eerie degree.


      “Is this because of the entry fee?” I asked.


      “A town shouldn’t decline this much from mere entry fees. There must be some other reason,” Rouga replied.


      “Ugh. Don’t tell me there are more fees hidden elsewhere,” Kuruta said.


      “Who knows? But the quicker we finish our business here, the better.”


      We all nodded in agreement. Our job was to go to the Valdemar estate as soon as possible and negotiate for their orichalcum dagger. It felt like something bad would happen if we stayed in this town for too long.


      “We’re counting on you for the next step, sis. Your connection to them is our only hope,” I said.


      “I know. Let’s go,” Raiza replied.


      “Just a reminder, but don’t throw a fit if things don’t go our way, yeah?” Kuruta said.


      “I know that! Don’t treat me like a child!” Raiza answered sullenly. She got upset so easily, it was a little worrying...but I decided not to say that out loud.


      And so, Raiza led us all toward the Valdemar castle.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: Big Sister Conference #6


      While Sieg, aka Noa, and his party were visiting Elmar, his sisters had gathered for another meeting at their mansion in the capital of Beogran. They were holding the sixth big sister conference. Aeria, who had hurried home from Velhen, was also in attendance.


      “I can’t believe Aeria failed too,” Ciel said reproachfully as soon as the meeting started.


      Fam and Ecrecia nodded in agreement. They’d had high hopes for their eldest sister, who was currently frowning at them rather grimly.


      “There’s no point in bringing up the past. We should focus on how to solve the problem at hand,” Aeria said.


      “That may be true, but why did you fail? I want to know that more,” Ciel said.


      “Noa has grown stronger than I expected.”


      “Even with your secret weapon?”


      “Yes, he attacked its weak point.”


      Aeria’s voice was surprisingly calm as she explained her own defeat. While she was frustrated with herself, she was more pleased with her brother’s growth. The other siblings seemed to feel the same way, as the meeting had a much more harmonious atmosphere than the previous ones—with the exception of one sister.


      The fifth sister, Ecrecia.


      She slammed her hands against the table and stood up. “This isn’t the time for smiles. Noa needs to be brought home immediately.”


      “About that... I think we should wait and observe for now,” Aeria replied with a hint of resignation in her voice.


      “Huh?”


      “Noa might gain more strength than we expected, and Raiza’s by his side anyway.”


      “That’s right! He obtained the holy sword just as Fam ordered too. We don’t have a right to complain after he did what was asked of him,” Ciel said, shrugging in defeat. She believed Noa could handle any demon in his current state—in fact, it was probably safer for him to stay in Rajah and improve his skills there instead. While his sisters could provide training at home, there were some things he could only learn by doing them in real-life situations.


      “But if he’s not near us, he might be taken by someone,” Ecrecia said.


      “I think it’ll be fine. There was a good balance in his group from what I saw,” Aeria said with a smile. The image of Raiza and Kuruta arguing with each other flashed through her head.


      As long as those two keep each other in check, it’ll be fine.


      That was her analysis of Noa’s current situation, but Ecrecia puffed up her cheeks in displeasure. “It’s still unacceptable.”


      “Well, you didn’t see them in person, so that’s understandable,” Fam said.


      “If you’re all going to be like that, I’m going to go too,” Ecrecia declared. She’d had enough of her sisters’ passive attitudes and would take matters into her own hands.


      She turned to leave the room, but Ciel hurriedly called out to her. “Wait! If you go, you’ll definitely take it too far!”


      “Ciel’s right. If you leave Noa’s heart in an abnormal state, I might not be able to heal him,” Fam added worriedly.


      “It’ll be fine. I’ll go easy on him.”


      “Do you know how to go easy on someone?” Ciel asked.


      “I’ll do my best.”


      Ecrecia had avoided answering the question just like a politician or noble. She clearly had no confidence in herself. There was no telling what would happen if she went. Ciel immediately tried to confront her, but she reached into her pocket and took out a picture first.
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      “Art Technique: The Saint’s Grief.”


      “Oh no!”


      It was so sudden, Ciel failed to react in time. She had looked directly at the picture in Ecrecia’s hand. Tears soon started spilling from her eyes. Sadness she couldn’t hold back flowed from the bottom of her heart.


      “Waaah! I’m so sad, it feels like I’m suffocating!” Ciel crumpled to the floor in tears, unable to hound Ecrecia any further.


      As an extraordinary artist, Ecrecia was capable of controlling emotions through her art. Art Technique was a move unique to her and relied entirely on ability and artistic sense, not magic. Even a sage like Ciel couldn’t defend against it. However, it had no effect on anything that wasn’t human.


      “Ecrecia! You promised not to use that on your sisters!” Aeria scolded.


      “Bringing Noa back is more important than that promise.”


      “I won’t allow you to do as you please! You’ve always had far too much freedom—”


      Ecrecia took out another picture and thrust it at Aeria.


      “Art Technique: The Cheering Masses.”


      This time, Aeria’s expression visibly brightened. She bent over clutching her stomach and started laughing to herself.


      “Ha ha ha! This isn’t good... I can’t stop laughing!” She fell out of her seat and completely forgot about stopping Ecrecia.


      Once Ecrecia had confirmed that, she put her picture away and turned to Fam, who was looking on with a troubled expression.


      “I leave our sisters to you,” Ecrecia said.


      “You can’t just expect me to heal everything, Ecrecia!”


      “Well, I can’t do anything about them now.”


      It seemed she had used her power without thinking of the consequences. Fam pressed a hand to her own forehead in exasperation.


      “Fine. But please, please don’t go too far.”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll definitely bring Noa back.”


      “That’s not what I said...”


      Ecrecia left the room without listening to the rest of Fam’s words. Fam sighed again and folded her arms in thought.


      “I had a feeling this would happen. There’s going to be a big storm on the horizon...”


      Thus, the threat of the great artist Ecrecia drew closer to Noa.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Valdemar House


      “What?! The Swordmaster?!”


      In the Valdemar castle that towered over the city, Raiza had quietly revealed her identity at the front gate. The soldiers immediately swarmed around us in an uproar. As always, the presence of the Swordmaster garnered extreme reactions.


      “I normally keep my identity a secret, so I’d appreciate your silence on this,” Raiza said.


      “Of course. However, we cannot just take you at your word.”


      “I’ve visited the estate before. Is there anyone who remembers me?”


      “Unfortunately, the turnover of employees here is rather high. I’m new here myself,” the soldier said apologetically.


      It seemed like almost all the personnel had been replaced over the past two years. First the entry tax, now the Valdemar estate... What was going on?


      We looked at each other and whispered under our breaths.


      “I’m getting a bad feeling about this,” Nino said.


      “Yeah, but we can’t just go home now,” Rouga replied.


      Just then, Raiza reached into her pocket and took out a dagger. It had the Winster Kingdom’s emblem—a lily—carved into the hilt. It was an item given to the Swordmaster by the royal family. It didn’t have much use as a blade, but it was the perfect item to prove her identity.


      The soldier took one look at it and paled. “I see! Please wait here. I will contact Master Leonida immediately!”


      “Please do,” Raiza replied.


      The soldier hurried off toward the castle.


      Before long, a woman in a maid uniform appeared at the gate. She carried herself with an elegance that suggested she had a fairly high position within the Valdemar house. However, there was something odd about her appearance. She wore a white mask that hid half her face.


      “I am the head servant, Teir. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said.


      “Swordmaster Raiza. The pleasure’s all mine. This is my little brother and his friends.”


      We all bowed as Raiza introduced us. Kuruta, Nino, and Rouga all had slightly stiff expressions—they were probably taken aback by Teir’s appearance.


      Teir brushed her long hair out of her face and chuckled. “Does my appearance surprise you?”


      “Yes, somewhat,” I said.


      “This is on Master Leonida’s orders. She’s asked that all the women in your group wear these.”


      Teir held out masks just like hers to Raiza and the others. Everyone’s brows immediately furrowed. Asking only the women to wear masks was a bizarre order.


      “Why do we have to wear them?” Raiza asked.


      “I cannot disclose the reason. But this is the rule of this castle,” Teir said. She had no intention of listening to our complaints.


      Eventually, Nino gave in and put on the mask. After confirming that nothing seemed out of the ordinary, she urged Raiza and Kuruta to do the same.


      “Good grief. What an odd rule,” Raiza grumbled.


      “It’s a little amusing to me. Kind of like a masquerade party,” Kuruta said.


      “Really? It’s just in the way for me.”


      “Well? How do I look?”


      Unlike my unhappy sister, Kuruta seemed to be having fun. She laughed as she twirled on the spot, showing off her masked form. There was something unique and beautiful about her appearance.
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      Once the women had put on the masks, we were led inside the castle.


      “Whoa... This sure is something else!” Rouga said.


      “Yikes. I’d call it a little scary,” Kuruta commented.


      Like Raiza had said, the interior of the castle had been remodeled luxuriously. Every inch of the walls, floors, and even ceilings was ornamental.


      On top of that, there were works of art placed all over the place. Was that painting of a flower vase on the wall over there a Gough work? A genuine piece would go for over a hundred million at auction.


      There were other dazzling masterpieces on open display too.


      “This way,” Teir said.


      She led us through the castle for a while. Eventually, we arrived at a corner room on the top floor. The ebony black door opened to reveal a woman in a dress.


      “Good day. I am the head of the house, Leonida,” she said, holding her skirt down as she bowed elegantly.


      So, this is the head of the Valdemar house...


      Rouga had called her the most beautiful woman on the continent, and her appearance really did make that seem true. She had long, glossy, purple hair, white skin, and crimson lipstick. It was a combination that should have seemed gaudy, yet she pulled off the look with elegance. She also had a terrific figure with alluring curves.


      Rouga’s eyes had been fixed on her chest as she bowed.


      “Rouga...” I muttered in warning.


      “S-Sorry! You’re just so beautiful, I couldn’t take my eyes off you!” he said in a fluster.


      “I don’t mind. It’s natural to be captivated by my beauty,” Leonida said with an elegant smile.


      Rather than kind, I’d probably call her quirky. She had an awfully confident attitude, and there was something about it that bothered me. Before we knew it, she was talking about herself unprompted.


      “Despite my appearance, I’m thirty-eight years old. I know, I easily look ten years younger than that. I go through every effort to maintain this beautiful face and figure of mine—”


      “Ahem! It’s been a long time, Lady Leonida!” Raiza said. She had cut off Leonida’s long ramble with a loud greeting.


      Thanks to that, Leonida paused in her speech and smiled elegantly again. “My apologies. What business did you have with me today, Raiza?”


      “There’s an item in the Valdemar house’s collection I’m interested in.”


      “Oh?” Leonida frowned, her voice slightly lower than before. There was a dark glint in her eyes. “What item?” She slowly leaned toward us. There was a saying that beautiful women were scariest when angry, and Leonida was no exception. I could feel an intense pressure being exerted by her.


      But my sister was unfazed. “The dagger you previously showed me,” she said.


      “From the time I asked you to train my soldiers?”


      “Yes.”


      “Did I show you a dagger back then?” Leonida tilted her head as though puzzled. But there was something unnatural about the movement. It was clear she was lying about something.


      Whether my sister picked up on that or not, she looked a little surprised. “Yes, you showed it to me. It was a dark silver dagger,” she said firmly.


      “You must mean Durite. Hmm, that’s a little troubling,” Leonida said, hesitating over her words with a dramatic air.


      Raiza gave her a skeptical look. “Is it something especially precious?”


      “Yes, that blade is basically a family heirloom,” Leonida replied. She paused in an overly exaggerated manner, looking between me and Raiza with an oddly calculating, bewitching gaze. Eventually, she clapped her hands together. “All right. If you absolutely must have it, I’m willing to part with it.”


      “Ooh! That would be great!” Raiza said.


      “But only under one condition.”


      “And that is?”


      “I want a different treasure to replace it,” Leonida said, suddenly getting up from her chair. She opened the window and stared out at the lake in the distance. “Have you heard the tale of the mermaid of Lamia Lake?”


      “By mermaid, do you mean those gross fish-headed creatures?” asked Raiza.


      “Those are fishfolk, not mermaids, Raiza,” I said, correcting her.


      “Huh? Are fishfolk and mermaids different?” she asked with a straight face.


      Sure, they were both fish-related beings...but who would ever mistake one for the other? It was too tiring to explain to my sister, so I turned to Leonida instead.


      “Mermaids are demihumans that are human on top and fish on the bottom, right? And only female ones are said to exist,” I clarified.


      “Yes, exactly. I’m desperately after their teardrops.”


      “Tears of a mermaid... An ingredient used in elixirs of youth,” Kuruta muttered.


      I’d heard the legends of mermaid tears before too. They were immortal, and a single drop of their tears could make someone a decade younger. In ancient times, wars had been waged over them.


      “It hardly sounds believable. Would a mermaid really be there?” Rouga asked.


      He had a point. Mermaids weren’t easy to come across by any means. There were some people who didn’t even believe they existed. Why would there be one just hanging out in a developed area like Lamia Lake? A species as rare as a mermaid would have been noticed long ago. It would make more sense for them to be in hiding.


      However, Leonida was enraged by that. “It absolutely exists! I guarantee it!” she stated firmly, glaring at him. Her gaze was so sharp, it almost felt crazed. A terrifying obsession could be glimpsed in her expression.


      Just then, something white and powdery fell from her face.


      What was that?


      As soon as I noticed it, Leonida whirled around so that her back was facing us. She reached into her pocket and took out a powder box to quickly touch up her makeup.


      “Oh no, it’s peeling! Ugh, it comes off so fast!”


      “Um, Lady Leonida? Is everything okay?” I asked.


      “Ahem. Pardon me.” Leonida turned back like nothing had happened. There was a thicker layer of makeup on her face than before.


      What was that just now?


      When I looked closely, her makeup was rather thick. Her overwhelming aura had distracted me from noticing earlier, but her makeup was basically caked on. She’d said she was thirty-eight years old, but she might have been understating that...


      “At any rate, if you want the dagger, bring me the mermaid’s tears. That is my condition,” she said.


      “Very well. If that’s what it’ll take,” Raiza agreed.


      “Teir will fill you in on the details. You have my permission to stay in the castle until you fulfill that condition,” Leonida said rapidly. She clearly wanted us to leave the room as soon as possible. Was her makeup in danger of coming off? We had no choice but to follow Teir out of the room.


      “Whew... That was kind of tiring,” Rouga said once we were a distance from the office.


      “Yeah. She wasn’t that sensitive the last time I met her,” Raiza replied.


      “If not for the incident, Master Leonida wouldn’t have...” Teir said sadly.


      “Hm? What incident?” Raiza asked.


      “No, it’s nothing. Forget I said it.” The maid brushed over the topic with a chuckle, then continued in a brighter voice, “What will you be doing for accommodations? Master Leonida has already given her permission if you wish to stay at the castle.”


      “Might as well. Is everyone else okay with that?” Raiza asked.


      “Yeah, it’s a rare chance to stay at a fancy castle,” Kuruta replied excitedly.


      The rest of us nodded in agreement. From the looks of the interior, the guest rooms would be quite extravagant. We had no reason to refuse.


      And so, our stay at the Valdemar estate was decided.


      “Wow, this is so good!”


      That night, we were treated to dinner at the castle. As one would expect of the great lord of the art capital, the dishes that lined the table were all sophisticated in appearance and taste. We couldn’t put down our forks.


      “So what are we doing tomorrow? We agreed to the job without thinking it through. Do we have any leads?” Kuruta asked sharply, looking at Raiza.


      We had been overwhelmed by Leonida’s momentum earlier, but that didn’t change the fact that we’d agreed to bring her mermaid tears. We couldn’t go back on our word now, but it had been a rather careless decision. The object she was demanding was a legendary treasure. It wouldn’t be easy to obtain.


      “We have no leads. But Lamia Lake can’t be that big, right? I’m sure it’ll work out,” Raiza said lightly.


      “I knew you’d say that.”


      “Searching the whole lake is unrealistic,” I said.


      “Grr... We can make up for it with our guts!” Raiza argued weakly.


      Even after everything that had happened in Velhen, she hadn’t learned her lesson about acting rashly. If it was a personality problem, there was a chance she’d never learn...


      “We already have some information on the location of the mermaid,” Teir eventually said, stepping in to offer my troubled sister assistance.


      She took out a map of the area around the lake and spread it out on the table. We quickly finished eating and gathered around it.


      “This cross marks where mermaid scales have been found in the past. But it cannot be approached under normal conditions.”


      “What do you mean?” Raiza asked.


      “The spot is the location of a small boulder, but you can’t get near it no matter how long you move. It’s almost like you start looping around it.”


      I see. The mermaids probably have a barrier set up there.


      Was it one that could warp space? Or was it one that created illusions? Maybe it was one that altered perception. There were plenty of possibilities, and each one spelled trouble.


      “That sounds like quite a pickle,” Rouga muttered.


      “But it’s better than looking around blindly,” said Raiza.


      “Yeah,” Kuruta agreed. She turned to Teir. “The fact that you know there’s a mermaid settlement here means someone’s gotten in before, right?”


      She had a point. If no one had entered the settlement before, it wouldn’t have been discovered.


      Teir smiled knowingly. “That’s right. There are records of someone passing through the barrier before. According to those records, the barrier becomes weak enough to break through on full moon nights.”


      “So it has something to do with the magic energy of the moon,” I guessed.


      “Most likely. The investigation records also concluded that,” Teir said.


      “It sounds like finding a mermaid won’t be that impossible,” Raiza said.


      “Hmm... But the problem comes after that,” Kuruta mumbled with a grim frown.


      Mermaids were demihumans with intelligence extremely similar to that of humans. The legends also said they were relatively mild-mannered. Gaining their tears might require getting inside the barrier where they lived in peace and resorting to violence. Kuruta seemed hesitant to do that. That was understandable. Even though she was a first-class adventurer, she was still a kind young lady.


      “Let’s do our best to gain their cooperation. Things might work out if we ask nicely,” I said.


      “Hopefully...” Kuruta muttered.


      “We have no choice but to beg. So, when’s the next full moon?” asked Rouga.


      “In five days,” Nino replied. She hadn’t even shown any sign of thinking about it before giving an immediate answer. Was that because she was a ninja?


      Hmm. Five days, huh? It was a surprisingly good amount of time to prepare.


      “Then we’ll focus on gathering information and making preparations until the full moon. Can you show us the documents with the records you just mentioned, Teir?” I asked.


      “Of course. It’s from the Orlando Investigation Records stored in the library in town. I’ll make arrangements for you to access it.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      “I guess I’ll take some jobs while gathering information. There’s a guild in Elmar as well, right?” Rouga asked her.


      “Of course.”


      “I’ll go with him,” Raiza said, choosing to work with Rouga. It was rather rare for her to volunteer to spend time away from me. She was normally the first to demand otherwise.


      I gave her a skeptical look, and she immediately averted her eyes. Was she feeling guilty about something?


      “I just want to respect my little brother’s autonomy!” she said.


      “Really?”


      “It’s true! It’s definitely not because I hate looking at written text!”


      “Oh, that’s right...”


      Raiza had always hated research. According to her, this hatred started when Aeria had forced her to sit at a desk and study for a prolonged period of time. It had happened quite a long time ago, so I hadn’t witnessed it directly.


      “I’ll go with Sieg, then. I’ll definitely be more useful,” Kuruta said smugly.


      “Grr... If only it wasn’t the library!”


      “Hey, it’s okay! It’s just for one day!” I said, desperately trying to calm my growling sister.


      But Kuruta had decided that this was the time to strike. She continued taunting Raiza. “It might be a surprise to you, but I’m actually well educated. Unlike you.”


      “Hmph! Then I bet you can’t answer this!”


      “Answer what?”


      “Nine times nine!”


      “Eighty-one,” Kuruta replied immediately.


      Raiza’s jaw dropped in astonishment. “Fine! I’ll allow it this one time!”


      “Too easy,” Kuruta muttered with a straight face.


      Just then, Nino raised her hand. “I’ll go with Kuruta. I can say my times tables too.”


      “You don’t need to rub it in!” Raiza snapped as Nino laughed at her.


      And so, we divided into two groups to begin gathering information.




      “So, this is the Grand Library of Elmar! It’s huge!”


      The next day, the three of us went to the library in town. As one might expect of the art capital, the building was huge and highly decorated. The dark-brown bookshelves contrasted well with the green wallpaper, and the unique scent of old books enhanced the ancient feeling of the atmosphere.


      “Welcome to the Elmar Library. What are you looking for today?” the receptionist said as soon as we approached.


      I took out the referral letter Teir had given us. For some reason, her expression darkened faintly.


      “Oh. Were you hired by the lord?” she asked.


      “Yes, we’re here to see the records,” I replied.


      “Please follow me.”


      The librarian immediately began walking. It was clear we weren’t welcome there. Had disapproval of the lord already spread this far? The three of us followed her brisk steps past all the bookshelves toward the back.


      “The records you are after are stored in this reference room.”


      Eventually, we reached a heavily locked door. The doorknob and decorations were rusted from old age. The librarian unlocked the door and moved out of the way. “This is as far as I can lead you.”


      “Thank you very much,” I said.


      “Please handle the materials with care. If any of the records are damaged, the Valdemar house will be billed for compensation.”


      “Has something like that happened before?” I couldn’t help but ask that after seeing the librarian’s hostile attitude. It wasn’t normal to have this much hostility toward mere messengers.


      Her tone was heavy as she replied, “There have been a few occasions of the lord sending adventurers here. None of them had particularly good manners.”


      “Oh, so that’s why. There are some rough adventurers out there.”


      “Yes. You seem a little different from those who previously came,” she said, finally relaxing her expression a little.


      The Valdemar house had apparently hired adventurers before us. Teir hadn’t mentioned anything about that, though. I exchanged looks with my friends. Leonida was seeming more suspicious by the moment.


      Just then, the librarian asked us an unexpected question. “Judging from your reaction, the three of you aren’t here for the lord’s bounty, are you?”


      “Bounty? We don’t know anything about a bounty,” Kuruta replied.


      “We came here because we wanted to make a deal with the lord. We’re working toward that deal right now.”


      “Is that so? Then allow me to give you a warning. Mermaid tears are impossible to obtain. The sooner you give up, the better.”


      Our eyes widened at her words. What did she mean by that?


      She continued before we could say anything. “The lord has placed a bounty of 100 million gold on mermaid tears. Many adventurers have come here in an attempt to obtain it, and they always head to the lake after seeing the records here.”


      “Did they all fail?” I asked.


      “No one has returned.”


      That was quite a shocking revelation. But we couldn’t give up on the mermaid tears so easily either. The holy sword couldn’t be repaired unless Leonida gave us the dagger. Without the sword, we wouldn’t be able to repel the demons when they made their move.


      “Thank you for the warning,” I said to the librarian before slowly opening the door.


      She had a sad expression on her face as she left. We walked through the door to find ourselves in a narrow passage. The passage went down underground, and the stone walls were sparsely illuminated by magic stone lamps.


      “That aside, 100 million gold... Why do you think Leonida wants mermaid tears so much?” I asked Kuruta as we walked.


      That wasn’t a normal amount for a lord to pay an adventurer.


      Kuruta brought her hand to her chin in thought. “Hmm. It kind of makes sense.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      “She’s at the age where she feels most keenly that she’s not young anymore. I’m not surprised she’s willing to grasp at straws.”


      “But why would she pay 100 million for that? She seems to be struggling already.”


      “Maybe she fell in love?” Kuruta suggested with a mischievous smirk.


      For some reason, I was startled by her expression and words.


      “Just kidding,” she said with a laugh.


      Well, Leonida was getting on in years...but I doubted that was the case.


      “Looks like we’re here,” Nino said.


      We had walked far enough down the passage to reach another door. It was quite a deep basement, built to protect valuable records. This time, the door wasn’t locked. I pushed it open with a heavy creak.


      “Bleh! It’s so dusty in here!” Kuruta complained.


      “Where’s the light? Is this it?” Nino pressed a switch on the wall and lit up all the magic stone lamps. I doubted anyone came down here, since everything was covered in dust and mold. It felt like we’d get sick if we stayed here too long.


      “Now, where’s the Orlando Investigation Records? Found it!” Kuruta said.


      It was easy to find the records we were after—it was the only book that wasn’t covered in dust. Well, perhaps it would be better to call it a notebook? It was a collection of notes made for personal use, not a formally printed text. The cover had faded to brown, vividly portraying the passing of time.


      “I’m going to open it,” I said. After the warning we’d received earlier, I felt a little nervous about reading the documents.


      And so, our investigation began.




      “Hmm, what do we have here?”


      The notes were an investigation log dispatched by a particular nation. Judging from the date, it had been created roughly two hundred years ago. The captain’s name was Orlando, which was why the notes were titled Orlando Investigation Records. They started from the home country they were dispatched from. It was actually quite interesting to read. The author liked to note the customs of the time.


      10 April, Year 1450 of the Holy Era.


      After a two-month journey, we arrived at Lamia Lake. The land is as beautiful as the rumors described, healing our hearts after our strict travel schedule. If we ever discover the mermaids, we should ask the king to reward us with vacation homes here.


      11 April, Year 1450 of the Holy Era.


      We visited the Valdemar house that governs Lamia Lake. They gave us a warm welcome but were reluctant to share any information. It seems they think we should offer information if we want them to give us information. We have to contact our home nation to confirm how much information we’re permitted to give to them. Being unable to make such decisions on the spot is one of the many awful faults of our nation.


      17 April, Year 1450 of the Holy Era.


      A pigeon arrived from the home country that stated the range of information that could be shared with the Valdemar family. The Valdemar family agreed to share information with our investigation team. They also appear to be after the mermaid tears, as we gained a lot of information from them. Their map on the locations of mermaid sightings was especially helpful. We’ll send a boat out tomorrow to the center of the lake where the most sightings were noted.


      18 April, Year 1450 of the Holy Era.


      Our first investigation was a failure. We couldn’t find any mermaids. But our team was able to confirm the existence of a barrier around a small island. According to the sorcerer accompanying us, the space was distorted by quite an advanced spell. We tried to break through with force on the spot, but failed.


      20 April, Year 1450 of the Holy Era.


      We’ve discovered the fact that mermaids are spotted more on full moons. We’ve formed a hypothesis that the magic power of the moon temporarily weakens the barrier. The next full moon is in ten days, so we will rest until then. It’s such a lovely sightseeing spot, it should be fine to enjoy ourselves for a little while.


      30 April, Year 1450 of the Holy Era.


      We succeeded in crossing the barrier and entering the mermaid settlement. They were beautiful.


      Huh? That was weird. I quickly turned the page, but the rest of the notebook was blank. What exactly had happened at the mermaid settlement? According to the library’s records, the author of this notebook had managed to return to town, but...


      “What is this? Isn’t it a little creepy?” Kuruta asked.


      “There has to be more to it,” Nino said.


      They were both pale after reading the unexpected contents—especially since the librarian had told us no one else had ever returned. Did seeing the mermaids have some kind of mental effect on a person? Whoever wrote this was clearly not in their right mind.


      “Let’s look around to see if there’s anything else on mermaids,” I said.


      “Yeah... This is too little to go on,” Kuruta agreed.


      We searched through the bookshelves for similar documents and discovered a few books, but the records in each one stopped after the author entered the mermaid settlement. Orlando Investigation Record was the best out of all of them, as it at least had some information on the mermaids.


      “From the looks of it, people have been trying to enter the mermaid settlement for a long time now,” Kuruta said.


      “Yes. But it seems those all ended in failure,” Nino noted.


      “Hmm... This might be more difficult than we thought,” I muttered.


      Why had the infiltration of the mermaid settlement ended in failure? We’d just be repeating past mistakes if we charged in without knowing that. If only there had been records of what happened to those who returned...but we weren’t able to find anything of that sort.


      “Someone may have erased those records on purpose,” Nino eventually mumbled. She pointed to the blank page before her. “This part is a different color. I think the paper’s been rubbed away.”


      “Rubbed away? Is that even possible?” Kuruta asked.


      “Paper used to be made thick so that they could be rubbed thinner with friction. Ninjas used that method to alter past documents.”


      Had Nino done something similar before? She seemed awfully knowledgeable on the subject—enough to make me and Kuruta recoil a little. It wasn’t as serious as seeing the dark side of someone, but it felt like I had caught a glimpse of a hidden part of her.


      She cleared her throat awkwardly. “At any rate, it’s possible that all the material on this topic has been hidden.”


      “But why would anyone do that?” I asked.


      “If we can find their motive, it might provide a clue,” she said.


      “Should we ask Leonida if she knows anything?” Kuruta suggested.


      I shook my head. It was possible that the Valdemar family was the one behind the hidden materials. Though the reason was unclear, only the lord governing this land could pull off something like this. Consulting Leonida about it felt like the wrong move to make here.


      “Let’s keep it to ourselves for now. We still have to exchange information with Raiza too,” I said.


      “You’re right. I don’t trust Leonida either,” Kuruta agreed.


      Having finished reading the available material on the subject, we returned to the castle to wait for Raiza and Rouga’s return.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: The Fifth Sister’s Journey


      “This is weird...”


      While Noa’s group was struggling in the library reference room, Ecrecia was standing in the middle of a snowy field. She had boarded a carriage headed for Rajah, yet it had stopped in the mountains for some reason.


      “I should’ve gotten Aeria to arrange transport for me.”


      In fact, this was Ecrecia’s first trip away from home alone. She always went with one of her sisters or had someone pick her up. She had never had to make her own travel arrangements before. In her normal life, she was usually shut away at home. The only time she went out was to deal with important patrons for commissions.


      “I have to do something,” Ecrecia muttered, hugging herself in the snowstorm.


      She had to find a village to confirm her current location as soon as possible. She trembled as she slowly walked through the snow. Twenty minutes later, she was fortunate enough to find a small settlement in the silver-white world.


      “Oh my! What are you doing out here?” an old lady who spotted her asked.


      Ecrecia brushed the snow off her face. “I want to go to Rajah. Where am I?”


      “Rajah? This is the Razen Mountains.”


      The Razen Mountains were a mountain range that stretched across the south of the continent. The name started with the same syllable as Rajah, but it was located in a completely different direction. How had she ended up here? Ecrecia scratched her head, but she couldn’t remember. In short, she had an atrocious sense of direction. And to make it worse, she wasn’t even aware of it.


      “Thank you. Rajah would be north of here, then?” Ecrecia resumed walking.


      The old lady hurriedly called out to her, “Wait a moment! If you walk through the mountains dressed like that, you’ll freeze! And Rajah isn’t a walkable distance from here!”


      “But I have to hurry and find Noa... Achoo!”


      Ecrecia sneezed. The old lady sighed at how fast her point was proven and invited Ecrecia to her home.


      “You’ll catch a cold at this rate. Come to my place!”


      “All right, if you insist.”


      And so, Ecrecia reluctantly followed the old lady home. The small but well-constructed log house had a stone fireplace at the back. The flames burned red, melting the snow on Ecrecia’s clothes in no time. She couldn’t hold back the sigh she let out.


      “It’s so warm...”


      “Rest here for a bit,” the old lady said. She moved to the kitchen, roughly massaging her lower back.


      She eventually returned with a steaming cup of milk. The faintly sweet scent tickled Ecrecia’s nose.


      “Go on, drink up. It’ll warm you more.”


      “Thank you. Mm, it’s good.”


      Unable to tolerate hot drinks, Ecrecia sipped at the milk slowly. She eventually finished it all and thanked the old lady with a drowsy smile. Her expression was full of happiness, making the old lady laugh in amusement.


      “How adorable. Where did you come from?”


      “Winster Kingdom.”


      “Wow, that’s quite a distance from here. Are you going to Rajah for work?”


      “I’m going to find my little brother.”


      The old lady’s expression changed. She looked sad as she muttered, “I see. You’re looking for your family.”


      “Yes, my brother is very important to me. We’ve been living together for as long as I can remember, but he recently left home.”


      “And he went to Rajah? Did he become an adventurer?”


      “That’s what I was told.”


      “That’s worrisome. I had a grandchild who became an adventurer, so I know how you feel,” the old lady said, then fell silent. She looked up at the ceiling as though looking back on her past. An inexpressible grief flickered in her eyes. After a long moment of silence, she snapped back to the present with a gasp. “Sorry about that. I’ve dampened the mood.”


      “That’s fine. When you say ‘had’...”


      “He went missing. He said he found a well-paying job and went down the mountain, and we never saw him again. All I have left of him is that picture.”


      The old lady pointed to a portrait hanging on the wall. It was a painting of a young boy around ten years old. He had short, spiky hair and large eyes and seemed full of life. It must have been painted by a professional artist. His expression was so animated, it was quite a masterpiece. But there was a scribble drawn over part of his face.


      “Have you heard of a city called Elmar before? It’s a short distance down from the mountain,” said the old lady.


      “I’ve been a few times. It’s the art capital of the continent.”


      “Yes, yes, that’s the one. A painter from there has a vacation home in our village. My son had this painting specially commissioned when the painter visited our village to rest.”


      “Wow... Judging from the style, he was quite a visionary.”


      “I don’t know the details, but he was amazing. Unfortunately, my grandson ruined it with his prank.” The old lady walked up to the painting. She stroked the frame gently, tears welling in her eyes. “If I’d known this would be his last keepsake...I would have been more careful with it...”


      “Grandma,” Ecrecia said. She approached the old lady and rubbed her back.


      The old lady looked back at her apologetically. “Sorry for making you listen to this.”


      “No, you’re the one who helped me.”


      “I did nothing special. We should all help each other out.” She wiped her eyes.


      Ecrecia watched her before hesitantly making a suggestion. “May I touch up that painting for you?”


      “Huh?” The old lady’s eyes widened at the unexpected offer. “You can repair this painting?”


      “Yes,” Ecrecia answered with a confident nod.


      But the old lady was skeptical. Although there was a large scribble over the painting, it had been done by a famous painter. It wasn’t something that could be fixed by an amateur, and the model was no longer here either. It seemed like a hopeless situation.


      “That’s impossible,” she said.


      “It’s possible. I can fix it no matter what.” Offended by the old lady’s attitude, Ecrecia’s response came out harsher than usual. She reached into her bag and began taking out her painting supplies.


      Seeing that, the old lady realized Ecrecia wasn’t just a mere amateur. Her expression changed. “But I think it might be difficult. And I don’t have any money to pay you.”


      “In that case, I want those gloves.” Ecrecia pointed at a red pair of gloves on a nearby shelf. It was a hand-knit pair made by the old lady. They were made quite well but had almost no monetary value. Still, they had caught Ecrecia’s eye.


      “If you’re sure you’re happy with that, you can have them.”


      “Thank you.”


      Ecrecia smiled and began to lose herself in her work. She stared closely at the areas that had been scribbled on and carefully began repairing them. Then she added colors to blend the repainted area with the entire picture. Her brush danced across the canvas with comfortable steps. It was such a breathtaking sight, the old lady sighed in spite of herself.


      “Are you a professional painter?” she asked.


      “Something like that, but not quite,” Ecrecia answered vaguely, not wanting to give herself away.


      She continued working for half a day. As the sun began to set, the large scribbles had all been removed and the painting had been restored to perfection. It was almost like time had been rewound. In fact, the portrait looked even more radiant than the original.


      “Wow! It’s perfect!”


      “It was nothing.”


      “It’s even nicer than the original!”


      The old lady beamed with satisfaction at the result. She hugged Ecrecia and headed to the kitchen to begin cooking dinner while humming happily. She was going to treat Ecrecia to a good meal as a thank-you.


      Just then, someone knocked on the front door.


      “Hm? Who could it be at this hour?”


      It was already evening. Who would be visiting unannounced at this time? The old lady opened the door with a suspicious look and two men walked in. They were both in their mid-thirties to early forties. They had a mean look in their eyes—Ecrecia could immediately tell they weren’t good people.


      “Not you lot again. I’m not selling the mountain. Give up.”


      “You sure about that? With your son gone, the responsibility to pay will fall on you.”


      “That’s ridiculous. It’s the village chief’s wandering son who created that debt. The village chief should pay it.”


      “The chief has already disowned his son.”


      “That fake story? It’s all a cheap trick.”


      Their argument continued for a while. Eventually, the men ran out of patience and pushed the old lady aside to enter the rest of the house.


      “Hmph. There’s nothing of value in this house!”


      “We know that. Hm?”


      One of the men noticed Ecrecia. He tilted his head in confusion at the unfamiliar girl he had never seen in the village. It was rare for this remote place to get outsiders.


      “Who are you?” he asked.


      “I’m a traveler who got lost on the mountain. The lady over there helped me.”


      “A lost traveler, huh? Too many tourists from the city underestimate the mountains,” the man said, sneering at Ecrecia’s outfit. Her clothes were made of thin fabric that was clearly produced in another area. But the next moment, his face froze. His gaze was fixed on the painting on the wall. “What?! The painting’s been restored?!”


      “Yes, that girl restored it for me. She did very well, don’t you think?” said the old lady.


      “There’s no way! That’s one of Rosage’s works! It would’ve sold for a fortune!” the man yelled, then gasped in realization.


      Ecrecia immediately frowned. “So your true target was the painting, not the mountain.”


      “N-No... We never said that...”


      “A real Rosage goes for tens of millions of gold even when scribbled on. You were going to demand it instead of the mountain because she didn’t know its true value, correct?”


      Ecrecia’s words shocked the old lady into falling. One remote mountain didn’t have nearly as much value as that.


      “Is that true?! That would be over ten times the value of this mountain!”


      “Yeah, it’s the truth. But there’s no value in it now that it’s like this!” the man spat. He and his companion ran out of the house.


      The old lady scoffed as she watched them flee. “Serves them right for trying to trick me!”


      “You’re not mad?”


      “About what?”


      “That I went over your painting and removed its value as a Rosage painting...”


      “Ha ha! I wouldn’t have sold it anyway, so it doesn’t matter. I’m more shocked that the painter was that famous,” the old lady said thoughtfully.


      It seemed she truly had no idea who the painter was. Ecrecia had been worried about how her host would feel if she was a fan of Rosage’s works, but that didn’t seem to be the case.


      “I’m glad to hear that.”


      “If anything, it was refreshing seeing them flee like that. Now let’s eat!” said the old woman.


      And so, Ecrecia sat down at the low table to eat dinner.




      The next morning, Ecrecia went to the village square with the woman.


      “If you wait here, a carriage to Elmar will arrive. Once you get there, it’ll just be one more ride to Rajah,” her host explained.


      “Thank you very much. You’ve been a great help.”


      “It’s fine. We helped each other. Drop by the village when you have a chance!”


      The old lady slowly began her trip back home. But just before she left, Ecrecia called out to her, “If you’re ever in financial trouble, take that painting to an appraiser. You don’t have to sell it—just lending it out will earn money.”


      “Ha ha. Okay.”


      The old lady brushed off Ecrecia’s words like it was a joke. Even though it was originally painted by a master, an unknown girl had restored it. It was beautiful to an amateur eye, but it didn’t have much value.


      “She didn’t believe me. Oh well.”


      Ecrecia knew she wasn’t being taken seriously, but she didn’t feel bad about it. She got into the carriage that eventually arrived and left the village.


      Some time after that, the old lady had an art merchant who was passing through the village take a look at the painting and was shocked to find that the value had gone up from turning into an Ecrecia work.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Mermaid Search


      “Come on now, what kind of horror story is that?”


      After returning to the castle, we immediately exchanged information with Raiza and Rouga. Rouga looked troubled upon hearing the contents of what we’d found in the library. The rest of us felt the same. We hadn’t expected something so eerie.


      “Hmm... This might be problematic,” Raiza said. Unlike Rouga, she was calm but frowning. Her overwhelming power gave her the unshakable confidence that she could handle whatever happened.


      Of course, I didn’t think there was anything that my sister couldn’t defeat either. Maybe the Demon King?


      “Did you guys find anything?” I asked her.


      “We just completed requests like normal. The only thing we could confirm was that the Valdemar family is extremely disliked.”


      “Yeah, it’s terrible. The moment we said we were in the care of the lord, the receptionist glared at us.”


      That receptionist must have been quite a beauty. Rouga looked rather disappointed—he must have wanted to flirt with her.


      “I see. What kind of job request did you do?” I asked.


      “One to defeat an aquatic monster. Here’s a souvenir.” My sister took out a single scale.


      Wow, so pretty!


      Light reflected off the scale, making it sparkle like a thin-cut gemstone. We sighed in spellbound captivation at the rainbow colors.


      “We received this from the fisherman who posted the request. He caught it in his net.”


      “What kind of scale is it?”


      “He said he didn’t know. It’s probably a monster, not a fish.”


      “Let me check.”


      I touched the scale and felt faint magic energy. It must have been a powerful monster for it to still have detectable magic in this state. A powerful monster of Lamia Lake...


      Kuruta and I both gasped at the same time.


      “Could it be a mermaid scale?” Kuruta asked.


      “That’s a possibility,” I agreed.


      “Whoa! So we actually did great!” Rouga cheered.


      “That’s right. Let’s go back to that fisherman tomorrow and ask for more details!” Raiza said happily.


      The rest of us nodded. If we could find a mermaid with this, we wouldn’t have to enter the barrier. It was the stroke of luck we had been waiting for.


      But then Nino expressed her doubts. “Even if we encounter a mermaid, if we’re not prepared, won’t we just end up defeated?” she pointed out.


      “A mermaid or two should be easy to defeat,” Raiza said.


      “Hold on! There’s no guarantee it’ll be easy for us!” Rouga argued.


      “That’s right. And we don’t want to be violent either,” Kuruta added, stopping Raiza before she could resort to forceful measures.


      We were going in circles around the issue again. It was unclear what had happened to the previous investigation teams, but we couldn’t lay our hands on the mermaids carelessly. I placed a hand under my chin and hummed in thought.


      “What if they just fell in love with the beauty of the mermaids and that’s why they never came back?” Rouga said breezily. He was trying to lighten the atmosphere, but Nino just shrugged in exasperation.


      “You’re the only one who would think like that, Rouga.”


      “Ha ha ha! Only a man would understand these feelings.”


      “Are you saying all the people who went missing were male?”


      “No, he might have a point,” I replied with a straight face.


      Nino made a bewildered noise. “Huh?”


      Rouga also looked surprised. He hadn’t been expecting someone to back him up. But I was being completely serious. I took out the copies I had made of the records and investigation team list.


      “Look at this. Other than the backup members, the Orlando Investigation Team was entirely male,” I said.


      “I see. It was rare to have female investigation members in the past,” Rouga muttered.


      “Which means...it was a type of seduction magic?” Kuruta asked.


      I nodded. “Yes, I believe that’s the most likely possibility.”


      Seduction magic could mesmerize people to the point of enslavement. It was especially effective against the opposite sex, where it could basically steal their ability to think. The Orlando Investigation Team had probably been brought to an abrupt halt because of that.


      And if it was seduction magic, there were a few ways to counter it. Mermaids were always female, so they would have less of an effect on women, and magic energy could interfere with seduction magic. A more classic method was to overwrite the magic with pain or another feeling.


      “I’m starting to see some hope!” Kuruta said.


      “Yes!” I cried.


      “Maybe things can still work out. All right, let’s sleep for today,” Rouga declared.


      Thus, we wrapped up our meeting and headed to our respective bedrooms. But just as we began moving, a high-pitched scream echoed through the corridor. It was enough to make my head hurt.


      “What was that?!”


      “Let’s find out!”


      We rushed down the corridor in the direction the noise was coming from: Leonida’s room on the floor above us. Was she being attacked?! The people of the city resented her so much, it wouldn’t have surprised me if the worst had happened.


      But just as we were about to rush up the stairs, Teir stepped in our way and stopped us. “Don’t move!” she shouted.


      “Why?! Those screams aren’t normal!” Rouga argued.


      “She’s having one of her usual attacks. She’ll return to normal soon.”


      “Attacks?” I asked.


      “She has one every few days.”


      “But...”


      Leonida continued to scream even as we argued. The ear-piercing sound was enough to send chills down my spine, but Teir stubbornly refused to let us pass.


      “Your presence will only make things worse for her. Please leave her alone.”


      Eventually, Leonida’s screams subsided as Teir had said. What was really going on in this castle? We looked at Teir in confusion, but she just looked apologetic.


      “I promise I will explain someday,” she said.


      Seeing her resolve, we reluctantly returned to our rooms. The eerie night ended, and morning arrived.




      The next morning, the five of us immediately went to visit the fisherman who had found the scale. He was surprised by the sudden visit but kindly told us the details after we explained our situation. He had a very friendly personality—something we were grateful for as guests of a lord with such an ill reputation.


      “I found that scale a week ago,” he said. “About an hour down the coast from here, there’s a good fishing spot. This scale was caught in the net I laid there. The black fish caught there are delicious.”


      He grinned, showing his white teeth. Come to think of it, the fish we’d had for dinner last night had also been large and black. I had found the meat texture mild and tasty. So, it had been a product of the Lamia Lake.


      “Did mermaids come to eat fish?” I wondered.


      “Maybe. The one yesterday was delicious,” Rouga said.


      “Will you take us there right now? We’ll pay you a fare for the boat.” I took out a gold coin from my wallet and showed it to the fisherman. It was a more than good deal for a simple boat ride.


      The look in the fisherman’s eyes changed. “Ha ha ha! How generous of you, brother!” he said brightly.


      “Not at all.”


      “I’ll take you there right away. Get on!”


      At the friendly fisherman’s invitation, we boarded his boat. But as soon as we did so, the hull began to dip so deep, it was soon on the verge of sinking. It seemed it had only been constructed for one or two people in mind.


      “Whoa, there! This won’t do. Can one of you get off?” he asked.


      “I’ll stay back. I’m a man anyway,” Rouga said, returning to the jetty.


      Considering the seduction magic of the mermaids, that was probably the wisest decision. But we didn’t know what kind of tactics our opponent would use yet, so reducing our forces here was a bit of a problem.


      “There’s no need to do that, Rouga,” I said.


      “Hm?”


      “Your defense is vital for us. We need it to see how our opponents will move.”


      “But someone has to get off the boat, no?”


      “We can just do this.”


      I leaned over the side and placed my hand against the water’s surface, releasing magic energy to interfere with the flow of the water. Bubbles started to rise, pushing the hull up with it. The sinking boat was now floating lightly.


      “Whoa! Is that magic?!” the fisherman cried, stumbling back in shock.


      I helped him to stay upright and laughed. “Yes. Will this work?”


      “It should. Can you control it well?”


      “Of course. I can move the boat in any direction you want.”


      “Are you sure you need me in the first place?” For some reason, his shoulders slumped in disappointment.


      Kuruta immediately patted him on the back. “Don’t let it get to you. He’s just like this,” she said, gesturing at me.


      “Really...?”


      “Yeah. We go through worse on a daily basis,” Rouga added.


      For some reason, everyone except Raiza and I had formed some kind of empathetic circle. Hm. Had we done something to deserve such treatment? I looked over at my sister, but she just shook her head cluelessly.


      “What are you talking about?” she asked, slightly annoyed. “Let’s get going already!”


      “Yes. The mermaids are waiting for us,” I added.


      “Right! Okay, I’ll direct the way, so please steer us where I say,” the fisherman told me.


      “Got it!”


      And so, I moved the boat according to his directions. Pushed by the flow of water, the hull glided lightly across the surface of the lake. The wind blowing across the lake was comfortable and cool against our skin. Combined with the amazing scenery, it felt nice and refreshing.


      “Phew. This feels great!” I said in high spirits.


      “Yeah! If only we were here for fun,” Kuruta agreed.


      “The water is shallow around here. Be careful,” the fisherman warned me.


      We had approached the coast, so I started steering the boat to travel along it. We continued like that for another fifteen minutes and arrived at our destination a lot faster than the fisherman had predicted.


      “It’s around here.”


      “Whoa. It sure doesn’t fail to meet expectations,” Kuruta muttered.


      “Yeah. It’s still the middle of the day, yet it’s so dark here,” Rouga said, looking around with a frown.


      Along the shore was a steep cliff that stuck out over the lake. A large shadow was cast below it, covering the shore in a deep shadow. It made the area seem dark and eerie even though the sun was high overhead.


      “Thanks to that cliff, the fish like to swarm in this area. It’s a little dark, but it’s a good fishing spot,” the fisherman said.


      “Huh...”


      “It might be the perfect place for a mermaid to lurk too,” I said.


      “Yeah, it’s quite far out of the way,” Kuruta noted.


      “Hm? There’s a cave over there,” my sister pointed out. She had found a small entrance at the bottom of the cliff. It was hard to spot because of the darkness, but the hole was large enough for a person to enter. It looked like the perfect place for a demihuman like a mermaid to live.


      “It’s clearly suspicious,” said Nino.


      “Yeah. Something reeks here,” Kuruta agreed.


      “All right, let’s go! Onward!” Raiza said.


      “Hold on! You’ll tip the boat off-balance if you stand up so suddenly!” I shouted.


      The hull swayed from the change in balance. I slowly directed the bow of the boat toward the cave to calm it down. Just then, I sensed something strange.


      “Rouga!” I shouted.


      “Got it!”


      He immediately held his great shield up. Everyone else drew their weapons, ready for battle. The next moment, a large blast of water struck the shield. Was it a breath attack?! We watched in shock as a lump emerged from the water with an eerie sound.


      “Is that...?”


      “A frog?!”


      A giant frog large enough to swallow the entire boat had appeared.




      “Ribbibbibbit!”


      The giant frog that rose from the lake glared at us with its bulging eyes, filling me with an indescribable sense of disgust. Was this what they called a visceral reaction? It was covered in slime and reeked of fish.


      “It’s huge! How gross!” Kuruta yelled in plain revulsion.


      Raiza and Rouga were also holding their noses with deep frowns on their faces. But Nino reacted with keen interest.


      “It’s cute,” she said.


      “Huh?”


      “N-Nothing! What are we going to do about it?”
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      The frog spat more water as she spoke. Whoa! What force! The water was almost like a bullet when it struck the lake’s surface, creating a huge wave. The boat shook, and water splashed on our faces. It was only a matter of time before the boat sank.


      “Damn it! It even aimed away from us on purpose! I can’t block that!” Rouga yelled.


      “Can you do something about this wave, Sieg?!” Kuruta shouted.


      “It’s too hard for me to disperse!” I replied.


      “Damn it! This is bad!” Raiza frowned as she looked at the frog.


      The swaying was so intense, it was hard for her to aim her slash attacks. On top of that, our opponent had a powerful projectile. She couldn’t skywalk close to it without being attacked.


      It was a bit over the top, but I pretty much had no choice...


      “Joli Givre!”


      Cold air surged in a storm, freezing the surface of the lake and stopping the boat from shaking. It was no longer in danger of sinking now. I leaped off the boat and ran along the ice like I was skating.


      “Haaah!”


      Disoriented by the sudden cold, the frog’s movements had slowed. I took the chance to close the distance and slashed upward from under its body. It flipped over, cracked the ice, and sank into the water with a splash. When it eventually floated back up, the light was gone from its eyes.


      “Phew! That should do it.”


      With my job done, I returned to the boat, where the others greeted me with a smile.


      “Sharp as ever! Impressive,” Rouga said.


      “All I did was get close to it. It was an easy enough opponent up close,” I replied.


      “It’s not normal to freeze a lake to get close,” Kuruta muttered.


      “I would’ve been able to beat it up on land...though I don’t really want to cut it,” Raiza said, looking at the floating frog corpse. Its surface was slimy and the liquid pouring out of its wound reeked awfully.


      Now that I thought about it, running across the water should have been easy for her. Had my sister frozen up because she’d found the frog too disgusting to attack?


      Sensing what I wanted to say, Raiza looked awfully guilty. “Leave the mermaids to me. I can handle those.”


      “Please do.”


      “I can’t believe a monster like this was living so close to a fishing spot. No wonder there were fewer catches recently,” the fisherman said. He took a look at the corpse and sighed in disappointment.


      Even the locals had never seen a monster like this before. Was it a mutation, or had it migrated here from elsewhere? Either way, it was a huge annoyance.


      “Maybe it came down the mountain,” Kuruta guessed.


      “Let’s report it to the guild later,” Rouga said.


      “Yeah. The fishermen will be in trouble if these breed,” I said.


      “The local adventurers should be able to handle something like this. We should have come in a bigger boat too.”


      Rouga had a point there. We had only struggled because we were unprepared. With proper preparations, the locals should be able to handle this.


      “Now, shall we get going?” I asked.


      “Yeah, the real task begins here.”


      The ice had cracked while we were chatting, allowing our boat to resume its journey toward the cave. There was a chance that another unknown monster could appear at any time, so we naturally got more nervous as we drew closer.


      Eventually, something glinted within the darkness.


      “Hey, don’t tell me that’s...” Rouga muttered.


      “Watch out! I sense powerful magic energy!” My magic detection noticed that something was approaching us from the back of the cave at a rapid speed. There was no mistaking it—it was a mermaid!


      I stopped the boat in a hurry and grabbed the hilt of my sword. Kuruta, Raiza, and Nino had also drawn their weapons. In the rising tension, the fisherman, who was the only noncombatant among us, screamed.


      “What am I meant to do?!” he shouted.


      “Get down and cover your head! Don’t look at the mermaid!”


      “Eek! Okay!” He curled up on the floor at my orders.


      Now, what was going to appear? As I watched the entrance of the cave, a human head eventually came into view. Pale-pink hair swayed, reflecting the sunlight. A curvy feminine figure with skin as white as snow appeared. I couldn’t see her face yet, but her silhouette alone was beautiful.


      “Wow...”


      “Rouga! Get a hold of yourself!”


      “I... Sorry!”


      “Take this! It’s a standard bitter drug to distract from seduction magic!” Nino said, taking black pills out of a bamboo tube. She shared them with all of us, and we quickly tossed them into our mouths.


      An intense bitterness attacked my tongue. What was this?! It was like the bitterness had been extracted from boiled weeds and condensed into a solid form. It was more of a physical attack than a taste. It was the worst thing I had ever put in my mouth!


      I’m gonna die!


      “Urk... I’m gonna die!” Raiza grunted.


      “What is this, Nino?!” Kuruta yelped.


      “Hang in there, Kuruta! This drug calms your senses!” Nino replied.


      “I see... It’s overwriting all other senses!” I said.


      Even so, it was bitter as hell. Everyone looked awfully pale, and chaos had broken out on board. Rouga had a hand cupped over his mouth like he was about to hurl, but at least he wasn’t being seduced.


      Just as I thought that, unexpected words reached my ears.


      “Um...thank you very much for that!” the mermaid yelled with a cheerful smile, her tone of voice soft and gentle.


      Huh? She’s friendlier than we thought...


      The way she waved at us welcomingly left us all taken aback.
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      “She looks like a good person,” Rouga muttered in confusion.


      He was right. We couldn’t sense any hostility from her warm and cheery demeanor. I was utterly dumbfounded, but I couldn’t let my guard down yet. She might have been putting on an act to lower our guard on purpose.


      Raiza seemed to think the same, as she turned to everyone with a stern face. “Be careful. The truly terrifying ones approach you with a smile,” she warned.


      “You’re right. Let’s get closer slowly,” I said.


      “Do you need more pills?” Nino asked.


      “I’m good for now.”


      Everyone voiced their agreement. In the meantime, the mermaid slowly swam up to us. She seemed very carefree and didn’t even have a weapon in her hands. There was no sign of her preparing to cast magic either.


      “You really saved me. I was trapped in the cave because of that frog!” she said.


      “Oh... I see...”


      “Hm? What’s wrong, noble humans? You all seem rather nervous.” The mermaid tilted her head curiously and looked at our faces.


      My sister answered her in an unimpressed tone. “Mermaids can seduce humans. We’re just being wary.”


      “That’s not true! It’s a misunderstanding!” The mermaid shook her head furiously and shouted, “We mermaids live peacefully at the bottom of this lake! We might pinch a fish from time to time...but we’d never seduce a human!”


      “Hmm... She doesn’t seem to be lying,” Raiza said, looking at me for my opinion.


      Indeed, I couldn’t feel any hostility from this mermaid. The others seemed to feel the same, since they looked just as confused. Our quarry was nothing like what we had imagined before leaving this morning. We had expected something more beautiful but terrifying.


      “But what about the people who visited the mermaid settlement and never returned?” I asked.


      “Huh? No humans have ever visited the settlement before.”


      So our information was inaccurate? I leaned out of the boat to question the mermaid more. “Has no one ever gone there before?”


      “No. It’s not somewhere you can reach. Our settlement is at the end of a long, long underwater tunnel at the bottom of the lake.”


      “Not an island at the center of the lake?” Rouga asked.


      The mermaid looked shocked. After a few seconds’ pause, she screamed loud enough to make our ears hurt.


      “Absolutely not!!! That’s the sealed land!”


      “Sealed land?” Raiza asked.


      “Sounds ominous,” I said.


      “It’s the place where the Wicked Devil Belzebufo was imprisoned in ancient times. Of course it’d be ominous!”


      Belzebufo? I’d never heard of that before...


      We looked over at the fisherman, who was a local, but he shook his head.


      “I don’t know either. Maybe gramps would have known...but he passed last year.”


      “I see. Can you describe Belzebufo more, Miss Mermaid?” I asked.


      “According to the legends, Belzebufo was a really big frog devil. This frog just now was probably one of its underlings.”


      “It has underlings even though it’s imprisoned?” Raiza asked.


      The mermaid slowly nodded. She had a different look of fear on her face than before. “The seal has been weakening recently. That’s why I came to the surface to check on it...and ended up trapped myself.” She scratched her head in embarrassment.


      Why would the devil’s seal weaken? Could it have something to do with the demons? There were demonic forces that secretly wanted to create strife in the human realm, although they had quietened after we’d made contact with an executive of the Demon King’s Army. Perhaps they had done something here beforehand.


      “But that’s weird. The records you guys found mentioned meeting the mermaids in person, didn’t they?” Rouga asked.


      “Maybe that was added to the text afterward,” Nino said.


      “Hm? But we didn’t see any traces of that in the written material...” I said.


      “It was covered up well.” She placed a hand to her chin, explaining her thoughts slowly. “You remember how I pointed out the places where the paper was carved thinner, right? I think those spots were originally blank. The traces were left to make them stand out on purpose.”


      “Why would anyone do that?”


      “To redirect attention so that no one would notice the added text. We nearly fell for it.”


      “That’s a clever way of doing it,” Rouga said, crossing his arms and nodding.


      Indeed, if there were clear traces of tampering, one would naturally focus on that. We didn’t have enough material to go on in the first place, so it was hard to notice that anything was wrong. It was a simple but refined way of fooling someone—clearly not the work of an amateur.


      “In other words, it’s more likely the people who entered the barrier encountered the devil named Belzebufo and not the mermaids?” I asked.


      “Things are really getting serious now. What should we do? Report it to Lady Leonida?” Rouga suggested.


      “Hmm... The Valdemars might be involved in everything...but I suppose we should.”


      After coming this far, it was best to ask the lord for more details.


      “Excuse me,” the mermaid interrupted apologetically. She had been waiting idly while we chatted among ourselves. “I’d like to thank you for your help today. Is there anything I can do for you?”


      “Huh?” I froze at the unexpected offer. That’s right, there was a mermaid right here! All we needed was for the mermaid to cry! Then we could go back with her tears and obtain the orichalcum dagger. Easy peasy.


      “Maybe...could you cry for us? We want mermaid tears!” I pleaded.


      “Huh? Tears?”


      “Yes! Just a little will do!”


      We leaned forward eagerly as we awaited her response, but the mermaid looked a little troubled as she replied.


      “It sounds like you believe in the legends. But sorry, our tears don’t actually have any powers of eternal youth.”


      And with that, she dropped a bomb that overturned everything we had been working toward.


      Now what? I wanted to scream to myself.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Truth of the Treasure


      “Is that true?” Raiza asked the mermaid again.


      A minute had passed since we’d discovered the shocking truth. Raiza’s voice was low and serious. We had expected there to be some discrepancies in our information, but it was still a shock to actually be told the truth—especially when it would ruin the entire job request we were on.


      The mermaid was extremely calm as she replied. “I wouldn’t lie to someone who saved me. There are no mystical powers in the tears of a mermaid. We’re just a long-lived species, so that inspired the legend.”


      “Ah, that sounds super plausible,” Kuruta said.


      “Then why do the mermaids hide from people? Is there another reason you’re being hunted?” Rouga asked.


      He had a point. If the legend about mermaid tears was false, then there was no reason for them to hide.


      The mermaid looked conflicted. “About that... It’s embarrassing to say this myself, but it’s because we’re too beautiful.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Wars have happened because of us. People started demanding our expulsion for it.”


      “Your entire species has beauty that can bring down nations,” Nino summarized.


      The mermaid nodded. “Basically.”


      She herself was so enchantingly beautiful, I could understand why wars had been fought over them.


      “But what do we do now? Lady Leonida won’t accept the truth,” Raiza said.


      “Hmm... Maybe we could have her meet a mermaid directly?” I suggested, looking at the mermaid questioningly.


      She thumped her chest proudly. “Leave it to me! I can do that much for you!”


      “Are you sure? It might be dangerous,” Kuruta said worriedly.


      There was no telling what kind of tantrum Leonida would throw after having her hopes dashed. But the mermaid didn’t seem bothered by that.


      “I’ll be fine! Despite how I look, I’m actually pretty strong!”


      “Ha ha. That’s reassuring,” Rouga answered.


      “In that case, we’ll try to bring Lady Leonida here as soon as possible. Can you come back when we do?”


      “Of course! Oh, I know. Take this.”


      The mermaid took out a white shell from somewhere. It was fairly large—almost the size of her face—but it was light. When I shook it, I could hear a clear sound like tapping on glass. What kind of shell was this? It was faint, but I could detect magic energy in it.


      “Give this a light shake and call my name. My name is Saman!”


      “Okay, Saman.”


      “See you again! I have to go report to my settlement now!” she said, diving back underwater with a splash. She disappeared into the depths of the blue water. The lake was a lot deeper than we had thought. No wonder no one had ever found the mermaid settlement. It was impossible for humans to dive that deep.


      “She’s gone,” I said.


      “We should head back too,” Kuruta said.


      “Yes. Let’s notify Lady Leonida immediately.”


      I leaned out of the side of the boat and touched the surface of the lake again. Water surged, propelling the boat forward at a fast speed.


      And so, we returned to the city of Elmar.




      “Now...how do we let her know?” Rouga muttered with a big sigh.


      Several hours had passed since we’d said farewell to Saman and returned to the castle. Kuruta and Nino both looked sullen at the thought of dealing with Leonida. I also felt depressed imagining what would happen. There was no way she’d accept the truth upfront.


      “What do we do if she snaps? She might try to hurt herself or others,” Kuruta said.


      “We can’t do anything but leave it to Teir and the maids,” Rouga said.


      “If she rampages out of control, I’ll suppress her. Don’t worry, I won’t let anyone get hurt,” Raiza said confidently. She was really reliable at times like this. My only concern was whether she could hold herself back enough.


      “But the problem is after that,” I commented.


      “You mean how she’ll refuse to let go of the dagger?” Rouga asked.


      “That too, but she might ask for something more unrealistic.”


      I looked down at the city through the castle window. The early evening hours should have been the busiest time in the city, yet there was barely anyone walking on the streets. The heavy taxes set by the Valdemar family had clearly decreased the amount of activity here.


      “Leonida is probably using most of the taxes on her own beauty. If she finds out the mermaid tears are useless for her goal...” I muttered.


      “She might raise the taxes further to pour more money into it?” Kuruta guessed.


      “Yes. At worst, the residents who can’t withstand the taxes will have to leave the city.”


      “But is there anything we can do?”


      “Hmm... Let me think...” I sat on a chair and started organizing my thoughts.


      Could we try telling Leonida that she’d still be lovely even if she aged? But if she could be convinced with words alone, she wouldn’t have taken things this far. There should have been people around her who would tell her that much. There wasn’t anything outsiders like us could say that would change her mind. If anything, we would just risk angering her with a careless comment.


      That being said, doing nothing would be irresponsible. The city could end up in ruins at this rate.


      “If only there was a better way...” I looked to my sister and Kuruta for help, but they were clueless too. They could only sigh with gloomy faces.


      “Pardon me,” a voice said, and the door to our room suddenly opened. We looked over to see Teir bowing elegantly to us. “Master Leonida is requesting an update.”


      “We were just discussing that,” I replied, exchanging looks with everyone before heading to Leonida’s office.




      “How did it go? Did you find any clues about the mermaid tears?” Leonida asked as soon as we entered the office. Her demeanor was polite, but her gaze was sharp. She must have been worrying about whether we’d been successful or not. It was clear that the matter of mermaid tears was extremely important to her.


      “About that. We succeeded in making contact with a mermaid,” Raiza replied, firm despite Leonida’s pressure. As expected, the Swordmaster didn’t cower easily.


      Leonida’s eyes started sparkling to an almost dangerous degree. “Wonderful! Have you already obtained the tears?!”


      “No. The mermaid actually told us the truth...”


      My sister cleared her throat and paused. Leonida leaned forward, eager to hear the rest of what she had to say. Thinking that the truth might be too shocking for her, I immediately stepped between the two of them and took a deep breath to compose myself as much as possible.


      “Please calm down, Lady Leonida,” I said.


      “Excuse me?”


      “Please promise that you won’t become violent no matter what I say.”


      “Of course. As the head of the Valdemar family, I would never do such a thing.” Despite sensing the bad news, Leonida nodded firmly.


      My sister resumed speaking. “Mermaid tears don’t have the power to restore youth.”


      Leonida froze as though she had turned into stone. It was like her thoughts had completely stopped and she was unable to comprehend the situation. Only the quiet sound of her breathing through her open mouth could be heard.


      While she was unable to respond, Teir spoke on her behalf. “Can the mermaid be trusted?” she asked.


      “She didn’t seem to be lying,” Raiza answered.


      “If she was lying, she’d be a really impressive actor,” Kuruta added casually, recalling how Saman had behaved when we’d met her.


      We all nodded in agreement, having been there with her. It wasn’t good to judge people by their appearances, but that cozy vibe that Saman had made it hard to believe she was lying. On top of that, the legend about mermaid tears rejuvenating youth had seemed fishy to begin with. It was more natural to believe she was telling the truth.


      “Is that so? Then what was at the location mentioned in the records?” Leonida asked, having recovered from her momentary shock. She was still so pale that she looked like a witch. But she was calmer than we had expected. Perhaps she hadn’t believed the legend entirely. Yet her past insistence was strangely extreme for that to be true.


      “Apparently, there’s a devil sealed there,” I answered.


      “A devil?”


      “Yes. A Wicked Devil called Belzebufo, who once terrorized Lamia Lake.”


      The look in Leonida’s eyes changed. She sat back in her chair and looked down, muttering to herself. A few minutes later, she looked up. “There’s no helping it. I’ll give up on the mermaid tears,” she said in an oddly frank tone.


      “Huh? Are you sure?” I asked despite myself.


      My companions looked similarly surprised. We’d all expected her to put up more of a fight over it.


      But Leonida just smiled knowingly. “Sure of what? If it’s hopeless, it’s hopeless.”


      “But don’t you care? The elixir of youth you wanted doesn’t exist.”


      “If that’s true, then I have no choice but to accept it.”


      “Huh. Well, I’m glad you understand...”


      “I will also give you the dagger you were after. Thank you for completing the job.” She took a silver key out of her pocket.


      I couldn’t believe we would still get a reward for the job. It went without saying that we were utterly speechless at her swift show of generosity.


      Teir immediately took the key. “Please follow me. I shall lead you to the treasure vault.”


      We left the office and followed her. We had finished our job successfully and were about to obtain the item we were after...so why did something feel off? Everyone else seemed similarly unconvinced, as we were all quieter than usual.


      “All’s well that ends well...I guess?” Kuruta said.


      “Her reaction was incomprehensible,” Nino muttered.


      “Yeah, but who cares as long as we get the dagger,” Rouga said in resignation. In a way, his reaction was the most mature.


      My sister crossed her arms and nodded in agreement. “There are some things in this world that you should avoid getting involved in. Honestly, I’m not too comfortable around the lord of this place either. We have incompatible personalities.”


      “Well, for you, I guess,” I said.


      “I mean, why do I have to wear a mask every time I see her?” Raiza grumbled, removing her mask and throwing it at me.


      “Gah! Don’t throw it without warning!”


      “You can catch it easily enough.”


      “Of course.”


      “We’ve reached the vault,” Teir announced, interrupting our conversation.


      Had this place originally been an armory? A black iron door big enough to block the entire corridor suddenly came into view. Teir took the key and unlocked it with a loud click. It seemed to be slightly rusted from disuse.


      “Whoa!”


      We were overwhelmed by the sight of what was inside. It was a literal mountain of treasure. All kinds of valuable items were scattered across mounds of gold that covered the floor to the point that there was nowhere to step. As one would expect of the Valdemar family who ruled the art capital, their fortune was on another level.


      “This is only half of what was originally here,” Teir said.


      “You mean there was double this before?!” Raiza shouted.


      “Yes. There were enough gold coins alone to fill the whole vault.”


      “Hah... Money always gathers at the top,” Rouga muttered in awe.


      It was also my first time seeing this much gold. I’d never struggled financially before, but seeing so much made me want a portion. Just a tenth of it would have been enough to build a castle.


      “The dagger in question...is over here. Here you go.” After looking around the vault, Teir picked up a small wooden box. It seemed to be fairly aged, as the brass fittings were rusted. At a glance, it was just an old box, but I could sense a powerful magic energy within it.


      “Can I open it?” I asked.


      She nodded. “Yes, of course.”


      I slowly and carefully opened the lid. A silver glow spilled out from within. “It’s...”


      The dagger within the wooden box was more beautiful than anything I had ever seen before. There was something dangerous about the deep silver of its glow. Was all orichalcum this magnificent in its pure form? Maybe it wasn’t called a divine metal just because of its abilities. Its appearance could also be described as godly.


      “It’s beautiful...” Kuruta muttered.


      “It almost feels a little wasteful to use it to repair another sword,” I said.


      “I didn’t know rusted orichalcum could be so captivating,” Rouga commented.


      I reluctantly closed the lid and placed the box into my magic bag. Either way, our objective in Elmar was complete. All that was left was to return to Rajah and give the dagger to Barg.


      “This should do it. Let’s go home,” I said.


      Kuruta frowned in disappointment. “It’s a bit of a letdown.”


      “Well, we’re foreign adventurers. We can’t stick around and watch the aftermath of every job we finish,” Rouga chided her.


      He was right. We couldn’t stay in this city forever. The threat of demons could be approaching Rajah at this very moment. We had to repair the holy sword as soon as possible.


      “But it’s already night. There might not be any carriages right now,” Raiza said.


      “Yes, please rest here for another night. You can depart tomorrow morning,” Teir suggested.


      “Thank you. If you don’t mind.”


      We eagerly agreed to her suggestion.


      The next morning, when we reached the castle gate, we noticed that there was something different about the atmosphere in the city. Unlike yesterday, it was overflowing with activity. What exactly had happened?


      “There are a lot of people today,” I commented.


      Raiza shielded her eyes from the sun with a hand as she looked around. “Yeah. It’s bustling.”


      At the end of her gaze was a huge crowd of people. I was genuinely shocked that there were so many left in the almost deserted city. Just then, a booming sound echoed through the air.


      “Huh? Is that fireworks?” Raiza asked.


      “That’s strange. There shouldn’t be any festivals today,” Teir said, bewildered.


      What could it be if Teir herself had no idea what it was? I couldn’t think of any reason there’d be a crowd this big. Wait...unless...


      “Don’t tell me...”


      “Hm? Do you know what’s going on?” Raiza asked.


      “Only Fam or she could create a crowd this large. They must have tracked us here!”


      Raiza turned pale at my words, but she soon pulled herself together. “Hold on, even if it was her, why would she be here? She shouldn’t know where we are, right?”


      “Ever since we were little, she’d always catch up to me whenever she got lost.”


      “Now that you mention it...there were even times she ended up at your destination before you.”


      “Hold on, who are you two talking about?” Kuruta interrupted with a confused look.


      I exhaled heavily. “It’s my big sister Ecrecia. Judging by the situation, her identity must have leaked somehow.”


      “Huh? Shouldn’t she be in Rajah if she’s after you?”


      “My sister gets lost extremely easily. But she always ends up at her destination.”


      “Yeah. She always strays from the group when we go out as a family but still ends up returning somehow,” Raiza added.


      “Is it some kind of animalistic instinct to return to one’s nest?” Kuruta asked in wonder.


      Raiza nodded with an exasperated look. Was she not aware that she was basically the same? If anything, her animalistic instincts were even stronger than Ecrecia’s.


      “Hey, did you just think something rude?” she asked sharply.


      “Um...not at all.”


      “Well, whatever. Let’s get out of here before she finds you, or there’ll be trouble.”


      “That’s true. We should hurry—”


      “Found you,” a voice said. It was cool and even-toned, yet full of emotion.


      Gah!


      I looked in the direction of the voice to see Ecrecia riding on a parade float. How was this happening? I wanted to blurt out my protests, but the higher priority was getting away from her. Things would get messy if Ecrecia caught me! When we’d trained in painting together, she would get so into it that she wouldn’t let me eat.


      “Raiza!” I shouted.


      “Yeah, I know! Let’s go, everyone! Thanks for letting us stay here!”


      “Whoa! Don’t push me like that!” Rouga objected.


      “Gah! Stop tugging!” Kuruta cried.


      We grabbed everyone and forced them to move. But just then, Ecrecia reached into her magic bag and took something out.


      “This is a dead end. You’re not getting past here.”


      “Ugh!”


      “Oh no! I looked at it!” Raiza shouted.


      Ecrecia had taken out a painting of a bulky man with his arms spread wide. The moment it was held up, a cold chill ran down our spines.


      Oh no! She’s captured our senses!


      We were all unable to move our feet forward.


      “Wh-What is this?! Why can’t I move?!” Kuruta shouted.


      “It must be some illusion...but I can’t sense any magic energy,” Nino said.


      “What in the world is going on?!” Rouga cried, panicked.


      I looked over and said in frustration, “It’s because of that painting! It controls hearts!”


      “Is such a thing possible?!” Kuruta yelped, but I didn’t understand the logic of it myself. All I did know was that the works my sister produced had the power to control people. They said that art could capture hearts, but in my sister’s case, it was like literal magic.


      Just then, something unexpected happened.


      “Whoa! It’s a new work from Ecrecia!”


      “Is this the technique of a visionary?!”


      “I can’t believe I’m alive to see this!”


      As one would expect from the art capital, its residents immediately formed a crowd around my sister’s painting. It was harmless enough to approach her from behind. Before long, there were so many people around her that the painting was obscured from view. Thanks to that, we were freed from its effect.


      “Now’s our chance! Run!” I shouted.


      “Quickly!” Raiza added.


      We tried to slip past Ecrecia to get out of Elmar.


      “Wait for me! I can’t move yet!”


      Due to his greater height, Rouga had been trapped by the painting a little longer than us. Because of that, he was a beat behind everyone else.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: Pandemonium at the Art Capital


      “I finally made it...”


      Exactly one day ago, while Sieg and his party were out at Lamia Lake, Ecrecia arrived at the city of Elmar. She had taken a carriage from the village in the snowy mountains and traveled for over half a day. She rarely ever left the house, so her joints were sore from sitting for so long.


      “The city is deathly quiet. It was much more lively the last time I was here,” she muttered curiously as she looked around.


      The sun was high in the sky, yet there were barely any people on the streets. While that was natural for the countryside, it was extremely eerie for a large city like Elmar. Ecrecia herself had visited a few years ago and recalled it being much more lively back then. The streets had been full of stalls and pedestrians, and the square had been full of street performers. That was the kind of city Elmar had been.


      “Say, what happened here?” she asked a man who was walking past.


      He seemed to be in the middle of a shopping trip. He shrugged at the question from this unknown girl. “Are you a tourist here, miss?”


      “Something like that.”


      “That’s unfortunate. Taxes suddenly rose about a year ago. Now the city’s...like this.”


      “Did some kind of disaster happen?”


      “Nothing in particular. The rumor is that it’s being spent on the lord’s attempts to maintain her youth,” the man said quietly, leaning in to whisper into her ear.


      Upon hearing that, Ecrecia looked at the Valdemar castle and frowned. She had met Leonida once before, and the ruler hadn’t seemed like an unreasonable person back then. Something must have happened recently.


      “But that’s just a rumor. There’s a lot that can’t be explained even if it is true,” the man continued.


      “What do you mean?”


      “The taxes are far too high. It’s enough to pay for an entire war.”


      “I see.”


      The frown on Ecrecia’s face deepened. She looked around at the city once more and sighed deeply. The art capital of Elmar was the aspiration of artists across the continent. Ecrecia was also quite fond of it.


      “But Noa’s the higher priority. How do I get to Rajah from here, mister?”


      “Rajah? There’s a regular carriage that leaves from the west gate.”


      “Thank you.”


      She was just about to leave when she heard him mutter something.


      “Another one from Rajah, huh? How rare.”


      “Hm? Did someone else come here from Rajah?” she asked.


      “Yes, just a few days ago. It’s rare to see adventurers visiting this city, so I remember it well,” he replied.


      “Did those adventurers include a brown-haired boy?”


      “Hmm. Yes, I think so.”


      The man didn’t seem too confident, but he responded in the affirmative. The look in Ecrecia’s eyes immediately changed. The man stiffened at the sudden bestial change in her expression.


      “Did... Did something happen between you and that boy?”


      “He’s my brother. He ran away from home a while ago.”


      “Oh, I see. You must be worried.”


      “I must find him no matter what. Is he still here?”


      “Hmm...”


      She was determined to find out but the man didn’t know where the adventurers had gone. He had only seen them talking on the street by chance.


      Ecrecia read his troubled expression and changed her question. “It’s okay if you aren’t sure. Do you know where I can find someone who might know more?”


      “In that case...someone from the guild might know.”


      “Okay. I’ll try that.” She turned to leave.


      “Wait a moment. Can I get your name first?” the man asked.


      Ecrecia tilted her head questioningly, and the man immediately explained himself.


      “I was thinking of helping you look, but it’d be better to have a name to give to people who are searching, right?”


      “Thank you. That would be great,” Ecrecia replied, but hesitated for a moment. Giving her real name would make things complicated, but it might also get more of the locals to cooperate with her. After all, this was the art capital, Elmar. As a renowned artist, she was in a favorable position.


      “Ecrecia,” she said after a long moment of thought.


      The man reacted in a way she hadn’t been expecting. “Ecrecia? Hold on a minute, are you that Ecrecia?”


      “I probably am.”


      “No way...”


      “This is my proof.”


      She took a picture out of her magic bag. It was a practice piece she had previously worked on. To her, it was just a casual piece she hadn’t spent much time on, but it was enough to captivate the man and convince him. In fact, it was a bit too much. The man took the picture into his hands like he was possessed.


      “This... This is just a rough sketch, yet it has such a profound impact! Vitality is just pouring out of this piece! It’s almost like something has directly struck my eyeballs!” he rambled passionately at a high speed.


      Before long, he began turning on the spot with the picture held over his head. His footsteps were light, as though he were dancing on clouds. He was expressing joy with his entire body.


      “Hey, everyone! It’s an emergency!” he yelled at the people on the streets. Others slowly started gathering at the commotion.


      “What?! Ecrecia is here?!”


      “With everything that’s going on?! It’s a miracle!”


      The news spread in only moments, far exceeding Ecrecia’s expectations. She hadn’t imagined the people of Elmar would react with such crazed enthusiasm. The picture she had shown them had backfired on her, but she could no longer stop the wave that had started.


      “This way, Ecrecia!”


      “A parade?!”


      Before she knew it, she was placed on a float, and thus began her march through the city with a crowd of people in tow.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: Paintings and Conspiracies


      “I’m sorry. It’s all my fault,” Rouga apologized, bowing his head to us.


      We had ultimately failed to get away from Ecrecia. Her crowd had surrounded us while Rouga was frozen. Almost everyone in the city was cooperating with her, so there was nowhere to run.


      “Honestly. This trouble is all on you,” Nino muttered.


      “There was no helping it. Don’t let it bother you, Rouga,” I said encouragingly.


      “We should have told you guys about Ecrecia earlier,” Raiza added.


      Just as she said that, Ecrecia approached us, staring at me with an emotionless face. “Noa, your adventure is over. It’s time to come home,” she said flatly.


      “I can’t do that. I want to remain in Rajah.”


      “Why? You’ll be safe at home.”


      “I can’t leave everyone and go home alone. Besides...” I said, before pausing on purpose. I recalled everything on my journey until now and continued with deep emotion. “After I left home, so many things happened. I learned how inexperienced I really am. I want to grow more in the outside world.”


      “You can continue learning at home.”


      “I know that. But there are things I can only learn out here,” I said firmly.


      The look on her face changed. Her usual listless face devoid of emotion was replaced with one of clear anger.


      This might be bad.


      Seeing her shoulders trembling, I started feeling fear. Ecrecia barely ever showed this much emotion. At the very least, she hadn’t shown any in the past few years.


      “I have a condition,” she said.


      “Huh?”


      “I will offer you a condition just like the others did. If you can meet it, you may continue your adventure.”


      “All right. I’ll do it.”


      I didn’t know what her condition was, but I had no choice but to accept. I’d overcome all kinds of challenges until now, starting with my match with Raiza. I couldn’t back down now. I had my pride too.


      Having confirmed my determination, Ecrecia looked around at the spectators. “Have an art contest with me. The residents of this city will be the judges.”


      “What?!” I yelped in spite of myself.


      Ecrecia was hailed as a genius at everything, but her greatest strength was art. I’d trained under her, so I was able to draw a little, but there was no way I could ever compete with her. I was barely at a level that would sell in galleries.


      “That’s impossible!”


      “If you can’t agree to my condition, you’re coming home with me.”


      “That’s unreasonable...”


      “Well, it can’t be helped. If you beat me, you can beat Ecrecia,” Raiza interjected, patting me on the shoulders.


      The others also spoke up in encouragement.


      “You have no choice but to go with it, right?” Kuruta said.


      “That’s right. You’ve overcome everything else so far!” Rouga added.


      “That’s Sieg for you. It’ll be okay,” Nino said last.


      Were those really words of encouragement?


      I considered saying that out loud but quickly brushed away the thought. It was true that I’d won the match against Raiza. I also won against Ciel and passed Fam’s trial. Even Aeria had given me her approval. There was no reason I couldn’t defeat Ecrecia too!


      “Fine. I’ll do it,” I said.


      “No going back on your word?”


      “Of course not. I won’t complain this time,” I said proudly.


      Hearing that, Ecrecia smiled in satisfaction. The crowd around her also cheered. They were probably looking forward to her newest work. It was rare to see her pieces even in the art capital.


      “This is great! It’ll be a whole show!”


      “Ecrecia’s making a new work!”


      “That boy is competing against her, right? He must be amazing too!”


      Their cheers gradually gained enthusiasm. Ecrecia had to hold up a hand and clear her throat to silence them so that she could continue speaking.


      “In three days’ time, we’ll meet back here at midday. The subject can be anything, and there’s no restriction on size.”


      “Got it.”


      “I’ll be going now.” With that, she walked away. The crowd followed her.


      Hmm. I was a little worried about whether she’d be able to find a room at an inn...but someone in the crowd would probably help her out. She’d be able to live comfortably in this city.


      “Now...what do we do?” Rouga asked.


      “I guess we start by looking for a subject?” Kuruta suggested.


      “Right. We might be able to compete with a good enough idea.”


      Their advice was rather realistic. That was probably the only area in which I had a chance of winning.


      Hmm... An art subject...


      Perhaps it would be best to ask Leonida, who had lots of artwork in her possession. If she showed us some of the pieces in her vault, I might be able to use them as references.


      “We just left moments ago, but it might be better to go back to the castle,” I said.


      And so, we returned to the Valdemars’ castle. But when we arrived at the gate...


      “Huh? There’s no one here? Why is it sealed?”


      The castle gate that had been wide open moments ago was now firmly shut.


      “I’m sorry, but we were ordered not to let anyone inside.”


      While we were standing around at a loss in front of the castle gate, a gatekeeper came out of the side office. I immediately asked him for details, but he insisted that he knew nothing. He looked panicked enough for me to believe he truly had been left in the dark.


      “There’s no helping it. Looks like we gotta leave,” Rouga said.


      “So it seems. Sorry for troubling you,” I said to the gatekeeper.


      “Not at all. We were all just as confused by the sudden order.”


      “Glad to hear we weren’t a bother.”


      “Take care.”


      And so, we decided to leave the Valdemar castle. It was a pity, but we’d just be causing the soldiers trouble if we lingered. There was nothing we could do if they wouldn’t let us in.


      “We’ll have to find a subject elsewhere. What about the lake?” Raiza asked, pointing at the surface of the lake that could be seen in the distance.


      She had a point. This wasn’t a famous resort area for nothing. The scenery was truly magnificent. If I used it as a subject, I should be able to paint a masterpiece.


      “Hmm. But isn’t it a little ordinary?” Kuruta argued.


      “She’s right. You need a little more of a twist,” Nino agreed.


      “Really? I think it’s good,” Raiza said.


      Kuruta and Nino had a point. The judges were the residents of the art city, so they would’ve seen a lifetime of lake paintings. Besides, there was a high chance of Ecrecia choosing the lake too. If we overlapped subjects, my chance of victory would be slim.


      “I have an idea,” Rouga said.


      “Hm? What is it?” Nino asked.


      “A portrait of a beautiful woman. I’ve been searching for a hot and sexy belle...”


      Nino slapped Rouga’s back with all her might.


      Ouch, that sounded painful...


      I couldn’t help but widen my eyes at how loudly the sound echoed.


      “Ouch! You didn’t hold back, did you?!” Rouga cried.


      “It’s your fault for saying weird things at a serious time like this.”


      “I’m being serious! It’s an art standard, isn’t it? Portraits of beautiful women!”


      “You had a lecherous look on your face, though,” Kuruta pointed out.


      All the women nodded in agreement. But Rouga was right. It wasn’t a terrible idea for a subject for my painting. No matter the time and place, paintings of beautiful women were always relevant.


      “Hmm... What should I do?” I muttered.


      There were three more days excluding today. Considering the amount of time to produce the artwork, I couldn’t spend too long choosing a subject. If I didn’t pick something by tomorrow, I wouldn’t have enough time.


      Just then, Nino gasped. “What Rouga said just reminded me of something. What about a mermaid?”


      “Hm? That’s a good idea. It sounds like the perfect subject,” Raiza said.


      “Oh! That’s great!” I exclaimed, clapping my hands together.


      It really was a genius idea. Mermaids mesmerized anyone who looked at them with their beauty. I couldn’t ask for a better subject. On top of that, Ecrecia didn’t have any mermaid acquaintances, so she wouldn’t be able to draw them herself.


      “It’s decided! Let’s go there right away,” Kuruta said.


      “Okay!”


      And so we hurried to the pier to meet the mermaid once again.




      While Sieg and his party were heading off to the place where they’d seen the mermaid, Leonida was in the wine cellar on the first floor of her castle. She used the cane in her hand to tap on the back wall, and the bricks shifted noisily, revealing a dark hidden passageway leading to a black cavern.


      Leonida giggled eerily like a witch. There was a look of madness behind her eyes, which were wide with delight. She leaped into the darkness with a skip in her step, moving through the silent and damp passageway for a few minutes.


      Eventually, she arrived at a small stone room. It was only big enough to fit ten adults at most. Inside was a magic circle drawn on the floor, illuminating the space with a pale light, and a black coffin surrounded by crystal pillars as tall as a person. Magic energy churned ominously within them.


      “I have good news today,” Leonida said, quietly kneeling beside the coffin and bringing her face close to the lid. She whispered sweetly, “I couldn’t get the mermaid tears, but I obtained unexpected information. Just a little longer now.”


      She mumbled to herself deliriously for a while. Before long, footsteps could be heard in the passageway. Leonida turned in a hurry to see Teir standing there with her mask on.


      “There you are, Master Leonida. It’s cold here. Please watch your health,” Teir said, about to step into the stone room.


      “Don’t come inside! You’re filthy!” Leonida yelled.


      “I’m sorry!” Teir quickly backed away.


      Leonida sighed heavily, ran a hand through her hair in annoyance, and approached Teir. “This is my sanctuary. I’ve told you that before, no?”


      “Please forgive me.”


      “Hmph. Fine.”


      Leonida suddenly reached out and grabbed Teir’s mask. Teir startled at the unexpected movement and reflexively tried to grab Leonida’s hand.


      “Master Leonida?! What are you doing?!”


      “I feel like seeing your face again. It’s been a while.”


      “But...”


      “Take it off already!” Leonida snapped harshly.


      Teir gave in to her pressure and slowly removed her mask. The face of the girl that was revealed bore a slight resemblance to Leonida. The overall shape of her face was small and well proportioned. She had a modest beauty like a single flower blooming on a mountaintop. There was a strong sense of the youth and purity that Leonida had lost.


      “I don’t know how to put my feelings into words when I see that face. Is it love? Hatred? Envy?” Leonida muttered, staring at Teir’s face. She was lost in her own thoughts for a moment but eventually snapped back to her senses. “Put your mask back on.”


      “Okay.”


      “Get everything ready to go out. How many days until the full moon?”


      “Two more nights.”


      Leonida nodded with a satisfied look. Her dark goals were almost underway...




      “It should be around here.”


      Several hours later, we had borrowed a large boat from the fisherman we’d met yesterday and moved to the cove where we first met Saman. The trip took a little longer without magic, but that made it all the more pleasant. Last time the boat had gone so fast, I’d felt a little seasick. But above all, this boat was large enough to fit Saman as well. I’d have felt bad asking her to float in the water the whole time I made my painting.


      “Do you think she’ll really come?” Kuruta asked.


      “I don’t sense anyone nearby,” Nino said, looking out at the lake.


      I tried searching for magic energy too, but there was nothing to be found. I stared into the lake, but there were only fish swimming in the dark water. Saman seemed to be at the bottom right now.


      “I’ll try ringing the shell first,” I said. There was no point in arguing until we tried that. I took the shell out of my magic bag and gave it a big shake. A high-pitched ringing sound rang through the air. At the same time, faint particles of light were emitted from the shell like ripples.


      “That’s pretty!” Kuruta said.


      “Wow, is that mermaid magic?” Rouga asked.


      “It’s purifying my heart...” Raiza muttered.


      We were all captivated by the sight. Eventually, bubbles rose from the bottom of the lake. Saman leaped high out of the water with a splash. Her tail curved in a beautiful arch, spraying water everywhere.


      “Whoa!”


      “Hello, humans!”


      We approached her and she bowed her head to us. Then she looked at our boat and tilted her head curiously. She recognized us as the people she’d met the other day.


      “You didn’t bring the lord?” she asked.


      “Yeah, some other things came up,” Raiza replied.


      “She gave up on the mermaid tears,” I explained.


      Saman looked relieved. She must have been quite worried about that. I felt a little bad about asking her for a favor.


      “I came here today to ask you to be a model for my painting,” I said.


      “Me?”


      “Yes, you’re the only one I can ask!”


      She blinked at me in surprise. “Are you sure? I’m a demihuman who bewitches people,” she said.


      “You’re not a bad demihuman. We know that,” I replied with a smile.


      For some reason, Saman froze like she had been turned to stone. Her pale cheeks looked a little redder than normal. Had I said something to offend her?


      “Sieg’s so good at winning over girls without realizing it,” Kuruta muttered.


      “Huh?”


      “Honestly, I’m envious. If I had that kind of talent, I wouldn’t have suffered this much in life,” Rouga grumbled.


      “In Rouga’s case, he was the one being deceived by pretty women,” Nino corrected him.


      “How rude! I’ve always had a great eye for women!”


      While Rouga was bickering noisily with Nino, Raiza stepped forward with a sullen expression. She placed a hand on my shoulder and brought her face up to mine with an intense expression.


      “Just to make it clear, I’m not impressed by the way you so readily increase your potential dating partners.”


      “Huh? What are you saying? I’m doing nothing of the sort!”


      “Good,” she said before stepping back. Her expression grew much more relaxed, but that just confused me more. I honestly hadn’t had such thoughts when I’d spoken...


      We were so immersed in conversing with each other, we completely forgot about Saman.


      “Oh! Sorry, sorry. Come up!” I told her.


      She took my hand and pulled herself up into the boat. When I looked at her again, she looked just like a girl. Her hands were soft and had a feminine warmth.


      “Pretty...” I muttered.


      “The light reflects differently out of the water,” Raiza said.


      We all had our breath taken away by the sight of Saman out of the water. Illuminated by the sunlight, her scales shone brilliantly. The rainbow sheen on a pastel blue base made her tail look like it was composed of thinly cut gemstones. Not only were her human parts beautiful but her fish parts were magnificent too. No wonder wars had been started over her species before.


      “Thanks for having me!”


      “I should be the one thanking you,” I replied nervously, bowing my head low.


      I got ready to start working on my piece, but my hands kept pausing unconsciously. Would I really be able to transfer this beauty to a canvas properly? The subject was so wonderful, I couldn’t help but feel awed. I had taken my canvas and brushes out of my magic bag, but my fingertips were trembling.


      “Ah!”


      My brush shook so hard, I spilled my paint everywhere. This was bad. I was too nervous. I took a deep breath to calm myself, but it wasn’t working very well. It was hard to do such a thing once you were consciously thinking about it.


      “Boo!”


      “Eek?!”


      Kuruta had suddenly yelled in my ear, nearly making me fall over in shock. She clutched her stomach laughing.


      “Less nervous now?”


      “You scared the hell out of me!”


      “Relax, relax. Even if you lose, we can all just run away together.”


      Everyone nodded in agreement. That made me feel a little less pressured.


      My sister crossed her arms with a pretentious air. “Art is all spirit, so do your best!”


      “You should say art is all emotions, sis. That’s what Ecrecia’s always saying.”


      “Oh, that’s right.” Raiza clapped her hands together. She could be inattentive at times, but she was just trying to encourage me in her own way. I found myself naturally smiling. She was right—art was all about emotion. If I painted with gloomy feelings, the result would end up gloomy.


      “Let’s do it!” I grabbed my brush anew. It was time to make a painting that would silence Ecrecia.
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      “Thanks for coming again today!”


      It was the third day after I’d started painting. I stood before Saman and bowed with my canvas in hand. The painting was about seventy percent complete. The outline was done, but it still needed the finishing touches.


      “Was this the pose?” Saman asked.


      “That’s right. Can you raise your head a little more?”


      “Like this?”


      She looked up at my words. Holding the same pose as the previous day was a lot harder than it sounded. I was so absorbed in moving my brush, I didn’t notice her body was shaking.


      “Um, may I take a break?”


      “Oh! I’m sorry. I should have noticed,” I said.


      Saman immediately flopped over on the boat. She closed her eyes with a relaxed look as though she were sunbathing on the beach. Just watching her was enough to make me feel calm and content too.


      “Humans and mermaids aren’t too different when you look at them closely,” Rouga said, watching Saman from afar.


      “Yeah. The terrifying rumors and legends were all false,” Raiza agreed.


      In the peaceful hours of the afternoon, everyone’s expressions naturally softened. My sister took out some candy she had packed as a snack.


      “Do you want one too, Saman?”


      “What is this? It’s so pretty... A stone?”


      “Hm? Does the mermaid world not have candy?”


      “The stones in our world don’t look like this.”


      “That’s not what I mean.” Raiza gave up on explaining with words and ate a candy in demonstration. She then held a candy out to Saman with a content look. “Here. They’re tasty.”


      Saman carefully picked up a candy and threw it into her mouth. Her eyes immediately widened in surprise. “It’s sweet! It’s ten times sweeter than tikka fruit!”


      “Ha ha! Glad you like it. Want to try this as well?” Rouga asked, holding out a sandwich. He had saved some lunch for when he got hungry later.


      Saman was a little perplexed by the unfamiliar food, but she took a slow bite of it. “Mm! It’s delicious!” She grinned widely after taking the bite. It seemed the food of the human world suited her tastes. Mermaids had lots in common with us humans. Their upper bodies were human, so that made sense.


      “What about this?” Nino asked.


      “Let me try!”


      “Ah!”


      Before we could stop her, Saman had grabbed the black matter from Nino’s hand and thrown it into her mouth. That was the preserved food Nino had created! Her cooking always had a very unique flavor to it... Would she be okay? We watched worriedly as her body started trembling.


      “Eek...”


      “Saman?!”


      She collapsed with a blue face, and we rushed over to pick her up.




      “Why did you feed her that toxic matter?!”


      “I’m sorry, Kuruta. But it’s very healthy...”


      “Nothing healthy would knock someone out!”


      Kuruta’s argument was fair. Nino looked a little disappointed. Meanwhile, Saman had recovered enough to stand up for Nino.


      “I-It’s fine! I was just a little shocked!” she said, posing to show off how healthy she was. She was honestly such a nice girl...


      Nino had reflected on her actions, so we could put this behind us for now.


      “Shall we end the break here?” I suggested.


      “Okay!”


      I picked up my brush and resumed painting. The match was tomorrow, so I had to finish this today no matter what. My grip on the brush tightened, and my brush moved faster than ever before. It was basically flying across the canvas.


      “All right, it’s done!”


      Finally, as the sun was about to set, I finished the painting. I didn’t know if I could defeat Ecrecia, but I had put everything I had into this piece. If this wasn’t enough, I had no choice but to give up. I’d really poured my soul into this work.


      “Ooh! Isn’t this amazing?!” Kuruta said.


      Raiza nodded. “It sure packs a punch!”


      “Saman almost looks like she’s alive,” Nino added.


      Everyone had nothing but praise for the finished work. Perhaps I had a chance of winning with this. Their reactions gave me hope.


      “Let’s make our way back now. Saman, thank you so much for everything!” I said.


      “Same here! Come play again anytime!” she replied.


      “Of course!”


      I put my painting into my magic bag and we bid Saman farewell. But just as we were about to return to the city, an explosion loud enough to shake our bodies could be heard. Ripples spread across the lake as all the waterfowl took off into the sky.


      “What was that? Thunder?” Raiza asked.


      “But it’s sunny,” Kuruta pointed out.


      “It came from that direction. What’s that?” Nino asked, narrowing her eyes in suspicion.


      A large black shadow was floating in the distance. Was that a boat? I couldn’t tell from where we were, but it looked awfully large for a ship. It could probably fit fifty people.


      “What do you think it is?” I muttered.


      “Who knows. Do you?” Rouga asked the fisherman captaining our boat, but he just shook his head.


      “No, I’ve never seen anything like it.”


      Another explosion roared through the air. This time, I could see lightning run across the surface of the lake. It was coming from the tip of the ship.


      “That’s the sealed land!” Saman yelled.


      “Huh?!”


      Now that she mentioned it, the shadow was floating by the center of the lake—right where the boulder was meant to be. Things seemed to be taking a worse turn than we’d expected... I broke out into a cold sweat at the unexpected turn of events.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Return of the Wicked Devil


      “Are they trying to break the seal?” Rouga muttered in horror as he watched the floating ship in the distance.


      Three more explosions sounded. We could see lightning running from the boat toward the rocky area. Light filled the twilight sky, making us gulp nervously. There was no mistaking it—someone was attacking the barrier!


      “This is terrible! If the Wicked Devil wakes up, everyone will be killed!” Saman wailed.


      “Sounds like we have to stop them right away,” Kuruta said.


      “Yeah! Can you steer the boat, Noa?” Raiza asked.


      I immediately nodded. “Leave it to me!”


      I leaned over the side of the boat and placed my hand against the lake surface, refining my magic energy. The water started rippling, then bubbling as the boat picked up speed. Before long, we were shooting forward with no regard for comfort.


      Saman jumped off the boat and into the water. “I’m going to let the matriarch know! Be careful, everyone!”


      “Okay! You take care too!” Kuruta replied.


      “Will do!”


      With a big jump, Saman dove to the bottom of the lake in one go. As soon as she had gone, I activated my magic. Water swelled behind us, tilting the boat slightly. The force of intense acceleration pressed against our bodies.


      “Whoa!”


      “Hey! Don’t lean on me, Rouga!”


      “Sorry, sorry!”


      “Hang on tight! I’m gonna book it!”


      The boat zoomed forward, riding the waves. It was far from a comfortable ride, but this was the fastest way to move. The large ship flew along with the wind, splashing water on our faces. We eventually got close enough to identify the shadow ship.


      “It’s huge! It’s basically a warship!” Kuruta exclaimed.


      “There’s no sail. Is that a water wheel attached to it instead?” Nino asked.


      “It’s called a paddle steamer. I’ve seen it once before,” Raiza replied, frowning at the enormous outline of the vessel.


      Even for a lake this large, the ship was excessively huge. It was like a galleon with the mast removed and water wheels on each side. Attached to the bow was a cannon large enough to fit an entire person. It was clearly some kind of battleship, not a fishing boat.


      “Hey! What are you doing?! Stop it!” I yelled at the men working on the deck.


      But they continued their work without a care. They carried a huge crystal out of the boat tower and loaded it into the cannon. Light burst out of the crystal, charging the cannon.


      Oh no! They’re going to make another attack!


      “Tch! No other choice!” Raiza clicked her tongue and leaped into the air. She landed on the deck and slashed at the cannon that was releasing light. Fireworks scattered, followed by the screech of intense friction. Finally, the clink of Raiza sheathing her sword could be heard.


      The next moment, the magic energy that had been building up in the cannon was released. An explosion engulfed the bow of the ship in flame—and it all happened in the span of a single second. Everything was over in a flash.


      The men who had ignored me suddenly yelled in confusion.


      “Hey, you’re kidding me!”


      “What was that?! I didn’t see anything!”


      Of course, those were natural reactions to my sister’s swift skills. If I had tried the same thing, I would have taken twice as long.


      “Hurry up and put out the flames! Now!”


      “No, we have to do something about that woman first!”


      “There’s no way we can stop her!”


      The men seemed to be low-level lackeys, as they weren’t very calm in the chaos. But just then, a powerful and cold voice echoed from the ship’s tower.


      “Calm down, all of you! This is why mercenaries are useless...”


      Leonida appeared in a black dress, accompanied by Teir.


      What’s the meaning of this? Why is the Valdemar family that rules Lamia Lake trying to revive the Wicked Devil?


      Endless questions filled our heads.


      “Lady Leonida! Why are you here?!” Raiza asked on our behalf.


      Leonida covered her smiling mouth with her fan. Her expression was gentle, but there was a strong emotion in her eyes as she giggled. “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough. Now, everyone! It’s almost night!” she said loudly, holding her arms up high.


      As the sun set, the moon rose in its place. Leonida almost looked like a queen who could control the heavens. Pale light began glowing on the surface of the lake, and the area around the rocky section started glittering faintly.


      “Mist?” I muttered.


      White mist had seemingly appeared from nowhere. It was so thick, I could barely see the face of the person beside me. Was this an effect of the earlier attack? The scenery periodically distorted with a crackling spark. It seemed like the mist barrier that had originally been there had been partially destroyed.


      “I’ve got a really bad feeling...” Rouga muttered cautiously.


      “Yeah. This feels similar to the last time we saw a demon,” I agreed. I could feel a large and eerie presence nearby. I took my weapon into my hands.


      “Rise, Wicked Devil Belzebufo! It is time to break that seal and show yourself!” Leonida shouted, taking a small stone out of her breast pocket.


      Was that a magic stone? It was awfully powerful for its size. Was she trying to inject the stone with energy and send it into a frenzy? If so...


      “Watch out!” I yelled as she threw the magic stone. It drew a gentle curve through the air, releasing vast magic energy in one go.


      Light surged with a blast of wind. The mist around us was blown away.


      “Graaaaaah!”


      A terrifying roar filled the night sky.


      “Whoa!”


      The barrier shattered into particles of light. A towering purple body came into view with the roar. It was so big, the ship before us looked like a toy model in comparison. Its gold eyes glinted as miasma poured out of its mouth like leaking gas. It was no wonder it was called a Wicked Devil. It had a terrifying yet extraordinary presence.


      “Are you the one who awakened me?” Belzebufo asked Leonida, gas spilling from its mouth lazily. There was something thick about its voice that felt awfully unpleasant to listen to, like we were being licked from head to toe. Kuruta and Nino were covering their ears with a frown.


      But Leonida ignored the Wicked Devil’s words. “Now! Move the ship!” she ordered bravely.


      The ship began turning. It had mobility that only motor vessels were capable of. A sailboat could never move like this. At the same time, numerous gunports opened along the side of the ship, revealing cannons.


      Are they planning on exterminating the Wicked Devil?


      As soon as I thought that, Leonida gave another order. “Fire!”


      Cannon fire echoed through the air. But what was fired from the main cannon wasn’t ammunition—it was a harpoon. There was a wire tied to the end to prevent movement.


      The harpoon pierced Belzebufo’s skin, making body fluids spray everywhere. The wire immediately began glowing with a red light.


      “That’s—” I shouted.


      I could sense an immense amount of magic energy flowing out of its body. The harpoon appeared to be directly absorbing the energy within the creature. Belzebufo resisted by tugging at the harpoon, but it had been weakened to the point that it couldn’t pull the harpoon out.


      “Ha ha ha! Wonderful! It was worth paying Conron a fortune for this!” Leonida yelled.


      “Tch... That was one name I didn’t want to hear,” Rouga said, clearly frowning.


      The Conron Company were black market dealers spread across the continent. Rouga also had a past with them through his former adventuring partner, Lana. Had Leonida placed such a heavy tax on this city to obtain these tools? She must have had to prepare the ship in advance. These thoughts all crossed my mind, but now wasn’t the time to deal with it. What was she going to do with the magic energy she gained from Belzebufo? I had a feeling it wouldn’t be anything good.


      “Lady Leonida! What are you doing?!” Raiza yelled from the deck, asking the question we were all thinking.


      Leonida burst into laughter like something in her had broken. “I’m going to get the world back!”


      “What are you going on about?”


      “I’m going to revive the most important person in the world. Using the energy of the Wicked Devil and the blood of countless others!”


      She looked over at the sparkling city of Elmar in the distance. The large city on the shore glittered like stars in the night sky. The warmth of the people could be felt through each and every light.


      The blood of countless others... Was she going to sacrifice the people of the city?!


      “What a fool! I’ll never let you do that!” my sister yelled, sensing what Leonida was about to do.


      She marched up to her angrily, but the moment she touched the sword at her waist, Teir stepped between them.


      “I will not allow you to interrupt Master Leonida.”


      “You think you can stop me?”


      “For three minutes, at most,” Teir said, taking two knives out of her skirt. She knew my sister was the Swordmaster, but she still had no intention of moving.


      My sister must have felt her intense determination. She glanced at us and jerked her chin at Belzebufo. “I’ll stop these two. Noa, you go take care of that frog!”


      “Got it! We’re leaving them to you!”


      “Yeah, I’ll catch up soon.”


      The rest of us moved the boat in front of Belzebufo. Numerous harpoons pierced its slimy skin. As was to be expected of the Conron Company, at least their weapon performance was reliable. The knife Lana had once used was also effective, although morally questionable. They were an evil company, but they were awfully competent, which just made them all the more wicked.


      “Let’s finish it off before it can move!” I shouted.


      “Yeah! I’ll use my maximum output!” Kuruta replied.


      “I’ve also got this thing I can use,” Nino said, taking out a throwing knife with a bomb tied to it. She stuck a talisman filled with magic energy on it, boosting its explosive force. That should have been enough.


      “All right, let’s all attack it at once! I’m going to aim for its head!” I said to the others.


      They all nodded. Rouga held his shield up, ready for the enemy’s counterattack. Now, it was time to deal with this guy in one blow! I drew my black blade and filled it with fire magic. It glowed a fiery red, sparks rising from the sword. It pulsed, filled with magic energy.


      “Haaaaaah! Take that!”


      My power peaked, and I released it. Flames curved through the night sky in an explosion of light. At the same time, Kuruta and Nino unleashed their attacks. A series of explosions followed. Then, with a thunderous roar that almost echoed through my body, a pillar of fire burst upward. Ripples spread across the lake as it was illuminated by red light. The impact shook the boat heavily, splashing us with water. It was much more powerful than the earlier explosion.


      “Always a wonder! There’ll be nothing left of the enemy!” Rouga cheered.


      “That’s Sieg for you!” Kuruta said.


      “That must have worked!” Nino added.


      Everyone was certain Belzebufo had been killed by the overwhelming attack. I was also sure I had done serious damage. My attack had probably had the same force as superior magic, one level above advanced magic.


      “You impudent humans! How dare you!”


      The explosive flames, however, cleared to reveal the enraged Wicked Devil Belzebufo.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: The Past That Won’t Return


      While Sieg’s group was facing Belzebufo, Raiza glared at Teir, who had her knives raised. Teir seemed skilled herself, but the difference between her and the Swordmaster was evident. They didn’t need to fight to know the result.


      Raiza frowned at her in suspicion. “Why do you protect her when you know she’s wrong? Is it just loyalty?” she asked.


      “It’s my fault Master Leonida turned into this.”


      “What do you mean?”


      Teir didn’t answer. Instead, she took off her mask and threw it off the boat. It was almost like she was bidding farewell to her past.


      “Oh? Where have I seen that face before?”


      “Now isn’t the time to be thinking other things.” Teir hurled her knives, skirt fluttering with her movement.


      Raiza evaded and closed the distance enough to lock blades. Sparks flew with the sound of clashing metal. A sound of awe escaped Raiza’s mouth. There was a mastery to Teir’s skills that was wasted on a mere maid. “Not bad,” she said.


      “I’ve trained ever since that day.”


      “Why don’t you use this power for good? Or do you really think Leonida’s doing the right thing?” Raiza pressed. Her tone was rough, conveying how strongly she felt.


      But Teir looked a little fed up by the questions. “Master Leonida’s current state is all my fault,” she repeated more strongly than before.


      “I don’t know what happened in the past. But it’s not a reason to bend your morals in the present!” Raiza shouted, matching her strong tone.


      The two locked gazes as their argument intensified. Eventually, their battle resumed as a result of their overflowing emotions. Blades clashed and sparks flew.


      “You wouldn’t understand. But that’s fine. This is my sin,” Teir said.


      “Do you intend on bearing it all by yourself?”


      “Well, what do you suggest I do instead?!” Some of the emotions sealed in the depths of Teir’s heart spilled forth. But she refused to acknowledge them and held her knives even tighter. “Hah! Hiyah!”


      “Too slow! Your blade is faltering!”


      “We’ll see how long that composure of yours can last!” Teir replied. She extended her thumb and pressed it to her blade. Her skin was sliced open and blood fell.


      Badump.


      The knife, which should’ve been an inanimate object, looked like it had throbbed. At the same time, Teir’s presence increased significantly, almost like a burning flame about to be extinguished. If Noa had been there, he probably would have compared her to Lana when she’d faced the minotaur.


      “Let’s settle things with this. Haaah!” Teir cried.


      A slashing attack was released from the knife. Its might was increased to the maximum by absorbing Teir’s life force. Reddish-black lightning drew near Raiza like a tornado.


      “It’s a shame to see you rely on tools like that,” Raiza muttered coldly. She immediately drew a circle with her sword. A shock wave that could freeze the air radiated out before a slashing attack dispersed. Steel was cut into pieces by the almighty attack that could smash mountains. It was an inhuman move that didn’t rely on illegal tools.


      Teir nearly dropped her knife in a fluster. “No way!”


      Raiza slowly closed the distance to her and pointed her sword at Teir’s white throat. “Checkmate.”
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      “I didn’t think the Swordmaster was so powerful...”


      “I haven’t even used a tenth of my strength.” Raiza grinned teasingly, but it didn’t look like she was lying.


      The difference in their power was a hundred times greater than what Teir had imagined. It was so ridiculous, Teir’s expression naturally relaxed. It had been foolish of her to assume she could buy time. She was a pebble on the side of the road compared to the Swordmaster.


      “What are you doing, Teir?!” Leonida howled upon seeing Teir stopping. She still needed more time to absorb the magic energy from Belzebufo. It had been Teir’s job to buy that time.


      But Teir looked like she had given up. “It’s impossible. I can’t stop her,” she said with a shrug.


      “You spineless coward!”


      “Just give up, mother.”


      At those words, everyone froze. Raiza’s eyes widened as she tried to comprehend what had just been said. Leonida and Teir were mother and daughter. It wasn’t impossible, but she had never even imagined it. But now that she looked again, their faces were rather similar. The familiarity in Teir’s face that Raiza had noticed earlier was, in fact, her resemblance to Leonida.


      “What?! What does this mean?!” Raiza asked.


      “I’ll tell you everything. I’ll tell you what happened to us on that day two years ago,” Teir said, turning to look at Leonida again.


      Leonida gave her permission with a bitter look. “Fine. She’ll find out eventually anyway, if everything goes to plan.”


      “Thank you very much.” Teir cleared her throat and stared straight into Raiza’s eyes. She then began to speak slowly. “Two years ago, I killed my father.”


      Raiza was once again shocked into silence. All she could do was stand there.


      “You killed him...?”


      Several seconds after Teir’s astonishing statement, Raiza finally managed to voice her question in confusion.


      Teir lightly placed a hand to her own chest and took a deep breath. She continued talking in a firm tone, albeit with a hint of hesitation. “My father, Avis, was a mere servant of Master Leonida’s. But over their many years spent together, they developed feelings for each other and began a secret relationship. Master Leonida was already married at the time, so it was an unforgivable taboo.”


      “An all too common story,” Raiza muttered.


      It was the kind of story the upper classes loved to gossip about. But how had that turned into Teir’s shocking confession? Raiza listened to the story with her sword held at the ready.


      “My father and Master Leonida’s relationship gradually grew closer, and before long, Master Leonida became pregnant with me. At first, she claimed I was her husband’s child. But unfortunately, their relationship was discovered just before I was born.”


      “What happened then?”


      “The upper classes dislike scandals, so they called me a miscarriage. I was raised by my father, who was banished from the estate. But Master Leonida couldn’t give up on her relationship with my father and eventually divorced her husband. My father returned to the castle as a servant, and I returned as a maid.”


      Teir paused there. She eventually continued speaking with a brighter tone, as though looking back on fond memories.


      “The next few years were truly fun. You visited just around that time. I was a mere trainee back then, and I was wearing a mask when we met again, so you probably didn’t recognize me.”


      “Hm? Is that so?”


      “Yes. But those happy days didn’t last for long. Just about two years ago, my father and I went into town on an errand. Monsters attacked...and I left my father to die...”


      Tears welled in her eyes, then rolled down her cheeks. She clenched her trembling hands. Seeing that, Raiza could guess where Teir’s strength came from. She had probably devoted herself to training after feeling how powerless she had been. Losing her father must have been unimaginably painful.


      “So that’s why you said you killed him?”


      Teir choked on her words. She couldn’t respond right away.


      “That’s right. He died because of this girl!” Leonida yelled on her behalf. Her screeching voice was hysterical, like she was on the brink of madness.


      Raiza shot her an angry glare. “Is that the attitude of a mother? Would her father want you to blame his daughter for everything so relentlessly?”


      “You have no right to lecture me!” Leonida screamed. She spread her arms wide and looked up at the sky. She was almost like an actress as she ranted in a clear voice, like she was drunk on the world itself. “We’ve come this far. I’ll tell you everything. After learning of his death, I preserved his body and tried every method to revive him. What I finally found was an ancient forbidden spell that can bring back the dead by offering magic energy and blood.”


      “How foolish... Don’t you know why forbidden spells are forbidden?”


      “Of course. But he is everything to me. I don’t care about anything else,” Leonida answered without any shame for her selfish reasoning. She thought nothing of Raiza’s harsh gaze as she continued. “However, there was one problem. Gathering enough magic energy to resurrect someone would require many years. At this rate, I wouldn’t be able to meet him again even if he was revived. Even if we met again, I’d be too old to walk properly. That’s why I decided to obtain both items.”


      “Mermaid tears and the magic energy of the Wicked Devil.”


      “Yes. I thought you were all brawn, but it seems you have some brains as well.” Leonida clapped her hands, applauding Raiza’s thinking. She started walking along the deck as though to express her elated spirits. Her footsteps were light and sprightly like a young girl’s. “The mermaid tears mission ended in failure, but I was able to obtain Belzebufo’s magic energy earlier than expected. I would have liked to have regained my youthful beauty before seeing him again, but this is acceptable. I will get him back tonight!” she screamed with mad glee.


      She held her hands out toward Belzebufo in a dramatic manner. The moon peeked out from behind the clouds as though to bless her. Just then, a powerful blast of wind shook the boat.


      “Huh?! What was that?!” Leonida cried.


      “Ooh! That’s—” Raiza started.


      A pillar of fire rose where Belzebufo was. Burning heat and blinding light rushed toward them. Unable to bear it, Leonida fell on the deck. The ship shook so heavily, the mercenaries were all in an uproar.


      “It must be Noa! Good one!” said Raiza.


      “It can’t be! How could mere adventurers...?”


      “Hmph! That’s what you get for looking down on them!”


      “Filthy commoners!” Leonida’s expression did a complete about-face. Her hair was disheveled, and she approached Raiza like an enraged evil spirit.


      Just then, the world shook with another roar.


      “You impudent humans! How dare you!” came a voice.


      The Wicked Devil had broken out of its restraints.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: Challenging the Wicked Devil


      “Impudent humans! You’ll regret this!” Belzebufo roared, raising its head as it trembled with rage.


      The harpoons stuck in its body went flying out, and its magic energy suddenly increased. Eventually, two hornlike protrusions extended from the back of its head. Its giant purple body was gradually turning red. It seemed to be gaining heat, as a faint steam could be seen.


      “Looks like we’ve angered it...” Rouga muttered.


      “This is bad. Our attack had no effect,” Kuruta said, her face twitching at the abnormal aura around Belzebufo.


      They were all intimidated by the anger of the Wicked Devil that had once ruled the lake. I was also barely able to keep its face in my view. No wonder the mermaids were afraid of it! This monster might even be on par with the executives of the Demon King’s Army. A chill ran down my back at its overflowing magic energy.


      “Wroooooooooh!” Belzebufo sucked in the lake water, inflating its cheeks. It took aim at our boat and spat it all out at once. “Grah!”


      The blast that was released wasn’t a mere water gun. We leaped off the boat just before it was destroyed. Although it was made of wood, the boat could easily have fit five large adults, yet it had been blasted apart in an instant.


      “My boat!” the fisherman who had been on board with us yelled, staring at the debris. He had been hiding behind Rouga quietly until then, but he wasn’t able to sit back at the sight of his precious boat being destroyed.


      However, the next attack immediately silenced him.


      “Die!”


      This time, Belzebufo divided the water in its mouth into separate bursts. Although divided, each blast had considerable impact. It was easily dozens of times as strong as the disciple I had once fought. Each time a large blast of water hit, ripples spread across the lake as though it had been gouged.


      Boom!


      The countless water blasts falling in succession almost resembled a meteor shower. We swam fervently to evade them all.


      “Ha ha ha! Dance! Dance, you pitiful humans!”


      “Tch. This damn frog...” Rouga muttered.


      “The amphibian is being cocky,” Nino said.


      “But how do we attack it? Our earlier attack had no effect...” I said.


      “We have to find its weakness,” Kuruta replied.


      “But we can’t even get close,” Rouga pointed out.


      While we were arguing over this and that as we evaded all its attacks, Belzebufo lost its patience and ceased spitting water. It raised its front feet until it was standing on the surface of the water and began rubbing its belly.


      “What? Did it eat something bad?” Rouga asked.


      “It looks like it’s in pain,” Kuruta noted.


      Belzebufo was panting weakly. Was it finally feeling the effects of having its magic absorbed? Or had our attack had a belated effect on it? We observed it carefully for a while before its belly began to swell. I could detect magic energy swirling within it.


      “Ugh! It’s getting ready to make a big attack!” Rouga warned.


      “Make a run for it! Everyone swim as fast as you can!” Kuruta yelled.


      “Take me with you!” the fisherman yelped.


      “Aren’t you a fisherman? Can’t you swim?!”


      “Oh! That’s right!”


      Everyone retreated as fast as they could. The fisherman went with them, swimming at top speed. But from what I had observed, Belzebufo wasn’t gearing up for an attack.


      “Wait, everyone! This is something else!”


      “Graaah! Gyah! Gyahah!” Belzebufo coughed up a slimy, translucent mass of writhing black orbs.


      There’s no mistaking it! They’re eggs!


      We watched as the black part of the eggs developed at a rapid speed. First they grew tails, then they burst out of the membranes. They were huge tadpoles.


      “Go, my children! Consume all the impudent humans!”


      The tadpoles attacked us all at once. They had reached the same size as a human adult, making them look more like giant catfish than tadpoles. The most terrifying things about them were the sharp fangs growing in their mouths. Those could easily tear through bone.


      “Eeeeeek! They’re so gross!” Kuruta screamed at the abnormal sight of a swarm of human-sized tadpoles attacking.


      But there was no time to stop. If we didn’t move, we’d be eaten!


      “Everyone, let’s group up! Mr. Fisherman, you stay in the middle!” I shouted.


      “O-Okay! Right away!”


      We formed a tight circle with the fisherman in the middle, reducing the space between us as much as possible. It would’ve been best for me to cast a barrier, but there was no time for that. The ferocious tadpoles were almost upon us. It was like being attacked by a black tidal wave.


      “Raaagh!”


      “Hiyah! Hah!”


      The first wave soon arrived. Rouga sent the tadpoles flying back with his shield, while Kuruta used her dagger to slash open their black skin. Nino assisted with a rain of throwing knives. The three of them eliminated the tadpoles around us without my help. But there were still countless enemies left. No matter how many we defeated, more surged at us.


      “There’s no end to this!” Rouga yelled.


      “Get ready for another wave!” Kuruta warned.


      “Damn it! I’m not going to die here!” Nino yelled.


      “Send more my way!” I shouted.


      We used all of our strength to deal with the tadpoles together. But an extended fight in the water was exhausting, and everyone’s movements gradually slowed. Eventually, Nino’s hands stopped moving. Her small build meant she had the least stamina among us.


      “Guh!”


      “Are you okay, Nino?!” Kuruta shouted.


      “I’m fine. I just pulled a muscle.”


      “This is bad. At this rate...” I muttered.


      Our only choice was to have the others buy time while I prepared a greater magic spell. If I could wipe out all the enemies in a wide range, the situation would turn in our favor. It should be possible if I had one minute of preparation. But that one minute felt endlessly long!


      We continued fighting while thinking of a solution.


      “Hyaaah! Wild air slash!”


      Countless air slashes suddenly ripped across the lake’s surface.


      There’s no mistaking it!


      “Sis!” I yelled brightly, encouraged by the sight of Raiza running across the water. Her slashes cut down the waves of tadpoles rushing at us in no time at all.


      That was my sister for you—this number of enemies was nothing before a one-man army like her. Instead of approaching us, the tadpoles were one-sidedly eliminated from a distance.


      “Sorry I’m late!”


      “Not at all! You finished everything already?” I asked.


      “For now, yes. Teir and Leonida no longer have the will to fight. Their plans were ruined the moment that monster rampaged out of their control.”


      I see. So they hadn’t expected this to happen. But if my sister said it was fine, then it had to be fine. We could focus on fighting Belzebufo now.


      “Now that Raiza’s here, we’ve basically won. Get ready for more!” Kuruta warned.


      “How many more are there?!” Rouga shouted.


      “The common toad lays over ten thousand eggs in one go. Belzebufo might be able to lay that much too,” Nino pointed out.


      “No need for a rational answer right now!” Rouga snapped sharply.


      Even as they were bickering, an immense number of tadpoles rushed toward us. More were being born at a rapid pace, filling the entire lake. Not even my sister’s air slashes could keep up with eliminating them all. Nino had said ten thousand, but there were way more than that!


      “I’ll handle this!” Raiza shouted.


      “But...”


      “Go and defeat that frog already!”


      “Fine! We’ll beat him up quick!” I replied. We left the tadpoles to my sister and closed the distance to Belzebufo again.


      Now, how could we exterminate this giant devil? We had to find a solution before we could do anything. Belzebufo seemed to know that too, as it looked smug even as its children were being eliminated before it.


      “Ha ha ha! What will you do, humans? Your attacks don’t work on me!”


      “Every monster has its weakness. We just have to find yours,” I said.


      “Pfft! Nonsense! I have no such thing!” Belzebufo scoffed at us before attacking with water blasts once again.


      We evaded them while thinking of a countermeasure. Belzebufo’s best means of attack was its large mouth. That was probably its biggest weakness. If we could seal its mouth, it would be our victory.


      “I know! Do you still have those throwing knives with bombs attached, Nino?” I asked.


      “Yes, I have three more.”


      “Then throw them into its mouth right after it finishes spitting water. Can you do that?”


      She looked a little offended by my question and snorted dismissively. “Of course. Don’t underestimate a ninja.”


      “I get it. We’re going to attack its mouth, right? I’ll help,” Kuruta said.


      “Then I’ll block the water blasts that fly this way. Focus on aiming,” Rouga said.


      We quickly decided how to divide our roles, and I began drawing a magic circle under the water so that Belzebufo wouldn’t notice. I gathered magic energy little by little and timed my attack carefully.


      My thoughts started accelerating. Time slowed down, making Belzebufo’s movements look sluggish. Finally, that moment arrived. Seeing we were up to something, Belzebufo released a large water blast.


      I gave everyone the signal. “Now!”


      Nino and Kuruta attacked in unison. The throwing knife and dagger flew straight into the Wicked Devil’s open mouth with pinpoint accuracy. It was a masterful show of skill. An explosion went off within.


      “Gwah!”


      Not even the Wicked Devil Belzebufo could endure an explosion inside its mouth. While it wasn’t defeated by it, it was greatly shaken. I used that opening to release an attack with all my might.


      “Raaaaaah!”


      Pale-blue magic energy tore across the lake and into Belzebufo’s mouth. But its large body still didn’t fall. It had quickly deployed a magic barrier within its mouth—a move only possible for a veteran devil. Its reaction speed was top-notch.


      “I let my guard down there. But your half-hearted magic won’t work on me. I can protect myself with my own magic,” it said, sucking in another big mouthful of water. It was about to make a big attack to finish us off.


      But just then, the spell I had prepared in secret activated.


      “Gah?! The water...is frozen!”


      “It’s ice magic. I fired a mass of cold air into your mouth just now.”


      “Gwah hah! Gwoooh!”


      The small vortex of cold air created with magic energy froze the water, transforming it into a huge block of ice that blocked Belzebufo’s mouth, preventing it from moving. Its limbs were so short, it couldn’t reach into its mouth to remove the ice. It didn’t even have fangs that could shatter it.


      “All right! It worked!”


      I sighed in relief at the sight of Belzebufo struggling. I hadn’t been sure if it would work, but this was a great success. Getting Kuruta and Nino to attack its mouth in advance and numb its senses with pain had been the correct decision. If I had been the only one to attack, it would have noticed the cold air immediately.


      “Ouch, that looks painful! You did great coming up with that,” Kuruta said.


      “I figured all we had to do was block its mouth, not injure it.”


      “Good thinking. Ha ha ha! Some Wicked Devil that is,” Rouga laughed.


      Belzebufo toppled onto its back, squirming desperately to get the lump of ice free. It no longer had the majesty of a Wicked Devil. If anything, it looked like it was being half flattened by the weight of the ice.


      Now, how should we finish it off?


      It probably wouldn’t just die of suffocation. Just as I was thinking that, my sister returned from cleaning up the tadpoles. As always, she had handled an absurd amount of enemies without any difficulty.


      “Phew. There were so many of them, it ended up quite tiring.”


      “Welcome back, sis.”


      “You look just about done here too.” Raiza looked a little surprised by Belzebufo’s flattened form. She hadn’t expected us to deal with it so quickly. “I’ll finish it off. I’ll split it down the middle in one go,” she said, holding her sword over her head. Her sword force swirled around her, denting the lake’s surface until it was like she was standing in a crater.


      This was the power of the Swordmaster! Belzebufo wouldn’t be able to withstand this one.


      Or so I thought.


      “Fine! I’ll take you all down with me!”


      Belzebufo’s stomach suddenly swelled.


      “Oh no, it’s going to blow itself up!”


      Belzebufo’s body swelled before our eyes, thin skin stretched like a balloon. Powerful magic energy swirled within it.


      If that thing bursts, it’ll take out this whole area!


      The continuously rising magic energy sent a chill down my spine.


      “Can we do anything to stop it?!” Kuruta shouted.


      “It’s impossible! There’s nothing we can do!” I replied, shaking my head.


      Stopping the explosion meant releasing the magic energy, but doing so was too risky. At worst, it could explode in the middle of the process. The safer option was to get far away from here as fast as possible.


      “This way everyone! Get on the boat for now!” Raiza yelled, pointing at Leonida’s warship and urging us to move there.


      It was better than being in the middle of nowhere. We quickly swam over to the boat just as Belzebufo’s body started making a loud creaking sound. It had swelled to its limit, which was causing its skeleton to scream in protest.


      We somehow managed to reach the boat while fearing the worst.


      “Don’t stop! Hurry!” Raiza shouted.


      “Eek! How is this happening?!” the fisherman wailed, seeing Belzebufo on the verge of exploding. He was fervently trying to climb onto the deck but wasn’t having much success.


      Nino was nearby and grabbed his hand, but she couldn’t pull him up because of the difference in their sizes. As they were struggling, a rope ladder suddenly dropped down from the deck.


      “Use this.”


      “Teir...”


      “Hurry! There’s no time to be thinking of anything else.”


      We hesitated a little but quickly decided to use the rope ladder as instructed. Just as we all got on board, sound vanished from our surroundings like the quiet before the storm. The wind had stopped abruptly and there was an abnormal feeling of nothingness. The moon was awfully bright.


      “Whoa!” I yelped.


      “Look out! Watch your heads!” Kuruta shouted.


      “Eeeeeek!” the fisherman screamed.


      “This is bad!” Rouga yelled.


      A flash of light, an explosion of sound, and a blast of air went off at once. The boat shook so hard that we were nearly thrown overboard. We clung to the side of the board to wait for the shaking to settle, but a tall wave caused by the explosion mercilessly threatened to swallow the entire ship.


      “Gah!”


      “Rouga!”


      “Ack! I can’t hold on!”


      “Not you too, Kuruta!”


      The overwhelming might of water washed Rouga and the others away one by one. I was somehow able to hold on, but the ship eventually began falling apart around me. I tried using magic energy to strengthen the materials, but there was a limit to what I could do when it was made of wood. Eventually, the keel of the ship snapped and the hull broke. After that, it only took a moment for the ship to fall apart.


      “Guh! What do we do?!” I shouted.


      I tried my best to think as fierce waves swallowed me. I couldn’t breathe properly and slowly began to lose consciousness.


      Am I going to die like this?


      My vision slowly darkened as such thoughts filled my head. But the next moment, someone hugged me tightly from behind.


      “Hold on, noble human!”


      “That voice...”


      I opened my eyes to see the face of a beautiful girl.
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      There was no mistaking those eyes—it was Saman! She must have returned after contacting her village. She dragged me up to the surface, where I took a deep breath of fresh air. It was like I had been revived from death.


      “Pfah! Thank you very much, Saman!”


      “No worries! Friends should help friends!”


      “Um...I’m sorry to make such a shameless request, but can you save the others too? We got separated in the big wave just now,” I said apologetically.


      She smiled at me gently and waved her hand as though beckoning someone over. Just then, lots of mermaids surfaced at once.


      “Whoa! Are they your friends, Saman?”


      “Yes! I asked them all to come along just in case!”


      “Thank you! That was a great idea!” I thanked Saman from the bottom of my heart. If she hadn’t appeared with her friends, someone might have died. If that had happened, I’d have regretted it for the rest of my life. I held her hand and bowed my head low. “Thank you! Thank you so much!” I said again.


      “Aha ha ha. No need to bow your head! It makes me nervous.”


      “Heeey! Are you okay?!” Rouga yelled from afar. Our party, Teir, and Leonida were with him. They had already been safely rescued by Saman’s friends.


      “Thank goodness. Glad everyone’s safe!” Kuruta said, relieved to see everyone unharmed.


      I also sighed in relief. At any rate, that should be this incident settled. All that was left was to ask Leonida for the details of her situation and hand her over to the knights...


      Just as I thought that, Nino pointed to the lake with a pale face. “Hold on! The waves haven’t calmed!”


      “Huh? Oh, you’re right,” Rouga said.


      “That’s not what I mean! Look closer!”


      Rouga squinted harder and froze. We followed his gaze to where Nino was pointing and looked closely.


      “Hey, that’s...”


      “What do we do about that?!”


      On the other side of a black wave crest were the twinkling lights of a city. A tidal wave was about to wash over the city of Elmar.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Protect the City!


      The city of Elmar was located on the bank of Lamia Lake. Renowned for being the art capital, the city had long flourished as a key point of transport using the lake. It had lost some of its vigor through the oppressive rule of the local lord, but it was still a huge city that was home to over thirty thousand people.


      And that city was now facing an unprecedented crisis.


      “Huh? What’s that?”


      The first to notice the abnormality was a man lying on the wharf. He had made his way to the lakeside after being thrown out of a tavern for being a bad drunk. He had been lying down on the wharf and enjoying the cool night air when an unfamiliar roaring sound made him sit up. Something black was drawing near the city. It was like there was a storm approaching.


      “A wave?” the man muttered. He almost thought he was having a drunken hallucination, but he gradually realized he was wrong as he sobered up. “What in the world?!”


      A giant wave was about to engulf the city! He quickly ran back to the tavern, which was still open, and yelled without catching his breath, “There’s a wave! A huge wave is heading toward the city!”


      The customers gathered in the tavern burst into laughter. Lamia Lake was just a lake, not the sea. There was a limit to how large the wave could get, especially on a day like this with clear weather.


      “Did you fall asleep and have a bad dream while drunk?”


      “You shouldn’t sleep on the road.”


      “Or have you gone senile in your old age?”


      “Ha ha ha! Must be that!”


      “No! Just look outside! Hurry!”


      The man yelled so loud, the mood in the tavern was ruined. Several customers stepped outside in annoyance to look at the lake, where they got a clear view of the wall-like wave approaching from the distance. The wind carried the still-faint sound of rushing water to them.


      The customers immediately sobered up.


      “Are you serious?”


      “There’s no way! What is that?!”


      “W-We have to get out of here!”


      Fear spread in an instant, until the crowd fell into a panic. The uproar that started with the tavern customers soon turned into chaos that covered the entire city. The quiet night was filled with the horrified screams of masses of people rushing out of their houses with their arms full of belongings.


      “Run away as fast as you can!”


      “Where do we go?! This entire area is low altitude!”


      “Head for the lord’s castle!”


      The people swarmed toward the highest point in the city: the castle of their lord. But they were stopped at the large gate by the guards.


      “Get back, all of you! You’re forbidden from entering!”


      “What are you saying? Can’t you see what’s coming?!”


      “We’ve been ordered not to let a single person inside the castle. Go away!”


      “You’ve got to be crazy! Get the lord out here! We’re not listening to you!”


      Angry yells demanding the lord’s presence rose from the crowd. But unfortunately, the guards had been told that Leonida had left the castle. They tried to hold the crowd back, but it wasn’t an easy task. After all, lives were on the line. The conflict quickly intensified until both sides were holding weapons.


      “The lord isn’t here! She’s out right now!”


      “As if we’d believe that! She’s hiding away somewhere safe, isn’t she?!”


      “That’s right! She’s always been like that, making us suffer!”


      The situation was tense. The people were about to violently riot, and the guards were about to collide with them.


      Just then, a girl’s voice called out to them. “Calm down.”


      “Who...? Oh! It’s Ecrecia!”


      The crowd parted to reveal Ecrecia. She stood before the guards and said to them in an unusually strong tone, “Move. Let these people inside.”


      “But we’ve been ordered by the lord...”


      “Lady Leonida isn’t here, which means you have the right to decide.”


      Ecrecia pointed at the captain’s forehead. Everyone’s gazes focused on him, and he started sweating nervously from the pressure. A decision this important was normally unthinkable for someone of his station. But what Ecrecia said made sense too. With the lord and Teir away, he was the highest-ranked person at the castle right now.


      The captain hesitated for a moment before announcing in a serious voice, “Fine. Open the gates. Children and the elderly have priority!”


      The crowd burst into cheers, and people rushed into the castle.


      After seeing the evacuation begin, Ecrecia turned to the people. “Is there anyone here who can use magic?”


      A considerable number of people held up their hands. She nodded in satisfaction at the greater number than expected.


      “All of you follow me. We’re going to stop that,” she said.


      “Stop what? The wave?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Don’t be absurd! There’s no way that thing can be stopped!”


      “That’s right! It’s clearly not a human feat!”


      The people protested against Ecrecia’s words. They were familiar enough with magic to know that a wave of that size was impossible to deal with. It wasn’t like the people gathered were sages or S-rank adventurers.


      “It’ll be fine. We’re just going to help,” Ecrecia said confidently.


      “That makes it sound like there’s someone stopping it already...”


      “Yes. My little brother and his friends should be on it now.”


      Ecrecia didn’t have any way of knowing what Noa was actually up to. She hadn’t seen him since they’d made their promise, and she didn’t even know which inn he was staying at. There was no way for her to know what he was doing, but she had absolute trust in him. She knew Noa would never sit back and do nothing in a situation like this—and that he was capable of stopping that wave. It was her intuition as his big sister.


      But the people were reluctant to move.


      “Sorry, but...”


      “Even if it’s Lady Ecrecia saying it, we can’t...”


      Ecrecia lost her patience and finally decided to use her trump card. She reached into her magic bag and took out a painting of a hero holding up a sword.


      “Since it’s come down to this, here’s my trump card. Everyone, look at this.”


      The people’s gazes were captured by the painting she had taken out. They were filled with a sense of exaltation and fighting spirit. That feeling gradually spread until it became an irrepressible heat.


      Ecrecia motivated them further with her words. “Let’s protect this beautiful city together, everyone. Now is the time to stand up!”


      A new wave of cheers rose up from the crowd. And so, Ecrecia led those who could use magic toward the lake.




      “This is bad! At this rate, the city...”


      The black wave was moving across the lake. The wall of water had enough force to wash away the entire coast if it reached land. At worst, the city of Elmar would be destroyed. I didn’t want to imagine how much devastation a wave that powerful could cause to the people.


      “Saman, can you take us up to that wave?” I asked.


      “Huh?! Are you going to stop it?!” Kuruta yelped with a twitchy expression.


      “Yes!” I replied immediately.


      We were the only ones who had a chance of stopping that wave. That was why I had to do something about it.


      But Kuruta shook her head furiously. “No way! If you do something that reckless, you might—”


      “Yeah. I might not get out of this one alive either,” Raiza said. She was in rare agreement with Kuruta. She had a deep furrow in her brow as she stared at the wave. Not even the Swordmaster had an easy means of stopping a tidal wave from swallowing a city. Water was a fluid, making it the worst matchup for her.


      “Even so, I’m going. Ecrecia’s in the city,” I said.


      “Still...”


      “I know I don’t have the right to ask, but I’d like to all the same. Please save the city,” Teir said, stepping in front of us.


      Leonida, who had been brought over by a mermaid, bowed her head too. She seemed to have finally given up on her ambitions, as her hollow expression looked brighter for some reason. This was probably her original self. The unnatural glare in her eyes was gone, making her seem much more gentle.


      “Guess it can’t be helped,” Rouga said.


      “There’s no stopping Sieg when he gets like this,” Kuruta agreed.


      “Just like always,” Nino added.


      “Yeah. Can you take us to the city?” Rouga asked the mermaids.


      Saman and her friends puffed their chests up proudly. As mermaids, even a situation like this couldn’t stop them from swimming with ease.


      “Get on our backs, everyone! We’ll go at full speed!” Saman said.


      “Thank you!”


      And so, we left the fisherman behind and began moving. I grabbed on to Saman’s body as the scenery flew past us at breakneck speed. This was way faster than any ship! Even while carrying a person, mermaids could move surprisingly fast.


      We got closer and closer to the wall of water. It had an even greater impact up close. The wave was as tall as ten adults—no human could stand a chance against it.


      “We’re going to break through it in one go! Hold on tight!” Saman yelled.


      I took a deep breath just before intense water pressure struck me. It pressed down on me like it was trying to squeeze all the breath from my lungs. I managed to endure it until a sudden floating sensation hit me.


      “Whoa! Are we flying?!” I shouted.


      Saman had leaped out of the wave. She drew a beautiful arc through the air with me on her back and landed smoothly back in the water. She continued swimming without stopping until Elmar was before us.


      “Wow! We’re here already!” Kuruta said in awe.


      “That was amazing! It’s no wonder you’ve never been caught before!” Rouga shouted.


      “Let’s hurry! We might be able to make it like this!” I said, rushing to climb the wharf. I started preparing the most powerful barrier magic I could cast.


      Beside me, Raiza held her sword at the ready, gathering her sword force. A white aura wrapped around her body.


      “All right. I’ll cut the wave. You block what’s left, Noa!”


      “Got it!”


      “Shall we share our magic energy with Sieg?” Kuruta asked.


      “That would help! I don’t think I can do this alone!”


      I held both my hands forward and deployed a veil of white magic. With enough magic energy, it should be able to block the wave. However, I didn’t have enough to stop it alone. Everyone held their hands forward to give the veil their magic energy too.


      “Grr... What is this? It’s like my physical strength is being sapped!” Kuruta yelped.


      “It’s consuming quite a lot!” Nino shouted.


      “Are you both okay?!” I cried.


      Kuruta and Nino were both about to collapse from the unexpectedly high energy consumption. Rouga supported them both in a hurry.


      A barrier to protect the entire town took an extraordinary amount of magic energy. I had never used a spell of this scale before either. If only Ciel had been here...things would have been fine. But there was no point in wishing for the impossible.


      “We’ll pour our magic energy into it too! Everyone, do your best!”


      Just then, Saman and the other mermaids joined us. Their species had abundant magic energy that could easily maintain the veil. Then, the evacuees of the city returned. Standing at the front of the crowd was Ecrecia. She must have predicted my actions and brought them over.


      “I knew it. I thought you’d be here,” she said.


      “Sis! You came to help?”


      “We can talk later. Do we just fill that veil with magic energy?”


      “Yes! It should be enough to block the wave!”


      As soon as I said that, the people reached toward the sky. Magic energy flowed into the veil of light, visibly making it thicker. They all had magic energy! I was honestly impressed by how many people Ecrecia had gathered in such a short amount of time. She had probably used her painting techniques to accomplish it, but for once, I was grateful for it.


      “Here it comes!” Raiza eventually yelled from outside the veil.


      She moved her sword in a half circle with a burst of strength. One flash later, the slash she released cut through air and split the water. The crest of the approaching wave was divided into two, dramatically reducing its momentum. But its original force had been so great, it wasn’t enough to stop it.


      “Guess it wasn’t enough after all! Noa, the rest is up to you!” She released one more slash before retreating upward with her skywalk. Immediately after, a muddy stream of water crashed down on us.


      “Our battle starts here!”


      Everyone poured more magic energy with motivated cries. The battle for the survival of the city was about to begin!




      “Ugh! What tremendous pressure!”


      The moment the wave reached the veil, the consumption of magic energy leaped up. It sapped my magic and strength so drastically, I felt like I was about to collapse. The burden was easily twice—no, three times—what I had expected! If I lost focus, it’d break through in an instant!


      “I can’t take any more!” Kuruta shouted.


      “Kuruta!” Nino hurriedly supported Kuruta before she fell, but she was breathing heavily as well. At this rate, they’d both fall together.


      The people Ecrecia had gathered were also grunting in agony. Some had even passed out already. The screams of the mermaids could be heard from the water.


      “Urk!”


      “Hold on, everyone! Just a little more!”


      The mermaids had been providing the most magic energy after our party, so they had to bear a bigger burden than everyone else. Some of them were so exhausted, they began to sink into the water.
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      “Haaah! Raaaaaagh!”


      I sent strength into the core of my body, drawing out all the magic energy I could. My head pounded from the pain and fatigue of exceeding my limits.


      It hurts... It feels like my head was hit by an iron bar!


      I groaned at the pain, but I couldn’t afford to collapse here. If I fell here, everything would be over. My burden would shift to everyone else, and the barrier would be blown away instantly.


      I gasped for breath. Just a few seconds... If I could hold on for a few more seconds, the wave would settle. But those few seconds were endless to me. Time that I would normally never think about felt like an eternity. Just a little more was all I needed...but I couldn’t reach it!


      “I can’t...hold on!”


      I couldn’t endure it anymore. But just as I was about to lose consciousness, the burden suddenly got lighter. Someone I couldn’t see had started supplying the barrier with magic energy.


      Several seconds later, the wall of water large enough to swallow the city vanished. We had successfully survived the tsunami.


      “We did it! We did it!”


      “We protected the city!”


      Little by little, the people behind me started cheering. I wanted to join them, but I was too tired to raise my voice. All I could do was slump down on the spot and catch my breath. It all was thanks to Ciel’s training that I had drawn this much magic energy out. I had long surpassed my limits. My body felt like it was creaking in pain.


      “Are you okay, Noa?” Raiza asked worriedly, having returned.


      “Yeah...” I barely managed to reply with a nod. I must have looked pretty bad for my usually strict sister to act so gently.


      “Here. Drink this potion.”


      “Thank you...”


      I drank the potion she handed me and immediately felt better. It was like a heavy weight had been lifted off my body. Wait, was this an ex potion? They were fairly high-quality items, but that was Raiza for you.


      “I feel much better. Thanks, sis.”


      “That’s good. Don’t push yourself so hard anymore. You looked like you were about to die for a moment there.”


      “Did I look that bad?”


      “Yeah. You had the complexion of a goblin.”


      I burst into laughter at her example. That did sound rather worrisome. But still, a goblin...


      “Pfft. Ha ha ha!”


      While I was laughing, Ecrecia and the rest of our party came up to us.


      “Phew, I’m glad that worked out! We were saved by Sieg again,” Kuruta said.


      “Saving an entire city is an impressive feat,” Rouga told me.


      “But this has nothing to do with our match. I won’t acknowledge you if you don’t beat me,” Ecrecia said.


      While the others had complimented me, she alone remained strangely calm. No... Was she just pretending to be calm? Her words and expression seemed composed, but she hadn’t noticed that her glasses were askew. Overcoming the crisis must have made her completely zoned out.


      “Of course, we’ll still have our match. More importantly, I felt a really strong magic energy earlier,” I said looking around the area. But I couldn’t see the owner of the vast power. What I had felt earlier had almost been on par with Ciel...


      Just as I thought that, I extended my detection range and felt a large amount of magic energy under the water’s surface. That had to be it! The owner of the magic rose to the surface while I was processing my surprise. Eventually, she surfaced with a splash, revealing herself.


      “You did well, human child.”


      It was a majestic mermaid with a large spear in her hand. Her body was one size bigger than those of all the other mermaids, and she had a beautiful coral crown on her head. It seemed she was the queen.


      The other mermaids bowed their heads respectfully at her appearance.


      “Um, there’s a huge mermaid!”


      “I’ve never seen one before...”


      “What a beauty!”


      The people of Elmar were extremely surprised by the mermaid queen. Then they noticed the mermaids who’d gathered beneath the wharf and stared at them with wide eyes. They had been so busy maintaining the barrier, they had failed to notice the visitors earlier. That, or they hadn’t had the leisure to be surprised.


      “You’re the one who saved us earlier, right? Thank you very much,” I said.


      “Not at all,” the queen replied. She had a faraway look in her eyes, as though she were reminiscing about the past. She looked at Elmar with a cheerful smile as she spoke. “This city is precious to us too. We have a deep connection with the founder of the Valdemar family who built this place.”


      The queen picked up the locket that was hanging around her neck. There was a picture of a gentleman sealed inside.


      “Is that the founder of the Valdemar family?” I asked immediately upon seeing it.


      She nodded happily and began to tell us about the past. “It was about two hundred years ago. Our village wasn’t as isolated from the world back then. Part of my daily routine was to leave the village through caves and swim in the sunlight. One day, I happened to spot a boy who was drowning and saved him.”


      “And that was the founder?”


      “Yes. He was just the second son of a low-ranked noble back then.” The queen looked up at the radiant glow of the moon while speaking in a mellow tone. “The boy came back ten years later as a great noble who had gained ownership of the area around Lamia Lake. He was full of spirit and energy, and the two of us...”


      “Fell in love?” Kuruta guessed teasingly. Her eyes were sparkling. She seemed to have a great interest in these types of topics. Beside her, Nino looked somewhat restless.


      The queen looked at them and smiled cheerfully. “Yes, we felt so strongly for each other, we met up in secret. It was so fun sneaking out of the cave when no one was looking. I was young back then...but love that crosses species eventually meets its fate.”


      “What happened?” I asked.


      “He was bewitched by the charm of our species,” she replied, her tone suddenly darker. She looked down and sighed heavily, as though organizing her complex thoughts before continuing. “He began to show an extraordinary obsession with me. At first, I found it endearing because I thought he loved me. I only noticed something was wrong when an investigation team came to this land.”


      “Wait, could that be the record that was left behind?!”


      The records we’d seen in the grand library had been created around two hundred years ago.


      The queen ignored our surprise and continued. “I asked him to drive the team away. We mermaids only wish to live here in peace. But of all the things he could have done, he guided the investigation to the forbidden land—knowing that they’d be eaten by Belzebufo as soon as they entered the barrier.”


      “Wha...?!”


      It was a cruel ending I hadn’t expected. We all fell speechless as we exchanged looks with each other. Even if he had been trying to protect his lover’s secret, that was going too far. There were so many other ways he could have resolved things.


      “Why did he do such a thing?!” I asked.


      “Apparently, it was so they could never visit this land again. In reality, all the missing people put an end to the investigation very quickly. But the sight of him sending people to their death without any hesitation filled me with fear. I pulled away from him and, upon becoming queen, forbade my people from appearing before humans.”


      “Whoa...”


      “Beauty can drive people mad. This was a good example of it,” Ecrecia said solemnly, having listened in silence the whole time. As a creator of beauty, this story must have resonated deeply within her. Her words carried a sense of self-admonition.


      “But what does that have to do with the formation of the city? It just sounds like a tragedy,” Kuruta said.


      “That’s true. The main issue starts here. After we stopped surfacing from the bottom of the lake, he started inviting famous painters from across the land here. He wanted to forget his loneliness using elaborate portraits of me.”


      “But that won’t help...”


      “No. It only made the loneliness worse. When I used spells to secretly spy on him, he was in a horrible state. But one day, a woman changed that.”


      The queen’s voice was a little brighter than before. She continued speaking smoothly.


      “That woman was originally one of the artists he gathered. But she never tried to paint any pictures of mermaids. Instead, she painted beautiful pictures of scenery and people from the surface. He was irritated by her in the beginning, but he eventually became drawn to those paintings. Before he knew it, he started looking at things other than me.”


      “Sounds like he regained his heart through the power of art,” I said.


      “Yes. While he was sane, he developed the city into an art capital. That’s why, to me, this city is like...how can I put it? It’s a symbol of the true heart of the most important person in the world to me.”


      The queen paused and smiled again. I never would have thought Elmar had such a history. The locals didn’t seem to have known either, as they all looked awfully surprised.


      “I can’t believe the city was that deeply connected to mermaids.”


      “I never even believed in mermaids before today!”


      “Same here. I thought they were just folklore.”


      “But now that I think about it, there are a lot of mermaid paintings in the city...”


      The city’s residents were murmuring to themselves when a dry voice echoed from the direction of the lake.


      “What do you mean by that? Are you saying that my family has been perishing for love since the founder’s generation?” Leonida asked.


      That voice... It was her in the story!


      I turned to see Leonida clinging to the back of a mermaid. She pulled herself onto the wharf but was too weak to stand up from there. There was no sign of the vigor that had given her the nickname of “empress.” She was just a normal woman filled with a deep sadness.


      “You haven’t perished yet,” the queen replied.


      “What?”


      “You’re still alive. After you’ve repented for your crimes, you can devote yourself to the people just like him. Your duty from here on is to rebuild this city. You must not die before then.”


      The queen’s solemn words made tears fall from Leonida’s eyes. My eyes naturally welled up as well.


      And with that, the incident was finally over.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: Ecrecia Versus Sieg!


      “Good grief. Things have finally settled down!”


      The next day, we went to a slightly fancy brunch to celebrate the resolution of the incident. The noisy dining hall was packed with people who had the same idea. They had been oppressed for so long, they had a lot of pent-up energy to release. It was still before noon, but everyone was in a festival mood.


      We were influenced by their cheer and chatted among ourselves just as excitedly.


      “In the end, it was decided that a Valdemar branch family will rule Elmar for the time being, right?” I asked.


      “Yeah. Lady Leonida’s punishment will be decided another day,” Raiza said.


      “She should be able to avoid capital punishment, but she’ll probably have to spend the next ten years at a monastery,” Rouga muttered, crossing his arms.


      It was rare for high-ranking nobles to be imprisoned for their crimes. Instead, they were usually sentenced to live in remote monasteries for extended periods of time. Given how serious this incident had been, Leonida would probably end up in the same position.


      “That aside, I can’t believe Teir was Leonida’s daughter,” Kuruta said.


      “Yeah. I was shocked when I heard that as well,” Raiza agreed, nodding as she recalled the moment she’d learned the truth.


      We had also been surprised when we’d first heard Teir say that. I never would have imagined that the two were parent and child. But after seeing Teir’s face beneath the mask, I was convinced. She very clearly resembled Leonida.


      “The mask was probably to hide her background,” Kuruta said.


      “Yeah, we completely fell for it. I thought it was just because Leonida didn’t like seeing younger women,” Rouga guessed.


      “She probably made it seem like that on purpose. And it might have been half true.” Kuruta giggled mischievously. Either way, only Leonida knew the truth.


      “What do you think will happen to Teir?” Nino asked Rouga, cocking her head. She looked a little worried about Teir’s future.


      I also couldn’t find it in myself to hate her either. It was true she had done something terrible, but there was more to it than that.


      Rouga hummed to himself, brows furrowed in thought. “Well...she could potentially be adopted into another noble family and inherit the title of lord later.”


      “Leonida did claim that Teir had nothing to do with the incident,” Raiza said.


      After Leonida had been handed over to the knights, she’d admitted that everything had been her fault, insisting until the end that Teir was innocent—that she had forced Teir to follow her orders, so all the responsibility was on Leonida herself. She must have felt something as a mother. Perhaps she wanted to behave more like a parent at the very end.


      “At least it’s not our problem anymore,” Kuruta said.


      “Right. I can’t believe she was willing to go so far for a single man, though. The passion of a woman is terrifying...” Rouga muttered seriously.


      “That’s not a very nice way of putting it.” Kuruta puffed up her cheeks in annoyance. She was offended by how he had generalized women. Of course, no one would want to be grouped with Leonida.


      Meanwhile, Raiza said with a calm and mature attitude, “At any rate, the city should regain some life now that the heavy taxes have been abolished.”


      “Yes. The mermaids also said they’ll visit from time to time.”


      “Hopefully they can form a proper relationship with the people here,” I said.


      My sister nodded in agreement. It would be nice if they could overcome the past and be on good terms with each other in the future. Perhaps their cooperation in the most recent incident would be a good starting point for that.


      Staring up at the ceiling in a daze, I recalled how everyone had worked together to maintain the barrier. It had only happened yesterday, but it felt like an eon ago.


      “We’ve finished all our business here for now. Let’s return to Rajah,” I said.


      “Yeah. Even I’m exhausted after everything that happened,” Raiza agreed.


      “Agreed. Let’s go back and get that holy sword fixed right away!” Kuruta said brightly.


      “Yup!”


      Just as I nodded, Nino let out a yelp of surprise. She was looking at the clock in horror.


      “We’re in trouble, Sieg!” she yelled.


      “Huh?”


      “There’s only ten minutes until your match with Ecrecia!”


      “Ah! I forgot!”


      Oh no! The match had completely slipped my mind after the incident yesterday. This was bad. Even if I ran at top speed, I wouldn’t make it in time! Argh! Why did I always mess up at times like this?! Especially after working so hard on my painting yesterday!


      “Thank you for the meal! I’ll be heading off first!” I downed my soup and stood up from my seat in a hurry.


      “Hey! Hold on!”


      I ran toward the square where we had promised to meet up without a moment’s delay. The rejuvenated city of Elmar was full of people as I weaved my way through the crowds.


      Eventually, I arrived at the square, where there was already a large group of spectators waiting. Ecrecia stood at the center with a sullen look on her face. She was tapping her foot at a rapid pace. It was a habit of hers when she was angry.


      “You’re late. We agreed to meet five minutes ago.”


      “I’m sorry. It slipped my mind.”


      “Did you forget our agreement?” She glared daggers at me.


      My face twitched at the questions. She had clearly seen through me. Her intuition was awfully sharp at times like this. But replying honestly would just make things more complicated, so I put on my best smile and tried to smooth things over.


      “Uh, of course not! I was just delayed by the finishing touches.”


      “Suspicious.”


      “I-It’s the truth!” I said desperately.


      Ecrecia eventually dismissed me with a curt wave, as though to say my excuses didn’t matter. She then cleared her throat and pointed at my forehead.


      “It’s time for our match. I’m going to win!”


      “I’m not going down without a fight!”


      While it was true that I had forgotten about her, I had still put everything I had into my piece. It was something created by everyone’s efforts—something I was truly proud of. I puffed my chest up just as much as my sister and took out my magic bag with the painting inside.


      Ecrecia reached for the cloth covering her canvas and pulled it off with confidence.


      “Whoa!”


      “Marvelous!”


      The spectators stirred at the reveal of her painting. The subject was rather common scenery. She had painted the city of Elmar against the sparkling Lamia Lake in the background. But the degree of perfection in her art was on another level.


      There was a photorealism to the scenery, yet exaggerated shading was intricately woven into it, giving it more atmosphere. My sister’s skilled use of fact and fiction was on full display. There was no doubt this was a masterpiece among the works she had produced.


      “Grr!”


      As expected, I was at a disadvantage in skill. That realization had me sweating nervously. Perhaps I wasn’t winning this one. Negative thoughts filled my head and heart, but I shook them off as best I could. Saman had gone out of her way to help me. I couldn’t back down now, even if my opponent was my sister!


      “This is my painting.” I took mine out of the magic bag and showed it to everyone.


      “Is that...a mermaid?” Ecrecia asked. She looked a little surprised. She hadn’t expected me to use a mermaid as my subject.


      Now that I thought about it, mermaids were a mythical race that lived at the bottom of the lake. Most people had only seen them for the first time during the commotion yesterday. Ecrecia wouldn’t have been able to choose them as a subject even if she’d wanted to. It was against her principles to paint from imagination.


      “Did you paint this with a real subject?”


      “Yes. I just so happened to have a friend.”


      The spectators stirred at my reply. Eventually, some raised their voices.


      “That’s amazing! I’ve never seen a painting of a real mermaid before!”


      “It looks just like the one I saw yesterday...”


      “This is impressive! It’s perfect for the future of this city!”


      Yesterday’s events were working largely in my favor. The subject of my painting was a bigger hit with the locals than I had expected. Maybe things could still work out! I just needed one more push!


      “Hmm... What else...?” I murmured.


      “Heeey!”


      Just as I started thinking, a voice yelled from the other side of the crowd. I turned to see the rest of my party waving at me. They ran up to me, gasping for breath. They must have finished their meals and followed me in a hurry.


      “Jeez! Don’t run off like that!” Kuruta complained.


      “Sorry, I was already running late.”


      “So, how’s it going so far?” Nino asked, looking around at the spectators and my sister.


      I approached them and quickly explained the situation.


      For some reason, Raiza smiled smugly. “How about you add the final color?” she said.


      “Huh? I mean, it’d be nice to put on a little performance, but...”


      I looked at my painting once again. It wasn’t as good as Ecrecia’s, but I had spent a lot of time making sure the piece was complete. There wasn’t anything I could add to it. If I made an unnecessary change, it could end up looking worse.


      Raiza showed me what she was holding with a laugh.


      “Ah! That’s—”


      “Heh heh! I held on to it this whole time.”


      Under the bright sunlight, the scale shone like a beautiful rainbow. There was no mistaking it—it was the mermaid scale she had previously shown us. It would indeed make a fantastic highlight for the piece.


      I immediately took the scale, shaved it into thin pieces, and mixed it into blue paint, then painted a thin coat of it over the mermaid’s bottom half.


      “Wow!”


      “I can’t believe it!”


      “Bravo!”


      Glittering particles of rainbow light scattered, illuminated by the sun. It was almost like a representation of the light of life itself. It brought a sense of liveliness to the otherwise quiet impression the mermaid gave, like the sleeping painting had just awakened at this moment.


      I was the one who had added the color, yet I also sighed in awe at the unexpected result. The dramatic difference captivated everyone who laid eyes on it. Even Ecrecia’s brows were furrowed in surprise.


      “Not bad,” she muttered before turning to the crowd. She raised her voice loudly so they could hear. “It’s time to settle this match. Ecrecia’s landscape painting or Noa’s mermaid painting. Vote for which is better by raising your hand.”


      She pointed to her own painting first. Around half the spectators raised their hands. As expected of my sister, even though the mood had been in my favor, she wasn’t about to lose easily. But that result alone was a surprise for her. The furrow in her brow deepened.


      “I thought I had it in the bag,” she said.


      “I’m not going to lose without a fight. Next, people who think my piece is better!” I pointed at my painting with a nervous expression. Then...more people than before raised their hands. I almost doubted my eyes but there was no mistaking it. More people approved of my painting than Ecrecia’s.


      Seeing that, my party burst into cheers.


      “He won. Noa actually won!” Raiza yelled.


      “You’re incredible! You won against the famous Ecrecia!” Kuruta shouted alongside her.


      “I knew you had it in you!” Rouga cheered.


      I blushed in embarrassment and scratched my cheek. This was all thanks to the help of the mermaids. Raiza was also a genius for coming up with the idea of using the scale at the very end. We had all worked together to seize this victory.


      “Grr!” Meanwhile, Ecrecia was stunned by her defeat. Her cheeks were puffed up in a look of extreme displeasure. It was such a sullen expression, I couldn’t help but speak up in my defense.


      “Aha ha ha. I just had a good subject and materials. The timing of everything also worked out perfectly for me.”
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      “Being blessed by luck is a quality of a great artist.”


      “Does that mean you approve—?”


      “But that is a different matter!” Ecrecia suddenly snapped.


      Huh?! What is she saying now?!


      She marched up to my painting and started ranting at a speed I could barely hear. “The figure is good, but the background is rubbish! The water is dead! The expression should be softer, the eyes are still stiff! The reflection of the water is—”


      A surge of complaints rushed at me. It was so intense, I started feeling faint. I hadn’t been scolded this harshly even when I had been training under her.


      Just then, Raiza approached Ecrecia from behind and placed a hand on her shoulder.


      “No matter what you say, a defeat is a defeat. Grow up,” she scolded her slowly.


      “Hmph. I don’t want to hear that from you, Raiza.”


      “What?! Are you calling me a child?”


      “That’s right. I’m more of an adult than you.”


      “What did you just say?!”


      Could these two go a single minute without fighting? They had both started bickering over completely irrelevant matters. They were lost in their own world, getting angrier and angrier with each other.


      “You’re the bigger baby! Can you even do division and multiplication?”


      “Of course. I’m a math master.”


      “No way! Since when?!”


      “I improve with every passing day. Unlike you, who’s plateaued.”


      “Gah!” Raiza’s expression grew frustrated.


      Just then, Kuruta stepped forward with an exasperated look. “Enough. Stop arguing over nothing and accept your loss with grace,” she said.


      “Yes. Making excuses like this is more childish,” Nino added.


      Her sound reasoning left Ecrecia speechless. My sister was unable to argue. Her cheeks turned redder and redder. “No! I won’t accept it!”


      “What?! This blockhead! Then you leave me no choice!” said Raiza.


      “Agh!” I cried. Raiza had suddenly grabbed my hand. She seemed to have realized that talking was no longer an option and intended to run away with me.


      Seeing that, Ecrecia was stunned for a brief moment, but she quickly pulled herself together and turned to yell at the crowd. “Everyone! Help me stop them!”


      “Ugh! This is bad!” Kuruta yelled.


      “Hurry and run! Don’t look back!” Raiza shouted back.


      We slipped past the people surrounding us and escaped from the city of Elmar.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 11: Return


      A week had passed since we’d fled from Elmar. After returning to Rajah, we immediately visited the workshop.


      “So, this is the original radiance of orichalcum!”


      Barg was staring wide-eyed at the dagger he’d accepted from us. He was so shocked, his eyeballs looked like they were about to leap out of their sockets. He examined the weapon like a restless child who had received a toy they’d always wanted.


      “We went through a lot of trouble to get this,” Rouga said.


      “Who would’ve thought we’d get dragged into such an ordeal?” I agreed, shrugging as I recalled what had happened in Elmar. While I hadn’t expected to obtain the orichalcum dagger easily, what had actually happened had defied belief, especially the fight against Belzebufo. I’d almost thought I was going to die there.


      Everyone else seemed to be in agreement, as they also looked exhausted.


      “Well, we got back safely, and that’s what matters most,” Kuruta said.


      “Yes, at least no one got hurt,” Nino agreed.


      “We also got Ecrecia to approve of us!” Kuruta beamed brightly.


      Was that really what had happened? Even though she was rejoicing, I couldn’t quite agree with her. I’d won the match, but Ecrecia had grumbled about it until the very end.


      Raiza laughed at my sullen expression. “She might have thrown a tantrum, but that’s just Ecrecia’s way of showing approval.”


      “Really?” I asked.


      “Yes. Her vehement objection was proof of that.”


      “Ah...”


      I pictured her throwing her tantrum and immediately understood. Whenever she was proven wrong, the first thing she did was complain about it. And now that I thought about it, it was unnatural that she hadn’t used her painting technique after her defeat. If she’d been prepared to stop me no matter what, that would have been her best shot. She had probably felt too guilty to do it and allowed me to escape.


      “But that means you’ve been approved by all your sisters now, huh?” said Rouga.


      “Oh! You’re right!”


      I clapped my hands together. Raiza, Ciel, Fam, Aeria, and Ecrecia. I had passed all five of their trials, which meant I no longer had to worry about them. I had finally obtained my freedom! I could adventure without anyone in my way!


      “Aha ha! Aha ha ha ha ha! Finally, sweet freedom!”


      I started dancing on the spot. I hadn’t felt this happy in a long time. I was so elated, I could have taken flight. Perhaps I should go and take a major guild request? It felt so good not to worry about my sisters interfering with my actions!


      “He looks real pleased about his freedom,” Kuruta muttered.


      “Well, you would too with five sisters like that,” Rouga pointed out.


      “They did force so many unreasonable demands on him.”


      “Yeah, especially—”


      “Did you just look at me?” Raiza snapped with a glare.


      Rouga trembled. “O-Of course not!”


      Just then, Barg cleared his throat. Oops... We had gotten distracted chatting to ourselves and quickly turned back to him.


      “First of all, this is enough material to work with. The holy sword can be restored in two weeks,” he announced.


      “Hm? That’s longer than I thought,” Raiza said.


      “Orichalcum takes ten days to melt down in a specially made furnace.”


      Barg pointed to a giant steel cylinder at the back of his workshop. Thick pipes extended from the back in a way that resembled a church’s pipe organ. Come to think of it, that hadn’t been there the last time we’d visited. He must have had it prepared just to handle orichalcum.


      “This thing is a beauty. It uses the pipes at the back to automatically take in air. It can withstand over twice as much heat as my old furnace.”


      “Wow! That’s orichalcum for you. The best material needs the best tools,” I said.


      “Damn right. But don’t worry, you can leave it all to me. I’ll get it done for you!”


      “Thank you!”


      We entrusted the dagger to Barg and left his workshop. Two weeks, huh? It’d take a while, but I was already looking forward to it. How would that rusty sword be reborn? Just imagining it filled me with excitement.


      “Surely the holy sword will be able to cut through anything once it’s repaired.”


      “Yeah. I’d love to try it out just once,” said Raiza.


      “It’d be dangerous for you to use it, sis. You’d be able to cut too much.”


      “Ha ha ha! Maybe. But...” Her expression suddenly darkened. She looked at me. “The movements of the demons are concerning. Hopefully they don’t do anything before the holy sword is repaired,” she finished in a serious tone.


      “Now that you mention it, they were scheming in Valdemar too,” said Kuruta.


      “Huh? Really?”


      “Yes. Saman said the seal was already weakening.”


      Of course, Leonida had been the one to land the finishing blow, but the seal had actually been weakened already. If it had been in perfect condition, it wouldn’t have fallen to an attack like that. The seal of an ancient hero was terribly sturdy. Considering the monster that was trapped inside, that was a given.


      “First the gluttony slime, now this. What an annoyance,” Rouga grumbled.


      Kuruta nodded. “Honestly. It’s all because their goal is to create chaos here.”


      “Yeah. But if someone like Arca decides to attack, we’ll be in much more trouble,” Raiza said. The Arca she was referring to was one of the leaders of the Demon King’s Army, whom she had faced before. Raiza hadn’t been in her best condition, but Arca had been an even match for her. If someone that powerful appeared, it’d be a disaster.


      “No one like that’s shown up so far, so we might be okay in the meantime,” Rouga said.


      “Yeah. The Demon King’s Army seems to be divided into factions, and they’re not all in agreement with each other,” Kuruta added.


      Compared to the rare words of caution from my sister, they were both feeling optimistic. It was hard to imagine a sudden attack when there had been no signs of one so far, but my sister’s intuition was normally on the mark. It was best to stay alert just in case.


      “For now, let’s go get the newest information from the guild. There might have been some movements we’re unaware of,” I suggested.


      “Good idea. And I haven’t spoken to Lumeria in a while!” Rouga said excitedly.


      “Stop hitting on the receptionist, Rouga.”


      “It’s just a joke! Let’s go already!” Rouga ran off to escape Nino’s gaze.


      And so, we went to visit the Rajah guild for the first time since our return, unaware of the news that awaited us there.




      Several days before Noa’s party visited the Adventurers Guild in Rajah, his sisters were once again holding a meeting at their home. It was the seventh big sister conference. Ecrecia had also returned home and was seated with a sour face.


      “So, it didn’t work after all...” Aeria immediately said with a heavy sigh.


      The sisters had been in high spirits after Ecrecia’s departure, but she, too, had failed to bring Noa home with her. She looked vexed by Aeria’s words, but she wasn’t able to say anything back. She had lost the match and put up an ugly resistance afterward, yet it had still ended in failure.


      “Noa overcame our trials and obtained his independence. We have no choice but to give him our blessing,” Fam said.


      “Hmm. We can only keep an eye on him for now,” Ciel agreed.


      “Yes. At least Raiza’s with him.”


      Fam looked over at Ecrecia, who immediately turned her face away in silence. Her cheeks were puffed up unhappily with discontent.


      “Good grief. How long are you going to sulk for? Just accept it already,” Ciel snapped.


      “No.”


      “What are you disagreeing with? You challenged him and lost.”


      “No, I just didn’t win.”


      “That’s the same thing!”


      Ciel was utterly fed up with Ecrecia. Then again, Ecrecia had always been stubborn.


      “Regardless, it’s not in my nature to stay quiet like this,” Aeria said.


      “What are you going to do? Send one of us out again?” Ciel asked.


      “That won’t help. We’d just be repeating the past.”


      “But is there anything else we can do?” Fam asked.


      “Let me think...” Aeria crossed her arms in thought. She couldn’t come up with an idea on the spot. If it had been that easy, one of the sisters would have brought Noa back already.


      “Oh, I know. How about we try this?” Fam suddenly said.


      “Hmm? Did you think of something?”


      “Yes. We can use Noa’s adventurer status to our advantage. After a certain rank, there’s a system to designate who fulfills the request.”


      “I see! You’re a genius, Fam!” Ciel exclaimed, clapping her hands together. Just then, her jacket started vibrating. Ciel reached into her pocket and pulled out a small crystal ball.


      “What’s that?” Aeria asked.


      “A communication orb. One I specially shrank myself.” Ciel tapped the orb with her finger, and voice started playing. After listening to it, Ciel’s expression turned pale. It must have been awfully bad news. Her sisters watched her worriedly. The normally calm Ciel was ashen in horror.


      “Is everything okay?” Aeria asked.


      “No, I don’t think so. Please contact the Adventurers Guild immediately, Aeria.”


      “To send out a request for Noa?”


      “Yes. His strength is needed. Can you do it?”


      “Who do you think I am?” Aeria said, thumping her chest proudly.


      With that, the seventh big sister conference came to an abrupt end.
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      “We’ve already received the report from the guild. You guys sure were busy over there.”


      We were on the second floor of the guild in the guildmaster’s office, and he was looking at us with an utterly exasperated face. I couldn’t blame him. We hadn’t expected to be dragged into such a major incident either. We were probably the only adventurers who got into such messes all the time. Half of it was because of my family, though.


      “So, have the demons made any moves recently?” I asked.


      “Things have been quiet so far. Eerily so.”


      “Do you think they might be having internal disputes?”


      “No clue. No one knows the details. All we can do is prepare our forces for the worst,” the guildmaster said, tapping his desk as though to bring the topic to a close.


      He then stood up and walked over to me, placing his hands on my shoulders. Was it just my imagination? His expression seemed rather gloomy.


      “More importantly, I have something important to talk to you about, Sieg.”


      “Me specifically?”


      “Yes. Isn’t it about time for you to take the advancement exam?”


      Oh, right! So many incidents had happened in succession recently, I had completely forgotten about that. I had already fulfilled the conditions to advance to C-rank. The guild didn’t want me to stay at my current rank forever. It would be problematic if ranks were reduced to a mere formality.


      “I understand. It was a mission to defeat a komodo lizard, right?” I asked.


      “Hmm? What are you talking about?”


      “The examination for C-rank.”


      For some reason, the guildmaster blinked at me blankly. Huh? Was that not what we were talking about?


      I tilted my head in confusion as Kuruta sighed. “You must be kidding, Sieg.”


      “In his case, I don’t think he realizes it yet,” Rouga said.


      “He’s awfully dense at times like this,” Nino added.


      Huh. Was it really that bad? I looked at my sister for help, but she just shrugged cluelessly. It seemed she didn’t know what they were talking about either. Perhaps it was a mistake to seek an answer from her.


      “The advancement exam you’ll be taking is A-rank, Sieg.”


      “Huh?! Straight to A-rank?!”


      “Yes. It should have happened much earlier, honestly.” The guildmaster returned to his desk and sat down with a thud. He then spoke to me carefully. “From the moment you beat Wayne, your abilities have been considered S-rank. I wanted you to take the exam right away, but you went off to the labyrinth city instead.”


      “Oh yeah, now that you mention it...”


      “After you returned, you immediately set off for Valdemar. There’s been no time for you to take the exam.”


      “But is it okay to go straight to A-rank?”


      “Of course. That’s why I’m talking to you right now.”


      “But...”


      “Please take the exam. I’ll lose face at this rate!”


      The guildmaster brought his palms together and lowered his head. I didn’t know his circumstances, but it seemed extremely problematic for me to remain at D-rank. I guess I was finally going to be A-rank! S-ranks were more of an honorary rank, so it wasn’t an exaggeration to call A the highest rank. The scale of the title was exciting. There were lots of requests that were only available to A-ranks and above. Advancing meant I’d be able to go on many more adventures and enter areas that were otherwise restricted to lower ranks.


      “The time has finally come for you to surpass our ranks, huh?” Rouga muttered.


      “I knew it was coming, but it’s a little saddening,” Nino said.


      “I guess I can’t act like the superior one anymore,” Kuruta agreed.


      “No, no, I haven’t surpassed any of you. I’m still a novice at adventuring.”


      “That just makes us sound worse,” Rouga pointed out.


      Our group broke out into chatter at the good news. After a while, the guildmaster interrupted us to speak again.


      “So, about the exam. We’ve actually received a job request designated for Sieg.”


      “Huh? Someone specially requested me?”


      “Yes. They must have heard rumors of your skills. If you can clear the request, you will pass the examination.”


      “I see. What’s the job?”


      The guildmaster paused dramatically before answering. “They want you to assist in defeating the golden dragon that lives at Larat Mountain.”


      Oooh...a dragon!


      The mention of a big-name monster had me in high spirits. My alias, Sieg, originally came from a hero who was famous for defeating a dragon. That was an aspiration for any adventurer. I had fought a zombie dragon before, but I had yet to face the real thing.


      “A golden dragon, huh? That’s a formidable enemy,” Raiza said.


      “A worthy opponent,” the guildmaster agreed.


      “When do we have to leave?” While the rest of us were nervous, my sister questioned the guildmaster calmly. Well, she did have experience defeating multiple dragons.


      “Your time limit is three weeks, but you’ll have to check the schedule of the other party.”


      “Oh, right. Come to think of it, you said assist, didn’t you?”


      “Yes. You’ll have to get the details from the other party. Furthermore...” The guildmaster trailed off awkwardly, struggling to finish his sentence, but he eventually looked Raiza in the eyes and said, “This request is Sieg’s advancement exam. Therefore, Raiza, you must stay behind.”


      “What?!”


      In a way, his words were completely reasonable, but my sister was left utterly speechless.


      We were about to set off on a new adventure!

    

  

  
    
      Extra: Raiza and Rouga


      “Come to think of it, isn’t this the first time we’ve paired up, Raiza?”


      On the first day after Noa’s party had arrived in Elmar, Rouga and Raiza had been tasked with gathering information from the local Adventurers Guild. They accepted a C-rank job request to exterminate aquatic monsters that were threatening the fishing grounds. The guild had been struggling to find adventurers to accept the request, but it was an easy job for the two of them.


      “Hmm. Now that you mention it, yeah.” Raiza nodded.


      They had been comrades for a few months, but this was the first time they were acting as a duo, since they were normally accompanied by Noa or Nino.


      “I can’t believe I’m going on a job request with the Swordmaster. There’s really no telling what can happen in life.”


      “Huh? That sounds like you’re a fan of the Swordmaster!”


      “Well, yeah. Every man’s dreamed of becoming the strongest person in the world before. And the Swordmaster title is basically the symbol of the strongest,” Rouga said brightly, recalling his youth.


      Hearing that, Raiza also brightened up. “That’s not limited to men. I began learning the sword because I wanted to become the strongest too.”


      “Really? Since you actually became the Swordmaster, that’s amazing.”


      “Not really. I was only able to get the title because of my motivation. I wanted to be the strongest of all!”


      “I see. You became the best because you wanted to.”


      “That’s right.” Raiza nodded proudly.


      “Then why are you so harsh with Sieg?” Rouga asked with a confused look.


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “You were able to become strong by devoting yourself to what you loved, right? So why do you force Sieg to suppress himself so much?”


      Raiza’s expression clouded over at the question.


      Oh no. Was that too insensitive of me? Rouga thought, but it was too late.


      Raiza launched into a rant. “Noa has no ambition! He’s far too content with second place! He doesn’t have the guts to step over his Swordmaster sister and take first place for himself! If he had more motivation, he’d be able to grow far more—”


      “Okay, okay! I get it! Your way of thinking isn’t wrong,” Rouga said, overwhelmed by her energy. He quickly tried to change the topic. “Oh! That’s right. Are you into cosmetics at all, Raiza?”


      “Where did that come from?”


      “Well, you know how we just met Lady Leonida? I was wondering if you were into such things too. Not to that extreme, of course.”


      “Let me think...” Raiza brought a hand to her chin in thought for a long moment. “Not at all.”


      “Nothing?!”


      “I’ve never felt the need.”


      “Hey! Even Nino has a skincare routine, you know?”


      “Really?”


      “Yes. She uses some kind of water that’s good for the skin,” Rouga said, gesturing like he was applying something to his face. He was imitating Nino’s application of face lotion.


      Raiza watched him with an intrigued expression. “Kids these days all want to appear mature for their age,” she said.


      “No, I think it’s pretty normal.”


      “Well, do you have a skincare routine, Rouga?”


      “I’m all natural!” Rouga grinned, showing off his white teeth. Then he launched into a passionate rant about his efforts. Despite his hearty personality, he actually took a lot of care with his body.


      Raiza looked impressed by what she heard. “That’s quite an effort. How admirable.”


      “It’s a grown man’s duty to take care of his appearance!”


      “But why do you bother going so far?”


      “Because I want to be popular, of course!”


      In a way, his answer was exactly as she’d expected. Couldn’t he have channeled that effort elsewhere? Raiza couldn’t help but wonder about that. She took a step back from Rouga.


      “Just to make things clear, don’t even think about going for me,” she said firmly.


      “I would never!” Rouga’s earnest yell echoed high up into the sky.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello everyone, this is kimimaro. Thank you for picking up this book.


      A year and a half has passed since the start of this series. I remember the cold winter day when I went to go see volume 1 on sale in the bookstores. When I first started writing, I didn’t think I’d continue the series for so long. I had decided to make one sister appear in each volume, but I was worried about whether I’d manage to get all five sisters out. Being able to get the final sister out in this volume is deeply moving to me. It’s a relief I was able to achieve my original vision. If the publication were to be canceled partway, it would have resulted in a very unfinished work.


      However, this isn’t the end of the series. I plan on continuing it, so please look forward to reading it. I’m aiming to make it a ten- or twenty-volume series, so I would love it if you all stuck with me.


      The manga version of the series is also going well, and the first volume that went on sale just the other day is going to be reprinted. Publication is continuing toward volume 2, so please check it out if you see it. Masashi Suzuki’s art has quite an impact, and I always look forward to seeing it. The combat scenes in particular are wonderful.


      Finally, I’d like to use this space to express my gratitude to everyone involved in the publication and circulation of this series, especially my editor. Volume 5 was only possible thanks to your support. Please take care of yourselves.


      July 2022
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