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    Chapter 1

    An Impossible, Yet Common, Isekai Transition

    "Ta-daaa! You have been chosen to be the heroes who will save the world!"

The announcement cut in out of nowhere.

There stood a woman with long, fluffy, wavy blonde hair. Contrary to her choice of words, she had refined features, fair skin that exuded elegance, and was dressed in what I guess you'd call a peplos—a sleeveless, shimmering white garment.

In a word, she was a goddess from a Greek sculpture. She looked to be in her early twenties.

I couldn't help but be drawn to the valley between her breasts.

"Where am I?"

I was supposed to be on a train platform, but this place was completely unfamiliar.

It was a strange space, surrounded by needlessly ornate stone pillars. It looked like a chamber in a temple.

"This is a space where the gods reside. This area is my personal office, you see. And you have been chosen as the heroes who will save the world, you know?"

"No, I'm pretty sure I was in the middle of a battle with a high school girl who'd mistaken me for a pervert."

I glanced around and saw the long-haired girl in the sailor uniform, my opponent from the fight, looking around just as bewildered as I was.

Then she noticed me.

"Pervert! Don't you run away!"

The girl shouted and charged at me.

"I told you, it wasn't me! I've said it a dozen times, I was on my phone the whole time!"

"Liar! I'm not letting you get away with this!"

The girl wouldn't listen to reason.

Besides, she wasn't even the victim. She spotted another girl in the same school uniform getting groped and just grabbed my arm out of the blue.

I didn't even know there was a girl being harassed. That was just her side of the story.

"Dammit, I really want to punch her."

My frustration with this person who refused to listen was boiling over.

"Violence after being a pervert? You're the worst!"

I seriously wanted to hit this girl.

"Um, you know, he's not a pervert,"

the blonde woman interjected, as if she couldn't bear to watch our argument any longer.

"Uhh, you weren't there, were you?"

She had a point. If a woman like her had been on that train, she would have been the prime target.

She shouldn't have had the luxury of defending me.

"Fufufu, I'm a goddess, you see. I can see through anything!"

She had a pretty irritating way of talking. The self-proclaimed goddess waved her hand, and an image of the inside of the train appeared in the air.

The car was packed. A crowd of exhausted-looking salarymen in suits. And among them, one particularly exhausted-looking salaryman stood out—in other words, me from this morning.

For some reason, the old guy was happily tapping away at his smartphone with both hands.

He was even smirking from time to time.

"Hey, don't show me. Show the victim."

I wanted to see the girl getting groped.

"Bzzzt, wrong! If I did that, everyone would see the poor girl getting this and that done to her. That would be an invasion of privacy, wouldn't it?"

"Damn, you're a useless woman, too."

"I'm not a 'woman.' Please address me with respect as Laciel-sama."

"What, didn't you just say you were a goddess? With that body, you're not a woman?"

"My gender is female. So please don't call me 'woman' or 'you.' Call me Laciel-sama."

While we were having this pointless conversation, the video showed the girl in the sailor uniform pushing through the crowd toward me.

She grabbed my wrist and started shouting about me being a pervert.

The train stopped at the station, and I was dragged off by the girl.

"See? I was standing in a spot where you couldn't even see the victim, and I was holding my phone with both hands. It's a textbook false accusation."

"Well, you had the lecherous-looking face in the car. And you were smirking."

That was true. I'll admit I was being a little creepy. But I was innocent.

"What kind of twisted logic is that?!"

"I just knew you were the type who would absolutely do it!"

"You're persistent! I may be a pervert, but I've never acted on it."

The girl looked dumbfounded.

The video ended, and the monitor-like thing vanished.

"No way... But you're..."

Leaving me with that intriguing line, the girl in the sailor uniform collapsed to her knees, her hands on the floor. It was the first time I'd ever seen someone actually collapse to their knees.

I thought she was about to apologize, but she shakily got back to her feet.

"Do you know me?"

"No... I don't."

She denied it, but maybe we'd met somewhere before.

"See? He didn't do it, right? He's innocent, isn't he?"

The girl clenched her jaw in frustration at Laciel's words. She looked like a boxer who had been knocked down by a powerful punch, managed to get up through sheer willpower, only to be crushed by the judge's decision.

Laciel's way of speaking sounded like she was just trying to provoke her.

But since she'd proven my innocence, I decided to keep my mouth shut.

"So we're done here. Glad to see justice prevail. Now, send me back where I was. No, wait, send me to my office. I don't want to be late."

"I can't do that,"

Laciel stated unequivocally.

"You are the heroes summoned to save a certain world. I'm going to have you transmigrate to that world now."

""Huh?""

I and the girl in the sailor uniform said in perfect sync.

"The two of you are going to join forces and defeat the Demon Lord!"

"What Demon Lord? Are you an idiot?"

"Bzzzt, wrong! I won't accept any objections. We're on a tight schedule, so let's move this along. As a blessing from a goddess, I will grant each of you three special skills. Please pick them out real quick!"

A monitor appeared in front of me and the girl.

A massive list was displayed on it.

"What the hell is this list? It's way too long. I can't read all this."

"She's right! I can't process this. Stop pushing things forward on your own!"

the girl in the sailor uniform protested to Laciel as well.

"Isn't it your fault for starting a fight the moment you got here? The time humans can stay here is short, you know. You'll just disappear. You two are lovers, so you need to get along, or else! Bad!"

"Hey, you saw the video. We just met, and as far as she's concerned, I'm a criminal."

"I'm sorry for treating you like a criminal. But saying a middle-aged guy like this is my lover is just cruel!"

"You're still insulting me?"

"Ugh, I'm sorry. But you're just not my type, physically."

When I glared at her, she averted her eyes. That hurt more than being called a pervert.

"That can't be true. There's no mistake in my selection. But we don't have time right now. Just hurry up and choose your special skills."

I had no idea what kind of force was at work, but the tips of my feet were starting to disappear.

It seemed she was telling the truth about being out of time.

I looked at the list, but nothing registered. There were just too many options.

And most of them were filled with incomprehensible but dazzlingly edgy keywords that a chuuni would jump at, like 'Ultra Annihilation Self-Destruct Blade,' 'Wrathful Roar Beam of Destruction,' 'Dark Oblivion Wave,' 'Advent of the Great Dark Demon Lord's Grand Laughter,' and 'Dark Smile.'

"Hey, tell me which ones you recommend."

"I recommend all of them!"

"Dammit. At least tell me what kind of world we're going to and what we'll need."

"You're going to a wonderful fantasy world of swords, magic, and adventure! I was actually planning to show you a super epic video that took one year to plan and one year to produce, but you insisted on seeing the footage of that stuffy, crowded train..."

It's not my fault she was giving me that accusatory look. In any case, a fantasy world, huh?

Given the abundance of super-aggressive words, there must be enemies like monsters to defeat.

・Party-wide Acquired Experience Boost
・Party-wide Rare Item Drop Rate Boost

For now, I picked two skills whose effects were clear and seemed useful. Next, 'Goddess Summon' caught my eye.

*Even if I call on a dumb woman, it won't do any good,* I thought, but I chose it as my third skill.

The girl in the sailor uniform seemed to have finished choosing, so I took a peek.

・Super Kill
・Super Save
・Super Expansion

"'Super,' 'super'... what are you, a supermarket employee?"

"Eh? What's a supermarket?"

She replied with a straight face. Is this what they call a generation gap? Seriously, this girl has been chipping away at my HP from the start.

"Fufufu, you've chosen a nice set of related special skills. The three of them work together, and as you level up, higher-tier skills will activate!"

"Are you serious?! You should have said that from the beginning!"

Maybe I should have gone with all 'Dark' skills. Or maybe I should have picked one more party-related skill and made a wonderful party.

While I was choosing my skills, my body had disappeared up to my knees.

I was surprised, but there was no pain, and I could still feel the parts that had vanished. I could even walk normally. It was a strange sensation.

"Well then, I'll create your character sheets for after the transfer. The name and some other information on these sheets will be visible to everyone, so they'll serve as your identification. Please tell me your names."

This woman summoned us without even knowing our names?

"I'm Yamase Mizuki."

The girl in the sailor uniform introduced herself. Her name was similar to the heroine of an eroge I was hooked on.

"Does it have to be my real name?"

"Mmm. It's not ideal, but we're out of time, so I'll allow it."

"Then I'll go with Mash."

*Pfft.*

Mizuki snorted next to me. When she noticed my glare, she quickly bowed her head.

I wanted to tell her at length about how I'd saved countless game worlds with this name. But it seemed likely I'd just be mocked even more, so I held my tongue.

"Okay. Since I'm the goddess of adventure, your profession will be 'adventurer.' It's a great class, focused on fieldwork skills, decent in a fight, and able to use a little magic."

"A jack-of-all-trades, master of none. The kind that becomes useless at higher levels."

"Ugh, if you're going to be like that, then try saying 'Storage Open.'"

"That's just one of those embarrassing things where nothing happens, right?"

While I was doubting her, Mizuki next to me chanted, "Storage Open."

A storage space appeared in the air in front of her.

"Amazing!"

"Whoa! For real?"

Mizuki was excited. I was surprised, too.

"Okay, I'll give you some money, so please put it in there. Here's your starting equipment, an iron sword and a leather chest plate. I'll also give you 'The World's Guide,' which I personally supervised. It's quite a volume, so please read it when you have free time. I especially recommend the special feature on lovely date spots at the beginning. You two must go together, okay? Oh, and if you want to see the character sheet we just made, just think about it. It has a help function, so you can check anything you don't understand."

There was too much information being thrown at me to process. For starters, I should probably skip the intro.

The money I was given was 100 silver coins.

"How long can we live on this amount of money?"

Mizuki asked.

"At a regular inn, about ten days."

"That's pathetic."

I guess you can't complain about unearned income. I also summoned my storage and put the silver coins and equipment I received inside.

I tossed in my work bag for good measure. I also put the smartphone I took from my suit pocket in there. It's not like I'd have a chance to use it anymore.

Before I knew it, my body had disappeared up to my hips.

"Well then, I'm sad to see you go, but it's time for your journey. I'll make you bilingual so you won't have trouble with the language. When you get to the other side, head for a town first and stop by the Adventurers Guild. Also, please offer a prayer before my statue in a temple every now and then. Donations are also welcome. And then, you must defeat the Demon Lord."

She'd been rattling on at an incredible pace for a while now. Even the lilt at the end of her sentences was gone.

"If we defeat the Demon Lord, will you return us to our original world?"

Mizuki asked. If she was going to be that polite to this girl, I wish she'd show me some respect, too.

"That's... well, yes, I suppose so. Let's think about it once you've defeated him. But we don't have time right now."

"Wait, are there any others being transferred besides us?"

"This time, you are the only ones I have summoned. The other gods have also summoned two transmigrators each, just as I have."

"This time? And there are other gods?"

There was too little information I could make sense of. I could ask about the destination world once I got there, but I wanted to ask about the gods now.

"Hey, tell me more about the gods."

"Fufufu, are you asking for my three sizes?"

"Not that. But of course, tell me your three sizes as well. And what I want to know is what you all are planning to do by summoning us."

"My three sizes are a secret. We summoned you, of course, to defeat the Demon Lord. You must defeat him before the other heroes do. Now, it's time to depart!"

I was filled with nothing but anxiety, but even if I returned to my original world, I'd still be treated as a pervert on the commuter train, and my life would be as good as over.

Even if I could avoid that, I'd just be continuing the endless days of a middle-aged man.

Maybe starting over in a new world wouldn't be so bad.

"Wait."

Just as I was getting into the mood for departure, Mizuki stopped me.

"What is it?"

"Really, I'm sorry for treating you like a pervert. I saw a girl in the same uniform as me get her butt touched, and I wanted to help, so I just... If it'll make you feel better, you can hit me."

So it was for a stranger? Her sense of justice was way too strong.

"Why would I have to hit you?"

"Because you said you wanted to punch me earlier."

That was just a figure of speech.

"I see. That'll do, then."

"Ugh. So you're really going to hit me. Go ahead."

She probably thought she'd be let off with just an apology and wouldn't get hit.

I was certainly pissed off about what happened, but hitting her wouldn't solve anything. In fact, I've never hit anyone in my life. The feeling of being seen through was also unpleasant. I needed a different kind of resolution.

Mizuki, having steeled herself, turned her face toward me.

I observed her intently.

Long, straight black hair. A small, beautifully proportioned face. Not as much as Laciel, but her chest could be called buxom, her waist was well-defined, and her butt was probably firm and peachy, too. Even through her sailor uniform, I could tell. She had the beauty and figure of a gravure idol.

And now, she was closing her eyes, offering her lips defenselessly.

Was she inviting me?

I cupped her cheeks with both hands and pressed my lips against hers.

"Ngh, mmmph!"

The surprised Mizuki let out a muffled groan. She tried to pull away from the kiss, but I wouldn't let go.

Waiting for her mouth to open, I slipped my tongue inside.

I then proceeded to explore the inside of her mouth.

Mizuki shoved me away. Then followed up with a slap.

"Wh-what do you think you're doing?!"

"You looked like you wanted it. Besides, you said you'd accept your punishment, didn't you?"

"I did not! And that was my first kiss!"

She glared at me, wiping her mouth.

That was unexpected. She looked pure and innocent, but I assumed she'd be super popular and would have been around the block a few times.

And I'll keep the fact that it was my first time, too, to myself.

"You know, I was about to be socially erased because of you."

"Now, now, you've made up with a kiss, so please continue to get along as lovers from now on."

It seemed Mizuki was retorting to Laciel's clueless comment, but I couldn't hear anything.

Her body had almost completely faded.

Mine probably had too. My consciousness was fading.

"Well then, you two. Have a good trip! Bon voyage!"

Laciel was waving.



    Chapter 2

    A New World and a First Battle

    When I came to, Mizuki and I were standing in a clearing surrounded by trees.

Sunlight streamed in. It seemed to be daytime.

A cobblestone road stretched out before and behind us.

"I can't tell which way the town is."

I was about to speak to Mizuki when I realized she was genuinely crying.

"What's wrong? Happy about the kiss?"

"No! I'm frustrated!"

She wiped her tears with a handkerchief and glared at me.

But for some reason, that glare turned to one of confusion.

I, too, felt a sense of oddness about Mizuki's features. She was already pretty, but it felt like she'd been fine-tuned to be even more so.

"Were you always that beautiful? Maybe you were an idol or something?"

I blurted out.

"Wh-what, are you trying to flatter me so you can kiss me again?"

"No way! But I'm ready whenever you are. More importantly, look at your hair color."

She took a lock of her own hair and gasped.

Where her hair had been pure black in Laciel's place, it now had a bluish tint.

"Is it the light?"

"I don't think so. I can't explain it well, but your whole vibe has changed."

"Right? Your hair is almost green, too. When I saw you on the train, I thought you looked like someone I knew, but now... it's like your aura is even closer to his..."

So she'd mistaken me for that guy and accused me of being a pervert.

"Was that guy a habitual groper?"

"N-no, that's not it! That person is, well..."

For some reason, she was incredibly flustered.

"So, he's your boyfriend?"

"No!"

She flared up in anger.

"But, please forgive me for suspecting you. I'll just accept *that* as my punishment."

"'That'? What's 'that'?"

She meant we should call it even, but I wanted to make her say what I'd done to her.

"I don't want to say it. I've already forgotten."

"After that, I got a slap in retaliation. That's not exactly balanced."

I rubbed my slapped cheek. It felt hot and swollen.

"Ugh, I'll think of something to make it up to you for that."

"A kiss will do. Once you've done it once, doing it again doesn't change anything, right?"

"It's not about the number of times! You're just really not my type! Please, just let me forget!"

As usual, she came at me with words that wounded the soul.

"And besides..."

Mizuki hesitated.

"What is it, got a boyfriend?"

"W-well, not exactly, but there's someone I think I might like. And also, I have..."

She trailed off, looking at me as if for confirmation. I had no memory of it, but was it possible we had some connection in the past?

"What, are you a sugar baby or something?"

"Of course not! Stop with the weird assumptions!"

After that, we started walking, aiming for a town.

Since we didn't know which way to go, we decided to walk until we reached a spot with a clear view.

Mizuki won at rock-paper-scissors and chose the direction.

"Damn that Laciel. She could have sent us somewhere more obvious."

"Maybe it's a good thing it'll take a while to get to town."

"Why's that?"

We were on a road, so it should be fine, but if we got lost and stranded, it didn't seem like anyone would come to help us. The situation was starting to look bad.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Hm, sure."

"Before that, is it okay if I call you Mash, old man?"

"Sure. And I'll call you Mizuki-chan."

"Ugh, that's creepy, but just call me by my name. It's shorter, so it's more bearable than with the '-chan'."

"Got it, Mizuki."

When I called her by name as requested, she shuddered. I'm really disliked.

Why do high school girls hate middle-aged men so much?

"My handprint is still on your cheek, Mash. I'd like it to disappear before we find a town."

"Seriously?! It's been hurting this whole time."

It would be nice to run into someone, but we hadn't seen a single soul.

I had a feeling we were heading away from civilization, but I had no proof.

It would be the worst if we had to camp out here.

As we continued walking, I started to sweat.

"It's hot."

I took off my tie. I tried to carelessly shove it into my storage, failed, and dropped it on the road.

"Hey, don't just litter,"

Mizuki said, spotting it keenly and picking it up.

"Hm? Just a little slip-up."

When I tried to snatch the tie from Mizuki, she dodged.

"I'll hold onto it."

"Why? Give it back. It's junk, but it's mine."

"You're just going to throw it away again, aren't you?"

Mizuki tucked it away in her own storage.

As we were bickering, I thought I heard a scream from deep within the bushes off the road.

"Hm, is someone there?"

I strained my ears.

"Help!"

Someone was shouting in the distance. There were screams mixed in, too. I could faintly hear the sounds of a struggle.

"We have to go!"

"Hey, wait!"

I grabbed the arm of Mizuki, who was about to run toward the screams, and stopped her.

Mizuki gave me a reproachful look.

"Are you just going to leave them?"

"That's not it. This isn't Japan. I want to be careful."

"Right. Okay."

"First, get your sword out of storage. Let's try to get close while staying hidden, to a place where we can see what's happening."

Mizuki nodded. The sword Laciel had given us was a small one-handed blade.

Clutching it, we moved toward the sound, hiding behind trees. We had no choice but to push through the underbrush, so we gave up on being completely silent.

The overlapping sounds became clearer.

The thud of blows, beastly cries of 'Gya, gya,' and human groans. I wanted to pretend I hadn't heard anything and just leave.

We reached a position where we could see the scene.

Small, humanoid creatures. They resembled monkeys but had no fur and wore only loincloths. These monsters were swarming a man and a woman, swinging clubs. There were about ten of them.

The woman had fallen, and the man was trying to rescue her. The monsters were mercilessly beating him with their clubs.

"Goblins? Kobolds?"

There was nothing we could do. We didn't know how strong they were, or even how strong we were.

"Let's go."

"Huh?"

Before I could stop her, Mizuki leaped out. She successfully caught one by surprise and cut it down. The monster burst and vanished.

Mizuki bravely lunged at a second one, but her attack was blocked by a club.

Multiple enemies closed in on Mizuki. I charged at one of them.

My sword found its mark, and the enemy vanished with a shriek.

But that didn't turn the tide of battle. Mizuki was on the defensive, pressed by two monsters.

Another one was closing in from behind, raising its club to smash the back of her head.

"Dammit!"

I instinctively rushed to Mizuki's side. I tried to block the club with my sword, but I couldn't stop its momentum.

A dull impact struck my shoulder, and the next thing I knew, I was face down on the ground.

I tried to push myself up, but a sharp pain shot through my shoulder, and I rolled on the ground.

This was a hopeless situation.

"Mizuki! This was a mistake. Run!"

"Super Save...?"

Mizuki muttered, looking down at me.

I thought I saw a blue light in her eyes, but the light blue panties visible from under her skirt were far more dazzling.

Her movements after that were breathtaking.

Though she took a few hits from the group, she dodged every seemingly fatal blow, and every swing of her sword was a definite fatal wound.

As the number of enemies dwindled, the man who had been calling for help rejoined the fight.

By the time the battle was over, I had been lying on the ground, catching glimpses of Mizuki's panties.

"Are you okay?"

Mizuki rushed over to me.

"Worry about yourself. You got hit a few times."

"I'm fine. Nothing hit me squarely."

Enduring the pain in my shoulder, I somehow managed to get up.

As I was groaning, a group of four people, who must have heard the commotion like we did, appeared.

"My name is Reed. I'm the leader of Wind Blade. I'm an adventurer affiliated with the Adventurers Guild in the city of Richel. There have been a lot of incidents with groups of goblins attacking people, so we were on a patrol quest,"

the man in the lead introduced himself. He was young and quite handsome. Wind Blade was apparently the name of their party. It consisted of an adventurer, a warrior, a mage, and a priest.

I wished they had come sooner. I wished they had defeated the goblins before we arrived.

"Here's a potion. Drink it."

At the mage-like woman's urging, I drank the liquid. It was bitter.

The priest-like woman placed her hand on my shoulder and chanted an incantation. The pain in my shoulder disappeared.

"Please help Mizuki, too."

"I'm fine,"

Mizuki hastily declined.

"Hmm. But you have taken some damage. Let me cast a healing spell on you,"

said the priestess. Irrelevant, but she was buxom.

"Ah, thank you."

The man and woman we saved had been gathering medicinal herbs when they were attacked by goblins.

Usually, the area around the city is patrolled by knights and adventurers who deal with monsters, so only weak, solitary monsters appear. A group like this was a rare case, they said.

Both of the people we rescued were seriously injured. The woman was already down when we arrived, and the man who had been fighting collapsed at the end.

The man was able to walk on his own after some healing magic, but the woman's injuries were too severe for potions or magic to handle, and she would need treatment in the city.

That was the assessment of a short, bearded man who arrived after Wind Blade. He was apparently a dwarf.

We all decided to head back to the city. We tagged along.

The dwarf was about to carry the woman, but Reed stopped him.

"Aidan, I know you're an A-rank adventurer. I can't let you do that. I'll have my slave carry her."

"I see,"

Aidan nodded.

"Beers, carry her."

The man who looked like a warrior, called Beers, lifted the woman. Aidan helped him.

We walked in the opposite direction from which we had come.

We walked along the cobblestone road toward the city. Mizuki was already chatting amicably with the members of Wind Blade.

Her communication skills were abnormally high, something I couldn't replicate.

As I wondered why she didn't use those skills on me, she came to my side.

"The mage is Cecily-san, and the priestess is Aira-san. They're both beautiful, aren't they?"

"Yeah."

Mizuki laughed at my half-hearted reply. It seemed she had anticipated my reaction.

"They're both Reed-san's lovers!"

"What did you say?"

I hated Reed for nurturing Aira's breasts.

"The citizens of the city are monogamous, but adventurers are free people, so it's different. Far to the east, there's a Demon Kingdom, and it seems they practice polygamy there."

A wonderful system. But on second thought, it's a system where handsome men get all the beautiful women.

Reed had two beauties with him and even had a slave. It didn't seem like a system designed for me.

"Changing the subject, here's this..."

She handed me something that looked like a small marble. In the center, a white something flickered in the shape of a flame.

"It dropped from the monster Mash defeated. It's a Mana Seed."

It seemed more like a gem than a seed.

"Mana Seeds can raise your stats if you drink them, or they can be used to enchant weapons and armor with magical effects."

"Do you know what stat a goblin's Mana Seed raises?"

"It seems to be fixed for other monsters, but for goblins, it's random."

"I see. It might be a good idea to collect a ton of Mana Seeds and max out my stats."

"They say you'd have to hunt about ten thousand of them for one to drop."

"I see. That's a staggering number. By the time you kill ten thousand, you'd probably be strong enough not to need Mana Seeds."

I laughed. It was a valuable item.

"So, I have a request. Can I have it? I want to keep it as a good luck charm."

"Huh? Are you living in a fantasy land? That's such a waste. It's probably rare, so it'll sell for a high price. Let's sell it and split the money."

"Mmm, well, it's a drop from an enemy you defeated, so if you want to sell it, that's fine. The money can be all yours, Mash."

Mizuki pouted.

It didn't seem like she was planning to keep it for herself and sell it secretly.

"Well, I almost died because you recklessly jumped in, but thanks to you, my life was saved. You should keep it, Mizuki."

I handed the Mana Seed back to Mizuki.

"That's a bit of a backhanded way of putting it, but I'll cherish it. Thank you, Mash."

"So, about the fight earlier, do you remember the special skills I got?"

"The 'Large-Scale Retail Store Act' or something?"

"I get that you're trying to be funny with that lame joke."

According to Mizuki, the skill called Super Save allows her to evade a fatal blow aimed at herself.

And Super Kill is a skill that gives her a chance to deal a fatal blow to an enemy.

When either of them activates, Super Expansion activates, improving the evasion ability of Super Save and increasing the probability of Super Kill.

And every time Super Save or Super Kill activates, Super Expansion infinitely improves the skills' abilities. The ability to simply evade a fatal blow also comes to handle evasion of normal attacks, and the probability of defeating an enemy in one blow also increases.

The skills are used regardless of Mizuki's base abilities.

That chain of skills is what crushed the group of goblins.

"So, you're saying that even if I hadn't helped, Super Save would have activated, and you could have wiped out the goblins on your own?"

It was so invincible it was laughable. The ability Laciel gave Mizuki was just too cheat-like.

"I think I would have been in trouble if you hadn't helped. It seemed like Super Save activated when you came to my rescue."

Even without my help, Super Save's ability would have protected her in some other way. Though, she was being overwhelmed by attacks, so it would have been a difficult situation.

"I see. But you probably shouldn't tell anyone about your skills or the fact that you're a transmigrator."

"Mmm, why not?"

"I want to explain, but I can't put it into words well. If something happens, you'll learn the hard way and regret it."

If Mizuki's power is the greatest in this world, she can just keep wielding it.

But there is a Demon Lord. There must be other transmigrators who were given power like us.

Plus, with Mizuki's reckless personality, she'll end up using her power constantly.

It's plain to see that she'll face a greater backlash of power.

"I kind of thought the same thing you're saying, Mash. I'll be careful."

She's so obedient. That's scary in its own way.



    Chapter 3

    Buying Clothes in Town, the Guild, and a Parting of Ways

    Richel was a city with a medieval European townscape.

It was protected by an outer wall, and entry was restricted to a few gates.

Mizuki and I, having safely reached the city, were in a clothing store.

We decided to start by fitting in with the world, appearances-wise.

The people of the city dressed more modernly than I had expected, but a suit and a sailor uniform stuck out like sore thumbs.

The shop was a recommendation from Aira, the busty priestess.

"I have no idea what to wear."

The climate here seems to have a temperature difference between summer and winter, but it's generally mild and pleasant.

Right now, it's spring. I randomly picked out a plain-looking cut-and-sew shirt and some long john-like pants.

"Don't dress so embarrassingly! We're going on an adventure."

Apparently, my weekend style was embarrassing.

"Easy for you to say, I don't know what to choose."

The store was small, but it was well-stocked. I had expected medieval-style clothing, but there were many things similar to my original world. It must be a culture brought over by previous transmigrators.

"Then I'll find something for you."

"Are you my mom?"

"Mmm, just let me. You can pick out your own underwear."

In the end, I bought the clothes Mizuki picked out and changed on the spot.

I ended up with a military-style look, while Mizuki wore a sailor uniform-like outfit, similar to what she had on before.

I had some things to say, but it was too much trouble, so I dropped it. Besides, if she's wearing a skirt, I might be able to see her panties again.

"They said they'd buy your old clothes for five silver coins."

"Wait, you're going to sell them?"

"Yeah? We could use the money, right?"

"Then I'll buy your clothes for ten silver coins."

"Whaat? No way. That's gross."

"Even if you sell them to the store, some old guy even grosser than me might buy your clothes. I might even come and buy them secretly."

"Mmm... fine. Stop being mean."

Mizuki gave up arguing and handed me her clothes.

"Whoa, you're giving them to me?"

"I don't need the money. Let's call this even for the slap, too."

"Got it. I'll take the light blue panties, too."

Mizuki's palm flew at me again.

Next, we stopped by the Adventurers Guild.

Free people register as adventurers here and make a living by taking on quests.

We started as F-rank adventurers. By gaining experience, we would be promoted to E, then D.

The term F-rank was the same as the one used to refer to a certain university in my original world, which left a bad taste in my mouth.

"Where is this Demon Lord guy?"

I asked the girl at the guild reception.

"The Demon Lord, sir? Well, there is a Demon Kingdom far to the east."

She gave me a strange look. It seemed to be common knowledge in this world.

"Is the king of the Demon Kingdom not the Demon Lord?"

"He was slain in the Paladins' expedition one hundred years ago. Since then, the Demon Kingdom has been ruled by a triumvirate of powerful figures. But they've become even stronger than when the Demon Lord was around."

"Is that so?"

"It is."

Her little nods were cute.

Mizuki, who had already finished registering, was talking with the members of Wind Blade who were at the guild. I couldn't understand how she could talk so casually and friendly with people she'd just met.

Come to think of it, she approached me with the same boldness.

While I was there, I accepted a beginner's quest to gather medicinal herbs. I also bought a pressed flower herbarium. It cost me 15 silver coins, which seemed reasonable considering the effort involved.

There were also dungeon explorations and monster subjugations, but after experiencing today's battle, those were out of the question.

Since the sun was starting to set, I planned to go out tomorrow. It had been a long day.

After I finished registering, Mizuki came over to me.

"Hey, they invited me to join Wind Blade."

"I see. I can't."

She looked completely blindsided. She clearly hadn't expected me to refuse so quickly.

"Why not? If we join them, they can teach us a lot, we can hunt strong monsters, our levels will go up, and we can get used to this world faster."

"That's what I don't like. Being taught is fine. But the rest is no good. Until I get used to this world, I want to take things slow. I thought I was going to die in today's battle. Fighting scares me. Aren't you scared, Mizuki?"

"Of course I'm scared, but Wind Blade is a B-rank party, so it's safe, right?"

A party's rank is determined by the leader's adventurer rank.

I looked at the members of Wind Blade, and my eyes met Reed's.

For some reason, he gave me a smirk. I didn't know how to respond.

It might be normal in this world, but I didn't like the way he had two women with him and a slave in tow. Being in a situation where that was constantly thrown in my face would be tough.

I didn't think I could fit in with that group.

"You should ensure your own safety with your own strength."

"Mmm."

"No, I'm not trying to force my opinion on you. You should do what you think is right, Mizuki."

"Why? Aren't we both transmigrators?"

"No, we were strangers in our original world, too. Anyway, I'm going to gather herbs tomorrow."

The events of the day had been so intense that I was starting to feel like I'd known Mizuki for a long time. I couldn't forget the fact that we were strangers.

"...Okay. I think I'll try exploring a dungeon with the people from Wind Blade."

I wish she wouldn't give off such a lonely vibe. Especially since she despises me.

An old guy like me just can't handle that party.

"I'm going to look for an inn."

"I'll talk with Reed and the others a little longer."

That's what she said, but it was pretty much decided she would join. They knew that Mizuki had defeated a swarm of goblins almost single-handedly.

Her joining them, since she could immediately be counted as a fighting force, would be a welcome addition for them.

I went to the 'Great Ape Inn,' a recommended, slightly upscale inn for commoners featured in Laciel's 'The World's Guide.'

'The World's Guide' was incredibly thick and unwieldy. And that introductory feature took up half of it.

One night was 7 silver coins with breakfast included, and dinner was an additional silver coin. Alcohol was 5 copper coins, or two drinks for 1 silver coin.

The room had one bed. Water had to be drawn from a well. The toilet was on the first floor, and there was no bath, but a pail of hot water for washing was provided instead.

The first floor served as a tavern and dining hall, and I ate my meal there.

It wasn't bad. If anything, it was good. But it was a bit bland, like something was missing.

As I was eating while reading 'The World's Guide,' Mizuki and the members of Wind Blade came in. It seemed this was their base of operations as well. Mizuki spotted me keenly and came over.

"If we were staying at the same inn, you could have waited for me."

She immediately started complaining.

"I wanted to check out the town."

I especially needed to check out the red-light district.

Just to check. Unfortunately, I lack the communication skills to talk to the opposite sex.

"I see."

Mizuki nodded.

"It seems the macho warrior isn't here?"

"...Beers-san went to a dormitory-style inn,"

Mizuki said, looking uncomfortable. Come to think of it, he was a slave.

"I've decided to join Wind Blade. I'm going dungeon diving with them tomorrow."

They're probably going to the dungeon near the city.

Dungeons are said to be a type of spatial magic, like storage, but it's unknown why they appear. They exist all over the world.

They can appear anywhere in the world. One day, they just show up. And monsters are born from dungeons.

The goblins we fought today were also born in a dungeon and had wandered into the field.

To protect the world's safety, dungeons must be conquered.

They consist of multiple floors, and the monsters become stronger as the floors increase. Each floor has a powerful monster called an Area Guardian.

Up to six people can enter the space where an Area Guardian resides. For this reason, the maximum number of people in an adventurer party is set at six. By defeating the Area Guardian and destroying the Crystal Core in the deepest part, the dungeon disappears.

"After all... no, it's nothing."

It seemed Mizuki hadn't given up on getting me to join Wind Blade.

"I see. Well, I'm going back to my room."

I said that and left Mizuki.

Back in my room, I checked my character sheet.

My adventurer level was 4. I couldn't tell if the experience boost skill was working or not. As a benchmark, reaching level 50 makes you an A-rank adventurer, but it takes over 10 years. For magic-based classes like mages and priests, it takes twice as long.

It's possible to change jobs and learn multiple professions, but only the primary profession levels up with experience from defeating monsters.

I checked the help for Goddess Summon in the skill list.

'Summons the goddess Laciel. Unleashes an infinite barrage of arrows upon swarming enemies, and a blow from her Divine Spear upon powerful foes. Be warned, it consumes a massive amount of magic.'

I wonder which is stronger, Goddess Summon or Mizuki's skills. The outcome of a fight would depend on whether Super Save could block a blow from the Divine Spear.

Come to think of it, I'd never talked with a member of the opposite sex who wasn't a relative for this long before.

It's possible that the cumulative time I've spent talking with Mizuki is longer than all my previous conversations with women combined.

Mizuki despises me, yet she still actively tries to communicate. It's something I can't imitate.

She's cheeky, and everything she says is annoying, but she offsets it with looks that anyone would find beautiful. Plus, there's the added service of flashing her panties to provide nightly fap material.

And that Mizuki is joining Wind Blade.

I wanted to stop her, but there was nothing I, who she hated, could do.

I imagined Mizuki getting close to Reed and eventually becoming his lover, just like Aira and Cecily.

I shook my head, dispelling the delusion.

"Goddess Summon!"

I shouted, but nothing happened. Was it because there were no enemies? Or was I out of magic? It was embarrassing, but since no one was around, it was fine.

I was tired. Tomorrow was herb gathering. I'll do my best.



    Chapter 4

    A First Quest, a Merchant, and Panties

    Gathering herbs was tedious work.

With my guidebook in hand, I just kept cutting the same plants.

I had returned to the scene of yesterday's attack.

I had guessed there would be herbs left behind by the attacked gatherers, and I hit the jackpot.

They were growing in abundance.

However, the crouched position for cutting herbs was tough on a middle-aged guy used to desk work.

"My back hurts,"

I muttered, pressing on the sore spot, when a violent impact struck me there.

I was sent flying without understanding what had happened, diving headfirst into the bushes.

"Nngh?"

As I picked myself up, a jelly-like object came ramming into me, and I hastily dodged it.

Then I drew my sword and faced it.

A slime. A translucent, spherical monster about fifty centimeters in size. The slime began to charge again. I swung my sword down at it.

The impact was greater than I expected, and my sword was knocked away. I staggered backward.

"Kuh!"

I supported the hilt with my free hand and thrust my sword into the slime. With that one blow, the slime vanished.

"A one-handed sword is tough with my strength,"

I said to myself.

Should I switch to a two-handed sword, or use a shield and chip away at them? I'll stop by a weapon shop today.

As I was thinking that, I found a Mana Seed where the slime had disappeared.

I checked to make sure no one was around.

"Hya hya hya, I did it! Gotcha!"

My joyous shout echoed.

After that, I encountered another slime. When I defeated it, it dropped another Mana Seed.

I became absorbed in slime hunting. I forgot what I had said yesterday about diligently gathering herbs.

In the end, I hunted about 15 slimes and obtained 12 Mana Seeds.

My level went up to 7.

Beaming, I returned to the city and headed for the guild.

"Here are the herbs for the quest."

I handed the herbs I had gathered to the same receptionist girl as yesterday and exchanged them for 15 silver coins.

"Can I exchange this?"

For now, I handed her one Mana Seed.

"Th-this is a slime's Mana Seed! It's rare!"

"You can tell what monster it's from?"

"Yes, because of the light blue light inside. Near the city, the only monster that drops a Mana Seed of this color is a slime. Light blue Mana Seeds are said to increase vitality."

"I see."

"Here, it would be 5 gold coins, but if you take it to a merchant company, you can get more than one large gold coin for it. Why don't you give it a try?"

the guild girl whispered to me. A gold coin is worth 100 silver coins, and a large gold coin is worth 1000 silver coins. I couldn't stop grinning.

"If you could secretly give me one gold coin from the sale, I can introduce you to a good merchant."

"Kukuku, you're a sly one, aren't you? But if you introduce me to a girl, I'll raise it to two... no, three gold coins."

I asked, just for the hell of it.

"Mmm, unfortunately, there are no girls cuter than the one who was with you yesterday, Mash-san."

"Is that so? A shame."

"It is."

She nodded.

I went to the Mateo Trading Company and told them I was introduced by the guild receptionist. A man named Mateo came out to greet me.

Mateo was a middle-aged man about my age.

He looked younger than me, being more energetic.

Mateo led me to a small room. We sat on comfortable sofas surrounding a luxurious-looking desk.

"Haven't seen you around before."

Neither Mateo, the innkeeper, nor the clothing store clerk used the kind of polite language with customers that you'd find in my original world. The guild receptionist was an exception. Their demeanor would probably change when dealing with nobles, but this way was better since I didn't have to be formal.

"Yeah, I just arrived in this city yesterday."

"Hmm? Are you the outsider adventurer who defeated the group of goblins that have been causing trouble recently?"

As a merchant, he seemed to have his ear to the ground.

"Yeah, I'm probably that outsider."

"I see, you seem to be a skilled adventurer."

"F-rank, though."

"No, your rank will go up soon. An F-rank can't defeat ten goblins."

I was more interested in asking about his relationship with the guild receptionist than this talk, but I didn't know how to steer the conversation in that direction.

I wasn't interested in old guys, so I cut the small talk short, showed him one Mana Seed, and moved on to business.

Mateo held his hand over the Mana Seed and used an appraisal spell.

"Right now, it's 15 gold coins,"

he said plainly.

"Can you exchange it right away?"

"Yeah. Of course."

"What if I said I have another one?"

I took out another Mana Seed. Mateo's expression flickered with surprise for a moment, but he quickly returned to a neutral expression.

"I'll take that for 15 gold coins as well."

It seemed having multiple didn't increase their value.

"Then let's make the exchange."

Since all gold coins would be inconvenient, I had some of it changed into silver and copper coins.

"By the way, does the Mateo Trading Company deal in slaves?"

I asked, remembering the warrior slave Reed had with him.

"No, that's outside our jurisdiction. But I can act as a broker."

He leaned forward and grinned.

"There are all sorts of types, you know. What kind are you looking for? This company has three slaves working as servants."

"I was just asking. I don't know anything about slaves. I wanted to know about the market price, how to buy them, and so on. For example, how about a female warrior? Preferably in her twenties."

Mateo would probably be at a loss when asked 'how about it,' but I asked anyway. The type who gets into some kinky trouble with monsters while gritting her teeth and saying, 'Kuh... kill me!' would be nice.

"A combat slave, eh? At the last auction, a 20-year-old female warrior was sold for 100 gold coins."

"There's an auction?"

"Yeah, it's common to buy slaves from a slave trader, but there's a quarterly auction open to the public where they're sometimes sold. That female warrior was bought after muttering 'kuh.' If you're not particular about age or gender, you can get one for around 70 gold coins, but that's not what you're looking for, is it?"

Mateo laughed knowingly. Dammit, he saw right through me.

"100 gold coins is steep. It's over if they run away, right?"

"A Slave Mark is engraved on their arm. With the Slave Mark, you can give them commands or inflict pain. If you give them a command like 'If you run away, commit suicide' or 'If you betray me, commit suicide,' the slave can neither run away nor betray you."

I wonder if a simple 'Obey me' wouldn't work. There seem to be various restrictions.

Come to think of it, Reed's slave had a crest on his arm. I thought it was a stylish tattoo.

"I see. How about a mage? The type of young girl who's at her strongest on Sunday mornings would be nice."

He's already read my mind. I might as well be honest about my desires.

"Mages aren't a profession just anyone can become, so they're valuable. You probably won't find one at a slave trader in this city. Further east from here, there's a large city founded by adventurers. One was sold there for 250 gold coins. A man, though."

"That's out of my reach."

After I said it, I realized I had let it slip. He would have known I had the means to prepare a hundred gold coins. I didn't want to reveal my financial situation.

"Ah, come to think of it, a platoon arrived in this city a few days ago and is selling some dog-eared slaves. I don't have any connections, so I can't act as a broker, but if you're interested, you should take a look."

"Got it. Thanks for everything."

I can't make friends through communication like Mizuki. Once I get more used to this world and my adventurer level goes up, I might make a contract with a slave and expand my party.

I cut the conversation short and stood up.

"Yeah, if you have anything you want to sell, bring it by anytime. If you want any special weapons or armor, let me know. Even if it's not in stock, I'll order it for you."

We shook hands.

When I returned to the inn, Mizuki and the members of Wind Blade had also returned from their dungeon exploration.

They were eating on the first floor. I called out to them once and went back to my room.

I wanted to eat right away, but I didn't know how to interact with Mizuki and the others.

I waited a while before heading to the dining hall.

"You're still here?"

Only Mizuki was left.

"Is that a problem?"

She seemed to be in a bad mood.

It was awkward, but avoiding her would make it even more awkward. I sat at the same table as Mizuki and ate. As expected, it was bland.

"Here..."

"Hm, what is it?"

Mizuki handed me a cloth bag. When I tried to carelessly check the contents, she stopped me firmly with a "Don't!"

"An apology for yesterday. For the second time I hit you."

"The second time was because I cornered you with sexual harassment. You don't have to worry about it."

"I do worry about it. But with this, we're really even, okay?"

Mizuki's face was bright red. I was very curious about the contents of the bag.

"May I check inside?"

"...Make sure no one else sees."

I nodded and peeked inside. A pair of light blue panties and a matching light blue bra were there. They were undoubtedly the ones she was wearing yesterday. I had witnessed the true essence of rare item acquisition.

"Oh, oh, oh, ooooh!"

"Stop groaning and put it away!"

"Mizuki..."

I wondered if she knew what these were used for when she handed them to me, just like with the sailor uniform yesterday.

"Wh-what?"

"Let's let bygones be bygones. I will make this my family heirloom. If we return to our original world, I will donate it to a museum like the Louvre and make it a treasure of the world. And from now on, I promise we will be friends."

"I get it, just stop looking at me with those creepy eyes."

I was lightly dissed, but I didn't mind at all.

"And this, too."

It was a small pouch that fit in my hand. The opening was sewn shut, so I couldn't check the contents.

"What's this?"

"A good luck charm. I don't know if it'll work, though."

"The kind of thing a woman gives to a man going off to war?"

"...Yes."

Mizuki nodded to my casual remark.

"Hey, why are you going this far? Of course, I'll make this an heirloom too. I won't give it back even if you ask for it."

"Mmm."

"This is too much. I didn't ask for this much. I'm definitely not giving it back."

Mizuki looked down, finding it hard to speak.

I needed to get back to my room and worship my heirloom, but since I had just said we'd be friends, I'd wait for her.

"Beers-san died today."

"Who's that?"

"The warrior from Wind Blade."

"Ah, that slave."

Mizuki nodded. I think that was his name. He died?

"I have no idea how he died, but this is that kind of world. Don't worry about it too much."

"Yeah."

She's so obedient. But wait, she smells a little like alcohol.

"You, you're a high school student, and you're drinking?"

"Ugh, is it bad? I don't think I drank that much, and here it's okay to drink from the age of 16."

Mizuki answered, looking guilty.

Was she only able to give me the panties and charm because the alcohol had emboldened her? She might ask for them back when she sobered up.

If the gifts were given under the influence of alcohol, it's better not to let her drink too much.

"I really want to stop you, but you can drink if you want. Do as you please. But stop drinking to drown your sorrows. If it's for a happy occasion, I'll join you. I'll get you wasted and take you home."

"Pervert!"

Mizuki laughed weakly.

"But I understand. I'll only drink when I'm happy."



    Chapter 5

    Laciel and the Goddess Summon

    On the night of my second day in the other world, I decided to test my skills again.

"Goddess Summon!"

As I chanted, the entire room shone with a dazzling light.

When the light subsided, Laciel was sitting primly on my bed.

It worked, but my head felt a little dizzy. I felt slightly sick, like I was lightly drunk.

But she really appeared. I was incredibly surprised. This could be a great party trick at the year-end party.

Laciel seemed surprised too, looking around the room curiously.

"There are no enemies. Why did you use the summoning spell?"

Her irritating way of speaking, just like yesterday.

"Because I'm not satisfied with your explanations at all."

"About what?"

"About everything, but let's start with a jab. 'The World's Guide' is hard to use. Make it readable on a spatial display like the character sheet. And cut the introductory feature."

"That's a good idea. I'll get right on it. But I'm not cutting the feature!"

She raised her index finger and made a 'Bad!' gesture. Her chest jiggled. My brain jiggled in response.

"N-next. When we came to this world, Mizuki's and my hair color changed."

"That's because you adapted to the new world. The environment is different from your original world, you see."

"Is that so?"

I couldn't tear my eyes away from her chest. It moved faintly even with her breathing.

"Yes. And just a little bit, Mizuki-san has been influenced by your ideals, and you, Mash-san, by hers. It's a blessing from me."

"It's a curse. Are you saying I became slightly more to Mizuki's liking in appearance? It's painful to say it myself, but no matter what you add to an old guy, he's still an old guy!"

Let's recover by looking at her boobs.

"If you don't understand what happened to you, please consider Mizuki-san's changes."

"It's true that Mizuki seems to have gotten cuter. But I'm different, right? She still hates me."

"That's not true. Mizuki-san has her own things going on."

She puffed out her chest proudly for some reason. It jiggled again.

"I can't believe it."

"Then let me show you one piece of evidence. It's very hard to say, but, um, well... Mash-san's peenie, no, your *thingy* has gotten a little bigger."

She stopped herself from saying something decisive, but it was seared into my brain.

Laciel was pointing at my crotch. I followed her gaze. It had reached its full form from observing the jiggling of Laciel's chest. But I couldn't really tell if it had gotten bigger. Laciel was also looking at my crotch. The words she had almost said echoed in my mind over and over.

Wait, I'm flashing an erection in front of a woman.

"Is this your maximum size, Mash-san? It seems a little smaller than average..."

"Noooooo! Don't look!"

I bent over, covering and hiding my partner, which sometimes doesn't even shed its skin.

My greatest dignity was shattered by the boob demon.

"S-s-sorry. What have I... ahem, anyway, please ask her directly about the rest. Do you have any other questions?"

Laciel was trying to evade with a fake cough. I wanted to forget it quickly, too.

Let's get back on track. Right, Laciel's chest.

"Next, right. Your chest... no, that's not it. Damn, it was a question. Right, your three sizes."

"I believe I told you that was a secret."

This time she crossed her arms to cover her chest. Her arms pressed against them, and they jiggled.

Damn, this is my limit.

"Have you been drinking? Your vibe is totally different from yesterday?"

Laciel asked. I hadn't been drinking, but I was aware that I'd been acting strangely ever since I used Goddess Summon.

"You think so? I'm the same."

I tried to act tough for no reason.

"You may not be aware of it, but you were the type to pretend not to be interested while secretly glancing at my chest. But today... you've been staring, haven't you?"

She had hit the nail on the head about my true nature. I desperately tried to think of an excuse, but nothing came to mind.

Laciel had measured my size and even revealed my hidden fetish. I had to thank her for this. Right, the boobs.

"I want to touch them,"

I blurted out.

"Hic, wh-what are you saying?"

I pushed aside her arms covering her chest and grabbed both breasts. They were unbelievably soft, my fingers sinking into them. Then, an elasticity pushed back like a ripple.

"Mash-san. You can't! You'll really become a criminal!"

"It's fine. Unfortunately, Laciel, you don't exist in this world. Which means, whatever I do to you, it doesn't count as having done anything."

"Oh, I dislike clever boys."

I pushed her down on the bed. I continued to grope her breasts.

Laciel tried to push me away, but my strength was greater.

"I want to feel them without clothes."

"N-no way!"

I tore open the top half of Laciel's dress.

Two mountains were exposed, with pink buds perched adorably on their peaks.

My hands were drawn to those mountains. They were smooth to the touch.

I caressed them from below, admiring their shape and changes.

I buried my face in the valley between them. My face was crushed by the pressure of her breasts.

"Th-this is the legendary..."

I jiggled her breasts, enjoying the stimulation on my face.

"Oof, come to your senses."

I lifted my face and latched onto the tip of her right breast.

"Ahn!"

Laciel let out a gasp. Hearing her voice, my excitement accelerated.

I rolled it around with my tongue. Laciel held my head with both hands and pressed it against her chest.

"Laciel."

I pulled my face away from her breast. Laciel's hands were still on my head.

"Y-yes. But please call me -sama if you can."

"I'm turned on. How about you?"

I was feeling good about her lack of resistance.

"Ugh, it's wrong, but for a virgin, you're really good at this."

"H-how do you know I'm a virgin?"

"I'm a goddess! And you're too fidgety when you talk to me or Mizuki-san. Mizuki-san has noticed, too."

Embarrassing. I hadn't been able to hide it at all. A huge chunk of my HP was gone.

"Kuh, you're too easy. I'd be more turned on if you resisted more."

"Don't say such horrible things so casually. It's the fault of my palace in the Garden of Eden having no entertainment."

She's bored? Is that why she made that ridiculously long skill list and the thick guide book?

"Well, whatever. For now, let's return to your chest. Next is the other one."

"Okay."

Laciel replied and guided my head to the peak of her left breast. As my lips touched it, Laciel let out a moan.

While sucking on her breast, I carelessly groped her lower half.

"N-not there, please."

I continued to touch her over her underwear regardless.

"Don't be so rough. Be gentler."

Over her underwear, I couldn't get a good feel.

She was wet, so she must have been feeling it.

I grabbed her underwear and pulled it off.

"Hic, any more is really not okay!"

As I tried to peek at Laciel's crotch, my vision distorted.

"My fingers, descending upon a golden field? Wh-what, my wires are crossed, huh...?"

I didn't even know what I was saying. My speech was slurred.

It was as if someone was directly shaking my brain. My consciousness was distorting. I felt sick.

It was like the seasickness I had experienced as a child on a boat on rough waves. A more intense version of it.

"La-ciel... did... you... do something to me...?"

"Ah, I thought you were acting strangely the whole time. That's mana sickness. You're out of mana, Mash-san. You used up most of your mana on the summon, and then you used up the rest by keeping me in existence. Are you okay? Not that it matters if I ask, you're clearly not okay."

I collapsed to the floor. Laciel got up, fixed her clothes, and then bent down to check on me.

Laciel's hand touched my cheek, then my head, stroking it. I could feel her gentleness.

My vision was rapidly narrowing. I was losing consciousness.

But thanks to that, I was slightly freed from my obsession with Laciel's chest.

"Right, the Demon Lord we're supposed to defeat was defeated 100 years ago."

Laciel was answering something, but I couldn't hear a word.

I woke up the next morning, no, it was closer to noon.

I had been sleeping on the floor. Laciel was gone, but I was clutching her panties in my right hand.

They were high-quality panties with white lace embroidery.

As I stared at them, I confirmed that the events of last night were real.

I thought about what had happened since I was transferred to this world.

My actions were clearly strange.

Before, I would never have said the things I was thinking. I was overly conscious of what the opposite sex thought of me, feared rejection, acted in a way that hid my true feelings, and protected myself with a pride that others would find incomprehensible.

But now, I had made sexually harassing remarks to Mizuki, asked the guild receptionist to introduce me to a girl, and, due to mana sickness, had acted in a way that was tantamount to rape toward Laciel.

My thoughts hadn't changed, but my actions were completely different.

Was this the adaptation to the other world that Laciel had mentioned?

Come to think of it, I wonder if she was angry. I have a feeling she's fine.

"Alright, I'll level up, increase my mana, and summon Laciel again."

I want to apologize. And if I'm lucky, I want to go all the way.

I remembered being told that I had become slightly more to Mizuki's liking.

I wanted to check my face, but there was no mirror.

I remembered putting my smartphone in my storage and took it out.

I had been using it on the train, but for some reason, it was fully charged. I launched the camera app and looked at my reflection.

My hair definitely had a greenish tint. I felt like my features had improved slightly, but an old guy was still an old guy.

There was one more thing to check.

"The World's Guide."

When I chanted the spell, the book appeared on a monitor in the air like the character sheet. Laciel worked fast.

When I slid my hand, the pages turned, and I could read it like an online book.

I went back to check the cover. I found that the introductory feature had been expanded by about 200 pages.

I kept turning the pages. The introductory feature went on and on, and I never seemed to reach the pages with information about the city.

"I wish it had a search function and a page jump function."

I gently closed 'The World's Guide'.



    Chapter 6

    Sleeping In and a Slave

    I gathered herbs at the same place as yesterday, waiting for monsters to appear.

I had forgotten that I was planning to change my weapon.

Thanks to my level up, defeating slimes had become easier, so it wasn't a problem.

I also encountered a goblin. Its weapon was tricky, but I was able to defeat it.

There was no Mana Seed harvest. It was a short-lived fever. The sun began to set, so I headed back to town.

It was only my second day of gathering herbs, and today was only half a day at that.

But I was already bored. The solitary, monotonous work was tough.

At my job in my original world, I also worked alone and silently. In fact, I preferred being alone.

I felt like the loneliness in this world was different. There were generally few people here, and the night was deep and dark.

No, maybe the liveliness of Laciel and Mizuki had changed me.

Anyway, there's a limit to what I can do alone. Sooner or later, I'll need companions.

However, it's impossible for me to gain companions through communication like Mizuki.

Mizuki would probably let me join if I bowed my head, but I just can't with that party.

I guess hiring a slave is the quickest way.

I was walking to see the dog-eared slaves Mateo had mentioned.

*A cute, bubbly dog-eared girl, get!* I thought, imagining the delightful events to follow as I walked. I found the caravan in a vacant lot on the outskirts of town.

Several caravan wagons were lined up, and next to them was a huge, circus-like tent. The slaves were displayed inside. The tent was shabby, and it didn't look like a place where transactions of over 100 gold coins took place.

Combined with the desertedness of the evening, it had an eerie atmosphere.

I observed for a while, but no one went in or out.

Buying a slave might be normal in this world, but I still felt a sense of guilt. I had been taught that robbing people of their freedom and making them slaves was a sinful act. The psychological shackles dampened my spirits.

My motivation completely withered, and I couldn't bring myself to go inside the tent.

So, I walked around, looking for a place where I could peek inside, but there were no openings.

Then, as I went to check on the wagons, a foul stench hit my nose.

"It stinks."

It was coming from a square box, an iron-barred cage about 150 centimeters in size, that had been unloaded from a wagon.

It looked empty, but at the bottom, something that looked like a gaunt person in tattered clothes was lying down. Looking closer, it was a dog-eared girl. It was hard to see because she was so dirty, but I could see a Slave Mark on her arm.

"That one's not for sale!"

There was no sign of anyone, so I was scared to death when someone spoke to me.

A bald old man who looked like he'd be swinging a metal bat with nails in it and shouting 'Hyah-ha!' was standing behind me.

"If you want a slave, they're inside the tent."

The bald old man jutted his chin.

"This one's dead."

"Huh?"

When I said that, the bald old man kicked the cage. The dog-eared girl twitched.

"Tch, just die already!"

The bald old man kicked the cage again. He was scary.

"I bought a set of slaves in the last town, and this one came with them. They just wanted to get rid of her. She's sick. It's a cursed disease, so I can't sell her. Even if they're slaves, you get punished if you kill them. So I'm just waiting."

"Uuh, uuuu..."

The dog-eared girl woke up. She looked at me with dead eyes. No, she had just opened her eyes; she wasn't seeing anything.

If left alone, she looked like she'd be dead by morning. This was a bad feeling.

"Come on, to the tent."

The bald old man put his hand on my shoulder and tried to lead me to the tent.

"How much for this dog-eared girl?"

"What did you say?"

"I want to buy this dog-eared girl,"

I said, words I hadn't even thought of myself.

"Hmph, you're into that sort of thing? Don't. You'll get cursed too. But well, how about 100 gold coins?"

That was the same price as the female warrior. Too high.

"Don't rip me off. I'm trying to do you a favor and take her off your hands."

"Then 90."

"50."

"No way, 80."

The bald old man was smirking at me. I was completely being played with.

"Sorry, but I don't have the cash on me. I have five Mana Seeds. How about that?"

"...Let me see 'em."

I took the Mana Seeds out of my storage. The bald old man held his hand over them.

"I see, they're real."

Despite his meathead appearance, he had an appraisal skill? Can't underestimate him.

The bald old man thought for a moment, then nodded.

"Alright. I'll sell her to you."

He opened the cage door and dragged the dog-eared girl out. He was treating her like complete trash.

"I'll rewrite the contract to you as the master. Show me your character sheet."

"No, just remove the Slave Mark."

"It costs taxes to make her a commoner, but well, fine. I'll cover it for you."

Of course he would. A piece of trash was about to become worth 75 gold coins. He must be laughing on the inside.

The bald old man chanted the contract spell. The Slave Mark disappeared from the dog-eared girl's arm.

"Enjoy yourself."

"Yeah, I will."

I picked up the dog-eared girl; she was surprisingly light.

I bought her on impulse without any knowledge. If I leave her, she might die today.

The dog-eared girl was limp and completely silent. She might be a race that can't communicate with language.

I had no idea what to do next. I couldn't even explain to myself why I had taken on a responsibility I couldn't handle.

I felt a sense of panic, as if the weight of the dog-eared girl in my arms was getting lighter and lighter.

I should have followed the bald old man into the tent and bought a healthy, sexy slave.

For now, the inn. I'll wipe her down. Then, a hospital.

As I was about to head to the inn, a dwarf man blocked my path.

"I saw what just happened. Where are you going?"

I must have been watched because of my suspicious behavior in front of the tent.

"To the inn. I'm in a hurry. Don't get in my way."

"Not the Great Ape Inn. Non-humans can't stay there."

"Is that so?"

The dwarf nodded. I didn't know. Is there racial discrimination?

"Go to the Asuka Inn. But before that, let's go to the church. I'll introduce you to Myra."

"Yeah, but what are we going to do at the church? Sing hymns?"

"That can wait for another time. We'll have the dog-eared girl treated and healed."

I remembered they said the woman attacked by goblins would be treated at the church, too.

It seemed my panic had made me blind to my surroundings.

In any case, this dwarf exuded an aura of strength. He looked like he could defeat the bald old man from earlier with a single finger.

I nodded and decided to follow him.

"Also, wrap this around the dog-eared girl's arm."

He handed me a bandage.

"Hmm? This is like a drop in the ocean, isn't it?"

It was true that she had countless bruises.

"It's not for treatment. You understand that there's discrimination against non-human races in this city, right? Wrap this around her arm to make it look like you're hiding a Slave Mark, and act like you're her master."

I didn't know, but it seemed better to pretend I did. The idea was to make it harder for people to mess with her by making her seem like my property, a human's property.

"Got it."

I nodded.

I wrapped the bandage around the dog-eared girl's arm and followed the dwarf to the church.

At the church, I was led to a small room.

In the room was a busty priestess.

"Oh, Aira-san, was it?"

"Hmm? You know Aira? I'm her older sister, Myra."

They looked very similar, but Myra had the air of a mature woman, which was different.

"In town, Myra's more famous than Aira. 'Cause she's bigger,"

the dwarf said with a meaningful laugh. So Aira's breasts were all-natural and not nurtured by Reed.

"Hmm. This is the girl, I see. Let me take a look."

Myra placed her hand over the dog-eared girl lying on the bed and muttered an incantation.

The dog-eared girl was as limp as if she were dead. Only her chest moved slightly with shallow, short breaths.

"Phew, it's possible to restore her weakened stamina. I can also temporarily suppress the curse. She should be able to live a normal life. However, it will require the miracle of the Priest's divine power."

Myra finished her incantation and looked troubled.

"The Priest's divine power?"

"The Priest particularly dislikes other races. It all depends on this,"

the dwarf said to my question, making a circle with his fingers. Money, huh?

"Can't the curse be removed?"

"Unfortunately, it's beyond the power of the church in this city. But in the Imperial Capital..."

Myra replied.

"The discrimination in the Imperial Capital is even worse. You'll just be turned away at the gates."

"Then the church in the city of Miglutt to the east."

"Hmm. They would probably see her there,"

the dwarf nodded.

"But we have to get through today. How much of a donation is needed?"

Myra looked me up and down from head to toe, her expression becoming even more troubled. She's judging me as a poor man.

"There's no set amount. It all depends on the Priest's mood, and if he refuses your offer once, there won't be a second chance."

He was a completely corrupt priest. And yet, he possessed the greatest miracle-working power in this church. What a pain. I'll have to complain to Laciel about this next time.

"I'll provide the money,"

the dwarf offered. I couldn't understand why he would go so far for a stranger like me.

"No. I'll pay."

I took out the five remaining Mana Seeds from my storage. I had just gotten them by luck. I wasn't attached to them.

"Will this be enough?"

Myra trembled in surprise. It was a shame her chest didn't jiggle with it.

"Are these real? With this much, a hymn to God will fill this church, and a divine miracle will be seen!"

Was this church worshipping money? Of course, I kept that to myself.

"Please. Can I leave the negotiations to you as well?"

"Leave it to me,"

Myra said, puffing out her chest.

"And, could you have someone wipe her body and dress her in some appropriate clothes?"

"You can leave that to me, too!"

*Boing.* I had witnessed a divine miracle.

I wasn't able to witness the Priest's divine power.

The dwarf said he had 'an errand' and left. I tried to thank him, but he waved it away with one hand.

As I was waiting in the small room, the dog-eared girl was brought back, carried by several priests.

The dog-eared girl seemed to be sleeping. Her face had regained its color, and she even looked like she had put on some weight. The bruises and scars were gone, and she looked no different from a healthy person.

It was truly a divine miracle.

She had brown, shoulder-length hair, with ears like a Labrador retriever's drooping among it. A tail poked out from her behind. Above all, the dog-eared girl was beautiful.

"She's been put to sleep with magic. She should wake up tomorrow morning."

"Thank you. I don't know how to thank you."

"No, it is your faith. I will return this. You will need it when you completely remove the curse."

I received one Mana Seed. It seemed she had negotiated with the Priest on our behalf.

"Are you sure?"

"Of course. Also, I've prepared a change of clothes and other things a girl needs."

"I had no idea, so this is a huge help."

I took the bag and put it in my storage.

"Fufu."

Myra responded with a smile. She must be a good priestess, well-liked by her followers.

"I want to do something to thank you, Myra."

"You can thank me with prayers and donations to God."

I tried to pick up the dog-eared girl, but she had gained weight from being healthy, and it was impossible for me to walk to the inn.

Myra helped me carry her on my back.

"Don't forget that the disease will return if you don't remove the curse."

"Will it return soon?"

"No, it should be suppressed for several years."

I nodded.

"You've been a great help."

"If you see Aira, please tell her that I said to return to the church."

The sun had set. A crescent moon, just like in my original world, hung in the night sky.

I left the church and headed for the inn.

I passed by the slave market from earlier. A crowd had gathered. Do more customers come at night?

I passed by from a distance.

The looks I got from the people passing by were completely suspicious.

The scene was of a pervert abducting a sleeping girl.

I arrived at the Asuka Inn. The building was similar in structure to the Great Ape Inn. But this one had a kitchen for guests, so you could cook for yourself.

"Hmm? Two of you? A double, then."

I didn't know what the innkeeper was saying, but I nodded for now.

"Then that'll be 10 silver coins."

"I'll take a meal."

The dog-eared girl wouldn't wake up until morning, so she didn't need one.

"That's an extra coin."

I paid the money, received the room key, and went to the room on the top floor, the fifth floor. The stairs were a pain.

The room was larger than the one at the Great Ape Inn, probably because it was a double. But there was only one bed.

I had no choice but to sleep in the same bed.

Since she wouldn't wake up until morning, I wanted to play a little prank, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. I settled for groping her slightly budding chest. Its softness, a first-time sensation, felt like my brain was melting.

That night, the sound of the dog-eared girl's breathing excited me, and I had a hard time falling asleep.



    Chapter 7

    Awakening and a Profession

    I opened my eyes. The dog-eared girl I’d let sleep beside me was gone. I turned my head. She was kneeling by the side of the bed, facing me, her hands clasped before her chest. It resembled the way people prayed in the churches of my old world.

"?"

When she noticed I was awake, she stood, sat primly in a chair, and simply stared at me. I sat up as well, perching on the edge of the bed.

"Morning. Looks like you're feeling better."

"..."

*Wait, does she not understand me?*

"Woof, woof, wo-woof, woof!"

I tried speaking in dog. Translated, it means, "Woof, woof, wo-woof, woof!"

In other words, it’s meaningless.

"I may be of the dog-eared race, but I am not a dog."

"Oh, good. For a second there, I was worried you couldn't talk."

I was trying to make her laugh, but it didn't seem to be that kind of atmosphere. Though her expression was placid, I could feel a quiet anger in her eyes.

"Tell me your name."

"It is Famu."

"Famdes, huh?"

"Famu!"

"Sorry. I knew what you meant. Just trying to lighten the mood. I'm Mash."

She didn't even crack a smile. It seemed my brilliant dog-speak opener had backfired, and she looked genuinely angry.

"Are you my master?"

"Master? Nope. Take off the bandage on your arm."

Famu unwrapped the bandage, her face a mixture of shock and confusion when she saw there was no Slave Mark.

"I should tell you this first. Unfortunately, your illness isn't cured. It'll come back in a few years."

"Is that so... They couldn't cure it in my settlement, so I was bedridden for a long time."

"How long?"

"About four years."

That was far too long. It must have been a miserable time.

"It has been a while since I've had such a refreshing morning,"

she said. And yet, despite feeling refreshed, she was angry.

"Glad to hear it."

I took five gold coins from my storage.

"Here. You don't have a master. You can go wherever you want, do whatever you like."

"Eh?"

Famu was stunned. I gave her a thumbs-up in response.

"I cannot accept this. I was delirious, but I remember. You got me out of that cell and had me treated. I am in your debt."

"Then why are you making the air in here so heavy? I'm starting to think you hate me."

At that, Famu's eyes darted away, and her face flushed red for some reason.

"It's because... when I woke up, we were sleeping together. You stole my... my virginity while I was unaware!"

"Didn't you get... you know, messed with a lot when you were a slave?"

*Probably best to keep quiet about touching her chest.*

"N-No, I wasn't! They thought the curse was contagious, so I was kept in isolation the whole time!"

So that was it. I'd planned on asking her eventually, but it was good to hear it from her directly. A faint smile crept onto my lips.

"Wh-What are you smiling about?"

"Hey, there was only one bed, so I just let you sleep next to me. You're brand new, Famu. I haven't done a single thing to you."

"I'm not completely ignorant, you know! I checked properly!"

*You've got to be kidding me. Did I attack her in my sleep? Or did someone attack her while she slept next to me? Either way, this is the worst.* Panic set in.

"How did you check?"

"Th-The... the blood of defloration is still there."

Nothing but despair. I buried my head in my hands.

"W-Why do you look so devastated, Master?!"

Seeing my reaction, she started to panic.

"Can I see?"

"Wha? N-No, of course not!"

"Look, I honestly have no memory of this. But you think I attacked you. And if you think I've already seen everything, then there's no harm in me looking now, right?"

"That logic is absurd... Honestly, you didn't even know my name... You didn't have to do it while I was sleeping, that's just cruel. It's not like I could have resisted anyway..."

she muttered, starting to touch herself between her legs. When she realized I was staring, she hastily spun her chair around to face away from me.

"Here,"

she said, holding out her index and middle fingers. They were slick with blood.

"Is there usually this much blood? That's a huge amount."

"This is my first time, so I'm not sure, but this blood is... ah!"

Something seemed to click. Her face turned beet red, and she began to fluster.

"What is it?"

*So it probably wasn't me after all. Did she remember inserting a cucumber herself or something?*

"U-Uh, something to wipe with, and... if possible... I'm terribly embarrassed to ask a man this, but... I'm so sorry, could you please get me some sanitary products...?"

She fidgeted and looked down. She tried to hide her bloody fingers, but not wanting to stain anything, she ended up just placing them on her lap. The deep red color was strangely erotic. She had mistaken period blood for the blood of defloration. I handed her the small pouch I'd gotten from Myra for her.

I checked inside and saw what looked like a sanitary napkin. *They have napkins in this world?*

"I'm sorry. There wasn't a spare pair of underwear inside."

She looked devastated. It was kind of funny. I pulled two pairs of panties out of my storage.

"Are these light blue panties the ones you seek, or are they these white ones?"

I held up Mizuki's panties in my left hand and Laciel's in my right.

"Ugh, both of them smell like a woman. I don't want to choose."

*Wow, she can tell? Guess the dog ears come with a dog's sense of smell.*

"Better than smelling like an old man. If you're going to be picky, I'll make you wear my underwear."

"...That's fine."

"Don't be an idiot. Pick one."

"U-Uh, the light blue ones, please."

"Sorry. This pair is an irreplaceable, one-of-a-kind item. Use the white ones."

Mizuki's panties were from my world. They had the high brand-value of having been worn by a high school girl. If I let these go, I'd never get another pair. I handed her Laciel's panties.

"These look very expensive. I might stain them."

"Don't worry about it. I can always get another pair."

Famu turned her back so I couldn't see and quickly got changed. All the while, her tail kept wagging back and forth, as if to shield her butt from my view.

"So that tail is real, huh."

It was obvious, but the tail was growing from around her tailbone. I'd wondered if it was just a hobby of hers to stick things in her butt, but I was wrong.

"? Do you dislike it?"

She turned just her head to check my expression.

"No, it's insanely cute. And this might be a weird way to put it, but it really suits you."

"R-Really?"

A bashful smile crept across Famu's face.

"So, just to be clear, you *are* a virgin, right?"

"Ugh... yes. I apologize for the commotion,"

she said, bowing her head apologetically.

"Oh, thank god."

A sigh of profound relief escaped me.

"Why are you the one who's relieved, Master?!"

"Well, you know. Oh, right, there was medicine in that bag, too. A whole lot of it. Isn't that for your illness?"

I changed the subject to distract her.

"...That is not medicine for my illness."

"It's not? Do you know what it is?"

"...It's... contraceptive medicine for women. Don't pretend you don't know!"

Inside my head, Myra-san flashed a peace sign.

After she finished changing, Famu was bright red and looking at the floor. She was fun to tease. Cute.

"Um, Master, are you by any chance a pimp?"

"No, how did you even get there? And stop with the 'Master' stuff. Mash is fine. And you can talk casually."

It had been bothering me for a while now. I hated being called 'Master.' I wanted to be friends, not impose some kind of hierarchy.

"You say lewd things and have a perverted look on your face, Master. And you seem to have money."

Her imagination was running wild, but it felt like some of the darkness in her heart had lifted. It also seemed she had no intention of stopping the 'Master' thing.

"You're the one who started going on about lewd stuff. Besides, if I was going to procure women for other people, I'd just keep them for myself. I'm starving here. And finally, I'm an adventurer."

"U-Uh, I'm sorry about before. But... an adventurer... is that some kind of lewd code for exploring a woman's dungeon?"

"Could you please step away from the perversion for a second? I'm just a regular adventurer. And I'll tell you now before you embarrass yourself: I'm incredibly weak. F-rank."

"An adventurer..."

She seemed to be mulling over my words.

"Um, am I really free to go wherever I please?"

"You are."

"In that case, I will also become an adventurer and follow you wherever you go, Master. Please let me join your party."

"Are you sure? I was actually planning to ask you myself once you'd settled down."

That was unexpected. I never thought she'd suggest it. I'd been wondering how to get her to join me, but this saved me the trouble.

"I was in a bind being on my own."

"Is that so?"

I nodded at Famu, scratching my head.

"However, there is one thing I must ask of you."

"What is it?"

"The settlement where I lived is near the border with the Demon Kingdom. When we are nearby, if it's not too much trouble, may we stop there?"

"You got it. We'll definitely stop by."

Hearing this, Famu stood and gave a small bow.

"Famu, I want to perform a ritual to make you my companion."

"A ritual?"

Famu tilted her head.

"That's right. I want to become good friends with you, Famu."

"I see. I would also like to know more about you, Master."

"What we're about to do is for that purpose."

"I suppose,"

Famu replied noncommittally, her head still tilted. I raised both hands, extending only my index fingers, and showed them to her.

"With these index fingers, I will poke your chest."

"Wha— What on earth are you talking about? If you do something like that, I'll be angry. Besides, it's morning!"

I knew what she meant, but having listened to her breathing all night, my frustration was about to explode.

"If I successfully poke your nipples, I win. You will then lift your shirt and show me your chest. It's a game people call 'The Nipple-Guessing Game'."

I gave her a meaningful smirk. Famu looked both stunned and contemplative.

"*Gulp*. I have nothing to gain from this, but I am in your debt. Very well. I accept your challenge!"

I had a feeling she'd be receptive to this kind of thing after our earlier conversation. Famu was very curious about the opposite sex. I carefully observed Famu's small breasts. The two mounds were asserting their future growth. The more I looked, the more I saw them as the ideal chest. She fidgeted uncomfortably but didn't try to run away.

"Here!"

The moment inspiration struck my brain, I poked both her left and right breasts simultaneously with my index fingers. A soft, squishy feeling.

"Ah! N-No, sorry. They're here and here."

It seemed I'd missed both. She dutifully touched the correct spots with her own fingers to show me the right answer. I had lost, but I was deeply satisfied.

"Alright, same time tomorrow. Let's get some breakfast and go pick some herbs."

"Huh? Tomorrow again?"

"Every day until I get it right."

"Ugh... Very well. I have a feeling my emotions are straying far from 'friendship,' but I will play along."

With our solemn ritual complete, we headed to the dining hall.

After breakfast, I took the opportunity of adding Famu to my party to check her character sheet. To my surprise, Famu's profession slot was empty. She didn't have a special skill, either. She was just a regular villager.

"I have never been on an adventure. I was sleeping the entire time."

"Right. You get a profession by praying to the god that presides over it at a church, correct? Let's head to the church for now. I want to show Myra you're doing well."

"Yes. I want to thank the person who helped me."

Famu nodded with a smile. She had a friendly air about her.

"So, you want to be an adventurer?"

Laciel would probably be happy about that.

"No, adventurer is a profession that only humans can be."

*Laciel, discrimination is not okay.*

"Really? Does the dog-eared race have its own unique professions?"

"Yes, they are combat-oriented, but there is Dog Warrior or Miburō. I would like to become a Miburō."

Dog Warrior sounded cute, but also a little weak. But still, Miburō, huh?

"That sounds super cool, but what's with the nickname of that certain band of ronin?"

"Band of ronin?"

Famu, of course, didn't know about my world, so she had no idea what I was talking about. Come to think of it, the gods who grant professions know about both worlds. But was that really okay? This was definitely something to lodge a complaint with Laciel about later.

We met Myra at the church. She was overjoyed to see Famu looking so healthy.

"Yay!"

she squealed, hugging Famu and bouncing up and down. Famu, looking embarrassed, just let it happen. I'd have to ask her what the boobs felt like later.

"So, about Famu-san's job change. I'll take you to the Chamber of Professions right away."

The room she led us to had a high, open ceiling on the second floor. The walls and ceiling were covered in magnificent, solemn frescoes depicting all sorts of gods. Among them, I found a portrait of Laciel. The solemnity vanished.

"Please climb onto the central altar, think of the profession you wish for, and pray."

"You can get it just by thinking about it?"

"Well, there are some professions that require you to have mastered another one first, or to have stats above a certain level. That's true for magic-users and advanced jobs. Oh, but before that."

Myra held out her palm.

"One silver coin, please."

I handed over the silver coin. Famu climbed onto the altar and began to pray. It was the same pose she'd been in when I woke up this morning. I wondered if she was deeply religious, or if it was just a custom for people in this world. Nothing seemed to be happening, but then she finished her prayer and came back down. The three of us checked Famu's status sheet. Her profession slot now read 'Miburō'.

"You did it!"

Myra was the first to react, pouncing on Famu just like before. What happened to her big-sister persona? I wanted to pounce on them both, but getting branded as a pervert at the church seemed like it would cause problems down the line, so I refrained.

"By the way, what kind of weapon would be best?"

*A katana, maybe? I wonder if they exist in this world.*

"It seems any kind of blunt weapon will do,"

Famu answered.

"That's vague. What do you want, Famu? For now, let's try out some weapons you like in the field and find one that suits you."

"A weapon I like? I can't think of anything. Myra-san, do you have any recommendations?"

"Hmm, if you're a priest, you stick with a mace. You can smash anything if you just hit it enough."

This lady was dangerous. I'd have to be careful when I groped her boobs.

"Famu, don't get a mace."

"Aww, I wanted to match with Famu-chan."

Famu was small; a heavy weapon would probably be too much for her.

"Alright, Famu, close your eyes."

"Okay."

"Imagine this. I'm in a pinch, about to be killed by a monster. Then you appear, dashing in to save the day and defeat the monster. In that image, what are you equipped with?"

Famu nodded at my words, closed her eyes, and began to daydream.

"Mmm, ha! Hiyah! Mwahaha, yah!"

Famu was smiling proudly, her eyes still closed.

"Come on! Yah! Hehehe, tooh!"

*Quite a fierce battle she's having.*

"Ngh! Ugh... Grr... gnnn..."

*That's a long daydream.*

"Hey, aren't you about to lose? You're making 'gnnn' sounds."

"Ah, right. This was supposed to be the part where I look cool. I was saving you, Master, but then a whole bunch of monsters showed up and it got really messy."

"And what was your weapon?"

"It was an amazing magic sword! When I swung it, it defeated the monsters with some incredible power. It was just a really amazing weapon!"

There weren't any magic-enchanted swords or armor at the weapon shop. The trading company might carry them, though. I'd have to ask Mateo.

"A magic sword is out of the question. They don't sell them. But you were in a 'gnnn' situation even with a sword like that?"

In the end, we settled on a short sword that seemed easy to handle. At the weapon shop, we bought one with a blade even shorter than the sword I was using. We also got shields for both of us, and I bought a two-handed sword for myself to try out. We stocked up on leather armor as well. In honor of Famu's new profession, I bought a pair of pale blue arm guards. Since they came as a set of two, Famu and I each wore one. And then, we headed to our usual spot to gather medicinal herbs.



    Chapter 8

    A First Party and a Life Story

    Famu was a natural at gathering herbs. She would sniff the pressed flowers in the encyclopedia and then search the field for plants with the same scent. I, on the other hand, had to cut an herb and then compare it against the book over and over to make sure it was the right one. She didn't need to waste time like that. Combat, however, was another story. For starters, her attacks didn't even damage the monsters. They were just too light. She had good reflexes and was skilled at dodging, but she had no stamina and tired out quickly. I wanted to give her advice, but I was in a position to be receiving it myself, so I couldn't say anything. When a goblin's club caught her in the side, she burst into genuine tears. Forgetting we were in the middle of a battle, she dropped her weapon and just cried her eyes out. Even after I gave her a potion to heal her, she couldn't stop crying. I felt like a bully forcing her to do something she hated.

"It's okay. Once your level goes up, you'll be fine. I'll take the lead in fights until then. You just watch."

"No, I'll fight properly, too!"

She had guts, at least. For some reason, she insisted on standing in front of me to fight.

"Just don't push yourself."

She'd nod at my words, but I was left with nothing but anxiety. I tried to give her a slime's Mana Seed, but she wouldn't take it.

"Just drink it."

"I can't. I couldn't possibly accept something so valuable."

It seemed Famu was worried about the money.

"I found it. I'll find more. Don't worry about it."

"Then you should drink it, Master."

"If you're not going to drink it, I'll shove it up your ass."

"Hmph! Just try it if you think you can!"

She raised her sword as if she was going to fight me.

"I'll do it at night, while you're sleeping. I'll pull down your pants and shove it right in. I'll grind it with my finger until it's all the way inside."

"Ugh... Please don't do that. But... are you really sure I can have this?"

"Stop arguing and just drink it."

Famu finally drank the Mana Seed. Her stamina went up by one. Pathetic.

"Calm down now?"

"Yes, I'm sorry."

Famu looked dejected. I placed a hand on her head. No resistance. I started stroking it. She let me. My hand brushed against her ear. I took a chance and touched it.

"Whoa! So soft! How can I even describe this feeling? It's a mix of fluffy and smooth, and it's incredibly calming."

"Master?"

Famu's voice brought me back to my senses. I pulled my hand away from her ear.

"Ah, sorry. Let's get back on topic. Right, in a way, I'm relieved."

"What do you mean?"

"I met someone who was aggressive and strong. I thought that was normal, and I was getting anxious, thinking I had to become like that too. But I was using the wrong measuring stick. You're the normal one, Famu. Things don't go well. You don't know what to do. Getting hit is scary. Fighting is scary."

"...Are you scared too, Master?"

"Scared isn't the word. I'm terrified."

Famu's level rose to 7, and her attacks finally started to damage monsters, allowing her to defeat them. My own level hit 10, and I gained the ability to use beginner-level magic for all four elements. I decided to test them out. Fire magic launched a fist-sized fireball at a monster. When it hit, the monster burst into flames. But it was faster to just pick up a rock and throw it. Water magic also launched a fist-sized ball of water at a monster. It didn't seem to do any damage. As for wind magic, a gust of wind would hit the enemy for a moment, but... so what? Earth magic, however, was quite useful. It shot a fist-sized rock at a considerable speed. I could adjust its mass, shape, and rotation, allowing me to throw sliders, forkballs, and even knuckleballs. It was handy for distracting enemies. I got absorbed in developing my magic pitches. One of them broke a little too much and hit Famu right on the butt. I'd used a light stone for testing, so it didn't do any damage.

"Aah!"

She spun around and glared at me. We were in the middle of a fight.

"Hey! Could you please stop being perverted during a battle?"

Even as she said it, she had completely forgotten about the battle herself.

"Famu, behind you, behind you!"

"Wha—Kyaa!"

A scene straight out of a comedy routine unfolded before us.

As evening fell, we returned to the city. No Mana Seeds today, either. We stopped by the guild. The usual girl was at the reception desk.

"You found a companion, I see?"

she asked, first thing.

"Yeah. Take these. And this is for your help with the referral."

I handed her a bundle of herbs, including yesterday's haul, and one gold coin.

"Wow, so the deal went well!"

"It did. You were a big help."

"Just let me know if you need anything. I'm happy to be of service."

The receptionist gave me a bright smile.

"Oh, that's right! The gold coin reminded me. There's a nominated quest for you, Mash-san. Here you go."

I took the request form. The reward was one gold coin. It was a quest to exterminate goblins that were raiding a village's fields. The target village was some distance away, requiring us to camp out for several nights to get there. In total, it would tie us up for ten days. The meeting time was tomorrow morning at the city gate. It was too sudden.

"Why am I getting a nominated quest like this? We're astonishingly weak, you know."

"Is the client, Aidan-san, not an acquaintance of yours?"

"No, I barely know anyone in this city. And I definitely don't know any Aidan."

I glanced at Famu, but she shook her head too.

"Aidan-san is an A-rank adventurer. He's a man of few words, but he's a very good person."

"What happens if I refuse?"

"I'll let him know through the guild. But I'd recommend you accept it."

"You think so?"

"I do,"

the girl nodded emphatically.

"Famu, what do you want to do?"

She was just a villager who was tagging along because I was an adventurer. Right now, I wanted to gain experience in a safe environment. I wanted to turn this down. But the receptionist was saying we should take it. She knew our situation from the quests we'd completed so far, and she was saying it with that in mind.

"I will follow you wherever you go, Master."

I wish she wouldn't just dump the decision on me. But I'd made up my mind.

"Alright, we'll take the quest. We'll show him just how weak we really are."

We ran into Wind Blade at the guild.

"We were worried because you weren't at the inn!"

"Mizuki."

Mizuki approached me. She looked gloomier than when we first met. Maybe she wasn't adjusting well to this other world.

"Yeah, something came up and we had to move to another inn."

At my words, Mizuki's gaze shifted to Famu, then stopped on her arm.

"Mash, you... I can't believe you!"

"That's not it, Master is—"

Famu started to make excuses for me, but I stopped her.

"It's exactly what it looks like. I bought this girl."

Even Famu was now looking at me with an expression of disbelief. She looked like she wanted to say something but remained silent.

"Slavery... that's just wrong!"

"Looks like your group got a new member, too."

I glanced at the muscular guy who seemed to be the newest addition to Wind Blade. He also had a Slave Mark carved into his arm.

"Ugh... Right. Let me introduce you. This is Beers. Reed brought him along."

Mizuki replied, sounding dejected. Coincidence or not, he had the same name as their previous slave. It gave me an uncanny, creepy feeling. I looked at Reed. He noticed my gaze and smiled at me. I gave him a small wave in return.

"...Exploring alone is too difficult. I think it's good that you found a companion,"

Mizuki said. She sounded resigned, as if she'd given up.

"Yeah."

"Tell me your inn. I'd like to contact you if something comes up."

"The Asuka Inn. But I just got a nominated quest. We'll be out of town for about ten days."

"I see. I'm staying at the Great Ape Inn."

Mizuki nodded, her expression still stiff, and we parted ways.

Instead of heading to the inn, we went to the market. One section of the city was a market district lined with shops and stalls, selling everything from daily necessities and food to weapons and armor. We needed to prepare for a ten-day journey. That said, according to the quest description, the client would be providing necessary supplies like food. We casually browsed the shops, looking for anything that might be good to have on hand.

"There are so many people. I'm afraid I'll get lost."

Famu was clutching my clothes.

"Is this your first time in a place like this?"

I bought some grilled skewers to tide us over, and we ate them together. It was chicken. The sauce was rich and delicious. The market sold a lot of food. Maybe we could buy ingredients and cook for ourselves.

"Yes, it's even more amazing than the festival in my settlement."

Famu couldn't contain her curiosity, her eyes darting everywhere.

"It's not just the market; I don't know anything about this city. Master, I'd like you to tell me about it."

"Well, actually, this is only my fourth day in this city. I hardly know anything myself."

"Oh, is that so..."

I still hadn't told Famu that I was from another world. I'd tell her eventually. Conversely, I didn't know anything about Famu either. Considering she'd been sold as a slave, it was a difficult topic to bring up. I'd wait for her to start the conversation.

"I have a guidebook called 'The World's Guide.' I'll show it to you when we get back to the inn."

Before I knew it, we had walked through the market district. We turned around and headed back to the inn.

"By the way, Master, you're one of those people who pretends to be bad, aren't you? Could you please tell me why you acted like that at the guild?"

"Hm? What are you talking about?"

"About what happened with Mizuki-san,"

Famu said. I hadn't intended to act like a villain, but apparently that's how it looked.

"Mizuki-san is the person with the light blue panties. She must be the 'aggressive and strong person' you mentioned. I don't think you should have acted the way you did, Master... no, I thought it was wrong."

"You're way too sharp! It'd be great if you were like that in a fight, too."

I didn't want to talk about it. I tried to change the subject.

"Ugh, I'm sorry. But I want to know more about you, Master."

Famu persisted.

"I don't really understand why I acted that way myself."

"Really? May I take a guess?"

"I like psychological games. I'd like to hear it."

"To put it simply, it's how a child acts towards someone of the opposite sex they're interested in."

"That's not—"

I started to make an excuse, but when she put it like that, it was spot on. *Was I a child?* I had wanted to get Mizuki's attention, but I didn't know what to say.

"This is embarrassing... I'm not good at talking to women. In my old world, no woman ever spoke to me."

"Is that even possible?"

Famu looked at me with an expression of pure shock. That was the heaviest blow I'd taken all day.

Before we reached the inn, we passed the spot where the slave trader's tent had been. It had been taken down, and the lot was empty again. Famu looked like she wanted to say something, but she passed by in silence. I couldn't read her heart, so I kept quiet as well. We arrived at the inn. The innkeeper naturally handed us the key to a double room. I thought Famu might complain, but she said nothing. As promised, I gave her the bound copy of 'The World's Guide'.

"This smells like the person with the white panties."

"Correct!"

She seemed very happy with the contents of the book and started reading eagerly. When it was time to wipe ourselves down, she put up a sheet as a partition. And then she got into the same bed. Did she think she was safe from being attacked because she was on her period? She turned her back to me and fell asleep. I also drifted off to sleep.

In the middle of the night, I was woken by the sound of Famu crying. She was still facing away from me.

"...Mom..."

She was being loud. I considered kicking her onto the floor, but I decided against it. I was joking, of course.

"Can't sleep?"

I asked.

"I'm sorry. I'll be quiet."

I placed my hand on Famu's head and stroked her dog ears. Famu didn't move.

"If I'm being too loud and you can't sleep, please kick me off the bed. I can't seem to help it myself."

*How is she reading my mind?*

"I thought you were going to do lewd things to me tonight. I am in your debt. I will not resist."

"You're on your period. I'm not doing anything."

*Also, that's a messed up way of thinking. I'd like to correct her, but I do want to have sex with her, so I'll keep my mouth shut.*

"I can't believe you're concerned about my body, Master."

"You've been pretty harsh since this morning. I don't mean to hold it over you, but the reason you're healthy right now is because I was concerned about you."

I had to protest.

"That's right. You've been doing perverted things to me all day, so I almost forgot. I hold you in high esteem, Master. I will try not to forget that."

"High esteem, huh? You're the one who forgot, Famu. I wonder about that."

Famu rolled over to face me. She was close. I could see her clearly in the darkness. My heart started to beat faster.

"As an apology, of sorts, let's climb the church's bell tower when the quest is over. It was in the guidebook. It costs five copper coins to enter. It says the view of the city at sunset is beautiful. There, I will give you the thing I treasure most."

"Even if you say that, you didn't have anything when we met, did you? Was it those rags you were wearing? I threw those out, you know."

*Was it something important? But they smelled awful.*

"That's not it. You'll understand when we get there."

Was she hiding something?

"Um, may I tell you about myself?"

"If it's a dirty story, I'm all ears."

"It is not a very pleasant story."

I nodded. It seemed like a serious topic. I would try my best not to make light of it.

"I lived in a settlement near the border with the Demon Kingdom."

There was an Empire ruled by humans. The city we were in was governed by a feudal lord and belonged to the Empire. And to the east was the Demon Kingdom, ruled by demons. Both were centered around a single race, and other races faced no small amount of persecution. In the Empire's case, it became more pronounced the closer you got to the capital. The Demon Kingdom was apparently more lenient, but that didn't mean it didn't exist. There were places near the border, beyond the reach of either's rule, where races other than humans and demons had built towns and villages to live in. Famu had lived in one such settlement. They lived deep in the forest, hunting and gathering.

"I fell ill when I was ten. Our settlement has a guardian god who protects our village. But in exchange, the god makes one villager sick."

"A sacrifice? What kind of guardian god is it?"

"It isn't chosen from among the residents, so... yes, but it's not quite a sacrifice. Normally, as long as you don't leave the settlement, the illness is cured in about five years. Also, no one has ever seen the guardian god."

*There's a god that curses people? I have to file a complaint with Laciel.*

"So your illness got worse because you left the settlement?"

She nodded.

"In that case, we should probably head back to that settlement first."

That might mean parting ways with Famu. I'd have to make sure I got what I wanted before then. She seemed prepared for it, too.

"Even though I was sick, my mother and father were with me. The people of the settlement also treated me kindly, so I was happy. But six months ago, bandits attacked our settlement. We lost the fight. My mother and father died protecting me. The settlement was destroyed, and I don't know what happened to everyone else. The people who were captured were sold into slavery, like me."

It seemed they were attacked by people hunters for the purpose of human trafficking. A settlement that didn't belong to any nation wouldn't have anyone to complain on their behalf. But still, the guardian god didn't do its job. What exactly was this guardian god?

"And that's how you ended up being sold."

I understood the circumstances of how she ended up in the slave market. I wondered if any of her fellow villagers had been for sale in that tent. The caravan leader had said he bought Famu from someone else. And now he was gone from the city.

"I have no place to go back to anymore. I don't know what to do, even if you tell me to do as I please. Please let me help you, Master."

I wanted to say something clever to comfort her, but I couldn't find the words.

"I'm working as an adventurer, but I don't have any particular goal for my journey right now. Once we've leveled up a bit, let's leave this city and head east. We'll break Famu's curse. And we'll try to gather information about your settlement, too."



    Chapter 9

    The Dwarf and the Designated Quest

    In the morning, I woke to find Famu praying just as she had been the day before.

"Are you praying to your guardian god?"

"No... um, it's a different god."

"Why the hesitation?"

I was worried she'd gotten mixed up in some weird cult.

"Famu, it's time for our match. I'm definitely winning today."

"Ugh, you're at full throttle first thing in the morning again. But I accept your challenge."

With newfound resolve, Famu puffed out her chest. As always, they were the perfect small size. She squeezed her eyes shut, embarrassed. I immediately noticed something was off. Her shirt was slightly raised by two little bumps.

"Famu, why?"

"I prepared them so you wouldn't make a mistake, Master. I felt bad for embarrassing you yesterday."

*She touched them herself to get them ready?*

"Famu, why didn't you trust me...? I'm a man who gets things done when it counts. I really wanted to find the location of your bumps on my own."

"I'm so sorry, Master. I didn't realize you were taking the game so seriously. I just thought you wanted to see them,"

Famu apologized, looking genuinely remorseful.

"Well, it can't be helped. Today's a no-game. The next round will have to be after the quest is over, but you better be ready, because I will definitely win."

"We're still continuing this? It wasn't a joke...? I understand."

Famu nodded, and as if she'd been set free, she tried to leave.

"Hold on, that's that. But I'd still like to play with them a little."

"Huh? But... I can't refuse..."

I pinched both of Famu's bumps through her shirt. They were soft.

"Hyan!"

Famu let out a sound that was half shriek, half moan.

"They're so small."

I varied the pressure, pinching and twisting them. They started to get a little hard. Famu's face was beet red as she endured it. It was hard to let go, but we had a quest to get to. I gave them one last, slightly harder squeeze, and Famu let out a soft "Auh!"

as her body twitched.

"Alright, let's get some breakfast and head to the meeting spot."

"It is not 'alright',"

Famu replied resentfully.

At the designated gate, the dwarf who had helped me when I was at a loss, holding Famu, was waiting.

"You were Aidan?"

"You said your name when you defeated that group of goblins, didn't ya?"

He was also the dwarf I had met on my very first day in this world.

"Ah, sorry. So much has happened, I'd forgotten."

"Don't worry about it."

"I should tell you, we're total beginners. This is my fifth day as an adventurer, and Famu's second. I don't think we'll be much help to you, Aidan."

"What? Fifth day? Master, you were using magic yester— Oof! I-I'm lying. My master was just pretending to use magic and was throwing rocks at me."

Famu was more surprised than Aidan. She'd accidentally let slip information about me and tried to cover it up by turning it into a funny story.

"It's okay, Famu. This is the dwarf who helped you."

"Hmm. What are your levels?"

"My master is a level 10 adventurer, and I am a level 7 Miburō."

"That's fast. Reaching level 10 usually takes over a month."

"Maybe it's because we've been steadily hunting slimes and goblins."

He looked at me, scrutinizing. Famu's character sheet didn't have a special skill slot. I figured he'd find out about my experience-boosting skill eventually, but I wanted to keep it a secret for now.

"Hmm. I'm surprised at how much you've grown, but I knew you were beginners. I figured I'd spend these ten days training you."

"I appreciate it, but I haven't done anything to deserve such kindness."

Just like with the Famu incident, I couldn't understand why this dwarf was being so kind to me.

"You tried to save a dying dog-eared girl, didn't you?"

"I was looking for a reward. I was after her body."

"That's not true. You can say that now because of how things turned out. But back then, I was a wretched sight. I doubt my body caught your interest, Master. I myself had given up on life. And you were being charged a high price. But you still tried to save me,"

Famu interjected.

"Heh, same here, I suppose."

"...Alright. Standing around talking won't get us anywhere. To be honest, we were at a dead end. We'll gratefully and officially accept this quest. Let's register as a party."

Aidan nodded, and we headed out of the city.

We hunted monsters as we made our way towards the settlement that was being attacked. Famu and I would fight, while Aidan gave instructions and advice.

"Famu. Don't fear the monster. Shift your center of gravity forward a bit more."

"Yes, sir!"

Famu was facing off against a goblin.

"Don't dodge by stepping back. Meet it head-on. Evade forwards."

Famu moved according to Aidan's instructions. Aidan gave a lot of advice, especially concerning her center of gravity.

"When you make a big dodge, don't just move your upper body; use your whole body. Move your feet. Connect it to your next move."

It wasn't something she could master immediately. Aidan patiently continued to give advice. Famu's movements were clearly better than they had been yesterday. Attacks that would have been deflected yesterday now became powerful strikes backed by smooth weight transfer, and she defeated the monster. Her defense also improved. She was no longer trying to dodge every single attack with all her might. She learned to read the enemy's attacks, parrying or dodging with minimal movement, and using her whole body to evade without losing her balance, connecting it to her next attack. She already had high agility. Aidan was advising her on how to best utilize it in a fight. She still made mistakes. Today, she took another blow to the side from a goblin. She looked at me with teary eyes, but Aidan's sharp "Focus!"

snapped her back into it.

"Your footwork has improved."

I patted Famu's head as she drank a potion.

"How about you, Master?"

"I don't feel like I've changed at all,"

I said with a wry smile.

"Hmm. You, have you practiced swordsmanship before? It looks like your current weapon is holding you back."

"When I was a kid, I used to practice with a stick made of bundled bamboo, pretending it was a sword."

I had done kendo in elementary and middle school.

"Your center of gravity is also pulled back. You fight with your feet spread side to side, but in your mind, you're thinking of them as being spread front to back. That's why you can't step in properly and your movements are clumsy. You're hitting with just your arms, so you're not doing much damage. Your lower body can't keep up with your upper body's movements."

He was exactly right. Spreading my feet to the side was to brace for impact. It wasn't a conscious decision; it just happened. My hips were back, and I was slightly hunched over, so I couldn't swing the sword properly. Also, since it had a blade on both sides, I was afraid I'd get hurt by my own sword if I tried to block an attack like I would with a katana. With this stance, I naturally couldn't use kendo footwork, and my forward and backward movements were jerky. I had given up on it, thinking that practice and real combat were different. But in reality, real combat should be an extension of practice.

"What kind of sword was the bundled bamboo stick meant to be?"

"A katana. Do you know it? It's a two-handed sword with a single edge. The opposite side of the blade is curved."

"Hmm."

Aidan opened his storage. From within, he pulled out a single sword.

"I thought storage was a skill only adventurers had."

"My profession is Alchemist, and this is its 'Workshop' skill. It's a little different from storage, but it can be used in a similar way."

I took the sword Aidan offered me. It was, without a doubt, a katana.

"Someone used this sword in the demon lord subjugation a hundred years ago. This is a replica I made. Give it a try."

"Yeah, thanks."

"And this is for Famu."

Aidan handed her two swords that were shorter than daggers, almost like knives.

"Use one in each hand. You'll need to get closer to the enemy to attack. Don't push yourself; just get used to them."

"Yes, sir."

A knife suited an adventurer, and a katana suited a Miburō. It felt backwards, but the weapons Aidan recommended were a perfect fit for both Famu and me.

As the sun set, we prepared to make camp. Along the road, there were occasional spots protected by stone pillar barriers, where we wouldn't have to worry about monster attacks. But we were completely exposed to our surroundings. I questioned whether monsters really wouldn't attack. We hadn't gotten any Mana Seeds today either. Monsters dropped items when defeated. Goblins dropped clubs, but the city wouldn't buy them. Slimes left behind vaseline. It's a secret that I thought it was semen until Famu told me otherwise. I'm keeping it in my storage. It looks like it might sell if I gather enough. Aidan butchered a wild rabbit I had hunted with my earth magic, and Famu added wild herbs she had gathered to a pot. Apparently, Famu had helped with gathering herbs back in her settlement.

"We're out of water. Is there a water source nearby?"

I asked Aidan.

"We'll make do with water magic."

So that was another use for it. I could also start a fire with fire magic. And I could control the strength of the fire with wind magic.

"I thought you could only use earth magic."

"With a little imagination, there are all sorts of uses. For example, try making a water sphere with water magic."

I did as he said and created a sphere of water.

"Put your hands in, and you can wash them."

"I see. If I make a bigger one, I can wash my hair. Famu, put your head in the water sphere and wash your hair."

"Okay."

Famu stuck her head into the sphere and began to scrub. Droplets flew out but returned to the sphere.

"This feels really nice."

Famu pulled her head out. Water dripped from her hair. When she shook her head, droplets flew onto me and Aidan.

"..."

I dispelled the water magic, opened my storage, and handed Famu a towel.

"I'm sorry!"

Famu apologized, taking the towel and drying her hair.

"It's a bit inconvenient, obviously."

"That's where imagination comes in, too. The water that splashed out returned to the sphere, right? Just have the water on your hands and hair return to the sphere as well."

"I see. Famu, wash my hair too."

While casting magic, I had to use one hand to control it like a conductor leading an orchestra, so it was hard to wash my own hair.

"Leave it to me."

Famu scrubbed my head vigorously. Her slender fingers stimulating my scalp felt wonderful. Since coming to this world, I'd only been able to wipe myself down with a wet towel, so this was refreshing.

"Alright, let go. I'm pulling my head out."

Just as Aidan said, I was able to pull both my head and hands out completely dry.

"Aidan, you're next."

"No, I'm fine,"

Aidan said with a difficult expression.

"It feels great. Famu, convince him."

We pitched a tent. Apparently, it was also enchanted to repel monsters. I didn't know the mechanism or how it was activated. The barrier's effect apparently kept monsters away for real, but there were also bandits. We set up a rotation where two would sleep inside and one would keep watch outside. The order was me, Aidan, then Famu. The middle shift was supposedly the toughest since you had to go back to sleep, but Aidan volunteered.

We didn't have a clock, so I thought it would be difficult to know the exact time, but you could tell by the position of the moon and stars. We decided the time to switch based on the moon's position. On cloudy days, they apparently measured time by lighting a braided cord. I could use my phone's alarm. My phone would fully charge if I kept it in my storage. But it couldn't get a signal, so it was useless as a phone. I kept watch, making sure the campfire didn't die out. Monsters were apparently afraid of fire, just like animals, but goblins were intelligent. I had a feeling they would use it as a beacon to attack. The stars were beautiful. If there was no moon and I put out the fire, they would shine even brighter. I could see the Milky Way. Was this place a planet within a galaxy? Maybe Earth was floating somewhere within that river of stars. I tried to find the North Star by looking for the Big Dipper or Cassiopeia, but I couldn't find them.



    Chapter 10

    The Dog-Eared Race and Her Worries

    Day two. We left the stone-paved road and walked along an unpaved path. It was a forest trail, just wide enough for a single horse-drawn carriage. We started encountering monsters that disguised themselves as trees, as well as wolf monsters. The tree-like ones were called Wood Wraiths. They specialized in surprise attacks, making them easy to fall for on the first strike, but they had no mobility, so they were easy to defeat. The wolves were troublesome because they appeared in packs and tried to overwhelm us with their swift movements. Apparently, there were non-monster wolves as well. Since both would attack, they were all just called wolves. We were facing three of them.

"Don't just focus on the enemy in front of you. Grasp the whole situation."

Famu was in the vanguard, taking on the attacks of two wolves. She tried to deal with them one at a time, but the attacks from the one she wasn't focused on were preventing her from gaining an advantage. I tried to provide cover with my earth magic, but my timing with Famu was off, and our attacks ended up concentrating on the same enemy, which it easily dodged. The third wolf circled around and bared its fangs at me. Caught off guard, I couldn't evade. Aidan fired an arrow, felling that wolf. Now free, I moved to Famu's side to assist. Once it was one-on-one, we could overpower them. Famu and I defeated our respective enemies.

"Alright, it dropped a Mana Seed."

The one I defeated dropped it. I picked it up.

"By the way, how should we split the drops?"

I asked Aidan.

"You defeated it, so you keep it. I don't need any."

"I can't do that. I'm already so indebted to you, I'll suffocate and die."

"Hmm. Then we'll sell it for cash when we get back to town. We'll split it fifty-fifty. You hold onto it until then."

"Got it."

I nodded and put it in my storage. Aidan watched me.

"Come to think of it, you also found a Mana Seed in the fight with the goblins five days ago. And you used Mana Seeds to trade with the slave trader and at the church."

"Do you know about special skills?"

It didn't seem like I could hide it, so I decided to tell him.

"You mean 'Divine Grace,' right? A skill that's given to an individual, separate from their profession's skills."

Apparently, you could normally only have one special skill.

"My special skill increases the rare item drop rate for all party members."

"I see. So there's a skill like that."

"Aidan, do you have one too?"

"Yeah, I have a combat-type skill."

He didn't seem to want to elaborate.

"Famu doesn't have a special skill. Is there a way for her to get one?"

He gave me a strange look. It made sense. I already had a special skill, so I was supposed to know. 

"You should know. It's not something just anyone can obtain. That's why it's a Divine Grace."

*I see. If it's a Divine Grace, maybe I can ask Laciel for one.*

We encountered and defeated two more wolves.

"You're too focused on the individual. Look at the whole picture. See the whole as an individual."

That was a difficult request.

"It's your eyes. You're staring too hard at the enemy right in front of you."

My hands were full with the enemy right in front of me; I didn't have the luxury of paying attention to anything else.

"The wolves move with coordination. You two don't have that."

I couldn't argue with that.

"Well, it's not something you can learn in a few days. First, think about your ally. You two need to think more about each other."

Teamwork between me and Famu, huh?

"Famu, why do you rush out and try to fight alone?"

Aidan asked. Famu glanced at my face, then looked down. It had been the same when we were doing gathering quests. Whenever a monster appeared, she would always get between me and the monster and try to fight first. It didn't seem like she enjoyed fighting. It was like she didn't want me to fight.

"Are you trying to protect me because I'm weak?"

"That's not it. I don't want to answer."

Her sudden refusal to answer surprised me. But I needed to get it out of her.

"One-on-one is fine, but when there are multiple enemies, we need teamwork."

"...Yes."

She replied, but she clearly had no intention of answering.

I shrugged my shoulders with exaggerated theatricality. I'd never done it in my old world, but it was a pose I'd always wanted to try.

"Aidan, I'm sorry. We can't go on like this. I'd like to abandon the quest."

"What?"

Famu was shocked by my words.

"No! Is it not enough for me to try my best to get stronger?"

"Let's go back to the city. We need to think about what to do from now on."

As long as Famu wouldn't talk, continuing the quest was dangerous.

"I have things I want to keep secret, too. Do I have to tell you everything, Master?"

"No, you should never tell anyone the things you want to keep secret. I have tons of secrets myself. But this is a matter of life and death."

If we continued to fight like this, the chances of Famu getting hurt would increase. It would be one thing if she could be healed, but I couldn't bear the thought of anything worse happening.

"...There were so many people in the city. But I was alone. You were the only one who noticed me, Master. I have no one but you. I don't want to be alone. I want to protect you."

Famu suddenly started saying something very sentimental. She was a young maiden, so it couldn't be helped. It was almost a confession, but it probably wasn't romantic love.

"We've only known each other for three days. Why go this far?"

"The number of days doesn't matter,"

Famu cut in, her words overlapping with mine. She was so pure it was dazzling. I placed my hand on Famu's head. I'd been harassing her so much I'd forgotten, but she was just a kid. It would take time for her to stand on her own. She needed someone's help. And she was trying to push that responsibility onto me. What a pain. But it wasn't an unpleasant feeling. In fact, it made me happy. I ruffled her hair roughly.

"I understand how you feel, Famu. The basic plan for battles will be for you to be the main fighter, and I'll be in a support role. But that's just the basic plan. We'll need to experience different patterns depending on the situation. We'll use this quest to test them out. We'll have Aidan check on us."

"Really..."

Famu started to ask something to confirm, then stopped. I had no intention of making Famu the main fighter. Under the guise of testing, I would sneakily establish a different formation and make it the norm. As she gained experience, her perspective would probably change.

"Alright, Famu? Aidan, let me know if there are any problems."

"I have no problem with that,"

Aidan nodded.

"Yes, sir,"

Famu also nodded.

We found a shady spot under a tree to take a break. We were taking longer rests than yesterday. Getting proper rest while camping in a tent required experience. Our sleep was also being cut short by taking turns on watch duty. We needed to let our bodies get used to the journey. Famu smelled some fruit and went off to pick it. It was just me and Aidan.

"Don't be too hard on her. That's a characteristic of her race,"

Aidan said.

"Hm? You mean Famu?"

"The dog-eared race has high perception and is skilled at reading people's emotions. And those who take on warrior-type professions, in particular, devote their lives to serving the master they have chosen with loyalty."

"Is that so? Well, I'd rather she didn't rush out in front then. It's a problem even if she just gets hurt."

Aidan nodded.

"You are afraid of fighting monsters. She senses that and is trying to fight in your place. That determination is also reflected in the profession she chose."

I remembered telling Famu I was scared. But she had been like that even before then. So she really was sensing what was in my heart. And the Miburō of my world, while they engaged in internal strife, the core members' feelings were pure, and they were loyal patriots. And their pale blue-green garments were those of the loyal retainers they idealized. She was trying to become the Miburō of this world. Just then, Famu returned. Our conversation was cut short.

We ate the fruit Famu had found. It looked like cherries.

"It's sour,"

Famu said. It did seem to lack sweetness, but I supposed that couldn't be helped since it was wild.

"You feel sourness more when you're tired,"

Aidan said.

"Is that so?"

"Well, that's my experience."

I stretched as I listened to their conversation. The season was apparently heading towards summer. The sun was getting stronger.



    Chapter 11

    Wheat Fields and a Fortress Settlement

    Day four. We continued along the forest path, and around noon, we reached a wheat field. About two hundred meters ahead was a small hill. There was a stone wall, and inside it stood several wooden houses. There was also a wooden watchtower, making it look like a small fortress.

"Three families and their serfs live there."

"So it's a farmstead. Not quite the village I was imagining."

The wheat fields spread out from the hill. We walked towards it. I didn't know anything about wheat cultivation, but the fields looked neglected. Weeds were starting to grow.

"Master. The smell is strange."

Famu stopped in her tracks.

"Yeah, I have a bad feeling too. Let's not go any further."

It wouldn't be strange to see people working, but there was no one in sight. It was eerie.

"We're being watched."

I followed Famu's gaze. Someone was watching us from the watchtower. They hadn't been there a moment ago.

"A goblin. Let's fall back."

We followed Aidan's instruction and retreated back into the forest. After walking for a while, we ducked into the bushes on the side of the path and held our breath. Aidan began to ready his bow.

"I hope they don't follow us..."

he muttered to himself.

"The quest was to exterminate goblins raiding the village's fields, right?"

I asked Aidan in a low voice.

"Yeah. The villagers had found the goblins' lair. There were about five of them living there. The plan was to raid it, but the situation has changed."

"The fields were starting to get overgrown. It seems some time has passed,"

Famu said anxiously.

"We should assume it's a goblin nest now."

Famu and I nodded in agreement with Aidan's words.

"Someone's coming,"

Famu said. We stopped talking. A moment later, a group of goblin pursuers appeared. Six of them. They were equipped with iron swords and wooden shields. One of them also had a bow.

"Lure them in, and I'll shoot the one in the lead. On that signal, jump out and attack. No, just pretend to attack and focus on defending."

Famu and I switched to one-handed swords and shields and waited for Aidan's arrow. The weapons Aidan had given us were sharper and had higher attack power. They were probably made from tamahagane steel. But I couldn't use a shield with a katana, and Famu's attack range would be too short with a shield and a knife. The goblins stopped at a distance that seemed just out of reach of my stone magic and didn't move.

"Tch, they noticed us."

Aidan clicked his tongue, stood up, and fired an arrow. The arrow brilliantly pierced the space between one goblin's eyebrows.

"It can reach that far?!"

I was more surprised than the enemy.

"Since they know we're here, there's no point in hiding in the bushes. Let's get out onto the path."

We emerged from the bushes with our weapons ready and faced the goblins. The distance was awkward. I was afraid of what would happen if they retreated. We could be lured into an ambush and surrounded if we chased them too far. The goblin archer fired an arrow, but it fell short. Aidan returned fire. His arrow reached them, but they dodged it.

"Let's try pulling back. Run at a slow pace and count to twenty-five."

Famu and I nodded. We turned our backs to the goblins and ran. The goblins followed, but they didn't close the distance.

"Are they wary of us having an ambush?"

"I doubt it. The goblins probably won't initiate combat. They'll want to lure us into the village and fight where they have the advantage. I want to lose them, get close to the village again, and assess the situation,"

Aidan said.

"We should go back to the city. We need to call for reinforcements. You call it a village, but that's a fortress. We'll need numbers to attack it."

The farmers who lived on that hill must have built their homes like a fortress in that location to avoid monster attacks.

"You're right. I'll stay here and gather information. You two go back to the city, report to the guild, and have them call the knights."

I didn't know how to respond. Aidan was right. We wouldn't be much help in a fight. So we should go back to the city and call for reinforcements. But what would happen to Aidan? He was an A-rank adventurer, but should we really leave him behind in a place where we didn't even know the enemy's numbers?

"Master!"

Famu pushed me, and I stumbled. An arrow flew past the spot where I had been standing. I had let my guard down. Before I knew it, the goblins had closed the distance to where their arrows would surely hit a person.

"We can close the distance from here! Aidan-san, please provide cover!"

Famu broke into a run, instantly closing the gap between her and the goblins. The goblins realized their mistake in getting too close and tried to retreat, but Famu's sword reached them first. The enemy let out a cry of agony from the blow, but it wasn't enough to take it down. The goblin immediately counterattacked. Aidan's arrow pierced it just as it was about to strike, and I, who was following up, also landed a blow. The goblin hit by the arrow vanished, and two others were wounded.

"I'll take the wounded ones. Famu, you go for the archer."

"Yes!"

Famu headed for the archer. I used my shield to shove one goblin, along with its attack, aside, and swung my sword down on the other. The goblin vanished. The fallen goblin was shot and killed by Aidan, and Famu took down the archer.

"Be careful. One of them is missing."

"It's alright. It doesn't seem to be here."

"It went back to the village,"

Aidan said. Did it go to report back? So they have numbers, weapons, and intelligence. My body was trembling.

"Master, there might be survivors in the village."

It seemed Famu wanted to try and rescue the villagers instead of heading back to the city.

"Yeah. It's a long shot, but there might be survivors. Aidan can do what he wants, but you're a liability, Famu. You're not combat-ready. And I'm useless too."

I wanted to get out of there as soon as possible. Ideally, all three of us would go back to the city. It would take time, but we could subjugate the goblins occupying the village with minimal casualties. Rescuing any survivors was impossible.

"How about we just observe the village from within the forest?"

"Don't. All we'll do is put them on higher alert."

Famu seemed to give up on persuading me and looked at Aidan.

"Hmm, they're probably already on alert. But I want to get a grasp of the village's situation while it's still light out. On the condition that we don't approach the village, you two and I will split up and investigate,"

Aidan said.

"Wait, not Famu. I'm sending Famu back to the city."

"Master, I am staying with you."

Aidan nodded at Famu's words. Famu's level had gone up. She could probably make it back to the city on her own while avoiding combat. I wanted to at least get her to safety, but now I couldn't back down.

"I'll circle around to the left. You two go to the right."

The path went through the village and continued on the other side. We agreed to meet at the stone pillar barrier at the end of that path.

"Absolutely do not enter the wheat field. Do not enter the watchtower's line of sight. Also, there might be traps in places where you can get a good view of the village. You don't need to go through the trouble of disarming them just to get a look. If we can't meet up, or if it seems impossible to proceed, turn back the way you came and return to the city. Got it?"

Famu and I nodded.

"See you later."

We parted ways with Aidan.

Famu and I made our way through the pathless forest towards the village.

"...Um, are you angry?"

Famu asked. She must have known I wanted to turn back.

"Yeah. But then I remembered, I've never had a single woman listen to what I say."

The days of being ignored and brushed off by the women of my old world flashed through my mind.

"Don't tell me the reason, okay?"

"Okay. It just reminded me of when my settlement was attacked."

"I figured. That's what I thought."

I was pissed off from remembering that unpleasant past, so I wanted to tease her, but the words wouldn't come out.

"Back then, I couldn't do anything. But after meeting you, Master, I've become a little stronger. I can't just ignore this."

"Neither you nor I are heroes, Famu. We're just playing adventurer, being led around by Aidan. Let's keep it in moderation,"

I said, driving the point home.

"I'm sorry."

She apologized so earnestly. I placed my hand on her head and pushed down.

"Let's go. Let's get this over with quickly."

I started walking.

"W-Wait, please."

Famu called out to stop me. She had taken off her leather chestplate. Did it hurt?

"Master, we're alone. Let's play our game."

As she said this, she pushed her breasts together, emphasizing them by squeezing her arms inward. She looked up at me with an embarrassed expression. The Nipple-Guessing Game. It seemed Famu wanted to calm me down with this. Come to think of it, this was our ritual for becoming good friends.

"P-Please win today."

Famu looked down as she said this.

"So you're telling me to show you the fruits of my journey here?"

I deliberately raised my index finger and poked Famu's beet-red cheek.

"No, I don't think this will demonstrate the fruits of your journey."

"Alright. I'll accept your challenge today. You do realize I'm on edge right now, don't you?"

"...Yes. I want to be friends."

"I will absolutely win. And then I will expose your bared chest to the goblins!"

"Eek! Please enjoy my chest by yourself!"

I focused all my nerves into the tips of my index fingers. *Everyone in the whole world, please lend your strength to my single thrust.* I thrust my two index fingers simultaneously into Famu's two mounds. A soft, squishy feeling. I bent the first joint of both fingers slightly and felt a firm little nub.

"Auh! Y-You did it."

I vibrated my fingers like the tail of a waterfowl. The bumps gradually began to harden.

"I did it. I really did it. The purpose of my journey has been fulfilled."

It was hard to part, and I was reluctant, but I removed my fingers.

"Famu, I am satisfied. Let's go back to the city."

"W-Wait, please. The objective has changed!"

"Right. Damn it. I don't want to go, but it can't be helped. Let's just get this investigation over with."

"Um, don't you want to see my chest?"

Famu asked shyly.

"I don't trust myself to hold back after I see it. I'll have you show me when we get back to the city."

"I-I see."

I helped Famu put her leather chestplate back on. As I started to walk, Famu hugged me from behind.

"I will definitely show you. Please make sure you look."

She buried her face in my back. The arms that were hugging me were quickly released. It was a promise that there was a future. She had been anxious too.



    Chapter 12

    The Goblin King and Regret

    We walked along the stone wall, searching for a place where we could get a look at the buildings inside, but we couldn't find a good spot.



A single goblin stood atop a watchtower. I couldn’t tell if it had noticed us, but it remained perfectly still.



We were a third of the way through our circuit. Nothing had changed.



Famu walked ahead while I followed behind. Just as I was starting to think this whole endeavor would end without a single discovery, Famu stopped.



"I can see a large tree trunk farther in,"

she said. "If we climb that, we should be able to see over the walls."



"Let’s check it out."



From within the forest, the canopy was too thick to see through to the top.



The tree trunk was so massive it would have taken four or five people with their arms outstretched to encircle it.



"It’s definitely tall, but it doesn’t look climbable."



"I agree."



There were no handholds or footholds. Even if we somehow managed to scramble up, we’d never get back down.



"Let’s keep moving."



We gave up and pressed on. Just then, I saw something leap out from the farm’s stone wall. Famu had noticed it too.



The shadow dove into the wheat field, hurtling toward us like a torpedo, leaving a trail of rustling stalks in its wake. There were five of them. They were still a good distance away, but they were closing in at an incredible speed. These weren’t goblins.



"Monsters are coming! We’ll engage them in the forest!"



"Right!"



We drew our weapons and waited for them to burst from the field.



I unleashed my stone magic at the first enemy that emerged. If it connected, it would be a counterattack and should deal significant damage.



*Yelp!* It was a wolf. The stone sphere struck true, and a cry of pain rang out.



One after another, wolves leaped from the field, and we charged in to meet them.



My thrust was dodged, but Famu managed to land a clean hit. The wolf, however, didn’t fall.



We were surrounded by four of them. The one I’d damaged with my magic was already getting back to its feet.



The wolves darted freely through the forest, running circles around us. They used the tree trunks to launch themselves into the air, turning the fight into an aerial battle. Famu somehow managed to hold her own, but the trees kept getting in the way of my sword. The soft, leaf-strewn ground also made it difficult to get a firm footing or push off.



I was forced completely onto the defensive.



Famu, however, moved through the forest with ease. Her light weight meant the poor footing affected her less. She quickly learned from the wolves’ tactics of using the trees as cover and began to employ the same strategy.



She took one of them down.



It seemed best for me to focus on defense and support her. Seeing me solidify my guard, one of the wolves scrambled up a tree trunk and leaped down from above. At the same time, another came at me from the front.



"Tch!"



I managed to protect my head, but I took the frontal assault. The wolf’s fangs pierced my leather breastplate but stopped there, saving me from a fatal wound. I twisted my blade and managed to graze one of the wolves’ necks, but it didn't seem fazed by the injury.



"Master, I want to use my Miburō skill! We need to get out into the field!"



"What? You learned a skill?"



"Yes, I leveled up in that last fight."



There was no point in hiding now that we’d been spotted. I could swing my sword more freely in the field, and we wouldn’t have to deal with their erratic attacks. The downside was that the wolves could hide in the wheat.



"No choice, then. Understood. Let’s head for the field!"



Famu was our main source of damage right now. It was better to trust her judgment.



We burst out of the forest. The wolves immediately gave chase.



Famu crossed her knives before her, a faint light glowing in her eyes.



"Kikuichimonji!"



As Famu swung her knives, a blade of vacuum shot forth and tore through the wolves. Two of them were instantly annihilated.



I lunged forward and skewered another one as it leaped at me.



The last wolf, however, dove into the wheat field and vanished from sight.



"Watch the movement of the stalks carefully."



"It’s all right. I know where it is. Over there."



Famu could pinpoint its location with her hearing and sense of smell. I launched my stone magic at the spot she indicated, and the wolf leaped out. Famu pounced, her blades flashing as she delivered the final blow.



She collected the Mana Seeds and walked back.



"Famu… you’ve gotten strong. You’re definitely stronger than me now."



"Th-thank you,"

she said, bowing shyly. She must have had a natural talent for it. That, combined with the keen ears and nose of the dog-eared race, her nimble agility, and a class that perfectly complemented her strengths. My experience-boosting skill had helped her level up, too. It was hard to believe she had been on the verge of death from illness.



"You know, my plan was to get you back to town, take a good look at that chest of yours, and then take you by force. But it seems ‘by force’ is off the table now."



"Um, I don’t really know how to respond to a confession like that. I’d prefer it if you were gentle with me."



Famu didn’t seem to be taking my words seriously. It was a joke, of course, but it was also ninety percent true.



"Well, we’re out in the open now, and they’ve definitely spotted us. There’s no point in going back into the forest."



We’d been flushed out. This was no longer a stealth reconnaissance mission. I really didn’t want to deal with another pack of wolves. Still, this told me something. If they’d seen the wolves drive us out, they should have sent reinforcements. The fact that they hadn’t meant they either thought we were weak, or they simply didn’t have the manpower to spare.



"I think we should regroup with Aidan. I don’t know what his situation is, but since we’re fine, he should be too."



"What’s your plan?"



"We’re switching to a reconnaissance-in-force. We’ll cut across the field to the other side. Along the way, we’ll get as close to the buildings as possible and hit the goblin in the watchtower with magic. A little parting gift. It’d be nice if we could take it down, but I’m not hung up on the result."



Famu nodded.



I swapped my katana for a one-handed sword and shield.



"One last thing. If something happens to me, I want you to prioritize regrouping with Aidan."



"I cannot agree to that… but I understand."



There were things we both wanted to say, but arguing wouldn’t accomplish anything, so I set my plan into motion.



I started by advancing through the wheat field toward the buildings.



As I drew closer, I could see the goblin in the watchtower clearly. The little brat was looking down on me. I started banging my shield with the pommel of my sword.



"Oi! You idiots! Stop hiding in there and come on out!"



I let out a bizarre yell, hoping to make the ones inside curious enough to peek outside. I kept banging my shield. Screaming felt surprisingly good. I even threw in a loud "HYAHAHA!"



While doing all this, I approached the gate built into the stone wall.



The goblin in the watchtower shot an arrow at me. More arrows started flying from behind the gate.



I launched my stone magic at the goblin in the tower. The stone sphere traced an arc through the air, hitting the goblin, who hadn’t anticipated its trajectory. While it was groaning, I followed up with a fireball. It struck the goblin square in the face, searing its flesh. It let out a piercing shriek and fell from the tower.



That should be enough.



I turned and ran from the buildings, cutting straight across the wheat field. Famu followed close behind. They shot a few more arrows after us, but there was no counterattack from within the walls.



Just as I thought—they were low on numbers. The initial goblin and the wolves that followed were likely just meant to test us and scare us away, not to engage in a full-fledged battle. Seeing how few of us there were, the enemy had miscalculated and assumed they could win.



I continued on, banging my shield and shouting Aidan’s name.



We crossed the field and had just entered the forest on the other side when Aidan appeared.



"Are you an idiot?!"



He yelled at me. It was a rare chance to see another side of the calm, emotionless dwarf. I was quite satisfied.



"Master is an idiot,"

Famu added.



"Circumstances changed,"

I said, explaining how we’d been discovered and had to switch to a reconnaissance-in-force.



"Hmm."



Aidan nodded, lost in thought.



"I think there were at least five archers,"

Famu said. "And it seemed like there were others, too. Also…"



"Spit it out,"

Aidan urged as she hesitated.



"…There are people alive in there. I think. I’m not entirely sure. I believe they heard Master’s strange shouting. It sounded like a voice calling for help."



"I see…"



Aidan retrieved a massive hammer from his ‘Workshop’ and slung it over his shoulder.



"What are you going to do?"

I asked him.



"I’m charging in. While I do, you two cut across the field and get back to the road. Head for the city."



"Can you win?"



"Don’t know. But if I heard there are people alive, I have to go save them. There can’t be more than twenty of them."



Twenty was a lot. Famu looked at me in silence. Regardless of her feelings on the matter, she must have known it was reckless. It seemed she was leaving the decision to me.



"All right. I’m going too. I’ll do my best to stay out of your way. If things get too hairy, you can bet I’m running."



"I appreciate it. Let’s do this."



Aidan nodded. Famu didn’t seem to have any objections to this choice either.



"One more thing, Aidan. Something I have to say."



"What is it?"



"You’re a pretty big idiot yourself."



The sun was beginning to set. Fighting at night would be impossible. We had to hurry.



We were once again making our way through the wheat field.



We reached the gate and stopped just at the edge of the archers’ range. A goblin sentry stood in the watchtower. No burn marks. It was a different one from the one I torched.



Aidan fired an arrow at the goblin in the tower. Return fire immediately began from within the stone walls.



Swapping his bow for his hammer, Aidan began to run toward the gate. A battle aura flared to life around his back. He swung the hammer at the gate with all his might.



"Divine Grace 'Siege'!"



A ferocious shockwave erupted, blowing the gate and the surrounding stone walls to smithereens. Without a moment’s hesitation, Aidan charged inside.



Following at Aidan’s heels, Famu and I plunged through the breach in the wall.



The power of ‘Siege’ had been immense. It had obliterated not only the archers on the wall and the watchtower, but also a portion of a nearby building. The structure groaned and collapsed with a deafening crash. I hoped no one had been inside.



Besides the collapsed structure, there were two residential buildings, one that looked like a barn, and another for livestock.



Surviving goblins began to crawl out from the wreckage of the collapsed building. Famu and I moved in to finish them off.



From the residential buildings, about ten more goblins emerged. Among them stood a goblin of colossal size. It was clad in a helmet and armor, and it wielded a giant club that suited its massive frame. It radiated a bizarre aura, an overwhelming presence that dominated the entire area.



The goblin let out a thunderous war cry. The sheer force of it seemed to shake the very air. In response, archers began firing from the buildings, and the goblins under its command charged forward.



"It’s a Goblin King!"

Aidan yelled as he swung his hammer at the encroaching goblins. One was sent flying, vanishing into motes of light. The hammer must have weighed a ton, but Aidan wielded it effortlessly, bringing it down on the next enemy and crushing both the goblin and its weapon.



Famu unleashed Kikuichimonji, felling another goblin.



Seeing them in action spurred me to move. I slipped past a goblin’s attack and landed a strike of my own.



*KISHAAAA!*



The Goblin King shrieked and leaped into the air. It brought its giant club down on Aidan, putting its entire weight behind the blow. The impact shook the ground. Aidan rolled to evade the attack and sprang quickly to his feet, swinging his hammer at the Goblin King.



The blow connected, but the Goblin King didn’t flinch. The two of them faced off.



Arrows rained down on Aidan from the buildings. As he dodged, the Goblin King’s club swung once more. Aidan dodged that as well.



Famu and I dealt with the other goblins. I took down two of them with a thrust and a diagonal slash. Famu, with her swift movements, darted around her opponents, taking them down one by one. She had gotten quite used to combat.



Before I knew it, only two goblins remained. Famu and I took care of them.



I hesitated, torn between taking out the archers hiding in the buildings and helping Aidan. There were only two of them. It seemed like a small number, but Aidan had probably blown the rest away along with the wall. One was in each residential building. They weren’t a major threat, but they were a nuisance. We had to constantly move erratically to avoid becoming easy targets.



"I’ll take care of them,"

Famu said and dashed off.



At that exact moment, Aidan took a direct hit from the Goblin King and was sent flying.



"Aidan!"



I rushed in to cover him, slashing at the Goblin King. It blocked the attack with its bare arm. My blade couldn’t cut through its exposed muscle. It was too tough.



I narrowly dodged a sideways swing from its club. The wind pressure alone felt like it could blow me away. I steadied myself. Watching for the exact moment the Goblin King began to swing again, I struck first. A preemptive blow. I put my faith in Aidan’s katana. Using the very tip of the blade, focusing the strength in my little finger, I executed a drawing cut.



I sliced clean through the Goblin King’s wrist. It let out a bloodcurdling scream.



*I’ll take its head next.* I tried to step in, but an arrow pierced my thigh. Almost simultaneously, the impact of the club slammed into me. Even with one arm, its power was immense.



I tumbled several times across the ground.



Pain seized my body, and I couldn’t move. How infuriating. To be beaten by goblins yet again.



I was supposed to run if things went south. Why did I fight?



It was hopeless. The enemy was still standing, and I was useless.



There were no light-blue panties in my line of sight today. All my vision was filled with was the ass of a bearded dwarf.



"Leave the rest to me,"

the ass spoke.



Then, I lost consciousness.



When I came to, it was completely dark.



I seemed to be inside one of the residential buildings. A lamp had been lit.



And Famu was cradling my head in her lap.



"I’m so sorry,"

she sobbed, her words slurring together. "If I’d… just taken out the archers sooner… No, we should’ve listened… and gone back to town…"



I couldn’t make out everything she was saying, but I knew she was apologizing. Her tears fell onto my face. She cried so easily.



I tried to move my hand. There was no pain. I tried to lift my body. I seemed to be okay. But it was hard to leave the comfort of Famu’s lap.



"The arrow… it was poisoned,"

she hiccuped. "But we had medicine… so I think you’re okay…"



Was this slurred speech a bit she was doing? She’d never talked like this before when she cried. Was she trying to be funny? Whatever the reason, I just wanted her to stop crying.



I reached up and gently pinched Famu’s cheek. She placed her own hand over mine.



"Master… Master… *sob*, *hic*… Master…"



"It’s okay. Stop crying."



"We should have done as you said and gone back to town. And I… what have I done…"



"It’s fine. We made it through. So don’t cry."



I gave her cheek a good pull before letting go. Then I poked it with my finger. It was soft and squishy.



Just then, I felt a gaze on me. Actually, I’d felt like I was being watched for a while. I glanced around and saw Aidan staring intently at us.



An intense wave of embarrassment washed over me, and I shot upright.



A sharp pain lanced through my side.



"You have a broken rib,"

Aidan said. Apparently, potions could heal cuts and bruises, but they couldn’t fix more serious injuries like broken bones.



"My apologies. I got taken out."



"No, you saved me. I want to thank you."



"Your request was way too demanding. Wasn’t this supposed to be a beginner’s quest?"



Aidan didn’t answer, just let out a small chuckle.



"Were there any survivors?"



"Yeah. They were locked in the livestock shed. Three of them, all alive. I gave them potions and some food. They can move, but it’s late. Better to wait for you to recover a bit, too. We’ll stay here tonight and head back to town tomorrow."



I stopped myself from asking how many people had died. I decided to be satisfied with the fact that we were able to save three. I nodded.



 The next morning, we buried the dead and began our journey home.



We made it back to the city four days later. The quest, shortened by two days, had taken a total of eight.



We cashed in two Mana Seeds for thirty gold coins. Famu and I each received half of that, plus one gold coin from the quest reward.



    Chapter 13

    Mythology and the Bell Tower

    We returned to town. We’d only been here four days, and in a rented room at that, so I had no idea where this warm, nostalgic feeling was coming from.

"It’s a relief to be back, isn’t it?"

Famu shared the same sentiment.

We parted ways with Aidan at the guild. The rescued villagers were to be placed under the guild’s temporary protection. After securing our room at the Asuka Inn, we headed for the church. I needed to get my ribs fixed.

"Can you heal this?"

"Of course. It’s easily cured with a donation of twenty silver coins,"

Myra said with a gentle smile.

"You money-grubber."

"A divine miracle for a mere twenty silver? It’s a bargain, is it not?"

I questioned whether a miracle bought with coin could truly be called a miracle. Naturally, I paid up.

"Still, it’s strange,"

I murmured after the healing was complete.

"What do you find strange?"

Myra asked, so I told her about the quest. It was the fact that there were any survivors at all. I was glad, of course, but I had been fully expecting them to have been slaughtered to the last man.

"Were all the survivors women, by any chance?"

"Hm? Come to think of it, yes. Is there a reason for that?"

Myra and Famu exchanged troubled glances.

"Master, the goblins left them alive to bear children."

"Is that so?"

The fact that Famu was the one to answer told me this was common knowledge in this world.

"The child of a monster and a living being becomes a half-demon, half-beast—a powerful life form that strongly inherits the monster’s traits. A goblin born from a human becomes a very powerful goblin indeed."

"Huh? A goblin can be born from a human?"

Myra’s addendum shocked me.

"That’s right. Between two humans, the child will be of the same race as the mother. If the man is human and the woman is a dog-ear, a dog-eared child will be born. However, a child conceived with a monster will become a monster."

That explained why Famu and Aidan had been so insistent on staying behind in the village. They had been operating under the assumption that there would be survivors from the very beginning.

"So there was some hidden lore I missed."

"It’s mythology,"

Myra said, pointing a finger to the heavens.

According to their myths, the human race was first created in this world by the gods. Humans then went on to have sexual intercourse—or rather, to deepen their interactions—with all manner of creatures, resulting in the birth of various races like the dog-ears and cat-ears.

"So, humans and… dogs and cats…"

My question was cut short by a sharp cough from Myra. *Ahem!*

"Among them, it is said that elves and dwarves were born from unions with the gods."

Dwarves were said to live for two hundred years, and elves for a thousand. The secret to their longevity was the divine blood that mixed with their own. Myra’s story continued. Humans even consorted with demonic beasts, giving birth to the demon race. Appalled by their utter lack of discretion, the gods bestowed upon them divine punishment and order. As a result, the existing races became fixed, and the matriarchal system of inheritance was established.

"This is the legend preserved in the church. The elves, dwarves, and demons have their own differing tales, but the end result is the same."

"Hey, is ‘end result’ really the right word? Still, that was helpful."

"If you enjoyed my story, I would be grateful for a donation."

This church was starving for cash. I offered a donation for the sake of Myra’s ample assets.

After my treatment, we climbed the bell tower. It was just around dusk. The view opened up, and a pleasant breeze washed over us. The observation deck was empty save for us. We had a panoramic view of the city. Seen from here, Richel was a smaller town than I’d imagined. This world’s population was probably a fraction of the one I’d come from. In the center, I could see a palace. It was the residence of the Lugul Family, who ruled this city. The massive structures surrounding the palace were government offices. The only other large building of note was the arena. It resembled the Roman Colosseum, though its spectator stands weren’t even half as high. The gladiatorial combat one might associate with such a place wasn’t held here, due to a lack of both people and participants.

A river and a main road ran north to south through the city. Following the road north would lead to the imperial capital. The southern road branched off repeatedly to other towns, but neither the capital nor any other settlement was visible from here. Farmland spread out beyond the city walls, eventually giving way to forest. Dotted throughout the forest were small hamlets. Beyond the woods, I could see plains and a lake. And beyond that, mountains. The sea was nowhere in sight. I looked for the village from Aidan’s request but couldn’t spot it.

"Will we be gathering medicinal herbs again tomorrow?"

"I’m not sure. My level’s gone up, so maybe we’ll try the dungeon. I want to get a bit more combat experience. Once I feel confident enough, we’ll head for the city of Miglutt in the east."

The city’s eastern wall, and just beyond it, a small shrine. The entrance to the dungeon was inside. Mizuki’s party, the ‘Wind Blade,’ was probably in there right now.

"I’ll go with you."

"No, you don’t have to. It’d be a pain if you started crying or wanting to go home and I had to talk you out of it."

"Urgh… I won’t cry, and I’ll listen to you next time."

"I’m kidding. I’d be happy to have you with me. And you don’t have to obey me. Just do what you think is right."

Beyond the shrine, past the forest, on the far horizon, I could see a faintly white, misty mountain range.

"Was your village around those mountains, Famu?"

Famu shook her head.

"No, it’s much farther than that."

"I see. It’s a big world, isn’t it?"

Beyond that mountain range was where Famu had lived with her family.

"Master, where did you come from?"

"It’s a secret. Up there."

The sky above the city, dyed red by the sunset, was already beginning to darken, and the first stars were becoming visible. I pointed to one of them. Famu looked up as well.

"How did you get here from there?"

She seemed to believe me. Was this a world where such things were possible?

"Do you know anyone who came from the stars?"

"No, I thought that only happened in stories."

I wondered what kind of person Famu’s ‘Master’ truly was. I needed to get her to stop calling me that soon. I wanted to sit down and have a proper talk with her.

"The star thing was more of a metaphor, a joke. To be precise, I was transferred from another world."

I didn’t think I needed to correct her, but I did anyway.

"Do you mean like the Paladin who defeated the Demon Lord a hundred years ago?"

I had heard it was a company of Paladins who defeated the Demon Lord, but perhaps they were called that because they were led by *a* Paladin.

"I don’t know about this Paladin, but it’s probably the same thing. That’s why I don’t know anything about this city, let alone this world."

"So we’re both strangers here, Master. Someday, I’d like to see the view from other cities like this."

Famu fell silent, gazing up at the starry sky. I couldn’t tell from her expression whether she thought I was joking or believed me.

"Master."

Time passed. The sun sank further below the horizon, and the night was about to begin. Famu turned to face me, her expression stiff.

"What is it?"

Famu stared at me, her eyes moist.

"I… I love you, Master. I want to be with you forever."

It was the first confession I had ever received in my life. Her nervousness was contagious, and my heart began to pound in my chest. My palms grew sweaty. I had to say something. Famu’s expression clouded with anxiety at my silence.

"We’ve only known each other for about ten days. And I’m an old man, you know?"

"I don’t want to be teased right now,"

she said, pouting.

"The number of days we’ve known each other doesn’t matter. I’ve been drawn to you from the very beginning."

I remembered her inviting me out even before we took Aidan’s quest. Had she been thinking of confessing even then? Her ability to express her feelings so directly was dazzling.

"Master… how do you feel about me?"

She timidly reached out her hands and grasped the sleeves of my clothes. Slowly, she closed her eyes, waiting for my answer.

I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers. It was a light touch, over in an instant. A soft sensation. The feeling enveloped my body in a sweet warmth that lingered long after we parted.

"I think you’re cute, Famu. I like you too."

Famu’s expression softened. She threw her arms around me.

I wrapped my hands around her back. She was so warm. I wanted to hold her like this forever. I wanted to feel her touch again. I cupped her chin, guiding her face toward mine.

"Master…"

Our gazes locked.

Just then, we heard the sound of footsteps ascending the stairs. We quickly pulled apart, but the warmth of Famu’s body remained inside me.



    Chapter 14

    Famu and the Night (Famu☆)

    We returned to the inn and ate, but I couldn't taste a thing.



We were almost completely silent. When I looked at Famu, she would unnaturally avert her gaze.



Famu had told me she loved me.



We had walked back hand in hand. Ever since we left the bell tower, I'd felt like I was walking on clouds.



It was a blissful feeling, as if I were gently wrapped up in Famu's presence. I wanted it to last forever, to stretch on to infinity.



I loved Famu, too.



I thought she was cute. I thought I loved her. But from the very beginning, I had also seen her in a sexual way. I'd been planning to make a move the moment she showed the slightest opening.



Was this really love? Or was I just confusing it with something else?



With no experience in romance, I had no way of knowing.



And what about Famu? Was she just grateful that I'd saved her from slavery? Was I just taking advantage of that gratitude?



I wanted to ask, to be sure, but I couldn't.



I didn't want to let go of the warmth she had given me.



Night fell.



The room was warmly enveloped in the glow of a lamp.



Up until yesterday, we'd been bundled up, but now I was just in a shirt and underwear. Famu was dressed the same, and a glimpse of her white underwear was peeking out. She shyly tried to hide it.



She lay down on the bed. She had made up her mind.



"I've only ever received things from you, Master... It's always pained me so much that I've never been able to give anything in return."



I embraced her, hovering over her.



I kissed her throat.



"Tonight, I will give something back."



"I don't need you to repay me. But... I'll accept."



"...Yes. I'm so happy."



I sealed Famu's lips with my own. When I pushed my tongue inside, she shyly met it with hers. We sought each other out clumsily.



When our lips parted, Famu let out a long sigh.



I took off my shirt, then did the same for Famu. She moved to make it easier for me.



Her skin was so white. Apart from her ears and tail, she was the same as a human. Her small, still-developing breasts were now exposed. Famu immediately covered them with her arms.



"I won our bet, you know. A promise is a promise."



"Oh, r-right."



Famu moved her arms away from her chest. Her breasts were revealed once more, and I just stared.



"S-So? I'm sorry they're so childish..."



They were like small, budding bowls, with tiny pink peaks asserting their presence.



"Famu."



"...Yes."



I touched her breasts. I slowly kneaded them, savoring their soft feel. I touched their peaks.



"Ah..."

Famu let out a small gasp.



I buried my head in her chest and suckled at the tip.



"Nn..."

She moaned again.



As I suckled, I looked up and my eyes met Famu's.



"Th-This is embarrassing."



I thought she would look away, but she kept her gaze fixed on me.



I pulled my mouth away from her breast, and we shared a mischievous smile.



I reached for her underwear. Famu lifted her hips, and they slid smoothly down her legs.



The naked body of a young girl lay before me.



Her skin was supple and radiant. It was like a dream.



I motioned for her to open her legs. Though she looked embarrassed, Famu obediently parted them. It was the first time I'd ever seen a woman's genitals in person.



"It's so smooth,"

I said, stroking her mound.



"W-Well, it's... it's still growing in!"



"I like it better this way."



"P-Please don't compare me to anyone else. I understand that you're an adventurer, Master, but right now, please, think only of me."



At that moment, my eyes were glued to Famu's secret place.



"...If it's what you wish, Master, I'll try my best not to let it grow."



"Can you even do that? I doubt it."



"I-I'll try my hardest!"



The tense atmosphere began to loosen.



I traced the single line with my finger.



She was already wet, and my finger sank in easily.



I touched and toyed with the hidden bud. It swelled and peeked out from its hood.



"Th-That feels so good... a little harder, please..."



Famu's words sent a jolt through my brain.



I played with her, completely absorbed. With every movement of my finger, I heard her small gasps.



After a while, I used my fingers to spread her open and gaze at her.



Famu reached down as if to cover herself, but stopped midway. It seemed she was going to let me do as I pleased, enduring the rising tide of embarrassment.



"Does it look... strange?"



"No, it's ridiculously beautiful. I'm moved."



"...You're embarrassing me."



I took my smartphone out of my Storage. I snapped several photos of Famu's naked body. I even had her spread herself open for a close-up.



"What are you doing?"



Famu looked at me, bewildered. In my old world, the person being photographed would probably be freaking out, but she didn't understand what a picture was.



"Can you try making a V-sign with both hands?"



"Huh?"



She did as I asked, striking a pose. I took that picture, too.



I pulled up the close-up of her private parts on the display and showed it to Famu.



"Is this... a painting?"



"Nope, that's you down there, Famu. Haven't you ever checked it out with a mirror?"



Famu stared at it intently. She probably didn't even recognize it as her own. I was hoping for a blush of shame, but no such luck. Oh well. I went ahead and set it as my wallpaper.



"Is that really me?"



"It is. And now I'm going to lick it all over."



I buried my face between Famu's legs and let my tongue wander, carefully tracing every inch of her from top to bottom, over and over.



Famu had been pressing her lips together, trying to endure it, but soon she started letting out little moans. "Nn, nn..."



I couldn't take it anymore. I pressed myself against her.



My cock was about to enter a beautiful girl's slit. I thought I was going to be a virgin for my entire life. This felt like a dream.



I rubbed my pre-slicked tip against her, gliding it up and down her slit. She was more than wet enough; it felt like I could sink inside her at any moment.



"W-Wait, please."



"Don't ask the impossible. I can't wait."



"I want to see yours, too, Master."



"...Alright."



I showed her. She propped her head up, gasped, and stared at it. It was incredibly embarrassing, but after feasting my eyes on Famu's body, I wasn't in any position to refuse.



She reached out and touched me lightly. The moment she did, I almost came from the excitement, but I managed to hold back. Her hand traced the length of my shaft before moving to cup my two sacs. After going back and forth once, her hand left me.



She was curious, but she probably didn't know what to do. Someday, I wanted her to stroke me with that hand. I wanted her to give me a blowjob, too.



Famu's head sank back into the pillow. Her gaze shifted from me to the ceiling.



"O-Okay... I'm ready."



I entered Famu. The sensation of being squeezed so softly inside her was a pleasure unlike anything I'd ever known.



I pushed forward, aiming for the deepest part of her.



Famu gripped the sheets tightly, her brows furrowed in pain.



The moment I was all the way inside, I couldn't hold back any longer. I came, pulsing inside her again and again.



"Master?"



"Sorry. I couldn't hold it."



"Um... does that mean?"



"I was a virgin. But not anymore."



Famu started laughing. I just gave a wry smile.



"You should have told me beforehand."



"Ugh, this is so embarrassing. I never wanted anyone to know I was still a virgin at my age."



Even if they suspected, I wanted to hide it.



"I'll keep it a secret from everyone else. But... I'm the one who got to take your first time. I feel like I've become a little more grown-up."



Famu wrapped her arms around me.



"For the record, today was my first time, too. But let's keep it a secret that my first kiss was this evening."



"I know all about that. You had quite the ordeal on the day we first met."



"I'd rather you forgot about that."



"Have you settled down? But I've heard that once a man finishes, that's it for a while."



She'd certainly heard a few things.



"That's true. But I just need a little time."

I didn't want it to end like this.



"Should I... pull out?"



"No, I want to stay inside you. It feels incredible right now."



The feeling of being softly enveloped was so comforting. I wanted to stay inside her for even a second longer.



"O-Oh, I see."



Famu clenched down tightly. My groin responded instantly.



"Can you feel that?"



"Yeah."



As I answered, she began to squeeze rhythmically.



What had started to go limp was now regaining its hardness, reviving.



"Famu, I think I can move again."



"P-Please."



I began to move inside her.



Again and again, I pushed deeper into Famu, seeking her very core.



"Master,"

she panted repeatedly, clinging to me.



I touched her breasts. I kissed her.



Famu, though clumsy and awkward, was trying her best to respond.



"Ah, ah, ah..."

I could hear Famu's moans.



Soon, the second wave came.



"Famu, I'm coming!"



"Yes... nngh, ku, kuuhhh!"



I came deep inside of Famu. She held me tight, accepting all of it.



When we were finished, I pulled out of her.



It was stained with the proof of her first time.



I put some on my finger and showed it to her.



"So this is the blood from a girl's first time. I won't forget this."



"Wait, there won't be a next time for that."



We both laughed.



"I love you, Master."



"I love you, too."



We shared a light kiss.



"It felt good the whole time,"

Famu said softly, "but to be honest, it also hurt a little."



I didn't know what to say.



"I never knew it was possible to feel this happy."



    Chapter 15

    A Beautiful Morning and the Dungeon

    A new morning had arrived. I awoke feeling refreshed, as if the world had been transformed overnight. Everything seemed to sparkle. It was a beautiful morning. Last night, I had finally graduated from virginity—with a girl more beautiful than I could have ever dreamed of in my old world.

But Famu, who should have been sleeping beside me, was gone. Panic seized me. Was last night just a hallucination? Had all my days since being transported to this other world been nothing more than an elaborate dream? I sat up and saw Famu. She was praying, as usual. How long had she been doing that? And who, or what, was she praying to? When she noticed I was awake, Famu stopped her prayers and stood up.

"G-Good morning."

She was blushing. Her shyness was contagious, and I could feel my own face grow hot.

"Yeah… Morning."

Famu closed her eyes and leaned her face toward me. I didn’t understand what she meant and just stared at her blankly.

"Hmph!"

She puckered her lips, urging me on. They were a luscious, soft-looking cherry pink. I pressed my lips to hers. After a light touch, Famu pulled her head back.

"…This is embarrassing. Super embarrassing."

I wanted to say something clever, but my mind was a blank. As I scrambled for words, my stomach rumbled. I had certainly worked hard last night.

"Let’s get some food."

"Y-Yes, let’s."

I was naked. The clothes I had carelessly tossed aside last night were neatly folded on a chair. I crawled out of bed and got dressed. Until now, we had both changed discreetly, but there was no need for that anymore.

"Let’s go."

"Yes."

As we started walking toward the door, I noticed Famu’s strange, slightly bow-legged gait.

"Hm? What’s wrong?"

"It’s a little sore. It still feels like… it’s inside me…"

After breakfast, we headed for the shrine that housed the dungeon. Famu seemed to have gotten used to the discomfort in her groin, as she was walking normally again. Though, she would occasionally slip back into that bow-legged walk. I offered to see if a potion would help, but she said she was fine with it and refused to drink one. We could have taken it easy at the inn today, but I knew if we stayed cooped up in the room, I’d just keep wanting Famu’s body. She wanted to go out too, so we forced ourselves to leave.

The shrine looked like a stone fortress. It was unique in that it was built not to fend off enemies attacking from the outside, but to contain those spawning from within. A guard stood at the entrance, asking to see our character sheets. The information visible to others was party name, adventurer rank, name, class, primary job, primary job level, race, and age. With permission, other stats could be viewed as well.

In my case, it was: Party Name ‘Mash, Famu,’ Adventurer Rank ‘F,’ Name ‘Mash,’ Class ‘Freeperson,’ Primary Job ‘Adventurer,’ Primary Job Level ‘15,’ Race ‘Human,’ and my age was eternally seventeen. Apparently, if you didn’t decide on a party name, the system just listed the members’ names. Leveling up was gradually getting harder, but I was told it normally takes about four months to go from 1 to 15. All thanks to my special skills. Famu, by the way, was level 13. I was higher, but I’d lose if we fought. Numbers weren’t everything, it seemed. There was a strength that character sheets couldn’t measure. A good example was magic. Adventurers could use basic magic at level 10, but I had thought it was a trash skill until Aidan taught me how to apply it.

"First time?"

the guard asked.

"Yeah, just checking it out today. We’ll be back soon,"

I replied.

"They sell maps inside. The ones for the upper floors have a lot of unconfirmed areas and aren’t very useful, but the maps for the lower floors have well-organized information. You should buy one."

"Got it."

I thanked him and proceeded inside.

The interior was a cubic space. Several other parties were already there. The floor was hard-packed earth, roughly twenty meters on each side. In the center of the floor was a black circle about five meters in diameter. Something like a black flame rose from it. That seemed to be the dungeon entrance. Looking around, I saw a shop set up against the wall. What a tourist-trap system.

They were selling potions, antidotes, and food like dried meat, alongside maps and monster bestiaries. I thought about buying a pennant or a keychain as a souvenir, but they didn’t have any.

"I’ll take a map of the first ten floors and a bestiary."

"The map is one silver coin per floor, and the bestiary is ten silver."

I received the woodblock-printed map and book. It felt expensive compared to our lodging.

"How many floors does this dungeon have?"

I asked the clerk.

"It’s been confirmed up to the fifty-second floor."

Endless. I couldn’t be bothered. Even the 3D dungeon crawlers I used to play only had ten floors.

"Famu, have you ever been in a dungeon before?"

"No, I haven’t. I’m a little nervous."

"We’re just scouting it out today. We’ll go in for a bit and come right back. Let’s go."

"Okay."

As we walked toward the center of the black circle, our bodies sank as if being pulled into the ground. My vision went black, but it quickly returned. However, what I saw was not the interior of the shrine, but a stone corridor. Famu was also looking around, bewildered.

I couldn’t tell where the light source was, but it was bright enough to see clearly. Torches and lanterns seemed unnecessary. The corridor was quite spacious, about five meters wide and five meters high. It came to a dead end just ahead, where a door was visible. The real dungeon seemed to lie beyond it. Beneath our feet was a black circle. Returning here would take us back to the shrine.

"Let’s move."

We started walking toward the door.

The enemies on the first floor were slimes. We defeated them with ease as we pushed forward. Compared to the field, the lack of cover like trees, grass, and rocks, as well as the even ground, made fighting much easier. The enemies in the dungeon grew stronger with each floor. The first floor was practically a tutorial. We also encountered other parties, something that rarely happened in the field.

"If we continue this way, we’ll reach the Area Guardian’s room,"

Famu said, checking the map. I had been looking at it at first, but Famu wanted to see it too, and before I knew it, it had become her responsibility. She seemed to enjoy reading books and written materials. Come to think of it, she had been reading the ‘World Walker’ quite avidly.

"You really like to read, don’t you, Famu? Was everyone in your village like that?"

"I was sick and bedridden, so I practiced reading and writing. Some people can remember their own names and a few simple words, but I don’t think many can read and write fluently."

If I wasn’t careful, I’d forget that she had been ill, that her curse still wasn’t broken. It seemed that in this world, more people were illiterate than not.

"So, should we go?"

"Let’s give it a shot."

Judging by the strength of the enemies on the first floor, I had a feeling we could handle it. Even if it was an enemy that usually required six people to defeat, I had my special skills.

"The Area Guardian on the first floor is apparently a Slime King."

"A king? Ugh, the trauma…"

"I-It’s okay! I’ll back you up properly this time!"

A massive door appeared before us. Inside was a large, circular room. At the far end, another closed door was visible. As we stepped into the room, the door behind us slammed shut. Particles of light rained down in the center of the room. A monster’s form began to coalesce from the brilliance. When the light faded, a Slime King stood there. It was the size of a person.

"It’s huge."

Famu and I readied our weapons. The Slime King charged, ramming into us. We split to the left and right to evade it, then closed in for a pincer attack. Our blades sliced through the slime’s body, but it felt like cutting through water. The King Slime spat a solution at Famu, which she dodged. It then leaped into the air, attempting to crush her with its entire body.

"Kyah!"

Famu dodged that too, but she lost her balance and fell onto her backside. To draw the enemy’s attention, I launched a fireball. The point of impact sizzled and bubbled. Seeing the enemy’s movement halt, Famu scrambled to her feet.

"You okay?"

"Yes!"

"Alright, let’s press the attack."

Famu charged the slime again. I attacked from the opposite side. We kept moving, constantly circling to avoid its body slams while slashing away. We ruthlessly hacked at it, giving it no openings. Eventually, the Slime King’s form began to lose its shape and it vanished.

"Alright!"

"We did it!"

We had defeated the Area Guardian. The door ahead of us opened. Where the Slime King had been, a small vial lay on the ground.

"According to the bestiary, it’s some kind of oil."

"What kind of oil, I wonder?"

"It says they can leave various types of oil, but… I don’t know…"

"We’ll take it to the guild and have them check it out."

I put it in my storage. Then, we proceeded through the open door. There, we found another black circle.

"Looks like this will take us to the second floor."

There didn’t seem to be anything else to do, so we stood on the circle. Just like at the entrance, our bodies sank into the ground, our vision went black, and we found ourselves in a different location.

"Can we go back? There’s a route to the third floor, but it looks like we can only return to the first floor from here,"

Famu said, staring at the second-floor map. Indeed, the Area Guardian’s room we had just passed through seemed to be a one-way path. I wondered if we could backtrack by defeating it again.

"Let’s try going back."

"Okay."

We stood on the black circle. Our vision went black, and we were back in the shrine.

"I see."

So if we turned back, we’d have to start over from the first floor.

"Let’s call it a day. We can try again tomorrow."

Our exploration for the day was over.



    Chapter 16

    The Dog-Eared Girl and the Goddess

    That night, after finishing dinner at the inn, we were back in our room.

"Famu, there’s someone I want you to meet."

"Huh? In this room?"

Her suspicion was understandable.

"That’s right. I want you to meet her soon so you can acquire your special skill."

I held out my right hand and focused my will.

"Goddess Summon!"

The room filled with light. The light eventually converged, and just like last time, Laciel was sitting primly on the bed. My head was spinning again. My level had increased, but my mana was still insufficient.

"…Is that… the person with the white-panty smell… n-no, L-L-Lady Laciel!"

Famu was dumbfounded, her mouth hanging open.

"M-M-M-Master, it’s Lady Laciel!"

"Yeah. I called her. Long time no see, Laciel."

Laciel puffed out her cheeks and turned her head away with a huff.

"Laciel, are you mad?"

"After you groped my breasts so much last time! I wanted your first time too, Mash-san! You’re a monster!"

She started getting angry about something ridiculous again, in that strange way of hers.

"Master, what is the meaning of…"

Hearing Laciel’s words, Famu was starting to get angry too.

"I knew I couldn’t have you all to myself since you’re an adventurer, Master. But you didn’t have to introduce me to someone whose breasts you groped just yesterday! How could you be so cruel! I was even mentally preparing myself and looking forward to tonight, you know! I thought you’d at least love only me for a year or so!"

Compared to Laciel’s anger, Famu’s was far more justified and serious. I had to persuade Famu first. But since I had no excuse, I decided to power through with sheer momentum.

"Wait, Famu. You didn’t orgasm yesterday, did you?"

"Wh-wh-what are you talking about! It felt plenty good. It’s about the feeling! I was incredibly happy."

Alright, the topic had shifted just a little.

"But you didn’t orgasm. I want to make you orgasm, Famu."

"I-If that’s the case, then I’ll just have to teach you where I feel good."

Famu had lost all her shyness. Her anger had blown away her reason.

"And what if you still don’t? You’d be concerned about me and pretend you did, wouldn’t you?"

"Urgh… Well, maybe. I’ve only heard about it from others, so I don’t really know what ‘coming’ is… but yesterday was my first time too! If we just get more used to it, that day will come eventually!"

What a self-own. I wanted to listen to this kind of talk for a lot longer, but I was short on time.

"And that’s where Laciel comes in. Last time, we practiced groping breasts. Today, we’re practicing how to make someone orgasm."

"That’s just too much!"

"What? You’re going to do that to a goddess?!"

Laciel and Famu shouted in unison.

"Famu, tell me where you feel good. I’ll test it out on Laciel."

"N-No way,"

Famu refused.

"Fine, then just watch from the side or read your guidebook. I’ll do it myself."

"N-No! I have no choice… I’ll cooperate."

I turned back to Laciel.

"So, that’s the situation. I’m counting on you, Laciel."

"Wh-wh-what do you mean, ‘counting on me’?!"

I pounced on Laciel, flipping up her skirt and pulling off her white underwear. There was no resistance. I found myself once again on the golden hill. I handed the underwear I’d taken to Famu.

"Here’s a spare pair. Keep it."

"Huh?"

Famu took them, looking bewildered. I spread Laciel’s legs, exposing her private parts.

"You’re being awfully cooperative."

"I know your mana is running low, Mash-san. I don’t want it to end halfway like last time. I’ve been waiting this whole time, you know."

I spread her open with my fingers, and the vertical slit parted to reveal the inside. Famu peered over from the side, looking on with great interest.

"It’s beautiful. Like it’s brand new."

"It *is* brand new. Unlike Famu-san, I haven’t been playing with myself."

The stray arrow hit its mark, and a blushing Famu fell silent. I made a mental note to have a long talk with her about her solo-play habits later.

"I thought you’d be playing with it all the time since you’re so bored."

"Usually, we don’t exist in this form. We only take on this appearance when we have contact with humans."

She started saying something I didn’t quite understand, but my head was fuzzy from the mana drain and I couldn’t process it. As much as I wanted to delve deeper into the sex lives of the gods, the hole right in front of me was more important.

"Famu, let’s get started. Tell me where to begin."

"Alright, let’s start with the little bean. First, touch it with your finger to make it bigger."

"Hm? You seem pretty into this."

"It’s because you’re being so ridiculous, Master! I don’t know what I’m supposed to do anymore!"

Famu was apparently confused. My plan was a success.

"Alright, show me how it’s done."

"What? Lady Laciel said it’s her first time. You should be her first, Master."

"Right. Okay then."

I felt like I’d touched it last time, but I’d been rough and my memory was hazy. This time, I’d make sure to touch it properly and sear it into my memory. I reached out a finger. Famu spread her open to make it easier to touch. The little bean was exposed. I pressed my finger against it, and Laciel let out a soft, "Ngh."

I fiddled with it for a while, but I couldn’t quite tell her reaction.

"Famu, I need you."

"…"

I pulled my finger away. In its place, Famu began to play with Laciel. "Mmm…"

Laciel let out another sweet moan.

"I can’t get the pressure right."

Famu took my hand and showed me how to move my fingers and how much pressure to apply. I could feel Laciel’s little bean swell.

"I’m going to lick it."

"Please do."

Famu watched as I brought my face closer.

"You too, Famu. We’ll do it together."

"Th-That… I have some reservations. If it were yours, Master, I’d be fine, but someone else’s…"

"Please, cooperate with me. Let’s make Laciel come together."

"…"

Famu and I brought our faces close and licked Laciel’s nub. I matched her rhythm. Our tongues tangled together many times. Our saliva, Famu’s and mine, mixed with Laciel’s juices, melting together and flowing down, wetting the hole of her bottom. The sight was incredibly arousing. I met Famu’s eyes. We were so close. I reached out a hand to her breast. My other hand reached for Laciel’s. I savored the feel of the two hills.

"Ah, ngh, ahn, ahn, it feels so good!"

Laciel moaned.

Famu’s fingers slipped into her vagina. I took my hand from her breast and followed suit, inserting my own fingers. It was plenty wet inside, and I was enveloped in a slick sensation. Our fingers tangled inside as they moved, and her fingers began to trace the upper wall of the vagina. I moved my fingers in time with hers.

"Th-This is amazing… s-something’s… I think I’m going to come… s-so this is the feeling!"

Laciel’s moans changed in tone. It felt like she was climbing toward the peak. Her upper body arched back. I continued my frenzied caresses.

"Aah! No, I’m coming, I’m gonna cuuummmm!"

Laciel went limp and sank into the bed.

"It’s over… everything…"

I pulled my fingers from Laciel’s vagina and lifted my face. I met Famu’s eyes. She was flushed. She had her own fingers slipped into her crotch.

"Th-This is because you were touching me, Master."

Her excuse was flimsy. Seeing Famu made me remember that my own groin was painfully erect. Right, penetration. Laciel had come, Famu was enjoying herself, and I was the only one who hadn’t done anything. I would enter Laciel.

I pushed aside the top of Laciel’s clothes. Her large breasts swayed as they were exposed. I took out my own member. I pressed it against the still-limp Laciel’s vagina, and the head immediately sank in.

"I’m still feeling all fuzzy…"

Laciel didn’t seem to grasp the situation that she was about to be penetrated.

My head spun violently. *Hang in there, me.* Laciel was looking at me with a pained expression. Right, I had to ask about the Demon Lord and Famu’s special skill. But my body wouldn’t move anymore. I couldn’t even speak.

"Famu-san, please don’t be too hard on Mash-san."

"What do you mean? Don’t you want to have Master all to yourself, Lady Laciel?"

"Mmm, it’s a little different. You see…"

Laciel seemed to be telling Famu something, but my consciousness faded out right there.



    Chapter 17

    Reflection and the High School Girl

    The next morning—no, it must have been well past noon. I had been properly tucked into bed.

I pushed myself up, and Famu, noticing, rushed over to my side.

"Master, you wouldn’t wake up at all… I…"

Her eyes were welling up with tears.

"Sorry. Using ‘Goddess Summon’ drains all my mana."

"That, and the thing with Lady Laciel… you should have told me beforehand."

Famu was a little angry.

"Right, Laciel’s panties are…"

"I’m wearing them now."

She said it like a comedian delivering a punchline, her face turning bright red.

"I see. Good."

I pulled Famu into a hug and kissed her.

"Nothing about this is good, and your timing is weird."

"I’m hungry. Did you eat, Famu?"

"No, I was worried, so I stayed by your side. But I did get some bread."

Famu fetched the bread from the desk. We sat on the bed and ate together.

"Master, we need to talk."

Her formal, low tone sent a shiver of dread down my spine.

"Wh-What is it?"

"Please tell me the names of all the women you’re currently interested in."

"Ugh, well, putting me on the spot like that…"

"If you don’t answer, I will sit on the floor, cut my stomach open in a cross, and arrange my organs on the floorboards."

"Full-on seppuku? Is it really that serious?"

"Yes. You may think I’m being difficult, but last night was too much of a shock. My entire sense of values feels like it’s about to collapse. I don’t know how to process it."

"Alright… I’ll be honest. Please, don’t laugh."

"I won’t laugh."

"I told you that in my previous world, I was despised by the opposite sex. So… I end up falling for any woman who talks to me…"

I had a feeling she’d see through any lies. As I spoke honestly, my words somehow became more formal by the end.

"…"

A long silence followed.

"I don’t understand how you could be despised by women, Master."

"No, just look at me. I’m disgusting, right?"

"I don’t think so at all. Speaking for myself, I’m sure there are others who feel the same way I do. So, if what you’re saying is true, I think there must be another reason. Like your personality. Or the lecherous look on your face when you’re staring at breasts."

"Urk… But even you, Famu. Suppose we met a different way, and I just happened to pass through your village as a traveler. If we passed on the street, you wouldn’t talk to me. That means I’m getting filtered out before you even get to my personality or my breast-staring."

"That is certainly true."

"Wait, you were the one person I wanted to deny it. That really hurt!"

"S-Sorry! But, but, oh, right! That’s because my father told me not to go with strangers."

Even though she was mad at me, she was still trying to back me up.

"You’re right. Maybe saying I was despised by *everyone* was an exaggeration."

"So there were some who saw you for who you are."

Famu looked somewhat relieved.

"Yeah. My younger sister had a daughter. My niece. Every time we met, she was incredibly attached to me. The last time I saw her was two years ago, when she was seven."

Now she’d probably be hitting her rebellious phase and hate me.

"Ah, Master… normally, one doesn’t count their niece… ah, no, you’re right, your niece is a wonderful girl. I see now that what you said is true."

My attempt to provide an example to refute the claim that I was hated by women had somehow become proof of it. Famu fell silent, lost in thought. It was a long silence.

"Ah, we seem to have gotten a little sidetracked. Let’s get back to the topic."

I was free. That was a tense few moments.

"Me, Mizuki-san, Lady Laciel, Myra-san, and the guild receptionist. Are we all on the same level?"

Famu’s sharp intuition was so terrifying it made me shudder. She was pretending to line them up as equals, but the order perfectly matched the one in my head. Not that I had consciously ranked them. Famu was number one. That was unshakable. Next, I had felt it was Laciel, who accepted my lust, but no, it was Mizuki. She was annoying, but I actually liked that kind of personality. The high-school-girl factor was also huge. It was also terrifying that she’d accurately picked out the guild receptionist, who I’d barely even spoken to.

"Wait, Famu is different. Famu is special… But I do want to do perverted things with the other girls too."

"…"

Another long silence descended. Finally, Famu sighed.

"I see now that you and I are very different, Master. But I will accept it. Just remember this: I’m the only one you’re allowed to be inside. Not even other women."

I could only nod at Famu’s intense pressure. Had I been forgiven?

"…Doing perverted things to Lady Laciel was a little fun."

We came to the dungeon again. It was past noon. Just a quick look.

We entered the shrine and found several parties already there. Some people apparently teamed up on the spot to dive into the dungeon. The idea of going into a dungeon with strangers was deeply unsettling to me. I couldn’t do it. Fortunately, people would want to party with strong members, so no one was likely to approach us. As I was thinking this, I spotted Mizuki. The other members of Wind Blade were not with her. She seemed to be alone.

"Alone? Where are the others?"

After my conversation with Famu at the inn, I couldn’t help but be conscious of her. And as usual, she had a very sexy body. I wanted to stare, but I avoided it to keep Famu’s attention off me.

"They’re probably in the dungeon."

"Is that so?"

I nodded, as the conversation didn’t seem to be going anywhere.

"What are your plans for today?"

"As you can see, we’re going into the dungeon too. But we’re just scouting and plan to head back soon."

"…Hey, can I come with you?"

I glanced at Famu. I wanted to ask what she thought, but she gave me no answer. In fact, she seemed to be observing me, waiting to see what I would do. But Mizuki was worrying me. Not in a lewd way. There was a shadow on her face, a gloominess about her. Maybe she was homesick, but I had a feeling she was dealing with some kind of problem.

"Right now, Famu and I are training to take down enemies with coordinated attacks. You’d just be watching. And we’re only going to the second floor. I should also mention this: we’re weak."

"That’s fine. I’ll come along."

"Is that alright?"

I checked with Famu.

"I am a slave, so I will simply follow."

She touched the light-blue armband. Mizuki had joined our party. Mizuki seemed down. And Famu was terrifyingly scary.

As we stood on the black circle, numbers floated up: "1, 2, 39, 40, 41."

You could go to any floor that a party member had visited before. If there were no adventurers in the party, you were forced to start at floor 1. I chose floor 2, and we appeared where we had left off yesterday. I took out the map for the second floor from my storage. Famu took it from me as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"Should we head for the Area Guardian’s room?"

"Yeah, let’s do that. But I’m scared of jumping right into a boss fight. If we don’t run into any monsters on the way, let’s wander around and find some."

Famu nodded and started walking. Mizuki and I followed, walking shoulder to shoulder.

"You’ve been to the forty-first floor?"

"Yeah, but not on my own merit."

Even for Mizuki, I couldn’t imagine her being okay at that low a level. Her party must be incredibly skilled to make that possible. Mizuki’s Super Save skill might have also played a part.

Famu stopped and drew her sword. Mizuki and I followed her lead. Mizuki was equipped with a shield and a one-handed sword. A snake, about two meters long, was there. A Serpent. Like wolves, they came in monster and animal types, but the monster type was clearly larger. I moved to stand beside Famu, and we split to the sides to surround it. Mizuki hung back, observing. Famu feinted with her sword. As the Serpent’s attention turned to her, I swung my katana from behind and lopped off its head. The Serpent vanished, leaving behind its skin.

"That was easy. But they’re poisonous, so be careful."

At this rate, the second floor shouldn’t be a problem.

"Where did you get that katana?"

Mizuki asked.

"Ah, remember Aidan? The dwarf guy."

"Yeah."

Mizuki nodded. Her memory was good; I had forgotten.

"Aidan’s an alchemist. This is something he made. He gave it to me."

"He gave it to you?"

"Yeah."

"Huh. You’re actually communicating with people."

"Shut up. Don’t underestimate a working adult."

As Mizuki said, I was a bottom-tier corporate drone with no communication skills, but I protested anyway.

"It’s a very good sword. It has an enchantment that increases its sharpness when you channel mana into it. Her knives seem to be the same."

"You can tell?"

A lot of things clicked into place. The reason the sharpness changed was because I was unconsciously channeling mana into the blade. It wasn’t just because I was swinging it according to proper form. I was glad I hadn’t bragged about my swordsmanship to anyone.

"I changed my job to Swordsman. I have a weapon appraisal skill."

"Laciel is going to cry!"

Famu’s shoulders flinched. I trembled. Was that a trigger word now?

"? She’s not the type to cry over something like that. Reed was an Adventurer, so it was better for the party composition if I chose a different job."

I had been scared of Famu, but Mizuki seemed to have misunderstood.

"Do you know where Aidan-san lives?"

"Famu, do you remember?"

"I believe it’s in the dwarf residential area to the north. You should be able to find out by going to the Blacksmiths’ Guild."

Famu was on the ball as usual. I, for the record, had no idea.

"So your name is Famu? We haven’t properly introduced ourselves. I’m Yamase Mizuki. You can call me Mizuki."

"Yes, it’s a pleasure to meet you."

After bowing her head, she turned to me with a curious look.

"Master, I’ve always thought ‘Mash’ was strange. Please tell me your real name."

What was so strange about Mash? I didn’t get it. Was it a weird name in this world?

"If you stop calling me ‘Master,’ I’ll tell you later in secret."

"Urgh… let me think about it."

Was it really something she needed to think so hard about?

"Hey, tell me too!"

"No way. I’m not telling you, Mizuki."

"Hmph, it’s probably something stupid like your name is one letter off from someone famous and you got made fun of for it!"

Why are women so damn perceptive? It was a mystery.

After a few more battles, we arrived in front of the Area Guardian’s room. Just like on the first floor, there was a large door. Famu had memorized the map, so we had proceeded without getting lost.

"Should we beat it and head back to the inn?"

"Yes,"

Famu replied.

"Hey, can I join the fight too?"

Mizuki hadn’t participated in any battles so far. It would probably just be a matter of surrounding and wailing on it, so it shouldn’t be a problem. I nodded and opened the door.

We entered the room and the door closed behind us. We waited for the boss to appear, but nothing happened.

"?"

I glanced at Famu and Mizuki. Mizuki seemed just as confused.

"Master, the ceiling."

I looked up and saw countless black, writhing things clinging to it. Then, they started dropping down, falling freely toward us.

"Gyaaaaaaah, snakes!"

It was a scene straight out of hell. A chill ran down my spine and goosebumps erupted all over my body. I swung my katana frantically. Famu and Mizuki did the same. There was no room for coordination. Fortunately, monsters vanished when they were killed. I didn’t want to imagine a pile of their corpses.

After about ten minutes, the battle, which had left us utterly exhausted, was over, and the door at the far end opened.

"I never want to come to this floor again."

"...Agreed,"

I replied to Famu, who was breathing heavily. Amidst the massive pile of snake skins left behind, two Mana Seeds were lying there. I gave one to Mizuki.

"Instead of the guild, you’ll get a better price if you take it to a trading company. If you don’t have any connections, I can introduce you to the Mateo Trading Company."

"‘Introduce you to a company’..."

Just for saying something normal, Mizuki labeled me as an old man. Famu was quietly snickering. I whispered in her ear, "Did you get the *point* of that com*pany*?"

After that, we proceeded to the third floor and then returned to the shrine.

"Can I come with you again tomorrow?"

Mizuki asked.

"Hm? Sure, but what about Wind Blade?"

"It’s a bit complicated. I’ll tell you later. What time?"

I could feel Famu tense up at the question. I had a feeling she’d get mad if I said in the afternoon.

"Let’s start in the morning. Is that okay with you, Famu?"

"Yes."

She gave a small nod.

"Alright. See you tomorrow then?"

Mizuki waved goodbye like a high school girl. Well, she *was* a high school girl. I felt a sweet and sour nostalgia for a youth I had experienced long ago. No, wait, that time a girl in my class waved, it wasn’t at me, but at the guy behind me. We decided to head back to the inn as well.



    Chapter 18

    The Make-Up Game and What Followed

    Night came. Famu was looking over the map of the dungeon’s third floor, then turned her attention to the ‘World Walker’ guide. Her silent pressure was terrifying. She wouldn’t even meet my gaze. I wished she would say something. Just as I was thinking that, Famu turned towards me.

"Master, let’s play a game."

Famu puffed out her chest. It was a game to get along.

"Famu…"

I tried to hug her, but she held me back with both hands.

"I want us to go back to how we were two days ago… So you absolutely have to win!"

"Famu, I… I will!"

We had shared our bodies once. The memory was seared into my brain. There was no way I could get it wrong. This was an easy game. But what if her clothes made me miss by a little? That would be my ruin. Now was the time to unleash my five senses, accept all of creation, and attain enlightenment. I calmly placed both my index fingers on Famu’s chest. I felt a distinct sensation on both fingertips. Famu flinched in response.

"U-Ugh… I was worried about what I’d do if you didn’t take it seriously even after I suggested it… what if we just stayed on bad terms… I was so worried… but I couldn’t stop my emotions, I didn’t know what to do… I was so scared!"

Famu, the girl who burst into tears after having her nipples poked.

Well, I was scared too. I pulled Famu into an embrace. She initiated a kiss herself.

"I love you so much it hurts, Master."

"Famu, Famu."

I held her tight. I could feel her warmth seeping into me. I had been scared too; I never wanted to let her go.

"I win, so I’m taking your clothes off."

"Okay."

I stripped Famu’s clothes off. She started undressing me as well. Soon, I was completely naked, and Famu was left in nothing but Laciel’s panties.

"These are really comfortable, just like the other pair."

"Those are the ones Laciel was wearing yesterday, right? You wore them without washing them?"

"Yes, the crotch was still damp."

I didn’t know why, but that was incredibly erotic. My mind went blank.

"Ah, um… Next time, I’d like to try spending a day wearing your underwear, Master."

It seemed Famu had awakened to something new as well.

Famu reached out and touched my member.

"Um… a man’s… please teach me."

"Teach you what?"

"Um, this."

Famu grasped it. The feeling was good enough on its own.

"‘This’?"

"Mmph… a peenie."

Famu said it. She squeezed it and began to rub it up and down.

"…So even beautiful girls like you say ‘peenie.’"

"You’re so mean!"

I placed my hand over hers and taught her the right amount of pressure and how to rub, focusing on the frenulum. I also had her touch my balls, which I don’t usually touch myself.

"Can I ask you to use your mouth?"

"It’s so big. Do you think it will all fit…?"

"Just go as far as you can."

Famu took my member into her mouth. I was enveloped in a new kind of pleasure. She was kneeling, her face buried in my groin. I was having her serve me with a part of her body other than her genitals. The satisfaction of conquering Famu was guiding me towards pleasure. She tried to milk me with her cherry-pink lips, stimulating me with her tongue and saliva. Just a short while ago, she had been an innocent, beautiful girl with no sexual experience. Famu stayed at a shallow depth, carefully licking the head and stimulating the frenulum as she took me in as far as she could. About halfway seemed to be her limit, and she began a stroking motion with her mouth and hand. The direct stimulation felt good, but the fact that Famu was the one doing it was what truly aroused me. I touched her ear and caressed it.

"Famu, I’m about to come. Wait a second."

I spoke, but Famu didn’t stop her stroking. It seemed she intended to take it all in her mouth. Famu looked up at me, her eyes meeting mine. She was waiting. I quickly reached my limit.

"Famu, Famu!"

Our eyes locked as I ejaculated into her mouth. The pulsing ended, and my limp member fell from her lips. Famu kept her gaze on me as she drank my semen. The movement of her throat was so vivid.

"It went up my nose. It tastes weird,"

she said, wrinkling her face.

"That’s way too sexy. You don’t have to force yourself."

"Ever since I saw what you did with Lady Laciel yesterday, my body has been aching… I can’t stop thinking about lewd things, I don’t know what to do…"

Famu lay down on her back on the bed.

"Do to me what you did to Lady Laciel."

There was no way I could resist Famu’s invitation. I was drawn to her like a magnet. I hooked my fingers into her underwear and pulled it down. Her hairless groin was revealed, the top of the slit visible. I tried to spread her legs, but there was resistance. I looked at her face and saw it was bright red. She was shy. I applied a little force, and Famu finally opened her legs. A small, cute set of genitals, different from Laciel’s. When I touched her, she was already wet. Famu’s body flinched in response. I began my assault on Famu, relentlessly attacking the spot she had taught me. Famu’s body writhed in time with my finger movements. Right now, I was dominating Famu.

"Ah, Master! Ah, ah, Master… I’m scared, I always stop myself around here… today, ah, all the way…"

Famu let out small gasps in time with my movements. With the finger movements she had taught me, I pressed inside her. Her body arched dramatically. Then, she went limp and sank into the bed.

"I was so embarrassed with you watching me… So this is how Lady Laciel felt,"

Famu murmured, as if in a daze.

"Famu… can I put it inside?"

"You’re hard again?"

"Yeah. Watching you…"

"I-I see."

My groin had become supremely engorged watching Famu reach her climax. She moved to make it easier for me to enter. I slid inside Famu. The second time was much smoother.

"This is… different from the first time. It feels so good…"

Famu’s arms wrapped around my waist. We kissed, seeking each other as if to melt together. Then I began to thrust. Famu moved her body as well, as if demanding more.

"Master… Master… I love you. I love you so much!"

"Famu… I love you…"

I don’t know if it was a long time or a short one. Before I knew it, I had released myself inside Famu. We fell asleep, still connected, locked in an embrace.

When I woke the next morning, I was lying on my back. Famu was gone. I sat up, and sure enough, she was praying.

"Good morning."

"Yeah, morning."

She stopped her prayers, stood up, and leaned her face towards me. We shared a light kiss.

"Master, something surprising happened."

"Hm? What’s wrong?"

"That game. It was so ridiculous, but we actually managed to make up. At first, I thought you were just trying to sweet-talk me into doing something perverted."

"No, your understanding is correct. I just wanted to do lewd things to you, Famu."

"But it worked twice. Should we try it now?"

Famu laughed to hide her embarrassment. It was my fault, but I had a feeling she was getting more and more lewd.

"No, let’s save it for tonight. We might get on bad terms again during the day."

"You’re right."

Famu nodded.

"Are you going to summon Lady Laciel again tonight?"

"I don’t know. When I use ‘Goddess Summon,’ I feel drunk the whole time, it’s rough. I’d rather call her when I’m feeling better."

"You’d go that far just to do something perverted?"

"I want you to believe me, but two nights ago, I called her because I wanted to ask about your special skill and the Demon Lord. Of course, I wanted to do lewd things too. But from the start, the conversation went in a completely different direction, and after summoning her, I get drunk and lose control."

Famu looked at me searchingly. It’s okay, it’s all true. Well, I knew that thinking about doing lewd things with women other than Famu would make her angry. Famu sighed.

"I believe you. But you still want to do perverted things with other people, don’t you?"

"Ugh… about that, yeah."

"Please tell me before you make a move on someone else."

"Is that okay?"

"I know it’s no use saying no,"

Famu murmured as if she had given up.

"But please, no prostitutes. Only people you genuinely come to like, Master."

"Alright."

Before I had slept with Famu, I honestly would have been fine with anyone, but now things were different. I wanted to ask why prostitutes were not allowed, but I probably wouldn’t go to one anyway, so I just nodded obediently. Probably.

"I’ve been thinking about what Lady Laciel said at the end. I love you, Master. But the Master I love is not one that I bind."

I hadn’t heard that. Laciel should have returned when my mana ran out. Had Famu managed to catch her last words?

"Yesterday, I couldn’t stop my jealousy, I didn’t know what to do. I was surprised to find I had such feelings in me. When I’m with you, Master, so many parts of myself that I never knew existed come out."

I had also gotten to know Famu’s inner self.

"Master, let’s go eat."

I got up and realized I was naked. I put on the clothes that Famu had folded, but my underwear was missing. I had no choice but to take a spare pair from my storage. I waited for Famu to finish dressing, and we headed to the dining hall together.



    Chapter 19

    The Third Day in the Dungeon and the Lost Underwear

    When we entered the dungeon shrine, Mizuki was already waiting for us.

"Morning. Third floor today, right?"

We exchanged greetings, then immediately entered the dungeon and descended to the third floor.

"You both have such nice hair. How do you wash your hair and bodies?"

"Speaking of which, Mizuki, your hair looks a little greasy in some spots."

"Hmph. I’ve been having to wipe myself down with a wet towel. I really want to take a bath."

"There’s no bath, but I can give you a full-body wash."

"What? You’re not gonna do anything weird, are you?"

Mizuki gave me a suspicious look.

"Famu, I need to find a dead-end."

"Understood."

Famu led us to a dead-end. It was a perfect spot, a U-shaped corner that couldn’t be seen unless you rounded it. I created a sphere of water about seventy centimeters in diameter and used fire magic to adjust it to a lukewarm temperature. I spun it, creating a powerful current inside.

"Mizuki, close your eyes, plug your ears, close your mouth, and hold your breath."

"You’re not going to do anything weird, are you?!"

"It’s fine. Famu’s watching."

Though she looked anxious, Mizuki closed her eyes and plugged her ears, so I used my free hand to pinch her nose.

"Ngwack!"

Mizuki was a different type of beauty from Famu. She didn’t get snot everywhere. Instead, she let out a cry like a family-friendly anime heroine choking on food. I slowly passed the water sphere from over Mizuki’s head down to her ankles. Her hair swayed in the current, followed by her breasts. When it reached her bottom, the current lifted her skirt, revealing her panties. I couldn’t hide my excitement at the sight of Mizuki’s underwear after so long and found myself staring. When I glanced over, I saw Famu’s expression had hardened. Regretfully, I continued to lower the sphere. When it reached her ankles, I pulled it away. This was my human washing machine, a technique I had been researching and developing since Aidan’s quest.

"If I try to wash your feet, the sphere touches the ground and picks up dirt. So you’ll have to wash your own feet."

"Wh-Wh-What was that?! I feel so refreshed! My clothes are clean too! I want you to do this every day!"

Mizuki was overjoyed. My pleasure. I wanted to see Mizuki’s panties every day too.

"It’s an application of an adventurer’s basic magic."

"Really? That’s amazing! This is the first time I’ve ever thought you were amazing, Mash!"

"Hey, that last part was unnecessary!"

I protested.

"Aidan-san said that you’re able to maintain and control it to this extent because you have a lot of mana, Master. Also, it has a weakness. It removes all the moisture from your skin, so you should apply some cream."

Famu handed over the oil she had gotten from killing the slime.

"It can moisturize your skin too if you’re naked. It’s impossible to take moisture from clothes while leaving it on the skin."

"Hmph, as if I’d get naked!"

Mizuki scolded me.

"So, what are the enemies on the third floor?"

"That one over there. A Big Eye."

Famu readied her sword. A fifty-centimeter eyeball was hanging from the ceiling. As soon as its black pupil locked onto me, it fired a fireball.

"Watch out!"

I barely managed to dodge. The fireball hit the ground and erupted in a violent pillar of flame. The Big Eye continuously fired fireballs at Famu and Mizuki as well. They dodged them smoothly.

"Damn it!"

I shot a rock sphere back at it. The sphere was repelled by a magic barrier before it could reach the enemy.

"It has a defensive spell too?! My attacks can’t get through."

The ceiling was five meters high. A normal attack would require a jump of over two meters. I decided to unleash the special move I had practiced in kendo as a child. I stood directly under the Big Eye, leaped, and swung my katana.

"Take this! Vertical Jump Sky Strike!"

I unleashed the legendary sword technique, but my blade swung through empty space, literally striking nothing but the sky.

"Master, I’m using a skill,"

Famu said, taking a stance.

"I’m counting on you."

"Kikuichimonji!"

The vacuum blades unleashed from her two swords pierced the barrier and struck the Big Eye. However, it wasn’t enough to finish it off. The enemy retaliated by firing another fireball. As we struggled to attack, two wolves came running down the corridor.

"I’ll take the wolves!"

Mizuki stepped in to cover us.

"Again! Kikuichimonji!"

The vacuum blades struck the Big Eye again. It vanished. Mizuki, having fought high-level enemies before, handled the two wolves skillfully and without any trouble. I moved in to support her and took down one, and Mizuki finished off the other. I picked up the Mana Seed the wolf had dropped and handed it to Mizuki.

"Let’s alternate who gets the Mana Seeds. First Mizuki, then us."

"No. It’s me, then Mash, then Famu-san."

Mizuki handed the Mana Seed to Famu. Famu looked troubled and passed it to me. By the way, I was in charge of the money we earned. This was because I could keep it in my storage, and we needed to save up funds to break Famu’s curse. We each had some spending money, but Famu never touched hers.

"Don’t you want to be freed from slavery?"

Even if the master didn’t consent, there was a system where you could become a citizen by paying a large sum of money as taxes.

"I like things the way they are now."

At Famu’s words, Mizuki shot me an accusing glare. This was a pain. I should have explained things to Mizuki. As I was thinking this, Famu gripped the hem of my clothes.

"Please stop blaming Master. He told me I could go anywhere I wanted. So I am here with Master of my own free will."

Her tone was forceful. Mizuki flinched. I flinched too, and swallowed the words I had been about to say to correct her.

"I understand. If it’s your will, Famu-san, then fine. In that case, the Mana Seeds will be split between me and you two. One day, I will free you from slavery by my own will."

Mizuki said this and took the Mana Seed from me. The atmosphere had become one where it was impossible to say that Famu was no longer a slave.

"So, why have we been getting so many drops since yesterday? I never picked up a single one when I was with Wind Blade."

Mizuki asked a question as if to change the heavy atmosphere. I decided to go along with it.

"It’s my special skill. It increases the drop rate of rare items when the party kills something."

"Pfft, ‘party.’ For someone with zero teamwork skills,"

Mizuki laughed.

"…I thought you’d say that."

"What else did you choose?"

I had seen Mizuki’s special skills, but it seemed she hadn’t seen mine.

"…Party-wide EXP boost."

"Uh-huh, uh-huh. And?"

Mizuki was grinning.

"Damn it, I’m not saying any more."

"Aww, come on, tell me!"

"Because you’ll laugh!"

The heavy atmosphere would have been better.

"Still, the difficulty really jumped on the third floor."

We had stopped after the battle to decide our next move.

"We need a ranged attack,"

Famu nodded.

"How many times can you use ‘Kikuichimonji,’ Famu?"

"I think five is my limit. I’ll be fine if I rest and recover."

Famu’s ‘Kikuichimonji’ probably consumed mana. Health potions could be bought for one silver coin, but mana potions were expensive at one gold coin. Mana recovered over time, so most adventurers only bought them as a good luck charm.

"Do you have any ranged skills, Mizuki?"

"Nope. The skill I got at level 10 was a melee one."

"If the boss is a bigger version of the Big Eye, we’re in trouble. Even the small fry blocked my magic attacks. We’ll have to rely on Famu. If we fail, we’ll be taking a constant barrage of attacks. We need a projectile weapon."

It felt like the swordsman types, Famu and Mizuki, would only be suited for melee weapons. The only thing I could think of was for me to use a bow, but I couldn’t imagine myself being able to draw the string properly, let alone hit a target.

"Master, I’d like to try using kunai."

It was a weapon used by ninjas, but did it exist in this world too? It was similar to a throwing knife, but the end of the handle was a ring. The blade was also thick, making it versatile for digging in the ground or sticking into walls.

"Is that a common weapon?"

If it was a weapon known only to the dog-eared race, it might not be sold in regular shops.

"No, I didn’t know about it either, but it was listed in the mail-order section at the back of the ‘World Walker’ guide."

That was Laciel’s doing. It said mail-order, but who was taking the orders, and how and where were they being shipped?

"…Alright. I want to try a bow too. Let’s head back to town for now."

We returned from the dungeon to the city and were walking towards the weapon shop.

"Did Mash pick out your clothes, Famu-san?"

"I’ve been wondering for a while, why am I just ‘Mash’ while Famu gets a ‘-san’? It’s fine to just call her Famu, and Famu will call you Mizuki."

"Huh? Mizuki-san is older than me, right?"

Famu hesitated.

"Mizuki is fine. I’ll call you Famu too. Okay?"

"…Yes."

Famu nodded, looking somewhat bashful. We passed by a clothing store.

"Right, Famu only has the clothes she got from the church. Mizuki, could you pick out something new for her?"

"Wait, please. My current clothes are fine. Or the rags I wore in the jail are fine."

Famu waved her hands in refusal.

"Don’t be an idiot. Go buy something cute so I can enjoy looking at you."

I handed Famu one gold coin.

"O-Okay."

"Let’s go, then."

Mizuki took Famu’s hand and they stormed into the clothing store. As I was waiting in front of the shop, Aidan happened to walk by.

"Shopping?"

"Yeah, we’ve been tackling the dungeon and need some projectile weapons. We’re also buying some clothes for Famu on the side."

"If you need weapons, why didn’t you come to me?"

"Ah, well, I’d like to, but I feel bad for always relying on you."

"Don’t hesitate. I’ll be sure to charge you for my labor. Come to my workshop later."

He meant his actual workshop, not the skill, which was confusing.

"Alright. We’ll come by after Famu’s done shopping."

Aidan nodded and left. In his place, Mizuki returned, leading Famu by the hand. Famu was wearing a leather chest plate over which she had a light blue haori. The design was different from what the Shinsengumi wore, but I couldn’t help but make the connection. It was slim, form-fitting, and short, ending above her hips. The shorts and spats suited her well too.

"Hey, Mash!"

Famu was blushing and looking down, and for some reason, Mizuki was angry.

"What?"

"Just because you’re lazy doesn’t mean you should make Famu wear men’s underwear!"

"…"

Famu-san… Famu wouldn’t meet my gaze.

"…Don’t tell me they’re yours."

"N-No, I got them from the church. They must have gotten mixed in by mistake."

Sorry, Myra-san.

"Well, whatever. I bought some for you too, Mash. We picked them out together."

"I see, thanks. That helps. Thanks, Famu, too."

I took the bag from Mizuki and put it in my storage.

"I just ran into Aidan. He said he’d help us out with weapons. Let’s go to his workshop."

"Alright. I wanted to meet him too."

We headed for Aidan’s workshop.

"…I’m sorry, Mizuki found them and threw them away,"

Famu whispered to me as we walked.

"No, that’s fine, but since when?"

I whispered back.

"This morning, you had taken off your underwear and—well, I was the one who took them off, but—you were sleeping naked, so I secretly put them on."

She looked so happy. Her tail was wagging back and forth. Now I knew why my underwear had been missing.

"So you were wearing my underwear while telling me not to criticize you."

"Ugh, it’s so embarrassing… When she found them, I thought my face was going to catch on fire."

Of course it would be embarrassing if you got caught. The thrill is in pushing the line without being found out.

"Next time, I want to try wearing Mizuki’s panties too."

"You’re getting aggressive… Don’t tell me you mean the light blue ones!"

I inadvertently raised my voice, drawing Mizuki’s attention.

"No, that’s not happening. Those are my family heirloom… but if you insist, Famu… but if we get caught, we’re finished. Mizuki’s intuition in that area is abnormally sharp."

"When it comes to intuition, I won’t lose either!"

Mizuki turned around. She had probably already noticed we were whispering. I waited for her to turn back around.

"…No, you got caught by Mizuki today. Just be content with Laciel’s."

Famu looked disappointed.

"How did I end up with this fetish…?"

"It’s clearly your fault, Master."

"Don’t tell me you want to try on Aidan’s next."

"Hmph. The only underwear I want to wear belongs to you, Master, and the women you fall in love with."

She answered with an air of importance, but she was still a total pervert.

"Wait, don’t go making me fall in love with people on your own."

"Am I wrong?"

I was at a loss for a comeback. Just then, Mizuki turned around again.

"Hm? What’s this about ‘love,’ ‘Aidan,’ ‘light blue,’ and ‘Lady Laciel’?"

The thought crossed my mind that she might have heard everything and was just asking anyway. Both Famu and I panicked and were at a loss for words.

"N-No, we were just admiring your clothes. Like how comfortable they look…"

"Geez, when there are three of us, you have to include me in the conversation too!"

Mizuki puffed out her cheeks.



    Chapter 20

    The Workshop and the Dwarf's Confession

    Aidan's workshop was in the district where the blacksmiths gathered. That said, this was a small town, so there were only three such establishments lined up. The largest stone building, the one with a garden, was his workshop. I was hesitating, finding it a bit intimidating, but Mizuki paid me no mind and walked right in. Inside, several dwarves who looked like craftsmen were on a break. They glared at us. I felt an urge to leave.

"Excuse me. We're here to see Aidan-san,"

Mizuki called out. One of them shouted, "Boss!"

A moment later, Aidan appeared.

"I see,"

Aidan nodded as we relayed the information about the dungeon's third floor.

"I've got a stock of bows and kunai. I'll go get them, so wait in the backyard."

At Aidan's prompting, we headed to the back. It was too small to be called a field, more like a small, empty lot. *I wonder if he makes bows here at the workshop, too. It feels a bit odd.* Then again, Aidan used a bow himself. Maybe that's why he was willing to part with his stock. Same for the kunai. Was there even a demand for them in the first place? Or was this town secretly crawling with ninjas without me noticing?

"Famu, do you know what a ninja is?"

"Yes, I've heard it's an advanced profession. I don't know the details, though."

"So they do exist!"

Maybe there was a niche demand after all. After a short wait, Aidan returned with a bow and some kunai. Mizuki stared intently at the bow.

"This shortbow... it's made of carbon, isn't it?"

"Hmph, you know of it?"

"Ah, well, um... Mash probably knows too."

*Why drag me into this?* I suddenly remembered telling her not to say anything that might reveal we were from another world. This felt like getting caught in the crossfire. For the record, I knew nothing about the material.

"Just as I thought. Someone used one of these in the Demon Lord subjugation a hundred years ago. Same goes for these kunai."

*What exactly did you think?* I wanted to ask, but I kept my mouth shut.

"Did you make this, Aidan-san?"

Mizuki asked.

"I did. Carbon can't be made here, so I used my [Workshop] skill."

"Aidan-san, how old are you?"

"I'm one hundred and twenty-four."

"Which means you know about the Demon Lord subjugation a hundred years ago, don't you?"

"Aye, I was with the Paladin army."

Aidan nodded. To think someone who knew about the Demon Lord was this close by.

"Did you defeat the Demon Lord?"

"Someone who came from another world defeated him."

"Is there any chance he wasn't completely defeated, or that he's still alive somewhere?"

"Who knows. I haven't heard any stories like that."

Aidan shook his head as Mizuki pressed him for more.

I was handed the bow and an arrow.

"See that target hanging from the tree branch? Give it a shot."

There was a target hanging about five meters away. Not knowing what I was doing, I drew the bow and let loose an arrow at random. The moment it left the string, the arrow spun through the air and flew straight toward Famu, who was watching beside me.

"Kya!"

Famu cried out as she dodged. Mizuki was trying to stifle her laughter. What a piece of junk.

"Hmph. I'll teach you how to shoot."

"Could you teach me, too?"

Mizuki asked. What was with her knack for just sliding into people's good graces? I would have just stood there silently spacing out.

"I-I'd like to learn, too,"

Famu added.

"Alright. I'll go get some more bows. Wait here."

So, the three of us learned how to shoot a bow. Mizuki was the best. Her high physical ability allowed her to get the hang of it right away. Famu was next. But because she lacked strength, she struggled to pierce the target even when she managed to hit it. I had the strength, but I couldn't hit the target. It was probably the bow's fault.

"Mash, use your wind magic to support the arrow when you fire. Eventually, you should be able to do it without the assistance."

My wind magic, which I had thought was completely useless, finally had its moment to shine. By compensating for my lack of skill with magic, I became as proficient with the bow as Mizuki.

Next, the three of us learned how to use kunai. However, since Aidan wasn't exactly an expert, it seemed we'd have to learn the rest through practical application. Famu, who I thought would lack the strength for this as well, skillfully threw them by using her entire body like a spring. The worst, as expected, was me. It was genuinely disheartening.

"I'll sell you one bow and ten kunai. The price is one Mana Seed."

Aidan's bow even had a strengthening enchantment on it.

"No, that's not nearly enough. Even if I don't have it on me now, I'll make sure to bring the full amount. Tell me the proper price."

"It's fine. You need to break your daughter's curse, don't you? Keep it."

"...Aidan, wait. Like I said before, I've done nothing to deserve this kindness. I need you to tell me why. Otherwise, I can't accept this."

At my words, Aidan looked up at the sky, seemingly gathering his thoughts.

"Right then. It's almost time for a meal. Let's eat together."

The sun was beginning to set. A considerable amount of time had passed.

Since we had the opportunity, I decided to make omurice. The ingredients, like rice and tomatoes, I'd bought at the market. I was surprised to see rice being sold, but it was clear that there were other people from another world besides me and Mizuki. From Aidan's story, I could imagine there were transmigrators a hundred years ago, too. They must have been the ones to introduce it. The eggs came from the chickens Aidan kept at his workshop. I thought making ketchup would be a pain, but with Aidan's [Workshop] skill, it was done in a flash. While storage preserves items in the state they were put in, [Workshop] could control the passage of time, and even heat or cool things. It seemed convenient, but having everything affected like that would be a hassle.

"Nah, you can create partitions to divide the space,"

he explained. Apparently, adventurers level 15 and above could do the same with their storage. You could create up to six partitions and even lend out a partitioned space as shared storage. I immediately set one up for Famu. Now, whenever she was with me, Famu could freely access the storage space assigned to her.

Mizuki was making stew, and Famu was helping her. *Does Mizuki have cooking skills, too? She's a perfect superhuman.* The spread also included some meat that Aidan had grilled up. Mizuki had a beer in her hand.

"..."

"Hmph, today's a good day, right? I haven't had a drink since that day!"

"Well, I suppose one is fine. This is my own brew. Sometimes it sells for more than my weapons."

Aidan handed me a beer. I'm not a fan, but I had no choice. I accepted it and took a sip.

"Whoa, this is good."

Aidan just grinned silently. Famu was staring, so I handed her my cup.

"It's better not to drink alcohol until your body is fully grown. Not until you're twenty. I'm not part of some advocacy group, so I don't know the real facts, but if you become an alcoholic, I'm leaving you behind."

"Yes. Then, just one sip."

*Gulp.* It was a big sip.

"*Pffhaah*—"

She had a look of pure bliss on her face.

"Oh, right, Aidan-san, I want one of your swords, too. Could you sell one to me next time?"

Aidan glanced at Mizuki.

"You're with Wind Blade, aren't you?"

"Um, actually, I'm thinking of leaving."

"What? I haven't heard anything about this,"

I interjected.

"Mmph... I was waiting for the right time to tell you. I want to join your party, Mash."

"Hey, are you serious? I'm planning on quitting this dungeon delving stuff before long. We're heading to the eastern city of Miglutt soon. This is just training for that."

"I haven't heard about that either, but that's fine with me."

I was at a loss and looked to Famu for help. In these situations, Famu's judgment was clear: she'd leave it up to me.

"Let's talk about the party later. Sorry. I interrupted,"

I said, steering the conversation back to Aidan and Mizuki.

"Nah, I don't have anything to add. If you're leaving Wind Blade, I don't mind."

This smelled of nothing but trouble.

"I thought it looked very fluffy, and it was very fluffy."

Famu gave her review of her first omurice. It was my masterpiece. I wanted to draw a heart on it with ketchup, but since I only had a spoon to pour it with, it was impossible.

"It's so delicious... so good. Master, I want to eat this again."

Her cheeks were flushed. Her words were a little strange. Was she drunk?

Mizuki was also savoring her food.

"This is nostalgic. It brings back memories... I think I might cry."

She must have been thinking about our previous world. I'd been craving the taste of rice, too. I should have just cooked plain rice and prepared some side dishes separately.

"Hmph, delicious,"

Aidan said, pleased.

"By the way, about what we were talking about earlier. You're going to tell me, right?"

"Aye. The day before you bought Famu, I'd heard there was a dog-eared girl locked in a cage and left to rot, so I went to check on her. That situation was abnormal."

"Don't tell me you wanted to buy Famu?"

I was very surprised, but Aidan shook his head.

"Same as you. I don't like that sort of thing either. I was waiting for a chance to rescue her, but you went and negotiated to buy her."

"Is that what happened..."

"No, it was just a thought. You were the one who actually acted. Since I couldn't do anything, I wanted to help you two instead."

The one watching over Famu had been one of those thugs. Even Aidan might have had a hard time taking him down. A fight would have drawn attention, and if it became an incident, Aidan would have been the one punished for attacking.

"I understand. I'm grateful to you, Aidan. But this is too much."

"If you think so, then grow until you're strong enough to defeat the Demon Lord. You're from another world, aren't you?"

Aidan must have met someone from another world a hundred years ago. That's probably how he knew.

"Wait a minute,"

Mizuki interrupted.

"From what you just said, it sounds like all that happened was Famu's ownership changed hands. Sure, she was freed from a cage, but she's still bound as a slave. That's meaningless. She hasn't been freed from anything."

Mizuki was directing her anger at me. I really should have cleared up this misunderstanding.

"Famu, if you would."

"Mizuki, I am a free citizen."

Famu pulled down her arm cover.

"The Slave Mark... it's gone. Then why were you pretending to be a slave?"

"Well, that would be my fault."

That was right. It was Aidan who had told me to act as her owner to avoid trouble, since there was discrimination against non-humans in this town. Come to think of it, I was just following Aidan's advice. When I explained this to Mizuki, her head drooped.

"If that was the case, you should have told me sooner!"

"We were in the guild at the time, there were people watching!"

Famu knew how I felt back then, but she was kind enough to stay quiet.

"Even this morning, things got so tense between us!"

"Hold on. That was because Famu made that defiant speech, which made the atmosphere too awkward to..."

"...You're right. I was the one who got heated first. I'll reflect on that."

Mizuki apologized. I felt like it was my fault, but I decided to go along with it for now.

"Do you know of the Crimson Brigade?"

Aidan asked, having waited for my argument with Mizuki to end.

"No, I don't."

"They're bandits. They wear crimson hoods when they commit their crimes."

"What?"

It was Famu who reacted to Aidan's words.

"I got it out of that merchant caravan. It seems they didn't buy her directly, but that group is apparently famous as an illicit slave supplier. They're the ones who attacked Famu's village. You might run into them if you head east."

Famu's shoulders were trembling. The ones who attacked her village must have been wearing crimson hoods. I didn't understand why criminals would leave behind such obvious evidence. Was it for notoriety? I gently pulled Famu's shoulder closer to me.

"Got it. I'll keep that in mind."

"Are you sure the Demon Lord is really gone?"

Mizuki asked Aidan. Now that he knew we were from another world, she probably wanted to gather as much information as she could. Especially since Mizuki planned to defeat the Demon Lord to return to our world.

"I'm not hiding anything. I believe he was defeated. However, it wasn't just a hundred years ago that people from another world were summoned here. It seems to have happened before then, too. The elves might know more about that. They live long lives, after all."

"Is that so?"

"Also, you should be careful. You're not the only ones who have been brought here. A god probably summoned you. Likewise, other gods are summoning others. If you meet, you'll likely end up fighting."

"...Why would we end up fighting?"

I asked.

"Who knows. A hundred years ago, it just seemed like we were being pushed into it. And the one who survived was the one who defeated the Demon Lord."



    Chapter 21

    Wind Blade and Trouble

    After parting with Aidan, we headed back to the inn. The sun had already set. I lit a lantern. The darkness felt deep. The light spilling from the windows of houses and the moonlight alone weren't reassuring.

"I'm moving to the Asuka Inn today, too."

"What's this? You want to come to my room? You're more than welcome,"

I said to Mizuki with a smirk.

"Of course we'll have separate rooms! I just thought it would be more convenient to stay at the same inn since we're in the same party."

"Well, you're not wrong, but... you haven't gotten yourself into some kind of trouble, have you?"

Her comment about quitting Wind Blade while talking with Aidan had been bothering me. Just as the Asuka Inn came into view, I noticed a group of people in front of it. It was, of course, Wind Blade. Their leader, Reed. The mage, Cecily. The priestess and Myra's sister, Aira. And another warrior I didn't recognize.

"What a coincidence. Is that warrior a new recruit?"

"This is Beers. It's your first time meeting him too, isn't it, Mizuki?"

Reed replied.

"Y-Yeah..."

Mizuki answered with a strained, uncomfortable reply.

"Hm? I'm pretty sure the last one had the same name."

"Slave names are a hassle. I've decided to just call them all Beers."

"What?"

I hadn't meant to pry anything out of him with that question. But now, the source of the vague eeriness Reed gave off became clear. He didn't treat slaves like human beings. It was possible my senses were skewed and this was just common sense in this world. I glanced at Famu; her expression was grim. In that case, my senses were probably normal. I looked at Beers. He had a tough-looking appearance. The third Beers I'd met since I got here. I heard a female slave warrior cost 100 gold coins. A man would probably cost about the same. That wasn't an amount even a B-rank adventurer could pay so easily. If it were, the slave market would collapse.

"It's not a coincidence that we're here. We were waiting for you, Mizuki."

Mizuki looked down. I was a little surprised, as I'd thought she was the type who wouldn't be intimidated by anyone.

"Mizuki, you said you were feeling unwell and needed to rest. But in reality, you've been joining Mash's party and exploring the dungeon."

"Reed, I want to leave Wind Blade."

From inside the inn, people were peeking out, murmuring, "What's going on? What's happening?"

The possibility of me saying, "This has nothing to do with me, so I'm going in first,"

was rapidly disappearing.

"Let's hear your reason,"

Reed asked.

"Aiming for the deepest part of the dungeon is fine. But I hate your method of always sending the warrior in first as a decoy, then judging the situation to fight or avoid traps. Four people have died."

So this must be the fifth Beers. They prioritized speed of exploration, using their warriors as decoys, which is why they died one after another. What a twisted strategy for a handsome guy. I looked at Cecily and Aira. Didn't they have a problem with exploring like that? It had only been fifteen days since I came to this world. No matter how you looked at it, that was too fast a pace. I couldn't imagine there was a steady supply of slave warriors to keep that up. They must be stuck in their exploration. By now, the drunks who had been in the inn's dining hall had come out and were surrounding us from a distance. "A lovers' quarrel?"

they jeered, enjoying the show. This was the worst. I wanted to hurry back to my room and have some quiet time with Famu.

"I'm in Mash's party now. So I'm not going back to Wind Blade."

"I see. But I can't have you leaving so easily."

"Hold on, how about you stop using the warrior as a decoy? If you do that, Mizuki will come back."

I had planned to stay quiet to avoid getting dragged into this, but the words just slipped out.

"An F-ranker shouldn't be sticking his nose into our business. I don't have time. So I'm going to continue exploring this way."

Reed glared at me. Yep, that was a huge mistake.

"You're right. I just said what I was thinking. Buying slaves costs money, too. It's a strategy we can't afford."

"I'm not going back!"

Mizuki said, cutting me off.

"Then you'll have to face the consequences,"

Reed replied.

"This is ridiculous. If someone wants to leave, just let them leave."

Was this a toxic company? No, a toxic party. He was being way too persistent. The conversation between Mizuki and Reed seemed to be going nowhere, so I interjected again.

"We have our own rules. If you're going to interfere, you'll have to face the consequences as well."

"Oh...?"

"A duel."

Reed said the word. "*Uooooh!*"

A roar went up from the onlookers.

"Tomorrow at noon, in the arena."

"Hey! I'm not accepting!"

"That's right! This is crazy!"

Mizuki and I yelled.

"Everyone here is a witness. Wind Blade will fight Mash, Mizuki, and that dog-eared girl over there. Just deciding Mizuki's affiliation isn't dramatic enough. The loser will offer their party members to the winner as slaves. Now *that'll* liven things up, won't it?"

The crowd erupted in cheers.

"No, it won't! You think you're absolutely unbeatable, don't you? You're in for some serious embarrassment!"

"Interesting. An F-ranker thinks he can beat us? I'm looking forward to it."

"Mizuki is a party to this, so she can't be helped. But this has nothing to do with the dog-eared girl. Besides, it's not fair to the other two if you just decide things on your own,"

I said, looking at Cecily and Aira.

"We'll be fine. There's no way we'll lose,"

Cecily answered. A murmur went through the crowd.

"Master, I'll be fine as well. There is no way you will lose."

At those words, the members of Wind Blade burst out laughing. It made sense. Famu was the one who knew best how weak I was. And yet she was declaring victory. Even I wanted to laugh.

"We heard from the guards that you gave up on clearing the third floor of the dungeon and went home today,"

Cecily said, and the people around us started laughing too.

"Mmph."

Famu looked like she was about to argue back, but I shot her a look, trying to signal her to stay quiet, even though I knew it probably wouldn't work. To my surprise, she seemed to understand and held her tongue.

"Then it's settled."

Reed was already smiling, as if he'd already won. He clapped a hand on my shoulder. Reed and his party left, bathed in the cheers of the drunken crowd.

We were in the inn's dining hall.

"Somehow, the discussion between Reed-san and Mizuki became a discussion between Reed-san and you, Master..."

"Sorry, Famu. When I see a handsome guy, I just can't help myself."

"I'm sorry. It's my fault."

"It is. I just wanted to live a quiet life."

"Ugh... I'm sorry. If we're going to fight, I'll tell you how Reed's party fights. If we're going to run, I'll follow you. I'll protect you."

Mizuki hung her head. That's right, she's the one who brought this trouble on us.

"Mizuki, wasn't Reed hitting on you or something? The loser becomes a slave, that's just insane. Is that common sense in this world?"

"Mmph... He's older than me, and not someone I'd date, and not my type, so I kept turning him down, but..."

So he was trying to get his hands on her all at once with this. I was probably much older than Reed. Though I knew it, was I also not a potential love interest? I felt a pang of hurt, all on my own.

"I've never seen a duel before, so I don't know what the normal conditions are,"

Famu said.

"I see... Famu, I'll give you all my money. Can you run away by yourself? You can rely on Aidan."

"No. I will stay with you, Master."

I knew she'd say that. Worst case, I'd wrap her up in a mat and dump her in Aidan's workshop garden.

"Does Reed have a special skill?"

"I've never seen it. He might be hiding it."

"He's the type to prioritize clearing the dungeon. If he had one, he'd use it."

"You're right."

Mizuki agreed. The worry of him suddenly unleashing a skill like Aidan's [Siege] was gone. Mizuki was probably the only one who could have blocked that.

"I can imagine their strategy. They'll send Beers in, and while we're dealing with him, they'll hit us with magic and skills to finish the fight. Worst case, they'll take us down along with Beers. They probably don't consider anyone but Mizuki a real threat."

"Reed's level is 49, Cecily's is 27, and Aira's is 28. In a straight fight, our levels are no match for them."

"Do you know their ages?"

"Reed is 28, Cecily is 25, and Aira is 26."

I see, so Myra-san is over 26.

"Do you know when Reed became an adventurer?"

"He said he's the son of a noble from a western city and is exploring dungeons to build his reputation. He also said he started about five years ago."

The general rule is that it takes twelve years to reach level 50, or six for someone with talent. For magic-users, it takes twice as long. If he became an adventurer when he started exploring dungeons, then he's talented. No, if he's a noble, he probably already has a swordsman-type class. In that case, adventurer would be his second class, allowing him to fight stronger enemies for more experience and level up faster. It seemed difficult to gauge his true strength from his level alone. And the reason he could buy slaves one after another was because he was a noble. Famu was stronger than me, but it would be difficult for her to overcome the level gap. Mizuki had a skill to evade fatal blows and another that had a chance to deal a fatal blow.

"Well, Mizuki and I should be able to handle it somehow."

I returned to my room. I was alone with Famu. She didn't seem very tense. She genuinely seemed to think I would win. She was looking at the nude photo of herself I'd taken earlier on my phone.

"This is really me, isn't it? It's so strange."

In my old world, this would have caused a huge uproar with demands to "Delete it!"

but it didn't seem to feel real to her.

"Aren't you embarrassed?"

"No, I mean, it has an erotic feel to it, so it's very embarrassing."

She was also looking at the photos I took in my old world. Those were mostly landscapes.

"So this is the world you came from, Master. This picture with the white cotton spread all over the ground is interesting."

"Ah, that's a picture I took when I climbed a mountain called Mount Fuji. What looks like white cotton is actually clouds."

"The clouds in the sky?"

"That's right. That mountain is over 3,000 meters high, so sometimes you can see the clouds below you. It's called a sea of clouds."

"I want to go there..."

"You should be able to see it in this world, too, if you climb a high mountain. It doesn't have to be 3,000 meters high. Let's go sometime."

"Yes."

Famu handed my phone back. Our hands touched as I took it. When I moved my face closer, Famu closed her eyes. I kissed her.

"After the duel. Either way, we won't be able to stay in this town. It's sooner than planned, but let's head for Miglutt."

"Yes. I will follow you,"

Famu nodded.

"I've dragged you into this. I regret it. Are you scared, Famu?"

"When we saved the village that was overrun by goblins, I wanted to help, but I didn't know what to do. But you, Master, even though you were against it, created a situation where we could fight, and in the end, you saved the village."

"Aidan and you saved the village, Famu. I was so bored by the end that I fell asleep."

Famu laughed.

"That's right. This time, I am scared, too. But I believe you will win, Master. It's to save Mizuki and Beers-san, isn't it?"

I had a plan. But there was no guarantee of victory. And for some reason, I was being painted as a good person, when really, I was just pissed off at a handsome guy.

"I see. I'm scared, too."

I pulled Famu into a hug. I kissed her again. I never want to let go of this warmth.



    Chapter 22

    The Festival and the Duel

    The next day, just before noon, Famu, Mizuki, and I were standing in front of the arena. I had tried to wrap Famu up in a mat and have Aidan take her in, but she resisted with all her might. So now she was angry with me. Only half a day had passed, but rumors of the duel had already spread throughout the town. Cheers echoed from inside the arena, the atmosphere already buzzing. It seemed to be regarded as a form of entertainment. I hadn't expected this. I thought we'd be fighting in private.

"You know what? I'm going to apologize and go back to the party."

It seemed even Mizuki was getting cold feet.

"It's too late for that, Mizuki. Even if you go back, they won't treat you the same as before."

I had told Famu the plan last night, but not Mizuki.

"Still, I don't want to go in. I hate standing out."

I wanted to run away. But even if we did, not knowing this world well, our options would be limited. There was no choice but to brace ourselves.

"Let's go."

We entered the arena, the stage for our battle. We walked down a dim brick corridor and emerged into the sunlit battlefield. The center of the arena felt vast. It was probably about thirty meters across. It was circular, enclosed by a wall over two meters high. And rising up from that wall were tiers of spectator seats. The stands were surprisingly full, at least eighty percent capacity. Some people were eating skewers, others were drinking. Such a carefree bunch, for a fight to the death. We walked across the hard-packed earth toward the center. Wind Blade was already there. They must have been certain of their victory; they greeted us with relaxed smiles. Reed stood at the front, with Cecily, Aira, and Beers lined up behind him.

"So you came. I'm surprised you didn't run."

"Hey, if you're going to call it off, now's the time. Don't say I didn't warn you if you die."

"Hah! You really look down on us."

Reed drew his sword. A bastard sword. My impression of him was just getting worse and worse. Beers, who was standing behind him, also raised his battle-axe and stood beside Reed. As if prompted, Mizuki also drew her sword and tried to stand in front of us. She was clearly feeling responsible.

"Mizuki, I need you to stay behind us."

It would be a problem if she started the fight before I made my move.

"...You have a plan, don't you? You should have told me sooner."

Mizuki seemed to have caught on. Seeing me nod, she stepped back.

"The loser becomes the winner's slave, was it? How will you enforce that?"

"We belong to the guild. A member of the guild over there will serve as a witness."

Reed gestured with his chin towards the guild receptionist, who was shouting and making a racket with the other spectators. Next to her was a slender, white-haired man in fine clothes. He seemed to be the official witness. He leaped nimbly from the stands and strode over to us. The preparations for this duel were far too thorough. Taking advantage of our ignorance, Reed and his party had already cornered us.

"I am Custer, Guild Master of this town. I will be officiating this duel."

As Custer spoke, he took out a piece of paper and began to read from it.

"The duel is concluded by a party's surrender, or when all members of a party have taken damage rendering them unable to stand, or have died."

"Mash, I'm going to kill you,"

Reed said with a laugh.

"I can't guarantee all of you will survive either. Couldn't you at least let Beers go?"

I replied, just to say something. Reed scoffed at me.

"The loser becomes the winner's slave. If there are no objections, the representatives will sign with their blood."

Custer held out the paper.

"Famu, if you would."

I held out my index finger, and Famu pricked it with the tip of her knife. A tiny, bean-sized drop of blood appeared. I wished it was one of Famu's beans. Reed cut his own fingertip with his sword. We pressed our blood onto the paper.

"Alright, you can start whenever you're ready."

Custer began to walk away.

"Wait a minute. Why is the guild officiating a duel when there's no profit in it for them?"

"We're running the betting. Five percent goes to the guild. The Slave Mark is on the house, paid for out of those earnings."

"Is that so? In that case, can I place a bet?"

"If you're betting on your own victory, it is allowed."

"Then five gold coins."

"I'll bet five gold coins as well."

"Then I'll put some down, too."

Famu and Mizuki followed my lead. It was rare for Famu, who was reluctant to spend money, to do something like this. I was worried she might get hooked on gambling. Custer accepted the money with a laugh.

"The odds were about 1 to 99, but surprisingly, quite a few people have bet on you. It's about 2 to 8 now."

"Well then, good luck."

Custer returned to the spectator seats.

"Now, let's begin,"

Reed said. The crowd roared. The arena shook with their cheers.

There was only one thing I could do.

"Famu, I'm counting on you for the rest."

"Yes."

I handed the mana recovery potion to Famu. She gripped it tightly.

"[Goddess Summon]!"

My head swam. It was the usual feeling of intoxication, but it felt even more intense this time. With my shout, a dazzling light enveloped the arena. A single spear floated in the air at my head's height, its tip aimed at Reed. The light converged into that spear. And then, a goddess appeared, sitting upon it. Her long golden hair flowed majestically as she looked down at me. Over her usual attire, she wore a translucent shawl that shimmered with rainbow colors. She was divine, valiant, and beautiful.

"I-It's... It's Lady Laciel!"

I heard a spectator cry out. Laciel turned her gaze to Reed. He and the rest of Wind Blade were staring at her, dumbfounded. The crowd, after a momentary gasp, had fallen silent. Mizuki was probably just as shocked behind me.

"...Today... there are enemies..."

*Her way of speaking hasn't changed, has it?*

"They are far too weak to be my enemies. To be summoned for such a pathetic foe... I feel quite underestimated. While we're at it, let's just kill everyone in the stands as well."

I had no idea what 'at it' she was referring to, but this was one messed-up goddess.

"Laciel, I'm sorry. This was the only way,"

I whispered to her.

"My? Mash-san is apologizing to me?"

she said, as if it were a rare occurrence. This time I'd failed to stop my own rude outburst, but I was the type to just apologize and smooth things over to get by.

"Laciel, please, don't kill the enemy."

"...Very well. But I have one condition."

"What is it?"

"Please get along with Mizuki-san."

"She's the one who hates me, you know."

"I will grant Famu-san one special skill."

"Done. I'll do it,"

I answered instantly. It was something I wanted so badly I could taste it.

"Then I will put a skill catalog in your storage. As a bonus, I will also give you a magic key."

*A catalog? If you could do that, then I didn't need to rush my choice back then, did I?* Of course, I kept my mouth shut, lest I upset her.

"Also, I am waiting for the continuation, you know,"

she whispered in a sweet voice, gliding down on her spear to my head's height.

Laciel ascended once more and raised her right arm. As if time had started moving again, the cheers of the crowd returned, with shouts of "Lady Laciel!"

mixed in here and there.

"Defend!"

Reed shouted, snapping back to reality. Cecily and Aira reacted, and a magical barrier deployed in front of them. Laciel smiled, waited for the barrier to be completed, and then swung her raised arm down to a horizontal position. In that instant, a countless number of arrows rained down. Not hundreds or thousands, but tens of thousands of arrows, with a roar that drowned out the cheers, pierced through Wind Blade. The barrier was easily penetrated and vanished without a trace. Reed and Beers tried to deflect them with their weapons, but against such numbers, it was meaningless. The arrows rained down relentlessly, trampling everything they stood for.

My vision rapidly narrowed. My mana was running out. It was happening faster than usual. Famu was holding me, supporting me. *Famu, my precious Famu. I love you. Thank you for being with me. I'm sorry for trying to send you away this morning. I need you to understand. I didn't want you to get hurt.* Dammit, I'm delirious. I need to think about the enemy. I hope they're not dead. Dammit. My thoughts are breaking up. Everything went black.

I woke up. I still felt a little dizzy. Famu was peering into my face. Her cheeks were red.

"S-Sorry. You wouldn't drink it yourself, Master, so I had to use my mouth..."

I was still being held up by Famu, just as I was before I passed out. I glanced around. The spectators were starting to leave. Reed and his party were on the ground. The term 'tattered rags' suited them perfectly. Aira seemed to have avoided the arrows and was treating her companions. No, wait, there were four people on the ground. The numbers were off. There was an unharmed Aira and a tattered-rag Aira. No, the unharmed one was her sister, Myra. Besides Myra, several others had entered the arena and were treating the members of Wind Blade.

"What's going on? They're treating them without permission. What happened with the match?"

"I apologize. They asked for permission, so I controlled you like a puppet with ventriloquism and told them they could proceed with the treatment,"

Famu answered apologetically.

"Yeah, no, everyone knew it was you talking, Famu,"

Mizuki, who was standing right next to us, chimed in.

"Famu, in times like that, you're the leader. As long as you're the one speaking, there's no problem."

Seeing Famu nod, I shifted my gaze to Myra.

"Myra-san, were you watching, too?"

"Yes, after Lady Laciel disappeared, I came down from the stands. The match was already decided by then. We won,"

Famu said. I hadn't even asked about the outcome. I had won in my sleep, so I had no sense of victory or joy. It was just Laciel unilaterally crushing them. Come to think of it, the arrows she had fired were gone.

"All the members of Wind Blade are alive,"

Mizuki said.

"I see."

"'I see' is not the right reaction! You can summon Laciel? Seriously, you should have told me sooner! I was worried sick about what would happen if we lost. I didn't know she was that strong. I just thought she was some lady in an erotic outfit."

Mizuki's assessment of Laciel was similar to mine.

"Well, I'd never used it in a real fight before. I didn't know how effective it would actually be."

I had seen Mizuki's and Aidan's special skills, so I thought it would be fine, but I had no proof.

"Myra-san, are they alright?"

I asked Myra, who was tending to the tattered rags. As she turned around, her chest swayed along with her. She really was a different presence from Aira.

"Mash-sama... yes, I think they'll be alright."

"Hm? Mash-sama?"

Had Myra ever called me with '-sama' before? I felt a little hurt. It suddenly created a distance between us. Had injuring Aira changed her impression of me?

"I bet five gold coins on our victory. I'll donate all the winnings. Please treat them."

"I-I understand. You will help Aira, then. We will take them to the church immediately for treatment. The priest will surely cooperate as well."

The church really does run on money.

"Mash-sama. There is something I would like to discuss with you separately."

"Hm? Sure."

"No, preferably just the two of us. Ah, no, it's fine if Famu-san is there as well."

At Myra's words, Famu and I exchanged glances. Famu had a complicated expression. I remembered that I had been leaning on Famu this whole time. I felt like I could walk on my own. I tried walking away from her. It seemed okay. Just as I was about to answer Myra, a man stepped between us. It was Reed. Blood was trickling from his countless arrow wounds. He should have been completely battered, yet he was standing. He brandished his sword.

"Die, Mash!"

At the same time, I saw Famu pull out a kunai. She was about to throw it at Reed with a swift movement.

"Famu, don't kill him!"

I jumped into Famu's line of fire, trying to hug her to stop her from attacking. At that moment, a sharp impact ran through my back. I had taken Reed's sword blow. A pain shot through my abdomen as well. Famu's kunai was sticking out of me. I collapsed to the ground.

"N-No... Master, why..."

Mizuki charged at Reed. From this angle, I had a great view of her panties.

"Mizuki!"

"I know!"

Mizuki knocked the sword from Reed's hand. The others who had entered the arena restrained him.

"Master!"

"Mash!"

"Mash-sama!"

Surrounded by Famu, Mizuki, and Myra, I lost consciousness.



    Chapter 23

    After the Festival, and the Church

    Consciousness returns. I seem to be in a bed. It's comfortable. There's no pain. The fact that I collapse after every major battle feels like a bug in the system. Still, this pillow smells amazing. I pull it out from under my head, hug it, and take a deep whiff. This scent. I could smell it forever.

"Mash?"

It was Mizuki's voice. I opened my eyes and sat up. The room was simple and calming. There were shelves and a desk that felt old, but they looked well-cared-for. Red light streamed in from the window. It must be evening. Mizuki and Famu were sitting in chairs. Between them, Cecily, Aira, and Beers were forced to sit in seiza. Their wounds had healed. I touched my stomach. The kunai wound was gone. It seemed I'd been treated, too.

"Where's Reed?"

I asked Famu.

"..."

"He's in jail for attacking you after the duel,"

Mizuki answered in Famu's stead. So there was a system in place to maintain public order.

"Is that so? Though if he had a weapon in his storage, a jail cell wouldn't mean much."

"Apparently, there's a tool that can seal magic."

I wondered if the cell Famu had been kept in had a magic seal as well. Would it prevent skills from being used, too?

"Famu, why are you making them sit like that?"

"..."

"They became your slaves, so Beers's contract was also rewritten with you as the master."

Once again, Mizuki answered. When I looked, Slave Marks were indeed carved onto Cecily's and Aira's arms. But why the formal sitting position?

"Mizuki, are you okay with this?"

"I was against it. But..."

Mizuki glanced at Famu. It seemed Famu was the one who wouldn't have it.

"Beers is fine, right? He was Reed's slave, so it can't be helped. If Beers wishes, I'll free him from slavery."

Beers's face lit up with surprise and joy.

"Master!"

Famu cried out.

"What? I was about to start talking to you in dog-speak again."

"Why would you forgive him so easily? I don't understand."

My joke was ignored.

"It's fine to forgive Beers, right? Is it not?"

"Then what is my punishment for almost killing you, Master?"

"There is no punishment. What's this all of a sudden? I don't get it."

"I wanted to save you, Master. But that was not what you wanted."

"No, I was happy that you tried to save me."

"Then why did you stop me?"

It would have been fine if it were just the two of us, but with everyone listening, I wanted to brush it off lightly. But Famu didn't seem like she would let me.

"I didn't want you to become a murderer, Famu."

Was it my own selfishness to think that she should at least wait until she was an adult and could make her own decisions?

"During the duel, I heard you tell Lady Laciel, 'Don't kill them.' You were trying to save the very person who challenged you to a duel before you even fought. And that same person tried to kill you. Someone like that deserves to be killed."

For a moment, I looked at Mizuki. I thought she, having come from the same world, would understand my thinking. Mizuki remained silent. This was a problem between me and Famu, not something that could be resolved by talking one of them down.

"I was raised to believe that 'you must not kill people.' I think I understand why, but I can't explain it well. I didn't want you to become a murderer either, Famu."

"I understand not wanting to kill people. I hate it, too. If that blade had been aimed at me, and you had asked me to forgive him, I could still forgive him. But he tried to kill you. I can never forgive him. Your actions are wrong. If you didn't want this, you should have just tied me up in a mat."

In that moment, my body just moved on its own. It wasn't a deep thought. I had just assumed Famu would understand, but I had hurt her deeply.

"If that attack had been aimed at you, Famu, I wouldn't have forgiven him. And besides, you refused to be wrapped in a mat, didn't you?"

"Mmph, you're right. But if the same thing happens again, I will do the same thing."

This conversation was going in circles. I thought I understood what Famu was saying now. In this world, it was easy to get caught up in conflict, and easy to have your life threatened.

"Famu, I love you. How about you?"

"...Yes. I 'love you very much.'"

"Then I need you to understand. I don't want a relationship where one of us is the master who doles out punishment. And I do think what you're saying is right. This isn't something we can solve today or tomorrow. I want us to continue adventuring together, and I want to get to know your feelings. I want you to know my feelings, too. I want to close this distance between us, little by little. Is that not enough?"

"Master, you are a free citizen and an adventurer. Things like this will happen again. No one will protect you. I know people will laugh if I say I will protect you now. I'm just a stray you picked up. But I will grow alongside you, Master. No matter what happens, I will protect you, and I will deliver your blade to the enemy's throat. But if that's not what you want, then I... I... even though I... feel this way... about you... A world without you has no value. I still cannot forgive your enemies."

I couldn't say anything back. This was the resolve contained in those few short words when she said she would follow me. What did I want from this girl, who was just a village girl who had cried when beaten by a goblin, by forcing her to become an adult? I was the one who dragged her into combat. This was the price for acting without any resolve of my own. Famu was trying to become an adult in a short period of time. Was this right? What about me?

"I wanted to protect you, too, Famu. I thought I was protecting you. I couldn't bear the thought of you becoming a murderer for my sake. Besides, Wind Blade helped me once. I was hesitant to kill them."

"If I lose you, Master, it's over for me."

"I can't imagine losing you either, Famu."

"You gave me my freedom, Master. I want you to be free, too. I have all sorts of feelings, and some of them are contradictory. There are many feelings I can't put into words. I think it's the same for you, Master. I want us to continue adventuring together so I can get to know you little by little, and so I can get to know your true feelings little by little. Also, I want to play a game later."

*Will she be disappointed that it's all just lewd stuff?* I'll keep quiet for now. Famu was probably angry with me. But she also let me know that there was room for forgiveness.

"...Is the lovers' quarrel over?"

Mizuki asked. This was incredibly embarrassing. Famu's face was bright red, too.

"What do you think about Wind Blade, Mizuki?"

I asked her, trying to cover my embarrassment.

"I just hated Reed's methods. But honestly, I'm relieved that no one died. And I also agree with freeing Beers-san from slavery."

"And... Famu-san? I'd like your honest opinion,"

I asked hesitantly, using the formal '-san'.

"Yes. I agree as well."

I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Good. Then I'll give you some money. Stay at the Asuka Inn tonight. I'll free you tomorrow."

"Are you sure?"

It was the first time I'd heard Beers's voice. It was a higher pitch than I'd expected.

"Yeah."

I took ten silver coins from my storage and gave them to him. That should be enough for dinner. Beers accepted them happily and left.

"Now for Cecily and Aira."

"Before that, do you know what will happen to Reed?"

"He'll be judged according to the rules of this town, I imagine."

"In that case, there's no need to make him a slave. That's fine, then."

It would be a problem to have someone like him sticking around, even as a slave. And I didn't want this to escalate into a conflict with his noble backers.

"Yeah. That's for the best."

"...And, Famu-san?"

"I am not satisfied, but as long as he cannot leave his jail cell, it is fine."

"Phew."

Famu was scary. I thought it best not to say something like, "You know best how hard it is to be in jail,"

for fear of angering her.

"Master, it hurts to be called with '-san'. I am not angry anymore, so please treat me as you always do."

"Right, got it."

I wanted Famu to stop calling me 'Master,' too, but I'd keep quiet about that for today. Now, for the remaining two. Having a reasonably high-level mage and priest join would be a great help. But even if they were slaves, I was reluctant to adventure with them. They had both been kind to me when we first met. I wanted to resolve this peacefully. I looked at Cecily. Straight, shoulder-length blonde hair. She usually wore a wide-brimmed pointed hat that hid her face, but she had it off now, so I could see her clearly. She had a strong-willed look. I thought she was cute. She was about Mizuki's height. Her chest and butt were bigger than Famu's but smaller than Mizuki's. She wore a black mage's robe that came down to her knees, and since she was sitting seiza, her white kneecaps were visible. If I bent down and peeked, I could probably see all the way up, but I had no idea what Mizuki would say. I looked at Aira. Her black hair reached her chest. Like Myra, she had a gentle face. She was cute, too. She was shorter than Cecily. And then there was her voluminous chest. Bigger than Mizuki's. Her priestess's robe covered her all the way to her feet. She had the same hairstyle and even the same outfit as Myra. They weren't twins, but they looked very similar. I wonder if they were close. One way to tell them apart was their chest size. The other was the mole under the corner of Aira's right eye, while Myra's was under her left. The two of them said nothing, their heads bowed. Were they enduring the numbness in their legs? Mizuki had said they were both dating Reed. They were probably all sleeping together.

"I wonder if I can do whatever I want..."

*Gulp.* The words slipped out.

"Mmph, you can do whatever you want, but you *shouldn't* do whatever you want!"

"No, please do as you wish, Master."

Mizuki and Famu's opinions were divided.

"He's trying to make them do perverted things!"

How did she know what I was thinking?

"The Master is the one who saved their lives. He should be the one to decide."

"But Mash is seriously planning on doing perverted things! Are you okay with that, Famu?"

"The Master is a free citizen."

"Mmph, I'm not convinced at all... but if it's two against one, I guess I have no choice."

Mizuki gave in. In that case, I'll propose the most disgusting solution that would make Mizuki's skin crawl, just as she wished.

"Alright, then Aira will have to act as Myra-san. If she lets me hold her for one night, I'll free them both."

""""Eek!""""

All the women screamed. Why was Famu making that face, too? No, wait, none of them were looking at me. They were looking behind me. I had a terrible, sinking feeling. I slowly turned around. The room was larger than I'd thought. On the other side of the bed stood Myra-san. She was beaming.

"Myra-san... how long have you been there..."

"The whole time. By the way, this is my room."

The nice smell was Myra's scent. It was over. Everything was over.

"It seems it's finally my turn to speak. May I?"

"...Yes..."

I was on pins and needles.

"I think it is fine for Mash-sama to embrace Aira. However, releasing them is a bit problematic."

*So it's fine for her sister to be held by some old guy?*

"Why is that?"

"Because you, Mash-sama, summoned Lady Laciel and won. Wind Blade is now an enemy of the gods. What's more, even though he was saved, Reed-san attacked you. And you are trying to forgive even that with a generous heart. But what will the people who saw that spectacle think when they see a freed Cecily-san and Aira?"

"I see. So they need to be punished under my watch for a certain period of time."

Myra nodded. I hadn't considered the wider impact of [Goddess Summon].

"But that wasn't the goddess Laciel. It was just some cosplaying older sister with a few screws loose who was impersonating her."

Myra shook her head.

"No, she is absolutely the real one. I have been praying at the temple every day for this day. And if you were lying, Mash-sama, you would be judged by the world."

Though I had no other choice, summoning a goddess was a mistake. I shouldn't have used it.

"Oh, that's right. Please wait a moment. I was supposed to call the priest once Mash-sama woke up. I had forgotten."

Without waiting for my reply, Myra left the room. The priest, who hadn't shown his face until now, was coming to see me in person.



    Chapter 24

    After the Festival, and the Church Part 2

    They said the priest was coming. I couldn't just lie here in bed, so I got up. I got out of bed. The pain in my back was gone.

"Famu, is it alright if Cecily and Aira sit in chairs?"

I checked with Famu.

"Yes."

Hearing that, Mizuki went to get some chairs. Cecily and Aira also broke their seiza, stretching their legs and stumbling to their feet, clinging to each other. Their legs were completely asleep. Beers, who had already left, seemed fine. I wonder if he was used to it. Just as Mizuki brought the chairs, Myra returned with the priest. The priest was a tall, elderly man. His hair and beard were heavily streaked with white.

"Mash-dono, forgive the impertinence, but I would like to see your character sheet."

I couldn't refuse the atmosphere he gave off. Reluctantly, I displayed my character sheet. As a small act of resistance, I only showed the part that served as identification.

"Please show me your full stats."

"Mash-sama, please. Please show me as well."

I had no choice. I had to show them. I grudgingly revealed my full stats.

"Three Divine Graces. One of them is [Goddess Summon]..."

Myra and the priest muttered to themselves. They looked at each other and nodded.

"...Thank you very much."

The priest knelt. He took the same prayer pose that Famu did towards me every morning. I had been officially recognized as the real deal. This was just going to be a hassle.

"Mash-dono, no, Mash-sama. The church will offer you our support. We will prepare a room for you in the temple. Would you not consider staying there?"

The priest continued to exude an aura that brooked no refusal. But I didn't want that.

"Ah, no, even if you say that, it's a problem for me. If possible, I'd like to continue my adventures quietly."

"...I understand. Then would you permit us to assign an attendant to you?"

"An attendant?"

"Myra, here."

The priest patted Myra on the shoulder.

"I am Myra. I promise I will never be a bother. Please, allow me to be by your side."

"The church will offer its support to Mash-sama through Myra,"

the priest said, bowing his head. He had presented an impossible demand, then pushed for a point he knew I would compromise on. It was a smooth maneuver that had started the moment he appeared. This was surely the priest's plan. He was the absolute authority in this church. But then a real god and her spokesperson appeared. He didn't want to lose his power, but he couldn't ignore them either. So he would take on the guise of a collaborator and push the responsibility onto Myra. He would minimize their influence on the church while maintaining the appearance of providing aid. That must be it.

"Are you sure? We're leaving for Miglutt tomorrow or the day after."

"Of course. It is sudden, but I will prepare as well,"

Myra said with a bright smile.

The priest took his leave.

"About Cecily and Aira..."

Mizuki began, looking at me suspiciously. I was starting to get tired of this. It was completely dark outside.

"Sorry, but as I said earlier, we're going to Miglutt. I don't know how many days it will take, but I'll free you from slavery when we get there. Is that alright?"

I said to Cecily and Aira.

"...Is that really okay?"

I nodded at Cecily's question.

"I understand. I knew I couldn't stay in this town any longer either. I will serve you until we reach Miglutt."

I turned my gaze to Aira.

"Would you entrust Aira's matter to me? Of course, I will have her accompany us to Miglutt, and I will even have her serve you erotically while pretending to be me,"

Myra interjected.

"...Myra-san, I'm sorry. Please forgive me."

"That's right. You really surprised me earlier. But I can't let her be Mash's slave forever,"

Mizuki said. Why did she always have to paint me as the villain? Well, I would pounce if I saw an opening.

"Yes, but she is also a priestess who serves the gods. I believe this is a good opportunity."

"Aira, are you okay with that?"

"I want to stay in this town where Reed is. I want to get him out of jail somehow."

So that's how it was. This was going to be a pain to argue about. She looked like she was about to cry.

"Alright. We'll leave Aira behind."

"No, you won't."

"That's not happening,"

Famu and Mizuki replied.

"I am against it as well. Please command her to accompany you to Miglutt,"

Myra said. Why did they always push these unpleasant roles on me?

"It's alright. I'll go with you even without an order,"

Aira said, her voice cold.

"Mash-sama, please order Aira to forget about Reed."

"I don't want to do that. I'll decide whether or not to use the Slave Mark. Don't tell me what to do."

"I apologize."

Myra bowed her head. When she looked up, she seemed pleased that I had refused. Was her statement a way to teach Aira not to be selfish, and to show who the leader of this group was? If Myra was around, there was a chance Aira would only listen to her. Perhaps she wanted to prevent that by reminding everyone not to disregard me. *That pair of breasts...* Still, Aira was the one who had helped me when I collapsed on the first day. The memory made me sad.

"Do you have any money?"

I asked Cecily and Aira. They both shook their heads. Apparently, all their belongings were in Reed's storage. We decided they would retrieve them tomorrow.

"I'm going to sort out the plan for going to Miglutt. You two can go on ahead to the inn."

"The Asuka Inn, right?"

Cecily replied.

"No, the inn where the previous Beerses stayed should be fine."

They both looked at me with faces of despair.

"I'm kidding. Is it alright if you two share a room?"

They nodded, so I gave them some silver coins and sent them to the inn.

"Mizuki-san, aren't you going to the inn?"

"Mmph, I can see you three are close. But you don't have to leave me out..."

"I apologize. We just want to talk, the three of us, for a little while. We won't be long."

Myra bowed her head politely.

"...Alright. I'll wait outside the room, then."

Mizuki left.

"Is this what you wanted to talk about earlier? What is it?"

"It is something I wanted to say to Famu-san, more than to Mash-sama."

"This has been bothering me for a while. I want you to stop with the '-sama',"

I said, taking the opportunity.

"Fufu, I understand. Then, when it's just the two of us, or the three of us with Famu-san, I'll call you Mash. And Mash, you should call me Myra. Famu-san, you can call me Myra from now on, too. 'Onee-chan' is also fine,"

she said. Good. She was more understanding than Famu.

"Now then, Famu. Is it alright if I become Mash's lover, too?"

"Eh?"

Famu looked at Myra in surprise. I was surprised, too. I would have preferred she confessed to me first. Of course, my answer would be yes.

"Please don't ask me. If the Master thinks it's fine, then it is fine."

"I want you to answer, too, Famu. Because I like you, too."

"I-I like you too, Onee-chan... But... No, it is fine if you date the Master."

"Kyaa, Famu-chan! I love you! You were so cute when you were angry earlier! I just want to hug you forever!"

Myra threw her arms around Famu and shook her back and forth. *Nice. I want to be buried in those breasts, too.*

"Mmph, I am not angry anymore. I am on good terms with the Master,"

Famu said, her voice muffled by Myra's chest.

"Hey, Myra. Don't you want to be *my* lover? Are you planning on settling this without me?"

"Ah, I'm sorry. Aira never calls me 'Onee-chan'."

Myra let go of Famu.

"I have spent most of my life in the temple, serving the gods. I have read many myths and legends featuring gods. I admired them greatly, but many were dubious... no, greatly embellished. I thought myths were just myths, and legends were just legends—works of fiction. But today, I saw Lady Laciel. I trembled with awe and emotion. Well, it is a shame that her spear was aimed at Aira, but... Mash, you proved that myths and legends are not fiction. I am now standing at the center of a myth. I felt that I was born to serve you, Mash. I want to devote everything to you."

This was getting way too heavy for me to handle.

"We have to find the Demon Lord. You'll be drawn into battle."

"Yes, I will help you with all my might!"

Myra's eyes were sparkling. I wanted to avoid that with all my might.

"I'm just a normal old guy, so I'd appreciate it if you didn't have such high expectations."

"But you like me enough to want Aira to pretend to be me, don't you?"

"Ugh."

I had a feeling she was going to hold this over my head for the rest of my life.

"In that case, there is no problem. You will be my lover, won't you?"

"Famu is number one, you know."

"Yes, I know."

"Am I even your type, as a man?"

"I find your way of thinking quite agreeable. If you are asking about my sexual preferences, I tend to prefer younger men over older ones. Honestly, if Famu were a boy, she'd be my perfect type."

"You're being a little too blunt. Famu, there's a shotacon here. You should be careful."

"Yes, I only have eyes for you, Master."

Even Famu seemed a little put off.

"How cruel, I was just being honest because you asked. But it is true that I want to be your lover."

"Alright. Let's date."

"Oh, thank you very much. There has never been a happier day. I thank Lady Laciel."

I wondered what it meant to say 'alright' to a confession like that, but it couldn't be helped. Thanking Laciel was also questionable. But since it seemed like I might get to grope Myra's breasts, I kept my mouth shut.

Mizuki came back into the room.

"..."

She must have sensed the strange atmosphere. Her eyes were asking me for an explanation. But I had no answer to give. Myra brought dinner. It was a simple meal of bread, ham, salad, and stew. We ate in Myra's room.

"Why Miglutt?"

Mizuki asked. I might not have explained it to her. I explained that we needed to go to the church there to completely break Famu's curse.

"I think you should plan for about a month to get to Miglutt. The usual way is to take a series of stagecoaches, but it might be a good idea to take a quest to guard a merchant caravan if one is available."

"A caravan quest, huh. I'll ask the Mateo Trading Company tomorrow."

The stagecoaches had fixed departure dates. We didn't know when caravans would be moving or if they needed guards. It was getting to be a hassle, and I was starting to think we could just walk. I just wanted to get out of this town.

"A guard quest would mean combat, right? Myra-san, is your class still priest?"

"It was before. Now, I am a shrine maiden. My level is 34."

As expected, her level was higher than mine.

"Did you level up by defeating monsters? Also, Mizuki, you can just call her Myra. We became friends earlier."

"Yes, we are 'friends.' When I was a priestess, I used to go to dungeons, but now I am continuing my work as a shrine maiden,"

she said. So you could gain experience just by doing things related to your class, without fighting. Myra was smiling at me. It made me feel shy. But I didn't feel like she was actually my girlfriend. I'd have to confirm that later while groping her breasts.

"Also, now that the party's bigger, we have to earn money. It's a bit of a pain."

There were six of us now: me, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, and Aira. I realized that everyone but me was a woman.

"About that, I will return the money for Aira's and the others' treatment today. The priest entrusted it to me. This should be enough to get you to Miglutt."

The gold coins were returned. There must have been over thirty of them.

"It is no problem for the Master to use my share,"

Famu offered.

"I'll help out, too,"

Mizuki said.

"So the church can't accept donations from us. I wanted to keep our relationship free of debt."

"...You're right. I feel bad for Myra, but..."

"I am sorry. I should have said this sooner, but I do not think they will accept a donation for breaking Famu-san's curse in Miglutt either. I have already received a letter from the priest addressed to the church in Miglutt."

She must have received it when she went to get dinner. She was too well-prepared.

"What if we just don't deliver the letter?"

"I am telling you this because I trust you all. If you do that, it will put me in a very difficult position."

"You're right. I'm sorry,"

Mizuki apologized to Myra.

We all agreed to prepare for the journey tomorrow. Famu, Mizuki and I would stay at the Asuka Inn, and Myra would stay at the church. We said our goodbyes.



    Chapter 25

    Mizuki and the Night Visit (Mizuki⭐︎)

    It had been a long day. I was back in the inn room with Famu. She was poring over the list of special skills she’d gotten from Laciel. I’d taken a look at it earlier, but the list was so massive that I decided to just leave it to her.

"Famu, sorry, but I have to go fulfill my promise to Laciel."

I pulled the magic key from my storage. It had opened my own door, so it should work on other rooms, too.

"Where on earth are you going this late at night?"

Famu asked.

"Mizuki’s room. I’m going to make a move on her."

"I’m pretty sure Laciel-sama just told you to get along. This is going to cause a huge problem."

"But Laciel was the one who gave me the magic key. I can’t think of any other use for it. There has to be a reason."

I replied to a worried-looking Famu. Still, Laciel *was* the one who’d matched me with Mizuki in the first place, so I had a feeling things might just work out.

"Did you have night visits in your village, Famu?"

I asked, curious about how it worked in this world.

"Yes. We did, but in most cases, the woman had already given her consent beforehand. Mizuki has not."

"The fact that you know about it means you’ve experienced it yourself?"

"Of course not! Didn’t you see the proof of my virginity?"

"That was menstrual blood."

"It was the day after that!"

Just like Myra, Famu is cute when she’s angry. We were getting sidetracked. Time to get back to it.

"Don’t worry. I’ll win Mizuki over with my magnificent manhood."

"Considering I haven’t fallen for yours yet, Master, I think it will be difficult. I mean, I do want to be held by you forever, but…"

Famu’s words dealt a critical blow to my HP. But I had my reasons for thinking I could succeed with Mizuki.

"No, Laciel told me when I came to this world that she made… *it* the ideal size for Mizuki. So she should understand the moment I stick it in."

"If yours was made like that for her, does that mean hers was made into your ideal shape, Master?"

"I hope not… I’d rather Mizuki’s parts stay just the way they are. That’s more of a turn-on."

"Master…"

Famu looked exasperated as I burned with fighting spirit for Mizuki’s yet-unseen nether regions.

"I think Mizuki would become your girlfriend if you just tried, Master. The day we first met, she was jealous of me. Besides, a person doesn’t give their underwear to someone they don’t like. Anyone who did that would be a pervert."

I’m pretty sure she was just angry that I’d bought a slave. And Mizuki might just be a pervert.

"You’re giving me too much credit. Reed was rejected because of his age. I’ve got even less of a chance. But where I come from, sneaking into a woman’s room at night was apparently a pretty normal form of communication between men and women a long time ago. So it’ll be fine. I’m just gonna pop over for a bit. You decide on a special skill, Famu."

Of course, neither Mizuki nor I knew of a time when such wishful thinking was the norm, but I kept that to myself.

"Wait. I’m coming with you."

"Huh? If you’re planning on stopping me, I’d rather you do it now."

If Mizuki resisted, Famu would surely try to stop me. I couldn’t win two against one. If I failed, there would be no second chance. Mizuki would just leave.

"Then let me confirm just one thing. Do you remember your promise to only do this with people you genuinely like?"

"I remember. I won’t forget."

I wasn’t sure what "genuinely"

meant, but I did like Mizuki.

"Understood. I won’t help, but I won’t interfere unless Mizuki truly seems to hate it. And… I really don’t want to wait in the room alone."

"Don’t worry. I’ll return to this room in triumph, with a stripped-naked Mizuki in tow."

"Th-that’s not good either. I wouldn’t know what kind of face to make. Please, just take me with you."

"F-fine. I’m not sure about bringing my girlfriend along to make a move on someone else, but the whole thing is crazy from the start, so I guess it doesn’t matter. But I need you to promise me one thing."

"What is it?"

"You’re doing this because I threatened you, and you had no choice. Yeah, let’s say I’m threatening to kick you out of the party if you don’t cooperate."

"So you do recognize that you’re doing something horrible. But I can’t let you shoulder all the blame, Master."

"No, I want to avoid a situation where we’re both resented. I want all the blame directed at me. Please, Famu, you have to be the good guy here."

"I have no idea what you’ve been talking about this whole time, Master, but… okay."

"Alright, let’s go!"

"Let me borrow your phone first."

*Is she planning to film this?* Well, it sounded interesting, so I handed it over.

We arrived outside Mizuki’s room. I’d watched her go in, so there was no mistake. The area was silent. Hoping she was asleep, I inserted the magic key into the lock and turned. It made a surprisingly loud *click*, but there was nothing I could do about it. We crept into the room. It was pitch black. Famu followed me in with a lantern. Mizuki was lying on her back on the bed with her knees up. She hadn’t pulled up the blanket, so her whole body was visible. She was wearing a plain white T-shirt and light blue panties with a white polka-dot pattern. Both her hands were tucked inside her underwear, fidgeting around. Her breasts, squeezed between her arms, pushed her shirt up, revealing the pointed tips of her nipples. The bra she’d given me was a D-cup. Those same breasts swayed up and down with her movements.

"Ngh… un… nnnh… nnh… nnh…"

Her eyes were closed, completely unguarded and absorbed in her own world, utterly oblivious to our presence. It was a shocking sight. This was the first time I had ever seen someone else’s real, live masturbation. And it was Mizuki, a high school girl with the face and figure of an idol. She must have been the object of desire for her entire class, no, her entire school. And here she was, lost in self-pleasure. I glanced at Famu, who was also staring, holding her breath. I wanted to watch forever, but I had to act before she noticed us. I moved to the side of the bed and grabbed Mizuki’s breast. A soft, full sensation spread through my palm.

"Ahn!"

Mizuki let out a soft moan. Was she dreaming that someone was groping her? She was so engrossed she didn’t even realize I was the one doing it. I pinched her nipple. It was already hard. Had she done that herself? I rolled it between my fingers.

"Nnngh!"

Mizuki reacted.

"Mizuki,"

I called her name, giving her nipple a stronger pinch for good measure.

"Nnngh! …Ngh… huh?"

Her movements stopped. I didn’t stop my hand. She slowly fluttered her eyes open.

"Nn… Mash… huh? Mash?"

"Morning, Mizuki. Looks like you’re having a good time."

Her eyes went from her molested nipple to my face. A look of shock and shame washed over her expression.

"Kyaa! Mash! What are you doing?! Get away from me!"

Mizuki tried to sit up, but I held her down. As she struggled, her T-shirt rode up, baring her breasts. Even on her back, they held a beautiful shape. I leaned over her and groped them. In the valley between her breasts was a Mana Seed. She’d probably gotten it on our first day. She’d made it into a simple necklace.

"What am I doing? I’m helping you, Mizuki. You look pretty pent up, so I thought I’d lend a hand."

"Get out! I’ll scream and call for help!"

She desperately tried to swat my hands away. I straddled her stomach, pinning her down as I continued to knead her breasts.

"Go ahead. Then everyone who gathers can have a nice viewing party of a naked Mizuki."

"…Please, forgive me."

Mizuki noticed Famu.

"Famu! Please, stop Mash!"

"Famu, it’s just like I told you. Go sit in a chair and watch quietly. If you defy me, you’re out of the party,"

I said, talking over Mizuki. With that, Famu was now a victim, too.

"Master…"

Famu whispered. I reached for Mizuki’s crotch. Even through her underwear, I could tell how wet she was.

"Hey, don’t touch me there!"

I pushed the front of her panties down below her crotch, touching her pubic mound directly. It was perfectly smooth.

"Hey, there’s no hair. Did you shave?"

"Like I’d shave in a place like this! For some reason, it all fell out when I came to this world."

For some reason, Mizuki dutifully answered.

"Is that so? In that case, this must be what I wished for."

My fingers passed over her mound and plunged into her slit. Mizuki’s body twitched. She was already soaking wet. I quickly found her clitoris and rubbed it with my finger.

"Anywhere else change?"

"Ahn! N-no, nothing else… has changed…"

"Mizuki, I’m going to play with you properly, so spread your legs."

"…No. Absolutely not."

Mizuki clamped her thighs together. As I forced my way in, my fingertip brushed against her anus.

"Ah,"

Mizuki gasped. The strength in her thighs slackened for just a moment.

"What’s this? You’re soaking wet back here, too."

I slipped a finger into her back passage.

"Agh, Mash, hey, stop that!"

"I’m putting it all the way in."

I twisted my finger, grinding it deeper inside. Mizuki arched her back, trying desperately to dislodge me from my position on top of her.

"If you let me touch the front, I’ll pull it out. If you keep resisting, I’m adding a second finger."

"Wait, okay, I get it, just… no second finger."

I pulled my finger out. Nothing was on it, but I wiped it on Mizuki’s thigh anyway. I expected her to complain, but she just silently spread her legs. I got off of her.

"Your panties are in the way, so I’m taking them off."

I had her close her legs for a moment and pulled her underwear off. She remained passive, letting me do as I pleased. I moved between her thighs and observed her crotch.

"Mizuki, I thought you’d have pleasured yourself so much it would be dark and shiny, but it’s actually a beautiful pink color."

"…Don’t say such horrible things."

Right. She was still a high school girl.

"Mash, I sometimes go through periods where I don’t, but I do it almost every day. Am I sick?"

Mizuki asked, as if it was bothering her.

"Masturbating? Isn’t that normal? I was the same way in my old world, and there were times after abstaining when I did it multiple times a day."

She was probably self-conscious about it. At my age, I can be open about it. In fact, telling Mizuki about it was turning me on.

"…A guy’s experience isn’t helpful."

"What’s with that, after you’re the one who asked? Famu, how about you? When did you start?"

"I-I don’t,"

Famu answered immediately.

"Liar. Mizuki seems worried, so I want you to tell her."

I was also curious, so I pressed her.

"The first time was when I was ten. I was drying myself with a towel and realized there was a place that felt good. But I basically never had a place to be alone, and then I got sick, so I could only do it when I had the rare opportunity."

Yeah, with family all around, that would be impossible.

"Mizuki. I’d like you to keep this a secret."

"Mm. I know."

"Hey, Mizuki. Don’t forget you’re being raped right now,"

I reminded her as the mood started to lighten.

"Spread yourself open and show me."

For some reason, Mizuki did as I asked. Illuminated by the lantern’s light, she was already more than wet enough, looking perfectly ready. 

"Mizuki, you’re beautiful."

"…I’m not happy to hear that."

I buried my face into her crotch. I flicked my tongue against her clitoris. It was already swollen, probably from her earlier session.

"Ngh… Nnh…"

Mizuki was getting off on my tongue. This was a scene that would have been absolutely impossible in our original world. I gradually increased the intensity, teasing her vaginal opening with my fingers as well.

"Ah, Mash, st-stop, ah, ahn…"

Did Mizuki want to continue what had been interrupted? Despite her words, there was no resistance. I decided to bring her to climax once and went on the assault.

"Mash, I’m gonna, I’m gonna cum, stop it, ah, ah, ah, I-I’m cumming!"

Mizuki came surprisingly easily. She must have been well-primed from before. While she lay there, exhausted, I stripped off my clothes until I was completely naked. Then, I pressed the head of my penis against her entrance.

"Mizuki, the contraceptive."

Famu held out the medicine. Mizuki reached out to take it.

"If you drink that, it’s consensual."

At my words, Mizuki shot me a glare and pulled her hand back.

"Mash, I know you’ll probably laugh, but when I was a kid, I decided I would marry the first person I kissed. But when I came to this world, you forced yourself on me… so I wanted to at least save my body for the person I marry."

"Do you have someone in mind?"

"W-well, no, but…"

"Then there’s no problem with it being me."

I pushed the head of my penis inside her. The feeling of her vagina tightening around me and how wet she was felt incredible.

"Ugh, is-is it already… in?"

"Just the tip. Why haven’t you been resisting?"

"My head is trying to resist, but my body won’t listen to me…"

A tear trickled from Mizuki’s eye. I wiped it away with my finger.

"Then give up. I’m putting it all the way in."

"…Mash, just not that…"

I buried myself deep inside her. The resistance continued, trying to push me out, but then with a faint *pop*, I felt something give way, and after that, I slid smoothly all the way to the back.

"Auuughhhh!"

The sensation of her clenching around my penis was unreal.

"M-Mash, did you really put it in? It, it hurts…"

"It’s in. And it feels fucking amazing. You’re the tightest I’ve ever felt. Mizuki, you’re a masterpiece down there, too."

"Augh, I told you I’m not happy to hear that!"

I pulled my penis almost all the way out. Her vagina resisted, trying to pull me back inside. I slammed my hips forward.

"Agh."

As I slid my hips, I caressed her body. Her glossy hair, her firm cheeks, the slender nape of her neck, her full breasts, her defined waist. Her skin was fine and lustrous, glistening with a faint sheen of sweat.

"Mizuki, you’re the best."

I hugged her, and she hesitantly wrapped her arms around my shoulders. Before I knew it, she was awkwardly trying to move her hips in time with mine. Our faces drew closer.

"Mash, ahn… ahn, ahn…"

I heard her breathy sighs up close. It was a reserved, lovely voice, completely different from the usual cheeky Mizuki.

"Mizuki, you’re forgetting you’re being assaulted."

"I… I’m starting to hate myself. I don’t want this…"

I bit her earlobe. A soft sensation. I pushed the tip of my tongue into her ear canal. Each time, Mizuki’s body twitched. I licked her neck, her armpits. They tasted of slightly salty sweat.

"Mizuki, do you take care of things here yourself?"

"It was always just peach fuzz, but it disappeared along with my hair down there…"

Again, Mizuki answered with foolish honesty. So this had become to my liking as well. I was nearing my limit. The feeling of wanting to cum was building. For the finale, I groped Mizuki’s breasts and sucked on her nipples. For some reason, they tasted sweet. Mizuki reacted sensitively every time I sucked, letting out little cries of "Ngh, nngh."

"Mizuki, I’m about to cum."

"Huh? No, you can’t. I’ll get pregnant."

I increased the speed of my thrusts. Mizuki tried to push me away, bracing her hands against me. I grabbed her hands and pinned them above her head in a surrender pose. I came inside her vagina.

"Noooooo—!"

My seed pulsed into Mizuki again and again. My body trembled with pleasant ecstasy. Mizuki’s eyes shot open as she took it all.

My penis lost its vigor and slid out of her. Our ragged breathing began to calm down.

"I’ve… lost everything…"

Mizuki murmured quietly.

"Mizuki, sorry to interrupt your brooding, but you should take the contraceptive."

"Huh? Is it okay?"

"It’d be a problem in our current situation, wouldn’t it?"

"Yeah… thank you."

I didn’t recall doing anything to deserve her thanks, but Mizuki was being surprisingly obedient.



    Chapter 26

    Mizuki and the Aftermath (Mizuki⭐︎)

    "Mizuki, sorry to spring this on you, but there’s no room for the three of us to sleep here. We’re going to my room."

"Huh? Huh? No, leave me alone."

"Just get up."

I helped Mizuki to her feet. I pulled off the T-shirt that was still clinging to her chest, leaving her completely naked. The only thing she wore was the Mana Seed necklace.

"Famu, sorry for the wait. We’re going back to our room. Lead the way."

"Yes."

I handed Famu the magic key, and she started walking with the lantern.

"Hey, I’m naked!"

"If you make a scene, everyone will see you."

"Ugh, aren’t you being a little too mean?"

"Just walk."

With Famu leading, naked Mizuki and I followed. As we went up the stairs, I could see a mixture of her fluids and my semen dripping from between her legs. I stuck my finger into her vagina to plug it.

"Hic!"

Mizuki let out a cry but quickly covered her mouth with her hands to muffle it.

We arrived at my and Famu’s room. My finger was still inside Mizuki. Not content with just keeping it there, I began to stir it around. The tightness, the feeling of the little ridges inside… I wanted to keep it in there forever. She was plenty wet, so I pushed her onto the bed, facedown with her feet still on the floor and her upper body prone, forcing her into a pose with her ass sticking out. When I pulled my finger out, there was semen and her fluids, mixed with the blood from her broken hymen.

"I can’t hold back anymore. I’m going to take you from behind right now."

"That’s… so cruel, like I’m some kind of toy."

"No, you’re ready for it, Mizuki."

I plunged into her. It went in much more smoothly than the first time.

"Nooo!"

I reached the back almost immediately and began to thrust.

"Ahn, ahn, ahn, ahn…"

Mizuki was beautiful from behind, too. Her hair was swept to the left, revealing the nape of her neck. The smooth line from her neck, over her shoulders, to the curve of her waist was a perfect harmony. I grabbed her plump buttocks below and kneaded them. They felt like they were melting into my hands. Just above our joining point, her anus was a light pink, with no discoloration. It twitched with the movement of her hips.

"Mizuki, you’re so beautiful…"

"Auh, ahn, ahn, ahn…"

Mizuki didn’t seem to hear my words, continuing to let out a stream of moans. Just then, I saw Famu in the corner of my eye. One of her hands had slid down to her own crotch. She stared at me with glazed eyes.

"Famu…"

Famu approached me. I put my arm around her shoulder and kissed her.

"Master… ngh, nngh…"

Our tongues met in a passionate kiss.

"H-Hey, isn’t that a bit much?!"

Mizuki protested.

"Sorry, I’ll focus on you. I’m about to cum."

With my right hand holding Famu and my left grabbing Mizuki’s ass, I sped up my hips.

"Just not inside me."

"I already came inside you once, so it’s all the same. I’ll shoot my load as deep as I can to teach you that you’re mine."

Mizuki’s vagina was so tight. Even though it was the second time, I felt like I was about to finish if I wasn’t careful. I held back until the very last moment before slamming my hips forward.

"I’m coming."

With one final thrust, I let go.

"Aaaaaah—!"

With the same force as before, my semen gushed into Mizuki’s vagina. Amidst a pleasant fatigue, I hugged Mizuki’s back and fell asleep right there.

I woke up the next morning. I was naked, sleeping in the middle of the bed. Next to me, Mizuki was also sleeping naked with her back to me, which startled me a little. Her naked body, illuminated by the morning light, was stunningly beautiful. I realized Famu was gone and looked around to see her in her usual prayer pose. When she noticed I was awake, she stopped.

"Good morning."

"Morning."

We exchanged a light kiss. My voice seemed to wake Mizuki, who sat up halfway.

"Ughn…"

She rubbed her sleepy eyes.

"Morning, Mizuki,"

I said.

"Morning, Mash. Can I… put my clothes on now?"

"Sure, but let me wash you off first. Stand on the floor."

"Okay, I felt so sticky and gross."

Mizuki stood up unsteadily, still half-asleep, and covered her ears. I pinched her nose and washed her down. Then I had Famu cover my ears while I washed myself. I poured the used water out the window into a drainage channel.

"That feels so much better. I really do like this magic of yours, Mash."

Mizuki was already dressed. A real shame. 

"So, Mizuki, what are your plans now?"

"What do you mean, ‘what are my plans’? After all the crazy stuff you did, are you planning to just dump me? Weren’t you spouting some nonsense about teaching me that I’m yours?"

It’s embarrassing to have the lines I used during sex thrown back at me like this.

"Well, I won’t dump you if you let me do more naughty things with you."

"Mmph, I don’t like the way you said that. Last night really hurt, and even though you just hugged me and fell asleep, I was in so much shock I couldn’t sleep until dawn. Don’t you ever come on to me like that again."

Mizuki pouted.

"So you’ll forgive the rape?"

"Of course I won’t forgive you! What were you planning to do if I got pregnant?"

"You took the medicine. Famu will be fine, too."

"You two haven’t even known each other for a month! You don’t know that!"

"Myra gave it to me, so I’m pretty sure it’s fine."

Mizuki let out a sigh.

"But… I also thought it would be better to keep traveling with you, Mash, rather than being alone."

"Not going to find a wonderful boyfriend? Am I good enough for you?"

"Don’t make fun of me! …Mash, you do like me, right?"

"Yeah."

I like Mizuki. There’s no doubt about it.

"Then I’m fine with you, Mash. And Famu, is it okay with you if I become Mash’s girlfriend?"

"…Yes."

Famu nodded. Just like with Myra, why did she need Famu’s approval? Well, if Famu had said no, there’s nothing I could have done.

"Alright then, it’s settled! Nice to be with you, Mash, Famu!"

"Yeah."

"It’s a pleasure."

"Okay, so you’re my girlfriend now, Mizuki,"

I confirmed, just to be sure.

"I am. What?"

"Time for a good morning kiss."

"Huh?"

"None of that ‘huh?’. I’m doing it now."

"Ugh, fine."

Mizuki brought her face closer. She had such a beautiful face. I leaned in, too. Our lips touched lightly.

"This is so… embarrassing…"

Mizuki’s face turned red.

"Speaking of which, Master, you were hiding the fact that you had your first kiss with Mizuki,"

Famu said quietly.

"Wh-what? That forced kiss was both of our firsts? I can’t believe it!"

"The kiss was forced, too?"

Famu asked.

"No way, Famu. Back then, Mizuki closed her eyes and puckered her lips like she wanted me to kiss her."

"I did not pucker my lips! That really hurt, too! How can you do so many horrible things?"

"It’s your fault for being so flawless. When I look at you, Mizuki, someone like me who’s filled with negative emotions gets this uncontrollable urge to defile you."

It was a joke, but I was serious.

"Master… you probably shouldn’t say that out loud."

Famu looked like she was backing away.

"He’s right. Don’t say such scary things. I have plenty of complexes, and I worry about things a lot, too."

"If that’s the case, I’ll listen. Let’s solve them one by one."

I was genuinely curious to hear what kind of worries Mizuki had.

"…I’ll tell you some other time. I don’t feel like talking about it right now, but when I do, you better think about it with me properly. By the way, you seemed to know why my hair down there was gone?"

"Yeah, when Laciel transferred us to this world, she apparently modified parts of our bodies to help us adapt. At the same time, she also made me closer to your ideal, and you closer to mine."

"Wait, does that mean you’re into that sort of thing, Mash?"

"It’s convenient, right? And last night, Mizuki, you had a penis of your ideal size inside you the whole time."

"No way, that’s an absolute lie!"

"Alright, I’ll get it hard for you. Watch closely."

"And what are you planning to do after that? We have a busy day today, you know?"

Mizuki snapped.

"We have the video from yesterday. You can confirm with this."

Famu took out my phone.

"Wh-what did you make Famu do?!"

"Let’s all watch it together later."

I wanted to see it, too.

"…Fine. But how do you know all this, Mash?"

"Because I spoke with Laciel."

Just then, the door to the room suddenly flew open and Myra burst in.

"You can speak with Laciel-sama? You must, you must let me meet her!"

"Wh-Myra, how long have you been listening?"

Mizuki asked in a panic.

"Um, I heard something about watching a video?"

Myra didn’t know what a phone was, so she probably didn’t understand what a video was either. This sounded fun. Let’s have a viewing party with the four of us.

"Big sis, you probably shouldn’t get your hopes up about Laciel-sama…"

"Huh? Famu, have you met her too?"

Famu nodded.

"No fair! Mash, you have to let me meet her!"

"Mash, I want to meet her too,"

Myra and Mizuki pleaded.

"Alright, alright, eventually…"

"Mmph, your eyes are darting all over the place,"

Mizuki said. If I summoned Laciel in front of that many people, I wouldn’t be able to do anything perverted with her.

"No, I’ll let you meet her someday. I promise."

Was this how lively it got when you were surrounded by women? It was a feeling of happiness I’d never known before.



    Chapter 27

    [Interlude] Mizuki's Secret and the Two Princes (Mizuki⭐︎)

    The finale of the mid-summer Mizuki festival is an episode from her perspective, leading up to chapters 25 and 26. The section from □□□□□□ to □□□□□□ is the Mizuki-perspective version of chapters 25 and 26. It's a bit too long, but splitting it up felt strange, so I'm releasing it as a single chapter. You don't have to read it, but I went to the trouble of writing it, so I'd be happy if you did. That's the kind of episode this is.



    Chapter 28

    Travel Plans and a Merchant's Motives

    When we went down to the dining hall, Cecily and Aira were eating breakfast together at one table, while Beers was at another. I greeted the other guests, but their subtly different reactions made me feel a bit awkward. It was probably the aftershock from the Goddess Summon rather than the duel itself. Myra went over to Aira’s table, and I sat down across from Beers. Famu sat next to me, and Mizuki sat next to Beers.

"Why aren’t you eating together?"

"Huh? Because I’m a slave, obviously,"

Beers answered.

"No, Cecily and Aira are slaves, too."

I looked over at their table. Myra was talking animatedly to Cecily and Aira while they ate. She wasn’t a guest here, so she didn’t get breakfast, but she’d apparently already eaten at the church. It still didn’t feel real that she was my girlfriend. I’ll have to grope her boobs later to confirm.

"Hey, you’re heading to Miglutt, right? Take me with you, will ya?"

Did he want to join the party? But with me, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, and Aira, we were already a full six. Cecily and Aira were only with us until Miglutt, but even so, this was a harem situation I never could have imagined when I first came to this world.

"My party’s full. If we can get a quest to guard a caravan, I’ll check if there’s a separate mercenary job for you, but is that okay?"

"Yeah, I’d owe you one."

Our food was delivered. Just as I was about to eat, Beers stood up.

"Hey, you’ve still got food left. You sure?"

"Well, is it okay for me to eat with you?"

I nodded, and Beers sat back down and started eating the rest of his meal. I glanced at Famu, but she was just eating her bread normally, looking a little happy. I guess Wind Blade had a rule about not eating with slaves. I wondered what Cecily and Aira, who were now slaves themselves, thought about it.

"Shouldn’t we think of a party name soon?"

Mizuki said suddenly. Now that she mentioned it, we hadn’t decided on one.

"Right. How about ‘Wind Blade 2’?"

"Absolutely not! Be serious."

"You sound like the class president."

"Hmph, I was one, so what. Mash, you’re not allowed to suggest any more. Famu, you think of one."

"In that case, how about ‘The Group of the Newly Chosen Ones’?"

"Okay, Mash, you think of another one."

Mizuki cut Famu off. Was Famu from Japan, just like us? Or maybe a foreigner who just really likes Japan. I couldn’t think of any other explanation. Famu looked displeased. I poked her in the side, and she let out a little squeal of "Eek!"

before glaring at me.

"…Mash?"

Mizuki was glaring at me, too.

"Ugh, it’s not as easy as you make it sound. Let’s just go with ‘The V@ginas’."

"I knew you’d say that."

"If you’re going to complain so much, you think of one, Mizuki."

"Huh? Me? Okay, then… how about ‘Star’ or ‘Cosmos’?"

"Hey, did you think nobody would get the reference?"

"Hey, what’s wrong with it?"

Mizuki pouted. If all the members were girls, it would be fine, but unfortunately, I’m a guy.

"At that rate, Famu’s suggestion would be fine, too."

"In that case, how about the ‘We Love Laciel-sama Squad’?"

Myra chimed in.

"""Absolutely not."""

The three of us—me, Famu, and Mizuki—were in perfect sync. A rare moment of agreement.

"Hmph, all of you are so mean."

I don’t know what part of that she thought would fly, but Myra sulked. I was starting to think that if we continued this conversation, we’d never decide on a name, and we’d just end up on bad terms with each other.

"Perhaps it is best if Master decides after all?"

Famu tried to pass all the responsibility to me.

"Sorry, I can’t do it. Mizuki, please, one more try."

"Okay. This is just my personal feeling, so I’m sorry, but… from the poem, *‘When the east wind blows, send me your fragrance, O plum blossoms. Though your master is gone, do not forget the spring,’* I want to use ‘East Wind’."

I wondered why she was quoting Sugawara no Michizane, but perhaps it reflected her current state of mind. But the scent of Kyoto’s plum blossoms wouldn’t reach this world. We were much farther away than Dazaifu. It seemed Mizuki still wanted to return to our original world.

"Got it. In that case, how about Levante?"

I suggested, giving it a European feel since it sounded cool. Everyone nodded, so it was decided.

As promised, I had Beers freed at the slave trader. I gave him two gold coins before we parted ways. He shouldn’t have any trouble getting by for a while. Cecily and Aira went to Reed’s place to pick up their belongings, while me, Famu, Mizuki, and Myra headed to the Mateo Trading Company. At the trading house, we were shown to the same room as before, and Mateo appeared.

"Hey, I was at the arena watching, too,"

Mateo said as a greeting, referring to yesterday’s duel. We sat on sofas around a low table, with Mateo across from me and Famu, and Mizuki and Myra on either side. A fragrant tea was served, which Mizuki sipped appreciatively.

"You bet on us, of course."

"Yeah, of course… so, what can I do for you today?"

His eyes were darting around. He bet on Reed, didn’t he. Looks like he lost a pretty penny.

"We want to go to Miglutt. If there’s a caravan heading that way, I’d like an introduction. We want to be hired as guards."

"When?"

Mateo asked for confirmation.

"As soon as possible. If we can’t find one, we’ll just take a series of shared carriages."

Mateo tilted his head and stroked his beard.

"What are you going to do there?"

"Be adventurers. Dungeon diving would be good, too."

"I see. Are you coming back to this city?"

"No, probably not,"

I replied. What kind of interview was this?

"Wait here a minute."

Mateo left the room. With nothing else to do, I leaned over and whispered to Famu, who was sitting primly beside me.

"Are you wearing your own underwear today?"

"Um…"

Famu hesitated. I could tell Mizuki and Myra were pretending to drink their tea while eavesdropping. Further conversation seemed impossible.

"It’s the polka-dot one,"

Famu whispered back in my ear. Mizuki’s panties from yesterday. I’ll have to get a peek later.

Mateo returned. He brought a young woman of about eighteen with him. She was petite with short hair, and her chest and hips were modest. But on her back were a pair of small wings.

"This is Claire. She’s the daughter of one of my mistresses. She’s a small winged person."

According to Myra, that meant a human and a bird had once interbred. I couldn’t imagine what kind of lovemaking went on with an oviparous animal. What a challenger. I had to learn from that. I wondered what kind of bird it was. I’ll have to ask Myra later. Claire bowed in response to Mateo’s introduction. Mateo and Claire sat down on the sofa.

"Can you fly?"

"No, I can’t fly. But I can flap them."

Claire stood up, turned her back to us, and fluttered her wings. The gesture was strangely cute.

"I’m thinking of putting her in charge of the Miglutt branch."

"Is that so?"

I couldn’t see where this was going.

"If you can wait five days, our caravan can depart. Claire will be accompanying you. There’s a city on the way that’s about to start a war, but with that power of yours, it shouldn’t be a problem."

Was he planning to form a caravan just for me? Something felt off.

"Mizuki-san, Myra-san, Famu-san, was the tea to your liking?"

Claire asked.

"Y-yes,"

Mizuki answered for them.

"In that case, allow me to give you a small amount. This way, please."

There was a sense of finality to her words. It seemed Mateo wanted to talk to me alone. Mizuki, Myra, and I exchanged silent glances, and in the end, the two of them decided to go with Claire. Mateo looked at Famu, who remained, with a slightly displeased expression.

"Mateo, it’s fine. Just pretend Famu isn’t here. I haven’t been able to follow what you’re saying. I just want a guard job if there is one. But you make it sound like you’re forming a caravan to fit my schedule."

"Heh heh, I’d like a little bit of the goddess’s blessing for myself, you see. I was skeptical, but Myra is with you. You may not know this, but the only person who can walk around this city with her is a priest. It’s not that her rank within the church is high, but she’s not of a status where she would just pop into a trading house like this."

So that was it. I wondered if the inn this morning had been okay.

"That’s an unwelcome favor. I’m leaving this city because I don’t want to stand out. You won’t get anything from me."

Mateo grinned.

"We’re not planning to use you for blatant advertising. We won’t spread any rumors ourselves. It’s enough if you continue to patronize us in the future."

Even without any advertising, the rumors would spread on their own, and the fact that we were connected to the Mateo Trading Company would be enough to get the message across to customers and other companies.

"Also, you can do whatever you want with Claire. I’ve already gotten her consent. If she has a child, we’ll take care of it over here, so you don’t have to worry about that either."

I swallowed hard. But she was Mateo’s daughter. Mateo had been gone for twenty minutes at most. Had he really gotten her consent in that time? The fact that she wasn’t human seemed to be the key point. In human society, the successor to a human is a human. Even if Claire really did bear my child, it could be excluded from the direct line of succession. He wanted a strong connection but wanted to eliminate any influence on the direct lineage. It would be an effective method for someone he wanted to have a connection with. In this case, me. It was an unpleasant thought, but it was possible he had several ‘spares’ like Claire ready. I felt like I had seen a dark side of this world. I felt sorry for her, but since it seemed I could have some fun, I kept my mouth shut.

"We’ll decide the size of the caravan from here. We’ll arrange for guards as well, but you all are confirmed. Come to the trading company on the morning of the fifth day from now. We’ll cover your food and lodging along the way. How about a daily wage of fifteen silver coins per participant? If there’s combat, we can discuss the costs on a case-by-case basis."

Mateo and I shook hands.

I relayed what I’d discussed with Mateo to Mizuki and Myra, who were clutching bags of tea.

"…What are you going to do about Claire-san?"

Mizuki asked.

"I plan to accept her, of course."

"…"

Mizuki fell silent.

"…Mash, are Famu and I not enough?"

Honestly, Famu and Mizuki were more than enough. But I also wanted to believe in my own potential.

"N-no, no kids, okay?"

"I know. Famu is first."

"Wha—? Wh-what are you talking about?"

"You’re next, Mizuki."

"…I see. Okay."

What did she see, and what did she understand?

"Mizuki, your big sister is also Master’s lover."

"What?"

Mizuki looked at Myra in shock.

"Are you as well, Mizuki?"

Myra was surprised too.

""Since when?""

Mizuki and Myra said in unison.

"Myra, since last night. Mizuki, since this morning."

"Um, this is really hard to ask, but Mizuki-san, did you… um…"

The blush that spread across Mizuki’s face was more than enough to answer Myra’s question.

"I will do my best, too."

It seems Myra would be doing her best. I also wanted to touch Myra’s boobs soon.

"Master, what are we doing for the rest of today?"

"About that, it’s still morning, so why don’t the four of us go to the dungeon? I’d like to get to know all of you better. I saw the duel yesterday, of course, but…"

Myra said. In yesterday’s duel, all I did was say "Goddess Summon."

I could understand why she’d be anxious about our actual abilities.

"I don’t mind, but the story about us running away from the third floor is true. I won’t let you leave even if you’re disappointed."



    Chapter 29

    Dungeon Rematch and the Laciel of Old

    We were on the third floor of the dungeon. Our formation was Mizuki and Famu in the front, with me and Myra in the back. I had my bow equipped in preparation for Big Eyes. Myra was equipped with a mace.

"So you’ve been in a dungeon before, Myra."

When we entered the dungeon, we’d been given the option to choose floors 1 to 30, or 39 to 41.

"Yes. When I was a priestess, I went as far as the 30th floor."

"Were you in a party?"

"I was in Aidan-san’s party. Or rather, Aidan-san was the one who taught me about dungeon diving."

"Is that so?"

Myra nodded.

"When my parents died from a plague, Aidan-san was the one who saved me and Aira. Thanks to his help, we were able to get into the church’s orphanage. He continued to support us after that, so we never wanted for anything at the orphanage. And that’s how we are where we are today."

The dwarf Aidan had short legs. He was less ‘Daddy-Long-Legs’ and more ‘Daddy Short-Legs.’ Now I knew who was really responsible for raising those two’s boobs. He seemed to have saved a lot of people, including me and Famu. Leaving this city meant saying goodbye to him as well.

"A plague, you say? The pestilence?"

That was the only medieval plague that came to mind.

"Yes. The church in the farming village where I lived didn’t have anyone who could heal it."

I see. So there are churches in this world that are actually functional.

"Master."

Famu called out. There were two Big Eyes on the ceiling. They launched fireballs before I could even nock an arrow. We were far enough away to dodge them easily. As I was nocking another arrow, wolves charged at us from the front and back.

"I’ll take the wolf in front,"

Mizuki said as she moved to engage it.

"Then I will take the enemy from behind!"

Myra moved to protect my back, confronting the other wolf.

"Famu, let’s take down the Big Eyes!"

"Yes!"

At the same time I loosed my arrow, Famu threw a kunai. Her single strike pierced a Big Eye. Just as the Big Eyes were dealt with, Mizuki and Myra finished off the wolves.

"That was easy. Let’s move on."

As I said that, I noticed Famu staring up at the ceiling.

"My kunai is stuck in the ceiling and won’t come down…"

Arrows were consumables, but it was a waste to treat kunai as disposable. I used earth magic to hit it with a stone pebble, and the kunai fell down.

"Thank you, Master."

Famu bowed her head.

"Famu…"

For some reason, I felt a little distance between us. I stroked her ear. It was, as always, the best feeling in the world.

"…Master?"

"It’s nothing."

I took my hand away from her ear. I felt embarrassed when I realized Mizuki and Myra were staring at me. Still, when fighting ranged enemies, my arrows were the first to go. My mana depleted from controlling them. And there was a chance of not being able to retrieve the kunai. It couldn’t be helped against powerful opponents like Area Guardians, but being forced to expend resources on small fry was tough.

"Mash, why don’t we check everyone’s levels?"

Myra suggested.

"Good idea. I’m an Adventurer, level 17."

"I am a Miburō, level 14,"

said Famu.

"I’m a Swordsman, level 11, and my second class is Adventurer, level 2,"

said Mizuki.

"And I am a Priestess, level 34, with a second class of Cleric, level 15. Mash and Famu are leveling up quickly because of Mash’s Divine Grace. Mizuki is leveling up fast because she’s been fighting high-level enemies, but the effect of the Divine Grace is faster. Hmm…"

Myra was by far the strongest. I should probably be careful not to stare at her chest too obviously. She was currently lost in thought.

"By the way, Famu, have you decided on a special skill?"

I asked.

"I’m still trying to decide. The one called ‘46cm Triple Cannon’ seems good."

If she fired something like that, wouldn’t the shockwave blow away her allies first? Besides, was Famu a fan of the big ship, big gun doctrine? Maybe my destroyer, no, my light cruiser wasn’t satisfying her.

"I’m looking for a skill that can protect you, Master."

"I see. A skill that can protect me would also be a skill that can protect yourself. I agree with that."

Famu nodded happily.

"Well, there’s no rush. You might be able to choose something that suits you better after you get a little stronger. We can wait until we get to Miglutt."

"You’re right. I’ll think about it carefully,"

Famu replied.

"Those with Divine Grace are said to be one in tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands. Mash, can you grant Divine Grace?"

Myra asked, looking quite surprised.

"No, I made a deal with Laciel when we fought Reed and the others. She gave me a catalog of special skills for Famu."

"Haven’t you been favoring Famu quite a bit lately? I understand she’s number one, but Mizuki and I are your lovers, too."

Myra looked at Mizuki, seemingly calling for backup.

"Huh? M-me? I don’t really… well… yeah, I’d like you to be nice to me, too."

Mizuki looked down and fidgeted. It was kind of cute.

"I’m sorry about the special skill. As for my attitude, I get it. I’ll try my best."

"Yes. Please do."

Myra smiled. Honestly, I still wasn’t sure how to act around her. I wanted the courage to touch her boobs. Alright, no time like the present. As I stealthily reached out my hand, my eyes met Mizuki’s. She was clearly admonishing me. I pulled my hand back.

"As an apology, of sorts, I’ll share my storage with you, Myra."

I immediately created a partition for her.

"Thank you!"

I was glad she was happy.

"Hmph. What about me?"

Mizuki piped up. She had her own storage. This was a dilemma.

"I don’t have anything to give you right now. I guess I’ll have to kiss you instead."

"Huh? Right here, right now?"

Mizuki’s face turned bright red.

"Master…"

Famu’s voice was scary.

"Mash, then… for today, while you’re using your bow, can I use your katana? I want to try it out."

"I might want to switch to it depending on the enemy… but… alright."

I handed the katana to Mizuki. Since I was in the back, I figured I’d have time to switch between my bow and sword, but in that case, I’d just use a one-handed sword. It was important for Mizuki to test out different possibilities, too.

"So, I was thinking… the enemies on the third floor seem to be too low-level for us. Aira and Cecily will be joining us from tomorrow, so I think the tenth floor or higher would be good."

Would Aira and Cecily really join the party? I still couldn’t picture it. I looked at Famu. Would she be okay suddenly facing high-level enemies? I’d prefer to ease into it gradually.

"That’s the thing. That right there,"

Myra pointed out. It put me in a bit of a bind.

"Ah, I said too much. I’m sorry."

Had it shown on my face? Myra bowed her head.

"For today, since we’ve come all this way, I want to defeat the Area Guardian on the third floor. From tomorrow, we have to prepare for our journey, so let’s talk again tomorrow."

We needed to get ready for the trip to Miglutt. Also, we’d been fighting almost every day since we came to this world, so we needed a rest day.

"Yes, understood,"

Myra replied.

"Is that okay with you, Mizuki?"

"Yeah."

Mizuki nodded.

"Myra, have you seen Laciel before?"

I asked, suddenly curious. The mural in the church was a dead ringer for Laciel, and the audience at the duel had recognized her.

"No. I don’t think anyone alive today has met any of the gods directly, including Laciel-sama. But Laciel-sama is a special goddess."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Do you remember the story I told you about how the various races were born?"

I nodded. The human race had indiscriminately copulated with various animals, leading to the birth of races based on those animals. Seeing this, the gods made it so that they could no longer produce offspring even if they mated. I gave Mizuki a quick summary.

"How many races are there?"

Mizuki asked.

"No one has seen the ends of the world. We don’t know how many races there are. To change the subject, the gods were angered by the human race, which continued to create new races, and they tried to destroy them with divine punishment. The one who opposed this was Laciel-sama. It became a battle between Laciel-sama, leading 100,000 humans, and the four goddesses who admired her—Rishal-sama, Lushe-sama, Renren-sama, and Ronron-sama—against the God of the End and the other gods. There aren’t many left now, but there are still paintings and sculptures from that time."

I could see why the gods would be angry. And one of the gods had a panda-like name, which screamed of lazy naming, but I figured it was best not to make fun of it, so I kept my mouth shut.

"Did all the gods participate in that battle?"

"No. It is said that the two primordial gods, the five creator gods, and a few others did not participate. However, all the gods except for the five goddesses stood on the side of destroying the human race."

"I see. So about forty gods turned against them."

Myra blinked in surprise.

"Did you perhaps already know this story?"

"No, it’s my first time hearing it."

With names like Laciel, Rishal, Lushe, Renren, and Ronron, the hints were a bit too obvious.

"So, the human race was victorious?"

"No. Unfortunately, they lost. Laciel-sama wielded her Divine Spear, but she was unable to defeat the God of the End. It is said that the five goddesses who sided with humanity were imprisoned."

Was that space where Laciel summoned me a prison, then?

"However, through their sacrifice, the remaining humans were able to reach the God of the End. In the end, humanity could not defeat the God of the End either, but they were able to cast him down to the earth. The God of the End could no longer return to the heavens. The other gods stopped trying to destroy humanity, ensured that no new races would be created, and returned to the heavens. But the God of the End, who was cast down to the earth, is still somewhere on this land, trying to destroy humanity. And that battle was the last time anyone saw the gods. There are many legends of them appearing, but there are probably no legends with as many witnesses as the recent duel."

"Is the God of the End the Demon Lord?"

Mizuki asked a terrifying question. But I had been thinking the same thing as I listened to the story. The Demon Lord that Laciel mentioned was probably the God of the End, or a transmigrator summoned by him. If a transmigrator was the Demon Lord, that would be fine, but if we had to fight the God of the End, Laciel’s power wouldn’t work. We’d need to find another way to fight. No, if the story was true, I would use Goddess Summon to send Mizuki to the showdown with the God of the End. And then, Mizuki would defeat him. A skill that evades fatal blows should be more effective the stronger the enemy is. Mizuki might have a chance of winning even now. Thinking about it that way, I could understand why Laciel was trying to pair me and Mizuki up. I couldn’t let Famu get near that place. If she died a martyr’s death, my reason for fighting would disappear. I wouldn’t be able to go on living. No, by that point, I’d probably already be dead. There was a way to keep her from participating in the battle and from dying a martyr’s death. Famu was my girlfriend. No, I should think of another way. I absolutely did not want to die. Not until the day I find a beauty who surpasses even Mizuki.

"The Demon Lord who was defeated 100 years ago, you mean. Hmm, I don’t think Mehmet was the God of the End. From what I’ve heard, he was too weak to be a god. The fact that his name is different is also a big factor."

A feudal empire. The Demon Kingdom in the east. And a Holy War. Hearing that name, I couldn’t help but think of Mehmet II, a historical figure from my original world. Could it be that some transmigrator jokingly took that name and ended up being defeated as the Demon Lord? I wanted an accurate map of this world. Mizuki looked at me like she wanted to talk. It seemed she was thinking something similar.

"The Demon Lord’s name is Mehmet? What is the name of the God of the End?"

"The two primordial gods are the highest-ranking gods, followed by the five creator gods and the God of the End. I cannot tell you his name. Divine punishment will befall any insolent person who speaks it. It is a closely guarded secret that only a select few in the church can handle. I was told the name by the priest after I began to serve you, Mash."

It seemed like parents could be struck down by divine punishment while trying to name their child. Or maybe it was a name that wouldn’t normally occur to anyone. A ridiculously long name, or a name like a strong password with a mix of numbers and symbols?

"But perhaps I should tell you all. Just be sure to never speak it as the name of the God of the End."

I see, so as long as you don’t associate the name with the god, it’s fine. It was probably something like the name of ‘The Closer’ from Norse mythology anyway. Still, there was something about being told absolutely not to say something that made me want to say it.

"You’re being awfully dramatic. Is it a name we would know?"

"The God of the End’s name is the same as yours."

"What a dumb name. ‘The Same As Yours’?"

"That’s not it! What would you do if I fell for your stupid joke and actually said the real name in my retort? Don’t try to lead me into such an embarrassing death!"

Myra delivered a magnificent comeback.

"She’s right. You’re the dumb one, Mash. Still, this makes me want to dig a hole and scream into it."

It seemed Mizuki wanted to play the fool, too. In any case, a name I had chosen so lightly turned out to be a heavy one. And then it hit me.

"Famu, did you know the name of the God of the End?"

"No, I didn’t know it was ‘The Same As Yours.’"

Famu was desperately trying to keep the joke going.

"Famu… you don’t have to force yourself to play along."

"Well, it’s hard to explain, but when I got sick, I just… came to know it, for some reason. But I had forgotten about it for a long time, and then the morning after I met you, Master, I was watching you sleep and it just came back to me. I had heard that he was the god who would bring an end to this world, so I thought he must be a terrifying god, but you were completely different. I love you. Even if everyone in the world sides with Laciel-sama, I will follow you, Master."

"Famu… this is hard to say, but Mash is really just some old guy. I came to this world with him, so there’s no mistake,"

Mizuki said.

"I’m not the God of the End. I think it’s rude to call me an old guy, but I’m a normal human. So, praying to me won’t do anything."

Famu made a troubled face. It was clear she wasn’t convinced. It was as if she wanted to tell me something, as if she was about to cry. But she neither nodded nor denied it. Famu glanced at Myra.

"I don’t think someone who can summon a god is normal. But for now, I think Mash is a normal person. However, that name holds a special power. I believe there will be a change eventually."

It was an unpleasant proclamation, but Myra’s eyes were shining with expectation.

"Famu, if you’re thinking something, I want you to say it."

"No. My feelings for you, Master, are so strong that they may have distorted my view of things. But I can’t bring myself to pray to any other god now."

"What’s distorted?"

"The world. Ever since I met you, Master. But I feel like I knew it from before."

"By ‘from before,’ do you mean since you got sick?"

"Probably, but it feels like it was from even further back."

I was getting confused. But I felt like I should remember this. Besides, if it was such a big-deal name, why didn’t Laciel stop me? I felt like I was being played with.

"In the end, it’s your fault for not properly introducing yourself to Laciel, Mash!"

Mizuki said.

"Myra, do you know what kind of god the guardian deity in Famu’s village was?"

Was this also related to a high-ranking god?

"No. I don’t think it was one of the gods that appear in the myths. It was likely a person, a monster, or a natural phenomenon that was deified and passed down. We might know if we went there, though."

"I promised Famu. We will go. I’ll be counting on you then."

"Understood. I will do my best to be of service."

Myra gave me a bright smile.

"By the way, since you can meet Laciel, why didn’t you just ask her about these things directly?"

Mizuki asked a very reasonable question.

"I try to summon her with that in mind, but for some reason, it never turns out that way."

"That’s because all you’re thinking about is perverted things, right?"

She had me completely figured out, so I couldn’t argue.

"Regarding the recent summoning, Laciel-sama was generating a large-scale field with a charm effect. It probably deploys automatically and constantly. Those affected seem to have their minds slightly altered so that they have no awareness of it even after the effect wears off. It was a powerful one. A normal person wouldn’t be able to resist."

Myra answered for me. So, on top of the mana sickness, I was also under a charm effect. In that case, it couldn’t be helped.

"I see, so that’s why I get in a perverted mood. That’s a relief."

"No, I don’t see what’s relieving about it, but I think you’re probably the only one who would get in that kind of mood with a goddess, Mash."

"That’s not true. Famu, too…"

Famu covered my mouth.

"…What are you two doing?"

Mizuki sent a cold glare our way.

"Mash, if you take me with you, we can have a proper conversation,"

Myra said, looking a little proud. Alright, I’m not letting Myra meet Laciel.

"Mash, you believe in Laciel-sama, don’t you? That’s why you were summoned to this world, isn’t it?"

"Huh?"

Myra’s question left me at a loss for words. Now that she mentioned it, Laciel was the first god I had ever seen. But to me, she was just a perverted older sister. She was too raw. There was no trace of the legend that Myra spoke of. Maybe a certain amount of distance is necessary for faith.

"No, I don’t have faith in her. I have faith in M… Mizuki’s boobs."

I had wanted to say Myra’s boobs, but I just couldn’t bring myself to say it. But if it was boobs, Mizuki’s were fine too.

"Huh?!"

Mizuki covered her chest and glared at me with an accusatory expression.

"What did you believe in in your world before you were transferred?"

Myra asked, looking surprised.

"I didn’t even know a god named Laciel existed in the first place. In my original world, I think most people thought the existence of gods was dubious and that they were nothing more than creations of the human imagination. I didn’t really believe in that sort of thing either. If I had to say, I believed in the eight million gods."

"Shinto? Not Buddhism?"

Mizuki asked.

"I’m not well-versed enough to say if it’s Shinto or not. But if what I vaguely believe is Shinto, then I guess so. For example, wouldn’t you feel grossed out if I took the chopsticks I use every day, washed them, and then handed them to you saying, ‘These are yours from now on’?"

"If they were yours, Mash, I wouldn’t mind. But I might not like it if they were someone else’s."

So mine were okay. I would gladly lick Mizuki’s chopsticks clean.

"There are other things, too, like not wanting to speak ill of the dead, or feeling not just clean but purified after just tidying up. That’s a way of thinking about vengeful spirits and impurity that’s unique to the region we lived in. It’s become a part of our lives and taken root at a level I can’t even perceive."

"…Now that you mention it, it does feel that way,"

Mizuki replied.

"My grandparents’ funerals were Buddhist. But my family, while saying they didn’t believe in God, celebrated Bon, New Year’s, and Christmas. Well, I don’t think you ‘celebrate’ Bon, but still. That means we did believe in something."

"Hmm. Maybe it’s because you don’t believe, so anything goes…"

"I think it’s because the faith that has melted into our lives has also incorporated other religions. In other words, within the eight million gods, there’s a faction of Buddhas and a god who claims to be the one and only God."

"Um, wouldn’t that lead to conflicting teachings and contradictions?"

Mizuki didn’t seem to think highly of my idea. Everyone’s different, so that was fine.

"There are guys who trapped and killed their youngest brother multiple times, after all. And they were tricking a rabbit. There’s no problem with some guy who says whatever he wants joining a group like that. You probably prayed for success at a shrine when you were taking exams, but you’re also thinking about having a girlish wedding in a chapel, right?"

"Ugh… how did you know?! Is-is that bad?"

"It’s not bad. I think you’d probably look beautiful."

"R-really?"

Mizuki was blushing. Myra and Famu had been left out of the conversation for a while now. It would take a long time to explain.



    Chapter 30

    The Boss Battle and Matters of the Old World

    After several more battles, we arrived at the door to the Area Guardian’s room.

"Okay, I’m going in, alright?"

Everyone nodded at Mizuki’s words. She opened the door and went inside. Famu and I followed, and after Myra entered last, the door closed. Particles of light gathered on the ceiling, forming a giant eyeball about two meters in size. Ten wolves also appeared on the floor. That was a lot.

"I’ll attack the Big Eye. Famu, you fight the wolves, too."

Before I could even nock an arrow, a fireball was launched. It was a large mass of fire, and it was fast. I dodged it, but the heat washed over my face. The fireball hit the floor and erupted into a pillar of flame.

"Kuh!"

Since it used magic as well, my attacks were going to be delayed. I loosed an arrow. The Big Eye deployed a defensive barrier, but the arrow tore through it and hit its mark. However, the enemy didn’t flinch and fired a second fireball.

"Mizuki!"

Hearing my voice, Mizuki dodged the fireball. Another pillar of flame rose up. The pillar from the first fireball was still there. If we didn’t take it down quickly, the place was going to become a sea of fire. I shot another arrow at the Big Eye.

"Master, the Big Eye’s weak point is its black pupil."

Famu stepped in to deal with a wolf that had come for me.

"I know, but it’s moving too fast."

The pupil was constantly moving, 360 degrees. Another fireball was launched. This time it was coming for me and Famu, so we scrambled to dodge, and I fired a third arrow. It was difficult to aim for the pupil, but since the Big Eye was a stationary target, it was easy to hit. When my third arrow hit, I realized that dealing damage would stop the pupil’s movement for a short time.

"Famu, it seems that if we hit the Big Eye, its pupil stops moving for a bit. After I fire an arrow, aim for it with your skill."

"No, I haven’t seen the pupil stop, so I don’t know how much time I have. You should aim for it, Master."

"Right. Got it."

"Then, Kikuichimonji!"

The moment I answered, Famu unleashed a slash of vacuum. It was a strike made by finding a gap in the wolf’s attack, so it couldn’t be helped, but I wasn’t ready in time. I had no choice but to fire an arrow without the support of wind magic. Famu’s skill hit its mark. The pupil’s movement stopped. *Don’t rush. Concentrate,* I told myself, and loosed the arrow. The arrow brilliantly pierced the Big Eye’s pupil. The monster vanished.

"Yes!"

I switched my weapons to a one-handed sword and shield, but Mizuki and Myra had already taken care of most of the wolves. Myra smashed her mace into the last one. All the wolves disappeared. As we were high-fiving, the door at the back of the room opened. We had cleared the third floor.

We returned to the inn. Myra went back to the church. I wondered if she would come with us if I asked. I couldn’t imagine it. Cecily and Aira were also back, and we arranged to meet them in the dining hall tomorrow morning. The inn had a room with a king-sized bed. It was twenty silver coins. I thought it was expensive at double the price, but since three of us could stay there, it was a good deal. The inns in this city set their prices by room type. As long as you were within the limit, the price was the same no matter how many people stayed. By the way, the king-sized bedroom could accommodate up to four people. It was probably for families. I thought Mizuki in particular would object to sharing a room, but she didn’t complain. The room was much larger than the twin room. Instead of a table against the wall, there was a separate low table with sofas on either side. We sat there, drinking the tea we had received from the Mateo Trading Company. Apparently, the tea was traded at high prices for nobles and wasn’t generally available. I had looked for chai tea in the market but couldn’t find any. I wanted to drink coffee too, but that wasn’t in the market either. I wondered if Mateo could get some for me.

"I want to see your phone, Mizuki."

Famu was talking to Mizuki.

"Huh, why?"

"I want to see the pictures you’ve taken."

"Is that okay?"

Mizuki looked at me. She was probably worried about showing things from our original world to someone from this one.

"I’ve already shown her mine."

It would be fine with Famu. If there was a problem, it was Laciel’s fault.

"I figured as much."

Mizuki took out her phone and handed it to Famu.

"I want to see, too."

"Sure, but there are no naughty pictures."

"Then let’s check your browser’s search history."

"I’m sorry. Please don’t tell Famu."

Was it okay for me to look? I’ll have her show me later.

"Master’s photos are all landscapes, but Mizuki’s has a lot of people."

Famu cut right to the quick.

"Well, I was going to school. Maybe that’s why there are a lot of pictures of my friends."

I could tell Mizuki was trying to cover for me in her own way. By the way, even if smartphones had been common when I was a student, my pictures would have been all landscapes, too.

"…They’re all humans."

"In the world Mash and I came from, there are only humans. The country we lived in, in particular, was an island nation, so historically there wasn’t much interaction with other countries, and most people had the same skin and hair color."

"If you were to return to your original world, Master, would it be alright for me to go with you?"

"Laciel would probably sort something out,"

Mizuki said, being overly optimistic.

"Famu, I’m not going back to my original world."

I absolutely did not want to go back to my old life. Mizuki looked at me as if she wanted to say something.

"Were you in a club, Mizuki?"

I changed the subject.

"Yeah, the swim team. But my times weren’t very good."

Compared to the swimmers I imagined, Mizuki’s shoulder and chest muscles were underdeveloped. But the main thing holding her back was probably her chest. Mizuki crossed her arms to hide her breasts. How was she reading my mind? Mizuki was explaining swimming, school, and clubs to Famu.

"Do you have your swimsuit?"

"Ugh… yeah. It’s in my bag. Should I put it on?"

She was being so obedient, when normally she would get angry.

"Next time."

"Okay. It’s a little embarrassing, though."

Mizuki nodded.

"What kind of swimsuit is it?"

"Um…"

Mizuki swiped through her photos and displayed one on the screen. In it, five girls in competitive swimsuits were lined up. The one who stood out with her exceptional proportions was Mizuki.

"These are the first-years on the swim team."

"…It’s lewd. They’re practically naked,"

Famu said. I thought so, too. Also, I thought it was unfair that if I said it was lewd, Mizuki would get angry, but she didn’t when Famu said it.

"Transfer that photo to my phone."

"Mmph… okay. I want one of your photos, too, Mash."

"Sure, but I don’t have any swimsuit photos."

I didn’t have any selfies, but I should have a photo that someone took of me at a tourist spot.

"…A normal one is fine."

I would use it for… material, but I wonder if Mizuki would.

"I want to see the oldest photo of you, too."

"Um, the first picture I took with this phone was at the entrance ceremony."

In front of the school gate stood a girl in a slightly oversized sailor uniform. If you looked closely, she seemed incredibly nervous. Her hands were clenched tightly. Cherry blossom petals were falling around her, creating a fantastical scene. Her parents probably took it for her. It was a really good picture. That’s right. I should take pictures of Famu and Mizuki before we leave the city. I wanted more normal, non-naked photos. As I looked at Mizuki’s pictures, I noticed something odd about this one.

"Your chest… is gone."

"Of course it is! I was in elementary school a month before that!"

I had her send me this picture, too. I probably wouldn’t use this one. Probably.

"By the way, Mizuki, have you ever climbed Mount Fuji?"

Famu asked.

"Yeah, I have. It was in elementary school, so I don’t have any pictures."

From our earlier conversation, it seemed she had gotten her own smartphone when she entered middle school.

"Did you see the sea of clouds?"

"It was clear when I climbed, so I didn’t, but I’ve seen a sea of clouds from another mountain."

Mizuki operated her phone. A picture of a mountain peak with a huge, rod-like rock sticking out appeared. The next picture was of a sea of clouds, with the characteristic silhouette of Mount Fuji poking out from it.

"Mount Hōō. Do you like mountain climbing?"

It was a mountain in the Akaishi Mountains, the Southern Alps.

"Yeah, my dad likes it, so we used to climb together a lot when I was in elementary school. After I started middle school, I had club activities, so I could only go about once a year. How did you know it was Mount Hōō, Mash?"

"Actually, I like mountain climbing, too."

It was a hobby I could enjoy alone.

"Huh, really? I thought you were a shut-in who never left the house except for work."

"Hey, you’re right, so stop right there."

"Mizuki, who is the person in this picture with you?"

Famu changed the subject.

"That’s my dad."

Famu pinched the photo to zoom in. She had gotten good at operating it without me noticing.

"Somehow, he looks like Master."

"Hey! Stop saying things like that. The only thing they have in common is their age!"

"His kind-looking face is similar. And their hobbies are the same."

"What part of this guy looks kind?! You saw what he did to me yesterday, Famu!"

"A person’s face and their actions are different. And hobbies have nothing to do with it."

I looked at the picture, too. A slightly younger Mizuki was smiling next to a middle-aged man. It was rude to say, but he was an ordinary-looking guy you could find anywhere. I had imagined a super handsome guy since he was Mizuki’s father, but I was wrong. But the man had a faint resemblance to Mizuki. She must have been raised with a lot of love. I could see that from their happy smiles. I could understand why she wanted to go back. I didn’t think he looked like me, but now that she mentioned it, I could kind of see it. It was a strange feeling. No, wait. Famu was talking about my face since I came to this world. I hadn’t looked at my own face closely since I got here. Mizuki’s expression had been harsh when we first met, but since coming to this world, her features had softened slightly, more to my liking. My face must have been influenced by Mizuki’s preferences, too. Why wasn’t I handsome?

"More importantly, Mash. What are your plans for tomorrow and after?"

Mizuki completely changed the subject. She was blushing bright red. I might get shy and do the same if someone brought up my family.

"Let’s see. It depends on Cecily and Aira. I don’t know how to act around them. I feel like they’ll ignore me."

"Don’t be so weak. You say whatever you want to me."

"That’s because it’s you, Mizuki."

"…"

For some reason, Mizuki fell silent.

"Other than that, we need to go shopping for necessities. And I think we need a day off, too. Myra says the tenth floor of the dungeon, but I don’t want to push it right now. What do you think, Mizuki?"

"I’ve never been to the tenth floor, so I don’t know, but the third floor was easy once we had the right equipment."

"Having the right equipment is the important part, right?"

"Mmph, you have a point. But I don’t think Myra would suggest something unreasonable, so I think it’s worth a try. If it doesn’t work, we can always turn back. I also agree with having a day off and a shopping day. I want to talk to Aidan-san one more time."

"Then on our day off, it will be just you and me, Master."

"Why does it have to be like that? You’ve had him all to yourself until now, Famu, so it’s fine. I want some time alone with Mash, too."

"You were alone with Master at the beginning, weren’t you, Mizuki? You were the one who let that chance go."

"Mmph, I can’t argue with that, but… can’t I?"

"Then let’s have the shopping day be for you and me, Master. We’ll do other things separately. The day off can be for you and Mizuki, Master."

My schedule was being decided without me. It seemed like it would be a pain to interject, so I kept my mouth shut.

"Is that okay? Me, on the day off? But… won’t Myra get upset if we decide without her?"

I wanted them to ask about my schedule, too.

"Big sis is…"

Famu trailed off.

"It’d be impossible with Myra in this city,"

I said, remembering what Mateo had said. It was true that when Myra was around, the number of people greeting us increased, and kids would gather around. Those precocious brats were hugging her and touching her boobs, so why couldn’t I? What an unjust world.

"Yeah. I think so, too. I heard from Aira. Myra is treated like a saint in this city, and she’s especially popular with the kids. If Mash made a move on her or took her to an inn in the middle of the city, it would be a huge problem."

"Don’t you trust me, Mizuki?"

"I do trust you. I trust that you will absolutely do something perverted to Myra."

Mizuki was correct. Come to think of it, Myra had confessed to being a shotacon. By taking Myra out, would I be saving the boys of the city? Or would I be condemned as the one who stole away their beloved boobs?



    Chapter 31

    Famu Takes the Lead, Mizuki Follows (Famu, Mizuki ⭐︎)

    Bedtime had arrived. Both Famu and Mizuki were visibly tense. I wondered if it would be better to do them together or one at a time, and if separately, who should go first. So many options swirled in my mind.

"Mizuki, Master managed twice with effort last time. Let's decide who goes first,"

Famu suggested. If I really pushed myself, I could probably handle three. Was there some kind of item out there that could make me ejaculate endlessly? I made a mental note to ask Mateo discreetly.

"Wait, let me check with Mash first,"

Mizuki said, stopping Famu as she turned to me.

"Mash, do you really like me?"

"Yeah, I do."

I nodded.

"I'm not just a toy to you? You won't force me like you did yesterday?"

"What if it's not today?"

"Uh... well, sometimes it's okay. So, what about it?"

I'd meant it as a teasing jab, but Mizuki's response caught me off guard.

"Today, I'll do it right."

I wasn't entirely sure what "right"

meant, but I'd make sure today counted. Though with the three of us in this room already, it felt like things were off to a questionable start.

"You won't get bored and toss me aside?"

"I can't say I won't get bored someday, but I won't toss you aside."

Could I ever even get bored of Mizuki? It was hard to imagine right now.

"I wanted you to say you wouldn't get bored."

Still, she seemed somewhat relieved, giving Famu an awkward nod.

"It's fine, then. Let's decide the order."

"Yes, I picked last time, so you choose, Mizuki."

"Huh, me? Um, well... first... no, actually second!"

The moment Mizuki answered, Famu lunged at me, wrapping her arms around me.

"Master. I love you."

"Famu. I love you too."

"Master. I love you so much."

"I love you too."

"Master..."

Famu leaned in close. Our lips met in a kiss, tongues intertwining as we confirmed each other's feelings. I stripped off her clothes until she was down to her underwear. Her modest breasts came into view—small and immature, yet proudly feminine. I touched her soft ears, trailed my fingers down her cheek, along her neck, to her chest, and latched onto her nipple. I love her.

"Master, it turns out Mizuki's underwear was showing after all."

Famu looked delighted, her tail swishing against the sheets with a soft rustle.

"Then I'll give it back for you."

"Please do."

I slid off the polka-dot panties and handed them to Mizuki, who took them with a complicated expression.

"Master, you undress too."

Famu started helping me out of my clothes, and I shifted to make it easier for her.

"Master..."

Her hand pressed against my chest.

"I can feel your heartbeat."

"I can feel yours too."

I touched her chest in return, sensing the rapid thump of her heart. It raced like tok-tok-tok, her excitement palpable. We lay on the bed, embracing and exploring each other's bodies. My fingers ventured to her crotch. She spread her legs to give me better access. I rubbed her clit.

"Nn... n, nnn..."

Famu let out breathy whimpers. Her hand reached for my groin, fondling my balls before gripping my penis and stroking it.

"Famu..."

I sucked on her lips. We kissed while mutually caressing each other's most sensitive spots.

"Master, would it be okay if I ride on top and move today?"

Maybe because Mizuki was watching, she was being bold.

"Yeah, but can I touch you a bit more first? Let me make you come once."

I increased the speed of my fingers.

"Ah, ahn... if you do that, nn... my strength will give out, and I won't be able to stand."

I stopped moving my fingers. I wanted to see Famu riding me. After a deep, passionate kiss, she pulled away. I lay back on the bed, waiting. Famu straddled me, clasping my left hand with her right and my right with her left. Without inserting yet, she began rubbing our genitals together, rocking back and forth.

"Nn... it feels so good, nnn."

Famu kept up a steady rhythm, her sweat dripping onto my stomach.

"Master... nn... does it feel good...? Ahn."

"Yeah, it feels amazing. I could come any second."

My hips moved in sync with hers. I couldn't hold back.

"That won't do. Then... it's time to put it in."

She released my hands and lifted her hips. Her love juices dripped down, wetting my penis.

"Master, is it okay?"

"Famu, hurry."

She grasped my penis and positioned it at her entrance. Looking up at her from below was incredibly erotic.

"Kuu..."

Famu slowly lowered her hips, taking my penis inside her bit by bit. The warm sensation and the tight pressure of her vagina felt exquisite. Soon, it was fully sheathed.

"Fuu... it's all the way in."

Her small, cute butt rested against my groin and thighs—cool to the touch and pleasurable.

"It probably molds to your shape now... Having you inside me feels so calming, like pure happiness."

Famu leaned over me, kissing my neck and nipples before reaching my lips.

"...I'll move now."

We clasped hands again, and she began bouncing up and down. I thrust up from below to match her.

"An, an, Master... this feels so good. Does it feel good for you too, Master?"

Watching her moan and grind drove my arousal to its peak.

"Famu, it feels incredible. I want to come inside you."

"Yes, then when you're ready to ejaculate, hold me down."

We let go of each other's hands. Famu placed hers on my shoulders, pressing down, while I gripped her butt—springy and soft. We moved fiercely, aligning our bodies for maximum pleasure.

"An, an, an... Master!"

"Famu, I'm coming!"

I pulled her butt hard against me, pressing our bodies together, and thrust deep as I ejaculated.

"Auu!"

Famu collapsed onto me. My penis pulsed repeatedly inside her. I held her close until the spasms subsided.

"Master... that felt so good."

She kissed me, and I responded by tangling our tongues.

Famu lay limp at the edge of the bed.

"Next is Mizuki."

"Uh... yeah. Famu was way more aggressive than I thought..."

"...I think I'm probably a naughty girl. But Master accepts me. And he's even naughtier than I am."

Famu murmured it like she was half-asleep. Mizuki approached hesitantly. I grabbed her arm and pulled her close in one swift motion.

"Mash, I'm really scared. I haven't fully made up my mind."

"Too late for that."

"I know..."

I hugged her, feeling her tremble slightly. I cupped her chin and drew her in for a kiss. When I slipped my tongue inside, she tentatively met it—something fresh and exciting. Even after our lips parted, a string of saliva connected our tongues.

"We didn't do this yesterday."

"It was a sneak visit at night. Didn't want you biting it off."

"I wouldn't!"

We pressed our lips together again, tongues dancing. As we kissed, I started undressing her. She cooperated without resistance, and soon she was completely naked. I pushed her onto the bed.

"Mizuki, you're beautiful."

Her breasts were ideal, her waist curved perfectly into full hips and thighs. Flawless. What had she been eating to develop a body like this?

"It's embarrassing."

I kneaded her breasts—the softness seemed endless, yet they bounced back with perfect elasticity when I released them. I pinched her nipples like yesterday; they hardened quickly.

"Mash..."

She called my name in a sweet voice. I gave her a light kiss. My hand slid to her crotch—it was already wet.

"Mizuki, you're soaked."

"Because I was watching you and Famu."

Turned on, huh.

"Mash, you just came, but you're getting big again."

"Look at it. It's as big as you wanted."

I showed her. She stared, breathless. Was it that impressive?

"Yeah, just like I always imagined. So big..."

"Huh? Always?"

I asked.

"N-nothing!"

She denied it instantly.

"If anything, I wish it was even bigger. Your boobs are huge, but it's not fair—only you get all the luck!"

"Huh? This is fine; any bigger and it wouldn't fit."

I groped her breasts relentlessly. She let out an "ahn."

Well, if she was satisfied, that was what mattered.

"Mizuki, sandwich it with your breasts."

"Can I?"

Of course she could. She pressed them together herself. I slid my penis into the valley from below—smooth and heavenly. The pressure was just right. I thrust wildly, lost in the moment.

"Mash, are you going to come like this?"

"Is that bad?"

"I want you inside me today."

"Today too, huh."

"Muu..."

Right—"doing it right"

was the theme. I pulled out from between her breasts; the skin there was slightly reddened from the friction.

"Mizuki, spread your legs."

"Okay, but don't I get to do anything?"

"Then you get on top."

We rolled into a 69 position, with her above and me below.

"Ehhh! Th-that's embarrassing!"

She protested, but I ignored her and latched onto her crotch.

"Au!"

I licked her clit. She started stroking and sucking my penis—her movements were clumsy, which only heightened the excitement. I inserted a finger into her vagina and rubbed. She twitched in response but kept going with her blowjob. I pulled out and teased her anus. She did the same to mine. A shiver ran through me, and I clenched. Was this pleasurable? It felt weird. Maybe she'd lick it if I did. Let's try. I licked her anus— I braced for a strange taste, but there wasn't one.

"..."

She hesitated. I licked harder to urge her on. She pulled away from my penis and started licking my anus. When I slipped my tongue in a little, she clenched tight. Then she mirrored me. It was bizarre. Knowing it was Mizuki licking me was insanely arousing. We rimmed each other for a bit before separating. We shifted from 69; I laid her down for missionary.

"You're a pervert. Now I can't even kiss after this."

"I can."

"No way. Licking my own would be gross."

"Quiet, Mizuki."

I kissed her, tangling our tongues. She made a face at first but soon reciprocated.

"Are you into doing it from behind, Mash?"

"I want to try it once. Next time, with you."

"O-okay."

Unbelievable—she agreed. But today, it was front.

"I'm putting it in."

"...Yeah."

I positioned my penis. She was plenty wet—did she get aroused that easily? I eased the tip into her vagina.

"Uu... is it all in?"

"No, just the tip."

Déjà vu. "Now the whole thing."

"Yeah."

I slowly inserted fully.

"Auu..."

The same intense tightness as yesterday. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders, hugging me.

"It still hurts a little. But don't stop—keep going."

"It's 'do it right' day, remember. I'll wait."

"Mash, sorry."

"For what?"

"For thinking all those weird things. You probably wanted the real size, right?"

She seemed to think it was bigger before.

"No, it's not much different. If this satisfies you, it's good."

I lied. It was a bit bigger now—just a tad. I kissed her; she actively tangled her tongue with mine.

"Seems okay. I'm moving."

"Yeah."

I thrust my hips, and she matched my rhythm.

"Nn, nn, nn..."

Her moans were heartbreakingly sweet, fueling my excitement. I buried my face in her breasts. She lifted them from both sides, cradling my head.

"Mizuki, Mizuki..."

The urge to come built, my thrusts quickening.

"Ah, ah, ah, Mash, ah..."

Her moans grew louder.

"Mizuki, I'm coming!"

"Yeah, please!"

I slammed in deep, aiming for her very core. She locked her legs around me, pulling me in. And I ejaculated.

"Aaau!"

My second time today, but the semen surged forcefully into her vagina. I held her tight, savoring the sensation and afterglow.

"Mizuki..."

"...Mash."

We gazed into each other's eyes and kissed.



    Chapter 32

    The Fleeing Horse and the Rider Mage

    Being on horseback was higher than I expected. And up here were Cecily, holding the reins, and me, clinging to her.

"Make sure you hold on tight!"

Cecily shouted. I wrapped my arms around her waist from behind and held on for dear life. We were chasing after a runaway horse, galloping down a narrow path in the forest. We were moving at a considerable speed. The approaching trees were terrifying. It felt like a branch was going to poke my eye out.

"Y-You're too stiff. It's hard to move. Relax a little more and match my movements, but don't let go."

I knew that, but scary is scary. As we entered a corner, the centrifugal force nearly threw me off, and I hugged her even tighter.

"Honestly!"

"This is way too hard for a beginner!"

"It got scared and ran because you kept thinking 'I'm scared, I'm scared.' Your feelings were transmitted to it. ...Anyway, could you loosen up a bit? You know, in times like these, there's supposed to be a happening where you accidentally touch my boobs or something."

Cecily glanced back at me with a provocative smile. So, she wanted me to distract myself with lewd thoughts. I see. I lifted Cecily's robe and grabbed a firm handful of her crotch. I'd expected to feel her underwear, but she was wearing shorts.

"Gah! Where are you touching?! I can't concentrate! Go for the chest, do the chest!"

"You need to make a sexier sound than that! And how dare you deceive an innocent young boy! It's cheating to wear shorts under a robe!"

"Huh? You filthy old man! If I didn't wear shorts when riding, you'd see my underwear! Now get your hands off me, quick!"

Cecily yelled. I didn't want her to make a mistake steering, so I reluctantly gave up on her crotch and let my hands wander up to her chest.

"Hmm? Where are the boobs?"

I groped around.

"You little... But hey, you've loosened up. Good job. Don't forget this feeling when you're riding alone!"

She sped up even more. It looked like we were about to catch up to the runaway horse. It was terrifying, but I endured it thanks to Cecily's soft... assets. While I was at it, I wanted to confirm the location of her nipples. If I could make them hard, I probably wouldn't forget. But before I could locate them, the horse ahead gave up its escape and stopped. Unfortunately, the erotic—I mean, terrifying—chase was over. The reason I ended up on a horse in the first place dates back to this morning's breakfast.

We were eating breakfast. Bread and sausage, grilled tomatoes, beans, and a wild salad made of torn vegetables mixed together. Every morning, it was served on a single plate. I didn't know what kind of beans they were. They were simmered in a ketchup-colored soup, but it tasted salty, not like ketchup. Gathered around the table, starting from me and going clockwise, were Famu, Myra, Aira, Cecily, and Mizuki. It was my ideal setup, but being surrounded by this many women made me nervous.

"Are we going to the dungeon again today?"

Famu asked.

"Yeah, probably..."

"What about shopping?"

Mizuki chimed in.

"Yeah, probably..."

"A day off?"

Mizuki again.

"Yeah, probably..."

"Are you not feeling well?"

Myra looked at me with concern.

"A dungeon, huh... well, that's fine, I guess,"

Cecily said.

"Is there something you'd like to do?"

Myra asked.

"We're going to be escorting a caravan, right? Can you all ride horses?"

I see. Since we'd be guarding a wagon train, there would be opportunities to interact with horses. Myra shook her head. She looked around, and Famu shook her head too. So, Famu, Myra, and I were the novices.

"Mizuki, do you have any experience?"

"Yeah, but only a few times at a riding experience thing in elementary school, so please count me as a beginner."

She must have been quite the young lady. I'll have to ask her to do a rich-girl roleplay sometime. 

"Actually, I had a chance to practice a little in my village. I don't remember much anymore,"

Famu said.

"I'm... not very confident either,"

Aira added.

"Is there any point in practicing now?"

Mizuki asked.

"Probably not. But if you learn the basics, you can get used to it while we travel, right?"

"Mash, what do you want to do?"

"Yeah, probably..."

"...Hey, Mash!"

Mizuki was getting angry.

"Sorry. Including today, we have four days left in this city. We need to practice fighting as a group of six, go shopping, take a day off, and... horseback riding? Is there a place that teaches it?"

"Let's visit a knight I know. It'll be faster if you come too, Mash,"

Myra said.

"Alright. Today, horseback riding if possible. Tomorrow, shopping. The day after, the dungeon. And then a day off."

Everyone nodded in agreement with my words.

We all descended upon Myra's acquaintance, the knight. He was an old, retired knight. He seemed to be a devout follower of Laciel, because as soon as he saw my face, he arranged for an instructor and horses for us. We ended up practicing at a ranch on the north side of the city. Renting horses and getting lessons for a day must have been expensive. I had Myra ask, but he said he wouldn't accept any money. Things like this make me extremely uncomfortable. I'm sure we were being a nuisance. While I was thinking about that, they announced that Cecily would be my instructor. I didn't like the idea of being made fun of by her. But I couldn't say that to her face when she was so eager. I tried to decline, saying Famu could teach me, but she shot me down with a single, "Are you an idiot?"

And so, while we were practicing, my horse jumped the fence and ran off. It effortlessly cleared a fence as tall as a person. Seeing that up close made me even more scared of horses. Someone had to ride back with it to bring it home, so Cecily and I ended up chasing it on a single horse. And that brings us to the present.

"I'm telling you, you're just too scared."

This was the line Cecily had been repeating all day. There's an old ditty that goes, "The one who gets in the way of love's path gets kicked by a horse and dies."

I, who had interfered with Reed and Cecily's love path, might just get kicked to death.

"Your profession is actually the most suited for horseback riding, you know."

"Is that so?"

I didn't understand what she meant.

"...You really don't know anything, do you? My Mage class gets a large positive bonus to magic power. Mizuki's Swordsman class gets a positive bonus to swordsmanship, and so on. In exchange, other stats get a negative bonus. The higher your level, the stronger that effect becomes."

"I see. So there are 'bonuses'."

So a profession was a system that applied bonuses suited to that profession to a person's abilities. If that's the case, then one's base abilities become very important. Famu and Mizuki are young, so they'll grow, but wouldn't this system be harsh for the elderly? If your base stats suck, no amount of bonuses will matter. Or rather, they'll have less effect.

"Adventurer is pretty special. It gets a positive bonus to all stats. It's not a huge one, though."

"So, what happens if your first profession is Mage and your second is Swordsman?"

"The first profession's bonus is applied more strongly. The second and subsequent professions seem to get a small positive bonus. The Adventurer's bonus doesn't seem to apply, though."

"...I see."

"It's not 'I see'! You're an Adventurer, so your riding ability is boosted too!"

"Even if you say that..."

Scary is scary, and if my base skill is zero, it's going to stay zero no matter how many levels I gain.

"Oh, for goodness' sake. Just think of it as Mizuki."

"This thing is Mizuki?"

"Yup. A nice, pretty butt, isn't it cute?"

Cecily patted the chestnut horse's flank.

"I see, Mizuki!"

I am the man who tamed the wild horse Mizuki. If Mizuki is my opponent, I have confidence. Thinking that, its big, round eyes started to look cute.

"Okay, try getting on."

"Yeah..."

I mounted more smoothly than I had during practice at the ranch.

"Well then, since we're here, let's go to the pond up ahead. It shouldn't take long from here."

"Alright, let's go, Mizuki!"

I called the horse's name.

"That's a bit..."

Cecily, who had suggested it, looked completely taken aback.

I rode Mizuki—I mean, the horse—and headed for the pond. The forest path continued north. Now, I could make it trot lightly, walk slowly, and turn left and right as I pleased. The wind I felt at different speeds was pleasant. Cecily rode up alongside me.

"I thought you were a lost cause, but I'm glad you learned faster than I expected."

"It's thanks to your advice, Cecily. I was able to befriend Mizuki—I mean, the horse."

"I can't believe advice like that actually worked... Mizuki did tell me about some pervy old guy..."

Cecily muttered.

"Are you really sure about going to Miglutt?"

"Yeah. I knew I'd have to part with Reed eventually, so I think now was a good time."

"Why's that?"

"You know, right? He's a noble. I'm just a commoner. He'll eventually return to high society. We can't be together. He tried to hide the fact that he has a fiancée, but I already knew. Aira seriously thinks they can get married, but I was already over it."

"You're a slave now, you know,"

I pointed out, just in case.

"Ugh."

The walls between social classes in this world are high.

"I was the first one he dated, you know."

"Really? Did you meet Aira later?"

Cecily shook her head.

"The opposite. Aira and I have always been friends. We met Reed while exploring a dungeon. At the time, Aira had another boyfriend. While he was dating me, he started making moves on her behind my back."

What a tangled mess. A classic pretty-boy move. A guy like that deserves to be locked up.

"He must have a lot of stamina..."

"Huh? You mean at night? He was taking stamina enhancers."

"Seriously?! They have that stuff?! Does it make you gush?!"

"...It just turns one round into two, at best. You can make it from monster drops on the 12th floor. Want me to make you some?"

"You have a compounding skill?"

"Yeah, my second profession is Apothecary, level 10. I used to help my parents all the time when I was a kid. So, you want some?"

"Are there any side effects?"

"Never heard of any. But maybe he took too much and ended up like... that."

"Please!"

I pumped my fist mentally. With this, I'll be fine even if Myra comes. I'd had a negative impression of Cecily, but now I loved her. I felt terrible for saying she had no boobs. I am a man who dearly loves small chests.

"I can also make aphrodisiacs for girls, you know."

"...You've lived a decadent life, haven't you?"

"Wh-what! I only made them because people asked me to, because it made money! And for the record, I've only ever been with one person!"

I was curious, but I didn't want to hear it. So Reed had taken her first. What a shame.

"Is it the same for Aira?"

I didn't want to know, but I asked anyway. Just to be sure.

"I don't know, but probably three... no, four people. All of them were people I fell for..."

Aira seemed like she'd have less experience. I guess no one can resist the gravitational pull of big boobs.

"Do you always fall for the same guy and fight over him?"

Are they constantly waging fierce battles over boyfriends? See, I told you it was decadent.

"I'd fall for someone, and when I'd tell Aira about it, the next thing I knew, she'd be dating him."

"And you let that happen?! How can you still be friends?!"

"Yeah, whatever. We fight about it at the time, though."

I don't know about 'whatever'.

"...Are you two really friends? Should I get you separate rooms at the inn?"

My approval rating for Cecily was on the rise.

"We don't need to. I don't think it's a good idea to leave her alone right now."

Cecily shook her head. Maybe she was just a naturally caring person. It seemed they had a bond that only the two of them could understand.

"So, you want the aphrodisiac?"

"I don't need that one."

It was tempting, but I'm the type who prefers to enjoy genuine reactions.

"Right. I hear they can be addictive and have side effects, too."

Is it like a drug? I wonder if they're regulated.

"Have you ever used it?"

"I've had it used on me a few times. It's definitely habit-forming."

I see. Cecily really is a lewd one.

"I want to go to Miglutt and relearn magic."

"Can't you just level up in dungeons instead of going to school?"

"Even if you can use magic, it's useless if you don't know the basic techniques, applications, and combinations. The effects are completely different."

Come to think of it, the beginner magic for Adventurers was like that too. At first, I thought it was garbage.

"True. Fire magic is useless."

"Huh? Fire magic is supreme. You can just roast all the monsters! Earth magic is the useless one!"

"What did you say?! I'll launch a rock sphere at you!"

"Hey! We're on horseback! You're a beginner, so focus!"

She scolded me. She had a point. I gripped the reins again.

"Listen. During this caravan escort, you are absolutely forbidden from using magic, a bow, or a sword while on horseback. You're a beginner. You'll just fall off and cause trouble for everyone."

"Got it. Sorry."

Cecily was right.

"Hmph. Your willingness to apologize is commendable."

Cecily struck a teacher-like pose and smiled.

"Miglutt has a big academy. I'll be older than the other students, but they have a general division too."

I see, so institutions like that exist. I'd love to headhunt some horny mages.



    Chapter 33

    Cecily and Something I Want to Forget (Cecily ⭐️)

    As Cecily and I chatted about nothing in particular while riding along, we arrived at the pond. It was wider than I'd imagined, the water's surface sparkling beautifully under the sun's reflection.

"Let's give the horses a rest."

 
Following her lead, I dismounted. After letting them drink, I tied the reins to a tree.

"Looks like no one's around today."

Cecily stretched as she said it.

"Is this a popular spot for people?"

"Yeah, it's famous as a date spot."

That made sense.

"We can't stray too far from the horses, but how about a little walk?"

Cecily linked her arm with mine.

"Sure."

There was a dirt path circling the pond's edge. We strolled along it. Walking like this, the natural beauty hit me, and the air tasted fresh. I'd forgotten how much I liked this kind of atmosphere and scenery. During the herb gathering or Aidan's quests, I was too tense to enjoy the surroundings. But now, after some growth, I could handle even a goblin encounter without issue.

"What're you thinking about?"

Cecily asked.

"Oh, just that there's a place like this near the city."

"Right? And you're on a date with a cute girl like me here."

"Cute?"

"Hmph, so you're saying I'm not cute?"

"No, you are cute. And thanks for teaching me how to ride."

"See? See?"

Cecily squeezed my arm tighter.

"Honestly, I used to find you intimidating. Didn't know how to approach you."

I said it straight. Even now, I was a bit unsure.

"...We're duel buddies, after all. I feel bad for acting all superior. I wanted to apologize, and to thank you for saving my life—and for thinking of me afterward."

Cecily hugged me and kissed me. Her soft lips pressed against mine. She pulled back once, then leaned in again, this time slipping her tongue inside.

"No one's watching. What do you say?"

She grinned mischievously. Was her experience really just that one time?

I slid off Cecily's shorts and underwear. Then I started on her mage's robe.

"Whoa, hold on. You're moving too fast. If you strip me naked in a place like this and someone shows up, what then?!"

It was the pond's edge. Nothing to block the view—if anyone passed by, we'd be fully exposed.

"I'll brag about it."

"You idiot?"

Cecily looked angry.

"I don't get why you're tempting me like this. I want you before you change your mind."

"Uh... I want you to make me forget. Just until Miglutt. Is that okay?"

She tried to sound casual, but there was lingering attachment. It got a little emotional. Hearing that made it awkwardly hard to embrace her.

"If we hide in the shade and get surrounded by goblins without noticing, what then? Your body count would skyrocket."

"Hey! You planning on not protecting me?"

"Here, we'd spot any goblins coming. Come on, arms up."

"If we're doing it here, I'd rather keep the robe on."

"No way—that wouldn't be fun for me. You can't forget if you don't strip it all off."

Cecily reluctantly raised her arms. I took off her robe. Then her tank-top-like undergarment. She stood there naked except for her long boots— the sexiest look imaginable.

"Guess blondes really are blond down there too."

Golden pubic hair peeked from between her legs.

"...Don't say weird stuff. How's my body? Think you can do it?"

"Perfect. I'm already hard."

"R-Really? Good."

Cecily had pale, slender build. The sunlight made her skin look even whiter. Her breasts were modestly sized, and so was the flesh on her ass. I pinched her nipples, making them stand up.

"Mmm, ah..."

I pulled out my phone and snapped a photo.

"...What are you doing?"

"Just a sec? I'll explain later."

Being able to take erotic pics without resistance was amazing.

"How should we do this?"

I pulled a ground sheet from storage—the one I'd bought for outdoor camping—and spread it on the grass. Then I pushed Cecily down onto it.

"Make a partition for my stuff."

"Yeah, sure."

I created a partition in storage for Cecily. While I was at it, I made one for Aira too. Cecily hugged me and kissed my neck. She sucked hard near my collarbone.

"Hehe, left a mark."

A hickey was there.

"Put one on me."

I trailed my lips along her neck. I sucked hard a bit higher than where she'd marked me. A vivid red hickey bloomed on her white skin.

"Aira's gonna notice!"

"You're mine starting today."

Cecily burst out laughing. She leaned in for a kiss. I met her lips, our tongues entwining.

"You don't have to do all this—I'm your slave already."

With that, she started undressing my lower half. I shifted to make it easier for her. My erect penis sprang free in front of her.

"I see. I'll start with my hand."

What was that "I see"

about? She gripped my balls firmly, like a greeting. Then she stroked the shaft with practiced ease. The pressure was just right. She tugged my upper clothes aside and sucked on my nipple.

"Cecily... feels good."

I felt idle like this. I stroked her head.

"You finally called my name. Mash."

Cecily trailed her tongue from my nipple to my navel, then down to my crotch. She licked from the base to the tip of my shaft, then lapped up the pre-cum at the end.

"Not much taste..."

Was she talking about the shaft or the fluid?

"Alright, mouth now. You can finish inside, but tell me when you're coming."

She took my penis in her mouth. Her tongue felt incredible. It went so deep I wondered if she could handle it—almost to the base. Then she started long strokes.

"Urgh, ohh."

She was skilled. A groan escaped me. The way she squeezed and her tongue gliding along the underside were perfect. Waves of pleasure kept crashing in. Cecily looked up at me with provocative eyes. It went on for about two minutes before I grabbed her head and came in her mouth without warning. She swallowed it all, sucking out what was left inside. She pulled away slowly, then licked her lips.

"...Jeez, I said tell me. But you couldn't hold back, huh?"

She looked smug as hell.

"Next, I'll do you. Lie back and spread your legs."

"O-Okay."

Cecily lay on her back, knees up, legs apart. Her labia peeked out lewdly from her slit. All grown up. I snapped another photo for good measure. I trailed my fingers along her crotch. She was already wet—excited from sucking me off.

"Ah, you okay? ...Don't push yourself. Wait till you're recovered, then you can put it in."

She seemed tense, not used to being touched. I slid my fingers higher, teasing her clit.

"Mmm, ah, ah... how are you so good at this, nn!"

Cecily let out moans.

"Do you touch yourself, Cecily?"

"Huh? Masturbate? Well... sometimes..."

So she did. Good—Mizuki was normal after all. Timing it right, I buried my face in her crotch. Unlike Famu, Mizuki, or Laciel, she had a bit of a scent. Probably because she hadn't washed thoroughly. I teased her clit with my tongue and slipped a finger inside her vagina. No worries since she wasn't a virgin. Her love juices had a stronger taste than the others.

"Eh, ah, wha—you're licking?!"

She sounded surprised. I kept going regardless.

"Ah, ah, ah, ah, Mash, it feels good."

After a while, I gradually picked up the pace.

"M-Mash, a-ah... I'm gonna... can I come?"

Instead of answering, I added a second finger inside and rubbed her G-spot hard. She arched her hips a little, pressing my head to her crotch with her hand to keep me there.

"It's... it's coming, it's coming!!"

Cecily arched her back and climaxed.

"Hah, hah... To think I'd come from an old guy like you..."

She panted shallowly. I covered her body with mine and pressed my glans to her entrance.

"...Mizuki won't get mad? You're dating, right?"

"Too late for that. Why bring up Mizuki? Famu's scarier. She'd have you kneeling."

"That dog-ear girl? She's a slave, isn't she?"

Oh, that's how she saw it. There was anger in her tone—like she was still mad about back then. I'd clear up the misunderstanding later. Right now, I just wanted to thrust in. As I pushed my hips forward, my glans slipped in with a wet sound.

"Ah..."

Cecily let out a moan.

"Wait. Actually, I... ahhn!"

I didn't want to hear the rest. Before she finished, I shoved it all in.

"It... it's in..."

Cecily started crying.

"Cecily, you were just putting on a brave front today, right? No going back now. Forget it."

She'd said her experience was just one person. If she acted like this normally, she'd have maxed-out skills by now. She was forcing herself.

"Sniff... yeah. I'll do that. ...Can you go all the way, please?"

"Even if you scream for me to stop, I'll finish."

I hugged Cecily and kissed her. She hugged back, her tongue more aggressive than before. I thrust my hips while tangling with her tongue.

"Mash! Touch my breasts and ass too!"

As requested, I fondled her breasts, pinching her nipples. I grabbed her ass and kneaded it roughly.

"Mash... Mash... yes, it feels so good. Touch me more!"

I stroked her head. My lips trailed from her forehead to her cheek, then her neck. My hands slid from her breasts to her waist, then to her belly. Soon, my limit approached.

"Cecily, I'm about to come..."

"Yeah, come deep inside!"

I thrust hard, and when the limit hit, I pressed deep and released.

"It's coming, Mash's is inside me, coming!!"

Pleasure surged through my body. It pulsed multiple times, all of it spilling into her vagina.

"...Done?"

Cecily asked.

"Yeah..."

"Then I'll clean you up."

She started licking my penis carefully. Slow and firm. Finally, she took the glans in her mouth and sucked out the remnants like a straw, just like before. It sent shivers—felt amazing.

"There, all done."

She pulled away, said it jokingly, and laughed.



    Chapter 34

    Talk of the Caravan and the Remnants of a Duel

    "Wh-what the heck is this?!"

That was Cecily's reaction after I gave her a full-body wash with water magic.

"To be honest, this might feel even better than sex! So this is why Mizuki and dog-ears were always so clean."

"Hey, don't be so blunt! And don't say that right after. It hurts, you know."

"Hey, hey, how are you controlling it? Teach me, too!"

Of course. Cecily had taught me how to ride Mizuki—I mean, the horse. While teaching her, I had her wash my body in return. With her intermediate-level magic, she could expand a water sphere into a barrel shape and wash my entire body at once. A considerable amount of time had passed. It was past noon. I was worried about Famu. We'd never spent this much time apart since we'd been together. I hoped she hadn't been tricked and forced to ride on top of some instructor. I wondered if she was worried about me, too. We started on our way back. Once again, we were on horseback, riding side-by-side. My inner thighs were a little sore, maybe from muscle strain or chafing.

"Mash, there's something I need to say, and it's a bit awkward, but I feel like now's the only time I can say it,"

Cecily said.

"Is it about your period?"

"No! It's about the caravan escort! I didn't think you'd take a quest like that."

"Why not?"

"Mash, what do you think you'll be guarding the caravan from?"

"Monsters, right?"

Cecily shook her head.

"It's not monsters that attack caravans, it's people. We'll be fighting bandits."

"Really?"

Now that I thought about it, that made sense. Monsters probably wouldn't go out of their way to attack a large group of people. Our opponents would be groups with enough strength to raid a caravan.

"You're taking this so lightly. Weren't you just arguing with dog-ears? You have a problem with killing people, right? Mizuki and dog-ears are going to end up killing bandits."

I felt like it would be okay if the opponents were hardened criminals, but I shook my head. I still had reservations. I didn't know how my feelings would change when I actually confronted them. And I couldn't let Famu and Mizuki kill people again.

"Couldn't we just capture them and hand them over to the knights at the next town?"

"Don't tell me you're thinking of putting captured bandits on the wagons. We have cargo. And don't say we should tie them up and make them walk. They'd need to be watched, the journey would take longer, and we'd have to think about food. You might think we should just be better prepared, but if there's no profit, what's the point of a caravan?"

"Letting them go or leaving them behind... is not an option, huh."

Cecily nodded. Freed bandits would just attack the next caravan or traveler. My irresponsible selfishness couldn't be permitted.

"Besides, you already knew there was information about a city on our route preparing for war, didn't you?"

I had simply thought it was a warning to avoid getting caught up in a war. I needed to reconsider.

"...Mercenaries?"

Cecily nodded.

"They move for money. Of course, there are mercenary groups that don't engage in banditry, but depending on the situation, they can become soldiers or bandits."

She was right. Before I accepted the caravan escort, Mateo had told me. He had been honest; it was me who hadn't understood anything. He'd said it would be fine because I had Goddess Summon. That could be rephrased as: the power of Goddess Summon would be necessary. The scent of war attracts mercenaries. I had foolishly thought we could just avoid that city.

"Well, against a mercenary group, it'll mostly be negotiations under the guise of intimidation."

If they attacked a caravan and were identified, it would lead to a conflict with the trading company behind it. For them, fighting a company that could be a potential client is like cutting off their own lifeline. It's more convenient for them to brandish their weapons, negotiate to take the bare minimum of supplies, and make the caravan swallow the loss.

"It's strange that you're a drifter, a free man, yet you know nothing about the world. Myra was the one who recommended this to you, wasn't she? She doesn't understand your feelings or how the world works. She must have seen you arguing with dog-ears, hating the idea of killing people."

Had Mizuki not told them that she was a transmigrator?

"...You're really twisting the knife, aren't you?"

"It means you can count me as an ally, someone you can talk to. If you don't want to do it, I'll deliver the final blow."

"Wait, that's the same thing. ...Let me think about it for a bit."

I said it, but nothing came to mind. And I couldn't just back out of the caravan escort now.

"Right. It's not like caravans are always attacked by bandits, and most of the time it ends up being a baseless fear. Just don't get too worked up about it. Talk to me, okay?"

"Cecily, have you ever killed someone?"

"You... haven't, have you? I have. I took a quest to eliminate bandits."

*What did it feel like?* I almost said it out loud but stopped myself.

We arrived back at the ranch. Mizuki and Famu rode over to meet us.

"You're late!"

Mizuki said.

"Master..."

Famu's face turned grim. Her sense of smell must have given it away. She knew everything. Cecily passed by us with a nonchalant look and rode her horse towards Aira.

"We caught up to it right away, but we went to the pond up north and back for practice."

"We were worried!"

There was no way to contact each other in situations like this. When we leave the city, we might get separated. We needed to figure out a way to meet up.

"Sorry. More importantly, have you gotten the hang of riding?"

"Yeah, Famu and I are fine. Myra's struggling. Aira is watching over her,"

Mizuki answered. Maybe her boobs are too heavy and the horse is getting tired.

"...I see."

Famu wouldn't meet my eyes.

"So, when did you two start fighting?"

Even Mizuki noticed Famu's attitude.

"We're not. I'm going to check on my big sister."

Famu galloped away.

"...Something happened with Cecily, didn't it? You should have told me first."

Before I could stop her, Mizuki left too. As I was practicing my riding, lonely and by myself, Mizuki returned.

"Famu and Cecily are going to have a race."

"Huh? Why? Weren't you all helping Myra?"

"It turned into a discussion about whose room you'll be sleeping in tonight, mine and Famu's, or Cecily and Aira's."

I'd become quite the popular guy without realizing it. Even though I was the one who sowed the seeds, I didn't want any conflict.

"I'm not going anywhere without Famu. What if I look away for a second and she turns into a delinquent with a nose piercing, going 'Wassup!' or something?"

"..."

I continued my own practice while also watching the other members. I'm not bragging, but right now, I'm the best. Mizuki was riding normally. Famu was next, and Myra was far behind. There was no way Famu could beat Cecily, who was far more skilled and experienced than me. Besides, even when they tried to gallop, they could only manage a canter. I've seen horse racing. The posture and form for running fast are completely different.

"There's a handicap, right?"

"Famu refused it."

I could practically see the situation: Cecily kept provoking Famu until she got irritated.

"Mash, you need to understand Famu's feelings. She got angry because she kept hearing you being badmouthed."

I thought as much. I was glad I wasn't just being conceited.

"...Mizuki, you need to join too. Take the handicap. Please."

"Alright. But there's no way we can win. I think the best thing would be for you to use the Slave Mark."

"I don't want to use it. I thought you, of all people, would understand, Mizuki."

"Y-yeah. I do, but... at least make her stop calling Famu 'dog-ears'."

I thought she only called her that in front of me, but she's saying it to her face? Is Aira doing it too?

"Alright. I'll do something about that."

"Okay."

Mizuki nodded.

"Have you ever seen a horse race?"

"I have, but you don't seriously expect me to ride like that from a vague memory, do you?"

"I'll try it too. The saddle shape is different, so it might be difficult, but let's try raising the stirrups and see if we can get into a kneeling stance. We'll practice in secret, and whoever gets better at it will join the race."

Kneeling, was that right? It was a riding style where you lift your hips and lean forward. I wonder if Mizuki understood.

"I have a feeling we're both going to get injured and end up in Myra's care..."

That seemed likely for me, but Mizuki would probably be fine. I had a feeling.

"Mizuki, I couldn't ride at all at first either. But I had an awakening when I got the advice to 'think of the horse as Mizuki.' If you can handle Mizuki, a horse is no problem. I'm the man who tamed Mizuki, after all. I was scared of horses, but now I find them cute. Right now, I think of the horse as Mizuki, and Mizuki as the horse."

"...Stop with the advice that makes me lose my mind. Besides, that advice is psychological; it's meaningless without being taught the technique first. We don't know the technique."

She shot back with a very valid point. While we were talking, Famu, Cecily, Aira, and Myra gathered around. Just as Mizuki had said, they were going to have a race. The course was two laps around the perimeter of this ranch. I didn't know the exact distance, but it was probably around 2000 meters. The ranch included gentle hills, so it wasn't flat. The area outside the fence, which served as the course, had been leveled so they could tell if monsters approached, but it wasn't properly maintained like a racetrack. There were patches of dirt and areas with short grass. It certainly wasn't turf. Riding like a jockey might be dangerous. However, I didn't know the breed of the horses, but they looked tougher than thoroughbreds, so they might be fine on rough terrain.

"Mizuki is participating too. Is that okay?"

I asked Cecily.

"Fine. Mizuki, do you need a handicap?"

Mizuki nodded at Cecily.

"Then start half a lap ahead. If I win, Mash stays in my and Aira's room tonight, okay?"

"Not okay. I want to be with Famu."

"Master, I will win. This promise is meaningless,"

Famu said. I wish she'd tell me the basis for that confidence. Why was she being so combative?

"The race is in one hour."

A braided cord was lit. The race would begin when it burned out.

"Mizuki, Famu, we don't have time. Half of it for training, half for resting the horses."

"Wait."

Cecily stopped us as we were about to start practicing.

"I know you like Mizuki and dog-ears more than me, and I know they like you. But after spending today with you, Mash, I've started to like you too. I want you to know that my feelings are just as strong. So please, at least for today's race, I want you to be neutral."

Cecily had badmouthed Aira, told me to think of Mizuki as a horse, belittled Famu by calling her dog-ears, and said Myra was inconsiderate. It was a strategy of tell-all diplomacy to lower everyone else's standing, leaving herself at the top. Even I had noticed. But I wanted to believe that her words now were her honest feelings.

"Cecily, I can't stand Famu being called dog-ears."

"...Fine. I'll stop."

Then, let's have them fight fair and square.

"Mizuki... that horse racing thing, can you do it?"

"I'll try."

Mizuki took her feet out of the stirrups on the horse and got into a kneeling position. She lifted her hips, bent her body forward as if folding it, held the reins short, and made the horse run. And at a considerable speed. She was stable, without any wavering. A murmur of astonishment arose from the trainers. Cecily was surprised too. But I was the one who was most shocked. What was with her lack of confidence in our conversation just now? Was this like when students claim they didn't study or didn't sleep? I felt ashamed for thinking, even for a moment, that I was better at riding than Mizuki. This wasn't something you could do just by saying you'd try. It should have required a significant amount of practice. And she did it without stirrups. She had pulled it off just from the image of a jockey's riding style. Her forward-leaning posture was somewhat similar to a road racer's. She might have experience riding a motorcycle. But even so, could someone really do it that easily? She was an undeniable genius. I absolutely never wanted to make her an enemy. She made a U-turn and came back dashingly. Her hair, flowing in the wind, was beautiful. But if there was a helmet, I'd want her to wear it.

"Famu and I will win with this riding style. Cecily, do you need a handicap?"

"Mizuki, you little...!"

Mizuki responded to Cecily's furious expression with a fearless smile. Then she shifted her gaze to Aira.

"Aira, are you okay with this? Don't you want to get revenge on us?"

She goaded her with a mocking tone.

"...Fine. I'll do it too."

Mizuki had drawn Aira in as well. I pretty much understood what Mizuki wanted to do. She wanted them to vent the frustration from the unresolved duel here. And, if possible, for everyone to become friends before the caravan escort quest. Mizuki turned back to Famu.

"Famu, let's go. Let's adjust the stirrup positions and then practice while checking the course."

Mizuki and Famu left.

"Cecily, I have something to give you."

"Hm? What is it?"

I took out her shorts and underwear from my storage.

"Wha-!"

"I could see them sometimes, you know. I was planning to threaten you with them during the race to make you unable to run, but I'm giving them back."

"Jeez! No wonder it felt so breezy down there. I thought it was because I felt refreshed after you washed me."

She snatched them from my hand.

"...Cheer for me a little too, okay!"

Cecily also left, taking Aira with her.

"Um... I became your lover before Mizuki and Cecily, so when will my turn come around?"

Myra, who had been left behind, said to me. Come to think of it, I've also been keeping Laciel waiting. I'm drowning in my own popularity.



    Chapter 35

    Talent and Effort

    The race started from the south side of the ranch, near the city, and proceeded counter-clockwise. It wasn't an oval course like a racetrack. The fence was set up along the terrain, so while most of the course consisted of left turns, there were also some right turns. There were almost no straightaways, except for a 200-meter stretch on the city side. This meant the final stretch before the finish line would be a straight dash.

At the starting line, from the inside out, were Famu, Mizuki, Aira, and Cecily. Cecily's pride and stubbornness had led her to give up the advantageous inner position.

"I'm getting nervous."

The important role of starter had been entrusted to Myra. I was standing next to her. We were on the inside of the starting line, inside the fence. Although parts of the course were hidden by slopes, we could see most of it. We had the trainers stand at what seemed to be the dangerous parts of the course. The other spectators were horses, cows, and goats. The farmers from the nearby wheat fields were also looking over, wondering what was going on.

"Alright, here we go. Ready, set, go!"

The horses all bolted out at once. Well, Aira was a little late. The course immediately went into a corner. Famu was in the lead, followed by Cecily and Mizuki, with Aira trailing a horse-length behind.

"Who do you think will win, Mash?"

An excited Myra clung to my arm. Finally, the feel of those legendary breasts.

"I, I think Myra will win."

"Pardon?"

When Myra realized her breasts were pressing against my arm, she let out a strange cry of "Hyaow!"

and quickly let go.

"...So, who do you think will win?"

The race didn't matter anymore. The boobs were destined to win. I wanted to hug Myra. I was desperately trying to suppress that urge. Fortunately, we were alone. But the trainers and farmers were watching. I couldn't make a move on Myra. She hesitantly reached out her hand to me, who was now acting completely suspicious.

"I'd still like to watch the race with our arms linked, if that's alright?"

"Y-...Yeah."

I nodded rapidly. Before breasts, all men become boys. I could only manage a reply like a boy, pure yet full of desire. Myra linked her arm with mine. I could feel the distinct sensation of her side-boob on my upper arm. This is what happiness is. I didn't care what happened anymore. I wished this moment could last forever. I wanted this ugly conflict of a race to just stop. While I was lost in thought, Famu had reached the opposite side of the course. The order was Famu, Cecily, Aira, Mizuki. Aira had rejoined the pack. The four horses were running close together. What was surprising was that Famu was also riding in the same jockey style as Mizuki. Her upper body wavered occasionally, and she seemed to lose her posture, but not enough to fall off. It might have suited her nimble body. Mizuki, on the other hand, was riding with unwavering stability. It was truly beautiful. Famu kept glancing back. She was probably leading the pack while varying the pace, trying to make the horses behind her use up their energy. The plan was likely to exhaust Cecily and Aira, and then at the end, Mizuki, who was conserving energy at the back, would overtake everyone to win. It would be impossible in a real horse race, but this was a 2-on-2 showdown. Still, it was amazing that the two beginners were the ones controlling the race. Mizuki was undoubtedly the one who came up with the plan. I began to suspect she used to frequent the racetrack. It also felt similar to a bicycle road race. I was convinced Mizuki had experience with that as well. But Cecily was also avoiding carelessly following Famu's changes in pace or trying to pass her. She was using Famu as a windbreak, conserving as much energy as possible.

"You know, I think Aira will win,"

Myra said.

"You think so?"

"Yes. Because Aira is a hard worker!"

It wasn't a prediction, just wishful thinking.

"I think Mizuki will win."

I had absolute faith in her.

"Not Cecily?"

Myra, you sly thing. You didn't really think Aira could win, did you? I poked her breast with my bicep.

"It looks like Famu and Mizuki are controlling the pack by boxing them in."

The four horses, without changing their order, entered a section of the course hidden from our view. When they reappeared, the order was Cecily, Aira, Mizuki, and slightly behind, Famu. It seemed Famu had lost her balance. Her upper body was still wobbling. It looked dangerous. Had she almost fallen?

"Mash, your hand is sweaty..."

"Oh, yeah."

I was about to look for something to wipe it on, but Myra squeezed my hand.

"I get worried and anxious watching Aira too."

The order remained the same as they entered the first lap's straightaway. Cecily swung wide, and Aira passed her on the inside. It looked like she'd let her pass. The lead changed. Aira took the lead and passed in front of us. Then Cecily, and Mizuki. Famu, having regained her posture, was running on the outside, looking for a chance to move up, but the straightaway ended.

It seemed Cecily and Aira's team planned to have Cecily be the closer.

"Airaaa!"

Myra was shouting, but I wonder if her voice reached her.

"See, I told you! Aira's in the lead. Aira's amazing!"

Myra said excitedly, but with Aira in the lead, the overall pace had dropped. She had the strength to keep up, but probably not enough to lead the pack. A shame. Mizuki and Famu, unable to stand the cruising speed, started to overtake from the outside. Cecily tried to block them by moving out, but the two horses easily passed on the even wider outside. Famu and Mizuki swapped positions, with Famu taking the lead. This time, they didn't try to control the pack again; the two horses just kept accelerating, trying to pull away from Aira and Cecily. Unable to hold back any longer, Cecily swapped places with Aira and started chasing the two horses, but instead of catching up, the gap only widened. Four horse-lengths, five, six—a hopeless gap was opening up. Cecily's riding style was the standard one, sitting upright. Compared to Mizuki and the others' jockey-like style, she caught more wind resistance. Also, her horse had carried both her and me this morning. It must have been tired. However, she had bet on her own victory, knowing these disadvantages.

"Aira! Do your best!"

"Cecily, don't give up! Hold on!"

Before I knew it, I was shouting along with Myra. Cecily must have put in a lot of practice to be able to ride like she does now. As if our voices reached her, the gap between her and the two horses ahead started to close. No, the two in front were just resting their legs for the final acceleration. Clever.

"Cecily, don't lose! Take Mizuki down!"

Cecily somehow managed to get behind Mizuki. They were now entering a section hidden from our view. A little while later, the first to reappear was Mizuki. The arrow aimed at the finish line had already been released. She must have started her sprint the moment Cecily caught up, just as they entered the blind spot. Mizuki was closing in on the finish line at a tremendous speed. The next to appear was Famu. Cecily tried desperately to keep up, but she seemed to have used up all her energy, and Famu was pulling away from her. 

"Cecily! Not yet!"

Just as I shouted, Mizuki, with one arm raised in a victory pose, galloped past. Then Famu. Far behind were Cecily, and finally, Aira. It was a complete victory for the Famu-Mizuki combo. Despite Famu's trouble, they had overcome it with ironclad teamwork. The two of them exchanged a high-five on horseback. Cecily was genuinely crying. Her frustration hit me in the chest. Aira was comforting her. No, she seemed to be apologizing. Aira was crying too. The scene looked distorted. For some reason, my own eyes were getting hot. Famu and Mizuki approached the two of them. After saying something, the four of them shook hands and patted each other on the shoulder, praising each other's efforts. Seeing that, I cried. Myra, who had been linking arms with me, let go.

"I'm going too."

She started to run, but quickly stopped. She turned back.

"Today, I understood a little more about you, Mash. And I came to like you a little more."

After saying that, she ran with all her might to where Aira was.

"Why were you cheering for Cecily while linking arms with Myra...? Didn't you say something about being neutral?"

Back at the ranch, Famu and Mizuki were making me sit in seiza.

"...I'm sorry."

There was no excuse I could make. I could only apologize.

"Master, how was my riding?"

"You were amazing. I was surprised. It's incredible just to be able to gallop like that, but you were even making tactical moves in the race. Unbelievable. But when you dropped from first to last on the first lap, I thought my heart was going to stop."

I wasn't just saying she was good because she was on a horse. The proof was that Famu didn't laugh.

"Actually, I knew that riding style. The horses in my village didn't have saddles or armor, so I was taught to ride like that too."

So that was it.

"I couldn't ride well at first, but Mizuki gave me some advice. To think of the horse as you, Master. Strangely, I started to understand the horse's feelings. That's what they call 'horse and rider as one,' isn't it?"

I looked at Mizuki. Mizuki unnaturally averted her eyes.

"Mizuki also said she thinks of the horse as Master."

"Hmm? Mizuki-san?"

In the end, Cecily had shot herself in the foot with the comment she'd made to belittle Mizuki.

"So, how was I?"

Mizuki asked.

"You were so good it scared me. I can't believe you can ride like that with just a little practice. You came up with the strategy too, right?"

"You gave me the hint, Mash. I never would have thought of horse racing."

No, being able to ride like that as a beginner is what's weird.

"Did you watch horse racing?"

"Yeah, with my dad on rainy days."

"Any experience with road bikes or motorcycles?"

"Yeah, with my dad when I was in elementary school."

She seemed to be quite the daddy's girl. She had the foundation to let her talent blossom. Not that it would be any consolation to Cecily.

"So, why were you cheering only for Cecily?"

"No, on the first lap, I was cheering for you and Famu. On the second lap, Aira fell behind, and it became a battle between you two and Cecily. I knew the outcome was decided. It's that thing, rooting for the underdog, I guess. When I thought that, I couldn't help it. ...I'm sorry."

I had wanted Mizuki and Famu to win, but I caught a glimpse of Cecily's fighting spirit.

"...I think I can forgive you,"

Mizuki said. In times like these, Mizuki always seems to be soft. But since it looks like I'm off the hook, I'll keep quiet.

"Master!"

Famu hugged me. I fell over onto the grass, breaking my seiza posture.

"Master, I was against it. But Mizuki said we should punish you, including the incident where you and Cecily went to the pond alone..."

"Ah... you're so unfair. So unfair. You were the one who was angry first, Famu!"

"I just thought you might have broken your promise, Master."

What mattered most was that the two of them had become closer because of this. I wished Cecily and Aira could join this circle too. I wonder if there's a way.

Afterwards, we held a stew party at the ranch, partly to thank the trainers. We also invited the farmers who had been watching the race. I say stew, but there were no taro potatoes sold anywhere. I thought since there were tomatoes, there would be some kind of potato, but apparently not. I wondered if they just happened to be sold out, or if tomatoes were something a transmigrator had brought over. In place of potatoes, beans and vegetables were the main ingredients. I wanted to add meat, but with the live cows and other livestock nearby, I somehow felt hesitant. Just as I was thinking that, a farmer added some boar meat. The stew became a boar hot pot. We didn't have any kelp, so I used dried mushrooms for the broth instead, but it turned out pretty well. I cooked some white rice. It was like Thai rice, but the nostalgia won out. Mizuki and I ate ravenously. For some reason, Famu was happily stuffing her cheeks along with us. Using the eggs I got from Aidan, I made a rolled omelet. The broth was the same dried mushroom one as the stew, but I think it turned out pretty well too.

"I love your egg dishes, Master. They're so fluffy."

Famu's praise made everything worth it. Mizuki brought out a five-liter wine cask from her storage.

"Wh-what! Aidan told me about a good wine shop."

"...I didn't say anything."

Does she plan on becoming a heavy drinker in the future?

"I-I know. I'll stick to one glass a day until I'm twenty."

Does she plan on having a drink every night? Mizuki shared the wine with everyone, pouring it around. I was also handed a glass of wine. Famu was staring at it.

"Master. I will also refrain from drinking until I'm an adult. But, may I have just one sip today?"

I had a bad feeling about this, but I handed her the glass.

"*Gulp*. *Phew*."

Yep, it was a big sip.

"There's something I have to tell you, Mash,"

Mizuki said. Her gaze was on Cecily, Aira, and Myra. The three of them were talking together around the pot.

"Stay with Cecily and the others tonight."

"No way. I'm staying in the same room as Famu."

Weren't they arguing in the first place about which room I would stay in? Besides, when I tried to talk to Cecily earlier, her face turned bright red and she told me, "Later. Don't come near me."

It reminded me of the treatment I'd received from women in my previous world and scared me. Because of that, I hadn't been able to approach Aira either.

"...I had no choice. I made a promise that we wouldn't interfere for the two days of shopping and our day off."

Was she talking about that matter they'd decided on without me, about me being alone with her? It had progressed even further without my knowledge.

"You sold me out! I thought you, of all people, wouldn't do something like that!"

"S-sorry. I'll give you a refill of wine, so please forgive me."

The portion Famu had drunk was replenished.

"What's the real story?"

"Cecily and Aira were originally in the same party, and we'll be together all the way to Miglutt. So..."

"So you're saying you won and then yielded? No, that's not it. You were moved by sentiment, and then Cecily talked you into it, didn't she?"

"Ugh..."

I think she's soft, but that's also one of Mizuki's good points.

"Famu, what are you going to do tonight?"

"Yesh, I'll be in the shame room as Mizuki. We'll have a talk."

"...You little drunk."

I flicked her forehead. It really did seem like Famu and Mizuki's relationship had rapidly improved after today's race. Maybe it was better for them to have time to talk. They both needed a friend of the same gender. But Famu already seemed incapable of having a proper conversation. She was leaning against me. She looked sleepy.

"Mashter, I thought you didn't like Shecily."

It wasn't that I disliked her, but I found her difficult. I still find Aira difficult.

"That's true. But Cecily has a lot of good points."

"Ish that sho? Why did you change your mind?"

It didn't sound like she was blaming me.

"It's the same for everyone, but they have a lot of good points, things you like, and a lot of bad points, things you dislike. It's not a choice between liking and disliking."

"I want to be able to think like that too..."

"You're the one who taught me that, Famu. You said you have lots of emotions, and that they don't all point in the same direction."

It's easy to apply that to oneself, but difficult to apply to others. We tend to judge people with a simple like or dislike. That was the old me. I would constantly label people who approached me as bad and cut ties with them. But Famu never gave up on me and always stayed by my side. She must have only seen my bad points, yet she stayed.

"...Famu?"

I shook her, but she had fallen asleep.



    Chapter 36

    Feelings for Aira and Cecily (Aira⭐︎)

    I was late getting back because I had to carry the sleeping Famu on my back. No one had waited for me. I guess they were trying to be considerate. I dropped her off in Mizuki's room and headed for Cecily and Aira's. Which was, incidentally, the room I had stayed in yesterday. I knocked, but there was no answer. Had they already gone to sleep? Light was leaking from under the door. I pressed my ear to it and heard a moaning sound, like "Mmmph, mmmph."

The door was unlocked. I entered the room. There was a large mound on the bed, covered by a sheet.

"Mmmph! Mmmph!"

The groans were coming from inside. I cautiously pulled back the sheet to find a pair of tied-up large breasts. She wasn't naked; she was wearing a robe. She was gagged, and her hands and feet were bound. But her all-important chest was not. I felt a sense of disappointment. I noticed a spare rope on the desk. I decided to use it to tie her chest. It didn't go well at first, but after a few tries, I managed a beautiful form that emphasized her large breasts. I didn't forget the finishing touch of pinching her nipples to make them stand up.

"Perfect!"

I was satisfied. I took a few pictures. You know what, I think I'll go stay in Famu and Mizuki's room tonight.

"Mmmph! Mmmph!"

The gagged busty girl called out to stop me as I was about to leave. She had a mole under the corner of her left eye. A mole on the left was Myra, and on the right was Aira.

"You can't fool me with a mole. You're Aira. Those breasts are all the proof I need!"

I rubbed the mole at the corner of her eye, and it easily disappeared.

"Aira, what are you doing?"

"Mmmph! Mmmph!"

She seemed to want to say something, but I couldn't understand. Maybe she had to pee. I felt a sense of unease from Aira's constant moaning. Looking closely, I could see a faint mole where the one I'd erased had been.

"Did I not erase it properly?"

I rubbed the spot where the mole had been again. The fading mole became clearly visible.

"...Are you Myra? Does that mean I misjudged the breasts?"

I was stunned. I, who have viewed thousands, tens of thousands of breasts in my internet searches. How could this be? Myra should have been back at the church. But I had returned late, so I hadn't confirmed it. I wonder if Cecily and Aira set this up. I wanted to be united with Myra in a proper way, but I had no choice. I touched her chest. It felt soft. A definite sensation that surpassed Mizuki's.

"Mmmph... mmmph..."

She let out a moan.

"...You're Aira after all, aren't you?"

I rubbed the mole again. It disappeared. What a scratch-off game.

"Where did Cecily go?"

I untied Aira's gag.

"She tied me up and left the room."

As Aira answered, there was a *thud!*. The sound seemed to come from the room's closet.

"Is that a poltergeist? Is this hotel haunted by a spirit..."

I hadn't thought this world had these kinds of supernatural phenomena.

"No, you tied yourself up, didn't you? The knots on your arms are too loose."

"Cecily did it."

"...Well then, let's ask the spirit in this hotel. One knock for yes, two for no."

"*Thud!* *Thud!*"

What a communicative spirit. Maybe it was like a Ouija board.

"Aira, you still have lingering feelings for him, don't you? If this continues, I'm going to attack you."

"...I do have lingering feelings. But it's fine."

Aira nodded.

"Why is that?"

"Because Cecily slept with you..."

"Why does that make it fine?"

I don't get it.

"Cecily brought me sweets when I was an orphan. The sweets she gave me were delicious. She took me out to play. Everywhere she took me was fun. All of her recommendations were good."

"Were your past boyfriends also Cecily's recommendations?"

Aira nodded.

"But Cecily is fickle and soon brings another recommended boyfriend..."

"*Thud!* *Thud!*"

I heard the rapping sound again.

"But Reed was different. Cecily didn't get tired of him, so we could love him together."

"So, am I next?"

"I haven't given up yet. And I hate you. But you're Cecily's recommendation, and I'm tied up right now, so I can't resist."

Could it be that she wants to be with Cecily more than she wants to be in a relationship with a man? Maybe she likes Cecily as more than a friend.

"Is it okay if I untie you, get you naked, and then tie you up again?"

Aira nodded.

"*Thud!* *Thud!*"

The rapping sound came again. It was absurd, but I decided to just go for it. The spirit said "no,"

but I had permission from Famu and Mizuki. As I brought my face close, Aira turned hers away. I held her cheek and forced a kiss on her.

"Mmmph! Mmmph!"

"What is it?"

"No kissing. It's physically repulsive. Do it from behind."

"But you're tied up, so there's nothing you can do, right? I'm going to watch your lewd display from the front for a long time. You watch yourself being done by me too."

"...Yes."

"No, you're giving up too quickly. Resist more."

I kissed her again. When I put my tongue in, Aira moved hers as if to escape. I chased after it and forced our tongues together.

"*Gasp*."

We broke our lips apart to breathe. But this time, Aira chased after me, pressing her lips against mine. Her tongue invaded my mouth. I had no idea what she was thinking. I became scared and moved my tongue to escape, but in the end, it was captured. After a while of intense tongue-tangling, we broke our lips apart.

"I'm taking off your clothes."

"No."

"You're tied up, so it's useless to resist."

I untied her ropes and undressed her. It was a farce, but atmosphere is important. A slightly chubby body was revealed, with magnificent large breasts. I immediately touched her chest. Aira resisted violently.

"...You're not tied up yet."

Right. I retied her arms loosely. Her legs seemed like they would get in the way, so I left them. And I took special care to retie her chest. I took a commemorative photo.

"Does it hurt?"

"It's fine. I can't resist like this."

I laid her on her back on the bed and pressed my lips to hers. Then I touched her chest again, kneading it.

"Mmm, mmm..."

When I sucked on her nipple, her body trembled.

"More, touch me more."

Just what I wanted. After enjoying her breasts to my heart's content, I let my tongue travel down her body. Her stomach was soft. I let my tongue crawl around her belly button and licked inside it.

"It's clean. Did Cecily wash you?"

Aira nodded.

"Cecily is an amazing mage..."

I moved from her navel down to her lower abdomen. I parted her black hair, the same color as the hair on her head, and arrived at her secret place. It was already wet. I opened her lips and touched her clitoris.

"Ah..."

"You tried to deceive me twice. So I'm going to make you come twice."

"...I don't think I can."

I slowly rubbed her clitoris with my finger. In response to my finger's movement, it swelled.

"Mmmph... mmmph... mmmph..."

She moaned as if enduring it. I watched her expression while searching for the most sensitive spot.

"Augh... mmmph."

While continuing to move my finger on her crotch, I kneaded her breast with my other hand. Then, I sucked on her nipple.

"N-no more, that's enough. Enough...!"

She cried out, panting, and came.

"Alright, round two."

I said to the heavily breathing Aira.

"Wait, no more, please."

"No can do. Don't forget you're tied up."

I buried my face in her crotch. This time, I licked her secret parts with my tongue.

"Ah, ah, ah, ah, ah, ah, I said no!"

I also put my fingers inside her vagina and rubbed.

"Ah, no, ahhhhhh!"

She came easily the second time too. Do men and women feel things differently? Is there no need for an interval? Or was she just acting? I placed my fully erect penis at the entrance of her vagina.

"W-wait, this time, really wait."

Was she also going to say she wanted to stop because she wouldn't be able to forget it?

"What is it this time?"

"I want you to untie my arms."

"Planning to run?"

"It's fine. I can't escape because my chest is tied..."

The rope on her chest was just tied to emphasize them and wasn't restraining her at all. I did as she asked, and she hugged me. As I received her kiss, I sank my penis into her vagina. Her vagina softly enveloped my penis. There was no tightness. But the feeling of being wrapped in something soft, moist, and sticky was an otherworldly comfort. I was overcome with the urge to release everything and finish right away. As if to encourage that, her hips began to sway.

"Ah... ah... ah... ah... it feels so good..."

Aira panted. Not to be outdone, I began to thrust. Aira started sucking on the bruise on my collarbone.

"This is Cecily's..."

I nodded. It was the hickey she'd given me during the day.

"Give me one too, in the same place as Cecily's..."

I sucked on Aira's neck.

Her moans, the sound of my hips hitting hers, and the lewd, wet sounds of her body filled the room. Both Aira and I moved in a frenzy. I felt like I was drowning in her soft body. My penis had reached its limit of expansion.

"Aira, I'm..."

"Cum, cum all of it!"

As if invited, I released my semen inside her.

"Ahhhhhh!"

She arched her back and received me. After I had released everything, I pulled out my penis.

"..."

We stared at each other in silence, then exchanged a kiss.

"*Thud!*"

The rapping sound came again. What a persistent spirit. I got up, still naked, went to the closet, and opened the door. A tied-up Cecily tumbled out.

"..."

I thought she would say something, but she said nothing. She was gagged. I untied it. I also untied the tight restraints on her arms and legs.

"..."

She still said nothing. Instead, she glared at me with sharp eyes. With a sigh, I offered her my arm to help her up. She then wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me. She pulled away quickly and strode over to the bed where Aira was lying.

"This is so unfair! You said Mash was mine! And Aira, you said you'd leave us alone!"

"No, if anything, you're mine. You're my slave right now, you know."

My head was starting to spin, but I said it anyway.

"That doesn't matter! Mash, you be quiet!"

"Yes, ma'am."

Cecily glared at me again. Aira sat up too. Disappointingly, she pulled the sheet up to cover her chest.

"This is your fault, Cecily. Of all things, to be held by the enemy's man. What about Reed?!"

"I'm done with Reed. To be honest, I've wanted to break up with him ever since he got involved with you, Aira."

Cecily said, looking a little guilty. She probably really did want to break up with him. But I think that was a reflection of the fact that she had loved him. Their conversation was hard for me to listen to. I wished they'd do it somewhere I wasn't.

"Hah? Why do you keep switching from one man to the next? You slut!"

"Hah? It's because you keep stealing them, isn't it? Who's the slut here?"

At those words, Aira's eyes filled with tears.

"...Cecily-san, hey, listen to me for a second."

"What? Say something stupid and I'll burn you."

She raised her index finger. A fireball appeared at its tip. She was so serious it was scary.

"Aira didn't want the men. She wanted to be with you, Cecily."

"...I don't get it. We're always together."

The fireball grew in power.

"Aira never intended to steal your men. She just wanted to be with you always. Even when you were with a man. Just like in 'Wind Blade'."

Even I could understand it. The only ones who didn't were them. They were scared of being disliked, so they couldn't say what they really felt, and in the process of hiding it, they forgot what they were hiding.

"*Sniffle*..."

Aira started to cry. Soon it turned into loud sobs, and she hugged Cecily.

"Hey, this is awkward. I'm not into girls."

Even as she said that, she hugged Aira tightly and stroked her head. I watched them, thinking they cried a lot today, and then Aira kicked me out of the room. And I was naked. Experiencing the same feeling Mizuki must have had that one day, I headed for Famu and Mizuki's room.



    Chapter 37

    The Dog-Eared and the Black Panther Races

    "Grrrr..."

Myra found out she'd been set up the next morning, in the inn's dining hall. The shopping groups were being decided, and with a majority vote of 4 to 1, it was decided that Famu and I would be one group, and everyone else would be the other. The grouping was almost painfully blatant. For some reason, I didn't get a vote.

"Famu and Mizuki, that's so mean! I want to go with Mash too!"

This automatically made her enemies Cecily and Aira. It seemed her sister, Aira, wasn't counted as an ally. The darkness of sisterly bonds was right there. Speaking of which, Aira's skin was glowing today. Cecily, on the other hand, seemed a little down.

"Well, I mean, you can't really be alone with Mash in this city, can you?"

Mizuki answered, grasping at straws.

"That's not true! I'm sure everyone would welcome us as a charming, heartwarming couple. Right, Mash?"

"..."

I didn't know how to respond to that plea for agreement.

"...Huh? Right, Mash?"

Sorry, but an old guy like me wouldn't be welcomed. I'm self-aware.

"Myra, you should really consider your position in this city,"

Aira said.

"What's that supposed to mean? It's not wrong for me to have a boyfriend, just like you, Aira."

"Hah... what's so great about an old guy like this?"

At Aira's words, the gazes of Famu, Mizuki, and Cecily all focused on her. Aira fell silent and looked down. Myra, not understanding what had happened, looked around in confusion. Her gaze then stopped on a bruise on Aira's neck.

"Huh? Eh? Aira? No way... Why am I the only one..."

Myra's eyes filled with tears. I started to feel sorry for her.

"Myra, you're a virgin, right?"

I asked in a low voice.

"Eh? ...Um, I don't have any, experience,"

Myra nodded.

"Then let's gather the townspeople in the arena and have a public deflowering ceremony for you. From the elderly to the children, everyone should be delighted."

"Myra, this is where a charming, heartwarming couple ends up,"

Mizuki concluded for me.

"Mash, I have a favor to ask,"

Aira said to me.

"What is it?"

"I want you to help Reed. I want you to get him out of jail."

Aira bowed her head deeply. Mizuki, Myra, and I exchanged glances. Famu lowered her gaze.

"Cecily, is this both of your opinions?"

I asked Cecily, who was looking awkward.

"...I feel the same way. But I don't think it's right to ask you, Mash, when Reed has no intention of apologizing. So, no."

I nodded at Cecily's words.

"Aira, he's actually being protected by being in that cell. He is an enemy of the gods. Can you protect him?"

Myra said to Aira.

"He can just leave the city. He can live quietly in a city far, far away."

Could a guy like him really live like that? Well, he was a noble, so it might be possible for him to live hidden away deep inside some building.

"There's a condition."

As I said that, Famu glared at me. Sorry, Famu. Just wait a second.

"I don't like the way he treats his slaves. I know I'm being soft. But he shouldn't treat people as disposable more than necessary. Aira, if you take responsibility and make him stop, then after we get to Miglutt, I'll ask Myra to talk to the church about getting him released."

"..."

Aira seemed to be contemplating.

"I'll say this now: even if you break your promise, Aira, I won't do anything to you."

Once Reed was released, he would undoubtedly go somewhere beyond Aira's reach. If he returned to high society, she wouldn't be able to do anything. So, I made it impossible for her to get him released with the intention of breaking the promise from the start and being let off by taking the punishment herself. If she broke her promise, Cecily would turn against her. That should be what hurts her the most. Besides, since this problem was likely to repeat itself, I'll just throw the choice and responsibility onto Aira. If she likes the guy, I want her to try her best.

"Master... if you trust Aira, then I will forget about him."

It seemed she had no intention of forgiving him. I didn't trust Aira at all on this matter. But I trusted Cecily, so I was giving her the choice. It was all based on gut feeling, but that couldn't be helped. I couldn't say it here, so I'd have to tell them later. Mizuki and Myra too.

"Well, you have until we get to Miglutt to think about it,"

I said to Aira.

At an open-air stall, grilled corn on the cob was being sold on skewers. It was a soy sauce glaze. Famu and I ate it together. The kernels were perfectly aligned. It was incredibly delicious. A transmigrator must have brought it over. I bought some corn, soy sauce, and mirin and put them in my storage. Since time doesn't affect the condition of things in storage, it's really convenient. You can even store cooked food. It's gotten smaller since I made partitions for Famu and the others, but I feel like I still have about as much space as a 31-foot container. It seems like it could get messy if I just keep putting everything in there, but for now, anything fits. I say anything, but living things don't seem to work. Corpses are fine. But aren't things like raw meat still living cells? Come to think of it, raw eggs went in too. I don't understand the selection criteria. By the way, Famu and the others' partitions are about the size of a 12-foot container. That should be enough. I thought it would be better for someone with the Adventurer profession to just pack their storage and travel instead of forming a caravan, and apparently, some people do that. It's inconvenient to take things in and out since only a limited number of people can access it, but it's easier than transporting by carriage. There are risks. If the adventurer dies, the items in their storage become unrecoverable. The items don't seem to vanish, but apparently, they can appear in a treasure chest in some dungeon. The thought of Mizuki's panties appearing in a treasure chest in the deepest part of some dungeon after I die makes my heart pound. However, it seems that surprisingly few people can become adventurers. I got this profession through Laciel's power, but even though it's like a beginner's deluxe package, few people can get it as their first profession, and in many cases, you have to have experience in other professions first. It seems the conditions for getting a profession aren't well understood. And even fewer of those who manage to become adventurers would willingly make a living as a merchant. It's mostly done by people as a side job for quests or pocket money.

"My inner thighs are sore from the muscle strain. Mizuki said hers hurt too,"

Famu said.

"Don't tell me you two were with another man yesterday..."

"...Please don't lump me in with you, Master. At least I'm faithful! Weren't you with them this morning, Master?"

"Was I? Actually, my inner thighs hurt quite a bit too."

"N-no way, did Cecily and the others take you from behind?!"

Famu's face turned bright red. Then, worried that she had shouted, she looked around nervously at the people nearby.

"Hehehe, maybe so,"

I laughed suggestively.

"...It's because of the horseback riding yesterday, right?"

Famu didn't seem convinced.

"We've bought everything we need, right?"

"Yes."

Famu nodded. We still had plenty of time.

"Is there anything you want, or any place you want to go or see?"

"I want a spare pair of arm covers."

"You won't need them anymore once we leave this city, will you?"

If anything, I feel like there's a greater chance of being mistaken for a slave and getting into trouble.

"Hmph, I like them."

"Alright. Let's go buy some then."

"Yes. After that, shall we try crossing the bridge in the center of the city? And also, let's climb the bell tower again."

"Sure, let's go."

I started walking, led by Famu. Famu took my hand.

"Do we look like a couple?"

"More like a father and daughter,"

I said. A young girl and an old man.

"...I want to grow up quickly too."

"You're better off not. It's really tough."

"Hmph, you're always so negative."

"N-no, to be honest, the current Famu is the cutest. I want you to stay just the way you are. Of course, I'm also looking forward to the grown-up Famu."

Famu peered into my face. It's the truth. I'm not lying. We bought a spare pair of arm covers and, after walking for a while, came out onto a road along the river. On the other side of the river was a massive stone structure. It was the palace of the Lugul family, who ruled this city. A covered corridor extended from the palace, crossing the river.

"Is that it?"

The bridge was made of stone with a triple-arch structure for its supports, and the upper part had a two-story structure. The second floor was a long, house-like corridor extending from the palace. The first floor was open for citizens to pass through. It was probably about 50 meters long. It was huge. I felt like I'd seen it somewhere before, but I couldn't remember where.

"That's amazing."

"I wonder if it will fall."

Indeed, the upper part was so large that it looked unbalanced.

"See how the bottom is arched? That structure disperses the force and supports it. That's why it's strong. ...Probably."

Famu peered into my face. I did say probably. I'm not confident.

We reached the bridge. It was crowded with people. Both sides of the bridge were lined with stalls. The upper corridor probably served as a rain shelter. A good business space. Most of the people were shoppers at the stalls. We also walked while looking at the goods displayed at the stalls. There were many shops dealing in metalwork and accessories.

"Actually, I'm very envious of the necklace Mizuki is wearing."

Was she asking for one? She has a little devilish side to her, doesn't she? As I grinned, Famu puffed out her cheeks.

"That's true. Is a necklace okay for you too, Famu?"

A ring would probably get bent while gripping a weapon, and there didn't seem to be any earrings or piercings for the dog-eared race for sale.

"Is it really okay? But I want the headband with the character for 'Sincerity' on it."

Famu pointed at a headband and wagged her tail excitedly. Why was something that looked like a Kyoto souvenir being sold in a place like this?

"...Let's stick with a necklace for today. If you're worried about money, half of what I have is yours, Famu. Don't hesitate."

Regarding money, Famu and I share it, while Mizuki and the other members manage their own.

"Then please pay for it from the half that isn't mine."

"Mmm, very well."

This had to be Mizuki's idea. I thought it would take a while, but Famu found a necklace she liked right away. It was a leather cord necklace with a teardrop-shaped crystal. The crystal was a light blue color. Her choices are as consistent as ever.

"I can imbue it with magic too, you know,"

the seller, a dog-eared boy about Famu's age, said.

"Two gold coins."

For a trinket from a stall, it was a pretty steep price. It was a shame I couldn't tell if it was real or fake.

"...It's a little expensive."

Famu sadly tried to return the necklace to the shopkeeper.

"Ugh, for a fellow dog-ear. One gold coin."

The fact that it was suddenly half price was highly suspicious, but what mattered was that Famu liked it, so I decided to buy it. Famu handed the necklace to me. With a proud expression, she presented her head, and I put the necklace on for her.

"Does it look good?"

"Yeah, it's incredibly cute."

I nodded.

"Yay!"

The dog-eared boy had been glaring at me the whole time.

We were climbing the stairs of the bell tower. A dim, narrow staircase continued endlessly. This was the memorable place where Famu had confessed her feelings to me. She probably wanted to visit it one last time. So did I. Light was shining from above. We were almost at the observation deck. There were two people already on the observation deck. One was wearing a black robe with a hood. The other was a beast-kin woman. From under her short black hair peeked black, pointed ears, her skin was brown, and her eyes were silver. And she had a long black tail.

"Cat-eared race?"

"Sorry. Black Panther race."

The woman calling herself a member of the Black Panther race smirked. She was wearing a black tank top and khaki pants. Her muscles looked supple and flexible. A Slave Mark was carved on her arm.

"You're Mash, right?"

The hooded person spoke to me too. They had their hood pulled down so I couldn't see their face, but it was a woman's voice.

"Too bad. I'm Mish. You've got the wrong person."

"Then the girl next to you must be Fham. A little hard to say."

The woman in the robe laughed.

"...Something like that."

I gave a vague nod. I don't like being called out by name by strangers.

"I don't like this. My master is gracing you with her words, and you give a fake name."

As the Black Panther woman growled, Famu stepped between me and her.

"Oh, what's this? Dog-eared race. You want to fight me?"

She crossed her arms, and four-pronged claws extended from them. Cool. Famu responded by drawing her sword and taking a stance. I had to stop her.

"Woman of the Black Panther race, you know my real name, and you plan to fight me with a toy like that?"

"...No matter what you do, these claws will slice your throat faster."

The Black Panther's voice dropped an octave.

"I won't let that happen!"

Famu lowered her stance, ready to move at any moment.

"Hey, stop it. What are you going to do if he really summons a goddess? That man should have other special skills to kill you with."

The woman in the robe stopped her.

"...Tch."

The claws retracted. Still cool.

"Sorry about that. This one is incredibly short-tempered. She's always causing trouble."

"...Yeah."

I nodded.

"We shouldn't disturb you two. Let's go down."

The woman in the robe said to the Black Panther woman. The two of them started down the stairs.

"Hey, I haven't seen you around. Are you staying at the Asuka Inn? I'll buy you a drink tonight."

"Hehe, are you hitting on me? Unfortunately, I'm in this city on a quest for a certain noble. I'm staying at their mansion too."

The two of them left.

"Well, the mood for flirting has been completely ruined."

"Master, the person in the robe..."

"She's either a transmigrator or knows one."

She knew about having multiple special skills. I couldn't tell if her intentions were hostile, but the quick-to-fight Black Panther felt like trouble. She looked physically capable and strong in a fight. As for the woman in the robe, just like I have Mizuki, she probably has a partner. I want to investigate, but if I'm discovered and it's seen as a hostile act, we'll be in direct conflict. In the end, there's nothing I can do from my end. It's frustrating. It seems standing out was my biggest mistake.

"Master..."

"Hm?"

"I thought I couldn't win. I'm still shaking. I was protected by you again, Master. I want to become strong. I want the power to protect you."

I think this was the first time Famu had killing intent directed straight at her.

"Famu, you're strong enough. You're rushing things. Let's keep doing this together."

The day I bought Famu from the slave trader and the day I kissed her here feel like a long time ago, but it was just the other day. Please don't rush. Besides, she can also acquire a special skill. But Famu didn't nod. She was holding back tears.

"...May I hug you?"

"Yeah, I want to hug you too, Famu."

I hugged Famu. Her body was small. She was still a young girl. Famu was crying in my arms. I want to become strong so she doesn't have to cry.



    Chapter 38

    For Whom, the Hundred-Handed Monster

    Today was a dungeon day. Our now-customary breakfast meeting was underway.

"Why the 12th floor? I think the 10th floor is fine,"

Mizuki asked, raising a perfectly valid point.

"It's for Myra's sake,"

I replied.

"Why is it for my sake?"

Myra asked.

"Myra, I guarantee Mash is only thinking of pervy things."

She was right, of course, but I crossed my arms and pretended to be lost in serious contemplation.

"I agree with Mash. I think it's reasonable,"

Cecily said.

"I agree with Mash, too,"

Aira added.

"Famu?"

"..."

Famu was silent, lost in thought.

"Famu?"

"...I want to go to the 41st floor. This party has three experienced members."

"Famu, if you really want to get stronger, you need to think about the path to get there. Cut it out with these self-satisfying challenges and efforts. You'll only get hurt and suffer for it."

I have a skill that boosts EXP gain. All we need is time to earn that experience. Given the same amount of time, Famu will inevitably surpass everyone. It's better to be cautious. There's no need to take risks. I had already told everyone about the robed figure and the black panther woman from yesterday. I'd only told Mizuki that they might be a transmigrator. Myra, who commutes from the church, hadn't been fully briefed. As for Cecily and Aira, I hadn't directly told them that Mizuki and I are transmigrators or that we can use three special skills. It was only for the journey to Miglutt, after all. But they were there when the priest was examining my abilities. They must have suspected something.

"Famu, Mash is right. I get how you feel, but no one here is at a level where they can fight on that floor."

Mizuki's answer was sound. We had only reached it because we had a high-level adventurer named Reed and slaves acting as decoys.

"Famu, the black panther woman is just a milestone. Don't get too hung up on her."

"...Understood. In that case, I'll vote for the 10th floor, same as Mizuki."

With Famu's answer, it was two against two. That meant it was all up to Myra. Same as yesterday, I wondered where my own vote went. I'm supposed to be the leader here.

"Myra, trust Aira,"

Cecily said, putting pressure on her.

"Hey, Cecily and Aira are in cahoots with Mash today. Myra, don't trust them."

Mizuki sensed something was off.

"And even if we were, what would we have to gain? This is for Myra's sake!"

Cecily retorted, though her argument had no substance.

"So how does going to the 12th floor help Myra? I don't understand the reason."

"...Aira, Big Sister... is it okay if I trust you?"

"Yes,"

Aira nodded.

"Alright, Big Sister is riding this big wave!"

And so, the 12th floor was decided. I pumped my fist in my mind.

The dungeon maps at the shop only went up to the 10th floor. Instead, they handed us paper and a pen.

"This is inefficient..."

"I have some old strategy notes. I thought something like this might happen."

Myra produced a hand-drawn map from her storage.

"Alright, let's just push ahead and head back whenever. Let's go!"

"...Why are you so fired up?"

Mizuki shot me a suspicious glance.

"Because it's for Myra's sake!"

As I stepped into the transfer circle, every floor up to the 41st was displayed. Though I could only access up to the 3rd floor on my own power, the sight was deeply moving. I selected the 12th floor. My vision went black, then returned as if nothing had happened.

"Mash, there are traps from the 11th floor onward. Please be careful."

I nodded at Myra. Her map even had the trap locations marked. With two healers, we should be fine. The moment we opened the first door, four giant bees swarmed us. They were huge, at least a meter long, and their buzzing was deafening. While I was debating whether to use my sword or bow, one of them closed in. Famu leaped between me and the bee, slashing at its abdomen. The bee flew upward to escape. I drew my bow and let an arrow fly. It missed. A glance around showed Mizuki and Myra each facing off against one.

The last bee was attacking Aira. She threw up a defensive barrier to block it. Cecily launched a fireball at that one. The bee dodged, but its wing was singed, and it fell to the ground.

"Someone, finish it!"

I left the enemy I was facing to Famu and rushed over to Cecily's group. Switching to my katana, I slashed at the writhing bee. It vanished into motes of light.

"Mash, watch out, there are more of them deeper in!"

Just as Cecily shouted, the other bees ascended.

A sudden gust of wind tore through the room.

"!"

A sharp pain ran through my arms and other parts of my body. Looking down, I saw cuts on my arms. An area-of-effect spell, scythes of wind.

But I could withstand this level of damage. I checked the others. Aira and Cecily were protected by their barriers. Myra was also unharmed. Famu and Mizuki had taken the same damage as me.

"I'll handle the enemy in the back."

I had to cut it down before it could cast its next spell. As I broke into a run, one of the bees in the air dove down at me.

"Get out of my way!"

I swung in a diagonal slash, but it easily dodged. It was fast.

"Mash, I'll deal with the one in the back,"

Mizuki said, sprinting past me. I faced the bee in a center-line stance. With precise footwork, I slashed along the shortest possible trajectory, avoiding any wide swings. But the bee dodged my attack and thrust its stinger at me. I parried it with the flat of my blade, knocking it aside. My forward step was too hesitant. It was fear. That old familiar feeling. Again. I stepped forward along the shortest path and slashed once more.

"*Kishaaaa!*"

I split the bee's head open. It still tried to fly, so I bisected its abdomen with a horizontal cut. The bee vanished.

I scanned our surroundings. Myra and Famu had finished off their opponents as well. Mizuki was facing a tree-like monster. Its branches moved like arms, its roots like legs. It was an unsettling sight. She was striking it repeatedly, but it didn't seem to be going down.

"Move, Mizuki!"

Cecily launched a fireball. The tree monster went up in flames and disappeared.

"Which one was it?"

I asked Cecily.

"The bee."

I checked the drop items. All four had dropped Mana Seeds.

"A bust..."

"Huh?"

Mizuki overheard my disappointed sigh.

"I see. But is this *really* for my sake? Is it *really* going to be my turn? Or are you just trying to have fun yourselves while excluding me..."

It seemed Myra had figured it out. And she was starting to get pouty. I felt sorry for her and was about to offer to grope her breasts, but Mizuki glared at me.

"...Myra, please tend to the wounded."

At Mizuki's prompting, she healed me, Famu, and Mizuki.

"That was a Big Bee and a Rampage Tree. Sometimes Big Hornets appear, so please be careful. The poison from a Big Hornet can be fatal if not treated immediately,"

Myra said with terrifying nonchalance. If the Big Bees were just going to keep dropping Mana Seeds, this was pointless. I wanted to go back.

"What's the Area Guardian on this floor?"

"The 12th floor is a Big Bee nest."

"So a huge swarm of them will appear? That might be too much for us."

"It's fine, I'll just burn them all,"

Cecily answered casually.

"Besides, Mash, you focus too much on the enemy right in front of you. I couldn't support you with magic. You're the leader, so you need to see the bigger picture."

"...Yes, ma'am."

Cecily scolded me. I had no comeback.

Just then, another party entered from the direction of the entrance. My eyes met with the black panther woman leading them.

"Hmph, well now..."

She scoffed.

The robed woman was there too, along with a priest-like man and a warrior-like man. Both of them looked to be in their thirties.

"We meet again. What are you doing here, barely a few steps from the starting point?"

the robed woman said. I couldn't see her expression under her deep hood, but I had a feeling she was smiling.

"The enemies on this floor were too strong for us. We were just deciding whether to turn back."

"Is that so? I heard you turned back on the 3rd floor."

"That was five days ago. And it's true."

I glanced at Cecily. She averted her eyes.

"Hahaha, I see. Mind if we go on ahead?"

"Of course not. We're going to rest here a little longer."

The robed woman's group passed us. The black panther woman scoffed one more time as she walked by.

"That's the group Famu met yesterday. What do you think?"

I asked Mizuki a vague question.

"Why don't we chase after them and hit them with a Goddess Summon from behind? We could wipe them all out. They're kind of pissing me off,"

Cecily answered instead of Mizuki. I thought to myself that this was her fault for provoking me in the first place, but since she was an ally now, I kept quiet.

"Well, that might be a bit much..."

Still, it was an option.

"So, the robed one, the priest, or the warrior is one of us?"

Mizuki asked. She was asking for confirmation about the transmigrator.

"...Probably. But there were only four of them. Maybe they're not participating today."

"They didn't look low-level."

"You're right."

But that warrior geezer, for all his rugged and dignified act, might actually be level 1. It'd be a pain if he had an EXP-boosting skill like me.

"Was it really a coincidence?"

Cecily said. It wouldn't have been hard for them to know we were going to the 12th floor, since we were talking about it at the shop by the entrance.

"The warrior was at the shrine near the dungeon entrance,"

Famu said.

"What? You remember him?"

I remembered there were a few adventurers there, but I couldn't recall him at all.

"No, he just left an impression because he smelled like roasted corn."

So that was the warrior.

"In that case, maybe they really were planning to tail us,"

Cecily said. Since they were loitering near the entrance, they couldn't exactly hide, so they just walked past us like that. But for what purpose? To scout out our fighting style?

"It's not impossible..."

But it was also hard to believe it was a coincidence. We couldn't reach a conclusion.

"Won't it be awkward if we run into them again? Should we try a different floor?"

That sounded like something I'd say, not Mizuki. But I had a reason I couldn't back down now.

"Since we're here, I want to fight a few more times. But let's not push on towards the Area Guardian."

"...Alright."

Mizuki nodded.

We continued to fight. After Mana Seeds dropped ten times in a row, I flew into a rage and was about to summon Laciel to protest, but Mizuki stopped me. After that, however, the bees started dropping the honey extract I was after. I gave it all to Cecily.

"You know, I've never seen a Mana Seed drop before, but come to think of it, one dropped when we first met too... What is going on?"

Cecily said, looking unnerved as she accepted the honey extract.

"Will this be enough?"

"It's enough, but you'd get a lot more if you just sold the Mana Seeds and bought it with the money."

"I could have done that..."

She was right. I dropped to my knees on the floor. We could have just turned back after the first fight.

"But listen, Cecily. Drinking something you made for me, and then doing it with you... that's what will get me the most fired up."

"...Yeah, yeah."

Cecily's reply was dismissive. But I was being serious.

"It's about time you told me what any of this has to do with Myra,"

Mizuki said, clearly irritated.

"Mizuki, Cecily is planning to use the honey extract to make an aphrodisiac for Mash,"

Myra explained.

"...Famu, let's go home. We need to prepare for our departure the day after tomorrow."

Mizuki tried to leave with Famu.

"Mizuki, Master plans to bring Big Sister into this. If you back out now, it'll stop with me and my sister. Your turn will never come."

Famu suddenly got brutally honest. She was reading my thoughts perfectly. If that was the case, I wished she'd also read my feelings for her from that incident on the tower yesterday. And I hoped she'd remember Cecily and Aira, too. And Laciel and Claire. When I thought about it like that, obtaining an aphrodisiac was an urgent matter. Of course, I kept my mouth shut, since Mizuki would probably get incredibly angry if I said it out loud.

"...Hmph."

Mizuki, who had been about to leave, turned around and came back.

"Well, well, Mizuki. I had no idea you were so eager to do lewd things with me."

I looked at her with a smirk.

"Ugh, I can't deny it because it's true, but I really want to punch Mash... If only I could activate Super Kill right now."

Mizuki was saying some dangerous things, so I decided to stop provoking her.

"...Everyone, I know you're all experienced, but could you please be a little more, um..."

Myra seemed to be struggling to find the right words, so I figured it was time to get back to exploring.

"Myra, this map is wrong. This way's a dead end."

The straight corridor ahead of us ended in a solid wall. It was supposed to continue straight for a bit longer.

"That can't be... No, it's a monster!"

Myra raised her mace. The other members readied their weapons. It was a humanoid monster with multiple arms, even larger than the goblin king we had seen before. It looked well over three meters tall. How foolish. There was no way it could fight properly in a narrow corridor like this.

"N-No way, it can't be..."

Cecily and Aira were stunned.

"It's a Hekatonkheires!"

Just as Mizuki said the name, the monster roared.

"*UOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHH!*"

The sound was so loud it felt like my eardrums would burst. The entire corridor was trembling. No, it was warping. When the monster's roar subsided, we found ourselves in a space similar to an Area Guardian's room.

"The Area Guardian of the 40th floor..."

Cecily said in a tone of utter despair. I looked for an escape route. There was a closed door behind the Hekatonkheires. Was the door behind us open? I turned around and saw another Hekatonkheires standing there.



    Chapter 39

    A Fierce Battle and the Robed Woman

    The Hekatonkheires possessed a chiseled physique, radiating an aura that surpassed even the goblin king's. Through the slits of its iron mask, it stared at us with bloodshot eyes. It took a step forward, like a sumo wrestler stomping the ring. A heavy thud echoed as the ground shook.

"Watch out! There's one behind us, too!"

We were sandwiched between them.

"Even one was tough enough. Beers died. There's no way we can beat two!"

Cecily was starting to panic.

"It's alright, Cecily. I'm the man who beat you guys. Even if I'm still F-rank."

"Eh? You're still F-rank?"

Myra asked.

"That's right. You're a member of an F-rank party now, Myra. Pretty embarrassing, right?"

I just hadn't bothered to rank up because I didn't understand the system, but I said it as if I were bragging. I figured since I beat a B-ranker, I must be B-rank myself.

"You're getting off-topic. We're in the middle of a battle!"

Cecily's words brought a sense of calm back to her voice.

"Alright, I'll summon Laciel."

"No, don't!"

Mizuki stopped me.

"Why not?"

"In Greek mythology, the Hekatonkheires are the sons of Uranus and Gaia. They're three brothers."

So a creature like that was treated as a monster in this world. And there was a possibility a third one could appear.

"For now, can't we just focus on beating these two?"

"There's no guarantee the third one will be the same strength. And we can't fight while trying to protect anyone who gets knocked down."

She was right. It would limit our options.

"...Got it. Mizuki, you take the one in front. Famu and I will take the one in back. Cecily, I need you to attack with magic. Myra, support us, but prioritize Mizuki. Aira, protect Cecily and Myra!"

"""""Got it!"""""

Mizuki, I'm sorry to make you face one alone. But you're the only one I can count on for this. Famu and I charged forward. For a moment, we were enveloped in a soft light—Myra's defensive blessing. Then another light surrounded us—Cecily's attack enhancement magic. The Hekatonkheires swung its greatsword. I back-stepped to dodge while Famu leaped over it. The wind pressure from the slash made me stumble. Famu followed up, striking with her sword, but the Hekatonkheires punched away each blow. Famu was sent flying.

"Famu!"

As I turned to look, the greatsword came crashing down. I barely avoided it, only to be met with a horizontal swing. I parried it with my blade, but the impact sent a shock through my hands, nearly making me drop my katana. Then came a diagonal slash. My legs tangled, and I fell. A spear was thrown. I couldn't dodge it. Just then, Famu's skill, [Kikuichimonji], shot down the spear. At the same time, an enormous fireball engulfed the Hekatonkheires—Cecily's magic.

"Famu, are you okay?"

"Yes, Myra's defensive blessing is working. Master, please get up."

"Right..."

I stood up, realized I wasn't holding my katana, and quickly picked it up. My concentration was already starting to waver. Its countless hands were the main problem. The Hekatonkheires hadn't moved a single step, yet it was unleashing a barrage of attacks with its numerous arms and weapons. A single one of its swings could be fatal to us. The flames of the fireball were dying down, and I couldn't tell if it had done any damage. We had to press the attack. Famu and I split up and charged in from either side.

"*Guoooooh!*"

The Hekatonkheires roared and leaped into the air. It jumped clean over us, landing right where Cecily and the others were, and swung down a massive hatchet. Aira deployed a defensive barrier. The monster's strike resounded with a deafening boom. A blast wave erupted. When Famu and I rushed over, Cecily and Aira were on the ground. Myra was facing the Hekatonkheires, blood streaming from her head. She had also been caught in that last attack.

"Myra, are you alright?! What about Cecily and Aira?"

"I'm fine. As for Aira and the others... they can't fight anymore."

"Dammit! I'll cover you!"

I fired a stone sphere to create a diversion. It was easily knocked aside, but that was apparently enough for Myra. She swung her mace. The Hekatonkheires tried to intercept it with a sword, but Myra's swing was sharper. It shattered the monster's arm. As the creature lost its balance, she followed up with another swing, then another. She was skillfully manipulating the heavy mace, using centrifugal force. Her movements were efficient and stable. She was strong. I fired another stone sphere to support her. The Hekatonkheires didn't dodge. The sphere hit, but it didn't seem to do any damage. A spear flew towards me. I barely managed to avoid it. Myra's assault was halted. In her place, Famu slashed at it. It seemed like a light cut, but it left a mark. The Hekatonkheires began to counterattack. It started swinging its greatsword vertically and horizontally again. Famu retreated to create distance, but Myra, who was left behind, had to take the full brunt of the attack. She didn't flee because she was protecting the fallen Cecily and Aira. She deflected one blow, then two, but her defense started to lag, and she began taking damage. Famu was also hit by a thrown spear and couldn't support Myra. I fired another stone sphere. Again, it didn't dodge. I fired another, this time giving it a curved trajectory to make it harder to predict. The stone sphere lodged itself in the eye-slit of the iron mask with a *thunk*. The Hekatonkheires's attacks stopped. It was trying to remove the stone from its mask.

"Now's our chance!"

Myra and Famu resumed their attack. The Hekatonkheires fought back, swinging its remaining arms wildly. But its attacks lacked accuracy and failed to connect. I readied my katana to join the fight. I would bet everything on a single strike. I'd take its head. It was over three meters tall. To reach it, I'd have to step in deeper than usual. Its countless arms were in the way. But I believed my blade would take its head without fail. Our eyes met for a fleeting moment. She seemed to understand. Good. I would strike between Myra's attacks. I shuffled forward. The Hekatonkheires gave up trying to remove the stone and tore off its iron mask. I seized that moment and dove into its range, swinging my katana. Fast, and strong. It wasn't a clean line to its neck, but I cut off one of its arms to reach it. However, the blade bit about a fifth of the way in and stopped. My katana was stuck. I was immobilized. All I had to do was let go, but I was panicking. And then I took a punch from the Hekatonkheires. I felt a violent impact as my body was slammed into the ground. My whole body ached. I couldn't move. Was the defensive magic even protecting me from the shock? My consciousness started to fade. No. I have to stay awake. I have to be ready in case the third one appears. The Hekatonkheires was bleeding profusely from its neck, but it wasn't going down. Famu pulled out my katana, which was still embedded in the monster. She took the same center-line stance as me. It was a beautiful, effortless posture. Her left foot wasn't too open—a flaw I had when my eagerness to leap in made me tense up. She had corrected it. The Hekatonkheires was swinging all its arms wildly, trying to keep its enemies at bay. But the speed of its swings was dropping. She saw an opening and dove in without hesitation. There was no unnecessary force in her movement. The tip of her blade drew a beautiful arc and split the Hekatonkheires's forehead. Famu used the recoil from hitting the enemy's body to retreat and create distance. It was the exact strike I had always aspired to.

The monster's body swayed. But it didn't fall.

"Get out of the way! You've pissed me off, so I'm gonna roast you to a crisp!"

Cecily was back on her feet. She launched another massive fireball at the Hekatonkheires. Engulfed in flames, it collapsed. Myra smashed its head with her mace several times. The monster vanished. Cecily lost consciousness again and fell to the ground.

"Mizuki is..."

She was fighting the Hekatonkheires in front. Her shield was destroyed and useless. The arm that held it hung limply at her side. The marks of countless attacks were etched on her body. But she was still standing. A soft light enveloped her. Some of her wounds began to heal. It was Myra's healing blessing. For a moment, she glanced back at us, seeming to confirm our safety. Cecily had collapsed after launching her fireball, so there were three ill-mannered people lying on the floor, but we were okay. Famu was protecting them. If the monster tried that leap again, the ones on the ground would be dead. Myra started to head over to help.

"It's fine. Go heal everyone else."

Mizuki stopped her with her words. A blue light shone in her eyes—proof that her passive super skill had activated. Mizuki took a step forward. The Hekatonkheires took a step back. The pressure she was exuding had surpassed the monster's. It seemed to have sensed her Super Kill ability. Several of its arms had been severed. The Hekatonkheires retreated as it attacked, but Mizuki easily parried every blow with just her sword. The monster's attacks had been too strong. Every single one should have been a fatal blow. Her skill to evade fatal attacks had blocked them all, and now the skill had expanded and strengthened to the point where it could block normal attacks. Her Super Kill ability had also expanded, and the probability of it dealing a fatal blow must have increased. Mizuki advanced. The Hekatonkheires couldn't retreat any further. Its back was to the door. Mizuki swung her sword. The blade sank into the monster's body. The Hekatonkheires vanished. The door didn't open. Instead, the space distorted, and we were back in the original corridor.

"Hey, why are you all lying on the floor?"

Mizuki looked down at us and smiled mischievously. My whole body ached too much to get up. Myra was treating Aira and Cecily. Aira had taken the worst of the damage. I was in line. Mizuki also had numerous fresh wounds. It was a miracle she'd won.

"I was waiting for that third one you were so worried about, Mizuki, but the enemy was so weak I got bored and took a nap. From this angle, I can see your panties pretty well."

In the end, the third Hekatonkheires never appeared.

"...Want me to step on you?"

She prodded my head with the tip of her shoe.

"Stop it, the occasional glimpse has a certain charm. You exhibitionist."

That was a lie, of course. I wanted to stare at Mizuki's panties forever.

"Hmph! I want to kick this pervert."

Mizuki was angry.

"Mizuki..."

"What?"

"We'll be okay. The two of us can make it in this world. Right?"

"...Yeah."

Mizuki nodded and knelt down, stroking my forehead. I looked for Famu. She was standing there stiffly, watching us.

"Famu, I'd like to get up now."

"..."

Famu was staring at me. I couldn't read any emotion in her expression. It made me a little uneasy.

"Famu?"

"Ah, Master, my apologies. I was just spacing out now that the battle is over."

Famu helped me sit up.

"Master, I have two things to report."

"I hope it's good news."

Famu's expression seemed tense. I wanted her to smile.

"In the catalog of special skills I received, there are several items that have been blacked out."

"Is that so?"

"Among them, there are a few where the ink is thin enough to read. [Goddess Summon] is one of them."

That was critical information. It meant that once someone acquired a skill, no one else could choose it. Mizuki listened in silence.

"There was also a skill called [Monster Collection]. Its nickname—"

"Ah, you don't have to say the nickname."

I quickly stopped her. It had a name like a fashion show in the capital of France. I wasn't deliberately avoiding it. This one was probably the original.

"It seems it allows you to summon defeated enemies to fight for you."

If they used this skill to summon the Hekatonkheires, it meant they had delved to at least the 40th floor of a dungeon. I understood what Famu was implying. But it wasn't definitive proof.

"One more thing. I can smell roasted corn."

"...Are they nearby?"

"No. There was a strong lingering scent, but no one was there."

Mizuki and I looked at each other. We could pretty much call it confirmed. But why would they sick a monster on us? Did they intend to kill us? If so, they might have been watching the battle from somewhere, and left because I didn't use Goddess Summon.

"Why do transmigrators have to fight each other?"

Aidan had warned me, but at least Mizuki and I had no reason to fight. I had been taking it too lightly.

"Maybe we're being made to fight a proxy war between the five goddesses and the other gods,"

Mizuki replied.

"All I was told was to defeat the Demon Lord, but this situation is awful. If the Demon Lord is a god of the apocalypse, then we're at a serious disadvantage."

Most of the gods were on the enemy side.

"I dragged Cecily and Aira into this. I regret it. I'm going to tell them everything. If they want, I'll release them from slavery immediately and ask Myra to have the church take them in."

"At this point, it would be a shame to lose them, both as companions and as part of our fighting strength,"

Mizuki said with a nod.

"Is that okay with you, Famu?"

Famu nodded as well.

"I don't know what they were thinking, siccing a Hekatonkheires on us. If I see that black panther and black robe again, I'll unleash a Goddess Summon myself. Even if I fail, they'll be enemies of the gods. I'll make it so they can't stay in this world."

"I will defeat the black panther woman. Please give me the order,"

Famu said.

"I don't want to give you an order. But I'm asking you. And about her life..."

I trailed off. The argument in Myra's room was still fresh in my mind. I didn't want to have that conversation right now. But when would be a good time?

"Master, please finish what you were saying."

"If possible, I'd rather you didn't take her life. This is... a request."

"...Yes."

Famu nodded.

"Mizuki."

Suddenly, Famu called out Mizuki's name.

"Hm? What is it?"

Mizuki answered, surprised.

"I'm about to do something unfair."

Her arms, which were holding me, tightened.

"Master, I love you,"

Famu said.

"I love you too."

I placed my hands on her arms. Famu's gaze was fixed on Mizuki.

"Wh-what is this? I-I... I love Mash, too..."

Mizuki blushed and averted her eyes.

"I love you too, Mizuki,"

I replied to her.

"Hmph, you're leaving me out again! I want some attention, too!"

Myra, having finished treating Cecily and Aira, was pouting. Behind her, Cecily and Aira were watching us with cool expressions.

After the treatment, I told Cecily and Aira about the transmigrators and about the black panther woman and the robed woman. Then, I asked them what they wanted to do from now on.

"...I had a feeling, but now I know why you're so clueless about things, Mash. I'm going to Miglutt. If I go under the church's protection, I won't be free anymore. Can't be helped that I boarded a sinking ship."

Cecily answered.

"I will go to Miglutt as well,"

Aira added. And so we returned to the 12th floor entrance, and then back to the dungeon entrance. We asked around, but the party of four had already left the dungeon. Famu and I searched for witnesses and chased after them, but they had already departed the city from the south gate. We went back and regrouped with Mizuki and the others. They had gotten information from the dungeon guards.

"The party's name is 'Black Sky.' The black panther woman is Riley, a 20-year-old warrior. The robed woman is Emma, an 18-year-old tamer. The priest is Noah, 31. The warrior is Freddy, 35. They didn't record their levels, but they said only Emma's was low. There was also an adventurer who was paid to take them to the 12th floor."

"We can assume Emma is the transmigrator. But we don't know what she looks like."

All she has to do is take off her robe and she'll be anonymous.

"We have no choice but to track Riley."

It was true, the only one who had left a strong impression was the black panther woman. I couldn't even remember the faces of the priest or the warrior. In any case, just knowing their names didn't help us. Since they left from the south gate, we might run into them on the road or at our destination.

"We might end up involving the caravan."

"They were the ones who said they wanted to bask in the goddess's favor. They'll have to accept the risk,"

Cecily replied. Next time, it wouldn't end with just a bit of probing. We had to be prepared.



    Chapter 40

    The City of Richel and the Departing Stranger

    Today was a day off. Ever since I came to this world, I'd been doing something every single day. The situation was so bad it would make a sweatshop look pale in comparison. I was walking with Mizuki through the city, taking one last look around. Famu had gone to the church to see Myra. Cecily and Aira were also out together.

"Do you think we look like a couple?"

Mizuki was walking with her arm linked through mine. That line felt familiar.

"More like a sugar daddy arrangement, don't you think?"

At the very least, it probably didn't look like a wholesome relationship.

"...I wonder if they have that in this world? Sugar daddies."

"The term might be different, but I'm sure it exists, right?"

There were probably even seedier things.

"Let's change the subject. Is there anywhere you want to go, Mash?"

"I want to drag you into an alley and do lewd things to you."

"...Don't say scary things. Why do you always talk about pervy stuff?"

"Because you're sexy, Mizuki. You're the one who brought it up, aren't you?"

"I'm not sexy, and I wasn't hoping for that kind of answer."

Why was she getting so worked up? I knew for a fact that Mizuki was sexy.

"You think so? Alright then, let's have a contest to see who says something pervy first. The loser gets a penalty."

This would make it clear which one of us was the pervy one. I was pervy, but I thought Mizuki was just as bad.

"Fine. But you're just going to make the penalty something lewd, aren't you?"

Mizuki didn't seem to want to stray from the lewd topic either.

"If I did that, only you would enjoy it."

"I would not!"

"Do you have a permanent marker?"

"I think so..."

Mizuki rummaged through a bag in her storage and pulled out a permanent marker. It was nice that keeping it in storage prevented it from drying out.

"Alright, then. The first one to say something pervy has to spend all day tomorrow with... hmm, not on the forehead, that's no good... with 'Nose' written on their *nose*."

If it was on her nose, when viewed upside down, it might look like a mustachioed old man.

"Are you serious? Tomorrow we have to meet and greet the members of the caravan. If you're like that, they'll think we're all the same, and that's a problem."

Mizuki seemed confident of her victory.

"What are you on about? You're the one who's going to lose, Mizuki."

"...Fine. I accept your challenge. I'll just pretend I don't know you tomorrow. I won't let Famu get involved either. Knowing you, you'd probably write 'Nose' on yourself just for the hell of it."

"So, is there anywhere you want to go, Mizuki?"

"I want to buy the underwear Famu has."

"Mizuki... Tomorrow it's 'Nose' for you."

"Wha— N-No, that's not it! Underwear isn't a lewd word! The underwear they sell in this world is bad quality. But Famu has a really nice pair, and when I asked where she got them, she wouldn't tell me. She just told me to ask you, so I had no choice! So it's not lewd!"

Mizuki said, speaking very quickly.

"...If you don't think it's pervy, then try saying it again, slowly, and loud enough for everyone to hear."

She was already speaking quite loudly out of excitement, but I said it to make her aware of it.

"...Mash, please. I want another chance."

Her eyes were welling up with tears. I started to feel a little sorry for her.

"Alright. Best two out of three."

"Okay. Thank you."

Mizuki looked relieved.

"What you're talking about is probably something she got from Laciel. So you can't buy it in this world."

"...You stole it by doing something pervy, just like with my polka-dot ones, didn't you... Ah!"

"You're too easy, Mizuki! One more and you get the 'Nose'! Focus on the competition!"

"Ugh... I'm not a pervy girl. This is so frustrating..."

We had come to Aidan's workshop. Mizuki had just received a rapier and a small shield to be worn on her arm. Apparently, the shield was called a buckler. It was good timing, since Mizuki's shield had been destroyed in yesterday's battle. When he let me hold it, it was incredibly light despite being made of metal. Was it made of titanium or duralumin? Or maybe it was a special metal unique to this world.

"Let me see that sword of yours. I'll sharpen it for you."

I handed my katana to Aidan. He examined the blade for a moment, then turned his back to me, crouched down, and began to sharpen it. Mizuki had gone out into the garden to test her new weapons.

"Aidan, I'm leaving this city tomorrow."

"I know."

Aidan replied without stopping his work. He didn't even turn around.

"I want you to come with me."

He had this workshop and his apprentices. I knew it was an impossible request.

"Why?"

"Famu needs a role model. Both for fighting, and for living."

Aidan stood up.

"She already has one."

I knew he was talking about me. But I wasn't worthy of that. Yesterday, when she fought the Hekatonkheires holding my katana, she surpassed me. She had a wealth of talent sleeping within her. But the Famu I thought of was the same girl who was flustered by her own period on the day we met.

"Aidan, I'm—"

"You might think you're unreliable, but you're growing too. You can grow together."

"But—"

"There's no need to rush."

Aidan cut me off. I had a feeling that the impatience I was trying to convey to Aidan was the same feeling Famu was trying to convey to me. He handed the katana back to me. I took it. Then he handed me another sword, a wakizashi.

"I'm entrusting this to you. They are two parts of a whole. Take care of Myra and Aira, too."

"Aidan..."

I hope you can forgive me for not being able to say a simple thank you. Men can't just express these kinds of feelings to each other. We can only do it with the help of alcohol or by turning it into a joke. But there was nothing like that here. Still, I hoped he understood. I might not be a good role model for Famu. But I will protect her.

"What were you two talking about?"

Mizuki asked after we left Aidan's workshop.

"He gave me a wakizashi. As thanks, I've decided to let him grope your boobs."

"Hmph! That's two more!"

Mizuki puffed out her cheeks.

"...That was a lie, right?"

she asked, looking anxious. Maybe I had teased her too much.

"Yeah. I won't let anyone grope them."

"That's one more!"

"Wait, that's part of the same thing. You're cheating!"

"I'm not cheating."

I didn't want to see Mizuki with 'Nose' written on her forehead, so this was fine, but I didn't want to lose the bet.

Aidan's workshop was on the north side of the city. We came out to the bank of the river that ran north-south through the city. It was like a forest park. Manicured trees lined the path, creating an artificially arranged landscape. The river flowed from south to north. A man was selling what I thought were roasted chestnuts. I bought some to try. They were overcooked and not very good. The two of us walked through the park. The stone bridge Famu and I had visited two days ago was visible in the distance.

"It's like Florence."

That's right, I remembered now. That bridge, if I recall correctly, also connected a palace to a government office.

"Have you been there?"

Mizuki shook her head.

"I want to go someday. With you."

She was staring at me.

"What's wrong with this city?"

"We can't really do any sightseeing, can we? I feel like we'd get arrested by soldiers just for looking at the palace..."

That was true, I thought. The palace and bridge here were still in active use. I wondered if, hundreds of years from now, the buildings in this city would become tourist attractions like the palaces in my original world.

"So, what are you going to buy for me?"

she asked with a mischievous smile.

"...I thought it was your idea."

But Famu in her little devil mode was very cute.

"We read Laciel's guidebook together. I thought it was useless when I first got it, but it was actually interesting. I learned that the world is big and there are all sorts of things in it."

"Is that so? Was there a map?"

"I'm not the one who found it, but there was something like a Gyōki-zu map. But the Empire was at the center and the scale was all over the place. Dragons and whales were eating up parts of it, and elephants were trampling on it, so I couldn't really make sense of it. I think they were probably just covering up the parts they didn't know."

I wanted a map. After hearing Myra's stories about the myths, I wanted one even more. But they weren't sold to the general public. Even the guild only sold maps of the surrounding area. But it had been given to us from the start, along with a huge amount of material we couldn't possibly process.

"Let's go to that bench."

Mizuki invited me. We sat down on the bench together. She took 'The World's Guide' out of her storage and showed me the page. My eyes were drawn to the large text that said, 'Treasure sleeps here,' with an arrow pointing to a spot. It looked close to this city. But with this scale, I had no idea how far it really was.

"This is quite an imaginative map... But doesn't it kind of look like Europe, Asia Minor, and North Africa? This sea-like thing in the south looks like the Mediterranean."

I didn't know what it was meant to represent, but there were countless white hands reaching out of the water. It was creepy.

"I can't really tell from just that,"

Mizuki murmured.

"What about this river that divides the north and south?"

The river started southeast of our city, Richel, and stretched far to the east.

"Umm, what was the name of that river in the center of Europe that flows east? I think I remember it with a joke like, 'Dan-ube, don't you be silly!'... But is this even a river? It turns into cat whiskers at the end."

The impact of her words was so strong I couldn't think of anything else.

"What kind of mnemonic is that?! Our caravan route includes a part where we travel by boat, so I thought it might be that river. So, does it still not look like Europe to you?"

"...Hmm. But now that you say it, it's strange, but I can kind of see it."

Mizuki was peering at the map just like I was. I could feel her breath. Her lips were close. I looked away from the map and scanned our surroundings. There was only the man selling chestnuts.

"What's wrong?"

Mizuki followed my gaze and looked around. Her eyes also stopped at the man selling chestnuts.

"Mizuki, let's buy some more chestnuts."

I bought some nuts from the man. I bought a large amount as souvenirs. It would be good to hand them out to the caravan members tomorrow. The man smiled and walked away. There was no one else in sight.

"C-Can't you wait until tonight?"

Mizuki said.

"You lose, Mizuki."

Mizuki hugged me. I hugged her back. She looked up at me with moist eyes, then closed them. I pressed my lips against hers.

"Did I really lose?"

Mizuki smiled mischievously.

"...Shall we call it a draw?"

When I asked, Mizuki pressed closer.

"So, what did you want me to buy you?"

"You had a wristwatch, right? I want that."

"Are you serious? That's the same model as the watch that went to the moon for the first time."

"You didn't have anything else to spend your money on, did you? So you bought it as a 'present to yourself,' right?"

Mizuki's words cut deep.

"...You're right, but saying things like that can make some people cry, you know. Be careful. Besides, I don't have the tools to adjust it to your wrist size."

The watch face was too big for her wrist anyway. I took the watch out of my storage and handed it to Mizuki.

"I'll treasure it. Someday, I'll wear this watch and go to the moon."

There was still time. I kissed her once more, and then we walked along the river, arm in arm.

We were late getting back to the inn.

"You're late!"

Cecily shouted as soon as we entered. The usually bustling dining hall was quiet tonight. Looking around, I saw the familiar faces of the long-term guests sitting at their tables without any food.

"Did something happen?"

I asked as I sat down at the table with Famu, Cecily, and Aira.

"Since it's our last night, we all decided to have a drink together and were waiting for you,"

Famu said.

"I see. Well then, drinks are on me tonight!"

A cheer went up in the dining hall, and from there, a rowdy party began. Taking advantage of the mood, I handed out the roasted chestnuts.

"Master, you look very cool with two swords,"

Famu said.

"Y-You think so?"

I felt like it was the first time in my life I'd ever been called cool. I would have been happier if she'd said it while she was sober, though. I stared at the half-empty glass of ale she had taken a sip of.

"Let me try them on, too."

"It's better than with the wine, but your face is already red. You can hold the swords when you're sober."

"...Okay."

Famu looked dejected.

"Mizuki..."

"Wh-what? Mash said he's paying, so I just had one, that's all."

It was the usual Mizuki. I turned my gaze to Cecily.

"Can you hold your liquor, Cecily?"

"I think I'm about average..."

she said, looking at Aira. In front of Aira, several empty tankards were already rolling on the table.

"It's just like water. My stomach doesn't get upset when I drink alcohol."

It was true that the water in this city was far from sanitary. Since I had water magic, I was able to get clean water early on, but I've never seen a mage selling water. I've heard that in medieval times, people drank alcohol instead of water, but I wonder if that's true. I've also heard that drinking alcohol requires even more water to process the alcohol.

"Heeheehee, I'll drink all the alcohol in this inn and cause you trouble."

Aira then downed her ale in one go and smiled defiantly. It was a little creepy, so I wished she would drink more cheerfully. I also wished she wouldn't forget that if I was in trouble, she, as my slave, would be too.

"You're not drinking at all, Mash. It's your money, so don't worry about it and drink up!"

No, it was my money, so of course I was worried. But Cecily urged me on, so I had no choice but to drink.

"That's right. If the one paying isn't drinking, no one else can drink without worrying. Kyahahaha! Another ale!"

It seemed Cecily was already drunk. Damn drunkard. And so, our last night in this city passed by in a lively blur.



    Chapter 41

    [Special Chapter] The Vow of the Muu Tribe (The Traveling Elf)

    A special chapter begins today. It will be a three-part story. It took about twice as long to produce as usual. Please, I hope you will read it.



    Chapter 42

    [Special Chapter] The Vow of the Muu Tribe (The Broken Mansion)

    "...It really is broken."

They stood before a large gate on the outskirts of the city. Beyond the gate was the mansion where they had planned to stay. It was a stone manor with a large garden. Just as Marmi had said, part of the building appeared to have been destroyed by a physical impact. It had apparently happened three days ago. Looking around, there was no one in sight. It had been left unrepaired and abandoned.

"Was the monster that destroyed this place defeated?"

"It seems it was a plant monster. I heard the city's knights took care of it,"

Wake replied to Patricia.

"...There's a flow of mana toward the back of the mansion."

"Yes. I also feel like something is lingering there. It's better not to get close."

"...I want to stay here tonight,"

Marmi said. She didn't want to sleep while listening to *that* moaning again. The fact that the source of the voice was the daughter of the proud Muu tribe made it even worse.

"What?"

Wake couldn't fathom Marmi's true intentions, but eventually, he nodded in resignation.

"I'll go check it out. Lady Mo, you are absolutely not to come inside. Do you understand? Absolutely not."

After making Patricia promise not to let Marmi into the mansion, Wake took the other guards and stepped into the mansion's garden. It was as if his back suddenly vanished from sight. Was it just the eerie atmosphere of the mansion playing tricks on her eyes? Marmi thought it was no illusion and tried to read the flow of mana. Just then, a young girl came walking towards them.

"Muu."

"Muu."

It was Famu, shyly returning the Muu tribe's greeting.

"Lady Mo, isn't the Muu tribe a little too childish?"

Patricia said, watching Famu run towards them.

"...It's fine. She's just trying way too hard to act grown up, so I just knocked her down a peg."

"I just love how kind you are, Lady Mo,"

Patricia said with a smile.

"...Is your training over?"

Famu nodded at Marmi's words.

"I saw you at the arena and was curious where you were going."

Hearing this, Patricia smiled again. It seemed Marmi's crush wasn't one-sided.

"...This is our inn for tonight. Do you want to stay too, Famu?"

"Isn't it broken? And it smells like blood..."

"It seems there was a battle with a monster here three days ago,"

Patricia replied.

"Is that so? It smells fresher than that..."

Famu approached the mansion gate. Just as she tried to peek inside, her vision distorted.

"Ah!"

"Famu!"

Famu was being pulled into the gate. Marmi grabbed onto her and braced herself to stop her, but she was easily dragged inside as well.

"Lady Mo!"

Patricia's cry didn't reach them. The two of them had vanished, swallowed by the gate.

The scenery outside the gate was that of a normal city. However, Patricia, who should have been there, was nowhere to be seen. There wasn't a soul in sight. It looked like they could just open the gate and leave. Famu tried to touch the gate but was blocked by an invisible wall. It seemed to be a one-way entrance.

"...A dungeon."

"This is a dungeon?"

Marmi nodded at Famu. It was completely different from the dungeons Famu had experienced. If it weren't for the invisible wall, it would be no different from a normal house. Marmi explained to Famu that a dungeon was a series of disconnected, enclosed spaces.

"...Find Wake, defeat the Area Guardian. Then we can get out."

"What's a Wake?"

"...My strongest swordsman. He went ahead to check on the mansion."

It was fortunate that he had entered the mansion first. Marmi thought that he would overcome any obstacle and surely come to her. As she was thinking this, she noticed Famu peering into her face.

"I want my Master to think of me that way, too,"

Famu said.

"...That's a lie. You just overwrote what you truly want to be thought of as."

"Hmph, Mo, you'll understand when you fall in love with someone. It's not just one single feeling."

"...I've never met him, but I have a fiancé. But unfortunately, I'll never understand your feelings, Famu."

"If you haven't met him, he might be a nice person. You might fall in love with him when you do."

For lower-ranking or upstart nobles, perhaps, but for the aristocracy at the apex of power, there was no room for romantic feelings in marriage. Bloodline was everything. Marmi would be leaving the Star Union Family. And it had been promised that if her child was a boy, he would be adopted into the Star Union Family. This was a gamble of sorts. Some believed that Marmi was the last child of the elf race.

"...My fiancé's family is skilled in mental manipulation magic. In five years, I'll be a woman who loves him, molded to his preferences, so don't worry."

"Do you really think a member of the Muu tribe would be at ease after hearing that?"

Besides Patricia, there was someone else who would get angry for Marmi. For her, that was enough. But Marmi, Patricia, and Famu could do nothing about this matter.

"...Let's talk about this later. For now, let's think about our current situation, okay?"

"It feels like our current situation doesn't matter in the face of that, but you're right. Let's look for Wake-san. For now, let's try going inside the mansion."

It might be better to wait in a safe place. But Wake didn't know Marmi was here. They wanted to meet up with him as soon as possible, so Marmi agreed. The signs of destruction on the mansion had vanished. It was a three-story building. A huge door and countless windows seemed to look down on them. It had a strange, intimidating, and unwelcoming air.

"F-For now, let's shout and see if anyone inside responds."

"...Hmm?"

Famu raised both hands and shouted, "Muu!"

"Come on, Mo, you too."

*What does this girl plan to do if a monster comes out?*

"Huh? Okay."

For a while, the two of them continued to shout "Muu"

with their hands raised. But nothing happened. There were no figures watching them from inside either.

"This is strange. This is the strategy my Master taught me for checking for people inside..."

"...There's no one inside."

Marmi thought Famu was the strange one, but she held her tongue so as not to hurt her feelings.

"Well then, it's a little scary, but let's go in."

Famu opened the door and entered. Marmi followed her. The entrance hall was a wide space. It was an open-ceilinged hall with a double staircase leading to the second floor. It was dim and eerie.

"I don't sense anyone."

Famu carefully scanned the surroundings, but there was nothing suspicious.

"...Famu, up there. The chandelier."

Marmi noticed something clinging to the ornament hanging from the ceiling.

"*Ukiki, ukiki!*"

The creature shrieked and began to shake the chandelier violently. The decorations clinked together, creating a noisy, grating sound.

"It's going to fall!"

The chandelier came crashing down on top of them. They barely managed to dodge it.

"*Kikiki, kikiki!*"

The monster looked like a monkey. It descended from the ceiling and swung its long arm down at Famu. Its fingertips had sharp claws. Famu drew her two short swords and blocked with the blades. *Clang!* She avoided taking damage, but her haori was torn. Famu went to counterattack, but the monster quickly scurried up the wall.

"...Crazy Monkey. Be careful, there are a lot of them."

Just as Marmi said, more shadows began crawling on the walls and ceiling. This time, two monsters descended, aiming for Marmi.

"...Lightning Strike."

A flash of lightning shot out from Marmi's wand. The two monsters got tangled up in mid-air, pushing each other away as they dodged the lightning. Famu timed her attack for the moment just before they landed and unleashed Kikuichimonji. The blade of vacuum caught the Crazy Monkey.

"*Kiki!*"

The wounded Crazy Monkey tried to get up. Just then, Marmi's lightning strike hit it. The monster vanished.

"...One down."

"There are at least ten of them. There are too many."

"...Then let's just burn the mansion down. I'll burn whatever, you take care of any that come at us."

Marmi began setting fire to anything that looked flammable, like curtains and wooden furniture. *Why do mages love to burn things?* Famu thought, reminded of her own party's mage. The Crazy Monkeys, their footing now being set on fire, began to attack Famu and Marmi one after another. Famu took out kunai and threw them. She hit the first one, making it vanish, but the second one dodged. She blocked a monster's attack with a kunai, then stabbed another in the back as it landed.

"*Gyeeeee!*"

The monster vanished. Marmi also skillfully dodged the monsters' claws by deploying a small defensive barrier in front of her wand.

"*Kikiki! Kikiki!*"

The monsters switched tactics to overwhelming them with numbers. They surrounded the two of them and attacked all at once.

"...Fools. I was waiting for that."

Marmi raised her wand, and a massive bolt of lightning shot towards the swarm of monsters. Five monsters vanished. Famu threw kunai at the two survivors. They had also taken damage from the lightning, so hitting them was easy. They had defeated all the Crazy Monkeys in the entrance hall.

As Famu was retrieving her kunai, an old man dressed as a butler descended the double staircase.

"Welcome, it is a pleasure to—*aghk!*"

Before the butler could finish speaking, Marmi shot him with a bolt of lightning. The butler was sent flying and twitched for a moment before going still.

"He didn't vanish. Maybe he wasn't a monster?"

"...His training is lacking. A butler who shows up this late is no butler at all."

As they approached to investigate, the fallen butler stood up as if nothing had happened. The two of them trembled in fear.

"You must be Lady Marmi of the Star Union Family, who we were expecting. Yesterday, we were waiting for your arrival—*fugo!*"

Marmi fired another lightning bolt. The butler was sent flying and went still, just like before.

"...If Wake was inside the mansion, there's no way he wouldn't have noticed all this commotion. Let's leave the mansion for now and circle around to the back garden from the outside. That's where the mana flow is coming from."

"You're right."

In their minds, the butler simply didn't exist. They opened the door and left the mansion. The abandoned butler stood up once more.

"Goodness me... I must prepare to welcome Lady Marmi and her party,"

he muttered, then walked up the double staircase. It was the last time he was ever seen. He had been a victim when this mansion was destroyed.



    Chapter 43

    [Special Chapter] The Vow of the Muu Tribe (The Muu Tribe is Eternal)

    This is the final installment of the special chapter. We will return to the regular schedule next time.



    Chapter 44

    The Bikini Top and the Bikini Bottom

    It was the morning of our departure. I had been spending my nights alternating between Famu and Mizuki, and Cecily and Aira the night before. I had considered using Cecily's aphrodisiac to be with all four at once, but I had a feeling that including Aira would be dangerous. When I woke up, Famu was, as usual, praying. As I sat up, Mizuki was clutching her stomach, laughing.

"What is it?"

Mizuki handed me her phone. It was a picture of my sleeping face. On my forehead, the character for 'Nose' was written.

"That's some impressive calligraphy,"

I remarked, impressed for some reason.

"Yeah, I took calligraphy classes in elementary school."

"Alright, I'll write on you too, so hand over the permanent marker."

"Eh, seriously?"

Mizuki said as she handed me the marker. I wrote the single character for 'Nose' on her forehead as well.

"...You know, you're still kinda cute even with that written on you. That's not fair."

"Eh? Just 'kinda'?"

Mizuki pouted.

"Master, please write on me too,"

Famu chimed in.

"...Alright. Mizuki, could you write this character for her?"

I secretly showed Mizuki my phone to give her the instruction.

"Leave it to me."

Mizuki wrote the character for 'Sincerity' on Famu's forehead, and I took a picture to show her.

"Whoaaaaa! S-So cool..."

Famu let out a strange, excited noise.

"Yeah, it's not that great,"

I said, trying to temper her enthusiasm. She looked adorable being so happy, but I was worried she might start asking me to write it every day.

Just then, Myra came in.

"Good morn— Hmph, you're leaving me out again. Please write on me too!"

"Are you sure? Aren't you embarrassed?"

I asked, worried.

"I want to match with Mash!"

"...Mizuki, if you would."

"Oh... alright."

Looking slightly taken aback, Mizuki finished writing 'Nose' on Myra's forehead.

"Heehee, how do I look?"

Myra asked proudly.

"I don't know if 'it suits you' is the right thing to say, but I guess it's fine?"

I could only give a vague reply. The quality of the calligraphy somehow made it a little less funny.

"Aira and the others weren't in the dining hall yet. Could I borrow that marker and the magic key?"

It seemed Myra intended to go write on Cecily and Aira's foreheads. They had drunk quite a lot last night, so they were probably still asleep. Would it be okay for Myra to barge in? What if they were sleeping naked in each other's arms?

"They were pretty drunk last night, so things might be a little messy. No matter what you see, just quietly write one character on their foreheads and come back, okay?"

"You can count on me."

Myra nodded forcefully.

"No matter what the situation is, it's just because of the alcohol from last night. So don't wake them up to ask, alright?"

Myra left the room. I hoped she would return safely without incident. I noticed Famu and Mizuki staring at me.

"...What exactly is going on?"

"N-No, it's just... they drank a lot last night, so I was just a little worried, that's all."

I could tell my explanation hadn't cleared up their suspicions at all and had only created more, but I hoped they wouldn't pry any further.

"Anyway, Mizuki. We've had enough fun with this. Let's erase it now,"

I said, changing the subject.

"Huh?"

Mizuki replied.

"Huh?"

I replied back.

"...Sorry, I don't know how to get it off."

Ten two-horse carriages were lined up in a row. After breakfast, we had all gathered at the city's south gate. Each carriage had two drivers. The first and last carriages were for the adventurer guards. The second through sixth carriages were loaded with cargo. Next was the one for the Mateo Trading Company staff. Mateo's daughter, Claire, would also be riding in this carriage. And then there were carriages loaded with camping gear, tools, food, fodder, and other travel necessities. It was quite an impressive sight, but apparently, this was considered a small-scale caravan. Because of that, this time the cargo was mainly high-value, easily exchangeable metal goods produced in the Imperial capital. As for guards, besides us, there was one other party. If the caravan was attacked, everyone, including the drivers, would participate in the battle.

"Allow me to reintroduce myself. I am Claire, Mateo's daughter."

Claire bowed her head politely. Then, she stared intently at the 'Nose' written on my forehead.

"Is that some kind of charm?"

"No, if you stand on your head, it looks like a man with a mustache."

"..."

Claire looked troubled. I was troubled too.

"Ahem!"

The man next to Claire cleared his throat. This man was Mercedes. He was Claire's support, but in reality, he was the one running this caravan. He was young, in his twenties, but he had been entrusted with a caravan. He must be competent.

"I'm Mash, leader of Levante. A pleasure to meet you."

"Yes. Mateo has told me everything. We'll be counting on you to guard the rear of the caravan this time."

"Is Mateo not here today?"

"He is on his way to the Imperial capital for business. My apologies."

I wanted to thank him, even if it was just a quick word, but it couldn't be helped.

Just then, a party of six approached the caravan.

At the lead was a female warrior in bikini armor. Next to her was Beers from Wind Blade. No, Beers was the name Reed had given him. Come to think of it, I didn't know his real name.

"I'm Avea, leader of 'Altail.' I usually work as a guard for the Mateo Trading Company while exploring dungeons."

"I'm Mash, leader of Levante. I'm an adventurer. A pleasure to meet you."

I repeated my introduction as I shook her outstretched hand. She had long, wavy red hair. She was taller than me and had a body of steel-like muscle. Her bikini armor barely covered her physique.

"...What's with the character on your forehead?"

"This is 'Nose'."

At this point, that was the only way I could answer.

"..."

"Anyway, that's some impressive armor you have there."

I forcefully changed the subject.

"Hah, you think so? Attacks are meaningless before these beautiful muscles."

Avea proudly flexed her bicep and laughed, revealing a set of pearly white teeth.

"But does it really offer any protection?"

My gaze was drawn to the red cloth that only covered her chest and crotch.

"Want to touch it and see?"

"Eh, is that okay?"

"I don't mind."

Avea then struck what bodybuilders call a front relaxed pose. She faced me directly, flaring her lats to show off her muscularity. I reached for her crotch. I searched for her clitoris through the piece of cloth. As I slid my finger along her slit, the protrusion became more distinct. As I thought, it really did seem to be just a bikini and not armor. But it was starting to swell up nicely. I wanted to touch it a little longer and help it grow.

"Oi, what are you doing?"

Avea's voice was tinged with anger.

"Huh? You said I could check the armor's condition..."

"I said you could touch my muscles!"

Avea threw a powerful Brazilian hook. I leaned back to dodge but fell backward onto my butt. Famu and Mizuki jumped between Avea and me, as if to protect me.

"I'm so sorry. This guy's been acting weird all morning. Weird enough to write 'Nose' on his forehead,"

Mizuki said.

"...You have it written on yours too,"

Avea pointed out.

"Uh, maybe I'm acting weird too. Mash! You apologize too."

"Ah, right. My apologies."

She was incredibly scary, so I apologized for the time being.

"...Whatever. I did say you could touch it. And besides, it was a little... you know. More importantly, you."

Avea's gaze fell on Famu.

"Are you a swordsman?"

"I am a Miburō."

"Is that man your master?"

"...Yes."

Famu nodded.

"How about it? If you can beat me in a one-on-one fight, I'll forget about what just happened."

"Wait, Famu has nothing to do with this."

This time, I stood up and intervened.

"Don't make me laugh. A dog-eared girl being protected by her master?"

"Hmph, Master. I will not lose."

What was she basing that on?

"Famu, no. She's an ally."

"Then it's fine. I have no intention of becoming an enemy of the gods either. This is just a little entertainment. I'm not planning to kill you. Let's use wooden sticks."

Avea took two wooden sticks from a cargo wagon. She threw one to Famu. Even with a wooden stick, getting hit by someone with muscles like that would be fatal.

"Master, may I have your permission to fight?"

I wanted to stop her, but I knew she would fight no matter what I said.

"Yeah... Mizuki, could you go get Myra?"

"Got it."

Mizuki nodded and ran off.

Avea held the wooden stick carelessly in one hand. In contrast, Famu held hers with both hands, facing her opponent in a center-line stance. The tip was aimed at her solar plexus, and her stance, from the placement of her feet to her center of gravity, was natural and well-formed. When did she learn a stance like that?

"Come on."

Avea beckoned with her palm facing up. Famu responded by leaping forward. Avea deflected a strike aimed at her forehead with her wooden stick. Famu slipped past Avea's side. She turned, returned to her stance, and once again leaped in, aiming for her forehead. This time, her strike was faster and sharper. Avea caught the blow with her wooden stick, which she had re-gripped with both hands, and they were locked in a stalemate.

"Not bad,"

Avea laughed. Then, she used her power to send Famu flying. She then struck Famu as she stumbled backward. She didn't press the attack any further. It seemed she was waiting for Famu to regain her posture. When Famu returned to her stance, this time Avea also readied her sword. She held it with one hand, the tip pointing far above Famu's head. Famu swayed the tip of her stick as if to invite an attack, maintaining her distance as she moved counter-clockwise around Avea.

"Not coming? Then I'll come to you."

Avea danced. The wooden stick came down with incredible speed. Famu blocked it with her own stick, but Avea rained down two, three more blows in quick succession, and Famu's defense gradually began to crumble. Then, Avea's front kick exploded forward. Famu couldn't take it and fell on her butt.

"That's enough!"

It was Mercedes who stopped them. He must have decided that if they continued, things would get out of hand. Myra ran over to Famu.

"When you're done with her, I'll need some help too,"

Avea said to Myra, showing her a swollen right arm. When she had received the front kick and was falling backward, Famu had managed to land a blow.

"You've got potential. Let's do this again. I'll be your training partner anytime."

Avea smiled at Famu.

"Really? I'd like to train with my master as well!"

Famu stood up and bowed deeply.

"...Me too?"

All I could feel was despair.



    Chapter 45

    Levante and the Overland Journey

    The caravan made its way along the forest road. We were in the rearmost wagon. The pace was slower than I'd expected, and the rest breaks were long. It felt like we could have moved faster on foot. Our wagon had two drivers, while me, Famu, Cecily, and Aira were on standby under the canvas cover. Mizuki and Myra were keeping watch at the rear. We were all on a rotation. More than anything, the wagon's rocking was awful. This road would take us all the way to the port town of Frucht. From there, the cargo would be transferred to a ship, and we'd sail down the Balis River to the city of Heilon. Then it would be back to the road for the final leg to Miglutt. The whole trip was scheduled to take about thirty days. Cecily's face was pale. Aira was rubbing her back. Why is it that seeing someone else feel sick makes you feel sick yourself? I wanted some motion sickness medicine, too.

"About that match earlier,"

I said, striking up a conversation with Famu beside me to distract myself.

"Yes?"

Famu nodded.

"Where did you learn that stance and those movements?"

It was the same during the Hekatonkheires fight. I wondered if Famu had practiced kendo, but I knew she was a complete amateur.

"I was watching your movements, Master."

"...You can learn just by doing that?"

It was unbelievable. Was she some kind of genius, even more so than Mizuki?

"When I take that stance, I feel like I can't lose. It's my invincible mode."

For some reason, she looked proud.

"That's just your imagination. You were losing completely."

I had to set her straight, because it was genuinely dangerous.

"What I do is called kendo in my world. It's a sport where you strike each other with swords made of bamboo to score points. It's not a real swordfight. To put it bluntly, it's an extension of play. I only do it because it's all I can do."

"When I use that stance, I somehow get a sense of how I should move. But I still can't move exactly as I picture it."

"...A guardian spirit?"

I remembered she'd told me before that a guardian spirit had taught her the name of a god of the end times.

"Probably. Do you know the phrase, 'First, the eyes; second, the feet; third, the spirit; fourth, the strength'? It came to mind while watching you move, Master."

It was a phrase one of my elderly instructors used to say at every opportunity—a saying that described the most important elements of swordsmanship and their order. Perhaps by watching me, she was seeing the fundamental form, the very archetype of what kendo was meant to be. First were the eyes. My teacher used to say, "As if gazing upon a distant mountain."

It was a warning against a fixed mind, a call for the insight to see all. It emphasized the importance of grasping the situation with your enemy and your surroundings. Second were the feet. "Footwork like the waves lapping upon a sandy shore,"

he'd say. This was a warning against swordsmanship that was nothing but swinging a sword. A strike only becomes true when accompanied by a stable core and proper footwork. In swordsmanship, the forward step is the foundation. Without it, the unity of spirit, sword, and body is impossible. It was connected to what Aidan had taught me. Third was spirit. "An unshakeable heart,"

my teacher called it. It meant courage, guts. A mind that remains unmoved no matter what happens. I'm always so aware that I lack this that I tend to forget everything else. It's a bit complicated, but an "unshakeable heart"

is a spirit that isn't perturbed by any situation, whereas a "fixed mind"

refers to a state where the mind is captivated by something. Lastly, strength. My teacher never said anything specific about this. It was the strength and skill forged through training, something that needed no explanation. It's also said that it's placed fourth as a warning against relying too much on power. I gave Famu a brief explanation.

"Master, I want you to teach me more. Did you notice anything else during our match earlier?"

"You fall for the enemy's feints too easily. There are sayings: 'seize the initiative' and 'strike after the initiative.' By acting just before your opponent begins to move, it becomes easier to suppress their momentum."

I felt a little embarrassed, talking so pretentiously to Famu. Anyone can talk the talk. I could never do it myself, but as I thought, the eyes are what's important.

"...Master. I thought you were someone who only ever thought about lewd things."

Famu said something incredibly harsh so casually. Was she turning into another Mizuki? Even now, I was suppressing the urge to grope Famu's breasts around the clock. I was trying really, really hard.

"...How can you call a guy like that 'Master' with a straight face?"

"M-Master is Master!"

"Fine. Until you start calling me 'Mash-kun' or 'Mash-chan,' I'm not speaking to you anymore!"

"Are you a child?!"

I turned my back on her. I'm just a pervy, ridiculous adult with the character for 'nose' written on his forehead, who only thinks about lewd things anyway.

"M-M-M... Maaaaash!"

Famu started patting my shoulder. Well, it didn't hurt at all.

"While we're on the subject of being pervy, the next time we stay at an inn, I'm calling Laciel."

"What about the others?"

Famu seemed to assume she'd be there, too. Did she want a new pair of underwear?

"It's a pain, so I'll just have everyone who wants to participate be there."

"Will my sister's resistance really work?"

Myra claimed she could resist the 'Charm' that Laciel projected, but could she really resist a god? I was at the point where I didn't care what happened.

"Who knows. More importantly, you'll call me 'big sister' at Myra's request, so why can't you grant your Master's request?"

"Ugh... Master. I love you very much. That's why I can't say it right now. ...Is that not okay?"

I'd think saying 'I love you' would be more embarrassing than calling me by a nickname, but maybe I'm wrong. I could tell she was hiding something. I wanted to draw it out of her, but I'd rather she tell me on her own. Aira and Cecily, sitting across from me, had been shooting icy glares our way for a while now.

"You two... if you're going to be all lovey-dovey, go somewhere else. I'm so nauseous I could puke..."

Cecily said.

"You two are welcome to show off, too, you know?"

"Shut up!"

"They say lack of sleep can also cause motion sickness, you know?"

I bet they were up all night doing pervy things together.

"..."

Cecily fell silent. I felt a little bad for her, but then I saw the 'nose' character on her forehead and felt conflicted. The 'nose' on Aira's forehead, who was rubbing her sister's back with a worried look, was also bugging me. I wanted to laugh, but I had a feeling they'd get genuinely angry if I did. I wanted to get the marks off their foreheads by the end of the day. I'd try out the various slime oils I'd collected tonight.

"Some of the others brought spare horses to ride, right? Ask to switch with one of them. You shouldn't get sick while you're riding."

"...I'll do that."

Cecily nodded.

Night fell. We were camping out tonight. We couldn't all fit inside the stone pillar barrier that protected against monster attacks, so we formed a circle of people around the wagons. The staff from the Mateo Trading Company handled the cooking and distributed meals to everyone. We split into several groups to eat around campfires. It was summer, so while the days were hot, the nights were cool. Claire had invited me, so after getting my food, I went to where the Mateo Trading Company members were gathered. I was then guided to a spot that felt like a couple's table, just for me and Claire. I should have brought Famu with me. Being watched by the other members from a distance was painful. It was incredibly awkward. Famu had actually tried to follow me, but Myra was even more determined to come along, so Famu ended up having to hold her back. For now, I'd just finish this hearty soup quickly and get it over with. But what was I supposed to do if this continued every day?

"..."

"..."

Not knowing what to say, we both fell silent. It seemed Claire felt the same way. I can respond to people who talk to me, but I can't say anything to someone who says nothing.

"The stars are beautiful, aren't they?"

Claire said, looking up at the night sky. A crescent moon hung in the eastern sky. The Milky Way was clearly visible again tonight. There were particularly bright stars on either side of it, looking like one corner of the Summer Triangle. If the date on my phone was correct, today was July 5th. As always, I found myself wanting to find the North Star. I looked for the Big Dipper and Cassiopeia like before, but couldn't find them. Were the star alignments different from my original world, or were there just too many stars to pick them out?

"The stars look like a river."

"Yes,"

Claire nodded.

"Do you see the especially bright stars on either side?"

"...There are too many, I can't tell."

I figured as much. I'd been planning to tell her the story of Tanabata, but I gave up. I could have also talked about fixed stars and the speed of light, which would have passed a decent amount of time. Oh well, I'd just have to tell Famu this story instead.

"Mash-sama, what do you plan to do after you arrive in Miglutt?"

"The '-sama' isn't necessary. Mash is fine. For now, I plan to explore dungeons and gather information."

Even as I said it, I felt like I was at a dead end.

"Information, you say?"

"Yeah. Information about otherworlders, information about the Demon Lord... and I also want to look into the Crimson Brigade."

"The Crimson Brigade was originally a mercenary company. Now they're involved in all sorts of illegal activities, like thievery. They also deal in slaves."

Did she know about Famu? It felt like she'd added that last part deliberately.

"Is it a large organization?"

"Their current overall strength is unknown, but they were once a mercenary company of about five hundred."

I couldn't imagine if five hundred was a lot or a little.

"Would you be willing to entrust the investigation to our company?"

"Sorry, but I can't have you doing it too openly and leaving a trail."

"Please, leave it to me. We will be discreet, of course."

Claire smiled.

"How much?"

It sounded like it would cost a considerable amount.

"It would feel like pressure if I said it was free, wouldn't it? How about two Mana Seeds? An additional Mana Seed depending on the information we find. For a period of one year, how does that sound?"

"Alright. I'm counting on you. Also, I'd like you to keep it a secret that I'm investigating the Crimson Brigade."

The labor costs in this world must be significant. This was probably a bargain price.

"Hehe, it'll be our little secret."

I still had plenty from the recent Mana Seed fever. I took two Mana Seeds from my storage and handed them to her.

"...So you really did have them."

"Were you testing me?"

"No, my apologies. Now, one more thing. What do you plan to do for lodging in Miglutt?"

"Are you talking about an inn? I'm a freeman, so I'll have to stay at an inn, right?"

Only citizens could own residences in the city.

"Would you be interested in a house?"

"Really?"

"How about one gold coin per month?"

An inn cost seven silver coins a night for a single room. Since one hundred silver coins equal one gold coin, this was cheap. But the hassle of cleaning and cooking seemed like a pain. I could easily imagine us starting with a chore rotation, only for me to end up doing everything in the end.

"Well, I'll decide after I see the place."

"Of course."

Claire nodded. And then, the conversation died again.

"...I heard from Mateo. Are you really okay with this?"

"...I am prepared. It is how I was raised. If you do not embrace me, Mash-sama—I mean, Mash—my position will become rather delicate."

This was heavy. I never thought I'd be in this kind of position.

"Look at the character on my forehead. I'm just some weird old guy, you know?"

"Are you perhaps waiting for me to say I don't want to?"

I felt like she'd seen right through me.

"My dream is to do lewd things with a woman who says she doesn't want it and make her fall for me."

"Hehe, well then, I'll try to act a little reluctant on our first night."

I couldn't figure Claire out. I'd expected an extreme reaction like Famu's or Mizuki's, but she'd brushed it off lightly. What was she thinking as she ate this meal with me?

"Do you have a lover?"

"Of course not. Which of your party members are you in love with, Mash?"

"All of them."

"..."

*Yeah, I figured as much.* A guy who gets a kick out of writing 'nose' on his forehead for no good reason probably doesn't have that much charm.

"Myra-sama as well?"

"That's right."

I wasn't sure what her intention was in asking, but it was probably because Myra was a special figure in Richel. Claire placed a hand on her chest and let out a deep sigh.

"I cannot join you on your adventures. Will that be alright?"

"Going on adventures together isn't a condition for being lovers."

"I see. But I would like for us to have a relationship where we can talk more casually."

Claire leaned her shoulder against me. I gently pulled her closer. She gazed up at me.

"I spent so much time wondering what kind of person my father would bring. But I never imagined I'd end up kissing a man with a character written on his forehead."

"Just close your eyes."

"I will."

Claire smiled mischievously and closed her eyelids. I lightly pressed my lips to hers.



    Chapter 46

    Night Bugs and the Bikini Armor Gambit

    I was on night watch. Levante, Altair, and the Mateo Trading Company were each providing two people for guard duty. For us in Levante, the rotation was me and Aira, Myra and Mizuki, and Famu and Cecily. The pairings were decided by drawing lots. Speaking of which, Levante. We had to keep telling ourselves that was our name or we'd forget. I wasn't confident I'd even recognize it if someone called out to us. Aira and I were sitting around the campfire. We'd managed to erase the characters on our foreheads with the various slime oils I'd collected. It had been a struggle to get the marks off Famu, though; she'd put up quite a fight. The starry sky was as breathtaking as ever. Come to think of it, it hasn't rained once since I came to this world. I wonder if it ever does.

"What was that all about during dinner?"

Aira asked.

"What was what about?"

I tried to play dumb.

"Everyone's mad."

"You too, Aira?"

"...Yeah."

"Really? I thought you wouldn't get angry."

"Don't mess with me."

"I haven't told you or Cecily, but I have a deal with the Mateo Trading Company."

I explained the circumstances of how Mateo had told me I could do as I pleased with Claire.

"What do you think?"

I asked.

"What do I think? Just do what you want, right? No one will object. Everyone likes you, so they'll never create a decisive conflict. In the end, it'll go your way."

"You too, Aira?"

"...What's with you all of a sudden?"

Aira's expression hardened.

"Well, I was just wondering if you liked me."

"...I hate you."

Aira stood up. She stared off into the forest.

"Something wrong?"

I stood up too. I followed her gaze, but couldn't see anything. I could only hear the buzzing of wings. It sounded like a bug. A small dot was drawn toward the campfire as if mesmerized, then fell at my feet. I picked it up.

"A stag beetle. It's huge. A Miyama stag beetle, maybe?"

I showed it to Aira.

"Eek!"

Aira recoiled. She must not like bugs.

"You're afraid of insects?"

"I'm not afraid, you just startled me."

"Oh, really? Want to touch it then?"

I offered her the beetle.

"Hiee!"

Aira backed away again.

"You really do hate them. Why lie?"

"I-I don't hate them!"

Why was she getting so worked up? I decided not to bring the bug any closer to her. If she let out a loud scream, it would cause a huge scene.

"I wonder if I could gather a bunch of these and sell them in town."

"A-a bunch..."

Aira turned pale.

"Not 'a bunch of boobs.' Where I'm from, stag beetles sold for a high price."

"What kind of creepy town is that?"

"..."

I couldn't think of a comeback. I had always thought that stag beetles and rhinoceros beetles were a boy's dream in any world. Just then, I heard another buzzing sound. A black dot landed on Aira's left breast. It was another magnificent stag beetle. She froze in place, standing ramrod straight. Completely rigid.

"Want me to get it off for you?"

Aira shook her head.

"Why are you being so stubborn?"

"You like insects, don't you?"

"Well, I'd be hard-pressed to say if I like them or not. I don't like or dislike them."

Seeing a stag beetle gets me excited, but if you ask me if I like insects, it's a bit of a gray area.

"Hey, try putting the stag beetle in your hand on my other breast."

"Are you serious?"

Aira nodded. I placed the stag beetle on her right breast. She remained perfectly still. Should I tell her it suited her? 

"...I want to cry."

"I don't get it. What have you been trying so hard for?"

"Because... you hate me."

"I don't hate you."

"But you think I'm a pain."

"I don't. I was the one who thought you didn't like me."

"You're not wrong about that."

"That actually hurts, you know!"

"...What if its pincers... pinch my nipple?"

Was that a request? Which was it?

"Do you want it to pinch you?"

"Because it seems like something you'd enjoy."

What did she think I was into?

"...If that's the case, I'd rather just grope you normally. I don't like pain either, so I'm taking them off."

I removed the stag beetles enthroned on her breasts and released them into the darkness. I might be on Aira's bad side now, but I hoped they would grow up strong. For a while, I stared into the darkness. Nothing happened.

"Hey, what are you planning to do once we get to Miglutt?"

"I don't know. I haven't decided anything."

Aira looked up at the sky. Her expression seemed lost.

Morning of the next day. It was before we started moving. Me, Famu, and Mizuki were doing our morning training with Altair's Avea and Beers. It was Famu's idea to make this a daily routine starting today. Avea was in charge. Right now, we were doing some light practice swings. Aira was watching us. I'd asked her last night to be there in case anyone got hurt. By the way, Beers was apparently going to keep calling himself Beers. He said it gets a better reaction. I wasn't sure about changing your name for the sake of a laugh, but since he was part of Altair now, maybe it was a good thing. Avea was intently watching my practice swings.

"You have the cleanest swing."

I'd probably be surpassed by Mizuki and Famu soon enough. Having just experienced that sad reality with horseback riding, I was feeling resigned.

"You think so? Do you think I could handle the fourth floor of the dungeon in Richel?"

"Fourth floor? Everyone knows you beat a B-rank adventurer who cleared the fortieth floor, don't they?"

"We're F-rank, and the farthest we've cleared on our own is the third floor."

"You should be fine up to at least the tenth floor."

"Someone else said the same thing, and we had a terrible time when we went to the twelfth."

Avea gave me a skeptical look. It was the truth, so there was nothing I could do about it.

"Well, whatever. Since it's the first day, I want to get a grasp of everyone's abilities. Let's have a match, one pair at a time."

By drawing lots, it was decided that I would fight Mizuki, and Famu would fight Beers.

"The day has finally come to settle my daily grudges."

Mizuki gripped her wooden stick and smiled defiantly.

"Wait. What daily grudges?"

"My daily grudges are my daily grudges. And I haven't forgotten the grudge for my virginity, either."

"...I might actually die to [Super Kill]."

"Don't worry. I won't activate it. Probably."

Mizuki took her stance. She held the wooden stick in her right hand and had a wooden shield equipped on her left arm. I gripped my wooden stick like a katana and faced her in a *seigan* stance.

"It's alright, Master. You will absolutely not lose."

Famu said encouragingly. I wondered what kind of person she thought I was. While I was thinking, Mizuki closed the distance. She feigned a strike, so I used the tip of my blade to parry her wooden stick and break her momentum.

"Hmph!"

I tried to back away and create distance, but Mizuki pressed forward, not letting me. The tension mounted as we drew closer, into the one-step, one-sword range. I aimed for the instant she raised her weapon for an overhead strike, swinging my wooden stick at her wrist. The blow was about to land for real, so I instinctively stopped my movement. In that moment of hesitation, Mizuki's strike came down on my head.

"...Ouch."

When I came to, I was lying with my head in Aira's lap. Mizuki, Famu, Avea, and a little farther off, Beers, were all looking down at me.

"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry,"

Mizuki apologized. Contrary to her earlier bravado, she looked like she was about to cry.

"No, this man is at fault. If he hadn't stopped, Mizuki's wrist would have been struck and she would have dropped her weapon. Why did you stop?"

Avea asked. The atmosphere wasn't one where I could say I didn't want to see Mizuki get hurt like that. We were trying to train seriously. It wasn't right to bring those kinds of feelings into a match. It wouldn't do either of us any good.

"Ah, I thought I could get Aira to dote on me."

"...It seems we need to beat that attitude out of you. I'll be your next opponent,"

Avea said.

"Wait, isn't it just one match today?"

"You haven't even swung your weapon once in a real match yet. Get up."

I had no choice but to stand. My weapon was gone. I looked around and saw Famu holding it.

"Sorry about that. I lost."

I said to Famu.

"..."

Famu just looked at me searchingly.

"Master... me too... no, please win next time."

Famu handed me the wooden stick.

I took the *seigan* stance again, just like before. I knew it was one-dimensional, but it was all I could do. Avea had the same stance as Mizuki, but without a shield. While I was trying to figure out my next move, she lunged forward. Fast. She closed the distance faster than I could retreat. She raised her wooden stick. Just like with Mizuki, I aimed for her wrist on the approach, but I was too slow and my swing hit nothing but air. At this rate, I'd just get hit, so I charged forward, ramming into her with my body. I'd intended to shove her back, but she easily absorbed the impact. We were locked in a stalemate.

"Not bad, dodging that,"

Avea grinned.

"Shut up."

I tried to apply pressure, but she didn't budge an inch. Her muscles were no joke. Avea switched to a two-handed grip and pushed me back instead. I'd planned to pull something as I retreated, but I was so focused on keeping my balance that I couldn't do a thing. From there, Avea's relentless assault began. She swung her wooden stick wildly, literally from every direction, trying to land a single blow on me. I was completely on the defensive, just backing away and blocking. I knew retreating was a bad idea. But I wasn't given any other choice.

"What's wrong? Is that all you've got?"

I aimed for her torso as she finished her sentence, but she quickly stepped back and dodged it with ease. The distance was broken. I was out of breath. I took a deep breath to calm myself and returned to my *seigan* stance. Seeing this, she also readjusted her stance. She wasn't even breathing hard after all that attacking. It was no use. Nothing I did seemed to work. I was just being overwhelmed by her pressure, and my spirit was starting to break. I had to watch carefully. Having blocked all her attacks, I felt like I was on the verge of a breakthrough. I kept my concentration, moving the tip of my blade up and down. As if lured by the movement, Avea moved. I tried to parry her weapon as she started to act, but her movements were still faster, and I cut through empty air. Her rush began again. Once more, I was forced onto the defensive. Her attacks were focused on my head. Just as I thought that, a front kick came flying at me. I spun around to dodge it. It was a chance to counter, but my hands wouldn't move. The distance was broken again. The heavy, difficult time continued. My heart rate was up and my breathing was ragged.

"Not bad,"

Avea laughed. I wanted to say something sarcastic back, but nothing came to mind.

"Ready to start hitting back, even if your opponent is a woman?"

She'd seen right through me.

"...How did you know?"

"I hate guys like you."

Avea thrust the tip of her wooden stick at my throat. The killing intent was immense. She planned to end it with the next attack. However, understanding a little of what was in her heart allowed me to calm down. Something was swaying. It was her breasts, encased in bikini armor. How had I not noticed? They must have been swaying wildly while we were clashing. Now, they swayed gently with her breathing. I hadn't looked at them at all until now. I wanted to punch my past self. I readjusted my *seigan* stance. The tip of my blade was aimed at her solar plexus, just short of it. I didn't need to force my way into her range or take a hit just to strike her. I just had to swing my own sword. Against her robust and straightforward style, this was the only weakness I could aim for. My target was that single point. I would bet everything on breaking through it.

"Avea, any more is dangerous. You should stop the fight..."

Famu, who had been watching the fight, called out.

"Hey, she's worried about you,"

Avea laughed.

"No. She's worried about *you*."

I knew it. Famu had completely sensed what I was planning to do.

"Don't make me laugh."

Contrary to her words, she stopped laughing. Good. Anger would surely cloud her vision. I proactively closed the distance. Just before entering the one-step, one-sword range, I used the tip of my blade to parry her wooden stick. She tried to press down on my weapon to break my stance. I flicked it back, tracing a small half-moon as I slid my stick up and leaped in. I moved the tip of my blade as if to strike down her wrist.

"All you do is aim for the wrist, you one-trick pony!"

She backed away to dodge my attack and raised her wooden stick. I had fallen for her feint.

"You're the idiot!"

I lunged toward Avea. My target was the great divide of her bikini armor, the single point of the string that connected the two pieces of cloth covering her breasts. The tip of my blade made contact. There was resistance. But it was okay. From the feel of it, I could cut it. As I swung through, I thought I heard a *snap*.

"Bikini armor, you are defeated!"

"Are you an idiot?!"

Avea's wooden stick came down on my defenseless head. If she was going to call me an idiot, I wish she'd stop hitting me on the head and making me even more of one. I lost consciousness without even getting to see the reward of her bare breasts.



    Chapter 47

    Famu's Sword and Myra's Melancholy

    We were on the third day of our journey. I was at morning practice again. I thought Avea might have banned me, but when she saw me, she just gave me a sly grin. Had she awakened to the joys of exhibitionism? The members were the same as yesterday. Aira was here again today in case someone got hurt. I'd only asked her for yesterday, but it seemed she was going to continue watching over our training.

"Today, Mash will face Famu, and Mizuki will face Beers,"

Avea announced.

"Master, the day has come to settle my daily grudges,"

Famu said to me. To have even Famu say that was a rather shocking accusation.

"You had a grudge against me too...? What kind of person is your master?"

"I was just imitating Mizuki. I do have a small grudge, so I'll be settling it."

"..."

For the sake of Famu's education, it might be best to keep her away from Mizuki from now on.

"I'm joking. I just want you to see the results of my daily training."

"Starting today, you'll wear these."

Avea handed me an iron helmet and gauntlets. I had only worn leather armor until now, so this was my first time with iron. The helmet wasn't a full-face type. It looked like the hard hats construction workers wore in my world. When I put it on, it was so heavy my neck felt unstable. The gauntlets also restricted my wrist movement, making it feel clumsy. But with this, neither of us would get injured whether we hit or got hit. I wish she'd given them to us yesterday. Then I would have been able to beat Mizuki.

"It doesn't suit you, Master,"

Famu commented.

"It doesn't suit you either."

She looked about the same. She was wobbly, and it made me chuckle a little. It was like watching a helmet walk around.

"Hmph, you laughed."

She readied her wooden stick. It was a *seigan* stance. It seemed she intended to fight in the same style as me.

"Alright, today I'm settling my daily grudges, too."

I also took a *seigan* stance.

"Huh? You have a grudge against me?"

"Hehehe, that's a secret."

I closed the distance at once, bringing us into the one-step, one-sword range. Famu tried to halt my advance, using the tip of her weapon to press down on mine. I ignored it and closed the distance even further, increasing the pressure on her. Famu, flustered by this, began her striking motion. I moved the tip of my blade in a counter-clockwise motion, twisting her weapon out of her hands. The timing was perfect, and the wooden stick left her grasp and clattered to the ground.

"Huh?"

I gave her dazed, defenseless head a light tap. The match was over.

"I don't really understand what just happened,"

Famu murmured.

"That was 'striking after the initiative.' You were forced to strike by me. I aimed for that opening and used the tip of my blade to disarm you."

I demonstrated the move for her again.

"You're like a master swordsman. You're so cool."

Famu was excited. I was happy to be praised, too.

"If we're fighting in the same style with armor on, I might be stronger than you for now."

Her sword style was too honest. There was no mix of truth and deception. She'd figure it out eventually and surpass me in no time.

"I know plenty of cheap tricks."

"I want you to teach me."

"Well, I don't know if they'd be useful in a real fight."

As Famu and I were talking, Avea approached us.

"You seem used to this kind of fighting,"

Avea said.

"Yeah, well. I've done it countless times. But I don't think it's suited for actual combat."

"Alright, then you'll face me again today. I'll drill you until you can use it in a real fight."

Avea started swinging her wooden stick around, testing its feel.

"Wait, I just had a match."

"It's fine. You didn't even swing your weapon once today, either."

Avea grinned.

"Come to think of it, I never asked what your class is, Avea."

"Warrior. Level 52."

"..."

There was no way I could win. Was there a goblin in existence that could make her say, "Kuh, kill me!"? After that, I sparred with her and was beaten to a pulp. I relentlessly aimed for the weak point of her bikini armor, but I couldn't even touch it once. I had a feeling she had it out for me.

The caravan continued through the forest. The wagon was as rocky as ever. Nothing was happening. It was boring. So boring that I was starting to feel like we should just attack the caravan ourselves. Myra and I were sitting at the rear of the wagon on lookout duty. I looked up at the sky. It was cloudy today. It might start raining soon. I spread my arms to the sky. *Come, storm!* But if one really came, we'd be in trouble, so I was just kidding.

"...What are you doing?"

Myra asked. Her reaction felt somewhat cold.

"Does it ever rain in this world?"

"Of course it does."

I could feel the coldness in her words.

"...Are you angry about something?"

"I'm furious."

"..."

"I was supposed to be your lover after Famu. But before I knew it, you made moves on Mizuki, Cecily, and Aira, and you even kissed Claire. I just want to cry."

"I'm sorry."

There was no excuse, so I apologized honestly. Since Mizuki wasn't here, I felt like it might be okay to grope her breasts. I scooted closer to where Myra was sitting. Noticing this, Myra scooted closer to me as well. We were pressed together from shoulder to hip. Her body heat felt nice.

"Please pay more attention to me,"

Myra whispered. I was thinking of poking her chest with my index finger when Cecily, riding one of the spare horses, came down to the rear of the procession.

"Hmph,"

the terrible timing made the sound escape my lips.

"'Hmph'? What was that for?"

Cecily's sharp ears caught it, and she protested.

"No, just wondering if your motion sickness is better?"

"Yes, thanks to you. Avea said it might rain, so be careful. I came to tell you."

"I see. Got it."

Was it my fault for saying it wouldn't rain? Or maybe because of my earlier pose? I looked up. The sky was covered in clouds, but it was bright, and it didn't feel like it would start raining just yet. Still, it felt darker than before. Cecily kept a little distance, following at the very back.

"But it was strange. I'd heard that men like Mash, who make moves on one woman after another, are only in it for the sex and lose interest once they've done it, so I thought my turn would come eventually,"

Myra murmured.

"Hey! Are you okay with a guy like that?"

I was starting to worry about Myra's future.

"But you're so considerate to the ones you've had sex with."

Was this a case of not feeding the fish you've caught? On the contrary, I wanted to keep as many as I could. The thought of letting any of them go was outrageous. No, it was impossible.

"...It's because I don't want them to hate me. Cecily and Aira have no choice but to follow me, but I'm actually not sure why Famu and Mizuki are still here."

The day they got fed up with me might come, and that scared me. Hearing this, Myra let out a deep sigh. Come to think of it, Myra might be the only one with a clear reason for following me.

"I want to be cherished as much as Famu and Mizuki are."

"No, if anything, I cherish you the most."

I haven't even made a move on her yet.

"...That's a factor unrelated to romance, isn't it?"

Myra gave me a suspicious look.

"Then how about we go on a date sometime?"

"R-Really?!"

"Do you have any requests for what kind of date?"

"Let's see... a place where there are no distractions... no, a place without Famu, Mizuki, Aira, or Cecily. Maybe we should dive into a dungeon, somewhere only I can go with my current level..."

A disturbing atmosphere began to form. What happened to the kind older sister from the church in Richel?

"...Hey. We are not going to such a terrifying place. The city. The city will be fine. Frucht is a port town, there must be something there."

"You're right. I heard they have two-person rowboats. Let's take a little cruise. It's a promise."

"Yeah. I'm looking forward to it."

It would be embarrassing if it was one of those swan boats, but Myra's mood seemed to be improving, so I kept my mouth shut.

"You can eat river fish in Frucht. I'd love to have some grilled fish on a skewer with a mug of ale."

"Can you drink, Myra?"

"I can drink more than Aira, but not that much."

"..."

I recalled the dwarf man. Was this the result of Aidan's teachings? At the same time, I remembered how Aira had been drinking alcohol like water on our last day in Richel. I hoped she was the happy drunk type.

"Right. There's something I need to tell you, Myra."

"What is it?"

"In the next village or town, wherever we can stay at an inn, I'm going to summon Laciel."

"F-Finally, I get to meet Laciel-sama?"

Myra was so excited she almost stood up and fell out of the wagon. I grabbed her arm to keep her from falling. The fact that she was more excited about this than our promise of a date made me feel a little sad.

"I-I'm sorry. Is this really, truly happening? May I be present as well?"

"Yeah."

"Thank you."

"No, it's nothing to thank me for."

I was summoning a good-for-nothing. The image of a goddess she held in her mind might crumble. It was really nothing to be thanked for.

"There are things I have to ask Laciel."

"I see. What is the Demon Lord? Why must he be defeated? Is there a time limit? What happens after he's defeated? Why must otherworlders fight each other... are those the kinds of things you want to ask, Mash?"

"Yeah. I'm counting on you."

"Why am I the one being counted on?"

"You can resist Laciel's charm, right?"

"...That's right."

There was a slight pause before Myra nodded. It seemed she sensed something unsettling.

"If possible, I'd like you to ask her for the Demon Lord's location, his weaknesses, how to input an invincibility command, or some kind of cheap trick or exploit to beat him easily."

"...I don't understand some of what you're saying, but are you trying to use me as your personal gofer?"

She saw through me.

"If there's anything you want to ask, you can ask it."

"You're right. I'd like to ask about the battle in the myths. And why summon heroes from another world in the first place?"

She had a point. They could just give special skills to the residents of this world and give them the mission.

"Also, after the summoning, I'll be asleep until midday the next day, so I'll need you to support Famu."

"You're not going to use a mana recovery potion?"

It might just be a sensory thing, but the feeling of being depleted and the feeling of recovering at the same time is unpleasant. Also, similar to the super-recovery of muscles, natural recovery feels like it increases my total mana pool.

"I'll rely on it in an emergency. But after a summoning, I can't re-summon for a while anyway. I'll be useless, so it's fine to just leave me alone."

"Is that so? How long do you need between summons?"

Myra asked.

"My mana, or rather, my spiritual energy, doesn't feel like it fully returns for several days. But this is something I should probably test..."

It would be a pain for Laciel, but I'd give it a try.

As I was talking with Myra, the wagon came to a stop.

"Looks like the front of the line has stopped,"

said Cecily, who had been following us.

"I'll go check it out."

She spurred her horse and rode off to see what was happening at the front. Myra and I got off the wagon as well. If it were an emergency, a whistle would have been blown. It didn't seem to be that kind of situation. I couldn't see what was going on from here. It started to rain.

"Let's go take a look, too."

Myra nodded.

"I'll let Famu and the others in the wagon know."

She ran off toward the lead wagon. Avea and Beers were standing there. Cecily was on horseback, looking down at something with hatred in her eyes. Trees had fallen, blocking the road. The surrounding area was ravaged, with marks that looked like they had been gouged out by some giant creature.

A black panther-woman was lying there.



    Chapter 48

    Black Sky and Emma's Whereabouts

    I looked down at the fallen black panther-woman. She was lying face down, but there was no mistaking her. It was Riley, the one who'd hassled us in Richel. She seemed to have a wound on her abdomen. A trail of blood showed where she had dragged herself. She wasn't moving a muscle. Was she dead? 

"There are more of them over there,"

Cecily pointed. I looked in the direction she indicated and saw three men lying on the ground. Weapons were scattered around them. It looked like they had been fighting. A fatal-looking stab wound, a body bent at an unnatural angle. These ones were definitely dead. The smell of blood, carried by the dampness of the light rain, drifted over. I felt sick and had to fight back the urge to vomit. Famu, Mizuki, and a moment later, Aira, came running up. I wanted to stop them, but I couldn't find my voice. Mizuki's face twisted, and she covered her mouth with her hand. I was probably making a similar face.

"It's the party members from Black Sky we met in the dungeon. I believe they're Riley, Freddy, and Noah. The other is a man. It doesn't seem to be Emma,"

Myra said. Was she unfazed by this gruesome scene? She crouched down and placed her fingers on Riley's neck.

"...She's alive,"

Myra said.

"...Can we save her?"

I asked.

"Hey! Are you an idiot? She tried to kill us! You were the one all fired up about blasting them with [Goddess Summon] if you ever found them!"

Cecily exclaimed.

"Yeah, but..."

Seeing her on the verge of death, I thought it was her own damn fault, but I couldn't bring myself to just leave her.

"Master, I'm against it as well."

"So you're against it too, Famu?"

"Yes. I can forgive her for provoking me. But I cannot forgive the killing intent she directed at you, Master."

"Shouldn't you be less forgiving of the fact that she provoked you?"

Famu shook her head. Persuading her was going to be difficult.

"Sorry, but I can't bring myself to help her either,"

Aira added, following Famu's lead.

"Mizuki, please. I need you on my side."

At my words, Mizuki nodded.

"I understand how you feel, Mash. Even if she's an enemy, it feels wrong to abandon someone who's about to die. Besides, if we help her, we might get information about the otherworlders."

We were thinking the exact same thing. I was truly glad Mizuki was here.

"From my position, I want to help her. I will save her, and then I will leave the decision to all of you,"

Myra said.

"Hey, don't bring trouble our way,"

Avea, who had been watching us, interjected. The members of the Mateo Trading Company had also gathered and were starting to move the fallen trees from the road.

"Yeah, one of them is alive. I don't know if she'll make it, but I want to treat her and find out what happened."

"She's either a bandit or an adventurer. People like that should be prepared for this sort of thing, so the golden rule is to leave them be. Getting involved in a situation like this will only get you resented or attacked by god-knows-who. All you need to do is report it at the next settlement."

Avea's attitude felt curt, but she probably just saw it as a nuisance. This was the kind of thing that could happen when you were an adventurer.

"I know this black panther-woman. She's an adventurer named Riley, from a party called Black Sky. Two of the men over there are also members. The other one I don't recognize."

"...Well, fine. More importantly, we need to clear the road so the wagons can get through. It's raining. I want to get to today's destination before the road turns to mud. Help out."

"Got it."

I replied.

"But what's your take on this situation, Avea?"

"You know them, right? Shouldn't you have a better idea?"

"No, she just picked a fight with us once. We don't know anything."

Avea gave me a suspicious look, but the truth was, I had no idea what was going on.

"My assessment is, well, just as it looks. Those men over there fought. A bandit attack or a squabble between adventurers, something like that. The way the black panther-woman and the trees are knocked down looks like the work of a monster, but I haven't heard any reports of a giant monster like that around here. It was probably a skill."

"A special skill?"

"Who knows. As I said, if she's just a casual acquaintance, you're better off leaving her alone. I don't want this to affect the caravan."

Avea said dismissively.

"You're used to this."

"You're too naive. How have you managed to stay alive this long?"

"Well, I've tried to stay out of trouble as much as possible."

"...That wasn't a compliment. I'll have to train you again."

Avea went off to help the Mateo Trading Company. As I watched her go, Beers clapped me on the shoulder.

"You were divided on whether to help her or not, right? I'll cast a vote for helping her. Well, I'm an outsider, but there's no point in party members arguing."

His voice was still high-pitched for his appearance.

We decided to carry the black panther-woman, Riley, to our wagon for treatment. Adding one or two more people would just make it a bit more crowded, but it wasn't a problem. I got Claire's permission as well. After carrying Riley to the wagon and leaving her treatment to Myra and Aira, I helped clear the fallen trees. One of the trees blocking the road was massive. We tried pulling it with a horse, but it wouldn't budge. We had no choice but to cut it into smaller logs with a saw. The saw was a huge two-man type. Famu and I worked as a pair, pulling it back and forth. It was a time-consuming task, and the gradually strengthening rain was miserable. But how did they manage to fell such a huge tree? I imagined a Goblin King or Hekatonkheires. They might be able to create a scene like this. But it reminded me even more of Aidan's special skill, [Siege]. That technique could probably do it in one shot.

"Master. Are there people you can't forgive?"

Famu asked. Of course there were. I'm no saint.

"There are. I don't know the exact number, but there are about five hundred of them."

"Isn't that too many? Can you really remember your anger and resentment for so many people?"

"No, actually, I don't know a single one of their names."

"Are they people from your original world?"

"I've forgotten about my original world... I don't want to remember."

I answered with a distant look in my eyes. Famu stared into them. I wasn't hiding anything; it was all the truth.

"Then what kind of people are they?"

"Is 'I don't want to answer' not an option?"

"It feels a bit like a riddle. May I try to guess?"

It seemed I had to answer.

"It's been a while. Fine, give it a shot. If you guess right, it's a three-day Famu Festival starting today. We'll make a nude statue of Famu and have a horse pull it."

"The Famu Festival is embarrassing, so please cancel it immediately!"

"But I want to praise and boast about Famu."

"My naked body is not for public display! Please enjoy it by yourself, Master!"

Famu fell silent. She seemed to be thinking. I thought she'd seen through me, but apparently not.

"...I don't know. But it doesn't seem to be anger or resentment for something done directly to you. And that number is just too high for only a month after you transferred. It's also strange that I, who have been with you almost the entire time, wouldn't have noticed."

"Sharp. You're mostly right."

"Is it something you don't want to tell me because it's related to Mizuki?"

How did she arrive at that conclusion? I'd told her everything because I knew she'd see through it even if I tried to hide it.

"N-No, that's wrong. You're getting colder."

"Hmph. Then why are you hesitating?"

"W-Well, it's, uh, that. Anyway, Mizuki has nothing to do with it."

Famu fell silent again. The sound of the saw pulling back and forth echoed.

"...I still don't know. Could you please tell me the answer?"

I didn't want to say it, but I disliked the idea of her making unnecessary guesses even more.

"...Well, there are some people who put a Slave Mark on a certain someone and threw him in a cell."

"No way... were you in love with Reed-san, Master...?"

"Hey! What kind of misdirection is that?"

"...Just kidding,"

Famu replied.

"Master,"

Famu started to say, just as the tree was cut through. And then she fell silent. We had a horse pull the log to the side of the road. Finally, the wagons could pass. The caravan resumed its journey.

The caravan pressed on through the rain and arrived at a settlement. It was a post town. Several stables and inns lined the main road. It served as a relay point between Richel and other towns. We would be able to stay at an inn tonight, but summoning Laciel was probably out of the question. Thanks to Myra and Aira's healing, Riley's wound had closed, and she had recovered enough to talk. But she hadn't spoken a single word, remaining silent. And so, we gathered in the inn's dining hall for a 'meeting to surround Riley.' All the members of Levante were there, plus Riley. There was ale set in front of Myra, Aira, Cecily, and Riley. Mizuki didn't seem to feel like drinking today. And since I wasn't drinking, Famu wasn't either. The three of us had grape juice.

"...Hmph, what?"

Mizuki said as I stared at her mug. Her tone was clearly accusatory.

"No, I wasn't thinking anything. It's just your paranoia, Mizuki."

"Well, if you say so..."

Mizuki muttered sulkily.

"So, what happened?"

I turned my gaze to Riley.

"..."

Riley didn't answer.

"...What a pain. Maybe I should have just left you behind, like Avea said."

It was genuinely a pain, so I said it out loud. It would be great if she got angry and talked back.

"Was it really you who said to help me?"

Riley spoke for the first time.

"Talk is cheap. The ones who actually saved you were Myra and Aira."

"I know that."

This conversation wasn't going anywhere. I wanted to just punch her square in the face, throw her out of the inn, and be done with it. A joke, of course.

"By the way, how's your master Emma doing? Are the pets she kept, Heka-chan and Ton-chan, doing okay? Their mischief went a little too far, so I lost my temper and had to discipline them, but I hope she doesn't mind."

"...You knew?"

"Even an idiot would know!"

Cecily, who must have been even more irritated than me, shot back. Did she have Kansai blood in her veins?

"Well, whatever. Let's just hand her over to the garrison. Emma's probably dead anyway."

"Did you see her?"

"Who knows."

"Because I'm alive, my master is alive."

"Is that Slave Mark of yours set up so that you die if Emma dies?"

"That's right."

Riley nodded. What a nasty business. Oh well. I'd use this to trap her.

"In that case, you probably don't have long to live. Too bad, after you just recovered."

"Do you know what happened to my master?"

"You talk first."

Riley clicked her tongue. Then she began to speak.

"We were heading to Frucht to get ahead of your movements. At that spot, we ran into Ito, a transfer from the same world as my master. Ito was leading a band of thieves. A fight broke out."

It seems they even knew the route we were taking to Miglutt.

"Why did a fight break out?"

"They were arguing about whether to kill you or not. My master insisted you should be killed, but Ito was against any trouble and warned us not to interfere."

For a thief, he sounded like a decent guy. Were Ito and Emma transfers summoned by the same god, like me and Mizuki?

"It sounds like you lost badly. How many enemies were there?"

"There were six who attacked us."

"Were they all human? Did Emma summon some kind of monster that could knock down trees?"

"That was Ito. Ito has a special skill that lets him transform his body into a dragon."

Riley's expression was full of frustration. They must have been completely outmatched and utterly crushed. He sounded like a tough opponent, but at the same time, I felt like we could handle him somehow.

"When and where did you and Emma meet?"

"About a year ago. My master bought me in the Imperial Capital."

"For how much?"

"150 gold coins."

"..."

More than a female warrior. Avea wasn't a slave, but I thought about the sense of security her presence in the caravan provided. Was Riley worth more than that? No, it was wrong to measure a person's worth in gold coins in the first place. I looked at Mizuki. Mizuki was looking at me, too. At the very least, Emma had enough money to buy Riley a year ago. Not all transfers had come to this world at the same time.

"That's my situation. Now give me information on my master."

"Sorry, but I don't have any. When we arrived, you, Freddy, Noah, and another unfamiliar warrior-like man were all down. You were the only one alive."

"You bastard! You tricked me."

"That's right. Got a problem with it?"

I shot back defiantly. I had no intention of apologizing.

"..."

I thought she might lash out, but she just hung her head. Just then, Claire appeared. She saw me and came over.

"I've reported to the settlement's garrison."

I ordered a mug of ale for her. The ale arrived quickly, and she held the mug and drank about a third of it in one go.

"I'm exhausted..."

"Any information?"

"It seems no group of adventurers likely to cause trouble has passed through or stayed here."

"There were no side roads on the highway."

Claire nodded. The road was a single path. The only way forward was blocked by the caravan and the settlement. That meant the people who attacked Black Sky were either hiding somewhere in the forest or had hidden and let us pass.

"They probably aren't using the main road. Recently, there have been frequent bandit appearances on the road near the settlement. They believe you were attacked by those bandits. It's unusual for bandits not to have collected the weapons, though."

"Does Avea know?"

"She probably does by now. I sent Mercedes to inform her."

I nodded. The entire caravan couldn't stay in one inn, so we had split up among several. The inn we were staying at was reserved exclusively for the members of Levante.

"Also, it seems there will be heavy rain tomorrow. We'll decide based on the weather in the morning, but we may end up staying here."

"I see. How do you know about the heavy rain?"

"There's someone who can read the weather. Though they can be wrong sometimes."

It was probably something like looking at the western sky and saying if it's a sunset, it will be sunny tomorrow. I turned back to Riley, who had been listening to our conversation in silence.

"Well, for today, have a drink and some food. I'll pay for your lodging too."

I said to her.



    Chapter 49

    Riley and the Brink of Slumber

    The inn only had single rooms available, so we were each assigned one. There was always someone by my side. It felt like it had been a long time since I'd been alone. We hadn't done anything lewd in the tent on the road, but someone was always right there. The light from the lamps in this world was faint, and the darkness was deep. I remembered thinking similar things when I first came to this world. I didn't want to be alone. I tried to follow Famu, but Mizuki glared at me. I had no choice, so I decided to sneak into Mizuki's room in the middle of the night and recreate the events of our night raid, but then there was a knock on my door. I opened it to find Riley standing there.

"...Can I come in?"

"Why do you think I left you alone without restraining you? Hurry up and run, disappear."

"Is that okay?"

"We're divided on what to do with you. Two for helping you, three against, one undecided. So just get lost."

"Is letting me go everyone's idea?"

"It's my idea. The ones who said they wouldn't help you won't change their minds. I'm busy. I have places to be."

I tried to close the door, but she stuck her foot in the gap.

"Are you some kind of pushy salesman?!"

"I don't know what you're talking about, but just let me in."

Riley pushed past me and entered. She strode confidently to the only chair in the room and sat down. I had no choice but to sit on the bed. It was incredibly awkward. I wanted to get to Mizuki's room as soon as possible.

"I want you to save Emma."

"My life would be in danger if I did. And I've never even met him, but I've taken a liking to this Ito guy. In the first place, why did you even pick a fight with us?"

"Emma is a transfer. She has a mission to defeat the transfers summoned by the Five Goddesses."

So that was it. The same setup as the battle of the myths. That meant we had four allied groups and would have to fight up to forty-five other groups at worst. And the starting lines for those summoned weren't even the same. A powerhouse like Aidan might stand against us as an enemy. It was too much to handle; this was about more than just defeating the Demon Lord. I couldn't do this. This was a formal complaint. Did Laciel really think we could win with these rules?

"Don't talk about something so unreasonable as if it's a matter of course. Tell me why you have to defeat the transfers of the Five Goddesses."

"That... I haven't been told."

"You picked a fight with me and Famu at the bell tower with only that much information? You're the worst!"

Just listening to her was pissing me off. Famu should have been able to enjoy that day to the very end.

"I'm sorry."

"Apologize to Famu! If she forgives you, I'll hear you out."

I pointed to the door, telling her to leave. But Riley didn't move.

"I directed my killing intent at you. That dog-eared girl would never forgive me."

"Huh? Dog-eared? Who are you talking about?"

I was overcome with the urge to punch her. But in a fistfight, I would definitely lose.

"...My bad. I didn't realize that was your sore spot. That's why I'm going to take off my clothes now. You can do as you please. Think of it as thanks for today. I'm not going to ask you to help rescue Emma just because you've slept with me."

Riley stood up and began to undress.

"...Huh?"

I couldn't keep up with her sudden change in thinking.

Riley stripped off her clothes one by one, her eyes fixed on me. Her brown skin was revealed. She already wore revealing clothes, but as each piece of fabric disappeared, my eyes were drawn to what lay beneath.

"...Are you a prostitute?"

"I may be acting like this, but I'm actually inexperienced. You can be the one to teach me about men."

She was completely naked. Sleek, brown skin; a supple body different from the equally muscular Avea. On her chest were two firm mounds. At their peaks, pink buds.

"Liar."

"Put it inside me. You'll see,"

Riley laughed.

"If you're good, I'll become your woman."

She took my arm and made me touch her breast. It was certainly a handful.

"Can you feel my heartbeat? It's the life you saved. And now, this heart is pounding with the excitement of being taken by you."

I couldn't hold back. The next thing I knew, I was embracing her, pushing her down onto the bed. I sucked on her lips, seeking her tongue. Riley didn't resist, offering her tongue to me. We tangled our tongues together, our lips seeking each other's.

After who knows how long, our lips parted.

"Hehe, you're easy,"

Riley laughed.

"Shut up. You too."

I slid my hand down to her crotch, scooped up her slick juices, and showed her the stickiness.

"If you're really inexperienced, you must masturbate too much."

"Shut up. You get naked too!"

She started to strip off my clothes. I moved with her hands to make it easier for her. I was naked. Her gaze was fixed on my crotch.

"So that's what a man's looks like. And that's going inside me..."

My member was already hard and erect with excitement.

"I'll give you a blowjob. I know how."

Riley gripped my member and began to slide her hand up and down. It was a little rough and painful, but it felt good. Then, she brought her lips to the head and kissed it.

"Teach me how to make you feel good. When you want to cum, do as you please. On my face, or in my mouth."

With those words, she took my member into her mouth. My cock disappeared into Riley's mouth. She gagged lightly once, but she took my member all the way to the base. Then, she began to stroke.

"Ugh!"

A moan escaped my lips from the pleasure. She looked up at me, as if checking my reaction.

"Purse your lips a little more. Use your tongue, too."

I grabbed her head and urged her to continue her strokes. The urge to cum quickly intensified. I hadn't done it since we left Richel. I pulled back slightly. Noticing my rising excitement, she pressed on, sucking harder.

I held back my orgasm, but eventually, I reached my limit.

"Riley, I'm going to cum. In your mouth."

She stared at me, continuing to stroke. When my member was at its deepest, I held her head in place. And then I came. My cock throbbed again and again, pouring my seed into her. After I finished, I let go of her head. Her mouth released me. She coughed violently, spilling some of my semen.

"Sorry. I was going to swallow it all, but there was more than I expected and I choked."

"I pushed you, but you don't have to force yourself."

"Hehe, what an unreasonable demand."

I embraced her and pushed her onto the bed again.

"I've heard that after a man cums once, it takes time before he can do it again. Are you sure you're okay?"

"That's right. That's why this time, I'm going to make you come."

I spread Riley's legs. I could see her wide-open crotch.

"This position is, as I thought, embarrassing."

"Finally said something feminine."

"I've been a woman all along!"

I took out my phone and took a picture of her naked body.

"Hey, that's a photo, isn't it? Stop it."

She covered her face, embarrassed. Taking pictures of someone who's resisting is exciting.

"You know what it is? Did Emma take pictures of you?"

"Yeah, though I can't see the pictures anymore."

Emma wasn't an adventurer, so she couldn't use storage. Her battery probably died.

I touched Riley's crotch. It was wet all over. She must be excited by this situation. I parted the folds and searched for the location of her clitoris. I found the swelling right away. I stroked it gently.

"Aah..."

A moan escaped her lips. After confirming it was sufficiently swollen, I switched to tormenting it with my tongue.

"Aah, Mash, that feels good..."

As I licked her strongly and quickly, I ran my finger back and forth between her vaginal opening and her anus, heightening her anticipation.

"Mash, this is better than doing it myself... just thinking about you seeing everything, licking me... it's so exciting... ahh!"

I pushed my fingers into her vagina. They were squeezed tightly, but thanks to her slickness, they slid in smoothly. Then, I tormented her with my tongue and fingers.

"Ugh... ...ahh, I'm coming, I'm going to cum, aaaaah!"

Riley lay there limply, as if in a daze. I pushed myself between her legs and pressed my member against her. Riley watched my actions with a hazy gaze.

"What?"

Her gaze bothered me.

"No, I just never thought my first time would be with an old guy like this."

"This is what you wanted."

"Yeah, that's why I won't forget your face. I want you to not forget that I was like this under you, either. This is from the bottom of my heart."

She stressed that it was from the heart. Just as she thought, I was suspicious of her. But even that feeling seemed to be melting away in this act.

"Yeah, I'm putting it in."

"Please."

If she was asking, I had no choice. I sank my member into her vagina.

"Mash, that hurts a little. A little slower, please."

"Yeah, got it."

"And keep looking at my face."

I stared at her and brought our lips together. She clung to me, sending her tongue into my mouth. I responded, sucking on her tongue.

"Mash, your hand..."

I took her hand. From its heat, I could feel her pain, her elation, her lust, her anticipation—all her emotions flowing into me. I felt my own emotions flowing out and mixing with hers. I intertwined our fingers to transmit them deeper, stronger. Eventually, my member was fully sheathed inside her.

"Ugh..."

a moan echoed.

"It's all in."

"So it seems. Pleasure and pain are welling up at the same time. Please wait a moment before you move."

I waited for Riley's expression to relax. It was frustrating. I wanted to start moving my hips and see her moan. 

"...It's okay now. Try pulling it out once."

When I pulled back, my member came out of her vagina. It was stained with blood.

"See? I was a virgin. You're the only one who gets to see that,"

Riley laughed.

"Move however you like. I want to satisfy you."

Riley wrapped her arms around my body and hugged me. I pushed my penis into her and began to thrust.

"Ah, ah, ah..."

With each movement of my hips, she let out a moan and writhed her body. Sweat beaded on her brown skin, making it glisten even more.

"A beautiful body."

I caressed her skin, kneading her breasts. I pinched her nipples and rolled them between my fingers. When they hardened, I sucked on them.

"Mash, that feels so good. Touch me more. Suck me more."

She hugged me tighter. I bit down a little hard.

"Ow!"

She writhed her hips with a particularly large movement. I trailed my tongue from her nipple to her neck, then sucked on her lips. We tangled our tongues, exchanging saliva.

"Mash, the pleasure is making my head go crazy."

"I'm about to cum, too."

"Cum inside me. All of it. Give me all of it!"

"Yeah, I'll cum for you."

I quickened the pace of my thrusts. And then, I aimed for her deepest part and came. My penis throbbed again and again, ejaculating into Riley's vagina.

"Aahh!"

Riley held me tightly, accepting my seed. And then, we lay on the bed, exhausted.

My body felt light and airy with a pleasant fatigue. I was about to fall asleep, feeling the warmth of Riley lying next to me.

"Now, I'm your woman,"

Riley said.

"Yeah..."

I nodded.

"So this is the feeling you get when you share your skin with someone."

She sought my lips. I pushed back my sleepiness and responded. As our tongues intertwined, something entered my mouth. I tried to spit it out, but she covered my mouth, sealing it shut.

"Mash. You saved me. You accepted me not as a slave, but as a woman. I love you. This feeling is real. I also apologize for hurting what's important to you. I know this is selfish. But please, save me."

"You... what did you..."

My vision rapidly blurred and whitened. My thoughts grew dull.



    Chapter 50

    Ema and Ito

    Raindrops struck my face. I opened my eyes. A glance around told me I was in a sea of trees. Had I been put to sleep?

"You're awake? Then walk on your own two feet,"

Rylie said. I had been on her back. She set me down.

"Where are we?"

"A sea of trees, just as you see. We're heading for Ito's hideout."

It seemed I'd been kidnapped. Looking up, I could see a sky blanketed in thick clouds through the small gaps in the canopy. The rain was pouring down from there. It was dim, and I couldn't tell the time. I took out my phone to check. 

"July 8th, 7:36 AM..."

The day after I’d been with Rylie.

"In your world, yesterday was Tanabata, wasn't it? The one day a year when the Weaver and the Cowherd can meet in the heavens. But as you can see, we've got this rain."

"I'm not particularly disappointed. They're all alone up in the heavens. I'm sure they were whispering sweet nothings to each other without anyone watching."

"Hee hee, you say the most romantic things. Just like us yesterday."

"Shut up. I'm going back to the inn."

"How?"

Rylie laughed. I scanned my surroundings again. In every direction, the trees grew thick and dense. I had no idea which way to go. One wrong move and I could be wandering this forest forever.

"Do you know the way?"

"I was originally a Chaser. It's a class exclusive to beastmen. The skills let me get a general sense of direction for marked locations or people. I became a warrior to protect my master."

"Sounds like a pretty broken class."

"Isn't an adventurer's storage more ridiculous?"

"...Good point."

It was a pointless conversation, so I just gave a noncommittal nod. Rylie started walking. It seemed I had no choice right now. I had to follow her.

"Do you know the location of Ito's hideout?"

"I knew they used this area as their base. My master and Ito used to meet on the roads around here. But I never knew the exact location of their hideout."

"Then how do you know the place we're heading to is their hideout?"

"Ema's position hasn't changed since yesterday."

So, she was planning to charge into a place we weren't even sure was the hideout, just the two of us.

"So, what's the plan?"

"We'll make Levante fight Ito's bandits. While that's happening, I'll snatch my master."

"Hold on, Levante is just me."

"Don't worry. I left a statement of claim. I've been sprinkling a strong-smelling perfume along the path we've walked. The dog-ears... Famu should be able to follow it. I'm leaving tracks like this, too."

She said, swinging her sword and scarring a tree.

"Hey, when did you get that sword?"

Come to think of it, she wasn't wearing her claws. Did Myra and the others remove them during treatment? My memory was hazy.

"When we entered the forest, some kind folks gave it to me. There were two of them, but I only needed one, so I turned the other down. Did you need one?"

She laughed.

"Hey, you didn't kill them, did you?"

"It's payback for yesterday. They're just bandits, anyway."

So being a bandit means they deserve to die.

"...You're way too reckless. I thought the same thing back at the bell tower. You're a complete idiot, aren't you?"

"What did you say?!"

"I don't know who Ito is. But Ema hasn't been killed, right? That means they have no intention of killing her. I can't imagine this is a commercial kidnapping, or that anyone benefits from her abduction. And there's no way a disagreement over killing me would escalate into a fight to the death. She'll be released once their conflict is resolved. Yet you haven't gathered a single piece of information to make that happen."

The shadow of the noble who had housed Ema in Richel flickered in my mind, but I kept quiet.

"..."

"You're just provoking them, creating a situation where they have no choice but to fight, and backing them both into a corner."

Ito was a wild enough person to lead a band of thieves. Yet, she also had a side that chose not to head out and crush us.

"Finding a condition, or creating a situation, for Ito to release Ema would be far quicker than slaughtering all the bandits."

"My master and Ito are twin sisters. They were originally in the same party. Six months ago, Ito and another member left. It was sudden. I knew nothing about it."

"You should have led with that information! Then there's even less reason for sisters to be killing each other!"

"To be honest, I have almost no impression of Ito. Even when we were in the same party, we rarely did anything together. More recently, she was with us when we tailed you into the dungeon."

"There was someone who carried you guys to the 12th floor."

"Yeah. Ito's an adventurer, after all."

"That changes things. That means Ito cooperated in the attempt to murder us in the dungeon. Wasn't Ito against killing us?"

"No, you're not wrong. She was passive the whole time."

"..."

They were summoned by the same god. There was no doubt about it. If they were summoned by the same god, they should have a relationship where they're drawn to each other. If their conflict started six months ago, then arguing over whether or not to kill me might have been the trigger, but it wasn't the cause. I thought of Myra and Aira. They weren't twins, but they were look-alike sisters. Myra was clingy and doted on Aira, while Aira seemed annoyed by it. They might have that level of discord, but it wouldn't escalate to killing each other unless it was over an inheritance or succession dispute. My own sister constantly called me "creepy,"

but no, that was unforgivable. It was a miracle that an angelic niece was born from her womb. I'll make an exception for male-female siblings. My thoughts had strayed. Still, Rylie's story didn't sit right with me. The way she spoke, or rather, the way she presented information was strange. I didn't think she was trying to hide anything, but something about the whole thing felt off.

"My comrades were killed,"

Rylie said resentfully.

"You guys killed one of them too. And today, you killed two more. Aren't you the one who created the reason for this killing? Because of you..."

Ema will die. I couldn't bring myself to say it. I was getting too worked up myself. There was no point in cornering Rylie. I needed to calm down.

"Speaking of which, you said Ito used the power of a dragon. Did Ema not fight back?"

"Ema tried to fight back with the same special skill."

"...The power of a dragon?"

"Yeah."

No one else should be able to acquire a special skill that someone has already obtained. Could you get it even if it's blacked out? What was going on? Was it a bug?

"Anyway, let's hurry to Ema."

I wondered if Famu and the others had already set out. I didn't want them to fight the bandits. If we waited here to meet up with them, it might be seen as an attack, and if we turned back, there would still be two corpses left behind. I also wanted to avoid a conflict between Levante and the bandits.

"You'll help me? Spoken like the man I love."

"Whatever! Just lead the way."

I wanted to kick myself from yesterday.

"In any case, your plan is too sloppy. I'm in charge from here on out. If you want to save Ema, you follow my lead!"

I had no confidence I could save her. But I wouldn't let Famu and the others fight. I wanted to end this before they arrived.

"Can I trust you?"

"You could always stay here and go home with the backup you called for."

Famu probably already knew Rylie and I had slept together. Had she given up on me? Would she just abandon me and head to Miglutt out of spite? I wasn't confident that she would definitely come.

"...You have a point. My plan is full of holes."

Rylie laughed. She had a certain charm that made it hard to hate her. Anyway, I had to meet Ito. My only option was to hear her conditions for release and try to persuade her. I didn't have much of a plan myself, but if it came to a fight, it would be a clash of special skills, so we didn't need numbers.

We walked through the sea of trees. The canopy overhead shielded us from the rain, but the ground was muddy. Rylie seemed to be choosing easier paths for me to walk. What kind of place would be good for a bandit hideout? Their purpose was to attack travelers on the road, so I doubted they would set up too far from it. However, if they made it too obvious, they'd be counterattacked. A comfortable living environment was unlikely. It didn't seem like a worthwhile trade. I wondered if the Crimson Brigade that attacked Famu's village was also hiding out in a place like this. And was the noble who housed Ema really their patron? As I pondered such things, Rylie stopped.

"We have a welcoming party."

I stopped Rylie as she tried to draw her sword.

"Is Ema nearby?"

"Yeah."

"Then let's have them guide us to the hideout. That sword is a problem. Give it to me."

It was the sword she took from the bandits. It would obviously ruin any chance for discussion.

"I'll ask again. Can I trust you?"

Rylie stared at me.

"We're lovers, aren't we?"

"...You're an idiot, too. Do you really think I'm seriously in love with you?"

"I do."

"Idiot."

I took the sword from her and put it in my storage. I raised my hands and started walking. Rylie followed suit. Men with drawn bows emerged from the trees.

"I want to see Ito. She'll know who I am if you tell her Mash is here."

I and Rylie were made to wait on the spot. It seemed they wouldn't guide us to the hideout. If they had a kitchen, I'd wanted to hold a roasted corn festival to act friendly. But the fact they weren't taking us to the hideout also meant they were willing to release her. There was a chance they'd let us go alive even if negotiations to free Ema broke down. Two figures in black robes with their hoods pulled low appeared. Only their mouths were visible. One was tall. Looked like a man. The other was the same height as Ema. She must be Ito.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Ito,"

Ito introduced herself. Her tone was the same as Ema's. They seemed like the same person.

"Yeah. Nice to meet you, too."

"So, what can I do for you?"

"I want to talk, just the two of us."

"Asking me on a date?"

"That's right. I once asked Ema out for a meal. But she turned me down."

Ito recoiled slightly. She seemed surprised. So they were different people after all.

"Is that true?"

She looked at Rylie.

"It's true,"

Rylie nodded.

"I see. Then let's take a little walk, just the two of us."

We distanced ourselves from Rylie and the bandits. The sound of rain was still present, but here too, the thick canopy of leaves overhead served as a shelter. She was waiting for me to start the conversation. I guess I had to be the one to speak first.

"Nice place you've got here."

"It's a bit inconvenient, though,"

Ito responded to my lighthearted jab.

"Have you ever met a transmigrator?"

"...Aside from Ema, you're the first."

Was that true? There was a slight pause in her answer.

"So you've also been told to defeat the transmigrators summoned by the Five Goddesses?"

"I have. You?"

Ito answered decisively.

"I was told to defeat the Demon Lord, but I hadn't heard anything about other transmigrators. I wasn't told to fight them."

It was a secret that I'd been arguing with Mizuki the whole time in front of Laciel and hadn't been listening to her.

"The Demon Lord... he's supposed to have died 100 years ago, isn't he?"

"Did you hear the reason why we have to defeat them?"

"It's a continuation of a past war. If we defeat all of the Five Goddesses' transmigrators, the Ark will be released. The one who releases it will have their wish granted."

Even hearing that a wish would be granted, why did I have such a bad feeling? I didn't know of any stories in that vein that had a happy ending.

"Does Ema have a wish she wants granted?"

"Yes, and so do I,"

Ito nodded.

"Where is the Ark?"

"In the Imperial Capital. It's said to be in the deepest part of a dungeon called the Palace of No Return."

It had a grand name, but if they knew the Ark was there, someone must have returned.

"Have you seen it?"

"No, it's in the castle's basement. It's protected by the king's soldiers. Entry is forbidden."

"Sounds tough. My goddess said something about granting my wish if I defeated the Demon Lord."

Laciel had mentioned something about granting Mizuki's wish to return to her original world. I didn't believe it.

"I wonder which is more difficult..."

"By the way, why did you fight with Ema?"

"I was surprised Rylie was still alive, but didn't you hear from her?"

"Yeah, she told me you fought over whether to kill me or not, but I don't see the point in a battle so fierce that people die."

"Is that so? Well, you're strong. I want to avoid conflict."

Was she playing dumb? I had a feeling that probing deeper would be dangerous.

"We're done with the secret talk between transmigrators, right? Shall we head back?"

"...Yeah."

She ended the conversation. And started walking. I followed behind her. We headed back in the direction where Rylie was waiting.

"I want you to release Ema."

"Why? Ema is trying to kill you."

"That black panther over there came crying and apologizing, so I decided to forgive her. You don't intend to kill Ema either, do you? If you have conditions for her release, I want to hear them."

"Hmph."

Rylie glared at me.

"Unfortunately, she's no longer here."

"What do you mean, no longer here? Rylie's alive. Where is she?"

"She failed to defeat you. She left evidence and created a conflict. I didn't want to openly oppose you. So, I decided to reset."

Ito took a sword out of her storage. Then, she threw it to Rylie.

"Rylie, catch. It's an order. Kill Mash."

She caught the sword and drew it.

"...You're definitely Ito. The Slave Mark wasn't transferred. Why?!"

Rylie roared.

"It's an order. Kill Mash."

Rylie's Slave Mark glowed faintly. Rylie lunged at me. I also drew my katana from storage and barely managed to block the blow.

"What's going on?"

"I'll make it look like you two fought here and died on your own."

Rylie came at me with swift movements. She was fast. It was all I could do to dodge.

"Tch, you're still hurt from yesterday, aren't you? Move slower!"

"If you don't want to die either, then come at me for real!"

She lowered her sword, revealing an opening. If I didn't fight, I would be killed. But I couldn't move.

"You fool!"

She began to swing her sword again. I blocked her attacks while backing away. I tripped on a tree root and stumbled. I thought a blow would come down on me, but she had stopped with her sword raised high.

"Mash, you said to follow your lead if I wanted to save my master. ...I'm counting on you!"

She brought the sword down upon her own stomach.

"Stop!"

There was no way I could make it in time. Covered in blood, she crumpled to the ground. I rushed to her and cradled her in my arms.

"Heh heh, in your arms... I never thought this would be my end..."

"Hey! Don't screw with me! Don't you screw with me!"

"..."

Rylie said something in a small voice. I couldn't hear it. The feeling of strength was fading. I felt her warmth rapidly slipping away.

"Hey, is there anyone who can use healing magic?!"

I shouted at Ito.

"No one."

Ito's reply was cold.

"She's your comrade, isn't she?"

"She's a slave. She lives for me. She betrayed me."

"Rylie is Ema's slave."

"Don't you get it? Ema is me, and I am Ema."

"...A special skill?"

She nodded. A skill that creates a clone of herself? That's why they both had the same dragon transformation skill, and why there were two Hekatonkheires. At that time, Ito must have moved to a different floor to let us pass, then sandwiched us with Ema to follow us.

"Whatever it is, save Rylie!"

"It's useless. She can't be saved. And you will die too."

"Damn it, Goddess Summon!"

The moment I shouted, the surroundings were enveloped in light. When the light converged, a goddess appeared, sitting on a spear floating in mid-air.

"...Calling me alongside such a vulgar word, that's so meaaan~."

Even in the rain, her hair shone and fluttered gold. Contrary to her beautiful appearance, her way of speaking was as playful as ever.

"So, who do you want to kill todayyy~?"

She said something bloodthirsty in a carefree tone.

"I'm not killing anyone. I want you to shoot a rain of arrows into the sky so they know I'm here. I need you to call Myra and Aira."

"This is a sea of trees. No one will see anything happening in the sky from down here."

"Well, can't be helped then. I need you to fire one flashy shot at Ito. The woman in the robe."

"Okay. Can't be helped~."

Laciel replied. For some reason, her words made me anxious.

"...Laciel, you understand, right?"

She had said Ema was already gone. She must have killed her. If Ito dies, Rylie will die too. Laciel gracefully descended from her spear to the ground. She stood before me as I held Rylie. She held her hand out towards the spear floating in the air. The spear began to shine brightly. I could tell from its dazzling brilliance that it held more power than necessary. Even I could see that it was too immense a force to be aimed at a close-range enemy.

"You should probably defend yourselff~. You're going to die, you know."

Laciel warned Ito. Staring blankly at us, her words seemed to snap her back to reality. Her stunned state was probably due to what Myra called the power of enchantment.

"Special Skill, Dragon Mode!"

"SHOOOOOOOT!"

Ito's scream and Laciel's scream overlapped. The brilliantly shining spear was launched towards the transforming Ito. A tremendous flash of light, a deafening roar, a blast of hot air. It blew away everything, centered on Ito. And the rising dust cloud swallowed everything. Only the area around Laciel, including me, was protected by her barrier and remained peaceful.

Since the trees covering the area were gone, the rain was now hitting my cheeks directly. It was a strong rain. It was trying to wash away all of Rylie's blood. I tried to scoop it up, but the rain washed that away too. Myra, Aira, please hurry. The explosion from Laciel's spear toss was subsiding. A giant crater had formed in front of me. It was absurd destructive power. Laciel's body was enveloped in light and beginning to disappear.

"I've poured my mana into Rylie-san. She should be okay for a little while longer."

"If you have that ability, I'd like you to pour some into me too."

My head felt like it was being violently shaken. If I wasn't careful, I felt like I would lose consciousness. I was out of mana.

"For that, I would need to receive mana from you."

So, my mana was poured into Rylie via Laciel.

"Ito is..."

Laciel pointed. In the center of the crater, two legs were sticking out of the ground.

"A victory V-sign~."

"..."

It was a stupid joke. I couldn't laugh at all, so I kept quiet.

"Master!"

I heard Famu's voice.

"Well then, I'll be going now~. By all means, please do it before Myra-san does, okay?"

She vanished along with particles of light. Holding Rylie, my own consciousness faded away.



    Chapter 51

    Myth and the Connected World

    There was a soft sensation on my lips. I knew without opening my eyes. It was Famu's lips. A liquid flowed into my mouth, passed from hers. A mana recovery potion. As I drank it, my consciousness became clearer. I hugged her. I wanted to savor the feeling of Famu's lips more.

"Mmph, mm... Master... I love you..."

Famu hugged me back.

"Hey!"

I opened my eyes to find myself surrounded by Mizuki and Cecily. They pulled me off her.

"Where am I?"

The space, enclosed by rock, was illuminated by torches.

"The bandits' cave hideout,"

Cecily answered. I looked around. We were surrounded by rock. It seemed to be a natural cave. Desks, chairs, and other things were placed around, making it look like a living space.

"If you're awake, kneel over there."

Where she pointed, Rylie was already kneeling formally. Next to her, a woman I didn't know was also kneeling. She was covered in mud. Her hands were tied behind her back. She had short, curly chestnut hair and a sharp glint in her eyes.

"Who might you be?"

Since I didn't know her, I spoke politely.

"She's the one you fought!"

Cecily interjected. So, she was Ito. Buried up to her torso in the earth, she had looked dead, but she was actually alive.

"Myra... Aira..."

"Hmph, hurry up."

I was about to thank Myra and Aira, but Cecily urged me to sit down quickly.

"Just like yesterday, we only administered first aid. They say beastmen have high recovery abilities, but she seems to be special..."

Myra said. They had treated her without me even asking. Thank you. For some reason, I didn't want to be next to Ito, so I knelt beside Rylie. The order became me, Rylie, then Ito. Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, and Aira surrounded us.

"What about the other bandits?"

"Didn't you defeat them? There was no one here,"

Cecily answered.

"The tall one in the black robe too?"

"Yes."

Cecily nodded. Had I killed them? I thought I'd be more shocked, but I didn't feel a thing since it wasn't real to me.

"Osu is probably alive. When I was about to fight, he ran away,"

Ito chimed in.

"...Who's Osu?"

"The tall black-robed man you mentioned. He's the leader of the bandit gang. The goddess was only targeting me, and she took her time charging the spear with mana. He used that opening to let his comrades escape."

"I see, that's good."

"Hm? Good?"

Cecily pressed.

"Oh, uh, was there no one aiming for me?"

"Weren't you protected by the goddess's barrier? In that situation, they couldn't have done anything with their power. Not that I could do anything either,"

she said with a wry smile.

"I see... Wait, aren't you the leader?!"

"Unfortunately not."

Ito shrugged.

"So, where is my master?"

Rylie asked Ito.

"Ema is... in the back room."

Ito gestured with her chin. Hearing this, Rylie tried to stand up.

"Kidnapper! Don't move, unless you want to be burned to a crisp!"

Cecily aimed her staff.

"Tch..."

Rylie bit her lip.

"Cecily, please let her see Ema."

"You want me to let her see... I see. Alright."

Cecily lowered her staff. Rylie stood up and immediately ran off. A moment later, her anguished cry echoed through the cave.

"...You, don't you feel anything hearing that? Why did you kill Ema?"

I asked.

"I know how incredible your special skill is. The plan was to sic the Hekatonkheires on you, make you use your special skill, and then we would finish you off. Active special skills require time before they can be used again. But you defeated them without using it. We realized we couldn't beat you."

So, the idea that special skills couldn't be used in rapid succession was a common concept.

"Didn't you know? There were three members in our party with experience defeating a Hekatonkheires."

"I didn't think you could defeat two of them without a special skill. We knew we had no chance of winning. But since we'd already challenged you to a fight, we needed some kind of conclusion."

So she used Ema as a scapegoat. Were they more afraid of us than we were of them? At that time, three of our members were out of commission, and Mizuki had been pushed to her limit. Could we have won against Ema's group in that state? They had also used their special skills. It's true that with Mizuki's and my special skills, we probably could have won. In fact, I was planning to use Goddess Summon as soon as we found them.

"I killed Ema in the battle on the road. The original plan was to leave her body there for you to find later and bring things to a close. ...But I just couldn't bring myself to do it, so I recovered her body."

Was it because it was her own body? What kind of feeling gave rise to that emotion?

"...If you thought you couldn't win, why did you challenge me to a fight today?"

"I didn't expect to lose to just one person with over twenty of us,"

Ito said with a bitter smile.

"Ema and Ito were transported to this world two years ago. Six months later, we were attacked by a transmigrator named Yuuki and both died. The clone I had made with my skill became Ema, and the clone that Ema made became me. I took the name Ito."

"...My head is spinning. So there was another Ito, a different person.

"Yuuki..."

Mizuki muttered the name.

"Do you know them?"

"Huh? Oh, no, it was just the same as an acquaintance's name..."

"Well, there are probably a lot of people named Yuuki."

"You're right."

Mizuki nodded.

"Was Yuuki alone?"

"He was alone. But he was strong. We had the same body enhancement skill, but we were no match for him,"

Ito replied. Was there a body enhancement skill stronger than a dragon's?

"Can't you make an infinite number of clones?"

Tens of thousands of Emas summoning tens of thousands of Hekatonkheires. It would be the end of the world.

"I can only have one clone in existence at a time."

"I see."

I had thought as much.

"My wish is to bring Ito back to life. I absolutely need to use the Ark to grant my wish."

"That's quite a wish. You can kill people for it, and you don't feel anything about people like Rylie, huh?"

How ridiculous.

"I think you're pretty bad yourself. What were you doing getting kidnapped? Do you have any idea how worried I was?!"

Cecily said.

"...I just didn't want to be alone. So I tried to go to Famu's room. Then Mizuki glared at me."

"Huh?"

Mizuki, suddenly brought into it, was surprised.

"You can't have two people in a single room! Besides, you were definitely planning to do something lewd!"

"Are you some kind of goody-two-shoes?!"

"Hmph, what was that?"

Mizuki glared at me.

"...No, it's nothing."

I backed down. I even straightened my posture.

"Mizuki, because of that, Master ended up doing lewd things with Rylie. He got carried away and was abducted. It would have been better if you hadn't stopped him,"

Famu said, as if she'd seen it all.

"Wait, Famu, don't say that here!"

"W-What, why wasn't it me?!"

For some reason, Myra started getting angry too.

"Please, can we talk about this later? Ito is here too."

"..."

Everyone fell silent.

"What is this Ark that Ito speaks of?"

Myra asked, trying to smooth things over.

"Apparently, it's in a dungeon in the Imperial Capital. If you defeat all the transmigrators summoned by the Five Goddesses, the Ark will somehow grant your wish, though I don't know the principle behind it."

"This is the first I'm hearing about wishes being granted, but I know of the Ark. It's a holy relic brought here during the war of the gods. Inside it was something called the Jar of Holy Oil. When Rishal-sama destroyed the jar, mana filled this world, and we became able to use magic,"

Myra explained. Rishal was one of the Five Goddesses who sided with Laciel during the war.

"Was it Laciel who brought it?"

"No, it was not brought by the Five Goddesses."

Myra shook her head. So the god of the apocalypse brought it?

"Was there anything else in the Ark? Like a staff or stone tablets?"

I had heard of the Jar of Holy Oil. From what I knew in my original world, it was a jar where God had told a prophet to store food. Could it be the same thing?

"A staff and a mirror. The legends only say that both the staff and the mirror were lost. However, it is said that the scepter held by the Emperor is the lost staff. Since it was passed down from the old empire, there's a certain degree of credibility to it."

"Myra, the Ark might have been brought from our world. In our original world, it's called the Ark of the Covenant. I don't know the exact era, but long ago, a prophet who received a revelation from God created it, and it was later enshrined and kept in a kingdom founded by those led by the prophet. However, its whereabouts became unknown with the division and collapse of that kingdom."

"Is that so?"

Myra looked surprised.

"That's how it is. If the Ark was brought from our world, then the wish-granting part sounds suspicious,"

I said to Ito.

"...It seems so,"

she nodded. What was she thinking? I couldn't tell at all.

"Myra, there's someone I want to bring back to life. Is it possible?"

I asked just in case, though I thought it was impossible.

"No matter who it is, you cannot bring the dead back to life."

Myra shook her head.

"Do you know how many years ago the war of the gods was?"

"I don't think it's possible to align the timelines of our original world and this one."

Mizuki, sensing my train of thought, took out a phone from her storage and handed it to me.

"This is Ema's phone. I charged it. Try looking at the dates of the pictures she took in her original world."

The lock was already undone. I opened the album. The top photo was what looked like a selfie of Ema and Rylie. It hurt to look at. I was supposed to have turned it off to save the battery. She must have deliberately turned it on to take the picture. Even though Rylie was a slave, Ema must have been happy to have her around. I swiped through the photos and came across one that looked like it was taken on a university campus. Was she a university student? But the Ema in this picture wasn't, strictly speaking, the Ema I knew. It was a strange feeling. I checked the date. June 13th. And it was the same year as on my phone. We had been transported last month, but they had been transported two years ago. Just in case, I randomly selected a few other photos and checked their dates. They were all from the same year. It was to be expected since they were arranged in chronological order.

"So the timelines of our original world and this world aren't synchronized."

"It seems so."

Mizuki nodded.

"What should we do with Ito?"

Mizuki asked.

"Have her remove Rylie's Slave Mark. After that, we release her..."

I stopped myself mid-sentence.

"We'll hand her over to the garrison. She'll tell them everything about her banditry. Her connection to the nobles, too. We'll leave her punishment to the garrison."

"Same as always. Though I was saved by that myself,"

Aira said.

"Honestly, as long as Rylie finds peace with it, I don't care what happens."

"Aren't you getting too involved? At the very least, she showed hostility towards you, Mash,"

Myra said.

"She's a slave, she couldn't help it. It was all Ema's fault, but she's dead. I want you to judge her by her actions after she's freed."

"I understand. But it doesn't sit right..."

Mizuki said.

"Is that okay with you too, Ito?"

"...I have no choice in the matter."

"Then, we'll have Ito make a clone. One will be turned over to the garrison. The other will free Rylie from slavery."

"And after she frees the slave?"

"She can do as she pleases. She might get killed by Rylie. Just one thing, I want you to stop attacking us. It's depressing."

"You're helping me... I understand. I will never attack you again. I promise,"

Ito replied. Was that true? How many people were there who would target the lives of the Five Goddesses' transmigrators to fulfill their dreams? Many must have given up. If so, we should be able to hear stories from the descendants of those who were transported a hundred years ago or even earlier. Was Ito hiding the real reason? Or was it us who had a reason we had to fight?

"Well then."

I had been worried about Rylie the whole time. I started to stand up.

"Hey, where do you think you're going?"

Mizuki stopped me.

"Where do you think you're going? You haven't been forgiven."

Mizuki stopped me. Beside me, Ito was already standing up. It was so unfair.

"I'm sorry. Please forgive me."

I bowed my head.

"I forgive you,"

Famu replied.

""""Huh?!""""

The other women all looked at Famu in surprise.

"Famu, we're together tonight."

"Yes."

Famu nodded.

"Wait. That's not fair!"

"Traitor!"

"You were the angriest one!"

"..."

Amidst the protests from the other three—or rather, four—my legs were numb and I couldn't move properly, but Famu helped me up. With Mizuki and the others glaring at me, I headed towards Rylie. I thought Famu would follow, but she didn't. I went deeper into the cave. I didn't know what to say, so my heart was heavy. On the way, there was a place where what looked like spoils of war were piled up. I thought about pocketing them, but decided against doing anything unnecessary. I was already disliked enough; I didn't want to add to it. I returned the sword Rylie had taken to the pile. Ahead, a wooden door sectioned off the passage. I went inside and saw a woman lying on a wooden platform. It was Ema. It was natural since she was a clone, but she really looked exactly like Ito. Beside her, Rylie was quietly gazing at Ema.

"I got your hopes up. I couldn't keep my promise. I'm sorry."

What kind of expression was Rylie making? I couldn't look her directly in the face.

"...It's fine. It was already like this when we went to save her. The outcome was already decided. I actually knew. But I was still alive. So I thought there might be a slim chance."

"Try putting yourself in my shoes, being dragged here for such a gamble."

"Hee hee, you're right. I'll have to make you work for sleeping with me."

She laughed. But she sounded lonely.

"I'll have Ito free you from slavery. I want you to live freely."

"I know. You saved me. I won't follow her in death."

"...Then that's good. Let's bury her."

"Yeah, it's a shame it has to be in such a lonely place."

She seemed like she would be okay on her own. I started to leave the room.

"I'm sorry for giving you such a hard time. Please forgive me,"

she apologized.

"Yeah, I want you to apologize to the others. Especially Cecily and Aira. And Famu, too, please."

Rylie nodded.

"Sorry to intrude. You can cry now."

As I was about to leave the room, I was hugged from behind.

"Just for a little while, stay like this."

Rylie was crying.

We buried Ema. Myra presided over it.

"We are born from people, and to the earth we return. Some may deviate from this principle, but the dead will live on in our hearts."

She explained for my and Mizuki's sake.

"I see."

I nodded. We decided to return to the settlement. Ito had just used her special skill, so she couldn't make another clone until tomorrow. She said she would turn herself in, so we decided to leave her at the hideout. We parted with Rylie at the hideout as well. The rain had stopped. At this rate, the caravan would be able to depart tomorrow.



    Chapter 52

    Famu and the Dawn's Vow

    I woke up. It was still dim. The sun hadn't risen yet. Last night, I slept with Famu. I hadn't wanted to be alone. Mizuki hadn't strongly objected, partly because I'd been kidnapped the night before. Unusually, Famu was still asleep. I had been quite demanding of her last night. Had I tired her out? We were facing each other, both naked. Her body rose and fell slightly with each breath. I studied her sleeping face. It was peaceful. A small face, with clear skin. Her lightly closed eyes, long eyelashes. A well-defined nose. Her thin, but soft-looking lips were also captivating. She really was a beautiful girl. Why was a girl this beautiful sticking with me without getting fed up? As I was thinking this, she opened her eyes.

"..."

She seemed surprised that I was awake. We stared at each other in silence for a moment.

"...Good morning."

She looked uncomfortable.

"Morning."

"I was surprised you were already awake."

"I was watching you sleep for a while."

"For a while?"

"That's right, all night long. Creepy, right?"

"That's a lie. I fell asleep after making sure you were asleep, Master."

"...Do you always do that?"

"Yes. Your sleeping face is very cute, Master. It makes me happy just looking at it."

An old man's face is cute? Did I hear that right?

"In that case, I'll pretend to be asleep from now on. I'll open my eyes sometimes to surprise you."

I don't know why, but a meaningless sense of rivalry started welling up inside me.

"...I can usually tell whether you're really asleep or not."

"Alright, I'll pretend to be asleep. You try to guess if I'm awake or not."

"You're pretending to be asleep, so you're obviously awake."

"...Good point."

"Exactly."

She nodded.

"So, you usually wake up before me?"

"Yes."

"...What do you usually do?"

"I wash my face and come back."

After that, it was time for her prayers.

"What about today?"

"Master. We have a little more time until the sun rises. Until then, it's just the two of us."

Famu hugged me. I hugged her back.

"Famu, I love you. I want to be with you forever."

"...Is that really true?"

She peered into my face. I met her gaze.

"Sometimes, Master, you make a face that's so sad and anxious. Do I make a face like that too?"

"Famu, isn't there somewhere you really want to go?"

Somewhere far away, a place I don't know. Maybe I was feeling this sentimental because I saw Ema's body yesterday. She was an enemy, but it was the first time I'd felt the death of someone close. Rylie's tears had also tightened my chest. I was in shock, and I didn't really know how to act. Famu, who knew the death of her parents and loved ones, how did she come to terms with it and stay with me? I wanted to ask, but I felt like that was a place I shouldn't touch, no matter who it was. No, to be honest, I didn't have the courage to touch the emotions in the depths of her heart.

"Master, I want to go far away. With you, my beloved Master, far away..."

Famu closed her eyes. I kissed Famu.

She timidly offered her tongue. When I actively intertwined my tongue with hers, she responded just as strongly. We held each other, seeking each other's lips. Our lips parted.

"Master."

Famu had an ecstatic expression on her face as she gazed at me. My heart was being drawn to her.

"Famu..."

She gazed back at me. When I called her name, she responded. It was an incredible happiness.

"Master, you look happy for some reason."

"Yeah, I feel like I'm drowning in you..."

I touched Famu's breast. Savoring the soft feeling, I touched its tip.

"Ah!"

she gasped. I watched her reaction as I rolled and pinched it, enjoying the sensation.

"Aah, Master... Master..."

She hugged me tightly. Slipping through her grasp, I buried my face in her chest and latched onto her nipple.

"An... Don't I still look childish?"

"Are you still on about that? I love this, you know."

I teased it with my tongue.

"Mmm, but you looked so happy when you saw Mizuki's."

"Hm? Is it okay to talk about Mizuki right now?"

"N-No! Right now, you're my Master."

"Famu, you're the cutest in the world. So, I'm going to give you the lewdest experience in the world."

I pulled my head away from her chest and pressed my lips to hers.

"Master, you're the lewdest person in the world. So please, make me the happiest I can be."

We exchanged mischievous smiles.

I sat up and parted her legs. She blushed shyly, but didn't look away from me.

"Still hasn't grown in yet, huh."

I gazed at her smooth, vertical slit.

"You said you liked it better without hair!"

I did say that. Of course I prefer it this way. But Famu is Famu. I want to watch her grow.

"Right, are you trying your best?"

Come to think of it, she did say she would try hard not to let it grow. I had thought she was joking.

"Yes. I'm trying very, very hard. But I don't know how I'm supposed to do it..."

Should I laugh? But I had a feeling she'd get mad if I did.

"Hmph, did you just laugh a little?"

"I'm not laughing,"

I said with a straight face.

"Yes, you are. Look, the corners of your mouth just loosened a bit."

"...I'm not laughing."

"...You really are a liar."

I traced her slit. It was already wet.

"Ah... Master, this doesn't look childish too, does it...?"

Famu was talkative today. Come to think of it, since Mizuki joined us, we haven't held each other like this, just the two of us. Maybe we needed this time together.

"No, it's insanely beautiful. This is what I love."

"I-Is that so?"

"I'm going to raise this part of you. I'm going to lick it all over."

"...Actually, I think it's fine just the way it is."

I found her clitoris and played with it.

"Nn... nn... ah... ah... ahn!"

Listening to Famu's moans, I searched for the spot that felt best to her. I slipped a finger into her vagina and rubbed. I guided her even higher.

"Master... I'm about to cum..."

"I'll watch."

"Th-that's embarrassing..."

Famu's hand grabbed my arm. Her moans grew more intense.

"Master! Master!"

She called my name as she came.

I had Famu get on all fours. I knelt behind her and grabbed her buttocks.

"Master, I can't see your face in this position."

"That's true, I can't see yours either."

"In that case, let's hold each other like we usually..."

I also liked doing lewd things while looking at Famu's face.

"From behind, it feels like you're submitting to me. I want to experience the feeling of conquering you."

"...I see."

"I want to conquer Famu and declare myself Mash Fumnus."

In my original world, there was a historical figure who gained the title Africanus after conquering Northern Africa. I would stand alongside that man.

"That's embarrassing, so please just say it in your mind."

It seemed she would let me conquer her. I pressed the head of my penis against the entrance of her vagina. Famu twitched in response. I couldn't see her expression, so I was worried if it hurt, but she was plenty wet. I slowly pushed the head deeper.

"Ugh... it feels like it's going deeper than usual."

Eventually, my body was pressed firmly against her rear. I pulled back slightly, then thrust in to adjust my position.

"Auh!"

Famu cried out. It was a little tight, but Famu's insides enveloped my penis as if sucking on it. It urged me towards ejaculation, just like the first time. I stopped moving and waited for my excitement to calm down a little.

"Master, I'm okay. It feels really good."

Famu seemed to misunderstand, thinking I was being considerate of her. I didn't have that kind of composure, but I was starting to calm down. I began to piston.

"Ah, ah, Master! Master...!"

Famu moaned. I could see the white nape of her neck. It had a sensuality that didn't suit a young girl. From there, the beautiful line continued down her back to her tail. It swayed and moved in time with my rhythm. I stroked her tail. A chestnut-colored tail, the same as her ears. It was glossy and smooth. Very cute. I shifted it slightly. I could see the crack of her buttocks and then, her rear hole. As I tried to gaze at it, her tail moved to hide it.

"Famu?"

"I-it's embarrassing."

"I'm going to see all of you. So don't hide it."

"Uu..."

She moved her tail for me. I could see a pale pink bud. In time with her movements, it opened and closed slightly. I grabbed her buttocks with both hands and spread them. The opening tightened. 

"Ah, Master."

"Let's play a little."

"Hic!"

I teased it with my index finger. She tightened even more. But when I thrust my penis into her vagina, the clenching seemed to loosen from the recoil. I took that chance and pushed my finger in up to the first knuckle.

"Ugh, Master, that feels strange."

It made me want to tease her a little more. I activated Water Magic and poured just a little water into her behind.

"Hya!"

Famu's tail flapped back and forth.

"Master..."

Famu turned back and looked at me reproachfully. Did I go too far? As an apology, I leaned over her and kissed her. Famu responded. Our tongues intertwined. Our saliva mixed and formed a string between us.

I held both of Famu's wrists. Famu pressed her head into the pillow. Her rear was now thrust out. I moved my hips, building towards my final release.

"Ah... ah... ah... ah..."

Her cries echoed in time with my thrusts. The slapping sound of my body against her rear echoed throughout the room. I gradually increased the speed of my hips.

"Master! Master...!"

Famu called my name repeatedly.

"Famu, I'm going to cum."

"Master, please come! Inside me!"

Pleasure shot through my entire body. I pushed my penis to her deepest point and ejaculated.

"Ah, Master!"

Famu's body arched as if jolting. My own penis throbbed again and again, pouring everything inside of her. After emptying myself completely, I collapsed onto Famu's back.

I felt a pleasant exhaustion and didn't want to move for a while. I hugged Famu from behind. Her body heat felt good.

"...With this, you are now Fumnus, Master."

"Alright, let's go to the dining hall naked and raise a cry of victory."

"Th-that's embarrassing, so please just shout it in your mind."

Morning sunlight was streaming into the room. I wondered if everyone else was awake. If we didn't show up for breakfast, would they cause a fuss, thinking I'd been kidnapped again? I wanted to stay like this, holding Famu, and sleep in.



    Chapter 53

    Morning Practice and the Battle Over Boomerang Briefs

    "So, where were you two yesterday in the middle of the rain?"

Avea questioned me. She was tapping her shoulder with a wooden stick. I felt intimidated and averted my gaze.

It was the usual morning practice, with the usual members. Aira was here today, too. The sight of Aira sitting primly beside us while we trained, watching over us, was quite cute. It reminded me of my school days in my original world. A beautiful manager watching over the club's activities. It had the scent of youth. Of course, I never had such an event in my life.

"...Uh, my stomach was acting up... I went into the forest to look for some medicinal herbs. It always gets like this when it rains."

"Is that so? Famu said you were kidnapped. She looked like it was the end of the world."

"..."

So she knew and was asking anyway. What a horrible person. With no other choice, I briefly explained what happened, being careful not to mention the transmigrators. I told them how I went to the bandits' hideout to rescue a companion who had been taken by Rylie and the bandits, and how I had cooperated in the rescue.

I wondered how Rylie was doing.

"It seems one of the bandits turned herself in at this settlement's garrison early this morning."

That must be Ito. She kept her promise. Which means she's recovered enough to use her special skill. I might be able to use mine too.

"Goddess Summon!"

"Eh, Master?"

"Hey, what are you trying to do all of a sudden?!"

Famu and Mizuki rushed to stop me, but nothing happened long before they could. It seems the interval before a special skill can be used again varies depending on the skill. Or maybe it's based on the user's proficiency.

"...Don't do things without any context!"

Mizuki scolded me.

"Well then, it's you and me today,"

Avea said, pointing the tip of her wooden stick at me.

"Wait a minute. We haven't even drawn lots today!"

This was too much. Plus, I had a fierce battle with Famu this morning.

"Your party gets into trouble because you're weak."

"That's true, but as you can see, I'm an old man. There's a limit to how much I can improve. It would be faster for Famu and Mizuki to grow stronger. It might be favoritism, but those two are geniuses."

"Even if they're geniuses, it's over if you get taken out. For some reason, you're the cornerstone of your party."

I looked at Famu and Mizuki. Mizuki averted her gaze unnaturally. Had she told Avea to train me?

"Sorry, you're always getting knocked out during battles, so I was really worried..."

"...The only reason I get knocked out is because I want to see your panties!"

I protested to Mizuki.

"That's how it is. I'm going to train you until you're forged into a fine suit of muscle armor. Don't worry. Muscles won't betray you. Even if you die, your heart will continue to send blood to your muscles, and your muscles will continue to fight."

"..."

What's the point if I'm dead? They say building muscle requires talent, too. It's probably impossible for me.

"If you can land a single blow on me, I'll grant you a suit of swim trunk armor.

"No, sorry, but I don't need swim trunk armor."

"Heh heh, you greedy bastard. Fine, I'll throw in a boomerang brief armor as well. The color will be red, to match my bikini."

"Master, please let me wear them too. After you've worn them, please,"

Famu whispered in my ear. Her tail was wagging furiously.

"..."

I didn't know what to say to Famu.

"You look dissatisfied. Muscles and a swimsuit. What more could you possibly need?"

Avea was quite the pervert, too. I thought she was a bit of a meathead, but otherwise normal.

"I already have Mizuki's blue panties. I'd rather wear Mizuki's panties and run across this world than wear red boomerang briefs!"

"Heh, spoken like a true man."

Avea nodded, satisfied.

"Stop it! Just, seriously stop it!"

Mizuki shouted.

"I see you have your pride. So what would motivate you?"

Avea asked.

"Let's see. If Mizuki would do something lewd in the shade of that tree over there."

"What is with you today? I'm absolutely not doing that!"

Mizuki seemed angry.

"Then I can take her place, if you like,"

Avea replied.

"What, really?!"

I readied my wooden stick. Suddenly, I was full of motivation.

"Avea, Master is strong. If you're joking, you should stop. A bet like that is truly dangerous,"

Famu said.

"So the loyal pup says. Is that really true?"

Avea smiled fearlessly.

This was our third confrontation. The first time, I cut through the weak point of her bikini armor. I passed out afterwards, but you could still call it my victory. The second time, I was beaten to a pulp without being able to do a thing. I gained nothing from it, and was even made to abandon my obsession with bikini armor. I spent days in agony, asking myself what would be left of me if I gave up my obsession with bikinis. But now, I have achieved enlightenment. Bikini armor is, after all, just cloth. I should have been focused on what was inside it. I faced off against Avea. I took a Seigan-no-kamae stance, while Avea held her weapon with one hand. The tips of our weapons crossed.

"Here I come,"

I called out. Avea grinned.

"Come on."

I aimed for her head. Avea easily parried the blow. I spun around and immediately stepped in, aiming for her head again. That blow was also blocked. She swung her weaponless arm in a hook-like motion. I felt a sharp killing intent and thought I heard the sound of wind being cut. I jumped back to dodge it. I thought about another attack, but my legs stumbled and I couldn't move. Avea came at me, slashing. I blocked the first attack, but couldn't block the second and fell. I went with the fall, rolling to my feet. She didn't pursue. Once the distance was clear, I stood up and reset my stance.

"Even in this situation, do you really think Mash will win, Famu?"

Mizuki, who was watching the match, asked Famu.

"Yes. Master can create a winning situation no matter what. If he gets serious, no one can beat him."

"Serious, huh..."

As usual, Famu's evaluation of me was off the charts, and it was scary.

"Avea isn't soft. Mash's sword isn't getting through at all."

"...The prize is too big. Master will win,"

Famu declared.

"...Maybe you're right."

Mizuki was being swayed by Famu and was starting to agree.

"Then I'll bet on Mash losing. The prize will be our next date and a chance to get intimate."

Aira, who had been listening to the conversation, joined in.

"Eh? By yourself? Not with Cecily?"

"Yeah. I haven't had a date with Mash yet."

Aira nodded in response to Mizuki's question.

"Mash is soft on the follow-through. He loses focus at the very end and gets careless."

Aira added her commentary on me.

"...Are you serious?"

"It's fine if it's a joke, but you should really stop yourself from actually falling for him."

Famu and Mizuki seemed genuinely worried for Aira. They were saying some pretty harsh things, but they started their bet anyway.

Avea's attacks were strong. Each blow was heavy and fast. It looked random, but she was definitely targeting my weak points. And she easily broke through my defense. My chances to counterattack were also crushed. And her defense was a fortress. My attacks weren't getting through at all. I couldn't even feint her. She was reading me completely.

"What's wrong, is that all you've got?"

Avea provoked.

"As you can see, I'm an old man. Go a little easier on me."

"Alright, then I'll put you to sleep."

Avea casually closed the distance. There was no point in backing away, so I jumped in as well. I aimed for her wrist, but she easily dodged. I tried to slip past her side, but she tripped me and I fell. I couldn't let go of the wooden stick, so I fell awkwardly. Avea didn't attack, just stood there looking down at me, waiting for me to get up. My elbows and knees were scraped. Pain shot through me as I stood up.

"Ow..."

"What'll you do? You've got allies who believe in your victory,"

Avea teased.

"I haven't given up yet."

"That's a good look on your face."

Avea laughed. A laugh full of confidence. She was certain of her victory. I knew it. Defense over offense. If I didn't break her defense, there was nothing I could do. Cheap tricks wouldn't work. So, I would land a blow she couldn't defend against. The weapon I held was a wooden stick, but it was a sword. If I swung it, it could cut through anything. I took a Seigan stance. I would absolutely cut her down.

"Avea, it's dangerous. You should stop now,"

Famu shouted. Didn't she try to stop a fight like this before? But why was she trying to stop Avea and not me? That was the same as provoking her.

"Interesting. I won't dodge the next blow. I'll take it head-on."

Avea switched to a two-handed grip and reset her stance. It seemed she felt my determination too. I closed the distance with shuffling steps. As I stepped in, I swung my weapon high and brought it down on her. The target didn't matter. She would definitely block my blow with her own weapon. My target was that weapon. I would destroy her defense and her means of attack at the same time. Avea raised her weapon to defend. I aimed for it and swung my weapon through. My full-powered blow split her wooden stick in two.

"Avea. I win!"

I raised my weapon again and aimed for her head.

"Your swing is too wide."

Avea jumped into my guard. She grabbed my collar. My body flowed forward diagonally. The back of her thigh was placed against my groin and I was flipped up. The moment my body was brilliantly sent flying, I realized I'd been thrown. I was slammed into the ground on my back.

"Gah!"

A strange cry escaped me. The fierce impact knocked the wind out of me, and I couldn't move.

"Do you yield?"

Avea, who had waited for my breathing to settle, peered into my face.

"Yeah, I lost. ...Damn it."

"You've got a slightly better look on your face now."

A pair of red boomerang briefs fluttered down and landed on my forehead.

"I acknowledge you as a warrior. Become a man who suits those pants."

Avea walked away. In her place, Aira approached. She cast a healing spell on me.

"Famu was right. You were strong. Right now you're just a pervert with something weird on his forehead, though."

"But I lost. Just as you predicted."

"You heard that?"

I nodded. This was just practice. I knew I was no match for her at this stage. So I was supposed to be taking it easy, thinking it was fine if it didn't work out. But Famu believed I would win. I wanted to meet her expectations, just once. So I created an opportunity to win.

"Mash wins in the end. We'll make sure of it."

I hugged Aira. I was making a face I didn't want anyone to see. It was just the scrapes that hurt. Aira stroked my hair.



    Chapter 54

    Mizuki's Feelings and the Wanderers

    The journey by wagon continues. The season should be heading towards summer, but the temperature has dropped compared to when we were in Richel. It seems we're gradually gaining altitude. We'll be camping out tonight. If nothing happens, we should arrive at a town about the size of Richel tomorrow. Our destination, Miglutt, is still far in the distance. A bird with its wings spread is circling in the blue sky. The sunlight is harsh, but the wind is pleasant. It's comfortable under the wagon's canopy. Right now, Mizuki and I are on rearguard duty. We were sitting side by side at the back of the wagon. Nothing's changed. We continue to travel along a road through a forest. I was thinking how boring it was when a yawn escaped me.

"Hmph."

Mizuki glared at me.

"Wh-what is it?"

"Take this seriously."

"I am being serious. I can't help yawning."

It was because I had fought with Famu from dusk till dawn. Mizuki probably had a vague idea. She sighed.

"And what was with this morning? I'll apologize for secretly asking Avea to train you, but please stop saying lewd things in front of everyone. Save it for when we're alone!"

It seems I had gone too far this morning.

"...So it's okay if we're alone?"

I made a breast-groping gesture in front of her.

"...If that's what you want to do."

She swatted my hands away.

"Then now's the time."

"Are you serious? Are you really thinking about lewd things all the time? Don't you get tired?"

"The most fun I have is when I'm simulating how to make you come in my head."

"...So that's why you were crying when you lost to Avea and couldn't do anything lewd."

That's what she thought? I was just frustrated that I lost. But that's less embarrassing, so I'll keep quiet.

"You think about it enough to masturbate every day, right, Mizuki?"

"I'm not doing it now!"

"Really?"

That was a shock.

"Yeah, ever since I started having sex with you, I haven't had to. I'm really grateful for that."

A high school girl, Mizuki, being grateful for having lewd things done to her by an old man.

"...I would think masturbating is better than being assaulted."

"I felt so guilty, I was constantly apologizing to my mom and dad in my head. One time, my mom caught me and got really mad. But I couldn't stop, and I couldn't talk to anyone about it. I thought I was the only one, so it was really tough."

What would be better, a daughter addicted to masturbation, or one doing lewd things with an old man?

"I wonder what your parents would think if they knew about our current situation."

"Hmph, that's your responsibility, Mash. When we get back to our original world, you're going to properly greet my parents and get their permission to date me!"

"...Are you serious?"

"I'll ask with you."

There was no way I could imagine her parents allowing me to date Mizuki. I wanted to return to our original world even less now.

"So that's why I'm not doing it by myself now."

"Is that how it is? I'd be fine with it, and I wouldn't stop you. In fact, I'd encourage it."

"I'm sure you would, Mash, but... ugh. I just want to have a normal conversation."

Mizuki sighed. The wagon lurched as a wheel hit a stone. The road was still muddy from yesterday's rain. The wagon swayed every time it crossed a rut or got stuck in the mud. Fortunately, it hadn't gotten stuck and unable to move.

"In that case, can I ask you something that's hard to ask?"

"Yeah."

She nodded.

"Mizuki, what... what do you think about it?"

"...I can't answer anything with that."

"About people dying."

"About Ema?"

"That too, but it's only been about a month since we came to this world, yet I feel like I've been involved in a lot of people's deaths."

The settlement at the fort attacked by goblins, the members of Black Sky, the bandits. Up until now, I was able to come to terms with it by telling myself that these things happen normally in this world. As long as I didn't do it myself, as long as it wasn't one of my companions, it was fine. I was able to see it as someone else's problem. But Ema's death was different. Rylie's sobs wouldn't leave my mind, and I couldn't do that anymore.

"I try not to think about it, but am I the only one who's strange? Beers... I guess I can call him that. I can't forget. My head feels weird,"

Mizuki answered, as if muttering to herself.

"Me too."

"Isn't this the kind of thing an adult is supposed to teach you how to deal with?"

Mizuki pouted and nudged my side with her elbow.

"Impossible. I have no idea what to do either."

I'm sorry for being such a useless adult.

"From now on, we might have to fight other transmigrators, and that might really become a fight to the death. I don't want to kill, and I don't want to be killed. I want to go back to our original world."

Even if you're not a special being like a transmigrator, bandits and robbers are close by. Death is right around the corner. I remembered when I met Famu, and my chest tightened.

"Our original world is the same. Especially the country we lived in, it's just hard to see because everyone hides it. I don't want to kill either, and I don't want to be killed either."

Thinking back now, death was hidden in our original world so that we wouldn't feel it directly. You couldn't do that with family, but if it was a stranger, you could just close your eyes and not see. But in this world, everything is laid bare.

"In this world, there comes a time when you have to make a choice yourself. What will you do then, Mash?"

"I don't know. But I especially don't want Famu and you to be involved."

"Because you're an adult?"

"Yes, I'm an adult. It's like with alcohol."

We live with weapons in our hands. That day will surely come. But I keep putting off that resolution. Do I have to make up my mind? If I do, I'm afraid I'll go to an extreme. I don't know what will become of me. Mizuki leaned against me. She rested her head on my shoulder.

"Whatever choice you make, Mash, I'll be with you. We can make it in this world, as long as we're together, right?"

"Yeah, as long as it's the two of us, we'll be fine."

I wrapped an arm around Mizuki's waist. I have to protect her.

"I wish days like this, just peacefully swaying in the wagon, could last forever."

Mizuki's soft-looking lips were close. Forgetting about my watch duty, I was drawn to her lips. Just then, Cecily, on horseback, came back to the rear where we were.

"Hmph,"

I said out loud again.

"What is it with the 'hmph'?"

Cecily's expression turned stern.

"No, it was just a bug flying by. Do you like bugs, Cecily?"

"...I don't particularly like or dislike them."

"I see. I was thinking of going to catch some stag beetles later. Want to come?"

"...What are you going to do with them?"

Cecily asked. Mizuki was listening silently, looking embarrassed. She was probably flustered because she was seen clinging to me.

"Sell them to the kids in town."

"Who's going to buy them? You'll have leftovers."

She said the same thing as Aira. As I thought, the residents of this world weren't interested in rhino or stag beetles.

"If I have leftovers, I'll give them to Aira."

"Eh? To Aira? This is the first I've heard that she likes stag beetles."

Good, now if Cecily finds a stag beetle, she'll bring it to Aira. A small punishment for interrupting my quiet time with Mizuki, following Myra.

"That's right. I have a message from Avea,"

Cecily said.

"...That's ominous."

I had a bad feeling about this.

"I don't know. It seems a group of wagons is stopped up ahead, blocking the road. We don't know what's going on, so she said to prepare for a fight."

"Prepare for a fight..."

"I'll go tell Famu and the others."

Mizuki went inside the canopy to tell Famu and the others who were waiting in the wagon. The inside and outside of the wagon were only separated by the canopy, but the vibrations of the wagon and the sound of the wheels made it hard to hear outside sounds.

"Did you see them, Cecily?"

"Yes, I saw the wagon canopies through the trees. It wasn't just one."

If bandits were waiting for us, would they set up an ambush in a place where they could be seen from here? Mizuki returned from inside the canopy. She had a tense expression, probably because of what we had just talked about. The wagon stopped. Cecily urged her horse forward to check on the situation at the front.

"Cecily, wait. Let's all go together."

"Yes, alright."

Cecily nodded. Mizuki and I got off the wagon, and Famu and the others came out from inside as well.

"Well then, shall we go?"

Everyone nodded. I started walking towards the front of the caravan.

There were about twenty wagons stopped there. There were also a few goats. There were people dressed in clothes I had never seen before. Nearly twenty of them were out of their wagons. The men wore short vests with colorful embroidery and draped short pants with sashes. The women wore short vests and long skirts. They also used brightly colored fabric with embroidered decorations. I hadn't seen people walking around with their stomachs exposed like them in the towns.

"They're people who live on the road in their wagons. They're called wanderers,"

Avea called out to me. Come to think of it, there was another woman with an exposed stomach right here. Were wanderers treated the same as freemen?

"They're not nomads? They're wandering around in a forest like this? Are there a lot of them?"

When I think of nomads, I imagine them striding leisurely across a vast grassland.

"No, they don't make a living from herding, so they're not nomads. It's true that you see them more often in the grasslands south of here."

"Is that so? So, what are they doing?"

"It looks like a wagon got stuck in the mud."

It seemed we didn't have to worry about a fight. I relaxed. 

"I'll go help. Everyone else can rest."

I headed towards the stuck wagon. For some reason, Famu and Mizuki followed me. When we got closer, we saw that about a third of the wagon's wheel was sunk in the mud. It seemed about four wagons had managed to pass through safely, but the road got worse each time, leading to this situation. The axle connecting the wheels also seemed to be broken. The whole thing looked tilted. Men were pushing while horses pulled, but the wagon wouldn't move forward and looked like it was about to tip over.

"Mizuki, what should we do in a situation like this?"

"We should leave it to the experts,"

Mizuki said decisively.

"...That's true, but can't we use our knowledge from our original world to be amazing?"

"It's not knowledge from our world, but can't we remove the moisture from the mud?"

"I see. Famu, go get Cecily for me."

Famu nodded and went to get Cecily.

"Can you use Water Magic to remove the moisture from the mud?"

"Alright. I'll give it a try."

Cecily raised her staff. She activated Water Magic and used the moisture from the mud to create a water sphere. When the ground had hardened sufficiently, they had the horses pull the wagon again. The wagon started to move, and cheers erupted.

"Cecily, that was amazing!"

I called out to her, and she hit me with the water sphere. I was soaked.

"Cecily... why would you do that?"

"I found a stag beetle earlier. When I took it to Aira, she got really mad at me!"

It was the seed I had sown.



    Chapter 55

    A Foreign People and a Foreign Cuisine

    We ended up joining a band of nomads and making camp with them for the night. A large bonfire, like a campfire, was lit, and the encampment was set up around it. They were a massive group of over a hundred people, and once they disembarked from their carriages, it looked just like a village. There were a great many children, who were running all over the place.

The children had gathered around Myra, too. She was telling them a story from memory. Every now and then, a little rascal would try to mischievously give Myra a hug. *Hey, those are mine. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t touch them without permission.*

I decided to break out the corn I’d bought back in Richel and treat everyone. I skewered the cobs and started grilling them on a rack over the cooking fire.

For some reason, Famu was stuck right to my side, helping me. She was in charge of brushing them with butter and soy sauce, which she did for each and every cob with meticulous care.

"Master, shouldn’t you taste-test it before we hand it out to everyone?"

she asked, looking up at me with eyes full of expectation.

"That’s a good point. Guess I’ll have a little bite."

"Would you allow me to do it?"

Her tail was swaying back and forth.

"…I don’t need you to help me *that* much."

"No, it would be terrible if it didn’t taste good. I can’t let you eat something like that, Master!"

"I appreciate the sentiment, Famu, but I really should…"

I said, picking up one of the cobs and bringing it to my mouth.

"Ah, Master…"

Famu looked at me with a sad expression. I hadn’t realized she liked it that much. So that’s why she remembered the smell when we ran into that Black Sky in the dungeon. I guess I’d been a little too mean. I handed the grilled corn to Famu. Her tail started wagging furiously.

"Once you’re done, come back and help me again."

"Yes, Master! Please call for me when another taste test is required!"

"…"

Famu walked away, holding the corn as if it were a precious treasure. I wondered if she was going to go dig a hole and bury it.

Before I knew it, a line of children, led by Myra, had formed in front of me. I handed out the grilled corn, but my stock was gone in an instant. I needed to prepare more, but Famu still hadn't come back.

"I’ll help you,"

Myra offered. She helped me husk the corn and put it on skewers. As they were ready, we placed them on the fire.

"Why did you buy so many of these?"

"I was thinking of quitting being an adventurer and becoming a street vendor, so I stocked up."

I wanted to say it was to tease her, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it in front of the children. Actually, even if the kids weren’t here, I might have been able to say it to the other party members, but not to Myra herself.

"You’re joking, right?"

Myra asked.

"I’m tired of being an adventurer."

"Please, at least keep at it until the Demon Lord defeats you."

"I’m the one who gets defeated?!"

"I’ll take care of the rest. I’ll just keep hitting him with my mace."

"…"

I felt like Myra had gotten cold again.

"Are you angry that I summoned Laciel?"

"I believe it was an unavoidable situation. But… I wanted to see her, even just for a moment."

Myra pouted. She was definitely not happy about it.

"We’ll be in the city tomorrow. I’ll summon her then!"

"I’m sure it’ll just be one of those classic situations where you claim you’re out of mana or energy and can’t do it."

It was no use. Her heart was closed off by negative emotions.

There were two tree stumps near us, each big enough for one person to sit on.

"Myra, this is tiring. Let’s sit down while we work."

"It’s fine. Besides, I was sitting in the carriage the whole time, so my butt is a little sore."

"I see. Well, I think I’ll take a seat."

I sat down on the stump closest to Myra.

"…Actually, maybe I’ll sit down, too."

Myra came and sat on the same stump. We each sat with half our butts on the wood, playfully jostling and pushing against each other for space. Her rear was soft, too.

"That aside, this smells absolutely wonderful. I want to have some, too,"

Myra said, as if trying to change her own mood. She smelled wonderful, too.

"Of course. Let’s eat together once things calm down."

"Okay."

Myra nodded. I hoped her mood would improve, even just a little.

As I continued grilling the corn, Famu returned.

"The chief of the nomads would like to speak with you, Master."

Famu pointed toward a particularly ornate carriage. In front of it, a massive tent had been pitched. I’d never seen one in person, but it resembled a ger.

"They want to see me, not the Mateo Trading Company?"

Famu nodded. I had a bad feeling about this.

"What could it be? Do they want some grilled corn?"

"Shall I bring some? I’ll take an extra one, just in case I drop one."

I noticed she was no longer holding the grilled corn. She must have finished it already.

"…I’ll go see what they want."

"Then I shall grill the corn in your place, Master."

"…"

Though I was left with a profound sense of unease, I decided to leave the corn to Famu.

"I’ll go with you,"

Myra said. I’d wanted her to keep an eye on Famu, but I felt safer with her by my side, so I nodded.

On our way to the tent, we ran into Mizuki, Cecily, and Aira, so we all decided to go together. Two muscular men were standing in front of the tent. Were they guards? I wondered what kind of person was inside.

Without being questioned, one of the men guided us in. The air inside was filled with a pleasant, indescribable fragrance, perhaps from incense. A brazier was lit, making the interior bright. A carpet was spread across the floor, and at the far end, a woman sat on a high-backed chair, flanked by two attendants.

She looked to be about Mizuki’s age, or perhaps a little older. With wavy black hair and dark eyes, she was a beautiful girl with a distinctly oriental feel.

"You must be Mash-sama. My name is Kalpana, granddaughter of this clan’s chief."

Kalpana stood and gave a small bow. This was a bad sign. I wanted to run.

"You’ve got the wrong person. I’m Misshu. And these are Muzuki, Soshiry, Iira, and lastly, Miira. She just woke from a thousand-year slumber yesterday."

"So I’ve finally been relegated to being the punchline…"

Myra mumbled, looking dejected at my words.

"I understand why you are wary of us. That is why we have prepared a meal. Won’t you join us?"

At a clap of her hands from one of her attendants, nomads from outside began carrying in large platters of food one after another. The smell of curry drifted through the air. The platters were laden with what looked like a curry soup, something like naan, various vegetables and meats, and skewered meats.

Trailing behind them was Famu, carrying a large platter piled high with grilled corn. What in the world was she doing?

"Master. I grilled them. Let’s all eat together."

After setting down the platter, she came to my side.

"I had no idea. Do you like it that much?"

"Your face looked so happy when you were eating it, Master, so I came to love it, too."

"Did I look like that? It was probably brought here by a transmigrator. It made me feel nostalgic."

Nostalgic, I thought, but I’d only been in this world for about a month. Still, the world I came from already felt like a distant memory.

"Is that so? Let’s eat it together again sometime."

"Please, have a seat."

At Kalpana’s urging, we sat down on round cushions.

"This is the cuisine of our homeland, the land of the wandering people."

The smell was unmistakably curry. It looked like curry, too.

"Is your homeland to the east?"

"Yes. I have never been there myself, but it is far to the east of the Demon Kingdom."

"India, maybe?"

Mizuki whispered, just loud enough for me to hear. It seemed we were thinking the same thing. As we talked, a white liquid was poured into silver glasses. It was frothy, like beer. Since they kept goats, I figured it was probably goat’s milk.

"I heard you were in the middle of an escort quest, so this isn’t alcohol, but let’s have a toast."

We raised our glasses and drank. It tasted like watered-down yogurt, with a hint of salt.

"It’s Ayran. This is the first time I’ve had it made with goat’s milk, but it’s quite popular in the Demon Kingdom. I used to drink it back in my settlement,"

Famu explained, her face tinged with sadness. The village where she lived was on the border between the Empire and the Demon Kingdom. It must have had a mix of cultures, and she had probably eaten eastern cuisine before.

"It’s a familiar taste for you, then?"

"Every family makes their own Ayran. Each one has its own family taste. On festival days, we would compare our Ayran with other households… I can’t drink my family’s Ayran anymore."

Famu forced a smile. That strained expression made my chest ache.

"…I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say."

"I’m sorry for bringing up something so strange at a time like this. I’m happy now that I have you, Master."

"Well, I like this taste."

"Yes, me too. I love it. Master, let’s try the other dishes!"

She took a bite of skewered meat. It was flavored with all sorts of spices and was incredibly delicious.

"This is kebab. It’s also eaten in the Demon Kingdom. It’s been properly marinated in yogurt."

"Famu, were you a food critic all this time?"

I started to wonder if she’d eventually get angry over minute differences in seasoning.

"N-No, that’s not my character. I just like delicious food."

I had thought she just said everything was delicious to please me, but it turned out she had a proper palate and was genuinely savoring the food. Her face always looked so happy when she ate. She had a refined tongue. Her family must have been one of the more well-off ones in her village. No, considering the village was attacked, perhaps the entire village was prosperous. She must have been raised with such care that even after being thrown in a cell and treated horribly, her spirit wasn’t broken.

I felt like I had managed to touch upon another part of who she was. And that made me happy.

"From now on, I’ll make sure you eat even more delicious things."

"Yes! I want to eat your egg dish again, Master!"

And just like that, I had a request.



    Chapter 56

    A Dinner Party and an Inherited Mission

    "It really is curry. Just like the stuff I had at that Indian place,"

Mizuki said, tearing off a piece of naan and using it to scoop up some curry and other dishes laid out before us.

"If you're talking about the curry shops back in our country, apparently most of them aren't run by Indians."

"Really? Then who are they?"

"Mostly people from Nepal, I hear. You could taste the flavor of the Himalayas, couldn't you?"

I followed Mizuki's lead, piling some meat onto a piece of naan, drizzling it with curry, and taking a bite. This was, without a doubt, Indian curry.

"I couldn't tell at all... Can you, Mash?"

"Not a clue. And it's Mish. Don't you start getting it wrong, too."

"Oh, come on!"

Mizuki fell silent with a pout.
Myra, Cecily, and Aira were eating in the same manner. Myra was trying to get Aira to eat a piece of naan piled high with toppings, but Aira seemed reluctant.

"Mish-sama, are you enjoying yourself?"

Kalpana asked, approaching our table. Famu shot me a look that said, *Are you using a fake name again?* I started to feel uncomfortable.

"...Yes, I'm grateful for such a warm welcome. But I'm also a bit confused."

"I understand. Perhaps it would be best if you heard the story of our wandering people,"

Kalpana said with a nod.

"I'm Mish. You've got the wrong person, you know? Are you sure about this?"

"Yes. Shall we speak as we continue our meal?"
It seemed there was no escaping this. Beside me, Famu was tearing off pieces of naan with a blissful expression. Myra, apparently interested in the wandering people, seemed to be waiting for me to agree, watching me with an expectant gaze. Cecily and Aira continued eating in silence, trying to gauge the flow of the conversation.

"Mizuki-san, is that alright with you as well?"

"Huh? Me? I don't know..."

Suddenly brought into the conversation, a bewildered Mizuki looked to me for help. I had no idea how they'd gotten their information, but it was clear they were specifically targeting otherworlders.

"I suppose so. If you could bring out some chai, perhaps we could relax and listen to your story."

"But of course. I will have it prepared immediately."

One of Kalpana's attendants exited the tent.

"It is said that the ancestors of our wandering people were soldiers who fought in service to Laciel-sama."
*So it's about Laciel again.* Had they heard the rumors of me summoning her in Richel and come looking? But why were they so certain that Mizuki and I were otherworlders?

"Is that so? And these descendants were punished by the gods, losing their homes and forced to wander?"

"...You know of our story?"

For some reason, she looked pleased.

"No, I just made a wild guess."

Not knowing the truth, I glanced at Myra.

"The church has records of similar legends,"

Myra confirmed with a nod.
So, just as Laciel was imprisoned, the soldiers who fought alongside her were also punished. I didn't know when the war of the gods took place, but it must have been thousands of years ago. Did they even have carriages back then? Cultures and customs must have changed completely. It was beyond my ability to imagine.

"When did this war of the gods happen?"

It seemed Mizuki was thinking the same thing.

"We do not know the exact time, but enough has passed for it to be a legend even among the elves,"

Kalpana replied just as a server entered with chai. A cup was placed in front of each of us. I took a sip and was met with the strong flavor of milk and cinnamon.

"I wonder what makes this different from regular tea..."

"Wait, you ordered chai without even knowing what it is?"

Mizuki's sharp ears had picked up my muttering.

"Well, you kept going on about 'Indian, Indian' so..."

"With black tea, you steep the leaves in boiling water. With chai, you boil the leaves right in the water from the start."

"I see."

I understood the difference in preparation, but I couldn't really tell the difference in taste, aside from the cinnamon.

"Can you tell, Famu?"

"It feels like it has a stronger flavor than the tea we got from the Mateo Trading Company,"

she said.
Was she serious? Or was she just making that up?

"Hmph. Master-sama, you're doubting me."
Why could she read my mind so easily?

"Um... may I continue?"

Kalpana asked.

"Ah, yes. You said you were punished, but couldn't you just settle in one place? It's not like anyone would know, right?"

"Everyone in our clan is branded with a mark of contract on our arms. From our perspective, it is a curse that prevents us from staying in one place."

Kalpana showed us her arm. A pattern similar to a Slave Mark was etched into her skin. Another curse. My eyes met Famu's.

"Myra, is there any way to break this curse?"

"Could you at least call me 'Myra' so it sounds like a name! If you won't, I'll go back to my coffin and sulk for a thousand years,"

Myra retorted. How did she know I was thinking of calling her 'Mummy'?

"The matter has been debated within the church, but no method has been found to break the mark of contract. It is of a completely different nature than the one placed on Famu-san."

"What about cutting off the arm?"

"The contract itself is engraved upon the soul. The mark that appears on the arm is merely a sign of it."

"I see. So that's how it is,"

I said, nodding to Myra.

"We do not mind our wandering life. We carry it as a point of pride. We came to this place for one reason: to meet Laciel-sama."

Kalpana steered the conversation back to its main course.

"You think you can meet Laciel if you come here?"

"Yes. My grandmother possesses a Divine Grace that allows her to receive prophecies. It is how we know which lands to travel to. This time, the prophecy stated that if we visited this land, we would meet a god. We have never received a prophecy like this before."

"A special skill like that exists?"

"Indeed. It is a special case, I believe. This Divine Grace is passed down through the women of our line. For now, my grandmother holds it. When she passes, it will be inherited by either my mother or myself."
So they weren't relying on rumors or an information network, but something that transcended human means. I didn't know the extent or accuracy of the information these prophecies provided, but at the very least, she was convinced that I could summon Laciel and knew that Mizuki was an otherworlder. I wondered which god was giving these prophecies. Considering her clan had served Laciel and had continued their bloodline for thousands of years, could it be one of the five goddesses?

"Which god sends these prophecies?"

"That, we do not know,"

Kalpana said, shaking her head.

"It may not be one of the gods who appear in the myths,"

Myra added.
*It might just be Laciel herself,* I thought. *She does seem to have a lot of free time.*
Still, this meant there were special skills that weren't directly related to combat. An otherworlder could get a skill that reveals someone's location, appear before us out of nowhere, and launch a surprise attack.
As I was pondering this, Kalpana straightened her posture and sat formally on her knees. Then, she lowered her head until her forehead touched the ground in a deep bow. A full prostration.

"I beg of you. Please, allow us to meet Laciel-sama."
This was uncomfortable. I wish she had just asked normally. If she'd cooed at me, emphasizing her cleavage and purring, *"Oh, pretty please~?"* I would've summoned a piddling goddess like Laciel a hundred times over. But I was the one who'd tried to shut her down with a fake name first. Still, did they have dogeza in this world, too? No, it had to be one of the worst customs imported by an otherworlder.

"...Please raise your head. I'm Mish. I'm just listening to your story."
But Kalpana did not lift her head.

"What will you do if you meet her?"

"We wish to serve Laciel-sama once more. We wish to fulfill our clan's dearest wish."

"...The ones who served Laciel were your ancestors, not you, Kalpana. That was a long, long time ago. You speak of fulfilling a great wish, but what about all those children? Are you going to drag them into this?"

The children would have the mark of contract, too. They couldn't just be left in someone's care.

"That is not for you to consider, Mish-sama. We have carried on our bloodline for this very day."

"...Alright, fine. Goddess Summ—"

Mizuki clamped a hand over my mouth.

"Wh-What are you thinking? Don't just summon her so casually! Get a grip, Mish!"

Mizuki hissed. Did she really think summoning her here was a bad idea?

"I'm tired of this. The difference between the Laciel this world thinks it knows and the Laciel we've actually met is just too big. So let's just let everyone see her and close that gap. They can do what they want, and they can be disappointed for all I care. I don't give a damn."

"F-For now, just drink your chai and calm down."
Mizuki made me drink my chai. That alone was enough to cool my head a little.

"I want some kebab, too."
When I tried to sound pitiful, Famu got a skewer for me. It had cooled down a bit, but it was still delicious.

"Let's take a vote. I think we should summon her."

"I agree. I want you to do what you want to do, Master-sama,"

Famu replied. In one hand she held a grilled corn on the cob; in the other, a glass of ayran. A white foam mustache from the drink ringed her lips. She was completely in spectator mode. I reached out and wiped the foam away with my finger.

"I'm against it. For the same reason Mash—you—were saying before you got fed up. Laciel is absolutely not the goddess they think she is. What Kalpana and her people are trying to do feels like they're inviting disaster,"

Mizuki said. It seemed she had given genuine thought to Kalpana's situation. And she had given up on using our fake names. She was right; it was pointless to keep hiding things when they had a nearly supernatural way of getting information about us. And she was also right that we had no way of knowing if Laciel giving them some kind of revelation would be good or bad for this world. We were the ones who should make the decision first. Mizuki was right. But this explanation wouldn't get through to a prostrating Kalpana.

"Mizuki and Famu are being selfish. I wish to know what Laciel-sama herself thinks,"

Myra said. She really wanted to meet Laciel, didn't she? Her eyes were sparkling. She truly believed in Laciel's goodness. I guess that's what happens when you're raised by the church.

"I'm against it. Don't forget we're in the middle of a caravan guard quest. We don't know what might happen tomorrow."

Cecily's opinion was sound, but it felt a little cold. So that made it three in favor, and two against.

"I'm against it, too. Cecily and Mizuki are right."

Aira's voice joined the opposition. The mountain of toppings on her naan looked like it was about to collapse. I hadn't noticed until now, but was she a big eater? She had been piling her food up the same way and polishing it off in an instant every time.

"Hm? You want some?"

she asked, probably because I had been staring at the naan in her hand.

"Just a little."
I opened my mouth, and she shoved the entire thing inside.

"*Mmph!* ...*Gnnf*... *gulp*."
It took a while to chew, but I managed to swallow it all. My mouth was now a world of spicy, ethnic flavors.

"So it's three to three."

"What are you talking about? It's two to three. The opposition wins,"

Cecily said.

"What, so my vote doesn't count?!"

"It usually doesn't. But, just for today, if you really want to do it, Mash, then you can. You are the hero called upon by Laciel-sama."
So much for taking a vote.

"...Then I'm summoning her."
Everyone nodded. Mizuki looked like she wanted to protest until the very end, but seeing the other members agree, she seemed to give up. Myra's eyes were shining with fervent light.

"Kalpana, raise your head. I'm going to summon Laciel now."

"Truly?!"

Kalpana finally lifted her head.

"Yeah. But I'd appreciate it if you stopped asking like that. Next time, try using some sex appeal. If you let me touch your chest a little, I'll call someone like Laciel for you in a heartbeat."

"...And yet you won't listen to my requests at all..."

Myra muttered under her breath.
*Next time,* I said to her in my mind, since I couldn't say it aloud. *In the city of Frucht. You'd better be ready to shake those breasts.*

"Understood. Then please visit this tent alone tonight,"

Kalpana replied.

"...Huh?"
I was only joking. My attention had been on Myra, so her response caught me completely off guard.

"I will be waiting."
I was glared at by every member of my party.



    Chapter 57

    Bonfire, and the Maidens Who Dance with Wolves

    "Alright, I'm going to summon her,"

I said. Kalpana nodded.

"By the way, are there others who are wandering for the same reason?"

"Yes, we are known as the Ten Wandering Tribes. We have not lost our loyalty to Laciel-sama."

"...Loyalty, huh. That's reassuring..."

*So I'm going to get pestered by nine other tribes to summon Laciel? Sounds like a special kind of hell.*

"We would never do anything to trouble Mash-sama. We have our own network. I will convey Laciel-sama's revelation to the other tribes."

Sensing my enthusiasm wither, Kalpana added this in a hurry. Famu drew closer, likely to support me in case I fainted after the summoning. Mizuki remained silent, her disapproval still evident. Myra watched me, holding her breath. Cecily and Aira were expressionless, perhaps recalling the day of the duel.

"Okay, here I go. Using my special skill."

"Yes. Please proceed."

Kalpana nodded once more.

"Goddess Summon!"

I shouted, pouring my will into the words, but nothing happened. A day and a few hours had passed since the last summoning, but it seemed it wasn't enough. I'd built it up so dramatically, too. This was mortifyingly embarrassing. What should I do? I glanced at Mizuki for a lifeline. She just stared back at me, saying nothing.

"...What?"

"Uh, it's not activating."

"It's because you're Misch, isn't it?"

Her response was cold. Looked like I'd have to get myself out of this one.

"...So that's how it is. I got your hopes up, but it seems she's not going to answer the summons today."

I decided to make it sound like Laciel's fault, not mine.

"Oh, is that so..."

Watching Kalpana's shoulders slump, I felt a pang of guilt.

"I think tomorrow will be fine,"

I blurted out, trying to smooth things over. It was a slip of the tongue.

"Um, Mash... Misch-sama, would it be possible for you to take me with you?"

"Mash is fine. Are you planning to come with the caravan? You'd have to ask Claire about that."

Traveling with thirty carriages... That would be quite the spectacle.

"No, just me. I wish to be added to your party."

"That's impossible. Levante already has six members."

"Mash-sama. Won't you please reconsider?"

Kalpana persisted.

"..."

Even if she told me to think about it, I had no intention of changing my party members. Cecily and Aira were only with us until Miglutt, but would they really leave? I didn't want to think about it. As these thoughts crossed my mind, Cecily stood up.

"Why not? Then I'll leave. It was only a promise until Miglutt, anyway,"

she said, and started to exit the tent.

"Wait. I'm not kicking anyone out."

Whether my words reached her or not, she left. I stood up to go after her.

"She is your slave, isn't she, Mash-sama? Now that I think of it, she was splashing you with water earlier."

Kalpana looked surprised. She probably thought I could just use the Slave Mark to order her back.

"Sorry. I'm going after Cecily. Famu, I'm leaving things to you."

"Yes,"

Famu nodded. I followed Cecily out of the tent.

Outside the tent felt like a banquet hall. The area was lit as brightly as a festival night by countless torches, and everyone was eating, drinking, and making merry. Instruments were playing, and some people were singing. I scanned the crowd, but Cecily was nowhere to be seen. Avea called out to me.

"Heard these folks called you over. You know them?"

"No, they just knew of me. More importantly, I'm looking for Cecily. Have you seen her?"

"She headed back to your tent."

"Got it."

I nodded and walked toward our tent. It was a large tent that could fit six people, but it was dwarfed by the size of Kalpana's ger. Cecily was there. She was sitting in front of the tent, hugging her knees to her chest.

"Hey, your panties are showing."

"I-I'm showing them on purpose!"

I considered sitting down in front of her for a better view, but she immediately stopped hugging her knees and covered herself. With a sigh, I sat down next to her. Cecily shifted again, turning her back to me.

"Did you let her join?"

Cecily mumbled.

"No, I didn't."

"Why not?"

"I want to keep going with the six of us."

I hadn't even imagined swapping out members, so I didn't know how else to answer.

"And when we get to Miglutt?"

"Even after we get to Miglutt."

Hearing my words, Cecily sighed.

"I'm leaving the party. Is that not okay?"

"I'd like to hear your reason."

Going to Miglutt might not have been what she truly wanted, but she had agreed. I thought of her as a companion, and we were traveling together. It had only been five days, and our destination was still far away.

"There's no reason. We were enemies to begin with."

"That's not true. You were the first ones to help me when I came to this world. I haven't forgotten that."

Come to think of it, that was the first time a girl had ever been kind to me.

"And yet you went and stole the girl from the very people who helped you."

"I couldn't help it; I thought she was cute. Besides, you were the one who came on to me."

It was Cecily who had made a move on me by the pond.

"I just didn't think you'd make a move on Aira, too."

"That was because Aira initiated it."

That night had been a confusing situation. Thinking about it, the only ones I'd actively pursued were Famu and Mizuki.

"..."

Cecily fell silent.

"If you really hate it, I'll set you free in the next town. But I don't want that. I want you to continue traveling with me."

"...Haaah."

Cecily let out another sigh.

"Why is it that when I come to you, you make a blatantly annoyed face? Why do you egg on my pranks so Aira gets mad at me?"

So that's what was bothering her.

"I'm sorry about that. But it's because you're always getting in the way."

She was interrupting when I was getting cozy with Myra or Mizuki.

"That's not it. You've slept with all of us. You're trying to love all of us at the same time. Yet, when I come over while you're with someone else, you think I'm in the way."

"Well, isn't that natural?"

*Isn't that a normal reaction?*

"In a one-on-one romance, yes. But you can't think that way. If I show up, you have to accept me just as you accept the girl you're already with. Because you love all of us."

"...I see. You're right. I'd never thought of it that way."

It was like scales falling from my eyes. She was absolutely right. But was it really possible to act like that? Cecily, who had her back to me, turned around to face me. She pressed her lips against mine.

"Just so you know, if we're alone and another girl comes over, and you welcome her... I'll be mad. I want a one-on-one romance!"

Cecily stood up. She took my hand and pulled me to my feet.

"The wandering folk are playing instruments and singing. Let's go listen."

Cecily started walking. I fell into step beside her. In the end, what was the right answer? Would she stay with the party? *Cecily, what is it you really want?*

A circle of people had formed around the central bonfire. Some were eating and drinking. Others were playing instruments. Mixed in with the sound of percussion was the melody of an accordion. It must have been brought over, or perhaps made, by someone from another world. People were dancing to the rhythm. Famu and the others were there. We joined them.

"Is the discussion over?"

"Yes. It's been decided that Kalpana and the others will travel with the caravan to the city tomorrow."

So, it would be a do-over for the Goddess Summon tomorrow night. I looked up at the night sky. Smoke rising from the bonfire dissolved into the Milky Way. The moon was bright tonight, so the river's luminescence was only a faint glow. I shifted my gaze back to the central bonfire. The music being played was familiar.

"It's the Oklahoma Mixer,"

Mizuki said. It was a song used for folk dancing. This, too, must have been brought here by a transmigrator.

"I always thought it was the Oklahama Mixer."

"And what beach would that be, exactly?"

I quipped, and Mizuki played along with a jab of her own. Surrounding the bonfire, everyone was dancing to the idyllic tune.

"How nostalgic. We all danced to this at the sports festival. Mash, let's join the circle and dance together!"

Mizuki grabbed my hand.

"You... you'll hold hands and dance with me?"

"What kind of nonsense are you spouting now?"

"It might be a fond, fun memory for you, but for me, this song is a sad reminder of how I never had anyone who would properly hold my hands with me..."

Another piece of my mysterious past was laid bare.

"There's no one like that here!"

Mizuki pulled me by the hand.

"Master, I want to dance too. But I've never seen this dance before."

"It's okay. It's simple and just repeats, so you'll learn it just by watching the person in front of you in the circle. Let's all join in,"

Mizuki answered for me. Myra, Cecily, and Aira joined the circle as well.

We stepped in time with the music. Left hand to left hand at waist level. Right hand to right hand over the shoulder. I moved forward, holding hands with Mizuki. Our shadows flickered along with the bonfire. Mizuki's face, illuminated by the flames, seemed to dance as well.

"Mizuki, you know... you have a really beautiful face."

"Don't say things that'll make me blush."

She averted her gaze. Her cheeks might have been flushed red, but I couldn't tell in the firelight. Just like that, we twirled, a phrase of the song ended, and my time with Mizuki was over as she moved on.

Next to appear before me was Famu.

"Master, I'm nervous."

"You'll be fine. You'll get the hang of it in no time."

She took clumsy steps, looking as adorable as a little robot. We proceeded with jerky movements. As she struggled through it, she spun and flowed back into the line.

My next partner was Cecily. She was much smoother than Famu.

"You're pretty good. Did you know this dance?"

"Nope, but something like this is a piece of cake!"

As she stepped forward and back, she almost bumped into Aira in front of her.

Then it was Aira's turn. She was stepping beautifully.

"Do you like to dance?"

"Mhm, and I like to sing, too. Cecily and I used to sing together when we were little."

I wondered what kind of songs she sang. I wanted to hear her someday.

"There's something I've been wanting to ask you. You really do hate stag beetles, don't you?"

"That's not true. I like them more than I like you, Mash."

"..."

Right. I should probably stop playing pranks on her with insects.

I twirled, and my next partner was Myra. Her steps were a little clumsy.

"Finally... finally, my turn has come."

Her chest swayed with the flickering of the flames and the rhythm of her steps.

"Will I be able to meet Laciel-sama tomorrow?"

"Barring any unforeseen circumstances, I'll summon her."

"Unforeseen circumstances... I have a feeling something will happen. But I have so many questions for her."

"Do you think Laciel will give a revelation to the wandering tribes?"

"I believe in Laciel-sama. But I also hope it doesn't become the spark for a large-scale war, like the Holy War a hundred years ago."

"Getting the children here involved, you mean."

Before Myra could even nod, our time together came to an end.

Avea was in front of me now. She'd joined in, too? Her shoulders were higher than mine, and the arm I put around her felt tight.

"...Aren't you cold in that outfit at night?"

"It's perfect for cooling down my heated muscles. You should try on those Boomerang Briefs I gave you."

"Maybe later,"

I replied noncommittally.

"That's a promise. Let's go crush a goblin nest together."

I pictured myself heading to a goblin nest clad in nothing but briefs. Just a common pervert. Avea flowed back down the line.

I placed my palm on Claire's. The arm around her shoulder brushed against her small wings. The feathers felt harder than I'd expected.

"I saw you join the circle, Mash, so I joined too."

For someone who'd just jumped in, her steps were quite skilled. I glanced around and saw Mercedes two people ahead. Beers was in front of him, too.

"Did you know this folk dance?"

"No, but it's somehow fun."

One step forward, one step back. And just like that, my time with her passed as well. The night slowly, peacefully, deepened.



    Chapter 58

    Bound Fate and the Accepting Daughter

    The bonfire's flames had dwindled. The festive clamor, which had seemed endless, had quieted down as well. Everyone appeared to have returned to their tents and drifted off to sleep. A few stayed behind for watch duty and to tend the fire.

Thanks to Kalpana's consideration, the wandering folk had volunteered to cover our watch tonight, so we were off the hook. We headed back to our tent for now. The others were getting ready to turn in.

"Well, time to head over to Kalpana's,"

I muttered to myself.

"...You really planning on going?"

Mizuki's face was stern.

"Yeah. And you're coming with me, Mizuki."

I grabbed her arm.

"W-Why? I-I'm not going!"

"Come on, just for a bit."

"What do you mean, 'a bit'!"

She resisted, but I had no choice—I dragged her along anyway.

"Master, I'll come too,"

Famu said, sitting up.

"Famu, what are you thinking?!"

"Mizuki, waiting here would be way worse. Let's go together."

"..."

Mizuki fell silent.

"Anyone else want to tag along?"

Myra shot me a resentful glare, but no one else spoke up.

We arrived at the tent where Kalpana was waiting, as promised.

"What do you want?"

one of the guards asked. He probably hadn't expected a guy showing up at a woman's tent with women in tow.

"We're all one body and soul."

I wanted to toss in an idol group name for a laugh, but no one here would get it.

"...I'll check."

The man ducked into the tent. We waited in the darkness for him to return. I couldn't make out Mizuki's expression. She was probably pissed that I'd dragged her here. I couldn't quite put into words why I'd decided to bring her along.

Cecily's words from earlier lingered in my mind, but they didn't seem all that relevant. The man came back. The entrance flap was left open.

"Let's go in."

I led Famu and Mizuki inside.

A lamp glowed inside the tent, casting a warm light over everything. The remnants of a meal on a large platter had been cleared away. In its place was what looked like a soft, round rug—probably serving as bedding. It was big enough for five people to lie down comfortably.

"I've been waiting,"

Kalpana said. She was kneeling in the center.

"You're okay with me not summoning the goddess?"

"You'll introduce us tomorrow, right?"

"I'll summon her when the time comes."

I nodded.

"No issues there. If you could get started... And those two with you are...?"

There was a hint of uncertainty in Kalpana's voice. Time to push through with momentum.

"Do you know who summoned me and Mizuki to this world?"

"Yes, Lady Laciel."

Kalpana answered immediately. So, she'd known right from the start when we met.

"And what do you think of us?"

"Lord Mash, I watched your actions today. You pulled our carriage out of the mud, shared your meal with us, treated the slaves with the same respect as anyone else, and you're willing to hear our wishes... I believe you're the saint that Lady Laciel sent."

Did I hear that right? In this world, were slaves not considered people?

"Do the wandering folk keep slaves too?"

"No, we don't use slaves."

So they had some kind of policy against it.

"I'm no saint—just an ordinary guy. Same for Mizuki. Right now, in front of you, I'm going to have sex with Mizuki. After that, I'll have sex with you."

"Eh?!"

The surprised voice came from Mizuki.

"See? She's reluctant now, but once I thrust into her, she'll turn obedient and start moaning. Just a typical beautiful girl."

I pulled Mizuki close against her will and grabbed her breast. Even through her clothes, I could feel the generous swell.

"...I get what you're thinking, Mash. But I hate this."

She tried to pull away, so I pinned her arms and kneaded her breast. The soft sensation transmitted through my fingers.

"Ngh, ah, Mash, stop it!"

"See? She's already starting to moan. Famu, help me undress her."

"N-No way? Are you serious?"

"Dead serious."

I looked at Mizuki as I answered.

"Master, before that, can I borrow your smartphone?"

"Sure. While you're getting her clothes off, let's kiss."

I shared a kiss with Famu as I handed her the phone. Then I unhooked Mizuki's skirt and pulled down her underwear, exposing her smooth lower half.

"W-Wait, stop!"

Mizuki's verbal protests had weakened. I stripped off her top and unclasped her bra, leaving her completely naked. Firm breasts and hips, a slim waist. Yet her skin was soft with just the right amount of padding—supple and toned. Bathed in the lamplight, she looked utterly alluring. Mizuki had it all. I moved behind her and wrapped my arms around her.

"Now you can't escape."

Mizuki seemed to resign herself, going limp in my arms.

"I'll stop fighting and do as you say. But you can clean this up afterward, right?"

She glanced back at me for confirmation.

"Are you trying to intimidate me?"

Kalpana asked. She was still in the same kneeling position as when we'd entered.

"That's part of it, but honestly, I just wanted to do something naughty with Mizuki tonight. We'll get to you after. Hang tight."

"I hate doing it in front of people! You're way too reckless, Mash!"

As if she hadn't done it in front of Famu before.

"Could you at least hear me out a little?"

"Even while I play with Mizuki's crotch?"

Kalpana nodded. I teased the tips of Mizuki's breasts while sliding my hand between her legs. She was already wet. I touched her sensitive nub, determined to tease it until it swelled.

Mizuki leaned back against me, her body surrendering as she sank to her knees.

"I know my mother, but I have no one I can call my father,"

Kalpana began. Was she really planning a serious talk in this situation? No helping it—I turned Mizuki toward me and pressed my lips to hers, savoring the softness.

"That's an odd way to put it,"

I said, pulling away from Mizuki to respond.

"On the day I turn twenty, I must undergo the same ritual as my grandmother and mother."

"What kind of ritual?"

"They blindfold me. Then I must lie with every man in the clan. If I fail to conceive, or if it's a boy, I repeat it until I bear a girl."

My hands froze on Mizuki. This was worse than what I was about to do to her.

"Why the blindfold?"

"Those who carry my grandmother's blood must avoid showing their faces as much as possible. My life consists only of going between the carriage and this tent. I only see my attendants and the guards outside."

Some kind of religious thing? "Was it okay for us to see you, then?"

"Yes. Lord Mash, you are the hero sent by Lady Laciel. We cannot refuse if you bring your companions."

So it wasn't a strict rule—just more of a guideline. Still, why the blindfold? Watching reactions up close is what makes it exciting.

"...Kalpana, how old are you?"

"Seventeen. I know that look, but it's not sad. This is how our clan has preserved our bloodline. Every man in the clan could be called my father."

"Do you really believe that?"

"If you pity me, then love me, Lord Mash. I'll respond in kind."

"Won't that break the clan's cycle?"

"Our bloodline is noble, but it can't compare to the lineage you and Lady Mizuki carry."

"Because we were summoned by Laciel?"

"That's part of it, but only those who inherit the blood of otherworld heroes can receive Divine Grace skills. Not all descendants are born with it, but according to clan lore, the closer the relation to the hero, the higher the chance."

"I see..."

That meant Aidan had transferrer blood. What about Famu? If Laciel was giving her a catalog, she must have it too.

Impressed, I flicked Mizuki's nipple as many times as the thoughts racing through my head. She moaned in response each time.

"So, even if you act all tough out of concern for me, it won't faze me. After you enjoy yourself with Lady Mizuki, please show me some mercy too. I admire you, Lord Mash, so I hope you'll cherish me forever. If there's anyone else in the clan you like, just say so—I'll prepare them."

"That's why you had the festival tonight?"

"That's every night. We in the clan love our entertainments."

Kalpana smiled.

"And you, Lady Mizuki? Was there no man who caught your eye?"

"Eh, me? I-I wasn't looking at them like that..."

If she'd been called out, would she have admitted to checking them out? I pinched her nipple and twisted.

"Eek! I-I'm Mash's girlfriend, so no one else matters!"

"...What now?"

I asked Mizuki. Kalpana had defused the tension.

"I thought you'd treat me like an object and be rough with me today."

"Sorry."

Was Mizuki blaming me? I'd gone too far.

"So, be rough with me."

She must have been into it. She turned and threw her arms around me. With Mizuki on top, we tumbled onto the rug.

She latched onto my neck, sucking. Her hand reached for my crotch.

"You have no problem getting wild with me."

She stroked my softened member, deflated from Kalpana's story.

"How do I make this bigger?"

"If you lick it, Mizuki."

"...It always gets hard on its own."

Her mouth enveloped my shortened shaft. She licked it, rolling her tongue around.

Once it stiffened a bit, her tongue tip poked at the slit. Then she pulled away, met my eyes, gripped the base, and licked the balls. After carefully tonguing each one, she traced the seam down toward my rear.

Stroked repeatedly by her hand and rimmed by her tongue, I revived fully.

"Still, it's big."

Mizuki stared at what she held.

"You've seen bigger online, right?"

"Huh? Those are fakes, right? No way that stuff fits."

Let's leave it at that. No need to be crude. I wanted her content as mine forever.

"What keywords did you search for? Tell me."

"N-No way! That's embarrassing!"

"Mizuki, say it. I'll listen."

She resisted, so I pressed harder.

"Uh... penis, manhood, dick, cock..."

Her hand moved restlessly on me. Her face was beet red—not just from the lamp.

"Hey! Why list them all at once? I wanted to coax them out one by one, make you squirm!"

"Eh? W-What do you mean?"

"I wanted to train you, hearing dirty words slip from your lips bit by bit."

"T-Train? Pervert! Just... let's continue..."

She was plenty perverted too, pushing to keep going like this, but I stayed quiet. She took my fully erect length into her mouth, licking the head, ridge, and underside meticulously. Her hand joined in, pumping up and down. Her pursed lips sucked as they slid back and forth, her tongue tracing the underside. Pleasure built slowly.

I reached for her breasts, savoring their size and softness.

"Mizuki, that feels amazing."

My hips bucked on their own, pushing deeper.

She gagged a little but kept pace with me.

"Mizuki, I'm about to come. Inside okay?"

"Mm-hmm."

She nodded around me.

That look sent me over the edge—I released into her mouth.

She stopped moving, taking it all.

Waiting until my pulsing ended, she pulled off.

"Mm, mmmph?! Mmm-mmph!"

She was trying to say something.

"Sorry, Mizuki, I can't understand."

"Mm-mmm! Mm-mmph! Mmmph?!"

Her intensity suggested anger.

"Interpreter! What's Mizuki saying?!"

I asked Famu.

"She's asking if it's okay to spit because it's coming out her nose."

"Out where? Her nose?"

"Of course from her mouth,"

Famu answered for her.

"No, swallow."

I pinched her nose and held her jaw.

"Mmgh! Ngh!"

I watched her throat work, then released.

"Haa... It still tastes so weird."

"Hm? You swallowed before?"

"Huh? Well... we've licked each other, and there was some pre-cum, right?"

So, just the preview.

Then she turned to Famu.

"I only asked if you'd be happier if I swallowed—I didn't say anything about it coming out my nose!"

"With me, it mixed with my saliva and filled my mouth so much it felt like it might."

Such vivid exchange.

"...You got forced to swallow too, huh."

Mizuki was talking to Famu, but she hadn't forgotten we were in the middle of something erotic, had she?

"No, I was curious, so I swallowed on my own."

"...Famu, don't spoil Mash!"

"You're the one spoiling Master, Mizuki."

"...You're right. I'll stop pampering him from now on."



    Chapter 59

    59. The Accepting Daughter and the Redeeming Daughter (Mizuki ⭐︎)

    "Mizuki, sorry to interrupt your relaxation, but can I put it in?"

"Huh? You're ready already? And if you do it with me, what about Kalpana?"

"It's fine. I took the stamina booster Cecily made for me."

I reply to Mizuki.

"You're all prepared, huh..."

She lies back on her own.

"Mizuki, spread your legs so I can enter easily."

"Yeah..."

She hesitantly parts her thighs. Her hidden spot comes into view—a beautiful, pale pink slit. It's already wet; I can tell. I slide my finger along it, scooping up her juices.

"You're all set."

I show her the slickness on my finger.

"Mash, please."

"You're being so straightforward."

"I haven't done it since we left Richel. I want you to look at me more."

She must've been pent up too. Do girls feel that way? Mizuki gazes at me, her eyes misty. I cup her cheek.

"Mizuki, you're truly beautiful."

"If you really think so, can you kiss me right now?"

She suddenly flashes a mischievous grin. She'd licked my ass and swallowed my cum.

"..."

I hesitate.

"That's mean, isn't it?"

Sealing her protesting lips with mine, I swirl my tongue inside her mouth. She responds, tangling her tongue with mine, and wraps her arms around my neck. As our lips press together, I sink my length into her depths.

"Mmm..."

Mizuki groans. Her tightness grips me hard, making it tough to push all the way in. I thrust my hips forward with full force, piercing her in one go.

"Ahh!"

Our lips part as she cries out. She's still squeezing me tight, but her wetness lets me move. Holding her close, I start rocking my hips slowly.

"Mash... Mash... I love you."

She calls my name like a moan.

"Mizuki. Me too..."

Her body moves with my rhythm. Sweat beads on her skin, glistening under the lamplight. I stroke it, then press my lips to it, tracing with my tongue. It's soft and firm.

"Mizuki, this feels incredible."

"Mash... It feels so good for me too. I'm going crazy."

Her words spur me on, quickening my pace. I pull out almost all the way, then drive deep. She clenches, but her growing slickness makes it smoother. Wet, obscene sounds fill the air.

"Ah, Mash... I, I..."

I can barely make out her words anymore. Doesn't matter. All I care about is unloading everything inside her.

"Mizuki!"

I kiss her lips. I want to keep staring into her eyes. Hold her like this forever. Feel her breath forever. Excitement peaks. I crush her to me like I'm binding her. My cock throbs, erupting semen into her depths.

"Aaahhh!"

Her scream-like cry echoes. I hold her until I've emptied everything.

After spilling it all inside her, I pull out. It's already softening, but the ridge catches briefly, as if reluctant to leave. Mizuki lies dazed, staring at the ceiling with wide eyes, unfocused. The ridge finally slips free. Satisfied, I flop down beside her. I could sleep soundly now.

As the surroundings fade into darkness, I notice eyes on me. It's Famu and Kalpana. I'd gotten so lost in Mizuki that I'd forgotten them midway. Famu fidgets, pressing her thighs together. I sit up, stroke her cheek, and kiss her.

"Master..."

Her teary eyes draw me in. I really do love Famu. But tonight, it's not her. Forcing my gaze away, I look at Kalpana. She's still in the same position as when we entered, unmoving.

"I saw it all for the first time. It was shocking, but now I'll do the same as Mizuki, right?"

Kalpana says.

"Scared?"

"No, it's just... I don't know how to put it..."

She trails off.

"Can I satisfy you, Mash? I'm not confident."

I approach her and touch her crotch over her underwear.

"You're wet."

Kalpana blushes and looks away.

"Mash, um... what do you think of me?"

"You're cute. Normally so."

"Normally..."

Kalpana looks down, seeming disappointed.

"Let me rephrase. Kalpana, you're cute. That exotic vibe is appealing."

She has an Oriental air you don't see around here—like a traveler from a distant land.

"I see. I think you're wonderful too, with that mysterious aura this world lacks."

"Praising each other like this is kinda embarrassing."

Kalpana wraps her arms around me. Our skin touches—warm and soft. I pull her close by the waist. She leans in, her lips brushing my ear.

"Mash, the truth is, I don't like you."

She whispers.

"...You could've said that sooner."

I whisper back. It stings, but back in my old world, this was normal.

"Sorry. But I couldn't talk otherwise."

Her breath tickles my ear with her words.

"Because you're watched by servants and outsiders all the time?"

"Exactly. To avoid suspicion, please see this through to the end. But can you hear me out?"

"Your current life is no different from being locked in a cage. I want to know the outside world more. I want a simple, moderate happiness. That's it, right?"

Resigned, I start undressing her while holding her. She cooperates. Her upper body bares, revealing modest, bowl-shaped breasts—smaller than Mizuki's. I tweak a nipple to harden it.

"That's right, but it's not just any moderate happiness. I have the blood of those who fought with Laciel. I'll fulfill my mission. But I don't want my love life chained too. I want to decide my heart's path. Is your wish just moderate happiness, Mash?"

"Yeah. I don't want to change the world."

"I thought so."

She says.

"Your mission—is it reassembling under Laciel to defeat the end-god and its allies?"

"Yes."

Her straightforward reply makes me falter. How feasible is this? Laciel's summoned power was immense. She plans to fight gods on that level.

"Do you have a boyfriend now?"

"No, I want to find one. I hate this confined life. I don't want to be taken by family like my mother or grandmother. I'll bear your child to fulfill the clan's duty. So, with that person, I won't touch unless you permit it. But I want to love the one I choose."

As she speaks, I keep fondling her breasts. Her tension eases, and she lies back. I cover her body with mine.

"...Hey, you think I'll permit that? If you're ready to be with me, wouldn't it be better to stay quiet, find your guy, or become my lover? Even if you don't like me now, you might someday."

Our ear-whispers continue.

"Mash, you're not moving anymore. Let's kiss once. Then keep talking."

"Hm? Oh..."

Kalpana closes her eyes, pursing her lips slightly. I nod but can't bring myself to kiss her. Instead, I reach down and pull off her underwear. I try handing it to Famu, but she doesn't take it. She must hear our talk. Maybe it's upsetting her. As I glance at Famu, Kalpana cups my cheek and kisses me. Her soft lips brush lightly.

"Mash, I think you're a kind person. I see it in how you treat people. But you're not the hero I imagine. You have no drive to fulfill Laciel's mission. No initiative or leadership to guide this world's people. No charisma to make me want to serve you. And I don't sense personal strength in you."

"Well, I'm just an old guy."

I want to argue. First, Laciel's mission is unclear. What am I supposed to do with leadership? The world's not in scripted peril like a game. Wars happen, but you can't control people's will—it's inevitable. I just hope those close to me stay safe. Laciel's imprisoned, but that's not my problem or anyone's knowledge. Why summon people from another world to stir trouble? Can't I just live peacefully here? Yeah, I get complaining about my personal power. Why'd Laciel pick me? At least give me charm to make women swoon with a wink. Then Kalpana wouldn't confess this. I channel my frustration into her clit.

"Mm, nnh..."

A moan escapes Kalpana for the first time.

"Is that what you want in a lover? What're you planning with a guy like that? World conquest?"

"No, actually, there's more. Someone my age or a bit older, young, tall, sturdy, intelligent."

"..."

The other stuff is out of my hands. She was sparing my feelings, I guess. High standards, but she's a beauty, so it matches.

"Also, the world sees the gods' war as ancient history, but for us wanderers, it's not."

She seems like she's plotting to bring calamity here.

"Master."

Famu suddenly speaks up.

"What?"

"Please don't continue."

She heard after all. Her eyes are downcast, fists clenched and trembling. I look at Mizuki—she seems oblivious, her gaze darting between me and Famu in surprise at the outburst.

"If I don't, she'll be taken by her clan, right?"

Cultural differences, maybe, but that's pitiful. Plus, I want to taste Kalpana's body.

"Kalpana doesn't truly consent to being with you either. It's not her real wish either way."

"...Got it. I'll continue with Famu instead."

"Eh? You'll listen to me?"

Famu looks up.

"Why're you surprised?"

"Then, from now on, I oppose you doing naughty things with Mizuki! Strenuously, strenuously oppose!"

"Wha!? W-Wait, that's a problem now!"

The dazed Mizuki panics at being targeted.

"Famu... Mizuki's non-negotiable."

There's no way I could let go of Mizuki.



    Chapter 60

    The Daughter Who Atones and the Daughter Who Believes

    I tried to sit up and move away from Kalpana, but she threw her arms around me.

"That will not do. I will not be able to fulfill my duty,"

she said, her face pale.

"I made a promise to Famu. I can't break it in front of her."

The rule was that I wasn't allowed to do anything lewd with anyone I didn't love, so regardless of Kalpana's feelings, I was attracted to her, which meant it wasn't a problem. But if I told her I loved her in this situation, Famu would never accept it. Tears welled up in Kalpana's eyes.

"But... you were the one who said you wanted me, Mash-sama."

"I really just wanted you to show me your chest for a tiny second."

"That's cruel."
She was right. They had taken the words I'd spoken on a whim to heart, which led to this whole situation.

"Kalpana, I was wrong to say something that led you on, but how about we stop for tonight? We have time. Things might change. You might not ever come to love me, but your ideal otherworlder might appear. If, by the time you turn twenty, neither the situation nor your feelings have changed, then I'll take you."

"...Understood. Mash-sama, you are... No, I think that would be for the best as well."

Kalpana nodded.

"Glad we could settle that amicably."

Famu nodded at my words.

"Alright, then I'll make Kalpana come with my tongue. We'll call it a night after that. Famu, take some pictures for me."

"""Huh?!"""

Famu, Mizuki, and Kalpana cried out in surprise.

"What happened to the conversation you were just having?"

Mizuki asked.

"It hasn't gone anywhere. I'm not going to put it inside Kalpana."

I ignored Mizuki and had Kalpana spread her legs. She moved her body as she was told.

"Think of it as a trial enrollment."

"What do you mean, trial enrollment?! What kind of school is this? It's over once you show it to her!"

Mizuki persistently protested.

"The Lewd and Lewder Academy, Elementary Division, of course. Today, you'll get to get off with just my fingers."

"Huh? Don't be an idiot!"

Mizuki was angry. I was trying to lighten the mood, so why wasn't she laughing?

"You're the student council president. Don't disrupt the school's public morals."

"What morals are there to disrupt?! I don't want to be in a school like this. I'm transferring!"

It seemed she was willing to be the student council president after all. A rebellious student, though. This would require some educational guidance.

"Mizuki, this is an order from the headmaster. Sorry, but give me a blowjob one more time."

"Wha—?!"

"I'll finish on your face next, so I'm counting on you."

"Fine... but I'm only using my hands!"

She nodded as she said it. Where did all her earlier anger go? I wanted her to resist a little longer. Mizuki was a bit too obedient. I composed myself and turned back to Kalpana.

"Let's begin."

"Yes, but we aren't going all the way, are we?"

"You never know, I might just find myself deep inside you before I realize it."

Her bush was sparse. I spread her labia with my fingers. It was a lustful, bright red. Her clitoris, which I'd been toying with earlier, had shrunk. I gave it a light touch with my finger.

"I'm sorry. I thought we were done."

"Don't worry about it at all. I'll make it big again as many times as you want."

I watched her face as I rubbed her clitoris, and slowly, it began to swell.

"Ah... ahn... Mash-sama..."

Kalpana began to moan as if in a trance. The contrast between her white teeth and red tongue, visible inside her half-open mouth, created an enchanting atmosphere. As I continued to observe her expression, Mizuki came around behind me and touched my penis. Kalpana lay on her back. I was between her legs, attacking her clitoris. And behind me, Mizuki reached out, grabbed my penis, and began to stroke it. I buried my face in Kalpana's crotch. While rolling her clitoris with the tip of my tongue, I caressed the entrance of her vagina with my fingertips. Tensing up at the act, she flexed her inner thighs.

"Th-This is so embarrassing..."

Her love juices were already dripping. I plunged my index finger deep inside her vagina.

"Hauu!"

Kalpana arched her back. My finger was gripped tightly, but her fluids allowed me to move freely. I slid my finger along, parting her vaginal folds, thoroughly enjoying the sensation within. 

"Mash-sama... it feels so good... hauh... ahn..."

Kalpana's hips were rising. She pressed her body against me, as if seeking my tongue and finger. Mizuki also began to rub me harder. Maybe it was because of the aphrodisiac Cecily had made, but the urge to ejaculate was building quickly.

"Kalpana, my finger's getting pruney from all your juices."

"N-No way... that's so embarrassing... Mash-sa...ma... ahn, ahn... how are you... better than me at this... haun..."

*Are you relieved, Mizuki? We've found another one who masturbates.* I quickened the pace of my tongue while rubbing the front wall of her vagina with my finger.

"That, I like that... I-I'm about to come..."

I assaulted her relentlessly. Mizuki moved her hand in rhythm with Kalpana's moans.

"I'm co...ming!"

After a series of small convulsions, Kalpana's body tensed and she arched her back one last time.

"Mizuki, lie down next to Kalpana."

"Ah, wait, hold on—"

Without giving her a chance to argue, I pulled her arm and made her lie down beside Kalpana. Mizuki's hand left my shaft. Instead, I started stroking myself as I brought my groin closer to their faces. I touched the head of my penis to Mizuki's lips. She kissed it, as if sucking on it. I pulled away from Mizuki and did the same to Kalpana's mouth. She frowned with a look of distaste, but she didn't resist, simply letting it happen. That just stirred my sadistic side. I continued to stroke my penis, repeatedly pressing it against their lips and pulling away. As my excitement neared its peak, I pulled away from Kalpana and took aim so I would hit both of their faces. Then, I ejaculated all over them.

"Hya!"

Mizuki let out a small shriek and tried to block the semen with her hands, so I grabbed her hands and held them down. My seed splattered across their faces, defiling them. An indescribable sense of satisfaction washed over me. Kalpana accepted my semen with a dazed expression. It flowed onto her eyes and into her mouth.

"Jeez, what do you think you're doing? It got in my hair. Can I wipe this off?"

Mizuki said.

"Wipe it off, then give it a lick. I'll make sure you get to wash up properly in the morning."

"O-Okay."

Mizuki did as I said, wiping the semen with her hand and licking it.

"Ugh, it really does taste weird. I wonder if I'll ever get used to this..."

I collapsed between Mizuki and Kalpana. I listened to their breathing, enjoying their soft textures as I closed my eyes. After a while, someone squeezed in between Kalpana and me. It had to be Famu. I cracked my eyes open slightly, and sure enough, it was her. I hugged her and we shared a light kiss. Tonight, I'd use her as my body pillow and sleep with the warmth of Mizuki at my back. I snuggled into her chest. Famu wrapped her arms around me in return. Silence enveloped us, and I could hear the breathing of Famu, Mizuki, and Kalpana. I tightened my embrace on Famu, and I could feel her body heat along with her tiny heartbeat. Feeling that faint rhythm, I closed my eyes again. Soon, Mizuki's breathing settled into a regular pattern. She must have fallen asleep.

"Famu-san, are you awake?"

"Yes."

Kalpana spoke to Famu, and Famu replied.

"Is Mash-san asleep?"

Famu stroked my head.

"Yes. He's asleep."

I was about to move to let them know I was awake, but Famu pressed down on me before I could. She knew I was awake. Come to think of it, she did say she could tell whether I was sleeping or not.

"It seems you are very important to Mash-sama."

"Do you think so?"

Famu replied.

"Are you not a slave?"

"And what if I am?"

Famu answered Kalpana's question with one of her own.

"You're right. It seems Mash-sama doesn't change his attitude, no matter who he's dealing with."

"..."

Famu continued to stroke my head. The slow, steady rhythm was incredibly soothing.

"Famu-san, do you think it's fine for Mash-sama to continue on like this?"

"What do you mean? Is there something wrong with the way he is now?"

"Mash-sama is a hero summoned by Laciel-sama. He should fulfill his mission."

"And what mission would that be?"

"That I do not know. But Mash-sama possesses a special power."

*I don't know what it is, but I'll do something in Laciel's name. And it will surely be for the better.* That's how Kalpana's words sounded to me now. Was she trying to hide that 'something,' or was it being hidden from her by someone else?

"I, too, believe that Master possesses a special power and is destined to accomplish something great. But it is not because he is a hero summoned by Laciel-sama."

"..."

Kalpana seemed to be waiting for her next words.

"Right now, Master does not wish to act as a hero. But even though he didn't want to, he reached out and saved me when I was suffering. He could have just walked past—no one would have blamed him, and it would have been forgotten by the next day—but Master offered me his hand. That is probably not the 'mission' you speak of, Kalpana-san. But is it not enough for him to be a person who protects small happinesses?"

The hand stroking my hair stopped, and a fistful of my hair was clenched tightly.

"..."

"Master will decide his own path. Master is just a normal person. But he... he is the *true* hero."

Would she believe me if I told her that, just like Famu, all I wanted was some warmth? What was she praying for from this person who protects small happinesses? Who were her final words directed at? She was hiding something. I wanted to know, but at the same time, I didn't. I just wanted her to stay with me forever.

"Famu-san, my grandmother has received other revelations about Mash-sama. The one who caused the goddess to descend again will change the world. I wanted you to know."

A rather unpleasant revelation. I wish the god in charge would step forward and identify themselves.

"It seems I was too hasty. Please, take care of Mash-sama."

Praying that Famu wouldn't rip my hair out, I surrendered my consciousness to the darkness.



    Chapter 61

    Mizuki, Myra, and the Field of Flowers

    Our journey to Miglutt continued. A caravan of nomads' wagons followed behind the main merchant train. It was a massive group. The view would have been spectacular if I could see it all, but we were still stuck in the same old forest. We were supposed to arrive at a town called Nieren today. Apparently, it was about the same size as Richel. We'd be staying there for two nights. After that, we would head for a port town called Frucht. Though they called it a port, it wasn't on the sea. It was a town built along a great river, and from there we would travel downstream by boat. I'd heard we'd be boarding a massive galley ship with sails. The highway we were currently on, as well as the river routes, were apparently maintained by order of the Emperor. Inside the wagon were myself, Mizuki, and Myra. Cecily got motion sick in wagons, so she was riding a horse, patrolling the caravan's perimeter as a guard. The person who was originally supposed to be on that duty was now riding in Claire's wagon, not ours. Other than the driver, no one else was in our carriage. It was clear the Mateo Trading Company was treating us well. Come to think of it, the wagon's rocking had lessened. Maybe we were getting close to the town and the road was better maintained. Aira and Famu were on watch at the rear. The nomads were behind us, so their job was purely for show today. Still drowsy from last night's fierce battle, I was starting to doze off when Famu entered the wagon.

"Master, we're out of the forest."

"Really?"

"Yes, I can see a town in the distance."

As I was talking with Famu, the wagon came to a halt. It was about time to rest the horses. I got out of the wagon and gasped at the scenery. Behind us, I could see the dense forest that had been blocking our view. Ahead of the caravan, low hills rolled on for as far as the eye could see, and these hills were completely covered in knee-high flowers of pale purple and white. I could also make out the small silhouette of the town's defensive walls. Far beyond that, a faint mountain range was visible.

"Is that Linaria?"

Mizuki and Myra followed me out of the wagon. I looked back at the flower field. Upon closer inspection, I saw that each stalk had several small flowers blooming on it. They were beautiful, but I didn't know the names of flowers, so I couldn't answer Mizuki's question.

"Did someone plant them?"

"Maybe they just grow wild here?"

I had no idea how this field came to be. It didn't seem like we were at an altitude above the tree line.

"They probably do controlled burns around here,"

Myra explained.

"They burn the fields just for these flowers?"

"No."

Myra pointed. In the distance was a herd of cattle. It wasn't just that one herd, either; there were small groups of them scattered here and there.

"They're raising livestock. The flower field is probably just a coincidence."

"I wonder if monsters attack them?"

Mizuki murmured, gazing at the cattle. She'd been asking a lot of questions. I didn't know either, so I waited silently for Myra's answer.

"They keep watch from over there."

Myra pointed again. On a distant hill stood a watchtower that looked like a lighthouse. There were others built at intervals as well. The lower levels were made of stone, and the upper parts were timber-framed. From this distance, I couldn't tell if there were any lookouts posted.

"What was it? This looks like a scene from a movie. The one where the girl who was confessing in church runs out and sprints through a field of flowers..."

Mizuki mused. I thought I knew the scene she was talking about.

"Wasn't that a field of red flowers?"

My memory was hazy.

"Was it? I can't remember..."

Mizuki tilted her head. In a world without the internet, it couldn't be helped.

"Well, whatever. Mizuki, go run through the flowers for a bit. I want to take a picture."

I pulled my smartphone out of my storage.

"...That's embarrassing."

Despite her words, Mizuki ran through the field for me. I snapped a few photos. Looking back at them, every shot looked perfect, like a scene from a story where she was the heroine. Myra leaned in to look at the images as well.

"Mmmph... isn't it unfair that it's all about Mizuki?"

Myra protested. She was right. Mizuki was being unfair.

"Myra, will you model for me too?"

"Of course! Please take a cute picture that shows everyone I'm Mash's wonderful lover."

She puffed out her chest. It bounced. She had a point calling herself a wonderful lover. This called for a video. I had to capture her vibrant energy in motion.

"Myra, Mash is trying to take pervy pictures!"

Mizuki said. Was my smile that obvious?

"It's fine. No matter how hard I try to get his attention, I'll just be left out anyway,"

Myra replied.

"That's not true. Let's get naked right here and let everyone see us going at it!"

"Don't be an idiot!"

Mizuki shot back, right on cue.

As the three of us were taking videos and pictures, Famu and Aira came over. Cecily came running as well. Her horse was resting, so she was on foot.

"Heeey! Let's all take a picture together!"

"What are you being so carefree about?!"

My courageous attempt at being cheerful was shattered into a million pieces by Cecily.

"Did a monster show up or something?"

"Master, a group of adventurers is headed this way. You should hide your phone."

While we were playing around, they had been on guard duty. I felt a little guilty. The group of adventurers Famu mentioned was weaving through the nomad wagons, heading towards us. There were six of them. It seemed they were headed to the same town.

"This field of flowers is super pretty, ain't it?"

The tiny girl leading the group called out to me. She looked about the same age as Famu. Behind her were a man with two horns on his head and another next to him with a single horn. The massive frames of those two only served to accentuate her short stature. She had her red hair tied up with a large ribbon. A ponytail. And she spoke with a Kansai accent. Was she an otherworlder? Or did the local dialect just sound like that?

"Yeah, it is. Makes me want to lie down and take a nap."

The girl laughed at my response.

"That'd feel great, for sure. This flower field's only gonna last 'til today or tomorrow, though."

"What do you mean? Is a storm coming?"

"You guys haven't heard? A locust monster's comin' to attack."

"The town?"

"Yep. We're on a quest to fight it off. Just finished our recon and we're headin' back."

The girl nodded. I hadn't heard anything like that from the previous post town or from Claire. I looked at Myra. She shook her head too.

"Is that so? We had no idea."

"I thought you guys were here for the quest too."

"Nah, we're guards for this caravan."

"Oh, is that right? Well, we'll be on our way then."

They started to pass us but then stopped.

"Right, we're 'New World'. And my name's Hyakka. Just like this field of flowers, ain't I?"

She spread her arms and spun around once.

"We're Levante. I'm Mash."

I wanted to strike a cool pose too, but nothing came to mind. Instead, my words made the members of 'New World' freeze.

"For real? That's a super hot celebrity name ya got there."

Hyakka's eyes roamed over my entire body.

"I wouldn't know. We probably just have the same name. I'm no celebrity. Just a humble F-rank adventurer."

I showed her my character sheet.

"I see. Well then,"

she looked at Mizuki and Myra, "what about those two?"

Mizuki and Myra. A curious choice.

"My pride and joy, my wife Myra, and my pride and joy, my daughter Mizuki."

""Huh?!""

Myra and Mizuki cried out in surprise. Furthermore, Mizuki's face turned beet red in an instant.

"Mizuki, what are you so nervous about? Say hello."

I gave Mizuki, who had started fidgeting for some reason, a push on her lower back. She spun around and threw her arms around my neck.

"Mizuki?"

Confused, I said her name. She brought her mouth close to my ear.

"I love you, Daddy. Here's a flower for you."

Her breath tickled my ear. She handed me a plucked Linaria flower. Then she ran off into the wagon.

Hyakka's party went on their way.

"Was it really alright to give them our names?"

Myra looked at me worriedly.

"They'd find out eventually, so it can't be helped. I didn't want to make a bad impression. More importantly, did you notice anything strange about her accent, her intonation?"

"I thought she sounded normal?"

Myra answered.

"You too, Famu?"

"Yes."

Famu nodded.

"It was a Kansai accent. She's an otherworlder, right?"

Mizuki had come back at some point. Were she and I the only ones who noticed the difference?

"I think so too."

"And 'New World' is such a straightforward name."

"Well, back in the era when Europeans from our old world discovered the new continent, the settlers called it the New World. She might be a pioneer, you know."

"Stop trying to force some convoluted logic. She's a resident of the world beneath the giant robot crab!"

Mizuki shot back with a joke of her own.

"...Anyway, Mizuki, what was that all about earlier?"

"Huh? W-Well, it's because you introduced us in such a weird way. I just thought I'd mess with you a little."

"Is that so? Well, whatever. I think Hyakka realized we're otherworlders too. Why did she ask for Myra's and Mizuki's names? Is there some difference between otherworlders and the people of this world?"

"I don't think there's any difference. You guys were taking pictures, she must have seen you, right? And you, Mash, were yelling 'Heeey!' and everything. It's your own carelessness,"

Cecily answered. She made a weird face when she said 'Heeey!', probably trying to imitate my expression.

"...So that's it."

Hyakka didn't try to hide the fact that she was an otherworlder either. Was she not hostile towards us? Or was she just confident she couldn't lose?

"There was a boy in her party who looked exactly like Hyakka-san,"

Myra said. There had been an androgynous-looking boy who resembled Hyakka. While we were talking to her, he had his hand on the small sword at his waist, ready to draw it at any moment.

"Wasn't it a girl?"

Mizuki asked.

"It was a boy!"

Myra stated definitively.

"Then maybe they're siblings? Did they get transferred here together?"

"Could be,"

I replied to Mizuki. I couldn't be sure, but it was a likely guess.

"He was kind of cute..."

Myra muttered. I remembered she had confessed to having a thing for that type before. She'd said something ridiculous about Famu being her type if she were a boy.

"Hey, you're my lover, remember?!"

"Hmph! It's your fault, Mash, for always being so vague and leaving me out! I am very, *very* angry right now! Last night was just too much!"

She puffed out her cheeks and turned her face away. The gesture seemed somewhat playful, not like she was truly angry. But it was always this pattern. I poked her puffed-out cheek.

"Myra, don't forget! The town of Frucht. The boat, the grilled fish skewers, and the ale. It's after that. It's a promise!"

"Eh...? Ah, y...yes. ...I'm looking forward to it."

Myra blushed and nodded. In the meantime, our break was over. We got back in the wagon and started heading towards the town.



    Chapter 62

    The Monster That Summons Monsters, and the Otherworlder Who Protects the Town

    The caravan passed through the gate of a wall made of white stone and entered the town. The sun was still high in the sky. We headed for the Mateo Trading Company's branch office. The group of nomads had planned to camp outside the town, but after hearing about the monster attack, they decided to stay inside. Through Claire, the Mateo Trading Company arranged for them to park their wagons in the stables of various other merchant companies. Our inn was also arranged by the Mateo Trading Company. We were assigned a room that could accommodate all six of us. I promised Kalpana I would pick her up at night. Our party members headed to the Guild to gather information about the locust monsters. On the way, as we reached the main street, we saw a crowd had formed. When we got closer, we saw it was the carcass of a giant pink locust. Even lying on its side, it was as tall as I was. We could tell it was a carcass because of the numerous stakes driven into the ground to pin it down, and the foul stench of bodily fluids leaking from it. A putrid smell, perhaps. The stakes were more than twice my height, and I couldn't even imagine who had driven them in, or how. Some people were working on trying to pull them out. My eyes met Aira's. She had a calm expression. I thought about giving her a playful push from behind, but decided it was too risky to mess with her and left her alone.

"It's a Big Hopper,"

Myra said. I wondered if they just slapped the word 'big' in front of anything to make it a monster.

"Its body hasn't disappeared even though it's dead. So it's not strictly a monster, then."

Myra nodded. Aira aside, the thought of an insect this size existing was terrifying. I wondered if the oxygen level in this world was higher than in my old one.

"Green Big Hoppers operate alone, but when they turn brown, they start moving in swarms of several hundred. They also become more ferocious and their physical abilities increase. Inside a closed space like a dungeon, they're not a major threat, but as an enemy in the open field, they're the worst. They always move in massive swarms, and any town in their path is annihilated."

"Several hundred... So this pink one is the sexy one, I take it."

I wondered if there was any demand for a sexy locust.

"The pink ones act as commanders. The brown swarms move according to the pink individual's movements. A swarm of Big Hoppers will likely be here before long."

I looked up at the sky. A clear blue expanse stretched above. The clouds were drifting slowly to the east. There was no sign of monsters descending from the peaceful sky.

"Even if it's dead?"

"The monsters are controlled by the pheromones released by the pink individual. And it's said they can detect it from a considerable distance. There's a story about an adventurer who defeated a pink one on a quest. But during the fight, he was splattered with the monster's bodily fluids. After he returned, his entire town was attacked by Big Hoppers."

Myra finished her explanation.

"It'd be horrible if they attacked at night."

"Big Hoppers are diurnal. So I don't think we need to worry about that."

I nodded at Myra's reply. And then I couldn't help but glance at Aira. If a swarm of locusts this size attacked, she might die of shock.

"They're just monsters, so it's fine. We just have to defeat them,"

Aira said, as if reading my mind.

"Yeah, you say that, but if hundreds of things like this come flying at us, we'll be helpless."

"It's alright. Only the pink ones are this big. The others are about half this size,"

Myra said. Even half was plenty big.

"...You sisters say it's alright, but I don't see how. Who on earth did something like this?"

"For real, who was it? Apparently there was a loud noise in the middle of the night yesterday. Then this mornin', it was like this."

Hyakka was there, seemingly out of nowhere. She was with the boy who looked like her brother. The boy was slightly taller.

"Nobody saw anything?"

"Seems not."

"..."

This had to be the work of someone with a special skill, didn't it?

"You think we did it, don'tcha?"

"The thought crossed my mind. Am I wrong?"

"You're wrong. We thought you guys did it. Your timing arriving in town was too perfect. But from what I just overheard, it seems I was wrong about that too."

It was helpful that she was so direct.

"How 'bout it? Wanna go on a little date with me?"

"Just the two of us?"

I looked at the boy. He had a delicate, feminine look about him. No wonder Mizuki had mistaken him for a girl.

"This here's my little brother, Chihiro. I'm too cute, so they won't let me walk around alone. You can bring one person along too. It'll be a double date."
So they were siblings. Myra was giving me a look with sparkling eyes. Nope. She was definitely not the one I was choosing. As I was about to call for Famu, Hyakka cut me off.

"Your party's full of beauties. Won'tcha let Chihiro pick?"

"...Well. Alright. But you're not even allowed to hold hands."

It wasn't really alright, but it sounded interesting, so I decided to play along.

"Stingy... Oh well, go on, pick who you like!"

"Sis..."

Hyakka urged the hesitant Chihiro. He looked at everyone. He started to point at Cecily, hesitated, then pointed at Famu. No doubt about it. He was a man of culture.

"Famu, come on. Mizuki, I need you to gather information at the Guild. If you can, I want you to meet up with Avea. I want to know what she's thinking."

"Got it."

Mizuki nodded. Beside her, Myra's shoulders slumped.

"Myra, I need you to check out the situation at the church in this town."

"You're so mean, Mash..."

Myra replied.

"Alright, let's go."

Hyakka linked her arm with mine.

We had climbed up a flanking tower, one of the towers situated between sections of the city wall. It looked sturdy, made of stone, but there were gaps and some slight warping, signs of aging. This was the western edge of the city. I thought it would be busy with preparations for the Big Hopper defense, but there were no guards, and we were able to enter freely. The wind blowing in from outside the city caressed my cheek. The four of us gazed out at the world stretching beyond the city. To the north, the flower field we had seen on our way here spread out. Herds of cattle were visible here and there. The sun was beginning to set, but there was no sign of anyone trying to herd them back to their barns. I wondered if they didn't run away. Further in the distance, we could see the forest we had come from to the north. Of course, the city of Richel was not visible from here. To the south, wheat fields stretched out. A peaceful scene. Come to think of it, I had met Emma on top of a bell tower too.

"Does the wind always blow from the west?"

"At this time of year, yeah. Sometimes it switches to an east wind,"

Hyakka answered. It was so quiet.

"Surprising, ain't it? There are no soldiers here. Not enough of 'em."
I heard there was a city to the east in a state of war. Was this because of that?

"Don't the citizens fight in times like these?"

"They're making their own preparations. But they ain't got no weapons,"

Hyakka said. She continued the conversation.

"We were transferred to this world a year ago. We go out sometimes, but we've always been in this city. That's why we wanna protect it."

Hyakka had no intention of hiding the fact that she was an otherworlder. I, on the other hand, wanted to get out of this town with the caravan as soon as possible.

"I heard Big Hoppers move in swarms of hundreds?"

"That's the story... We don't even know where the pink one was brought from. We don't know which direction they'll come from either. But it don't seem like it's from the north."

So Hyakka's investigation today had been a bust. But their opponents could fly. They could cover long distances at high speed. I didn't know how the pink one had been brought into the city, but it was highly likely that the main swarm was not within a half-day's walk.

"How many guards are there?"

"Two hundred. Even with adventurers, it won't be three hundred. The rest are city volunteers."

So there was a chance the monsters outnumbered them? I remembered hearing that the Crimson Brigade that attacked Famu's village had five hundred members. It was a smaller number than I'd expected. But since we didn't know the scale of the enemy, I couldn't tell if it was enough.

"What about storage?"

"Storage?"

"Yeah, I was thinking of a way to keep them away from the city. If we somehow deal with the body fluids and hide the carcass in storage, the locusts won't come, right?"

The person who brought the pink Big Hopper in was probably someone with adventurer's storage, or had a companion who did. Storing and retrieving items had to be done by the person themselves, or someone assigned to share it. I didn't know if anyone could put something that huge in and out of storage, but it seemed more natural to assume that they had defeated the monster somewhere and brought the carcass in by some means. Then I remembered there were people who could bring in monsters using special skills. But the monster brought in was, strictly speaking, an insect. It probably wasn't their doing. Where were they now, I wondered.

"Master, the city is filled with the smell of the Big Hopper's body fluids."

"The fluids have been scattered around?"

Famu nodded. For what purpose? A grudge against the city? An attack on Hyakka and the other otherworlders? Or maybe a trap set for us, knowing we'd be passing through.

"Then we might just have to cut our losses. Can we move that carcass outside the city? It doesn't have to be far. We place it on the west side, in a location advantageous to us. We direct the enemy's main force there and hit them. After that, we take care of the monsters that enter the city."

An enemy attacking from the sky couldn't be prevented from entering the city. And I didn't think there were enough soldiers to cover the entire city.

"Why the west side?"

"I was thinking about the person who set this up. They must have anticipated considerable damage to the city. They wouldn't want to get caught in the monster attack, so they'd want to escape to a safe zone before the assault for sure."

"Yeah, that makes sense,"

Hyakka nodded.

"I think the Big Hopper swarm is on the west side. The wind in this area usually blows from the west. It's probably a seasonal wind. During that time, the smell won't reach the west side, which is upwind. In the meantime, the person who set this up will leave the city. Hyakka said the wind sometimes changes to an easterly direction. When that happens, the smell will be carried to the west. If we place the monster's carcass on the west side, we might be able to stop their advance before they reach the city."

I took a breath.

"To summarize my prediction: the person who created this situation killed only the pink Big Hopper somewhere, carried away the carcass without being attacked by the swarm, brought it into the city, drove stakes into it so it couldn't be moved, and then scattered its body fluids throughout the city to ensure a monster attack. Furthermore, they predicted and utilized the change in wind direction to escape. This is not something an ordinary person can do. They could probably destroy the city on their own. Another question remains: why did they leave the carcass in the city where it could be found, instead of just scattering the body fluids?"

"Maybe they wanted to draw attention? The culprit might still be in the city."

"You mean they're using this as a decoy to set something else up behind the scenes?"

Hyakka nodded.

"...For now, I'll go talk to the Guild,"

Chihiro said.

"This is all based on the premise that we can accurately predict that the wind will change to an easterly direction. Also, regarding the monster body fluid smell scattered around the city, can we get the cooperation of the beastmen?"

Chihiro went down from the tower. I hoped that what I had just said had already been considered.



    Chapter 63

    The Summoned, and the Conversation in the Flanking Tower

    "Master, I—"
"Please. Stay by my side."

I had a feeling she was about to say something outrageous, so I cut her off.

"Yes."

Famu nodded.

"What, you're not gonna help? I'm a transfer sent by Ronron, y'know. You're the one Laciel sent, right? You really are super famous. You're one of us."

Hyakka said. Ronron was one of the gods who had helped Laciel. But there was no way to confirm if she was telling the truth.

"I... DO NOT... BELIEVE IN GODS."

Nothing else came to mind. I hoped this would be enough.

"I don't believe in 'em either,"

Hyakka said. So she believed gods existed, but didn't have faith in them.

"I see. Well, that's good then."

As I tried to head back to the inn, she grabbed my arm.

"It's not good, I wanna be friends."

"Sorry, but we're on a quest to guard a caravan. Things might change depending on what our client wants,"

I replied.

"Well... can't be helped, then. In that case, let's exchange info about being transferred, yeah?"

Hyakka offered.

"I don't have much info to give. I came to this world about a month ago. Laciel just told me to defeat the Demon Lord and threw me out here. Then, I was attacked by another otherworlder. I was pretty confused to learn that the five goddesses and some other gods are making the people they summoned fight some kind of proxy war. Apparently, if you defeat an otherworlder summoned by one of the five goddesses, you get a wish granted."

"Was it Yuuki, by any chance? The one who attacked you?"

"No, it wasn't, but the otherworlder who attacked me mentioned that name too. Who is he?"

"A guy, twenty-two, twenty-three years old. I won't go into detail, but he killed some of our friends."

"...Is that so. Were you summoned together with Chihiro, Hyakka?"

"Yeah. A year ago. We were arguing about whether to put chopped pickled red ginger in the takoyaki before you cook it, or on top after. Then we got summoned. We were still so mad we just kept arguing, and before we knew it, we were sent to this world without any explanation."

Their story was even worse than mine and Mizuki's. I wanted to make fun of them, but we were in a similar boat, so I kept my mouth shut.

"You seem to have a pretty good grasp of the situation for someone in your position. Did you learn about it from that Yuuki guy?"

"It was some old guy at the church. He told us. He kept touching my butt and stuff so it was kinda gross, though."

"..."

And I'd just sent Myra to a place like that.

"Even thinkin' about it now makes me mad. Putting pickled red ginger in before you cook it is as heretical as putting sugar in scrambled eggs. Don't'cha think?"

"...Yeah, you're right. I'm on Team Hyakka."

In reality, I couldn't care less either way. But I did think sugar in scrambled eggs was heresy.

"Right? I wonder what happened to the takoyaki we left at home..."

Hyakka stared off into the distance. I wished she'd worry about other things.

"Master, what is takoyaki?"

"It's a dish made from a batter of egg and flour, cooked into bite-sized balls with chopped octopus inside. You can enjoy the fluffy texture of the batter and the chewy texture of the octopus."

"Egg..."

Famu swallowed hard.

"I can't make it. There's no sea around here, so I can't get any octopus."

"What's an octopus like?"

"It's a creature. Lives in the sea, has eight legs, its body is slimy and squishy, but it has suckers that it uses to latch onto you and suck on you."

"...Did the conversation just turn lewd?"

Famu tilted her head.

"No, we were talking about food the whole time. Hm? The whole time?"

I felt like we were talking about something more important.

"There's an ocean way to the south of here! You just gotta cross those mountains."

Hyakka pointed to the faintly white mountain range in the distant south.

"We spent over half a month gettin' to a town on the coast, made some takoyaki, and ate it. I'll never forget that taste. We managed to make something like aonori, but I cried 'cause there was no katsuobushi."

"..."

What kind of life did you have to lead to develop the kind of obsession that would make you travel for over a month, round trip, just to eat takoyaki?

"But that's where we met Morse of the cow-folk and Corne of the rhino-folk, right?"

So those two huge guys were a cow and a rhino. Still, I felt like we were getting seriously sidetracked. Right, the transfer story.

"Didn't Ronron tell you to do anything?"

"Who knows? She was sayin' somethin' but I wasn't listenin'. But I did get a special skill!"

So she was shrewd in that respect. I looked at Chihiro, and he nodded too.

"So, we just gotta defeat the Demon Lord, then?"

"The Demon Lord was apparently defeated a hundred years ago by an otherworlder who was summoned here."

"What'd you say?!"

"..."

It seemed there was no information to be gained from her.

"W-Wait. What's with that cold look? We're friends, aren't we? Let's get along!"

"Oh, right. We were on a date."

I pulled Hyakka closer and brought my lips towards her face.

"W-w-w-wait, wait, kisses are for after we get to know each other better!"

She pushed her hands out and escaped from me.

"That's not fair. You let the old guy at the church touch your butt, but you won't let me?"

I wiggled my hands, making a grabbing motion.

"I-It's not like I was tryin' to seduce him or nothin'. He just touched me without my permission!"

Hyakka frantically covered her chest and butt.

"So it's fine if I touch you without your permission?"

"Of course not!"

she shouted.

"So we're not friends?"

"Th-That's right, if you help us with the monster extermination, I'll think about it."

"I'll decide on the monster extermination after hearing what my client and my companions think. By the way, Hyakka, how old are you?"

"I'm sixteen, and Chihiro's fourteen. Which one of yours, Myra or Mizuki, is the otherworlder?"

Hyakka asked.

"Mizuki. She's the same age as you."

It was profound that they were the same age. Mizuki was just too lewd.

"So that means Myra's your local wife, huh. Findin' a wife in just a month, you move fast. Are Mizuki and her stepmom gettin' along?"

Hyakka seemed to be taking my joke seriously. I debated whether to correct her or stick with the lie.

"Master doesn't have a wife yet. And Mizuki being his child is also a lie. Master, I'd appreciate it if you didn't make jokes like that!"

Famu answered before I could, her tone firm.

"...So it was a lie. Guess you can't be kissin' me if you have a wife, huh,"

Hyakka said, seeming to back down from Famu's intensity.

We returned to the inn. I'd thought the town's layout was similar to Richel's, and the inn's design was no different either. Mizuki and the others were already in the tavern and dining area on the first floor. The place was deserted. Had most of the adventurers left town, wary of the monsters? 

"They spotted what looks like a swarm of Big Hoppers to the west. The wind is expected to change the day after tomorrow,"

Mizuki said. It seemed my words had already reached them.

"I think we should find the person who's praying to change the wind and take them out,"

she added jokingly. The Battle of Red Cliffs, huh. In a battle from our old world with that name, a strategist had stood on an altar and prayed to change the wind for a fire attack. Come to think of it, that strategist had also gathered a hundred thousand arrows. I could probably do that if I summoned Laciel, but the downside was that the arrows would disappear. I might be a traitor for suggesting a plan that would divert already scarce troops and weaken the city's defenses.

"Even if we took them out, we can't avoid the attack. Did you ask Avea what she's going to do?"

"She said it's too dangerous to travel with the caravan until the Big Hoppers' movements are clear, because they can't be protected. The Mateo Trading Company is going to cooperate with the town. In the meantime, we're free to do as we please,"

Mizuki replied. In that case, I didn't want to die, so I wanted to stay as close to Avea as possible.

"Was everything okay at the church?"

I turned to Myra.

"What do you mean, 'okay'?"

"No, if you don't know, it's fine. Did you get any information?"

Good. It seemed Myra hadn't experienced what Hyakka had.

"No. But it seems the bodily fluids can be erased with a priest's 'Purification.'"

"It would be great if they could get rid of the smell throughout the city, but if it's only half-done, it would be a waste of mana before the battle."

"Yes. I agree."

She nodded.

"Tomorrow, could you, Famu, Myra, and Aira check where the liquid was scattered in the city?"

"Are we going to purify it as we go?"

Myra asked.

"No, purification is only if you can. I want to know what kind of places it was scattered in."

"Master, the dog-eared race has a stronger sense of smell than humans, but I haven't been trained, so I can't guarantee I can distinguish them accurately."

"That's fine. I just want a rough idea of how it was scattered."

"Understood."

Myra replied, and Famu and Aira nodded.

"Myra, I don't think we should do the Goddess Summon tonight."

If the monster attack really was the day after tomorrow, it would probably be fine, but we didn't know when the wind would change.

"It can't be helped. We should conserve our strength."

"About that,"

Mizuki said.

"I don't think it's a good idea to treat Kalpana so dismissively. It's not the way I or you would want it, but they are people who could become our allies."

"You're saying we should put them in our debt?"

"I don't like that way of putting it, but depending on your attitude, Mash, they might cooperate with the town's defense."

I didn't know how strong they were, but they were descendants of soldiers who had served Laciel. And they were a group waiting for a direct revelation from Laciel. We could expect them to be a significant force. But asking for their cooperation might mean that some of the nomads would die in battle. I was about to tell Mizuki this possibility, but stopped myself. This decision was mine to make. I wouldn't let her make it.

"Mash... I'm sorry."

"For what?"

Had she seen through me?

"I overheard. Famu and Kalpana's conversation yesterday."

"You were awake too, Mizuki?"

I thought Mizuki had been asleep at the time.

"Yeah, I was sleeping, but their voices woke me up."

I relayed last night's conversation to Myra, Cecily, and Aira, who didn't know the situation.

"Wait, so you knew I was awake too?"

"I can kind of tell when you're awake, Mash."

You too, Mizuki?

"I'm in favor of summoning Laciel-sama tonight. By showing that we're prioritizing the nomads in this situation, we can put them in our debt for a high price. I also have a few things I'd like to say to Laciel-sama about why she summoned an old geezer like this. Besides, you're not planning on summoning Laciel in front of a large crowd anymore, are you, Mash?"

"What a terrible thing to say! It's true I don't want to summon her in front of a large crowd anymore, but if I think the party's in danger, I'll do it,"

I replied to Cecily. A vote had started without me realizing it.

"I'm against it. You can't predict an insect's behavior. It's not good to underestimate them,"

Aira said. It was rare for her to take the opposite stance from Cecily, but it was just like Aira.

"I'm against it as well. As the one who wants to meet Laciel-sama the most, I feel hesitant to agree here. But I do agree with Aira's opinion. We should be fully prepared for the monster attack,"

Myra said. She was taking a stance against it, but inwardly, she seemed to be in favor.

"Master, nothing good ever comes from summoning Laciel-sama. But I think it would be a good thing for Kalpana-san to learn that."

Famu was being quite scathing today. She hadn't said it outright, but she seemed to be in favor.

"That makes it three in favor, two against. Mash, go get Kalpana."

"Wait, Cecily. Why are you in charge? I voted against it... Oh, well. I'll disappoint all of you."

I decided to go and get Kalpana.



    Chapter 64

    Laciel and the Unseen Destination (Various ⭐︎)

    I was walking down the night street with Famu and Kalpana. We'd just gone to pick her up from her lodging. Behind us, a pair of men were following at a distance—the same guys who'd been standing in front of her tent yesterday.

"How long can the wandering folk stay in one place?"

"Half a year to a year is fine."

"I see."

That was longer than I'd expected. I'd figured they'd drop dead after a few days or something. There were no streetlights, so we walked with a lantern. The moonlight helped, too. The sound of our three pairs of shoes on the cobblestones echoed around us. The two behind us must've been trained; they were completely silent.

Kalpana was wearing an outfit made of soft, silky fabric with a glossy sheen. Her top was short, exposing her midriff. A colorful embroidered sash wrapped around her waist, and below it flowed a skirt with plenty of volume and texture. It would've looked great in the daylight. But on her head, she wore what I'd call a veiled hat—black, with a veil that hid her face. To be blunt, it clashed with the rest of her outfit and gave off a creepy vibe.

"Sorry. I'll take it off once we reach your room, Mash-sama."

She must've noticed my stare, because she bowed her head.

"Will those two behind us follow all the way to the room?"

"No, they'll wait in the tavern downstairs."

"Got it."

I nodded. I wasn't sure if they'd drink on duty, but I could spot them a round later.

"Mash-sama, actually, the spot you touched last night has been throbbing ever since."

"I-I'm not sick or anything... probably."

Wait, maybe I was. Had I caught something from someone? I glanced at Famu. She shook her head.

"...That's not what I meant."

Kalpana shook her head, too.

"Oh? Well, if that's not it, then it must be that meaning."

"Yes. Looking back, I said something very rude to you, Mash-sama. I wish I'd just accepted it and let you go all the way."

"Nah, I do mind, but I'm used to it, so I don't."

That came out weird, but I couldn't phrase it better. More importantly, wasn't it strange to think about forcing yourself on someone the day you meet them? Hating that idea seemed pretty normal to me. But I kept quiet about anything inconvenient for me.

"You're too easy, Kalpana. Try harder."

I never imagined she'd say something like this.

"B-But I can't do it well on my own. I was fine before it happened. What should I do from now on?"

For that, Famu was my expert. She quickly looked away.

"You might've heard, but today I met a transferrer summoned by Ronron. Want me to introduce you to the guy?"

"Is he better than you, Mash-sama...?"

"..."

"Ah, no, it's nothing."

Famu and Kalpana both seemed dead serious about wanting me to sleep with them.

We got back to the inn room. It was a big communal one, like a bunkhouse or youth hostel—fixed two-tier beds against the walls. Each tier could sleep about five people.

Me, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, Aira, and now Kalpana. In the open space without beds, there was a round table with six chairs.

The women sat in the chairs, and for some reason, I was the only one standing.

"Alright, time to summon."

They all nodded.

"Goddess Summon!"

I shouted, and a dazzling light filled the room.

As the light converged, Laciel appeared on the table. She'd gone from seiza to a flat-seated position, knees splayed out to the sides, butt on the floor. She looked around curiously.

"...Is today's enemy that one?"

Laciel eyed Kalpana.

"Eek!"

Kalpana let out a small scream, clearly spooked by her.

"And you lot haven't learned your lesson yet?"

Her gaze shifted to Cecily and Aira. They both looked down, not moving a muscle. Before the summon, Cecily had seemed normal, but thinking back, Aira might've been more scared of Laciel than the bugs. Famu and Mizuki looked unfazed, as usual. Myra had sweat trickling down her cheek—nervous, probably.

"They're all on our side. You know that, right? You're not on the spear. I called you because I have questions."

At my words, Kalpana slid off her chair into seiza and bowed deeply.

"I am Kalpana of the wandering folk, descendants of the knights who served Laciel-sama."

"Huh?"

Laciel tilted her head.

"Isn't it you? You're the one giving her clan special skills and sending those crazy, garbled messages, right? She's here to complain about it because it's a hassle."

"I-I would never think such a thing! Laciel-sama, I've come today seeking direct revelation from you."

It was just a joke to lighten the mood, but Kalpana started trembling at my words. Famu had been pretty shocked the first time she saw Laciel, too. Yeah, the way people in this world—and transferrers like me and Mizuki—viewed gods was totally different.

"That wasn't meeee."

Laciel denied it, to both me and her.

"Then who the hell is sending them? Don't dodge like usual. I'm the one getting attacked by random transferrers and dealing with the mess. You're telling me everything today."

As I said that, there was a loud thud. Looking over, Myra had fallen off her chair and collapsed.

"Sis!"

Aira jumped up and rushed to Myra. Famu, Mizuki, and Cecily followed. I went too.

"Myra, you okay?"

She was breathing steadily—out cold. To check, I touched her ample chest. Soft, sinking in endlessly. No reaction. I squeezed harder.

"Ahhn."

Myra let out a moan, but showed no sign of waking. Normally, Mizuki would stop me here, but she just watched with a dreamy expression.

*Right. I wanna compare this chest to Laciel's.*

"It's because she tried to resist my charm from this distance. Looks like it knocked her out..."

Laciel explained.

"She's your faithful believer, you know? Stop the charm."

"Can't help ittt. It just happens when I take human form."

"You want me to assault you?"

I left Myra and approached Laciel, touching her cheek. Cool to the touch. Translucent white skin. A refined nose. Below it, peach-colored lips. Drawing me in.

"Too lateee. You've groped me plenty already."

"Isn't that your fault?"

"Mash, didn't you have questions for me?"

Just before I could touch her, Laciel murmured.

"Fine, then I'll ask your body."

I pulled Laciel into my arms. She settled in without resistance.

Six gazes fixed on me. Yeah. Today, with everyone's help, I'd enter Laciel's depths.

"Famu, I need a favor."

"Yes, what is it?"

She seemed the most composed of the bunch. Built up a tolerance, huh?

"I want everyone naked and lying down. Help me out."

"Huh? Why? No way."

Famu replied.

"Damn, no time. Here, new panties for Laciel—please?"

"N-No."

Laciel pushed back with both hands, but I forced her into position and stripped off her panties. The usual pure white ones, a bit damp at the crotch. Not sure if these were new, but I handed them to Famu.

"I-I'll take these, but still no."

"Got it. I'll strip Mizuki, so lay out a blanket on the floor for her to lie on."

"W-W-Why do I have to get naked?! No!"

Mizuki started protesting too. Protest fest.

"Quiet, Mizuki. I need to hear from Laciel, so I'm borrowing your power. Arms up—I'm taking off your top."

"What's that got to do with me getting naked?!"

Mizuki argued, but when I went for her top, she complied. I pulled down her skirt and stripped her underwear. One down.

Next was the sleeping Myra, but I felt bad, so I skipped.

"Cecily, Aira. If you're loyal to Laciel, strip. You too, Kalpana. Stop cowering—show your devotion by baring yourselves."

At that, Kalpana started undressing.

Cecily and Aira exchanged glances, hesitating.

"Aira, you called Myra 'sis' earlier, right? Disobey, and I won't be responsible for what happens to her."

"..."

Aira didn't budge. Threat didn't work.

"Aira, let's strip Cecily together. I'll hold her down—you undress her. Then do yourself."

"...Okay."

"H-Hey, wait!"

I pinned the struggling Cecily. Aira approached.

I set Laciel down from the table and moved it aside. Stripped her clothes, leaving her naked. Lined everyone up on the blanket.

Famu was still dressed, so I stripped her. Then myself, for good measure.

Took too long. Head's spinning. But the time had come. Before me lay my women.

One was different, one was asleep, and no Riley—regrettable, but unavoidable.

"Laciel, now I'll insert myself into everyone. Then, with all their feelings, I'll take your virginity."

"What is this person even saying? Someone fetch me a translator."

"I've been speaking normally. If it's weird, it's your fault."

I wasn't even sure what I was saying, but it felt right.

"...You don't need to put it in the others to do it with meee. Let's just have normal sexy fun?"

Laciel replied.

"No. I want to show you the results of summoning me to this world, right here."

"I didn't summon you for thiiiis."

"Behold my magnificent growth."

"It does look magnificently erect, but the size hasn't changed since I first sawww..."

Laciel's words tore deep into my heart.

"Mizuki, your ideal just got mocked!"

"I- I don't know! I don't!"

Mizuki shot back. "But I like it... Mash's, um, dick..."

Her voice trailed off to a whisper.

"Mizuki doesn't know it's smaller than averaaage!"

Laciel retorted. I wanted to shut her up.

"Damn it. Shut up. I'll make you squeal with this."

Was there a way to make it bigger in two or three stages? For now, snap a mental pic of the group nude lineup.

Now, insert into everyone.

First, Famu. I hugged her tight.

I slid my penis into her vagina. She was plenty wet, so it went in smooth to the hilt. It fit perfectly, enveloped in softness and warmth.

"Famu, let's go herb gathering again, just us two."

"Does my lord still think goblins are scary?"

Famu wrapped her arms around my back and asked.

"...Yeah."

"I'll protect you."

"Don't drop your weapons and start crying."

"I-I won't cry anymore. Please forget it."

"No way. I'll never forget. I won't forget anything about you, Famu."

"R-Really? But honestly, I'm still scared too."

After kissing Famu, I pulled out.

Next, Mizuki.

I thrust my penis into Mizuki's vagina. It gripped me tight.

"Does it still hurt when I enter?"

"Nah. But don't you like it tight?"

"Loosen up once."

"Uh... okay."

Her insides squirmed, but the grip didn't change.

"Feels like it's been a while since Cecily."

I positioned at her entrance.

"Make it good this time, okay?"

"Yeah."

I sank into her.

"Ahhnn!"

Cecily moaned.

"I don't wanna hear it. But I have to ask—""If you don't wanna hear it, it's because I don't wanna say it—don't ask!"

My question got cut off.

I probably wouldn't ask again.

Into Aira's vagina.

"Rejoice—this just came from Cecily."

"I want it too."

"...Aira's a girl after all."

So she craved a man sometimes.

"No, I mean, I wish I had one of these."

She reached down, grabbing me at our joining.

"Lend it to me, just once."

"Even if you had one, it wouldn't guarantee the results you want. The odds of your crush liking you back are really low."

My thing only started working after coming here.

"It's because of that face of yours."

That hurt deep.

"...I'll spread your bug obsession worldwide."

I wanted to enter Kalpana. But I'd hold off today. Just the tip, though.

She winced in pain but accepted it.

"I wanna go all the way."

"I want you to, too."

She pushed her hips toward me in response.

"Aren't we mutual already?"

"I admit it. My body's yours, Mash-sama. Do as you see fit."

"..."

Heartbreaking, but I pulled back.

Myra next. Still no sign of waking, peaceful breaths. Felt bad taking from her in sleep, but I pulled down her underwear anyway. She projected purity but wore black—mature. Closest to my age, really.

Handed the underwear to Famu.

I'd enjoy her bush another time. For now, just pressed my tip to her closed entrance.

"Mmm..."

Even asleep, she moaned.

The urge hit to spread her wide and plunge deep, but I endured. Like Aidan, she'd helped Famu and taught me about the world.

I'd do the rest when she was awake.

The time had come.

I turned back to Laciel, flat-seated on the blanket.



    Chapter 65

    Laciel and Under the Moonlight (Laciel⭐︎)

    "Laciel, sorry to keep you waiting. I'm gonna slide this into you—something infused with everyone's feelings."

I lean over her, covering her body with mine.

"...What sort of time was that, I wonder?"

"I don't know why, but it felt like I had to do it."

My head's spinning. Maybe she was right—it really was a waste of time.  
*Is it okay to kiss her?*  
As I hesitate, she wraps her arms around my neck and draws her face close. Her soft lips brush against mine.

"I've finally become Mash's lover."

Laciel smiles.

"...Lover? Is that really okay?"

"Maybe you preferred it forceful? Like with Mizuki?"

Our eyes meet. Not just her—everyone's watching what Laciel and I are doing. A chill runs down my spine.

"No, I mean... is it alright for a goddess to get involved like this with a single human?"

It's a honest question.

"You already know what kind of place I'm in now, right? Even after leaving there, I'm still bound like this. Mash, you're traveling by carriage—what binds you?"

"The world, I guess. Too many restrictions."

I rest my hands on her hips and pull her close. This time, I kiss her first.

"Mash, the moon is beautiful tonight."

"If you're quoting that Meiji-era author from my original world, that's supposed to be his invention. Don't you know the truth?"

At my words, Laciel gives a mischievous smile.

"Mash, confess your feelings to me too. Even ordinary words will do."

"They might not reach this room, but the moon shines on every night."

"It has reached me. Look."

Moonlight streams in through the room's window. She reaches out as if to scoop it up.  
I intertwine my fingers with hers and squeeze tight. I kiss her deeply, sucking on her mouth. She responds by clinging to me with her free hand.  
We part slightly for breath. I seek her lips again.  
I push her down and slip my tongue inside. She meets it with hers, tangling them together.  
We savor the slick, soft sensation of each other's tips.

"Mash..."

Our lips separate, but saliva connects us. The strand breaks and drips onto her mouth.  
The droplet trails down her cheek.  
She touches my head. I run my fingers through her hair—golden waves that flow smoothly as I stroke along them. Silky soft.  
My hand moves to her ample breasts. Still that incredible texture.

"Practice again today?"

She must think I'm teasing her.

"This is the real thing."

I bury my face in her cleavage. Laciel seems to understand what I want and presses her breasts together from the sides, squeezing and shaking them for me.  
The fluffy sensation brushes my cheeks. I'm drowning in bliss.  
My head spins again. I remember my mana is running low. I've lasted much longer than the first time, though.  
I sit up and check myself down there. Rock hard, full throttle. Must be her enchanting aura.  
I slide my hand over her mound. Golden curls sway as I descend to her slit.  
I trace it lightly with my fingers.

"Ah..."

 

Laciel's breath escapes in a soft gasp.  
This time, I explore her shape more deliberately. Parting the folds, I touch her clit, rolling the little nub a few times before trailing down to her entrance.  
I slip a finger inside. It's already slick with her juices.  
I remember the time Famu and I were both inside her like this.

"You're thinking about another woman, aren't you?"

How do women have such sharp intuition? Maybe it's obvious on my face.  
I grip myself and press the tip against her entrance.  
She watches intently.

"I'm going in. Brace yourself."

"..."

She gazes at me, lips sealed.

"What's wrong?"

"Mash... hurry."

At her words, I ease myself into her depths.  
My tip parts her folds and sinks inside Laciel.

"Ahh!"

She lets out a moan.  
Pushing deeper, I reach a barrier resisting the intrusion. When I apply pressure, her face twists.

"Nngh..."

Laciel grabs my skin, nails digging in.  
I watch her expression as I thrust all the way in.

"Aaahhh!"

Her walls clench tight around me, squeezing with an intensity that ramps up the pleasure.  
I pull back until I'm almost out, then slam forward, burying myself to the hilt.

"Aguh!"

Laciel cries out again.

"Feels perfect. When I tried to pull out, it sucked me right back in."

"W-wait, Mash, wait. It's splitting me... It hurts a little, so just hold still until I calm down."

Laciel says.

"I wanna finish before my mana runs out."

I start with small movements of my hips.

"N-ah! Please wait... Just a bit longer."

No choice—I knead her breasts. Atop her translucent white skin sit pale pink buds. I latch on and roll one with my tongue.

"Ahm..."

Just rubbing and sucking has me even more aroused.

I suck on her breast, then trail my tongue along her neck.  
Laciel moans in rhythm with my movements.  
Still tender, maybe? The grip on me has eased. Every shift of my body brings her slick folds wrapping around me—indescribably good. They undulate, drawing me deeper. I want to thrust hard and savor every inch.  
I can't hold back—I kiss her, pleading.

"Ah..."

Laciel sighs sweetly.

"...Laciel."

"Hee hee, actually, the pain went away a little while ago, and it started feeling good."

Laciel smiles.

"Why didn't you say anything?"

"Your desperate face was so cute."

"I'm... cute?"

Come to think of it, she looks about twenty, but she's a goddess who's lived thousands—maybe tens of thousands—of years. I've been treating her like just any woman.  
Laciel moves her hand to our joined bodies and touches where we're connected.  
She scoops up some of her fluids on her finger—tinged red—and brings it to our lips.

"How is it? The taste of my deflowering."

We lick her finger together while staring into each other's eyes. A faint metallic tang, like blood.

"Mash, I want you to make me feel good now."

She rocks her hips beneath me. I match her rhythm and start thrusting.

"Ahhn, ah, ah, ah, aaah..."

Laciel's moans fill the air.

"Mash... Mash."

She whispers my name in my ear.  
I seal her mouth with a kiss, our tongues entwining, saliva mixing. We're blending, becoming one.  
I keep thrusting. Sweat drips down. It mingles with hers, melting together.  
Each plunge makes wet, obscene sounds from her arousal.

"Mash. It feels so good... Pleasure keeps building, one wave after another."

"Laciel. Me too. I'm close to coming."

"Mash, together... Thrust up from below. Press your belly against my clit!"

I do as she asks, thrusting while listening to her gasps.  
At the limit, I release inside her.

"Aaaaaahhhh!"

Laciel lets out a piercing cry.  
I grip her hips tight to hold her still, ejaculating deep within. Her walls spasm in sync with my pulses, contracting wildly.

"Laciel..."

Spent, I pull her close and beg for a kiss. She obliges, leaning in.  
My vision sways. Mana's almost gone.  

"So this is what human intimacy is like."

Laciel says as our lips part.

"What do you mean? Isn't it the same for gods?"

"We don't have forms like this. Unless it's a vow or something."

"So this wasn't your first time?"

"It is. You're my first lover. From now on, treat me like one—cherish me."

In her eternal time, how do I—a mere blink—appear to her?  
I ponder as consciousness fades.

"Wait!"

It's Kalpana.

"Our clan has lived dreaming of the day we'd serve you again, Lady Laciel. Please, grant us the revelation we need to survive."

She's kneeling naked, head bowed deeply. I almost want her to step on me—feels like I'm awakening to a new kink. The view from behind must show everything; I could tease that hole.

"...Mash. Any pressing enemies?"

"Yeah, a swarm of Big Hoppers coming from the west. Gotta protect the city."

It feels like ancient history, that daytime talk.

"Then let's take a look."

"Can't. No mana left. I feel sick."

"In that case, Mizuki-san, lend your mana."

"Huh...? What?"

As Mizuki hesitates, Laciel holds her hand over her forehead. She collapses as if falling asleep, motionless.

"Hey, if you can do that, take mana from someone other than me."

"I can only do it from you and Mizuki-san. And a little from those bound to you both."

"I see."

Can't use it mid-battle by siphoning from allies like that.

"Let's go then. Open the window."

Suddenly, Laciel's perched on a spear that appeared out of nowhere, draped in a rainbow-sheened feathered robe.  
Kalpana flings the window wide, and she leaps out, soaring into the sky.  
Kalpana and I watch her from the window.  
A goddess floating in the moonlight, astride her spear.  
She raises her hand toward the western sky and swings it down.  
Hundreds, thousands of arrows materialize from nowhere, streaking west. Their tips gleam like shooting stars in the moonlight, vanishing into the distance.  
As we gaze at the ethereal sight, Laciel returns.

"Did you see? My soldiers—arrows loosed by your ancestors."

"...Yes."

Kalpana nods.

"You haven't inherited that power."

Cursed to wander without it—utterly unfair.

"Are we... am I just a burden?"

Laciel answers her smile with one of her own.

"Then seek the words of the god sleeping in this land."

"Mash."

She calls my name. No good—my mind's fogging. I can't hold on.

"What?"

"Mizuki-san's mana wasn't enough to do much. I just aimed west. Good luck with the rest."

Figures. I have no idea where the monster horde is. Even if daytime scouting barely spotted them dozens of kilometers away, hitting that is beyond me. If she could, I'd be invincible.

"Laciel... I remembered something I wanted to ask. The Demon King... he's really gone, right?"

There were other questions, but please, Myra—wake up.

"Defeat the Demon King."

"Damn, are you some background NPC? No bugs, right!"

Her voice echoes distantly. Mine sounds far-off too. Is it even reaching?

"Oh, and I majorly revised 'The World's Guide'—make sure to read it properly."

"Yeah... the day Mizuki and I were summoned... you prepared that video, right? I want to... see it."

Consciousness dissolves into darkness.



    Chapter 66

    Waking Up, and What Laciel Left Behind

    I woke up. The ceiling was low, creating a sense of pressure. Last night, I should have collapsed naked on the floor, exhausted, but I was in a bed. The bottom bunk of a bunk bed. I was also wearing clothes. Sunlight streamed in through the window. From the short length of the sunbeams, it must have been around noon. Beside me, Mizuki was sleeping with her back to me. She was wearing a T-shirt and panties. Since I had the opportunity, I gave her butt a little touch.

"Ngh... nnngh..."

Mizuki let out a sound. She sat up with a start, rubbing her eyes and looking around.

"Mash, it's already noon. What are you doing?"

The one who spoke was Cecily. She was sitting in a chair, giving me a cold look. On the table where Laciel had descended last night, there was some bread. I got up and was about to kiss Cecily, but she turned her face away. With no other choice, I grabbed two pieces of bread and handed one to Mizuki.

"Where is everyone else?"

I bit into the bread. It was hard. And dry. 

"They went to check on the monster fluids scattered around town, just like you said yesterday, Mash,"

Cecily answered.

"...What was that last night?"

"That was Laciel."

That was the only way I could put it.

"To think I lost to something like that... Well, I definitely understand now that summoning her is a waste of time that only makes you happy, Mash."

Did Cecily think I was summoning Laciel just to do perverted things to her? She was absolutely right, but I felt like I had at least gotten some minimal information this time.

"No, that's not entirely true. When Mizuki and I were summoned, we were first called to her room. I got the video we were supposed to see then. Let's watch it."

A screen materialized in front of me. Mizuki got up and came closer. When I leaned in to kiss her, she readily accepted. After a light touch of our lips, I turned my gaze to the screen, and the video began to play. And there, on the screen, was a reflection of me on a crowded train, fiddling with my smartphone with a faint smirk on my face.

"...Laciel. No, that's not it."

I quietly ended the video.

Cecily washed Mizuki and me, and we got changed. We decided to leave the inn to check on the state of the town. If possible, I wanted to buy something to eat from a street stall. The town was preparing for the monster attack; wooden boards were being nailed over windows, and things on the streets were being cleared away. The stalls were packed up, and most of the shops were closed. The ones that were open were sold out. There was no sense of residents trying to flee the town. It seemed they weren't taking the option of leaving town for a while and coming back after the Big Hoppers had passed.

"You know, when we first met, Mizuki, you were the type to initiate communication, but you haven't been like that recently."

Perhaps because of the video, I was reminiscing about when I first met Mizuki. She had been more proactive than me.

"You've changed too, Mash. You've stopped trying to shut yourself away."

"Even now, if I could, I'd use you as a shield to avoid interacting with people."

I hated the sense of emptiness I felt in my old world, but I still had a desire to cut off my ties with society and become a shut-in. But this wasn't a world that would allow that.

"...That's not going to happen. But I do think you've become more personable, Mash."

"I think that's thanks to you being so willing to talk to me."

And it wasn't just Mizuki. Famu was the same, and so were all the residents of this world.

"In that sense, maybe I'm the same, thanks to you..."

For once, Mizuki's voice dropped in tone.

"Really?"

"Yeah. I don't know if I should say this, but... after you forcibly kissed me, and especially after you attacked me, I became afraid of men."

"..."

I was at a loss for words. There was no way Mizuki wasn't hurt. Because she had told me herself that she would be my girlfriend and followed me, I hadn't thought about it at all. What was her mental state like? I had no idea. Cecily, who had been listening, sighed.

"Mash. Just how much of a monster are you? And Mizuki, why are you with a man like that?"

"That's... well, yeah. But I think it was really for the best that it was Mash."
Mizuki offered some incomprehensible follow-up.

"How is that for the best? Are you an idiot?"

Cecily let out another heavy sigh. From now on, I'll be kinder to Mizuki. And I'll try to listen to what she says as much as possible.

"About Laciel from last night,"

Mizuki said.

"What about her?"

I replied.

"She was different from when we were first summoned, too. The first time we met, we could say whatever we wanted to her. But with the her that appeared last night, we couldn't ask any of the things we wanted to ask."

In the end, all we learned was that we were told to defeat the Demon Lord again, and that she had given Kalpana a revelation to search for the word of God.

"It's the charm effect Myra mentioned."

"That was certainly a power you couldn't resist,"

Cecily added her thoughts to my reply.

"Isn't it strange? She said something about not being able to adjust her power, but I don't think that's true."

"You're saying that the first time, we weren't under her charm."

Mizuki nodded.

"It's debatable. Myra's words made us aware that she was charming us. But the first time, we weren't aware that our egos were being distorted, so maybe we just think that? We kissed in front of Laciel that time, you know."

"Th-That's because you forced me to!"

In the past, my mind was occupied with lewd thoughts 24/7, just like now, but I didn't have the guts to act on them. It didn't seem like she would believe me, so I kept quiet.

"Besides, it should have been a common understanding among the three of us—Laciel, you, and me—that the explanation at the first summoning was insufficient. Even if you and I were captivated by her charm, she should still be able to explain things to us, right?"

"That's true. She's the one who summoned us. She should want to explain what she wants us to do, but she doesn't seem to want to talk unless we ask."

Come to think of it, Hyakka and Chihiro were in the same situation. Mizuki's words made it seem like it wasn't a coincidence.

"One more thing. Laciel said that there was no form to your... well, that act. And she said it would be different if you made a pact. If you take her words at face value, doesn't it seem like she wanted to confirm something by... doing that... with you, Mash?"

"..."

I tried to recall the conversation before and after we had sex, but I couldn't remember it clearly. I didn't think we had exchanged anything.

"Can we trust Laciel?"

Mizuki murmured. Her words lacked conviction.

"I don't have the answer to that either. I just know she has her own motives. And they might not be for our benefit."

Cecily would probably make fun of me, but I wanted to believe the girl who said she would be my lover.

We arrived at the spot where the pink Big Hopper's carcass had been. The carcass was gone. It had been cleaned up neatly. The holes where the stakes had been driven in were repaired, and the ground was smoothed over. I spotted Hyakka. Chihiro was with her. She seemed to have spotted me too, and headed our way.

"Well, look who decided to show up for work."

We raised our hands and exchanged greetings.

"You know it. I'm the leader of Levante. I'm a big deal."

I puffed out my chest for no reason.

"We moved the monster outside the city, to the west. Looks like the soldiers are gonna attack from the walls."

I wondered if they were going to use crossbows from the walls.

"Is that so? That's reassuring."

I couldn't imagine what kind of tactics they would use, but I nodded along.

"There's someone I want you and Chihiro to meet. Could you come with me for a bit?"

"...This ain't some shady place, is it?"

Despite her words, when I started walking, they began to walk with me.

"How are the city's defenses?"

The area enclosed by the walls was probably a little over a kilometer north-south and east-west. How were they going to defend such a vast area?

"A hundred soldiers will be on defense at the walls. Fifty will guard the palace. The rest will patrol the city. The Guild's adventurers will be with them."

"Doesn't sound like enough to hold."

As expected, that number didn't seem sufficient to cover the entire city.

"It's an all-out war. The citizens will participate too. Gotta protect yourself."
How much of a force would that be? Come to think of it, this was a world with monsters outside the city walls. They should have opportunities to fight with weapons, and they probably had some basic combat training.

"Taxes paid in blood, huh..."

"That's how it's always been. The mercenaries we usually rely on have sensed the mood of war and headed east, so we can't count on them."

So this city relied on mercenaries for its defense. It was probably the same in other cities. A city of this size probably couldn't secure enough tax revenue to maintain its own military force, so they hired mercenaries when needed.

"But we've got a shot at winnin',"

Hyakka continued.

"Really?"

"The nomads. They said this mornin' they'd help defend the city."

So Kalpana had made her move.

"Are they strong?"

"You don't know? The nomads are a bunch who were cursed by a god and driven from their homes. Rumor is they spend their days and nights in combat training, seekin' revenge."

"Sounds like you don't know either, Hyakka."

"Well, yeah."

Hyakka laughed. We arrived at the inn where Kalpana was staying. The usual pair of guards were in the first-floor tavern, so I told them I wanted to speak with her.

"You're a sly one, Mash. You were already acquainted with the nomads."
Hyakka must have recognized them as nomads from their appearance.

"No, they were with us when we first met, remember?"

"I just thought we happened to run into each other,"

Hyakka said. I briefly explained to her how we had met the nomads. As we waited for the two guards to return, Famu, Myra, and Aira entered the tavern.

"We saw you go inside, Master."

"Perfect timing. I wanted to talk to all of you."

I nodded to Famu. My gaze shifted to Myra. Last night, she had failed to resist Laciel's charm and had been sound asleep by herself.

"Myra... are you okay?"

"Um, I'm truly sorry about that. I'm fine now."

Myra bowed her head with a little 'pekori' sound. Just then, the two men returned.

"Kalpana-sama has requested that you come to her room."



    Chapter 67

    The Defense of Nieren, and the Night Before

    We all followed them to the room we were told to go to. The room was larger than the one we were staying in, and it was furnished with luxurious items. There was a large bed. It felt like a room for a noble or a wealthy merchant.

"Mash-sama, thank you for coming all this way."

Kalpana and two handmaidens were there. She was wearing the same hood that covered her face as last night. Hyakka was surprised by her attire.

"Yeah, well, let's get straight to it. I want to introduce you to the otherworlders I mentioned last night. This is Chihiro, and this is Hyakka."

I deliberately introduced Chihiro first.

"I'm Chihiro, an adventurer."

He gave a slight bow.

"I'm Hyakka."

She flashed a V-sign. Kalpana nodded and removed her hood.

"I am Kalpana, granddaughter of the chief of the nomads."

Kalpana bowed in response to the two of them. Then she guided us to a spot with a rug and gestured for us to sit down. It was embroidered with a complex pattern. It might have been something they brought with them, rather than a fixture of the room. We sat down in a circle. A handmaiden brought us drinks. I was hoping for ayran again, but it was chai.

"I hear you're cooperating with the town's defense."

"Yes. Last night, Mash-sama said that we must protect the town from the Big Hoppers. We will also contribute what little we can."

"That's a huge help. But why're you callin' Mash '-sama'?"

Hyakka answered in my place. Come to think of it, I hadn't told Kalpana to stop using the honorific.

"Kalpana, you don't need to call me '-sama.'"

"Mash-sama is, after all, Mash-sama."

She was the same type as Famu.

"Alright. I'll call you Kalpana-sama, then."

Kalpana frowned and stared at me. She opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it. She glanced at her handmaidens as if seeking help. She seemed to be in quite a bind.

"...Mash-sama is fine."

She let out a sigh of relief at my words. Was it really that big of a deal?

"Mash-sama, Laciel-sama told me to search for the word of God. Do you have any clues?"

"Kalpana, do you know what the Ark is? A holy relic brought here during the war of the gods."

"Yes. It is said to have been brought by the fifty gods, excluding the God of the End and the five goddesses."

She nodded. So that was the term for it, the Fifty Gods.

"Myra here is from the church, and she says that inside that Ark were a jar, a staff, and a mirror."

"I am aware of that as well."

Kalpana nodded.

"There's a similar story in the world we lived in. I don't think this is a coincidence. The items that were in our world were lost over time. I believe the Ark in this world was brought from ours."

I looked at Myra.

"You've said the same thing before,"

she said. I nodded at her. Since there was no denial, I decided to continue.

"But in the world we were in, what was placed in the Ark was not a mirror, but a stone tablet."

"Is that so..."

Kalpana seemed to be deep in thought. She might have sensed something.

"It is said that the word of God was inscribed on that stone tablet."

"I see. So we should be looking for that mirror?"

She nodded.

"Kalpana. Talking with Mizuki made me think that Laciel is trying to make us do something, but it's not for our sake. Be careful."

"Is that what you say as her lover?"

Kalpana said, sounding surprised.

"Lover, you say?"

Hyakka cut in.

"All the girls here are. So you'd better be careful with Mash,"

Mizuki said.

"Wait, Kalpana isn't!"

I frantically denied it. This was bad in front of Hyakka and Chihiro.

"It's practically the same thing!"

"Mizuki, Kalpana-san is different,"

Famu chimed in to support me.

The conversation had gone off on a strange tangent. We returned to the original topic of the town's defense.

"Before that, I will have dinner brought to you."

At Kalpana's words, a handmaiden left and returned with food. It was mostly the same as what we had eaten two days ago.

"I apologize for the lack of variety."

"No, it's delicious, so I don't mind."

I replied while drinking the ayran that was served with the meal. The unique saltiness was addictive. Famu was drinking it beside me. I glanced at Hyakka and saw her grimacing. It seemed she didn't care for it.

"I am pleased that you enjoy our food,"

Kalpana said.

"Are the nomads strong?"

"My profession is Sun Priestess, but we have about eighty people in combat-related professions who are level thirty or higher."

They were a group of twenty wagons. I hadn't asked about their composition, but assuming six people per wagon, that would be a total of one hundred and twenty people.

"Eighty people... To be honest, in our party, the only one who's reached that level is Myra."

"Well, it's only been a month since you came to this world, so that can't be helped. We couldn't do it either,"

Hyakka said. Was she trying to comfort me?

"What about you guys?"

"Me and Chihiro are Paladins. We're both level 25."
Neither of them looked like a Paladin. In the first place, they shouldn't have any faith in the god who summoned them. So calling themselves 'Holy' Knights, who were they trying to make laugh?

"Hm? You're thinkin' somethin' rude, aren't'cha?"

"No, but why do you have the same profession?"

"I dunno. Ronron decided it on her own."

I see. Just like Mizuki and I were adventurers, it was the recommended profession from the summoning god.

"Mash-sama. Would you please reconsider letting me join your party? I believe I could protect you,"

Kalpana said.

"Like I said before, I can't do that."

I replied while looking at Cecily. She had a cool expression on her face as she wrapped some naan around her curry and ate it.

"How were the places where the monster fluids were scattered?"

I asked Famu.

"The areas with stalls and shops, and the Guild, had a particularly strong smell. It seems to have been scattered in the residential district and on the government office buildings as well."

"Where was it not found?"

"Uninhabited places, like parks. And the palace, the church... yes. We purified the Mateo Trading Company, our inn, and the area where the nomad wagons are staying. The other areas were too large to handle."

This time, Myra answered. If they had purified the fluids at the Mateo Trading Company, then Claire should be fine too. Avea was with her as well.

"Can I assume the palace is the residence of this town's ruler?"

"Yeah. The consuls live there."

Hyakka nodded at my question.

"Master, it has also been scattered in the area where the nobles live,"

Famu added as a supplement.

"With the exception of the consuls' palace, you mean?"

"Yes."

Famu nodded.

"Hyakka, is it possible that the person behind this incident is someone from this town's ruling class or the church?"

"That's... impossible!"

Myra shouted.

"Now, now, let's hear Mash out, shall we?"

Hyakka said, trying to calm Myra down.

"Yesterday, I was thinking about what Hyakka said about the culprit possibly still being in town. If it were simply someone with a grudge against this town, they wouldn't need the monster's corpse. They could just scatter the fluids and leave. But by placing the monster's corpse in the town, they gave the townspeople a chance to take countermeasures."

"Ah... so you're sayin' they're tryin' to draw the residents' attention to the monster so they can loot the place in the chaos, is that it?"

I nodded. But I didn't know what their objective was, so I couldn't think any further. Politics, religion, robbery—anything was possible.

"Is the position of consul a rotating one? Is this town a democracy?"

A sudden question popped into my head. What kind of political system did this town have?

"Nah, it's hereditary, so it's practically a monarchy. But the fact that the fluids weren't scattered only at the palace and the church... wouldn't they notice that right away?"

"They haven't noticed, have they? I'll bet this town is discriminatory against non-humans too, isn't it? The decision-making is all done by humans."

Famu had to pretend to have a Slave Mark. In the previous town, there was an inn that didn't allow non-humans to stay.

"Well, there's that. Our Morse and Corne get some dirty looks sometimes too. But back to the topic, if the target is also somewhere they don't want to be attacked by monsters, then it's gotta be the palace or the church. But even if we don't know now, it'll be obvious later. They can't hide it, can they?"

Morse and Corne were, if I recall, a cow-man and a rhino-man.

"I think so too. That's why I don't think the mastermind is from this town. Their interests aligned with someone here, and they're being hidden by one of them now."

"Not the church... It's true that those who serve the church are just people. There's no difference between them and anyone else. I admit that there are some who act unjustly. I admit that there are people who demand a little extra in donations. I am one of those fools. Last night, I was of no help to you, Mash. But for us, as an organization, to do something that would harm the people of the town... For you, of all people, the one sent by Laciel-sama, to say that..."
Myra said. Her voice had lost its earlier strength. But her clenched fists were trembling slightly. I felt bad for Myra, but I didn't worship Laciel as a god in the first place. I looked at Mizuki. She had an indescribable expression on her face too. We had just been talking about how Laciel couldn't be trusted.

"Maybe so. The consul's side is the one stationing soldiers and managing the town's comings and goings. Even with reduced guards, the consul's palace will still have fifty soldiers remaining,"

I said to Myra, trying to comfort her, but I didn't know if my words reached her. She hung her head and fell silent.

"I'm in on that. We'll keep a close eye on the consul's residence. You guys can protect the church. I'll let the Guild know, just in case,"

Hyakka said, snapping her fingers.

"Wait, I have no intention of guarding such a dangerous place. We're F-rank adventurers. If what we're imagining happens, I'm confident we'll be taken out just as we imagined."

"Mash-sama, let us take on that duty,"

Kalpana interjected.

"No way. The town's short on guards as it is. If the nomads pull out, it'll be a catastrophe."

We were on our way back from Kalpana's lodgings. It was already night. We had parted ways with Hyakka and the others, and now there were six of us. The situation had become terrible. I had tried to create an escape route, and now I found myself guarding the very place where I was most likely to encounter the most terrifying enemy. Come to think of it, with the Big Hoppers, at least I knew what they looked like and how they attacked. But how was I supposed to fight a group of people who could snatch a pink Big Hopper from a swarm said to be capable of destroying towns, bring it into a city unnoticed, and drive stakes into its corpse? To make matters worse, I had deeply hurt Myra's feelings. That was the hardest part. She had been silent since our earlier conversation. She wouldn't even meet my eyes. I should have spoken with her beforehand, before starting that conversation. If we had talked just the two of us, she wouldn't have let her emotions get the better of her. I wanted to apologize to her, but there was nothing I could apologize for. I could call Laciel and the other gods she worshipped 'gods,' but I couldn't share her faith. I hoped all of this was just my baseless anxiety. I hoped the culprit had already fled.

"Myra."

"...Yes."

"Let's hold hands on the way back to the inn."

Myra squeezed my hand. There were so many things I wanted to say. The reason I couldn't put them into words was because I didn't know the path to reconciliation. But when I squeezed her hand, she squeezed back. We walked side by side in silence through the night streets. Then, Famu took my other hand.

"Master, about the mirror from earlier,"

Famu said.

"Do you know something?"

"Could it be something in here?"

Famu showed me the list of special skills she had received from Laciel. It was dark and hard to see, so I let go of their hands and borrowed a lantern to check. The section of the list that was open had some blacked-out entries, but there was one I could read.

"Pretty Body, Pretty Smile, Pretty Medical... What the heck is this?"

Who would acquire skills with such stupid names? Hyakka, maybe? No, as a Kansai native, she would prioritize practical benefits over such names.

"A little further down, Master."

"Yata no Kagami..."

I took a sharp breath.

"I don't think that's it, is it? Isn't that one of the Three Sacred Treasures of the imperial family in our country? The Ark of the Covenant is a Middle Eastern story, so it shouldn't be related, right?"

Mizuki interjected.

"There's a theory that the lost Ark of the Covenant was taken out by a clan when their kingdom fell and brought to our country. One piece of evidence is that the portable shrines are said to be modeled after that Ark. Also, someone who saw the Yata no Kagami about a hundred years ago said that it was inscribed with characters in a Middle Eastern language."

"You actually believe that story?"

Mizuki asked.

"Mizuki, do you think that because our home was an island nation, the only cultural influences that flowed in were from neighboring countries, and that we had a mostly closed, unique culture?"

"What do you mean?"

"Our culture is a mixture of a much wider range of cultures, customs, and religions than you might imagine. For example, there's a myth about a divine couple creating the world with a spear, but similar myths exist in surrounding island nations as well."

"So you're saying it's not strange for the story of the Ark of the Covenant to be mixed in with our country's mythology?"

I nodded. But Mizuki didn't seem convinced. I had thought so too.

"At this point, we don't know anything for sure, but we're pursuing one possibility."

"I'd like to hear it,"

Mizuki said.

"Could it be that the otherworlders are either prophets or descendants of a king from a fallen kingdom?"

"The blood flowing in our veins reacts with the Ark, and, questionable as it may be, it's a mechanism that grants wishes. Based on that, the theory that the Ark of the Covenant was brought to our country is correct. And we are descendants of the ones who brought it."

"Exactly."

I nodded.

"But if that's the case, then the Ark of the Covenant wasn't lost, and it's somewhere in our country in the original world. That would make it a separate thing from the Ark in this world."

"The timelines of the two worlds aren't synchronized. We don't know at what point it was brought here. It could be something that happens in the future."

"Hmm... If you put it that way, it just seems like you're forcing it. Anything goes, then."

"It's a prediction, so it can't be helped."

I understood Mizuki's sentiment, but I had a strange conviction that I was getting closer to the truth.

"According to you, Mash, me, you, Hyakka, Chihiro, Emma... and Yuuki. We thought we were complete strangers, but we're connected by our ancestors, huh..."

Mizuki looked up at the night sky.

"If that's the case, does that mean Kalpana and the others don't have to look for the mirror anymore?"

"No, according to legend, there are three mirrors."

"Three..."

A shadow crossed her eyes. Mizuki's expression changed to one that clearly said she found this to be a pain.

"If the Yata no Kagami is the correct one, then there's only one more to find. The first one had a revelation directly inscribed on it by a god and was given to a prophet, but the prophet smashed it."

"What is with that story..."

Mizuki's question was perfectly reasonable. But explaining it would send the conversation in a strange direction.

"No, a lot of things happened. Next, they inscribed the revelation on two stone tablets."

"So that's why there are two left. I get it, but how do you know all this?"

"Same as you, Mizuki. I thought it was a weird story, so I got interested,"

I replied.

"Master, I think I will acquire this special skill,"

Famu said.

"Reconsider. If you acquire that skill, there's no going back."

If possible, I didn't want her to take a special skill that would become a key item. The Jar of Holy Oil, which was also said to have been in the Ark, was a super-powered item that, when destroyed, spread its contents and allowed everyone in the world to use magic. It was better to assume that the Yata no Kagami had a similar level of power. In an emergency, I wouldn't be able to get her to safety.

"It's too late for that. I am with you, Master."

It was the usual Famu.

"We're together even if you don't acquire that skill."

"Liar! I'm acquiring this special skill. We will be together, absolutely!"

Famu shouted and ran off towards the inn by herself. I couldn't make the stupid joke about how we weren't together right now. First Myra, and now I had hurt her too.



    Chapter 68

    The Defense of Nieren and the Morning at the Church

    According to the forecast, the wind from the west is supposed to shift eastward today.

When I got back to the inn last night, Famu was already asleep under the blankets, so I just wrapped my arms around her and went to sleep myself. I’d meant to hold her so tight she couldn't slip away, but when I woke up, all I was hugging was a blanket.

I sat up to find Famu praying in my direction.

As I crawled out of bed, she stopped. I pulled her close and kissed her.

"...Master. I've acquired a special skill,"

Famu said. So she got the Yata no Kagami.

I glanced around. It seemed Famu and I were the only ones awake. I started getting dressed to go for breakfast.

"Come to think of it, I don't think I've told anyone what I want to do. I want to find a place where you can do whatever you want, Famu, just as you please."

"If it's a place where I can do as I please, then it's right here,"

Famu replied.

"If that's how you feel, then we'll go to Miglutt. We'll break the curse. And that's where our adventure ends. We'll keep fighting on the lower floors of dungeons or gathering herbs to make a living. We don't need any special skills that would make us a target for others."

It was pointless to say, since she’d already acquired one, but I wanted her to know my thoughts.

"What about your mission?"

Famu asked.

"Mission? To defeat the Demon Lord? I don't even know what that means, or why I have to do it. Who in this world is even suffering because of him? Does it really matter? If Mizuki says she wants to go back to her world, I'll help with that. But I don't want to put you in any danger, Famu."

Famu stared at me with those eyes that always seemed to be trying to peer into my soul. At this point, it was probably better if she knew everything. I met her gaze.

"It's a little late for that now. You were the one who invited me to become an adventurer, Master. You saved me. I was prepared to do anything. Why are you saying this now?"

"I never thought that choice would lead to this. When you joined me, Famu, I was truly happy. You were my first companion. I wanted to treasure you. But back then, I was completely blind to my own situation. I thought we could just take it slow, grow stronger together."

I paused. Famu kept her eyes fixed on my face, waiting for me to continue.

"Then the otherworlders started attacking. The enemies suddenly got a lot stronger. I want to protect you, Famu. But I'm still weak."

"You've already taken the first step, Master. You can't go back now..."

"...What do you mean by that?"

Famu averted her gaze. Just as I thought, she was hiding something, carrying some burden alone.

"Master, I will protect you, and I will make your wishes come true."

"Famu, you're the one I want to protect. No matter how hard I try, if you end up dead, none of it has any value or meaning. Besides, while you might be stronger than me in a real fight, in the grand scheme of things, you're weak too!"

"Mmph! If I say I'll protect you, then I *will* protect you!"

Famu shouted, just as Cecily stirred and sat up with a groan.

"Don't fight so early in the morning. You're being loud!"

After breakfast, we went outside and, sure enough, the wind had changed direction.

It was a refreshing morning breeze, carrying a slight chill. Could this wind really be luring monsters to the city?

We decided to stop by the Mateo Trading Company before heading to the church. A group of armed soldiers marched past us, likely on their way to the western wall.

Myra came over to us.

"I heard you talking this morning."

"Heard what?"

"You two fighting,"

Myra answered.

"We weren't fighting."

"We weren't fighting."

Famu and I answered in unison.

"You heard right. I'm a pathetic man."

"I'd forgotten, too. We were supposed to summon Lady Laciel to clarify Mash's purpose for being summoned in the first place."

"Right. And someone was sound asleep through the whole thing."

I decided to tease her a little.

"Ugh... I'm sorry."

"It's fine. To be honest, I never expected you to be able to resist Laciel's charm in the first place, Myra."

"..."

Myra's shoulders slumped in disappointment.

"Mash, do you not trust Lady Laciel?"

"You want to pick up where we left off yesterday, huh, Myra? I believe that Laciel is a god. I just don't see her as an object of faith. And faith aside, she's hiding something. That's why I don't trust this mission to defeat the Demon Lord."

"So it's not that you distrust the church because you don't believe in Lady Laciel, right?"

"Right. I'm just suspicious of the circumstances."

Myra nodded at my words, and the conversation fell silent.

"There's something I find strange,"

Mizuki said, likely having waited for Myra and me to finish.

"In my original world, we didn't even know if gods existed, but the church was much more powerful than it is here. But in this world, gods actually exist, yet the church doesn't seem to have that much authority."

Was Mizuki comparing this to the church in her world before the Middle Ages?

"Honestly, I don't know for sure, but in our original world, no one can see God, so the church, as His spokespeople, can wield limitless power. In this world, gods actually exist. The church is a true spokesperson, so they can't throw their weight around in the name of God. The nature of faith seems different, too."

The gods of this world didn't seem to promise an afterlife, which probably made their hold on people looser.

"So the presence of gods actually limits the church's power..."

Mizuki murmured. I hoped she wouldn't take my half-baked theory too seriously.

We had arrived at the church.

It was a massive, circular building made of marble, larger and more majestic than the one in Richel.

In front of it was a cobblestone plaza with an obelisk towering in the center. It was inscribed with characters that looked like hieroglyphs. I wondered if it had been brought back as a spoil of war from some expedition.

"Can you read this?"

I asked Myra, but she shook her head.

"This church was built in imitation of one in a city further south. I believe the characters inscribed here are also copies, but I can't say if they're accurate."

We passed the obelisk and headed toward the entrance of the building.

A line of enormous columns stood at the entrance. Passing between them, we came to a bronze door adorned with intricate paintings. It was the way inside. The paintings probably depicted the five goddesses. I could only recognize Laciel. One of the others had to be Ronron, the one who summoned Hyakka.

"The one looking up at Lady Laciel on the far right is Lady Ronron,"

Myra explained, as if sensing my thoughts. Ronron had shoulder-length hair and was mounted on a pegasus, wielding a lance. Laciel held her own spear high, as if rallying the other goddesses.

Myra opened the door.

"It's usually kept open, but today is a day of battle."

As I made to follow, Myra stopped me.

"First, I'll go greet the priest and explain the situation."

I remembered Hyakka getting sexually harassed at the church.

"Wait. In that case, take someone else with you, anyone."

"Mash, I know you're suspicious of the church, but..."

Myra sighed.

"N-No, that's not it. It's a misunderstanding, really. There's another reason. I want to explain, but it would just make things more complicated. Aira, please go with Myra."

Myra reluctantly nodded and took Aira with her into the building.

I looked up at the western sky. There was still no sign of the monsters.



    Chapter 69

    The Defense of Nieren and the Calamitous Swarm

    The bells throughout the city began to ring.

"Shouldn't we ring the bell in this tower, too?"

Mizuki asked. The church staff probably didn't know about the Big Hopper attack yet.

This church was near the center of the city, and its bell tower likely housed the largest bell of all. Ringing it would alert everyone.

"I'll go and let them know,"

Myra said.

"Wait. From now on, the six of us stick together."

She had already started to run, but she stopped in her tracks. I walked over to her.

"You're right,"

Myra agreed.

The black specks in the western sky had already spread into a dark stain.

What was our next move? My thoughts were a mess. But the six of us would get through this together.

We didn't go back to the bell tower.

I considered waiting inside the church, but the thought of being cut off from what was happening outside was frightening.

In the end, we went out into the plaza in front of the church. Buildings blocked our view of the city walls, but I figured this was a better spot for a fight with Big Hoppers. Fighting an enemy that could fly from the top of a tower with little footing felt like making ourselves into sitting ducks. For now, nothing had changed.

"This building reminds me of something, too..."

Mizuki murmured, gazing at the church.

"From our world? You mean that building in Rome that went from being a temple for many gods to a temple for one, right? The original burned down, but it was built by the first emperor's right-hand man."

"That's it. The Pantheon,"

Mizuki replied.

"Huh? What was that?"

I asked, feigning ignorance.

"The Pantheon!"

"One more time."

"The Panthe—oh, forget it!"

Mizuki flushed, realizing I was teasing her. Still, I was grateful she'd gone as far as she had. I just wish she'd added a little '-ies' at the end.

The word Pantheon means "all gods."

A fitting name for a temple in this world. Looking at it again, it did resemble a fortress.

"Do you know the name of the hole in the ceiling?"

"That hole... I think it meant 'eye' or something."

Mizuki put a hand to her chin, thinking.

"That's right, a hole."

Mizuki suddenly looked at my face.

"Mmph, you're trying to make me say something dirty again!"

"I am not! You're the one going on about a 'hole, hole, hole'!"

"A hole isn't a dirty word!"

Mizuki puffed out her cheeks and gave up trying to remember. It was called the Oculus, but I could tell her later.

"I wonder if the person who designed this was also an otherworlder."

"They said it was modeled after one in a southern city, so maybe that one was built by an otherworlder."

"I wonder what they were thinking..."

Mizuki was gazing at the Pantheon, just as I was. Knowing how much she wanted to go home, her expression seemed tinged with a hint of loneliness.

"Maybe they built it while thinking of our world. You should try bringing something from our world over, Mizuki. You could make a fortune."

"I can't. I'm good at remembering things I've read in books or been taught, and I'm good at solving problems that have a clear answer, but I'm terrible at thinking of things on my own. Things like summer research projects... or this current situation."

That was a remarkably objective self-assessment. Was that why she always seemed to want to follow someone else's lead?

"You're capable of doing anything you want, you know. On the other hand, I'm just bad at studying in general."

Unlike Mizuki, I was a man of many weaknesses.

"For someone who says that, you seem to know a lot about a lot of things."

"Well, I did like to read. But most of it is just internet knowledge. I'm well aware that it's biased. What I say is half-baked, and I don't really trust it myself."

"Why don't *you* try to make a fortune with something from our world, Mash? I'll even help."

"Really?"

"Yeah."

Mizuki nodded as I sought confirmation.

"In that case, I want to develop a dildo. I'll have you test it out, and together we'll create the greatest dildo that even our world has never seen and become billionaires."

"What's a dildo? The fact that you want me to 'test it' makes me think it's something awful..."

Mizuki asked.

"Don't play dumb. It's a toy for ladies, shaped like a man's—"

"A tool? No way. Absolutely not!"

"Why not? You said you'd help, didn't you?"

"What are you going to do if it feels better than yours?"

"..."

I was speechless.

As Mizuki and I were having our stupid conversation, a black shadow passed overhead. A loud buzzing filled the air. This wasn't one of the black dots we'd seen from the bell tower. I could clearly make out the shape of a grasshopper.

More and more shadows swept by. The Big Hoppers had breached the city walls and were inside.

One of them landed right in front of us.

It immediately took off again, leaping over the church. A few more followed, landing in its place.

"Mash, we have to fight for the city. We can't tell from here, but even in this spot where none of the bodily fluid was spread, the situation is this bad. It seems a lot of Big Hoppers have gotten inside,"

Myra said. I looked around at the others. Everyone nodded.

"Alright, let's take down any that land in this square. Famu, Mizuki, Myra, you're on the front line. Cecily and I will guard against attacks from above. Aira, you're on support."

The five of them nodded and readied their weapons. I drew my bow.

As a test, I let an arrow fly at one of the Big Hoppers.

The arrow pierced the carapace on its head. My attacks could get through. But the monster didn't fall from a single hit.

Struck by the arrow, the monster turned toward us. It spread its wings and began to twitch them rapidly in a threatening display, creating a buzzing sound.

The movements of the surrounding monsters changed. The ones on the ground turned to face us.

"Be careful, it's warning its allies. They know we're their enemy now!"

Myra shouted.

One of the monsters leaped, diving straight for us. Myra swung her mace at its head. The blow landed as a devastating counter, shattering the monster's head.

That was the signal. The other monsters leaped and charged.

Famu and Mizuki followed Myra's lead, joining the attack and slashing at the monsters.

"The body slams are dangerous, but their jaw strength is the real threat! Don't let them bite you!"

Myra yelled as she faced her next opponent.

Aira's protective blessing activated, and for a moment, our bodies were enveloped in a faint light.

Cecily unleashed her wind magic at the enemies flying overhead. Thrown off balance and losing lift, a monster plummeted and crashed into the ground.

I frantically drew my bowstring again and again, loosing arrows at the enemies in the sky.

Our formation had me and Cecily flanking Aira, with Famu, Mizuki, and Myra forming a protective circle around us.

The monsters' assault pushed us back, inch by inch, toward the church entrance. However, fighting with our backs to a wall was actually convenient, as it protected our rear, and in the worst-case scenario, we could retreat into the church.

The main damage dealers were, as expected, Myra and Mizuki.

The Big Hoppers' primary attack was a body slam. Myra met them head-on, swinging her mace and landing precise counters that crushed them. Even after witnessing such a blow, the enemies showed no signs of fear or hesitation. They just swarmed her, relying on their numbers. A pile of their corpses began to form in front of her, acting as another shield.

Mizuki used her shield not to block the attacks head-on, but to deflect the force of their charges, creating openings to thrust with her sword. She was like a matador. Occasionally, an enemy with too much momentum would fly past her toward us, only for Aira to finish it off with her mace. Aira's technique wasn't as refined as Myra's, but she could handle herself in close combat. In fact, she might have been stronger than me.

Famu was dual-wielding and maneuvering skillfully, managing to avoid damage, but she was struggling. She couldn't parry the enemy's attacks with one arm, needing both hands to block. This left her a step behind Myra and Mizuki, who could attack and defend simultaneously. Normally, she would use her speed to dodge and strike, but with us at her back, she couldn't. She just wasn't suited for defensive fighting.

Cecily's wind magic was incredibly effective at knocking enemies out of the sky. It didn't work on monsters that had already locked onto a target and leaped, but it was perfect for those circling above. However, the monsters that crashed would just get back up and resume their attack.

My bow felt like the least useful weapon of all. My accuracy was low, and it seemed my attacks weren't doing much damage.

"Don't give up, Mash. You're doing a great job with air defense,"

Cecily called out. Instead of nodding back, I loosed another arrow. This one struck a monster in its abdomen.

How many had we defeated?

Their tough carapaces and powerful leaping charges were a nuisance, but we could handle them one by one. The problem was their sheer numbers. There had been less than five at first, but now they were swarming us, wave after wave.

In the enemy's rear, one was still buzzing its wings, trying to call more allies. I wanted to shut it up, but I couldn't spare the attention from the enemies right in front of me. I occasionally shot an arrow its way, but it dodged them with ease.

The Big Hopper swarm was still full of fight.

Famu slashed at a monster's head with her daggers. Exhaustion kept the blow from landing deep enough to be fatal, and the enemy's charge, which she had been blocking until now, didn't stop. The impact struck her in the stomach, and she staggered backward and fell. Mizuki immediately moved in to cover for her, thrusting her sword into the enemy. Aira cast a healing spell, and Famu got back to her feet.

We had been pushed all the way to the church entrance.

Famu and Mizuki were starting to take more and more hits.

Aira was making her rounds, casting her healing spell for what felt like the dozenth time.

My bow arm ached. I was almost out of arrows. It was time. I switched to my katana.

"Let's retreat inside the church for now,"

I proposed. Everyone nodded.

"I'll open the door."

Aira placed her hands on the bronze doors. The Big Hoppers' assault didn't let up. As a suppressive measure, I used Earth Magic to hurl stone spheres at the flying enemies.

"Everyone, inside!"

Aira shouted. Cecily dove in, and I followed.

I glanced back for a split second and looked up. Countless Big Hoppers still filled the sky.

Famu and Mizuki followed, and finally, Myra and Aira slipped inside and pushed the doors shut. We all braced ourselves against them as monsters slammed into the other side, trying to force their way in, and slid the heavy bolt into place.

"My arms are dead..."

Mizuki said, rubbing them as if to massage them. Famu was panting, her shoulders heaving. We had pushed ourselves to the limit trying to thin their numbers. I should have called for a retreat sooner.

"Please wait, I'll cast a healing spell,"

Myra said, placing her hands on Mizuki's body.

"How many do you think we killed...?"

"I don't know. But if it's like this even in a place with low alert, the number of Big Hoppers must be far greater than we expected,"

I replied to Famu. How many arrows had I fired? My arm was trembling. Myra then cast a healing spell on me. The trembling stopped, and the pain vanished. It was truly a miraculous power.

"Was I even useful..."

The relief made me let out a moment of weakness.

"Mash, your suppressive fire created opportunities for us to attack. And don't forget, we are all connected through you. You are the linchpin of this fan,"

Myra said, squeezing my hand tightly.

"You're right. I shouldn't have said something that would make you all anxious."

"It's okay to say it to us. 'The six of us together,' right?"

Myra smiled at me. I felt a wave of emotion welling up inside.

"It's too early to relax..."

Cecily said. She raised her staff, pointing it toward the center of the building.

In the pillar of light pouring down from above, a pink-colored Big Hopper stood, flanked by ten others.



    Chapter 70

    The Defense of Nieren and the Battle Beneath the Light

    "They must have entered through the hole above. And then, they were sublimated by the holy power of the church,"

Myra theorized. What part of a power that sublimates monsters was holy?

"Only humans come here to pray. I wish they'd limit that power to just people..."

There was no need to grant blessings to monsters that just happened to wander in.

"The gods bestow their grace equally upon all of creation,"

Myra said with a somewhat playful smile.

"Is that so? Next time, I'll tell Laciel to take better care of her followers."

"Are you sure about that? Your own power would weaken, Mash."

"It's fine. I can't get any weaker than I already am."

My arrows were almost gone, so I drew my katana.

In this space, the monsters wouldn't be able to fly freely.

"Is the priest okay?"

It would leave a bad taste in my mouth if he'd been killed while we were fighting outside.

"He's fine, he must have run. There are no bodies or bloodstains in this room,"

Cecily answered, raising her staff.

"Burn to ashes!"

Cecily launched a fireball. The swarm of Big Hoppers scattered to avoid it. The battle had begun.

"Famu and I will take the pink one. Mizuki and Myra, you take care of the small fry."

As I dashed toward the pink Big Hopper, Famu overtook me, getting in front. Before we were within sword range, the pink one leaped to evade our attack and clung to the ceiling.

"Kikuichimonji!"

Famu unleashed a vacuum wave, but the pink one leaped again, moving to a new spot. I shot a stone sphere from my Earth Magic at its new location.

It was a direct hit, but it didn't seem to do any damage. Famu switched to her kunai and threw them, but the pink one just leaped again, this time landing on the floor.

As I went to slash at it, a regular Big Hopper slammed into me from the side.

"Damn it!"

The fierce impact knocked me down, but I managed to get back up. Aira's healing magic immediately enveloped me.

I looked around and saw we were all fighting separately. Famu and I had been drawn out and were now isolated. Famu was still chasing the pink one, while Mizuki and Myra were fighting on opposite sides. Cecily and Aira were near the entrance, trying to support us, but a regular monster had slipped into the space between us and was about to attack them.

In front of me stood the one that had body-slammed me.

"Famu, just keep the boss busy. Prioritize defense. Change of plans. We're taking out the small fry first."

"Yes, Master!"

I heard Famu's reply. I was worried about Cecily and Aira being surrounded, but I couldn't move until I dealt with the enemy in front of me.

Before I could even get into a proper stance, the monster charged me again. I countered with a diagonal downward slash.

I felt the blade cut through something. But it wasn't enough to stop its charge. I was knocked down by the impact again.

The damage was less than when I was taken by surprise. I quickly scrambled to my feet.

The monster I had been facing vanished. Were there actual demonic entities mixed in with the living creatures? I immediately turned to help Cecily and Aira. Aira was fending off two monsters with her mace. I slashed at one of them from behind.

Seeing my move, Aira struck down the other one. It, too, vanished.

"You okay?"

I asked.

"Not okay! I'm going to burn that pink thing, so hold it still!"

Cecily was furious.

The number of regular monsters was down to five. No more enemies seemed to be coming in from the hole in the ceiling. Dealing with it clinging to the ceiling was a pain, but once we finished off the regular ones, I figured taking down the pink one with all six of us wouldn't be too difficult.

Just then, the pink one, having slipped past Famu's attack, spread its wings and let out the buzzing sound to call its allies.

Space distorted, and five more Big Hoppers appeared from the warp.

"What?!"

Cecily, Aira, and I cried out in unison. It was a nightmare. At this rate, we'd be worn down to nothing.

"Mash, go to Famu! I'll protect Cecily. But don't expect any support from me."

"Mash, just stop that pink thing from moving!"

My body was enveloped in a soft light. The damage from the last body slam faded away. Spurred on by Aira and Cecily's words, I headed toward Famu.

But what could I do?

I looked at the hole in the ceiling. It couldn't be more than ten meters in diameter. We couldn't let the pink one escape through there. It would unleash even more disaster upon the city.

I scanned the room. It was a cylindrical space with a hemispherical roof. About forty meters in diameter and forty meters high.

The original building in my world was said to be made entirely of concrete, with thick walls for structural integrity. Was this one the same?

We needed to corner the pink one somewhere.

"Master, I've managed to land a few slashes, but it's tougher than the regular ones. My blades won't go through,"

Famu said, panting. Healing magic was restoring her, but the fatigue from the battle outside must be taking its toll. Still, her will to fight seemed undiminished.

"Famu, I have a plan."

"Yes?"

"We'll have Cecily snipe it."

"From where? The enemy is agile. It will dodge if it's within her line of sight."

As she spoke, Famu slashed at the pink one again. It easily dodged her sharp blow. The pink one showed no signs of going on the offensive. It was focused on defense, waiting for us to tire out.

To change the tide, we needed to stop its wings and legs, but that was the hard part.

Assuming the Big Hopper had compound eyes like a normal grasshopper, it would have a wide field of vision and excellent motion detection. Even if we attacked from behind a column, there was a high chance it would sense the magic.

"The hole in the ceiling. She'll snipe it from within the light. The best time would be when it stops to summon its allies. But to get there, she'll have to go onto the roof, where she might be attacked by the Big Hoppers outside. Famu, I need you to protect her and get her there."

There were internal stairs leading to the roof. They'd be safe from monsters inside the walls. The problem was when they stepped out onto the roof. They would have to walk across the domed roof to reach the hole in the ceiling.

If a fight broke out on the roof, the nimble Famu would be the most capable.

"Then who will keep the pink one busy in the meantime?"

Famu slashed again. The pink one leaped behind us.

"I will."

"..."

Her silence told me she didn't trust me.

"I know what you're thinking. But without having to protect Cecily, Aira will be free to move. We can fight more fluidly and reduce the number of grunts. So please, make it quick."

"Understood."

"If there are too many enemies and you can't get through, don't force it. Come back, and we'll think of another plan."

Famu nodded and fell back.

I now faced the pink Big Hopper alone.

I threw a stone sphere at its eyes. The moment the pink one sensed it and began to move, I lunged in for a slash, but my blade cut through empty air.

It was fast. It was about as tall as me, but twice as long. Despite being twice the size of a regular one, it moved as if it were weightless. I had to land a single hit to support Cecily.

As I was thinking, a regular one charged me from the right.

I dodged its attack and cut it down with a horizontal slash across its torso. The whole sequence of movements was surprisingly fluid.

Getting cocky, I closed the distance to the pink one.

It leaped backward. As I closed in again, it leaped over me and landed behind.

Suppressing my frustration, I crept toward it. Just as I entered the one-step, one-strike range, the enemy leaped again. I jumped in response and swung my katana, but my blade met nothing but air.

I glanced around. Mizuki was fighting alone, while Myra and Aira were fighting as a pair against the regular ones. The number of monsters was down to four.

The pink one took a large leap backward and once again spread its wings and began to buzz.

There was no signal yet that Famu and Cecily had reached the hole in the ceiling.

I dove in and swung my katana. The monster's reaction was a split second too late, and my blade caught the shield-like plate on its head. But the cut was shallow.

I thought to strike again as it retreated, but the monster charged me instead. I tried to block with my blade but was too slow.

As I fell, the monster pounced, pinning me down.

"Damn it!"

I struggled, but its front legs held me down, and I couldn't get free.

With me immobilized, the monster brought its sharp mandibles down, aiming to crush my head. I just barely managed to pull my head back and dodge the blow.

"Mash!"

I heard someone shout. At that moment, the monster on top of me vanished.

No, it didn't vanish. Mizuki had come to my rescue. The monster had leaped away to dodge her attack.

"Come on, get it together!"

She helped me to my feet.

Just then, the sound of metal hitting the floor echoed through the room. I looked down and saw a kunai.

Mizuki pointed the tip of her sword at the pink one.

"Honestly, after fighting the same enemy this many times, you can't help but learn how to beat it!"

"Huh?"

I looked around. Only two regular ones remained, and Myra and Aira were fighting them individually. What was wrong with me that I felt no sense of growth at all? With no other choice, I decided to ride Mizuki's coattails and pretend I'd grown too, pointing my own sword at the pink one.

We slashed at it simultaneously, and it leaped behind me.

It was right in the pillar of light. It spread its wings and began to summon its allies.

Mizuki rushed to follow up, but I stopped her.

"Cecily!"

I shouted, and at the same moment, a giant fireball rained down from the heavens onto the pink Big Hopper.

"*KISHAAAAaaaaa!*"

The monster's scream echoed.

Mizuki and I rushed in and delivered the final blow to the dying creature.

Myra and Aira had also finished off the remaining monsters.

The priest, along with Myra and Aira, was purifying the pink one's remains. He had just popped out of nowhere after our battle ended. I wanted to give him a piece of my mind, but he was an old man, so I let it go.

Though I'd fought my own aging body to the bone, too.

Famu and Cecily returned.

"Hmph, hmmph!"

Cecily stood before me, beaming with a huge smile. A classic smug face.

"How are the monsters outside?"

I asked, deliberately changing the subject.

"Hey! That's not what you're supposed to say. Not at all!"

Cecily put her hands on her hips and puffed out her chest.

I pulled her into a hug.

"You were amazing. That's Cecily for you! You and your magic are the best!"

"Gah, s-stop it! It's embarrassing!"

Cecily pushed me away with her arms and stepped back. What did she want me to do, then?

Aira had stopped her purification to watch us. When she noticed my gaze, she resumed her work.

"So, what was it like outside?"

I was still curious, so I asked again. Looking around, I saw four Mana Seeds on the floor. I gathered them up. My eyes met the priest's. With a sigh, I gave one to him as an offering. No doubt about it. This was the guy who touched Hyakka's butt.

"The monsters around the church have thinned out. They seem to have moved to other locations. We could see the whole city from the roof, and it looks like the entire place is under attack. But the main battle seems to be at the western wall,"

Famu answered.

"Does it look like it's winding down?"

"I can't say for sure. But it seems like it will continue for a while longer."

I nodded at Famu. I wondered if the Mateo Trading Company, the nomads, and Hyakka's group were okay.

I was worried, but we couldn't leave here just yet.



    Chapter 71

    The Defense of Nieren and the Newcomers

    The purification seemed to be finished. The priest, Myra, and Aira were catching their breath.

As I was vaguely watching them, someone knocked on the church's entrance doors.

"We're closed for the day!"

I called out from inside, just in case.

"Mash, it might be an injured person seeking help,"

Myra said, reminding me that this was, in fact, a church. But would any injured person see the pile of monster corpses at the entrance and still try to come inside?

Either way, a monster wasn't going to knock, so it was definitely a person. I had a very bad feeling about this.

Since none of my party members made a move, the priest approached the doors. Just then, with a splintering crash, the doors blew inward.

A giant spike was embedded in the thrown bronze doors.

It was the same kind of spike that had been stuck in the pink Big Hopper we saw in the city.

A group of six strangers entered.

The short, chubby man in the lead surveyed the scene and began to applaud. The dry sound echoed through the room.

"Seeing your clumsy performance outside, I thought just tossing one inside would be enough to annihilate you all."

Black hair, black sunglasses, black clothes. And a black cane. The man looked like a clown.

"You see how it is. God's taking a day off today. That's why the church is a mess, and the city's in chaos. Could you just go home?"

No one else was answering, so I decided to reply. My party members gathered around me, wary of the newcomers.

"I'm afraid we can't do that. We were waiting for this moment, when security was lax,"

the chubby man said with a laugh. His speech was polite, but it held a mocking tone. Next to him stood a tall, thin man, also dressed in black. He too wore sunglasses. Did they sell those in this world? Or were these two otherworlders who had brought them along? Behind them were two muscular men with slave marks. They had the ears of beastmen. Were they from the dog-eared race, like Famu? But their sharp gazes held none of the friendliness she possessed.

"They're from the werewolf tribe,"

Famu answered, noticing my gaze. She was as sharp as ever. I wish she'd stop reading my mind.

Furthest back stood a woman in priestess-like robes, similar to Myra's. She looked to be about Mizuki's age. I could see a slave mark peeking out from the gap in her sleeve.

Next to the priestess was a man who looked like a mage. He was another middle-aged guy. His robes were hitched up, revealing muscular arms unbefitting a mage. He had no slave mark.

"I'm sorry, but there's nothing for you in this church. Just a priest whose hobby is touching women's butts."

"H-How did you know?!"

the priest squeaked. He had seemed so composed for his age, but maybe he was just a coward.

"You seem like quite the pervert yourself..."

The chubby man slid his sunglasses down and looked over the women in our group with an appraising eye. His gaze lingered on Mizuki in particular. I felt like she had been defiled.

"This is disgusting. Let's just hurry up and take these geezers down!"

Cecily said. Her mouth was as sharp as ever. I wish she'd remember the last time she mouthed off to us like that and lost.

"You shouldn't assume you can beat us with your level of skill,"

the man said. He was right. I mentally warned Cecily as well.

"How about this? Your mage girl and the dog-eared one. Won't you trade them for my two werewolves? I'll be happy to train them for you."

The man grinned. He was starting to say some disgusting things.

"That dog-eared girl won't do. She's wearing a light blue outfit,"

one of the werewolves told the chubby man. I looked at Famu. She was glaring at the werewolf. She was just as belligerent as Cecily. Was there some meaning to the color light blue? The werewolf's words piqued my interest.

"What's wrong with light blue?"

"You're keeping her without even knowing? When a dog-eared finds a master they intend to serve for life, they wear something light blue."

The werewolf's words hit me like a ton of bricks. So that was why she'd chosen to wear those clothes. I looked at Famu again. She bit her lip and averted her gaze. She'd chosen the light blue clothes to stand out, but she didn't want me to know why? Her gesture confirmed that what the werewolf said was true. That was her intention in wearing that color.

Myra coughed lightly, as if to distract me. It seemed she knew as well. Mizuki, Cecily, and Aira looked just as surprised as I was.

"Sorry, but we're not interested in men. Now, what's your business with the church?"

I could ask Famu about her clothes later. For now, I brought the conversation back on track.

"What a shame... We have business in the basement of this church,"

the man answered.

"In the graveyard... You're grave robbers?"

The tombs of nobles were down there, but if they were after jewelry, it seemed incredibly inefficient.

"You don't know? The hero from a hundred years ago sleeps here."

The chubby man's words surprised me, to say the least. But what would they find by desecrating a grave? I couldn't imagine there was anything valuable enough to be worth bringing this city to its knees. Were there powerful weapons or items buried with the hero?

"You caused all this chaos just to visit a grave? People have died. Your ancestors must be weeping."

"It would be good if it ended with just a few people..."

the man said with a meaningful, creepy smile.

"You guys stole a regular Big Hopper. You used the church to sublimate it into a pink one. Then you killed it in the city and spread its fluids everywhere. Am I about right?"

Since he seemed willing to confess, I decided to confirm how they had orchestrated this incident.

"Do you think I'm affiliated with the church?"

"No."

I shook my head.

"Then let me ask you a question. Do you really believe the church produces miracles through the power of faith?"

"...It doesn't?"

Something did come to mind. If the power of faith caused miracles, then it shouldn't matter where you were. You wouldn't need a church. And yet, to rely on miraculous power, you had to go to a church. I had thought it was because priests with powerful faith were there.

"It's the power of a Crystal Core. The power of mana fragments that flowed from the Jar of Holy Oil. Not that you would understand,"

the man answered.

"A Crystal Core? The magical stone that forms dungeons?"

It was a gem that held the magical power to create dungeons and monsters. Destroying it would make the dungeon disappear. It was the goal of any dungeon explorer.

"Indeed. And it is something much closer to you than you think."

The chubby man took a palm-sized gem out of his storage. It wasn't reflecting light; it was glowing with its own rainbow luminescence. Were there people all over the world carrying around such dangerous things?

"Crystal Cores are magic stones that store immense amounts of mana. Their role isn't limited to controlling dungeons. They are strictly managed by the Empire and the church,"

Myra said. A cynical interpretation would be that they use that power to control the populace and the faithful. I didn't want to argue with Myra right now, so I kept that thought to myself.

"I won't go into detail now, but because Crystal Cores store so much mana, they cannot be controlled by ordinary people. That is precisely why the church exists,"

she added. In other words, this man was either not ordinary, or he was using a special skill to control it.

"...I understand your power. I surrender. We'll leave now, so please spare our lives."

Now was the time. I'd heard what I needed to hear, so I raised both my hands.

"You can't be serious. Are you just going to let these guys go?"

Cecily raised her staff. Aira silently followed her lead, raising her mace. Were they expecting me to use Goddess Summon? But the chubby man was undoubtedly an otherworlder, too. He possessed power comparable to mine. The outcome of a fight was uncertain. I didn't want to take such a risky gamble.

"Are *you* sane?"

I wanted them to understand that you have to be alive to have options.

"I'm sorry. I cannot forgive them either. You may not want this, but today, I will make you a hero. Will you not fight alongside us for the sake of the people of our world?"

Myra raised her mace.

"...Master. I know you said you would surrender for our sake."

Famu also readied her weapon.

Mizuki and I were the only ones left standing there, stunned. I didn't want to do this. Their malice wasn't directed at us. If they didn't know we were otherworlders, there was a chance they would let us go. They must have caused this commotion to avoid trouble. I knew it wasn't the right thing to do. If we let them go, they would do the same thing in another city. But was it so wrong to pretend we didn't know and run away? These opponents were human. Famu and Mizuki would be the ones facing them.

"Mizuki..."

I closed my eyes. "...Please. I want to be a hero."

"...You liar. But leave it to me."

Finally, Mizuki drew her sword. I had relied on her again.

"Your name is Mizuki? That woman..."

the man said. The men in black hadn't prepared for battle, but the two werewolves stepped in front of them, hand axes at the ready.

Next to the chubby man stood the priestess-like woman. Beside the tall man stood the mage-like man.

"I'd like to know your names to carve on your coffins. After I dry you out, I'll give you the special honor of being laid to rest next to the hero of a hundred years ago,"

I said. In the distance, the priest was shaking his head.

"You're the ones who'll be needing names,"

the tall man spoke for the first time.

"You're right. Then allow me to introduce myself like a true hero. My name is Mash. The woman that fat pig over there is drooling over... well, you already know. The dog-eared girl is Famu. The mage is Cecily, and the two priestesses are Myra and Aira. You won't be able to tell them apart, so don't even try. And we are the ones sent by the goddess Laciel. We are Levante."

The man in black's lips twisted into a smirk.

"And let me add this. If you don't leave now, today, the two of you in black and your mage over there will die."

This was my final warning. I didn't want that day to come yet. Please, I hoped they would back down. I clenched my fists, as if in prayer.

"The name Mizuki sounded familiar. Are you the otherworlders who summoned a goddess in the city of Richel?"

I waited for the man's next words.

"In that case, allow us to introduce ourselves as well."

Those were the words of someone with no intention of backing down. Even though this was a more difficult situation than if they had just snuck into an empty church. Even though there were guards with powerful special skills present.

"I am Mii,"

the chubby man said.

"And I'm Kei,"

the slender man followed.

They were fake names, just like mine. Ridiculous names that didn't suit their faces. Saying that would only anger them, so I kept it to myself.

"I get it. You're the Men in Black!"

Mizuki said, looking at the two of them. I see. They were clearly Japanese, but they were dressed as the duo from the American urban legend, the black-suited men who investigate and cover up UFO-related incidents. So it was a cosplay. I hadn't realized until she said it, but maybe Mizuki knew about them from the movies.

"I wonder if there are UFOs in this world, too,"

she said, as if there were UFOs in our original world.

"Who knows. There might not be UFOs, but I believe there are aliens somewhere in the universe,"

I replied to Mizuki. One of the werewolves cleared his throat.

"Let me continue. I'm Fang, and this is Task."

The two werewolves bared their fangs. Task's canines were longer.

"Doris,"

the priestess-like woman introduced herself.

"I'm Izaak,"

the mage-like man followed last.

"No need to state our team name, I suppose. The name of the god who summoned us to this world is Tarshan,"

the chubby man added.

"An enemy of Laciel's. Are you another one who wants your wish granted?"

"Who can say?"

the man laughed. What an unpleasant fellow.

"Well then, shall we begin?"

The start of battle was declared.



    Chapter 72

    The Defense of Nieren: Levante vs. Men in Black

    How should we fight? The enemy seemed to be waiting for us to make the first move. They weren't moving.

This would likely end in a clash of special skills. It should be over quickly.

"Mizuki, Famu, and I will take the front. Myra and Aira, please provide support,"

I said. The two of them nodded.

"What about me?"

Cecily asked.

"Do your usual thing. And drink a mana potion first."

Cecily nodded, and I handed them out, including ones for Aira and Myra.

"Famu and I will take Fang."

"I'll fight Task,"

Mizuki declared. I nodded to her.

"Famu, if you get an opening, aim for the priestess in the back."

Famu nodded.

As I drew my katana, Cecily launched a fireball at the Men in Black.

Famu, Mizuki, and I charged in right after it.

Almost simultaneously, our bodies began to glow faintly with the blessing magic cast by Myra and Aira.

A wall that looked like it was made of glass appeared in front of Fang and Task. It must be a magical barrier created by the priestess, Doris.

The fireball struck the barrier and erupted in a fierce blaze. Famu and I split off to the left to avoid it, while Mizuki went to the right.

Instead of the werewolves, the tall man in black, Kei, was waiting for us.

Famu and I slashed at him.

"Fools!"

Kei brandished one hand. "My special skill's power is modest, but I can fire it rapidly. Take this, Pile Rain!"

Three enormous spikes materialized in the air. They were about ten centimeters in diameter and over two meters long. Calling their power 'modest' was a sick joke. A direct hit would be fatal. As Kei swung his hand down, they shot toward us.

At this close range, dodging seemed impossible.

"Special skill, Yata no Kagami!"

Famu shouted. A glowing, circular plate appeared in front of us.

The launched spikes seemed to be absorbed into the plate, and in the next instant, they were repelled, flying back toward Kei.

"Gah!"

Two of the reflected spikes missed and embedded themselves in the wall behind them, but one pierced Kei's right shoulder.

Kei was thrown back by the impact and collapsed.

The mirror that had repelled the attack vanished. Famu, having used her special skill, fell to the ground. Had she used up all her mana, just like when I used Goddess Summon? As I thought that, my vision narrowed and turned black.

"Mash, the mage is using a mental attack! Keep your consciousness strong!"

So this was the mage Izaak's magic. Was that Aira's voice? Easier said than done. A heavy drowsiness was pulling my consciousness away.

Just as I was about to collapse like Famu, I came to my senses and held my ground.

"I've cast a mental defense blessing,"

Myra's voice came through clearly.

I gripped my katana tighter.

But Famu was still down. Doris rushed in, swinging her staff down to strike her. I barely managed to parry the attack with my katana.

I tried to counterattack, but she realized her disadvantage and retreated.

I used the opening to try and drag Famu back to safety, but she barely moved.

"She's heavy..."

"I'll help!"

Myra rushed over.

I left Famu and Doris to Myra and assessed the situation. Kei was still down and showed no signs of moving.

The sound of clashing metal had been ringing out for a while. Mizuki was holding her own against the two werewolves.

She was taking a relentless barrage of attacks from both of them.

She was on the defensive, but she was blocking every single one of their attacks.

"That woman's eyes are glowing! Be careful! She's using a special skill, too!"

the chubby man in the back, Mii, shouted. His polite tone was gone. Kei's defeat must have shaken his composure.

Hesitating at his voice, the two werewolves' attacks paused. As if seizing that opening, Mizuki slashed at Task. Task tried to block her sword with his axe, but the blade's trajectory changed as if to slip past his defense and pierced his chest. Super Kill, the skill that finished off enemies probabilistically, had activated.

"This is bad!"

The words escaped my lips.

The very thing I had feared most had happened so easily.

Mizuki was going to kill Task.

*At least let it be by my sword,* I thought, and rushed to Task, slashing at the back of his neck from behind. Caught in a pincer attack from both Mizuki and me, Task collapsed.

"You bastards!"

Fang roared.

"Listen, Mii! This is what happens when you don't back down!"

I yelled.

Fang swung his axe at me. Mizuki jumped between us and deflected the attack with her shield. She and Fang began to trade blows. But it was clear the brilliance in her movements had faded. She was completely on the defensive.

"What are you getting so worked up about? He was just a wall,"

Mii replied. Was this guy going to say the same thing as Reed from Wind Blade?

"I'm going to cut you down!"

I turned to face Mii. Mii took out the Crystal Core.

"Like hell you will!"

I launched a stone sphere with Earth Magic. Mii blocked it with his own body.

"Damn it!"

I heard a shout.

I couldn't let Mii use his special skill, so as much as I hated to, I had to leave Fang to Mizuki and rush toward him.

Izaak stepped between us. A fireball appeared at the tip of his staff.

Before I could defend, my body was engulfed in flames. Hot. I was going to burn to death.

"Mash! The blessing is on you! Endure it!"

Aira's shout echoed. An unreasonable demand. I swung my katana wildly, as if to beat out the flames.

"Die!"

Izaak launched another fireball. But it was nullified by a water sphere that came flying from behind me. It was Cecily's water magic.

Having beaten back the flames, I slashed at Izaak. It was a shallow cut, only tearing his robes. He backed away, putting distance between us.

"Special skill, Crystal Control!"

The Crystal Core in Mii's hand began to glow brighter.

I had to cut Mii down before the skill activated. I closed the distance between us.

"Break!"

A double magical barrier, erected by Myra and Aira, appeared between Mii and me. But the countless rays of light emitted from the Crystal Core shattered the barriers with ease, and one of them pierced my abdomen.

A deafening impact echoed. The ray of light destroyed a church pillar and tore a hole in the wall.

"Guh..."

I clutched my stomach and dropped to one knee. Blood was pouring from the wound.

I looked around and saw Myra collapsed over Famu. Mizuki and Fang, who had been fighting her, were also down. Behind me, Aira was supporting Cecily with her shoulder. The blood drained from my face at the sight.

"You son of a bitch!"

I swung my katana in a fit of rage, but it had neither speed nor sharpness. Mii dodged it easily.

"Looks like the tables have turned,"

Mii said, his lips twisting into an ugly smile. "One more!"

As Mii shouted, a fireball launched by Cecily struck him.

"Gah!"

Mii shrieked as his face was burned.

"Mash, get up!"

Aira must have cast a healing spell on me. The pain lessened, and my body felt a little lighter.

I mustered all my strength and stood up. Mii had also recovered and was raising the Crystal Core to unleash the same light rays as before.

A magical barrier cast by Doris appeared between Mii and me.

I didn't care. This was the chance Cecily and Aira had created for me. One strike. I would cut through the barrier and him with it. I raised my katana high and, with a single step forward, brought it down with all my might. The tip of the blade shattered the magic barrier and reached Mii.

The Crystal Core fell from Mii's hand. And then, he himself crumbled to the ground.

My body swayed; the wound wasn't fully healed. Blood was still flowing from my body. I forced myself to raise my katana again and pointed its tip at Izaak.

Izaak dropped his staff and raised both hands.

"Our two otherworlders have been defeated. And you haven't even used a special skill. We have no chance of winning. We surrender."

I looked around. Famu, Myra, and Mizuki were down. Cecily was leaning on Aira, bleeding from her left arm and right leg. I fought back the urge to cut Izaak down where he stood.

I turned my blade to Doris. She also dropped her weapon and raised her hands.

The pain returned with a vengeance. I couldn't support my body any longer and collapsed.

When I woke up, Famu was looking down at me.

"Master... Master!"

She squeezed my hand, which she had been holding, even tighter.

I was lying in a bed. It seemed I was in a guest room. I sat up and stroked Famu's cheek.

"I'm glad you're safe."

"Yes. It seems I was put to sleep by Izaak's magic after I used my special skill."

So it wasn't that she had exhausted her mana.

"Famu, I'm so glad."

I hugged Famu. She wrapped her arms around my neck and hugged me back. After savoring her warmth, I looked around. Three beds had been brought into the room. Myra and Mizuki were sleeping in the adjacent beds.

A tightness gripped my chest, making it hard to breathe.

"They are both fine. The priest healed them."

"What about Aira and Cecily? Cecily was injured, too."

"Cecily's injuries were lighter than yours, Master, so she has recovered. Right now, people injured in the battle with the Big Hoppers are being brought to the church. Aira is helping the church with the healing, and Cecily is assisting her."

"I see."

I nodded.

"Is the battle outside still going on?"

"It seems so. The number of Big Hoppers in the city has decreased, but..."

The situation hadn't changed much since before we fought Mii's group. Not much time must have passed since I collapsed.

With no other option but to annihilate them, the fighting would only intensify. In a way, you could say the Big Hoppers were victims in all this, too.

"The Men in Black. What happened to them?"

"After that, Hyakka-san's group came and gave them first aid before taking them away. It seems they will be imprisoned. I'm sorry. I was still asleep at the time, so this is just what I've heard."

Famu said this and handed me the Crystal Core. The one Mii had been holding.

I wonder how much this would sell for. I couldn't do anything with it now, so for the time being, I put it in my storage.

"Did they take everyone?"

"No. Izaak apparently escaped while you were unconscious, Master. And Task wasn't captured either... the werewolf."

Izaak was the mage who had surrendered. Task was the man who fell to Mizuki's special skill.

"Is he dead?"

"...Yes."

Famu nodded. So everyone but Task was alive. I had thought Kei was dead for sure. My cut on Mii had been shallow due to the barrier. And since Mizuki was safe, I had assumed Fang was alive, too.

I thought I would feel a deep sense of guilt for killing Task, but right now, I felt nothing. It was the same as when I killed a monster. Had I become accustomed to this world? But I was worried about Mizuki's state of mind.

"So that means the others are alive,"

I said, just to be sure. Famu nodded again.

"Master. Are you thinking of helping them?"

I thought about Famu's words for a moment.

"Fang and Doris are slaves. If they were just forced to do it, I want to help them. But the others..."

I thought I couldn't let them live, but I fell silent. Knowing my companions were safe, the impulse I had earlier to cut down Izaak was gone. But if there were casualties among the Mateo Trading Company, the nomads, or Hyakka's group from the battle outside, that feeling might change.

"Master. This time, too, you tried to avoid the fight and save the other party at first."

"I'll be honest with you because it's you, Famu. I wasn't trying to save them. I thought we would lose this time, and even if we won, it wouldn't be without a cost. I still hate hurting people, and I hate seeing you hurt people, too."

I said Famu, but I felt that way about everyone.

"I guess I'm still soft."

"My feelings about not forgiving those who raise a blade against you haven't changed, Master. But I now understand your feeling that you shouldn't kill people. This is not a pleasant outcome..."

"...I see."

I nodded.

"And also... I'm sorry. I can't put this into words well."

Because she had been asleep, she was able to view the battle with the Men in Black objectively, and it must have given her a new perspective.

"But knowing this, I think I will become weaker."

I placed my hand on Famu's head.

"It's fine. Neither you nor I can get any weaker than we already are."

"Mmph."

Famu puffed out her cheeks. I got out of bed and stood up.

I gazed at Myra and Mizuki's sleeping faces. I was truly glad they were safe. But I had made Mizuki do something terrible. A wave of regret washed over me. I should have avoided the battle no matter what. If I told her that I was the one who delivered the final blow to Task, would she believe me?

I placed my hand on Mizuki's cheek.

Just then, Cecily and Aira entered the room.

"Looks like you're okay,"

Cecily said with a look of relief. I nodded.

"I'm going to check on the western wall."

"Right now?"

Famu asked.

"Yeah. I told them I'd be a hero."

I nodded to Famu and looked again at Mizuki and Myra.

"Cecily, Aira, please watch over them."

"I'm going too,"

Cecily said.

"Alright. Then, Aira, I'm counting on you to look after these two."

I wanted to end this battle. With Famu and Cecily, I left the church.



    Chapter 73

    The Defense of Nieren and My Impatient Hero

    The three of us walked west through the city. The sun was beginning to dip toward the horizon. The battle had been raging for a long time.

There were no Big Hoppers flying over our heads. Compared to this morning, the number of monsters in the city seemed to have drastically decreased. Had the nomads put up a good fight?

Hyakka, her ponytail swinging, caught up to us.

"I went to the church, and they said you'd headed for the western wall,"

she said. So she came looking for us. Chihiro and the other New World members were with her.

"We went through hell because of you!"

I immediately lodged my complaint with Hyakka.

"What're ya talkin' about? It ain't my fault!"

Hyakka shot back.

"We really should have just pretended we didn't know anything and left town."

"No way. You say that, but you'd never be able to do it."

Hyakka said it like she knew me so well.

"Well, whatever. I'm still getting my kiss, as promised."

"W-Wait a minute. That'd be my first kiss. No way."

"If you don't want it to be your first kiss with me, then kiss Famu right now. Then you can kiss me after."

Hyakka's eyes darted to Famu and Cecily, pleading for help.

"You two are Mash's girlfriends, ain't ya? Are you really gonna let him do something like that with another woman?"

"Master, I will not kiss anyone but you,"

Famu answered.

"Of course it's not okay, but it's Mash, so..."

Cecily replied.

"So, what did you do with Mii and the others?"

"Threw 'em in a cell."

"They're otherworlders. They can use special skills."

He had shouted something about 'Pile Rain.' A skill like that would make a jailbreak easy.

"It's fine. It's that kind of prison,"

Hyakka answered. Was it the power of a Crystal Core? I remembered what Mii and Myra had said. Come to think of it, they'd also mentioned storage would become unusable.

"The Men in Black will be judged by the laws of this city. Well, whether the sentence is light or heavy, it'll probably be the death penalty."

"I see..."

I nodded. I noticed Famu was looking at my face, and I instinctively looked away.

I never wanted to see Mii and Kei's faces again. But they had survived. Couldn't I at least save the two slaves? I didn't know about Doris, but Fang might just brush off my offer of help.

"There's a chance Izaak will go to rescue them, and that whoever was sheltering them will try to free them,"

I said, voicing a possibility that had just occurred to me.

"It's impossible for one person to pull off a rescue. There are still guards on duty, even in this situation. Besides, even if a consul was their patron, if they freed someone who'd done all this, there'd be riots."

"I'd like to think so,"

I replied to Hyakka. Should we try to track down Izaak? But too much time had passed. And in a city this chaotic, it would be difficult now.

"So, where are you headed?"

"Like I said. The western wall. I want to go somewhere with a full view of the battle. Can you come with me and arrange for me to get up a defensive tower?"

"What're you planning to do?"

Hyakka asked.

"Myra is watching over me from the heavens. I'm going to fulfill her wish and become a hero to save this city."

At my words, Famu and Cecily stopped walking. They seemed to have realized what I was about to do.

"Master, my sister is not dead. Besides, didn't you say you didn't want to do anything conspicuous anymore?"

Did the expression even translate? *From the heavens.*

"...Mash. You should reconsider. You can reduce the number of casualties. But it won't be good for you. You'll just attract other otherworlders. It's better to leave the city's affairs to the city."

The two of them, usually so aggressive, were reacting negatively.

"It's fine. We're being underestimated, that's why jokers like the Men in Black come picking fights with us. I'm going to take this opportunity to utterly crush them and make an example of them."

Though I wouldn't be the one doing the crushing.

The closer we got to the defensive tower, the more frequently we encountered Big Hoppers.

Not that we had to do anything. It wasn't like the swarm we fought in front of the church, and the New World members were handling them.

The destructive power of the Minotaur Mohs's battle axe and the Rhinocerotidae Koorne's brawling was immense. All we had to do was walk behind them.

The area around the tower was littered with the corpses of many monsters. No, it wasn't just corpses. Some of them were still twitching their legs and antennae. I kept my distance as we advanced, just in case one of them suddenly got up and attacked.

We reached the western edge of the city.

The city walls had been breached in several places. The Big Hoppers must have charged them. Their power to break through stone walls was a real threat.

From atop the walls, I could hear shouts that sounded like roars, the clash of metal, and the sporadic sound of crossbows cutting through the air. The battle seemed to be taking place on and outside the city wall.

"We're here. What now?"

"Like I said before. I can't see everything from here. I want to go to the top of the tower."

"You're a demanding one."

As Hyakka said this, Chihiro went ahead into the defensive tower.

"Just wait a bit, Chihiro went to talk to them."

"You have connections with the knight order?"

"We've been living here for a year, ya know. We've completed a few big quests, too."

I nodded at Hyakka's reply, but I couldn't imagine getting friendly with the city's powerful people even if I spent a year here. In fact, I was confident I'd be on bad terms with them.

As I was thinking this, my eyes met Cecily's.

"What?"

She looked displeased before I'd even said anything.

"You're the type who'd pick a fight with the city's authorities instead of getting along with them, too."

"It's strange for a commoner to have connections with nobles in the first place. Even if you did, you'd just be treated like a pawn."

Now that she mentioned it, she was right. My recent encounters with otherworlders had skewed my perspective.

This wasn't my original world. There was a clear class divide here.

After waiting a while, Chihiro poked her head out of the tower entrance and beckoned us over.

The inside of the tower was filled with the stench of blood and sweat. There were several soldiers lying motionless on the ground. Others were crouched over, gasping for breath, or groaning while clutching their wounds. Some were being treated by priests, likely those dispatched from the church.

A man who appeared to be in charge of this place was looking at Hyakka. She nodded in response.

We carefully stepped around the soldiers lying on the floor and climbed the spiral staircase.

"I'm surprised they let us through."

"I told them I brought the hero of Richel, sent by Lady Laciel,"

Chihiro answered.

"They believed that?"

"The Myra you said was your wife. Don't know her well, but she was called a saint in Richel, wasn't she?"

I see. So the information had spread from the church.

We finally reached the top of the tower.

The scene before me was completely different from what I had seen a few days ago.

The arrows fired by the crossbowmen were sparse. Many crossbows had been abandoned. They were running out of ammunition.

There were also what looked like catapults, but no one was near them.

Soldiers were fighting on top of the defensive towers and the city walls. Some were even fighting outside the walls. It had devolved into a melee.

They must be utterly exhausted. There looked to be less than fifty of them in total. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call the situation catastrophic. And yet, the soldiers continued to fight. They couldn't retreat.

"I'd run,"

I muttered, looking at the scene.

"Master, your words and actions are contradictory."

Famu readied her sword, scanning our surroundings cautiously.

A soldier was down nearby. He seemed to be wearing more ornate armor than the others. He was probably the commander.

"It's okay. He's still alive."

Hyakka knelt down and cast a healing spell on him. The man coughed violently and then sat up.

She could use healing magic? Chihiro also started tending to a soldier lying nearby. Mohs and Koorne stood guard, protecting the two of them.

Outside the wall, there was a cage with iron bars. The bars were bent, likely from numerous body slams. The pink Big Hopper must have been inside. It was now barely recognizable. Regular Big Hoppers were swarming around it.

How many were left? It still looked like there were over a hundred. They had completely misjudged the enemy's numbers.

Several ladders had been placed against the wall, allowing people to climb down. Only humans would use them, so that wasn't an issue, but it still felt strange.

To save this dire situation and put an end to this battle. I raised my hand to the sky.

"Goddess Summon!"

As I shouted, the surroundings were enveloped in light.

From within the brilliance, a goddess appeared, sitting on a floating spear.

She looked down at the horde of monsters with a serene expression. She swept back her long, golden hair. Even that simple gesture was beautiful.

The soldiers' movements stopped.

Seeing the descended Laciel, they let out wordless cries. Those cries turned into cheers. The sound became a single roar that echoed throughout the city, spreading to its people. From within the city, a great shout returned like an echo.

"S-So this is... the real deal from the rumors?"

Hyakka was stunned. Beside her, Chihiro's mouth hung open.

Ignoring the reactions of those around her, Laciel descended to my side.

"I am a god, you know. Aren't you using me a little too conveniently? Please don't call me for enemies of this level."

Classic Laciel.

"I'll work you until those breasts of yours are flat."

"That's sexual harassment!"

Laciel puffed out her cheeks.

"Shut up. You're not very popular with Mizuki and me, you know. Why won't you tell us what you want us to do?"

"What do you mean, 'shut up,' to your lover?!"

Laciel exclaimed.

"...Are you trying to change the subject again? That's not what I want to know. Never mind me, Mizuki wants to go home. We'll cooperate in granting your wish."

At those words, Laciel's expression clouded over. Then, as if she had made up her mind, she said something. But I couldn't hear a word.

"Did you hear that?"

I asked Famu. She shook her head.

"Master, Lady Laciel is..."

Just as Famu began to speak, a sharp headache hit me. Was I out of mana? The timing was too soon. It felt like a huge chunk of my mana had been drained the moment Laciel spoke.

In this situation, I couldn't let her leave before she had done anything.

"Well, whatever. There are no limits today. Go all out,"

I told Laciel.

"The little bugs are very angry. You brutally murdered their queen, then put her in a cage so she couldn't move and left her out in the open. I have properly received their sorrow. Let us turn this city to ash."

At her words, the faces of Hyakka and the commander twitched.

"Hey, it's the other way around. Can't you hear the voices of the soldiers protecting this city? I feel bad for the bugs. But this is the fault of the otherworlders summoned by one of your kind. In other words, this is your doing."

I assumed she was joking, but I warned her just in case.

"I suppose I have no choice. Mash, I will grant your wish."

Laciel soared into the sky and raised her right hand.

Seeing her, the soldiers erupted in cheers once again. It wasn't just their voices. A loud cry reached us from within the city.

As if responding to their voices, she swung her arm down.

In an instant, the thousands, tens of thousands of arrows I had seen in the arena in Richel appeared.

The arrows accurately pierced the monsters, striking them down. The rain of arrows poured down on the monsters on the wall, outside the wall, and even inside the city.

As I watched the scene, my vision began to narrow. My body swayed.

It was the same as always. I felt intoxicated. I was losing track of what I had been thinking, what I had been feeling. Everything seemed trivial.

Cecily was saying something. She seemed to be shouting.

Laciel was also looking down at me and saying something. I couldn't hear her.

My mana was about to run out. Famu wrapped her arms around me to support my body.

Famu, my beloved Famu. I was glad I could protect you this time, too. I want you to stay with me forever.

"Master, I am always with you. And I always will be."

Only her voice came through clearly. Had I been speaking my thoughts aloud?

I didn't know. My consciousness was fading.



    Chapter 74

    The Defense of Nieren and a Triumphant Return

    When I came to, I was in a dimly lit room. A space enclosed by stone walls.

"Ngh..."

Famu was kissing me. She must have been giving me a mana recovery potion. The feel of her soft lips was pleasant.

I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her back, deeply. In response, she hugged me tightly.

Just as I was about to get more heated, I felt a rap on the back of my head. I broke the kiss and turned to see Cecily glaring at me.

"What are you two doing, fooling around? You idiot!"

"What, are you jealous?"

I tried to kiss Cecily as well, but she dodged. Left with no choice, I grabbed her cheeks with both hands and forced my lips onto hers.

Cecily pushed back against me with both hands.

"Idiot, idiot, idiot, idiot! Everyone's watching!"

Her face flushed crimson as she turned away.

I took another look at my surroundings. Cecily was in front of me, and Famu was on the other side. Hyakka was staring at me, her mouth agape. Beside her stood the members of her party, silently observing the scene.

The stuffy smell of blood and sweat filled the air. There were knights everywhere—some looked fine, while others were wounded and collapsed, receiving treatment, lying in agony, or not breathing at all.

Perhaps my actions had been inappropriate. Why would Famu choose a place like this to give me a mana potion?

"...By the way, where are we?"

I asked, to no one in particular.

"Inside one of the flanking towers,"

Hyakka answered.

It seemed we had successfully wiped out the monsters with Laciel's power. The soldiers who could still move remained on the walls, keeping watch, but there were no signs of another Big Hopper attack.

After I passed out, Famu had apparently controlled me like a puppet, just as she did after my fight with Wind Blade. Though, just like last time, I imagine her form was perfectly visible to everyone around us.

"I have been practicing with Master while he sleeps for this very day,"

Famu declared with an air of confidence. She'd been doing that to me in my sleep? I hadn't noticed a thing.

"What are you talking about?! He was jerking around so stiffly, it was incredibly creepy!"

Cecily shot back at Famu.

Apparently, even after Laciel had vanished and the monsters were gone, the cheers from the soldiers and citizens hadn't stopped. And Famu had been making me wave back at them. The movements were so unsettling that Cecily and Hyakka had eventually shoved me into the flanking tower at a suitable moment.

"No one noticed that Master had lost consciousness,"

Famu said, puffing out her chest, proud of a job well done.

"Uh, no, no, no, no..."

Hyakka offered a half-hearted retort, uncharacteristic for someone from Kansai.

When I can't move, Famu is the leader. If she's satisfied, then there's no problem.

"Famu, you did well. Shall we head back?"

I gently patted Famu's head. She nodded.

"Wait a moment."

A soldier approached us. It was the commander who had collapsed on top of the tower. He bowed his head deeply to me.

"We were on the verge of annihilation. Thank you for your help."

Unsure how to act, I looked around for help. Hyakka was talking with her companions as if it had nothing to do with her. I decided to push everything onto her.

"N-No, I was just responding to a request from Hyakka here. You should thank her."

"Huh?!"

Hyakka let out a strange cry. With that, everything that happened today was her achievement.

The man extended his hand, and I shook it. It was all so awkward and uncomfortable that I cut it short and left the tower. Famu, Cecily, and Hyakka's group followed me.

Outside, the townspeople had gathered around the tower. The moment they saw me, a great cheer erupted.

I recoiled at the unfamiliar sight. I wanted to go back inside the tower, but it was the same in there. Not knowing how to react, I started walking toward the church where Mizuki and the others were.

The people in my path quickly parted to the left and right, creating a path for me. I walked through it.

Everyone was smiling. It didn't feel bad, but this place was just as uncomfortable. All I'd done was call Laciel and then, until my mana ran out, I'd just watched her incredible power with the same awe as the cheering crowd. It was all her doing.

The people formed a procession behind us. They cheered as they danced, swinging their arms to a strange rhythm. It resembled the convulsive twitching of someone being electrocuted. It had an eerie intensity, as if I might be cursed or have my mana drained.

"Is this the popular dance in this town?"

"They're all copyin' you. You were dancin' like that on top of the tower!"

Hyakka retorted, though I hadn't been trying to make a joke.

"...Famu-san?"

I couldn't help but look at Famu.

"...I will practice more so I can do better next time."

"That's not it, that's not what I mean! Mash, stop her, don't just stand there smiling!"

Cecily replied to Famu. Since she seemed to be reflecting deeply on her actions, I decided to have high hopes for next time.

We reached the plaza in front of the church. The procession, with us at its head, continued. The wandering folk were in front of the obelisk. In their center was Kalpana, wearing her usual black hood. When she saw me, she and her people knelt on one knee and bowed their heads. The volume of the cheers from the crowd behind me rose at the sight.

"Mash-sama, congratulations on your victory. We watched Lady Laciel's battle from afar."

I took her hand and helped her to her feet.

"You're not fond of this sort of thing, are you?"

I offered a wry smile at Kalpana's words. If she knew, I wish she'd stopped them, but she was probably doing it for the sake of the wandering folk who fought. They decided to join the battle because I decided to fight. I had to respond to that.

"It was only because we had the wandering folk to watch our backs that we were able to fight at all."

At my words, Kalpana and the wandering folk bowed their heads deeply once more. Afterward, Kalpana raised her head and lifted her veil just enough for only me to see her face. For some reason, seeing her face brought me a sense of relief.

"Is everyone, are the wandering folk, all right?"

"Did you think we would fall behind against mere insects?"

Kalpana smiled. I gave her a vague nod in return. I'd keep quiet about the fact that we'd had a terrible time against those insects and had to flee into the church.

"However, we did have some injuries. Myra-san and Aira-san, who were in the church, healed them for us."

She smiled mischievously. She knew we'd struggled and was teasing me about it. Her expression seemed much softer than when we first met.

So Myra was awake. I hoped Mizuki was up and about as well. I wanted to see them both soon. I remembered I had something to ask of her.

"I need you to come to the church tomorrow morning,"

I whispered into Kalpana's ear.

"Yes. Is something the matter?"

"Apparently, the hero from a hundred years ago is sleeping in the crypts below. Did you know?"

Kalpana shook her head.

"That was the goal of the ones who caused this whole mess. I want to confirm it with Hyakka and the others here."

"Understood,"

Kalpana nodded.

We passed by Kalpana and continued onward. At the entrance of the church stood Mizuki, Myra, and Aira. I was once again relieved to see Mizuki and Myra safe. Suppressing the urge to run to them, I deliberately walked slowly toward them.

As I approached, Myra knelt before me and assumed a prayer pose.

As I got closer still, she raised her face.

Standing before her, I struck a cool pose, placing the back of my hand on my side. Next to Myra, Aira furrowed her brow. She was looking at me as if I were some strange creature. I guess it wasn't very cool after all.

"Welcome back, my hero,"

Myra said. Despite her playful tone, her gaze was sincere.

"You know, living up to your feelings is a real pain."

"Yes, but you will overcome everything, with us by your side,"

Myra replied, a smile playing on her lips. It sounded like a joke, but was it really?

I couldn't tell which was the real her, so I decided to tease her a bit to see her true intentions. It felt a little frustrating to let things end on her terms.

"Given my views on the church, you must be disappointed in me."

"Mash, you are tolerant of my faith. I, too, will accept your way of thinking. But let us argue, from time to time. We are not gods. I want us to connect through our actions, as people."

I refrained from pointing out that even gods fight in their myths, since now wasn't the time for an argument.

"Actually, the sight of you and Famu is a little dazzling,"

she added playfully.

Feeling like I'd been outmaneuvered by her serious reply, I wanted to deflate her ego, no matter what, even if it changed the subject.

"I went to all the trouble of summoning Laciel, and you were asleep again."

"I apologize for my delayed arrival."

"I don't forgive you. As punishment, you'll accompany me on my adventures from now on."

With that, I opened my arms.

"Yes!"

she exclaimed, standing up and leaping into my chest.

I caught her and held her tight, so she couldn't go anywhere.

"This might be the first time we've ever done this,"

she said, resting a hand on my chest and leaning her cheek against mine from within my arms.

"Mash. Right now, I'm living in the fairy tale I've always dreamed of."

I let Myra go and looked at Mizuki. Amidst the joyous crowd, she alone stood out, refusing to blend in. No... there had to be many others with faces like hers, people who were hurt or had lost family and loved ones. But those people weren't part of this gathering.

"Y-You don't have to hug me here,"

Mizuki said. "When we're alone is fine."

"You don't have to hold back,"

I said, playfully opening my arms.

"I said it's fine,"

Mizuki replied. I placed a hand on her shoulder. She twisted her face, trying to force a smile.

Her reaction worried me. I wanted to get somewhere we could talk soon.

"Alright. Let's go somewhere else for now."

Mizuki nodded. When I looked back, the crowd was still surrounding us.

"Let's stay at the church tonight. The priest has given us permission to use the guest rooms,"

Myra said. We can't do anything naughty at a church, can we? Even I would feel hesitant. But if we went back to the inn, we'd just get mobbed.

I nodded to Myra, then gave a final wave to the assembled crowd. A great cheer came back in response, and then they all started doing that dance. Myra and Aira's expressions hardened as they watched.

"Have they been cursed? I hope a healing spell will work..."

With the cheers and dancing at our backs, we entered the church. We parted with Hyakka and her group here.

The building still bore the scars of the recent battle. The destroyed doors had been removed, and holes in the walls were patched up with temporary fixes. A broken pillar lay where it had fallen, but the ceiling didn't look like it was about to collapse.

The floor, however, had turned into a field hospital. The injured lay waiting for treatment.

"I'm going to help. Mash, you should go to the guest room and rest."

I nodded, and Myra and Aira went to join in treating the wounded.



    Chapter 75

    A Room in the Church and a World of Six

    "Actually, I'm going to go help Aira too,"

Cecily said, giving me a meaningful look as she patted my shoulder and walked past.

Only I, Famu, and Mizuki returned to the guest room.

"Mizuki, we're all alone now. Let me feel your boobs."

I sat down on the edge of the bed and patted the space next to me for her to sit.

"Huh? I thought it was just going to be a hug?"

she said, but sat down next to me anyway. Famu sat down on my other side.

I wrapped my arms around both of them from behind and began comparing their chests. It was a moment of pure bliss. As I did, I tried to think of how to start a conversation with Mizuki. I wanted to talk about Task, but I needed an opening. As I mulled it over, my thoughts were absorbed by the soft sensation of their breasts. I got lost in the moment, and Mizuki let out a soft sigh. When I looked at her, wondering if she could get turned on even in this situation, she glared at me. I instinctively pulled my hands away.

"...Mash, I want you to make it so I can't think of anything but you,"

Mizuki said.

"Hey, we're in a church, you know. Technically..."

I replied, and she pushed me down onto the bed, looming over me.

"After all that groping, don't you think that's a cruel thing to say?"

She kissed me, forcing her tongue into my mouth. Her tears traced a path down her cheek and fell onto mine.

"Mizuki, calm down."

"I'm broken. With these hands, I killed someone, and with this body, I'm trying to create a new life."

"Mizuki, I said calm down."

I held her tight. Mizuki struggled to break free, so I held her even tighter.

"I was the one who gave the order. I was the one who stabbed him from behind and finished him off. You didn't kill anyone, Mizuki. It's not your fault."

"Mizuki, that person brought disaster upon this town. The townspeople suffered because of them,"

Famu added, trying to console her as well.

"Just because they were bad, does that mean it's okay for me to do the same thing? Is that really okay?"

"Mizuki, I was the one who killed him. You're not at fault."

"Master. Master is not at fault. The one at fault is Mizuki, for dwelling on it,"

Famu cut in.

"You were trying to comfort her too, weren't you? How about you stay quiet for a bit."

Famu looked like she was about to retort but held her tongue. Maybe I'd been too harsh.

"Mash, my special skill, [Super Kill], only activates randomly, but I know when it's about to happen. I can stop it if I want to,"

Mizuki said.

"Are you saying you chose not to stop it? At that moment, you were cornered, two against one. It's my fault you were in that situation. Don't blame yourself. Blame me."

"I... I want to go home. But I don't deserve to go back to my world anymore..."

Mizuki's shoulders trembled.

"What do you mean, deserve?! If you want to go back, then go back. I'll help you."

"Mash... but... I can't... go back..."

Suddenly, Mizuki's body grew heavy against me. The strength had gone out of her.

"Mizuki?"

I shook her, but she didn't wake. She seemed to have fallen asleep. I held her body for another moment, kissed her cheek, and slipped out from under her.

At some point, Cecily had returned to the room.

"She was being loud, so I put her to sleep."

"...Cecily, you can use mental magic too?"

"I noticed I hit level 30 a little while ago. I learned some mental magic, so I thought I'd give it a try."

She tries out new spells on her allies so casually? What a dangerous person.

"You can make someone fall asleep that easily...?"

"I don't know, I think it's harder to affect someone if they resist. Mizuki wasn't on guard at all. Neither were you and Famu during that last battle, for that matter,"

Cecily replied.

"I held on, but Famu fell asleep, didn't she?"

"Warrior-type classes probably have low resistance to it."

Adventurers were supposed to get a bonus to all their stats, so their resistance should be higher, but maybe Famu's and Mizuki's classes came with a penalty. I'd been completely unguarded until now, but from here on, I'd need to think about countermeasures for mental magic.

"I want to continue my talk with Mizuki. I need you to wake her up."

Our conversation wasn't finished. In her current state, even if she woke up, we'd just go through the same words over and over.

"Mash, you can't help her,"

Cecily said matter-of-factly.

"Why not?"

"You and Mizuki share the same values. You both think killing is a grave sin. You can't deny that, so no matter how much you try to comfort her, it's meaningless."

"...You're right. But I can't just leave Mizuki like this."

Was she telling me to just leave her be because it was impossible? As her companion, that seemed far too cold.

"That's the problem. You're trying to make yourself look like the bad guy to convince her that her crime is lesser. You're just pouring oil on the fire. You pretend to comfort her, but you're actually negating her actions. There's no way that will get through to Mizuki."

"..."

I couldn't say anything in response. I looked at Famu. She was watching me anxiously. She was worried about Mizuki, too. When she tried to cut in earlier, she must have realized the same thing as Cecily and was trying to correct my course. The idea that I was the only one who could understand and comfort Mizuki because we came from the same world was nothing but arrogance.

"Famu, I'm sorry about before."

I apologized to her. She shook her head.

"Mizuki just wants empathy. Mash, right now, she just wants you, of all people, to be by her side."

"Is that right?"

I believed her words were correct. But was that really what Mizuki was thinking?

"Mash, don't forget that she steeled her resolve and struck down Task. Even if she regrets it now, that is something she has to resolve on her own."

"I see I was wrong. Thank you, Cecily."

Cecily nodded. I stroked the head of the sleeping Mizuki.

"I'm sorry, but could you wake Mizuki up for me?"

"Before that, are *you* okay, Mash? You look pretty terrible yourself."

"I don't know... Strangely, I don't feel any guilt. But I do think that battle should have been avoided at all costs."

I didn't feel anything in particular about Task's death. Was I just that kind of person? Or was it the sort of thing where the guilt would surface after some time had passed?

"He told you things he didn't have to. No matter what you did, there's no doubt he intended to kill us."

"You're right,"

I nodded. Was she telling me to give up because it couldn't be avoided? This was Cecily's way of comforting me.

"But right now, it's about Mizuki."

"So that's what you're thinking. Well... Mizuki's your girlfriend, so you can do as you please."

Cecily seemed to have keenly sensed my lingering uncertainty about how to approach Mizuki.

"So, about waking Mizuki up."

"Huh? Me?"

Cecily said, as if it had nothing to do with her.

"Huh? Who else..."

Did she put Mizuki to sleep without knowing how to wake her up? What was she planning to do if Mizuki never woke up?

"I'll, uh, go get Aira."

Cecily hurriedly left the room.

With Aira's healing magic, Mizuki woke up. Her eyes were red. Incidentally, Aira had also reached level 30.

"Mizuki, my level is up to 24. Famu is at 22. What about you?"

"Mine... is up to 21,"

Mizuki replied after checking her character sheet. It was likely due to the effect of my special skill, our previous battles, and defeating a massive number of Big Hoppers today. Laciel was the one who defeated the Big Hoppers, so it felt strange since we hadn't gained any actual combat experience.

"That's great. But for you, Mizuki, getting stronger might be a mixed blessing since [Super Save] will be harder to trigger."

As she got stronger, she'd be able to protect herself without activating her special skill. By spamming [Super Save], she could raise her defense and increase the probability of [Super Kill].

"Mizuki, do you remember what I said earlier?"

"Yeah,"

Mizuki nodded.

"Can I take it all back?"

"What do you mean?"

Mizuki asked.

"I'd forgotten that you're fighting for all of us."

"It's not for everyone. In the end, it's for me."

"I know. But I want you to let me carry the burden you've taken on."

"But..."

"In return, if I ever have to take on a burden in the future, I'll have you carry it with me."

"...What's that supposed to mean?"

Mizuki murmured. But her tone wasn't sharp.

"Mizuki, Master always says it. We are all together,"

said Famu.

"Mizuki, I'll stick with you, too. At least until we get to Miglutt,"

added Cecily.

"Mizuki, I'm here too,"

Aira finished.

"Myra isn't here, but I'm sure she's thinking the same thing from beyond the grave."

"...Master."

Famu seemed to want to reprimand me for using Myra as a punchline again.

"We can't stop our journey. As long as we keep traveling, things like today will happen again. Today, it just happened to be Mizuki."

"...I understand what everyone's saying. I haven't sorted out my feelings yet, but for now, I'd like to accept your words."

It was clear Mizuki wasn't convinced. If I were in her shoes, I'd surely feel the same. But for now, that felt like it was enough. This was just one voice among the many emotions she was holding. I wanted to believe that Mizuki would overcome it. While she was at it, I hoped she'd overcome the trauma of when I assaulted her, too.

The next morning, while we were eating breakfast, Hyakka came to the church with some bad news.

"We've been summoned by the Citizens' Council. A personal request from the Consul himself. I need you to attend."

"No way. We're going to see the hundred-year-old hero's tomb now. I promised you, and I promised Kalpana. Besides, I plan on leaving this city as soon as possible."

If someone with the power of a god stuck around, it would upset the city's power structure. It was easy to imagine how much of a nuisance that would be for the rulers. By having me attend the summons, they probably wanted to show the citizens that my existence was subordinate to the Citizens' Council.

"If ya say that, we won't be able to stay in the city anymore,"

Hyakka said, pouting.

"When is it?"

"Right now."

"..."

We didn't all need to go. I looked at Myra. She nodded. It seemed she would come with me. When the two of us were about to go, Famu also started getting ready. Was it okay to take her to a council of humans? Wouldn't she be subjected to heartless words? I hesitated.

"I'll go too. But I won't enter the council chamber. I'll wait outside with Famu,"

Mizuki said, sensing my anxiety.

Just then, Kalpana arrived.

"Kalpana, sorry, but we have to go out."

I briefly explained the situation. Kalpana nodded.

"How about you exchange information with Chihiro while you wait?"

"Huh? What's this, ya tryin' to separate me and Chihiro?"

Hyakka overheard with her sharp ears.

"I think having a connection with the wandering folk would be a good thing for you guys too."

"That's true. Alright, I'll guide Mash to the Citizens' Council. Chihiro, you wait here."

After seeing Chihiro nod, we left the church.



    Chapter 76

    The Sailor Uniform and the Citizens' Council

    The Citizens' Council convened at the city hall. It was a massive building with stone walls, the bricks arranged in beautiful geometric patterns of different colored stone. In the center was a huge wooden door and a spire that pierced the sky. The neatly arranged windows were arched.

Here and there, the stone was chipped or cracked, with some areas left unrepaired. The number of soldiers was also small; perhaps the city lacked the tax revenue to maintain the building.

Attending the Citizens' Council were me, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Hyakka. I wore my suit from my original world. Mizuki had also returned my tie. Mizuki was wearing the sailor uniform I had. Since we were at it, we decided the four of us would make our appearance in the chamber together.

"What is it?"

"No, it just looks good on you."

"You think so?"

Mizuki, looking embarrassed, blushed and turned away.

"How do I look?"

"...You look like a pervert I saw on the train a while back."

"..."

Was she still mad?

"Just kidding. I think you look cool."

I figured it was just flattery, but being praised by her made me happy. Mizuki turned back to me and adjusted my tie. Famu was looking at my clothes with a curious expression.

"In my original world, everyone dresses like this when they go to work. It might catch on here, too."

The parade of people trailing behind us like yesterday was gone, but whenever the townspeople saw us, they would cheer and cause a stir. It wasn't that they disliked us, which was good, but it had become difficult to walk through the city normally.

"Famu, are you ready?"

"Yes."

She nodded. I had her take off her arm covers today to make it known that she was not a slave. I didn't know if standing out would be a good or bad thing for her. However, I hoped that her conduct could help reduce the friction between the human and dog-eared races. I regretted not bringing Cecily and Aira along as well.

We stood before the large main door. Just as I thought we would enter through there, a smaller door to the side opened. A soldier was beckoning to us. It felt like a bit of an anticlimax.

"Well, shall we go?"

Pulling myself together, we entered the city hall.

The chamber we were led to was a space large enough to hold over a hundred people. The ceiling was high. This building made extensive use of arches, not just for the window frames but for the ceiling as well. Morning light streamed in through the windows, brightening the chamber. The windows were large, and the pillars were considerably thinner than those in the church. On the left and right were seats for the council members, where men who were presumably the members sat. We proceeded into the central hall.

Most of the seats were empty. In total, there were probably only about ten people participating. They were dressed like the wealthy class. It seemed the literal majority, the common citizens, were not present here.

"It's usually full. But this is an emergency meeting, and there's still cleanup from yesterday,"

Hyakka said, her words somehow lacking conviction. In that case, I thought, they could have waited until things settled down. Of course, by then, we would have already departed for Miglutt. I wished they'd hold as many meetings as they liked in our absence.

At the far end of the front, a flag bearing what was likely the city's crest hung like a banner. Before it was a raised platform, where a man dressed in lavish clothes sat on an ornate wooden chair. This must be the Consul. While feigning a government with citizen participation, in reality, the administration was run by his dictatorship. He looked quite young, perhaps around twenty. He rested an elbow on the armrest and welcomed us with an elegant smile.

Was he the one who secretly let Mii's group into the city and orchestrated this whole disturbance? They might have had something to gain, but it didn't seem like the Consul would benefit. In any case, it was impossible to get to the truth here. If we were to find out, it would be through their interrogation. But that would happen in a sealed room. We would never know.

Next to him stood a middle-aged man. An attendant, perhaps.

Hyakka knelt before the Consul and bowed. I was about to follow her example, but Myra grabbed the hem of my clothes from behind.

"You are one sent by a god. Even if he acts as a king, he is merely the consul of this city,"

Myra whispered. Then she stepped forward, in front of us.

"Honorable Consul, my name is Myra, of the church in the city of Richel. This is Mash-sama, the hero sent by the goddess Laciel-sama."

The Consul nodded at Myra's words. The man still had a smile on his lips.

"Indeed. We are grateful for your cooperation in the city's defense."

Myra nodded on my behalf. Was it really okay for me to just stand here? I could feel the silent pressure from the surrounding council members, telling me to kneel. Annoyed by their gazes, I scanned the room and spotted a familiar face. It was the commander from the city wall yesterday. Was a soldier participating in the council as a member? I felt an indescribable sense of unease.

While I was making these observations, the conversation between the Consul and Myra continued.

"As for a reward, or rather, a token of our gratitude, the city's finances are in a dire state,"

the Consul said. Myra looked at me.

"About the ones who attacked the church,"

I began, and the Consul prompted the man beside him to speak.

"They will be publicly executed within a few days."

A decision made the very next day. It seemed incredibly swift, but perhaps that was normal in this world.

"There were slaves among those you captured, weren't there? If they wish it, I would like to take them into my custody."

The priest's daughter, Doris, and the were-beast warrior, Task.

"Oh, the slaves..."

the Consul murmured, looking around the chamber. But no one else spoke up.

"Indeed, the slaves were merely following their master's orders. However, the residents of this city will likely demand the same treatment for them as for their master."

"I have no intention of keeping them in this city. Within a few days, we will take the slaves and leave. I will ensure they never set foot in this city again."

"...Well, for one who saved the church from crisis, secured the cooperation of the wandering folk, and saved the city with the power of a goddess, that is a rather modest request, I suppose."

The value of two slaves... Fang was worth the same as the female warrior, a hundred gold coins, and Doris, being a priestess, would fetch a decent price, perhaps around two hundred gold coins. But if they couldn't ignore the citizens' feelings, then the slaves were effectively worthless.

The council members remained silent in response to the Consul's words. I couldn't get a read on the atmosphere. Was no one in a position to voice an opinion to him? I was starting to lose track of why I had been summoned in the first place.

"The hero's wish shall be granted. Their will is irrelevant. You may take them. We will have their Slave Marks rewritten as well. However, as long as they remain in this city, they will stay in their cells."

I nodded.

After being released from the Citizens' Council, we headed to the prison to confirm the intentions of Fang and Doris. They were apparently being held in the dungeon beneath the palace. We had a knight on guard duty announce us and then descended underground.

"Be careful. Magic cannot be used here. The effects of Slave Marks are also nullified,"

the knight explained. Thinking about Mii's group being imprisoned here, it seemed special skills were likely sealed as well.

"After hearing Mii's story, I understand this place is controlled by the power of a Crystal Core, but can such a space be created so easily?"

If so, there could be cases where I couldn't summon Laciel in a fight. That would be fatal for me.

"I'm sorry. I do not know either... One theory is that someone with the power of Divine Grace integrated these functions into the Crystal Core,"

Myra replied. Was integrating functions something like programming?

"Mii was controlling a Crystal Core. But only one person can be given a specific type of special skill. There's one in the church, a prison... assuming one per city, that's a considerable number in common circulation. Have generations of people been traveling from city to city, spreading them?"

Some would slack off, I'm sure. There would be those like Mii who go on a rampage, and others who go their whole lives without realizing their power. It didn't seem like something that could be passed down unbroken through the ages.

"There may be a method of control I am unaware of. Or perhaps there are Crystal Cores that come with such functions from the start."

While listening to Myra's answer, we were shown into a waiting room of sorts. A door at the back seemed to lead to the cells, and the knight went further in. The space, illuminated by a lantern, was damp and humid. There was a small desk surrounded by several stools. They were old and looked like they might break, so I didn't feel like sitting down.

"In the end, why were we even called to the city council today...?"

"Everyone who was there today, they're all part of the Consul's faction,"

Hyakka answered.

"Does that mean something?"

"He was probably testin' how tight-lipped ya are."

"Me? I don't get it."

On the surface, it just looked like the Citizens' Council was thanking us.

"Didn't ya say it yourself, Mash? The mastermind of this whole thing would be in the palace if the church was attacked, and in the church if the palace was attacked."

"Does that mean those people were the ones who caused this incident?"

And was that why there were so few people there, because only those involved in the incident were called?

"I dunno. But they were probably a bunch who'd be fine no matter what ya started blabbin' about."

That commander too? If so, what was going through his mind as he commanded his troops from the flanking tower until he collapsed?

"If that's the case, Mii's group was after what's in the church's basement, but what was the objective for the Consul's side of the council?"

"Mash, the city walls and public buildings in this city haven't been repaired for a long time, it seems,"

Myra replied.

"Come to think of it, he did say something about not having a reward to give us. Was it about money? But how do they plan to raise funds by doing something like this? Considering the damage to the citizens, it seems difficult to raise money through taxes."

"Perhaps their objective is to secure aid from the Imperial Capital."

"...I see."

But wouldn't that lead to surrendering power to the capital? However, this world didn't have the high-speed, large-scale transportation or information networks of my original world. Administration for each city was probably necessary. They likely believe that the current power structure of this city will be maintained even with the capital's intervention.

If the Consul and Mii's group are connected as we suspect, then releasing Fang and Doris shouldn't be a desirable reward for them. Would they really let us take them without any trouble?



    Chapter 77

    Fang and Doris in the Dungeon

    "What are you here for?"

the were-beast man, Fang, growled, glaring at me.

The guard beside him moved swiftly, striking him. Then he swept his legs out from under him, knocking him to the floor. Fang shot a defiant look at the guard, but the guard kicked him in the face without hesitation. He was used to this. The guard was expressionless, performing the action as if it were a routine task. I couldn't read any emotion from him at all.

The priest's daughter, Doris, watched the scene with terrified eyes.

"Wait, we just came to negotiate,"

I said, mostly to the guard. He was scaring me, so I wanted him to stop being so violent.

"Negotiate?"

Fang pushed himself up and spat out a mouthful of blood.

"Yeah, but first, please have a seat."

The guard grabbed Fang and forced him into a chair. Doris also sat down timidly.

I looked at the two of them again. They were probably in their late twenties, around the same age as Myra. Fang was more than a head taller than me. Pointed ears stuck out from his short, cropped hair. He had sharp eyes and a pointed chin. Unlike when we fought, he was now dressed in dirty undergarments, but the muscles visible beneath them were a symbol of his strength as a warrior. I was impressed that Mizuki had fought against such a man. Then again, all the men in this world had decent muscles.

Doris had a round face, giving her a slightly raccoon-like appearance. Perhaps it was her brown hair, cut to her neck, that gave that impression. Her eyes were large and round, and though she kept her head down, she was constantly darting them around, assessing her surroundings. She was short, about the same height as Famu, I thought. However, Doris's chest was larger. She was also dressed in the same kind of undergarments as Fang.

"I want to hire you both as my slaves."

At my words, Fang and Doris exchanged a look.

"What do you mean?"

Doris asked.

"Exactly what I said. Regarding this whole incident, I believe that as slaves, you were not in a position to defy Mii's group and were just following orders."

"So even if we get out of this cell, we'll still be your prisoners,"

Doris said with resignation. I glanced at the guard.

"Sorry, but I'd like to speak with them alone."

"Sir!"

He gave a surprisingly crisp reply and a bow, then left the room. I had expected him to put up a fuss, so this was unexpected.

"It's because you are the one sent by the goddess..."

Myra said, gazing at the door the guard had exited through. I nodded and turned back to Doris.

"The Citizens' Council has given me permission to take you in as my slaves, on the condition that you never set foot in this city again. I'll release you in, let's say... the city of Frucht."

"Master,"

Famu interjected.

"Is that not acceptable? In Cecily's case, I pushed through with my own idea. With Riley, I also decided on my own. This time, I will follow your thoughts."

"...I do not mind them becoming Master's slaves. But please do not forget that they raised a blade against you. I cannot forgive them."

I nodded to Famu.

"There you have it. Your release depends on your future conduct."

"And you expect us to believe that?"

Doris replied.

"You don't have to believe me. But if you stay here, you'll be beaten by these guards until you're executed."

"..."

Doris fell silent. She glanced at Fang.

"Sorry, but I refuse,"

Fang said.

"Why?"

"I don't like that woman over there."

Fang jutted his chin, indicating Mizuki.

"Is it because she killed Task?"

He shook his head.

"We fought. It can't be helped that Task died."

"Then what don't you like?"

"That woman... she was losing against me and Task, but she fought us on nearly equal terms. But after she beat Task, she clearly started holding back in her fight with me. She insulted me."

"That's not what I intended! I was..."

Mizuki shouted, trying to argue back, but her words trailed off.

"On top of that, she tried to protect me from the special skill Mii unleashed. There is no greater humiliation."

He must be talking about when Mii used the Crystal Core to fire that laser-like attack. Did Mizuki try to shield Fang and get hit by the attack?

"What a soft-hearted fool,"

I muttered. Famu, Mizuki, and Myra all looked at me.

"Well, that is part of her charm, isn't it..."

Myra said. Was she talking about me? For some reason, I sensed a critical tone.

"In any case, I have no intention of accepting charity from you people,"

Fang said, cutting into our conversation.

"Are you saying it was a nuisance to be saved?"

Mizuki asked.

"I am a were-beast warrior. To fight more bravely than anyone on the battlefield—that is our pride. In battle, if you lose, you die. That's just how it is."

"Don't be ridiculous! After dragging the townspeople and us into this, what pride are you talking about? We didn't want to fight!"

"I'm just a slave. I can't escape my master's orders. I only carried out the command I was given. I simply fought on the given battlefield in a way that wouldn't bring shame to the were-beast name. And you defiled that battle."

"I understand that you hate me,"

Mizuki said, clenching her teeth.

"Mizuki, you don't need to listen to him anymore. Slaves don't have a choice anyway. He doesn't have a sense of right or wrong. He's just trying to assert his existence on the battlefield. To use his own words, in the end, it's his fault for being weaker than you. If he were stronger, his pride wouldn't have been defiled. Let's just confirm Doris's intentions and leave."

I've long thought that my and Mizuki's values don't apply in this world. I also knew that I wouldn't be able to survive in this world unless I changed my mindset. If Fang had been the mastermind and had fought of his own volition, I might have been able to accept his argument. But as it stands, his claim just sounds like a false accusation.

"Wait. I hesitated to fight Fang because I was hung up on having killed Task. I think that hurt Fang's feelings. If we leave now, he'll really be executed."

"You..."

Fang looked at Mizuki. But his gaze no longer held the same rage as before.

"We are trying to accept Fang as a slave. We don't need his consent in the first place. If you don't want him to be killed, shouldn't you just command him as you and Mash see fit?"

Myra interjected. Mizuki and I looked at each other at her words.

"I think Mizuki and I are probably the same, but we're hopelessly bound by the values of our original world. To put it simply: all people are equal; you shouldn't kill people; you can understand each other through talking; there are emotions you shouldn't put into words..."

I listed off what came to mind. If I thought about it more deeply, I'm sure more would come up.

"What do you mean by emotions you shouldn't put into words?"

Myra asked.

"We believe that words have spiritual power. We believe that if you say something, you draw it to you. We call it *kotodama*."

"I'm sorry. I feel like I understand, but I don't,"

Myra replied apologetically.

"No, it's fine. I'm not trying to impose it on you, and I don't think it's necessarily right. I understand that values change depending on where you live. It's just not something I can easily cast aside."

"I kinda get it. Like, ya can't speak ill of the dead. Ya can't waste food. Ya can't sleep with yer head pointin' north, right?!"

Hyakka answered. She's from the same world as me, and she only kind of gets it? Something feels off, but the conversation seems to be heading in a strange direction, so I'll keep quiet. Famu moved closer to me.

"I am beginning to understand what you mean, Master."

"So that's why you so strongly dislike giving orders to Cecily and Aira,"

Myra said. I couldn't tell if her comment was negative or positive.

"That's not it. That's just because I don't want them to hate me,"

I said honestly.

"Alright?"

Fang said.

"Yeah,"

I replied.

"I'll accept your proposal. But I have one condition."

"Fine. Let's hear it."

"I won't be your slave. I will be that woman's... Mizuki's slave."

"What did you say?"

"I said, I'll be Mizuki's slave."

I looked at Mizuki. She looked just as surprised. I grabbed Mizuki's arm and pulled her to a corner of the room. For some reason, Famu followed. Myra, seeing this, must have felt left out, because she puffed out her cheeks and followed too. I just wanted to talk to Mizuki alone, but I guess it couldn't be helped.

"Mizuki, what do you think of that guy?"

I whispered to her. Famu and Myra also leaned in to listen.

"I don't really know what you're asking. What do you mean?"

"Older guys are out of your dating pool, right?"

"What's that supposed to... I have you, Mash. I could never be with anyone else!"

Mizuki flared up.

"That is just a feeling for now. Mizuki is super lewd,"

Famu cut in.

"That's right. Even though Mash had me and Famu, she used her charms to become his girlfriend,"

Myra added, nodding in agreement. What was she trying to do?

"That's not true! He forced himself on me!"

"Does that mean it's okay, as long as you're forced?"

Myra prodded the flustered Mizuki. I wished they'd stop getting Mizuki so worked up in here. It looked like the fallout would hit me hard, and I wanted to stop them, but I didn't know how to intervene.

"Myra, don't interpret it in such a weird way! That's not it! I couldn't help it at the time. The one I was with... was Mash!"

Mizuki shouted. Hyakka had been trying to eavesdrop from the start, but she probably heard that perfectly well without trying. Fang remained expressionless; Doris just looked bewildered.

"Master and Mizuki have similar values. Starting with this, Mizuki will continue to add more and more men."

"Famu? Hey, what are you saying? That's not part of the values of the world we lived in. Mash is just the one who's been corrupted by this world! I hate that, and I actually hate that part of Mash, too. But if I say that, I'll be the one kicked out... so what can I do?!"

Mizuki yelled. The whole conversation had become public knowledge.

"I wanted to talk in private, but that's pointless now. ...Oh well."

I cleared my throat theatrically to stop their conversation. The space had become incredibly uncomfortable, but I turned back to face Fang.

"We accept you as Mizuki's slave. Is that okay?"

Fang nodded at my words.

"Doris, what about you?"

She looked even more anxious than before, her gaze shifting to the group of women behind me. I wondered what kind of faces they were making.

"...Understood. I don't want to die here either. I will serve you, Mash-sama. If possible, I would ask for your generous protection."

Doris bowed her head deeply.

"Right, you can just call me Mash. And you can talk normally."

I didn't know what she meant by 'generous protection,' but I nodded for now.

"Also, sorry, but I can't get you out of this cell while we're in this city. I'll give the guards some money to treat you well. Please bear with it."

"When... do you think we will be leaving?"

"It depends on the Mateo Trading Company, but I think we'll depart soon."

I'd have to get Claire's permission to take the two of them with us. If that didn't work, I'd ask the wandering folk.



    Chapter 78

    Akitsuki Uta and What Sleeps With Her

    Back at the church, the priest guided us to the hundred-year-old hero's tomb in the basement. The party consisted of the priest leading the way with a lantern, all the members of Levante, Kalpana, Hyakka, and Chihiro.

The basement wasn't completely dark. Small, glowing stones were embedded in the corridor walls at intervals, and their faint light cast an eerie atmosphere. The hero's tomb was apparently on the lowest level, with the church built on top of it.

I walked alongside Kalpana.

"How was Chihiro?"

I whispered to her.

"Well. I think he is a wonderful person. However, he feels a little too young for me."

A picky one, she is. Of course, I didn't say that out loud.

"I see. There are only six others summoned by the five goddesses. I wonder how many of them are men..."

Personally, I was hoping they'd all be beautiful girls.

"Mash-sama. I have come to think that I would like my first to be you. How about you grant me to another after I have conceived?"

"What kind of person do you think I am? I'm not that great, nobody would be happy about it, and both you and I would be resented."

"Is that so? I believe many would rejoice at having a child who carries Mash-sama's blood,"

she replied. It seemed she was serious, but I wondered if she was in her right mind.

"Besides, once is all it takes. I would never hand you over to another man."

"I-Is that so... But you have started relationships with many people in the mere month you have been in this world. At the rate you are acquiring lovers, won't it become a serious problem?"

She had a point; I did feel like I'd gotten a bit carried away. I remembered Mizuki asking if she and Famu weren't enough for me.

"You don't even like me yet, do you?"

"Actually, what Mash-sama did to me, and the act between you and Laciel-sama... I cannot forget it. I want to be pierced by you as well, Mash-sama,"

Kalpana said with a deep sigh.

"...At that point, isn't it fine to just say you like me?"

"That is true, but the more I think about it, the more confused I become. But I have learned that a person's charm and falling in love with them are two completely different things."

So her feelings of not liking me hadn't changed. And yet she was talking about wanting me to hold her. I thought she was a truly strange person, but she carried the burden of the wandering folk and was facing the prospect of a nightmarish clan tradition, so perhaps it couldn't be helped.

"Anyway, you should have just kept it to yourself. It's impossible unless Famu agrees. She'll see right through you."

"I cannot be insincere with you, Mash-sama. ...But she is truly loved, isn't she,"

Kalpana murmured.

We reached the lowest level. There was a door there, like one you'd find in an Area Guardian's room in a dungeon. The priest opened the door. We stepped inside.

The room was, as expected, a domed space just like an Area Guardian's room. It was illuminated from an unseen source, so the lantern wasn't necessary. I could see a door at the far end. There was no six-person limit, nor did the door shut on its own.

In the center was a marble pedestal, and on it rested a coffin, also made of marble. It was a heavy, solid-looking thing. The surface of the coffin was adorned with intricate carvings of flowers and plants.

"Linaria,"

Mizuki said upon seeing the carvings. It was the name of the flower that had been blooming in the plains before we reached the city. I looked around, but there were no other burial goods to be seen.

"The hero from a hundred years ago... if I recall, they led an army, invaded the Demon Kingdom, and defeated the Demon Lord, right?"

I'd heard that Aidan had served in that army. They won that battle, but afterward, the Demon Kingdom launched a counter-offensive, and the old imperial capital, located even further east than Miglutt, fell. Long ago, the old empire had ruled over all the lands. As time passed, the empire split. The Demon Kingdom in the east, the current empire in the west, and a kingdom further west. The old empire's territory shrank to just the land sandwiched between the current empire and the Demon Kingdom. The fallen city was the last bastion of the once-glorious old empire.

"Yes, we call it the Holy War."

"What happened after that, and why is the tomb here?"

"The hero married and settled in this land, Nieren. They then founded this church and donated it to the city. The current Consul is a descendant of the hero,"

the priest answered my question. So the city's Consul acts like a king, wielding the authority of being descended from the hero.

The priest touched the lid of the coffin. The name 'Akitsuki Uta' was inscribed there.

"This is Lady Akitsuki Uta,"

the priest said, his voice filled with deep respect for the one resting within.

"I'd like to check inside, if that's alright."

"You are the hero sent by Lady Laciel. I ask only that you do not forget your reverence for Lady Uta."

The priest stepped back. I nodded, then tried to move the stone lid with Chihiro's help, but it didn't budge an inch. My back started to hurt a little.

"..."

The women, who had been watching, silently came to help.

Inside the stone coffin, on a bed of what looked like silk, lay a woman, clutching a sword to her chest. I looked at Myra in confusion.

"I had just assumed the hero was a man."

"As did I,"

she said, equally surprised.

"When she commanded the Holy War as the hero, her silver hair was not long as it is now; she kept it short and presented herself as a man,"

the priest explained. Even so, I had expected to see bones or a mummy, but Uta looked as if she were still alive, merely sleeping.

"There should be someone else who transferred to this world with her..."

"I do not know of such a person. I believe she was likely alone."

Hearing the priest's words, I looked at Myra.

"I agree. All I have heard passed down is about him... no, about her."

I nodded at Myra's words. Something must have happened to her partner, the other transferee, before the Holy War.

"The hero Laciel transferred a hundred years ago..."

"How do you know she's a transferee summoned by Laciel?"

Mizuki asked as I gazed at Uta.

"Just a hunch. She looks like you, Mizuki. An incredible beauty. It might be her type..."

Uta looked like an adult version of Mizuki. Perhaps when Laciel looks for transferees, she finds a woman she likes and then assigns a potential partner to her. Looking at Uta's sleeping face, I got that impression. She was dressed in a pure white peplos, so it was hard to tell her figure, but she seemed fuller than Mizuki. Her stomach, in particular, seemed slightly swollen. As I was lost in these thoughts, I noticed Mizuki staring at me, her face bright red.

"What's wrong?"

"N-Nothing!"

Mizuki averted her gaze.

The priest, who had peered into the coffin, had a puzzled look on his face.

"There should have been a mirror and a sword placed as her burial goods."

The priest searched, but the only things in the coffin were the sword she held, and what was probably her smartphone. Other than that, there was a silver necklace and small diamond earrings she wore.

"Could it be the mirror Lady Laciel mentioned?"

Kalpana said.

"That might have been what Mii's group was after,"

I replied. There was nothing else of note.

"May we take out the burial goods?"

At Myra's words, the priest nodded. She carefully lifted the sword from Uta's grasp. I picked up the smartphone. Mizuki snatched it from me.

"I'll check it!"

"..."

She glared at me. I wasn't going to check a dead person's search history, of course. But I was curious what a beauty like her searched for.

Mizuki tried pressing the power button, but there was no response. As expected, a smartphone left for a hundred years wouldn't work.

"I'll try charging it."

She placed the smartphone in her storage.

Myra drew the sword from its sheath and examined it. It was a double-edged sword. A one-handed sword, perhaps? It was an ambiguous size for a two-handed one. The blade was free of rust and shone beautifully. It certainly didn't show the passage of a hundred years. It was likely a magic-infused sword like the one Aidan made for me. There seemed to be characters carved into the blade.

"Our Lord God is the One and Only, Without Form, Void Yet Spirit-Filled,"

Myra read aloud.

"What does that mean?"

"My interpretation might be wrong, but: 'God is the one and only existence, has no form, and exists as spirit.' I believe it's the opening of the Inari Daishinpi Bun."

"From an Inari shrine?"

Mizuki, Hyakka, and Chihiro looked surprised.

"What are you surprised about?"

Myra asked.

"Most of the shrines in our world... churches, you would call them... they enshrine a god with ties to that particular land from among the eight million gods. In other words, it's a polytheistic religion, just like this world. But this text seems to deny the eight million gods and state that there is only one God,"

I explained.

"How d'ya know somethin' like that?"

Hyakka gave me a suspicious look.

"Well, I went sightseeing once, got curious, and looked it up. That grand shrine was said to have been built about thirteen hundred years ago by a clan of foreign origin. They claimed to be descendants of an emperor who once ruled the continent and used his surname, but they were apparently a clan that worshipped a monotheistic deity. The name of the temple where they worshipped that god on the continent became the name of the place where they lived in Japan. Uzumasa."

I decided not to mention the difference between the characters '太' and '大'.

"...That's surprising, but what's the point of that story? Just showin' off?"

"Well, it's corroborating evidence."

I told them how the Ark of the Covenant from the Bible of a certain Eastern monotheistic religion was brought to this world and called the 'Ark.' And how mana flowed from the jar that was stored within it, enabling magic in this world. I added that the clan that brought the Ark of the Covenant to Japan was the very same one that built that grand shrine, and that someone with a blood connection to them was being summoned to this world. I also explained that the transferees summoned by someone other than the five goddesses were told by a god that if they defeated us, their wish would be granted by the power of the Ark.

This was all my own hypothesis. I didn't know how Uta had obtained this sword. But since she seemed to have been pursuing this matter as well, I figured it was safe to proceed with this as a premise.

"So what does it all mean?!"

"I don't know for now. But Laciel told Kalpana to find a mirror. The Ark and the items stored within it. I'm sure they're planning to do something using these. Of these, aside from the broken jar, the Ark is in the Imperial Capital, and the Emperor has the staff."

"Got it. Ya wanna secure whatever ya can, right?"

"As for the remaining mirror, there should be two, and Famu has one of them."

"Eh? You're awfully well-prepared..."

Hyakka looked suspicious.

"The special skill Famu acquired is likely one of those mirrors."

"I didn't know where the other one was, but apparently Uta had it."

"So someone stole it... This is tough without any hints,"

Hyakka murmured.

"The staff the Emperor holds is likely a katashiro. The original was held by the emperor of the old empire,"

the priest said.

"So that means it's in the current Demon Kingdom."

"There's no proof,"

the priest replied to Hyakka, but he seemed confident.



    Chapter 79

    Akitsuki Uta and Her Words

    "I wonder when the mirror was taken, and by whom..."

Myra said.

"The church basement is not under constant surveillance. However, there is always someone at the reception desk at the entrance to the basement, so if we ask them, we might find out."

"There was no one there yesterday."

Of course there wasn't, not with all that chaos. I wanted to say that to Myra but held my tongue. Confirmation was important.

"Is there anyone who knew the mirror was kept here?"

"Among those in the church, I know of it. Other than that, the Consul and those around him... and there may be others who knew the circumstances of the burial at the time,"

the priest replied. So the Consul definitely knew. They were complicit in the attack on the church. But the situation was such that it wouldn't be strange for anyone to have known. We couldn't narrow down the suspects.

"What about Izaak?"

The Man in Black mage. He had fled after the battle. Cecily picked up a small scrap of cloth. It had been caught between the coffin and its lid and had fallen when we opened it. It was the same gray color as the robe he had been wearing yesterday. There was a slight scorch mark on it. I didn't remember damaging him, but if it was his, then Mii's attack must have grazed him.

However, it was Mii and Kei, the two transferees, who wanted the mirror; it didn't seem like Izaak would have any need for it.

"In that case, did he come back after fleeing and blend in with the injured? He's got some nerve..."

Despite being dressed as a mage, he had a muscular build. He should have stood out.

"The church was closed yesterday. And yet, after our battle, the injured came flooding in. Don't you think he was the one who spread the word to head for the church to cause confusion?"

It seemed plausible, just as Cecily said.

"I see. We should be able to confirm that right away."

"I'll go ask."

No sooner had she said it than she was out of the room. Aira chased after her. They had barely participated in the conversation since coming to this room. They must have been feeling restless. Still, he moved a coffin lid that Chihiro and I couldn't lift, all by himself? Terrifying strength.

"Look at this."

Mizuki was holding Uta's smartphone. She must have managed to charge it a bit. The power was on. It was amazing that it still worked after a hundred years. Given that Uta's body was preserved in an unchanging state, there must be some kind of mechanism in this space, or perhaps in the coffin itself. The calendar was displayed on the screen she held out. The date was ten years ahead of the one on my phone. There seemed to be a memo written on it. Mizuki opened it.

*'I want to live. At least let me wait until my first child is born.'*

"..."

She had known she was going to die. I looked away from the phone and back at Uta. She really did just look like she was sleeping. Mizuki closed the memo and scrolled back through the dates. The entries began in the same year that we were transferred.

*'While I was fighting with my boyfriend, I was transferred to an unknown world by someone claiming to be a god named Laciel. I can't go back.'*

That's what the memo said. As I'd felt earlier, perhaps because it wasn't intended to be seen by others, the writing style felt quite stiff. And Laciel, she's been certified as a fake god.

"As for transferees, maybe they're always summoned from the same year in our world."

Let's say the war of the gods happened ten thousand years ago. If a hundred people were transferred every hundred years from then on, that would mean ten thousand people have been transferred to this world. That's a lot of people; wouldn't someone notice they were all disappearing? And if they all have to be from the same ancestral line, wouldn't they be running out of candidates by now?

"By any chance, Master, do you know someone named Okita Soji?"

Famu's question seemed to come out of nowhere, but I remembered her class was Miburō.

"I know him. He was called Miburō in my original world, too."

"Was he a friend of yours? Perhaps you were also a Miburō, Master?"

Famu's eyes were sparkling more than I had ever seen them.

"No, unfortunately, he died over a hundred years before I was born. Was there a transferee who called himself that?"

"Yes. He is a hero in the legends of the dog-eared race. Everyone reveres him."

Famu nodded deeply. The sense of déjà vu I felt from her behavior came from this. He was the one who left our world's customs with the dog-eared race. He had left his name in this world, and by some principle, he even left the Miburō class for the dog-eared race. If it was really him, then my hypothesis would be wrong.

"...No, that's impossible!"

Hyakka exclaimed.

"Okita Soji was sick! He lost the war and hid out at a gardener's place, but he never recovered and died there! He has a grave! I've read the novels, the manga, rented the historical drama and watched it all! I even whined to my dad until he took me to see his grave, though we could only pay our respects from a distance. I'm telling you, I'm right!"

Hyakka seemed to be a passionate Okita Soji fan.

"I have heard that when Okita Soji was transferred, he was suffering from an illness. It was consumption, they said. In the end, this illness was the cause of his death,"

Famu said.

"..."

Hyakka and I exchanged a look. The word consumption came from Famu's mouth first. What was going on? But one thing occurred to me. She was suffering from an illness due to a curse. It had the symptoms of consumption, and perhaps that's why it was thought to be contagious and she was left alone. And the guardian deity enshrined in her village—could it have been Okita Soji? Why would he, a figure respected by the dog-eared race, become a roadside deity and curse the villagers? To find out the truth, we would need to visit her homeland.

"Is that Okita Soji's swordsmanship similar to mine?"

"Yes. I have not seen it directly, but you use the same weapon as described in the legends of Okita Soji, Master,"

Famu replied.

"Famu, sorry, but that guy's a fake. The real one was super handsome. There's no way he's the same as this old guy! Don't ruin my dream!"

"Hmph! Master is the most handsome man in the world!"

Famu charged at Hyakka. I felt bad for her, but I was well aware that I was a plain old guy. Then again, Hyakka's biased view was pretty harsh too.

"Hey, Famu just said our weapons were the same. The old guy part has nothing to do with it,"

I pointed out to Hyakka, just in case.

The conversation had gone completely off track. I turned my gaze back to Uta.

"What does it mean, 'first child'?"

Mizuki said.

"She must have deliberately written 'first',"

I mused. That would mean the current Consul was not her descendant. There must have been some kind of conflict back then. But that was a secondary issue.

"But she really does look alive."

Perhaps because I'd seen the memo, her slightly swollen belly seemed to move. As I reached out to touch it, I was met with glares from everyone. That was careless. I really didn't have any lewd intentions, but because of my usual behavior, it didn't seem like they would believe me.

"Was she ill?"

Myra murmured as if to herself.

"Shall I check? I do not believe I can cure what the people of that time could not, but she must have left those words because there was some kind of diagnosis,"

the priest replied.

"Can you do it?"

Instead of answering me, he placed his hands on her body and began to chant something like a spell. Still, it didn't sit right with me that this priest, a pervert who had touched Hyakka's butt, faced no protest from the women. Since it couldn't be helped, I decided to fondle Hyakka's butt in his stead. I moved behind her so no one would notice.

"Hyaah!"

Hyakka shrieked as I touched her butt.

"W-W-What are you doing, all of a sudden..."

Hyakka's face turned beet red as she looked at me. The complex expression of surprise, confusion, and embarrassment was irresistible. So this was the face the priest had been looking at. I was jealous. She brought her face close to my ear.

"A-Are you, maybe, askin' for a kiss at a time like this? L-Later. Not in front of everyone."

The priest remained still, his hands on Uta, still chanting something. We were left with nothing to do.

"Still, Laciel is terrible. She never intended to tell us anything from the start, did she?!"

Mizuki said. I thought so too. But what was her purpose in putting us in this situation?

"Mizuki. I do not think Lady Laciel won't say it, but rather that she can't say it,"

Famu replied.

"Why can't she say it? She's a goddess, isn't she?"

"Come to think of it, I'd forgotten that Laciel is imprisoned. Does that mean the other gods have forbidden her from telling transferees the purpose or the situation?"

Famu nodded uncertainly. Laciel lost the war of the gods. Since then, she has been cut off from the other gods and imprisoned.

"At the very least, it seems Lady Laciel is particularly fond of you, Master, and Mizuki."

Famu stated it as a fact. Her thoughts seemed to be gleaned from Laciel's emotions.

"Speaking of which, she was screaming something during the battle at the flanking tower. Did you hear it, Famu?"

The moment she screamed, my mana depleted significantly.

"I could not hear it. But it felt like she was saying, 'Run'."

I looked at Hyakka and Chihiro, who had also been there. They shook their heads. Still, 'Run' was no ordinary thing to say. After summoning us to this world, what was she on about?

"By the way, when you first met Laciel, didn't she say something to you at the end?"

"She told me two things. At that time, I was angry at you, Master, and at Lady Laciel out of jealousy."

I nodded. It was the day after I'd done naughty things with her for the first time. I had also done naughty things with Laciel.

"I was really, truly, incredibly angry,"

Famu said, correcting herself as she remembered her feelings at the time.

"That's right. I had never been that angry before."

So it was a deeper anger than when her village was attacked and she was thrown in jail? But if she could, I wished she would move on.

"To me, in that state, Lady Laciel said, 'Is the person you truly love the ideal person you envision in your heart? Or is it the person you are touching?'"

"I get it... and it's true, but for Laciel to be the one to say that feels incredibly unfair,"

Mizuki replied, her expression unconvinced by Famu's words.

"What was the other thing?"

I prompted Famu.

"...I do not wish to say it now. But I promise I will tell you someday. Is that not acceptable?"

"No, if you don't want to say it, you don't have to. You don't have to promise either."

I placed my hand on Famu's head and stroked her soft ear. What on earth was she hiding?



    Chapter 80

    Akitsuki Uta and What She Left Behind

    Just then, Cecily and Aira returned. They were back sooner than I expected.

"The person I healed yesterday came back to the church today, so I asked them about it. There's no doubt Izaak was the one spreading the word that he was offering treatment at the church,"

Aira said.

"So Izaak stole the mirror. We need to track him down,"

Cecily declared, and I nodded in agreement. But how were we supposed to do that? Should I put our journey to Miglutt on hold? If something happened to me, the church might not help Famu if she was left alone. I wanted to break the curse on her first. I also had my promise to free Cecily and Aira from slavery. They had become precious, special people to me, and the thought of them remaining slaves was starting to feel deeply wrong. I didn't want to postpone it any longer.

"Lady Laciel ordered us to find the mirror. Would you entrust this task to us?"

Kalpana asked, sensing my hesitation.

"Alright. I've taken custody of Mii's two slaves. We might be able to get some information from them. But there's a high probability that other otherworldlyers are behind him—people with special skills on par with my own. Please, be extremely careful."

"Thank you for your concern, Lord Mash,"

she said with a bow.

"Hey, can we tag along with ya?"

Hyakka asked.

"Yes. We would be grateful for your help,"

Kalpana replied, bowing again. I didn't know how strong Hyakka and her group were, but they surely had more experience than we did. If they were going along, there probably wouldn't be any problems.

 The priest's hands lifted from Uta's body, and he let out a deep sigh.

"...It does not seem as though she was suffering from any kind of illness."

"What's that supposed to mean..."

She had foreseen her own death, so it wasn't a sudden end like murder or suicide. And yet, she wasn't sick.

"Mash, I hadn't given it much thought, but there are other legends of otherworldlyers besides Lady Uta. Okita Soji is one of them. However..."

Myra seemed to have an idea, but she trailed off.

"Go on, say it."

"As far as I know, none of the legends have any stories about their later years."

"..."

An idea came to mind. Mizuki and I had undergone an 'adaptation' from Laciel to help us acclimate to this world. Could it be that the effect had a time limit? If so, shouldn't the gods have given us a clearer objective? In our current state, we weren't even disposable pawns. Was the goal simply to send us here? No, that didn't make sense either. In that case, there would be no need for them to be living people.

"Priest, do you have any idea?"

"No, I can't think of anything either,"

the priest said, shaking his head. He then glanced toward Uta.

"Otherworldlyers possess special powers. Perhaps, like Lady Uta, they become the cornerstones of their cities?"

"What do you mean?"

"Just as a Crystal Core is prevented from becoming a dungeon, Lady Uta is controlling this space."

"So she's a human sacrifice?"

The priest didn't nod, but I took his silence as confirmation. This was the truth behind the miracle. Every city with a church must have a presence like hers.

"Did Uta choose to die for something like this? No, judging from her memo, she was forced into it. She was even carrying a child!"

"That's not correct. She was only enshrined here *after* she passed away,"

the priest's words made me turn to look at Myra.

"Before we fought Mii and the others, you said you couldn't explain the details right now. Is this what will happen to me when I die?"

*Is that why you're following us?* I barely managed to swallow the words.

"If that is what you wish. But as long as you are with me, I will never, ever let you die."

She placed a hand on her chest, her gaze sincere. While she was going on about her admiration for myths and legends, was this the kind of resolve she'd been hiding inside her all along? First Famu, now her... how could they feel that way?

"Mash. Have you forgotten? We are lovers."

Myra's resolve was her desire to see our lives through together as a couple.

"That was a cheap shot. Myra, please forgive me."

First weakness, and now I'd shown Myra another one of my ugly sides. The reason I let my raw emotions out around her was probably because she was the closest to my age. No, she'd probably get mad if I said that. I'll just go ahead and blame it on her huge boobs.

"Mash, I told you we are together. You can vent any emotion you have on me. I will accept it all. And I will do the same with you."

"I get it. But this is a little too heavy for me. I need you to be ready to grab Famu and run at a moment's notice."

Myra smiled. "Understood. I'll do that."

"We've gotten sidetracked. Let's recap: Uta's death wasn't from illness. But she wasn't forced into this, nor was she resigned to it herself. We can't confirm that any other otherworldlyers lived long lives, either. Although, it might just be that their later years simply lacked any episodes worth recording in legends..."

"Sorry to interrupt while you're summarizing,"

Mizuki said, looking up from her phone to meet my gaze.

"Look at this."

She showed me the screen.

*'The otherworldlyer living in Fuhrt is dead. It's the same for all the others who survived the Holy War. It seems otherworldlyers can only exist in this world for ten years.'*

I wished that only Mizuki, Hyakka, Chihiro, and I had seen this message. I needed time to sort through my own thoughts before everyone else saw it. Everyone was staring at the screen, transfixed. But no matter how long we stared, the words wouldn't change. This was the fate of a hero who had kept her promise to a god and defeated the Demon Lord. My heart was pounding violently. I didn't want anyone to hear it. I clenched my hands into tight fists.

"Well, I think I've got the gist of it. We only came down here to find out what Mii and the others were after, anyway. Let's put the lid back on the coffin and head topside,"

I said, trying for a joking tone.

"Master. I am with you,"

Famu said, placing her hand over my fist and squeezing. A tremor ran through her hand. No, maybe it was me who was shaking.

"Don't say such scary things. Don't throw your life away."

"But..."

"It's okay. I'm the real hero, right? We have ten years. Hyakka and the others have one year less, but before then, I'll find a way to escape this yoke. I'll definitely find it. You too, Mizuki. I swear I'll get you back to our world."

Did I say that convincingly? Famu was looking at me, her expression anxious, like she wanted to say something. Just like me. She was probably searching for the right words.

"Mash, it's meaningless if you're not there."

"Mizuki, it's fine. Uta was alone, but there are two of us,"

I said, touching her cheek. The color had drained from her face, leaving her skin the same shade as Uta's. It felt like cold porcelain.

"Mash, let's summon Lady Laciel one more time. It will be alright this time. We've leveled up,"

Myra pleaded, drawing closer.

"We're dealing with a god. You don't have to shoulder this. Laciel must want to help us, too. She'll give us an answer eventually."

As I replied to Myra, I noticed Cecily was also watching me.

"Don't look at me like that. Give me some of your usual arrogant bravado."

At my words, she forced the corners of her mouth into a smile.

"I will study magic even harder. And then, I will save you."

I nodded.

"Aira, are you worried about me?"

I asked, turning my gaze to her as she looked down.

"Just free me from slavery before you die."

Her words made me laugh.

"Right. I'm starting to feel bad about keeping you as a slave, too. It's just that this town has gotten a little uncomfortable. Everyone does a weird dance when they see me. I don't want to stand out anymore. We don't even have to go to Miglutt. I'll free you in Fuhrt. The two from the jail cell as well, if Famu agrees. And I'll have Myra send a letter through the church to get Reed released."

"Also, the next date is with me. Don't forget."

"Hey, it's my turn next! Mash and I promised to go boating together in Fuhrt!"

Myra reacted to Aira's words. She looked to me for confirmation, and I nodded back. Seeing this, Myra flashed a triumphant smile. There was no trace of the gentle lady from Richel.

"Wait, I haven't heard about this. I haven't had a date yet, either!"

"Cecily, you and he went out riding together!"

Myra shot back at Cecily's protest. What a stickler.

"...Fine. Then let's take a vote,"

Aira said.

"That's pointless. Everyone will just vote for themselves."

So I don't get a vote this time either?

"Everyone who thinks it should be me!"

Aira said, raising her hand. Famu and Mizuki reluctantly followed. A majority was reached. The ugly dispute between the sisters was settled.

"Wha-!?"

Myra and Cecily cried out in shock, clutching their heads in despair. I knew it was my fault, but I really wished they'd do this somewhere else. I noticed Kalpana staring at the scene, looking puzzled.

"They're an embarrassing bunch, aren't they?"

I asked her.

"Lord Mash, you truly have a set of values different from mine—no, from the people of this world."

*I'm not the one making a scene here, though.*

 We were about to return Uta's sword and phone to the coffin, but the priest stopped us.

"Please, keep them. They may be of use to you on your journey, Lord Mash. However, you must promise to return them. A visit from someone from her homeland is a joyous occasion."

She might be happy about a visitor from her homeland, but she definitely wouldn't be happy about them seeing her phone. Still, it could hold important information.

"By the time of your next visit, we will have made preparations for you to become this city's new leader."

I chose to ignore the priest's ominous words and, following his advice, we decided to take her belongings with us. We all worked together to replace the coffin lid, and then we left Uta's final resting place behind.

"So, what're ya gonna do now?"

Hyakka asked as we climbed the stairs back to the surface.

"You know we don't have much time, right? Let's just kiss and move on to the next step."

"Th-The next step? So it wasn't just a kiss, you were after my body all along?! ...Hey, that's not what I'm askin' about!"

Hyakka responded with an exaggerated reaction.

"We're sticking to the plan. We'll head to Miglutt with the Mateo Trading Company's caravan. I plan to set up a base of operations there. After that, I think we'll head for the border with the Demon Kingdom."

First, I wanted to establish a foundation for our lives in Miglutt. I noticed Famu was watching me. She looked like she wanted to say something, but then she just looked down.

"Ya plan on goin' to the Demon Kingdom?"

Hyakka asked. The place I really wanted to go was Famu's homeland. If I told Hyakka we might find information about Okita Soji there, she might come along.

"I don't know. But I do want to confirm the existence of the Demon Lord."

I did have a desire to ascertain the Demon Lord's existence and find out what happened to the staff that was in the Ark.

"We'll chase after the nomads and Izaak. After that, we'll head for Miglutt."

"The Mateo Trading Company is backing us. I'll introduce you to them, Hyakka. Let's arrange it so we can check on each other's locations through the company."

Hyakka nodded. I wanted to leave information at the guild as well, to create a redundant line of communication, but there was a chance that otherworldlyers summoned by the Fifty Gods could access it. It was a tough call.

"One more thing. Be careful when you reveal that you're an otherworldlyer."

"Yeah, I know. But it's also important to find the otherworldlyers summoned by the five goddesses."

"There are only three pairs of otherworldlyers from the five goddesses left. The odds of running into anyone else are overwhelmingly higher."

They'd be strong allies, but it was unlikely we'd get any information out of them. It seems we were fated to only meet clueless duos who hadn't listened to what the gods told them. As we were talking, we reached the surface and entered the dome. It was only yesterday that we'd had that fierce battle here with Mii and the others, but it already felt like a distant memory, absorbed into the hundred-year history of this church. The building had sustained some damage in the fight, but it hadn't lost its splendor. It truly was a beautiful structure. They said Uta had founded it. It was supposedly modeled after a church in another town, but there was no doubt it had been built with thoughts of her original world in mind. A temple dedicated to all gods. Her wish to leave behind a child had not reached them. A shaft of light was once again pouring down from the hole in the ceiling. I prayed that this light would reach all the way down to the lowest level, where she slept.



    Chapter 81

    The Rose Garden and the Lap Pillow

    I was in some noble's garden. As I gazed at the roses visible beyond an old gate, the master of the house invited me in. He was an elderly man. The space was small, but countless pale yellow roses were in full bloom, shining as if they were glowing in the sunlight. The garden was immaculately tended; the master must have raised these roses with great care. The season was heading toward the height of summer. It seemed past the time for roses to bloom, but I wondered how he had managed it. In the center of the garden stood a white table and chairs, where Aira and I were now sitting. The master who had invited us in didn't say much. He simply brought us tea and sweets, gave me a look that said, *'Get along with her,'* and left. Aira seemed unfazed, but I'd felt flustered walking through the town hand-in-hand with her, drawing stares from everyone. To be honest, this was a relief. What's more, the tea was fragrant and deeply flavorful. It wasn't straight tea; some kind of flavoring must have been mixed in. The sweets, at first glance, looked like simple slices of bread cut to a moderate thickness. But when I tasted it, the texture was moist, and the fragrance of the mixed-in nuts blended exquisitely with the sweetness of the dried fruit. The flavor spreading through my mouth... was it cinnamon?

"This is amazing. Do you know the name of this sweet?"

"Stollen,"

Aira replied. So this was Stollen, one of the four legendary sweets whose names I knew but had no idea what they actually were. I wanted more to take as a souvenir, but of course, I couldn't be so shameless as to ask. As I was thinking this, Aira wrapped a slice of Stollen in a piece of paper and hid it away.

"A souvenir for Cecily?"

Aira nodded.

"That's not fair. You'd get mad if I did the same thing and said it was for Famu and the others, wouldn't you?"

"Of course I'd be angry. You're on a date with me."

 It was decided that we would leave the town of Nieren the next morning. When I proposed that Fang and Doris join the caravan, it turned out the Mateo Trading Company was short-staffed, so they were added to the roster to fill the gap. The recent battle had left vacancies at the branch in this town, requiring a few guards to stay behind. For the duration of the journey, the two of them would be members of Altair. Altair was the adventurer party led by Avea, but in reality, it was a collection of adventurers hired by the Mateo Trading Company. Since we had a day to spare, as per the ladies' agreement, I was to spend the day alone with Aira. And so, here we were, surrounded by roses, enjoying a moment of elegance.

"Aira, what do you plan to do once you're freed from slavery in Fuhrt?"

I worried she might say she was going back to Reed. I wanted her to continue adventuring with us. I was anxious.

"Mash, you've never mistaken me for Myra. Why is that?"

Aira didn't answer my question, blatantly changing the subject.

"Come to think of it, you did try to trick me once. But I'm not fooled by something as simple as the position of a mole. I can tell you two apart just by looking. You're completely different."

*There's no way I'd mistake the shape and size of their breasts.* I had blurted that out in the heat of the moment back then, but I'd keep my mouth shut this time.

"Myra and I were often mistaken for each other. It still happens. The reason you don't is because you like my big sister, isn't it?"

Aira sometimes referred to Myra as 'big sister'. Usually, she made a conscious effort to just call her Myra.

"It's not just your sister. It's you, too,"

I made sure to add.

"And yet you seem to have a hard time talking to me,"

she said, pouting.

"I honestly don't know what you're thinking. Are you having fun with me? You like women, don't you?"

"That's not it. I just like Cecily. My preference has nothing to do with gender,"

she replied.

"So Cecily is still number one. Am I number two?"

"You're about twenty-seventh. One below the priest from yesterday."

"Ouch, that actually hurts. And stop using such realistic-sounding numbers. At least put me in the top five!"

I couldn't say it out loud, but I really, really hoped my current rank was higher than Reed's. Please.

"I'm grateful to you, Mash. That day, Cecily and I were able to confirm our feelings for the first time... But since then, it feels like we've grown distant again."

Was she looking for relationship advice? But I didn't know the first thing about love between two women. Besides, for Cecily, women were off the table as romantic partners. She sighed and looked up at the sky. A clear, midsummer blue stretched out above us. We were sitting in a nicely shaded spot, and the dry air and westerly breeze carried away the heat, so it didn't feel too hot.

"...It was better like this. I wish I could've stayed a slave,"

she muttered.

"You're the one who told me to free you."

"Because you're going to die soon."

"..."

She had a way of saying the hardest things so casually. I wanted her to know that I was hurt. But I still had nearly ten years, at least.

"Mash, use the Slave Mark to order Cecily to stay by your side. If you do, I'll stay by your side too."

"No way. Besides, isn't it her side you want to be on?"

"Yes. But as long as I'm by your side, I'll still have a chance."

"...And what exactly does that mean?"

"Mash, try using the Slave Mark to give me an order,"

Aira said, suggesting something completely out of the blue.

"Why? No."

"You don't know how to use the Slave Mark. Even if you don't intend to use it, you should try it once to see how it works."

It was true that slaves were commonly used in combat. It would be better to understand its properties and functions.

"You have a point, but... are you sure? The only commands I can think of are lewd ones."

"Make it the lewdest one. Something irreversible would be good,"

Aira said with a nod.

"Alright then. Just for a little bit. Get over your fear of insects."

 For a moment, her face went completely blank as she stared at me.

"Pfft, what was that?"

Aira snorted. Then, unable to hold it in any longer, she clutched her stomach and started laughing.

"...Is it that funny?"

"Heehee, ahahaha! It's just, you had such a serious look on your face when you said it... ah, it hurts, ahaha!"

Had any woman ever laughed so hard while talking to me before? I felt a mix of complicated emotions. Seeing my expression, Aira stopped laughing.

"Why are you making a face like that?"

"Well, I've never met anyone who would laugh that hard talking to me. It feels like I've made a friend."

And I never thought Aira would laugh like that, either.

"...You idiot. So, what's the real command?"

I didn't actually have anything I wanted to order her to do, but one thing did come to mind.

"It was when we first met. I was injured from a goblin attack. You treated my wounds, but there was something else I wanted you to do more."

"Something you wanted more than treatment? What was it?"

"A lap pillow."

Even when I was training with Avea, how many times had I wished I could rest on her lap while gazing at Mizuki's panty shots?

Hearing my words, she stood up, walked over to the grass, and sat down with her legs tucked to one side.

"Here you go."

She patted her thighs.

I was drawn to her as if by a magnet, approaching and lying down with her thighs as my pillow. They were soft, and her body heat was warm. And her large breasts served as a sunshade. Her hand stroked my head.

"Mash, I'm fine staying as a slave. I'm with you, too. Fight until the very end."

A single butterfly, drawn by the scent of the roses, fluttered by. Seeking a place to rest, it landed gently on Aira's shoulder.

 We had stayed for quite a while. When I offered my thanks, the owner told us we were welcome to enjoy ourselves inside as well. I felt a bit hesitant about that and declined, at which point he plucked a rose for Aira's hair. He even gave us some Stollen as a souvenir. It was apparently a thank you for saving the town. I placed the rose in her hair. It looked beautiful against her black locks.

"The Stollen is for you and me, Mash. Only when you're with me, as a special treat, you can give some to Cecily."

I was being warned by Myra's sister. Was she telling me not to make any moves behind her back?

We started walking through the town again, hand in hand. For some reason, we headed east. It was an old town, after all. I saw townspeople making repairs from the monster attack, but I also saw many places that looked like they had been broken long before the raid. The roads, for example. They were paved with stone, but the tracks from wagon wheels were carved deep into them. It felt less populated than Richel. The market had few shops and even fewer customers. But that might have been the effect of the monster attack. I hoped it would one day regain its liveliness. As I was thinking about this, we ran into Hyakka and Chihiro.

"Well now, ain't this a rare pair?"

"You think so? We're always together,"

I said, glancing at Aira. She kept a prim expression on her face.

"We just saw Fang and Doris. We asked 'em about Izaak."

"You did?"

Hyakka nodded in response. So they had been gathering information on the mage who ran off with the mirror.

"Seems Izaak was part of the guild in a town to the east. We're headin' to that town."

"Fuhrt?"

Hyakka shook her head.

"Fuhrt's south of here. You guys are takin' the river to Miglutt, right? We're goin' overland."

"Isn't there a town in a state of war that way? Is that the one?"

"Nah, that's not it. The town where Izaak lived is much closer than that."

I nodded at Hyakka, but without knowing the geography, I couldn't get a sense of the location or distance. So, we would head south, then go down the river from Fuhrt to the east, and then turn north to reach Miglutt. Hyakka and the nomads would travel straight east to Miglutt. Along that route were the town where Izaak lived and the town at war. Unlike our caravan, the nomads traveling with her had no goods to be stolen and were a combat-ready group. They probably had little risk of being attacked even if they took the land route.

"Changin' the subject, but is Mizuki's last name Yamase, by any chance?"

"You know her?"

Hyakka nodded.

"Probably. For one year in elementary school, I lived out east 'cause of my parents' situation. My accent was weird back then, and things got a little... complicated."

*People from Kansai are from Kansai no matter where they go.*

"Did Mizuki bully you or something?"

The image of Mizuki bullying Hyakka made me chuckle a little.

"You know that's not how it was. Yamase-san helped me out. She was in a different class, but she came and talked to me a whole bunch. I thought she looked familiar, but now I remember. So Mizuki is Yamase-san."

Hyakka seemed to come to a personal understanding, using a strange turn of phrase.

"Well, she's the type of person who would jump in to help if she saw a schoolmate being groped on the train."

She's a paragon of justice, or maybe just reckless. Still, to think the two of them had a connection like that. It's a small world. Mizuki hadn't said anything about Hyakka, so she probably didn't remember. I'd have to check with her later.

"After that, I asked everyone at school about her, and it turned out she was super famous. She was popular with the boys in other grades, too."

After saying that, Hyakka's expression clouded over.

"The Yamase-san from elementary school was intense, but she was more..."

She trailed off.

"What is it?"

"Ah, never mind. I'm probably just imaginin' things. She's your partner, so you should really look after Yamase-san properly, y'know."

I was about to reply when Aira squeezed the hand she was holding. It seemed like she was getting jealous. That was unexpected.

"Ah, right. Didn't mean to interrupt your date,"

Hyakka said, noticing Aira's reaction and cutting the conversation short.

"Just one last thing. Doris was Izaak's slave. You might wanna be careful."



    Chapter 82

    Aira and Her Black Eyes (Aira ⭐︎)

    We kept walking eastward until we reached the edge of the city. There was a bastion tower here too. The one on the west side had seen fierce fighting, but this one showed no signs of battle. The guards clearly hadn't made it this far—there was no one around. It was eerily quiet.

"Think we'll get in trouble if we climb up?"

As she said it, the two of us slipped inside. There was no lock; we got in without any hassle. Completely defenseless.

Like the west tower, the first floor was some kind of waiting room, with a spiral staircase leading up to the top. As we started up the stairs, Aira grabbed my arm and held me back.

"The view from up top lets you overlook the whole city. Reach out, and you could rule it all. But down here, it's a dim little room... with me in it."

Aira said it without changing expression.

I stopped climbing and pulled her close. Her face drew near. Her eyes were glistening. I kept staring, trying to read the emotions deep inside. But her black eyes were endlessly deep, impossible to penetrate to the core.

My gaze traced down her elegant nose to her soft-looking lips.

"I hate you, Mash."

She kept up the blank face, just following my eyes with hers.

"Resisting won't do you any good."

I held her tight and sealed her lips with mine. Savoring the soft feel of them, I waited for the moment she parted them slightly and slipped my tongue inside.

After a bit of resistance, she started tangling her tongue with mine.

"You planning to do it right here?"

Aira asked after we'd sucked on each other's lips for a while and finally pulled apart.

"What're you saying now?"

She'd been the one teasing me first.

I kissed her again while grabbing her breasts. They were overflowing, huge. So soft, they seemed to sink endlessly under my touch.

"Nn... mmm..."

Aira's moans stirred my excitement. I slid the hand I'd had on her back down to grip her ass. Just as soft. She leaned into me, clinging like she needed the support.

"Mash, I have a favor to ask."

She whispered it right in my ear.

"What is it?"

"Never mind... it's fine."

She pressed her lips to mine again.

"Then I have a favor to ask."

"What?"

"Forget it—I'll free you from slavery in the next town anyway. Stay with me. Tell me you won't go back to Reed."

She rubbed her forehead against mine and let out a little giggle.

"What's so funny?"

"There are already so many women around you who'll do whatever you want. Even my big sis is there. Why aren't you satisfied? Cecily and I aren't needed anymore."

"I'm not satisfied. I want you to stay, Aira. I don't want you going anywhere. Give me an answer."

"You're gonna die in ten years, and you're still collecting them? What about the people you leave behind?"

"...I haven't thought that far ahead. But Mizuki's in the same boat as me fate-wise. No matter what, I have to save her."

She pressed her index finger to my lips.

"Don't say her name. Right now, everyone in this world is dead. It's just you and me."

"That's cheating. You brought up the others first. ...And you're jealous right now, aren't you? Deep down, you like me, don't you?"

"I really hate you. I hate you so much."

She scrunched up her face. Then she kissed me. I kissed back. Our tongues intertwined, mixing our saliva. It had no real taste. The warmth of her tongue, the rough texture on top and the slickness underneath—they alternated wildly, building my arousal higher.

"Don't say you hate me in front of Famu."

"...Don't say her name either. But next time, in front of her, I'll say I hate you and kiss you anyway. I don't think she'll stop me."

"Yeah, maybe not."

I started pulling off her robe. She resisted.

"What if someone comes?"

"Hm? I'll have you spread wide open and brag that you're my woman."

I remembered saying something similar to Cecily once.

"Unbelievable! From now on, I'm Myra. If we're caught, I'll say it was you and my sister doing it!"

I pinned down her struggling form and stripped her down to her underwear, then all the way naked. Her porcelain skin gleamed. A little plump, everything looked so soft.

To keep her from grabbing her clothes back, I stored them in my [Storage Open].

"You can run if you want."

I pinched the bud at the tip of her exposed breast.

"...Nngh."

A breathy moan escaped with her exhale. I kept teasing her nipple.

"Aira..."

"...Hm?"

"You haven't answered my request from earlier. Stay with me."

I pinched harder, and her body jolted.

"Nn... If I say no, you won't free me from slavery?"

"I will anyway."

I didn't really want to critique this world's slavery system. Of course, I didn't think it was a good thing either. Stuff like what happened to Famu was totally out of line. But in a world without advanced machinery, slaves were a valuable labor source. Selling yourself might keep starvation at bay, or support a family getting back on its feet. It could be seen as a necessary evil. But I stood outside that system. Like Mizuki had said way back, I didn't need to get tainted by this world's ways.

As I mulled that over, her hand brushed my crotch.

"Don't start thinking deep thoughts while you've got me naked in a place like this."

She pulled down my pants and started stroking me directly with her soft hand.

"Mash, don't let go of Cecily."

"Aira, what about you?"

Her hand wrapped around me, wriggling and teasing out my urge to release.

"When you're about to come, Mash, use my mouth."

She knelt down.

"Wait, Aira—I want to know how you feel."

"Mash, I like Cecily. I use you when I want to feel good. While I'm by your side, you can do whatever you want with me. Even if Cecily and I end up together, when we need a dick, we'll borrow yours. Basically, you'll have two convenient girls at your disposal. So help me with Cecily."

With that, she dropped her gaze to my cock.

Her worldview was hard to grasp. It didn't feel like she meant it from the heart.

"If I said I like you, it would shatter the air wrapping around your world. For Cecily too, and for my si—Myra."

She latched onto the tip of my cock, sucking away the pre-cum that had been leaking out uncontrollably.

Then she took me shallowly into her mouth. Her tongue lapped at my glans. My cock slid deeper into her mouth. Watching my expression, she started bobbing her head back and forth.

"Gh..."

The pleasure was too much; a groan escaped me. Her hands fondled my shaft and balls. That touch, the motion of her mouth—it wasn't even a few minutes before I couldn't hold back.

"Aira, I'm gonna come."

Instead of nodding, she sped up her strokes. Her hands gripped my thighs, focusing everything on her mouth's rhythm.

I held her head and thrust to the hilt, ejaculating.

"Ugh!"

She let out a muffled sound and tried to pull away right after, but I kept her pinned until I'd emptied everything.

When I let go, Aira coughed violently, spitting out saliva mixed with my semen.

"Seriously, I can't swallow it all. It won't fit!"

"S-Sorry. It just felt so good."

Aira looked pissed. If I admitted it felt like I'd gone all the way in, she'd probably get even madder. But I'd stop doing that from now on.

Aira's blowjob was hands-down the best I'd ever had. I couldn't say that out loud, though, and it made me think about her past guys. Complicated feelings.

"I was gonna try to swallow it all this time..."

She shot me a resentful glare.

"Give me my clothes back."

"Nope. I want to make it up to you."

"You already came, didn't you...? Wait, you look fine now."

Aira clung to me and sucked a hickey onto my neck.

"Put one on me too, Mash. Somewhere obvious, so everyone can see."

I obliged, sucking on her neck. A red mark bloomed on her pale skin. She traced it with her finger.

"Later, I'll show this to everyone while the three of us—Cecily included—eat some stollen. Can't wait to see their faces."

Was that her petty revenge for the blowjob? She said it so casually, but it was terrifying.

I had Aira put both hands on the wall and stick her ass out toward me.

It was a big ass. The cleft hid a pink little asshole. Below that, her slit—damp labia peeking out, erotic as hell.

I pressed my index finger to her asshole and worked it lightly. The tip sank in.

"Mmm... Mash, you planning to put it in there?"

"No. Has anyone ever done it there before?"

"...Pervert."

"If you don't tell me, I'll shove my finger all the way in."

I pressed harder.

"N-No! Not there—that's a problem spot. Not today!"

"Fine, next time then."

"U... Uh, yeah. But I've tried a few times before, and it didn't work. But yours might be okay."

Aira nodded while saying something incredibly rude.

She'd called it big earlier, but whatever—this was all Mizuki's fault somehow.

And stop casually flashing hints of your exes to make me jealous. Imagining it drove me nuts.

"...I thought you were the type who'd force me to spill my experiences just to get off on hearing them."

Aira glanced back at me. It must've shown on my face. She looked genuinely surprised.

"I want to hear everything. But I don't want to hear everything."

As I said it, I pulled her into a hug and kissed her.

"Next time, I'll tell you everything—from my first time to what Reed did. You just handle all the stuff I haven't tried yet. Make it so my next boyfriend has nothing left to do with me."

"..."

Was I supposed to be jealous? Happy? Hurt? I had no idea anymore.

For now, to keep her from starting up again, I sealed her lips once more. I thrust in my tongue, carefully making sure she couldn't speak.

I kneaded her breasts—big, with plenty to grab. While doing that, I ran my hand over her belly and down between her legs. She was already soaked enough to slide right in.

I teased her nipple and clit at the same time.

"Ah... ahn... ah..."

Aira moaned. Finally, I felt like I had the pace back.

I was set on toying with her until she came when she let go of the wall with one hand and grabbed my arm.

"Mash, I can't stand anymore... Just put it in already."

"Got it."

I nodded and pressed my cock against her crotch. She pushed her ass back, trying to take me in.

I thrust inside in response.

"Ahguh..."

Her pussy was soft, enveloping me completely.

For a moment, I just stayed buried, savoring the sensation while gazing at her. Her black hair fell in two parts. From the part, I could see her nape flowing into the elegant line of her back, down to the swell of her ass. Just above where we were joined, her asshole twitched. To let her know I was watching, I grabbed her cheeks and spread them, opening it up. She squirmed, trying to clench it shut.

Watching that pushed me over the edge; I couldn't hold back anymore and started moving my hips.

At first slow and shallow, then into big, deep strokes.

The sound of my hips slapping her ass echoed in the dim room.

"Ah, au, ahh, ahn... ah..."

She moaned with every impact.

Aira twisted back and reached for me.

I took her hand and pulled her close. Our position shifted from doggy to side-on. I lifted one of her legs and held her tight.

Kissing her, I picked up the pistoning speed.

"Mash, it feels good..."

"Aira, me too... but I'm close."

"Yeah. Come inside!"

I kept slamming into her, holding off as long as I could.

But it didn't last. I came deep in her pussy.

"Auuuuh!"

With each spurt, my cock throbbed. Her pussy spasmed like it was milking me dry.

She and I clutched each other fiercely. We devoured each other's lips until my penis softened and slipped out.



    Chapter 83

    Hyakka and Chihiro

    When we returned to the church in the evening, a message from Hyakka was waiting for us.

"'Waiting at the Fuurai Inn. Come alone,' it says?"

Famu nodded in response to my words. It sounded like a letter of challenge.

Fuurai Inn was the name of the inn where she was staying.

"Speaking of which, Mizuki. Hyakka said she knew you. Apparently you were in the same school for a year in elementary school."

At the mention of her name, Mizuki touched her chin, searching her memory, and tilted her head.

"A girl from Kansai... with a Kansai accent... could it be, Hii-chan... no, Hida-san?"

She looked at me, seeking an answer. But I hadn't heard her last name either.

"Beats me."

This time, I was the one tilting my head.

"...Honestly, what's with you?"

Mizuki slumped her shoulders in defeat.

"Hmm, but I'm sure that's her. In elementary school, she had short black hair."

Her current red hair must not be dyed, but a change that occurred when she came to this world.

"Is that so. She said you helped mediate a dispute, even though you were in a different class."

"It wasn't like that. She had just transferred and seemed a little isolated, so I just went to talk to Hii-chan. She talked my ear off the whole time. I don't remember what we talked about, but I think a lot of it was about Osaka. Whenever we were together, she just talked and talked."

"And then?"

I asked.

"After that, everyone started listening to her talk."

Hyakka had said Mizuki came to talk to her, but it was Mizuki who had created the opportunity. After that, Hyakka must have just kept on talking. Hyakka said Mizuki was famous and popular. She must have been a beautiful girl even back then. She must have understood her influence on those around her and, instead of mediating, changed their impressions by being with Hyakka. As a result, no one got hurt, and Hyakka was able to fit into her new school. Is that the kind of solution an elementary school girl would come up with?

"...You're pretty amazing, you know that?"

I wish she'd thought of that kind of solution during the molester incident. But I also felt a sense of unease. If Mizuki was capable of thinking like that, she should be demonstrating more leadership. Yet, Mizuki's self-esteem was low, and she never tried to take the lead. I'm sure her fear of men played a part, but I felt like that wasn't the only reason. Was this what Hyakka had been hesitant to say?

"I'm not amazing. Hyakka solved it herself."

"No, that's not true. As a reward, I'll give you some Stollen."

I took out the Stollen I had received earlier, and Aira shot me a glare.

"This Stollen is a gift from Aira-san. She said she wanted everyone to share it. In the meantime, I'm going to see Hyakka."

"Hmph! I said the three of us, including Cecily, should eat it together!"

I pretended not to hear Aira's protest and left the church.

 Famu walked beside me, her mouth munching on something.

"Hyakka said to come alone, didn't she?"

"We are two as one,"

Famu declared, offering up a logic I didn't quite understand. I didn't know what Hyakka's purpose was, but I figured it would be fine even if there were two of us. We walked towards the Fuurai Inn.

"Master. Before we go to Hyakka's, let's buy lots of Stollen."

She was a gourmet. Her palate was definitely refined.

"Unfortunately, it's not for sale. The people at a house we happened to stop by gave it to us."

"Is that so..."

Famu's shoulders slumped.

"I don't know if it'll work out, but I'll try to ask for the recipe and make it."

"But it's difficult to bake bread while traveling."

She must have helped out at home and baked bread before.

"Then we'll do it when we get to Miglutt."

"Yes,"

Famu nodded. As we were talking, we arrived at the Fuurai Inn. It had a similar structure to the inn we had stayed at in Richel. When we went inside, the tavern was already bustling. A group of drunkards saw my face and started making a fuss, shouting that the hero had arrived. I pushed my way through the crowd and headed for the reception desk.

"I'm here to see Hyakka."

"A rendezvous... doesn't look like it. She should be in her room."

The man at the desk gave me a teasing look, but his interest seemed to wane when he saw Famu with me. I got the room number and headed to her room. Before I left, I put down a gold coin and told them to buy a round of drinks for everyone in the tavern. I was feeling a bit hungry, so I also got some bread and a non-alcoholic drink to take with me.

"Wh-Why did you bring Famu?"

Hyakka asked in surprise as she greeted us. She was alone.

"Don't mind her. We are two as one."

I patted Famu's head.

"I do mind!"

Hyakka retorted. So Famu's logic didn't work after all.

"Where's Chihiro?"

It looked like a twin room, but he was nowhere to be seen.

"H-He's in another room today."

Was this a conversation so important that even Chihiro couldn't hear it?

"By the way, Mizuki remembered you too, Hii-chan."

Hyakka's expression brightened as if a light had been switched on.

"Is that so? Yamase-san remembered me too, huh..."

She pressed her hands to her cheeks, smiling brightly.

"So, what's the deal, Hii-chan?"

I asked her.

"...Somehow, I don't like it when you call me that, Mash. Chihiro's also 'Hii-chan,' so if you're gonna use a nickname, I'd prefer 'Mocchi' or 'Momo-chan.' Mocchi is 'cause I'm small. You can call me whatever cute nickname you like, Mash."

At her words, I thought for a moment. She said a nickname, but no matter how good I thought it was, I didn't know if she would like it. It was like a landmine.

"Alright, Momongaa. Why did you call me here?"

"...Actually, I'd prefer it if you just called me Hyakka, Mash. Anyway, the reason is... that. The sword that Uta had."

"This thing?"

I took out the double-edged sword Uta had from my storage.

"Isn't it strange? The legend says she used a katana."

"There's an inscription on the blade. Maybe it's for ceremonial purposes?"

I might be able to find out more about this by checking the diary-like memos left on Uta's phone.

"Yeah, that's true, but while you're tryin' to link it to monotheistic myths, it makes me think of my own country's myths..."

"...You have a point. This sword could be seen as the Totsuka no Tsurugi from the myths. The mirror, and then her Crystal Core..."

Hyakka nodded. Uta's burial goods could be compared to the Three Sacred Treasures of Japanese mythology. The sword and mirror were the Kusanagi no Tsurugi and the Yata no Kagami, and the Crystal Core that created that space was the Yasakani no Magatama. It probably wasn't that they were connected to one myth or the other, but that the myths themselves were the source and had become intertwined. I could take this as a message she had left for us.

"So?"

"'So?' What do you mean, 'so?'"

I wanted to hear Hyakka's conclusion, but she just asked me back.

"You're from Kansai, aren't you? Take responsibility for what you say and give me a punchline."

"It was just a thought. Thinking is your job."

"..."

"Is this why you called me here?"

I asked her. If this was all, there was no reason to summon me, nor was there a reason for Chihiro not to be here. Hyakka looked uncomfortable and kept glancing at Famu. I looked at Famu too, but she just had a prim look on her face, listening to our conversation.

"I wanted to be alone with you. I-I wanted to thank you!"

"With a kiss?"

Her face turned bright red, and she looked away.

"You knew that when I told you to come alone! Why did you bring her?"

I had hoped that was the case. Famu had undoubtedly realized it. That's why she came along.

"...It sounded like a challenge to a duel."

"If that's what you think, then I'll fight you. If I lose, I'm yours. Do whatever you want with me. But if I win, I'm taking Yamase-san."

What was she going to do with Mizuki?

"Hold on, there's a handicap of over a year in experience. And I'm not bragging, but I'm weak. I've never seen you fight, Hyakka, but I don't feel like I can win at all."

"I wonder about that..."

She looked at me doubtfully.

"You're changing the subject. You're the one who said you'd give me a kiss if I protected the town, Hyakka."

"...I just said I'd think about it,"

Hyakka mumbled, fidgeting. She had been planning to do it if I came alone, but now she was having second thoughts.

"And you don't have to worry about Famu. From now on, she's the cameraman."

I took out my phone from storage and handed it to Famu.

"No, I didn't get it at first, but Famu is your number one girl. I get it now, y'know! What are you planning on making her do?"

I had no intention of thinking of her that way, but had my attitude over the past few days been so obvious that she could be so sure?

"You seem to think you have a poker face, Mash, but it's pretty obvious what you're thinkin'. And then there's how Famu moves. She's always tryin' to be the closest to you, but you and the other girls let her."

Just as she pointed out, I thought I was a person who didn't show my emotions. So, even though I wasn't aware of it, my thoughts were written all over my face. Even knowing that, I still thought Famu's intuition was uncanny, but she had also been reading my expressions. Famu and I looked at each other. She looked away awkwardly.

"Famu won't do anything. She'll just check the photos with Chihiro."

I brought the conversation back on track.

"Don't do that!"

Hyakka panicked.

"Why not? It's your sister's big moment. Don't you two get along?"

I knew that wasn't the case, but I asked anyway. Hyakka and Chihiro had been summoned to this world as partners. There was no way they didn't get along.

"Talking to you is makin' my head spin! If your girlfriend's not gonna get mad, then just kiss me already. If that's what you want, Mash, we can go all the way."

"Really?!"

I got so excited I replied in Kansai dialect without thinking. "But why?"

"I thought about it a lot, too. Is it really okay to give myself to an old guy like this? But we're from the same world, you saved our town, and that Yamase-san is with you..."

Hyakka started saying something unsettling. I had a bad feeling about this. I wanted to hold her before Famu could stop me.

"Hey, you haven't done anything forceful or horrible to Yamase-san, have you?"

My eyes darted away. There was no way Hyakka wouldn't notice, and she sighed.

"It's true that Master did something terrible to Mizuki, but it was what Mizuki wanted."

For some reason, Famu threw me a lifeline. But I sensed a hint of malice in it.

"What's that supposed to mean? Well, if it were Yamase-san, she'd do something about it herself if she didn't like it..."

Hyakka seemed to have convinced herself. Still, her opinion of Mizuki was quite high. As if she had made up her mind, she came and stood close to me.

"Mash... we might only have ten years left. That's why I don't want to have any regrets. I'm going to start liking you from now on. I want you to cherish me, too, Mash."

Hyakka looked me in the eye and said.

"Are you sure? Isn't there someone else you like? Like Chihiro?"

"Wh-Why are you bringing up my brother's name?!"

She took a step back and looked at me. She was clearly flustered.

"You don't know? The goddess summons the two people with the best compatibility. And when you're transferred, your body changes a little to adapt to this world, right? It can be changed to be closer to your partner's preference."

"...Is that so? Then I guess this red hair is Chihiro's preference?"

She shook her ponytail and tossed it back.

"I don't know about that, but..."

"But there are same-sex pairs, right? Not all of 'em are couples, right? Me and Chihiro... we only showed each other when we were kids."

"What did ya say?! Tell me more about that!"

The second Kansai dialect slip of the day. Hyakka realized her slip of the tongue and covered her mouth, but it was too late.

"...Chihiro found a dirty magazine on our dad's bookshelf. We looked at it together. That night, we showed each other in the bath. After that, I couldn't take a bath with Chihiro anymore."

Compared to this world, our original world was a highly advanced information society. I was surprised that someone would hide dirty magazines on a bookshelf instead of keeping them as data. Chihiro's father must be a true man who valued the old-fashioned paper culture, even at the risk of his children finding them.

"Did your parents find out?"

Getting caught by your parents must be the most embarrassing and awkward thing ever.

"I just got too embarrassed to take a bath with him anymore."

"So that's not it. Did you really just show each other?"

"...I touched Chihiro's, and in return, Chihiro touched mine. After that, we washed each other too."

"Tell me a little more."

"Well, it was different from the book. So, I rubbed it to make it bigger and peeled it back. He did the same to me. He said that when he peeled it back, a little red bean-like thing came out. He played with it, but I couldn't see it from my angle, so I didn't know what he was doing."

Was the dirty magazine a Western one?

"Didn't you check in a mirror or something?"

"I got so worked up at the time that I didn't understand what was happening, so after that, I was too scared to check or touch it myself."

*So Hyakka is the type who doesn't masturbate.*

"W-Well, about once a month, before my period or so,"

she corrected herself when I remained silent.

"...You do it more often than that, don't you?"

"Ugh... but since coming to this world, Chihiro's always been with me. So I haven't done it. It's true."

She fidgeted, rubbing her fingertips together as she spoke. Famu was also staring intently at Hyakka, listening to her story. Every now and then, her ears would twitch. She was at that age where she was curious about lewd things.

"Let's get back on track. Who started touching first?"

"That was me..."

"Did he put it in?"

"He just touched me! I'm a v-virgin, so if you like me, Mash, you can check later. ...Hey, please, just let it go already. I'll tell you again when I'm your girlfriend..."

She covered her face with both hands. Her words and actions had been fueling my sadistic tendencies for a while now, but it was probably best to stop here.

"Alright, one last thing. Did it feel good?"

"Honestly, I didn't really know, but I think I was wet. I pretended it was just the bathwater."

"That's a great story. I'm moved!"

I put my hand on her shoulder and squeezed it tightly.

"What part of that was great?!"

"Famu, let's take a nude photo of Hyakka. We'll have Chihiro look at it and tell us what's changed and how."

"Idiot!"

Hyakka's scream echoed through the room.



    Chapter 84

    Hyakka and the Bedroom Promise (Hyakka ⭐︎)

    Hyakka sat on the edge of the bed. She patted the spot next to her. I sat down beside her and placed my hand over hers, which was resting on her knee. It was trembling faintly.

"It's just nerves. Don't mind it."

She leaned against me. Her body was small. When I pulled her close to kiss her, she turned her face away. Her body pulled back.

"I invited you here myself. Just give in already."

"N-No, that's not it. I'm fine with kissing and all. But I want you to promise me something."

"A promise?"

"To you, I'm just one of the many girls around. But to me, you're the only one. I know it's too late to ask you to only be with me, so it's okay if you do naughty stuff with the others. But you have to cherish me forever, or I'll be in trouble. I don't want to be just a fling."

"You want to be mine forever?"

Hyakka nodded. It was a pretty convenient condition for me.

"Ever since coming to this world, it's just been me and Chihiro, and we've been so lonely and scared the whole time. I finally met someone from our world, and then he attacks me without a second thought. It was really heartbreaking. But I finally met the person summoned by the goddess. I'm glad it's someone like you who listens to me and stays by my side."

It felt like Hyakka was seeking a protector. And in return, she was offering her body. Of course, I kept that thought to myself.

"Hyakka, do you want to go back to our original world too?"

"What do you mean by 'too'? Do you want to go back, Mash?"

I shook my head.

"No, it's Mizuki who wants to go back."

"Oh, right. Yamase-san wants to return..."

She looked up, lost in thought for a moment.

"I really wanted to go back at first. But now I've gotten used to this place. If you're here in this world, Mash, then I want to stay here too."

She planned to follow me wherever I went.

"If I could be picky, I'd have wanted someone a bit older, or at least the same age, and way more handsome."

She said it so casually, like it was no big deal. I lightly pinched both her cheeks.

"...I'm glad you're a cute girl."

"Do you like me, Mash?"

This time, I nodded. Hyakka wrapped her arms around my neck and closed her eyes. She leaned in. Our lips brushed lightly, then parted. The soft sensation lingered.

She opened her eyes. They were reddish and glistening, on the verge of tears. We gazed at each other intently.

"This is my thank you—I'm taking the lead. Now I'm yours, Mash. You better take care of me all the way through."

I pulled Hyakka close, and she tensed up. She was still nervous, but there was no resistance like before. Her frame was delicate.

This time, I initiated the kiss. Hyakka accepted it.

After savoring the feel of her lips, I slipped my tongue in. But her teeth blocked me. I licked along her upper gum instead.

Our faces parted.

"Whoa, that gave me chills."

"Open your mouth, Hyakka."

"Th-This is my first kiss, you know. French kissing can wait for next time."

"We're gonna do way more intense stuff than French kissing from here on out."

"Ugh... Yeah, you're right..."

I kissed her again, and Hyakka parted her lips slightly. I slid my tongue through the gap. Her tongue met mine. As I entwined it, she responded in kind. Her awkward eagerness was endearing, stirring my excitement.

While our tongues danced, I pushed her down onto the bed.

Our lips separated.

"Mash, I'm so turned on. I feel like I'm melting..."

Her flushed breathing grew ragged. When I placed my hand on her chest, I felt her heartbeat pounding like a drum beneath the soft give.

I enjoyed the feel of her breasts through her clothes. They weren't large, but they were firm, pushing back against my fingers.

"Ahh..."

Hyakka let out a breathy sigh.

"I'm taking these off."

I reached for her clothes.

"Y-Yeah. Then... let's undress together? I wanna see you too."

Hyakka started tugging at my clothes as well.

We sat up and helped each other out of our tops.

Once the upper layers were off, Hyakka's breasts came into view. Her skin was translucent white, and her modest, bowl-shaped mounds suited her age—bigger than Famu's, but not by much. Pink nipples capped the tips.

She noticed me staring and covered them up.

"It's just 'cause we haven't started yet! Once you touch 'em, they'll get bigger, I bet. Make 'em as big as Yamase-san's!"

"No, the whole 'rubbing makes them bigger' thing is just an urban legend."

"...No way. Didn't you grope Yamase-san's like crazy?"

"Mizuki was big from the start. And it's been less than a month since we started dating."

"Huh? I thought since you two were summoned together, you were already a thing back home... Like, sugar daddy stuff, or maybe you tricked her into something shady."

"...You're about to lose your virginity to a guy like that!"

"R-Right. I can't figure out why someone like Yamase-san would like you, but you're a good guy, Mash... Probably."

To shut her up, I pulled off her skirt and panties in one go.

"Eek!"

She reached to grab them, but I dropped the skirt under the bed and handed the panties to Famu, who took them firmly.

"You're smooth down there too, huh."

"W-Wait a sec!"

Hyakka pressed her hands over her crotch to hide it.

"Even so, I had some before coming to this world!"

I'd heard that one before. She shot me a resentful, teary glare.

"M-Mash, hurry up and strip! It's gotta be small anyway!"

"...This is the thing you're committing to for life."

I did as she said and took off my bottoms. Standing on the bed, I pressed my half-erect length against her cheek. Its size was Mizuki's doing, so it was all her fault. But only she thought it was big.

"So this is what an adult one looks like..."

Looking tense and excited, Hyakka tentatively reached out and touched it.

"It's so grotesque and lewd-shaped. Totally different..."

"You compared it to Chihiro's, didn't you?"

"Sh-Shut up."

She gripped it and started stroking up and down. It hardened in her hand.

"Show me yours too."

I pulled her other arm away from her crotch. She obeyed without protest and even spread her legs.

Her hand stopped stroking.

Drawn to her crotch, I leaned in slowly, taking in the sight.

It was sleek and clean—very tidy. Her clit was neatly hooded, with the urethral opening below, then her entrance, and her rear hole lined up after. Barely any pigmentation; it matched her skin tone.

Touching her entrance released a sticky flow of arousal that trickled toward her rear.

All the parts were petite, making it look even more youthful than Famu's.

"Famu... phone."

"N-No, don't take pictures!"

Hyakka tried to cover up, but it was too late.

I pulled up a photo of Mizuki's from the gallery and showed it to Hyakka.

"This is Mizuki's."

"W-Why are you showing me that? Some kinda play? I'm going for the beginner course here."

"Just look."

Hyakka nodded and stared at the screen, swallowing hard.

"Uh... Yeah, Yamase-san's smooth too. It's seriously erotic..."

Next, I showed her Famu's photo.

"And this is Famu's."

"M-Master..."

Famu blushed and squirmed, looking troubled.

"Super cute. I get why you like her, Mash."

Hyakka and I watched Famu fidget while focusing on the screen.

"It's adorable. Like a kid's."

Finally, I showed the one of Hyakka.

"No way, is that mine?"

It was even more immature-looking than Famu's.

"Famu, take another one and show her."

"Yes."

"N-No, that's a lie. Stop, please!"

Famu nodded and snapped a photo of Hyakka's crotch. I moved behind her, holding her thighs so she couldn't close them or cover up.

Famu showed us the picture after.

"I thought it looked so clean 'cause the hair's gone... but mine's got a bit more... looseness, like..."

Hyakka mumbled to herself, but she noticed me listening intently and clammed up.

I was positioned behind her, hugging her close.

I trailed my tongue along her nape. Her skin was fine and taut.

With one hand, I cupped her breast. It fit perfectly in my palm. Pinching her small nipple drew a tiny sigh. Meanwhile, my other hand slid down toward her sex.

"I don't know if I should say this..."

"Is this one of your special skills, Mash? I thought you were pervy, but you went and picked something this stupid?"

"No!"

I wasn't sure if she was dodging the point with a joke or serious.

"I told you, when adapting to this world, we can adjust to each other's preferences."

"So this is Chihiro's preference. Probably from when we compared..."

"Exactly. Chihiro sees you as more than a sister."

"Oh..."

Chihiro definitely liked Hyakka. Which meant Hyakka probably felt the same for him. There was no way they'd been isekai'd with such mismatched feelings.

"What now? We can stop if you want. You seem scared of losing your connection with us, but that won't happen. I don't want Chihiro hating me."

As I said that, I reached down and touched her entrance, scooping up the overflowing slickness and spreading it over her hood.

"Ngh... H-How can you touch me like that while saying stuff like this?"

"Because I don't want to stop, obviously."

I peeled back the hood. A red pearl emerged. Teasing it with my finger made Hyakka writhe.

"Ah! I've already told Chihiro I'm becoming your girlfriend."

"You did? He'd try to stop you!"

I added more from her entrance and kept working her clit. It swelled under my touch. Even youthful, it responded like a woman's. Her body jerked occasionally.

"Mash, not to overstep, but you should have more confidence in yourself. Yeah, Chihiro tried to stop me. But he was only worried about the age gap."

So he did try to stop her.

"And Chihiro's got a girlfriend now."

"What?! That kid already has a girlfriend?!"

Chihiro was supposed to be the same age as Famu—fourteen. I hadn't had any luck with girls before meeting her. Unbelievable. He even looked so pretty that Mizuki mistook him for a girl at first. Guess looks really are everything.

Annoyed, I pinched Hyakka's clit hard.

"Ow! Why are you so shocked that Chihiro has a girlfriend?"

"I was actually trying to set him up with Kalpana."

"What?! Kalpana's your girlfriend too! She zones out staring at you sometimes—that's totally her crushing on you."

"Master, Kalpana's already into you. You shouldn't force her on another guy."

I started to argue, but Famu cut in.

"Why didn't you say so sooner?"

My fingers pressed harder on Hyakka's clit. She let out a pained moan. It had swollen to bursting.

"I didn't want to say it, so I didn't! Besides, you have to figure that stuff out yourself for it to mean anything."

Famu turned away.

"So, what now? You like Chihiro a little too, don't you?"

I asked Hyakka, sliding my index finger along her entrance to prep for insertion.

"Mash, we're siblings. Even if we love each other, we're still siblings. And right now, I like you. I want to be your girlfriend."

She turned and leaned in for a kiss. Our lips met.

I shifted positions, laying her back down. I settled between her legs.

I eased my index finger into her.

She was plenty wet, but so tight it resisted. It pushed right back out. Twisting it, I worked it in up to the second knuckle. The tip clenched hard.

Hyakka grimaced.

"Mash, it hurts a little..."

"S-Sorry."

I pulled out quickly. "Maybe we should use lube."

"No, I'll endure it. For the first time, I don't want to use any tools."

Even as she said it, tears welled in her eyes.

"Got it. Then I'll make you come with my tongue first. Famu, help out."

"No way. I don't want to lick anyone but Master."

Famu rejected it instantly. I grabbed her arm, pulled her close, and kissed her.

"Laciel-sama is special. I'm not into girls at all. Absolutely not—I hate it."

I held Famu as she tried to squirm away.

"W-Why are you kissing Famu while doing it with me? Starting a lovers' quarrel all of a sudden?"

Hyakka looked baffled.

"You're gonna feel some pain today, Hyakka. So first, we'll get you off with Famu's top-notch technique. I've made plenty of girls come using what she taught me. Time to learn some new moves from Master Famu."

"So Famu created the demon after all..."

Hyakka gave Famu a weird look.

"No! It's Master's fault for being such a perv."

"I'll handle the left side of her clit. Famu, you take the right."

"Hold ooon, don't lick there!"

Hyakka tried to cover with her hands, but I pinned them down and kissed her clit, sucking gently.

"Ahhh!"

She cried out. As I started licking, Famu gave in and joined from the other side.

"Ah, M-Mash... This, ah, ah..."

Hyakka moaned. Our tongues and her clit tangled together.

I reached for Famu's crotch. She gripped me in return. While teasing Hyakka with my tongue, I fingered Famu. She worked Hyakka's clit and entrance while entwining her tongue with mine, never stopping her strokes on me.

"Mash... your hand."

Hyakka reached out. I took it. Famu grabbed her other one. It was a pretty tangled position.

We tormented her entrance with our tongues. It stayed tight, resisting entry. Still, she was feeling it—slickness dripped down to her rear. I caught it with my tongue and licked her there.

"Ah... Mash, my body's floating away. My head's going crazy."

Hyakka's breaths came harsh; she arched and lifted her hips to escape the pleasure.

I latched onto her clit to hold her down.

"Ah! I'm gonna come, ah, Mash, I'm coming, aaah!"

At the same time, I sped up the fingers in Famu, pressing hard against her front wall.

"Master... Master... Me too."

"Famu, Hyakka, me too."

Famu quickened her strokes on me.

"Mash, I'm coming!"

Hyakka let out a huge moan. Famu shuddered and trembled. I came in her hand.

Famu sat up, about to lick the semen off.

Hyakka grabbed her hand to stop her. She was still flushed, breathing shallowly.

"C-Can I lick some too?"

Famu brought her hand to Hyakka's mouth. She lapped at the semen tentatively. The contrast of her pink tongue and the white fluid was arousing.

I sat up and positioned my penis at her entrance.

"Already good to go?"

Hyakka looked surprised. I kept quiet about sneaking some stamina potion Cecily made. This would be my fourth time, counting what happened with Myra earlier, but I was still fine.

"Mash, I have a request."

"What?"

Was she getting cold feet?

"Even if it hurts and I complain, please finish it."

"If you say that, I'll go all the way even if you scream and cry."

She nodded solemnly.

"And... don't forget what my face looked like."

"Got it. I'll think about it every day and report back on what expressions you made."

"...On second thought, forget it."

I pressed my tip into her.

"W-Wait, one more thing."

"What?"

"I like you, Mash. Truth is, from the first time we met, I thought you were easy to talk to and kinda nice. I get why your other girls like you. When we reunite in Miglutt, wanna go on a date? Lots and lots of kisses?"

I fall for girls like Hyakka just because they talk to me without ignoring me.

I nodded to her. Confirmed, she closed her eyes.

I slid my penis inside.

Her tightness resisted fiercely. She grimaced, gripping my arm hard—her nails dug in, drawing a bit of blood.

To relax her, I kissed her. Hyakka clung to it, twining her tongue desperately.

Sucking on her lips, I managed to get about halfway in. Slickness flowed, but the grip stayed intense. No blood yet.

"Is it in?"

She still looked pained.

"Not even half yet."

"Sorry for calling it small earlier."

"It hurt like hell, but I'm over it."

"Mash."

"Yeah?"

"Try shoving it in all at once."

I held her hips and thrust deep.

"Hng!"

Hyakka let out a small cry. Tears streaked her cheek.

"D-Did it... reach all the way?"

I took her hand and guided it to our connection. She traced it, confirming.

Then she brought her hand to her face, staring. It bore the proof of her first time.

"It hurts. So much. Probably 'cause down there's molded to your dick's shape now."

Her walls clenched my penis tight, trying to expel the intruder.

I pulled back gently, against the resistance, then pushed in again.

"Ah!"

She let out a scream-like moan.

I hesitated to move.

She wrapped her arms around me, pulling me close.

"Mash, move. It hurts, but... there's a bit of pleasure too."

She still grimaced.

Following her words, I started thrusting.

"Ah, ahn, a, a, ah..."

Each thrust drew a moan. With each one, the tension in her body eased, and her grip loosened slightly.

We both started gaining some leeway.

I kissed her, kneading her breast and sucking her nipple.

"Mash, ahn, ahn, ahn..."

Soon, she began wriggling her hips in time with me.

"Looks like you're okay now."

"Y-Yeah, still hurts a little, but it feels good. Being wanted by you like this... it makes me happy. Weird, right?"

I could move freely now. For the finale, I thrust harder, savoring her tight embrace for a while.

"Ahn, Mash, it's happening again... ahn, ahn."

"Hyakka, I'm close too."

"Mash..."

We clasped hands and kissed.

The urge to come overwhelmed me—I released inside her.

"Mashhh—!"

Hyakka cried my name, taking every pulse.

I stayed still until my throbbing stopped, staring into her eyes.

They glistened. A single tear fell.

"Mash... it still hurts."



    Chapter 85

    Departure and New Companions

    The walls surrounding the town of Nieren grew distant. Once again, I found myself a passenger on a wagon. We passed through wheat fields and crossed countless hills, continuing our journey through the seemingly endless plains. I took out my phone and looked at the picture I'd taken just before we left. It was a photo of Hyakka and me. Hyakka was smiling broadly, a finger pressed to her cheek. She had pestered me into taking it, and when Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, and Aira noticed, they demanded I take their pictures too. Kalpana and Chihiro, who had been watching nearby, joined in for a group photo. The next time this group would be together was in Miglutt. That was still a long way off. I thought of Riley. I wondered if she had been freed from Ito's slavery. I had expected her to follow us right away. Where was she now? It was frustrating not being able to contact her easily. The caravan pressed on, heading for our next destination, the town of Fuhrt. I had been in the rear seat, but I left watch duty to Myra and Aira and went back inside the carriage. Inside were Famu, Mizuki, and the two I had collected from the jail this morning, Fang and Doris. Since they belonged to Avea's group, Altair, their designated post was the lead wagon, but I had them ride with us in the rearmost wagon to get information about Izaak. In their place, Cecily was on horseback, patrolling around the front of the convoy. Doris was my slave, and Fang was Mizuki's. Doris sat with her shoulders hunched, looking uncomfortable, while Fang sat with his legs spread and arms crossed, leaning back as if he were the master of this caravan. Mizuki and Famu sat on the opposite side. I sat down between them.

"Mizuki, do something about Fang's arrogant attitude,"

I whispered in her ear.

"Eh...? It's fine, isn't it?"

I had been hearing Mizuki and Fang's voices for a while now. From the sound of Mizuki's occasional laughter, I could tell they were already getting along. Her communication skills were impressive. I wished she'd use them on me.

"Doris, you were Izaak's slave, weren't you?"

I asked, turning to her.

"Before that,"

Fang interrupted.

"What is it?"

"If we'd stayed there, we would have been executed with Mii and Kei. I wanted to thank you."

Fang bowed his head. Seeing him, Doris hurriedly followed suit. If that's how they felt, I wished they'd shown a more humble attitude when we met in the dungeon. I hadn't witnessed Mii and Kei's execution, but after a formal trial in a few days, they would be publicly executed. The town could have been overrun by monsters. It couldn't be helped.

"It's like I said in the dungeon. You two are not responsible. But I want to avoid any unnecessary trouble. Don't ever set foot in that town again."

Fang nodded at my words.

"I want to thank you. Next time, I'd like to invite you to the werewolf tribe's village."

"Wait, were you also kidnapped and made a slave?"

"That's right. We move between several villages, living a nomadic life of hunting and migrating. One of those villages was attacked. Task and I fought to help the others escape and were captured."

"...Was it by a group wearing red hoods?"

"Yes. The Crimson Brigade."

The same group that attacked Famu's village. I wondered what kind of expression she was making, but I didn't want to draw everyone's attention to her. As I was thinking that, Famu's hand rested on mine. My gaze fell to her small hand. A slow anger began to boil inside me.

"In our village, there's a ritual dedicated to our guardian deity. I'd like the members of Levante to participate."

"...A guardian deity, huh. Is it okay for outsiders to participate?"

Another guardian deity. My understanding was that such rituals were usually exclusive and secretive.

"Ah, it's called a ritual, but it's more like festival entertainment. To put it simply, the participants become 'villagers' in a certain werewolf village. However, among them are terrifying 'humans' who have snuck in. The terrifying 'humans' secretly attack one innocent 'villager' at night. During the day, the 'villagers' discuss and vote to exile one person they believe to be a 'human.' They repeat the day and night cycles. If the number of 'villagers' and 'humans' becomes equal, the 'humans' win. If they manage to exile all the 'humans,' the 'villagers' win."

"...That's the 'Werewolf Game,' isn't it?"

Mizuki muttered, looking at me. The roles of humans and werewolves were reversed, but it was definitely the Werewolf Game. I wasn't sure what kind of joke this was, but it seemed a game left behind by an otherworldlyer had survived as a ritual of the werewolf tribe.

"We'll definitely go,"

Mizuki answered. Did she like the Werewolf Game? Fang looked at her and nodded in satisfaction.

 I brought the conversation back on topic.

"So, you and Task were sold as slaves and bought by Mii and Kei."

"That's right. About half a year ago, we were bought in a town called Heilon. After that, we continued to explore dungeons in the town of Fuhrt."

Heilon was downstream by boat from Fuhrt. It seemed they had come in the opposite direction of the route we were planning to take.

"There, we met Izaak, and he proposed the plan to attack the church in Nieren."

So it was Izaak who had initiated the plan.

"Do you know anything about Izaak's past?"

I directed my gaze at Doris. She shook her head.

"I was bought by Izaak half a month ago."

"In the town east of Nieren, right?"

Doris nodded.

"Yes, and then we went to Fuhrt."

"You didn't know anything about Izaak before that?"

"The party I belonged to was traveling from the eastern kingdom, aiming for the Demon Kingdom."

"Why were you going to the Demon Kingdom?"

"The Demon Kingdom wasn't our goal. We were trying to see the eastern edge of the world. But we ran out of money. We tried to earn some by exploring dungeons, but to make matters worse, two of our party members fell ill. As a result of drawing lots, I was the one to be sold as a slave."

People become slaves for reasons like that? Wasn't that a bit too casual? After hearing Famu and Fang's stories, I found it hard to believe.

"...If we ever run out of money, let's sell Mizuki."

"Hey!"

I was only joking, but Mizuki pinched my side for real. Ouch.

"So, Izaak was the one who bought you?"

"Yes. Therefore, I don't know much about him either."

"You say you don't know, but he must have done lewd things to you, right?"

Doris blushed and looked down. Mizuki pinched me again.

"Alright, fine. Fang, Doris, if you think of anything about Mii and the others or Izaak, let me know."

"Wait,"

Fang stopped me as I was about to wrap things up.

"You doubted Doris's story about being sold, didn't you?"

"I just thought it was too casual."

"Why don't you use the Slave Mark to confirm the facts? It's faster and more reliable."

Fang was right. I didn't want to use it, but if I didn't, Hyakka and the others who were tracking him could be in danger. If I had doubts, I should clear them up. It would be better for Doris's sake as well. I looked at her, and she nodded in resignation.

"Order. Doris, tell me about your past sexual experiences and how much lewd stuff you did with Izaak."

"Hey!"

"Master..."

Mizuki got angry, and Famu looked at me with an exasperated expression.

"Don't interfere. Mizuki, this is important. You want to know too, don't you? Next, I'll ask her about how often she masturbates."

"Are you an idiot?!"

Mizuki shouted.

"...Should I talk?"

Doris asked timidly.

"You don't have to answer a question like that!"

"Tch, Mizuki..."

Because Mizuki had interrupted, Doris didn't talk about her experiences. I couldn't feel the effect of the Slave Mark.

"You own slaves, but you've never used the Slave Mark to give an order? If you want to make them obey using the mark, don't give vague commands. And set a penalty for breaking the order."

"...Like, 'die if you disobey'?"

*I really don't like this.* I thought it was best not to use it.

"That's the idea, but 'die' is too harsh. If she really died, you'd be the one in trouble."

"I see. The balance is tricky."

I turned to face Doris again.

"Mash, if you give another weird order like that, I'm leaving the party. I'll go to Hyakka's group."

"Master, please give an exceptionally lewd order. Let's drive Mizuki out!"

"Famu? Hey, what are you saying? I feel like you've been cold to me lately."

Mizuki and Famu started arguing. I couldn't afford to have Mizuki leave.

"...Doris, did Izaak have any other allies besides Mii and the others? Was he an otherworldlyer, or did you see any other otherworldlyers? Answer my questions. If you lie, you have to shout 'oppai'—"

I was about to say 'show me your boobs' when I noticed Mizuki glaring at me.

"—shout 'oppa' one hundred times."

"I don't know if Izaak was an otherworldlyer. I don't know if he had any allies besides the Men in Black. I don't know any other otherworldlyers either... I'm sorry."

Was he planning to use them as disposable pawns from the start, leaving no trace? Did he have the financial power to dispose of people like Reed did? Just then, the sound of a warning whistle echoed from the front of the caravan.

 The wagon came to a stop. We got out, and Myra and Aira, who had been on watch in the rear, joined us.

"The front of the convoy is under attack by a horde of goblins!"

They must have been hiding in the plains. The battle had already begun. I could see Cecily on horseback, casting magic.

"Cecily!"

Aira shouted and ran towards the front. Furthermore, where Myra was pointing, goblin archers stood up and began loosing arrows.

"Weren't monsters supposed to avoid large groups?"

"It's likely due to the Big Hoppers. A swarm of Big Hoppers destroys the ecosystem in its path."

"I see. So this is an act of desperation."

Should we go to their aid, or should we stay and guard the rear? As I was debating, Famu drew her sword, and Fang readied his battle-axe.

"Master. There are more nearby."

Before Famu could finish, nearly ten goblins with spears leaped out from the tall grass. One of their spears came lunging towards me. I dodged and drew my katana, cutting down the goblin. While Famu and Fang were fighting, Mizuki and Myra also grabbed their weapons and joined the fray. Our levels were higher now. We could probably make short work of them. Doris stood a step back, ready to provide support. I scanned the surroundings and saw goblins rising from the grass in other places, beginning their charge. The wagon drivers were taking up arms and defending themselves. The goblin horde seemed to have a plan, but they weren't well-coordinated. If they had all attacked at once, we would have been in big trouble. We should have been more vigilant. The rear seemed to be fine. We needed to go protect Claire and the others, and the horses. As I was thinking that, a new group of goblins emerged from the grass. They were archers. Were they trying to kill their own comrades? They began firing arrows indiscriminately. The goblins that had charged with spears switched to daggers, and the battle descended into a chaotic melee. I fell back, switched to my bow, and aimed for the archers in the rear. The arrow I loosed pierced a goblin.



    Chapter 86

    The Goblin Attack and a Promise to Claire

    The chaotic battle continued. However, we were starting to gain the upper hand and push back the goblin horde. I was worried about Claire in the central wagon of the caravan. The front and rear were well-defended by adventurers, but the other sections were more vulnerable, with only the wagon drivers doubling as combatants. Protecting the caravan's cargo, and Claire, was the escort job we had undertaken. While firing arrows to suppress the enemy archers, I glanced over at Mizuki. She moved gracefully, swinging her sword. With a single strike, a goblin fell and vanished. The psychological shock of having killed Task didn't seem to be affecting her. Fang, fighting beside her, also exuded a sense of stability. The axe he wielded looked wild and brutish, but it was nothing less than a series of skillful movements designed to deliver fatal blows and deflect arrows. His motions were efficient, embodying a refined technique.

"Hey, don't just stand there. You're worried about the company members, aren't you?"

Fang shouted, having noticed my gaze.

"Mizuki!"

I called out to her as she fought beside Fang.

"It's fine. Leave this to us. Fang and I can handle it!"

Mizuki replied. Famu came over to me. She probably intended to accompany me. I switched back to my katana and we exchanged a nod.

"We don't need two healers. Doris, protect the leader!"

At Fang's words, Doris tightened her grip on her staff and nodded. Myra, who had been about to follow me, stopped in her tracks. She gave me a sad look, but there was nothing I could do. Somewhere along the line, command of this area had been taken over by Fang. It was a situation where no one knew who the leader was. She seemed to vent her anger by swinging her mace down on a nearby goblin.

 We cut down the goblins swarming the caravan as we made our way to the central wagon where Claire was. A goblin arrow flew towards me. Famu knocked it out of the air. Her movements were swift. I felt a sense of pride in her growth. I launched a rock sphere from my earth magic at the enemy who had shot the arrow. It wouldn't work on boss-class enemies or heavily armored foes, but it could deal damage to goblins. The moment the goblin flinched, Famu leaped forward with great force, slashing it down. The goblin vanished. She then spotted another goblin hiding in the tall grass and charged at it. A death cry echoed through the air. She picked up a Mana Seed and returned.

"Your movements have gotten faster."

"It's a Miburō skill. At level twenty, I can use mana to increase my agility."

"That's a skill that fits you perfectly."

I started to reach out to pat Famu's head, but I noticed Doris was watching me. Feeling embarrassed, I pulled my hand back.

"Alright, let's hurry to Claire's."

Famu and Doris nodded.

 Near Claire's wagon, Mercedes had dismounted and was fighting alongside the drivers. He had an injury on his arm. He was swinging his sword to keep the enemies at bay, but due to his injury, his movements were awkward. Famu slipped between him and a goblin, allowing Mercedes to retreat to a safe location. Doris rushed over to him and began to heal him. He had been wounded, but it seemed the enemy's encirclement was thinner here than at the front or rear.

"Where's Claire?"

"The young lady is inside the wagon."

I switched to my bow and began loosing arrows at the surrounding enemies.

 As we continued to fight while protecting the wagon, the enemies gradually began to flee. I wanted to give chase, but our combatants were limited in number, so we had no choice but to let them go. Out of frustration, I loosed an arrow at the back of one of them, but it missed. I realized that Doris was standing next to me.

"How's Mercedes?"

"It was a minor injury. He said he was going to check on Claire and went back inside the wagon."

For a while now, she seemed to be observing my actions intently.

"Is there something about me that's bothering you?"

"No... oppa, oppa, oppa, oppa, oppa, oppa, oppa, oppa, oppa, oppa!"

Doris, who had tried to deny my question, suddenly started shouting. Famu, who was keeping watch nearby, looked at us in surprise. Doris herself was also surprised. For a moment, I thought she had gone mad. Then I remembered the penalty I had set for when she lied to me.

"You don't have to shout 'oppa' anymore, even if you lie."

Had that canceled the order?

"But why did you lie?"

"...I'm sorry. I didn't mean to lie. I was just comparing this party to my old one. But are you sure? If you were going to cancel it, shouldn't you have done it after your last question was answered?"

"Maybe so, but even if it is my fault, it's scary to have someone suddenly start shouting 'oppa'. I really should have just stuck with a normal lewd command. Besides, I don't plan on using any more orders that activate the Slave Mark, so you're free to do as you please."

"A normal lewd command... You really do think about nothing but lewd things, don't you?"

Doris chuckled and nodded. It was better to have her smiling by my side than being timid and nervous.

"Your old party, was it the one that was heading for the eastern edge of the world?"

She nodded. I wondered if her companions had tried to get her back after selling her. I was also very curious about how she felt towards them, but it was a difficult topic to bring up.

"Did your companions try to get you back after they sold you?"

"At first, they tried to buy me back from Lord Izaak... I mean, from Izaak, but the price was too high."

"No matter how high it was, all they needed was money for treatment. If they had just used the money for that and earned the rest..."

I trailed off as I remembered. Because I could get Mana Seeds with my special skill, I had never had to think too deeply about money. Looking at her, I felt that taking the skill to increase rare item drop rates was the right choice. It was truly fortunate that I was able to take in Famu and even suppress the symptoms of her illness. Still, I wondered just how many gold coins the church had demanded from them.

"Once you're freed from slavery, do you plan to go back to your companions?"

"I think I'll look for them. But as for whether I'll rejoin the party and continue adventuring..."

 As I was talking with Doris, Claire got out of the wagon with Mercedes. Claire looked around anxiously, confirming that the fighting was over. Avea walked over from the front of the convoy. She didn't look like she had taken any damage at all. Her bikini armor was as impressive as ever.

"The enemy seems to have retreated,"

Avea said.

"Are there any injuries?"

Claire asked with a nod.

"It seems no one has taken enough damage to be unable to move. Aira is treating the injured at the front."

"Then let's have the injured in this area gather around Doris. Myra will see to the rear. Famu, go and tell them."

Famu nodded and ran off.

"Let's depart as soon as the injured are treated and we've confirmed there's no damage to the horses or wagons."

"Right. I don't want to linger in this spot. It's a hollow, and visibility is poor. Let's make it quick,"

Avea replied to Claire's words. Both of them turned their gazes to me. I realized they were asking for my opinion.

"It seems the monsters in this area have become more active due to the Big Hoppers' migration. Let's heighten our alert."

After saying that, I was about to head back to the rearmost wagon when Claire tugged on the hem of my clothes.

"Mash, in preparation for another monster attack, please ride in my wagon as my guard."

 We resumed our journey. The treatment of the injured was quickly finished thanks to our three healers, and there was no damage to the horses or wagons. Fang and Doris joined Altair to guard the front, and Cecily returned to patrolling the entire convoy on horseback. Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Aira were in the rear wagon, on guard duty. I was in the central wagon with Claire. The interior had a somewhat more luxurious feel than the other wagons. The seats had cushion-like padding, and the interior was adorned with small decorations. In addition to Claire and Mercedes, there were two other company members in the wagon. I sat facing Claire, with Mercedes next to her. The other company members sat next to me and him. I felt a bit out of place. I should have forced Famu to come with me. Mercedes cleared his throat. I looked at him, and he gestured with his eyes. He seemed to want me to talk to Claire.

"You went through a lot in Nieren, didn't you?"

"Yes, I did. But you were amazing, Mash. Just as my father expected."

"How long will it take to get to Fuhrt?"

"If nothing happens, about five days, I suppose."

The conversation died down. If it had just been the two of us, I might have been able to make some lighter small talk, but in front of the company members, I was at a loss for words. The atmosphere wasn't one where I could say anything intimate.

"Lord Mash, please don't mind us and continue your conversation with the young lady."

Mercedes said this, but his gaze was fixed on me. There was a considerable amount of pressure in his eyes. Had Mateo ordered him to make sure Claire and I ended up together, no matter what? I looked at Claire, and she wore an expression just as awkward as mine.

"Mash, Mercedes is worried that our relationship isn't progressing."

I knew that without being told, but what was I supposed to do, just make a move? Would I be forgiven if I reached out and groped her breasts right now?

"Fuhrt is a vibrant and beautiful town. How about the two of you take a walk through the town together when we arrive?"

Losing his patience, Mercedes tried to set up a plan for us.

"How many days will we be staying there?"

"Let's see. We have to transfer the cargo from the wagons to the ship. That will take at least one full day. I think we'll need a total of about three days, but if we're late arriving in town, we might not be able to board the ship we've booked. If that happens, we'll have to wait for the next one."

So there were consequences if we didn't stick to the schedule. The rain and the Big Hopper attack had caused delays. But surely they had accounted for the fact that a journey wouldn't always go according to plan. The question was how much of a delay they had factored into their calculations.

"Alright. I'll spend one of those days with Claire."

When I answered, Mercedes let out a sigh of relief instead of Claire. At this point, I was starting to wonder about Claire's true feelings. I just hoped she wasn't thinking of letting me have her out of a sense of duty, like Kalpana.



    Chapter 87

    The Castle in the Mountains and a Quest You Can't Refuse

    Two days after the goblin attack, the caravan was making its way along a mountain path. The grasslands were behind us, and we were now surrounded by a range of steep mountains. The road continued on, weaving along their ridges. The constant inclines and declines, coupled with occasional rockfalls that littered the path, slowed our pace considerably. Morning training had resumed, and I was once again getting worked over by Avea. I couldn't shake the feeling she had it out for me. Fang had joined in as well, though he was still recovering from his fatigue.

I was riding in the Mateo Trading Company's carriage. The company members were pressuring me to talk to Claire, and I couldn't seem to relax. I would have much preferred to be in the rearmost carriage, focusing all my attention on catching a panty shot when Mizuki let her guard down. I wanted to bring Famu with me, but that would have weakened our rear defenses, so I couldn't. *If only it were just Claire and me,* I thought, *there are things I could talk about then.*

"We should be able to see the castle soon."

Claire peered out of the carriage window. I followed her gaze. We were in a forest, surrounded by mountains, but the slope had become gentler. It didn't have the same gloom as the sea of trees that encircled Richel. Between the cedar-like trees, I could see patches of white mountain face. We weren't at an altitude where winter snow would linger; it was the color of the rock itself. The sound of running water told me there was a river nearby.

"Are we stopping at the castle?"

"We’re only passing by it. I doubt we’d be allowed to enter. The lord of the castle is of the royal family that rules this entire region, including the town of Frucht. It would be wonderful if we could become official merchants to the royal court, but…"

"The royal family lives in a remote place like this?"

"They don’t live here permanently. They have several castles within their domain and move between them. According to our information, they are currently in residence at the one nearby."

As Claire and I continued to talk, a spire, part of the fortress, came into view. It was built of heavy, brown stone. Then a massive structure appeared, enclosed by a sturdy castle wall. It was a fortress built on the steep slope of a mountain, blending in beautifully with the natural surroundings. It was exactly what I imagined a medieval European castle to be. Its blue roof, lit by the sun, shone brilliantly. As we moved along the road, it grew steadily larger.

Even if Claire knew of it from reports, this was the first time she was seeing it in person. She stared, breathless.

"Would you like to live in a place like that, Claire?"

"If I said ‘yes,’ it seems like you would conquer that castle and claim it for me, Mash-san."

"…That’s impossible. You give me way too much credit."

Claire laughed. Maybe someday I could get her something like one of those love hotels modeled after castles back in my world. I'd even have a rotating bed and a luxurious bath installed, and then I'd ravish her there. As I entertained these ridiculous fantasies, the carriage came to a halt.

It was Beers, coming from the lead carriage.

"We’ve been stopped by the castle’s knights. Avea is calling for Mercedes."

The man sitting next to Claire stood up. Claire and I also exited the carriage and followed Beers. Up ahead, five knights were confronting Avea and the others.

"How may we be of service?"

Mercedes bowed his head respectfully.

"Our king is in need of skilled adventurers."

"As you can see, we are but a simple merchant caravan."

"The warrior, the priestess, and the beastfolk there, as well. Leave anyone capable of fighting behind."

"But that would leave us without our guards."

"In that case, we shall invite you all to our lord’s castle. You may stay for a while. Consider it an honor."

The conversation between Mercedes and the knights continued. I stood next to Avea.

"Looks like we’re in for some trouble. Can’t we just force our way through?"

I whispered to Avea, knowing it was a reckless suggestion.

"We are about to enter their territory. We’d be hunted down relentlessly."

"What if we just took them out?"

I asked, though I had no intention of doing so.

"There are two Paladins. At high levels, they can grant physical enhancement blessings to nearby allies. A fight would mean considerable losses on our side as well,"

Avea replied. I took that to mean we would suffer casualties, but we wouldn’t lose. It was a bit confusing, but ‘Paladin’ was both the title of the hero from a hundred years ago, Uta, and a character class. Right now, she was referring to the latter. Come to think of it, Hyakka and Chihiro were also Paladins. That effect would be a perfect match for the beastfolk who served as their party’s vanguard. I was glad we didn't have to fight them. The negotiations between the knights and the trading company continued, thick with tension. But the company had no other options; they were being forced into a single decision. Under the guise of a glamorous invitation, we were to be escorted to the castle.

We were invited to the castle, but we were not granted an audience with the king. The area inside the castle walls was large enough to hold a small town, though there were no shops or residents. The grounds were paved with neat flagstones, and a massive building in the center caught the eye. The royal family was likely staying somewhere inside it. Besides that main structure, there were several others: a kitchen, barracks, stables, and a building that looked like a church.

Our party, Levante, was assigned a single room within the central building. It was luxurious. The interior and furnishings were all exquisitely crafted. Avea’s group, Claire’s group, and the rest of the caravan members were given similar rooms. Mizuki flopped onto the large bed with a thud.

"It’s so fluffy!"

She hugged a pillow, sinking her body contentedly into the mattress.

"Your panties are showing."

I quickly pulled out my smartphone and snapped a picture of her panty shot. If I was going to be stuck riding in the Mateo Trading Company’s carriage, I’d just have to stare at this photo to endure Mercedes’s pressure.

"Mmph!"

She sat up and held down her skirt.

"You already have naked pictures and videos of me, isn’t that enough?!"

"Nope, not nearly enough. I want more. I want to hold an exhibition someday."

Mizuki puffed out her cheeks. Myra picked up a silver water pitcher, examining the patterns on it with curiosity before pouring a glass of water. She took a sip.

"This doesn’t taste very good. I wonder if it has rainwater mixed in. The water Mash-san or Cecily creates with magic is much tastier."

Since there was a river nearby, there was probably a spring as well. I thought they could just pipe the water in from there, but that would probably be a security risk in a battle—it could be poisoned or used as an entry point for enemies. From the room’s window, I could see a courtyard. In its center was a pond, likely for water storage, and a well.

"Aren’t those the medicinal herbs we picked together, Master?"

Famu came to stand beside me, peering out at the courtyard. Our room was on the second floor, but the high ceiling of the first-floor hall made it feel more like the third. I couldn’t tell what kind of plants were growing in the garden. Cecily and Aira were over at the central table, picking at the fruit that had been laid out. With nothing else to do, everyone was relaxing in their own way. Just then, the door to the room opened.

"Aah, you pervert!"

I yelled, just for the sake of it.

"…The Knight Commander is summoning us."

The person who had entered was Avea. My joke only earned me a cold stare. I wish she’d said something.

"Alright. Let’s go."

I led the party members and followed after Avea.

Gathered in the first-floor hall were the members of Levante and Altair, along with Claire and Mercedes. At the far end of the hall hung a banner embroidered with what was presumably the royal family’s crest. Three knights stood before it. The knight in the center was, surprisingly, a woman. She looked to be in her twenties, with long blonde hair and sharp eyes that gave her a gallant look. The chest of her surcoat was noticeably full. Not quite on Myra’s or Aira’s level, but I’d say she was on par with Mizuki in the large-breasted department. Flanking her were the two Paladins who had blocked our path on the road.

"Thank you for coming. I am Zofia, commander of the Royal Guard."

Her voice was clear and carried well.

"To get straight to the point, I want to hire you to destroy the crystal core of a dungeon that has appeared in the castle’s basement."

"If I may be permitted a question, what do you mean by ‘appeared’?"

Mercedes asked.

"A few days ago, the crystal core in the castle’s basement went berserk. This castle is a key defensive point to the north. We cannot afford to leave it as it is."

"Surely you could use the strength of your knightly order rather than relying on scoundrels like us."

Zofia gave a bitter smile at his words.

"We sent in six of our finest. They were unable to break through the tenth-floor Area Guardian."

"…Is that so?"

Mercedes’s expression turned grim. There was no turning back from an Area Guardian’s room. To be unable to break through meant they had been wiped out.

"The dungeon was only recently generated. The tenth floor is likely its deepest point. You will not have to worry about food or fodder for your horses during your stay here. You will be handsomely rewarded. I need you to defeat the boss monster."

"…We understand the request. May we have a moment to discuss it amongst ourselves?"

"I will be in my office. Let me know when you are ready. I will guide you to the dungeon’s entrance."

Zofia and the others left the hall. Mercedes looked over at us and sighed.

"Negotiation is my job, but I must apologize. We have no choice in the matter."

He bowed his head deeply. I couldn’t bring myself to blame him. Those had been orders.

"But why would they bring unknown adventurers into the castle?"

Myra asked.

"Because Avea is an A-rank adventurer,"

Mercedes said matter-of-factly. We all looked at her in surprise. That meant she was on the same level as Aidan. She must have shown them her status sheet when the caravan was stopped.

"I should have shown my status sheet first. Since I’m F-rank, they might have let us go…"

"What did you say?"

Fang and Doris stared at me with shocked expressions. I showed them the letter F shining brilliantly on my status sheet.

"That’s right, I’m an F-rank adventurer! Which should make you all the more embarrassed for losing to my party!"

"…No way, that rank has to be a fraud. You shouldn’t be able to accept any paying quests at the guild until you raise your class. How were you even making a living?"

Famu and I exchanged a look.

"I was gathering herbs. That’s enough to get by day to day, right? I was living a humble life, but then Cecily and Aira here picked a fight with me. From there, things just kind of…escalated."

"A guy over level twenty gathering herbs, huh…"

This time, Fang and Doris exchanged a look.

"Alright, enough with the foolishness. Now that it’s come to this, we have no choice but to clear the dungeon. Let’s decide on the party formation for the Area Guardian’s room,"

Avea said.

"There’s no need to form a new party. I’ll go with Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, and Aira."

If we couldn’t turn back, we had to move forward. I had Goddess Summon, too. I looked around at the members of Levante. Their expressions remained stern, but they nodded in agreement.

"Wait. Mash, you’ll team up with me. You can decide the rest of the members. If you can’t do that, then you’re staying here."

Unacceptable. I wanted to fight with my six. I shook my head at Avea’s words. Thinking about it calmly, Avea was strong, but her position was a front-liner. She’d have to swap with either Famu or Mizuki. True, Avea was superior in both skill and level, but in a one-shot boss battle, I didn’t think the two of them, with their special skills, were inferior to her. Still, Avea was an A-rank adventurer, same as Aidan. If she also had a special skill, that would change things, but I still preferred to work with teammates I had good coordination with.

"I’ll be honest. The request I received from Mateo was to deliver you and Claire to Miglutt, no matter what. In Richel, I didn’t interfere with the Big Hoppers because I knew you wouldn’t lose. But I cannot allow you to go into a death trap that annihilated even the knights’ elite."

"Avea, it has to be them,"

I replied.

"Is this about your attachment to those women? If you reconsider, I might even let you have me."

"What?! Really? You should have said so sooner!"

The gazes from Famu and the others shifted from heated to the cold, flat stare you’d give a piece of trash.

"I-It was a joke! We’re going as Levante!"

Avea clicked her tongue. Then, as if giving up, she sighed.

"Fine. For now, let’s all explore the tenth floor together. We should be able to get a sense of the Area Guardian’s identity from the monsters that appear there."



    Chapter 88

    The Church Dungeon and the Crouching Girl

    The dungeon entrance was inside the church, just like the one in Richel. A black circle, about five meters in diameter, was set in the center of the floor. Something like black flames rose from it. One of the knights had adventurer as their second profession. He transported us down to the tenth floor. I would have preferred to clear the dungeon methodically from the first floor, but we didn't have that kind of time. Eighteen of us—six from Levante, six from Altair, and six from the Knight Order—descended to the tenth floor of the dungeon. This would be our team for clearing our way to the Area Guardian's room. It was a huge party. The interior was a cave with exposed rock faces, like a limestone cavern.

"So it's not an orderly, sectioned dungeon like the one in Richel."

"The terrain and the monsters that appear change with each dungeon,"

Myra dutifully replied to my mumbling.

"Moving as one big group is fine, but I'd like to have one battle with just our six. Secretly, if possible."

"Why secretly?"

she asked, a puzzled look on her face. Had I said something that strange?

"If Avea thinks I'm weak, she won't let me go to the Area Guardian's room."

"But you've been doing morning training with Avea-san, haven't you? I'm sure she already knows your strength. It seems like you really want to go to the Area Guardian's room this time, Mash. You're usually so cautious."

"Because we have to. I believe my, Famu's, and Mizuki's special skills will see us through. Anyone else might lose. I don't want to send them."

"Famu and Mizuki... It's a shame you don't count me as part of your main force."

"That's not it. It's because we have you, Cecily, and Aira for support and firepower that I'm even willing to step in. We may have come together by chance, but we're a well-balanced party. More than I deserve, really."

As I was talking with Myra, I noticed Fang and Doris watching me. They looked like they wanted to tell me something. Just as I started to approach them, a giant Worm burst from the ground, shaking the earth. Its massive body had to be at least five meters long. It slithered toward us in a serpentine rush. It looked slow, but its movements were surprisingly quick. At its tip was a cylindrical mouth large enough to swallow a human head whole, and I could see sharp fangs lining the inside. I dodged and slashed with my sword, but the blade couldn't cut through the Worm's tough hide. It was hard.

"Watch out for the saliva it spits from its mouth! It's corrosive!"

The warning came from behind me; it was Zofia, the knight commander. Just as she spoke, the monster spat a glob of saliva.

"Nasty!"

I dodged instinctively. But as I lost my balance, the Worm's tail whipped around and struck me. The blow sent me flying, and I slammed into the cavern wall.

"Dammit!"

I picked myself up and readied my sword again. But there was no need for me to jump back in. Avea, Beers, Fang, and the knights had already surrounded the Worm and were attacking it in unison. Despite its tough hide, their combined assault tore it to shreds in moments. Mizuki and Famu stood back and watched, just as I did. This group was more terrifying than the monster. As I watched, Doris ran over to me.

"Are you alright?"

"Y-yeah. More importantly, was there something you wanted to tell me?"

She furrowed her brow in a troubled way, yet there was something comical about her expression. I'd thought it before, but her face really did remind me of a raccoon dog.

"...I kind of have to pee,"

she whispered, glancing around.

"What? Didn't you go before we entered the dungeon?"

All eyes in the vicinity immediately turned to us.

"Hey, don't shout! It's embarrassing!"

"S-sorry."

She grabbed the hem of my clothes and tugged.

"Please come with me to that little alcove over there."

"Wait, you want me, a man, to come with you while you do it? If you need a guard, I'll have Famu go."

I was about to call Famu over, but Doris tugged harder on my clothes.

"N-no! You're my master now, so you have to take proper care of me!"

The stares from the others were painful. Mizuki looked particularly like she wanted to say something. I could tell her to just hold it, but I couldn't say the same to Doris, who had only recently joined us.

"...Alright. Sorry, but could you all wait for a bit?"

I called out to the group. Doris and I separated from the others and headed for an alcove where we wouldn't be seen.

Once we were out of sight, she lifted her robes and started to pull down her underwear.

"Hey, this is just an act, right? Are you really going to do it?"

"Yes, just in case..."

"Aren't you embarrassed?"

I asked, pulling out my smartphone.

"Of course I'm embarrassed. But I figured you'd be used to seeing this, wouldn't you?"

Doris's face was flushed, whether from excitement or embarrassment.

"Nope, first time."

"Really? This is my first time doing this in front of a man, too. It's a little exciting..."

She squatted down. Her vulva, below her pubic hair, was clearly visible. The ripe look of it excited me.

"I should have told you this before we entered the dungeon, but I've been to this castle before, when I was with the Men in Black,"

she said in a small voice.

"Did you meet the king?"

"No, they were preparing to welcome him at the time. I had the pilgrimage pass Isark carried, and Mii and I entered the church that serves as the dungeon entrance. The castle staff must have been busy, because we only saw the gatekeeper and the knight who guided us to the church. The church itself was empty, so I offered a prayer at the altar. While I was doing that, Mii found the basement and went inside."

"Mii had that special skill, Crystal Control, right? Was that when the dungeon was created?"

"I don't think so. At the very least, there was no entrance back then,"

she replied. She'd gone to the trouble of pulling me aside to tell me this. There was no reason for her to lie. If Mii's Crystal Control was responsible, it meant the skill had the power to execute a command given to a Crystal Core after a certain amount of time had passed. It was hard to think of the Men in Black's visit and the dungeon's appearance as a mere coincidence. Why would they leave such a trap behind? Mii was said to be based in the city of Furufto. It was possible she'd left more of these little presents for us at our destinations.

"Mash, I think it's coming..."

Doris said while I was lost in thought.

"Coming? What's... oh."

I had almost forgotten she'd called me over to use the toilet. A stream of liquid shot out from between her legs, spreading into a dark patch on the ground. I held up my smartphone, watching the scene intently.

"So it really does come out from there..."

"P-please don't be impressed by something so weird. And it's really embarrassing, so please don't stare so much!"

What started as a trickle became a steady stream, then gradually weakened. It had a strange, transient beauty to it. When she was finished, she gave a little shiver.

"...I'm done."

Perhaps aroused by being watched, she gazed up at me with a rapturous expression.

"That was strangely moving. I think you've awakened a new fetish in me, Doris. As thanks, I'll wash you off."

Before she could reply, I used water magic to clean her private area.

"Ngh... nnh... ahn..."

she moaned.

"There's some sticky stuff coming out. At this rate, I'll never finish washing you."

I reached out to touch her properly, but she grabbed my hand.

"If we make them wait any longer, they'll get suspicious."

Lost in Doris's lewd display, I'd forgotten we were keeping everyone waiting.

"Tch. I think they're already suspicious, but I guess it can't be helped."

I pulled my hand back, and she quickly pulled up her underwear.

"Was it just you and Mii who entered the castle?"

"Yes. The other members went on ahead toward Nieren,"

Doris confirmed with a nod.

"And what's this pilgrimage pass?"

"Myra-san probably has one. It's a certificate issued by high-ranking church officials, like priests. If you have one, you're considered a pilgrim and are permitted to pray at the altars of churches you normally can't enter."

"Do you still have it?"

She shook her head.

"Isark had it."

When we returned, the party had already started moving toward the Area Guardian's location. Famu and Mizuki came over.

"It doesn't seem like she was lying..."

Famu said, apparently sniffing the air.

"Maybe I should ask Fang to come with me next time,"

Mizuki mused.

"N-no way. Mizuki, I absolutely forbid it."

I didn't want to be compared.

"So, how was it?"

Mizuki clearly didn't believe Doris had taken me along just to go to the toilet. But I couldn't share what she'd told me in front of the whole group.

"It was great. Very exciting,"

I said, even though it wasn't the answer she was looking for.

"...Pervert. Don't you dare ask us to show you, too."

"I would like to record you doing it as well, Mizuki."

"...If you really want to see, I'll do it, but don't you start hating me, okay?"

"That's not it, Mizuki. It's exciting because you're embarrassed. If you just showed me like it was nothing, I wouldn't know what to do."

"Don't talk like I have no sense of shame!"

As I was talking with Famu and Mizuki, three Worms burst from the ground. Two in front, one behind. We were surrounded.

"I have a... proposal,"

I said, addressing Zofia and Avea as they readied their weapons.

"I have experience as an adventurer. No need for formalities in a place like this,"

Zofia replied with a wry smile.

"How about the Knight Order takes one, Altair takes one, and Levante takes one?"

"Sounds good. In that case, take the one in the rear. Altair will take the right, and the Knight Order will engage the one on the left in front."

Avea and I nodded in agreement. The other party members must have overheard our conversation, as the members of Levante cautiously gathered at the rear, facing our designated enemy.

"So we just need to defeat the enemy behind us, right?"

Myra confirmed. I nodded.

"Famu, Mizuki, and I will attack. Myra and Aira, you protect Cecily and provide support from the rear. I landed a blow on one earlier, but my blade didn't get through. They move like earthworms, but their skin is tough."

"Looks like it's my magic's time to shine!"

Cecily grinned and brandished her staff. A fireball shot toward the Worm. The monster dodged it with surprising speed.

"What?"

The monster then opened its mouth to bite and charged at Famu. Famu tried to dodge to the side, but the monster adjusted its course to match her movement.

"Kikuichimonji!"

She unleashed a vacuum wave to create distance, but the Worm's charge didn't stop.

"This is bad!"

I lunged forward, thrusting my sword at the monster's torso. The blade only slid off its hide, but my body check knocked the monster off course, allowing Famu to escape. The monster whipped its tail at me. I'd seen that attack before, so I was able to dodge it with room to spare. Mizuki, who had circled around to my opposite side, slashed at the Worm. Her blow sliced through its tough skin.

"Swordsman skill. My cutting power increased when I hit level twenty,"

she explained to my surprised look. What a dangerous woman. I almost wished she wouldn't get any stronger, for my own peace of mind.

"Alright, Famu and I will feint. Mizuki, you'll be the main attacker."

"Wait. I'll join the feint as well. My blunt attacks should be more effective against an enemy that blades can't pierce,"

Myra said, joining the front line with her mace. I began the feint. The Worm sprayed saliva, but I shifted my body to avoid it. After landing a strike, I kept a safe distance, continuing the harassment. Famu and Myra also kept moving, provoking the enemy.

"Stop darting around in front of the monster!"

Cecily yelled from behind. She wanted to fire a second shot. Famu, Myra, and I exchanged glances and simultaneously leaped out of Cecily's line of fire. An instant later, her fireball struck the Worm dead-on. The monster froze. Mizuki charged in. A blue light shone in her eyes. It seemed [Super Kill] had activated. With a single swing, the monster vanished. Mizuki picked up the Mana Seed the monster had dropped.

Both of the other fights were already over. The Knight Order had surrounded their Worm and beaten it to a pulp. Altair had done the same, with Avea, Beers, and Fang pummeling theirs into submission. Doris and the other member had apparently been providing support from the rear. We all took a moment to catch our breath.

"We're close to the Area Guardian's room. Let's move,"

Zofia said, and we resumed our advance.

"You think the Area Guardian here will be a Worm?"

I asked Myra. A bigger, more heavily armored Worm, perhaps? If so, I felt like I could end it quickly with a [Goddess Summon] right at the start of the battle.

"Since the dungeon is still forming, the Area Guardian can sometimes be different from the enemies on the floor."

"Is that so?"

I asked. Just then, Zofia turned around.

"For this dungeon, the chance of the Area Guardian matching the floor enemies is about fifty-fifty."

"...I see."

Challenging an Area Guardian without any information was a gamble. But we had no way of getting any. As I was mulling this over, the entire party came to a halt. We had arrived at the Area Guardian's door.



    Chapter 89

    The Pitch-Black Knight and the Special Skill

    Before us stood a massive door. Beyond it, the Area Guardian waited. Only six party members could enter at a time.

"We, Levante, will go."

"Can you win?"

Zofia asked. It was an impossible question to answer.

"A bit late for that, isn't it? This is why you brought us here, right?"

I couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

"Right,"

Zofia replied, a wry smile of her own on her lips.

"I need you to promise me something."

"What is it?"

"It's about what happens if we fail. I don't want you to let Avea and her team challenge it. Also, please free the caravan members. Your elite knights failed. You can't possibly think we can handle it on our own, can you?"

"I know this is unfair... but, alright,"

she agreed with a nod.

"Hey, what are you planning to do with your slaves?"

Avea cut into our conversation.

"I want you to free them in some town."

"So you're really going in with those six?"

I nodded.

"Is there anyone who doesn't want to go? I can take their place."

Avea looked over the members of Levante. None of them nodded at her question. Perhaps I had pushed them into this. Cecily and Aira, at least, should have been allowed to hesitate or decline. As these thoughts crossed my mind, my eyes met Aira's. She quietly shook her head. Then, she took Cecily's hand, who was standing next to her. Cecily squeezed her hand back tightly.

"Don't underestimate me. You can't fight without me, can you, Mash?"

Cecily answered. Avea sighed and turned back to me.

"Hold your palm open in front of your chest and show it to me."

I didn't understand her intention, but I did as she said. She slammed her fist into my palm. A dry sound echoed through the cavern.

"When you get back, we'll all sit around a campfire and share a drink."

I nodded. As she turned away, Beers stepped up and did the same, striking his fist against my palm.

"You defeated the Wind Blade. You guys will definitely win."

Next up was Doris.

"G-good luck!"

*Plap.* A soft, unreliable sound. She traded places with Fang, who now stood before me. I could feel the killing intent directed at me.

"Hey, don't hit me for real. I've got a fight coming up."

"I don't care if you die, but you'd better protect Mizuki with your life. And next time, put me on the team."

"...Sorry, but only women can join my party."

Instead of my hand, Fang punched me in the stomach. Ow. Was this guy in love with Mizuki?

"Well then, shall we go?"

"Yes,"

Famu replied to my words with a firm nod.

"We will open the door."

Myra and Aira pushed the door open. I went in first, followed by Mizuki, Famu, and Cecily. Finally, after Myra and Aira entered, the door shut behind us. It was just like the dungeon in Richel—a vast, dome-shaped room. In the distance, I could see another closed door. We had to defeat the Area Guardian and open that door, no matter what. In the center of the room, particles of light began to rain down, coalescing to form monsters.

"Worms. Two of them... No, more are appearing. Are they trying to overwhelm us with numbers?"

As Cecily spoke, another silhouette began to take shape alongside the two Worms. But this one was humanoid. It was a towering figure, well over two meters tall. Judging by its broad shoulders and muscular build, it was male. Its torso was covered in chainmail and a black surcoat, and though it wore leather breeches, I could see iron knee guards. It wielded a greatsword nearly as tall as itself and a massive shield that could hide half its body. It looked like a knight. Its head was also covered in chainmail, with a black hood over it. The face visible in the gap was like a poorly made mannequin, with no eyes or mouth.

"Famu and I will take on the knight in the center. Mizuki, you take the Worm on the left. Myra, the one on the right. Cecily and Aira, please provide support from the rear."

They nodded and readied their weapons.

"If you think you're in trouble, don't hesitate to say so. I'll call Laciel."

Ideally, I wanted to take care of the Worms first, then have Laciel launch her spear at the knight. I drew my sword. Famu also drew her twin blades and took her stance. A soft light enveloped me. It was Myra's protective blessing and Cecily's attack enhancement magic. The knight stood impassively where it had appeared. Famu and I slowly closed the distance. Mizuki and Myra ran past us, charging toward the Worms.

"Let's go!"

"Right!"

We tried to pincer him, but he turned his shield toward me, leaving no opening to attack. While keeping me at bay with his shield, the knight effortlessly swung his greatsword one-handed, bringing it down on Famu. Famu circled further around, deftly dodging the knight's sword, but he followed up with a sweeping slash. Famu and I hastily leaped back to evade the attack. Just as the knight was about to step forward to pursue Famu, Cecily's fire magic erupted in a fireball.

"Did we get him?!"

I was about to rush in to press the attack, but the knight spun and charged me with his shield. I managed to block the blow as if in a sword lock, but I couldn't absorb the impact and was sent flying. Seeing this, Famu, who had moved behind the knight, slashed at his neck, but his chainmail armor deflected the blade. The knight swung his greatsword at her. Famu jumped back, barely dodging the attack.

"No way... he has a magic barrier. My magic isn't getting through!"

It seemed Cecily's fireball had dissipated before hitting the knight. Not just her magic, but Famu's sword hadn't reached him either. She must have realized this as well, because she switched to her kunai. She must have judged that piercing would be more effective than slashing. The knight turned his sword toward Famu.

"Kikuichimonji!"

Famu launched a vacuum wave at the knight's face. As the knight leaned back to dodge, she leaped in. I timed my move to close the distance as well. He turned his shield on me again, but this time I aimed low, sweeping my sword at his feet. A high-pitched metallic clang echoed. He was wearing metal greaves under his leather breeches.

"You cheat!"

I couldn't help but shout. The knight's body barely wavered. But Famu didn't miss the opening. She threw a kunai that bit slightly into his chainmail, then followed up with a kick to drive it deeper. The knight swung his greatsword, and Famu retreated backward. Now it was my turn to thrust from the other side. I felt my blade pierce his chainmail as well.

"*GAAAAAAH!*"

The knight roared and swung his shield wildly. I took the full force of the blow. As I staggered and dropped to one knee, the greatsword came swinging down. Aira had come right up behind me. She grabbed my clothes and pulled me back. The knight was about to press his attack when another of Cecily's fireballs flew at him. It served as a distraction, but it was still blocked by the knight's magic barrier.

"How?! I even increased its size and power!"

Cecily cried out.

"Thanks for the save. He screamed, for a guy with no face,"

I said to Aira, protesting the unfairness of our enemy.

"He doesn't have eyes either, but for some reason he can see our movements,"

Aira replied.

"There aren't enough attackers with just you and Famu. I'm joining in."

Aira helped me up and readied her mace. It was good to have her attacking, but I was worried about losing a healer. I glanced over at Myra and Mizuki. Unlike us, they seemed to be having an easier time. I could see the Worms' movements slowing under their blows. The enemy was probably just these three. Should I use [Goddess Summon]? Would Laciel's spear be effective against him? As I hesitated, the knight charged at Aira and me, shield first. We split up to avoid him. Cecily, who was behind us, moved to hide behind me to avoid getting caught in the attack. The knight continued to pursue me, swinging his greatsword randomly. Just parrying it seemed like it would cause damage, so I desperately dodged. Aira, who was now behind the knight, struck him with her mace. But he blocked it with his shield. This time, Famu slipped under the shield and drove a kunai into the knight's thigh. As the knight tried to shove her away with his shield, Aira struck the embedded kunai, driving it deeper.

The knight dropped to one knee. I thought the fight was over, but in that instant, he pushed off his good leg and leaped backward, creating a large distance between us. He raised his greatsword high.

"Special Skill, Indra's Arrow!"

A beam of light shot from his sword toward the ceiling. The light tore open the ceiling, revealing a sky that shouldn't have been there. The sky was covered in black clouds, with lightning slithering through them.

"No way..."

This was the ultimate attack that had wiped out the Knight Order. I just stared up at the sky, stunned.

"Everyone, gather as close to me as you can!"

yelled Famu, who had been glaring at the sky just as I had. She turned to face me.

"The day has come for me to fulfill my declaration. I will deliver my master's blade to that knight's throat,"

Famu said. That's right. Her special skill could block the enemy's attack. Believing in that power, I would take this sword and cut down that knight, chainmail and all. I readied my blade and fixed my gaze on him. Mizuki, Myra, and Cecily, having understood her intent just as I had, gathered around her. Just then, a deafening roar echoed as countless bolts of lightning rained down from the sky. Famu held her hand up to the heavens.

"Special Skill, Yata no Kagami!"

As Famu shouted, a shining, circular mirror appeared above us. A deafening roar that felt like it would shatter my eardrums. A blinding flash, and the ground shaking as dust was kicked up. But we were protected by Famu's Yata no Kagami. I kept my concentration, my eyes fixed on the spot where the knight should be, now obscured by dust. I steadied my breathing.

The lightning ceased. I dashed through the dust-filled room, heading straight for the knight. As the dust settled, my vision cleared. There stood the knight, sword raised, as if he had predicted my move. I didn't hesitate, leaping into his range. This was a feint, a lure. The knight took the bait and swung his sword down. I had anticipated this move. And with an injured leg, his swing was slow. I dodged the blow with a backstep. There is nothing this sword cannot cut. I put everything into this single strike. I stepped forward again and swung my blade at the knight's neck.

"Impressive..."

The knight spoke. For a moment, an image of Akitsuki Uta flashed through my mind. Was he, too, a transmigrator who had been sleeping peacefully beneath the church? His head separated from his body and fell to the ground. The knight vanished.

"We did it!"

I turned around, raising a cry of victory. But before me stood two Worms.

"...Huh?"

I had completely forgotten about them. Did the knight's area-of-effect attack not hit his own allies? I barely dodged the charge of one Worm, but I couldn't avoid the tail swipe of the other. I was slammed to the ground. Mizuki and Myra rushed over. It hurt. But my job was done. Now all I had to do was enjoy the view of Mizuki's panties.

"Why do you always let your guard down at the end...? I was actually thinking you were cool for a second,"

Mizuki said to me as I was being healed by Myra. Did that mean she usually didn't think I was cool? The Worms had already been defeated by her and the others.

"You really think I could beat two of them by myself when you had trouble with just one?"

"Mmph."

Mizuki puffed out her cheeks.

"Besides, the plan was for you and Myra to finish off the Worms while Famu and I dealt with the knight. Then all four of us would gang up on him."

"Don't be ridiculous! It took six of us to beat one of those Worms!"

Mizuki retorted. But I really thought she could do it, so it couldn't be helped.

"Well, whatever. I got to see your panties, Mizuki. I'm satisfied."

"It's not whatever, and don't be satisfied!"

Mizuki feigned anger, then her expression clouded over. "When you went down, I screamed. So please, next time, leave it to me."

"Yeah. Got it."

She held out her hand. I took it and she helped me to my feet. I looked for Famu. She ran over to me. It seemed that using her special skill didn't drain her mana and cause her to collapse like me. Last time, she had only passed out from a sleep spell. I needed to learn more about her special skill.

"My special skill doesn't seem to use up all my mana like yours does, Master. But I can't use it repeatedly. I understand now what you meant before, about that feeling of wanting to use it but not being able to."

"Is your special skill a shield?"

"It has the power to reflect. It can be used like a shield, but things falling from the sky won't hit the enemy even if I reflect them..."

We could analyze her special skill later. I ruffled her hair.

"Alright, we've beaten the Area Guardian. Let's head to the room beyond."

"There's not going to be an eleventh floor, is there...?"

Mizuki murmured, voicing a terrible premonition. We proceeded into the next room.

In the center of the room, a transparent stone floated in the air. It seemed a little larger than the one Mii had possessed.

"...The Crystal Core. We just need to destroy this, right?"

No one replied to my mumbling.

"Hey, give me your usual lecture. This is making me anxious."

I looked at Myra.

"S-sorry. That's correct, but I've never actually destroyed one before. Are you sure nothing terrible will happen...?"

In that case, how about she squished it between her breasts? Even if it exploded, her soft bosom would surely absorb the shock. I'd probably get yelled at if I said that, so I kept my mouth shut.

"Don't be silly. You just have to smash something like this with all your might!"

Cecily declared, puffing out her chest with baseless confidence. I drew my sword and handed it to her.

"Huh?"

Leaving Cecily behind, the rest of us backed away to the corners of the room. Just in case, I held Famu protectively. Seeing us, Myra puffed out her cheeks with a little "hmph,"

so I held her too. 

"N-no way! This is a job for the frontline fighters!"

Cecily was in a complete panic.

"It's okay, Cecily. We have two healers with us. Leave the rest to us!"

"That doesn't sound like you think it's okay at all!"

Cecily shouted, but no one offered to take her place. Even Aira, who had been holding hands with Cecily before the battle, just gave her a sorrowful look. She sighed in resignation and raised the sword.

"Fine, I'm breaking it!"

At Cecily's voice, we all held our breath. She swung the sword down, and the Crystal Core shattered into a thousand pieces.



    Chapter 90

    The Banquet and Their Many Colors

    When I came to, we were back in the church. I checked our members. All of Levante was present.

"Hmph!"

Cecily shoved the sword back at me.

"So you're alive."

"I seriously can't believe you!"

She seemed furious.

"My bad. I'll do it next time."

"Too late! We already know it's safe now!"

What a noisy girl. I pulled her into a hug.

"Gah! Don't think you can trick me with this!"

Cecily pushed me away. Aira moved to Cecily's side solicitously. The cheat. I hadn't forgotten that she'd run away just like I had. I looked around. Altair and the Knight Order hadn't returned yet. There was no one here but us.

"Looks like we're the only ones back..."

"I think they'll be back shortly,"

Myra answered.

"Still, I never thought there'd be an Area Guardian that could use a special skill."

Their mere existence was terrifying enough, but if there were monsters that could use special skills with devastating power and a wide range in a place with no escape, then dungeon crawling would be impossible.

"Me neither. Special skills are abilities said to be granted to humans by the gods. I've never heard of a monster using one."

"Weren't all the gods except for the five goddesses hostile to humans? It wouldn't be strange for them to grant skills to monsters."

"That may be so, but I've still never heard of it happening."

Myra shook her head.

"...Well, if this dungeon was activated by Mii using her special skill, then maybe it's an exception,"

I said, relaying what Doris had told me in the dungeon.

"The knight said to me, 'Impressive.' It made me wonder if the Area Guardian was a knight who had been buried down here."

"The monster said that?"

Myra's eyes widened when I nodded. Was it that surprising?

"Monsters don't speak."

"Goblins talk to each other, don't they? Even if we can't understand the meaning."

"W-well, yes, but there are two types of goblins: monster and creature. Besides, while that knight had a human form, it wasn't human."

Myra seemed to be struggling to explain. If monsters could communicate through conversation like us, the difficulty of clearing dungeons would skyrocket. I decided to just accept that monsters generally don't talk.

"Well, we won't get a conclusion on that. What do you think about Mii creating the dungeon with Crystal Control?"

Myra didn't know everything about how the world worked. I didn't want to blame her, so I changed the subject.

"She just wanted to create a diversion, right?"

Mizuki joined the conversation.

"To prevent reinforcements from reaching Nieren? If so, wouldn't she have had to activate it much earlier?"

"Not that. To escape."

"...I see. In that case, there might be more dungeons like this one waiting for us at our destinations. What a troublesome parting gift."

"If that's the case, I think Isark is heading to Furufto, just like us,"

Mizuki replied. Just then, Altair and the Knight Order appeared. And the black circle that had been the dungeon entrance vanished.

That night, a banquet was held in the castle's grand hall. We were among nobles. The knights who had explored the dungeon were there too, but the king didn't seem to be present. It was supposed to be a celebration of our efforts, but the preparations were too good. They must have been planning some kind of banquet already. As a reward, each member of the party, including those from the Mateo Trading Company, received one gold coin. The six of us who defeated the Area Guardian received an additional gold coin each. The Mateo Trading Company was also given an opportunity for business negotiations. Mercedes seemed more pleased with that than the gold coin. She and Claire were nowhere to be seen, likely deep in negotiations. Doris tried to give me her gold coin, and Fang tried to give his to Mizuki, but we let them keep their earnings. They would need a foothold after being freed from slavery. We had also given them their pay for guarding the caravan. Besides, Cecily and Aira had accepted their share as a matter of course. The meal was a standing buffet. The tables, draped in white cloth, were lined with silver tableware and dishes decorated with flowers. Waitstaff moved with refined grace, beautifully arranging fresh fruits and spiced meat dishes. I had been loaned and dressed in a gorgeous outfit made of what felt like silk or velvet. A cape that reached my waist fluttered with every step, and it was starting to bother me. Fang and Beers had been dressed in similar outfits. Both of them looked awkward. I knew the feeling. I was sure I had the same expression on my face.

"...This really doesn't suit us,"

the three of us muttered in unison. A strange sense of solidarity was born in that moment.

"I'm feeling restless. Want a drink?"

I took a glass of wine from a waiter carrying a tray. I took a sip.

"This is delicious. A rich, fruity sweetness followed by a refined acidity that spreads through the mouth."

"It's so smooth. I especially like the lingering aftertaste deep on the tongue."

I couldn't tell good wine from bad, but Fang and Beers were exchanging high-level commentary and nodding at each other. After a hard day's work, I just wanted a cold beer. I took a small plate of meat and tried it. It was chewy and delicious. The spices did a good job of masking the gamy taste.

"Venison,"

Fang said, eating the same meat as me. I remembered him saying he used to be a hunter before he became a slave. Speaking of which, no one here seemed to mind his presence as a wolfman. In that case, Famu should be fine here too.

After we had been gathered for a while, the entrance doors opened and the women entered, clad in gorgeous dresses. Famu spotted me immediately and was the first to run over. She was wearing a light blue dress. It had a plunging neckline, and she wore a necklace with a large jewel. She stopped in front of me and twirled. Her tail and the hem of her skirt swished softly. A citrus scent wafted from her. She was wearing perfume. 

"S-so, how do I look?"

I could feel the determination in her gaze not to miss a single word. I noticed she was wearing makeup. It seemed to match the lighting in the room. Her skin had an extra sheen, and the deep red of her lipstick made her look more mature.

"C-cute... Yeah, I like it."

I tried to praise her, but no more words would come out. However, my feelings must have gotten through, because her cheeks flushed red and she didn't press for more. Her gaze shifted to the wine glass in my hand.

"Master, today is a special occasion. May I have just one sip?"

"...Make sure it's really just one sip today."

Famu nodded curtly. I had a bad feeling about this, but I handed her the glass. She took it firmly and tilted it back. It was a small sip today. I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Is this a vintage? It has such a rich aroma and flavor."

So she was a gourmet critic too.

"What are you letting her drink?"

an exasperated voice said. Mizuki and Myra had approached us at some point. Both were also in dresses. Mizuki's was red, and her hair was up, held in place with a silver ornament. The line of her neck was beautiful. She also wore a necklace with a large jewel. She was wearing perfume too, but I couldn't identify the scent. It smelled nice.

"W-what is it?"

Mizuki said when she noticed me staring.

"You really look good in anything, Mizuki."

Her striking, well-proportioned features and great figure—was I the only one who thought she looked good no matter what she wore?

"This was a pain to put on, so you'd better compliment me properly."

"R-right... You're naturally beautiful, Mizuki, so you'd look good in anything, wouldn't you?"

Just like with Famu, the words wouldn't come out.

"...Honestly,"

Mizuki pouted and looked down. Next to her was another pouting girl.

"Look at me too!"

Myra was also dressed in a magnificent purple gown. It was modestly cut, with lace covering her skin, but it still managed to emphasize her chest, and I felt like I was being drawn in. The shawl draped over her shoulders swayed softly with every movement.

"Want some wine?"

I offered her a new glass I'd taken from a waiter.

"Compliment me first!"

"...You're beautiful."

"Hmph!"

"No, I think you're all beautiful. I just can't put it into words properly."

"All of us?"

Myra asked.

"...No, just you, Myra."

Hearing that, Famu and Mizuki glared at me.

"Just my big sister?"

"No, Famu and Mizuki are... incredibly beautiful too."

As I fumbled, someone pulled on my cape from behind. It was Doris. She was wearing a green dress.

"...I may not be as stunning as the others, but what do you think?"

"No, Doris, you're cute too."

"R-really? Thank you."

She replied shyly, her face turning red.

Cecily and Aira were drinking wine together. Having escaped from Famu and the others, I was now with them.

"...I can pretty much imagine what happened,"

Cecily said. She was wearing a white dress. Since she wasn't wearing her usual pointed hat, her blonde hair stood out. Aira, next to her, was dressed exactly like Myra. She usually had a rebellious attitude toward her sister, yet she chose to use the same clothes and weapons. Myra was holding a wine glass with both hands. Was she planning on drinking all the alcohol served tonight?

"That was an ordeal."

"That's because you don't compliment them properly, so they pester you even more,"

Cecily replied, her tone admonishing.

"I did compliment them."

"You probably just repeated 'beautiful' or 'cute' like an idiot, didn't you?"

"..."

She'd hit the nail on the head. I was speechless.

"Listen. You need to find a specific feature a girl cares about and compliment that along with everything else."

"...I see."

As I nodded, Cecily nudged me with her elbow. Apparently, she wanted a compliment too.

"Cecily, your face is very beautiful, and it suits you."

"...Mash, I have no idea what you're trying to say, but I get that you *want* to compliment me."

She sighed.

"I-I was just kidding. That white dress really complements the color of your hair."

Cecily's face turned red at my words.

"W-well, it's alright, I guess. Now, go compliment Aira."

"I-I'm fine. I'm sure he'll just say something stupid anyway."

Aira flinched at Cecily's sudden suggestion. I looked at Aira. Every part of her outfit was identical to Myra's. I had a feeling complimenting that wouldn't make her happy. She looked uncomfortable under my gaze and, as if to escape it, downed her wine in one gulp. My eyes were drawn to the hand holding the glass.

"You painted your nails a color that matches the wine. It looks good on your pretty fingers."

"I can't be genuinely happy about that since I overheard your conversation with Cecily."

Even as she said it, she looked embarrassed and downed her other glass of wine.

As I wandered around, I found Avea and Zofia. They were talking, but when they saw me, they raised their glasses. Avea was in her usual bikini armor, though she wasn't carrying her sword. Zofia, too, was in practical attire, though she'd left off her chainmail. She wore a short sword at her side. As I was about to speak, Cecily's earlier words flashed through my mind. Avea's bikini armor seemed shinier than usual.

"Avea, is that your party bikini? It suits you."

A smile spread across Avea's face at my words.

"Hmph, to notice this sublime bikini armor... as expected of you. Instead of wearing that ridiculous outfit, you should prepare a pair of party Boomerang Briefs."

There was no way in hell, but I nodded anyway to avoid a harsher training session the next morning. Zofia, listening beside us, had a strange expression on her face. She seemed to be a person with a normal sense of decency.

"You did well defeating him. Let me thank you again."

The three of us clinked our glasses together. My report to her had been that the enemies on the tenth floor were a Worm and a knight, but I had kept quiet about the special skill. She was probably aware of the gaps in my report, since it didn't explain why the elite knights had been defeated.

"You said you were an adventurer. Why did you join the Knight Order?"

"Hm? You want to join? I'd welcome you."

She laughed when I shook my head.

"I was a noble, but I had many siblings and no money. I became an adventurer to make a name for myself."

As she was talking, the hall doors opened. A child entered, followed by several attendants. Behind them was a woman who appeared to be the child's mother.

"That is our king,"

Zofia whispered in my ear. With his entrance, the orchestra, which had been waiting in the wings, began to play, adding a touch of splendor to the banquet.

"Can you dance, Mash?"

Zofia smiled mischievously.

"I'm a commoner. I have no idea how."

"Alright, then I shall teach you tonight."

"N-no thanks. It's embarrassing."

I backed away.

"If you keep refusing like that, you'll be embarrassed forever."

With that, she grabbed the hand of my trying-to-flee self. And so, the night at the castle deepened.



    Chapter 91

    The City on the Water and the Onlooking Adventurers

    We had left the mountain castle behind and returned to our journey by carriage. It seemed we were out of the mountains now, as grassy plains stretched out before us. I was riding on horseback alongside Cecily, on guard duty for the caravan.

"How's this? I can even nock an arrow on horseback now."

I took aim at a rabbit peering at us from behind a rock. The area must have plenty of food; it was plump. I let the arrow fly, but it went wide. The rabbit, realizing it had been targeted, disappeared behind the rock.

"There goes dinner..."

"Your riding has gotten much better. But if we're attacked, just get off the horse,"

Cecily said, not looking particularly disappointed as she scanned our surroundings.

"It's because I have a good teacher."

"That same teacher got thoroughly beaten by a pair of beginners, though,"

Cecily replied self-deprecatingly. I thought about saying, "They were just a bad matchup,"

but it wouldn't have been much of a comfort, so I kept quiet. I looked up at the sky, where two white clouds drifted eastward.

"You're my teacher, Cecily."

"...Right."

She didn't sound very enthusiastic.

"Cecily, I'm going to free you from slavery in Furufto."

"Okay."

"You'll continue adventuring with me, won't you?"

I needed to confirm her intentions.

"I'll go with you to Miglutt, as promised."

"I'm asking about after that."

"Do you want me to stay, Mash?"

"Of course I do!"

She turned her face away.

"...I'm leaving the party."

The words seemed forced out of her.

"Why? Are you still mad about what happened in front of the Crystal Core?"

"I will never forgive you for that!"

I had just poured fuel on the fire. She reined in her horse, and I stopped alongside her. The caravan's wagons passed us by.

"I'm super shy around new people. I don't have the confidence to find a new member after you're gone."

"Don't say such pathetic things. There are plenty of people who will help you... Doris, Fang, Kalpana, Riley..."

"I want you, Cecily."

"Think about it, Mash. I'm just a normal adventurer. I can't go beyond that. I can't go where you're trying to go."

"..."

"I've been feeling my lack of strength for a while now. Hekatonkheires, the Men in Black, the dungeon in the mountain castle... I can't keep up."

She seemed to have lost her confidence. It wasn't like I had been confident from the start. Even now, I still didn't know what to do.

"But wasn't it the same with the Wind Blade?"

Their leader, Reed, had been aiming for the deepest part of the dungeon. Wasn't that situation even tougher?

"I can turn back, Mash. But you can't afford to fail, can you?"

The last of the caravan wagons passed us. Myra and Aira, who were guarding the rear, saw us and waved. I nudged my horse with my heels to move forward.

"I really need to study more about magic. And besides, I..."

Cecily started to say something but then clamped her mouth shut. I waited for a while, but it seemed she wasn't going to say any more. Her silence felt more like her true feelings, but I didn't know how to get her to speak. I wanted to continue adventuring with her.

The caravan moved on, cresting a gentle hill. A view of wheat fields opened up before us. In the far distance, I could see a river—a great river crawling across the land. A part of it reflected the sunlight, shining white. Squinting, I could also make out the white sails of ships on the water. And then I saw the city, spreading out on both banks. The city of Furufto. It looked even bigger than Richel or Nieren.

"So that's Furufto. Finally, one-third of the way there..."

Cecily said.

"It's been packed with events."

"Tell me about it!"

The lead wagon stopped. It seemed we were taking a break here. Cecily and I dismounted. A man from the trading company brought us fodder and water, so we let the horses rest where they were. Famu and Mizuki got out of the rearmost wagon and approached, stretching deeply. Mizuki stopped and looked out over the road that continued through the wheat fields.

"This looks like a scene from an anime ending."

"You mean the one where a girl drifts to an isolated island where a boy lives and a spaceship is sticking out of it?"

Mizuki nodded. It was an old anime. I wondered if she really was a high school girl, but she probably saw it on a streaming site. So did I.

"It's a happy-looking scene, but there's a certain loneliness to it that makes me uneasy."

"I know what you mean. So let's take a picture."

"I don't see the connection, but this pattern is..."

At Mizuki's words, Famu scanned the surroundings.

"No one's coming,"

Famu answered.

"Alright, picture time. You too, Cecily."

"You're getting too carried away! It's embarrassing!"

I wondered what could possibly be embarrassing now, after I'd taken nude photos of her, but I kept my mouth shut, lest she delete them.

We passed through the gates of Furufto. The road from the gate to the riverbank was wide and well-maintained. It was bustling with people and vibrant with activity. Many of the buildings lining the street were tall. The lower floors were made of stone, with wooden extensions built on top. The Mateo Trading Company's branch office was on the riverbank. From the office, I could see numerous ships docked on the water. Sailing ships, and were those galleys? Some had rows of oars sticking out like the legs of a centipede. They would load cargo onto those ships and travel downriver. What a wide river. It looked almost like the sea, but there was no smell of salt. The water was blue, and the current was gentle. When the wind brushed the surface, it created small waves that sparkled in the sunlight. In the distance, children were playing by the riverbank. One of them was dashing down a pier and jumping into the river. There was an island in the middle, and the city continued on the far bank, but there was no bridge to it. You probably had to take a boat to get across.

"The city is protected by walls, but what do they do if the enemy attacks from the river?"

"They use something called a Barrier Chain. They stretch a chain across to stop ships from entering,"

Myra explained, pointing to a lighthouse-like structure. I could see a similar building on the opposite bank. They must stretch the chain between them. I couldn't imagine what kind of chain it was, or if it could really stop an invasion.

"See you tomorrow, at the pier by the boat landing!"

a beaming Myra said. She was staying at the church tonight. The caravan was temporarily disbanding here. We would regroup in three days, after the cargo had been reloaded.

"I will ask the church to work toward Reed-san's release. Are you really okay with that?"

"Cecily and Aira have become precious companions. They've said they want me to forgive Reed. So I will forgive him. But if the city's laws are to judge him, I have no objection to that."

It was a roundabout way of putting it, but it was to ensure they wouldn't be resented. Myra would understand. She nodded. I was freeing Cecily and Aira from slavery. It felt dishonest to them to keep only him imprisoned. My only concern was his treatment of his slaves, but even a noble couldn't keep that up forever, and it was the result of hitting a wall in his dungeon crawling. That was the limit of his ability. To repeat it would mean his ruin. Famu didn't look convinced, but she said nothing. Claire came over.

"My turn is the day after tomorrow,"

Claire said.

"Hmph!"

Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, and Aira all glared at me at once.

"W-wait! Th-this is..."

I tried to think of something witty to say, but nothing came to mind. Claire, standing next to me, bowed her head to them.

"Please, just give me one day of Mash's time."

"..."

They didn't look convinced, but none of them said anything to Claire. Just then, Avea approached.

"If you're booking a date, his schedule is full."

"That's a shame. But I'm here to talk about morning training. The arena is open in the mornings. I'll whip you into shape there."

"Wait. I don't want to do it in the city. I'm not going."

I knew it was for my own good, but I didn't want to do anything that would draw attention to myself. And of course, I hated grueling training.

"May I go?"

Famu asked Avea.

"Alright. Then I'll train you in a different way,"

Avea said with a grin. Famu, like Mizuki, seemed to be a favorite of Avea's. Why did she have it out for only me?

I was at the slave trader's mansion with Famu, Mizuki, Cecily, Aira, Doris, and Fang. It wasn't as magnificent as a nobleman's estate, but the interior was lavishly decorated. The luxurious carpets and ornaments hanging on the walls spoke of its high class. In the center of the hall stood a large man with a small mustache. He was the slave trader, dressed in clothes that were not flashy but had an air of substance. He held out his hand, and I shook it.

"What brings you here today?"

"I'd like to free these four slaves. That's alright with you too, Mizuki, right?"

Mizuki hadn't expected to be addressed and hastily nodded.

"Are you sure about this? Besides, Doris was Isark's slave. She might betray you,"

Fang said.

"Are you going to go back to being a slave under Isark, just after being freed?"

I glanced at Doris.

"I won't go back."

She shook her head, her expression tense.

"Either way, neither I nor Mizuki have any intention of treating you as slaves,"

I replied, then turned back to the slave trader. "So that's the deal."

"...I see. How bold of you. In that case, I will require a fee of one gold coin per person."

That was a considerable sum. I took four gold coins from my storage.

"Wait, I'll pay for myself,"

Cecily said, and the others began to reach for their own coins, but I stopped them.

"It's fine. Fang and Doris, especially, will need money after they're freed."

"About that..."

Doris began.

"What is it?"

"I'd like to continue guarding the caravan. Would you hire me until we reach Miglutt?"

"Me too. I owe you. I want to travel with you,"

Fang added after Doris. It seemed he also wanted to continue with the caravan. I remembered that Beers had also volunteered to guard the caravan. Was it a popular quest?

"...Alright, but the Mateo Trading Company makes the final decision. I'll put in a word for you."

"What kind of slaves do you handle here?"

I asked the slave trader out of curiosity.

"I primarily deal in slaves for adventurers and the noble class."

"You have slaves for nobles?"

"Yes, those with education, servants skilled in etiquette, gardeners, cooks, and others with specific skills."

"Are there slaves you don't deal in?"

"Laborers and prostitutes. If you want those, I can refer you elsewhere."

That was closer to what I imagined slaves to be. Prisoners, people who were kidnapped or sold to reduce the number of mouths to feed, locked in cages with despairing expressions, pleading for help. But the slaves sold here didn't seem to be like that.

"I see. So you have adventurer slaves here too, like warriors and mages."

"Yes, which are you looking for?"

"Oh, I'm not looking. I assume they cost over a hundred gold coins anyway, right?"

"Warriors are around that price."

The slave trader nodded. A hint of coldness seemed to seep into his expression. He snapped his fingers, and a woman in a maid's uniform entered. He whispered something in her ear, and she nodded and left the room.

"She is one of the products for nobles I mentioned earlier. Fifty gold coins."

It was an amount I could afford, but I had no work for her even if I bought her. A short while later, she returned. The slave trader jerked his chin at me. I decided to follow him. Famu came with me.

We were led into the next room. It was smaller than the one we were just in. Four young women stood in a line. They weren't wearing manacles or shackles, but they were dressed in thin clothing that revealed their figures. One had the muscular build of a warrior, but I couldn't tell the professions of the others. They all had tense expressions. So these were the mansion's wares.

"I brought them, thinking they might be to your taste,"

the slave trader said. I looked them over. The one who caught my eye was a dog-eared girl. She looked to be about the same age as Famu. Famu was also staring at her.

"Don't tell me you know her?"

"N-no. It's nothing."

I whispered, but everyone probably heard me. Famu shook her head.

"That dog-eared one, her current profession is a thief. Ninety gold coins."

Thief didn't mean she was an actual thief. It was a profession that could support a party with skills like disarming traps and stealth. It seemed like a perfect fit for the dog-eared race.

"So?"

"Yeah, but I have enough members for now."

"I see. If you change your mind, feel free to visit again. I can also procure slaves to your specifications. Just let me know anytime."

The slave trader backed down easily.

We were walking from the slave trader's mansion to the inn, along the river. Numerous stalls lined the street, selling fish brought in from the river, so there was a slightly fishy smell in the air, but the streets were bustling with people and energy. Fish that looked like salmon were hanging at the front of a shop. We walked on, watching the scene. The slave marks on the arms of Cecily, Aira, Doris, and Fang had been removed. Now, only Famu and Mizuki were walking with me. Cecily had gone to stay with her aunt, a pharmacist. I had tried to go with her, but she refused. Apparently, it wasn't a very large house. Aira went with her. Fang and Doris were at a different inn. The inn we were trying to stay at had been double-booked with another group waiting for a ship, so we couldn't all stay in one place.

"You didn't seem very interested in slaves,"

Famu said, her mind seemingly back at the slave trader's mansion.

"It's because of the norms of my original world. Do you remember Mizuki's reaction when I first met her with you? I'm not trying to deny it, but I feel a slight aversion to it, just like Mizuki."

I had the desire to do whatever I wanted with the opposite sex. But seeing them act freely, like Famu and Mizuki, was more endearing to me.

"But weren't you about to buy a slave in Richel?"

"I'm not against buying one. In fact, if there's a good one, I might. But only if I can welcome them as a true companion."

The situation was different from when I met Famu. I didn't need one right now.

"I thought you'd be fine with anything as long as you could do perverted things. The slave trader must have thought so too."

Famu's words were surprisingly sharp.

"If you refuse, I will."

"I won't refuse!"

"Then tonight's the night!"

"I-I'm ready!"

Famu replied.

"Hey, don't start a weird conversation in the middle of the street!"

Mizuki cut in.

"You too, Mizuki. Be prepared for tonight."

"O-okay..."

Mizuki's face turned beet red as she nodded.

"It's true that if you wanted slaves, you wouldn't have freed me. And you seemed to think of making Cecily and the others slaves as only a temporary measure. Your way of thinking was different from mine,"

Famu said, bringing the conversation back on topic. Had she intended to work Cecily and the others to death as slaves for the rest of their lives? That was probably the norm in this world.

"Well, there are complicated feelings involved."

A pleasant aroma reached my nose. I looked at a stall and saw fish that looked like sweetfish being grilled on skewers. I wanted to buy one, but that was what Myra had said she wanted to eat with a beer. I told myself to wait until tomorrow, but Mizuki and Famu were drawn in by the smell and headed to the stall.

"You don't want any, Mash?"

"N-no, I'm good,"

I told Mizuki. It looked really delicious. They were savoring it, holding their cheeks. Saliva filled my mouth, but I held back.

"Getting back to the slave trader's mansion, there was a woman who looked like me and one who looked like Mizuki in there. Don't you think he prepared them thinking they were your type, Master?"

The one who looked like Famu must have been the dog-eared girl. But they were just the same race and looked to be around the same age.

"I remember the dog-eared girl. But I don't remember if there was one who looked like Mizuki. If there was, I would have liked to ask her price."

"What do you mean by that?"

Mizuki took offense, thrusting the skewered fish at me. I thought about snatching it and eating it, but I resisted.

"Don't you want to know your own worth?"

"I do not!"

Mizuki snapped.

"Speaking of which, Famu, you were staring at the dog-eared girl for a long time. Was there something on your mind?"

"You were looking too, Master."

Famu's question seemed to be a way of avoiding talking about her own thoughts.

"It's hard to say, but when I thought about how you might have been sold like that, my chest tightened."

"I was in a cage the whole time. But the village's..."

She trailed off. I had been seeing Famu in the dog-eared girl, but it seemed she had been seeing one of her own people.



    Chapter 92

    A Rendezvous on the Pier, and a Small Boat Across the River

    She stood there on the wooden pier, clad in her usual black priestess robes. The blue water lapped gently around her, and a light breeze stirred, sending her long hair fluttering. With her hands clasped behind her back, she began to walk slowly toward the end of the pier. She stopped at the very edge and stared down at the water for a few seconds. Then, with a light step, she turned around, her chest bouncing softly with the movement. She scanned her surroundings as if looking for someone before heading back toward the shore. Letting out a sigh, she turned back to the river and once again walked to the end of the pier. She just kept repeating the process. I took the opportunity to approach while her back was turned, hiding behind some crates whenever she turned to walk back. But either my timing was off or she turned back sooner than I expected, because she spotted me.

"Hmph! I've been waiting for you, so why are you hiding?"

I stopped trying to hide and walked over to Myra.

"Because you just looked so cute waiting for me."

"...I didn't take you for the type to make such flattering excuses,"

she said. It seemed my heartfelt words were taken as a joke to cover for my teasing.

"This kind of meetup feels new and exciting."

The same breeze that had tousled Myra's black hair now caressed my cheek.

"Yes. I was waiting with a fluttering heart. And yet you, Mash..."

It seemed I was in her bad graces. She took my hand.

"Let's get on the boat right away."

The rental was a two-person rowboat. Several other boats were already out on the water, some having rowed quite a distance from the shore.

"They said we can go all the way to the other side. I'm counting on you, Mash."

Was this her payback for my little prank?

"You've got to be kidding. How many meters is that?"

I gazed at the opposite bank, far in the distance. It was a hopeless task.

We paid two silver coins and climbed into the boat. There didn't seem to be a time limit. I started rowing out from the shore. At first, I just went in circles, but once I got the hang of it, I could steer it as I pleased. Still, making it to the other side was out of the question. When I figured we'd gone far enough, I took some grilled fish skewers and ale I'd bought at the morning market out of my storage. Items in storage don't change state, which is convenient since they're preserved exactly as they were when I bought them. We toasted and dug into the fish. It looked and tasted like sweetfish. The salt was perfect, and it was delicious. I took a sip of ale. Myra sat across from me. What a perfect morning.

"You saw an elf?"

Myra asked, looking surprised. I'd only caught a glimpse of them going into their room, so my impression was faint, but I remembered Famu saying they were an elf.

"Yeah, a kid with pointed ears. They were staying in the room next to ours. There was another person with them, one with a leaf on their head."

"Perhaps one of the Flower Folk? They're a race said to live in the far west."

"Flower Folk, as in flowers from a plant? Does that mean..."

I'd heard that in the age of myths, humans had interbred with all sorts of creatures to create new races.

"Yes, I know what you're asking."

Myra seemed to want to avoid any further questions about the Flower Folk. This world was once filled with adventurous humans, but despite creating all these new races, they now treated them with discrimination.

"Are they from the kingdom in the west?"

I changed the subject to the Flower Folk's homeland. The western kingdom was where Reed of the Wind Blade was from.

"It's to the north of the kingdom, actually."

"Really?"

I still couldn't get a good grasp of the geography.

"Between the Empire and the western kingdom, there's a great forest and a mountain range. It spreads out to the northwest, surrounding the kingdom, and in the north, there's a low-lying plain that faces the sea. Many of the Flower Folk live there."

"I see. So, Fuhlt has a king, but is the western kingdom similar?"

"No. The western kingdom is an independent nation, not under the Empire's influence. Fuhlt is one of the city-states under the Empire's control."

Things got complicated because the political systems of the city-states under the Empire's influence weren't unified. Monarchy, democracy, oligarchy—you name it, they had it. As long as a city-state remained subordinate, the Empire didn't interfere.

"So, broadly speaking, from east to west, it's the Demon Kingdom, the Empire, and the western kingdom."

"That's right. South of the Empire, there's a group of independent city-states, and there's another country even farther west than the western kingdom."

It was no use. My head was spinning; I couldn't remember it all. In any case, we were traveling toward Miglutt, which was west of the Empire.

"By the way, Mash, who do you prefer, Famu or Mizuki?"

Myra changed the subject. I nearly choked on my beer.

"...You like Famu, don't you, Myra?"

I asked, trying to calm myself down before answering.

"Yes. As I've said before, if Famu were a boy, she'd be my perfect type."

She was a dangerous one, alright. I'd have to keep Famu away from her.

"You thought Chihiro was a little cute too, didn't you?"

"Hmph, what are you trying to make me say? It's true I'm a *shotacon*, but that's a little different from romantic interest. You're my number one, Mash, you know?"

I had no idea what she meant by being a *shotacon* but not seeing them as romantic interests. It didn't seem like I'd get any more out of her, though.

"So, what about you, Mash?"

Myra brought the topic back around. Why did I have to talk about other women in front of her? Cecily would have been furious.

"It's hard to compare them. If we're talking just about faces, I prefer Famu's. Mizuki is just... too perfect in every way."

"I see..."

Myra nodded and seemed to be lost in thought.

"Myra, can I ask you something...?"

I figured I might as well ask what had been on my mind.

"Yes, what is it?"

"Is Mizuki really that beautiful?"

"...What do you mean by that?"

She tilted her head, confused by my question.

"Well, I'm starting to wonder if Laciel's power is making her seem especially beautiful just to me."

"No, I think anyone would find her beautiful. I certainly do, of course."

"Is that so..."

I was still bothered by what Hyakka had said, that Mizuki gave her a different impression than the one she'd met in their original world.

"Mash."

"Hm? What?"

"You've stopped rowing. At this rate, we'll never reach the other side."

"You're serious about this, aren't you?"

It seemed Myra was determined to get to the opposite bank.

Somehow, we managed to reach the boat landing on the other side. There was nothing to block the sun on the boat, and it had gotten hot. I was exhausted. My arms were burning. I didn't even want to think about the trip back.

"I'm sorry. I didn't realize it would be this difficult."

Myra said, stroking my arm sympathetically. A healing spell washed over me, and the soreness eased.

"While you're at it, if you massaged my arm between those breasts of yours, I'd be cured in an instant."

"Eh?"

Myra stared at me in surprise.

"Ah..."

Maybe it was the exhaustion, but my inner thoughts just slipped out. Myra froze at my words.

"I-I was just kidding. Please. Forget I said anything."

"N-No, it's fine for you to say that, since you're my lover. B-But, Mash... have you always looked at me that way?"

This was awkward. I couldn't say a word. I was sure I had creeped her out.

"Please give me a chance to make it up to you. Forgive me!"

"I thought you weren't interested in my body..."

"That's not true. I'm *only* interested in it."

I wanted to dive into that bountiful bosom and drown.

"You keep saying lewd things to Famu and Mizuki, but you never said anything like that to me."

"Well, saying it to you, Myra, is..."

Myra wrapped her arms around mine. A soft sensation enveloped my arm, but it was gone as quickly as it came.

"It's terribly embarrassing, so just for a little bit."

We started walking, hand in hand.

"Did you have a reason for coming to this side of the river?"

"Oh, right. This city has churches on both banks, and I heard the one on this side is putting on a play based on mythology. I wanted to see it with you, Mash."

"Do you know where it is?"

"Yes."

Just then, a group of people rushed past us, shouting excitedly.

"I wonder what happened."

Myra turned to look. She stopped in her tracks, clearly surprised. I thought I heard her gasp. I turned around as well. A short distance from the boat landing we'd just used, a large wooden sailing ship was moored. Or rather, it was in a severe state of decay. The mast was broken, the hull was listing, and there were holes in its side. It looked like it had run aground. It had an eerie, ghost-ship-like quality.

"Was that there before?"

We should have seen it as we approached in the boat. Was I so tired from rowing that I didn't notice? But Myra shook her head too.

"I'm curious. Let's go have a look."

She started walking toward the shore.

Myra gathered some information from the people staring at the shipwreck. Apparently, the ship had been abandoned for a long time after running aground. The owner and the operator were different parties, and they were locked in an endless dispute over compensation. It had become a regular spot for local kids to explore and test their courage. And yesterday, some children who had boarded the ship never came back. Their fathers had gone to search for them early this morning but hadn't returned yet. The ship was large, over twenty meters long, but the search area was limited. It seemed like it should have been over quickly. Someone was shouting toward the ship, but there was no sign of anyone on board, and no reply came.

"I'm worried. Let's go see what's going on,"

Myra said.

"I've got a bad feeling about this. We should leave it to the city's guild or knights. If we're going, all six of us should go together."

"Shouldn't we at least check if there's a dungeon entrance?"

It could be just like what happened at the castle in the mountains—a dungeon created by Mii's Crystal Control could have formed, and the children and the adults who followed them might be lost inside. It seemed Myra was thinking the same thing I was.

"Alright. But if it seems dangerous, we're turning back."

Myra nodded.



    Chapter 93

    The Wrecked Ship and the Missing Children

    We got back into the boat.

"You know, I'm starting to feel bad about this. Should I row?"

"No, it's fine. Rowboats are a man's romance."

I said something I didn't quite understand myself, trying to sound tough. Myra gave me a troubled look, probably thinking I was just being stubborn.

"It seems we don't have to return the boat to the other side; we can just leave it at the landing here. Let's take the ferry back."

I felt a profound sense of relief at her words, but the hand that had started rowing froze.

"Where's the shipwreck?"

I looked around, but the wrecked ship we had seen from the shore was gone.

"...Could it be some kind of mirage?"

We were only about twenty meters from the shore. Do mirages even appear that close?

"No helping it. Let's just try to get closer to where we saw it."

Curiosity won out over caution. I started rowing again. I could see a crowd of people on the bank. They didn't seem to be an illusion. Someone was pointing at us and saying something. It appeared they could see us as well. For a moment, a gust of wind swept past. The instant after I blinked, the shipwreck materialized right in front of us.

"Whoa!"

We collided with the ship. The boat rocked violently, but since we weren't moving very fast, it didn't capsize or get damaged. After checking that Myra was alright, I scanned the shipwreck, looking for a place to board. There was a large hole in the hull, and it looked like we could get inside without having to climb up to the deck.

"Mash, look at the shore!"

"Hm?"

I shifted my gaze to the bank. The scenery hadn't changed, but the crowd of people that had been there just a moment ago had vanished.

"They probably got tired of all the commotion and went home,"

I muttered, trying to sound casual, but I was fully aware of the danger we were in.

I quickly tried to turn back, aiming the bow toward the boat landing and starting to row. But I was met with an impact, as if we had hit a wall. Despite the landing being in plain sight, we couldn't move any further toward it.

"It seems we're trapped. We're already inside a dungeon,"

Myra said.

"A dungeon like this exists?"

"This is a first for me as well, but since we seem to be trapped in a different dimensional space, I believe we're in a dungeon."

"...I see. Let's circle around the outside and look for a way out."

"Let's find the children first."

Myra took out her weapon and prepared for battle.

"And what's the plan after we find them? Are you going to have them charge into the Area Guardian's room?"

"Mmph..."

She frowned at my sarcasm.

"Just kidding. You decide, Myra."

She was about to say something when I thought I saw the water's surface near the boat swell slightly.

"Myra, there's something in the water. Be careful!"

As soon as the warning left my lips, an alligator erupted from the water and lunged at Myra. She scrambled to her feet and slammed her mace against the alligator's snout. The creature splashed back into the water and retreated. The impact rocked the boat, and I hurriedly caught her as she nearly lost her balance. Peering into the water, I could see the alligator swimming beneath our boat. It was easily more than twice my height. And it wasn't alone; there seemed to be several of them. An alligator shot up toward my face. I yanked my head back just as its fangs snapped shut where I'd been. The boat rocked again.

"This river has alligators?"

And here we were, casually rowing a boat in such a dangerous place.

"They're most likely monsters. We're at a disadvantage here. The footing is unstable, and we're sitting ducks. Let's move into the shipwreck."

We couldn't fight off alligators from a wobbly boat. If we fell in the river, we'd have no way to counter the monsters' mobility. We'd be easy prey. I rowed frantically toward the hole in the ship's hull. Myra held her mace at the ready, but I wasn't sure if it was doing anything to deter the enemies in the water. Just as we were about to reach it, an alligator attacked from behind. Myra once again fought it off with her mace. The alligator, relentless in its attempt to bite, started to climb onto the boat. The boat lurched violently.

"It's no good! We're going to capsize! Jump for the ship!"

Myra leaped into the shipwreck, and I tried to follow. But the boat swayed hard, and I lost my balance. The alligator was closing in from behind, its fangs bared.

"Mash, your hand!"

I grabbed Myra's outstretched hand. She pulled me with all her might, and I managed to tumble into the shipwreck in the nick of time. When I looked back, our boat was floating upside down, and the alligator that had climbed onto it was glaring at us, baring its teeth.

We watched the alligator for a while until it seemed to give up and disappeared back into the water. There was no sign of it trying to enter the ship.

"...Is this game bugged? Aren't dungeons supposed to start with weak enemies? Who could possibly beat something like that?"

It had been a terrifying experience. I took a deep breath to calm my trembling. I couldn't help but imagine the worst—that the children and the adults who came to help them had been attacked by the alligators.

"It's a newly formed dungeon. There are bound to be some instabilities. Shall we look for an exit?"

Myra asked in a calm tone. I shook my head. To do that, we'd first have to flip the boat back over. I couldn't imagine succeeding at that while fending off alligator attacks in the water.

"I'd rather fight an Area Guardian than face those alligators in the water. Let's explore the ship. We might find the children and their parents."

"Mash, my judgment was wrong. We should have gone to the knights or the guild first."

"No, my tone was too harsh. It's only natural that you'd push back. I'm sorry. Besides, I was your hero, wasn't I?"

I drew my katana from storage.

"This has turned into one hell of a date."

I chuckled wryly and surveyed our surroundings. The floor was slanted, and barrels were scattered everywhere. It looked like a storeroom. It was dim, but not so dark that we couldn't see. Like other dungeons, it seemed we wouldn't need a light source. I could see a door. We should be able to move through the ship. I took the lead and started walking.

"I'll be the vanguard. You use your bow, Mash. I am not some woman who trembles in the back."

Myra said, her expression tense. She clearly felt responsible.

"Quiet. Leave it to me. Just shut up and tremble behind me."

I said, flashing her a grin. Myra's hand reached out and grabbed the back of my shirt.

"Very well. In that case, please use your strength to stop my trembling."

Myra smiled back, her tone somewhat theatrical. I turned around and pulled her into a hug. Of course, she wasn't trembling at all. She stared at me for a moment before closing her eyes. I pressed my lips against hers.

"Let's go through that door and see what's inside the ship."

Myra nodded. I cautiously opened the door and peered into the next room. There was no sign of monsters. A carriage sat in the middle of the room. Just the carriage itself, no horses. I could also see another door leading deeper in and a staircase going up. We approached the carriage. It wasn't the type we rode with the caravan; it was smaller but lavishly decorated with a glossy finish.

"Why is there a carriage in the ship's hold...? Is it for a noble?"

It wasn't the type you entered from the front or back; it had a step and a door on the side. Myra moved closer to peek inside, but she froze.

"...There's something inside."

She raised her mace.

"There are more around us, too."

As if seeping out from between the floorboards, four green slimes materialized. Slimes, I could handle. I raised my katana to strike, but at that moment, the slimes' bodies began to glow.

"They're about to cast a spell!"

Myra shouted. An arrowhead made of ice formed in front of one of the slimes and shot toward me. I barely dodged the first shot, but the other slimes began to glow one after another. Myra moved quickly, smashing one with her mace. The monster vanished. I tried to slash at the closest slime, but its spell was faster.

"Tch!"

One of the three arrowheads aimed at me sliced into my arm. Gritting my teeth against the pain, I cut down one of the slimes. In that time, Myra had defeated the second. The last one melted back into the cracks in the floorboards and escaped.

"Slimes that cast magic... give me a break,"

I grumbled. Myra began to heal my arm.

"There's one in the carriage too, right?"

Myra nodded. I wished Cecily were here to just blast the carriage with a fireball. I prepared to launch a stone sphere from my Earth Magic as a deterrent.

"W-Wait!"

A voice came from inside the carriage. The door opened, and children came out. Two boys dressed like commoners, and a girl who was slightly better dressed than them. All three looked to be around seven or eight years old. Myra rushed over to them.

"Are you okay?"

"Y-Yeah,"

one of the boys nodded, and Myra patted his head. The other boy started crying and clung to Myra. As she rubbed his back, the first boy hugged her as well.

"..."

*I wish I were a kid again,* I thought as I watched. Then, I met the girl's gaze.

"I'm Ensha. Those two are Kirim and Yuris."

Ensha pointed to the two boys clinging to Myra. The one who had started crying was apparently Yuris.

"I'm Mash. And that lady is Myra."

"Mash, I'm hungry."

"Haven't you eaten anything?"

The girl shook her head.

"We were exploring, but then monsters showed up and we couldn't get back."

So that's why they were hiding in the carriage.

"Were there any alligators when you came here?"

The girl shook her head again.

"When we were exploring, monsters appeared. We tried to escape outside, but the ship was gone, and there were alligators swimming around."

I took some sweets from my storage, used Water Magic to fill a cup, and handed them to her. I had bought these sweets at a stall to share with Myra. They were made from a dough mixed with honey, ginger, cinnamon, and other spices. Apparently, they were called gingerbread. The boys stared intently as Ensha ate.

"Want some?"

They both nodded. I gave the rest of the gingerbread to the boys.

"Before you eat, there's one thing you need to know. That lady there is mine, so don't you forget it."

The boys, who were stuffing their faces with sweets, just stared at me with blank expressions.

"What should we do now?"

Myra asked.

"Let's head up to the deck. There might be a lifeboat. The kids hiding here haven't seen their parents. They might have entered from a different spot."

"Is my father here too?"

Ensha asked.

"Yeah, you'll probably see him soon,"

I nodded. We had to find the dungeon's exit somehow, but it was likely outside the ship. It seemed our best bet was to defeat the Area Guardian and get out. The problem was whether we could defeat it with the children in tow.

"Before we go up, shouldn't we check the room in the back?"

"Good point."

Myra seemed to be the type to explore every nook and cranny. I took the lead. The children followed behind me, and Myra brought up the rear to protect them. Ensha tightly gripped the hem of my clothes.

"I need to tell everyone something, too,"

Myra said. "That big brother is mine."



    Chapter 94

    The Priestess and the Alligator King

    The back room was just like the first, a space cluttered with barrels and wooden crates. A green slime appeared, and I dispatched it quickly.

"Mash, you're so strong!"

After the fight, Ensha moved back behind me and grabbed my shirt again. It seemed to have become her designated spot.

"And I just said he was mine..."

Myra muttered under her breath, but she was holding hands with Yuris. I'd rather she kept her distance to stay ready for battle, but I told myself it was better than him panicking. Kirim followed along, clutching a dagger at his hip. He kept trying to fight the monsters, only to be stopped by Myra. It would be dangerous if he rushed forward, so I assigned him the role of protecting Ensha and Yuris. We climbed the stairs. A single corridor stretched ahead and behind us, with several doors lining either side. There were stairs at both ends leading to the upper levels.

"Is this the galley?"

"This side is full of sheets. All dirty."

Myra and Kirim were opening nearby doors and peeking inside.

"It's dangerous if there are monsters! You need to be more careful!"

Ensha voiced the exact thought that was on my mind. Myra and Yuris looked apologetic. She must have been the leader of the boys. Now, she was our leader. The scene was amusing, but Myra shot me a dissatisfied look. We followed Ensha's orders, preparing for a fight before cautiously opening each door. We found rooms lined with what appeared to be crew bunks, as well as rooms that looked like passenger cabins. We encountered a few more green slimes, but they were alone and easy to defeat. The search continued without finding anything out of the ordinary.

"There's nothing here."

"It'd be nice if there was some treasure, though."

I nodded in agreement with Myra. We had reached the aft of the ship. I opened the last unexplored door and entered a wide room. It looked like it had been a dining hall. Tables and chairs were scattered about. A large section of the wall was destroyed, leaving a hole big enough for a person to pass through. We could see outside.

"Monsters! Kids, get back!"

Green slimes that had been wandering the room charged at us. I cut one down with my blade and blasted another with a stone sphere from my Earth Magic. Myra protected the children while casting a magical defense blessing on them. After taking down about five of them, all the enemies were defeated. As I scanned the area to make sure, I noticed a man lying on the floor. He looked badly injured.

"Father!"

Yuris ran to the man's side. Myra followed him.

"It's okay. He's alive."

Myra began to cast a healing spell.

The man's eyes fluttered open. He stroked Yuris's head, who was looking down at him with worry, then carefully surveyed his surroundings. His expression softened when he saw Ensha clutching my clothes.

"My lady. You're safe."

Ensha gave a small nod.

"So you were the ones who protected the children."

He propped himself up with help from Myra and Yuris.

"Yeah. I'm Mash, and this is Myra. Are you alone?"

"My name is Sheil. My companions are..."

He trailed off, his gaze fixed on the hole in the wall. They must have been attacked by the alligators.

"We want to get out of this dungeon. Do you know where the exit is?"

"This is a dungeon?"

Sheil was surprised. It seemed he had no information. I filled him in on what I knew.

"Her ladyship's and Kirim's parents aren't here. I came with someone from her ladyship's estate."

"My father isn't here..."

Ensha was clearly disappointed by his words. I wondered who she was. She was definitely a young lady from a good family.

"We're looking for the exit. You can just follow us, but it would be a great help if you could protect the children."

"Of course, but I was attacked by the alligators. All my weapons are at the bottom of the river."

I took a one-handed sword and a shield from my storage and gave them to him. With him protecting the children, Myra would be able to participate more actively in combat.

"Alright, let's head up to the next floor."

With Yuris's father joining our party, we continued our exploration.

We stepped out onto the deck of the ship. We were at the very stern, with a full view of the entire vessel. I could see a small cabin that was likely the wheelhouse. The deck was littered with a broken mast, along with ropes and sails. The wooden planks of the deck were heavily decayed, with some sections missing entirely. It was in worse shape than the ship's interior. There was a lifeboat, but it didn't look to be in good condition.

"Shall we head toward the bow?"

At Myra's suggestion, I looked toward the front of the ship and saw a figure. It was wearing a blue tunic and an iron helmet with two horns.

"There's someone over there."

"You're right. Let's go!"

I nodded at Myra's words.

A man stood with his back to us at the very tip of the bow. A brown, reptilian tail extended from an opening in his clothes.

"I am the Alligator King!"

The man shouted toward the river, then slowly turned around. It was an alligator in human form. Its head featured a powerful, ferocious jaw with sharp teeth interlocking. A wire-like tongue flickered ominously. Its body was muscular and covered in tough hide. A round shield was strapped to one arm, and the scimitar in his other hand glinted in the sunlight.

"See, Myra? I told you there were monsters that could talk."

"...They say that clever birds can learn to speak a few human words. Perhaps it's something like that."

I wondered if parrots and parakeets existed in this world.

"I ain't no bird! You wanna get yourself killed?!"

the monster roared.

"You were planning to kill us from the start. You're just like a bird after all."

I readied my katana. I'd leave the children to Sheil. Myra was already holding her mace, and I stood beside her.

"Mash, look at the door behind the monster."

Behind the monster, at the ship's prow, a spar known as a bowsprit jutted out. A door had appeared at its tip. It looked just like the doors that appear in an Area Guardian's room.

"Let's just take this guy down."

We closed in, trying to flank him from both sides. Just as we were about to enter his range, the monster bared its fangs and opened its mouth. Flames erupted forth. It then swung its head, spraying fire everywhere. Myra and I leaped back in a hurry.

"This thing breathes fire. We can't get close carelessly."

I launched a stone sphere. It was easily deflected by his shield. I tried another, this time with a bit of a curve. It was deflected again, but it forced him to focus on dodging. Seizing the opening, Myra swung her mace and charged. The monster blocked with its scimitar but couldn't completely absorb the impact, and the mace struck its armored hand. I jumped in and slashed with my katana. The monster pulled back to dodge, but I managed to land a shallow cut. The monster bared its fangs and breathed fire. Myra and I retreated.

"You bastards! You're pissing me off!"

The monster pulled on a chain that was dangling into the river. An anchor, easily half the size of the monster's body, was attached to it. It effortlessly swung the chain and hurled the anchor at Sheil, who was protecting the children. Sheil awkwardly held up the shield, but it seemed like a futile gesture. Sheil and the children had squeezed their eyes shut in terror.

"No!"

Myra must have felt it too, because she twisted her body and dashed toward Sheil. She leaped, swung her mace, and knocked the anchor away. I used the opportunity to charge the monster, but it breathed fire and I couldn't get close. As I hesitated, the monster lunged at me. I parried two, three blows with my katana, then launched my own counterattack, leading to a fierce exchange of blows. In the middle of our clash, the monster bared its fangs and breathed fire. I thought I'd dodged it, but I smelled burning cloth. There was pain, too. I'd been burned. Just as the monster was about to press its attack, Myra cut in and struck its torso. The monster's body staggered, and it took a few steps back. I regained my footing and prepared to strike again, but it breathed fire, forcing me to keep my distance. The monster used the opening to pull on the chain and once again hurled the anchor at Sheil. A loud crash echoed as it smashed into the deck. This time, Myra couldn't get there in time, but they had been on alert and managed to dodge. Ensha gave me a thumbs-up to show they were okay, and I gave a slight nod in return.

"This fire is a pain."

But it didn't seem like it could breathe fire indefinitely. If I could just time it right, I could cut it down. I took a deep breath, relaxed my body, and gripped my katana again.

"Mash, let's take turns attacking. We'll aim for right after it breathes fire."

Myra, standing beside me, seemed to have had the same idea. She too re-gripped her mace, her lips set in a firm line as she stared down the monster. She was completely at ease as a frontline fighter. Utterly reliable. The way her breasts bounced with every movement was also magnificent. It was just a shame I didn't have the luxury of admiring them. I moved slightly ahead of her, slowly closing the distance.

"Wait. At this rate, I'll be overpowered. I wish to request an honorable one-on-one duel."

The monster held out a hand, halting our advance.

"Don't be ridiculous. We have no obligation to accept that. Just die quietly."

I rejected the monster's proposal.

"Are you sure about that? I could just spin around, breathing fire, and charge right for those brats. I'd probably be killed afterward, but I'd take those kids with me."

Hearing this, Sheil pushed the children behind him and raised his shield. Yuris, realizing his father was prepared to sacrifice himself, tried to approach him but was pushed back. Ensha gently took Yuris's hand. To me, they were just strangers I had met on this ship a few moments ago.

"...Go ahead and try it."

A surge of anger rose within me. The moment the monster made its move, I'd summon Laciel. I'd end this with a single strike from her spear.

"You have a way to stop that, don't you... In other words, you've been fighting while holding back your true power."

My unconcerned reaction seemed to make the monster give up. It relaxed its entire body, releasing the tension.

"I am the Alligator King. I wish to go down with pride, but if things continue like this, I'll die with regrets. I want a memory."

"A memory?"

Myra and I exchanged glances.

"I want to escort that woman and show her the view from the bow. It's sure to feel like you're flying."

"...If it's just that much."

Myra slowly lowered her guard.

"You're wrong, Myra. That guy plans to get you in a romantic mood, then beg for a kiss and try something lewd!"

"Is that so?"

It was a scene from a famous movie from my old world. I'd seen it, of course. Back then, I believed I'd have an encounter like that someday. But reality wasn't a world where such things happened. At my warning, Myra gripped her mace tightly and shot the monster an icy glare.

"Y-You! How did you know that?!"

"More importantly, I want to know how *you* know that!"

The monster fell silent.

"Give it up. Accept our blades."

I started to feel a little sorry for it, but I spoke as if admonishing a child.

"W-Wait! Please! I can't die like this! I need a chance! Baseball Fist! I demand a match of Baseball Fist with that woman! Win or lose, I'll accept my defeat afterward!"

the monster screamed.

"What?! Do you really think I would ever agree to something like that? Don't be ridiculous!"

Myra raised her mace high over her head. It seemed both she and the monster knew what Baseball Fist was. But I had yet to see anyone in this world actually playing baseball. It must have been another custom brought over by a transmigrator.

"W-Wait! I'll take off my helmet, I'll take off my clothes! I'll strip down to my underwear! You only need to win once against me! Please, accept!"

As he spoke, the monster threw down its weapons and actually started taking off its clothes. She paid no mind to its words and swung her mace down. I hastily jumped between her and the monster. The mace stopped just inches from my face.

"What are you doing, Mash? We must purge this scum from the world. I'll do it, so please step back and watch."

Her gaze was terrifyingly cold. All trace of emotion was gone, replaced by the sole mission of destroying the monster before her.

"P-Please... I-I'm asking you, too. I believe the monster is telling the truth. I want you to grant its final wish."

Myra's glare was terrifying. I couldn't stop shaking.

"Y... You..."

In contrast to Myra, the monster looked at me, overwhelmed with emotion. A passionate friendship was about to blossom.

"If you say so, Mash..."

Myra sighed and lowered her mace. I took it from her, just to be safe.

"Are you really okay with this, Mash? Even if it means someone else might see me naked?"

"Nah, you'll probably win before it gets to that. The point is just to satisfy the monster, right?"

She sighed again.

"...Very well. Just this once, okay?"

"Thanks, Myra. But please, go easy until at least a little cleavage shows."

*Woohoo!* I cheered silently.

"..."

As I was talking with her, the monster approached. It was already down to its underwear.

"Your name is Mash, right? I'll remember it."

It held out its scimitar.

"I want you to hold onto this for me. And I want you to witness this match."

"Of course, O King of Alligators. I wish you the best of luck. Strip that woman naked and knock that arrogant attitude right out of her."

I nodded and took his sword.

"...It seems I have no allies here,"

Myra muttered, having observed our exchange.

"Alright, let the match begin!"

I declared. Myra and the monster were already facing off.

"Rock, paper... scissors!"

As I called out, they both extended their fists. Myra had rock. The monster had paper.

"Grrr..."

Myra's fist trembled with frustration before she resignedly took off her necklace.

""That's cheating!""

The monster and I shouted in unison.

"Hmph!"

""...It's not cheating.""

Myra glared at us, and we fell silent. Still, the way she took off her necklace was rather alluring, so I decided to let it slide.

"A-Alright, next round! Rock, paper... scissors!"

I pulled myself together and called out again. Myra threw rock again. The monster threw paper. Myra silently took off one of her shoes. We could only stare, saying nothing. I thought it was against the rules, but the sight of her bending over to take off her shoe was quite sexy. As I was thinking that, my eyes met Myra's.

"R-Right, next! Rock, paper... scissors!"

Again, Myra had rock. The monster had paper. Myra took off her other shoe.

"Rock, paper... scissors!"

Myra, rock. Monster, paper. The monster threw its fist in the air with a dramatic roar, even breathing a little fire for effect. I threw a mental fist pump myself.

"..."

Myra looked at me as if for confirmation, then reached for her robes. As she pulled them off over her head, her chest bounced softly. She was now in a one-piece pure white slip. Her black underwear was visible through the fabric. Her large breasts pushed the slip up, failing to conceal her cleavage. The monster and I stared, breathless. Sheil and the children were also fixated on Myra. When he noticed my gaze, Sheil hurriedly covered the children's eyes. But his own eyes never left Myra. I swore I'd tell his wife. It was then that I realized what a terrible thing I was making her do. An intense wave of regret washed over me.

"M-Myra... I..."

"Mash, is it alright if I win the next one?"

"Eh?"

I looked at her, surprised. Was that even possible? I was skeptical, but she nodded with complete confidence.

"Then please, give the call."

"R-Right. Rock, paper... scissors!"

I didn't want to continue, but her words pushed me to call it out. Myra had scissors. The monster had paper. A victory, just as she'd declared.

"...So this is it."

The monster hung its head in defeat, then slowly reached for its underwear. Myra and I hastily stopped it from going any further.

"I think he was planning to keep throwing paper until the end,"

Myra said.

"Really?"

"It seems she saw right through me. I did it so she could stop whenever she wanted,"

the monster admitted with a nod when I asked. In that case, he should have just stopped when she gave him that icy glare, but since I was an accomplice who'd gotten carried away, I kept my mouth shut.

"I was also planning to keep throwing rock until you stopped me, Mash."

So everything had depended on my feelings.

"I believed you would stop it, Mash."

"Myra, I wasn't the man you thought I was. I was wholeheartedly rooting for the Alligator King."

"But you did realize,"

she said. I picked up her robes and handed them to her. She pulled them on over her head. I turned my gaze to the monster.

"I am prepared. Do it swiftly."

The monster stroked its own neck.

"King of Alligators. I don't see you as an enemy anymore. I want to save you."

The monster snorted at my words.

"Don't be a fool. I am the Area Guardian of this dungeon. The door behind me won't open unless you defeat me. And you'll never get out of here."

I glanced at Myra. I thought she might know a way to save him, but she just shook her head silently.

"I'll call Laciel. I'll see if she can just blast through that door."

"The opening of that door means my annihilation. So it's better if you're the one to strike me down."

"Don't be ridiculous! I absolutely refuse. You are my..."

Before I could finish, the monster shoved me. I stumbled, and Myra caught me from behind.

"Myra, was it? You're a strong woman. And a good woman. So I have two things to ask of you."

Myra nodded.

"You must destroy the Crystal Core beyond this point. I hate fighting as an Area Guardian. I don't want to fight in a constrained place like this."

"I understand. What is the second thing?"

"Take care of that softy. I know you like that about him, but you need to make him develop the resolve of an adventurer."

The monster confirmed Myra's nod, then pulled on the chain and hoisted the anchor above its own head.

"That softy... he's my... friend."

The monster smiled shyly. The anchor fell upon its head. The Alligator King vanished.

I stared for a long time at the spot where the monster had disappeared.

"Mash, I know I acted against your wishes."

She was still hugging me from behind, her face buried in my back.

"No, that's not it. I knew it had to be done. But because you were here, Myra, I was able to be selfish until the very end."

I could feel her soft touch and her breath through my clothes.

"Myra... I want to change the world."

"You can do it. First, let's remove the limit that's been placed on you."

Transmigrators could only stay in this world for ten years.

"That's right. First, I have to change my own world, huh."

I let out a bitter laugh. I didn't have a single clue how to do that yet.

"Mash, even if you give up, I won't."

The arms holding me loosened. I felt Myra's face lift from my back.

"It's a promise I made to him. I will destroy the Crystal Core."

She was probably trying to be considerate of me.

"No, let me do that. I'd like you to handle the second request."

She released me, and we faced each other. Myra smiled. It was the gentlest smile I had ever seen on her face.

"Yes. You can count on me."

She threw herself into my chest, and I held her tight.

Getting through the door was a challenge. The bowsprit was a log about sixty centimeters in diameter. The door was at the other end. One slip and you'd fall into the river. I looked down and saw alligators swimming about. A fall would be fatal. There were no walls, just the door standing there as if floating in mid-air.

"Sheil, you, Myra, and I will each carry one child across."

Hearing this, Ensha clung to me. That left Myra with Kirim and Sheil with Yuris. Myra shot me a resentful look.

"Protect me, okay, Mash?"

Ensha said, planting a kiss on my cheek. I could have sworn I heard the air around Myra crackle.



    Chapter 95

    Myra and the Star-Studded City

    Myra and I are in a noble's mansion. After all that, we managed to get to the back room without anyone falling into the river. And then, I destroyed the Crystal Core. The shipwreck itself remained, but the monsters and the dungeon walls surrounding it vanished, and we returned to shore safely. It turned out Ensha was a nobleman's daughter, a true tomboy who would sneak out of her mansion to go on adventures with the commoner kids from downtown. Not that she was left completely unsupervised; Yuris and his father, Sheil, were her chaperones. And Kirim was something of a local gang leader. Having rescued them, we received a grand welcome from Ensha's father, who threw a lavish feast for us. We tried to leave afterward, but he insisted we stay, so we ended up spending the night at the mansion. A messenger from Ensha's family was supposed to have contacted Famu and the others. We were currently in a separate guest house on the same property as the main mansion. It was built on a small hill. Myra and I stood on the balcony, looking out at the city lights. It wasn't like the cities of my old world, with electricity and streetlights. It was a dim world, but the light leaking from the houses made me feel the breath of the people living there. Famu, Mizuki, Cecily, and Aira were somewhere within that light. The thought calmed me. Across the river, one area shone particularly bright against the faint cityscape. Maybe a night market was being held. On the dark surface of the river, several small boats floated, their bonfire torches illuminating the water. I wondered what kind of fish they were after. Myra was also on the balcony, leaning against the railing and gazing at the night view.

"You drank quite a bit. Are you alright?"

She hadn't refused any of the alcohol offered to her, drinking it down as if it were water. Her cheeks seemed a little flushed, but that was the only visible change.

"Yes, I was holding back, so I'm fine..."

"...Right."

I couldn't tell if she was serious or joking, so I just nodded.

"It feels strange, looking at the night view with you like this, Mash."

"When we first met, I never thought this would happen."

I remembered the day I rushed into the church to get treatment for Famu. Since that day, she had always been there to lend me a hand. It was probably just her benevolent spirit, but what I felt for her was special.

"You're right,"

Myra nodded. "But it's such a beautiful night view."

"It is. It reminds me of a place called Kikuseidai in my old world."

"Kikuseidai... a place where you can scoop up the stars?"

She reached her hand toward the starry sky. The city lights and the crescent moon made the stars less visible than when we camped out, but the galaxy was still beautiful enough.

"The city lights were too bright at that place, so you couldn't really see many stars."

"So they compared the city lights to stars instead."

Myra lowered her gaze to the city lights. A night breeze blew, caressing her hair. She straightened up and stepped away from the railing.

"Mash..."

She wrapped her arms around me. I hugged her back, my hands on her back. Her dark eyes, which had scooped up the city lights, were trembling faintly.

"Are you shivering?"

"N-No, I'm not. It's just the night breeze."

"Then shall we go back inside?"

"I-Inside the room?"

"You don't want to?"

"...If we go inside, you'll know everything about me."

After insisting she was my lover for so long, had she gotten cold feet? I took out my smartphone and showed her the picture I took when I summoned Laciel in Nieren. The one where I was pressing myself against Myra's crotch.

"Is this... Aira? Why are you showing this to me now...? Wait, hyaaah!"

It seemed Myra realized it was a picture of her.

"See? I actually know quite a bit about you already."

"D-D-Did you finish all by yourself?"

"There were two of us, you know? You were even saying things like, 'Ooh...'"

"That's horrible! I was looking forward to this day so much. And you went and did it all by yourself!"

Come to think of it, Famu had also been angry, saying I had assaulted her without her knowledge.

"Hmph! You look kind of happy for someone in this situation. You're thinking about someone else, aren't you!"

"N-No, that's not it! And I didn't finish, you know. By tomorrow, Myra, you should be walking with a sore crotch."

"...So you showed me the picture to ease my tension. But you've ruined it. You've completely reset the mood we've been building up today."

Myra pouted.

"Come on, it's been a pretty crazy day, hasn't it? We had our disagreements before even entering the dungeon, I made you do something lewd, and you were genuinely angry at the end, weren't you?"

She must have been unhappy with my pessimistic attitude. And it was obvious she was jealous of Ensha clinging to me after being forced to play Baseball Fist with a monster.

"As long as you're looking at me, and I'm looking at you, that's all that matters. It's fine if we don't get along, it's fine if we clash. As long as we can be together. With you..."

Myra trailed off. She hugged me tighter.

"This is fine. I like the usual Myra."

"Honestly!"

With that, Myra closed her eyes. We shared a kiss.

We went back inside the room. The glow of candles and the light from the fireplace gently enveloped the room. Landscape paintings adorned the walls, and the furniture was carved with heavy, intricate patterns. Crimson velvet draped over elegant chairs and the bed. A fragrant scent wafted through the air, and a soft carpet cushioned our feet. It felt even more luxurious than the room we were given at the castle in the mountains. I kissed Myra as I pushed her down onto the bed. I was enveloped by the smooth, soft feel of velvet. I slipped my tongue into her mouth. Myra's eyes shot open in surprise, but she tentatively tangled her tongue with mine. After a tight embrace, we broke the kiss. A trail of saliva connected us.

"Is this your first time?"

"O-Of course it is!"

"Have you never been in love with a man before?"

I began to undress her. Once her robes were off, she was in the same slip I'd seen that afternoon. The fabric was thin, and her white skin and black underwear were visible through it. She shyly tried to cover herself.

"I was interested in romance. But I thought it was something that would never happen to me."

"But men must have hit on you before."

"They did, but if they were too persistent, Aidan would..."

I see. So those breasts were protected by that dwarf. I touched her chest. It was soft and seemed to sink forever.

"Ngh..."

Myra let out a sweet sigh.

"A-Actually, there was a time I was almost assaulted because someone mistook me for Aira."

She said, as if to distract me.

"Almost assaulted?"

"Yes. Aira's lover mistook me for her."

"...How could anyone mistake you two?"

Come to think of it, Aira had said something similar. I checked the feel of her breasts. They were completely different.

"The only people who don't get us mixed up are you and Cecily, Mash."

"Really? Even Famu and Mizuki would make that mistake?"

"Actually, Famu doesn't get us mixed up either,"

she replied.

"So, I drove him off, but after that, Aira started intentionally sending guys she wanted to dump to me, letting them think I was her."

"..."

So, Aira would steal a guy Cecily liked to make Cecily lose interest, and then, once Cecily lost interest, she'd send the guy to Myra. Any man who would mistake her for her sister wasn't a real boyfriend. What a messed-up woman. But it was so typically her that I had to laugh.

"Hmph. It's not a laughing matter. It was very difficult for me."

"Maybe Aira sent me here too?"

"No. I chose you. Thinking of you warms my heart. Thinking of you makes me feel strong. It's different from faith. I think it's the same ordinary emotion everyone else feels. But for me, that's what I want."

Myra sought my lips. A light touch, then we parted.

"That is my love. I love you."

Her sweet whispers reached my heart, rippling through it like waves.

Unable to bear it any longer, I had Myra stand beside the bed and took off her slip. Her skin was white. Large breasts, a cinched waist. A beautiful line that continued down to her hips. I took off her black bra as well. Little nipples sat atop her large breasts. I reached out to touch them.

"It's embarrassing being the only one. You take your clothes off too, Mash."

She reached for my clothes. I was too impatient, so I stripped them off myself. Myra gasped. Her gaze was fixed on my crotch, now that I was naked. It was already erect, practically bursting.

"It looks hard. Do men get wet too?"

Her hand reached out. Her long fingers touched the tip. She scooped up a clear liquid. A thread connected my tip and her fingertip. She brought it to her mouth.

"I heard it tastes strange, but I can't really tell."

She looked at me.

"Myra. You take off your underwear too."

"I-I have to take it off myself?"

She blushed, fidgeting as she slid her underwear down her long legs, pulling it off one foot at a time. Her bottom was full, and her thighs were a little thick. Despite wielding a mace in battle, she didn't look muscular; like her chest, she looked soft. I looked at her crotch. A black thicket. The firelight made it look wet. When I reached out to touch it, she grabbed my hand.

"That's not fair. You touched mine, Myra."

"There's a difference in value between a man's and a woman's."

"You're embarrassed because you're wet, aren't you? Let me touch it."

Myra gave up resisting. I reached for her private parts. As I'd imagined, she was soaking wet.

"It's because I kissed you, Mash..."

Myra whispered, as if making an excuse.

"No. It was when we were playing Baseball Fist... no, even before we got on the boat."

"H-How do you know that?"

"...Just a wild guess."

She looked like she was about to collapse in a stunned daze. I quickly caught her.
	
"I fell for Mash's trap and he found out... I'm so embarrassed I could die."

"You're about to experience things that are much more embarrassing."

"T-That's right."

I pulled my fingers from her private parts and licked them in front of her.

"Hyaaaaaah! What on earth are you licking?!"

She screamed, so I put the fingers that had been inside her into her mouth.

"Fwaah, fuuuu..."

I let her suck on my fingers as she made noises that weren't quite words. After a moment, I slowly pulled them out.

"So this is what I taste like. It's a strange taste."

"Have you never touched yourself before?"

"I-I don't touch myself!"

"Really?"

I gave her a skeptical look.

"You're mean, mean, mean... you've been mean this whole time. Be gentle with me!"

"No. I won't be gentle unless you answer me properly."

We stared at each other. Myra gave up and looked away.

"...I saw Aira doing it to herself once. After seeing that, I tried to imitate her and touch myself, but it felt like such a sinful thing to do that I got scared and stopped. I haven't done it since."

Did you hear that, Mizuki? There are girls with pure hearts like this in the world. Still, Aira has quite a presence.

"What about you, Mash?"

"In my old world, I did it myself almost every day."

"Um... that... did you drink it yourself after you... finished?"

Myra said something so outrageous that I quickly shook my head.

"N-No, I don't drink my own. I just soak it up with paper and that's it."

"W-Well, I'll drink yours, Mash."

Myra and I shared a kiss. We tumbled onto the bed.

I was on top of her. I took a moment to observe her body again. The strong impression of her black hair made her skin look even paler. She looked a lot like Aira, but her breasts, butt, and thighs were bigger. Despite that, her waist was more defined than Aira's. Aira was warm and comfortable to hold. Myra, on the other hand, had breasts and a bottom that were wonderful to touch. Myra's pubic hair seemed a little thicker. They looked similar, but they weren't twins. But you'd believe it if someone said they were the same age.

"You have a beautiful body."

I ran my hands over her body.

"Nnn."

Myra let out a gasp. I grabbed her breasts and buried my face in her cleavage.

"Mash..."

She stroked my head. I played with her nipple. After kneading it with my fingers, I sucked on it.

"Nnh, aah!"

Myra gasped.

"Myra, this feels like a dream. I never thought I'd be able to do this to you."

"Mash, me too. I think my head is going to break."

I had her open her legs. There was a little resistance, but she hesitantly spread them. I reached for her private parts. As expected, she was so wet that no preparation was needed. Just for the hell of it, I found her clit and pinched it.

"Hau!"

Her body arched. I teased the bud on her breast with my tongue while playing with the bud between her legs. When the clit swelled, I sat up, spread her open, and looked inside.

"Chowa! No one's ever seen that b-before! D-Don't look!"

She reached out to cover herself, but I held her hands down. The slit, wide open, was glistening with her juices and twitching. The fluid that had trickled down had also moistened her anus. It looked a little redder than usual.

"Give up."

I said, taking out my smartphone and snapping a picture.

"Tomorrow, let's have a judging contest with Levante."

"N-No way! Really, stop it! Don't be so mean!"

Myra was so desperate that I felt sorry for her.

"I'm kidding. But, Myra, you're really beautiful."

"I'm not happy even if you compliment me."

Her resistance faded, so I went back to pleasuring her with my fingers and tongue.

"Aah, ahn, ahn... Mash... Mash..."

She writhed, trying to escape the pleasure. I held her thighs to keep her from getting away and continued my assault.

"Mash, this is... the stimulation is too much... Please, let me take a break for a second, ahn!"

Her body jumped. She pushed against my head with her hands. Of course, I had no intention of stopping. I sucked on her clit, which was swollen and engorged, urging her to her climax, and rolled it with my tongue.

"Ahn... Mash, I'm going crazy. I'm going crazy!"

Her body was trembling. Her vaginal opening was contracting and expanding as if in a spasm. I pulled my fingers out and lifted my head. I looked at Myra, lying there exhausted. She was flushed, her breathing shallow. Her eyes were filled with tears.

"Mash... I told you to stop..."

"No one would stop in a situation like this."

"You're terrible..."

"I couldn't wait to see you in such a state of ecstasy."

I opened her legs and pressed my own hardness, which had remained at its peak, against her entrance.

"Mash, if you do any more, I don't think I'll be myself anymore..."

"Do you want me to stop?"

Myra shook her head. Then she wrapped her arms around my neck. She leaned in for a kiss, and I obliged. She ran her tongue over my lips, and I responded, our tongues tangling. We devoured each other until we couldn't tell whose saliva was whose.

"I love you. I want to become one with you."

"Me too. I want to become one with Myra."

Still embracing, I sank myself into her. I felt resistance as the head of my penis entered.

"Nnngh..."

She grimaced.

"I'm putting it in, okay?"

"...Yes."

With Myra's reply, I pushed all the way in. Something soft and moist tightened around me.

"Augh!"

Myra arched her back. "I-It hurts..."

I ran my hands over her body, trying to distract her from the sensation in her vagina. I licked from her bright red, erect nipple, up her sternum, to her neck, and kissed the tip of her chin. I licked away the tears streaming down her cheeks.

"I-I must be making a strange face."

"Myra, you're beautiful."

Myra's hand reached out and intertwined with mine. I squeezed it tightly.

"Mash... kiss me."

I sucked on her lips hard. The tightness inside her began to loosen. I pulled my penis out until it was almost completely out, then thrust it all the way back in. A wet slapping sound echoed.

"Hyah! W-Wait a minute!"

Myra took two or three deep breaths.

"G-Go ahead,"

she said. This time, I began to thrust slowly.

"Ugh... ahn, un..."

She moaned in time with my movements. Her face was contorted, perhaps in pain. But I didn't stop, continuing to thrust my penis toward the deepest part of her vagina. Myra matched my rhythm, and slowly, she began to move her own body. Sometimes she would squirm, as if searching for a spot that felt good.

"Ahn, ahn, ahn..."

Her moans of pain disappeared, replaced by a sweet, lustful tone. I lost myself in the rhythm, continuing to thrust my hips.

"Mash..."

Myra whispered.

"What is it?"

"Is it okay if I try to move myself?"

"You haven't noticed? Myra, you've been moving your hips for a while now."

"N-No, that's not what I meant..."

She looked down shyly.

I sat up on the bed. Myra straddled me. She gently guided my penis into her vagina. Then she lowered herself onto me. The so-called normal cowgirl position.

"There's blood... I've really become yours now, Mash..."

She stared at the palm of her hand, which had touched my penis. Her huge breasts were right in front of my face. I hugged her and buried my face in her chest. Myra held my head and began to move her body up and down.

"Ahn, ahn..."

Her breasts swayed with her rhythm. The soft sensation was suffocating. I thrust up from below, matching her movements.

"Mash, this feels so good. How about... ahn... for you?"

"Yeah, I've been holding back from cumming this whole time."

"Ahn, you can't. You made me come against my will earlier. This time, we'll do it together! Ahhn!"

Her up-and-down movements quickened, urging me to finish. I matched her movements, thrusting upward.

"Mash, I, I..."

"Myra, I'm going to cum deep inside you."

"Ahn, Mash, together, together!"

Her body twitched. I caught her and thrust my penis as deep as it would go. And then, I came.

"Auuuuuuhhhhhhhhh!"

My cock throbbed again and again, pouring my semen inside her. Myra's body trembled slightly as she accepted it.

We collapsed onto the bed, our skin still pressed together. Her warmth seeped into me, and a pleasant exhaustion settled over my body.

"Mash... I can still feel you inside me, still moving..."

Myra looked up at me. Her eyes were wet and seemed to be shining with a faint light. We shared a light kiss. We fell asleep.



    Chapter 96

    Passing Ships and a Ladder for a Tryst

    The next day, I awoke in the noble's mansion. Myra seemed to wake up at the same time. We playfully hugged and shared a light kiss before getting up. I used Water Magic to wash both her body and my own. It felt refreshing.

"...I can still feel you moving inside me. It hurts,"

Myra murmured, pressing a hand to her lower abdomen.

"Why don't you try using healing magic?"

I replied while getting dressed. She was holding her black underwear.

"What would happen?"

I wasn't sure, but she was fidgeting shyly.

"What do you mean... are you talking about your hymen? If it regenerated, that would be pretty hot!"

A wound would heal, sure. At this point, it wouldn't be surprising if her hymen grew back. I could have sex with a virgin Myra over and over again. But could you still call that a virgin?

"...Do you prefer virgins, Mash?"

Myra stopped getting dressed. This was surely one of those no-win questions where I'd get yelled at no matter what I answered.

"You were incredibly cute last night, Myra. Just remembering you enduring the pain for my sake gets me worked up even now. But I guess it's special because it only happens once."

"Was I only cute last night?"

"N-No, Myra, you've been cute ever since we met. You were just *especially* cute last night!"

I stammered out a hasty reply. Myra pressed her hand to her stomach again.

"...I'll endure this pain. Is that alright?"

Her modest gesture and smile were so cute that I pulled her in for a kiss. She responded eagerly, her tongue tangling with mine, and it became a deep one. Just then, the door to the room opened and Ensha walked in.

"Breakfast is ready... oh."

Myra quickly dove under the bed covers to hide.

For the return trip across the river, the noble provided a boat, so we had an elegant time eating a meal on board. There too, Myra accepted the offered wine without refusal and drank it down. Thanks to that, our reward ended up being a barrel of the noble's private stock of wine. It was no problem since I could put it in my storage, but I'd have to make sure Famu and Mizuki didn't find out about it. After returning to the original bank, I headed for the Mateo Trading Company, and Myra went to the church, so we parted ways. In Fuhlt, the Mateo Trading Company had separate buildings for its warehouse and office. It was a larger setup than the main branch in Richel. The office building's first floor also served as a tavern, an open space for business negotiations, much like an inn. It was bustling, even for the morning.

As I entered, Mercedes spotted me immediately and led me to a small room upstairs. Inside, Claire was sitting on a sofa, drinking tea.

"Good morning. I've been waiting for you."

"Morning."

After exchanging greetings, Claire gestured for me to sit in the seat opposite her. Mercedes was about to leave, but I stopped him and handed him a letter of introduction to do business with Ensha's father. It was another part of our reward.

"T-This is!"

Mercedes read the letter intently. Curious, Claire stood up and peeked over his shoulder.

"I happened to rescue that noble's daughter yesterday."

I briefly explained the circumstances.

"I see. I'll take some of our branch members and pay them a visit right away."

Mercedes bowed deeply.

"Master Mash. Could I have a word?"

At Mercedes's urging, I was taken to another small room. We were alone.

"Master Mash, you are far more than our master anticipated. In Nieren, our company's reputation grew simply because we were traveling with you. Even upon entering Fuhlt's territory, we've been given opportunities to negotiate with royalty and nobility."

"...Don't worry about it. I'm grateful to the Mateo Trading Company for making this journey possible."

I said it from the heart. At first, I thought our party, Levante, could have reached Miglutt much faster on our own. But traveling without any knowledge of the local customs or geography would have been reckless. Traveling with the caravan allowed us to gather local information, and they even arranged our lodging.

Mercedes nodded at me.

"By the way, what are your thoughts on Lady Claire?"

It was a strange question. Unsure of his intent, I studied Mercedes's expression.

"I would like to know what you think of her as a potential partner."

"...What do you mean by that?"

"For example, perhaps you would prefer a human partner. It seems you haven't laid a hand on her yet, so I will consult with our master."

Mateo wanted to maintain his relationship with me. But he also didn't want me to have too much influence over the company. That's why he had offered his own daughter, a daughter of the small winged race. However, Mercedes seemed to have revised my value upwards during our journey. Wanting to switch her out for a human girl was a sign that he wanted me to be involved in the Mateo Trading Company's management. It was also likely an attempt to remove the uncertainty of me not having made a move on Claire yet. I did have a desire to take what was offered. That's how I felt when Mateo first brought up Claire. But now, I found that way of thinking distasteful. I remembered the anxious look on Mizuki's face back then. More than anything, I had spent a decent amount of time with Claire. I wanted to know how she felt. But I didn't want to use her as a shield either.

"I'm just an adventurer. Can't we just continue as we have been?"

I returned to the room where Claire was. There were two teacups on the table. It seemed she had prepared one for me as well.

"Are you finished talking with Mercedes?"

She took a sip of tea. Her face was pale. She probably knew what the conversation was about.

"Yeah."

"Then my journey ends here, doesn't it..."

"No, you're coming with us to Miglutt."

She looked at me, surprised by my words.

"Mercedes's proposal must have been very appealing to you."

"More than Claire?"

"Yes, more than me,"

she replied instantly. I took a sip of my tea. It was already cold, but it had a nice flavor.

"...It's a nice day today. Want to go for a walk?"

The area around the Mateo Trading Company's branch was a commercial district, with other companies' buildings lined up as well. Several ships were docked at the riverbank, and workers were loading and unloading cargo. The hustle and bustle of the port filled the air. Claire and I walked along the river, watching the scene.

"My half-sister is a lovely person, you know?"

"Oh, is she cute? I'd like to meet her then."

Claire gave a small smile at my reply, but it seemed to be mixed with bitterness. I had just replied on a whim, but the first thing that came to mind was Mateo's face. Claire had a slight resemblance to Mateo, too. It had taken me some time to get over that.

"My mother was bought by my father as a slave."

"Is she still a slave now?"

Claire nodded. So that was normal here.

"I was my father's slave too. I wore a Slave Mark for a long time."

She said, looking down at her white arm.

"The child of a slave is owned by the slave's owner, right?"

"Yes. I was freed when it was decided I would go to Miglutt with you, but my mother is still with Mateo. I had to win your favor, no matter what. And I have to bear your child."

I thought of Kalpana. She had also been willing to offer her body to me for the sake of her nomadic people. In this world, the higher one's status, the more intricate human relationships became. Romantic feelings weren't part of the equation.

"Is your mother being held hostage? I can't imagine him doing anything to you or your mother even if you failed to win my affection..."

I saw several sailboats leaving the port. They seemed to be passenger ships; many travelers stood on the decks, waving. People on the shore were waving back. Claire and I stopped to watch the scene from a distance. And I thought about her words. No matter how slaves were treated, I thought there must be some affection between Mateo, Claire, and her mother.

"You're right. But I wanted to leave my father's side. And I didn't want to miss this opportunity."

"To become the lover of a man you don't know and bear his child?"

I wouldn't want that. But she nodded.

"In Miglutt, even non-humans can thrive. Besides, I thought winning your affection would be easy."

"And it was, wasn't it?"

All you had to do was talk to me. But this time, she shook her head.

"You already have so many lovers, Mash. While I was wondering how I could get your attention, I found myself thinking only of you."

"If you'd just jumped me naked going 'Ooh, I love you so much, Mash,' it would've been a done deal, you know?"

"If you were going to say that, you should have just taken my hand and led me back to the inn on the day we met. You probably thought you were being considerate to me, Mash, but for the company, that would have been better. After that, a meeting was held to discuss whether I wasn't good enough. I was put on the spot by the company members, who said I wasn't attractive or that my chest was too small."

The ones I'd been considerate to at the time were Famu and the others, but the conversation was getting complicated, so I kept my mouth shut.

"Now that things have come to this, I have my own ideals about romance and how it should unfold. I want you to find me attractive without me having to launch a naked assault on you,"

she murmured, seeming to have regained her composure.

"Hey, I already find you plenty attractive."

It must have sounded like I was just trying to smooth things over, because she fell silent for a while.

"...But if it comes down to it, I'll do it."

Claire said playfully, sticking her tongue out.

"I'll say it again, I'm not sending you back to Richel, Claire."

"Really?"

I nodded.

"Yeah. If you don't want to go, tell Mercedes yourself."

"I'll never say it myself!"

Claire retorted in a panic.

"And you don't have to rush. We can take our time."

Among the people seeing off the departing ship was Famu. It was an unexpected meeting. When she saw me, she ran over. It had only been a day since I'd last seen her, but I felt a sense of nostalgia, and she looked even cuter than usual. I was hit with the urge to hug her.

"Do you know someone on board?"

"Yes. A friend is on board. Are you here to see someone off too, Master?"

"No... I'm not, but you have friends, Famu?"

"Hmph, I have friends too!"

My phrasing must have been poor, because Famu puffed out her cheeks.

"A friend from your village?"

"No. We went on an adventure together yesterday."

Famu was about to tell me about yesterday's events, but then she noticed Claire standing next to me.

"So it was a date. I'm intruding."

She shot me a cold look and started to walk away. Claire grabbed her arm.

"Would the three of us like to go for lunch? I know a place the company supplies spices to. They have delicious meat dishes. Please, tell me about yesterday's events too."

"...Is that alright?"

Famu looked at me. I wanted to believe Claire's words weren't just lip service.

"Alright, let's all three go eat."

We left the port behind us.



    Chapter 97

    Setting Sail and the Day I Flew (Wishful Thinking)

    A convoy of five ships departed from the city of Furufto. We were aboard one of them, a vessel carrying cargo for the Mateo Trading Company. The other ships carried goods for different merchants. Our plan was to travel downriver in this convoy to the city of Heilon. The ship we were on resembled a Carrack, similar in shape and size to the shipwreck that had turned into a dungeon. However, besides using the wind in its sails, this ship could also be propelled by the manpower of oars, like a galley. It seemed the oars were rarely used, though; especially when going downriver, most of the journey was made with wind power alone. In case of battle, the rowers would serve as mercenaries. I stood on the deck, watching the city of Furufto recede into the distance. The rooftops of the houses shimmered white as they reflected the sunlight. The sun was strong, and the wind felt warm. The members of Levante, along with Claire, were also gazing at the city's scenery.

"We'll be on the ship for a while from now on,"

Claire said.

"What do we do at night?"

"Generally, we don't travel at night. We'll dock and stay in small towns along the way."

"Do we sleep on the ship?"

Mizuki asked Claire.

"We'll arrange for rooms at an inn. If we can't, then I'm afraid..."

Claire looked apologetic, but we were hired hands on a quest to guard the company's caravan. We weren't guests, so it couldn't be helped. There seemed to be over fifty crew members on this one ship. Some would probably stay on board to work, but unless it was a city the size of Furufto, I doubted there would be enough inn rooms for everyone.

"There are also tent villages, but I think the ship's cabins would be more comfortable."

So, the village inns really couldn't accommodate everyone.

"I'm fine with camping out if it's on land,"

Cecily said. Her face was a little pale. I remembered she had suffered from carriage sickness. This ship was also swaying, though not as much as the carriage.

"Seasick? Are you okay?"

"I think I'll be fine with this much, but..."

Her reply lacked its usual confidence. It was tinged with anxiety.

"Let me know if you feel really sick."

"Okay. But if you have a good solution, I'd like to hear it now."

"You were fine on a horse, right? I'll let you ride on top of me."

Incidentally, the horses and carriage weren't on this ship. They would be loaded with different cargo collected in Furufto and sent back to Richel. We would have to arrange for new wagons in Heilon.

"...I was an idiot for asking."

My joke didn't seem to cheer her up.

"Still, this is quite a sight,"

I said, looking at our ship and the other sailing vessels accompanying us. Traveling in a convoy like this was to defend against pirate attacks as a group.

"We can fight off aquatic monsters with just one ship, and the pirates of old were small, unorganized groups. But since the fall of the old empire, the area around the mouth of this river has become territory of the Demon Kingdom, and demon fleets have started coming upstream. Of course, you don't see demon pirate ships around Furufto; they mostly stick to the area around Heilon."

Claire, sensing the direction of my thoughts, began to talk about pirates.

"Do all demon ships engage in piracy?"

"Of course not, most of them are merchant ships. Empire ships also go to the Demon Kingdom's capital for trade. But they're often disguised, so it's hard to tell them apart. Ships with a high waterline are more likely to be pirate ships,"

Claire said jokingly. A high waterline meant no cargo. They were light, so they were more maneuverable, and if they targeted us, it would be difficult to escape, making a fight unavoidable. The spoils of their attacks on merchant ships would then become their cargo.

"On the other hand, do Empire pirates ever attack demon merchant ships?"

"I'm sure it happens, but to return to the Empire side after attacking a ship, they would have to travel upriver."

So they'd be vulnerable to counterattacks while fleeing with stolen cargo.

"How are demons different from humans?"

At my question, Myra approached as if she'd been waiting for her cue.

"The clear difference between demons and humans is the presence of horns. Also, demons are generally considered to be superior in physical ability and magical power. Their lifespan is also twice as long as that of humans."

"Sounds like humans don't have much going for them."

"It's said that humans have a higher reproductive rate. But even compared to other races besides demons, humans have the highest reproductive rate."

I was thinking it was probably because they had created all the other races and incurred the wrath of a god, when I realized everyone was staring at me.

"It's because of people like Mash..."

Aira muttered.

"Another thing is that demons don't have Divine Grace... that is, special skills,"

Myra added, trying to smooth over the atmosphere.

"Is that because demons are the result of humans and monsters interbreeding?"

I remembered Myra saying that monsters couldn't use special skills. Demons must have inherited that trait.

"According to legend, yes. ...But we have seen a monster that uses a special skill and speaks, haven't we?"

I took the scimitar I had received from the Alligator King out of my storage. Despite clashing blades with it countless times in battle, it wasn't chipped. Like my sword, it seemed to have been made with Mana Seeds embedded in it. It must be a masterpiece crafted by a master smith like Aidan.

"Master. That's so cool,"

Famu said. Her eyes seemed to be sparkling. She was interested in all sorts of things. She must have a strong sense of curiosity. Come to think of it, I had been feeling that her attacks were becoming less effective against strong enemies.

"Want to try using it?"

"Is it okay?"

"Yeah. It belonged to a friend of mine, so it might be best if you used it, Famu."

I offered the scimitar to her. Famu took it.

"...You have friends, Master?"

Was this payback for yesterday? I had mentioned the story of the shipwreck, but Myra had told me to keep quiet, so I hadn't talked about the boss.

"Even I have a friend or two!"

"I bet it's some pervert somewhere,"

Aira quipped. Was she still mad that I gave everyone a Stollen? Hadn't she been a bit cold to me since then? I glanced at her, and she hid behind Myra.

"That's right. The two of them tried to strip me naked,"

Myra said, nodding repeatedly in front of Aira. I wish they would stop showing sisterly solidarity only at times like these.

""...""

The gazes from Famu and Mizuki turned harsh. Famu handed the scimitar back to me, holding it as if it were something filthy.

"W-wait, Famu. The owner of that sword was a really good guy! Myra, please, tell her his good points too."

"...I wouldn't say he was a good person... person? No, a monster... He was a coward who targeted children, but he was a strong monster."

Myra's follow-up was half-hearted and reluctant. It was clear she couldn't care less.

"You became friends with a monster, Master? Is this that monster's weapon?"

"That's right. He called himself the Alligator King. That's why I want you to take good care of it."

"The Alligator King..."

Unlike Myra's negative assessment, Famu seemed impressed by the title 'King'. Famu took a stance with the scimitar. It was the Alligator King's weapon, so it was considerably heavier than the one-handed swords she had been using, but her level and strength had increased, so it didn't seem to be a problem. I had her equip the shield as well. This one she had been using since the beginning, so it was quite battered.

"I'll switch between them depending on the battle."

"Good idea. That shield looks like it needs replacing, though."

I patted her on the head.

"...Mash, I want to try that,"

Mizuki said, pointing to the bow of the ship and trying to pull me along. It was what the Alligator King had tried to make Myra do.

"Now, what could you be talking about?"

I tried to play dumb.

"You can't possibly not know. That scene from the luxury cruise ship movie. I want to try it!"

"The one where they sink while playing music?"

I added another layer of feigned ignorance.

"Not that part!"

"Mizuki, you know how that movie ends, right? Isn't it bad luck?"

"It's fine. The heroine survives!"

"..."

Was she planning on being the only one to make it out alive?

"It's fine, I tell you. There are no icebergs here, and they said we'll be docking at night."

The more strongly Mizuki denied it, the more I felt like that event was bound to happen.

"Alright. Then close your eyes, and I'll take you there."

Mizuki placed her palm on my outstretched hand and obediently closed her eyes. I gazed at her face. A smile played on her lips. She had really been looking forward to this. She really did have a beautiful, well-proportioned face. I pulled her close and kissed her.

"Mmph!"

Mizuki's eyes shot open in surprise, and she pulled away from me.

"W-w-what are you doing? Everyone's watching, it's so embarrassing!"

"Huh? Wasn't this the kissing scene?"

"Yes, but don't skip ahead. I want to do the part before that!"

"Tch, you're a demanding one..."

I took her hand again. This time, she watched me with one eye slightly open.

"I'll do it properly this time."

"Okay. Mash... I've actually been looking forward to this ever since I heard we'd be on a ship."

Mizuki closed her eyes. For her, it was an old movie that had been released before she was born. I wondered what it was about it that captivated her so much. I took her hand and led her to the bow of the ship.

"By the way, Mizuki, what were you doing the day before yesterday?"

I asked casually.

"The day before yesterday, after going to the guild, I went into a dungeon with Fang and Doris."

"Don't tell me it was the dungeon that suddenly appeared?"

She shook her head.

"I see. Don't do anything too dangerous."

"Don't talk like an old man."

Mizuki pouted.

"...Sorry for being an old geezer. But if you're going to do something dangerous, it's better when all the members are together."

"Okay. If you say so, Mash, I will."

We reached the very tip of the ship. Unfortunately, it wasn't a metal railing you could climb on. She would have to make do. I had Mizuki stand as close to the edge as possible and spread her arms wide. I supported her from behind so she wouldn't fall into the river.

"Mizuki, you can open your eyes now."

At my words, she slowly opened her eyes. It didn't have the same sense of speed as flying, of course. The wind was a tailwind, coming from behind us. For a while, the two of us just watched the scenery slowly drift by.

"Mash. The water is sparkling, it's so pretty."

I hugged her tightly from behind. She turned her head, and I leaned in to kiss her. She responded, pressing her lips against mine.

When I led Mizuki back, a line had formed, with Myra at the head.

"Mash, I'm next!"

"..."

My eyes met those of Famu, Cecily, Aira, and finally Claire, who was at the very end of the line.

"M-me too, please."

"Alright."

I had no choice but to nod. It seemed I had to do the same thing with all of them. The deckhands and even people from the other ships were staring at us, wondering what was going on. A sudden wave of embarrassment washed over me, but if I stopped after just Mizuki, they would probably get angry, so I couldn't stop.

"...Okay. Myra, you're up."

"Yes!"

She took my hand with a triumphant, beaming smile. Then she closed her eyes. I tried to lead her to the bow of the ship, but she wouldn't budge.

"Myra?"

I asked.

"You kissed Mizuki here. She was angry, but I won't be,"

she said. I had forgotten that no one but Mizuki knew the movie this was based on. It seemed I would have to do what I did to Mizuki with all of them.

After I had finished with Claire, Avea had appeared.

"You want a turn too, Avea?"

"Like hell I do!"

I was relieved that Avea had a normal reaction.

"Still, you brought this on yourself, but this looks tough."

Had she come to offer sympathy? Noticing my puzzled look, a corner of her mouth lifted in a smile.

"This is what I want to do with you."

She tossed me a wooden stick.

"I've called Beers and Fang too. Starting today, I'm going to drill the art of fighting on a ship into you, nice and hard."



    Chapter 98

    The Riverside Settlement and a New Encounter

    As evening approached, a brick tower came into view on the riverbank. Behind it was a mountain, and I could see houses lining its slopes. The fleet was heading toward the settlement's port. It was a small community, but it had large harbor facilities. A few small boats were moored in the port, but none were as large as the sailing ship we were on. According to Myra, the Emperor directly maintains these facilities to support the river's transportation network. I could see figures on top of the tower, and it looked like they were waving a flag. A sailor at our bow held a flag as well, signaling back.

"So there are settlements like this along the river,"

Famu said, gazing at the scenery beside me. She was leaning forward, as if looking at something rare.

"Didn't you travel this same route in reverse, Famu?"

"Probably... but I was in the ship's hold the whole time."

I couldn't help but worry about the sanitation of locking someone with a supposedly contagious disease in such a confined space.

"You don't have to answer if it brings back painful memories, but do you remember any of the cityscapes?"

"Honestly, almost none. There was an incident in Heilon, where we're headed, when one of my friends failed to escape. After that, they wouldn't even let us see the outside scenery."

When she talks about her time as a slave, she tries to speak dispassionately, as if it happened to someone else, so as not to make me worry. That consideration itself is painful.

"You need not trouble yourself over my past, Master."

I must have been making a somber face.

"I feel bad for asking about unpleasant things."

"I'm more afraid of you losing interest in me..."

Famu leaned against me.

"I thought the route I traveled was gray, but it was filled with beautiful places. Ever since I met you, Master, the world I see has been sparkling. And from now on..."

As Famu was speaking, cries of surprise rose from the ship, and the crew members all looked up at the sky in unison. A massive shadow was soaring through it. As I strained my eyes to see, the creature flapping its wings high above was larger than our own ship, and it had the appearance of a dinosaur. It spread wings befitting its massive frame and danced majestically in the sky. Its scales, reminiscent of a reptile, reflected the sunlight.

"A dragon,"

Cecily said, clutching her staff as she ran over to us. "My aunt in Furufto said they live in the mountains south of here."

Mizuki, Myra, and Aira also gathered around, their faces tense.

"Is it planning to attack our fleet?"

I had a feeling that even if we prepared for battle, the ship would be sunk just by that massive body landing on it.

"Apparently, they show themselves along the river like this from time to time. My aunt said they just circle overhead and then go back, that they don't attack people..."

"A kind of show of force, perhaps..."

Myra murmured in response to Cecily's words.

"If so, does that mean this area, from the southern mountains to here, is the dragon's feeding ground?"

The southern mountains... that's where Hyakka and the others crossed to get to the sea. The nerve of them, passing through a region with monsters like that just to eat takoyaki.

"They say it doesn't eat the same kind of food we do."

"Is that so? Then what did it eat to get so big?"

"I've heard they eat Crystal Cores, but no one knows for sure."

Was it converting magical energy directly into sustenance? I looked around and saw that the crew, who had been startled at first, were now back to preparing for docking. The dragon circled overhead once more, then changed course to the south. We all let out a collective sigh of relief.

"Mizuki might be able to win against that,"

I mused. She had a skill that let her dodge fatal attacks and another that had a chance to kill in one hit. And her special skill was a combination that increased the effectiveness of those skills each time they were activated. The stronger the enemy, the more fatal the blows they dealt, so Mizuki grew stronger in response to her opponent's strength.

"...No way, right?"

she muttered, watching the dragon fly away.


There were no rooms at the inn that could accommodate more than two people, so we ended up splitting into three rooms. I tried to take Famu with me, but Myra and Aira objected. Usually, Cecily would take the lead and state her opinion while Aira quietly observed, so this was a rare sight. A meeting to decide the order began, and as usual, I had no voting rights and was left out. What's more, today I wasn't even allowed to listen in on the meeting and was kicked out. Dinner was to be eaten with the crew at the encampment, so I headed there alone. The settlement was built on a slope, a complex and labyrinthine design. It was probably built that way to buy time in case of a pirate attack. When I arrived at the campsite, several tents were pitched, and preparations for the night were underway. In the center, a soup kitchen was running, and some people were already eating.

"Did you happen to pass the young lady?"

a voice asked. It was Mercedes.

"No, I haven't seen her."

"...She may have been dragged into an alley and assaulted."

He said something disturbing with a straight face, but he seemed calm. I didn't get the impression he was genuinely worried.

"..."

"Just kidding. Avea is with her. I'm sure you just missed each other,"

he said after gauging my expression. Was he still trying to sound me out?

"About Claire, I'll be taking her, and I have no intention of giving her back."

"If that is what you wish, Master Mash, then it is fine."

Seeing Mercedes nod, I took the wine barrel I'd received from the noble out of my storage.

"I want to treat everyone here to this."

Mercedes's eyes widened when he saw the brand engraved on the barrel.

"This wine is from the Western Kingdom. It's not something to be served in a place like this. If you were to entrust it to us, we would be happy to purchase it for six large gold coins."

One large gold coin is equivalent to ten gold coins.

"Not enough to buy a female warrior slave, huh..."

"The value of wine from the Western Kingdom increases the further east one goes. If you desire to trade it for a slave, that can be arranged as well. We can make the arrangements in the city of Heilon."

Myra had also approved of treating the fleet's crew to this wine. Did she know its value? She could drink endlessly, but she didn't seem to be the type to seek it out herself, so I figured she was indifferent to the value of alcohol.

"...Tch, no, it's fine. But I understand now that this is a bit much for a single party to be treating everyone to. I'd like you to serve it as a treat from the Mateo Trading Company and my party, Levante."

"Once the barrel is opened, its value will drop significantly, no matter how much is left. Are you certain?"

His confirmation made me want to take it back, but I pushed the feeling aside and nodded.


The wine I offered turned the campsite into a banquet. Famu and the others still hadn't shown up. Avea, who had gone with Claire, hadn't returned either. I was eating alone. Dried bread, stew, and a cup of wine. There were no niceties like wine glasses here, so everyone was drinking from their own cups. A man and a woman appeared before me. The man had sun-tanned, dark skin, long, wavy black hair, and a short beard. He looked to be about 180 centimeters tall. He was thin but muscular. Probably in his thirties. The woman also had long blonde hair and stood about 170 centimeters, a tall figure. She looked younger than the man, perhaps around Myra's age.

"Heard you're the one who provided this booze,"

the man said with a grin, holding out his hand. I shook it.

"I'm Joe, leader of the adventurer party 'Caribbean Pirates.' This here is Becky. It's an adventurer party, but it's just the two of us."

*An otherworlder?* I almost reacted to the words 'Caribbean Pirates,' 'Joe,' and 'Becky,' but I desperately held it in. I couldn't tell if he was being careless or testing me.

"I'm Mash of Levante. The other members should be here, but it seems they're still at the inn. The wine was a gift from a noble in the city of Furufto. Drink up."

At my words, Joe made a gesture as if remembering something.

"Could it be, were you the one who brought back the noble's daughter who went missing on the shipwreck?"

"That's right,"

I nodded.

"We usually operate in Furufto or a city a little further south. This wine is different from what we usually drink; it's got a good taste. Reminds me of my homeland..."

If he was an otherworlder, he might have information about Mii and Izaak. But if he was their ally, this was a dangerous situation.

"That wine is from the Western Kingdom. Is the Caribbean also to the west?"

Joe shook his head.

"Much farther than that."

After saying that, he poured the wine into his mouth. I heard his throat gulp.

"We heard a rumor that someone who summoned a goddess appeared in the city of Richel. The story goes that this person also summoned a goddess in the city of Nieren and saved the town. On the other hand, there was an adventurer party that headed from Furufto to Nieren. They never came back, but the wolfman from their group returned as a member of a different party."

"You know the Men in Black? They might have been executed by now, but they're being held as the masterminds behind the disturbance in Nieren. The wolfman was a slave, so a trading company bought him."

How much information did they have on us? His sticky gaze, trying to probe my thoughts, was unpleasant. I couldn't help but glare back.

"Wait, I didn't know that information. We're not here to start a fight. We're just looking for the man who summoned the goddess."

Becky stepped between me and Joe. Seeing this, Joe scratched his head.

"You served this wine to get along with everyone here. And I accepted it. My apologies."

Joe raised his cup of wine and took a sip. They were lightly equipped, with short swords, but I had no idea what their professions were. True to their name, they did look a bit like pirates.

"Right. If you know the Men in Black, this will be quick. Turns out one of their members, a man named Izaak, is on the run. While escorting the caravan, I'm also tracking him down."

Joe and Becky exchanged glances.

"No, the Men in Black I knew was a party with Mii, Kei, and two wolfmen."

They didn't seem to know about Doris either. Speaking of which, I couldn't see Fang or Doris. Beers wasn't here either, so they must have gone with Avea and Claire. I wondered what they were up to. Just as I was thinking that, Famu and the others appeared. Claire, Avea, and the members of Altair were all there too.

"Well, we're planning to head to Nieren to meet this guy who summoned a goddess. Let's get along until then."

"...If you're going to Nieren, you're headed in the wrong direction. We're moving away from it."

"...Really?"

Joe looked surprised, and I nodded.

"See, I told you it was north!"

Becky jabbed Joe with her elbow.

"S-sorry. But I had no idea about the geography, so I asked you to confirm it over and over. And you just said you'd leave it to me."

The two of them started arguing. The members of Levante gathered around me.

"Did something happen?"

Famu asked, lining up next to me with dried bread and stew in hand. However, she didn't seem to care about Joe and Becky; her gaze was fixed on the wine in my hand. Curious, I glanced at Mizuki and saw she was firmly holding a cup filled with wine.

"Wh-what?!"

"...I didn't say anything."

"It's fine today! It's just one cup, and it's a day I finally got to do something I've always wanted to! Besides, Mercedes-san said it's really good wine. It's not fair if I'm the only one who can't have any!"

"I still didn't say anything."

Even as I bickered with Mizuki, Famu continued to stare at my wine.

"Master, I also heard that today's wine is very good. So, just one sip."

"..."

I had no choice but to hand her the cup. She took it reverently, as if it were a treasure, and took a gulp. It was a big gulp today.

"Master, this wine is so, ...so..."

"Hey, eat your dinner before you get drunk!"

I hastily took the cup back and handed her food. Why does she want to drink when she's so weak to alcohol? As this was happening, I noticed Joe and Becky watching our exchange. I introduced them to the members of Levante. I was worried Mizuki would react to the words 'Caribbean Pirates,' 'Joe,' or 'Becky,' but she only frowned at the name Joe.

"We formed our party two years ago. I want to add another female member, but this one here says no,"

Joe said, pointing at Becky with his chin.

"Of course not. You'd definitely cheat!"

Becky retorted, and for some reason, the women on our side nodded in agreement.

"That's why a guy would be better."

"N-no guys!"

Joe stammered. I nodded in support.

"Are you two a couple?"

Mizuki asked.

"W-well, yeah,"

Joe nodded, scratching his cheek, looking embarrassed.

"In that case, why don't you team up with another couple?"

"...I see. That would probably work."

At Mizuki's suggestion, Joe and Becky looked at each other and nodded. I had a feeling it would be even more disastrous if things went sour, but I decided to keep my mouth shut.



    Chapter 99

    With Mizuki in a Small Room (Mizuki ⭐️)

    After finishing our meal, we returned to the inn.

"Is Famu okay?"

The room was cramped. It felt like they'd crammed an extra bed into a single-occupancy space. Mizuki was sitting on one of the beds.

"I left her in Myra's room."

Famu had gotten drunk and started rambling incoherently before passing out. I'd carried her back to the inn on my back.

"Why does she drink when she knows it'll turn her into that?"

I needed to tell her never to touch alcohol without me around.

"You don't get it, do you?"

"...Is there a reason?"

Mizuki stared at the ceiling, lost in thought.

"The more you learn about people, the more you come to love dogs."

Mizuki murmured. It was a quote attributed to Mark Twain, a writer from her original world.

"It's still nonsense to me now, but watching you somehow jogged my memory."

It couldn't have been "somehow."

She was probably connecting it to our earlier encounter with Joe and the others.

"...I've never seen Famu as a pet. And I'm not so worn out by relationships in this world that blind loyalty starts to appeal to me."

It was a half-hearted response.

"That won't do Famu any favors,"

Mizuki said.

"So, are Joe and Becky Transfers?"

"Probably. They said they're chasing someone who summoned a goddess. Not sure if they realize it's me."

"Why name himself Joe of all things...?"

I'd been wondering the same, and it seemed she felt it too.

"Those two knew about Mii and the others. Since they're not picking a fight, they're probably not Transfers summoned by one of the five goddesses. I'd rather not make enemies of them, but..."

"You won't actively try to recruit them either?"

I nodded at Mizuki. Their info was tempting, but the risk if things turned hostile was too high.

"So, why did it take so damn long to decide the order?"

Mizuki looked troubled.

"Hmm, can I even say...?"

"I've gotta prepare myself mentally."

"Prepare for what?"

"Mizuki, didn't you just say 'nani'?"

"I didn't!"

"Gonna play dumb?"

"Why do you always have to make me say perverted stuff?"

"Because you'd never say it otherwise. I'm planning to collect all the dirty things you say, compile them into a 'famous quotes' book, and sell it through the Mateo Trading Company."

"...I need a drink now."

Mizuki puffed out her cheeks and looked away.

"Anyway, about the order. How'd it go?"

"Um, Claire's last."

"..."

That explained why she headed back to the inn and never returned. Avea and the others must've overheard the meeting. That was embarrassing—I'd rather we'd handled it quietly among ourselves.

"Also, Cecily's sitting it out."

"W-Why...? Her period?"

"I don't think so. I figured that potion would stop it."

"You haven't had yours?"

"I... yeah, it was supposed to be around the time we got attacked, but..."

"Then you might be pregnant."

"Take responsibility?"

"I'll take full responsibility. I won't let you go, ever. That okay?"

"Y-Yeah. If it happens, then... Wait, you're taking responsibility right now!"

Mizuki shot back. I should've checked with Myra, but it probably worked like contraceptives from her world. Ten years from now, we might end up like Akitsuki Uta, but at the very least, I had to make sure Mizuki could return to her original world. I reaffirmed that resolve.

Still, Cecily. What was she thinking? Did she really intend to disappear from my life? The thought left everything in darkness.

"Mash, you're moping about Cecily, right? I get why you'd feel down, but do it in front of her, not me. Seeing that gloomy face stings a little."

"S-Sorry. What about Aira?"

Mizuki shook her head.

"The reason?"

"Ask her yourself."

She tacked on to my words.

"When I was agonizing over you, Cecily was the one who thought about your feelings..."

"Ugh..."

I shot her a deadpan glare, and she squirmed, maybe from guilt.

"If you're asking for advice, this might not help, but... can I say it straight? You won't get mad?"

"Yeah."

I had a feeling it wouldn't be anything good, but I wanted Mizuki's input before talking to Cecily.

"First off, Mash... Wait, is this okay? Cecily might've already heard it..."

"Just spit it out—don't tease me."

"Normally, no girl falls for an old guy."

I'd braced myself, but she slashed me down with brutal force.

"Urk, yeah, I get that, but it's so blunt. Is that how you see me too, Mizuki?"

"You, Famu, and I are a bit off-kilter. We're not the standard. Myra's probably got a big crush on the 'hero from another world' vibe. She's the closest in age to you among us, too. Aira... honestly, no clue."

"What about Cecily?"

I wanted to ask what she meant by "a bit off-kilter,"

but Cecily took priority.

"There's Reed, of course, but at first I thought she just wanted to take you from me and Famu... I think she picked up on how much you like her. You like her recklessness, right? She's the only one who thinks you like her personality."

"No, I like yours too, Mizuki."

"It's awkward to say myself, but that's something you realized after we started dating, right? What I mean is the spark of romance."

"Fair enough. And?"

"That's it. Her personality let her accept you at first, but now that same trait's shutting you out."

"...I'm screwed, then."

"You should've kept it to just me and Famu. But Cecily welcomed you to this world as a comrade, so I want us all to keep adventuring together. So, try your best."

"You're worried about Cecily, yet here you are, doing naughty things with me..."

I pushed Mizuki onto her back on the bed and stole her lips.

"Mmm... mmph."

A sweet sigh escaped her. I pulled her closer, deepening the kiss, begging for more.

"Don't go anywhere, Mizuki."

"Mmm... I'll always be with you, Mash."

She wrapped her arms around my neck, holding me tight. We devoured each other's lips for a while before I stripped off her clothes. Her firm breasts came into view. Her proportions were flawless. We were eating the same food lately—how did she stay so stunning?

"W-What? Staring like that is embarrassing."

"How do you want it today?"

I shed my own clothes. The delay was frustrating. I wanted to touch her forever.

"T-Today's a rough day, I guess?"

Weren't there too many "rough"

days?

"Do you have a rape fantasy, Mizuki?"

I slid my hand around her back, pulling her in, then stroked her ass. It was firm and inviting.

"It's not exactly that, but when I masturbate, I often imagine being forced. That feeling... yeah, it's there."

Her confession sent a thrill through me.

"But, Mash, please. Don't think less of me?"

"No way—it's turning me on big time."

"Am I the only one who thinks like this?"

"Want me to ask the others?"

Mizuki thought for a moment, then shook her head. My fingers, circling her rear, brushed her back entrance.

"Mmph!"

She gasped, so I teased it shallowly with my fingertips.

"I'm gonna claim this too."

"Y-Yeah. But today, I want the front more?"

As she answered, I slipped in two fingers, thrusting deep.

"Guuuuh! M-Mash?"

I kneaded her insides, feeling the slick warmth, then used water magic to pour some into her ass.

"Hyaah!"

She arched her back.

"Mmm, ah, M-Mash, too much—it's gonna come out!"

I pistoned my fingers hard. She clenched to hold back, but loosened when I pushed deeper. I exploited it, ravaging her.

"My ideal Mizuki wouldn't let anything out from behind!"

"Wh-What? Then why—ahh, this is too much!"

Her breaths grew ragged.

"You asked for rough."

"True, but! Ah! Next time back there, so please, forgive me today!"

Tears welled in her eyes as she gripped my arm, trying to stop me.

"Promise?"

"Ah, y-yeah! I promise!"

I withdrew my fingers. She collapsed, sinking into the bed.

I spread her legs. She complied obediently. Completely bare, her slit was fully visible. Parting it with my fingers revealed pink folds dripping with arousal. It twitched, trying to close against my touch.

"Even after ass play, you get this wet."

I teased her with words.

"I think I was wet from the kiss."

"Even from the one during the day?"

"Not this much, but a little..."

Seeing her honest response, I couldn't help but chuckle.

"H-Hey, why laugh? I can't help it!"

As she protested, I pressed my tip against her entrance.

"Already putting it in?"

"Don't want to?"

She shook her head.

"I want you in quick."

"Then beg for it."

"Eh...? Okay, Mash, please put it in."

"Lame. Put what where?"

Understanding, her cheeks flushed red.

"You're mean. You won't look down on me if I say it?"

"I won't. Say it."

She took a deep breath, steeling herself.

"Wait, recording this."

I pulled out my smartphone and started video mode. I thought she'd complain, but she stayed silent.

"M-Mash, put your... your dick in my... my pussy..."

"Mizuki, redo. 'Pussy' is vague."

Her whole face burned crimson. I could feel her heart pounding through her skin. Tears glistened in her eyes, flickering in the lamplight.

"Please put your dick in my pussy, Mash."

Hearing her say it—my words, sure—pushed my excitement to the peak. My brain felt like it might melt. Unable to hold back, I sank into her depths.

"Auuuuhhh!"

She writhed, welcoming me. The tight resistance fought my intrusion, yet rippling waves urged me deeper. I pulled back slightly and thrust in again. Her slickness let me glide smoothly.

"Mash, I love you. I'll be with you forever."

She clung to me, her walls clenching tighter. I began to thrust.

"Ah, Mash, if you don't go back to your world, I won't either!"

She sought a kiss; our tongues intertwined. I savored her saliva as she took mine. Tasteless, yet a sweet haze enveloped my mind. She moved her hips in rhythm with mine, her breasts swaying enticingly. Pinching her cherry tips made her body jolt like a spring. I lost myself in pounding her.

"I've wanted this since we met. Never thought it'd actually happen."

"Mash, I... it feels so good, more, ahh, Mash!"

She pressed her mound against me, craving deeper pleasure. I wanted to thrust into her endlessly, to watch her moan forever. But my limit approached. I sped up; she wrapped her legs around my waist, understanding.

"Mizuki, I'm cumming!"

"Mash, aaaaaahhh!"

Ecstasy surged through me. I pulsed inside her, flooding her with seed. She lifted her hips to take it all as her walls spasmed in climax.

Mizuki went limp, entrusting her body to the bed, staring blankly at the ceiling. A pleasant exhaustion washed over me; I relaxed atop her. My spent length slipped free.

"Mizuki, stay with me always. Don't leave."

"...Yeah, I'll be right here."

Her hand circled my back. We drifted into deep sleep.



    Chapter 100

    A Contest of the Night and News from the East

    "Wh-what is it?!"

Cecily snapped, looking back at me as I stared at her during breakfast. Breakfast at the encampment was a rice porridge with vegetables and fish. I say rice, but the taste and texture were different from what I ate in my original world. I blew on the hot soup to cool it down before slurping it up. The only seasoning seemed to be salt; it could have used a little something more. The members of Levante were eating together, sitting on crude chairs made of logs. We had headed to the soup kitchen at dawn, but even then, we were on the late side. Some were already preparing for departure, and the port was beginning to fill with noise. A morning mist enveloped the area, but as the sun grew stronger, the fog cleared, revealing the magnificent river scenery.

"Why won't you join the rotation?"

I asked, and Cecily glanced at Mizuki.

"We promised not to tell Mash what we talked about in yesterday's meeting, right?"

"Y-yeah. But... I'm sorry."

Seeing Mizuki apologize, Cecily let out a heavy sigh.

"...It's my business, isn't it? I'm a free person now."

"You were making a fuss at the bow yesterday, and you said you'd be with us until Miglutt, didn't you?"

"I did. But I didn't say I would sleep with you."

Cecily seemed to want to end the conversation quickly, so she tried to wolf down her porridge. And then she choked. Aira, who was next to her, rubbed her back.

"Have you started to hate me?"

I asked after waiting for her coughing to stop.

"Mash, if you have time to worry about me, you should think about yourself. Besides, you're fine with any girl as long as you can do lewd things with her, right? You've got plenty of options. *Cough*."

Something still seemed to be stuck, as she let out one last cough.

"I want to be with you, Cecily."

"What are you saying first thing in the morning, are you an idiot? You're an otherworld hero, aren't you? Weren't you told by Laciel-sama to defeat the Demon Lord?"

"I don't care about the world. I want to be with you, Cecily."

"...What is someone who's going to die in ten years if left alone even saying!"

She finished the last of her porridge, stood up, and walked away. Everyone watched her go, but only Aira was looking at me.

"Mash, if Cecily chooses someone else, I'll choose that person too. I'll leave the party."

I felt like I'd been hit with something heavy.

"...Are you really okay with that?"

"I don't want to increase my body count any more than I have to, and I think you're fine, Mash. So make up with Cecily so that doesn't happen!"


Once again, we were on the ship. The fleet sailed down the river. We saw other ships more often than I expected, mostly fishing boats casting their lines. They were pulling up fish that resembled salmon. For most of the way, the river was over three hundred meters wide and sufficiently deep, so passing each other was no problem, but it seemed the rule was to sail on the left side. There were places where mountains rose on both banks, narrowing the river, but even there it was quite wide. It seemed to be the fruit of repeated river maintenance since the days of the old empire.

"Going down is fine, but going up must be tough,"

I muttered, looking at the mountainsides pressing in on both banks. The current had picked up a bit.

"Looks like they're waiting for the wind over there."

Where Cecily pointed, the river widened and the current slowed, and a fleet of ships was anchored. They looked like the same kind of merchant ships we were on. When we waved, they waved back. In the morning, Avea put us through our paces. The combat training was mandatory for all members, so Myra, Cecily, and even Aira, who usually just observed, participated. We were taught how to use crossbows and handle oars. By the afternoon, we had nothing left to do and were bored. The other members, trying to be considerate, left me and Cecily alone. I gazed at her profile. I wondered if she was feeling seasick today.

"...There you go, looking at me with that face again,"

she said.

"Let's go on a date when we get to Heilon."

"Mm. Okay. I want to go out on horseback again."

"Are you sure?"

I was taken aback by how easily she agreed.

"You're the one who invited me, don't ask weird questions."

A flock of water birds flew overhead in a V-formation. Cecily's gaze followed their path.

"I thought I'd live in Richel forever. I never thought I'd fight with Laciel-sama. I never thought I'd join a caravan and travel. I never thought I'd end up saving the city of Nieren. I never thought I'd be gazing at a peaceful river scene like this. I never thought Aira would go after a guy like this. I never thought I'd want to be with a guy like this. This guy, I..."

"Cecily..."

"Just because I could use magic, I never did anything... I'm powerless."

Mages were a rare profession. She must have been proud of it. She wants to help me solve my problem, but just like me, she doesn't know how. I'm optimistic that if I go to the Demon Kingdom and get information on the Demon Lord, I'll see a way forward, but she doesn't think so and seems to be getting impatient. In that sense, I believe in Laciel, but she doesn't. Our faiths had been reversed. She must be serious by nature. I thought she was taking it too hard.

"Cecily, let's have a match."

"A match? A game?"

She asked again, unable to read my intentions.

"Yeah. I'll use tweezers to pluck the nose hair from your right nostril and move it to your left nostril. If you sneeze even once before I'm done moving all of them, I win. If you don't sneeze, you win."

"Are you a child? There's no way I'd do something so stupid!"

"Hmph, you act all high and mighty, but you're just scared of losing, aren't you?"

I prodded her competitive spirit.

"I'm not scared! I'm just saying the content of the match is childish! You're a grown man, what's with that idea?"

"Then it's a forfeit. You'll join the rotation. After Claire."

"I told you, I'm not joining!"

"You're scared of losing, aren't you? You've got nothing but pride, after all."

"...Fine. Then if I win, the rotation is abolished. Every day will be my day!"

She came back with an outrageous condition.

"Wh-what? If I do that, everyone will get mad!"

"You're scared, aren't you?"

"I'm terrified."

"...I was finally playing along, don't go back to being serious now!"


We entered the cabin. Sunlight couldn't reach, but the light from a lamp secured enough brightness. Cecily lay on the bed. I loomed over her, tweezers in hand. The members of Levante had all gathered. They all had uniformly exasperated looks on their faces at the nature of the match, but aside from Mizuki, whose turn was over, it was no laughing matter for them. Their expressions were a complex mix of anxiety, discontent, and anger. Everyone must have been curious about the outcome.

"A-Aira, what do you think?"

Myra asked Aira for commentary, her face tense.

"I don't think anything. I just think Cecily is an idiot."

"You think so? Could it be that Cecily is actually a brilliant strategist?"

Is this how Myra talks to her sister? It was somehow refreshing. Would the day come when she would talk to me as casually as she does with Aira? 

"Cecily just fell for Mash's sweet talk. She hasn't thought of any strategy."

"Who do you think will win?"

Myra clenched her fists at her chest. She seemed to be hoping for a heated battle.

"I don't know."

Aira shook her head curtly. She didn't seem interested in the game.

"What do you think, Famu?"

"Master isn't strong in this kind of contest. But when it comes to a crucial match, he never loses. I too was taken by his hand."

Was she talking about the nipple-guessing game? That was a serious distortion of the facts. I wanted to tell her she was crying with joy when I guessed correctly, but I kept quiet to focus on the match. I looked at Cecily. She was staring at the tweezers in my hand as if frightened. She had long eyelashes. When I clicked them open and closed, she swallowed hard. I noticed my other hand was resting on her chest. Since I was there, I decided to check the texture. I savored her self-assertion, which was a little bigger than Famu's.

"...Mash, if you keep that up, I'm going to declare it a forfeit."

Cecily's words made me realize I had completely lost myself. A terrifying trap she had set. I carefully brought the tweezers closer to her nostril.

"Eek!"

Someone let out a small shriek. Everyone except Cecily was holding their noses. The tip of the tweezers entered Cecily's right nostril. A small hole. I found myself getting excited by the act. It seems I've awakened to a new fetish. Thank you, Cecily. Cecily's nostril twitched.

"*Achoo!*"

Without even plucking a hair, she let out a cute sneeze.


While I was engaged in a fierce battle with Cecily in the cabin, it seemed a small boat had come alongside our sailing ship. Avea summoned me. When I went out on deck, I saw that the boat that had pulled alongside was a slender vessel with a large lateen sail. I could also see oars extending like the legs of a centipede. It looked like a fast ship. People from other trading companies had also boarded this ship and were gathered around its crew, deep in discussion. We watched them from a distance.

"Apparently, a Demon Kingdom pirate ship has appeared about four days downriver from here. A merchant ship was attacked,"

Avea said.

"This is an unpleasant way to put it, but if they steal the cargo, won't they just leave?"

"Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, it was a fleet of five ships. One was sunk, but the rest managed to escape."

"I see. So there's a possibility another ship will be attacked."

Avea nodded. Mercedes approached us.

"Today, we will stay at the next settlement as planned. The problem is what comes after. Do we turn back, push forward, or wait for the Furufto fleet and move with them?"

"Will the Furufto fleet take care of the pirates?"

"Yes, protecting this stretch of the river is a direct order from the imperial capital, and more importantly, it's the city's lifeline. However, we don't know when the fleet will be dispatched."

"Won't a fleet be sent from Heilon?"

"Heilon and Miglutt are the next targets for the Demon Kingdom that destroyed the old empire. Right now, they're waging an information war in the cities behind them. Some cities are on the verge of war over whether to side with the Empire or the Demon Kingdom."

"Won't the human race unite under the human nations?"

Mercedes shook his head. Just because they were the same race didn't mean they could easily unify their will. There were various interests and motives involved.

"The city of Miglutt is united in its resistance against the Demon Kingdom. However, the city of Heilon seems to be wavering."

So, there are those who would let the Demon Kingdom's pirates pass upstream, and internal divisions make it difficult to dispatch a fleet.

"What are your thoughts, Master Mash?"

"Me?"

"Yes. The other merchant ships are in favor of pushing forward."

The more time it takes to transport the cargo, the more personnel costs add up, which becomes a loss. In business, you can't let those losses exceed the value of the cargo. Besides, the crew members are also combatants, so it's not like they're unarmed. They probably don't want to take the option of sitting and waiting in a situation where they don't know when help will arrive.

"I don't want to take any unnecessary risks. I think it's best to dock at the next settlement and monitor the situation."

I want to avoid extra risks. A battle would likely result in considerable damage. Besides, I want to avoid getting involved in conflicts between humans as much as possible. I looked at my companions' faces. Famu started to say something to me, then fell silent. Her face was unusually pale. I remembered that the ship her friends were on had departed a day earlier. Since it was a passenger ship, it should be light on cargo and faster, so it was possible they were ahead of us.

"Clearing out some pirates doesn't sound too bad. We just saved the city of Nieren, after all."

At my words, Famu bit her lip.

"Master, it doesn't matter what happens to me. But... thank you."

Famu bowed her head.

"However, I think my friends will be fine. They have a strong knight named Wake with them."

"No, no matter how strong one knight is, if they're up against a group, there are times when it's just not enough."

Isn't that why you're making such a tragic face? I asked her in my mind. It looked like she was just trying to force her worries away.

"Could it be the 'Unsinkable' Wake?"

Myra asked.

"Un-sink-able...? He didn't seem to have been castrated. I think he's just a regular man."

The women froze at Famu's words.

"Famu! It's fine that you like Mash, but don't get infected by his way of thinking!"

Mizuki shook Famu by the shoulders. What a rude woman.

"Mizuki, Famu has always been like this. She possesses the advanced skill and ability to convert anything you say into something lewd."

I thought it was a futile effort, but I told Mizuki anyway.

"There's no way!"

"N-no, that's right. The lewd one is my Master!"

Mizuki was being fooled by her childlike appearance. Who knows whose underwear she's wearing today.

"But, if it's the Unsinkable Wake..."

Myra murmured.

"Is he that amazing?"

"Yes, back when I was in Aidan's party. He came to the city of Richel seeking a weapon made by Aidan. We explored a dungeon together then. We only fought low-level monsters to match my level, but his strength was completely unfathomable."

She had explored up to the 30th floor. Could the 30th floor really be called 'low-level'?

"Is he stronger than Aidan?"

I knew of Aidan's strength from the battle in the goblin-occupied settlement.

"I can't imagine him ever losing. I think anyone who's spent time with him once would feel the same way."

Such a terrifying person exists? I felt a shiver run down my spine.



    Chapter 101

    The Second Day's Anchorage and Planning for the Pirates

    The anchorage on the second day of our river journey was similar to the first. A tall watchtower, a village built on the mountainside. As usual, we were eating the meal from the campsite's soup kitchen. The menu was the same as yesterday: dried bread and stew. The stew contained chicken, carrots, onions, and a vegetable with the texture of cabbage. No potatoes. And today, a fruit resembling an orange was added. There was some kind of cheap booze available, but none of the members of Levante would touch it. Cecily and I were drinking water we'd made with magic. Incidentally, the wine I had provided yesterday still had some left when we returned to the inn, but it was gone by the next morning. Famu was watching me with a curious expression as I ate my bread with a scowl.

"Master, you can also eat at the inn. If you don't find the food from the soup kitchen to your liking, perhaps you should eat there?"

It seemed she wasn't fond of the food either. She wasn't eating much.

"Famu, I think Mash's goal is to be in the same place as everyone else, eating the same food,"

Mizuki answered for me.

"Is that so?"

"We're exempt from ship duties, and on the ship, we have to entrust our lives to them."

I knew our presence was making us stick out. Fortunately, thanks to the wine I served last night, the crew had started greeting us cheerfully when we ate like this.

"It's a matter of principle, so you don't have to join me. I think it's not great either, so feel free to eat at the inn."

Famu shifted slightly, moving closer to me on the log.

"I will eat the same meal as you, Master."

As Famu sipped her stew, Joe and Becky approached with their food. They sat down on a log near us. Joe downed the cheap alcohol in one go.

"Remind you of home?"

I asked jokingly, and he shook his head.

"This booze is terrible. But it'll help me sleep soundly."

Joe grinned. It must be a high-proof alcohol.

"By the way, I heard your trading company proposed that we continue down the river without changing our schedule."

"Yeah, well, we have that female warrior with us."

I glanced over at Avea, who was eating with the members of Avante a short distance away. I was the one who agreed to it, but I decided to keep quiet. The truth was, the Mateo Trading Company's top priority seemed to be getting me and Claire to Miglutt, more so than their cargo. That's why they wanted to take the safe route. But they knew I had the Goddess Summon special skill. If I said we should proceed, they'd assume the voyage's safety was secured. Avea also seemed to think she could handle any battle that occurred within her line of sight. Thinking about it that way, she must have immense confidence in her own abilities. That confidence... where did it come from?

"I see... Oof!"

As Joe was looking at Avea, Becky elbowed him.

"The company we're escorting and one other company have agreed not to change their plans. We'll be moving on tomorrow,"

Becky said. She didn't seem concerned either. As expected of someone who calls themselves the 'Caribbean Pirates.'

"If we encounter the pirate ships, when do you think it will be?"

Myra asked.

"I hear the pirates have a fleet of five galley ships. If we continue down this path, the day after tomorrow we'll pass a large sandbar, about five hundred meters long. The sandbar is like a small hill, perfect for observing passing ships. It's also an ideal place to hide a ship.

A galley ship... that brings to mind the triremes of my original world. If so, each ship would have a crew of about two hundred. That's quite a number.

"Have you been to that place before?"

Myra asked, a little surprised.

"We've taken on escort missions for fleets between Furufto and Heilon many times. We have a pretty good idea of where pirates are likely to appear."

"Even though you've been to Heilon... you didn't know where Nieren was... ah, no, it's nothing."

Myra let that slip. But I wonder if it was intentional. To support her, I put the meat from my stew into hers. The server, who had been in a good mood since yesterday's wine, had given me an extra portion of meat. Then, "Hmph,"

Aira grunted, and stole the meat from my stew. Following her lead, Cecily, Mizuki, and Famu also took turns stealing my meat. The meat vanished from my stew. Perhaps taking pity on me, Myra gave me a carrot.

"It's his fault, you know!"

Amidst the fierce plunder, Becky elbowed Joe again.

"The pirate crew is probably around two hundred per ship, right? That means we're facing close to a thousand enemies. In contrast, we only have about fifty people per ship, for a total of two hundred and fifty. How can you be so calm?"

And on top of that, demons are said to have higher physical abilities than humans. Speaking of not being worried, Avea was the same.

"You scared?"

Joe asked, rubbing his side. Just as I was about to answer "Yes,"

I noticed Famu staring intently at me.

"Nah, we'll be fine. We have Avea. And I hear there's an amazing swordsman named the 'Full-frontal' Wake on the ship ahead of us..."

I decided to bet everything on Avea and the swordsman I'd yet to meet.

"What kind of ridiculous nickname is that for a swordsman?"

Joe was completely taken aback, perhaps because Becky was there.

"Mash, it's 'Unsinkable.' He's a former member of my party. Please don't say strange things like Famu does."

Myra pouted.

"Still, what's a battle on a ship like? Do we get close, shoot arrows at each other, ram the ships, and then board for a sword fight? With magic, I guess we can expect to be trading fire spells too..."

"The enemy won't be using fire magic on us."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah, the pirates' goal is to steal the cargo. They won't do anything that would sink the ships."

It seemed unlikely they'd ram us broadside with their bows to sink us. That means as long as we don't let the pirates board, we'll be fine. There's also the strategy of taking minimal evasive action and just running for the next port. But the enemy would surely anticipate that. And besides, I have to check on Famu's friends.

"What happens if we lose?"

"Well, I don't know if they'll tow the whole ship away or just take the cargo, but we'd be sold off in some town. Anyone captured will become a slave."

"..."

"Don't be so scared. We're with you. Just relax, like you're on a big ship."

Joe laughed heartily, so I forced a polite laugh in return.


After the two of them left, Famu looked like she wanted to say something to me. She must have realized that taking the fleet further down the river was more dangerous than she had imagined. But I had to confirm the safety of her friends. Depending on the situation, I might have to rescue them. For that, I needed the fleet to move forward, but that would put everyone in danger. I didn't want to hear what she had to say right now, while my thoughts were still jumbled.

"By the way, are there a lot of people with nicknames?"

I asked Myra.

"All sorts. Some people just give themselves one. But most A-rank adventurers have one."

"You have the nickname 'Saintess,' Myra. Does Aidan have one too?"

"'Saintess' is embarrassing, so please don't call me that. And Aidan's nickname is 'Siege.'"

So his special skill's name is his nickname.

"I want a cool nickname too."

"Mash the Pervert,"

said Cecily.

"Mash the Lustful,"

said Aira.

"My Lewd Master,"

said Famu.

"Rapist,"

said Mizuki.

"...I said a cool one. I feel like crying."

Maybe because I ignored what Famu was about to say, even she chimed in. And Mizuki... even if it was something I did, is 'Rapist' really a nickname? When she says it like that, I can only apologize, but I don't regret it.

"Mash, your nickname is 'Hero,'"

Myra said with a smile.

"Myra, you cheater! That's so unfair!"

Mizuki got angry, and then everyone started criticizing Myra. What is this solidarity?

"Mash the Pervert, what's so funny?!"

Cecily complained when she saw me laughing at their argument.

"Quiet, Cecily the Careless."

"Hmph! If we end up fighting pirates, I'll burn their whole fleet to a crisp and show them what's what!"

"I can only see a future where you're stopped by a magical barrier and screaming that your magic won't work."

"...You have a point. I'll follow your lead, Mash. You have a plan, right?"

I nodded. Normally, I would have expected her to argue back stubbornly, but she gave a meek reply. She must be anxious too. Myra, who had been fidgeting next to Cecily, looked at me.

"It's not fair to give only Cecily a nickname. Please give me one too."

She leaned in toward me, smiling. It's true that her nickname 'Saintess' was specific to Richel, giving it a strong local feel. I could see why she was embarrassed. I wondered if a terrible nickname like Cecily's would be okay, as I observed her.

"Myra, First in the Pecking Order."

"...Pardon? Do you think of me as your number one lover, Mash?"

She looked puzzled. Her large chest was currently inactive.

"Myra, what Mash is trying to say is truly awful,"

Mizuki, Third in the Pecking Order, sighed. Famu, Last in the Pecking Order, puffed out her cheeks.

"So, what's the plan?"

"Early the day after tomorrow, we'll pretend to be making a break for it and leave the port with just one ship. We'll act like we're going to pass the sandbar at high speed. That'll bait the enemy. We'll gather as many of their ships as possible and wipe them out with Laciel's arrow. I don't know if it will work."
I don't need to annihilate them. If I can inflict a certain amount of damage, they should give up their piracy and retreat to the Demon Kingdom. The problem is if the enemy has someone with a special skill and it becomes a shootout. But Myra said that demons don't have special skills. If I can eliminate that uncertainty, we shouldn't lose.

"A lot of people might die then. Are you okay with that, Mash? I... I don't like it,"

Mizuki asked, looking worried. I wanted to avoid it too, but I couldn't say that in front of Famu. I was at a loss for an answer.

"Mizuki... I'll make sure you don't have to play the unpleasant role this time."

"If you're prepared, Mash, I'll go along with it."

Mizuki nodded.

"Master. Please listen to me."

Famu, seemingly unable to bear my not addressing her, raised her voice.

"...Go ahead."

"The fleet should wait for the Furufto fleet after all. I will go down the river alone on a raft."

I imagined her arriving at the pirate fleet alone on a raft to challenge them to a duel. Was she channeling Miyamoto Musashi on his way to the duel at Ganryu Island? Our eyes met. She was making an indescribable face.

"...You won't be able to do anything by yourself. When we go, all six of us go together. That's absolute."



    Chapter 102

    Famu and the Rematch (Famu ⭐︎)

    We'd returned to the inn. Tonight was Famu's turn. I took her hand and led her into the room.  
It felt like it had been ages since we'd been alone together.  
The room was laid out just like yesterday's—a single room crammed with two beds shoved in side by side.  
I'd been thinking it would've been fine to stay on the ship, but being on solid ground without all the rocking put my mind at ease.  
Night had fallen. All I could see out the window was darkness. A tall tower stood illuminated by moonlight. There were probably guards on watch even at this hour, but I couldn't make them out.

"Master, about what we were discussing earlier. I really don't want you making decisions based on my selfish whims."

"It's not selfish for you to worry about your friend. You should speak up more about what you want. Don't try to act all grown-up."

"I am grown-up. You made me that way, Master. And tonight, you're planning to do grown-up things with me, aren't you?"

 
Her response threw me for a loop.

"A-anyway, confirming your friend's safety comes first. What kind of person is she?"

"She was staying at the inn in Fulft. She was in the room next to mine."

 
I remembered the elf girl and the flower folk girl. They were about the same age as an elf daughter, but that room had been a shared one. It was probably an adventurer party like ours staying there. Could've been someone else entirely.

"The elf girl?"

 
I asked to confirm, and Famu nodded.

"Yes. Her name's Mo. We got friendly in the morning when we bumped into each other washing our faces."

 
You could make friends over something that trivial? Her youth seemed so dazzling. It was a path of light I'd never walk myself.

"She looked kinda delicate, but that name sounds like it'd pack a punch with stamina to boot—storming in with hooks and all..."

"Mo's a mage. Her physical abilities aren't that high."

"She looked well-off. Is she an adventurer?"

 
Both the elf girl and the flower folk girl had seemed finely dressed. Staying in the same inn as us meant they probably weren't nobility. With that knight Wake that Myra said was strong, they must rake in good money.

"Probably. There were two other knights besides Wake."

"Did she mention their party name?"

 
She shook her head.

"They might be held up a day's sail ahead, stuck at port. If things go well, we could link up with them."

 
If we met up with Mo's party, fighting the pirates would be a breeze. But then again, there'd be no reason to push ourselves into battling them.

"Master. Even if we don't find Mo at the next settlement, could you please not head into pirate waters?"

 
She looked like she was trembling. I placed my hand on her head and stroked her hair.

"You don't have to push yourself. I want you to lean on me."

"I'm not pushing. You're everything to me, Master... That's right, Master. How about a rematch after so long?"

 
She said it like the idea had just struck her, thrusting out her chest. She wanted to play the nipple-guessing game.

"If I win, please don't go into pirate waters."

"And if I win?"

 
Her eyes narrowed slyly.

"Though I'd rather not, I'll protect you, Master."

"You're being shortsighted. Once I memorize a nipple's position, I never forget it."

 
I observed her breasts anew. Then I noticed something off. My eyes widened.

"...Famu, no way... you've grown?!"

 
No doubt about it. When I'd seen them bare before, there were so many other attractions that I hadn't noticed, but focusing now, they were definitely about a centimeter bigger than during our last match.

"Master, this is a small step, but a giant leap for me. Don't think I'll settle for being at the bottom of the pecking order forever. At the very least, I'll surpass Cecily within a year."

 
Had she been to the moon or something? She looked so smug, breathing heavily through her nose.

"..."

 
If I could, I'd want Famu to stay with her current loli body forever. But saying that would make her seriously mad, so I kept quiet.

"...Master?"

"Hm? What?"

 
I gave a half-hearted reply. Right now, I wanted to focus on Famu's chest.

"You don't seem happy about my growth."

"Huh?"

 
I looked up, and she had that face like she was about to cry.

"Famu... n-no, that's not it! I was just reminiscing about since we met and got a bit nostalgic. It doesn't mean I don't want you to grow."

 
I hurriedly tried to cover.

"I thought you liked big breasts since you always stare at my sister's. Is that wrong?"

"N-no, yeah, but not exactly. Size is everything, but not everything. Those are Myra's, so it's fine. Famu has her own size."

 
I'd been quiet, but she'd seen right through me. I panicked, and even I didn't know what I was saying anymore.

"It's because you groped them that they grew! And yet you think it's better if mine don't get bigger."

 
How did she read my mind so accurately? It was uncanny.

"G-groping making them bigger is just an old wives' tale. And you're misunderstanding something."

 
Her growth was probably from better food since we met. Ship meals weren't great, but she'd been eating well overall. Plus, her curse symptoms being suppressed had to be helping.

"Misunderstanding?"

"You're not thinking of your breasts as your own, are you?"

"Of course they are. They're mine."

 
She wriggled, emphasizing her chest.

"No. They're mine. I'll do with them as I please. From now on, I'll keep track and enjoy watching you grow. Every centimeter, we'll throw a huge party."

"That's ridiculous!"

I observed her breasts again, searching for her nipple positions.  
I couldn't afford to miss. With her growth in mind, I'd have to recalculate everything.  
She squirmed, trying to escape my gaze.

"Master. I have a question."

"This is the happiest moment of my life right now. Let me concentrate."

"Pirates are bad people. If you leave them be, someone will suffer. Would you hesitate to kill even them?"

"Good or bad doesn't matter. The pirate leader's probably evil, but what about the crew? They might just be following orders. I can't see them as a whole. Thinking about each one individually makes me hold back."

"Same for Mizuki?"

"Probably. I bet she feels even stronger disgust than me. She's got Task weighing on her mind."

"Master."

She tried to continue.

"Famu, distracting me won't work. The time has come. Here I go."

 
I pointed my index fingers like spears with both hands. Right in front of her eyes, I wiggled the first joints to tease her embarrassment.

"..."

 
Famu blushed watching it.  
The room was dead silent. Her chest rose and fell slightly with each breath—a modest claim to her femininity.

"Got it!"

 
I poked both mounds with my index fingers at once. The firm texture of her nipples transmitted to my fingertips.

"Hau!"

Her body jolted.

We sat on the bed. I started undressing Famu.

"Hyakka's panties?"

 
Pink ones today.

"My favorite lately."

 
I wondered if Hyakka was doing well. I wanted to reach Miglutt soon and reunite with her.

"Hmph, Master. You're thinking about another woman!"

"You're the one wearing them—how can you say that?"

 
As I slid off her panties, I sought her lips. Famu clung to me, sucking hard on my mouth.

"Master. I love you."

"Famu, I love you too."

 
We embraced, sucking at each other's lips and entwining our tongues.

"You're bold tonight."

"Yesterday, you invited me, but I lost to Mizuki."

"We drew lots for the order?"

 
Famu nodded faintly.

"Master, we don't have to do naughty things. I just want to sleep together tonight."

"...Actually, me too."

 
Her face lit up, and she hugged me tight.

"Master, let me tonight."

 
She started undressing me. I reached for her chest, pinching the nipple I'd poked earlier and rolling it between my fingers.

"Ah. M-Master, I can't get your clothes off."

 
Even as she said it, she diligently stripped me. We hugged, rolling around on the bed.  
My hand reached her crotch. When I traced her small slit, it was already wet.  
Famu gripped my penis in turn.

"You're wet, Famu."

"Yours is hard too, Master, and the tip's leaking."

 
Her childish, slender fingers traced my urethra. They were slick with precum. She licked it off.

"Famu's getting more and more erotic."

"Hmph, that's your fault, Master."

"You were always erotic!"

"It's your fault!"

 
I scooped her love juices from her entrance and smeared them on her clit. Rubbing the nub made it swell quickly.

"Ah, Master, ah, ah..."

 
Famu moaned, stroking my penis. The soft touch of her fingers felt good.

"Famu..."

 
I kissed her. She parted her lips slightly to accept, timidly offering her tongue. I sucked it in.  
Her tongue explored my mouth. I tangled mine with hers in response.  
All the while, we kept fondling each other's genitals. As pleasure built, so did my desire for her. Our tongues and fingers moved faster.

"Ah, ah, Master, my head's going crazy!"

"Famu... I'm gonna come."

"Ah, Master, me too. Like this, together, while kissing..."

 
I opened my eyes; she was looking at me. Tears welled in hers. She sped up her strokes to match my climax.

"Famu, coming!"

"Master, the wave's huge, aaaaaahhh!"

It was simultaneous. Her body bucked hard, and I ejaculated into her hand.  
After a deep kiss, our lips parted.

"Haa, haa..."

We panted roughly together.  
Famu licked my semen from her hand.  
I licked my finger coated in her juices.

"Master, that doesn't taste great, does it?"

"...Have you ever tasted your own?"

 
Her motion stopped at my words.

"Uh, no. Just a guess. A guess!"

"...You're such an erotic one. For the record, I haven't tasted mine either."

"Really? Then..."

 
She tried to push the leftover semen toward my mouth.

"S-stop! Famu's is fine, but not my own!"

"Just kidding."

 
She grinned mischievously, then licked her hand again. It looked strangely alluring.

I kneaded her breasts.  
They fit perfectly in my palm, with a nice bounce.

"Ah, Master. Don't blame me if they get bigger."

 
She writhed in time with my hands. Such a sensitive body.

"It's my responsibility to make Famu grow."

 
I latched onto her cherry-pink nipple. Teasing it with my tongue tip, I felt it harden and peak.  
I did the same to the other side. She moaned, pressing my head with her hands.  
My penis stiffened again, so I tried entering her. Famu spread her legs, guiding me in.  
Thanks to her ample juices, it slid perfectly inside. A pleasant tightness enveloped me.  
She wrapped her open legs around my body.

"I've become completely yours, Master."

 
Famu murmured it with a gasp.

"Master, I love you. Please, stay with me forever. Don't leave me alone."

"Famu, I love you. We're together always."

"Master..."

 
She sought a kiss. I obliged and began thrusting my hips.

"Ah, Master... aaaah."

 
Listening to her moans, I kept moving.  
She rocked in rhythm with me, adjusting her hips to hit her sweet spots. Her lewd motions excited me more, and I thrust harder.

"Ah, ah, ah..."

Each thrust drew cute cries from her.  
How much time passed? Being our second round, it took longer. The limit was approaching.

"Famu, I want to come inside you."

"Ah, ah, Master, anytime's fine. Whenever you want..."

 
I held back the rising urge as long as I could, thrusting steadily.  
When I couldn't anymore, I released deep inside her.

"Aaaaaahhh!"

It pulsed multiple times, filling her with my semen.  
Famu held me in a full nelson, accepting it all. Her walls clenched rhythmically, milking me.  
I pulled her close, kissed her, and savored her comfort as long as it lasted.



    Chapter 103

    Training and the Elven Scion

    I stood facing Avea, holding a wooden stick. We were on the deck. The sun beat down, the humid wind was lukewarm, and sweat trickled down my cheek. It was the third day of our river journey.

"I get that this is training on a ship. I get that it'll come down to a swordfight in the end. But I'd rather you teach me how to use a crossbow."

I don't like pain. But Avea just grinned at my words and took her stance.

"I'll teach you that later. You need to learn what pain feels like."

No matter how many times I've charged at her, I don't feel like I can land a single hit. The more I challenge her, the fewer options I have. She surpasses me in both experience and skill. I attacked her from a textbook middle guard stance, but she easily parried it. As I stumbled, a kick sent me falling to the deck.

"Not a surprise attack today, I see,"

she said in a calm voice.

"Sh-shut up!"

She would follow up if I stayed down, so I quickly got back up and reset my stance. I was breathing heavily through my shoulders, but her breathing was steady. The moment I took a breath to steady myself, she lunged at me. I deflected it with my weapon, but she unleashed a rapid second and third attack. I retreated while dodging her blows, and in a flash, I was cornered at the ship's railing. The drop from the deck to the water was considerable. I leaned back to dodge a thrust from Avea, but I nearly fell off the ship. I hurriedly tried to circle around her, but she grabbed my clothes.

"Let go!"

I swung my weapon, but she grabbed my wrist too.

"Don't hold back. I'll give you an experience unique to the river."

She lifted me up and threw me. I flew through the air and plunged into the river. I hit the water with a huge splash and sank deep. I couldn't tell which way was up. Instead of struggling, I waited for my body to float. Eventually, my body slowly began to rise to the surface, and I regained my sense of direction. It didn't seem like I could hold my breath until I surfaced, so I tried to kick my legs to speed up, but the shoes I was wearing prevented me from getting much propulsion. I was running out of air. Just as I started to panic, my head broke the surface.

"*Gasp!*"

I took a huge breath. I looked around and saw the ship was further away than I'd thought.

"Master! Master!"

I could see Famu shouting from the deck. Next to her, Avea was looking down at me with a smirk. What an infuriating woman. Someday I'll set a horde of goblins on her and make her scream, "Ugh, just kill me!"

I tried to swim toward the ship, but my clothes clung to me, making it difficult. Treading water was all I could manage. Even if I got close, it didn't seem like I could climb back onto the deck. My only hope was for them to throw me a lifebuoy with a rope and pull me in. Famu must have thought I was drowning, because she leaned over the railing.

"Master! I'm coming to save you!"

"Hey, stop! I'm fine!"

Before my voice could reach her, she leaped into the river. It was a dive that made me worry she couldn't swim. A huge column of water erupted. Did she belly-flop? I watched her, and she started flailing, sending water splashing everywhere. Could it be that she really jumped into the river without knowing how to swim?

"*Glub*, Master! *Glub*, I'm coming to save you!"

"..."

She seemed to have a strong will to save me, but she was clearly drowning. I had to save her. I desperately paddled with my hands and made my way toward her.

"*Glub*, Master! Master!"

She was in a complete panic. I had to calm her down.

"Famu, calm down. It's okay, just grab onto me."

Just as I was about to hug her, she pushed my head down.

"Ugh, I can't breathe! I'm gonna die!"

Famu used me as a floatation device, clinging to my head to keep her own face up. The force was surprisingly strong. Immobilized, I was pushed under the water in her place. I couldn't breathe. I couldn't even come up for air. When Avea threw me in, it was sudden, but I had time to fill my lungs with air before hitting the water. This time, I had no mental preparation.

"*Gah!*"

I couldn't hold it in any longer and opened my mouth, and a large amount of water rushed in. When I tried to cough, even more water flowed into my lungs. With Famu still clinging to me, my consciousness grew hazy and faded away.


A large amount of air was forced into my lungs. My chin was held, and my nose was pinched. The moment I felt something soft pressed against my lips, air was blown in. The thing pressed against my mouth was removed. I could breathe. I opened my eyes and saw Avea's face close by. I tried to act surprised, but my body wouldn't move.

"..."

It seemed I had been rescued and laid out on the deck.

"You're awake?"

Avea asked.

"Avea, I'm still not feeling well. Can we do that again..."

I coughed violently, spitting water from the back of my throat. It felt awful.

"Still some left in there, huh? Let this one take care of the rest."

Famu was pushed onto me. Her eyes were bright red. It surely wasn't from being in the river.

"Master, I am so sorry... But I thought you were going to die. When I thought that, I couldn't think of anything else."

"Are you okay, Famu?"

She nodded once. A tear traced a path down her cheek. I could feel my body starting to warm up. I was able to move my arm, so I stroked her ear. It was damp.

"You'll catch a cold. Have Cecily dry you off."

I looked around and saw that Myra, Aira, and Doris had been casting healing magic on me. Mizuki and Cecily were watching from a distance. I sat up, and Famu supported me.

"Anyone else besides Famu who can't swim?"

"Actually, I'm surprised you can swim, Mash. Most people can't,"

Myra answered. In Furufto, I saw kids diving and playing, so I thought swimming was normal, but apparently not. Come to think of it, there was a river in Richel, but it didn't look swimmable.

"...I can swim."

Doris raised her hand. It seems to depend on where you grew up.

"Mizuki can swim too, but... hand-to-hand combat on the water might be difficult."

If we leave ropes or lifebuoys hanging, enemy soldiers could climb up them too. Anyone who falls in will be left there until the battle is over. The only ones who can perform a rescue are me and Mizuki, but I just had a terrible experience trying to save Famu. Doris needs to stick with the members of Altair. I have to come up with a rescue plan in case someone falls in.

"Master, please teach me how to swim,"

Famu requested.

"I can do that, but it's not something you can learn right away. Basically, the human body floats. If you lie on your back, you can breathe. For now, just remember that."

"You also learned that you can't swim properly in that gear and those shoes. And when rescuing someone, approach from behind, not the front. A panicked person can sometimes exhibit surprising strength. Sometimes it's more efficient to wait until they weaken,"

Avea interjected. She was absolutely right.

"Did you sink me just to teach me that?"

"You didn't seem afraid of the water, so I figured you could swim. But I couldn't predict the actions of your loyal dog."

Avea gave a wry smile. She probably thought she had gone too far. If she thinks so, I'd like another round of artificial respiration as an apology.

"That's right. If you don't talk some sense into her, Mash, things could get really bad. She won't listen to anyone else,"

Cecily chimed in. I wanted to retort that she doesn't listen to me either, but Famu looked so dejected that I decided to keep quiet.

"Did you perhaps not dry Famu as a form of punishment?"

My mouth was wet from spitting up water earlier, but when I touched my hair, it was dry.

"She almost got you killed!"

"She was just trying to help. And she's reflecting on it. There's no point in complaining to someone like that. Famu won't make the same mistake again. Please dry her off."

"You're too soft!"

Cecily yelled. Mizuki placed a hand on her shoulder as if to stop her.

"I agree that these two are a mess, but don't forget that you were able to become a free person because of Mash's softness."

"...Fine. I'll just forget what happened as a little skit. For a life-risking performance, it wasn't funny at all. And there's no point in having a serious conversation with a pervert lounging around in his underwear!"

Cecily stalked off towards the cabin. Her words were right. Famu is reckless. She has something more important to her than her own life. That resolve is beautiful, but I don't think it's right as a human being, and I don't want her to live like that. But I didn't know what words to use to convince her.

"Master, I'm going to go apologize to Cecily."

I nodded, and she ran off after Cecily. Left behind, I realized from Cecily's words that I was in my underwear, my clothes folded neatly nearby.

"KYAA, SO LEWD!"

I tried shouting it, but the mood in the air was heavy.


As the sun began to set, we reached the dock. Three sailing ships were already in port. Several other high-speed boats with lateen sails were also moored. I disembarked with the members of Levante.

"Master, that sailing ship must be Mo's ship."

I couldn't tell the ships apart at all, but I guess Famu could. Her friends' fleet was a passenger ship that had departed a day ahead of us. It seemed they had decided not to set sail out of caution for the pirate ships.

"May I go and check on my friends?"

She couldn't hide her fidgeting. I nodded, and she ran off. If Famu's friends are here, there's no need to force a fight with the pirates. I let out a breath as I watched her back.

"Cecily, you washed Famu for me. Thanks."

I lightly poked the back of Cecily, who was watching Famu's back just as I was.

"Mm. It might be me imposing my values, but don't use her feelings for you to turn her into your dog."

"I know. But I want to do something about it, I just don't know what."

"Honestly..."

Cecily grimaced and sighed. In the beginning, she used to call Famu 'dog-ears' and look down on her. Cecily had changed. That change made me very happy.

"What are you grinning about, Mash the Pervert!"

Cecily puffed out her cheeks.

"Pardon me?"

A voice called from behind. Mercedes, Claire, and the members of Altair had gathered as well.

"It seems a noble is traveling by ship to the city of Heilon,"

Mercedes said.

"A noble?"

I asked, and he nodded with a knowing look.

"In the city of Miglutt, there are nobles called the Four Regent Families who rule. A scion of one of those families is said to be traveling by ship from Furufto to Heilon. It seems the Demon Kingdom's pirate ships have come upriver past Heilon to abduct her."

"Four Regent Families... does that mean Miglutt is a city-state ruled by a king?"

A regent's role is to handle political affairs when the ruler is unable to for some reason.

"A king ruled a long time ago. The royal bloodline has died out now, and the Four Regent Families are the de facto rulers of the city,"

Myra explained. Miglutt is anti-Demon Kingdom. The scion has high value as a hostage.

"In that case, why don't they just attack the noble's ship specifically? Why attack merchant ships too? What a nuisance."

The pirates are a nuisance, but so is this noble's kid. Either bring an escort befitting the value of your life, or if you can't, just stay home and be quiet.

"I believe they are acting on a secret pact or secret orders from the Demon Kingdom, but they are pirates, not soldiers. Also, I don't think they have information on which ship she is on. In fact, we don't know either,"

Mercedes replied.

"Could she still be in Furufto?"

The daughter of a city's ruler would likely be traveling with a considerable retinue. She should stand out.

"...It's a possibility. It seems she is traveling disguised as a common citizen."

Is she on some kind of world-reforming journey with a family crest in her pocket? If Famu successfully meets her friends, I have no intention of fighting the pirates. In that case, we'd have to wait for the Furufto fleet to be dispatched. And the king who can move the army is in a castle in the mountains. We'd have no idea when we could set sail for Heilon.

"Do you know the scion's name?"

"Marmi Mume Mo Star Union. An elf girl."

I was strangely impressed to learn that there are people in this world too who give their children strange names.

"Wait. Mo? An elf? That girl was staying at our inn in Furufto. That's the name of Famu's friend."

It's the same as Famu's friend's name.

"She has three names. One of them is 'Mo.'"

"The same name... couldn't be a coincidence. What a ridiculous... no, a magnificent name. I can't imagine there are multiple parents in this world who would give their child such a name."

The fact that she was staying at the same inn means she was probably traveling incognito for some reason. And yet, information has leaked to the Demon Kingdom, and she revealed her real name to Famu. I don't get it.

"Where might this Lady Mo be now?"

"She was a day ahead of us down the river. That passenger ship docked over there is hers. Famu went to meet her. When she comes back, we can confirm."

"Could Lady Famu possibly have connections to the One-Land Family, one of the Four Regent Families?"

"One-Land Family?"

The name has a somewhat pastoral, fluffy ring to it.

"It is the family of the dog-eared race. They are of the same rank as the Star Union Family."

"No, Famu is a village girl from the countryside. She said she became friends with Mo while washing their faces at the inn. I don't think she'd lie to me about that."

When I denied any connection to the One-Land Family, Mercedes looked clearly disappointed. He's a man with a strong commercial spirit.

"So, has there been any update on the pirates?"

"They've set up a base on the sandbar we'll pass tomorrow. Another merchant ship heading downriver was attacked today."

Just as Avea answered in Mercedes's place, I saw Famu returning from the passenger ship. Next to her was an elven girl.



    Chapter 104

    The Elven Scion and the Mage

    I was transfixed by the sight of the girl walking alongside Famu. She looked younger than Famu. Her skin was as transparent as porcelain, and her face was as exquisitely beautiful as a doll's. Long, silvery hair swayed as it caught the wind. She wore a light blue dress. The slender arms extending from it, and the legs visible below the hem, were as white as her face. But her most distinctive feature was her ears. They were long and pointed. As I continued to observe her, she had arrived in front of me before I knew it.

"..."

She fidgeted, her hands clasped in front of her. She stared at me in silence. She had long eyelashes. When she blinked, her ears twitched slightly.

"Ahem, Lady Mo, your greeting, please,"

said a girl standing diagonally behind the elf. Her voice was beautiful. Dressed in a maid-like outfit, she too had a lovely face, looking to be about the same age as Mizuki. What was striking was the stem and leaves growing mixed in with her hair. At the tip of the stem, a tulip was in bloom. She was of the Flower Folk race. Behind her stood three knights. Two were young men. The other was perhaps in his fifties, an older knight. Could this man be the one with the nickname 'Unsinkable,' Wake?

"...I am Marmi Mume Mo Star Union."

Marmi picked up the hem of her skirt and bowed her head. As I was captivated by her adorable gesture, Mizuki poked me from behind. I looked around and saw some people staring blankly like me, while others, like Mercedes and Claire, had quickly bowed their heads in greeting.

"Master?"

Famu was looking at me from beside Marmi.

"Ah, right. I'm Mash, from the same party as the dog-eared girl Famu here, Levante."

"..."

Marmi stared at my face as if peering into it. The Flower Folk girl nudged Marmi, but she didn't seem to want to speak.

"My name is Patricia. I am Lady Mo's attendant. You are Famu-san's master, correct?"

"This one calls me 'Master,' but I don't recall ever forming a master-servant relationship. We're... well, you know."

I was about to say she was my girlfriend, but I wasn't sure if that was the right thing to say in this situation, so I stumbled over my words. But it seemed the meaning got across, as both Marmi and Patricia blushed and gasped. Another tulip bloomed on Patricia's head. Strange. Famu had a clearly dissatisfied look on her face at my response.

"..."

Marmi remained silent, still staring at me.

"Lady Mo. Please speak for yourself now. This is getting tiresome,"

Patricia said. She might be the one with the real authority here. A true regent.

"...I came with a request."

"A request?"

"...Yes."

Marmi nodded. I had expected a noble lady to speak with a formal, haughty tone, but she spoke in a perfectly normal way, not much different from Famu. It was no wonder Famu had mistaken them for adventurers. However, she seemed intensely shy, constantly fidgeting and looking uncomfortable.

"...Patricia, you talk after all."

At Marmi's words, Patricia sighed.

"We wish to go to the city of Heilon, but we've heard that a pirate stronghold has been established downstream, and the passenger ship we are on says it will not proceed any further."

"Don't tell me you want us to get rid of the pirates?"

"Yes. We will cooperate as well. This man, Wake, will!"

She had passed the buck completely to her attendant knight.

"Wake-san, it's Myra."

Myra, who had been behind me, called out to the knight standing behind Mo. Her voice made his expression soften into a smile.

"From Aidan's party? It's been a while."

"Yes! It has been a long time."

Hearing Wake's reply, Myra's face lit up. It was a charming smile I had never seen before. I felt a pang of jealousy towards him. This wasn't right. Wasn't she a shotacon? I'll have to protest to that chest of hers later.

"Now, about the request..."

Patricia brought the conversation back on track. Why was she bringing this to me? If that Wake fellow could just go and slay a thousand men, the problem should be solved.

"Sorry... but we're F-rank adventurers. We're not cut out for fighting pirates."

"I see. Then what about that gentleman?"

Patricia shifted her gaze to Mercedes. She must have gotten information from Famu, as she seemed to know exactly who to talk to.

"I am Mercedes of the Mateo Trading Company. It is an immense honor to have the privilege of meeting the young lady of the Star Union Family today."

Mateo gave a bow. Do I really have to be that deferential when I speak?

"..."

Marmi gave a small nod.

"However, I must apologize. We are not mercenaries."

Mercedes shot me a look. He seemed perplexed that I was now saying we wouldn't fight the pirates, contrary to what I'd said yesterday. He was a merchant, through and through. The decision regarding combat would be left to Avea and me. Patricia's gaze returned to me.

"...Even if I say I will undo Famu's curse?"

Marmi muttered softly.

"You can do that?!"

"...I cannot. But the Star Union Family possesses the magical wisdom from the era of the old empire."

I glanced at Myra. She had a look of disbelief on her face.

"That's a gracious offer, but she's scheduled to receive healing at the church in Miglutt."

"...I see. But there is no guarantee that she will be cured, is there?"

"That is true, but there is no magic that surpasses a miracle of the gods,"

Myra answered.

"Well, even if I refuse your request, you're still planning on taking care of Famu, right?"

At my words, Marmi averted her gaze. A direct hit, it seemed.

"Besides, why are you trying to force your way through? It will only lead to needless sacrifices, and at worst, you could be captured."

"I told you she is a scion of Miglutt's Four Regent Families. For Lady Mo to be held up in this land would convey the instability within the empire's territory. It would be like declaring that the empire cannot eliminate the influence of the Demon Kingdom,"

Wake answered in Marmi's stead. The instability of the empire's territory would be a life-or-death issue for Miglutt, which stands on the front lines against the Demon Kingdom alongside Heilon. Moreover, Miglutt has clearly declared its opposition to the Demon Kingdom. This situation would be tantamount to declaring that the city cannot fend off the Demon Kingdom's meddling. Why on earth is she traveling in a place like this?

"...I want to make a wager."

"A wager?"

Marmi nodded.

"...You will attack me with magic. I will protect myself with a barrier. You can attack as many times as you want until your mana runs out. Just a graze is enough. If you can hit me, you win. If I can defend myself completely, I win."

"Lady Mo?"

Patricia looked at Marmi with an anxious gaze, but Marmi raised a hand to stop her.

"If Lady Mo wins, then we have to fight the pirates, is that it?"

"...Famu calls me Mo. You, as Famu's companion, may also call me Mo. Everyone in Levante, too."

I was about to nod at her words, but I felt anxious about whether it was really okay to call her that. I sent a look to Patricia, who made a sour face before nodding.

"Alright, Mo. And if I win?"

"...I will give you myself."

""That is not acceptable!""

Famu and Patricia shouted in unison.

"Lady Mo! What are you thinking?!"

Patricia exclaimed.

"...I am destined to marry a stranger anyway. In that case, an otherworld hero sent by Laciel-sama would be fine."

At Marmi's words, I wondered if Famu had told her about me and looked at her. My gaze seemed to startle her, and she bit her lip and looked down. That was foolish of me. Of course she wouldn't leak a secret. I realized Marmi had been bluffing, and at the same time, I realized I had deeply hurt Famu.

"Please consider Lady Mo's lifespan. Besides, that man is old. He will die in a flash, really."

"...I will remarry then. With my current fiancé."

"There is no way you can do that! Please consider your own position!"

"...You should be the one to consider, Patricia. He will marry me and enter Miglutt. And if he summons Laciel-sama, the tide of the war with the Demon Kingdom will change dramatically."

"There is no need for you to marry, Lady Mo! Besides, the elves have a law that exiles those who bond with other races! It would never be permitted! And you are the last of the elves..."

After saying that, Patricia clamped her mouth shut.

"...Father and the clan chief will reconsider. Mash is not just any otherworld hero; he is a messenger of Laciel-sama."

Patricia was speaking with raw emotion, but Marmi showed no change in expression, speaking in a small, mumbling voice.

"What about your age?"

Patricia's tone softened slightly.

"...I will be twelve soon. Once my birthday comes, elves can marry."

"Twelve is a child. Even I am not married at my current age!"

Patricia and Marmi were arguing, but I had stopped caring. I had to apologize to Famu. I wanted to be alone with her and talk. I took her hand to lead her away, but she shook it off. Then she turned back to Marmi.

"Mo. My Master belongs to me. He is absolutely mine!"

I flinched at her strong words, but Marmi's expression did not change.

"Famu..."

"Master, please be quiet!"

I tried to speak to Famu, but she cut me off.

"...I have no intention of taking him from you. I will just become the same as you and the others over there."

Marmi glanced over the members of Levante.

"Mo is my friend. I don't want it to be you, Mo!"

So she doesn't like the idea of having the same boyfriend as her friend. I glanced at Aira. Her expression was unchanged. She seemed uninterested in the exchange between Famu and Marmi.

"...I told Famu about my fiancé before. She didn't look happy then. But now that I say I'm switching, you won't allow it."

"You don't love my Master, Mo."

"...Then I have fallen in love at first sight, right now."

Marmi muttered, sounding indifferent. Does she see herself as a political pawn?

"Liar!"

Famu shouted. I know it's my fault for angering her in the first place, but I wish she wouldn't make her angrier.

"...Both you, Patricia, and you, Famu, are speaking as if I will lose. There is no way I would lose in the first place."

"That's right. And I have no intention of accepting the challenge."

"...What? Are you afraid of losing?"

Marmi looked at me provocatively. But it had no effect on me.

"That's right. And Famu is angry."

I placed my hand on Famu's head.

"Master. Mo is looking down on you. I cannot forgive her. Please accept the challenge."

If Hyakka were here, she would have made a brilliant comeback like, "What's the deal with that?!"

and lightened the mood. But no one could keep up with the complicated, ever-changing shifts in her emotions. And there was no one here who could defy her.

"Alright. But Cecily will be the one to fight."
I don't want to fight pirates. It's childish, but I want to win.

"Huh, me?!"

She must have thought she was a complete outsider, just like Aira. Cecily let out a dumbfounded cry.


Cecily and Marmi faced each other. Cecily held a long staff, while Marmi held a wand of about thirty centimeters. A stark contrast in weapons. Besides us, many others had gathered to watch. Betting had already started on who would win. The odds were lower for Cecily. The carefree, festive atmosphere of the crowd reminded me of the battle against 'Wind Blade.' Joe and the others were in the crowd as well.

"I can't imagine Mo is a mage who surpasses Cecily's level. It seems like Mo is throwing the match from the start."

I stood next to Myra and spoke to her.

"Mo...-san is an elf. The difference in level may not matter."
Myra seemed to be struggling with how to address Marmi.

"What do you mean?"

"A profession is for strengthening one's characteristics. A level makes that correction stronger and higher. Many elves possess high magical power. It's possible she has more mana than Cecily, even at a lower level."

It seems that, just like adventurer professions, a mage's abilities are a combination of their innate personal abilities, the correction from their profession, and the enhancement from their level. So Marmi's aptitude as a mage could potentially surpass Cecily's level-enhanced magic power.

"But there must be spells you can only learn at higher levels."
Myra shook her head.

"Just as you can handle a sword without being a warrior, you can learn magic without the mage profession. Since Cecily has never been formally taught, she can only use the magic she learned by leveling up, but Lady Mo seems to be different."

"So that's why Cecily said she wanted to go to a magic school..."

Myra nodded at my words. While I was listening to Myra, Cecily launched a fireball. A feeler, I suppose. It was of normal size. The fireball was easily deflected by the barrier Marmi deployed. The deflected fireball flew towards the spectators. They scattered in a panic, but they seemed to be enjoying it. The cheers grew louder.

"...I would like to set sail for Heilon tomorrow morning,"

Marmi muttered softly.

"You little...! In that case, I'll give you a taste of an extra-large fireball!"

Cecily fell for Marmi's cheap taunt. The crowd was overjoyed. She raised her staff, and a ball of fire appeared above her head. The ball of fire swelled in an instant, growing huge.

"H-hey, isn't that a bit dangerous? She's a kid, and a noble's daughter!"

I yelled at Cecily, but she had no intention of listening to me. She raised her staff and concentrated. The fireball had become a massive orb over five meters across. I instinctively took a step back. Even the delighted spectators were backing away like me, and some started to run. In the midst of it all, Marmi stood motionless, holding her wand at the ready.

"Turn into an afro!"

With Cecily's shout, the small sun, blazing brightly, rained down upon Marmi's head. It wrapped her body in a pillar of fire with a violent explosion.

"Did she overdo it? Myra, get ready with healing magic,"

I muttered anxiously.

"No, it doesn't seem to have reached her,"

Myra said. Patricia, who was watching in the same way, had a worried expression, but Wake was watching the fight without any sign of panic. The pillar of fire dissipated. Marmi appeared, enveloped in a magical barrier that covered her entire body. She didn't seem to have a single burn.

"...If that was your maximum firepower, I win."

The magical barrier surrounding Marmi vanished.

"No way..."

Cecily's voice trembled. She showed no signs of preparing another spell. Marmi turned to face me.

"...I'll just say that was an exhibition. Now it's your turn, Mash."

Marmi pointed her wand at me.



    Chapter 105

    The Elf Girl and the Otherworlder

    Cecily had tagged out, and now I was the one facing Marmi. For a child, she was impossibly composed, her attitude almost regal. I couldn't read a single flicker of emotion in the eyes that stared me down. It was clear she didn't have the slightest intention of losing. The timid, bashful demeanor she'd shown earlier had vanished completely. In fact, she seemed to be enjoying the situation.

At the edge of their intensifying standoff, the spectators had started another round of betting. This time, it looked like nearly everyone was putting their money on Marmi. Cecily, a mage, had lost to her; they probably figured an adventurer like me without so much as a staff didn't stand a chance.

"Why are you trying to fight me?"

"...If I don't prove I'm the strongest, Famu won't accept it. Besides, you have more mana than that mage from before,"

Marmi answered in a quiet voice. She couldn't have been more wrong.

"You're overestimating me. I don't have any magic that surpasses Cecily's."

"...But you have them, don't you? Three Divine Graces."

It was true that I possessed what she called Divine Graces—three special skills. But the only thing I could really do in a fight was summon Laciel. And with a potential confrontation with pirates looming, I didn't want to use that card just yet.

"And you plan on taking them head-on?"

Marmi gave a small nod. Could she really do something like that? I glanced over at my fellow members of Levante watching the fight.

Aira had an arm around Cecily's shoulders. Cecily had her head up, watching our match, and didn't seem too disheartened. Myra and Mizuki, on the other hand, looked worried.

Next to them was Famu. I wondered if she was cheering for me.

In any case, I wouldn't use Goddess Summon. The pirates were one reason, but I also wanted to avoid a situation where she was branded an 'Enemy of the Gods' like Reed.

Using Earth Magic, I created a small stone pellet and launched it at her. Marmi raised her wand, conjuring a magical barrier that looked like a pane of rainbow-colored glass, and deflected it. The barrier was large enough to hide half her body, but her head and feet were still visible. I adjusted my aim, firing a second and third pellet high and low, trying to exploit the openings in her defense.

She effortlessly manipulated her wand, repositioning the barrier to deflect each shot. I kept up a continuous barrage, refusing to give up. But every single pellet was batted away by her magical barrier.

"...Are you trying to drag this into a war of attrition and drain my mana?"

Ignoring Marmi's question, I kept firing. Her magical barrier began to shrink, eventually becoming a small shield that covered only the tip of her wand. She then skillfully maneuvered the wand to parry my stone pellets. It seemed she had read my intentions and was now conserving her mana.

"Mo, Famu was worried about you. That's why we steeled ourselves to fight the pirates and came down this river."

I spoke to her, trying to throw her off balance mentally. All the while, I continued to launch stone pellets.

"...So what?"

"She was genuinely worried about you, Mo. If you lose, I want you to apologize to Famu with me."

For a fleeting moment, her eyebrows twitched. It looked like I'd struck a nerve.

"...I plan to apologize to Famu even if I win. Do you think she'll forgive me?"

"Who knows. But I'm sure she'll make you kneel for a good long while."

By now, she must have grown accustomed to the trajectory of my pellets and was probably getting frustrated with my monotonous attacks.

I took aim right between Marmi's eyebrows and fired a pellet. It was deflected by her barrier. I fired another one at the exact same spot.

The next stone pellet, thrown with no spin, wobbled in the air, changing its trajectory just before hitting the barrier and dropping sharply. Accustomed to my straight shots, she couldn't react to the change in time. It slipped under her magical barrier and struck Marmi in the stomach with a dull thud.

"Ugh!"

Marmi let out a choked cry, clutching her stomach as she crumpled to the ground.

"...It hurts..."

I hadn't expected it to hit so cleanly. The crowd erupted in a chorus of boos. In stark contrast to the previous fight, this had been a dull affair, culminating in a scene nobody wanted to see: a grown man hurting a little girl. I walked over to her.

"Mo, are you okay?"

I gently shook her delicate shoulders, but she remained curled up and motionless.

"...Uu, I'm sorry. I can't fight anymore, so please forgive me."

Myra rushed over and began casting a healing spell on her. It seemed Mo had a lot of mana, but not much stamina. As I watched her color slowly return, Cecily approached as well.

"Mash, honestly! What are you doing getting so serious with a child?!"

I really didn't want to hear that from Cecily, the one who had just been flinging massive fireballs at said child in a fit of pique. But I felt a little guilty for letting her fight first.

"I only tried so hard because you were watching from the sidelines like a vengeful ghost."

"I'm not dead, and I wasn't being vengeful! ...But, to be honest, that was a little satisfying."

Cecily whispered the last part.

"I bet you thought I was going to lose, didn't you?"

"Me? I put my money on you, of course."

She puffed out her chest and grinned smugly. A quick check revealed that everyone except Aira had indeed bet on me.

"...Aira-san?"

When I questioned Aira, she simply turned away and moved next to Myra to help treat Marmi, starting her own healing spell.

"Lady Mo!"

Patricia also came rushing over.

"...I'm fine."

With Myra and Aira's help, Marmi got to her feet, though her legs were still trembling. She didn't look fine at all, but since she said she was, I decided to let it be. She turned to face me.

"...I lose. I'll give up on fighting the pirates. But I still have to get back to Miglutt somehow. I'll look for a way."

She hadn't demanded we fight the pirates out of selfishness. Returning to Miglutt was for the good of the city, and for the Empire as well. I sighed at her words.

"If everyone here agrees, we can set sail for Heilon tomorrow and escort you. If we just leave the pirates be, someone else will suffer, even if we're fine. But we won't actively hunt them. We'll gamble on passing through without getting attacked."

Marmi's eyes widened slightly.

"...Really?"

"Well, Mo, you did beat Cecily, and it's a request from Famu's friend."

I nodded.

"Sorry to interrupt this nice resolution, but I'd like you to accept one more challenge."

The one who spoke was a man I hadn't met. He drew a longsword.

"You defeated a young lady of the Star Union Family in front of all these witnesses."

"Hold on, that's why I tried to refuse in the first place!"

This was an absurd accusation. I was done with this.

"I've taken an interest in you as well,"

he said, the corners of his mouth turning up in a smirk. He was trying to provoke me.

"...I'm not interested,"

I replied, mimicking Marmi. I didn't want any more attention. Joe and his crew were watching, and I couldn't afford to reveal my hand to them. Besides, Avea beat me up on a daily basis. I could only endure that because it was her. I had no desire to get into a scuffle with some random old guy. At the very least, *I* didn't want to see it.

The man rested his sword on my shoulder, the blade pressing against my neck. Until that moment, the members of Levante had just been observing, but now they froze. Their gazes, uniformly harsh, fixed on him. Famu already had her hand on her sword.

"Master. I will fight."

"No. You'd win."

I stopped Famu.

"Oh? This girl... against me?"

The man—I'd later learn his name was Wake—looked slightly surprised.

"If it was just a brawl with wooden sticks, you might win. But in a real sword fight, you'd even lose to our other swordswoman."

"If you're saying that after hearing about me from Myra over there, then that's good information. I was unsure if I could entrust Lady Mo to you. If there are three people stronger than me, then I can rest easy."

So that was his real motive. I wish he'd just said so instead of this terrifying provocation.

"Actually, just two. I'm the weakest in the party."

"Then how about one of them faces me?"

He clearly didn't believe me. A cold smile played on Wake's lips.

"...In that case, I have a proposal."

"A proposal?"

"We're heading into pirate-infested waters. Neither of us wants to get injured before that, right? So, let's make it a single strike. You'll deliver one blow. We'll receive it. If it lands, you win. If we block it, we win. You can gauge our strength that way. Mizuki will be the one to receive the blow."

I was setting a trap for Wake. He'd have to unleash a powerful strike to properly measure our strength. If it was a fatal blow, Mizuki's special skill would allow her to block it completely. Even if it wasn't fatal, I had a feeling Mizuki's innate talent would let her dodge it. And even if she took damage and lost, she wouldn't die. Besides, winning or losing wasn't the point.

"...Very well."

Wake nodded.

"Mizuki. Sorry. I'm counting on you."

"It's fine. I know what you're thinking, Mash."

Mizuki's face was tense, but her reply was dependable.

The sun was setting, and the light from the bonfires cast flickering shadows across the plaza. Illuminated by the shimmering light, Mizuki and Wake faced each other, swords at the ready. This was the third match of the day. Both were equipped with a one-handed sword and shield, but Wake's blade was longer. He circled her slowly in a wide arc, gauging her for an opening. The spectators were watching while eating the food that had been handed out.

I, for one, had no appetite. The rest of Levante, as well as Mo and her attendants, seemed to feel the same. Mo's expression was unreadable, but Patricia, who served by her side, looked anxious. The betting had started again. It seemed Wake was the favorite, but the cheers were overwhelmingly for Mizuki.

"Master, I never thought it would become such a big deal,"

Famu murmured. This world had few forms of entertainment, so even a small event could escalate into a festival if it had an element of fun.

"It's my fault. It's because I doubted you, Famu. I hope you can forgive me."

Famu shook her head slightly.

"Master. About Mo..."

"I know."

"But she's being forced into an unwanted engagement. What should we do?"

I didn't really know. I didn't understand the customs of the nobility. Marmi, at least, seemed to have accepted it. I wondered just how serious she had been when she said she would become mine.

"First, we need to find out how she truly feels."

"Yes. I'll talk to her."

Famu nodded. I glanced at Myra, who was standing on my other side.

"Does Wake have some kind of one-hit-kill technique?"

She shook her head at my question.

"When I was exploring dungeons with him, he never used any skills like that. But he always finds a path to victory."

"Is it some kind of veteran's intuition?"

"No, it was on a completely different level. But I was weak back then, so maybe I just didn't understand."

She, a person who explored the 30th floor of a dungeon, called herself weak. That didn't leave much room for me, who could never reach such a place. I turned my gaze back to Mizuki and Wake. Wake was still circling Mizuki in an arc, maintaining a constant distance. Their gap neither widened nor narrowed. Was he still searching for his path to victory? Just as I thought that, his feet stopped. The firelight made it seem as though Wake's eyes were glowing red—the same color as Mizuki's when her special skill activated.

"Mizuki, be careful! Wake is going to use a special skill!"

Hearing my shout, Mizuki dropped her hips, lowering her center of gravity and readying her stance. I expected Wake to charge, but instead, he relaxed his posture and sheathed his sword.

"I lose,"

he said. His words left Mizuki with a blank expression. The sudden declaration of defeat made my face, and the faces of everyone else watching, mirror hers. Wake lightly tapped Mizuki's shoulder and walked towards me. He leaned in close to my ear.

"You noticed my Divine Grace was activating. So you have one too, then."

After whispering, he pulled away. His words implied he was about to use some kind of special skill. No, he said it *was* activating. It was probably a passive skill, like Mizuki's.

"I'm entrusting Lady Mo to you until we reach Heilon. Got it? Just until Heilon!"

With that, he walked over to where Marmi was standing.



    Chapter 106

    The End of a Battle, and the Beginning of the Next

    The atmosphere in the plaza soured, and a chorus of boos rained down on Wake. The match between him and Mizuki was declared void, sparking a commotion as bets were refunded. The crowd, their expectations betrayed, drifted away in a cloud of disappointment. Amidst it all, I noticed Patricia quietly observing me. I thought she might be the next to challenge us, but her gaze quickly shifted back to Marmi. Was she really just an attendant?

The matches were over, and those remaining in the plaza gradually began to disperse. Finally free from Marmi and her entourage, I let out a sigh of relief. But that relief was short-lived. Joe and his crew were approaching. I pretended not to notice and started to walk towards the food distribution area, but Joe caught me by the shoulder.

"So you're the one they're all talking about. The one who summoned the goddess."

"Well, yeah,"

I said with a vague nod.

"Why'd you keep it a secret?"

Joe made no effort to hide his distrust.

"I'm sure you know by now, but I'm an Otherworlder summoned by one of the five pillar goddesses. I also know that other Otherworlders are told they'll be granted a wish if they defeat us. I wanted to avoid a fight."

He and Becky, standing beside him, sized me up.

"I see. So, which one of you is the other Otherworlder?"

I didn't want to answer until I knew what they were thinking, so I remained silent.

"Fine, whatever. Are you sure you have no intention of fighting us?"

"None."

When I nodded, Joe nodded back. How much could we really trust each other? I couldn't read them, but the same was likely true for them.

"Do you know any other Otherworlders?"

"...I do."

"What about someone named Yuuki?"

"I've never met him personally. But I've heard he attacked some of my fellow Otherworlders."

At my answer, the tension seemed to leave Joe's shoulders, and he relaxed a little.

"I see. It's true, we were told to kill the Otherworlders summoned by the five goddesses. And that we'd be granted our wishes if we did. But we have no intention of fighting our own countrymen. More importantly, we're enjoying this world."

I was enjoying it too, but he probably didn't know about the ten-year survival limit given to us after being transferred. For a moment, I considered telling him, but since I wasn't sure if we could truly cooperate, I decided to keep it to myself.

"I agree that I don't want to fight people from my own world, but if that's the case, why were you looking for the Otherworlder who performed the Goddess Summon?"

"We weren't planning on starting a fight. But if we were challenged, that's another story. We wanted to know why you guys were transferred here first."

"We were told to defeat the Demon Lord. We weren't told to fight other Otherworlders. So we have no reason to fight you."

I wondered if they believed me. Though he had relaxed, both Joe and Becky were still watching me with an unnerving intensity.

"I know that an Otherworlder defeated the Demon Lord a hundred years ago."

"Yeah, that's the part I don't get either. I think we need to investigate the situation. We'll probably have to go to the Demon Kingdom someday."

"What happens if you defeat this Demon Lord?"

Joe asked.

"I haven't been told what comes after. The Otherworlders who came to this world with me were promised they'd be returned to their original world."

"By the goddess who summoned you?"

"That's right. That's all the information we were given."

The objectives given to us by the five pillar goddesses and the ones given by the other Fifty Gods all seemed pretty half-baked. There was no pressing reason to follow the gods' decrees and fight amongst ourselves, or even to defeat the Demon Lord. And while I didn't know how many times Otherworlders had been summoned before us, the cultural changes brought about by their transfers were minor, not major. Considering all that, it seemed the gods' objective might simply be to periodically send Otherworlders to this world.

"So, you're planning on setting sail for Heilon with that princess tomorrow?"

"That's the plan."

Joe stroked his chin, mulling over my reply.

"That's probably for the best. I don't know what you guys are getting paid, but the crew's wages won't change even if we're delayed for days. Morale will just drop if we stay here. Besides, we have special skills. I'm betting that if we cooperate, we can beat the pirates. Let's work out a plan."

The next morning, we set sail at the crack of dawn, about two hours earlier than usual. There were no other ships with us. We were sailing alone. The plan was to make it look to the pirates like we were breaking away from the rest of the fleet, trying to sneak through the sandbank early. Our sailing ship cut through the morning mist. The surrounding scenery was painted white, and visibility from the deck was poor. We were moving at a more leisurely pace than usual, likely being cautious of shoals and reefs. I hoped we could just push through the mist and get past the pirate-infested waters, but I knew the fog would burn off as the sun rose and the temperature climbed.

Our ship was the decoy. We would draw the enemy fleet in, and then I would use Goddess Summon. If any slipped through, we would deal with them in close combat with the help of the main fleet. The main fleet was scheduled to depart two hours later, at the regular time. The adventurers and other capable fighters who had been on the passenger ships were now aboard ours, bolstering our numbers for close-quarters combat. There were about one hundred and fifty of us on this ship now. Still, a single enemy galley was said to carry two hundred men, and there were five of them. It wasn't a number that inspired confidence. We would have to wait two hours for the main fleet to arrive, but Joe had said he could get them here sooner. He seemed to have some kind of movement-related special skill, but he didn't elaborate.

Even if we managed to get through the pirate territory safely, there was still a chance we'd have to fight Joe's group. I'd have to fight them without my special skill. But they didn't know we had a third special skill user. And if they tried to defeat me after I summoned Laciel, they would become enemies of this world's inhabitants. I'd have to rely on Myra to sway the crew in that case. Anxiety kept piling up.

And on top of all that, there was my current attire: a pair of red Boomerang Briefs that Avea had given me. Nothing but pure shame. My scrawny physique only amplified my feelings of insecurity. But as I examined my body, I felt like I was starting to build some muscle from all the physical activity since coming to this world. As I was striking a pose to check, Mizuki appeared at my side.

"Pfft... What are you doing all by yourself?"

Mizuki seemed to be holding back laughter. I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks from embarrassment.

"Hey, you're in a swimsuit too!"

She was wearing a navy blue competitive swimsuit with a white streamlined pattern. It fit her body perfectly and had a glossy sheen.

"It's been a while since I've worn one... it's embarrassing..."

Mizuki's cheeks were also red.

"Hey, could you lean forward a bit and... you know, push your chest together with your arms to emphasize it?"

"Wha— I just said I was embarrassed..."

Despite her protests, Mizuki struck the exact pose I'd requested. I took out my phone and snapped a picture.

"Mizuki, this is like a dream. I never thought the day would come when a beauty like you would pose for me in a swimsuit..."

"Don't say things that are impossible to respond to!"

Mizuki puffed out her cheeks a little, but she seemed somewhat pleased.

"Well, what kind of compliment should I give you then?"

"Just a normal one is fine. Like 'cute' or something."

"You must be used to hearing that, Mizuki..."

As I said that, her expression darkened.

"Mash, are you going to be okay?"

"No, this outfit is incredibly embarrassing."

The crew members were giving me strange looks. I was pretty sure I'd been branded a pervert. I didn't think I could withstand their gazes. I wanted to become a shut-in.

"That's not what I mean. What we're about to do is different from any battle we've had before. If we fight, a lot of people will die. I know it's cowardly to say this now, but... I don't want you to use Goddess Summon, Mash. I've already... taken a life. I don't want you to go through the same thing..."

Her gaze dropped to her feet. For a moment, I thought I could see the image of the werewolf, Task, lying there bleeding. I placed my hand over her clenched fist. It was trembling slightly.

"As long as we're adventurers in this world, I think it's something we have to overcome."

"Don't justify it by blaming this world!"

"I know. But I've made up my mind about something."

"What is it? To defeat the Demon Lord?"

"That doesn't matter. I'm going to create a place where Famu can live in peace. And I'm going to get you back to your world, Mizuki."

"Are you saying what you're about to do is for my sake, and Famu's?"

"No. It's for my own sake. But... I admit I'm trying to justify it that way. If you say I'm running away, you're right."

She sighed at my words.

"Mash, let me ask you one thing. Have you lost your aversion to killing people?"

"I still have it. I don't want to kill anyone either. I want to avoid it."

She looked up and met my gaze, her eyes searching for the truth. "...I understand. Mash, whatever you do from now on, don't forget that I'm with you. Don't forget what you said... that we'll carry the same burdens."

Mizuki threw herself into my chest. I caught her, feeling the smooth texture of her swimsuit, the warmth of her body beneath it. I didn't want to lose this.

"Mash, I love you. Don't let me go."

"Mizuki. We'll always be together."

She looked up. Her face was so refined, so beautiful. Her tear-filled eyes drew me in, and I found myself leaning closer. Just then, I heard footsteps approaching. I hastily put some distance between myself and Mizuki. It was Avea. She looked at our outfits and nodded in satisfaction. She was in her usual bikini armor. It was she who had given us permission to join the battle, on the condition that I wear a swimsuit. Mizuki had nothing to do with it, but I hadn't wanted to be the only one, so I dragged her into it.

"Hey, this might be fine if we fall in the water, but we're about to get into an arrow fight, you know? What happens if we get hit?"

"Hah, that's what these trained muscles are for. Besides, if I dodge, it's not a problem. And this swimsuit probably increases my agility."

She talked as if the Boomerang Briefs had some agility-boosting effect, but all they did was make me feel lighter.

"...That's because it's you! Look at my body."

Avea said "Hmm"

and looked me up and down, her eyes raking over my body. Then she shifted her gaze to Mizuki.

"...Mizuki, are you truly satisfied being held by this man?"

"Huh? Uh, well... ...yes."

Mizuki's face turned beet red, and she mumbled the last part so quietly I could barely hear it.

"If you're not satisfied, I can introduce you to a man with a better build. Just let me know anytime."

"Hey! Don't mess with me. You heard her say 'yes.' Stop putting weird ideas in Mizuki's head!"

I threw a genuine punch at Avea. I had intended to stop it right in front of her face, but such consideration was unnecessary. She caught it with ease. What's more, she didn't even seem to care, just laughing it off as if it were a playful joke.

"Well, we're up against a group that makes a living out of piracy. They're more likely to aim for other combatants to thin our forces than to waste arrows on some scrawny old guy in a ridiculous outfit."

I wished she would remember that she was the one who made me wear the ridiculous outfit in the first place.



    Chapter 107

    Mo's Conflict and the Voyage to the Sandbank

    The temperature was rising, and the fog had cleared considerably. The view opened up, revealing the riverbanks lined with a dense, wooded forest. The rest of the Levante members gathered around.

"See? Mizuki gets special treatment!"

Myra declared as soon as she opened her mouth.

"Hold on, Myra, you're a holy maiden! Do you really want to wear something this embarrassing in public?"

"Embarrassing...? You're the one who told me to wear it!"

Mizuki snapped, suddenly angry.

"...Anyway, Mizuki is the only one who needs to wear something embarrassing."

"And why is that?!"

She was being noisy. I pulled her into a hug.

"Gah!"

Mizuki shrieked, flailing her arms to push me away and escape. This time, she was definitely rejecting me for real. What happened to the girl who had clung to me just moments ago, begging me not to let her go? Deeply hurt, I took the opportunity to firmly grope her chest in the confusion. Mizuki's eyes welled up with tears as she glared at me.

Watching this display, Myra pouted.

"I'm still not convinced. When we get to Heilon, let's all go buy swimsuits."

"I doubt we'll have another chance to wear them, though."

Since Avea wore bikini armor, I figured swimsuits were probably sold in this world. I wondered how they were made.

"Hmm?"

Myra was now silently pressuring me.

"...Er, never mind,"

I mumbled. I noticed Famu standing silently, looking at me as if she wanted to say something.

"Famu, what's wrong?"

"Master, it's about Mo."

Right, she hadn't shown up on deck yet. She was supposed to play a part in being the decoy by standing on deck. Even if the pirates didn't know Marmi's face, they wouldn't overlook a ship carrying an elf girl.

"What about her?"

"Master, what do you intend to do with Mo?"

"I don't intend to do anything."

My words were met with silence. Not only was her question vague and hard to understand, but my answer was clearly not the one she wanted.

"Are you worried about her saying she'd become mine? She's just a kid. I have no intention of making a move on her."

"But, Master, don't you like the childish type? Me, Hyakka... even Mizuki went completely smooth for you."

Famu had veered the conversation in an outrageous direction. Mizuki, caught in the crossfire, bent over and covered her crotch with her hands.

"Hold on, Famu. Let's talk about this somewhere private, just the two of us!"

I tried to lead Famu away, but Myra grabbed my Boomerang Briefs. I was dangerously close to being exposed.

"Eek! That's so embarrassing! What do you think you're doing?!"

I protested to Myra in a campy voice.

"Please continue your conversation here."

Myra pointed a finger at the deck, then smiled sweetly. The joke hadn't landed. There was no escape. All the while, Cecily and Aira had stayed out of the conversation, looking bored. I decided to give them a little show, pinching the fabric of my briefs to give them a peek.

"So small,"

the two of them muttered in perfect unison. The comment wounded my soul.

"...Consider Mo's social status. She acts like that, so it's easy to let your guard down, but she's still the daughter of a noble. Not just any noble, but the daughter of one of the city's rulers. Things are not going to go the way she wants."

Pulling myself together, I restarted the conversation, trying to steer it away from my personal preferences.

"But if that's the case, she'll be forced to marry her fiancé."

"You said you were going to talk to her. Did Marmi seem unhappy about it?"

"I haven't spoken to her since then,"

Famu said, shaking her head. It might have been decided by those around her, but if she herself wasn't against it, I didn't see the problem.

"She said that regardless of her own feelings, she could solve it with magic that controls her fiancé's mind."

"..."

Now that I thought about it, perhaps her reckless behavior stemmed from a sense of resignation.

I wondered what Wake and Patricia thought. Did they serve the Star Union Family and not care about her personal feelings?

"You want to do something about it, don't you?"

"...Master, I'll handle Mo myself."

Her reply felt off. I was sure she had started this conversation to rely on me.

"This isn't about her, so it'll be difficult for you to do anything, Famu. If Mo really hates it, the quickest way is to summon Laciel in front of her parents. I'll have Laciel make some random proclamation like, 'This engagement is a no-go! If you make 'em marry, it's punishment time, y'hear!' and get it called off."

She won't tell me about the world, but I'm sure Laciel would cooperate with this. It wouldn't work on other Otherworlders, but it would be extremely effective on the residents of this world. As I was thinking this, I noticed Myra giving me an indescribable look.

"To treat Lady Laciel so casually..."

I decided to ignore Myra's comment. Laciel treats me and Mizuki casually, so it's fine.

"Come to think of it, this plan has a lot of potential. Whenever I find a woman I like, I can just summon Laciel and have her give a divine message. I could have almost any woman in this world..."

The brilliance of my idea was so overwhelming that I accidentally said it out loud.

"If you do that, we're through!"

Mizuki glared at me. We had just promised to always be together, and now, not a moment later, she was talking about breaking up. I really didn't want her to hate me, so I decided to seal away this particular plan. I turned back to Famu. She seemed not to have heard my slip-up, her expression still dark as she continued to ponder.

"Is there still something wrong?"

"Mo looks down on you, Master."

"Don't worry about it. Coming from her position as a noble, that's to be expected, right?"

"I don't like it,"

Famu replied, shaking her head.

"Famu, I'm sure you understand this, but you'll regret it if you judge people based on only one side of them. She's your friend."

"I know. It's not just one thing. There are many things I like, and a few things I dislike. It's the same as my feelings for you, Master."

I stroked her ear. It was soft and smooth, the best feeling in the world.

"I don't have any friends, so I can't say this well, but I think people are precious because they think differently than you do."

"Yes."

From here on, this was something she had to resolve on her own. I hoped the two of them could remain friends who could call each other that for a long time. Just then, Marmi appeared on deck. Patricia and Wake were with her. When Marmi saw Famu, she raised both her hands.

"Moo."

"Moo."

Famu raised her hands in response. Then they shared a shy, bashful smile. Watching them exchange their peaceful greeting, I wondered what Famu's earlier悩み had been all about.

Marmi walked over and stopped a few steps in front of us. She gave a little curtsy, pinching the hem of her one-piece dress.

"...Good morning."

"Good morning."

To counter her, I pinched both sides of my Boomerang Briefs and returned the greeting.

"...Patricia."

At Marmi's call, Patricia strode up to me. She gave a quick bow.

"Excuse me."

With those words, she punched me in the head. Ow. I cradled my head. Preparations for battle had begun on deck. Fixed shields and crossbows were brought out from the hold and lined up on the deck. Ballistae were being set up at the bow and stern. I wondered how powerful and accurate they were. Marmi took my hand and stood right next to me, pressing close. I felt a vein throb at the temples of the Levante members.

"Mo, that's my spot. Please move away from Master,"

Famu said. Marmi paid her no mind and looked up at me. I was nothing more than a suspicious person in a pair of Boomerang Briefs, yet neither Patricia nor her other attendants tried to stop her.

"...You're going to protect me today, right?"

"No, Wake is the one protecting you, isn't he?"

I glanced over at him, but he just shrugged.

"...What do you think his Divine Grace is?"

Marmi asked. Last night, he had definitely tried to use his special skill. Or perhaps he had used it. That's why he stopped the fight when I noticed.

"Who knows. I'm not even sure if Wake intended to win last night's match."

"...Wake's Divine Grace is the ability to read a few moments into the future. He can act to change that future."

"Hey! That's something you should keep secret. Why are you telling me that?"

Wake must have used his special skill to see a future where he unleashed his strongest blow, only for Mizuki to block it. For him, who wanted to know our strength, learning that result was enough. But what was she thinking, so casually telling us about his secret ability?

"...It's obvious. I told you I would become yours. That's why."

"That's not happening. Mo, you're a child. And a noble's daughter, right? Sorry, but I don't want to get involved in the aristocratic society you live in."

At those words, Mo smiled, looking a little smug.

"...August first is my birthday. I'll become an adult. And then I'll become an adventurer with you."

So they had a calendar in this world. I pulled out my phone. If it was synced with my original world, her birthday was in five days.

"Do you have any brothers or sisters?"

"...None. Children are rare among the elf race."

If she's an only child, then it's even more impossible. The freedom she desires doesn't exist for her.

"Not gonna happen. Besides, my party is the six of us here. No matter what happens, we'll get through it with these six."

"...Then I'll have Wake ambush a few of them in the dark."

Marmi started saying some dangerous things. Given the members, wasn't I the most likely target?

"Hey, stop that. Besides, Famu is mad that you said you'd become mine."

"She was saying she was going to a magic academy in September. She was bragging about passing at the top of her class,"

Famu cut in.

"...I'm not going. I'm going to travel with Mash, just like Famu."

With that, Marmi dropped to her knees and sat down in a formal seiza position. "...I'll sit here until Famu forgives me."

"I'm... not angry. It's for Master to decide."

It took a long time for Famu to answer. During that time, Marmi didn't break her posture.

"...Really? So that means you'll let me join you, right?"

Marmi tried to stand, but her legs had gone numb and she couldn't get up. She grabbed my arm and staggered to her feet. "...By the way, Famu is always so clean and never dirty. The members of Levante too. How do you do it without baths?"

Marmi asked. So Marmi's house has a bath? I'd love to soak in a tub and relax for the first time in a while.

"That's because we wash ourselves with magic."

At night or in the morning, Cecily and I use our magic to wash everyone. At my words, her eyes widened.

"...With magic? I want you to teach me how."

"Then you should have Cecily teach you."

"Huh, me? Mash, you can just teach her."

"Don't be like that. At this point, you're better at it, Cecily."

I turned back to Marmi.

"Have her teach you."

"...Okay."

At my words, she bowed her head to Cecily. Cecily, looking troubled, scratched her head through her hat and began to explain. I hoped they'd get along, being mages. I watched Marmi listen intently to Cecily's explanation with her long ears. In any case, Marmi's actions didn't feel very noble. Was she really the daughter of a family from the so-called Four Regent Families? Could she be an imposter? She didn't have a noble air, but Famu seemed more like a lady from a good family than her. Or maybe the nobles of this world are different from the ones I imagine. As I was watching Marmi with these thoughts, Patricia approached me.

"Master Mash, Lady Mo has had me, a commoner, as her attendant and playmate... As I grew up, I learned a little about the family's affairs, but Lady Mo is rather free-spirited... she's basically only interested in magic."

She said it hesitantly. Right now, Cecily was demonstrating the magic for Marmi, washing Aira as she explained. Marmi was also actively asking Cecily questions.

"By the way, is that tulip really growing out of your head?"

"Eh? Yes, I'm from the Flower Folk. But my flower only blooms in the spring, so I'm wearing a formal artificial one. The only one that's really blooming right now is the one that opened yesterday."

"...I see."

I didn't know what she saw, but I nodded anyway. "By the way, formal?"

"Yes. I heard that Master Mash was an Otherworlder sent by Lady Laciel."

So she dressed up with artificial flowers for me?

"You don't need to add '-sama' to my name, or be so formal."

"Understood. Then, please just call me Patricia."

Patricia smiled. It was then that the fog cleared, and we could see far into the distance. The ship's course was splitting in two. The landmass in the middle was the sandbank, the point where the pirates were said to have their base. It was a large islet, with a mountain rising about fifty meters high. The mountain was covered in trees like a forest, a good place to hide people and ships. Near the summit, a patch of rocky terrain was visible. From there, one would have a clear view of any ships navigating the river.

"Master."

Famu was staring at the sandbank with a tense expression. Had she seen someone? Dogs are said to have weaker eyesight than humans, but what about the dog-eared race? I remembered how she had identified medicinal herbs from a distance in the mountain castle. The members of Levante drew closer, their faces all tense.

"No matter what, we all survive."

My companions nodded at my words.



    Chapter 108

    The Battle on Deck and the Opening Salvo

    The sun was high in the sky. I took out my phone to check the time; it was nine o'clock. The heat had dispersed the mist. The sky was a deep, clear blue, with clouds beginning to form in the west.

The sail billowed with the west wind, steering us towards the left fork of the Y-shaped river that branched around the sandbank. A human figure was now clearly visible on the mountain peak. The pirates had spotted our ship's movement, and they too must have been preparing for battle.

On deck, myself, Famu, Myra, Avea, Wake, Marmi, Claire, Mercedes, and the ship's captain had gathered.

"I want to begin preparations for battle. We'll line the gunwales with shields,"

the captain said. He was a man with sun-scorched bronze skin, a barrel-chested build, and a receding M-shaped hairline.

"There's a good wind today. Can't we just proceed at full speed and break through this area before the pirates are ready?"

The captain shook his head at my words.

"Impossible. This stretch of water is full of reefs. We have to slow down. They have galley ships, which can move faster than this one. We'll definitely be caught."

"I see."

I nodded. It seemed combat was unavoidable.

"The pirates are using the sandbank as a fortress. They have a clear view of our deck from there. If you want to lull them into a false sense of security, we can hold off on battle preparations, but..."

"No, please proceed with the preparations. I want to minimize casualties as much as possible."

The captain nodded, then looked at me with a suspicious gaze.

"Are you... really sure this is going to be okay?"

"I can vouch for him on that. I was present when Master Mash wiped out the swarm of Big Hoppers that were plaguing the town,"

Mercedes answered in my stead. This ship was carrying cargo for the Mateo Trading Company, and their influence was strong.

"Well, no point getting cold feet now."

The captain nodded and turned to his crew.

"Alright, you dogs, prepare for battle!"

The captain's roar was met with a resounding chorus from the crew.

The strategy meeting was over, and the captain had returned to command the battle, but we remained where we were, watching the sandbank. The members of Levante and Altail had joined us. I wanted to help with the preparations, but we were inexperienced and would likely just get in the crew's way.

It was a massive sandbank. I had imagined it as a flat accumulation of sand and dirt, but it was more like an island. It was covered in trees, making it difficult to see, but there appeared to be an inlet. From it, three galley ships emerged. The galley ships closed the distance, their oars moving like the legs of a centipede. We were picking up speed too, but their maneuverability was clearly superior. Just as the captain had said, it would be difficult to escape.

"I thought there were five of them..."

"The rest are likely waiting in reserve. A merchant ship wouldn't normally travel down the river alone like this. The enemy is being cautious,"

Wake replied. This was a bad development. Even if we dealt with these three ships, the remaining two would pursue us. We would have to hold out until our own reinforcements arrived. Would Joe and his crew even come? There was a chance they would use our ship as a decoy and sail down the right side of the sandbank to get through this area.

"We should just burn their ships,"

Cecily said. After four days on the ship, she seemed to have gotten used to the rocking. Her seasickness symptoms were gone. Marmi, standing next to her, nodded in satisfaction at her opinion. The two of them had become fast friends. Cecily had initially disliked Famu for being from a different race, but she seemed to be fine with Marmi. Famu and Aira shot a sharp glance at the two of them.

"Looks like the mages have become friends. Aira, why don't you get along with Myra, since you're both clerics?"

I said to Aira.

"Myra's not a cleric. She's a priestess. And she's always so noisy,"

Aira pouted.

"Hey, don't speak ill of my big sister. Aira is just shy,"

Myra said, puffing out her cheeks. Seeing their reactions, I regretted my comment. It had been like poking a hornet's nest. I was constantly fighting with my own sister. I guess that's how siblings are. But even though they bickered, they wore the same clothes and carried the same weapons. And when Aira got emotional, she called Myra "onee-chan."

She did have her cute side. In any case, Myra's profession, priestess, was a high-level class, but I didn't really understand the difference between it and a cleric. Just as I was about to ask Myra, the crew started drawing water from the river and dousing the ship. It was likely a countermeasure against fire attacks. The enemy ships were probably doing the same.

"..."

Cecily and Marmi watched the scene with indescribable expressions.

"See? The age of Earth Magic is now,"

I said to the two of them triumphantly.

"I've never seen a cool person who uses Earth Magic."

"...Right, Earth Magic is so uncool,"

the two of them replied. What was wrong with Earth Magic? It was a mystery how they were so in sync.

"You could create a giant stone ball and hit their ship with it to sink it, right?"

"Spoken like a true Earth Magic supporter. Sailors aren't stupid. Their ships are reinforced with anti-magic enchantments. They've already thought of countermeasures for anything you can come up with, Mash."

Marmi nodded again, looking satisfied with Cecily's answer. If that was the case, then they must have countermeasures for all kinds of magic. A fire attack would be the first thing to come to mind.

"Hey, Mo. Don't forget you were shamefully defeated by my Earth Magic."

"...Hmph."

At my words, Marmi puffed out her cheeks and fell silent.

"I'll teach you the greatness of Earth Magic too, Cecily."

I activated my Earth Magic and created an object in the shape of my member. I made it a little bigger for the sake of my ego.

"Wha— What kind of stupid thing are you making at a time like this!"

Cecily recoiled, taking a step back. Marmi's eyes widened as she stared at it.

"You should try fighting with this inserted. You'll understand the goodness of Earth Magic."

Patricia strode up to me. And then, she punched me. Hard. Ow.

"What are you doing in front of Lady Mo? Throw that in the river."

"But..."

"Throw it away."

Patricia smiled sweetly.

"...Yes, ma'am."

Reluctantly, I tossed it into the river.

The sailing ship slowed down to take evasive action, avoiding a reef. In that time, the enemy galley ships closed the distance. We would soon be within arrow range. The crewmen were nocking arrows to their crossbows, the kind that used a crank to draw the string. We were given them too. Avea had taught us how to use them during training the day before.

"Claire and Mercedes, that's enough. Please take shelter in the cabin."

Claire shook her head.

"No, I will remain here."

Avea and I exchanged a look, and Avea shrugged.

"No. The rest of the Altail members are your escorts. Take them to the cabin."

At Avea's words, Claire reluctantly nodded.

"I'm staying,"

Fang said to Avea, watching as Beers led Claire and Mercedes down to the cabin. Just then, a sharp sound cut through the air, and an arrow flew towards me. Avea drew her sword and casually deflected it. The enemy ships had closed to within a hundred meters. They were splitting up to surround us.

That was the only arrow fired; both sides had yet to begin their volleys. The sound of the rowers' chants, the slap of oars against the water, the creaking of the ship—the approaching enemy vessels heightened the tension.

"Mo, you should take shelter in the cabin too."

"...I'm not going. I'm aware that I created this situation. I will fulfill my duty as a noble."

This time, I looked to Wake.

"I will protect Lady Mo no matter what. Patricia, you go to the cabin."

Wake glanced at Patricia. I had thought she might have some combat ability to protect Marmi, but it seemed that wasn't the case. But then, what was with the painfulness of her fist?

"Yes, I will only be in the way, so I will take shelter."

"In that case, you should stay with Claire's group."

She nodded at my words and followed after them.

I observed the enemy galley ships. The number of soldiers standing on the deck didn't seem that large. They were probably putting most of their manpower into propulsion. A line of figures with horns stood there. They must be demons. Interspersed among them were humans. "There are humans, too."

"Humans are the most populous race, so they're everywhere. And the Demon Kingdom is relatively tolerant of other races. That's why many different races live within the Demon Kingdom's sphere of influence. In fact, it's said that half the population of the Demon Kingdom's capital is human. Though they do have to pay more taxes than demons,"

Myra explained. She and Aira weren't equipped with crossbows. They would focus on magical defense and healing.

"Hearing that, the Demon Kingdom sounds better than the Empire."

The clash of nations is a clash of ideologies. Neither is necessarily right. A man who appeared to be a commander raised his hand. The enemy soldiers all raised their crossbows in unison. We took cover behind the fixed shields. Our own captain had also raised his hand. I readied my crossbow.

"Fire!"

The shouts echoed. Arrows were loosed all at once, and the sound of them cutting through the air filled our ears, followed by the thud of countless bolts striking the fixed shields and deck. The battle had begun. An exchange of crossbow fire had started. Several of our crew members fell.

Did my arrow hit its mark? I wondered as I cranked the crossbow behind the cover of the fixed shield. Once the next arrow was set, I peeked out from a gap to fire. I was surprised at how much the distance between our ships had shrunk. I could clearly see the pirates' faces. I took aim at one of them and let fly. But the arrow hit the fixed shield in front of him without finding its mark.

"Hey! Pull your head back as soon as you fire!"

Avea grabbed my shoulder and pulled me down.

"S-sorry!"

I began to crank the crossbow again for the next shot.

I glanced around and saw that the gunner for the ballista at the bow had been hit. He must have been the first target. Mizuki and Famu were also participating in the battle, using crossbows. Mizuki's movements, from setting the arrow to releasing it, were fluid and without hesitation. Famu, on the other hand, seemed to be struggling with the crank. Cecily and Marmi had erected magical barriers around themselves and were observing the situation. It was a powerful barrier that deflected arrows. Cecily had never deployed such a strong barrier before; had she learned it from Marmi? I had expected them to counterattack with offensive magic, given their competitive natures, but they made no attempt. It would be difficult to cast a spell amidst such a hail of arrows. They'd be targeted the moment they tried.

"We're surrounded on three sides. The enemy ships are closing in,"

Cecily reported.

"What's the distance?"

"I don't know, maybe thirty meters?"

Cecily answered my question. I peeked out from behind the shield and fired an arrow. It struck a demon. The man's face contorted in pain, and he disappeared behind a shield. As I stared, dumbfounded, at the scene, an enemy arrow grazed my cheek. Avea forcefully pulled me down again.

"Don't make me say it again. Do you want to die?!"

Avea roared.

"I shot an enemy. It hit."

"You idiot! Then don't make that pathetic face. Look happy about it, dammit!"

I was thrown to the floor. Looking around, I saw several crew members lying on the deck, blood pooling beneath them. I had done that. Avea shook my body, then leaned in to look at my face and clicked her tongue.

"Famu! Your job is to rally this man. Take care of him!"

Avea yelled to Famu, who was struggling with the crank. She obediently followed Avea's command and sat down next to me.

"Master..."

"Famu, what have I..."

The rocking of the ship, which I hadn't noticed before, now felt nauseating. I wanted to throw everything away and run from this place. I felt sick.

"Master, we are two parts of a whole."

She squeezed my hand. I noticed her hand was trembling slightly. Just a little over a month ago, she had been crying after being hit by a goblin. I had brought such a young girl to a battlefield like this. I looked at Famu, and she smiled. It was all she could do. Another hand was placed over our joined hands.

"Mash, I'm here too. Don't forget."

It was Mizuki. She must have been just as scared as I was, but she was suppressing it, fighting by my side. I started to calm down. The atmosphere of the battlefield had gotten to me, and I had lost sight of my role. No matter what happened, I would protect them.

"Mash, let's take a deep breath."

Following Mizuki's words, the three of us took a deep breath. My lungs filled with fresh air. Then, we slowly exhaled the stale air.

"Alright, let's get through this, no matter what it takes!"

The two of them nodded at my words.



    Chapter 109

    The Battle on the Ship and the Goddess Summon

    I took another look around. The air was thick with arrows from both sides. We were surrounded—one ship behind us, two on our flanks. Even hiding behind the shields, we were taking fire from the rear. Fang had stopped attacking and was now using his axe as a shield, deflecting enemy shots. It was thanks to him that we weren't taking more hits. Our own volley had clearly diminished. The number of injured was rising, and Myra and Aira were frantically dashing across the deck, staying behind shields as they administered healing.

Amidst the chaos, Wake continued to fire with an unnerving calm. He would hide behind a shield, nock an arrow, then stand and shoot. He must have been using his special skill to predict the future, taking actions that would ensure he wasn't hit. Marmi, protected by her own magical barrier, was calling out enemy positions to him. They were a well-coordinated team. I wondered if she had combat experience; even in this situation, she showed no signs of faltering.

Avea was also fighting valiantly, but she had taken several arrow wounds. The enemy was concentrating their fire on the most skilled archers. Cecily continued her surveillance of the enemy. It seemed she didn't have the luxury of dropping her defensive barrier to cast an offensive spell. The enemy knew from her appearance that she was a mage and were targeting her relentlessly.

"Don't let the enemy ships get any closer! Keep firing!"

The battlefield was a cacophony of noise, but the captain's roar cut through it all. In response, our side's return fire momentarily intensified. He clearly had a knack for command.

"You know, maybe I should have taken it after all,"

Cecily said, approaching me.

"Taken what?"

"That thing you made to boost your ego. I feel like I'm about to die. But then again, I'd hate for that thing to be my last memento of you..."

She had seen right through the fact that I'd made it a little bigger than life.

"Don't worry. A thousand years from now, the river will change course, and future generations will excavate it. I'm sure it will be praised as a work of art."

Cecily sighed in exasperation.

"If you spent as much time thinking about me as you do on such stupid things, we could have a much more enjoyable time together."

"Don't be ridiculous. I think lewd thoughts, therefore I am,"

I replied glibly.

"Stop talking nonsense. But... you seem to be okay, so that's good."

Cecily sniffed. Her attitude was brusque, but she had been worried about me. I took her hand and stood up. A volley of arrows flew towards us, but we were inside her magical barrier. It was like being surrounded by a wall of glass. The arrows were deflected, never reaching us.

"This barrier is incredible. Did you learn how to do it after leveling up?"

It lacked its previous instability. Cecily shook her head.

"Mo taught me in exchange for teaching her the full-body wash spell."

"Really?"

"Yeah, thanks to that, we've become friends. Thank you, Mash."

"Getting thanked so directly like that is kind of embarrassing."

"Sh-shut up! Don't say things like that, you'll make me embarrassed too."

Cecily's cheeks flushed red. "The only problem is, while the barrier is up, I can completely block attacks on the level of their arrows, but I can't do anything from my side either..."

It seemed being unable to attack with magic was stressing her out.

The enemy ships were now only about ten meters away. Several grappling hooks with ropes attached were thrown, catching on our ship. The ropes were pulled taut, drawing us closer to the enemy vessels. Our sailing ship was now completely captured. As expected, they weren't trying to ram us. Their goal was to secure our cargo and Marmi. If they sank us, they wouldn't achieve their objective. More importantly, they were confident they could overwhelm us in close combat. They intended to capture the entire ship.

Many of our crew members were now hiding behind the fixed shields, holding their breath as they swapped their crossbows for melee weapons. The enemy soldiers were doing the same. The arrow fire was now just a diversion for boarding. The enemy galley ships had three tiers of rowers. The top tier was on the deck, and those rowers had joined the fight with crossbows. The middle and lower tiers were below deck, their rowers out of arrow range and not participating in the battle. Now, the numerous oars that extended from the enemy galleys had been pulled inside the ships. Since they no longer needed to pursue us, the rowers from the middle and lower tiers would likely come up to the deck as warriors for the impending close-quarters battle.

For a moment, a strong gust of wind blew, causing the ship to lurch. Tied to the enemy galleys by ropes, we couldn't steer or change course. We were simply drifting downstream. I could see figures on the decks of the three galleys waving flags, clearly exchanging signals. They were likely deciding on the timing to board our ship. Our crossbowmen fired, but their shots were blocked by a magical barrier. Of course, the enemy had mages and clerics too. The captain was looking at me with a resentful expression. I couldn't blame him. We were completely cornered. Even if we fought them in close combat, we wouldn't be able to change the outcome. We were at the stage where we had to consider surrendering to minimize casualties.

I had wanted this situation. Our side couldn't escape, but the enemy couldn't easily get away either. And the pirates were now all gathered on deck. In this situation, the only ones who believed in our victory were probably the members of Levante. Only Mizuki looked at me with an uneasy expression. The decks of the enemy ships were overflowing with soldiers. There were over a hundred on each ship. It was time. I slowly raised my hand.

"Goddess Summon!"

As I shouted, a dazzling light enveloped our surroundings. Within the brilliance, a goddess appeared, sitting on a floating spear in mid-air. She was clad in a rainbow-colored celestial robe, her serene features looking divine. Her long golden hair flowed in the wind, its luster like the light of pure gold itself. The crews of both friend and foe stared, dumbfounded, at the descended goddess. Her presence silenced the din of the battlefield, and a hush fell over the area. The gazes of everyone present were fixed on Laciel. The aura emanating from the manifested goddess overwhelmed everything.

"...It really is... Lady Laciel..."

Marmi murmured. Her small voice spread like a ripple across the battlefield, transforming into a massive cheer.

"It's Lady Laciel!"

The crew members on our side, who had been despairing at the state of the battle, roared with joy as if they had been brought back to life. It seemed to me that Laciel was watching the scene with an unhappy expression.

"You're as popular as ever. Still not satisfied?"

"Mash, this isn't what you really want to do."

Her voice lacked its usual playful lilt.

"You think so?"

I replied, feigning ignorance.

"I'm always watching you. What you're about to make me do is not like you either."

Her tone was noticeably more subdued than usual.

"Not like me, huh. You have too much time on your hands."

"Have you forgotten? I am your lover!"

Laciel took a breath. "But are you really sure about this?"

she asked. She had seen through me—that I was fighting a battle I didn't want to fight, to achieve a result I didn't want.

"This is something I should be doing with my own hands, but I don't have the power. I'm sorry for relying on you, Laciel."

"I am merely wielding your power as you wish. No matter how many residents of this world die, I will simply see it as a necessary choice you have made. I will not feel the same conflict you do now."

I gave a bitter smile. Wasn't she a god who had saved the human race from ruin? Yet she said she felt no emotion at their deaths. I glanced at Myra. She was staring at us intently, as if not to miss a single word of Laciel's. I wondered how Laciel's last words had sounded to her.

"Actually, besides these guys, there are about five hundred others I can't let live."

Laciel sighed and turned her gaze to Famu. It seemed she also knew that I couldn't forgive the ones who had attacked Famu's village.

"I don't think that's what she would want."

"*I'm* the one who can't forgive them."

"If that is the case, then it cannot be helped. However, you must never let your heart be captured by death."

"I think I understand that now. That's why I want to move forward."

I took a deep breath.

"Laciel, bring a rain of retribution upon these pirates!"

She gracefully floated up into the sky and raised her right hand. As if time had started moving again, angry shouts erupted from the enemy galley ships. Countless arrows were fired at Laciel, but she paid them no mind, and every arrow lost its momentum and fell before reaching her. Arrows were fired at me as well, but Cecily was protecting me with her magical barrier. Several demons tried to jump over from their galley, but Wake and Avea shot them down. Laciel swung her hand down. From out of nowhere, a countless number of arrows appeared and rained down on the enemy galley ships. I could see the demons running around in confusion. Laciel's arrows pierced their backs. The demons fell without a sound, and did not move again. Some tried to defend themselves by raising their shields, but the arrows pierced through the shields as well. The enemy soldiers rushed towards the stairs and doors leading to the lower decks, trying to escape into the cabins. Laciel's arrows fell upon them without mercy. It was a one-sided slaughter. The scene was so gruesome it sent a chill down my spine. Just as I had planned, all the enemy ships were within her range. And because of the ropes they themselves had thrown, they couldn't escape. Even those who jumped into the river were shot.

I continued to watch the scene without looking away. With this, we had dealt with the three galley ships. Now it was just a matter of what the two galleys hiding at the sandbank and Joe's group, who should be following behind, would do.

A pain shot through my head. I pressed my temples. It was the usual dizzying sensation. My mana was running out. I realized Laciel had finished her sweep of the pirates and had descended back to my side. The crew on our ship were raising cheers, either a cry of victory or just a roar of joy, at the dramatic turnaround. It was a stark contrast to the silent decks of the enemy galley ships.

"I need you to promise me something."

"What?"

"Next time, just the two of us, somewhere with no enemies... oh, Mizuki-san can be there too."

Laciel glanced at Mizuki. I wondered if Mizuki, who had been treated so terribly last time when her mana was drained and she was knocked unconscious, would agree.

"...Alright. I promise."

Laciel smiled.

"Laciel..."

I felt like I was about to pass out. I desperately squeezed out the word, trying to hang on to consciousness.

"What is it?"

"I met Akitsuki Uta. I found out that Otherworlders can only stay in this world for ten years. Please, just save Mizuki. I'm begging you."

I tried to look at Laciel's face, but my vision was distorted, and I couldn't make out her expression. Then, I heard someone's footsteps.

"Don't be ridiculous! There's no point in just me being saved. It's meaningless if I'm not with you, Mash!"

I thought I heard Mizuki screaming, but it sounded distant, as if from far away. My head was spinning. A hand was placed on my head, and it gently stroked my hair.

"It will be all right. Someone like you will surely..."

I couldn't catch the last words. My consciousness faded away.



    Chapter 110

    The Battle on the Ship and Words of Love

    I awoke to Famu's kiss. The soft sensation on my lips could only be hers. I wrapped an arm around her back, pulling her close as I sought her lips in return. Famu seemed to have grown bolder, as she wrapped her arms around my neck.

But our blissful moment was brought to an abrupt end by Cecily.

"How long are you two going to keep that up! Break it up!"

With that, she tore Famu away from me. I opened my eyes. I was sitting, propped up against a fixed shield, surrounded by the members of Levante. Slowly, I pushed myself to my feet. Pretending to stumble, I fell into Famu's arms, confirming her soft embrace and reassuring warmth. She hugged me back tightly.

"Master…"

I was tempted to resume our kiss, but sensing I’d just be pulled away again, I let her go.

"Famu, did you hear what Laciel said at the end?"

"That if it’s you, Master, you can defeat the Demon Lord."

Why was Laciel so fixated on a Demon Lord who died a hundred years ago? Was she trying to give me some kind of hint?

"Maybe Akitsuki Uta failed to kill him and the Demon Lord is actually still alive. Or maybe there's another Demon Lord, different from the one she defeated. Mizuki, what do you think?"

The smartphone containing Uta's diary-like notes was in her possession. I asked, hoping she might have noticed something. As my gaze fell on her, I realized for the first time that she was glaring at me with cold eyes. Was she angry that I’d embraced Famu?

"Don't mess with me. Who asked you to do that?!"

"Wh-what are you talking about?"

I flinched at her harsh tone.

"Mash, you think it's wrong for Famu to try and protect you by sacrificing herself. And yet, you're trying to save me, even if it means sacrificing yourself. Maybe that's one form of love for me. But I don't want any solution where we don't *both* make it out alive. Just like Famu, you're twisted!"

It seemed she was angry that I had asked Laciel to save her. I wished she hadn't said it in front of Famu, but I couldn't take back what had been unleashed. I'd have to talk to Famu later, but first, Mizuki.

"Of course I'll find a way for us both to survive. I'll save Hyakka and the other transmigrators, too. What I asked Laciel was for the worst-case scenario."

"And I'm telling you, I never asked for that!"

My attempt to explain myself only added fuel to the fire.

"Mizuki, just think about it. The next ten years of my life, and the next ten years of yours. Do you really think they pass with the same value, the same weight? No matter where you are, the future you hold has more potential than anyone else's."

"Shut up! That's what's wrong! If you get to decide my value, then I get to decide yours. And to me, you're the only one who matters!"

I couldn't keep up with Mizuki's intensity. But I knew that a simple apology to smooth things over would be seen as an insult by her.

"Mizuki, you said you wanted to get married in a chapel, right?"

"What about it?"

"When you get married, they make you swear an oath before God. There's a time limit built into it: 'till death do us part.' So you don't have to be so attached to me all the way to the end."

Mizuki's eyes widened.

"Do you seriously think I'd just say, 'Oh, okay, I see,' to that?"

Her voice dropped to a low, dangerous tone.

"No, I don't. But I want you to understand that you're an irreplaceable, precious person to me."

"You can't sweet-talk your way out of this. Don't think I'm still the same girl who's always scared of being attacked and just does whatever you say!"

"From the very beginning, you never listened to me. You were cheeky, rebellious, looked down on me, and… you were always adorable. I want to protect that."

"Me too! Me too… I do too… But if you won't understand, Mash, then I'm leaving the party."

The words were out. Mizuki bowed her head, covering her face with both hands. I wanted to prevent this exact thing, I wanted to be with her, and yet I'd made her cry.

"…Alright. But Levante is the name you chose. Even if you're gone, I want your permission to keep using it."

Mizuki looked up in surprise, her eyes wide.

"Why aren't you trying to stop me?! You care about me, don't you?!"

She gets angry when she says she's leaving, and she gets angry when I don't stop her. It felt completely unreasonable, but I couldn't say that. By offering to keep the name she'd chosen, I was trying to tell her she'd always have a place here. But it didn't get through. I wondered if Cecily could cast another sleep spell on her. I glanced at Cecily, but she just offered a half-smile and an 'I give up' pose. Apparently, she was enjoying this exchange.

"I want to be with you, Mizuki."

"Me too. But… it's different. I don't want to be protected. I want to see the same things, from the same perspective, together, just the two of us. From your point of view, I might be a child, an unreliable presence. But I hate that."

Was Mizuki getting desperate?

"Mizuki, if anything happens, I'll prioritize you. I don't see that as self-sacrifice, and I'm not looking down on you. You help me too, and you're my emotional support. But if it bothers you that much… then what should I do?"

The words caught in my throat. Sensing my confusion, Mizuki let out a deep sigh.

"…Never mind. I'm pretty similar, so I think I get how you feel, more or less."

"So we can stay together? Don't say you're leaving the party again."

Mizuki nodded.

"I got emotional and just blurted it out. I want to make up with you, Mash."

The heat of the battle just moments before was still lingering, leading our hearts astray. I put my arm around her shoulder.

"Mizuki, we'll stand out here. Why don't we go to the cabin and make up in private?"

"…Okay."

As I tried to lead her to the hold, Myra stepped in our way.

"What exactly do you two plan on doing now?"

When Myra asked, I glanced at Mizuki, who blushed and averted her gaze.

"There are still post-battle matters to attend to,"

Myra stated coldly.

I headed for the captain, with Myra and Aira in tow.

"Are we clear? You have summoned Laciel-sama. During this voyage, you must not, under any circumstances, show deference to anyone. You are an emissary of a god. An executor of the divine word."

"…Got it."

"Also, please puff out your chest more and adopt a dignified attitude. I will handle the rest."

I nodded again. I walked in the center, flanked by the two women in their priestly garments. This must have been Myra's idea of stage direction. It seemed to be highly effective; as I passed, the sailors cleared a path and bowed their heads deeply. It was better than the festival-like commotion in Nieren, but I really wished they'd just act normal.

"So, I need to know the situation after Laciel vanished. It looks like we're still not out of the sandbar waters…"

"Our sailors have boarded the enemy vessel and are capturing the pirates."

"So there are enemy survivors?"

Myra nodded. I let out a sigh of relief.

"Yes. Those who were waiting in the hold, and those who were hit by arrows but didn't lose their lives. It seems more than half of them survived."

A rough calculation told me there were about a hundred survivors on the enemy galley. Adding that to our forces meant we had nearly three hundred people left, almost double our own crew. That number included the injured, meaning their fighting strength had been cut by more than fifty percent. It was safe to call it a rout. They shouldn't have any capacity to continue the fight.

"And our casualties?"

"We lost five people. There are many injured. Doris and others with healing abilities are tending to them."

I clenched my fists. Despite being surrounded and showered with arrows, we'd escaped with only five deaths. It was a complete victory. But a heavy weight settled in my chest, and my spirits wouldn't lift. I took another look around. The deck was littered with arrows fired at the enemy. The mast was pincushioned with them, and the sail had several holes. The light damage to the sail was likely because the pirates had intended to capture the ship whole. We were moored alongside the enemy galley. Its deck was stained red, and our crewmen were striding across it. There was no resistance from the pirates; our sailors were tying up the survivors. The ship was drifting gently downstream, at the mercy of the river's current. I had thought Famu woke me up right after I'd collapsed from mana exhaustion, but it seemed a fair bit of time had passed. Still, it bothered me that we hadn't yet cleared the sandbar area.

"The pirates should have two undamaged ships left. Laciel isn't coming back. We have no way to beat two galleys. If they send out a scout and figure that out, we're finished. The battle is already decided. There's no need to continue fighting. We should cut the galley loose and get out of these waters as quickly as possible."

"About that, I thought it best not to tell our allies about the nature of your ability, Mash. It is unnecessary information."

So that's why we were in this situation.

Myra, who had been walking diagonally behind me, overtook me and stopped in front.

"What is it?"

"I was vague earlier, but what our sailors are doing right now is not combat. It is looting and capture."

The battle was decided. And now they were expanding the spoils of war.

"What are they going to do with them once they're captured?"

"Sell them as slaves."

"…"

There shouldn't be much worth looting. So they intended to profit by selling the pirates as slaves.

"I thought you'd make that face. Therefore, if you disapprove, please give the order to leave these waters not as your own will, but as the word of a god."

"Is it okay for me to falsely speak the word of a god?"

"Mash, you are an emissary sent by a god. Whatever is in your heart, your words will not defy the divine will."

"Speaking of which, Laciel was calling you an 'idiot, idiot'."

"…Mash, do you want to make me cry too?"

I reflected on my childish remark.

"And you were the one who didn't wake up this bearer of divine will right away, weren't you, Myra?"

"Yes. I thought it would be better for you to speak after assessing the situation."

"So you're saying my way of thinking is off, then?"

"I can't say for sure. I haven't heard what you think, after all."

"You're so sly! You already know, don't you?"

Myra met my words with a smile. Aira poked me in my boomerang briefs.

"Mash, don't worry about Myra. You really should just act as you see fit. We'll back you up,"

Aira said.

"Alright, I hate being the only one in boomerang briefs, so until we get to Heilon, everyone's in their underwear."

"If Cecily starts giving you the cold shoulder, I'm out of here too."

We made our way to the captain. Marmi, Wake, Claire, Mercedes, and Avea were already waiting.

"A great victory,"

the captain said, extending his hand. I shook it.

"It's not over yet. The enemy still has two undamaged ships."

"We have reinforcements coming up from behind. Besides…"

"If you're talking about the goddess, don't count on it. A miracle like that only happens once in this battle."

The captain nodded with a vague expression.

"We should leave these waters quickly."

"We can't just abandon the galley and the pirates. If they regroup, they'll remain a threat. As people who live on this river, we can't ignore it."

"So what's the plan?"

"First, I want you to see this."

The captain nodded at my words and signaled a crewman. The sailor brought forward ten demons bound in chains. They were all a head taller than humans and had horns growing from their foreheads or heads. Some had a single horn like an oni, while others had horns like sheep or deer. I was surprised to see a young woman among them. A single, oni-like horn grew from her forehead. From the leather breastplate she wore, she appeared to be a warrior. Her physique didn't quite match Avea's, but her muscles were still formidable.

"What's this?"

"Your share of the spoils."

I instinctively glanced at Myra, but she kept her gaze lowered and said nothing. What happened to her promise to 'handle things'? Had they already settled all this while I was asleep? If I had been part of the discussion from the start, I—not having even considered that captured pirates could be turned into money—would have insisted on fleeing these waters as quickly as possible. The captain would have been forced to follow the opinion of the man who brought him this victory, and the talk of prisoners would have vanished. The crew's chance for a reward would have disappeared too. There was a chance their dissatisfaction and criticism would have been directed at me. So, Myra had delayed my waking to eliminate the opportunity for me to voice my opinion first, leaving the post-battle cleanup to the crew. I understood that on the water, it was better to follow the sailors' customs to avoid friction. I didn't like the idea of turning people into money, but it seemed I had no choice but to go along with the situation Myra had created.

"…Alright. In that case…"

"Everyone here is Mash's share. The other members of Levante will each be allocated one prisoner as well."

Just as I was about to point to the demon woman, Myra spoke up.

"What?"

"This victory is thanks to you. We're grateful that casualties were low. If this isn't enough, tell me how many you want. The remaining prisoners will be divided among those present here."

I tried to question Myra again, but the captain, thinking I was complaining about my small share, cut in.

"…N-no. This share is fine for me. I'll leave the rest of the distribution to you, Captain. There are about three hundred prisoners, right?"

How did they plan on taking a number of prisoners greater than their own crew to the city?

"Actually, there are slaves chained in the hold as rowers. If they're citizens of the Empire captured by the pirates, we have to set them free,"

the captain answered. So there were slaves, too. Luckily, being chained up meant they hadn't participated in the battle and had been spared Laciel's arrows.

"So, what should we do with the captured galley?"

the captain asked for confirmation, but I didn't understand what he wanted me to confirm about it.

"What do you mean, 'what should we do'?"

"If you have no objections, we'll chain it up and tow it. We'll make the captured prisoners row. We plan to sell it off in Heilon or a town before it. You can make those prisoners your slaves, or if you leave them to me or the Mateo Trading Company, we'll convert them to cash for you."

My eyes met Mercedes's. He gave a quiet nod. Reluctantly, I nodded back.

Leaving the rest of the cleanup to the captain and his men, I returned to my companions in Levante. A murky feeling lingered. I couldn't shake it.

"Master, the enemy galleys,"

Famu said, pointing upriver as if to pile on to my gloomy mood. I followed her gaze. Just as she'd said, two galleys were floating on the water. Their countless oars, arranged in three tiers, were churning, pulling through the water. They had already begun their pursuit.

"Don't they have any fear of going through the same thing again?"

"Perhaps there is someone among them who knows that was the power of a Divine Grace… a special skill?"

Myra answered my question.

"They might have figured out that the more powerful the effect, the longer it takes to activate again…"

"That's possible. Demons cannot use special skills. Could a transmigrator have joined them?"

Myra stared at the enemy galleys with a grim expression.

"The possibility is high. Normally, they wouldn't think of chasing us with two galleys after we defeated three."

Just then, white smoke billowed from one of the galleys. A few seconds later, a loud boom, like a firework being launched, echoed across the water. Then, with a deafening crack, a massive pillar of water erupted from the river's surface nearby. The ship rocked violently, and a spray of droplets rained down like a shower.

"Cannon fire."

"Can-non fi-re?"

Myra repeated the unfamiliar word with a clumsy tone.

"The enemy ship fired a cannon. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

"I'm sorry. I do not."

I looked around and saw that the sailors on deck were also staring in shock at where the water column had appeared. I saw Marmi rushing over, with Wake in tow.

"Then it's an attack using an enemy's special skill! Be on your guard!"

But being on guard wasn't going to change anything. The second act of the battle had begun.



    Chapter 111

    The Battle on the Ship and the Cannon Fire

    A few minutes later, the second shot came. The first had landed on the port side, but this time it hit starboard. The ship pitched violently once more.

"Prepare to escape!"

the captain's voice echoed across the deck.

"Master, could that be the [46cm Triple-Barreled Cannon] from the special skills list?"

Famu asked.

"No, the trajectory was singular, so it's probably a single-barreled cannon. Famu, you know what a cannon is?"

"It's a weapon that fires a metal ball from a long tube using the force of an explosion to strike the enemy. When I was about to choose the [46cm Triple-Barreled Cannon] skill, an image of it appeared in my head."

When I chose my special skills, nothing came to mind, but I could get a vague idea from the names. Special skills must be prepared specifically for transmigrators. When the people of this world gain the power of a special skill, it seems a god gives them a revelation, teaching them how to use the ability. That must be why the people of this world call special skills a Divine Grace.

"If that were a [46cm Triple-Barreled Cannon], just the shockwave from a nearby hit would blow our ship to pieces, and their own ship would probably be blown apart the moment they fired. Famu, do you still have the special skills list?"

"No, it disappeared after I acquired my skill."

Damn that Laciel. Meticulous where it doesn't matter.

"Why aren't they firing directly at our ship?"

Famu tilted her head.

"I think it's because of the distance. It's hard to aim accurately when we're both moving."

They were probably also firing as a form of intimidation, to make us lose our nerve while they closed the distance.

"So, if we maintain this distance, can we get away?"

"Who knows. They might be performing range-finding based on the distance between their two pursuing galleys and the impact locations. If so, their accuracy will improve. In any case, their ships are faster. The closer they get, the more accurate their shots will become."

"I will block it with my special skill."

"No. The activation intervals are different. We should save your special skill, Famu."

"Understood."

Famu nodded with a grave expression.

"…Famu, you have a Divine Grace? And you had a list of them?"

Marmi exclaimed in surprise. She had appeared at my side at some point, opposite Famu.

"Keep it a secret. Famu's special skill was a gift from Laciel."

"…If I stay with you, Mash, can I get one too?"

"I wonder. I hear you need to have the blood of a transmigrator."

"…That's right. It might be impossible for me."

She seemed disappointed, her voice returning to its usual quiet, monotone delivery. On deck, preparations for battle were steadily underway. The sailors who had boarded the enemy galley had returned, and the fixed shields, some of which had been removed, were being put back in place. If the cannon fire wasn't just a threat, then the enemy's objective must have shifted from capture to sinking us. This battle was going to be even fiercer than the first. Avea, sharing my concerns, approached with a grim look on her face.

"We have to survive the cannon fire, endure a rain of arrows, evade the charge of their maneuverable galleys, and win in close-quarters combat. Is it even possible?"

I posed the question to her.

"Who knows. We should have just run for it instead of getting greedy. But no, some idiot had to be fast asleep, and another had to start an argument with a woman."

"…"

I decided to ignore those last two remarks. Surprisingly, she agreed with my opinion to flee. Her mission was to get me and Claire to Miglutt. On second thought, Marmi and the others probably had little interest in a side payday either.

"Wake, what about you?"

Just then, the sound of the third cannon shot echoed. The shell tore through the sail and landed in the water ahead of the ship. A violent tremor ran through the vessel. I grabbed a fixed shield to avoid falling over. Marmi clung to me tightly and stayed on her feet, but Cecily fell on her rear. Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Aira supported each other, while Avea and Wake kept their balance with sheer core strength.

I offered Cecily my hand and helped her up.

"If one of those shells hits us directly, this ship won't stand a chance. Our odds of winning with just this vessel are slim. We'll use the galley as a shield against the cannonballs. It might not do much, but it's better than nothing. We won't cut it loose. We'll navigate toward the bank. We'll abandon the cargo and prisoners and escape to the shore."

I glanced toward the riverbank. It was a sea of trees, with dense foliage growing right up to the cliff's edge.

"Flee into the forest for guerrilla warfare… We don't know the lay of the land. The forest might be covered in undergrowth, making it difficult to move deeper. Couldn't we get cornered instead?"

"It's better than taking a cannonball on the ship. Our numerical disadvantage will be less of a factor, and it'll be easier to dodge crossbow fire. There are settlements both upriver and downriver. Well, before we take that gamble, we should probably check if any of the crew know the state of the forest."

We have a lot of adventurers with us. They're used to fighting on land, so it could give us an advantage.

"Do you think they'll pursue us even onto the shore?"

"It depends on how valuable Mo-sama is to the enemy, and how much value they place on defeating a transmigrator. We don't know,"

Wake said. He was right. Capturing Marmi would surely earn them a reward from the Demon Kingdom. Their decision would likely depend on how much the pirates trusted the Demon Kingdom. And if there was a transmigrator on their side, they must see this moment—with my special skill unavailable—as the perfect opportunity. It all came down to how much value they saw in defeating me. But we knew far too little about our enemy.

"I see. I'll suggest that 'escape to the shore' plan to the captain."

In response, Wake gave me a surprised look.

"Are you sure? You'll lose not only the prisoners you just acquired, but the merchant ship and its cargo as well. Everything."

"There's no need to even compare those things to the lives of my friends."

The ship was heading downstream, hugging the bank. The two pursuing galleys didn't let up, steadily closing the distance. Our only hope was to abandon ship and flee into the forest, and pray we didn't take a direct hit before then.

"Hey, can't we block those cannonballs with a defensive spell?"

Cecily muttered.

"I don't know how the shell's destructive power compares to a defensive spell's strength, but we might be able to deflect it instead of stopping it head-on."

"What about shooting them down with our own magic?"

"…The target is too fast. It would hit us before our counter-attack was ready,"

Marmi joined the conversation.

"What about grapeshot… for example, what if we fire countless projectiles at the same time as their cannon to create a barrage and shoot it down?"

"…Mash, do you know what those cannonballs are like?"

"I have an idea. It's a cylindrical iron slug. The tip is conical to reduce air resistance and improve straight-line stability. There's a good chance it's filled with gunpowder and designed to explode on impact."

I used Earth Magic to form the shape of the shell. Cecily and Marmi leaned in to look. It was possible there were special skill limitations, but based on the firing interval, I figured it was an old-fashioned cannon. I could only think of famous ones like the Armstrong gun or the 28cm howitzer. Both might have been fixed land-based artillery, but my knowledge didn't go beyond that. Was it even possible to fire something like that from the deck of a wooden ship? Anything older would likely have trouble achieving this level of accuracy.

The fourth cannon shot roared. This time, it landed farther from the ship than the last one. As we approached the bank, there was a risk of running aground. They must have anticipated a course correction. It seemed the gunner hadn't realized we were trying to escape to the shore.

"If they can't hit us, why don't they wait until they're in range to fire? That would be more surprising and more reliable,"

Cecily said, brushing away the spray from the cannon's impact with an annoyed gesture.

"They're trying to take down a ship that just defeated three galleys with only two of their own. And if they have a transmigrator, they must be considering the possibility that we have two special skill users on board. One of us has used a skill, but the other hasn't yet. They're playing it safe, trying to sink us by firing from outside our special skill range."

"I see."

"…If I had a catalyst, I could construct a large-scale spell."

"A catalyst?"

"…Something like a Mana Seed or a Crystal Core. Something with high mana that can also amplify the effects of magic."

"Marmi, can you control a Crystal Core?"

Could she manipulate one without a special skill like Mi's?

"…No. But I can draw out its mana to enhance my own magic."

I took a Crystal Core and some Mana Seeds from my storage. Marmi's eyes widened as she stared at them.

"…Are you sure?"

"Use as much as you need."

I nodded, and she took the Crystal Core, cradling it in her arms. I kept quiet about the fact that I'd only been holding onto it as a high-value item to be cashed in.

"…I'll create a defensive barrier. Cecily, help me."

Cecily nodded at Marmi.

As Cecily and Marmi were putting their heads together to talk, another cannon shot rang out. The shell hit the galley we were towing behind us. A violent explosion roared, and the ship burst into flames.

"Cut it loose!"

the captain yelled. Several sailors rushed to the stern to begin detaching the rear galley.

"Is there anyone left on that galley?"

"We hadn't been able to free the slaves chained inside yet."

One of the sailors, who was trying to unhook a rope, answered my question. Enemy slaves meant they were originally citizens of the Empire.

"Cecily. Use Water Magic to put out the fire."

"N-no way. The fire's too strong!"

"Mo, you can't either?"

"…If I can use the Crystal Core, I'll try."

I nodded, and Marmi began to form a sphere of water above her head. In the meantime, I used my own Water Magic to douse my body.

"Hey, what are you doing?"

Avea grabbed my shoulder.

"I'm going to help them."

"Stop this foolishness. We'll be at the shore soon. Get ready to run."

"Master, I'm going with you."

As Famu said this, the other members of Levante nodded in agreement.

"Mizuki, you stay here."

"Why?!"

Mizuki snapped.

"That swimsuit of yours is weak against heat. You'll be stark naked before you know it. Which I'd be happy about, but…"

"Wh-what about you, Mash?"

"The more I take off, the stronger I get."

"You're only wearing one thing to begin with!"

"You of all people should know how strong I am when I'm naked."

Mizuki didn't respond to my words, instead pulling clothes out of her storage and putting them on over her swimsuit. It was strangely erotic. I wanted to record it and watch it in reverse.

"…What are you staring at? Mash, hurry up and get dressed too."

After I got dressed, Cecily doused us all with Water Magic.

"I'm staying with Mo!"

She intended to work with Marmi to create a spell to block the cannonballs.

"Yeah, I'm counting on you."

Cecily nodded.

"…Good luck, then,"

Marmi said. A giant sphere of water had formed above her head. She dropped it onto the flaming galley. Water poured down like a waterfall, suppressing the fiercely burning flames. For a moment, it looked like the fire had been extinguished amidst a cloud of white smoke, but as soon as the water receded, the flames began to roar back to life.

"…What's happening?"

Marmi murmured. The fire must have been too intense, preventing the temperature from dropping below the ignition point.

"No, that's enough. I'm going. I'm counting on you to handle the cannonballs."



    Chapter 112

    The Battle on the Ship and Inside the Galley

    We boarded the galley. Thanks to Marmi's Water Magic, the flames had weakened, but I had a feeling it was only temporary. It was a wooden ship; the fire was bound to spread. The water-soaked deck was slippery. I wanted to avoid an embarrassing end where I tripped and fell into the fire.

There was a hole in the deck blasted open by the cannonball. The water Marmi had rained down was now pouring through that hole into the lower levels. The shattered planks were sticking up. The wooden hull was no match for the cannonball's power; it must have punched through the deck and then exploded inside the ship, causing this damage. If so, the interior must have suffered even greater damage.

The bodies of those struck down by Laciel's arrows had been washed against the ship's rail by Marmi's deluge. Following me, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Aira came aboard. I wished Avea had come, but I had no right to ask.

The rowing benches, the seats used by the oarsmen, were arranged from bow to stern. On deck, the upper tier of benches was built to protrude from the hull. A section of them had been destroyed by the explosion and fire, falling into the river. There were no rowers at the intact benches either.

"I'm heading below deck. Myra, Aira, could you two check if there are any survivors among those on the deck?"

My waterlogged clothes felt heavy, clinging to me.

"Are you planning to save them?"

Aira asked.

"Is that a problem?"

She shook her head.

"If it gets dangerous, you don't need to wait for us. Get back to the sailing ship."

I handed them some mana recovery potions, just in case. The door leading inside was broken and open. A blast of hot air from below rushed out, and I instinctively shielded my face. But water had flowed in here too, so it looked like the stairs and corridors were still passable. I led Famu and Mizuki down the stairs.

"Master, you have regrets,"

Famu said.

"Yeah, I do. We beat the pirates and were about to become millionaires, and now we're forced to flee practically naked. Getting involved with people carrying the weight of a nation never leads to anything good,"

I replied with a joking tone.

"The regret you're feeling isn't about that, is it, Master?"

Her hair and ears were soaked, lacking their usual fluffiness, yet she was as sharp as ever.

"From your perspective, Famu, is what I'm doing strange?"

"I do not know. But the people you *really* want to save are the ones lying on the deck."

"You… can you read my mind?"

That went beyond just being sharp. Did she have psychic abilities? If she was this perceptive, I wouldn't even be able to have lewd fantasies in front of her.

"I cannot read your thoughts, Master. But you left Myra and Aira, the healers, on deck. That's not like you. You're usually so cautious."

"Are you against saving them, Famu?"

"I… I am against it. They tried to shoot you down with crossbows, Master. I cannot forgive them. And they are pirates. They attack and kill innocent people. The very people you are trying to rescue now are their victims."

"You're right."

I nodded. Famu looked like she had more to say. I waited for her words.

"Master, while you are trying to forgive them, you told Laciel-sama that you would not forgive the people who attacked my village. There is no consistency."

"…You've got me there. But it's not like that."

I hadn't wanted Famu, of all people, to know what I'd said to Laciel. But it seemed she'd heard.

"I understand. I also do not like to let a single emotion paint over all other feelings."

With that, Famu turned around.

"I will ensure your wish is granted, Master. I will go help Myra and the others."

"Famu…"

Her words made my eyes sting a little. I forced a smile so no one would notice. I watched her back as she left, then descended to the lower level. The floor was damp and, fortunately, not engulfed in flames, but oars were scattered about, some of them burning. The walls and pillars were also on fire. We navigated around them, searching the ship's interior. The cannonball had pierced this level as well. This middle tier of rowing benches was partitioned into forward, central, and aft sections. We had been told the slaves were chained on the lowest level, but we searched this floor just in case, to make sure no one was left behind. We found no one.

"The chained ones must be at the lowest rowing benches,"

I said. Mizuki nodded. The heat was starting to dry our clothes. I used Water Magic to wet them again. I opened the door to the deck below. A blast of steam and heat washed over us.

"It's hot."

Mizuki winced. I instinctively covered my face with my arm. It was like a sauna's *löyly*. Come to think of it, I hadn't been in a sauna in a long time. It wasn't exactly a hobby of mine, but the thought made me nostalgic.

"I wonder if they have them in this world. Saunas."

As if reading my mind, Mizuki murmured the thought aloud.

"One of the transmigrators probably introduced them, don't you think? A sauna seems easy enough to build,"

I replied.

We started down the stairs. This level should have the lowest tier of rowing benches. Its structure was similar to the middle deck. Just as we started to walk, the ship lurched violently. Another cannonball must have been fired from the enemy ship. Since we could still stand, it likely landed some distance away. Mizuki had a worried look on her face.

"It's okay. Cecily will complete the defensive spell to block the cannonballs."

"Yeah. I trust Cecily too."

Mizuki nodded at my words. We searched the forward rowing benches, but there was no one there. Moving to the central section, we found that this level also had a hole in the ceiling and floor created by the cannonball. Peeking through the hole below, I saw water had collected to about half my height. Even as I watched, I could tell the water level was rising. The hull was damaged and taking on water.

"Mizuki, we're on a sinking ship. It's really like we're following the plot of a movie."

If we followed the story, she'd be the only one to survive.

"I don't want an ending like that!"

"Mizuki, when this battle is over, let's g—"

"Stop trying to raise weird death flags!"

she cut me off. Mizuki left me behind and started checking the central rowing benches. Since she went to the port side, I checked starboard. No one was left.

"Mizuki, did you find anyone over there?"

"Nope, no one."

She shook her head. Only the aft section remained. We made our way toward the stern, dodging flames. It was so hot. It was like being attacked by water and fire at the same time. Mizuki was wiping her face, but I couldn't tell if the droplets were from the steam or sweat. I opened the door to the aft section. Inside, the fire hadn't spread. Being sealed off must have saved it. However, I didn't know how it got in, but hot, humid air had settled like a thick fog. The windows for the oars had been closed, likely in preparation for battle. I couldn't tell if it was the heat or the lack of oxygen, but it felt incredibly stuffy. There were twenty rowing benches in the stern. Men with Slave Marks carved into them were seated there. They were limp, overcome by the heat. We rushed to one of them. His leg was chained, restricting his movement from the bench. With a Slave Mark, such restraints shouldn't have been necessary. Their master must not have been on this ship. Mizuki placed her fingers on the limp man's neck to check his pulse.

"He seems okay."

"You're used to this,"

I said, impressed by her practiced movements.

"Yeah, we learned first aid as part of our swim club activities."

"D-don't tell me you went around saying 'artificial respiration doesn't count as a kiss' and then… with hundreds of guys…"

"I did not! And where did you get the number 'hundreds' from?"

"That's a relief. A-anyway, let's open the oar windows. We'll pass out from the heat too. And as for the key to these chains…"

As I spoke while opening a window, the man Mizuki had been checking on stirred. I spoke to him.

"I'm an adventurer. I've come to rescue you. Do you know where the key to your leg restraints is? A crewman said they left it where it belongs, but…"

"It's on the deck below, in the room directly under this one."

The man's words made Mizuki and I look at each other. With the flooding, it wouldn't be an easy place to reach.

"I'll go."

"Wait! That's dangerous. I'll go."

"I'm a better swimmer than you, Mash. Let me handle it."

With that, Mizuki started taking off her clothes, revealing her swimsuit.

"Mash, you open the windows and ventilate this room."

"Mizuki…"

Ignoring my worry, she threw her arms around me. Then her lips pressed against mine.

"This is for artificial respiration. The real kiss is for when I get back."

And with that, she left the room.

After I'd opened all the windows, it felt like a significant amount of time had passed. I checked my phone, but not as much time had gone by as I'd thought. However, in that interval, the floor had begun to tilt. This ship was going down. We had to cut it loose so it wouldn't drag the other ships down with it, which meant we had to get back before then. I waited for her return, my heart filled with prayer. The fact that I felt the need to pray meant I didn't trust her.

I should have just run. I'd dragged her into this mess because of my own stupid pride, something I couldn't even explain properly to anyone, not even myself. I'd said it would be the six of us, but now I was alone. There was one jolt from a cannonball. It missed again. I pictured Cecily's confident face. All I could do was believe and wait.

"Hey, are you with the Empire?"

One of the slaves called out to me, and I nodded. Thanks to the ventilation, the room's temperature had dropped. The stagnant air was gone, replaced by fresh air from outside. All the slaves were now awake and seemed clear-headed. I was relieved I wouldn't have to carry them out.

"Whereabouts are we?"

"Between Fruch and Heilon."

"That's a pretty wide range. But we're on the Empire's side, right?"

I didn't have a good sense of the geography, so I couldn't explain it well. I decided to fill them in on the current situation. As I was doing so, Mizuki rushed back inside.

"The lower deck is already flooded up to my head. I had to dive to get there, it was tough…"

She bent over, hands on her knees, gasping for breath. A key was clutched in her hand. I wanted to hug her, but with the slaves watching, I gave up and took the key from her.

"You rest, Mizuki."

I went around and unlocked the slaves' shackles. As each one was freed, I sent them toward the deck. They had been sitting as rowers for a long time and couldn't walk properly; some of them stumbled, but they seemed to be okay. I unlocked the last man's shackles and sent him to the deck. The water was already starting to flood this level as well. It was up to my ankles. The tilt was getting worse. We needed to hurry.

"Should we go too?"

I asked Mizuki. She wrapped her arms around me. We held each other and shared a kiss.



    Chapter 113

    The Battle on the Ship and the Sinking Vessel

    As we climbed the stairs to the deck, we found the slaves who had gone ahead of us stopped at the door.

"Is something wrong?"

I asked the slave at the front. Were Famu and the others blocking the way?

"There are people fighting on deck."

"What?"

I squeezed past the slave and peered through the doorway to see the situation. The fire on deck was still raging. It looked much the same as it had before we went below. And there, Famu, Myra, and Aira were surrounding a man I didn't recognize. All of them had their weapons drawn. They were in the middle of a fight. Had a pirate who still had some fight left in him been hiding among the bodies? Or had one of the pirates they rescued turned on them? The man was holding a large cleaver. He was a tall, lanky human with long black hair, his black cloak with a crimson lining fluttering behind him. It should have been too early for enemies to board from the pursuing pirate ships with weapons drawn. I drew my katana.

"Mizuki! I don't know what's going on, but Famu and the others are in a fight. I'm going to back them up. When you see an opening, lead these guys to the sailing ship."

"Wait!"

Mizuki tried to say something, but I didn't wait to hear it and burst out onto the deck. I would end this in one blow. Catching the stranger by surprise, I closed the distance and brought my sword down in a diagonal slash.

"Ugh!"

The man I ambushed let out a cry and collapsed unceremoniously onto the deck.

"Who in the world is this guy?"

I glanced at Famu.

"Master, be careful!"

Famu shouted.

"?"

Hearing her words, I scanned our surroundings. Famu, Myra, and Aira appeared uninjured. However, they had frightened looks on their faces as they kept their weapons trained on the fallen man. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, young. I had felt the solid impact of my blade when I struck him. He didn't seem to be dead, but he shouldn't have been in any condition to fight. In the distance, I could see the two enemy galleys. They were too far for melee, not even arrows could reach us. I noticed the cannon fire had stopped. Looking up, I saw a massive, cone-shaped magical barrier had been erected, its tip pointing toward the enemy galleys. It must have been the work of Marmi and Cecily. They must have made it conical to deflect the cannonballs. As I expected, it was transparent like glass and reflected light in a rainbow of colors.

"Master! Behind you!"

Famu yelled again. I turned around to see the man I had just cut down standing up, brandishing his large cleaver.

"Dieeee!"

I wouldn't make it in time. Just as I thought that, Famu rushed forward and blocked the attack with her shield. It was a heavy blow. Famu couldn't support it with one hand and had to brace it with both. The man followed up with a horizontal swing of his cleaver. Famu blocked it again with her shield but was sent flying backward. I scrambled to catch her. As the man tried to press his attack, Myra and Aira made feinting motions, checking his advance. The man clicked his tongue and broke off the engagement. Famu's shield had been split in two. She unstrapped it and dropped it to the floor. Famu and I regained our footing and faced the man.

"Isn't it a bit cowardly to attack someone out of the blue like that?"

The man readied his cleaver again. The wound I had just inflicted on him was gone.

"Who are you?"

I demanded.

"Isn't it obvious? I'm a transmigrator."

The man smirked. I could see his long canine teeth. He had a long, handsome face. Quite the pretty boy.

"Are you with the guy who keeps firing that cannon? Tell him to stop; he's disturbing the peace."

I shot a meaningful glance at Mizuki, who was hiding in the doorway. She nodded and began to guide the slaves toward the sailing ship.

"Are you the one who summoned the goddess?"

"That's right. The name's Mash."

"Then you're my enemy. I am Onono Takamura. And the one firing the cannon is not a man."

"Your girlfriend?"

Takamura ran a hand through his hair and laughed, ignoring my question.

"Why are you working as a pirate?"

"Simple. To kill transmigrators. And to take that elf girl over there for myself."

"Are you allied with the Demon Kingdom?"

He didn't answer my question, instead raising his large cleaver.

"Do you really think you can win against all of us?!"

I dodged a blow from Takamura's cleaver and slashed at him. Famu followed my lead, striking with her scimitar. Takamura skillfully dodged our attacks, but took a blow from Myra's mace to his torso. As his posture crumbled, Aira brought her mace crashing down on his head. With a sickening crunch, Takamura's head shattered, and he collapsed.

"W-wasn't that a bit much…?"

I had wanted to get some information out of him if possible, but it was too late for that now.

"Mash, don't let your guard down!"

Aira shouted. And then, unbelievably, Takamura's shattered head regenerated, and he stood up. His eyes glowed red.

"An immortality special skill."

Pale-faced, with fang-like canines.

"That's right. I'm invincible!"

"A vampire…"

"Just so you know, sunlight, crosses, and garlic don't work on me."

Takamura responded to my murmur, baring his fangs in a grin.

Still, what were Avea and the others doing? They should have come to help by now. The water level had risen, lowering our ship's position, so we now had to look up to see the sailing ship. I couldn't make out what was happening on it. The enemy galleys were moving faster than expected and would soon be within arrow range. At this distance, their cannon fire could likely hit our ship with considerable accuracy. The reason they weren't firing was either because they were wary of Marmi's magical barrier, or because Takamura was on this ship and they didn't want to hit him. And our ship still hadn't reached the shore. There was no sign of the allied fleet that was supposed to be our backup. Mizuki returned after seeing the slaves off.

"What's the situation with our allies?"

I asked her.

"The captured pirates found out the two galleys are heading this way and started a revolt. They're having trouble quelling it."

"Why aren't we heading for the riverbank?"

"This is just my guess, but because of the sandbar, the river bulges out on both sides. That means the water is deeper near the sandbar, and the outer edges are shallow, so the ship can't get close to the bank."

Indeed, the border between the forest and the river was a gravelly shore that reflected the light white. That shore stretched far downstream. I had thought we could just abandon the ship and run it aground wherever, but that would mean we'd have to walk through the water to get to the shore. The water could be deeper than a person's height. Our situation was worse than I had imagined.

"…I see. In that case, Mizuki and I will take down Takamura. Famu, Myra, and Aira, get back to the sailing ship. Once you're back, cut this ship loose. Famu and Myra, I need you to protect Claire and the others. Aira, you guard Cecily."

"""What?!"""

The three of them cried out, their displeasure obvious.

"This ship is about to sink. It'll be a problem if there's anyone who can't swim."

"I refuse to accept that! Besides, I just remembered the ancient dog-eared swimming technique, the 'doggy paddle.' I'm sure I can do it!"

Famu, the one I was most worried about, exclaimed. She spoke as if she could do anything if she just put her mind to it. She might be able to, with practice, someday. But after seeing how badly she'd floundered when she tried to save me the other day, I couldn't agree. To be honest, though, Takamura's relaxed demeanor was unsettling, and I felt uneasy without the support of Famu's special skill.

"If you're worried about us, send Doris over."

She had mentioned she could swim, though she didn't say how well. Myra nodded at my words.

"Mash, he flew to get onto this ship. Be careful."

Was it a power that came with his immortality skill, or was it a second special skill?

Myra and Aira cast protective blessings on me and Mizuki. Then they dragged away Famu, who was still protesting and trying to stay.

"Sorry for the wait,"

I said to Takamura, readying my weapon.

"So, you were trying to escape to the shore after all."

"Mizuki, this guy's special skill makes him immortal, no matter how many times we cut him. Let's see if he's still immortal after we drain his mana."

I ignored Takamura's words and spoke to Mizuki.

"So that's your partner, huh?"

Instead of answering, I closed the distance and slashed at him. Takamura dodged with ease, but Mizuki, who had closed in further, struck him. Takamura's body wavered, but he quickly regained his balance. The wound was already gone.

"I-it really disappeared!"

As Mizuki stood there in shock, Takamura's cleaver came swinging down. Mizuki deflected it with her shield and slashed at him again. Takamura took the blow while swinging his cleaver in return. Her leather breastplate was torn.

"Hey! Cutting her clothes won't do you any good! She's got a swimsuit on underneath for protection!"

"Hey! What are you saying?"

Mizuki shouted. I moved to her opposite side and attacked Takamura. My foot slipped as I lunged, but my blade still tore into his shoulder. Seizing the opportunity as his face contorted in pain, Mizuki swung her sword down. I swung my katana up from a low stance.

"Gah!"

Takamura's body slumped under our combined attack. But by the time his knees hit the deck, the wounds he had received were already healed. He swung his cleaver wildly, forcing us out of his range.

"Not bad,"

Takamura laughed. A chill ran down my spine at his cold smile. His special skill seemed like a superior version of Mizuki's Super Save. Her ability prevented fatal blows, but she still took damage from normal attacks. He, however, could heal any wound. What about Mizuki's Super Kill? Would his immortality withstand even that? I raised my katana to a ready stance and closed in on Takamura. Mizuki moved to attack from my opposite side, but Takamura also moved to avoid being caught between us.

"You must realize you can't win against the two of us. Why don't you back down?"

He didn't answer, just raised his cleaver. I leaped into his guard and swung my katana. The blade bit into his stomach and stopped. Takamura took the hit while swinging his cleaver down. Mizuki, who had closed in from behind, deflected the blow with her shield. I kicked Takamura to dislodge my sword. As he staggered, Mizuki followed up with several thrusts. I was about to join in and turn him into a pincushion, but he escaped into the flames.

"Mash, this is endless."

"Yeah. But I'm starting to get a feel for it."

We faced Takamura across the flames. In that time, the cuts and burns he had sustained were healing.

"What did you figure out?"

"That Takamura is still human. Myra said he has a flight special skill. He's not attacking while flying. He probably can't use immortality and flight at the same time. And likely not a third special skill either. We're overwhelming him in this fight, yet he's not using it. And his goal is to cause chaos and keep us tied down here."

It meant he couldn't have multiple skills active at once, like my experience and drop rate boosts, or Mizuki's three special skills.

"So he's just wasting our time?"

I nodded.

"Does that even accomplish anything?"

"Who knows. Should we ask him?"

I turned my gaze to Takamura.

"You people don't understand. The depth of faith the humans have in the goddess Laciel."

"So what?"

I challenged him.

"Think about the Demon Lord subjugation a hundred years ago. Incited by someone claiming to be the goddess's envoy, the Empire went into a frenzy, formed a great army, and overran the Demon Kingdom. There's no way the human race would abandon an envoy with the power to manifest a goddess. As long as you don't return, they will not leave this place."



    Chapter 114

    The Battle on the Ship and the Immortal Man

    A fierce cannonade echoed. A shell soared from an enemy galley, aimed at our sailing ship. The moment it touched the magical barrier Marmi and the others had deployed, it changed course as if to avoid the vessel, falling into the river and kicking up a violent plume of water. Simultaneously, the enemy crossbowmen began their attack. But their arrows were also deflected by the barrier. The magical shield was effective enough to turn the tide of battle. But how long could the two of them maintain such a massive barrier? Our sailing ship was linked to three galleys—one on each side and one at the stern, still connected from the earlier battle. This prevented us from picking up speed, leaving us to drift downstream. It would still take time to reach the shore. I had a feeling the enemy would catch us for sure before then. The galley we were on continued to sink lower, its waterline steadily dropping. It was listing heavily to starboard, and the deck would soon be submerged. But this was a wooden ship. Wood should float. Was it possible for it to sink completely? The bow of this ship was tied to the stern of the sailing ship with a rope. I had asked Famu and the others to cut it, but there was no sign of my request being carried out. Was it just as Takamura said? Were the sailors unable to make the choice to abandon me, the goddess's envoy? Or did they believe I could summon the goddess again and were being overly optimistic about the situation? I wished they would make a decision. Cutting this ship loose would slightly increase the sailing ship's speed. We could just swim to shore. How much time had passed since the battle began? The sun was beginning to set in the west. There was no sign of Jack and our reinforcements. Were we used as a decoy, or were we abandoned? Either way, we couldn't expect any help from them. I felt like everything was going from bad to worse. My anxiety grew. For now, I had to deal with the enemy in front of me. Mizuki and I faced Takamura across the flames. The fire had spread to the mast and sail, and embers danced across the deck. For the time being, I used Water Magic to dampen my and Mizuki's clothes. Wet clothes hindered movement. And then there was the ship's tilt. I couldn't move as I wanted. My footing felt unstable.

"So you can use magic. I can too, actually."

As he spoke, multiple fireballs materialized above Takamura's head. They shot toward us. I tried to dodge, but one of them hit my leg.

"Ouch!"

I quickly used Water Magic to extinguish it, but a stinging pain remained. As Takamura tried to form more fireballs, Mizuki charged him. Her attack was parried by his large cleaver, but Mizuki followed up with a relentless barrage of slashes. Takamura fought back, and a fierce exchange of blades ensued. The cleaver grazed Mizuki's cheek. In that moment, Mizuki managed to land a cut, but the wound was shallow and healed in an instant. The metallic clang of their blades clashing echoed again and again. I moved behind Mizuki, into Takamura's blind spot.

"Mizuki!"

At my shout, Mizuki dodged to the side. I lunged, thrusting my blade at Takamura's chest. But my footing was off, and the tip only sank slightly into his chest. My katana was knocked away by his cleaver. Just then, Mizuki slashed at Takamura's neck. Blood sprayed from the wound, but it soon closed and disappeared. The wound in his chest from my thrust did the same. Takamura knew he was no match for the two of us in a sword fight, so he didn't press the attack. He retreated, circling us to create distance. I couldn't help but click my tongue. This was getting us nowhere.

"If only we had a wooden stake…"

"They say it's effective against vampires, but…"

Mizuki replied skeptically to my muttering.

"No, I mean, if we leave it stuck in him, he probably can't regenerate."

I wanted to hit the wound with Earth Magic and embed a rock in it.

"I see. In that case, what if we cut him apart?"

Mizuki no longer saw Takamura as human. I felt the same. I had lost any hesitation about cutting him down.

"Good idea. Let's give it a try."

I nodded at her suggestion.

A cannon boomed. Like before, the shell went wide. Takamura was creating fireballs again.

"I'll be the decoy."

I nodded at her signal. Mizuki then charged at Takamura. The fireballs shot toward her. Mizuki skillfully blocked them with her shield while slashing at Takamura with her sword. Takamura retreated while dodging, firing more fireballs at her. Mizuki deflected those with her shield as well. Then she closed the distance in an instant. The clash of their blades began anew. Even in a one-on-one duel, Mizuki seemed to have the upper hand. She skillfully parried Takamura's powerful blows with her sword and shield, then countered with her own blade. With her superior speed, she overwhelmed him, robbing him of the chance to attack. Mizuki pressed him, forcing him toward the ship's rail as they fought. Her footwork was solid, showing no sign of being affected by the unstable ground.

"Damn you, woman!"

Takamura's face twisted in frustration. To deliver a powerful blow, he ignored his own defense and raised his large cleaver high overhead.

"Mash!"

Mizuki shouted. At her call, I lunged forward, slashing at Takamura's arm. The tip of my blade caught the right arm he was about to bring down. The cleaver and his right arm separated from his body and fell into the water.

"Guaah!"

Takamura frantically stared at the water where his arm had fallen, but the arm, still clutching the cleaver, sank beneath the waves. He clutched the stump of his missing arm and crumpled to his knees. It seemed a severed limb didn't regenerate like a lizard's tail. Mizuki and I looked at each other and let out a sigh of relief.

"Next, the legs,"

Mizuki said in a tone that could have been serious or a joke.

"Nah, that's too much trouble and we don't have time. Let's just take his head. We can drive a wooden stake into the stump to make sure it doesn't grow back."

"That's gross. But if he can regenerate, I guess we have to."

Mizuki and I leveled our swords at Takamura.

"H-hey! F-forgive me!"

Takamura screamed.

"We'll forgive you if you make the pirate ships withdraw."

"I-I will! Let me go, and I'll return to the galley and have them pull back."

Mizuki and I exchanged glances. Even if he withdrew, the pirates probably wouldn't stop their pursuit. But at the same time, we couldn't bring ourselves to cut down a man who had surrendered. Mizuki seemed to feel the same way. She had a troubled expression on her face. I guess I was too soft. Mizuki was the same. But I liked that softness in her. Famu would have been furious. I couldn't even begin to understand the mindset of Takamura and the other transmigrators who attacked us. I could, with a great stretch, understand Emma's motives. But if someone from Levante were killed, would I take the lives of completely unrelated people to bring them back? Right now, I didn't want to become that kind of person.

"The god who summoned you probably told you your wish would be granted if you killed the transmigrators summoned by the five goddesses, right?"

"Uh… ah. That's right."

Takamura nodded.

"Did they tell you anything else?"

"Not really…"

Was he really not told, or was he just keeping quiet?

"Is your wish to return to your original world?"

Takamura shook his head.

"Is it something that affects lives other than those of transmigrators?"

Takamura shook his head again.

"Then your wish is meaningless even if it's granted. The period transmigrators can stay in this world is ten years."

His eyes widened at my words.

"What do you mean?"

"You know that transmigration happens periodically, right?"

"Yeah, I know."

"You were transmigrated from this date in this year, weren't you?"

I took out my phone and showed him the calendar for the day I was transmigrated. Takamura confirmed the date and nodded.

"It's not just the current transmigrators. It's the same for past ones. They're all transmigrated from the same date. Don't you think that's strange? The culture of this world should be much more similar to ours by now."

"…"

Takamura fell silent, as if deep in thought.

"There's no proof that any past transmigrators lived beyond ten years. The goddess who summoned me didn't deny it either. That's why transmigrators can cause small changes in this world, but they can't leave a major mark."

"N-no way…"

His voice trembled.

"If you think I'm lying, you can look into it. You'll find out the truth soon enough. With that in mind, I'm asking you. I'm looking for a way to live a normal life beyond ten years. I want you to cooperate."

"…"

"Also, stop the piracy. Next time, I will kill you. That's all from us. You can go wherever you like. I'm sorry about your arm."

After hearing my words, Takamura stood up.

"Are you really… sure?"

I looked at Mizuki. She nodded, so I nodded too.

"About the Demon Lord. Did you know the Demon Kingdom is ruled by a triumvirate?"

Takamura said.

"I know."

Myra had told me before. After the Demon Lord was defeated a hundred years ago, they didn't enthrone a new king and instead have three powerful individuals running the country.

"They're trying to resurrect the Demon Lord. To do that, they believe they need the blood of a transmigrator summoned by Laciel, the same as the hero who defeated him."

"…"

I couldn't imagine how my or Mizuki's blood could resurrect the Demon Lord. In the first place, something that could be resurrected with human blood didn't seem human. The Demon Lord must be something inhuman.

"I'll think about cooperating with you."

Takamura turned his back to me and raised a hand to the sky.

"Special skill, [Fantasy Balloon]!"

Countless balloons appeared in the air above his outstretched hand. The balloons were tied with strings connected to Takamura's body. He floated gently into the air. Then, by some logic, he began to fly toward the upwind galley.

"The Balloon Ma—"

Mizuki started to say, then clamped her mouth shut.

"You know about that old incident? You're lying about your age, aren't you?"

I said, poking her in the chest. I felt the soft sensation through the fabric on my fingertip.

"Wh-what are you doing?! My dad just told me about it, that's all!"

She covered her chest with her arms. As we watched Takamura, his balloons popped when they touched the magic barrier Marmi and the others had created. He lost his buoyancy and fell into the river. He might just drown. Mizuki showed no sign of wanting to go help him. As we watched, he summoned more balloons and took to the air again. This time, he took a route that went around the magic barrier. But he was spotted by our crewmen and shot at with crossbows. It seemed he couldn't use his immortality while he was using the balloons. I wondered if he'd be okay.

"Well, even if he dies, it's his own damn fault."

"…He brought it on himself, I think."

Mizuki nodded in agreement with my muttering.



    Chapter 115

    The Battle at Sea and the Second Strategy (Part 1)

    Mizuki and I scrambled back to the carrack using the ropes, and the lines connecting us to the sinking galley were immediately cut. Our ship began to slowly drift down the river, but the detached galley didn't move from its spot. After watching for a moment, I regrouped with Aira. Cecily was with Marmi, her hands held out toward the floating Crystal Core, maintaining the magical defensive barrier. Wake was guarding them. I scanned the deck and found Avea. Doris was beside her, apparently tending to those injured in the mutiny.

"The rebellion is dealt with. Looks like you let yours get away,"

she said. She must have seen Takamura flying toward the galley ship.

"I cut off his arm. He won't be able to fight anymore."

"Did you let him go on purpose? He'll report our detailed situation. You're too soft,"

Avea sighed, exasperated. But whether they knew our situation or not, we were out of options.

"I made a deal. I'm hoping he'll become an ally one day."

"Hmph."

She snorted at my words.

"Anyway, come on. It's time for a strategy meeting."

I followed Avea from behind.

The group that assembled consisted of myself, Myra, Aira, Claire, Mercedes, Avea, the captain, a few crew members, and Wake.

"Wasn't the plan to pull ashore and escape onto land?"

Wake began. His expression seemed calm, but his tone was tinged with irritation.

"It's too shallow. This ship is loaded with cargo, so her draft is low. We'll run aground before we reach the bank,"

the captain said, his voice thick with unconcealed anger. He seemed pretty on edge, too.

"We were aiming for that spot."

The captain pointed. Far in the distance, I could see a break in the riverbank. There was no way to avoid a battle with the pirates before we reached it.

"How's the magic barrier?"

Avea asked. It was a powerful ward that stopped arrows, cannonballs, and even the balloons. If we could maintain it, we could escape to land.

"Mo-sama said she'll be at her limit soon,"

Wake answered. I looked over at the enemy galley. We were already within crossbow range, but the only reason a firefight hadn't started was thanks to the magic barrier. Marmi and Cecily were extracting magic from the Crystal Core to create this barrier. Was the limit with their abilities, or the Crystal Core's mana?

"The moment it drops, they'll fire those cannons, and it'll be over,"

Avea sighed.

"About that, I made a deal with the balloon man. There probably won't be any cannon fire."

"Are you sure? Our men were loosing a lot of arrows at him..."

Avea said.

"I-I'm pretty sure it's fine."

Takamura wouldn't try to take my life until he could confirm whether what I told him was true or not. I wasn't certain. But since he'd returned to the galley, the oars that had been moving like a centipede's legs had stopped. Now, just like our ship, it was drifting with the river's current. They were maintaining a fixed distance from our carrack. Had Takamura's return prompted them to devise a new plan to sink us? I could only hope my words had resonated with him.

"..."

The others exchanged glances, trying to decide who would be the first to complain to me. I had things I wanted to say, too. I'm an amateur. I can't read people's minds. I had to bite back the urge to tell them that the experts should be the ones coming up with the plan. The fact that I'd formulated a strategy premised on using [Goddess Summon] from the start—and that it had worked perfectly—was the reason I was being so overestimated. Joe's backup fleet was nowhere in sight, which probably made them want to cling to me even more.

"...Well, if you say so, I'll believe you..."

the captain said, his words trailing off hesitantly.

"Maybe Laciel-sama will..."

one of the sailors muttered.

"She's not coming."

I wasn't about to let them get any funny ideas. I said it definitively.

"Either way, a fight is unavoidable,"

Avea said, stroking her chin. Just then, a balloon rose from the galley ship. It drifted away as if escaping, but a volley from the crossbowmen seemed to destroy it, causing it to fall.

"Did the person hanging from it fall?"

I asked Myra, and she nodded. "Just one? Or..."

"Two. It looked like there were two people,"

Myra answered. It seemed Takamura had left the galley with his fellow Otherworlder. With that, we no longer had to worry about cannon fire.

"Let's drop the magic barrier for now. And then, we'll fortify our position."

The magic barrier enveloping the ship disappeared as Cecily and Marmi dispelled the spell. Marmi still looked fine, but Cecily was completely drained and leaned against me.

"An incredible amount of mana just flowed through my body. My head is spinning. I feel sick..."

Was it a similar feeling to when I used [Goddess Summon]?

"Mana exhaustion?"

"...Yes. Cecily has used up almost all of her own mana,"

Marmi answered for her.

"Didn't you use the Crystal Core's mana? I see, you still seem fine, Marmi."

"...I'm an elf, so I have far more mana than Cecily. We need our own mana to convert the Crystal Core's power into a form we can handle."

"I see."

I didn't really get it, but I nodded anyway.

"Cecily, I'll give you a mana recovery potion. Mouth-to-mouth."

"Okay."

Was her mind hazy? Normally she'd make a fuss if I did something lewd in front of people, but today she offered no resistance. While I was at it, I decided to casually touch her butt. As I was caressing her rear and taking a mana potion out of my storage, Aira snatched it away.

"I'll do it."

"No way. Cecily's mine!"

"And yet she's given you an ultimatum until Miglutt!"

Aira didn't hesitate to twist the knife right where it hurt most.

"Mash, you can do it for the tiny one over there. She probably won't resist."

Aira pointed at Marmi.

"No. If I did that here, it would cause a lot of trouble."

She was a child, and the daughter of one of Miglutt's Four Regent Families. More than anything, I didn't want to do anything that Famu would resent me for.

"Then why not take her to a cabin?"

"It's the same thing! Just give it back!"

"Then let's do it together. First, Mash, you take the potion and pour it into my mouth. Then I'll give it to Cecily."

"...It seems pretty pointless for me to be involved, but fine. Let's just do it."

Just as I was about to reach for the mana potion from Aira, I found Patricia standing there before I knew it. And then, she punched me with her fist. Aira was next.

"Please don't do anything indecent in front of Mo-sama."

Patricia smiled sweetly.

Preparations for our shipboard siege were steadily proceeding. We cut the galley ship loose from our port side. Then, to prevent anyone from circling around to port, we moved the carrack to the edge of the shallows, dropped anchor, and secured our position. We furled the sails as well. The detached ship would be used as a defensive wall to prevent a rear assault. We ran it aground in the shallows behind us, perpendicular to the bank. And to prevent anyone from boarding it and firing down on our deck, we tilted the hull. We anchored the ship on our starboard side a short distance away so they couldn't board us directly, then opened holes in its hull and sank it. Like the ship that had caught fire from the cannonade, its hull didn't sink completely, leaving the deck above the water's surface. To prevent the sunken ship from being moved by ramming or towing, we left the ropes connecting it to our carrack intact. Now, to board our ship, the attackers would have to either get onto the sunken ship first or swim. All we had to do was hold out until night. Survive until night, and escape under the cover of darkness. I checked my phone; it was almost 3 PM. Nearly six hours had passed since the battle began. The crew was exhausted. About five hours until sunset, plus the time it would take to escape. Could we hold on? Fortunately, the sixty people who had been captured as slaves had agreed to join the fight. Even so, the enemy still had more than double our numbers. I desperately hoped this makeshift fortress would work. By the time we finished our preparations, the enemy galley had started to move. We were already within crossbow range, but they weren't firing. We held our fire as well. The wind died down to a calm, and silence enveloped the waterway. The members of Levante were positioned near the bow. Fang, Avea, Marmi, and Wake were nearby. The area ahead was also shallow. If the pirates were to ram us, it would be through the gap between the shallows ahead and the starboard galley, or the gap between the grounded galley in the rear and the starboard galley. My eyes met Cecily's.

"Are you okay? You can stay holed up in the cabin with Claire and the others, you know."

"...It's fine. I don't want to wake up to find we've lost and been taken prisoner."

"Can you use magic?"

"For some reason I don't feel like it, but I'm fine. If it comes down to it, I'll launch a fireball."

It was the same assertive Cecily as always. I couldn't help but smile.

"Hm? What is it?"

"Nothing. It's just that, because of Aira, I missed my chance to kiss you earlier."

At my words, she hugged me and pressed her lips against mine.

"Mash, let me stay with everyone."

There was no sign of the enemy ship preparing to attack.

"An interesting strategy,"

Wake said, watching the enemy just as I was.

"But it's not exactly laugh-out-loud funny."

I wanted to tell him that as a military man, he should be the one coming up with the plan, but I kept my mouth shut. After all, it was on his master's orders that we were all trembling behind these shields.

"Sailing with a single ship to lure the enemy into a false sense of security and then defeat them. Crushing the trump card of the fleet that appeared as reinforcements. And now, showing a readiness for total war to break their spirit. The pirates are probably used to surprise attacks and fighting fleeing ships, but I doubt they have much experience fighting an enemy that's waiting for them. They won't be able to easily challenge this ship that has already sunk three of theirs."

Were they formulating a plan? Peeking through a gap in the fixed shields, I saw the enemy galley was now further away than before. It was likely to avoid being sniped from our position. They were rowing backward to keep from drifting downstream. A rather skillful bunch. I thought of a man from my original world who had risen from a pirate to an admiral leading a fleet, eventually leading that grand fleet to victory. I could only pray there was no one with that kind of talent among the enemy.

"Is there any chance they'll just leave?"

I asked Wake.

"There's a chance. They should be calculating the potential losses if they board this ship now. They'll likely avoid a battle that would cause such heavy damage as to make their return to the Demon Kingdom difficult."

I hated fighting. Too many people had died today. It was enough. I wanted them to leave, but if they did, we'd have to fear their attacks every step of the way. I hated that idea too.

"In Miglutt, we have an institution called the 'Total War Research Institute' in preparation for the war with the Demon Kingdom. I'd like to scout you for it,"

Wake said. I glanced at his expression, but I couldn't tell if he was joking or serious.

"Absolutely not!"

The name sounded like an organization whose only job was to have its armchair theories dismissed after countless hours of research, only to be berated for not accounting for unexpected factors. As I was thinking about such things amidst the tense standoff, the enemy galley began to move downstream. I leaned out instinctively to watch the scene. The other crew members were also watching the departing enemy galley. It seemed the enemy had given up the fight.

"We held them off!"

Cheers erupted from the crew. Laciel's name was chanted over and over. It was at that moment I saw something flying from the western sky, backlit by the sun.

"A dragon?"

There were four massive shadows. The shadows gradually descended, passing in front of us at considerable speed. They were the carracks that were supposed to be our reinforcements. Below the bow of each carrack was a ram, an armament for ramming enemy ships. Their flight was likely due to a special skill from either Joe or Becky.

"It's a special skill for flying, but it's completely different from the balloon man... I mean, from flying with a balloon."

Mizuki murmured what I had been thinking. They were similar types of abilities, yet the difference in performance was too great. Still, Takamura was handsome enough to be called good-looking and appeared young, but I guess to Mizuki he was an 'old man'? The thought of how she saw me was terrifying.

"Mizuki, want to play that luxury liner game at the bow of that carrack? You'll really feel like you're flying."

"No way. I just want to feel a little thrill and exhilaration with you, Mash, like the suspension bridge effect or whatever. I don't need anything actually scary!"

The flying carracks landed near the departing galley, kicking up spray as they slid across the water's surface and rammed into the galley's hull. The loud sound of the collision echoed. It seemed two ships had latched onto each enemy vessel. Before they could even exchange crossbow fire, a boarding action and melee combat began. The enemy side must have been disarmed and acting as rowers. It would be a one-sided battle.



    Chapter 116

    The Battle at Sea and the Second Strategy (Part 2)

    As the battle raged on in the distance, our ship dismantled its siege formation and cut loose the starboard galley. We then pulled the grounded galley back into the water, attached it to our stern, and began to tow it. And with that, we started down the river.

"Are you sure we don't need to join the fight?"

the captain asked me.

"Do you want to? The crew is exhausted from fighting since this morning."

The captain wore an awkward expression. My journey by ship would end once we reached Heilon, but the captain and his crew lived their lives on this river. No matter how late the rescue was, he probably wanted to put them in his debt somehow. But being forced into a battle for such a reason was the last thing I wanted. Looking at the situation, our allies were in the process of taking control of the galley's deck. Reinforcements seemed unnecessary. The freed slaves had been moved to the galley, but our carrack's deck was overflowing with crew, and the cabins and hold were packed with prisoners. It would be better to disperse them onto the towed galley at the next settlement.

"You should discuss it with Claire and Mercedes."

I decided to leave it to them. Just then, a commotion erupted at the rear of the ship. I looked to see a pair hanging from a balloon, flying towards us. The crewmen aimed their crossbows and took aim. I hurriedly stopped them. Takamura landed on the deck. He had a woman with him, who looked a little younger than him. Her curly brown hair was tied up in twintails.

"This is my partner, Komachi."

Takamura introduced her. Komachi made a saluting gesture and smiled brightly. She had a casual air about her.

"I'm Mash. Were you the one who fired that cannonball earlier?"

"Yep. My special skill is the [32cm Canet Cannon]."

This was the woman who had shelled our ship. I felt an indescribable mix of emotions, but since no one had died, I suppressed my anger.

"...You fired a cannon that big, and it didn't damage the galley's hull?"

"It's not like I mount the turret on the deck,"

Komachi answered, laughing cheerfully. Did that mean it was designed not to affect the deck or its surroundings? I didn't understand, but I couldn't understand the logic of Laciel appearing just by chanting "[Goddess Summon]"

either, so I decided to let it go.

"So? What's your business on this ship?"

I directed the question to Takamura.

"We'd like passage to Heilon."

Just as I was about to nod, Famu stepped between me and them.

"Absolutely not. If you want to go to Heilon, please use your balloon."

I was impressed by Famu's exquisite comeback. But I wondered how far he could actually travel with that balloon. As I was pondering this, I noticed Takamura looking at me, pleading for help.

"W-Wait a minute! The people of this world just shoot arrows at me whenever I fly with my balloon!"

"That's because you're always committing acts of piracy and doing evil deeds. You reap what you sow. You're the one who gave balloons a bad name."

"Ugh, you're right, but I have no intention of stopping my pirating until I find out the truth about what you said—about only being able to live in this world for ten years."

"Don't be ridiculous. You're going to go back to being a pirate? I have no intention of cooperating with someone like that, and I can't let you on this ship. If you want money, you can just explore dungeons as an adventurer. You both have special skills. You should be able to become high-rank adventurers."

Said I, an F-rank adventurer at the very bottom of the ladder, despite having a special skill.

"...We used to be adventurers once. We explored dungeons as a team called Nekono Konekoneko. We have our deep reasons for stopping."

Takamura's expression turned grim and serious. Famu and I exchanged a look. We decided to wait for him to continue.

"Komachi's special skills are the [32cm Canet Cannon], the [28cm Howitzer], and the [Armstrong Gun]."

In our original world, they were romantic cannons that had become relics of the past. Why would he choose three cannons with such similar properties?

"Because they were all so wonderful, I couldn't choose just one."

As if she'd read my mind, Komachi muttered without a hint of remorse. Was she a history buff? She might get along with Hyakka.

"Most monsters move faster than you can aim the barrel. They can't be fired in rapid succession, and the interval between shots is bizarrely long. Plus, if you fire one in an Area Guardian's room, the sound of the blast and impact makes your ears go crazy, and there's a limit to the number of shots. Once you use them up, you can't fire again for several days. They were useless in dungeons."

It wasn't a deep reason at all; it was just plain stupid. Not that it was any of my business, but having just told them to become adventurers, I was at a loss for a response. Next to Takamura, Komachi was scratching her head and sticking out her tongue with a little "tee-hee."

It was irritating, but somehow, I couldn't bring myself to hate her. But still, on top of the firing interval restriction, there was a limit on ammunition too?

"But they were convenient for piracy. We could use them for intimidation, and if it came down to it, we could sink enemy ships."

"...And people died because of that, didn't they? Don't you feel anything?"

"It's been four years since I came to this world. That feeling is gone now."

It was an answer I didn't want to hear. Their actions made me sick. But if I abandoned them here, they would just go back to being pirates. Still, would there come a day when I, like Takamura, no longer felt anything at the sight of death?

"Fine. Just swear you'll never engage in piracy or looting again. I'll ask for passage for you as far as Heilon. After that, I don't know."

"W-Wait. You told me to cooperate, so I betrayed my comrades to come to this ship. I can't go back to being a pirate anymore. If your words are true, we want you to let us act as your companions from Heilon onward."

"Betrayed?"

"The one leading the pirates now is an Otherworlder. He calls himself Barbaros. There used to be another one named Iserk, but I haven't seen him lately."

Suddenly, the amount of information exploded. The other members of Levante gathered around Takamura and his partner. Seeing the look on our faces change, he raised his hands in a panic.

"W-What's going on?"

"Iserk caused a disturbance in the city of Nieren that could be called terrorism. We're tracking him. He should have more information about Otherworlders than we do. Have you not gotten any information from Iserk or Barbaros?"

At my words, Takamura and Komachi looked stunned. They must not have been told anything. It was the same setup as Mii and the Men in Black. Put other Otherworlders on the front lines while they pull the strings from behind. If they sense danger, they abandon them and leave. But more importantly right now was Barbaros. It was the name of a man from our original world who rose from a pirate to an admiral. If he was calling himself that, he must have been transferred to this world specifically to commit acts of piracy. If he was still on the pirate ship, there was a possibility he would use a special skill that could turn the tide of battle. I had to contact Joe and the others immediately and give them a warning.

"Do you know what Barbaros's and Iserk's special skills are?"

"The thing is, we've never seen them use their special skills."

Takamura and Komachi looked at each other.

"Barbaros is on the galley ship they're fighting now, right?"

Takamura nodded. Barbaros could potentially use a powerful special skill. I had to tell the captain about this right away. As I turned to go, Komachi latched onto my shoulder.

"Our hobby is swapping. So if you're ever in the mood, just let me know."

She whispered in my ear. What a bunch of jokers.

Time for another strategy meeting. The battle between Joe's fleet and the pirates continued to intensify. The din of clashing swords and war cries reached our ship. The fighting was taking place on the enemy galley. The situation remained unchanged, with Joe's side maintaining the upper hand. The galley seemed to be listing. It must have taken on water from the ramming attack. A pirate ship had a crew of two hundred men. In contrast, excluding my ship, our allied ships had about fifty crew members each. Four of our ships against two of their galleys. In a battle against nearly double their numbers, it was about time the ambushed enemy regained their composure. We couldn't let our guard down. The pirate ship was moving its oars vigorously, trying to break away from the carracks. If they succeeded, those who had boarded the galley would be left behind. They were trying to leverage their numerical superiority. But what could they do in an isolated situation, with a hole in their hull?

"So, you're saying there's someone on the enemy ship with a Divine Grace on par with the power Laciel-sama wielded?"

the captain said. It was just a possibility, but I nodded. He seemed perplexed by my change in attitude, from being reluctant to join the fight just a moment ago to now being eager to do so. I had my suspicions about Joe's fleet being late to the rescue, and I didn't want to join the fight. But I couldn't abandon my allies either.

"I'm against it. The crew has let their guard down. We've already achieved a sufficient victory. Even if we send them into battle as reinforcements, they won't be able to maintain their morale. Furthermore, I absolutely cannot allow Mo-sama to be exposed to any more danger."

At Wake's words, Marmi made a disgruntled face, but she didn't say anything. It seemed she trusted Wake. She must have decided to leave matters of combat to his judgment.

"I'm against it too. Mash, your job is to escort the caravan to Miglutt. Don't forget that."

Avea said, placing a hand on my shoulder.

"You're just an adventurer. Don't get ahead of yourself,"

she whispered in a low voice. Hearing their opinions, the captain's face soured. But the crewmen next to him looked relieved. It seemed the captain was the only one who was on board with my idea and wanted to actively go to their aid. It was true that joining the battle again in our current state would be unreasonable. I wanted to meet Barbaros and talk to him if possible, but I probably had to give up.

"In that case, how about we just convey the information via flag signals? And also confirm if they need assistance,"

the captain suggested. I couldn't imagine Joe's side asking for reinforcements when they had the upper hand. Most likely, the victory in the battle against the first three galleys would be credited to our ship, and the victory in the current battle would be credited to Joe's fleet. If we joined the latter fight, their share of the spoils would decrease. By showing our willingness to cooperate and letting them refuse, we'd have an excuse to leave the battlefield and fulfill our obligation. We could also warn them about the presence of the Otherworlder. It seemed like a good idea.

"Can you convey detailed information with flag signals?"

"Yes, but a long transmission could be deciphered by the enemy,"

the captain replied to my question. It seemed the flag signals were sent in code, not plain text. The longer the transmission, the more clues the enemy would have to break the code. This was a world without computers, so they probably couldn't use a very complex code, making it easy to decipher.

"It's information we don't mind them reading. In fact, wouldn't it put more pressure on the enemy if they knew we were aware of their internal situation?"

Wake said. The captain nodded in agreement with his words.

One of the galleys seemed to have succeeded in detaching itself from Joe's ships. However, this caused it to take on even more water. The ram had been plugging the hole. From the sinking ship, people were jumping into the river one after another, trying to be the first to escape. One of our ships was mopping up, spotting pirates from the deck and finishing them off with crossbows. Each time, the river was stained red. It was a gruesome sight I didn't want to see. The other ships had surrounded the remaining galley. They had it surrounded by three vessels. The flag signals confirmed what we expected: no assistance was needed. We no longer needed to remain in this area, but we stayed behind as a backup in case of an emergency. The crewmen kept a vigilant watch over the water's surface, crossbows at the ready, to prevent any pirates from latching on. Famu and Mizuki were beside me. Cecily, still tired from maintaining the magic barrier earlier, had decided to rest in the cabin once she knew there wouldn't be a fight. Myra and Aira were with her, taking care of her.

"Master, what do you intend to do with Takamura and Komachi?"

"What do I intend to do...?"

"Will you not punish them?"

"I have no intention of punishing them, but there might be others on this ship who do."

"That will not happen."

"How can you be so sure?"

"I may not be Myra, but I can tell. A messenger of the goddess has said she will shelter them. No one can defy that. Therefore, Master, you must act in a way that respects everyone's wishes."

"You can defy me, Famu."

"Muu!"

I'd teased her, but she was right. Depending on how Takamura and the others behaved, I, who had forgiven them, could end up being resented. I decided to lock them in a cabin until Heilon, just like the captured pirates. And I'll have two of the prisoners allocated to me exchanged for them. That should appease those who can't voice their opinions to me. However, it was all for show, so Famu's own feelings wouldn't be soothed.

"By the way, Mizuki, there's something I'd like to ask you."

It was rare for Famu to ask Mizuki a question instead of me.

"What is it?"

"What is 'swapping'?"

""Pfft!""

Mizuki and I both choked at the same time. She had clearly heard what Komachi said to me earlier. It was a question ill-suited for the situation unfolding before our eyes. I tried to casually move away from the spot, but Mizuki grabbed the hem of my clothes.

"You should probably ask Mash about that. Okay? And be sure to ask him secretly, when you're alone together."

"...So it was a dirty word after all. The only conversations Master has with women are dirty ones."

It was a terrible accusation. But since it was true, I couldn't say anything.

"Who was Mash talking with?"

"Komachi."

"..."

Mizuki shot me a cold glare.

"I-It wasn't me! Komachi said it to me out of the blue!"

"So who are you planning to swap with?"

Of course, I had no intention of swapping with anyone. The mere thought of Famu or Mizuki being held by someone else was enough to make my head explode. Just then, Myra joined the conversation.

"Hmph, you were trying to do something again, leaving me out of it. I'd like to volunteer!"

"...Seriously? You're into that kind of thing?!"

Not just me, Mizuki was taken aback too.

"So, what should I do?"

Myra asked innocently.

"It's swapping, isn't it?"

"What's 'swapping'?"

Please stop looking at me with those clear, round eyes. I instinctively averted my gaze.

"Mizuki, Master is trying to dodge the question. Please tell me."

Famu asked Mizuki.

"...Well, it's when two couples, um, exchange partners and do lewd things."

"Huh? I don't really understand what you're saying."

"It's exchanging lovers! Mash and Komachi, and Takamura and Myra, would do lewd things!"

Mizuki answered, sounding like she was at her wits' end.

"...Huh?"

Myra's face turned beet red.

"M-Mash, I-I can't do something like that!"

Myra flailed about, her breasts bouncing *poyon poyon*.

"Don't worry, Myra. I can't either."

It was a ridiculous conversation to be having on a battlefield. But to me, it felt irreplaceable. The sails were raised on the ship. There had been a flurry of flag signal exchanges, but it seemed our backup was no longer needed. We left the battle area and began to head for the next anchorage. Were Joe and the others able to capture Barbaros, the Otherworlder pirate leader?



    Chapter 117

    [Special Chapter] A Day in Okita Village (Famu Is at a Loss)

    Starting from this chapter, there will be three special chapters. They are not directly related to the main story, but I would be happy if you read them.
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    [Special Chapter] A Day in Okita Village (Sameim Rages)

    Special chapter, part two.
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    [Special Chapter] A Day in Okita Village (I Heard Her Voice)

    Special chapter, part three.



    Chapter 120

    The City of Heilon and Three Men

    The city of Heilon was located a short distance south of the river, which flowed in a wide arc around it. In terms of size, it was probably comparable to Fruchst. A city wall encircled a low hill dotted with houses. Of all the cities we had seen so far, its walls were particularly thick. Until now, the two great, opposing nations—the Empire and the Demon Kingdom—had faced each other across a buffer zone known as the former Empire. That buffer zone was eliminated when the Demon Kingdom captured the former Empire's capital. And so, this city, along with Miglutt, became the Empire's front line in the war against the Demon Kingdom. With the fall of the former Empire, Heilon had extensively renovated its walls, even enclosing the road connecting the city to the port. The port was the lifeblood of this city, which thrived on commerce. The two nations had not officially declared war. But the signs were there, visible in the civil unrest and inter-city conflicts occurring in the Empire's eastern cities. It was said that the Demon Kingdom was involved in these matters. I had expected the city to be shrouded in a dark atmosphere, but the people were energetically engaged in bustling commercial activities. Behind the scenes, the ruling class was likely shouldering a heavy burden. The port was on both banks of the river, but the south side, where the city was located, was clearly more prosperous. Here, we would disembark and switch to the caravan's wagons, heading north to the city of Miglutt. Miglutt was an even larger city than this one. We ended up staying in this city for ten days. Transferring the cargo to the wagons would only take a few days, but we needed to deal with the aftermath of the pirate subjugation. The fate of the prisoners allocated to me and Levante was left to the Mateo Trading Company, and we were to receive only the monetary payment. I got ten prisoners, and each of the other members got one, for a total of fifteen people, which came to 750 gold coins. Divided among the six of us, that was 125 gold coins each. It was a considerable sum, but it seemed far too cheap for the value of a human life. I had considered taking them all in and freeing them at some point. However, Mercedes explained to me that for those who lived on the river, such an idea was unthinkable. He also mentioned that those who had committed acts of piracy could only be used as serfs or miners. It wasn't just a matter of controlling them with a Slave Mark; anything would do. Their true value was at most 30 gold coins. But because it was me, the price was raised to 50 gold coins. I told him 30 would be fine, but Mercedes wouldn't budge on that either. I had planned to have Takamura and Komachi's share deducted from my portion, but I was told that wasn't necessary. I imagine he correctly perceived that I couldn't see slaves as mere slaves, and that I was disgusted by the institution of slavery. He seemed to be trying to bridge that gap. I had never told him my thoughts or feelings. He was a strange man. The slaves who had been captured by the pirates and forced to be rowers were to be set free. Apparently, a reward would be paid separately by the cities they belonged to. On top of that, there was the profit from selling the towed galley, and a reward from the Star Union Family for accepting Marmi's request. Knights had already arrived to pick up Marmi. From her words and actions, she didn't seem like a noble's daughter at all, but apparently, she really was one. She would be heading to Miglutt before us. As for the Crystal Core, it would just sit unused in my storage, so I had given it to Marmi. Regarding the spoils of this battle, it was proposed that they be divided equally among the five participating ships. However, Mercedes was once again firmly against it. He condemned the four ships that were late to the rescue. The reason for their delay was apparently to attach rams to their hulls, but there was a possibility that we could have been wiped out before they arrived. The captain, considering his future relations with the other ships, tried to be lenient, but Mercedes wouldn't allow it. In the end, two of the galley ships sank, the pirates thrown into the river were mopped up by crossbows, and the slaves who were used as rowers shared the same fate as the galleys. This was the reason Joe's side had achieved a poor result. Halbaros's whereabouts were unknown. If he had been on board, he would have attempted a counterattack using his special skill. I believe he escaped beforehand. After getting that information from Joe, I lost all interest in dealing with them. It was all so troublesome and weighed heavily on my mind. Group battles like this were beyond me. I swore to myself I would never get involved again. And now, what was weighing on me even more was the fact that I was walking with two men: Fang and Beers.

"Don't make that face!"

Beers slung an arm around my shoulder. The time was evening, and the sun was setting upstream. The sky was dyed orange. We were on the north side of the river, the opposite bank from the city. The riverside was a continuous sandy beach, like a seaside resort, even though it wasn't the sea.

"This is called Heilon Beach. It's a major tourist spot,"

Beers said. A breeze was blowing, and the wind-swept water lapped against the sand like waves. We walked downstream along a small path set up nearby. On the river side, there were rows of trees, and on the north side, stone inns lined the way. They were all unified with white walls and had open decks. Guests were drinking and relaxing. The temperature had already started to drop, so there was no one in the water on the beach. Some people were still lying around, but most were packing up to leave. It might be a good idea to bring Famu and the others here during the day for some swimming practice. There were also food stalls, and the sweet scent of fruit filled the air. They were also selling skewered fish and what was likely fruit wine—alcohol. Beers bought some fruit wine and started drinking as we walked. A man was going around lighting the lanterns hanging from the trees. I saw women in revealing clothes accepting invitations from men. As we walked while taking in the sights, a young cat-eared man came up to us, looked at Fang, and lifted the hem of his clothes to show off his abs.

"Get lost."

Fang waved his hand, shooing the man away.

"A friend of yours? What was that all about?"

I asked Fang, but he just shook his head.

"Fang just got hit on,"

Beers said with a grin.

"Hit on...? By a guy?"

"Shut up,"

Fang replied, sounding annoyed. We walked leisurely along the beach. The number of people coming and going gradually increased. Most of them were young and lightly dressed. There were more groups of men and groups of women than couples.

"There are quite a few non-humans around here, huh?"

I muttered. Perhaps it was that kind of district.

"In Heilon, it's about thirty percent. In Miglutt, it's more like forty percent,"

Fang answered.

"So, humans are still more than half."

"It's said that more than half of the world's population is human."

"Is that so..."

I nodded. How did they count that? I was curious, but Fang probably wouldn't be able to answer.

"So, what exactly are we doing here?"

"We wanted to thank you for freeing us from slavery."

"I heard that. I just did what I wanted to do, so you don't need to worry about it."

"And besides, you look tired, so we thought we'd cheer you up, you know?"

If that's what you think, I'd rather you just leave me alone. I want to sleep with Cecily tonight. And wake up to a refreshing morning the next day. Come to think of it, the order we decided on the other day had become vague after the battle with the pirates. The number of people had increased too much, with the prisoners and freed slaves. As I was thinking that, a low hill came into view ahead, and beyond it stood a massive tower resembling a bull's horns. It was so enormous that it seemed to warp my sense of scale. The upper levels were illuminated by the setting sun, while its base was shrouded in the darkness of night, seeming to melt into the hill.

"That's Heilon's largest dungeon, Longhorn Trail. The view from here is like a mirage, so to speak. You can only see the tower from this angle. If you go to a different angle or get closer, it disappears."

Fang also looked up at the tower as he spoke. His voice had a nostalgic ring to it. A tower, but a dungeon, and a trail? It was confusing, but I remembered that any space teeming with monsters was a dungeon. It seems there's a dungeon in Miglutt that you can see like this too. It's called the Crystal Palace, and it looks like a palace floating above the city, Fang added.

"You're not seriously thinking of going in there now, are you?"

"Relax. Our business is on the street below it."

Beers pointed to the base of the tower. There was a road leading towards it. At the entrance was an archway sign, with the words 'Longhorn Street' carved into it, shining like electric lights. A giant hourglass was displayed on top of the arch. Just as the sand finished falling, a man with beastman ears climbed up the arch and flipped the hourglass over. Beyond the arch, there were even more people, and it seemed to be bustling.

"Weird, right? I don't get the principle either, but apparently the sign's light is created by magic."

Hearing Beers's words, I looked at Fang for confirmation, but he just shrugged. The only experts here were specialists in melee combat.

"So, what are we doing here?"

I asked again, a question that had been dodged several times already. Hearing my words, Beers's face broke into a lewd grin.

"A fleeting dream. We're gonna buy a woman."

The world beyond the arch was another world entirely. It wasn't so much a dreamlike world as it was a disorienting feeling of having returned to my original world. The scenery wasn't modern, but more like a bustling entertainment district from a bygone era. Stone buildings lined both sides of the street, and like the entrance arch, signs adorned with electric lights hung from the eaves. A chaotic, inconsistent light flooded the area. The sun had set and darkness had fallen, yet this place alone was a different world. It was overflowing with people. An adventurer-like man walked with a swagger. Lightly-dressed women winked at us. Music flowed from somewhere, the sound of drums and wind instruments. My stomach was starting to rumble, so we stopped at a place with an open terrace where you could eat standing up. We ate skewered meat and drank ale while watching the spectacle of Longhorn Street. The meat was spicy and delicious.

"The spices come from a country even further east than the Demon Kingdom. In the Empire, this city and a city on the southern coast buy them through the Demon Kingdom and distribute them,"

Fang said. It was probably Kalpana's homeland. I suddenly craved the curry of the nomadic people again.

"What's wrong? You look down,"

Beers said, peering into my face. Buying a woman meant spending a night with a prostitute. I had promised Famu I wouldn't sleep with prostitutes. Besides, I was a virgin until I came to this world. Looking back now, perhaps it was because I had kept my virginity that I became a wizard after turning thirty and was able to transfer to this world. Of course, I had no experience with such women. If I told them that, I was afraid they'd make fun of me, unlike Famu and the others. As I was stewing in my gloomy thoughts, a door on the second floor of the building across the street opened. A completely naked woman came out onto the terrace and began to dance, swaying her hips. The people walking on the street stopped to whistle and cheer her on. The dancing woman winked at me.

"She just winked at me."

"No, that was for me."

Beers also seemed to think the wink was directed at him.

"Beers..."

"What?"

He leaned in to hear my mutter.

"This place... is amazing!"

I raised my ale and the three of us toasted. My mood shot up instantly.

"Alright? We'll just go into a random place. We can drink the night away there, or we can buy one of the girls. A girl costs five silver coins until the sand in the hourglass runs out, or ten for the whole night. This street is managed by a boss. Tipping for drinks inside the shop or throwing money around is fine, but giving extra money to the girl you bought or negotiating a discount will cause trouble, so don't do it. After you buy one, you can take her to one of those inns along the beach."

"That's cheap."

"There are brothels off the main street where you can do it on the spot for one silver coin. But I don't recommend it. Definitely don't go there."

The open terrace was at the corner of a T-junction. I peeked down the side street branching off from the main one. It was dark, and didn't look like any shops were open.

"There are no healthy women down there,"

Fang said.

"Is the hourglass the one on top of the entrance arch?"

"That's the one. It's said that it takes two hours for the sand to run out. But it seems to be longer in the summer and shorter in the winter."

The residents of this world probably don't measure time accurately. They see the period from sunrise to sunset as half a day, and further divide that by twelve to make one hour. So, in the summer when the daylight hours are long, the intervals of night time are short, and conversely, in the winter when they are short, they become long. I'm sure an Otherworlder has introduced a more accurate method of measuring time, but it doesn't seem to have caught on.

"In that case, wouldn't you lose out if you buy a girl while the sand is still falling?"

"A lot of guys wait until it runs out. But the ones who can't wait buy them midway through."

If you wait for the hourglass to run out, you end up killing time somewhere. That way, customers eat and drink, spending money on this street.

"You're way too knowledgeable about this stuff, aren't you?"

"Well, yeah."

He answered with a bored tone. Could this guy be a pimp? A dangerous fellow. I'd often seen him with Mizuki, but I'll have to make sure to keep her away from him from now on.



    Chapter 121

    The Sleepless City and a Night Out

    We picked one of the many establishments at random and went inside. The interior was set up like a standing bar, bustling with numerous customers. Waitresses weaved through the crowd, looking busy. The waitresses were topless, carrying trays of ale and taking orders. In the central, open hall-like space, a multitude of topless women were dancing to the rhythm of live music. We claimed one of the standing tables, paid three silver coins for our ale, and watched the women in the hall.

"This is heaven!"

Just looking at boobs can fill a man with happiness.

"I don't know what heaven is, but I know this is the best,"

he said. The three of us toasted again.

"By the way, Mash, what kind of woman are you looking for?"

Beers asked me. I turned my gaze to the dancing women. There were women of various races, but none of them particularly caught my interest. Suddenly, the faces of Marmi and Patricia flashed through my mind.

"Let's see. An elf girl, or a Flower Folk girl would be nice."

"You idiot! If that's what you want, you should just ask them yourself!"

Beers burst out laughing. My imagination must have been so blatant that he caught on. But there was no way I could ask them, so I kept quiet.

"Elves and Flower Folk are hard to find here... Elves are especially rare, and the Flower Folk are a race that lives at the western edge of the world. You won't find them around here."

"What about you, Fang?"

Beers cut in, interrupting Fang who was about to continue his serious explanation.

"M-Me...? I like women like Mizuki..."

Whether it was from embarrassment or the ale, Fang looked down, his face flushing red. It seemed he was genuinely in love with Mizuki.

"N-No way. Mizuki's mine!"

"...I know."

"I-I'm telling you. You can't have Mizuki!"

Fang nodded painfully. Seeing him like that, I was struck by an inexplicable anxiety and became intensely agitated.

"There's no way a beautiful, unspoiled woman like that would be selling her body in a place like this."

"I-I'm not aiming for her specifically. Just someone with a similar vibe would be fine."

At Beers's final blow, Fang turned his face away.

"What about you, Beers?"

I didn't want to talk about Mizuki anymore, so I turned the tables on Beers.

"For me, it's Cecily and Aira."

"You guys are terrible! Why are you after my girlfriends?!"

"H-Hey, it's not like I'm actually aiming for them. It's just, I can't forgive their attitude when I was a slave. I want to pin them down and make them cry for mercy."

"..."

It confirmed my thought that treating people as less than human was wrong, whether they were slaves or of another race. But since I was about to buy a woman myself, I didn't have a leg to stand on, so I stayed silent.

"No, it's not like their attitudes are particularly bad. I feel like they've changed thanks to you. So it's not like I've been holding a grudge all this time. Besides, Mizuki was gone by the time I joined 'Wind Blade', so I don't hold anything against her."

Thinking I had taken his silence for anger, Beers started making excuses in a torrent of words.

We decided to check out another place, and just as we were leaving the first one, it happened.

"Let go of me!"

A dog-eared girl was surrounded by several men. One of them had grabbed her arm, and she was struggling desperately to get away. The people around them gave them a wide berth, passing by at a distance. This sort of thing must be a daily occurrence here.

"If you bumped into me, then apologize!"

a man yelled in a thick, slurred voice.

"I already did!"

"If you're sorry, then pay for the damages!"

The dog-eared woman was wearing normal clothes; she didn't seem to be a prostitute. The ones harassing her were probably adventurers. The woman was clearly older than Famu, and her features were completely different, but for some reason, she reminded me of her. I was about to unconsciously step between them when Fang grabbed my shoulder and stopped me.

"Don't get involved."

But by the time Fang shook his head, it was too late. The adventurer-like men had turned their gazes towards us. Fang clicked his tongue.

"What? You got a problem?"

"Let the woman go, will you?"

Fang said in my stead. It seemed he was willing to take the fight they were offering.

"What did you say?"

Just as the men were posturing, another dog-eared man appeared. Without a word, he knocked the men down. His movements were swift and brilliant. He looked to be in his early twenties. Unlike Famu, he had white, fluffy ears. The brass bracelet on his arm caught my eye; it was set with a light blue stone.

"Sorry to make you worry. But we'll handle dog-eared business ourselves."

He put an arm around the dog-eared woman's shoulder. She had calmed down and showed no signs of resistance. It seemed safe to leave her to him.

"I haven't seen you around. Are you adventurers?"

Fang nodded in my place. He had no intention of letting me stand in front. Among the three of us, he was the strongest. I decided to keep quiet and follow his lead.

"I'm an adventurer too. I explore the Longhorn Trail. I won't forget that you tried to help a fellow dog-ear. If you're ever in trouble, come find me."

"Yeah."

Again, Fang nodded in my place.

"I'm with a party called 'Lightning Flash'. You should be able to get in touch with me through the guild."

The dog-eared man left. The fallen men were left where they lay. As if nothing had happened, the people who had been keeping their distance started to pass by close again, and the flow of people returned to normal. Fang shrugged. We hadn't done anything. If anyone was going to get in trouble, it would be the dog-eared man who had punched them. He had blindsided them and beaten them up one-sidedly, but I decided to consider it an act of self-defense. We regrouped and left them there, heading to the next establishment. The next place also had topless waitresses, but it was set up with booth seats. A woman showed us to our seats. We handed over three silver coins, and three glasses of ale were placed on the table.

"What's your order?"

She was probably asking what kind of woman we wanted. When she asked, I just randomly answered, "Rabbit-ears."

"Got it. I'll go get one."

I had seen a woman with long ears on the beach earlier, so I just said it, but it seemed I was correct with `Rabbit-eared race`. I didn't quite understand the system of this place. Looking around, I saw that each man had a woman with him. Topless, of course. The men were drinking while fondling or sucking on the women's breasts. I'm not a strong drinker. Thinking about what was to come, I decided to just have one sip of ale.

"You're into different races, huh?"

Beers asked. I thought that since I'm in another world, it's a natural impulse to want to do lewd things with many different races, but then again, I had no experience with women before coming to this world. When I thought about it, I came to the conclusion that I was fine with anyone, as long as they let me do lewd things. But for now, I'd keep quiet. I was in the mood to touch a rabbit-eared girl's butt and fondle her breasts. If she had a tail, I'd want to touch that too. I thought I had made a good choice, for my own part. Just then, a woman peeked into our booth.

"Ta-da! How about a high school girl?"

A topless woman wearing a black, pleated, above-the-knee skirt suddenly entered our booth. She looked older than Mizuki, maybe not quite twenty. She had black, shoulder-length hair, red lipstick, and makeup that made her eyes look big and round. She seemed to have something on her skin as well, probably to hide blemishes. Seeing the woman, Fang wrinkled his nose.

"Get lost! We're waiting for a rabbit-eared girl."

Fang said in a voice laced with anger. Was he actually a passionate rabbit-eared enthusiast?

"Aww, what's wrong with me! Just let me talk for a bit!"

The woman forcefully sat down next to me.

"Hey you, you reacted to the words 'high school girl,' didn't you!"

She touched my chin with her index finger, then slowly traced it down to my crotch. Then, she caressed my crotch with her palm, over my clothes.

"Woman, don't touch him! Mash, you don't touch her either!"

Fang got behind the woman, grabbed the arm that was caressing my crotch, and twisted it.

"Ow, ow! I get it, so stop!"

The woman grimaced, but Fang tightened his grip and didn't let go. Beers and I exchanged glances at his sudden change in behavior.

"Fang, stop. I'm also deeply disappointed that the rabbit-eared girl didn't come. But there's no need to get that angry, right?"

I thought as I replied. Would Fang suddenly get angry at a woman he just met? He could be taciturn, but he wasn't the type to resort to violence out of the blue. He was a calm and trustworthy type. Looking back, he had challenged us to a fight when we first met. But the situation then and now was completely different. Was he angry because she touched my crotch before touching his? Just then, an idea flashed through my mind. Could it be that the play had already begun? Was this Fang's way of doing things? Was I wrong to try and calm him down? Perhaps the correct answer here was to ride the big wave he had created and abuse the woman. The woman was thrusting her chest out to escape the pain. Her breasts weren't as big as Mizuki's, but they had a nice shape that looked pleasant to fondle. This was a golden opportunity provided by Fang. To ease her pain, I pinched her slightly large, cherry-like nipple and rolled it between my fingers.

"Mash, you're not playing fair!"

Beers, who seemed to have noticed my kind-hearted gesture, pinched the other nipple.

"Ooh, my arm hurts, but I can feel it..."

The woman let out a cry of pleasure. This choice was a huge success. Beers was happily playing with the nipple next to me. As expected, Fang was an expert. It was a situation that made everyone smile.

"Hey, what are you doing? Stop it. And I'm not angry about something so stupid!"

Fang shouted at us.

"Hey, you call it stupid? Both me and Mash were looking forward to the rabbit-eared girl. Weren't you, too? And you call that stupid?"

The focus of Beers's angry retort seemed a bit off. However, the content of his statement wasn't wrong, and I wasn't sure what to point out, so I just nodded sagely at his words.

"That's not it. I can tell by the smell. This woman has a venereal disease. You wanna get infected?"

"..."

Beers and I hastily let go of her nipples.



    Chapter 122

    Pure Love and the Flower-Selling Otherworlder

    "So, let's hear your story again, shall we?"

One woman, with three men across the table from her. It was a strange setup, like some kind of interview. Anyway, about Fang. Even if he was a wolf-kin with a superior sense of smell, being able to sniff out an STD seemed abnormal. There was no doubt about it. This man was a master of his craft. That aside, I decided to talk to this woman. I told Fang and Beers to go find a woman without me, but they decided to stay as well.

"You're an Otherworlder, aren't you?"

the woman asked back. When she saw I wasn't going to drink any more ale, she took my cup and started drinking from it herself.

"No, not me. It was my dad's friend's kid's spouse's friend who I think was an Otherworlder."

"Please, be honest. If you do, it's on the house today. I'll even let you experience my special jelly. It's my forte!"

"Absolutely not. You have an STD, don't you?"

"Come on now. Your little friend down there isn't saying that."

She started probing my crotch with the tip of her foot. To be honest, I'd been hard this whole time.

"No way. I don't want to get sick."

It was a rather difficult decision. 

"In that case, let's use this. Special Skill, [Torrent of Condoms]!"

As she said that, a massive pile of condoms appeared out of nowhere on the table, raining down and forming a mountain. What a wonderful—no, what a ridiculous special skill.

"...You, what's your name?"

"I'm Shizuka. And you?"

"I'm Mash. The wolf-kin is Fang, and this human here is Beers."

"Nice to meet ya!"

She innocently extended her hand, and I was about to shake it, but Fang stopped me. It seemed better not to touch her. What kind of disease did she have? I had no knowledge in that area.

"Which god summoned you? Where did your partner go?"

"We can talk here, but I'm getting a little tingly down there, so how about we talk while we have sex? A three-on-one is fine too."

She was so nonchalant that I was almost tempted to take her up on the offer. Fang still had a grim expression, but Beers was half-rising from his seat.

"Talk here!"

Fang said. The waitress who had first shown us to the booth brought us more ale. She also cleared away the mountain of condoms, but I secretly snatched a few and hid them in my storage. I'll have to try using a condom with Mizuki next time to see what it feels like. I paid three silver coins, and to calm my own spirit, which had been aroused by my interaction with Shizuka, I fondled the waitress's breasts. Beers joined me in fondling her breasts. He had a very happy expression on his face. I'm sure I had the same look on my face. Shizuka immediately snatched my ale and started drinking.

"My boyfriend's name is Ko-kun, but he got super mad that I was doing compensated dating, and I was like, 'I was doing that before we even started going out,' and we got into a fight. Then we warped to a weird place, were made to choose a weird ability, and next thing I knew, I was in this world."

"The name of the god?"

She shook her head. But there was no doubt she had been transferred by one of the five goddesses.

"So, where did your partner go?"

"His name's Takamura? I met an Otherworlder. We swapped, but then I told him that Takamura's junk felt better, and he got mad and went somewhere."

The terrifying thing was that while what she said was nonsensical, she wove in keywords that could only be true.

"And you were okay with that?"

"Of course not! I'm super in love with my boyfriend!"

I was about to say that if she loved him, she should stick to just Ko-kun, but I was in the same boat as Shizuka right now, so I kept my mouth shut.

"...What's your boyfriend's name?"

"...Who knows? But I called him Ko-kun. His name in my phone is Ko-kun too."

"You can't find him with that!"

"But Ko-kun is Ko-kun!"

It seemed she really knew nothing about her boyfriend other than his name. Was such a thing possible? But when I thought about it, it was the same with Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, Aira, and Hyakka. As for Riley, there was no way to find her. The only one who would come when called was Laciel. We were connected by surprisingly fragile bonds. The thought was frightening.

"How did you two meet?"

At this rate, I wouldn't even know what he looked like. I was getting nowhere, so I tried asking a question.

"You see, in my second year of high school, a teacher who was about a decade older than you, Mash, assaulted me. That was my first time, but he filmed it and blackmailed me, and after doing it a bunch of times, I started going to his place on my own."

"Don't tell me, he's Ko-kun?"

She shook her head.

"That's when Ko-kun confessed to me. But because of what was happening with the teacher, I turned him down."

"...And?"

Was Ko-kun a close acquaintance, like a classmate? If so, how could she not even remember his name?

"Then, Ko-kun found out about my relationship with the teacher and made a scene, and it became a huge scandal at school. The teacher got fired, but I still went to his place after that."

"Hey! Where did Ko-kun go?!"

"Ko-kun still told me he loved me even then, so we started dating."

"So, Ko-kun knew about your ongoing relationship with the teacher?"

"Tee-hee, I forgot to tell him."

She stuck out her tongue.

"Liar!"

I couldn't see a future in Ko-kun's love life. But it was Ko-kun who had been transferred to this world as her partner.

"From that story, I imagine Ko-kun is from the same school, right? Why don't you know his name?"

"He was a year below me, and I didn't know him until he confessed..."

"Don't you have a picture?"

"It's on my phone, but the battery's dead."

"I'll charge it for you. For some reason, if you put a phone in an adventurer's storage, it charges."

I took out my own phone and showed her that the battery was charged.

"Really?! Then I'll send you the video of me and the teacher, peer-to-peer. At first, I'm just crying, but in the second and third ones and so on, I'm nicely trained, so I recommend them."

"..."

The videos were extremely interesting, so I decided to gratefully accept them. I wanted to use them as a reference for when I was with Mizuki. I had heard the story of how they met, but it seemed I wouldn't learn anything more about Ko-kun, so I decided to steer the conversation towards matters related to the transfer.

"I don't know if you'll believe this, but it was the Fifty Gods who sent Otherworlders to this world. Among them, a group called the five goddesses are in conflict with the other gods. The five goddesses summoned you. The remaining gods have told the Otherworlders they summoned that if they kill the Otherworlders summoned by the five goddesses, their wishes will be granted. We need to find your boyfriend quickly."

Ko-kun seemed like a wild one too, but he was probably more reasonable than Shizuka.

"I have no idea what you're talking about!"

"I see. Then that's all. Also, you and your boyfriend will die in ten years in this world. Live life to the fullest."

Shizuka would probably die much sooner from her STDs. That was the life she chose, so it couldn't be helped. I thought about testing the waters a bit, but I was scared of getting sick, so it couldn't be helped. I stood up from my seat. Fang and Beers stood up too.

"W-Wait a minute. Don't scare me with all that creepy talk."

"Isn't this what you wanted to hear about?"

"No. What I wanted to do was have some nice, cozy sex while talking about our original world!"

I took out ten silver coins, intending it as severance pay, and gave them to her.

"Wait just a sec."

She disappeared into the back, but we ignored her and went outside. Strangely, my desire to sleep with a woman had vanished. Was it okay for something like this to happen? I became worried about my own crotch.

"She was some woman, huh?"

"I've completely lost the mood."

"Really? I'm dying to give it a try."

Beers and Fang were whispering to each other. I had no problem with them doing it with her, but I didn't want them bringing diseases back to the caravan. We passed by the place where the fight had happened earlier. The men who had been knocked down by the dog-eared man had been stripped of their belongings and moved to the side of the road. Looking closely at the street, I saw other naked men lying in the corners of the road.

"Fang, Beers, sorry for inviting me, but I'm just not in the mood anymore. I think I'll head back to the inn. You two go on and have fun. No, I was really having fun until a moment ago. I'm grateful for your consideration. Thanks."

After talking with Shizuka, I found myself missing Famu and the others terribly. My feelings of guilt towards them grew stronger, and my mood soured. The atmosphere here was fun, and I enjoyed talking nonsense with Fang and Beers, but I couldn't betray Famu, especially.

"Actually, I've lost my excitement too. I'm heading back for the night as well."

Fang nodded at me. Beers looked extremely disappointed, but in the end, he nodded too. We decided to have one more drink at the open terrace we had first stopped at before heading back.

"I wonder what that woman is going to do now? Well, she's cute, and maybe it's because she's an Otherworlder, but I think she has a similar vibe to Mizuki..."

Beers said. It seemed he still had a lingering attachment to Shizuka. He seemed like he might visit her during his stay in Heilon.

"Mizuki is not a slut like that!"

Fang said in a strong tone.

"Mr. Fang, do you have some business with my girlfriend?"

"S-Sorry."

He downed his ale as if to hide his blushing face.

"If you're interested, you should buy that woman. But if you get sick, I'm leaving you behind too."

Just as I said that to Beers, someone snatched my ale from the side.

"'That woman,' are you talking about me?"

Shizuka gulped down the ale, her throat gurgling. She was wearing a sailor uniform top. The design was different from Mizuki's, and it looked well-worn. Was she poor?

"Please throw away what you picked up."

Famu said, pinching her nose. It really seemed to smell bad. I couldn't smell anything at all, but maybe the beast-kin races could.

The inn we were staying at was in the city on the south bank. The ferry across the river ran even at night. It wasn't a regular service; it departed whenever enough people who wanted to cross had gathered. Many people were returning to the city after a night out on Longhorn Street. We used it to get back. For now, my room at the inn was for all of Levante. Fang and the others were assigned individual rooms. Myra had said she would stay at the church, so there was one extra spot in my room, but I had a feeling I'd be in a lot of trouble if I brought Shizuka, so I decided to get her a separate room. The first floor of this inn was also a dining hall and bar. It was late, but there were still customers in the bar, and just as an innkeeper was about to arrange a room for us, Famu, for some reason, came downstairs and found us. And so, me, Fang, Beers, and Shizuka were all dragged to my room and forced to sit seiza-style.

"...What are you doing?"

Mizuki had apparently already been asleep. She sat up, rubbing her eyes. There were only the two of them in the room.

"Where did Cecily and Aira go?"

"Mmph!"

When I asked, Famu glared at me, so I straightened my back and sat up straight again.

"Cecily went with Aira to Mo's place to learn about magic, but Famu wasn't invited, so she's been angry all this time..."

"Mmph!"

"Eek, I'm sorry!"

Famu glared at Mizuki as she tried to explain. Mizuki fell silent. But she seemed to be fully awake now.

"Master, the plan tonight was for you, Fang, and Beers to go out and have fun, but who is this person?"

"Th-That's right. The three of us went to the other side of the river and drank ale."

"Right, right, and we were going to buy a rabbit-eared girl, but I was so pretty that he bought me instead!"

Shizuka, picking up where I left off, added an outrageous detail and struck a dazzling pose. The muscles in Famu's face were twitching.

"'Buy'?"

"It's obvious, isn't it? Mash wanted to have sex, so he bought me for ten silver coins."

Did she not sense Famu's anger? Or was she trying to provoke her? Shizuka answered nonchalantly.

"Master. That's not what we promised."

"N-No, that's not it, Famu! F-Forgive me! This girl has an STD. So, I was thinking of having Myra look at her tomorrow..."

"So that's what that smell was... And why did you pay ten silver coins?"

"W-Wait, forgive Mash. We were the ones who took him out without telling him. He only found out just before that the purpose was to buy a woman. He looked gloomy, but we dragged him along. Mash really didn't intend to do it!"

Beers stepped in to defend me. He was a brave, good man. In contrast, Fang was looking at the floor, resigned to his fate. He seemed to understand that saying anything unnecessary at a time like this would only add fuel to the fire.

"But Mash was the one who asked for the rabbit-eared girl."

Shizuka immediately stirred the pot. She seemed to be enjoying this situation, grinning from ear to ear.

"Shizuka, don't make Famu angry."

"The one making her angry is you, Master!"

I glared at Shizuka while keeping my head down.

"Then, is it alright if I kick this person out?"

"N-No, wait. She's an Otherworlder. And she was summoned by one of the five goddesses. I don't care about her, but she has a boyfriend she fought with and left. I want to get in contact with him."

"How cruel! Weren't you just happily pinching my nipples?!"

I couldn't offer any rebuttal to Shizuka. I was just too scared of Famu to look her in the eye, so I looked down.

"Famu, it was a moment of weakness. I'll never be with a prostitute again. Please forgive me."

"'Again'? 'Never again'?"

"N-No, that was just a slip of the tongue. I've never had any experience like that before. It's true."

This time, Fang and Beers looked at me with surprised expressions. It was embarrassing, so please just let it go.

"Hee, so Mash is a professional virgin. I'll be the one to take your first time, okay? I've already been paid!"

"Ugh..."

Someone please shut this woman up. However, it seemed Famu had realized she was getting worked up over her words. She and Shizuka were shooting sparks at each other through me. Famu let out a big sigh.

"Master. To me, that sort of thing is very important. I think it's natural for you to fall in love with someone. But I don't want you to do it with someone you can't share a connection with. I don't want to think that my feelings and your amusement have the same value."

Famu's words made me hang my head. She was right.

"...Famu, I'm truly sorry."

Fang and Beers were released. They must have learned not to anger Famu. The two of them returned to their respective rooms. Only Shizuka and I were left. Our seiza had not been released. My legs were numb. I shifted my position restlessly. Seeing that the conversation seemed to be settling down, Mizuki got up and stood next to Famu.

"So, is that girl really an Otherworlder?"

"So that means you're Mash's partner, the Otherworlder? I'm Shizuka."

Shizuka answered Mizuki's question with a bright smile.

"I'm Mizuki."

"Are you two parent and child?"

Shizuka asked, her curiosity on full display.

"N-No,"

Mizuki blushed. Why blush there?

"The person named Takamura said that someone close to you is chosen as your partner. If he's not your father, maybe your sugar daddy?"

""That's not it!""

Mizuki and I shouted at the same time. Famu was glaring at me. She seemed to still be angry. I had no right to speak and lowered my gaze to the floor again.

"Mash is my boyfriend,"

Mizuki said quietly. For some reason, she seemed reluctant to say it.

"Are you, by any chance, being threatened?"

Shizuka didn't seem to believe her at all.

"Huh? No, that's not it!"

"Hmm. This is a trading company of suspicion."

Mizuki denied it, but Shizuka cast doubt with a statement worthy of a politician from our original world.

"Hey, can I test if it's true?"

Shizuka floated a mischievous smile.

"How?"

"My special skill will tell me."

Shizuka raised her hand. "[Scales of Love]!"

At her cry, the room was enveloped in light. The light was similar to the radiance when Laciel appears. However, it was not a rainbow-like glow, but a golden one. From within that light, a man with the head of a dog but the body of a human appeared. He wore golden ornaments and a cloth skirt-like garment. He was so tall that his head scraped the ceiling. In his left hand, he held a set of scales.

"You, what are you planning to do in a place like this!"

I tried to stand up, but my legs were too numb to move. I could only place my hands on the floor.

"Like I said, I'm going to see if your love is real. If you really love each other, something interesting will happen. Hehehe."

Shizuka's laughter echoed.

"Now, Anu-chan, measure the depth of their love!"

The man with the dog's head raised the scales in his hand. A miasma-like white mist rose from my body and Mizuki's, drifting towards the pans hanging on either side of the scales. As the white mist settled on each pan, the scales swung wildly. Then, as the weight of the two mists, mine and Mizuki's, was the same, the swinging of the scales subsided and came into balance. The sight seemed to lull me into a deep sleep, and I couldn't maintain consciousness. Mizuki was the same, swaying, and Famu supported her body.



    Chapter 123

    Mash and Mizuki

    I should have been sitting seiza-style, but before I knew it, Famu was supporting me. In front of my eyes, Shizuka was made to sit seiza, along with some unfamiliar old man. His legs must have gone numb, because he was leaning forward with his hands on the floor, his face out of sight.

"Who the hell are you?"

My throat felt off. A high-pitched, feminine voice came out. The old man looked up. It was a face I knew well, but I couldn't recall who it was. He seemed shocked to see me, too.

"Me?"

The voice sounded familiar.

"You're... me?"

What an idiotic thing to say. But the me from moments ago had been forced into seiza just like this old man.

"Master is Mizuki, and Mizuki is Master...?"

Famu gasped. She was spouting nonsense too. Come to think of it, the one Famu had been holding was supposed to be Mizuki. I noticed a swell on my chest. I touched it. Soft. I squeezed. A definite, satisfying give. It felt good. Along with the smooth texture, an indescribable pleasure welled up.

"Th-this exquisite feel. No doubt about it. Mizuki's breasts. Ahh..."

Was it the kneading that felt good, or being kneaded? A weird noise slipped out. Shizuka pulled out a compact mirror and handed it to me. I peered in.

"It's Mizuki... I've become Mizuki."

Which meant the old man in front of me was really me.

"No way, you're Mizuki?"

I passed the compact to the old man. He stared intently at his own face.

"I've become Mash..."

The old man touched his crotch in surprise. Then he puffed it up a bit. It was seriously creepy; I wished he'd stop. Shizuka watched our confusion, puffing out her chest proudly.

"My special skill, Scales of Love, swaps the minds of two people who truly love each other. I was shocked that you two actually do!"

"From that condom storm earlier to this, you really don't have any decent special skills!"

"Eek, that's harsh! Fine, since you said that, I'll spill: my third special skill is Bamboo Scale. One look, and I can tell how big a guy's dick gets when it's hard. Among Mash, Fang, and Beers, the biggest is Beers."

"Hey! You gonna shut up or what?!"

I hurriedly cut her off.

I chased Shizuka out of the room. Now it was just me, Mizuki, and Famu.

"Who picks a special skill like that in front of their boyfriend...?"

Even Mash-kun was horrified. With our bodies swapped and everything in chaos, we decided to call the Mizuki in my body "Mash-kun"

and the me in Mizuki's body "Mizuki-chan."

To respect each other's original personalities, I'd act like Mizuki, and she'd act like me.

"Will we switch back?"

"Who knows... But if we ask her to use the skill one more time, maybe we'll revert?"

Damn it, I'd sent her out before asking the important stuff.

"I've got a suggestion..."

"Mizuki-chan, talk more like a girl. So, what?"

Mash-kun said.

"Sorry. How about we all sleep in separate rooms tonight?"

It was Mizuki-chan—meaning me—who made the proposal.

"What do you plan to do alone?"

"What do you think? You know, old m—er, Mizuki, no, Mash-kun, you get it, right?"

Obviously, I'd strip naked, take photos, and indulge in masturbation to my heart's content. Mizuki would reluctantly let me snap nudes or videos out of shyness, but that was that. Tonight, I wanted to thoroughly enjoy Mizuki's body. Still, the more I looked at Mash-kun, the more he just seemed like an ordinary old man. Sure, inside was Mizuki, so no helping it, but it was creepy seeing an old guy imitating her. Had Mizuki really fallen for a guy like this? Famu, standing there stunned, was proof enough.

"Famu, you really like a guy like this?"

"The one I like isn't him. It's you."

Famu pointed at Mizuki-chan.

"About the rooms... are you really that stupid?"

Mash-kun steered the conversation back. After thinking for a bit, he tilted his head.

"Fine. Mizuki-chan, you sleep alone tonight. I'll sleep with Famu."

Mash-kun tried to pull Famu close by the shoulder.

"Wh-what do you think you're doing?!"

"What do you think...? You get it, right, Mizuki-chan?"

Mash-kun grinned.

"N-no way! I won't allow it, Mash-kun!"

"In the end, it's the same thing going in, so what's the difference?"

Mash-kun countered.

"Master, I don't want to either."

Famu sided with Mizuki-chan.

"Famu, by the way, which one's your master?"

"Don't say silly things. It's you! I won't do it with anyone but Master. I can't make sense of a lot of this, but I'll watch, so you two go ahead."

Famu looked at Mizuki-chan as she said it. Come to think of it, she'd noticed the swap between me and Mizuki instantly. What kind of intuition did she have?

"You say 'you two,' but I'm resistant to being embraced by some old man."

"Master, that's the usual sight!"

"..."

Mash-kun and Mizuki-chan exchanged glances.

"Alright, Mizuki-chan, strip."

Mash-kun seemed resolved. No, he was already excited. He was fully erect, leaning forward to hide it. So that's how it looked from Mizuki's perspective. Pathetic. But Mizuki-chan's throat bobbed. She shook her head in a panic.

"N-no. It's embarrassing."

"What are you saying, Mizuki-chan? You always strip right away!"

"...Mash-kun's stare is bothering me!"

"Want me to help you undress?"

"Urgh... It's a rare chance, so I want to do it myself."

What had gotten into Mash-kun? He was being so aggressive. Normally, he was passive, saying things like "be rough with me."

Both Mash-kun and Mizuki-chan were acting off. For some reason, I couldn't look away from Mash-kun's crotch. Maybe our linked thoughts were drawing us together. As Mizuki-chan started to undress, Famu held out her hand.

"Master, lend me your smartphone. And your panties after you take them off. We can swap with mine wearing Lady Laciel's afterward."

"..."

As I reached for the smartphone and opened Storage, unfamiliar items appeared. This wasn't my Storage—it was Mizuki's. There were three small wine barrels. She'd probably bought them from Aidan on the sly without me knowing.

"Mash-kun?"

"S-so what? I'm an adult now. I'll drink after enjoying Mizuki-chan's body. Then hug you again. But Mizuki-chan, no drinking for you. You're still a *kid*."

Mash-kun was talking like a total old man.

"I'll warn you, Mash-kun isn't great with alcohol, so go easy. And your speech is creepy."

It didn't sit right, but since Mash-kun was an old man, drinking was fine in the original world. I took out one small barrel and handed it to him.

"Mash-kun, just one sip for me too."

"Got it. Later."

Mash-kun and Famu nodded at each other.

Undressing was just two layers: a nightgown onesie and underwear beneath. The onesie was soft fabric. Better than my usual T-shirt and undies, but I'd been in this in front of Fang and Beers earlier. What a shameless high school girl. Mizuki-chan slipped off the onesie, left in just her underwear. Seeing two perfect bowl-shaped breasts attached to my chest felt surreal. And the little ribbon on her white panties made my heart flutter for some reason. Mash-kun was watching. Famu aimed her camera. Just from that, I felt myself getting excited. She took off her underwear. Her crotch was wet; a clear stain of love juices on the fabric.

"It's pulling strings. So lewd, Mizuki-chan."

My face heated up at Mash-kun's words. Down there twitched. Famu reached out, but I hesitated to hand over the stained panties out of embarrassment. Mash-kun snatched them and passed them to her.

"No, I don't want to. I don't want sex. Forgive me, Mash-kun."

"Even when Mizuki said stop back then, Mash didn't."

Mash-kun touched Mizuki-chan's breasts. Squeezed hard.

"Ahhn!"

An unbelievable moan escaped me. Mash-kun grinned at the reaction. Was the one inside Mash-kun really Mizuki? He pinched her nipple. Then kneaded it.

"Nn, ngh..."

Pleasure surged up.

"Feeling horny now, Mizuki-chan? Can't hold back, right? What'll you do?"

"...Fine. But no kissing or blowjobs."

Mash-kun nodded at Mizuki-chan's words.

"Then, to the bed. Mizuki-chan."

He sat Mizuki-chan on the bed. Circling behind, he pressed his body against hers. His erection poked at the boundary of her back and butt. From behind, his hand slid to her crotch. When it touched her clit, her body jolted.

"Ah!"

I couldn't suppress the voice. He teased the clit meticulously, over and over. Stroking with fingers, pressing, rubbing between them, pinching and rolling. Each time, her body reacted, moans leaking out. That voice excited Mizuki-chan even more. This body seemed attuned to his fingers. Waves of pleasure crashed repeatedly. Before I knew it, a finger had slipped inside her vagina. Rubbed from within. That motion awakened dormant pleasure deep inside, building toward climax. My moans and the wet *schlick, schlick* of her juices echoed in the room. The fingers inside became two, movements intensifying. The friction on her inner walls and the pressure deep inside sapped her strength; she leaned back against Mash-kun. The fingers stopped, withdrawing from her vagina. Slick with juices, they were pushed into her mouth.

"Mizuki-chan, you're soaked. All sticky."

The fingers rubbed against her tongue. Mizuki-chan sucked on them, licking off her own juices. He removed them and turned her face sideways. From behind, Mash-kun stole her lips.

"Ngh, mmph...!"

She twisted in resistance, but he pinned her arms from behind and gripped her breasts hard. His tongue invaded, lapping at her mouth. The pleasure drained her strength. Before long, she was actively entwining tongues, seeking the kiss herself. He pulled back, tongues still out, saliva trailing long. Mash-kun shifted, looming over her.

"I said no kissing... Mash-kun... you really are Mizuki, right?"

Mash-kun didn't answer, just smiled faintly. A cold gaze. It made me uneasy, like the man before me thought only of satisfying his desires. He gripped his erect penis. I'd thought it small, but now it looked huge, grotesque. That was going inside my body. I wanted to push Mash-kun away and flee. But her body craved him; resistance faded. Even trying to close her legs failed. The penis pressed against her vulva. It sealed her entrance tight. I wanted to escape the gross thing, but her vagina spasmed, clenching and relaxing like it eagerly awaited to take it in.

"I'm putting it in."

"W-wait!"

The penis spread her entrance, sliding into her vagina. A foreign invader's horrific sensation filled her belly, unlike fingers. Forgetting the anticipation, she instinctively clenched.

"Mash-kun, please, wait a bit!"

"No matter how tight, the head's already in. Just accept it."

Mash-kun thrust his hips. The tip-deep penis plunged all the way.

"Ahh!"

Pierced by the penis, an immense pleasure speared through her too. It filled her vagina, stretching further. Desperate to escape the uncontrollable bliss, she clenched her vagina and clung to him, nails digging in. Mash-kun ignored her turmoil, drawing back slightly before thrusting again.

"Ah, M-Mash... ah."

She wanted a pause to calm down, but he mercilessly hammered her hips. Rhythmic, over and over.

"It feels too good, ahn, my head's going crazy. Please, wait, a bit, ahn."

Despite her pleas, he didn't stop. Each thrust hit slightly different spots. When her body reacted strongly, he targeted there intensely. Her breasts roughly kneaded, the penis mercilessly pounded. Before long, her hips moved in sync with his rhythm. This body, spiraling out of control. Endless pleasure, climbing without limit. His face neared. She wrapped arms around his neck, pulling him in, seeking lips. Tongues entwined. Saliva poured in; she swallowed it. Lips parted. He gazed with longing. She knew he was close.

"Mizuki-chan."

"Mash-kun."

Calling names, she twisted her hips, urging him. He responded with fierce thrusts.

"Ahn, ahn, ahn, ah, a, a, a..."

She grew accustomed to her moans. No need to hold back or feel shame. She surrendered to the waves of pleasure. Then, he drew back far, slamming deepest. She locked legs around him, accepting. Deep in her belly, his penis throbbed. She felt semen erupting inside.

"Aaahhh!"

She hadn't realized she'd cried out so loud. Her mind went blank. The penis pulsed repeatedly in her vagina, each time flooding her depths with semen until it overflowed.

"Haa... haa... felt good..."

Mash-kun pecked kisses. Responding, he collapsed atop her, relaxing fully.

After a while, Mash-kun rose. The penis slipped from her vagina. Even without looking, he was still just an old man.

"You're really Mizuki, right?"

"I'm Mash. You're Mizuki, aren't you?"

He dodged the question. An inexplicable unease crept in. Mizuki-chan was losing certainty that she was Mash. From birth, this body felt like hers; she was starting to think she was Mizuki. But she couldn't access Mizuki's memories up to now. That darkness swallowed her thoughts. Yet being in Mizuki's body felt good.

"I... want to stay in this body forever..."

The words slipped out.

"Sorry to interrupt your afterglow, Mizuki-chan, but get the marker from Storage."

As Mash-kun instructed, I took out the marker and wrote "Mash Exclusive"

on Mizuki-chan's groin, adding "1"

beside it.

"Mine, so no one else, got it, Mizuki-chan?"

"Y-yeah..."

He grinned at her reply. Rising, he pressed his penis to Mizuki-chan's mouth.

"Now clean it, Mizuki-chan."

Before I knew it, she was sucking it herself.

"I took an aphrodisiac. Won't let you sleep tonight, Mizuki-chan."

He stroked her head. It felt so good.

Morning came. Last night, we'd devoured each other's bodies endlessly. I didn't remember falling asleep. Her body ached. Sitting up, an old man slept beside. I checked my body: the breasts were still there. Still swapped. Kneading them soothed me immensely. The room was bright; the sun had been up for hours. Famu was gone—probably getting breakfast. My crotch itched; I touched it with fingers. The swollen clit from last night had receded. At her entrance, mixed semen and juices dripped out. As I pondered, suddenly the fluid was scooped onto a finger and pushed into my butt.

"Ahh!"

Turning, Mash-kun smiled. He'd woken too. Pushed into all fours, he inserted from behind. A slight pain in her vagina.

"Your fault my dick hurts a bit, Mizuki-chan..."

"Ah, me too..."

Overdid it last night; friction stung. But the greater pleasure wouldn't let us stop. The finger in her ass roughly stirred. That felt good too.

"Can I be the first in this hole?"

"N-no! Ngh, this is mine too, hyah!"

Her ass filled with cold. Mash-kun had used Water Magic to pour water in.

"Sorry, hard to control, went overboard."

"I-it's coming out! Gonna leak, ah, a, no, don't thrust, aha, don't move your fingers!"

"Hold it till I cum. You're not the type to leak, right, Mizuki-chan?"

"E-even if you say that, ahn!"

"Then relax; I'll plug it with two fingers."

"W-wait, Mash-kun, are you really Mizuki—answer!"

"Mizuki's you, isn't she?"

He slammed hips. Then whispered in my ear.

"Once we're back, I can be rougher with Mizuki..."

He bit her earlobe. She'd clenched her ass tight, but the second finger slid in smoothly. It wriggled, churning the water and folds. Thrust after thrust, last night's pleasure revived. Climbing endlessly again.

"Ahn, ahn, ahn—..."

Sweet sounds leaked from her mouth. Then the door opened. In came Famu and Shizuka.



    Chapter 124

    The Next Morning, and a Tale of Switched Bodies

    "I didn't think you'd be at it again."

I'm good at taking off bras, but I'm not so sure how to put them on. I got dressed with Famu's help. Mash-kun couldn't use water magic to wash himself completely. Famu and I had wiped his body down carefully, but I still felt a little gross, like I was soaked in semen. According to Shizuka, the switch would last for one day. I would be spending the rest of today in Mizuki's body. I want to stay in this body forever. It was a shame that it had to end.

"What does Mash-kun think?"

I asked Mizuki about the switch.

"I, uh, I mean, if that's what Mizuki-chan wants... but I'm not confident I can suppress the urge to embrace a girl."

Mash-kun answered. A dangerous guy. But for now, it was as if an evil spirit had been exorcised; the violent Mash-kun from last night and this morning was nowhere to be seen. The person inside was still Mizuki, after all.

"If you want to switch again, I'll cast it for you."

Shizuka said with a laugh. Today, we're going to the church to have Myra cure Shizuka's STD. Then, we're going to Marmi's place to have her birthday party. When we stepped outside the inn, the sun looked yellow.

"Ah, that takes me back. The morning after I had sex all night, the sun stung my eyes too."

She said it with a tone and a look as if she were reminiscing about a page from her youth. Just as I could only talk about lewd things, maybe Shizuka could only talk about sex. The inn was in the northern part of Heilon. It was close to the port. The church was near the center of the city. There were street stalls lining the road to the church, but the morning market seemed to be ending, and some shops were already packing up. Mash-kun and I hadn't eaten breakfast, so we bought two sticks of salt-grilled fish from a stall and ate them together.

"It feels like something is still moving inside me."

"Mizuki-chan, you're a girl, so don't say things like that in public. Also, try to eat a little more gracefully."

At Mash-kun's words, I nibbled on the fish with a small mouth.

"My crotch feels breezy."

"It's tough trying to get the attention of someone you like,"

Mash-kun said.

"That's right. After the church, let's buy clothes for everyone. Shizuka's clothes are kind of dirty..."

"Don't call them dirty!"

Shizuka said, but the clothes she was wearing were a sailor uniform, so they were from before her transfer. They were quite worn out. Was she poor, despite selling her body? I was curious about her circumstances.

"Mash-kun can pick out the clothes. We can use Mash-kun's money."

"Why do I have to... oh, right, it's Mash's money, so it's fine."

Mash-kun nodded.

When we met Myra at the church, she looked at Famu, who was next to me, with a puzzled expression. Then, she stood next to Mash-kun and clung to him tightly.

"Myra, why are you fawning over Mash-kun? It's kind of creepy, you know?"

"...Mash-kun? Mizuki, why are you talking like Mash? And Famu, why are you..."

Myra trailed off. It was because she had noticed Shizuka's presence. I had also forgotten that I was Mizuki-chan.

"And who might this be?"

"Ciao! I'm Shizuka. I'm Mash's sex friend! Nice to meet you."

Myra's eyebrow twitched. But she kept a broad smile on her face.

"Mash, what kind of person is she?"

"She's a prostitute in the entertainment district across the river."

Hearing those words, Myra's eyebrow twitched again, just slightly. Her pasted-on smile was terrifying.

"Prostitute... sex friend... Famu, Mizuki, why would you let someone like this get close to Mash..."

"Big sister, I told Master to throw her away, but he wouldn't listen."

Famu was making a rare excuse. Did she also find the emotion behind Myra's smile frightening?

"From the looks of it, you're Mash's sex friend too, right?"

Shizuka said innocently. She must be intentionally provoking her. I hadn't realized it last night, but now it was crystal clear.

"I seem to have misplaced my mace, so I'll just go back and get it."

Myra, still smiling, genuinely tried to go get her mace, so I hurriedly stopped her.

"Wait, Myra, Shizuka is just a little crazy from having too much sex. Also, she has an STD. Mash-kun will pay, so I want you to heal her."

"Why should I, for someone like this... oh, right, it's Mash's money, so it's fine."

Mash-kun said.

"Muuu! In that case, it'll be 1,000 gold coins!"

"W-Wait, Myra, that's way too expensive. Besides, she's an Otherworlder. We don't know where her partner is. It would be a problem if she died from an STD."

Myra's smile vanished. She then stared intently at me.

"Mizuki, why do you keep saying things that take Mash's side? Aren't you upset that he brought someone like this here? Besides, you and Famu have a strange distance from Mash, and you sound like Mash..."

"A-Anyway, I want you to heal her. Let's talk after that."

"...If you say she's an Otherworlder, and Mizuki insists, then I suppose I have no choice. But she is a prostitute. As long as she doesn't stop, she'll just get sick again, you know? There is medicine to prevent it, but it's not one hundred percent effective. There's no point in treating her."

"There's medicine? Why don't you take it?"

Hearing Myra's words, I asked Shizuka.

"The shop owner gave it to me, but I keep forgetting to take it... It makes my head feel fuzzy."

"It's better than dying from a disease..."

"But I don't think I can stop being a prostitute. I like sex more than three meals a day!"

Shizuka said. How could we get her to stop?

"I have no intention of stopping you from doing what you like. I will not heal you, so please die as you wish."

Myra's smile returned. It was incredibly scary.

"Then, from now on, I'll only do it with Mash until I find Ko-kun. Morning, noon, and night. Three times, after every meal."

"""Absolutely not!"""

Mash-kun, Famu, and Myra shouted. Myra looked at Mash-kun in surprise.

"Mash? Isn't that Mizuki's line? Why have you been letting Mizuki speak this whole time?"

"Eh, ah, well... because I'm Mizuki..."

Mash-kun shot me a look, pleading for help.

"Shizuka, I won't do it with you. I swore to Famu."

"That was just because you were forced to say it while sitting seiza! Besides, it's weird to think that the desire to have sex and romantic feelings are connected!"

"Muuu! They are connected. It's because it's with someone I love that I can do it!"

Famu replied.

"That's shallow! My love transcends the physical! That's why it's eternal!"

"..."

Famu fell silent at Shizuka's words.

"Besides, it's way too twisted for Mash to have sex with all these girls as his girlfriends while the girls don't have sex with anyone else. You know that too, don't you?"

"...You say that, but Ko-kun left because he didn't like that way of thinking. First, you need to change your own reality."

When I said that, Shizuka puffed out her cheeks.

"What does it matter who I have sex with? You want to do it with me too, don't you, Mash?"

As I was searching for words, Famu stepped in front of me.

"I know it too. In the journey that Master and I have taken so far, our embracing each other is just a small event. But I want to believe. That Master and I are connected on a deep, very deep level... Even if that is just an illusion. Besides, your feelings are yours alone, and are not connected to anyone else, are they? It may be love, but it cannot be said that you are in love with each other. Please. Do not interfere."

Her words were filled with an indescribable power. Shizuka tried to retort, hesitated, and then closed her mouth.

"Have Mash and Mizuki been broken since earlier? In any case, if Mash wishes for her to be treated, I will speak with the bishop of this church. But please understand that this is a one-time offer. God performs miracles for those who strive to overcome their own mistakes. Also, if Mash would be willing to meet with the bishop, her treatment fee will be waived."

Myra said. She didn't seem enthusiastic about it at all.

"I understand. For now, please heal her. I want to think about the rest after that's done."

"I have to meet the bishop? Y-You've got to be kidding me, right?"

Mash-kun panicked.

"I'm counting on you, Mash-kun."

I made sure to impress it upon Mash-kun.

"Why has Mizuki been answering this whole time?"

"So you've finally noticed. Indeed, I am Mash."

I replied in the tone of a master pleased with his disciple's growth. Myra blinked her eyes in surprise.

"...You're teasing me, aren't you? It's not fair that you two are being all secretive and friendly! I'm going to become Mash now too!"

It seemed she wouldn't believe that we had switched bodies.

Myra took Mash-kun and Shizuka with her. Famu and I were left alone. I sat down in a chair and relaxed. I took out my phone, turned on the camera, and looked at my own face.

"This woman really is a beautiful girl. Flawless from every angle. Famu, I want to take an ugly picture of her, so help me out."

"Master..."

She was exasperated, but she helped me anyway. I had her take a picture of me pushing my nose up with my finger.

"Ah, please wait a moment. I accidentally pressed the wrong button."

Famu seemed to be having trouble with the phone's controls. The controls were a bit different from my phone, which she was used to. I leaned in to help her and glanced at the screen, and saw that the SMS app was open.

`Yuuki-senpai: Today's date was fun`

`──: Thank you. I had fun too.`

`Yuuki-senpai: Let's go again!`

`──: Yes, please ask me anytime!`

"..."

My mind went blank. It was true that when we met, Mizuki had hinted at having a guy she was close to. But what was this Yuuki? He was trying to give off a couple vibe with a name that was only one character different from Mizuki's. I was furious, but I couldn't vent this emotion anywhere. The thing with Yuuki was a story from the original world. Mizuki's boyfriend now was me. No, rather, I was Mizuki. But the more I thought that, the more feelings of jealousy welled up.

"I want to destroy their relationship... Let's schedule this ugly picture to be sent. The moment Mizuki returns to her original world, the network should connect, and it should be sent to the guy's phone."

As I said that, I noticed Famu staring at me. I felt incredibly embarrassed for letting my jealousy show so openly.

"Master... if I said I had someone like that, would you feel the same way..."

"Y-You, is that true?!"

I could hear my own heartbeat, that's how flustered I was. She hurriedly waved her hands.

"No, I don't have anyone. I only have you, Master. And it will always be that way."

She placed a hand on her chest. Her words calmed me down. I shouldn't cling to her feelings. Even if something happened to me, her world had to go on. It was the same for Mizuki. No matter what, I had to protect them.

"Is this person, Yuuki, the same 'Yuuki' who attacks Otherworlders?"

Famu said, as if changing the subject. I decided to go with the flow.

"Maybe, but there are a lot of people named Yuuki in the original world. Besides, if that were the case, wouldn't Mizuki have been transferred with this guy?"

I thought about it, but there wasn't enough information to draw a conclusion. There were no pictures of her with a guy in Mizuki's album, but there was likely a picture of Yuuki somewhere. If I showed it to Hyakka, it would be clear. But I didn't feel like confirming that with Mizuki. Come to think of it, her bag from when she was in the original world was in my storage. Her student ID was in it. This was just to see if there was a picture of Yuuki. It definitely wasn't jealousy. I told myself that as I opened the ID, and on the inside, there was a sticker photo of her with a man.

"This is Mizuki's father, isn't it... The other person isn't Mizuki. Is it her mother? They have a similar atmosphere."

Famu, who was peeking over my shoulder, said. I felt drained. Would a high school student put a picture of her parents in her student ID? Was she really a serious student? Or perhaps, her family situation was special.

"Famu, let's pretend we didn't see the SMS. I'll forget about it."

"Yes."

I gently closed the SMS app.



    Chapter 125

    Heilon's Fortress and the Birthday Party

    "By the way, Master… once Shizuka is all better, are you planning on doing anything… lewd with her?"

Famu asked, her voice a mere whisper. It was an uncharacteristically lonely tone for her.

"N-No, of course not."

I'd just heard what Famu had been thinking a moment ago. Even if I *had* wanted to, I couldn't possibly have said yes.

"Do you think she'll keep working at that shop?"

"I wonder. The thing is, other transmigrators might be after her. And it doesn't seem like she has any special skills or combat ability to defend herself. If possible, I'd like to bring her to Miglutt and keep an eye on her."

Famu nodded.

"And we still have to find that 'Ko-kun' person, right?"

To be honest, I had no idea what I'd do once I gathered all the transmigrators. But I wanted us to pool our information and figure out a way to survive in this world.

"She said they ran into Takamura and his group. He or Komachi might have some information."

"Master, you've been forgetting about Mizuki-chan again. And I can see your panties."

"Ugh, sorry."

I clamped my legs shut and pushed down the hem of my skirt. As we were talking, Shizuka returned by herself. It seemed her treatment was a success; the pimple-like blemish on her face was gone. I could almost swear she looked prettier now. Mash-kun and Myra seemed to be continuing their conversation with the bishop.

"Mash-kun told me. That you're all heading to Miglutt. I think I'm going to quit my job on Longhorn Street and go with you."

"I don't mind, but what do you plan to do once you get there?"

I spoke while trying my best to channel the Mizuki in my head.

"If Mash won't have sex with me, I guess I'll just work at a shop in Miglutt. I hear there are a bunch of places like that in a district called Crystal Square."

Her blatant come-ons toward me seemed to have vanished. It looked like she'd finally yielded to Famu's pressure.

"...No, you should be looking for your boyfriend first! I don't like how promiscuous you are, so your boyfriend probably wouldn't be hanging around places like that, right? And do you want to get sick again?"

*There's a chance her boyfriend is the type of guy who's against her sleeping with other men but is perfectly fine sleeping with other women himself, but I'd better not say that. It'd just be stirring up a hornet's nest.*

"But I really do love sex. I want to keep sleeping with all sorts of different people."

A faint smile graced her lips, and her gaze drifted toward some distant point.

"Could you please not say such vulgar things with an expression as fresh and pure as a page from a story about youthful days?!"

Still, her wish struck me as dazzling. If I could, I'd scream that I want to sleep with every woman in the world. But Famu is scary, so I'll keep my mouth shut.

"That's why I have a favor to ask."

Shizuka pressed her hands together and bowed her head.

"If I tell them I'm quitting my job on Longhorn Street, the boss might do something to me! Could you come with me?"

"..."

So it was trouble after all. I had a very bad feeling about this.

From a distance, the city of Heilon sat on a low hill, much like a flatland mountain castle from my old world. The place Famu guided us to, where Marmi was staying, was a fortress at the very peak of that hill. It was a massive stone structure with numerous spires. Viewed from the front, the building was covered in intricate carvings. Its huge, arched entrance was open, but I hesitated to even approach it. Just looking at it was enough to make me want to turn back.

"Are you sure you have an acquaintance in a place like this?"

Shizuka asked, her mouth agape as she stared at the castle. I hadn't expected Marmi to be staying here, either.

"The person we're about to meet is a real princess. Say anything stupid and she has attendants who will deck you, or worse, cut you down where you stand. So be careful."

"What? Seriously? I'm in deep trouble, then."

While I was warning her, Famu nonchalantly shuffled over to the castle guards on sentry duty. I couldn't think of a single girl who fit the description of "shuffling along"

better than her. As I watched her go, she told the guards that she wished to see Marmi. Besides me, there was Famu, Mash-kun, Myra, and Shizuka.

We waited for a short while before Patricia and several knights appeared. She gave us a small bow. I couldn't tell if the knights were from Heilon or if they had come to escort her. Inside the castle, Patricia led the way, followed by Mash-kun and Myra. Behind them were myself, Famu, and Shizuka, with the knights bringing up the rear.

"I've lived in this city for about two years, but this is my first time inside the castle!"

Shizuka exclaimed, her eyes darting around at the marble floors and high ceilings as we walked down the corridor. She was one irreverent comment away from getting her head lopped off, but the same could be said for me, so I kept quiet. It did make me wonder, though: if one of us died while Mizuki and I were swapped, what would happen next? Lost in thought, I noticed Myra chattering away at Mash-kun. In the end, she never believed that Mizuki and I had switched bodies. She just thought we were teasing her.

"Somehow, Myra seems really happy today,"

I murmured. Shizuka let out a thoughtful "Hmm,"

glanced from Mash-kun and Myra to me and Famu, and then grinned.

"Myra's standing in the same spot Famu usually does, isn't she?"

"Huh? No, she's not."

After I said it, I realized she was right—the distance between Mash-kun and Myra was exactly the same as the distance between me and Famu. The spot Myra was occupying was Famu's designated seat. Was she happy because she thought Famu had deferred to her? For some reason, she looked even cuter than usual. The only problem was that she wasn't doing it next to *me*.

Eventually, Patricia stopped in front of a room. The knights who had been walking behind us passed by and opened the door. It looked like a drawing-room. A large one. Luxurious carpets hung on the walls, and silk curtains on the windows swayed in the breeze. My eyes were drawn to the gilt-decorated furniture, similar to what I'd seen in the mountain castle, and an ornately decorated fireplace. In the room, sofas were arranged around a large table, and reclining on one was Marmi. Marmi, Cecily, Aira, and Wake were all there. Marmi stood up, walked over to Mash-kun, and paused. After tilting her head, she came over to me and gave a slight curtsy, tugging at the hem of her skirt.

"...I was waiting."

"Ah... I mean, hello. Mash-kun is over there."

"...No. You are Mash. I wasn't sure, but since Famu is next to you, there's no mistake."

*Can elves and dog-eared people judge people with some kind of sixth sense?* Meanwhile, Cecily and Aira were gathered around Mash-kun. I was a little jealous. As I was thinking that, Marmi took my hand.

"...You're going to make me a cheesecake, right? Let's go to the kitchen. I want to watch you make it."

Marmi started pulling me by the hand.

"Wait, I'm just helping. Mizuki prepared the cream cheese, and she's the only one who knows the rest of the recipe."

"...Right now, you *are* Mizuki."

Marmi's expression said it was only natural that I should be the one to make it, but that was impossible, so I decided to call Mash-kun over. Just as I did, Famu, standing on my other side, tugged on the hem of my clothes.

"Master, Mizuki bought a lot of eggs yesterday. I'll help, so could you please make some dashimaki tamago? I want to learn how to make it."

*I wonder if dashimaki tamago even goes with cheesecake.*

And so, the table was laden with cheesecake, dashimaki tamago made with dried mushrooms, fruits and baked sweets provided by the lord of the castle, and tea we had bought from the Mateo Trading Company. Amidst the spread of sweets, only the rolled omelet stood out as a bizarre anomaly.

"Happy birthday,"

Patricia said. Marmi, fidgeting shyly, gave a nod. In front of her stood twelve candles, and Marmi carefully blew each one out. At first, we'd tried to put the candles on the cheesecake, but we couldn't find any that were thin enough. Her birthday party had begun.

"Is there anything special you do for birthdays here?"

I asked Myra. She gave me that strange look again, so I flicked my eyes toward Mash-kun, passing the question to him. Myra still didn't believe Mizuki and I had swapped. I had explained it to Cecily and Aira too, but they didn't believe it either. This was getting really annoying. I was tempted to have Shizuka use her special skill on Cecily and Aira to expose the truth of whether there was any love between them. But then I realized it would be difficult to prove the skill's effect was real. Shizuka's claim that it only works on people in love was, after all, just her word.

"Is there anything special you do for birthdays?"

Mash-kun asked Myra again.

"Not particularly, but the age of adulthood differs between races."

"It does?"

"Yes, it's sixteen for humans. For most beastmen, it's fifteen. For elves, it's twelve. The dwarves are the latest, at twenty."

Myra explained to Mash-kun. It was interesting that elves, known for their long lifespans, came of age so early.

"So, what happens when you come of age?"

"Nothing in particular, but you're recognized as an independent adult and permitted to marry."

"What about drinking?"

"We don't let children drink much, but there's no strict rule about age."

Mash-kun shot me a triumphant look. What was that supposed to mean?

"The dog-eared race has a coming-of-age ritual called the 'Okage-inu' when they turn fifteen, don't they?"

Myra looked at Famu. I couldn't help but chuckle, imagining Famu going on a pilgrimage.

"Mmph. I thought you weren't the type to make fun of the dog-eared race, Master!"

Famu huffed.

"No, it's just that in the old days in my world, there was a custom where people who couldn't go on a pilgrimage would have their pet dog do it for them with a pouch tied around its neck. It just reminded me of that."

"Is that so? In the dog-eared settlements, it's tradition for boys to go to the city and live there for a year when they turn fifteen,"

Famu explained. I had always suspected she had a faint understanding of my original world. Perhaps the customs that Okita Soji, the hero who saved the dog-eared people, had brought with him had taken root as their culture. I turned my gaze to Marmi, seated at the head of the table. As of today, she was officially an adult. But turning twelve didn't mean she would suddenly mature. She was still a child. Still, her chest seemed about as developed as Famu's, so she had a bright future ahead of her. Just as I was thinking that, Marmi looked over at me.

"...Mizuki, Famu, I want you to stay the night."

"Are you sure? Aren't we causing enough trouble for Cecily and Aira?"

"Why do I have to hear that from *you*, Mizuki?!"

Cecily snapped at me. Her tone felt sharper than usual. Aira, too, shot me a look with a hint of thorniness. I was surprised. It seemed their attitudes also changed depending on whether they were talking to Mash or someone else.

"...I have a request—or rather, a job—for the members of Levante."

While I was standing there, stunned and unsure how to react to Cecily's outburst, Marmi began to speak.

"...This castle is haunted. I want you to defeat the ghost."



    Chapter 126

    Ghost Stories and Marmi's Request

    Before long, it was dinnertime. The table was lined with a meal prepared by the castle staff. I wanted to ask about the ghost, but I knew it would just make the atmosphere weird if I did, so I decided to let Mash-kun handle it.

"Is a ghost a type of monster?"

Mash-kun asked.

"...Last night, while I was sleeping, I had sleep paralysis."

Marmi gulped down her fruit juice. She looked satisfied. Sleep paralysis is a phenomenon where your mind is awake but your body is still asleep and won't move. It's not a supernatural event in itself. We all waited for her to continue, but she showed no sign of saying anything else.

"Is that it?"

Marmi gave a small nod. The others all looked at each other, but her explanation was so concise that no one knew what to do.

"Could you elaborate a little?"

Marmi nodded at my words.

"...I had a dream. I was walking down a dark road at night. I was in a forest and had no idea where I was. I looked ahead and saw a hill. The hill was covered in a grassy field, and I thought if I climbed it, I'd be able to see the surrounding scenery. As I was climbing, something started chasing me up the hill. It was a headless cow. I tried to run, but I was paralyzed and couldn't move. I fell, and the headless cow pinned me down, pressing its hooves into my back. Then some kind of liquid started pouring down on me... and it was blood."

"That's... just a dream, isn't it?"

Marmi nodded at my words.

"...In the middle of the sleep paralysis, I realized it was a dream and my eyes opened, but my body still wouldn't move. I must have been groaning or making some kind of noise, because Patricia came to check on me. As soon as she touched me, my body could move again, and I was able to sit up. When I did, I was covered in blood. My body, the bed, even the floor... there was a sea of blood everywhere."

"Eek!"

Mash-kun let out a scream. I really wish he wouldn't react like that in this body. Shizuka was just as scared. Marmi's storytelling was monotonous, as if she were talking about someone else, but it was enough to terrify the two transmigrators.

"It's p-plasma, right?"

Mash-kun commented, like some scientist from another world, saying something no one here would understand. *I wonder if anyone still thinks that. I feel like she's lying about her age. The idea that supernatural phenomena are caused by plasma is scarier than the phenomena themselves, but that'll just complicate things, so I'll keep my mouth shut.* I glanced at Patricia, and she gave a deep nod, as if to confirm that what Marmi said was true.

"The next day, when I was washing Lady Mo's clothes and sheets, I asked the castle maids about it. Apparently, before this city was built, a herd of escaped cattle used to live on this hill. When people settled here, they tried to capture the cattle and make them work to build the city, but the cattle resisted and rampaged. So, they cut off the heads of every single one."

Patricia finished her story. She was clearly implying that this phenomenon was the vengeful spirits of those cattle. It was a common enough ghost story, though not one I'd heard often. Come to think of it, Patricia would occasionally get up to tend to Mo, but she was eating with us at the table. She was a strange one. Wake was also seated. Were they just humoring Marmi's little get-together?

"What a terrible place to end up. I want to go home..."

Shizuka muttered, looking genuinely sad. To me, though, it didn't seem like anything to be that scared about.

"This mystery can be solved. In fact, I recently experienced something similar myself,"

I said.

"...Really?"

Marmi looked at me with surprise. Patricia also had an astonished expression on her face. In fact, everyone at the table wore the same look. The exception was Mash-kun. He was sending me a signal to not forget Mizuki-chan. I cleared my throat.

"Well then, why don't you enlighten us?"

Wake said in a teasing tone.

"First of all, stories like that, creation myths and such, are just rumors you find in every town. And the headless cow only appeared in Mo's dream, so let's set that aside for now."

"...I didn't know the story about the cows until Patricia told me. It seems like too much of a coincidence, but maybe I heard it a long time ago and just forgot."

Marmi nodded.

"Next is the sleep paralysis. That can happen to anyone due to sleep disorders, stress, and so on. So that's not a supernatural phenomenon either."

"...I see. It's true I have my own worries and anxieties."

Marmi nodded again.

"So, all that's left is the fact that you woke up covered in blood."

Marmi and Patricia stared at me, holding their breath.

"You started your period, right? Famu threw a huge fit over it about a month ago."

"M-Master! That's a secret!"

Famu shrieked, her face beet red. But with that, the case was closed. When I realized it, Patricia was standing right behind me. Then she hit me with her fist.

"Lady Mo said the floor was a sea of blood, didn't she? If she bled that much, her life would be in danger!"

"Is that so?"

I looked at Mash-kun.

"I-I don't know! I don't know anything!"

Mash-kun was in a complete panic. Cecily looked at me and sighed.

"Mizuki, you've grown up so nicely, and you're telling me you haven't started yet?"

"Of course I have! I have, I have!"

Mash-kun yelled in my place. He seemed extremely flustered. Cecily turned to him with a puzzled expression.

"Why are *you* so worked up about it, Mash?"

"B-Because I saw it! I saw Mizuki bleeding buckets!"

"...Mash, have you lost your mind?"

Everyone around him was clearly doubting what he said. It seemed I was in a situation where I had to protect Mizuki's dignity.

"That's right. When I'm on my period, the room turns bright red with blood. The nickname I got for it was Bloody Mizuki. A pun on 'mata,' if you will."

Hearing my supportive comment, Mash-kun's face fell into an expression of utter despair. And then Patricia hit me again.

In the end, we ended up staying the night at the castle. We were walking down the corridor toward our bedrooms. Myra was walking beside me.

"Are you really, truly Mash?"

"You finally get it?"

Myra asked, as if to confirm, so I nodded in response.

"I should have paid more attention to Famu's behavior. There's no way she would have stuck by Mizuki's side for so long just to play along with one of Mash's jokes."

Myra sighed. So she really had been consciously standing in Famu's usual spot.

"Your words and actions made it seem like you had completely swapped. It's just that the activation condition for Shizuka's special skill..."

She trailed off.

"The part about how it doesn't work unless the two people are in love?"

"Yes. You must like Mizuki, Mash. That much is clear."

"Are you trying to say Mizuki doesn't like me?"

The unspoken implication was unsettling. I grew anxious.

"No, it's obvious Mizuki likes you too, Mash. But the way she likes you is... Cecily and Aira suspected the same thing I did, but it seems we were wrong."

"Hey, don't just say something so suggestive and leave me hanging. Tell me properly."

Her attitude of just figuring it out on her own only made me more anxious.

"N-No, it was my mistake. I've done Mizuki a great disservice. And I even took the opportunity to make a move on her. I'm so embarrassed."

"I've been telling you we were switched the whole time, you know,"

I said to her as she placed a hand on her cheek.

"You're right. By the way, Mash, you're getting quite good at being Mizuki."

"I know, right? I want to stay in this body forever."

"That would be a problem!"

I parted ways with Myra in front of Marmi's room.

I entered Marmi's room. The other members of Levante and Shizuka were to sleep in the room next door. I was sure Famu would be fine, but I was worried Mizuki would activate her 'boy mode' like last night and make a move on Myra and the others. I was especially worried about Aira. Marmi was wearing a nightgown-like outfit and waiting for me, ready for bed, on a luxurious canopied bed. The room was, as expected, adorned with lavish furnishings. On a small table sat a small box that looked like a treasure chest. Inside it should be the Crystal Core I gave her. There was no one else here. We were alone. *Do they think it's fine because I'm Mizuki-chan right now?*

"Is this the same room Mo stayed in yesterday?"

Marmi nodded. Even by the light of the fireplace and lamps, I could see no bloodstains on the floor.

"There's only one bed."

"...I'm scared, so sleep with me."

Marmi patted the spot next to her. When I sat down beside her, she scooted closer.

"You're awfully calm. You already know the cause of the strange phenomenon, don't you?"

Marmi nodded.

"...I have a few requests for you, Mash."

"I'm Mizuki-chan right now, but I'm listening."

"...I have a fiancé. I turned twelve today, so I have to marry him, but he's agreed to wait for the five years I'll be attending magic school."

"Magic school takes five years?"

"...There are different departments, and the length is set for each. I'm in the elementary division, so it's five years. The general course is three years, and if you join the research division, it can be ten years or more."

*So Cecily is probably planning to enter the three-year course. And this matter with the fiancé is what Famu had consulted me about. Famu said she would solve it, but it seems there's been no progress. It's impossible for a commoner to interfere in the marriage of nobles. I'll wait silently for her next words.*

"...My fiancé is skilled in magic that manipulates the mind. Once we're married, his magic will rewrite me to his liking. That's why, up until now, I've been allowed to behave freely, without being bound by the customs and traditions of the nobility."

"You've never even met, right? There's a chance you're already his type, isn't there?"

"...You don't know noble society, Mash. Besides, I don't want to bet my future on a possibility like that."

"That's true. In that case, I'll have Laciel threaten the guy."

"...That would be a problem. The Star Union family, with someone who's been threatened by Lady Laciel, wouldn't be able to stay in the Empire. At worst, the entire elven race could be exiled."

"For example, would the Demon Kingdom be okay?"

Marmi nodded at those words.

"...The demon race worships the Fifty Gods, but the ruling class worships the God of the End."

"I see."

*I don't think Myra mentioned that. If the ruling class worships the God of the End, then they're in religious conflict with the human race, who primarily worship Laciel.*

"...I still want you to take me, Mash. And I want to travel with you. I want to live freely for that time."

"Living freely is an illusion. No matter how you live, you'll always be bound by something. I thought I could live freely after being transported to this world, but now I'm shackled by all sorts of constraints. Besides, I hear elves don't permit marriage with other races. My party is already full, and I can't just take the only daughter of a powerful regent family on a journey."

"...I think I understand that. But I can accept the constraints that bind me if they're the result of my own choices. I've always just given up because I had no options. But you, Mash, you can give me one more option. Please, give me a chance."

"Have you told Wake and Patricia about this?"

They were the ones entrusted with her on this journey. Why would they leave Marmi alone with me?

"...Today, the person I invited was Mizuki-chan. And I asked them to let me be free, just for today. I want to fall in love and become an adult, too."

*So she silenced them by saying she was just having a sleepover with Mizuki. That's fine for tonight. But I couldn't imagine those two would let Marmi run wild. In the end, they would act based on political judgment rather than Marmi's feelings.*

"Are you sure I'm the one you want? Can you do it?"

"...I can if I try. You wouldn't complain even with someone like me, Mash, and you're the one Famu is in love with, so it should be fine with me, too. I think."

Her clinginess up until now wasn't just to gain my favor; it seems it wasn't from her own heartfelt affection either. I'd suspected as much, but it still felt a little lonely. A woman with a political background like Marmi made me hesitant, especially with my promise to Famu. Even if I explained that she was the one who asked, Famu would never accept it. Right now, if I were in Mash's body instead of Mizuki-chan's, she would absolutely have followed me and been watching like a hawk.

"I can't let you join the party."

"...About that, Cecily said she's going to magic school. While she's at school, I'll join the party."

"No matter what, I won't remove Cecily from the party. Besides, she's the only proactive one in Levante. If she's gone, we'll just become a group of shut-ins. And you're going to school too, aren't you, Mo?"

"...If you're really thinking about Cecily, Mash, then you should let her go to magic school. The spells she knows are just the ones she learned from leveling up her class. She's merely exercising something that was generated from the start. By creating her own syntax and constructing spells, she can group them as components, link them together to create more complex processes, and efficiently create magic that is enhanced and suited for her needs. For example, the full-body wash spell you thought of, Mash, is just a string of elementary spells, making it inefficient and crude. By disassembling, reconstructing, and reassembling it, it can become efficient and refined. If she can do things like this, her potential will expand. I understand these things and can do them myself. The only reason I was planning to go to school was to extend the time I have available."

*So it's like programming, then. I'd always thought of magic as being similar to executable modules or applications that run on a computer or smartphone. By leveling up as an adventurer, I gained the ability to use elementary attribute magic for fire, wind, earth, and water. In a sense, it's like I had usable spells installed. And casting a spell is synonymous with running an executable module. Magic can be controlled to some extent without changing its essence. This is the same as giving arguments as execution conditions to a module. So, I completed the full-body wash spell by simply linking each spell, like a script or shell. At magic school, you probably learn how to make applications and develop your own.* She raised her finger and created a sphere of water. Then she placed the water sphere over my head. My face and hair were washed without my nose being blocked. And it was even warm water.

"I want to use that spell, too. Can you build a spell from scratch yourself?"

"...That's impossible. Unless you have a mage-type class, even if you can theoretically construct it, you can't actually use it. Instead, I'll give you the one I built later, Mash."

*To use the programming analogy, it means that even if you can write the code, you can't build or compile it into an executable application.*

"Can Mizuki-chan use it?"

"...She can, but she's a knight, so she might run out of mana. Besides, wouldn't it be more convenient for you if she couldn't use it, Mash?"

"You've got a point there."

I nodded.



    Chapter 127

    Sweet Nothings and the Ghost's True Form

    "...And now for my next request."

"You said you had a few, right?"

Marmi nodded.

"...I think it's about time I learned how to masturbate, so I want you to pet me."

"What do you mean, 'about time'?!"

"...About time is about time!"

Without a moment's hesitation, Marmi took off her nightgown. Then her hands went to her underwear. It looked familiar, but it had a small tulip embroidered on it. It was probably just my imagination. Her skin was a translucent, pristine white. She seemed so delicate. It was a different kind of beauty from Famu's or Mizuki's healthy appeal—this was the beauty of a doll, something so fragile it might break if I touched it, like glasswork. Her chest was just developed enough to be called breasts. Her areolas were small, with tiny, cherry-blossom-pink buds perched on top.

"You padded your bra!"

"...Sh-Shut up."

"'Shut up'? I'm the one who wants to cry here! It would have been better if you'd just been yourself instead of resorting to cheap tricks. My imagination can expand from there!"

I'd forgotten about being Mizuki-chan and just yelled. My true self comes out as soon as I let my guard down. I needed to remember to be Mizuki-chan.

"..."

Her cheeks were flushed. So Marmi had her vanity, too. As I was thinking that, her hands reached for my clothes.

"...It's embarrassing if it's just me, so you get undressed too, Mizuki."

With her help, I was soon naked as well. I took another look at Mizuki's nude body. She really was beautiful. Two contrasting naked bodies, and two pairs of breasts. The only disappointment was the lack of a towering monument in my own groin. I wanted to be sandwiched between their chests. Marmi's gaze was fixed on my inguinal region.

"Mash exclusive... prop..."

I had completely forgotten about what Mash-kun had written with a marker. My face turned bright red with shame.

"That was Mash-kun! Mash-kun..."

Her fingertip traced the letters.

"I wonder if I can be like this with Mash, too...?"

Marmi's hand slid up from my groin and touched Mizuki's breast. She gave it a light squeeze, and her eyes widened in surprise at its softness.

"...Amazing."

As I listened to Marmi's whisper, I touched her long ear. The tip was a little firm, but the skin was smooth, with a texture close to a human's. I let my hand glide along, tracing its shape, and then touched her cheek. From skin that had looked like cold porcelain, I could feel a solid warmth and a soft touch.

"...Hah..."

Marmi let out a small, breathless sigh. My gaze was drawn to her thin lips. I moved my face closer.

"...This will be my first kiss. Are you okay with my first being Mizuki?"

"Do you want it to be Mash? Do you plan to never be with anyone else but your first, Mo?"

The lifespan of an elf is said to be a thousand years. If that was what she believed, then I couldn't possibly make a move on her.

"...I plan to be only with Mash until he dies. But after that, I think I'll find someone else. Is that okay?"

"Yeah, that's good."

"I'll tell the next person that Mash did everything."

Marmi's words were both a relief and a worry. What would the next guy think when he heard about her first time? But if that was how she felt, I should save her lips for Mash. I traced her lips with my fingertip and then brushed it against my own.

I caressed Marmi's jaw. My hand trailed down her neck to her chest. It yielded softly when I pressed it.

"Ngh..."

A sound escaped Marmi's lips. When I touched the small bud at the tip, her body trembled. I pinched her nipple and rolled it between my fingers.

"Mmh, nn..."

Marmi clung to me. Then she began to suckle my breast. A warm happiness spread through me. Every time her tongue rolled over my nipple or she sucked on it, the sensation spread through my body like a wave.

"Aahn..."

Moans mixed with her breaths. I let my hand wander down to her crotch. First, I searched for the entrance to her vagina with my fingertip. It was already plenty wet. I coated my finger in her juices and searched for her little nub. Her clitoris was hidden beneath its hood. I carefully peeled it back and rolled the revealed bean with my fingertip.

"Ahn! Ahn! Aah!"

After letting out a cry, Marmi's eyes widened in surprise.

"...W-Was that my voice just now?"

"Does it feel good?"

Marmi nodded. I watched her expression as I moved my finger more. I mimicked the finger movements Mash-kun had used on Mizuki-chan yesterday. Marmi squeezed her eyes shut tightly, as if enduring it. She let out occasional moans. Her hand touched my stomach. Then it slid down to my groin, and her slender fingertip touched my clitoris. A jolt like an electric shock ran through my entire body, making me twitch.

"Auh!"

My legs slowly spread, as if seeking even greater pleasure. She moved her fingers, mimicking my own movements. I moved my finger to bring her pleasure to its peak. The squelching sounds of our juices, our mingled moans, and the rustling of the sheets.

"...M-Mizuki."

"What?"

"...It's almost time. We should get dressed..."

"Dressed?"

"...Yes, quickly!"

She glanced at the box containing the Crystal Core. Light was leaking out from within.

"Wake! Come in!"

"W-Wait, you can't be serious! Just a second!"

As our two cries echoed, the box shattered, and the light that burst from within filled the entire room. The Crystal Core was the one Mii had. He must have used his special skill to rig this one to turn into a dungeon on a timer as well. I had put it in my storage. Items in storage are preserved in the state they were in when they were put in. In other words, time doesn't pass for them. It hadn't activated then, but when I gave it to Marmi after the pirate subjugation, the clock must have started ticking. Marmi's dream and the sea of blood must have been omens of the dungeonization. The light subsided. We were still on the bed, naked and wrapped in each other's arms, just as before. I looked around, and while it didn't seem like anything had changed, the door to the room had. It was now the door that led to an Area Guardian's room. I checked the window. I could see the scenery outside, but I couldn't open it.

"...Wake didn't make it in time."

"You mean he was hiding somewhere?"

Marmi nodded. She got up and started putting on her underwear. It really was a familiar pair. I did the same. It was the same underwear Laciel had that Famu had worn.

"...He was reading the presence inside from beyond the door. The plan was for him to come into the room just as the Crystal Core activated, but my judgment was too slow."

"You were making him be a peeping tom?! If I were forced to do a job like that, I'd quit being a knight!"

*But, come to think of it, maybe it's a perk of the job. Either way, he was about to hear Mizuki's moans and see her naked. I can't decide if him not coming in was a good thing or a bad thing.*

"Are you okay with Wake seeing you naked, Mo?"

"...I'm fine. A long time ago, I was super curious about lewd things and wanted someone to teach me, so I asked Wake."

"...But I don't want anyone to see Mizuki naked."

She had a pretty wild personality. A few screws loose somewhere. I hurried to get dressed as well. As usual, I couldn't manage the bra. Marmi helped me as I fumbled with it.

"You know how to put on a bra too, Mo?"

"...That was a very rude thing to say. I will never forgive you."

"Wait, Mizuki said that. Try not to be mad at Mash."

I took out a shield and a one-handed sword from my storage and equipped them. While I was at it, I took out my smartphone to check the time. It was past midnight. The time to switch back should be coming soon. I checked the character sheet. The class was Swordsman, and the special skills section displayed Super Kill, Super Expansion, and Super Save. *I wonder if I can activate them.* And I had no confidence in my ability to use her weapons. It seemed better to wait for the time we switched back. I had thought her request to sleep together because she was scared of ghosts was just an excuse for her to create an opportunity to talk to me alone. If she had thought it was a real problem she needed to deal with, she had Wake. Mizuki probably hadn't anticipated this situation at all either. If she was already asleep, she'd have to fight right after waking up. That was dangerous. I should rethink this.

"Are you a mage, Marmi? What's your level?"

"...I'm a mage, level 3. But I can fight. I thought this would be an opportunity to show you that it's okay for me to join the party."

"I see. So that's the situation..."

This room has a door leading to the Area Guardian's room, but there's no other way in. Even if Wake got caught up in the dungeon, he wouldn't be able to reach this room at this point. I didn't know how much time it would take for the dungeon to grow and expand, allowing access from other rooms. It would be better to defeat the Area Guardian and destroy the Crystal Core while the dungeon was still new. It seemed best to proceed through the door. 

"Alright. Let's defeat the Area Guardian and escape together."

I drew the one-handed sword.

Beyond the Area Guardian's room, a strange scene unfolded. It was a hilly landscape illuminated by moonlight. The hills were covered in knee-high grass, and the dew-covered blades reflected the moonlight, making them shimmer. 

"...It's the same as the scenery I saw in my dream,"

Marmi murmured. And there, on the highest point of the hill, a single cow cast an eerie shadow. It was a giant, at least twice the size of a normal cow. The cow had no head, and blood dripped from its neck. The other door that should be at the back of the Area Guardian's room was nowhere to be seen. It was probably beyond the hill. Marmi and I exchanged a look.

"I'll go first."

I pointed my shield at the enemy, lowered the tip of my sword, and gripped it tightly.

"...Okay. I'll follow a little behind you. When the distance closes, I'll cast a lightning spell."

Marmi raised her wand. After we both nodded, we started climbing the hill, keeping an eye on the headless cow. The monster seemed to have noticed us and began to scrape the ground with its foreleg. At that moment, the blood dripping from the cow's neck floated up. The drops of blood transformed into countless needles. The needles were red and about thirty centimeters long.

"This is bad!"

If it fired those, my shield alone wouldn't be enough to block them all. I ran in an arc around the headless cow to avoid giving it a clear target. But the headless cow turned the tips of the needles toward me, tracking my movement. As I tried to escape its aim by reversing direction, the sound of a hoof striking the ground echoed. At the same time, a myriad of needles shot toward me. I couldn't dodge them all. I was sure several would pierce my body. In that instant, the hand holding the shield moved against my will. The shield deflected the needles. I suffered a few scratches, but I was safe. However, before I could catch my breath and regain my posture, I was hit by the monster's charge. I couldn't avoid it and took the full impact. My body was sent flying, and unable to break my fall, I slammed onto the ground on my back. The air was knocked out of me. The monster reared up on its hind legs, towering over my body, and raised its forelegs. Then it stomped down. Again, the hand holding the shield moved, deflecting the descending hoof. The monster's foreleg slammed into the ground right next to my face. I slashed at its defenseless belly and rolled out from under the cow to get back on my feet. I could feel my own blood trickling down my cheek. The monster turned to face me. My swing from a prone position with one hand had been weak, and it didn't seem to have done any damage.

"...Shatter!"

Marmi, who had been waiting for me to create distance between myself and the monster, unleashed a lightning strike at the headless cow. A faint magical barrier seemed to be deployed around the monster, and the lightning didn't get through.

Cold sweat trickled down between my breasts. My palms were sweating, too. In just a short time, Super Save had activated twice. Without it, I would have died twice. The reality of that fact made my body tremble. I had put Mizuki's body in such a dangerous situation. I had thought she was fine fighting strong enemies because she had Super Save. *So this is what I've been putting Mizuki through all this time.* And I thought I was protecting her. I wonder what she was thinking when she heard me say, "I'm counting on you."

It was arrogance, plain and simple. I took a deep breath. Right now, I had to focus on the enemy in front of me and defeat it. I had to return this body to Mizuki. And Marmi was here, too. No matter what, we had to get through this together. I glanced at Marmi behind me.

"...Mash... no, Mizuki, when you break away, create a lot of distance. I'll unleash a stronger lightning spell."

She held her wand at the ready, preparing her next spell. Her magic attack hadn't reached the monster, but she didn't seem to have given up, intending to get through with a more powerful spell. The headless cow's close-range physical attacks were powerful, and from a distance, it launched attacks with countless needles. On top of that, it also had resistance to magic attacks. The monster had no head. But it seemed to be able to see our movements perfectly.

"How is this thing tracking our movements?"

"...Maybe from above?"

Marmi pointed her wand upward. Something seemed to be flying around in the darkness. When I strained my eyes, I saw it was a cow's head, detached from its body. Blood was dripping from the severed neck. It was a disgusting sight. I regretted looking. The head didn't seem to be participating in the battle. The monster once again created countless needles from its blood.

"...Mizuki! Close the distance!"

Trusting Marmi's words, I charged toward the monster. At the same time the monster fired its needles, Marmi also unleashed a lightning strike. The needles were neutralized by it. I slashed at the monster. It charged at me, but I instinctively deflected it with my shield while twisting my body to switch positions, and then slashed again.

"Mizuki's body moves like crazy. It's so fluid!"

I realized that instead of trying to move as my brain commanded, it was better to let my body react on its own for lighter, smoother movements. I moved to prevent the headless cow from firing its needles, making sure not to break away. Furthermore, I deliberately stepped into its charge, using my shield to deflect it, which lessened the force and absorbed the impact. And I kept swinging my sword. With its needle attack and charge sealed, the monster reared up on its hind legs and tried to stomp me with its forelegs. I easily dodged that move with a backstep. My attacks were starting to slow the enemy down. As soon to as the distance opened up, Marmi shot a lightning strike at the monster. The force of it shattered the magical barrier that enveloped the headless cow.

"...One more!"

Marmi unleashed an additional lightning strike. A tremendous roar echoed as lightning flashed. The blow struck the monster. The headless cow raised its forelegs and fell to the ground as if recoiling. But it staggered back to its feet. I delivered the final blow, plunging my sword into its body. The monster vanished. Marmi and I exchanged a high-five. Perhaps because its main body was gone, the cow's head that had been flying overhead fell to the ground. When we went to look, it had transformed into a golden statue of a cow's head. Marmi and I looked at each other.

"...That's disgusting. I don't want it."

I agreed that it was disgusting. Perhaps it was its expression at the moment its head was cut off; the statue was so realistic that I could almost hear its death cry. But I thought it might be worth some money, so I decided to put it in my storage. A door had appeared on the opposite side from where we had entered. We walked toward the other door. Just then, my vision went dark for a moment.



    Chapter 128

    After the Battle and the Street's Chairman

    When I opened my eyes, I was in a dimly lit room. I seemed to have been lying down. I pushed myself up. The fire in the hearth was on the verge of dying out, and it was the only source of light. Famu was sleeping next to me. The other members of Levante, except for Mizuki, were in a large bed, while Shizuka was asleep on the sofa. Shizuka was an interesting person, but it seemed Famu and the others had come to dislike her. Still, I needed to have a talk with Famu and the others about their lack of caution, sleeping together with an old man in Mizuki's body. I caressed Famu's ear while my other hand explored my own body. The swell of my chest was gone. In its place, my manhood had returned to my groin. My mind was back in my own body. I was filled with a strange mix of half-happiness and half-disappointment.

"Mizu... Master."

Famu sat up. She scooted closer to me.

"You knew I was back in my original body? How can you tell..."

Her sharp intuition was astounding.

"I can sort of tell from your gestures and expressions. You're the only one who strokes me like this, Master."

She narrowed her eyes, looking slightly ticklish. If I could, I would spend the rest of my life caressing her ears.

"Did you hear any commotion?"

"No. Nothing in particular."

So in the end, Marmi's cry for help hadn't been in time. Mizuki must be injured, so I wanted to wake up Myra or Aira and go to Marmi's room, but they were fast asleep. For now, I gently shook Myra, who was sleeping next to me.

"...Mizuki, what is it?"

Myra rubbed her eyes.

"I'm sorry, but Mizuki is hurt. I need you to come to Marmi's room with me."

"...You're trying to trick me again, aren't you, Mizuki?"

"No, it's me, it's me! It's Mash!"

"Of course it is."

Despite saying that, Myra got up. It seemed she thought Mizuki was the one inside Mash's body.

"You seem to be half-asleep. The hero will wake you up."

I held her cheeks and gave her a kiss.

"Mmph— Mmph!"

She struggled to escape my kiss. Then she pushed me away.

It seemed the commotion from last night hadn't reached outside Marmi's room. Wake and the others, who had been guarding the door, only learned of the incident inside when I arrived with Famu and Myra. I wasn't allowed to enter, so I asked Myra to stay in Marmi's room to check on Mizuki's condition. I wanted Famu to stay as well, just in case, but when she found out I couldn't go in, she came back with me. It was at that moment that Myra seemed to realize that Mizuki and I were no longer swapped and had returned to our original bodies. And now, we were having breakfast around a long table. Marmi was in the same seat of honor as yesterday. The long table was covered with a white linen cloth, upon which sat golden plates piled with bread and fruit. Each person was also served soup and wine. As was becoming the norm, Patricia, Wake, and several knights were also seated at the table.

"Last night, I tried to get some medicinal herbs from my storage, and a cow's head popped out. It scared me half to death!"

Mizuki, sitting next to me, exclaimed. Seeing the golden plate must have reminded her.

"It dropped after we beat the Area Guardian. I didn't mean to scare you."

"It's way too scary, don't you think? That face..."

She had been scooping up soup with her bread, but her hand stopped, and she shivered. The cow's face must have come back to her.

"Think of it as an apology for all the terrible things I've put you through."

"If that thing was made of solid gold, it would be worth a fortune..."

She reached for her glass. For the record, she and Famu were drinking fruit juice. Both of their gazes were fixed on my wine.

"Master..."

"I get it, but don't forget it's morning."

I handed her my glass, and Famu received it with reverent hands. She took a small sip.

"The aroma and mellowness are indeed different. But it's a step below the wine you had in Heilon, Master."

I felt a pang of concern for Famu's future. Then Mizuki snatched the glass Famu was returning.

"What? Are you saying I can't have any?"

"N-No..."

The memory of last night's battle flashed through my mind. Was she really feeling stressed about it? Maybe I was pushing her too hard. As I watched Mizuki's profile, she returned the wine to me without drinking.

"On second thought, I already drank as Mash-kun last night, so I'm good."

"Not a single drop went into Mizuki-chan, though."

As we were having this conversation, Marmi turned her gaze toward me.

"...We're departing for Miglutt tomorrow morning."

It seemed she would be leaving with the knights who had arrived ahead of us to escort her. I'd only seen about ten of them, but I assumed there were other attendants as well.

"Did you speak with the lord of Heilon?"

"...I have an audience today. There's a banquet in the evening. If you want to talk to him, Mash, I can introduce you. The King of Heilon wants to meet you."

I shook my head.

"...And so, before I leave, I have a request for you, Mash."

"You're full of requests!"

"...Yesterday, the one I asked was Mizuki-chan. Today, it's Mash."

*It's all me*, I thought, but she had just had her birthday. If she had a request, I wanted to grant it.

"...I have two, is that okay?"

"Yeah, if it's something I can do."

"...First, when you arrive in Miglutt, Mash, you must come and visit me. I'll make my second request then."

"I have a bad feeling about this. You're not trying to set me up, are you, Mo?"

"...I'm not the one who does the screwing. That's your job, Mash."

Before I knew it, Patricia was standing behind Marmi. She bonked her on the head with her fist. Then she started walking toward me. I thought it was unreasonable for me to get hit for this conversation too, but it didn't look like I could resist, so I braced myself.

"Alright. I'll come see you with Famu."

I glanced at Famu, and she nodded as well.

"...I want Cecily to come, too. I'll recommend you to the magic school. The Star Union family will pay your tuition."

"Really?"

Marmi nodded at Cecily's question.

"I want you to recommend me, too. I want to go to magic school with Cecily."

Aira, who was sitting next to Cecily, chimed in.

"...Alright. You're a priestess, Aira, is that okay? There is a theology department, but if you want to perform miracle magic, you'd be better off studying at the temple."

Aira shook her head at Marmi's words.

"The church is too stuffy, I don't like it. School is fine."

"...I see. If you're fine with that, I'll do the same for you as I did for Cecily."

Aira nodded. I listened to the three of them talk, dumbfounded. It was true that Cecily had wanted to go to magic school from the beginning. After hearing Marmi's story last night, I understood that it was necessary for her. But the idea of her leaving the party just didn't feel real. And now Aira was leaving too. I tried to say something, desperately searching for the right words.

"You both said you'd only be with us until Miglutt, but..."

Mizuki shot me a look, trying to get me to say something. For Mizuki, they'd been her party since the days of 'Wind Blade.' I had to say something. But the words wouldn't come.

We headed with Shizuka to the boss's place on Longhorn Street. I thought it would be a bit much to show up with a large group, so I was planning to go with just the two of us, but Famu insisted on coming along. Once we left the main street, we found ourselves in an area lined with brothels where women sold their bodies for cheap. Among them was a corner lot surrounded by a high stone wall.

"I don't think I could ever like this district, or this building,"

Famu murmured. There was a large iron-barred gate, and beyond it, a mansion was visible. Near the gate was a guardhouse, where two thuggish-looking men stood watch. The heavy security was enough to make me want to turn back. I had a feeling that if we just snatched one sick girl from this city, no one would notice or complain. I took Shizuka's hand to turn back, but she slipped from my grasp and approached the gate.

"Ciao! Ciao! It's Shizuka! Is the boss in? I wanna see him."

Her greeting was casual, as if she were used to this. The guards didn't seem to mind her behavior and approached. But the look they gave me was harsh.

"Who's the man?"

"My new boyfriend. He says he wants to buy me out!"

The guard's gaze shifted from harsh to one of looking at something strange. Even if Famu couldn't tell, I could. I was being treated like some kind of weirdo.

"...Name?"

"I'm an adventurer. Mash."

The guard disappeared inside.

The interior of the building was luxurious, but not in the same way as the noble mansions I'd seen. It was gaudy, with a lot of gold-leaf decorations. We were led into what looked like an office. A man was sitting behind a fancy-looking wood-grain desk, flanked by two large men who radiated an intimidating aura. The man at the desk was about my age, I guessed. He had a beard and a sharp gaze.

"Ciao! How've you been, Chairman-chan?"

Shizuka familiarly approached the seated man. They shared a light hug and kissed each other on the cheek. It was like a scene from a foreign movie.

"You skipped out yesterday, didn't you?"

"Yeah, sorry 'bout that. I went to the castle for the first time. Anyway, I've decided to go to Miglutt with this guy."

"Huh?"

The man called Chairman glared up at me.

"Everyone calls him the Chairman. And this is my fiancé, Mash."

Shizuka gave a sloppy introduction.

"That's not true! Master is not your fiancé!"

Famu interjected. I wished she would stay quiet so she wouldn't complicate things. I sent her a look, and though I don't know if she understood, she glared back at me with clear dissatisfaction.

"Shizuka is one of my girls. I can't have you just leaving whenever you feel like it. So, what's the deal?"

The Chairman glared at me again. Did this man really know the names of all the women working on Longhorn Street and manage them all? But Shizuka and the Chairman seemed to be on familiar enough terms to talk casually.

"I'm not in a romantic relationship with Shizuka. I'm looking for her boyfriend, a guy named Ko-kun, but he doesn't seem to be in this city. I want her to accompany me to Miglutt."

"No way! If you won't have sex with me, I'm not going!"

Shizuka puffed out her cheeks.

"...Alright. I guess I have no choice. I'll leave you behind."

"Wha—, I'm just kidding! I'll go even if we don't have sex! I'd be in trouble if you left, Mash..."

Shizuka pouted like a sulking child. It seemed she would keep her mouth shut about the transmigrator situation as well.

"Why are you looking for him? Money?"

I was at a loss for an answer. I had no intention of telling him about the transmigrators.

"No... their lives are in danger. I want to tell him."

"Their lives are in danger... huh. And you're going to protect them?"

I hadn't thought that far ahead. I planned to meet up with Hyakka and Kalpana. Get information on Isaac. Investigate the Ark of the Covenant. That was about all I had planned. As I struggled for an answer, he raised an empty wine glass. The bodyguard standing next to him poured wine from a bottle. The Chairman downed the wine in one go.

"Show me your character sheet."

I did as I was told and displayed my character sheet. The Chairman studied it silently.

"No good. I can't trust an F-rank adventurer. Come back when you're C-rank. I'll have a job for you then. Then I'll hand over Shizuka."

"...Sorry, but we're leaving this city in ten days."

"Then leave Shizuka here. I'll even trade her for that dog-eared girl."

I considered summoning Laciel to threaten him, but I held back. I glanced at Famu and Shizuka, about to leave.

"Shizuka, you stay here. It's been a while, I'll take you tonight. And get back to work until this guy comes to get you. Work hard to make up for skipping yesterday."

"Okay. I'll do that."

Shizuka gave a slight nod at the Chairman's words.

"Wait. Shizuka just got treated for an illness at the church yesterday. They said there won't be a next time, so it would be a problem if she got sick again."

"Then you buy her."

"Kuh..."

It didn't sit right with me, but I placed a single gold coin on the desk.



    Chapter 129

    Longhorn Trail and the E-Rank Promotion Exam

    Raising one's adventurer rank in Heilon was simple. First, you paid one gold coin to the guild. Then, accompanied by a guild member, you went to Longhorn Trail and entered the Area Guardian's room on a specific floor. If you made it back alive, you were officially promoted. However, the only party members who could accompany you into the Area Guardian's room were those of the same rank as you or lower. You could challenge a rank up to two levels higher. In other words, for an F-rank like me to become C-rank, I had to take the D or E-rank test, and then the C-rank test on top of that. That was all it took. But it required courage to enter an Area Guardian's room, from which there was no escape. The other option was to pay five silver coins and take the exam held once every six months, but the next one was in October. I couldn't wait that long.

"The designated floor for E-rank is the 5th, D-rank is the 10th, C-rank is the 20th, and B-rank is the 40th... If we pass, my rank and Famu's will go up too,"

Mizuki said. For the record, Mizuki and Famu were F-rank like me, while Cecily, Myra, and Aira were C-rank adventurers. They couldn't accompany me on my promotion exam. If I had known this would happen, I would have brought them with me to the Chairman's place. I'd left Shizuka behind at the Chairman's, as she seemed likely to get in the way. Her class was Righteous Thief, and as she leveled up, she could acquire skills useful for exploration support like trap disarming and enemy detection, but she had no combat experience. I couldn't take her with me to a fight against an Area Guardian where she might just burst into tears and make it impossible to fight.

"So it doubles each time? Does that mean A-rank is the 80th floor?"

That seemed impossible for a normal person. I wondered how Avea had been promoted.

"It seems to be the 60th. If you take the D-rank exam and defeat the Area Guardian on the 40th floor, you get promoted to B-rank."

"You've got to be kidding. Risking your life against something like a Hekatonkheires just for an exam is insane. A rank that fits your abilities is good enough."

We were currently on the 5th floor of Longhorn Trail. The members were me, Famu, Mizuki, and three chaperones sent by the guild: two cat-eared girls and a human youth. They wouldn't participate in combat. They were just here to accompany us and watch us enter the Area Guardian's room. I had assumed that the dog-eared and cat-eared races didn't get along, but the cat-eared girls were constantly striking up conversations with Famu, and they seemed to be getting along well. The 5th floor of Longhorn Trail was a dense jungle world. Tall trees formed a canopy overhead, blocking the light and leaving the area dim. Still, this was a dungeon. I had no way of knowing if there was really a sky up there. I could hear the sound of flowing water, but I couldn't see any streams. The ground was covered in ferns, and a mountain path continued, weaving between tree trunks so thick that several people holding hands couldn't encircle them. It was mostly a single path, but the constant uphill climb left me breathless. There were also fallen trees here and there, which took a lot of energy to climb over. Being here felt less like being in a dungeon and more like I'd come to another world. If I strayed from the trail and got lost in the jungle, I'd probably never find my way back.

"But we're finally graduating from F-rank,"

Famu said, her cheeks relaxed in a smile.

"What? Did you hate being F-rank?"

"It's embarrassing when you say it so proudly, Master,"

she replied.

"There's nothing to be gained from showing off one's strength."

"Are you sure about that? By being seen as weak, there are things you cannot protect."

Was she talking about when her settlement was attacked? Famu's expression didn't seem any different from usual.

"The monsters here are Giant Bats, right? I'm not good with flying enemies,"

Mizuki asked. Famu checked the map she had bought at the entrance and nodded.

"Yes, and there are also Seven-Colored Lizards. We need to be careful, as they use camouflage to launch surprise attacks,"

Famu answered.

"It seems like I should be in the front..."

"No, Mizuki, don't push yourself. You walk in the back."

"Why?"

"Just walk behind me. You too, Famu."

"Hey! Your current weapon is a bow, right? You should be in the back!"

"You want to walk in front of me on an uphill path? Are you trying to show me your panties?"

"H-Hey, the guild people are here, so stop saying things like that!"

Despite her words, Mizuki started walking in front of me. Famu followed her, putting me in the rear. The two of them stopped. They each drew their weapons. Vines stretched between the large trees, tangled together. Hanging from those vines were two giant bats, about fifty centimeters in size. They had their wings wrapped around their bodies like capes, with eerie red eyes peeking out. They were too high to reach with a sword. If the monsters didn't attack, we could have just left them alone, but it would be a pain if they attacked us as we passed. I drew my bow. But they must have sensed my killing intent, because before I could release the arrow, the Giant Bats spread their wings and swooped down to attack. I hastily fired an arrow, but it missed by a wide margin.

"Tch!"

I nocked a second arrow, but it didn't seem likely to hit a flying target. The monsters flew high into the air once, then dived to attack Famu and Mizuki in the vanguard. The two of them faced the sharp-clawed attack and slashed, but the monsters dodged and flew erratically through the air, flapping their wings. Famu raised her sword toward the enemy.

"Kikuichimonji!"

As her voice echoed, a vacuum wave shot out and tore through one of the monster's wings. She then rushed to the falling monster and delivered the final blow. Seeing this, the other monster flew away.

Famu was picking up the Mana Seed.

"Looks like we'll be fine if the enemies are this level..."

As I was catching my breath, Famu and Mizuki came over to peer at my face.

"You look pale. Are you okay?"

Mizuki asked.

"Are *you* alright?"

She looked down at her own body and patted the hem of her skirt, confirming there was nothing wrong.

"I'm fine, but?"

"Just don't do anything reckless. That goes for you too, Famu."

I let my guard down and started walking along the trail.

"Wait. Are you hiding something? What do you mean, 'reckless'?"

"Last night, when I fought in your body, Super Save activated twice. I realized just how much danger I've been putting you in..."

I whispered so the chaperones wouldn't hear.

"...That's a little late to realize."

Mizuki sighed.

"Just act like you always have. This was my decision."

She said that, but I couldn't just say, "Okay."

While I was mulling it over, we arrived at the Area Guardian's door.

"We didn't see any Seven-Colored Lizards, did we?"

"We encountered a few, but they were far away and didn't seem like they were going to attack, so we just passed by."

I hadn't noticed at all, so I was surprised by Famu's answer. They must have blended in completely with the surrounding scenery.

"Did you know?"

I asked Mizuki, and she shook her head as well. The cat-eared girl from the guild turned to face us.

"Well then, we will watch you go through that door from here. Once you defeat the Area Guardian, please come to the guild. After we return, you'll be promoted to E-rank, so do your best!"

I nodded at her words.

"You too, Famu-chan!"

Famu nodded shyly at the cat-eared girl's words. Mizuki drew her sword, and Famu followed suit.

"Famu and I will be the vanguard. Mash, you support us with your bow and magic."

Mizuki opened the door to the Area Guardian's room.

The room inside was a dome, just like the dungeon in Richel. However, the ground was covered in ferns. It was muddy when I stepped on it. Famu and Mizuki walked side by side toward the center, and I followed behind them.

"Master, there are two on the ceiling."

Hearing Famu's warning, I looked up. They were a size larger than the Giant Bats we had just seen. What do you call a bat that's bigger than a Giant Bat? I nocked an arrow and took aim. But before I could release it, the Giant Bats spread their wings, took flight, and soared freely around the dome. It was the exact same scenario as before.

"They're not coming down,"

Famu said, switching her weapon to a kunai. I tried to aim, but I had no confidence I could hit a target moving so erratically. I shot an arrow as a deterrent, but as expected, I couldn't hit the monster. Suddenly, I heard the sound of rustling leaves behind me. The moment I tried to turn around, something pounced on me from behind, and I fell into the ferns. A sharp pain shot through my shoulder.

"Kuh!"

A Seven-Colored Lizard had latched onto my left shoulder. The lizard was about the same size as me. I tried to pry the monster's fangs off, but they were sunk in deep, and the pain in my shoulder only intensified.

"Mash!"

Mizuki slashed at the Seven-Colored Lizard. The monster quickly detached itself from my back and disappeared, blending into the surrounding scenery. I reflexively shot a stone sphere with Earth Magic, but I didn't feel it hit anything.

"Damn it!"

I tried to stand up, but my legs felt weak, and I fell to my knees. I tried to stand again, putting more strength into it, but my vision swam, and this time I couldn't support my body and collapsed. I landed on my injured shoulder, and a sharp pain shot through me. A wave of intense nausea washed over me, and I vomited stomach acid onto the ground where I lay.

"Mash, it's poison! Take this medicine! And a healing potion!"

Mizuki handed me the medicine, and I took it.

In the meantime, Famu was being overwhelmed. Two Giant Bats were repeatedly diving and attacking her, while several Seven-Colored Lizards were crawling at her feet, trying to bite her, forcing her into a defensive battle. Switching to kunai had been a mistake. The weapon's short range made it difficult for her to deal with enemies attacking from above and below simultaneously.

"Mizuki, I'm asking you... no, I'm begging you. Please, save Famu!"

"...But I can't leave you alone."

Mizuki hesitated at my words.

"I'm fine! Mizuki, protect our Master!"

Famu yelled. But she was in a bind, with no room to counterattack. What's more, they were trying to separate her from us and isolate her. I pushed myself up and fumbled for my bow to provide support, but I couldn't find it. Reluctantly, I shot a stone sphere as a deterrent. But with my distorted vision, it wouldn't hit. I took out my katana from storage.

"Mizuki, do you know how many Seven-Colored Lizards there are?"

She carefully looked around, then shook her head.

"I don't know."

"Well, that's fine. Mizuki, I need you to go help Famu. The two of you, keep the Giant Bats busy. I'm going to move to a spot with my back to the wall."

"What are you planning to do?"

I used her shoulder to stand up.

"Thanks to the medicine, I'm feeling better. Seeing how the monsters are swarming Famu, it looks like they're fighting with a strategy. I'll act as a decoy, and when the lizards get careless and approach, I'll cut them down. If things go south, I'll call Laciel."

"Okay. Don't overdo it."

Using the scabbard as a cane, I made my way to the wall, then turned and raised my katana. Mizuki watched me go before heading over to support Famu.

Mizuki, rushing to Famu's aid, slashed at the Seven-Colored Lizard crawling around her. Her special skill, Super Kill, must have activated. The monster vanished. With some breathing room, Famu threw a kunai at a Giant Bat. It seemed to do some damage, but the monster floated up to gain distance. In that time, she readied her next kunai. She tried to slash at the other Giant Bat, but a Seven-Colored Lizard crawling at her feet bared its fangs and lunged at her, forcing her to abandon the attack and jump back.

"Kuh."

The Seven-Colored Lizard pursued Famu, but Mizuki stepped in between and slashed at it. After observing the situation, I raised my katana and took a deep breath. The nausea from the poison and the pain in my shoulder had faded thanks to the medicine. To find the Seven-Colored Lizards hiding in this room, I focused my consciousness on the surrounding sounds and the rustling of the ferns. It happened from both the left and right at the same time. When I strained my eyes, I could see the camouflaged Seven-Colored Lizards stealthily approaching through the ferns. I couldn't slash them both at the same time. And since my left shoulder was injured, I should avoid attacks that required raising the katana. If I was going to do a sweeping cut, the enemy on the right came first. I stepped toward the enemy on the right and slashed at the creature crawling on the ground. The muddy ground made me lose my footing, and the slash was weak, but I felt it connect. Then, as I turned, I swept at the monster that had been approaching from behind in the same manner. I landed a blow on each, but neither was a fatal wound. The monsters crawled away and disappeared into the ferns. But due to the damage, their movements were sluggish. I followed the trail of broken leaves and stabbed one from behind with my katana.

"Kishaaaah!"

The monster vanished. I searched for the other one, but it had already blended into the surrounding scenery. I gave up on pursuing it. For now, after confirming there were no monsters nearby, I turned my attention back to Famu and the others.

Famu was handling the Giant Bats, while Mizuki took on the Seven-Colored Lizards. The monsters, now aware of their strength, were reluctant to enter their range. The Giant Bats would fly up and escape whenever they were in danger. Famu and the others also couldn't move around easily, not knowing where the Seven-Colored Lizards were hiding, which prevented them from making any decisive attacks. Right now, the Giant Bats were focused on attacking Famu and the others, and their attention on me had waned. I created a large stone sphere with Earth Magic and launched it at a Giant Bat. The blow struck the monster, and its body faltered from the damage. Seeing this, Mizuki plunged her sword into the ground.

"Famu!"

Mizuki shouted. Famu used the hilt of Mizuki's sword as a stepping stone and leaped. She arched her back in mid-air and used the momentum to plunge her kunai into the enemy as it tried to right itself. One of the Giant Bats vanished. As I was about to fire a continuous stream of stone spheres for support, I saw the fern leaves rustle.

"You won't get me again!"

I thrust my blade into the Seven-Colored Lizard that had been hiding and waiting to ambush me. My step-in was weak, and due to the pain in my left shoulder, the blade got stuck in the monster and wouldn't come out. While I was struggling with it, the remaining Giant Bat changed its target to me and flew over. I kicked the Seven-Colored Lizard to pull out my katana and cut down the diving enemy. Two monsters vanished.

"Alright! The Giant Bats are down. All that's left is to clean up the Seven-Colored Lizards hiding in the ferns!"

We had successfully defeated all the monsters in the Area Guardian's room. I picked up the bow I had dropped. The effects of the poison were gone, but the pain in my left shoulder remained. I'd have Myra heal it when we got back.

"Tomorrow is the 20th floor. Then we'll be C-rank."

"Wait a minute! We struggled this much on the 5th floor, there's no way,"

Mizuki replied to my words.

"I was the only one who struggled. Besides, if things get bad, I can always summon Laciel."

"But there's a real quest after that, right? It requires C-rank or higher, doesn't it?"

"Myra, Cecily, and Aira will be there for the quest."

"Mash, you can't fight like you are now. Before, you would properly assess the situation and give instructions. I know you're worried about us, but it's a problem when you're half-hearted or hesitant."

"Am I really allowed to give orders like before...?"

"It's not 'am I allowed'! Famu, say something too."

Mizuki turned to Famu.

"Master, I believe in you."

"Famu... that's not what I meant,"

Mizuki said, exasperated.

"Mizuki, aren't you, in fact, rather fond of our Master's wavering?"

"Well... I am. But there's no escape from an Area Guardian's room. We might be able to beat the 5th floor monsters, but I don't think it will work on the 20th floor monsters. It would be better to have someone who can use magic."

"I agree with adding more members. I have someone in mind,"

Famu said unexpectedly.

"Really?"

She nodded at my words.



    Chapter 130

    Longhorn Trail and the C-Rank Promotion Exam

    The next day. Having officially graduated from F-rank to E-rank, we were on the 20th floor of the dungeon, aiming to become C-rank adventurers. Unlike the dense jungle of the 5th floor, the scenery here was like something beyond the tree line. A climbing ridge seemed to stretch on endlessly. There were no trees or plants to obstruct the view, and where the trail ended, a field of small flowers, reminiscent of alpine flora, bloomed as far as the eye could see. It was truly a flower garden. A sight worthy of a photograph. The blue sky stretching overhead was so clear that it was easy to forget we were inside a dungeon. I fired a stone sphere from my Earth Magic toward that sky. The sphere flew far into the distance, eventually lost its momentum, and fell in an arc.

"Master, what are you doing?"

Famu, who was walking ahead of me, turned back. She seemed a little out of breath. The oxygen might be thin here.

"Oh, I was just curious if this space had a ceiling."

Indeed, it felt less like a dungeon and more like a completely different dimension. And there was something strangely artificial about this place.

"This floor resembles a picture you showed me, Master."

"Kumo-no-daira. It's the most beautiful place in the world I came from."

The reason it felt artificial was that despite the clear sky, there was no sun to be seen anywhere. There was no day or night in this space; it was probably always like this. It felt like my sense of time was being warped.

"Are there really monsters rampant here?"

"No, there are no monsters in my original world. And there aren't any large animals in places above the tree line either."

Our party members were me, Famu, Mizuki, and Marmi. The party accompanying us was Myra, Cecily, Aira, Fang, Beers, and Wake. Wake had said he would accompany us to protect Marmi until we reached the Area Guardian's room. Then Myra and the others had also volunteered one after another, and a new party had been formed. And there were six chaperones from the guild. It was an extravagant lineup.

"Hey! Monsters!"

Beers shouted, and before I could even draw my weapon, Myra, Cecily, Aira, Fang, and Wake rushed forward. They defeated the monsters in an instant.

"..."

As I was watching them, Cecily came up next to me.

"This party is so much easier to fight with, now that there's no dead weight."

"Are you talking about me?"

I asked back, and Cecily stuck her tongue out.

"Just kidding."

"Of course you are!"

As I replied, Beers ran past me.

"Alright, boys! Behind us now!"

Hearing his call, Cecily and the others rushed off. The monsters were defeated in a flash. For some reason, their expressions were lively. We were just standing there, watching.

"Alright, that's all of them. Let's take a break,"

Fang said, sheathing his weapon. The others who had participated in the battle nodded in agreement. Marmi came and squatted down next to me.

"...My head hurts a little."

"It seems the theme for the 20th floor of this dungeon is a high mountain."

One of the chaperones told me that Longhorn Trail has been confirmed up to the 80th floor, and the altitude increases by 100 meters with each floor. If that's the case, we were currently walking at an altitude of 2000 meters. The air pressure would be lower.

"...So what?"

"As the altitude gets higher, the temperature drops and the amount of oxygen decreases. If you keep breathing normally, the amount of oxygen your body takes in decreases, and it doesn't get distributed throughout your body. As a result, you get a headache."

Hearing my words, Marmi took a deep breath. Her small chest rose and fell. I didn't know how many floors this dungeon had, but the 80th floor would truly be a death zone. I wondered how they had managed to progress so far.

"It's better to focus on exhaling. And stay hydrated. Let's take a longer break until our bodies get used to it."

I said, watching her. Mizuki approached.

"It really is like being on a high mountain. The air is so clear and refreshing."

Mizuki took a deep breath as if to take in the fresh air. Her large chest rose and fell.

"Come to think of it, you said you used to go mountain climbing, Mizuki."

"Yeah, my dad used to take me."

I imagined it must have been tough walking with a child.

"By the way, Marmi, wasn't today the day you were supposed to leave? Is this okay?"

"...It was Famu's and Mash's request."

Was it okay to delay for a day for a reason like that? Was there no opposition from those around her? I glanced at Wake.

"...You are a messenger of Lady Laciel. If you were to change your mind and alter your course, it would become their responsibility."

So my request had a binding force. This was not a preferable situation.

"Is Patricia not here today?"

"...She can't fight, so she has the day off today."

Patricia had a powerful fist, but it seemed she wasn't a combatant. Marmi stood up. She brushed the dirt off her clothes.

"Are you okay now?"

"...Yeah, now that I know the reason. I used wind magic to adjust the amount of air around me. It's definitely easier now."

"I see. So you can solve it with magic."

I was impressed with her.

"...Remember this. I'm a genius who passed the magic school entrance exam with the highest scores."

She was happy to be praised and puffed out her chest, speaking proudly.

"Still, we should probably fight some monsters too."

"You're right. I want to confirm our formation with Marmi too,"

Mizuki replied.

"If that's the case, I'll let you fight. There are monsters over there."

Fang, who must have overheard our conversation, pointed. In the direction he pointed, there were monsters.

A group of five monsters. The three in the front were humanoid, but they were twice my height, with slender gray bodies and abnormally long limbs. Their faces were also long and narrow, with only a single eye in the center. They held no weapons. Behind them, gray robes floated in mid-air. They were shaped like people wearing them, but there were no people to be seen.

"...Grimtalls and Shadow Mantles,"

Marmi murmured.

"Are the ones in the back invisible men?"

"...A Shadow Mantle is a monster that is a mantle. The mantle itself is the body."

She raised her wand. Famu and Mizuki drew their swords, and I drew my katana.

"Me, Famu, and Mizuki will each take on one of the enemies in the front. Marmi, please provide support with magic."

Everyone nodded.

"Hey, are you planning to leave the mage by herself? What if someone gets through?"

It was probably Wake. I heard a voice from behind me. I sheathed my katana and picked up my bow again.

"Famu, Mizuki, sorry, but can the two of you handle them? I'll provide support with my bow."

They nodded and headed toward the monsters.

"Are you really going to have them fight an enemy they've never seen before with so few people?!"

This time it was probably Fang. It was like a parent-teacher observation day. It was hard to fight like this. But if Marmi got hurt, we might not be able to enter Miglutt. My role this time was rear support. I drew my bow and, to catch the Grimtalls off guard, I shot at the one in the center. But the arrow didn't hit.

"You're not handling the bow properly, that's why you can't hit anything. You need more practice."

Someone said from behind me. I was annoyed, but it was true. Come to think of it, I'd only practiced with the crossbow on the ship. I nocked a new arrow. This time, I used wind magic to improve my accuracy. The released arrow was swatted away by the Grimtall's whip-like arm. Their leg and body movements were slow, but their arm movements were fast. Famu and Mizuki slashed at the Grimtalls. The monsters swayed like invertebrates, dodging the attacks, and counterattacked with their whip-like arms. The two of them jumped back to dodge. The remaining one lunged at Famu, thrusting its arm like a spear. She blocked it with her two swords, deflecting its trajectory. But its other arm whipped out and struck her.

"Famu!"

She staggered back. Marmi shot a fireball with her fire magic for support, but that too was easily dodged. I shot an arrow as well. It hit the head of the Grimtall pursuing Famu. The monster's movements stopped for a moment, and Famu was able to escape its range. But now, Mizuki was being attacked by two Grimtalls. As I was about to nock another arrow, the Shadow Mantles in the monster's rear guard shot a fireball at us. Marmi blocked it with a magical barrier.

"...This is a pain. I'll wipe them out with lightning. Have Famu and Mizuki fall back."

Marmi raised her wand.

"Famu! Mizuki! Break away!"

As the two of them jumped back, the lightning Marmi unleashed flashed with a tremendous roar. It looked like a direct hit on the Grimtalls. But the monsters didn't fall.

"...They're using support magic to raise their resistance to magic. But it should have done some damage."

I switched to my katana.

"Mo, I'm going to support Famu and the others. Have Famu target the Shadow Mantles."

"...Understood. I'll keep the Shadow Mantles busy so they can't cast spells."

Mizuki was handling two Grimtalls, and Famu was handling one. The two of them were on the defensive, but Famu, in particular, had been moving sluggishly since taking that first hit. I shot a stone sphere with Earth Magic at one of the Grimtalls fighting Mizuki, made a feint as if I was heading that way, then reversed direction and slashed at the Grimtall fighting Famu. The enemy was completely caught off guard, and I managed to slash its legs. The Grimtall fell. I tried to follow up, but the monster swung its arms wildly, and I couldn't get close.

"Mo!"

I shouted, and she shot a fireball at the fallen monster. The monster vanished.

"Famu, healing potion."

"Master!"

I passed her a healing potion from my storage. She caught it securely.

"Once you've recovered, target the Shadow Mantles in the back. If you can't, I'll go."

"I'm fine!"

Famu nodded and turned her gaze to the Shadow Mantles. Seeing that, I moved to support Mizuki.

Marmi and the Shadow Mantles were engaged in a magical duel at opposite ends of the field. Fireballs were flying over our heads. Since there were two monsters, she was being pushed back, but her magical barrier was stopping the enemy's fireballs. I tried to slash at one of the Grimtalls facing Mizuki from behind, but the monster noticed and thrust its arm at me like a spear. I deflected the blow with my blade.

"Mash, be careful. With the whip-like attacks, if you don't stop the fist at the end, it will wrap around and hit you."

Mizuki said. It's just like a whip. It would bend at the point of impact and strike me. Her body had several welts where she had been struck by the flexible arms, which were swelling up.

"Got it."

I faced one of them. It swayed like an invertebrate, with its own unique timing. It was tall with long arms, making it difficult to get into range. Did it even have bones? As I was thinking that, it started swinging its arms. I dodged one arm, and the other immediately followed. I tried hitting it with my blade, but it didn't seem to take any damage, or perhaps it didn't care, because the enemy didn't flinch. I slowly backed away while taking the enemy's attacks. I'm not good with enemies that launch such reckless attacks. To land a hit, I would have to be prepared to take damage myself. While I was hesitating, Mizuki made one of the Grimtalls vanish. Then she slashed at the back of the enemy I was facing. The enemy's movements stopped for a moment. I took that chance to slash at it as well. The monster seemed to have predicted the attack and launched a spear-like thrust at my face. I tilted my head and dodged the attack at the last second. Then, I slashed. The monster staggered but didn't fall. It continued to swing its arms. I broke away.

I checked on Famu. She was slashing at a Shadow Mantle. The torn mantle lost its human shape and fell to the ground as a piece of cloth before vanishing. Her "Kikuichimonji"

and Marmi's fireball exploded on the other enemy, and it vanished as well. I returned my gaze to the front. Mizuki deflected the Grimtall's attack with her shield, closed the distance, and slashed. I shot a stone sphere. It hit its head, and the enemy's movements stopped. Mizuki didn't miss the opportunity and slashed. However, the monster didn't fall. It swung its arms.

"You're persistent!"

She dodged the blow with a backstep. This time, I stepped in and slashed the monster. With that blow, the monster vanished.

"Phew..."

I let out a big sigh. Mizuki was picking up the Mana Seed. Famu also picked up a Mana Seed and returned. I remembered Marmi saying she could draw out mana from Mana Seeds, so I handed the two of them to her.

"...I heard you only get to pick up a Mana Seed about once in a lifetime. Why?"

"Must be because of my good deeds, right? Let's go back to the others."

I decided to play dumb.

When we returned to Myra and the others after the battle, there was a somewhat tense atmosphere.

"Myra, could you heal Mizuki? Did something happen?"

"Well..."

She awkwardly averted her gaze to Cecily.

"Did something happen to Cecily?"

"At the beginning of the battle, she reprimanded Wake-san and Fang for giving orders, and they started fighting."

"..."

I went over to Cecily.

"Mash is the type to come up with a plan after actually engaging the enemy. They can't fight like that. They're just in the way."

Cecily seemed to be angry on my behalf. Was it her who silenced Wake and Fang?

"Weren't you just happily fighting with Wake and the others and smugly teasing me just a moment ago?"

"Hmph, it's okay for *me* to say it! We're comrades!"

Cecily replied sulkily. I was about to say that's not okay, but it seemed like I would just get yelled at too, so I kept quiet.

"Wake and Fang are more experienced than me. It's only natural that they'd have something to say after seeing me, who's only been in this world for a little over a month."

I also think that my inability to make a plan without actually clashing blades with the enemy is due to my lack of experience. I can't gauge the enemy's true strength. I want to complain about my own low performance. If they want me to do something after transmigrating me, they could have at least made me stronger.

"What? So you're saying they could have come up with a better plan than Mash during the battle with the pirates? Mash was the only one who acted while considering everyone's circumstances and got results. If they were quiet then, they should be quiet now!"

At that time, Wake didn't know about the power of Goddess Summon. I had wanted them to come up with some ideas to avoid the second battle, but a large-scale battle is different from our current party's battles.

"Mash, you have your unreliable moments, but we've never lost under your command,"

Myra interjected. It seemed she was also quite angry. I wanted to know if Aira felt the same way, so I glanced at her.

"It's fine for us to make fun of Mash, but we won't stand for other people complaining about him!"

"Aira, you too?!"

Cecily nodded with satisfaction, arms crossed, at Aira's words, and even Myra nodded. After hearing the opinions of the three of them, I headed over to Wake and Fang.

"I'm sure you heard, but I'm going to have to ask you two to leave the party."

"What did you say?"

Wake's voice became low.

"Wake, I think you're more experienced than me and I should listen to your opinions. But we're fighting as a team. That's the most important thing. I can't follow the opinions of someone who brings down the party's morale."

"I'll be taking Lady Mo with me as well, if you don't mind."

"Understood. I'd like to thank you for accompanying us this far. The three of us—me, Famu, and Mizuki—will tackle the 20th floor. Also, I consider what happened during the pirate subjugation a favor. I'd like to think that with this, we're even."

"...That's a problem! I'm staying to defeat the Area Guardian of this floor,"

Marmi said.

"I was watching the previous battle. Without Lady Mo, even getting this far would have been dangerous, wouldn't it?"

Wake smiled.

I realized that not only Cecily, Myra, and Aira, but also Famu and Mizuki had fierce expressions on their faces.

"The one who makes that judgment is our Master. Not you,"

Famu said. Wake was probably just being sarcastic as a joke. He probably thought I would accept it and we would make up. But since it wasn't getting through to the girls, who were already seeing red, I couldn't back down. Fang, realizing their anger, was slowly backing away, trying to become a bystander like the stunned Beers. It would be nice if Wake had that much charm, but he probably couldn't do it with me.

"You seem to think I'm weak, but the women here don't think so. I also think I'm weak, but I think I can beat you."

"That's the power of Divine Grace. The power of the goddess. It's not your own strength."

"You're just using your special skill to predict your opponent's movements. If my power isn't my own strength, then your power isn't your own strength either. If you don't mind dying, we can fight without special skills."

"Hoh... is that so?"

We were glaring at each other. Marmi stepped in between us.

"...Mash, I apologize for my subordinate's rudeness. Please, let us accompany you until the end as before."

Marmi bowed her head. Seeing that, Wake also bowed his head.

"I went too far. Please accept my apology."

"You should just fight. Mash will win anyway,"

Cecily said, watching him.

In the end, the parent-chaperoned dungeon exploration continued. The battles were fought by me, Famu, Mizuki, and Marmi. We struggled in the first battle, but after that, we were able to handle things smoothly. Part of it was that the number of enemies we encountered was less than five. Wake and Fang no longer said anything even when they saw us fight. However, after the battles, they would look at me with clearly dissatisfied expressions. It was a terrifying pressure, and my performance was only getting worse. Every time I shot an arrow, Wake would give me an exasperated look, and I completely lost the feeling that I could hit anything, so I sealed my bow. At this point, I thought it would be better if they just said something, but since I had shot my mouth off in front of Cecily, I couldn't say anything. Fang didn't say anything openly anymore, but it still seemed to bother him, as he was talking to Mizuki and giving her advice. Even now, Fang was talking to Mizuki. Behind them, Marmi and Cecily were whispering to each other.

"...Cecily, do you really think Mash can beat Wake? No one can beat Wake."

"If Mash fought a hundred times, I think he would lose ninety-nine times. But he would definitely pull out the remaining one."

"...You mean he's lucky?"

"It's a little different. In fact, you underestimated Mash and lost, didn't you, Mo? Wake also gave up midway, but that's because he realized he would lose if he fought, right? The first time, Mash wins."

"...Mmph, that wasn't a magic battle. I never thought a stone could bend like that. And the one who fought Wake was Mizuki."

"Don't forget that Mash was the one who made Mizuki fight."

I feel like Cecily is praising me too much.

"Cecily, you're being creepy today. Why are you praising me so much?"

"Hmph, I'm just teaching the newcomer how to talk. In the first place, it's Mash's fault for going into battle without any confidence!"

"...You're right."

Does she want to become the party's den mother?

"More importantly, we're almost at the Area Guardian's room, so pull yourself together."

I didn't want to be lectured by Cecily any more, so I decided to change the subject to Marmi.

"What's your adventurer rank, Mo?"

"...Actually, I'm also E-rank. If I defeat the Area Guardian with you, Mash, I'll become C-rank too."

Marmi proudly showed me her status sheet. She was indeed E-rank. So she was higher rank than me all this time. Her class was Mage, and her level was 8. Right now, the members of Levante were me, Famu, Mizuki, and Marmi. It must be the effect of my special skill.

"Maybe because we defeated the enemies on the 20th floor. Your level is going up fast."

She also looked surprised after checking her own character sheet.

"...Did you do something?"

I decided to keep quiet. Let her wonder.

As we were doing that, we arrived in front of the Area Guardian's room.

"Well, we're going in. What are you guys going to do?"

"After you guys fight, we'll fight and pass through as well,"

Myra replied to my question.

"...Things are tense. Are you sure you'll be okay?"

"We'll be fine. There's no way we can't clear what you guys cleared, Mash. Especially our three vanguards, who are more stable and stronger than the three in Mash's current party."

Myra's smile deeply wounded my heart.

"I'm just kidding,"

Myra whispered in my ear. I wanted to bury my face in her breasts and be comforted.

"Even if I shoot magic at his back, Wake will probably dodge it, so it's fine."

Cecily was saying things that would cause problems later. I wish she wouldn't escalate conflicts unnecessarily. I want to make up with Wake. I turned my gaze to the guild chaperones.

"We will watch you go through the door, and then we will return to the starting point. We pray for your safe return."

We shook hands. Come to think of it, I had shown them an unsightly side of me. Once again, I exchanged glances with Famu, Mizuki, and Marmi.

"Let's go!"

They nodded at my voice.



    Chapter 131

    The Longhorn Trail and the 20th Floor's Area Guardian

    Mizuki pushed the door open. We entered slowly, scanning our surroundings. There were no monsters in sight. A vast, dome-shaped space spread out before us, the floor paved with stone.

"I wonder why only six people can enter this room,"

Mizuki said.

"Who knows. But the six-pointed star was the symbol for that monotheistic religion in the east, the one with the legends about the Ark we're chasing. Maybe there's a connection,"

I mused. It was the familiar design formed by two overlapping equilateral triangles.

"...Mash, are you looking for the Ark?"

Mo asked.

"Well, to be precise..."

As I started to answer her, the door we'd come through slammed shut. Particles of light began to rain down in the center of the room. From within that brilliance, the shape of a monster started to form. The light faded, revealing our foe. A Grimtal stood in the center, flanked by five Shadow Mantles. The Shadow Mantles were the same size as the ones we'd seen on the way here, but this Grimtal was even more massive. It was so tall that hitting its head with my sword was impossible. Its long arms also had a formidable reach, making it difficult to close the distance.

"They really think bigger is always better, don't they?"

Mizuki commented, eyeing the Grimtal.

"Coming from you, who's so fond of my size."

"Stop saying embarrassing things and get ready to fight!"

We all drew our weapons.

"...Releasing maximum output lightning strike,"

Mo announced, raising her wand. A flash of lightning shot toward the Grimtal, but a magic barrier appeared and deflected it. With a deafening roar, the lightning and the barrier exploded. The Grimtal charged through the aftershock on long strides. It thrust its arm like a spear, aiming for Mo.

"Look out!"

Mizuki instinctively jumped in front of her, trying to block with her shield, but she couldn't absorb the full impact and was sent flying. The attack grazed past a stunned Mo, the force of it knocking her onto her backside.

"Mizuki, Mo!"

This time, the Grimtal's arm cracked like a whip, swinging down toward Mo. Mizuki once again threw herself in the way, trying to parry with her shield, but her arms wouldn't rise, likely due to the damage from the last blow. She took a direct hit. Her body flew backward, colliding with the seated Mo. The Grimtal raised its arm again, preparing to deliver another spear-like strike to the two of them.

"Famu! Get Mo! I'll get Mizuki!"

The monster's hand-blade sliced down toward Mizuki and Mo. I dragged a limp Mizuki out of the way while, from the opposite side, Famu supported Mo and pulled her to safety, narrowly avoiding the blow. We were now in a Y-shaped formation. The base of the Y was the center of the dome, with the five Shadow Mantles there and the Grimtal at the fork. I was at one upper tip with Mizuki, and Famu and Mo were at the other.

"Mizuki!"

I shook her shoulder. Her eyes fluttered open. She tensed her body, grimacing in pain.

"It hurts... I tried to protect Mo, and my [Super Save] activated to dodge. But if I dodged, I couldn't protect her, so... Mash, my whole body hurts. I don't even know *where* it hurts."

So she'd canceled [Super Save] to try and block it with her shield. The Shadow Mantles launched fireballs at us. I instantly created a water sphere to absorb the impact, but the Grimtal's whipping arm batted it away.

"Just drink the healing potion!"

I pulled her close, holding the potion to her lips.

"Mash, when we get back to our world, I want us to hike a mountain ridge like the one we walked today. At night, we'll eat curry together, drink coffee together, look at the stars together... and spend the night in a tent together..."

"Idiot, stop talking and drink!"

"...And when morning comes, we'll walk together again... and soak in a hot spring deep in the mountains together."

"I get it. We'll go mountain climbing together. So please, drink the potion!"

Another of the Grimtal's blows came hurtling toward us. I tried to pull Mizuki's body out of the way, but I could barely move. A magical barrier appeared before us, deflecting the Grimtal's attack. It must have been Mo's magic. Looking over, I saw Famu and Mo standing a short distance away, watching us. Mo's wand was pointed in our direction. A follow-up barrage of fireballs from the Shadow Mantles shattered the barrier.

"Mash, I love you..."

"I love you too. Now hurry up and drink the damn potion!"

"That's not what I mean. Say it to me, too. It's not fair that you only say it to Famu..."

Mizuki pleaded. What did she mean, only Famu? I glanced at Famu. She was watching us, her expression unreadable, distant and cold. Her lips moved as if she was about to say something, but she remained silent and lowered her gaze. Her attention shifted back to the enemy. I turned back to Mizuki.

"Stop talking nonsense. You and Famu are the same to me!"

I forced the potion into her mouth, and she drank it. As the Grimtal prepared another attack, Mo unleashed a lightning strike. The monster faltered, but it didn't stop its assault. I managed to drag Mizuki's body just out of the way. If Mo hadn't weakened the blow, we would have taken it head-on. After drinking the potion, Mizuki lost consciousness. I frantically felt for the spot below her left breast. I could feel her heartbeat, still beating strong. The gentle rise and fall of her chest. She was only sleeping. A sigh of relief escaped me. This was my fault. I'd pushed her too hard again. But I would make this right. I gripped my katana, laid her down gently, and rose to my feet.

"Famu, Mo, are you two okay?"

I faced the Grimtal, holding my katana in a level stance.

"Yes. Mo and I are fine. What about Mizuki?"

"I gave her a healing potion. She'll be alright, but she's out of the fight."

"..."

Famu must have gasped. In every battle we'd faced, Mizuki had never fallen. She had always been the one supporting the party. We had all fought with the assumption that she was invincible.

"I'll take down the Grimtal. I need you two to handle the Shadow Mantles behind it."

"Master... you are planning to win, right?"

Famu asked, her voice tinged with anxiety.

"Of course. How about you two?"

"...We're fine. Famu and I can win. We are the strongest adventurers of the Mu tribe,"

Mo answered. Famu nodded in agreement.

"What's the 'Mu tribe'?"

"...The Mu tribe is the Mu tribe. There are three of us now."

"...Alright, whatever. I'm counting on you. But Famu, if you think it's getting dangerous, don't hesitate to use your special skill. If we need Laciel's power, just shout. I'll summon her without a second thought."

Seeing the two of them nod, I turned my gaze back to the Grimtal.

Mo's lightning strikes made the room flicker as Famu dashed toward the Shadow Mantles. I took a moment to study the Grimtal again. It was tall and slender, swaying back and forth like a snake slithering across the ground. A single eye looked down on me. I wondered if it even had depth perception. At my height and with my reach, my blade would never touch its head. And its long arms... even with the length of my katana, they were longer than mine. Dashing into its range to strike its torso would be difficult. Dodging the whip-like slashes and spear-like thrusts would be a monumental task. It was like fighting a tower. On top of all that, Mizuki was lying defenseless behind me. If I moved from this spot, the monster would surely finish her off. I had to stay here and, no matter what, cut this enemy down. I swayed the tip of my blade lightly, inching forward to bait an attack. The monster took the bait and lunged with a thrust. I used its momentum to step in and swing my katana. My target wasn't its body, but its fist. Blade and fist collided. A loud clang echoed as a shock, as if striking metal, shot up my arm. I fought the recoil and followed through with my swing. This blade could cut through anything. A sharp pain tore through my body. The severed half of the Grimtal's hand-blade was embedded in my right thigh. The other half lay on the floor.

"Ugh..."

The monster pulled the blade free. Unbearable agony washed over me. It was a miracle I was still standing. I took a slow step forward, but my leg felt numb, devoid of sensation. Still, I raised my katana back into a level stance and closed the distance.

"Come on,"

I taunted. The Grimtal lashed out with its uninjured arm, striking like a whip. I aimed for that arm, stepped in, and swung. The pain in my leg made it impossible to plant my feet firmly. But I focused my strength into my left hand, into my pinky finger, and brought the blade down with precision. I felt the solid impact run through my arm. This time, I was unharmed. The severed arm flew past me, hit the wall, and fell to the ground. I turned back to the monster and took another step forward. The monster took a step back. I closed the distance again, and again it retreated. I wanted to lunge, but the pain in my leg was so intense I didn't think I could support my own weight.

"...You're in the way. Don't back up over here,"

Mo's voice rang out. A bolt of lightning pierced the monster's body. It recoiled violently and then, as if all its strength had vanished, it fell toward me. I swung my katana and severed its head. Enveloped in particles of light, the Grimtal disappeared.


The door at the far end of the room opened. Famu and Mo had finished clearing out the Shadow Mantles. Famu was gathering the kunai she had used in the fight.

"...She looks dead. Is she okay?"

Mo asked, looking at Mizuki.

"She's not dead. And if she *looked* dead, she wouldn't be okay."

Her words sent a jolt of anxiety through me. I tried to rush to Mizuki's side but stumbled and fell. Famu instantly caught me, supporting my body.

"Master, you should drink a healing potion too."

I drank the potion Famu offered me. I could feel the pain beginning to subside. Leaning on her shoulder, I made my way to where Mizuki lay. Her chest was rising and falling faintly. She was breathing. I placed a hand on her chest and checked her heartbeat as well. She was okay. As I let out a sigh of relief, I noticed Famu staring at me with cold eyes.

"I-I touched her, yes! And there was some impure intent! But it's not what you think! I was just checking her heartbeat!"

I desperately tried to explain, but I couldn't tell if I had cleared up her misunderstanding.

"...Well, I'm glad she's alive. I'll carry Mizuki, so you carry Mash, Famu."

After saying that, Mo said, "Heave-ho,"

grabbed Mizuki's ankles, tucked them under her arms, and began to drag her toward the door.

"Wait, wait, wait! Hold on! Can't you be a little more gentle?"

I hastily stopped her.

"...She's too heavy any other way,"

Mo replied.

"But if you do it like that, everyone will see Mizuki's underwear. Have some decency!"

"...I see..."

Mo nodded and let go of Mizuki's legs. Then she straightened the hem of Mizuki's skirt.

"Famu, sorry about this, but could you take me through the door first, then come back and carry Mizuki with Mo?"

"Understood."

Leaning on her shoulder, I headed for the door.



    Chapter 132

    The Sleeping Mizuki and Mo's Reconciliation Plan

    We were waiting for Myra and the others to return at the entrance of the Longhorn Trail. Much like the one in Richel, this dungeon's entrance was housed inside a small shrine. The stone building was bustling with adventurers—some about to head in, others just returning. A few, like us, were seriously injured. The group sizes varied, from solo adventurers to parties of six. Some were even teaming up with other parties to form new groups. The fact that we rarely saw other adventurers inside meant this dungeon was immense. There were even stalls set up for them, selling preserved foods, maps, and weapons. I remembered the dog-eared man I'd met on Longhorn Street. He said his party was called 'Lightning'. I wondered if he was exploring this dungeon too. We found an empty spot along the wall and settled in. The healing potion had numbed my right leg, but in its place, the wound itself had begun to throb violently. And Mizuki was still asleep. Anxiety and impatience gnawed at me. I just wanted Myra and Aira to get back quickly. Other adventurers kept glancing over at Mo. An elven adventurer must be a rare sight.

"Mo, I have a favor to ask you now."

"...What is it?"

"I want to make up with Wake. I was just trying to act cool in front of Cecily at the time, but I regret it now. I don't want someone who has the absolute trust of a powerful figure's daughter holding a grudge against me."

"...Understood. I'll order him."

"No, that's not what I meant..."

I had hoped she would arrange a meeting for us to talk, but her solution was far simpler. From her perspective, however, it wasn't something she needed to ask for. Wake would certainly obey her command, but the thought of not knowing what he was truly thinking was terrifying.

"...I know. But there's no point in just smoothing things over on the surface. The root of the problem is that Wake doubts your abilities."

"Is fighting him the only way to prove myself..."

"...You don't have to do that. Leave it to me."

Mo's 'leave it to me' overlapped with Mizuki's words in my mind. I reached out and touched her cheek. It felt a little cold. Just then, Myra and the others emerged from the black circle in the center of the room.


Myra was healing Mizuki. Meanwhile, Aira was healing me.

"I don't know what I'd do if you left, Aira. I want you to stay with us forever,"

I told her.

"I keep telling you. Don't let Cecily go. I'm fine with you, Mash. But if she tries to recommend another new guy, I really don't think I could deal with it."

"Stop calling the guys Cecily likes 'recommendations.' And am I right to interpret that as you liking me, Aira?"

"What are you talking about now? Besides, I don't like you."

"Which is it?!"

"You're so careless, Mash, yet you grasp our abilities more accurately than anyone else and make judgments based on that. I can't stand that you handed the heavily injured Mizuki over to Myra."

It was true that I thought Myra was better suited to treat Mizuki than Aira, but I never imagined she would be bothered by it. I patted her head.

"Even if you do that, I still hate you!"

She glanced down at the wound on my thigh.

"Do you think Cecily should go to a magic academy? What do you think, Aira?"

She'd probably stay with the party while we were in Miglutt, but taking her to the Demon Kingdom was likely out of the question.

"Cecily has been struggling ever since she joined Levante."

"She has? About what?"

"I already gave you a hint."

*Smack.* She lightly tapped my right thigh. It didn't hurt.


Aira moved over to help Myra with Mizuki. There were holes in my clothes, but the wounds on my body had vanished. I stood up without any pain. It was truly miraculous. As I was testing the feeling in my leg, Mo approached me.

"...Mash. I need to talk to you."

"What's up?"

"...Actually, the city of Miglutt and the city of Heilon have decided to cooperate against the Demon Kingdom. To do that, they've decided to establish a means of communication between the two cities."

"Hey, is it okay to be talking about that here?"

"...I heard it as a rumor, so it's fine."

"What kind of rumor is that?!"

She stood out just by existing, but I reconsidered; no one would ever imagine that the daughter of one of Miglutt's Four Regent Families would be in a place like this. Mo glanced over at Wake.

"...So, they're thinking of building a proper road and setting up post stations."

Post stations were facilities for official messengers, providing lodging and a place to change or rest horses.

"So they plan to use horses for communication?"

Mo gave a small nod. The two cities were on the front lines against the Demon Kingdom. A direct road between them would naturally be vulnerable to the Demon Kingdom's influence. Even if they built the road and stations, they would be easy targets for sabotage and likely unusable in an emergency.

"Didn't they have anything like that before?"

"...They do. The Emperor is maintaining one, but it's unreliable."

It seemed like an easy solution to just improve and reinforce the existing infrastructure.

"What about carrier pigeons?"

"...We plan to use them. But they carry very little information."

"Anything else? Aren't there any races in this world that can fly?"

"...There are the Winged People and the Bat Folk."

"Oh, so they exist! Then just ask them."

"...The Winged People are a bit unusual; they have bird legs. They used to live around here, but after a conflict with the Demon Kingdom, they created their own isolated society and withdrew. Now they live in their own kingdom in a forest far to the north. I think the country was called something like Nekoganekonda."

"Nekoganekonda? What's that, some kind of pun?!"

Perhaps their bird legs made it difficult to live in cities.

"...I believe they've been ruled by a queen for generations. They live in a giant tree, and the largest one is 333 meters tall."

My head was filling up with seemingly useless information. I was tempted to joke about it being the Tokyo Tower, but she wouldn't get the reference, so I kept quiet. Still, if it really existed, that was one ridiculously tall tree.

"Is that so? I'd like to visit sometime."

"...You said you came from Richel, Mash, but it's much farther than the distance between Richel and Miglutt. The road disappears partway through. If you're going, I want to go too,"

Mo replied.

"Then what about the Bat Folk? They're not the Giant Bats we saw on the fifth floor of the dungeon, are they?"

"...They're not monsters. Like the elves, the Bat Folk have a small population. Most of them are in the Demon Kingdom. Their flight time is short, so they're not suited for long-distance travel."

"Then running is our only option."

"...Running?"

"Mo, who do you think is faster, a human or a horse?"

"...A horse, I think. But since you're asking, it must be a human."

"That's the right answer, but over short distances, a horse is faster. But what about over ten, fifty, or a hundred kilometers?"

"...I'm not sure. But if they're trained equally, wouldn't the horse still be faster?"

"Actually, no. In the course of evolution, when humans came down from the trees to live on the ground, they started living as bipeds. That created a huge difference between them and other creatures."

"...Humans lived in trees?"

Mo asked. I remembered the creation myth of this world, where the gods first created the human race. And it was the proliferation of humans that incurred the gods' wrath. Evolution was a denied concept in this world.

"Maybe it's different in this world. In our world, the prevailing theory is that humans evolved from apes."

"...Is that so?"

Mo looked surprised.

"Yeah. Anyway, back to the point. The advantages of bipedalism are that the balance of our center of gravity allowed our heads, and thus our brains, to grow larger. Our hands became free to use. And finally, we became able to run farther."

"...Why does being bipedal let you run farther?"

The advantage of quadrupedal locomotion is the ability to generate explosive propulsion with the entire body. The expansion and contraction of the body during running also acts as a pump for the lungs. In other words, their breathing is linked to their body's movement. This makes them suited for running fast over short distances, but not for running long distances over extended periods. Oxygen is necessary to move the body, but too much of it can become toxic. For bipeds, running and lung movement are not linked. This makes us unsuited for sprinting, but perfect for long-distance running. With training, a person can run over a hundred kilometers in half a day. Bipedalism was the survival strategy that allowed humanity to endure climate change and expand its habitat across the entire world. Plus, it allows for more flexible responses to obstacles, rough terrain, and things like river floods. You can even hydrate while running. And it's even better if you have Water Magic. I explained all this to Mo.

"Well, to be able to run long distances, it would take about half a year to a year of training for fifty kilometers, and two to three years for a hundred. There are also individual differences."

"...I see. That might be better than using horses. I'll think about it."

"If you have the money, it's always better to have multiple means of communication."

Mo nodded.

"...Is there an easy way to train people like that?"

"Do you know what a marathon is? You have people compete in martial arts in the arena, right? This is like that, but they compete by running instead of fighting. If you hold regular athletic events and give rewards not just to the winners, but to as many participants as possible, they'll train themselves."

"...I see. When the old Empire existed, a festival called the Olympia was held in a southern city every four years."

"Really?"

I looked at Mo, a little surprised. She gave a small nod.

"Master, this is an old story, but during the era when the old Empire ruled the world, there was a man known as the Dog-eared Emperor. That emperor had a prime minister who was a transmigrator."

"Don't tell me that man was Okita Soji?"

Famu shook her head.

"It's said to be a false name, but he called himself Richelieu. Acting on that prime minister's advice, a sports festival that gathered people from all over the world came to be held."

If he named himself after the historical figure from my world, his naming sense was terrible. But Famu seemed to have more to say, so I kept quiet.

"He left behind many words, but he is said to have stated, 'Man creates with his head, builds with his hands, and connects with his feet.'"

"Is that so? That means there might be a lot of transmigrators who've said similar things to what I have."

Mo might have predicted I would say something like this. I felt a little embarrassed. When I looked at her, she had a refreshed, clear expression, as if she'd just completed a major task. She then glanced at Wake with a proud look. Did she really think my statement would make Wake see me in a new light? When I looked at him, he was giving me a genuinely awkward look. I started to feel mortified.

"Uh... right. My bad. I shouldn't have been meddling in another party's business,"

Wake apologized. I doubt it was from the heart, but Mo was implicitly pressuring him to make up with me. This was no different from her just ordering him. It was just a slightly longer route to the same destination.

"No, it's fine. Famu, Mizuki, and I have only been adventurers for a little over a month. We don't know anything about fighting..."

"A month? Even with Lady Mo's help, you reached C-rank in that time?"

His expression turned to one of surprise. So that's what he was shocked about.

"That's how it is. Let's get along from now on."

I extended my hand, and he shook it. Mo nodded, looking satisfied.

"Making running popular is a good idea, but what about shoes? We don't have the kind of high-performance ones from our world."

"That's a matter of running form. The sandals in this world are good enough to run in, and it's not like we're competing for speed. What's important is delivering information reliably, no matter the circumstances."

I suddenly realized the person asking the question had changed to Mizuki. She was awake. Her face was a little pale, but she seemed okay. I wrapped her in a hug.

"Hey, this is embarrassing!"

she protested, but she still wrapped her arms around my back. My eyes started to well up. But our embrace was broken apart by Myra and Aira.

"How cruel! I'm the one who healed her. You should praise me first!"

Myra pouted, her cheeks puffed out. I hugged her instead.

"Hyaa! P-Preferably when we're alone..."

Myra squirmed shyly, but she didn't try to get away. In fact, she pressed her body closer, her large breasts flush against me. I happened to meet Aira's gaze as she stared at us.

"Alright, you get a hug too!"

I let go of Myra and went to hug Aira.

"I don't want one! I said I don't want one!"

Aira pushed me away. I then noticed Mo, standing there with her arms open, waiting.

"...My reward for helping today. I haven't received it yet."

I spread my arms and was about to go hug her when Famu stepped between us and stopped me.

"Mo, Master is mine!"



    Chapter 133

    A New Quest and Trouble at the Settlement

    We, the members of Levante, were walking south from the city of Heilon. The wheat fields near the city soon gave way to a forest. It was filled with low, broad-leaved trees, and as long as we stuck to the small path, it was bright and didn't feel oppressive. The sun was getting stronger, but it was cool and pleasant in the shade, with little humidity. The route wasn't along the main road, and there were several forks we had to navigate carefully to reach our destination. Famu repeatedly checked the simple map she'd received from the Chairman as we went. At first, whenever we reached a fork, I would pull out the map and we'd all discuss it, but before I knew it, Famu had taken the map from me and made it her responsibility. Occasionally, she'd point a finger with a distinct lack of confidence, filling us all with anxiety, but only Cecily ever complained.

"This group of six really is the most comfortable."

"What are you, an old man?!"

Cecily retorted when I spoke with a deep sense of contentment. Having officially become C-rank adventurers, we had accepted a request from the Chairman on Longhorn Street. The job was to subjugate monsters that were ravaging a farm he owned, located about a day's journey from Heilon. We hadn't been told the type of monster; only that we should go to the settlement and ask a man named Cyril for the details.

"A farm... a settlement... ugh, my head is starting to hurt..."

"It's alright, Master. We've grown a lot since then,"

Famu replied. She was right; compared to back then, she had grown tremendously. But what about me? I felt like I hadn't changed much at all.

"But this time, we don't have the reliable Aidan with us."

"If you're going to be so pessimistic, why did you even take a quest like this? Do you want to do lewd things with that girl Shizuka that badly?"

I was just grumbling a little, but Cecily's merciless verbal assault came swiftly.

"If that was my goal, I could have it with her anytime if I paid, and I've already paid for that much."

"You're the worst! But if that's not it, then why?"

"That's because..."

"Because?"

I wrapped my arms around Cecily.

"Because I wanted to go on an adventure with you!"

"Gah!"

She struggled and broke free.

"Liar! Stop hugging me to change the subject whenever things get inconvenient!"

Cecily yelled. Now that she mentioned it, I did seem to do that a lot.

"Alright. I'll stop hugging you."

"Huh? Why?"

She tells me to stop, but when I say I will, she asks why. I wish she'd make up her mind. I steered the conversation back to why I took the Chairman's request.

"Even if you say that, the truth is, I don't really know either..."

This was my true feeling. Looking back now, it seemed unnecessary to risk my life fighting an Area Guardian and raising my rank just to help her. Besides, she was content with her current situation. But she did say she wanted to come with us to Miglutt. And those summoned by the five goddesses were comrades. I did want to give her options. And I also felt I had to find this 'Ko-kun'. But I wasn't confident that was a clear motive. I was stuck in a fog, given a time limit and made to do things I didn't understand in places I didn't know. I just wanted to figure out this whole situation together.

"Haaah... get a grip! Still, we're heading out to the middle of nowhere. I wonder what they're even growing..."

she sighed.

"Good point. The Chairman is like some kind of underworld boss. If he's growing suspicious plants like poppies, let's just pretend we saw nothing and turn back."

I was considering the possibility that he was secretly producing narcotics. The request was about monsters ravaging a farm, but I wouldn't put it past him to make us fight his rivals or the city's knights.

"By the way, do you know what poppies are?"

"Are you making fun of me? They're the source of opium, right? Poppy fruits are grown in regions south of here, so I doubt we'd see them around here,"

Cecily replied, looking miffed.

"So you know their effects too?"

"I've never seen it in person, but I remember what was written in the pharmacology texts. It's a painkiller, a sleeping aid, and a digestive aid. But if you take too much, it makes people violent, lethargic, and can even lead to death..."

"I see. So it's treated as a medicinal substance here."

Cecily tilted her head slightly at my words.

"That's true, but it's expensive, and church healing or recovery potions are much quicker, so I don't think many people use it."

True, since high-quality healing potions could be made from common herbs, it was unlikely to become popular even among the wealthy nobles in this world. Thinking about it, there might be even more dangerous drugs in this world.

"Opium gives you a sense of euphoria, but with regular use, it becomes addictive and can cause psychosis. In my world, it was a banned substance."

"So that's why you were asking all those weird questions. You think the Chairman is secretly growing poppies for euphoria and pleasure?"

"Not exactly... well, I guess so. I can't imagine him being a decent man, so when you hear that someone like that is running a farm, that's the image that comes to mind."

However, from what Cecily said, it seemed narcotics weren't widespread in this world. Come to think of it, I hadn't seen anyone smoking cigarettes or cigars either. The Chairman, in particular, seemed like the type who would look good smoking a cigar. This meant there was no need to grow poppies in secret, and he probably wouldn't be targeted by the city knights for it.

"So, if we do have to turn back, what will you do about Shizuka?"

"I have no ideas, so I'll give up. Life is precious. If Shizuka insists, I'll leave it to Laciel."

"...Honestly, you should just summon Lady Laciel from the start and entrust everything to her,"

Cecily said, cutting right to the heart of the matter.


Past noon, we arrived at a farm where a vast field was enclosed by a wooden fence. Similar to the goblin-occupied village we'd seen before, the center rose up like a hill, where we could see a settlement surrounded by a wooden wall. A watchtower was visible beyond the wall.

"This time... they're people,"

Famu said, squinting at the figure standing on the watchtower. She must have been imagining the same dangerous scenarios as I was. But it seemed the place wasn't occupied by goblins like last time. I looked out over the farm. Waist-high grasses were planted at regular intervals. It was a plant I had never seen before. They weren't grown densely like wheat, but they were flourishing.

"...Medicinal herbs, maybe?"

Cecily said. Right, she also had the Pharmacist profession.

"Poppies?"

I had just been talking big with Cecily about opium, but I'd never actually seen a poppy flower or fruit. I had no idea what they were like. She shook her head in response to my question.

"I think... they're probably growing herbs for contraceptives and medicine for venereal diseases..."

Cecily said, sounding unsure.

"Master, may I borrow the herb encyclopedia?"

I took the encyclopedia out of my storage and handed it to her. It was the one we used for the herb-gathering quest around the time I met Famu. She had been more efficient at gathering herbs than I was, comparing the scent of the pressed flowers in the book to the plants growing in the wild. She sniffed the plants on the farm, then sniffed the book.

"Achoo!"

She must have gotten too close, because she sneezed. I couldn't help but smile at the cute way she sniffled her nose.

"Muu, what's so funny?"

"I'm not laughing!"

"Yes, you were!"

As Famu and I bickered, the settlement gate opened. A short but muscular young man emerged, leading several demonic-looking men toward us. The young man had pointed beast ears. His hair was cut short, with shaved lines in it. His eyebrows were also short, thin, and seemed to be well-groomed. He had a handsome face overall, but his sharp, sanpaku eyes gave him a ferocious look. He seemed to be in his mid-twenties. The men behind him had slave marks on their arms. They were probably being used as serfs.

"The one in front is of the cat-eared race..."

"Probably,"

Famu answered my mutter. She was no longer looking at the plant encyclopedia. I stopped her as she tried to step in front of me. We waited for the men to approach.

"What do you want?"

the man asked, glaring at me.

"My name is Mash. I've been sent by the Chairman to handle a monster subjugation request. I have a letter from him for a man named Cyril."

"I'm Cyril."

He took the letter, opened it, and began to read.

"I don't get it..."

After finishing, he looked me up and down, sizing me up. Then his gaze fell on the memo Famu was holding, the one with directions to the settlement.

"Let me see that memo."

Famu handed it to him. He stared at it intently.

"It's a wonder you made it here with this. And this messy handwriting is definitely the Chairman's. Does this mean you received the request directly from him?"

"That's right,"

I said, nodding to Cyril.

"My apologies for doubting you. Welcome. For now, please come inside the settlement."


We were led into the settlement.

"What are you growing on this farm?"

"Ah, plants that are the source for things like contraceptives and medicine for venereal diseases,"

Cyril answered my question. It seemed Cecily was right.
The settlement's layout was similar to the one we visited for Aidan's quest. There was one building that was likely Cyril's residence, one for the laborers, a warehouse, and one building that served as both a stable and housing for the slaves.

"Up the watchtower."

At his instruction, I followed Cyril up the ladder. Looking out, I saw that the entire surrounding area was an herb field. It was quite a spectacular sight. However, a closer look at the farm revealed that about a third of it was in a state of disarray—dug up, withered, or pocked with large holes.

"It's an Earth Dragon monster. The damage started a few months ago."

An Earth Dragon, so a mole. But since it's a monster, it could have special abilities. I was about to ask Myra for an explanation, but I realized only Famu had climbed the tower with me. Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, and Aira were looking up at us from below. I gestured for her to come up, but she held down the hem of her priestess robes and shook her head. I thought if she didn't want her underwear seen, she should just wear culottes, but then I wouldn't have a chance to see them either, so I kept my mouth shut.

"How many?"

"I don't know. We've killed three."

"The bodies?"

"None left. They vanished."

Three monsters in several months seemed like a small number, but they weren't a group of professional fighters, so I suppose it couldn't be helped.

"Is it just the fields being ravaged? They don't attack people?"

"They don't attack people directly unless we make the first move. No one's died, but some have been injured."

I'd heard that real moles are carnivores and don't eat plants, but monsters live on mana, so who knows. Still, how were we supposed to get rid of them? Should we just play whack-a-mole, hammering them as they pop out of their holes? The problem was how to lure out and defeat an enemy that could appear and disappear at will. I glanced at Myra, but she wasn't coming up. I decided we'd form a plan after we got down.

"So, the quest objective is to wipe out all the Earth Dragons?"

Cyril stared at me blankly at my question.

"You came all this way without being told the quest objective by the Chairman?"

"I asked for confirmation, but he just said I'd understand when I got here."

"I see, so you have no choice but to obey. You're being tested."

Cyril grinned and nodded in satisfaction. His attitude irked me a little.

"Tested for what?"

"You fell for one of the prostitutes on Longhorn Street, didn't you?"



    Chapter 134

    The Ravaged Farm and the Earth Dragon's Cave

    "We don't know much about the ecology of the Earth Dragon monster,"

Myra said. The full-scale subjugation was set to begin tomorrow, but for now, the members of Levante were patrolling the area. If the enemy attacked us head-on, we could just fight back, but we had to lure out and strike a foe that lurked underground, with no idea of its numbers or strength. For starters, we were heading towards a large hole we had seen from the watchtower to assess the damage.

"Just to confirm, an Earth Dragon is a mole, right? Not a worm?"

"A worm..."

Mizuki made a disgusted face.

"What? Are you scared of worms, Mizuki?"

"Who isn't? Besides, when they're monsters, they're always huge."

"It'd be just as bad if they stayed the same size but got stronger. Remember those bee monsters? If hundreds of them attacked us at their original size, we'd be wiped out in an instant."

"If the premise is hundreds of them, we'd be wiped out either way!"

She had a point. But then again, if the Big Hoppers had attacked at the size of normal grasshoppers, I wonder if we could have handled them as well.

"...Could we get back to the topic of Earth Dragons?"

Myra asked. Mizuki and I both nodded.

"There are mole monsters and worm monsters, but we call the moles Earth Dragons. Worm monsters are just called Worms. The way this farm has been ravaged, it's definitely a mole."

I didn't know about Worms, but generally, earthworms enrich the soil, and moles prey on those earthworms.

"Monsters live on mana, right? But they said the Earth Dragon only ravages the farm."

They said the monsters don't initiate attacks on people. I wondered if they were acting with some purpose.

"If we just hunt down and kill all the Earth Dragons, will that count as completing the request?"

"You weren't told?"

Myra asked, and I nodded.

"Well, Cyril just told me to wipe them all out, but we don't know how many there are, and there's no way to confirm it."

"That's true. Confirmation would be difficult. If we miss one and it escapes underground, we might have to wait here for months for the monster to attack again."

"I'd hate that..."

Indeed, letting one escape would be the worst-case scenario. We couldn't just claim we'd annihilated them when a monster was still out there somewhere. We wouldn't know if it had fled or was just waiting to attack again. The thought of being stuck at this settlement indefinitely was something I wanted to avoid.

"By the way, what was that about falling for a prostitute on Longhorn Street?"

Myra asked. How could she not hear our discussion about the quest from atop the tower, but hear something like that?

"It's a misunderstanding. I think this will also be difficult to confirm, but it's a misunderstanding."

As I was trying to explain myself to Myra, Famu shot me a look.

"Master, you once said that you fall in love with every woman who talks to you."

"Famu! I was hoping you'd keep that a secret between us..."

I especially didn't want her saying that in front of Myra and the others. I hung my head in defeat. Was she still mad about me telling everyone how she went wild on her period during dinner with Mo?

"M-My apologies. It was something I should have kept between the two of us."

Sensing my distress, Famu hurriedly apologized.

"Um... please don't leave me out of the loop,"

Myra said to Famu and me.

"...In my original world, I was a social outcast. No woman ever spoke to me. Especially not girls Mizuki's age or pretty ones; they treated me like trash. So when I came to this world, and Cecily and Aira were kind to me, I got carried away. Just them talking to me made me happy. You can't blame me for falling for them, can you?!"

"..."

Besides Myra, Cecily and Aira had also been listening in. All eyes now turned to Mizuki.

"W-What? It's true, but it's not true!"

The stray bullet hit Mizuki, and she scrambled for an answer, but it wasn't much of an excuse.

"If it weren't for that false groper incident, Mizuki wouldn't have spoken to me, let alone even looked at me."

"That's also true, but it's not true! Mash, please, forgive me already!"

Mizuki once again made a nonsensical excuse and apologized. Seeing her flustered state, Myra let out a heavy sigh.

"Is it really true that no woman ever spoke to you? I find that very hard to believe..."

Like Famu, Myra was also skeptical.

"Big sister, I thought the same thing. But Master is not lying."

Before I could answer, Famu replied to Myra's doubt.

"Hey! You could have left a little room for doubt there!"

"I didn't think revealing the truth would hurt you, Master. I'm sorry..."

Famu apologized for her statement of fact. Her apology, and especially that last comment, stung the most, but I decided to keep quiet.


We reached the location of a hole that the Earth Dragon had recently dug. The surrounding crops were destroyed, and a hole, large enough for a person to pass through if they stooped, led down into the earth. The Earth Dragon that dug this must have been about the size of a large dog.

"It's big. If we crawl into this hole and follow it, will we find the Earth Dragon?"

"I wouldn't recommend it. If we encounter the monster, we won't be able to fight or retreat."

"...You've got a point."

I nodded at Myra's words.

"We just need to blast a fireball in there."

Before I could stop her, Cecily launched a fire magic fireball into the hole. The fireball hit the ground where the hole bent and fizzled out. I hurriedly took my weapon out of my storage. Famu and Mizuki followed suit. But there was no reaction from deep within the hole.

"I guess the monster isn't in this hole?"

As Mizuki tried to peek inside, Cecily was preparing to shoot another fireball next to her, so I stopped her. That reckless girl.

"Are there other holes?"

Myra asked. I nodded.

"From the watchtower, I could see other places that were dug up. Let's go check them out."

Just as we started walking, Cecily's body suddenly sank into the ground.

"Huh?"

It seemed the hole had been covered only at the surface, like a pitfall trap. I instinctively grabbed the hand she thrust out for something to hold onto. But I couldn't support her weight and was dragged down into the ground with her. I tried to brace my arms to stop our fall, but the surrounding walls were also brittle, crumbling into dirt wherever I touched. The hole was deeper than I imagined, and we slid for a long time along with the cascading earth. Then, we were thrown out into a pitch-black space.

"Ouch..."

Cecily groaned. It seemed I had landed on top of her. I didn't have any pain from bruises, but I must have scraped myself up in various places while sliding down, because my arms and legs were stinging.
I moved off of her, took a lantern from my storage, and lit it.

"Are you okay?"

"Why am I the one on the bottom?! Shouldn't it be the other way around?"

She was right, but she was the one who fell first, and there hadn't been enough space to switch places. She took my hand and stood up. She probably had some bruises, but she seemed to be okay too. I brushed the dirt off her robe. The illuminated space was a cave, large enough for a person to stand and walk in. I shone the light where we had fallen, but the path we should have come through was blocked by dirt and rock.

"Famu!"

I shouted, but no reply came. Next to me, Cecily called out Aira's name, but there was no answer for her either.

"How do we get back?"

She poked at the spot we fell from with the tip of her staff, and a large amount of dirt came pouring down.

"Watch out!"

We both jumped back. I checked to see if the hole had cleared, but it seemed to be completely blocked now. We looked at each other.

"Should we wait for Famu and the others here, or should we explore this cavern..."

"Is the fire okay?"

Cecily asked. She was probably worried about the amount of oxygen in the cavern or the possibility of gas buildup.

"Hmm? You mean the air? At this point, it's a little late for that. Besides, we can't do anything without light."

"No, I mean the remaining fuel."

"It should last for about half a day. I have a spare in my storage too."

"It felt like we were falling for a long time. If we fell more than ten meters, I think it would take a while for the people at the farm to dig us out, even if we asked them."

"I agree. We came here to help this settlement, and now I don't even know what we're doing here."

I couldn't help but laugh at my own expense.

"I... I'm sorry. I was careless."

I hadn't intended to blame Cecily, but she looked dejected.

"For now, let's explore this cavern."

She nodded at my words. I took a corn cob from my storage and left it as a landmark. The cavern stretched out like a mine tunnel, with a path extending both in front of and behind us. We didn't know which direction was which.

"I feel like the path behind us is heading upwards,"

she said. I turned the corn cob to point that way, and we started walking.


I walked in front with the lantern, and Cecily followed behind. The path was wide enough for us to walk side-by-side, but there was a chance we could encounter a monster. After walking for a while, the path started to slope downwards.

"...What!"

Cecily snapped.

"Don't get mad all of a sudden. I didn't say anything..."

"I know what you're thinking, Mash!"

she retorted.

"If you say so."

I shrugged my shoulders theatrically. We kept walking. The path twisted and turned, but there were no forks or dead ends. There was no sign of monsters either. I began to think we should turn back.

"So, is it true?"

Cecily asked.

"Is what true?"

"What you were talking about before we fell in the hole, about how no one ever talked to you in your original world."

"The thing Famu spilled? Yeah, it's true. And you know, the first person who was kind to me in this world was you, Cecily."

"Huh?"

"You saved me when I was injured and being attacked by goblins, remember?"

"Oh, you mean when Mizuki defeated all of them? Anyone would have done the same in that situation."

She must have forgotten, because there was a slight pause before she answered.

"Maybe so for you, but for me, the one who was saved, it was something special."

"...That's ridiculous,"

Cecily muttered.

"It's special to me,"

I repeated. She grabbed the hem of my clothes.

"Hmm? What's wrong?"

"Nothing. It's just... it's dark, and I don't want to get separated..."

After that, we walked on in silence through the cave. Eventually, we reached a dead end. There was a vertical hole extending up into the ceiling. It curved along the way, so no light leaked through, and we couldn't tell if it led to the surface. It was barely wide enough for a person to pass through, but the surrounding ground was loose. When I tried to get a handhold to climb, the wall crumbled away, making it seem impossible to ascend.



    Chapter 135

    Cave Exploration and an Encounter with an Earth Dragon

    We made our way back to the spot where I'd left the corn cob. I shouted for Famu again, but there was still no response.

"So, should I examine your body here, Cecily, or should we check the other direction?"

"Why would you examine me?!"

"We need to strip you naked and check if you got injured when we fell!"

Cecily crossed her arms over her chest, as if to protect herself.

"Then you should have done that right when we fell!"

Since she was refusing, I reluctantly decided we'd investigate the other path.

"Honestly, what were you planning to do if a monster showed up while we were at it, or if Aira and the others came to rescue us and caught us in the act?"

"You've got a dirty mind, Cecily. I wasn't planning on going that far. It was strictly a check for injuries."

"That's a total lie!"

"You got me!"

We had just started walking in the opposite direction when, in the darkness, the lantern light illuminated the figure of a monster. It was a four-legged beast about knee-high, with enormous claws on its front paws. An Earth Dragon. Its low, crouched posture made it look slow, but was this monster really as it appeared? The monster remained perfectly still, as if observing us.

"Let's just burn it,"

Cecily said, starting to raise her staff, but I shook my head. It was probably pointless to worry about it now, but we were in a narrow cave. It was better to be cautious.

"What if the shockwave causes the cave to collapse?"

"Then what if a big brawl causes the cave to collapse?"

I couldn't answer her question.

"...Fine. In that case, let's just burn it. We'll worry about the rest later."

"...Actually, let's not. I'll leave it to you, Mash."

*Which is it?* I wondered, handing the lantern to Cecily. I slowly drew my katana.


The ground was soft, but stable enough to step on. I checked my surroundings. There was enough height to swing my sword overhead. A horizontal slash might hit the side walls. A thrust seemed most effective, but I hadn't been taught how to do it properly, and it would be difficult to react if I missed, so I wanted to avoid it if possible. I took a low stance, pointing the tip of my blade at the monster as I closed the distance. But for every step I took, the Earth Dragon retreated. Its movements were surprisingly smooth and quick. I pressed closer, but the result was the same.

"A feigned retreat?"

"What's a feigned retreat?"

she asked in response to my mutter.

"It's a tactic used in group battles. First, a decoy unit engages the enemy. Then they pretend to be routed and retreat. The enemy, thinking it's a rout, gives chase, and is then surrounded and counterattacked by another unit hidden along the retreat path."

It was a strategy for luring the enemy into a situation or location favorable to your side.

"So if we chase this thing, we'll be surrounded and attacked by hidden monsters?"

Cecily scanned the surrounding walls. In this place, covered by earthen walls, Earth Dragons could be hiding anywhere. If they burst out from the ground and ambushed us, it would be impossible to defend. Should we go back to our original spot and wait for Famu and the others? But our opponents were Earth Dragons. I didn't know how fast they could dig, but as long as we were in this cave, they could create their own paths and surround us. I had a feeling the Earth Dragons could dig faster than humans could rescue us. And they might have already prepared ambush tunnels. If we were going to be attacked, we could at least fight in this spot, but if Famu and the others were attacked while digging, they'd have no escape. In that case, it seemed better for us to act as the decoys.

"We're taking it down here."

I broke into a run to close the distance to the Earth Dragon at once. The monster reacted, beginning to retreat quickly.

"Wait up!"

Just as I was about to close in on the monster, its claws shot out from the ground beneath my feet. They caught my leg, and I stumbled.

"Mash!"

Cecily held up the lantern. I managed to brace myself and narrowly avoid falling.

"I'm fine! There's a monster in the ground, be careful!"

But how were we supposed to be careful? Cecily held up the lantern and scanned our surroundings. Our shadows danced wildly in the faint light.

"It's okay. I don't see anything."

There didn't seem to be any monsters around her. The Earth Dragon that had shot its claws out seemed to have burrowed back into the ground. I once again faced the monster. The Earth Dragon was still standing there, maintaining a constant distance. I tried pulling back. The monster moved forward toward me. I took a step forward; it retreated.

"This is hopeless. It's so frustrating. Just burn!"

Cecily launched a fire magic fireball at the monster. The monster used earth magic to create a wall of dirt, blocking the fireball. I took that opportunity to once again lunge forward and try to cut down the monster, but that attack was also blocked by its front claws. I prepared for a counterattack, but the monster just backed away, once again putting the same distance between us.

"..."

Cecily and I exchanged a look.

"I guess earth magic really is the way of the future."

"Stop joking around. More importantly, it feels like it's luring us somewhere."

When I stubbornly took another step forward, the monster again backed away to maintain the distance.

"You think it has some purpose?"

"I don't know, but maybe it's being controlled by a Tamer or something."

A Tamer... I remembered that the transmigrator Emma was one. She had summoned a Hekatonkheires with her special skill, but she hadn't used her abilities as a Tamer.

"Can that profession control monsters like this?"

"Beats me."

"..."

When I stayed silent, her cheeks started to puff out.

"What! You don't know either, Mash. So it's okay if I don't know, right?!"

"I didn't say anything."

"But you were thinking, 'If only Myra were here,' weren't you? Unbelievable!"

She'd hit the nail on the head, so I couldn't say anything back. I was about to hug her to smooth things over, but she had just called me out on that earlier. I poked her puffed-out cheek instead.

"A-Anyway, I'm thinking of following that monster."

"But you said it might be a trap, right? I mean, it's definitely a trap."

"I think so too. But if their goal was to defeat us, they could have had the hidden Earth Dragons attack and swarm me when I was about to fall earlier."

"That's true. And if the Earth Dragons just needed a hole to pass through, they wouldn't need one this big. It's more logical to think that someone who isn't a monster had them dig a hole like this..."

I nodded. I relaxed my stance, but kept my weapon in hand and started walking toward the Earth Dragon.


As always, the Earth Dragon backed away in time with our steps. I felt like we had walked a considerable distance, but the surroundings were dark, making it hard to judge distance and warping my sense of time. I had been plucking and scattering corn kernels at regular intervals, but I wondered if Famu and the others would notice. They might have become food for Earth Dragons or other creatures by now, but I didn't have anything else suitable for a marker. I took my smartphone out of my storage.

"So bright!"

The light from the OLED screen stung my eyes. Squinting, I saw that the time was 8 PM. Famu and the others might have stopped digging for the day. I tried flashing the light at the Earth Dragon we were facing to see if it would have any effect, but there was no reaction. When I turned off the phone's light and put it back in my storage, the surroundings felt like they had been plunged into darkness. The lantern's light was indeed faint. I started to miss the bright lights of Longhorn Street. As we walked, I used water magic to rehydrate and took out some dried meat from my storage, which Cecily and I took turns eating. After walking for a long time, the thread of tension had completely snapped, and Cecily nudged me with her elbow.

"Stay more alert!"

"S-Sorry."

I was impressed by her diligence. Eventually, the cave widened, and we arrived at a stone-paved corridor. A space about three meters on each side continued further into the depths.

"It's like a dungeon,"

Cecily murmured. *No way,* I thought, looking around, but I couldn't find anything to either confirm or deny her words. If this was a dungeon, we couldn't expect a rescue from Famu and the others. We'd have to escape on our own. I tried going back to the earthen part, but there were no changes, and we were able to return without issue. If we had wandered into a dungeon, it must have been when we fell, but I hadn't felt that unique sense of wrongness that came with entering a dungeon. Just then, the Earth Dragon, which had been walking backward, turned around and dashed deeper into the cave. We hurriedly chased after it so as not to lose sight of it, but when we rounded a corner, the monster was gone. In its place, we could see a door illuminated by torches at the end of the corridor. It was a heavy-looking door made of stone.

"Don't tell me, an Area Guardian!"

"No, it's too simple for that."

It wasn't the usual giant door leading to an Area Guardian's room. As we hesitated, the door began to open on its own.

"Cecily, get ready for battle!"

I hurriedly readied my weapon. Cecily also raised her staff with one hand. The door opened completely. Inside, about ten warriors clad in leather armor were waiting. I turned to run, but several Earth Dragons were waiting there, blocking our retreat. We were trapped.


The warriors were about a head shorter than me, around Cecily's height. They seemed to be slightly hunched over. Their most distinctive feature was that their forearms were like the front legs of a beast, with long claws growing from them. One of them stepped forward from among the knights.

"We are the knights of the Southern Earth Dragon Kingdom. And I am the commander, Yanan."

It was a young woman. Her face looked no different from a human's, except for a few hard, long hairs like a cat's whiskers growing on her cheeks. Similar long hairs were mixed in with her eyelashes. Her black hair was tied into a single ponytail at the nape of her neck.

"Are those arms and claws your own?"

"They are. We are the Earth Dragon Race."

Yanan's thick claws retracted. Her arms were those of a beast, but her hands, though a bit rough, looked no different from a human's. Then, claws extended from her hands again. It wasn't like human nails growing, but more like her fingertips were hardening and extending.

"You can extend and retract them at will? That's so cool!"

Seeing their claws reminded me of Rylie of the black panther tribe. I wondered what she was doing now.

"Hey, that's not the first thing you should be asking,"

Cecily scolded me in a small voice as I was reminiscing about her.

"...Were you the ones controlling the Earth Dragon?"

"We were,"

Yanan replied.

"Then you're the ones who called us here."

"That's right. I have something I'd like to ask you as well,"

she said.

"What is it?"

"Are you adventurers?"



    Chapter 136

    The Kingdom of the Earth Dragon Race and the Welcoming Party

    The area beyond the door was a vast space, what you might call a col—a V-shaped valley, like a limestone cavern. It was about a hundred meters deep. It was too dark to see clearly, but the valley floor was deep and seemed to be an underground lake. The light from the torches flickered on the water's surface. Looking up at the ceiling, I realized just how far down we had come. There was no sky to be seen. From a height of several dozen meters, countless stalactites hung down. This space must have existed for a very long time. Paths had been carved into the steep cliffs in overlapping layers, with wooden bridges and aqueducts built across them. Along the paths were doors to what appeared to be residences. The living spaces were likely dug out of the earth like an ant's nest. We could see all this because some of the stones glowed faintly like fireflies, serving as a source of light, and torches were lit at regular intervals along the paths. The place where we entered from the door was about midway up this space.

"This is the capital of the Southern Earth Dragon Kingdom. About one hundred families live here."

We were walking through the city, led by Yanan. That is to say, we were sandwiched between five warriors in front of us and five behind us. We were being escorted. Cecily had been silent for a while. She was gripping her staff with both hands. Was she planning to find an opening, blast them with magic, and make a run for it? 

"Are you nervous?"

I asked in a low voice.

"Of course I am. No matter how you look at it..."

she started to say, then clamped her mouth shut. No matter how quietly we whispered, the Earth Dragon Race could probably hear us.

"If it comes down to it, our friend will come for us, so don't worry."

"Ah, our sparkly friend. It's dark here, so..."

The tension left Cecily's shoulders. When I looked at her, she turned her face away as if embarrassed. Was she trying to protect me? I wanted to thank her with words, but I was also embarrassed and couldn't think of anything to say. I nudged her with my arm, and she pushed back with her shoulder.

"...I'm not confident I could escape from here carrying an unconscious Mash, so please don't call your friend,"

Cecily said. Just as she felt that way, I also felt I had to protect her no matter what. We walked on for a while until we reached a door with lavish decorations. A pair of men standing guard saw Yanan and bowed deeply. She raised a hand in greeting, and the two men opened the door.

"From here on is the royal palace,"

Yanan announced. The area beyond the door was a wide corridor. The floor was a mosaic of tiles forming a geometric pattern. And the walls were inlaid with translucent stones, changing the interior to one of artificial luxury. Cecily was staring at the stones with curiosity. There were many doors lining both sides of the wall, but we passed them all and arrived at a large door at the far end.

"Our king is beyond this door,"

Yanan said.

"Huh?"

An audience with the king, just like that? I wasn't mentally prepared. Come to think of it, we had slid down a dirt hole and walked through a cave; our clothes were filthy. Without any time to tidy ourselves up, the door was opened. We were led into a hall supported by marble columns lined up at regular intervals. A red carpet stretched from the entrance to the back. On a raised dais at the far end was a throne, where a portly man was seated. Below the dais, a man who appeared to be an official and a warrior stood on either side. A crimson mantle, a golden crown, and decorations studded with jewels.

"I am Kusanado, King of the Southern Earth Dragon Kingdom,"

a solemn voice echoed. It was exactly the image of a king from a fantasy world that I had imagined.


Yanan dropped to one knee and bowed her head. The warriors who had accompanied us did the same. Cecily and I were left standing, but we followed their example and took the same posture.

"Welcome, dwellers of the surface. Raise your heads."

At the king's words, we lifted our heads.

"We have no intention of attacking you. So why do you insist on destroying our gateway to the surface?"

the man standing before the throne spoke in place of the king. Was he the prime minister? His words, however, made the whole situation click into place. The Earth Dragon Race living here had been using the monster Earth Dragons to create a gateway to the surface. But the location they chose was the farm run by the Chairman. The farmhands, trying to eliminate the monsters, fought them every time they showed their faces on the surface. And so, the Earth Dragon Race's plan made no progress, and they were unable to create their gateway. Come to think of it, this was like an errand event that happens in a game. To take Shizuka to Miglutt, I took a rank-up test, and now that I'm on the quest, an even bigger expansion event is waiting. As Cecily and I exchanged looks, wondering what to do, Yanan signaled with her eyes for me to speak. I cleared my throat and thought. What kind of language should I use? But even if I spoke politely, my words were being converted into the language of this world. Just as Hyakka's Kansai dialect sounded like normal speech to the residents of this world, I wasn't sure how my words would be conveyed. I used as polite a tone as I could and explained the details of the request I had received at the farm.

"..."

After hearing my story, the faces of all the Earth Dragon Race members turned grim.

"Would it be possible for you to change the location of your gateway?"

I asked.

"It is late. You must be hungry. We will prepare dinner. We will also prepare a place for you to stay the night."

The prime minister dodged my question with his reply. A man who appeared to be a servant appeared, and Cecily and I were escorted to the dining hall.


The prime minister introduced himself as Kurya. He was a young man. A particularly lavish chair was placed at the far end of the long table, but no one was sitting in it. It was probably where the king was supposed to sit.

"With the king present, you would not be able to speak your minds. Let us have a frank exchange of opinions,"

Kurya said. Kurya was seated at the head of the table, near the king's seat. Yanan sat next to him. And across from them, Cecily and I were seated. The others who were present during the audience with the king had also joined us. Wine was poured into the metal goblets lined up on the table. We raised them and drank. It was sparkling wine. It tasted a bit sour, but the fine carbonation made it refreshingly easy to drink. For a moment, Famu's face, looking serious as she critiqued it, flashed through my mind.

"It's fizzier than ale. It feels strange..."

Cecily said, tasting it with a curious expression.

"It is said to have been originally brought by a transmigrator, but now, this is the taste of the Earth Dragon Race's wine."

I wondered if there had been a transmigrator who was passionate about brewing. Come to think of it, Aidan, who had subjugated the Demon King with Akitsuki Uta, was also a brewer. I wonder if Uta liked to drink too. If a transmigrator passed on brewing methods, it was likely that various types of alcohol had spread throughout this world. When Famu and Mizuki came of age, it might be nice to travel the world in search of such drinks. Kurya swirled the sparkling wine in his metal goblet with a satisfied look. As he did, bread, soup, salad, and roasted meat were brought to the table. But what caught my eye the most was the pile of worm-like creatures heaped in the center of the table. To say it was fresh would be an understatement; it was glistening and looked as if it were still alive.

"..."

Seeing it, Cecily turned pale and looked at me. Even I couldn't stomach it. But to them, it was probably a delicacy.

"The cooked food is probably safe... I think."

Neither Cecily nor I touched it, eating only what was placed in front of us. The sight of the heaping pile of worms made it impossible to taste any of the other food.

"So, is it impossible to change the location of the gateway?"

With the king gone, I switched back to my usual tone.

"Our gateway requires two conditions: fertile land and a plain,"

Kurya replied. It made sense; it would be difficult to dig through tree roots in a forest. Even if they could, the growing roots would likely encroach on the gateway and cause it to collapse. He wet his throat with wine.

"North of here, far north of the city of Heilon, lies a great plain. That was once our home. But a monster called the Earth Dragon King appeared there."

"The Earth Dragon King..."

"Yes, it is nearly ten meters long."

That was too big. My attacks would be no more than a bee sting to it. Besides, a normal animal Earth Dragon (mole), a monster Earth Dragon, its king the Earth Dragon King, and the humanoid Earth Dragon Race, and their king the King of the Earth Dragon Race. It was all too confusing.

"We challenged the Earth Dragon King many times, but we could not achieve victory. Our kingdom was divided into north and south, and we lost control of the great plain, driven to a remote land like this."

The prime minister said this and sipped his soup.

"This city isn't an ancient one, then?"

Kurya nodded at my words.

"This place was originally the southernmost fort of the kingdom. Now it is the last city left to us. And a few months ago, the gateway to the city we had built on the north side was attacked by the Earth Dragon King and destroyed."

"So that's why you were trying to build a gateway over there?"

"Yes. That is correct."

Kurya nodded. Next to him, Yanan bit her lip, a frustrated expression on her face. Had she also participated in that battle?

"And so, we have a request for you. We ask that you subjugate the Earth Dragon King."

At Kurya's words, Cecily and I instinctively looked at each other.

"Don't be ridiculous! How can you expect us to defeat an enemy that destroyed a kingdom and that your knights couldn't beat? Especially underground!"

Cecily replied.

"You don't have to fight alone. You can summon as many people as you need from the surface. As for a reward, we can offer you the minerals we have mined."

"Then why didn't you just ask a nearby city for help before it came to this, instead of doing something so roundabout?"

Cecily pressed further.

"The human race... We asked the city of Heilon for help. But the Empire does not accept non-human races. They will not listen to what is happening in our world,"

Kurya said. It was true that for the Empire, there was probably no benefit in sending their knights. And their relationship with the Demon Kingdom was deteriorating. They couldn't make a careless move like dispatching troops to a place where a battle could break out at any moment. So it would be up to the nearby cities to deal with it, but dealing with it at the city level would be even more difficult. They were at the level of hiring mercenaries for battles. In the end, the only ones they could turn to would be the Adventurers' Guild or a mercenary company. But even if it was a battle on the surface, how were they supposed to deal with a ten-meter monster lurking underground?

"Is there only one Earth Dragon King?"

Yanan nodded in place of Kurya.

"So if we defeat that one, things will work out somehow?"

I asked, my tone suggestive. Yanan nodded. She had experience fighting the Earth Dragon King and knew its power.

"I can defeat the Earth Dragon King."

At my mutter, everyone's gaze turned to me. Yanan shot up from her chair.

"You say you can defeat an enemy you've never even seen?"

Yanan challenged me.

"That's right. I have a special skill. But I need an opportunity to face it one-on-one in a large, open space."



    Chapter 137

    A Closed Space and the Summer Bird Searching for the Sky (Cecily☆)

    "...This is a prison cell, isn't it."

"It's because you said you could defeat the Earth Dragon King. They're wary of you now. It means you're the strongest person here..."

The room given to Cecily and me after the dinner party was locked from the outside. It felt somewhat dusty. Wallpaper had been put up to hide the earthen walls. And two simple beds, the same type you'd find in an inn, were lined up next to each other. It wasn't bad, but I couldn't shake a feeling of dissatisfaction I couldn't put into words. Had my experiences staying in castles and noble mansions turned me into a man of luxury?

"Or maybe they were offended that we didn't eat that worm-like thing. If we had, by now..."

"That was impossible. I'm not a fish."

Cecily shivered, as if recalling the earlier meal. It couldn't be helped since we were underground, but there were no windows, only the light of a lamp. This morning we had left the inn in Heilon, arrived at the farm, fallen into a cave, and met the Earth Dragon Race. I wondered how much time had passed. I was about to take out my smartphone to check the time when I realized my storage wouldn't open. Furthermore, both of us were dirty from walking around in the cave, but when I tried to use water magic to wash us, I found I couldn't use magic at all.

"Distant future, near future, present, recent past, distant past..."

Cecily said.

"What's gotten into you all of a sudden?"

"Distant, near, not yet, past, coming, gone. I was just thinking about how we express time with distance. We walked so much in the darkness today. But just how much distance, and how much time, did we walk? I wonder if the concept of time disappears when you live in darkness, where you can't perceive distance?"

Cecily walked a lap around the room and then sat down on the bed.

"You were thinking the same thing as me."

"It's because you were trying to check the time."

"At the very least, the distinction between day and night is gone."

In addition to that, there was no change in temperature. The sun's heat probably didn't reach this place. This wasn't a dungeon space. This was the world I had been transported to.

"Maybe it would be better if we didn't go to Miglutt after all,"

I said, sitting down next to her.

"Why?"

"What are you planning to do when you get to Miglutt?"

"Quit this party. Go to a magic academy. Find a new boyfriend. Get citizenship and get married,"

Cecily answered without hesitation. Was that a resolute declaration of her intentions?

"Why?! Just stay with me!"

"Why should I?! You have plenty of other girls, so it shouldn't matter if one of them leaves, right?"

"No. I won't allow it."

"Then don't make a move on any other girls!"

"I can't do that."

"...Then I can't stay either. Besides..."

Cecily trailed off. She smiled as if to cover it up. But there was no strength in it, only a sadness that seemed out of character for her.

"What is it? Say it."

"If you really feel that way, then you should have just kept me as a slave! You had no reason to set me free! If you hadn't, neither of us would have to worry about this!"

"I don't want a slave! I want Cecily!"

"...In that case..."

Cecily murmured.

"In that case?"

"Since you're my boyfriend until we get to Miglutt, act like it!"

Cecily shifted her body closer and sat up straight.

"Alright, then I'll give you a night to remember. Don't run away."

I wrapped my arms around her and pushed her down onto the bed.


I captured Cecily's lips. Her hands reached around my back and held me tight. I slid my tongue into her mouth, savoring her deeply. She eagerly tangled her tongue with mine.

"Mmm... ugh, Mash..."

I let my saliva flow into her, and she swallowed it down. For a while, we sought each other out fiercely. Then our lips parted. I saw that her eyes were slightly moist.

"I thought you would reject me."

"Why would I? You're my boyfriend, aren't you?"

The moisture that had welled up in her eyes formed a single drop and trickled down her cheek. I licked it away. Come to think of it, she had cried the first time we were together too.

"You just said you were going to find a new boyfriend, didn't you?"

Cecily stared at me intently. Her red eyes. I thought the color suited her strong-willed personality.

"...You don't understand anything, Mash."

"I don't understand a damn thing!"

What should I do? What could I say to get her to answer me? I was at a loss. Cecily hugged me tight.

"Mash, I love you,"

she said, and sealed my lips with hers. Her hands began to move, trying to undress me. I took her hands in mine. Our faces separated.

"Cecily, please. I want you to stay with me even after we get to Miglutt. I want to continue our journey together as comrades, just like we have been."

"Mash. We're alone right now. We should hurry. Our friends might come for us soon."

She shook off my hands, took off her own robe, and then her underwear.

"Are we doing this? Or not?"

At her question, I took off my own clothes. We embraced, naked.


I was confused. I couldn't understand her feelings at all. I wanted to know what Cecily was thinking. But I couldn't find the words. I searched for them as I gazed at her. As if to interrupt my thoughts, Cecily sought my lips for a kiss. As our lips touched, my hands roamed over her body. Smooth, firm to the touch. It felt a little cold, and I pulled her closer to ignite the flame within her. Her white skin had several scrapes from when we fell into the hole. As my fingertips traced a scratch on her thigh, she licked a scrape on my elbow.

"Hehe, it tastes like iron."

She smiled mischievously. I reached for her breasts. A soft, pliable sensation met my touch. With my other hand, I trailed down to her crotch.

"Nngh..."

Cecily let out a sweet sigh. I moved my fingers, assailing the buds on her chest and between her legs.

"Aah... wait a second."

She shook her head as if to say no.

"Wait a minute! Nngh, aaahn!"

She writhed, trying to escape the pleasure, but I wouldn't let her. I relentlessly assailed her, my touch becoming smoother, more entangling.

"Cecily, no one waits in a situation like this."

The third bud, on the small hill. I pecked at it, rolled it with my tongue, and sucked on it. Her body trembled, spasming.

"Aan, please. Stop, I'm gonna cum, I'm gonna cum! Aahn!"

She grimaced, desperately trying to endure the waves of pleasure. To break through her resistance, I continued to tease the bud with my fingertips.

"N-No! I'm cummiiiiiiinnnnnngggg!"

Her sex convulsed several times, like a man ejaculating. Each time, as if squeezing a dropper, a liquid was sprayed onto my hand.

"Is this squirting... Is this love juice?"

I pulled my hand away from her sex to examine the liquid on it. Cecily grabbed my hand.

"That... it's not love juice... probably..."

she answered, still breathing heavily.

"Then what did you just squirt out?"

"I-It doesn't matter what it is! More importantly, how did you get so good at that?! It's not right! You said you wouldn't sleep with Shizuka, but you totally did, didn't you!"

"I-I didn't!"

"Then why are you stuttering?!"

"I don't know if I should say this here, but this is Mizuki's direct teaching. It's a master's technique she arrived at through ceaseless masturbation day and night to achieve this pleasure. When I switched bodies with Mizuki, this technique was drilled into me."

"...That foolish girl... she's worse than Famu!"

After her outburst, Cecily sighed.

"So, I still can't believe it, but did you really switch bodies with Mizuki?"

"We did."

"It wasn't an act?"

Seeing me shake my head, she hung her head. At that time, I noticed Myra was frequently making advances on 'Mash-kun', but had she been coming on to her as well?

"Next time, let's ask Shizuka to have me and you switch bodies, Cecily."

"I'd like to try that."

She nodded, then, as if remembering something, hastily shook her head.

"That aside, there's something I have to tell you, Mash."

"I'm listening."

"I want to feel good, but I'm not doing this just to get off. If you just want me, hold me, and thrust into me until you finish, that alone will make me feel good, and more than happy enough."

"Don't be so blunt! I'd rather you didn't say things like that. I want to make you cum with my own power. I want to conquer you. I want to see you a complete mess."

When I said that, she pinched my nose.

"Making me feel good and being gentle are what's most important. ...That's how I am. If I want to get off, I can do it myself... I think other people are the same, but maybe Mizuki is different."

What was she blurting out? There were other things I wanted her to blurt out. 

"For Mizuki's sake, I should say, it's not like she actually taught me step-by-step."

I had just said it was her direct teaching, but that was an exaggeration, so I corrected myself.


I placed the head of my penis against Cecily's vaginal opening. In the end, all the things I needed to hear from her had been left vague. Her vaginal opening was wet enough to accept me. A slight slide of my hips would be enough for me to enter her smoothly all the way to the back.

"There's something I don't want to ask. But there's something I really want to ask."

"The thing you don't want to ask is the thing I don't want to say, so don't ask!"

My question was cut off, just like before. I put strength into my hips and sank my penis into her.

"Nngh..."

Cecily clung to me, her brow furrowed. There was a slight resistance at her vaginal opening, but I slid in smoothly all the way. A comfortable wetness, and the tightness of her vagina. My member was enveloped in her warm body temperature.

"Mash, kiss me a lot today. Kiss me everywhere. Kiss me so that when everyone comes to rescue us, they'll know what you did to me."

To answer her request, I first kissed her on the lips. Her tongue immediately came to meet mine. We tangled them together fiercely. And then I began to thrust. I pushed in all the way, and pulled out until I was barely inside. Her love juice was drawn out, but fresh love juice welled up from within her. With each thrust, her vagina tightened, entwining around me, creating further waves of pleasure.

"...Mash, nngh, does it feel good?"

"Yeah... How about you, Cecily?"

"Aan, ooh, yeah. It feels good..."

I trailed my lips along her collarbone, kissing her.

"Mash..."

she gasped, her body writhing.

"What is it?"

"I want to be with you."

"Then let's continue our adventure even after we reach Miglutt."

Cecily brought her lips to mine. I responded in kind. Our tongues and saliva intertwined.

"Mash, I'm sorry. Where you're going... I..."

Her voice was filled with tears. My hips stopped moving.

"Cecily..."

"Don't stop. Until the end..."

she said. She held me tighter. She moved her own hips, inviting me to thrust again.

"Mash, I don't want to just follow you. I want to be your strength. But I'm not strong enough... so... that's why..."

Cecily, our eyes met. We stared at each other for a long moment.

"That's why I want to become stronger."



    Chapter 138

    Reunion and the Silent Summer Bird

    How much time had passed since we entered this room? The door was opened, and a knight entered. It wasn't Yanan.

"Your companions are here."

Cecily and I were escorted to the room where we had eaten. There, we found Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Aira, and the cat-eared man. Everyone's faces lit up with relief upon seeing us. Cecily, who was next to me, silently sat down beside Aira.

"Master!"

Famu started to run towards me, but I held up a hand to stop her and grabbed Aira's arm.

"Hey, come with me for a second. I want to talk to you alone."

"?"

Aira glanced at Cecily for a moment, but stood up without a word. I took her hand and led her out into the corridor. There was a conveniently placed stone pillar. I took her to a spot behind it and pressed her back against the wall. Then, I told her everything that had happened up until we were reunited.

"Are you an idiot?"

Aira asked after she finished hearing my explanation. I didn't know how much time had passed, but after my encounter with Cecily, I had slept for a while, though I wasn't sure for how long.

"Why did you stop halfway through?"

"I-I couldn't help it. After seeing Cecily's crying face and hearing her resolve..."

My member had gone soft. I tried. But the more I panicked, the more impossible it became.

"Didn't your parents ever teach you that once you're in, you finish, no matter what?"

"No parents teach their kids that!"

Aira let out a heavy sigh.

"So that's why Cecily was mad. And here I thought that was your only redeeming quality, Mash..."

Aira was incredible. She hadn't exchanged a single word with Cecily, yet she had already sensed her anger.

"That's a harsh thing to say, but I never thought that would happen either. I was surprised myself."

She reached for my crotch and started stroking me over my clothes.

"...It's getting hard just fine now, though."

"But at that time..."

Aira let go.

"At that time, I felt like I had to give her some kind of answer. But I didn't know what to say."

"In your case, I think you should just finish first and think later. That's what you've always done, right?"

"Now that you mention it, I guess so, but was it really? Also, aren't you being a little crude? I'm a delicate person, you know?"

"Haaah... I hope you get dumped, Mash,"

Aira replied, and sighed again.

"Mash, what do you want from Cecily?"

"I want her to stay with me even after we reach Miglutt. I don't want her to leave. But at the same time, I think she should go to the magic academy."

When we lost the duel in Richel, she probably had a vague yearning for the magic academy, but I didn't think she had thought about it deeply. But after traveling with us this far and gaining experience, and especially after meeting Mo, her desire to go to the magic academy must have solidified into a strong resolve. Was it right for me to hold her back from that resolve? She was a mage. Not everyone could become one. She had the potential to develop her talent.

"At the end of your journey lies the Demon King. There lie the remnants of a battle from the age of myths. I believe it is something that will bring about a change in this world."

"Do you really think the Demon King exists, Aira?"

At my question, she looked up, her eyes wandering as if she were deep in thought.

"Lady Laciel told you to defeat the Demon King. Therefore, you must defeat the Demon King. Even if you meet the same end as Akitsuki Uta. Of course, we will never let you walk the same path as her. But right now, neither I nor Cecily have the wisdom or the power for that."

"Aira..."

"Mash, you called us your comrades. To us, you are also an irreplaceable comrade."

I never imagined she held such thoughts. And I had forgotten that she was a priestess. A believer in the goddess. To her, the word of a god was absolute. No, I was the one underestimating Laciel. She was a being deeply revered by the inhabitants of this world. If that was the case, Cecily's values were likely similar to hers.

"Big sis—... Ahem, I'm not Myra, so I don't want to say this. But you and Mizuki were sent by Lady Laciel, so you must think and decide for yourselves. Cecily's feelings are irrelevant."

"...Even if you say that, I don't get it!"

I couldn't help but whine. There was no point in saying it to Aira. She smiled at my words. Then, she wrapped her arms around my neck and hugged me. Her soft breasts pressed against me.

"Don't overthink it. To put it another way, whatever you decide is also the will of the goddess. You have time to think until we reach Miglutt. Also, when you're with her, try to act as normal as possible. I'll help you two make up too."

"Alright. Thanks."

As I answered, she let go.

"Anyway, don't do it with anyone else until you've finished with Cecily! And when the time comes, call me! If you fail again, I'll be happy to take care of it for you."

"..."

Leaving me with words I couldn't tell if were serious or a joke, Aira slipped past me and headed back to the dining hall. In the end, what was I supposed to do? I turned to go back to the dining hall myself, and was startled to find Famu, Mizuki, and Myra standing there.

"You guys... do I have no privacy?!"

Why did they always come to listen in on my secret conversations?

"Why do you have secret conversations without us, Mash? Weren't we comrades?"

Myra pressed, her large breasts bouncing.

"Hey, you guys have things you don't want people to know too, right? Even I have a sense of shame. It was a topic I didn't want everyone to hear about..."

"You didn't forgive me even when I cried!"

Mizuki said reproachfully. She was right about that. But at that time, I was able to achieve an intense sense of satisfaction.

"...Sorry."

"Don't just apologize normally! I don't know how to react to that!"

Then what kind of reaction did she want? I studied Mizuki's expression.

"W-What?"

she said, taking a step back as if flinching. I really didn't understand what she was thinking.

"You have everything I don't have. You could at least give me one thing, right?"

"Not just one! You took two!"

I shifted my gaze from Mizuki to Famu.

"Famu, is there anything you want to say?"

"Yes. There are many things, but first, let's eat."

She didn't say breakfast or dinner either. Her sense of time must be off too. I felt hungry, but at the same time, not hungry. Come to think of it, I could use my storage here. I checked the time; it was 4 AM. Famu and the others must have been trying to rescue us all night.

"Did you sleep after you got here?"

I asked Famu.

"Yes. They prepared a bedroom for us. But I'm not sure how long I slept."

I nodded at her and was about to put my phone back in my storage when I realized something I hadn't thought of before. Things in my storage were supposed to be preserved in the state they were in when I put them in. But my phone was charged, and time had passed. I decided not to think about it too deeply for now. I'd ask Laciel about it later. We headed to the dining hall.


On the dining table, in place of the pile of worms, there was a bowl of potato salad.

"Oh, so they have potatoes in this world too."

They might have been here all along, but some past transmigrator must have brought them. I put some on my own plate, and was about to serve some for Famu.

"M-Master! Are you actually going to eat that?!"

Her voice was clearly laced with fear.

"...You're not eating it?"

Mizuki, like me, looked at Famu's reaction with a puzzled expression. Reluctantly, I gave the potato salad I had served for Famu to Mizuki. I looked around and saw that everyone except Mizuki and, I now noticed, the prime minister Kurya, who had joined us at some point, was shrinking away from it. The cat-eared man who had been here earlier was also among them. A closer look revealed that he was Cyril, the man the Chairman had entrusted with the farm management. Had he come with Famu and the others? Why was he even here?

"You're Cyril, right?"

"Yeah."

He nodded.

"The ones ravaging the farm were the Earth Dragon Race. But they had their reasons. I'm currently discussing a solution with Kurya here."

"Yeah, I've already been briefed on the situation. You can leave this matter to us now. We'll take it from here."

"So the request is complete?"

Cyril nodded. He sipped his soup.

"After you fell into the hole, a messenger from the Chairman arrived. He said he'll hand over Shizuka to you, even if you don't complete the request. He also said that if there are any other girls you like, you can take a few of them too."

"What did you say?"

What could have changed the Chairman's mind? I looked at Myra, but she shook her head. It wasn't the church's doing. Had he heard about Mo from Shizuka and thought she was a cash cow? Or had he heard that I had summoned a goddess during the pirate extermination?

"Anyway, he wants you to come back right away."

As I listened to Cyril, I was about to eat the potato salad, but I noticed my plate was gone. I checked the table and saw that my potato salad had been taken by Famu. She was trembling, trying to eat it.

"Hey, if you don't like it, you don't have to force yourself to eat it."

"No, if you're going to eat it, Master, then I will!"

I stopped her as she was about to force it into her mouth. Something was definitely wrong with her. She looked distraught. Myra and the others also looked pale.

"Hey, what's wrong with this potato salad?"

"Mash, potatoes are the source of all diseases. It's better not to eat them..."

Myra warned me. I seemed to recall that in my original world, the potato was slow to catch on in some parts of Europe. It was due to a superstition that if you got sick, you could be cured by eating something that resembled the shape of the afflicted area. And because of the potato's ugly shape, it was associated with the symptoms of a certain disease and detested. Then, a religious organization in that region declared that it didn't exist in their scriptures and forbade its consumption. A similar superstition must have taken root in this world. That's why there were no potatoes in the cities. But seeing their fear, there was a possibility that the potatoes in this world really did cause illness. I looked at Kurya, who was calmly eating the potato salad.

"Do potatoes make you sick?"

"Not at all. That is a rumor spread by the surface dwellers. The sprouts are poisonous, but we have removed them. It seemed our previous dishes were not to the surface dwellers' liking, so we changed it to potato salad this time..."

He had a troubled expression on his face. I took the potato salad from Famu and tried it. It was normal potato salad. Mizuki was eating it too.

"It seems a bit sour, but this is mayonnaise..."

She was surprised by something else entirely. I wondered if there was a way to make it popular among the surface dwellers. First, I wanted Famu and the others to try it, but judging by their reactions, that seemed impossible.

"Famu, you mentioned before that the prime minister of the Dog-eared Emperor was a transmigrator who called himself Richelieu, right?"

"Yes."

"In my world, Richelieu is known as the person who popularized mayonnaise, which is used in potato salad."

There was also a cardinal who appeared in stories about three musketeers and a young man from the countryside, but I kept that to myself.

"Is that so?!"

She stared at the potato salad, but she didn't reach for it.

"So, what happened with the Earth Dragon King?"

I asked Kurya. He stopped eating.

"Yes, Yanan is leading an advance party to intercept the Earth Dragon King in this city."

"What?"

"After hearing that you possess a Divine Grace, and also hearing from those who arrived later that you might be able to defeat the Earth Dragon King, we cannot afford to let you leave."

My words weren't just being taken out of context; they were running rampant.

"You said in this city?"

"Yes. This city is the only space we can think of where you can fight the Earth Dragon King. Besides, our true home is beneath the great plain. Until we reclaim that place, we have no future,"

Kurya said quietly.

"What are you going to do about the residents?"

"In any case, the Earth Dragon King will eventually come to this place."



    Chapter 139

    Before the Decisive Battle, and the Summer Bird Among the Six

    "Mash, let's evacuate the Earth Dragon Race to the surface temporarily,"

Myra said. She must have been against fighting the Earth Dragon King. So was I.

"If it's truly temporary, I agree. But how long is 'temporary'?"

"That… I don't know. But it's not as if they can't live on the surface. I think it would be better to return to Heilon and post a proper subjugation quest. In the worst-case scenario…"

She trailed off, closing her mouth.

"For people whose land is about to be stolen, the idea that there's another place for them to live is just a fantasy, I think."

Heilon was a large city. But I couldn't imagine it had the capacity to take in a hundred households, even temporarily. These things take a long time. The Earth Dragon Race, in particular, lived in a very specific environment. Telling them the world was a wide place seemed no different from telling them to go die, to put it bluntly. The world had all sorts of terrain—land, sea, mountains, rivers. And then there was the climate. A change in land meant a change in sustenance and a change in harvest. For the Earth Dragon Race, their territory was the great plains north of Heilon, and this place was likely their southern limit. That's why they'd locked us in a room and forced the situation on their own terms.

"Are you planning to fight, Mash?"

"Are you against it?"

The Chairman's request was no longer necessary. We didn't need to listen to the Earth Dragons' pleas either. We could leave the rest to Cyril and just pull out. But leaving things as they were left a bad taste in my mouth.

"No. If that is what you wish, then I will follow,"

Myra replied to my question, shaking her head.

"Are you taking my words as Laciel's words?"

I recalled my earlier conversation with Aira. Myra had been listening from behind, so she would understand the context of my question.

"No. It's because you are my hero."

There was no hesitation in her voice. Our eyes met. She didn't seem to be joking. I was the one who felt embarrassed, and I shifted my gaze to Couria.

"We can't do anything other than defeat the one Earth Dragon King. If we take it down, you can handle the rest, right?"

He nodded. Beside him, Cyril tapped his fingers on the desk.

The cavern was overflowing with so many people it was hard to believe they had all been here. They were luring the Earth Dragon King into the very place they lived to fight it. For them, who had their backs against the wall, we would evacuate the residents to the farm in preparation for the worst. I'd asked Cyril for his cooperation, and while he'd agreed, he hadn't looked happy about it.

"I'm against you fighting in the first place. I don't know how strong the knights here are, but I don't see how some guy who makes a big fuss just from falling into a hole can deal with a monster they couldn't handle with sheer numbers. If I have to deliver your corpses back to Longhorn Street, the Chairman will see me as incompetent."

Was he talking about Famu making a fuss? And he clearly didn't think I had any fighting ability. I thought so myself, so I couldn't blame him. Cecily was worried about her own strength, but I was obviously the weaker one.

"I may be weak, but my companions are strong, you know?"

"I heard about that from your friend Mizuki. Until just recently, three of your party members, including you, were F-rank, weren't they?"

He had me there. Mizuki must have used her ability to befriend anyone and told him. Come to think of it, my mind had been so full of Cecily that I hadn't even thanked the girls for coming to rescue us.

"They know how to make sparkling wine. Good stuff. If we help them out, we might be able to get it supplied to Longhorn Street."

"…That's assuming an emboldened Earth Dragon King doesn't attack the farm and cause a tragedy,"

he said, raising a hand in a gesture of farewell before walking off to help with the evacuation. In his place, the members of Levante gathered around. Led by Couria and several warriors, we headed off to check the designated battleground.

"Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Aira, thank you for coming to save me. I should have said that the moment I saw you."

Their expressions brightened.

"Master, I'm actually quite good at digging holes."

Famu looked proud, but it was a peculiar skill that, unless a situation like this arose, I couldn't imagine when she would ever use. Was it a trait of the dog-eared race? I'd never heard her mention it. She had a dark past. Unsure if I should broach the subject, and since she never brought it up herself, I had left it alone. Perhaps from now on, I could try to delve a little deeper.

"Did you dig it all by yourself?"

"She just started digging in silence, so I called for help from the people at the farm,"

Mizuki answered. We left the palace and headed toward the lower levels of the cavern. I'd thought the underground was a lake, but it was a series of overlapping pools, like terraced rice paddies. Each pool was shallow, only about knee-deep. When I touched the surface with my finger, the water was ice-cold. Occasionally, a drop of water would fall from a stalactite above, creating ripples on the surface. I had wondered if wastewater from their daily lives flowed here, but the water was clear and had no smell. We followed the edges of the pools, making our way deeper into the cavern.

"We are heading north, toward the great plains,"

Couria explained.

"How are you telling the direction?"

Did he have a compass or something?

"We Earth Dragons can sense magnetic north. And thanks to our life underground, our ability to sense sound, vibrations, and the earth's heat, as well as our sense of smell, is superior to that of humans."

Famu also had an excellent sense of smell, but her ability was within the scope of what I could imagine. She wasn't capable of tracking a target by scent like a police dog. Were their abilities superior to the dog-eared race's?

"Could it be that you can't see?"

"The Earth Dragons that are creatures and monsters likely can't see, no. But we of the Earth Dragon Race do have our sight. In exchange, our other senses are better than humans', but inferior to monsters'."

Couria smiled and winked. I didn't need a wink from a guy, but I kept my mouth shut.

The cavern was a space about a hundred meters deep and probably less than twenty meters high. It didn't take long to reach the battleground. Since it wasn't a residential area, the torchlight was distant, leaving most of it in darkness. In the far wall was a stone door. The door was open, and several members of the Earth Dragon Race were bustling about. Thanks to the inherent racial abilities he'd mentioned earlier, they could likely operate without issue in this darkness.

"Beyond the door is a tunnel that leads to the great plains. Our knights have gone through that tunnel to attack and lure the Earth Dragon King."

"You don't know where it is, do you? Won't that make for a vast search area?"

I'd been doing nothing but asking questions, but I was ignorant about so much, it couldn't be helped. Whether he understood or not, Couria was humoring me. Unlike on the surface, the search area wasn't just a flat plane; depth was also a factor. Depending on the situation, we could end up wandering for days in search of the Earth Dragon King. In that case, we wouldn't make it in time for the caravan's departure.

"You need not worry. We have been continuously engaged in combat with the Earth Dragon King. Unfortunately, we are in a disadvantageous situation, being driven back into this cavern. But both we and it know each other's position. It is near this cavern. The battle has already begun, and Yanan and the others are feigning a retreat to lure it here."

The analogy might be poor, but I pictured it like submarines using sonar to track each other's positions.

"The walls of this cavern seem to be bare rock. Can the Earth Dragon King break through them easily?"

"Even the Earth Dragon King would find that impossible. That is why this place was able to serve as our line of defense. Originally, we planned to use this rock wall for a defensive battle, but now we are working to weaken it so it can be broken through more easily."

I see. So the Earth Dragon folk working beyond the door were preparing for that.

"Even if Yanan's unit successfully lures the Earth Dragon King here, it will still take time. Shall we return for now?"

Couria asked.

"Are you planning to lock us in that room where we can't use magic again?"

"I apologize for that. It was my mistake. We have prepared a room where everyone can relax."

Was that true? Considering they knew the Earth Dragon King's movements, it would be easy for them to track ours. Wasn't that why they wanted to separate me and Cecily from the others? The reason being to verify my claim that I could defeat the Earth Dragon King.

"Just in case, during the battle, I'd like to disperse something that can overwhelm the Earth Dragon King's sense of smell. Do you have anything suitable?"

"Understood. Our sense of smell will also be useless then, but we will prepare it."

"Let me confirm one more time. Do you really trust us?"

"For you, this place is a deathtrap. There is no escape. Someone with no plan whatsoever could not possibly remain so calm. If you were the only one who was composed, I might think it baseless, but all of your companions are convinced of victory."

We returned to the palace and were shown to a different room than before. It was a simple room, but chairs, a desk, and even beds had been prepared for our comfort. On the desk sat a bowl of fruit. Tea leaves were also laid out. Mizuki started to brew tea for everyone. Only the members of Levante were in the room. I finally felt like I could relax, but this was no time to be at ease. I went over to where Cecily was sitting in a chair. I was about to lead her out of the room when I noticed the gazes of the other members fixed on me. Even if I took her out, I knew from past experience that everyone else would follow.

"Cecily, I want to talk."

I sat down in the chair next to her.

"About what?"

came her curt reply.

"I want another chance."

"Fine, but are you planning to do it right now?"

My unspoken desire to redo our last sexual encounter seemed to have gotten through to her. Her response made me instinctively look to Aira for help, but she showed no intention of offering advice and was simply plucking grapes from the bowl on the desk.

"After we defeat the Earth Dragon King and return to the city."

"After we return to the city…"

For some reason, Aira repeated my words.

"Without Aira. Just the two of us!"

Cecily declared, and Aira's face fell into a look of despair.

"…Alright. Without Aira. Just the two of us."

Cecily nodded when I agreed.

"You can't be serious! After all the trouble I went through to give you advice, this is just cruel!"

Aira cried out.

"Sorry, Aira. I'll call you when we're done."

"You will not!"

Cecily instantly shot down my words.

"Also, I want to wash everyone's bodies. If anyone has injuries, I want them completely healed."

"To get rid of our scent, right? But I wonder if that's really effective against an enemy with a keen sense of smell."

"I don't know, but I want to do everything we can beforehand."

As we were talking, Mizuki handed me a cup of tea.

"I wonder if the scent will transfer…"

"Before the battle starts, let's just scatter everything in this room. It might not even provide a shred of comfort, but still."

I sipped the tea. It was calming. I felt a little sleepy. Famu seemed to feel the same way, as she was stretching. Just then, there was a knock on the door. It seemed the time for battle had come.

"No matter what happens, the six of us will get through this!"

The girls nodded at my words.
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    We rushed to the door on the north side of the cavern. Unlike before, the area was brightly lit by torches that had been set up around us. They must have prepared them for us. But the biggest difference of all was that the once clear and transparent pools of water were now stained crimson.

"The whole place smells of tea…"

Mizuki and Famu were sniffing the air with small, delicate breaths. But even without such a gesture, the scent of tea wafted toward us. They had probably scattered tea leaves everywhere.

"What a waste,"

Mizuki commented. As she said, tea leaves, not just black tea, were a luxury in this world. They were undoubtedly produced on the surface and must have been purchased. There was no way they were cheap down here in the depths.

As if hearing our voices, several Earth Dragon warriors emerged from behind the door. Yanan was among them.

"It'll be here soon!"

Yanan shouted upon seeing us.

"So it seems."

A rumbling sound echoed from beyond the door. And the ground beneath our feet—no, the entire cavern—was vibrating finely. I drew my katana. The other members of Levante also readied their weapons. Yanan and her warriors stood where we were, extending their claws in anticipation.

"I'll confirm one last time, but the enemy is just the one Earth Dragon King, right?"

I asked Yanan.

"No, it's leading a dozen or so Earth Dragons."

"What?"

That wasn't what we were told. That changed how we would have to fight. But I wanted to be certain we could take down the Earth Dragon King. A single blow from a spear was preferable to a wide-area attack with Laciel's arrows.

"It's fine. We'll take care of the Earth Dragons. You all concentrate on the Earth Dragon King."

I couldn't help but exchange a look with Myra.

"We will protect you, Mash. No matter what."

Her hand rested on mine as I gripped my katana.

"Famu, as always, you're the leader if I go down. If things get dangerous, be the first to run. This country is a secondary concern,"

I told Famu.

"Understood. But I've always wondered about the phrase 'secondary concern.' Does it mean the second thing, or the third?"

"…Famu, you seem strangely calm this time. I'm counting on you."

I kept the vague anxiety I felt about her to myself.

"Hmph."

Cecily snorted upon hearing our exchange.

"Why is it always, always Famu?!"

"Because she was my first companion. Cecily, I need you to support her too."

"…I know,"

she replied.

The vibrations grew stronger. From the tunnel, several Earth Dragons appeared. The monsters were about to pour into the cavern. Cecily launched a fireball at them. It struck one, and the monster's body burst into flames. The fire illuminated the depths of the tunnel. I could see a black mass writhing inside.

"Careful, it's coming!"

Simultaneously with Cecily's shout, a wave like an earthquake rolled through the ground, and I stumbled. The rock slab above the tunnel collapsed, crushing the door. A deafening roar echoed through the cavern. Earth and sand were scattered, and from within, a giant black beast revealed itself. A spray of water and a cloud of dust rose into the cavern air.

"So that's the Earth Dragon King…"

It was far taller than me. It had massive forelegs and long, metallic claws that were longer than a person's height. A single light swing of those claws would send us flying, torn to shreds. A rain of arrows was definitely not enough. We wouldn't be able to wipe out all the enemies here.

"I wonder if a few of the Earth Dragons died in that collapse?"

Even Mizuki was saying something strangely devoid of tension. Was it because she was counting on Laciel from the start? I was tempted to shout that I couldn't summon the goddess anymore, just to see the genuine shock on their faces, but I figured they'd get seriously angry, so I held back. Thinking such things meant my own tension was slipping.

"*KSHAAAAAAA!*"

The Earth Dragon King's roar reverberated through the cavern. The air vibrated. It rose up on its hind legs, standing as if to look down on us. The sheer force of its presence made me gulp, and I took a step back, bumping into Myra.

"It really can't see, right?"

"That's what I've heard…"

she replied to my murmur. I shifted my gaze to Yanan. Unlike the members of Levante, the color of panic was plain on her face.

"Hey! I'm about to defeat the Earth Dragon King, just as I declared. I'm leaving the small fry to you!"

"G-Got it."

Her unreliable answer gave me a pang of anxiety. But they were seasoned warriors who had fought for supremacy beneath the great plains. I had no choice but to trust them. I raised one arm to call upon Laciel.

"Goddess Summon!"

A brilliant, rainbow-colored light enveloped the area. In the space just above my outstretched hand, the goddess Laciel materialized from within the light. She was clad in an iridescent robe, perched on her spear, floating in midair. Even after the surrounding brilliance faded, her form seemed to glow beautifully. Though there was no wind, her golden hair swayed. The expressions on Yanan and the others' faces twisted in astonishment when they saw her.

"N-No way… Laciel…-sama…"

Laciel glanced at them for a moment before turning her gaze to me. Her cheeks seemed to be puffed out slightly.

"Mash, this isn't what we promised, you know!"

"…Are you angry? It's spoiling your beauty."

"To think you'd call me for something so trivial…"

Laciel said, as if sulking.

"It's not trivial. The Earth Dragon Race is on the verge of their kingdom's collapse. I need you to help them."

"No. I'd rather you fulfill your promise to me! If you won't keep it, I'm going back."

"You can't be serious! You can't just be summoned and then go back without doing anything! Give me back my mana!"

She'd turned into quite the lewd goddess somewhere along the line.

"It's your fault, Mash. You look after all the other girls, so why won't you look after me? Since you laid your hands on me, you have to take proper responsibility!"

"You're a handful to deal with once you're summoned! I know it's my fault. I'll definitely fulfill our promise next time."

Once I summoned her, I couldn't do it again for two days. Since I never knew what might happen, I couldn't just call on her casually.

"…You'd better,"

she said. Was there really a god who would plead with a human? Wasn't it usually the other way around? But saying that seemed like it would just complicate things, so I kept my mouth shut.

"After Cecily."

"I was the one who made a promise with you first!"

she pouted, her lips pursed sulkily.

"I-It's fine if Laciel-sama goes before me!"

Cecily waved her hands frantically. Was she still scared of Laciel? I had to find a way to rid her of that fear.

"Hey, Cecily, she's just like you. A normal woman. You don't have to think of her as a god anymore."

"H-How could I possibly do that! She's a goddess! Mash, I'll do anything you say from now on, so please forgive me!"

"Anything, you say? So, anything?"

Cecily nodded her head up and down repeatedly. Then, as if seeking help, she looked at Aira. Aira flinched and stiffened.

"Aira, you too. Stop calling her with '-sama' all the time. Show some familiarity and just call her Laciel."

"…"

Was she playing dead? Aira didn't move a muscle. She seemed even more terrified of Laciel than of the Earth Dragon King. I felt a little sorry for her. But next to me, for some reason, Laciel was smiling a triumphant grin.

I'd gotten a bit carried away, but I took a moment to reassess the situation. Laciel was right next to me, perched on her spear floating in midair. The members of Levante were surrounding her. Further out, to the left and right, were the Earth Dragon warriors. I should probably call them knights or soldiers, but since they didn't wear metal armor and their weapons were their own claws, that was the image that came to mind. Yanan was staring at Laciel, her mouth agape. The other Earth Dragons were also frozen, seemingly stunned by the sight of Laciel. And before us was the Earth Dragon King, surrounded by a swarm of Earth Dragons. The monsters hadn't attacked while Laciel and I were bantering. It seemed Laciel's charm was effective on them too. The pressure from the Earth Dragon King's roar had been nullified by Laciel's presence. Moments ago, the Earth Dragon King had been the ruler of this place, but now, the master was Laciel. Her smile was transmitted to the monsters as a form of intimidation.

"Laciel, take down the Earth Dragon King."

"You mean the person acting all high and mighty in the depths of the palace? Shall I carve out the entire palace with my spear? Let my hand mark the end of this kingdom's time."

At her words, the Earth Dragons let out cries of "Eek!"

"I'm not talking about the king of the Earth Dragon Race. The enemy is that giant Earth Dragon in front of us."

I was about to get confused myself, but she was deliberately misunderstanding to enjoy our reactions. It was in poor taste, but if I were a god, I might end up the same way. After all, she had too much time on her hands and was starved for entertainment. She turned her gaze to the Earth Dragon King. Feeling her stare, the king seemed to snap back to its senses and started to advance.

"Mash, tell me again what you want to do."

"Laciel, the Earth Dragon Race here had their land stolen by the Earth Dragon King. I want to save them."

She nodded with a smile and, with steps as soft as dandelion fluff, descended to the ground between us and the Earth Dragon King. Then she stood, facing the approaching beast. Just as the Earth Dragon King raised its foreleg, she too raised her left arm. At its tip floated the spear she had been sitting on moments before. Its point was aimed at the Earth Dragon King, glowing with an iridescent light. The beast swung its arm down, trying to crush her and the spear together, but the spear was launched faster than it could move. Laciel's spear became a massive beam of light and pierced through the Earth Dragon King. The monster vanished without even a chance to let out a death cry. The spear's momentum didn't stop, gouging out a deep chunk of the wall behind the king. A crater formed with a thunderous roar.

The Earth Dragon King was gone. All that remained were the small fry.

"Yanan, as you wished, we have slain the Earth Dragon King."

At my words, she snapped back to her senses with a gasp. She bowed her head deeply to me and Laciel. Then, she gave the order to her equally stunned warriors to subjugate the remaining monsters. The battle between the Earth Dragon Race and the remaining monsters began. My Levante companions remained in a protective circle around me, not moving to keep the monsters away. My head was spinning as usual. I couldn't focus my thoughts. Laciel's face looked a little distorted. Just as she was about to speak to me, Mizuki cut in.

"Laciel, about that thing Mash asked you for the other day."

It was about how transmigrators could only live for ten years in this world, and how I'd asked Laciel to save at least Mizuki.

"Yes, what is it?"

"I'm angry! You dragged us into a world like this without our permission, and I'm really, really angry!"

"I do apologize for that. But you are happy now, aren't you?"

"Your apology doesn't help! Tell me. Tell me how all the transmigrators can be saved!"

Just as Mizuki shouted at Laciel, a new shattering sound thundered from the depths of the rock face that Laciel's spear had gouged out. Everyone's eyes shot toward it. The sound of rock breaking continued. It seemed to be getting dug out from the inside. Then, with a particularly loud crash, a giant claw emerged from the rock face. Following it, a massive Earth Dragon revealed itself. The monster crawled out of the earth and let out a roar, as if to intimidate us.

"No way, did you miss?"

Myra said. I had clearly seen the spear pierce the monster. Was it possible to miss? Had we been shown an illusion? But the Earth Dragon King that had just appeared was a size larger than the previous one.

"Damn it, there were two of them…"

I thought I'd spoken aloud, but it seemed no one could hear my voice. The members, except for Famu, took a step forward to protect me. My consciousness faded, and my footing became unsteady. Famu caught me. And then, I fell into darkness.
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    A strong scent of tea. I awoke to Famu giving it to me mouth-to-mouth. It seemed I had been laid down with my head in her lap. We were still inside the dim cavern. It felt suffocating. I wanted to feel the outside air soon. With Famu's help, I sat up.

"The Earth Dragon King…"

"Levante and the Earth Dragon soldiers are fighting it."

It seemed I had been carried to the south side of the cavern while I was unconscious. We were near the tunnel leading to the farm settlement. I could hear the clamor of battle, but I couldn't tell what the situation was from here.

"Why didn't you run…"

The plan had clearly failed. This was an opponent that the Earth Dragon warriors couldn't defeat even when they ganged up on it. Moreover, this second Earth Dragon King had eluded the Earth Dragons' senses and hidden its presence.

"Master, you told Laciel-sama that you wanted to save the Earth Dragon Race."

"…I deeply regret trying to act so cool."

The fight with the Earth Dragon King was still going on. I took a mana potion from Famu and drank it all. Then, I stood up. I stumbled a little, but with each step, my footing and my consciousness grew steadier. I gripped my katana and headed toward the Earth Dragon King. Famu, clutching her half-moon blades, followed me.

"Famu… I'm scared. Aren't you?"

"I am…"

she murmured, casting her eyes down. "I will follow you, Master."

Laciel couldn't be summoned anymore. We could still run away.

"Master,"

Famu murmured.

"What is it?"

"Mizuki and the others think it would be best if I took you and ran."

"I'm sure they do."

Considering I'd been carried to a place near the farm, I knew that's what Mizuki and the others wanted. Yet, I was walking toward where they were.

"It takes a strong will to run away. All I could do was choose to stay here."

Was she talking about now? Or about the day her village was attacked? I still didn't have the courage to ask. Instead, I took her hand.

On the north side of the cavern, the battle with the Earth Dragon King was raging. There was one Earth Dragon King and about ten Earth Dragons. The main attackers were the Earth Dragon warriors. I could see their knight captain, Yanan. There were about thirty of them in total. Several warriors were down. They fought with their own elongated claws. It seemed they could change the length of their claws freely; some were barely longer than their fingers, while others were as long as their arms. The dog-eared race's traits were close to humans, giving them a more human-like image, but the Earth Dragon Race seemed to possess more beast-like abilities. There must be differences in abilities between the races. The Earth Dragons seemed to have a weak sense of fighting as a group. Yanan wasn't giving any commands; each of them was attacking the Earth Dragon King or fighting the Earth Dragons based on their own judgment. They probably weren't used to fighting in situations like this. Mizuki and Myra were fighting alongside the Earth Dragons. They too were challenging the Earth Dragon King with their weapons raised, but they didn't seem to be inflicting any damage. The Earth Dragon King rose up on its hind legs and swung its claws. Each blow tore through the earth, kicking up soil and water spray, turning the resulting debris into a long-range barrage. Mizuki and the others were trying to find an opening, but they couldn't easily get within range. At a distance stood Cecily and Aira. Cecily was supporting the Earth Dragons and Mizuki's group with fire magic, while Aira used support magic. We headed toward them.

"Showing up on the battlefield holding hands? You've got quite the nerve,"

Cecily said upon seeing me and Famu. Mizuki and Myra also spotted us and broke from the front line to head our way.

"I'm glad everyone's safe."

I let out a sigh of relief.

"It's good that we're safe, but…"

Myra sighed. "The battle is not going well."

"Are you having a tough time?"

"This isn't even a fight. Cecily's magic doesn't work on the Earth Dragon King. Neither does Mizuki's sword nor my attacks."

I watched the battle between the Earth Dragon King and the Earth Dragon Race. The king had almost no openings, and the other Earth Dragons protectively surrounded it, making it difficult to approach. Still, the Earth Dragons encircled the king, and some were managing to strike it from behind whenever a slight opening appeared. Their blows seemed to be inflicting at least some damage.

"If we focus all the attack opportunities on Mizuki, couldn't we take it down?"

It would be relying on her again, but if her special skill activated, couldn't we defeat the Earth Dragon King?

"I think it'd be difficult if the attacks don't land,"

Mizuki replied.

"It's because of the fur covering the Earth Dragon King. It's heat-resistant, water-resistant, absorbs shock, and is also resistant to tearing,"

Myra added, elaborating on Mizuki's words.

"That makes it invincible, doesn't it?"

A weak laugh escaped me. I observed the Earth Dragon King again. It seemed to be swinging its claws randomly, but it was actually reacting to the Earth Dragons' attacks. And it was said to be relying on its sense of smell, sound, and temperature sensors. It was hard to believe it couldn't see.

"…We have no choice but to pierce it instead of slashing. In any case, I want to create more attack opportunities for Mizuki. Mizuki… I'm counting on you."

"Leave it to me. But how?"

Mizuki nodded, then asked.

"Cecily and I will fire off a storm of magic to create an opening."

"I told you magic doesn't work, didn't I?"

Cecily said.

"I want to take out its hearing. We'll aim our magic not at the enemy, but at the surrounding walls. While doing our best not to become targets, we'll keep running around, making a racket, and firing magic. I'll leave the attacking to Famu and Mizuki. But the main attacker is Mizuki. Famu, support Mizuki's movements. Myra and Aira, provide support and heal the fallen. We'll have Yanan and the others take care of the small fry."

"So we're fighting?"

Cecily asked. I was about to reply, "I'm counting on you,"

when she pressed her index finger to my lips.

"I know."

She nodded, and Famu and the others nodded as well.

I splashed myself with water from one of the pools to lower my body temperature. The sheer cold made my body tremble. And I was enveloped in the scent of tea. I wonder if this was enough to block its sense of smell. I ran around with Cecily, unleashing magic. Our targets weren't the monsters, but the walls, the ground, the ceiling. However, I couldn't create the kind of noise I'd imagined. The sound of the Earth Dragon King's claws tearing up the earth was louder. This wouldn't be enough to cover Famu and Mizuki's movements. Not giving up, I created a rock sphere with earth magic. As I tried to make the largest chunk I could, my feet faltered.

"Whoa!"

As I braced myself to keep from falling, the rock sphere dissipated before it could form. I had used up all my mana summoning the goddess earlier. A potion wouldn't be enough to recover from such a massive mana expenditure. I looked at Cecily. She too was running around, creating fireballs and launching them at the ceiling. She shattered stalactites, dropping fragments on the Earth Dragon King, but the monster showed no signs of flinching. The fur covering its body was acting as a cushion. She started running, breathing heavily through her shoulders, and unleashed her fire magic again.

"*Hah… hah…* Is this even doing anything?!"

She was already out of breath. It seemed running was taking more of a toll on her than casting magic. Her magic alone couldn't block the monster's hearing. Mizuki and Famu couldn't even get close to the Earth Dragon King. I needed to keep casting magic too. Just as I was about to take a mana recovery potion from my storage, a piece of debris thrown by the Earth Dragon King came flying toward me. I tried to dodge, but my body wouldn't move as I wanted. Thinking I was about to be hit, I braced myself, but Yanan leaped in front of me. She blocked the debris with her claws.

"You okay?!"

"Yeah, I'm fine."

I nodded. She didn't return to the fight, instead watching me drink the mana potion.

"You want to make a lot of noise, right?"

"Right. I want to block the Earth Dragon King's hearing."

"Then I have an idea. Leave it to me."

Yanan gave an order to a nearby Earth Dragon warrior. The one who received the order immediately fell back. 

"What are you planning to do?"

"The power of the gods has reached our world beneath the earth as well. Now is the time to show you the power of us Earth Dragons."

Soon, Earth Dragons appeared in the tunnels carved into the cavern. They lined up at equal intervals, filling the passages. So this many people had stayed behind instead of evacuating. Each of them held something made of iron, like a pot or a plate, and something to strike it with. It was a spectacular sight.

"You didn't escape to the farm…"

"We sent the children away. But you said you would fight."

It meant they couldn't just leave everything to us and run away themselves. Here, too, were those who couldn't flee. Yanan raised her hand. Simultaneously, the Earth Dragons began to raise a clamor, letting out shouts and making a racket. He was saying something. But I couldn't hear anything anymore. I looked at the Earth Dragon King. It had stopped moving and was turning its head as if to survey its surroundings. Cecily looked at me. She was still breathing through her shoulders, just like before. She looked tired, but her eyes still seemed to hold the will to fight. I pointed at the Earth Dragon King and yelled, "Aim for its nose!"

but she probably couldn't hear me. However, as if she understood my words, she raised her staff and began to create an enormous fireball. The Earth Dragon King reacted to the heat and charged toward her, raising its claws. At the same time, she unleashed her magic, and the fireball struck the monster's face directly.

"*GISHAAAAAA!*"

The Earth Dragon King let out a roar that sounded like a scream. That voice, too, disappeared into the vortex of noise created by the Earth Dragons. However, the monster's movements didn't stop. From behind the monster, Mizuki and Famu were slashing at it, but it wasn't enough to stop its movements. A claw swung down toward Cecily. Whether it was from physical exhaustion or a daze from mana depletion, she could only watch the approaching claw with a look of frustration.

"Cecily!"

Just as I leaped to shield her, another shadow moved at the same time, trying to protect her. It was Aira. The two of us pushed Cecily out of the claw's trajectory. I threw my arms around them and plunged into a pool of water. A searing pain ran down my back.

"Gah!"

In the water that had been stained crimson, a new shade of fresh red began to spread. It seemed I hadn't completely dodged the claw. I looked back to see if there was a follow-up attack, but the Earth Dragon King was just swinging its claws blindly at nothing. The part of its nose not covered by fur was charred black. As I caught my breath, Aira grabbed my clothes and dragged me out of the pool. Cecily had already crawled out on her own.

"I'm glad you're both okay."

When I said that, the two of them looked at me and said something. I couldn't hear well. They looked angry. Aira pulled me into a hug. My face was buried in the ample swell of her chest. Her hand was placed on my back. It seemed she was casting a healing spell. The softness of her chest felt more comforting than the fading pain in my back. I realized Famu was standing in the pool of water, in the spot where I had just fallen. And she was holding the katana I had dropped.

"Master, I'm borrowing this,"

I thought I heard her say. She took a formal stance, facing the monster. Her posture was far more refined than mine. The monster, which had been standing on its hind legs and swinging its claws blindly, seemed to have tired and was about to return to all fours, placing its front paws on the ground. Famu timed her move perfectly and charged forward. Her movement was natural, free of any excess force. The white blade flashed across the monster's neck. Fresh blood spurted from its throat. It was the beautiful, clean strike I aspired to. After landing the blow, she backstepped out of the monster's range. In her place, Mizuki leaped at the monster. Her sword pierced its ear. The monster roared again and swung its claws. But it was a blind attack, not aimed at them, and the two easily dodged it. Mizuki thrust her sword again. This time, into the other ear. This time, the Earth Dragon King located Mizuki's position and swung its claw.

"Mizuki!"

I let out a cry that was almost a scream. But it didn't reach her ears. Famu leaped toward the descending claw. And she sliced it off.
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    Famu had sliced off three of the Earth Dragon King's claws. Two claws remained, but it created enough of a gap for Mizuki to escape. Mizuki went on the offensive, thrusting at the Earth Dragon King again and again. Red blood flowed from the monster's body. However, the damage didn't seem to be fatal. The monster was simply too large. Famu and Mizuki's attacks were shallow, not enough to bring it down. Not only its fur, but its skin must have been thick too. They couldn't cut through the flesh. Still, Cecily had burned its nose, and Mizuki had destroyed its ears. They had succeeded in robbing the monster of two of its senses. The monster could no longer pinpoint our locations. It could only attack blindly. This was our chance. The Earth Dragons who had been making noise stopped. Now, they were quietly watching the battle's outcome. It felt like we were fighting in an arena. Yanan's squad of Earth Dragon warriors had nearly finished mopping up the other Earth Dragons. Some had even joined the attack on the Earth Dragon King. Famu and Mizuki's attacks ceased as they took a moment to catch their breath. The Earth Dragon King's movements had also stopped. The claws Famu had cut off were regenerating. I watched, praying that the sensory organs we destroyed wouldn't recover as well. Aira's healing magic had erased the pain in my back, so I stood up too. I had wanted to savor the feel of Aira's chest and continue admiring Mizuki's panties from a low angle, but I had a feeling someone would get angry at me soon. Myra rushed over to us.

"Are the injured okay?"

She had been healing the wounded Earth Dragon folk.

"I've applied first-aid healing magic to everyone. But, one of them…"

"I see."

She trailed off, so I gave a short reply.

"Should I join the attack as well?"

"No, from the looks of it, I don't think physical strikes will get through."

"You're right. If only we had a better way to attack…"

She sent a melancholic gaze toward the Earth Dragon King. It seemed she too was worried about our lack of offensive power. We had learned to read the king's attacks, but constantly dodging them was difficult. A single hit could be fatal for us. Mizuki's special skill, Super Kill, which we had been counting on the most, showed no signs of activating. I couldn't tell if it was just bad luck, or if it wouldn't activate unless certain conditions for inflicting a fatal blow were met.

"I'll slam another fireball into its face!"

Cecily said. She seemed to have regained her spirit after drinking a mana recovery potion.

"It can still sense heat. It'll attack you again."

"But if we use that opening, this time we can all attack together and…"

As she was speaking, the Earth Dragon King began to move. It started to retreat backward, to the north. Over there was the tunnel leading to the great plains and the large hole the king had emerged from. Come to think of it, it still had the ability to sense magnetic north.

"Looks like it plans to run…"

Cecily relaxed her shoulders. Myra and Aira must have thought the same thing. They let out a breath, easing their tension.

"…No. If it escapes, nothing will have changed."

The great plains would remain in the clutches of the Earth Dragon King. Once the monster recovered, it would attack the Earth Dragons again.

"But, we don't have…"

Cecily murmured.

"Famu, block its escape!"

I had shouted without thinking. She nodded, then ran to stand in front of the hole the Earth Dragon King had dug.

"Special Skill, Yata no Kagami!"

As she yelled, a massive circular plate materialized in front of her. The brilliance it emitted was similar to the light from Laciel. When the Earth Dragon King hit the Yata no Kagami, it tried to push the wall aside, clawing at it, but it didn't budge an inch. Then, it tried to destroy it, swinging its claws. Even against that attack, the Yata no Kagami remained unscathed. The Yata no Kagami had completely sealed off the Earth Dragon King's retreat.

"Mizuki, don't let it get away, no matter what!"

Mizuki nodded to me and began slashing at the Earth Dragon King's back. In truth, she was probably the most anxious one here. The members of Levante knew about her special skill. Though they didn't say it out loud, they were waiting for her Super Kill to activate. She must have known that too. But no matter how many times she slashed, that moment never came. That anxiety made her use unnecessary strength, leading to fatigue, which in turn dulled her sword—a vicious cycle. My words were only adding to the pressure on her. I searched for words to calm her down but couldn't find any. Giving up on talking, I ran to pick up the katana Famu had left behind. And to lend her my strength, I thrust the blade into the monster's back. Yanan and the others joined the attack, thrusting their claws in unison. The Earth Dragon King didn't stop trying to escape. Realizing it would be difficult to destroy the Yata no Kagami, it started to dig into the ground in front of it. It seemed to know that our attacks couldn't deal a fatal blow.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it, damn it!"

I stabbed with my katana over and over. As I did, a claw swung toward its back, as if swatting away a swarm of flies. I leaned back to dodge it, but one of the Earth Dragons took the blow.

"Hey, hang in there!"

I couldn't carry him. I grabbed the scruff of the limp warrior's neck and dragged him backward, to a place where the Earth Dragon King's attacks wouldn't reach. It seemed he was conscious. But he must have been seriously injured; he was groaning in pain.

"Mash, I'll take him,"

Aira said as she rushed over. I left him to her and returned to the attack on the Earth Dragon King.

The king started digging a hole again. The ground wasn't soil, but bedrock. It should take some time for it to burrow underground. We couldn't let it escape. We had to finish it off, no matter what. As I was thinking that, the Earth Dragons who had been watching the battle started making noise again. I looked in that direction and saw Cyril, the one who had guided the Earth Dragons' evacuation. He hadn't run either; he had come back. He gave me a thumbs-up and a grin. Beside him was a large ballista. He must have brought it from the farm's defenses. I had seen one installed on a sailing ship when we went down the river, but this one was a size larger. In the battle on the water, the archer had been taken out before the ballista could demonstrate its power, so I hadn't been able to see what it could do, but it looked powerful enough to pierce the Earth Dragon King. The preparations for firing were already complete.

"An arrow's coming! Everyone, fall back!"

I roared. The ones who had been attacking the Earth Dragon King moved away. Seeing that, a ballista bolt was fired with the sound of a taut string being released. An arrow as thick as a spear ripped through the air and struck the Earth Dragon King. The monster let out a scream-like roar, but it wasn't a finishing blow. The monster, now desperate, continued to dig at the ground, its head about to disappear into the earth. Though it was a monster, seeing it so desperate made me feel a little pity. But I couldn't let it go.

"Myra, smash the end of that arrow!"

"Yes!"

She responded to my call, readied her mace, and ran toward the Earth Dragon King. Then, using the flex of her entire body and centrifugal force, she swung her mace and smashed it into the nock of the bolt. The arrow plunged deep into the Earth Dragon King's body. The Earth Dragon King's movements stopped.

"One more blow!"

Myra yelled, raising her mace. But she never brought it down. The Earth Dragon King vanished.

Silence fell upon the cavern. I slowly looked around. Mizuki was breathing heavily, her shoulders rising and falling. I had relied on her ability and pushed her too hard again. Aira was treating the fallen warrior. Beside her, Cecily stood as if to protect her. Famu's special skill, Yata no Kagami, which had been brilliantly illuminating the cavern, converged and disappeared. I could see Famu standing in front of the tunnel. I confirmed that everyone was safe.

"A third one is…"

"Not coming… right?"

Myra answered from beside me. She too was carefully scanning the area, just like me. The silence was maintained. There was no sign of any monsters. We had eliminated all the enemies in this cavern.

"Alright, we beat the Earth Dragon King!"

I thrust my arm into the air. That became a victory cry, and the Earth Dragons in the cavern erupted in cheers all at once. Myra looked at me, her expression as if she were looking at something dazzling.

"As expected of my hero."

"You were the one who landed the final blow."

"Mash… I…"

I tried to lean in to hear her voice, which was being lost in the cheers, and reached out to touch her cheek. Just then, Yanan came rushing over to me.

"Mash-sama, this is our long-awaited victory!"

Her excited voice rang out. Had she been calling me with '-sama' before? It felt strange. In any case, I extended my hand for a handshake, but she ignored it and threw her arms around me. Seeing this, the other Earth Dragon warriors also started hugging me one after another, and I was mobbed. It was like being the ace pitcher of a high school baseball team that just won the championship. In fact, for them, this was an even bigger event, and they were understandably excited. I was worried someone might take advantage of the chaos to grope Myra's boobs.

Finally, Yanan and the others' excitement subsided, and I was released. In their place, my Levante companions gathered around.

"Alright, everyone, let's hug Mizuki."

"Why?!"

My proposal was immediately rejected by Mizuki. But I hugged her anyway.

"Hooray, we won!"

"Master, we're invincible!"

Famu and Myra also hugged her. I thought Mizuki would resist, but she readily wrapped her arms around me.

"I'm so glad we really won…"

Mizuki murmured. Cecily and Aira were watching us from a distance. Cecily had a clear look of disgust on her face.

"Hey, Cecily and Aira, come celebrate with us!"

"It's embarrassing, so no!"

"We won because you burned its nose! Just be happy, will you!"

Still, she wouldn't come closer. Myra detached from our group. Then, grinning, she approached the two of them and hugged them.

"Famu, Mizuki, let's follow her lead!"

We followed Myra and hugged the two of them as well.

"Gah! Anyone else is fine, but not you, Mash!"

Cecily screamed.

"That's a horrible thing to say!"

I hugged them even tighter.

"Get off, you reek of tea!"

"So do you!"

I decided I wouldn't let go until I had thoroughly mobbed her.



    Chapter 143

    The Future of the Earth Dragon Kingdom, and the Resting Summer Bird

    As we were all mob-hugging Cecily and Aira, Couria approached, so we broke apart the circle.

"Mash-sama, thank you for subjugating the Earth Dragon King. Our king is waiting in the palace. Might we trouble you to come?"

He bowed his head to me respectfully. He had always been polite, but had he been *this* polite? And now, following Yanan, he too was calling me with '-sama'. It made me feel a little sad. In any case, the king was calling. I was about to start walking toward the palace when Myra stopped me.

"Yanan-san, please wait. Did you see the form of Laciel-sama?"

"Yes, her form was divine and beautiful. And our kingdom's people are deeply moved by her assistance."

"Mash, who is here before you, is one sent by Laciel-sama. Surely you understand that. Does your king intend to summon us only to make us kneel?"

Couria's expression froze at her words.

"B-But…"

"I was sent from the church in the city of Richel. I will report your conduct to the church as conduct toward Laciel-sama herself."

I looked at Myra in surprise. She was directing an icy gaze at the flustered Couria. Where had the cheerful older sister who had been frolicking with us just moments ago gone?

"We have fulfilled your request. Therefore, we will be returning to the farm. Please discuss what comes after with Cyril."

"W-Wait, please. We will prepare a room for you to relax in. Please, give me a little time."

"A room with a lock on the outside, is it?"

"N-No, we will prepare a room you can enter and exit freely."

Hearing that, Myra looked at me. Seeing Couria's panic made me feel sorry for him. I didn't understand why Myra was being so harsh. Her attitude surprised me more than it did Couria. Should I just go along with what she was saying for now? For the time being, I decided to try and neutralize the atmosphere so Couria wouldn't feel so stressed.

"If there's no other room, a locked one is fine. You don't need to call me with '-sama'. And I don't need any kind of reward. I'm supposed to get paid for this by Cyril… by his boss. But, let's see, if you can spare some potatoes and sparkling wine, I'd appreciate a little. I'll pay for it."

Feeling like I should say something more to calm him down, I was searching for words when I noticed Couria's face had turned even paler than when he was talking to Myra.

We returned to the room that had been assigned to us as a waiting room before the battle. All the members of Levante except Aira were there. Aira had gone to tend to those injured in the fight. There was apparently a church in this cavern as well, and she was there. The Earth Dragon church was an independent entity with no connection to the churches of the surface world, but their doctrine of believing in multiple gods was the same. Myra had stayed behind to act as a coordinator with Couria. Famu, Myra, and Cecily were eating fruit. Tea had also been prepared, but after smelling it so much, I didn't feel like drinking it right now. Mizuki was lying face down on the bed, looking exhausted. I wished she would shift her angle a little and point her butt this way. 

"Myra, what was all that about just now?"

I didn't really understand what she was angry about, so I asked.

"They were going to give you a token reward and send you away. But before they could even say it, you refused any special treatment or reward."

"…"

So that's why Couria had gone pale. It seemed I had been played by Myra's strategy and said something terrible. But that wasn't what I wanted to ask about.

"Their attitude angered me a little,"

she said before I could ask another question.

"Did someone grope your chest?"

"I was not groped!"

she exclaimed, covering her chest.

"Was it that they tried to use me to restore the king's dignity or authority? That can't be helped, can it?"

They had lost their home, the great plains. And they had no means to fight back against their enemy, driven to the brink of extinction. Their salvation was carried out by outsiders. There was no royal dignity in that. To reign as a king, one must show strength both internally and externally. The quickest way to restore trust was to make a messenger of the gods kneel.

"There's one more thing. The king wants to maintain his dignity as an Earth Dragon."

Did he want to show the dignity of the Earth Dragon Race by making us humans kneel?

"This is why I can't stand other races,"

Cecily said, as if spitting the words out. Her sentiment was likely not much different from that of the residents of this world. When they first met, she had looked down on Famu. She had also looked down on slaves. But only a transmigrator would think that was wrong. While I had issues with racial discrimination, a hierarchy of status also has a necessary role in stabilizing society. Of course, there were exceptions. Myra was different. She had treated Famu of the dog-eared race without prejudice from the very beginning. For her, as a servant of a god, perhaps the only classifications were god and human, those who followed God and those who atoned. Was it the attempt to create a boundary there that she couldn't forgive? My eyes met Famu's. If she had an audience with the king and knelt, would that mean the Earth Dragon Race was superior to the dog-eared race? The thought of it made me laugh. I was struck by the impulse to send her to an audience with the king all by herself.

"Hmph, you're thinking something rude!"

"No, I'm not!"

Why did she always know what I was thinking?

"Famu, do you dislike humans or the Earth Dragon Race?"

"I don't have any particular feelings about the Earth Dragon Race. As for humans… I still don't like them. But Okita Soji was a human. And after meeting you, Master, I've come to understand that being human doesn't make a difference. That is…"

"That is?"

"I'm sorry. I don't want to explain. Everyone will laugh at me, so I'll tell you when we're alone."

She looked down. To borrow her feelings, did that mean racial discrimination was mainly practiced between humans and other races? But Riley of the black panther race had clearly looked down on the dog-eared race. Anyway, back to Myra's story.

"Myra, was that why you took that attitude with Couria?"

She seemed to be pondering her reply to my words, as it took her a while to answer.

"No, it's not that. It was personal anger. I cannot stand to see you treated with such disrespect, Mash."

It couldn't be that simple. The thoughtful Myra wouldn't lash out at a nation's prime minister over a fleeting emotion. She basically acted according to her own conscience. But it seemed she had no intention of talking about it.

"Master, my sister isn't angry at Couria. The root feeling might not have changed. But it won't always stay the same."

"Famu…"

Myra cut Famu's words short. But if Myra wasn't angry at Couria, then the only one left was me.

"…It's because I'm treating Laciel's existence too lightly, isn't it? From now on, I'll be careful not to react so carelessly. I'll check with you first, Myra. But I want you to know that I'm not fond of flaunting authority."

"Why is that?"

Myra asked.

"In my original world, there was once a Pope, the representative of God, and an Emperor who ruled the land. And an incident called the 'Humiliation at Canossa' occurred."

The emperor at the time appointed his own subordinates as priests and bishops to strengthen his influence. The Pope, feeling his authority was being encroached upon, excommunicated the emperor. The emperor begged for forgiveness and knelt before the Pope.

"Isn't that only natural?"

Myra replied after hearing my story.

"In my original world, no one has ever seen a god. Their very existence is doubted. The Pope claims to be God's representative, but he can't show any proof."

And since it was history, there was a 'what happened next'. At first glance, it was an incident that demonstrated the Pope's power to the world, but the emperor never forgot that humiliation. He used military force to drive the Pope out of the church that God had supposedly commanded to be built.

"And the incident that happened in the next generation was the 'Out—'"

"Anagni Incident!"

Mizuki shot up and interrupted me to answer.

"…The 'Out—'"

"Anagni Incident!"

Feeling vexed, I tried to say it again, and Mizuki countered in kind. I thought she was tired, but she seemed full of energy. But that thought was short-lived; she flopped back onto the bed.

"Mash…"

"What is it?"

"The emperor and the king of France both cornered the Pope, but they didn't deliver the finishing blow. He died of indignation, though… In an Area Guardian's room, it can't be helped. But pointing my sword at an enemy that's trying to run away is disheartening."

To make someone so angry they die, and then not deliver the final blow as if showing mercy, was questionable in my opinion. But that wasn't what Mizuki wanted to say.

"I thought so too. I feel like I made you do something terrible. Next time, I'll do it."

Mizuki thrashed her legs about.

"If you think so too, Mash, then it's fine. I'll do it."

She stopped moving her legs and became still. Had she fallen asleep? We had gotten off topic, but let's get back to Myra.

"In short, what I'm trying to say is…"

"You shouldn't push them too far. Balance is important, I see,"

Myra said. I wonder if she was convinced.

There was a knock on the door. Couria and Yanan entered. Both of them had tense expressions. Couria and Yanan sat side by side at the long table. We sat on the opposite side. Mizuki also got up and sat at the end.

"Please cancel the audience with the king."

"That's no problem, since I wasn't the one who requested it."

The king had his own image to maintain. If neither of us could kneel, then not meeting was a fine choice. Couria nodded, looking relieved at my words.

"Now, about the reward…"

"I don't need it."

"We can't have that. Please allow us to provide you with the potatoes and sparkling wine you mentioned earlier."

He glanced at Myra. Myra didn't offer any particular opinion, maintaining a prim expression.

"Alright. I have a proposal, if you don't mind?"

"Yes."

"We managed to achieve victory in this battle somehow. But if a similar situation arises, it may be difficult to handle it with only your own country's resources."

"That's true. Our living environment is a factor, but there is no one who would come to our aid in our time of need."

"I know this is unsolicited advice, but I have connections with the Star Union family in the city of Miglutt."

"You are telling us to engage in diplomacy, I see. With the elves. However, we cannot offer them anything they would desire. We do not wish for a one-sided beneficial relationship."

"A little bird told me that there are moves to strengthen the information network between Miglutt and Heilon. Perhaps the Earth Dragon Kingdom could cooperate in this?"

Since Marmi had mentioned it as a rumor, it should be fine to say. The great plains spread out between Miglutt and Heilon. The Earth Dragons who ruled the underground should be able to cooperate in many ways. It wouldn't be a loss for Miglutt and Heilon to establish relations with the Earth Dragons either. They wouldn't want the Earth Dragons to suddenly ally with the Demon Kingdom and have a tunnel dug under their city walls.

"An information network… I see. That could be a starting point to expand our diplomatic circle."

"The information network they're trying to build is in preparation for a war with the Demon Kingdom. If you make a wrong move, you might get dragged into it, so you'll have to make that judgment for yourselves."

Couria nodded. It wasn't as if they were holed up underground in isolation. This whole incident came to our attention because they were seeking an entrance to the surface. And on a private level, they must be purchasing grapes for their sparkling wine, and they must have something to offer in return. By establishing a diplomatic route under normal circumstances, they wouldn't be isolated in an emergency. Depending on them, they should be able to avoid a situation like this one, where they were completely isolated.

"Also, if you wish to expand the scope of your trade, there is a trading company I can introduce you to."

Words I didn't want to say during a serious conversation. A trading company I can introduce. Everyone fell silent with difficult expressions. Were they trying to hold back laughter? Or were they wondering if they should make a sarcastic comment?

"You're saying that besides the exchange between nations, we should also have connections on a private level, is that right?"

I nodded at Couria's words. I had already thrown other things at the Mateo Trading Company. I didn't know how much capacity they had to expand their reach, but a familiar company was better than an unknown one.

"If you need to contact us, you will also go through that company."

"That won't be necessary,"

Couria said. For a moment, I thought my proposal was rejected, but that wasn't the case.

"Actually, there is one more thing we would like you to accept. For that purpose, we inquired about Mash-sama's preferences from Sir Cyril."

"Cyril? He knows my preferences?"

Couria nodded. I had barely exchanged any words with him. What could he possibly know?

"And so, about Yanan, who is here with us, would you be willing to add her to your traveling party?"

"…What did you say?!"

"The truth is, she is the daughter of the king's concubine. The king's only other child is a prince born to his legal wife. However, the prince lost his life in the battle with the Earth Dragon King."

"You don't mean the one who died this time was the prince?"

Couria shook his head.

"The prince lost his life in a battle six months ago. Therefore, she is currently the only one with succession rights."

"What are you talking about? You want me to travel with a girl like that?"

I understood what he was trying to say. But my feelings couldn't catch up.

"That's correct. We would like you to take Yanan with you on your journey. It would only be until she is with your child. After that, we will take responsibility for raising the child as the heir to the throne."

This conversation was jumping ahead too fast. Was it possible to make such a decision in such a short time?

"Wait. We already have a full party of six. Besides, there's a possibility she could lose her life."

"No, there is no safer place than by your side."

After Couria's words, Yanan stood up and bowed her head deeply.



    Chapter 144

    Operation Potato Proliferation, and the Angry Summer Bird

    Couria left the room, leaving Yanan behind. Before greeting me, Yanan greeted Famu and the others one by one. They must have had a lot to say, but they seemed unable to say anything to the politely bowing Yanan. Finally, she came to me.

"Mash-sama. Allow me to reintroduce myself. I am Yanan, a knight of the Earth Dragon Race. It is a pleasure to be in your care."

Yanan knelt on one knee and bowed her head. I hurriedly helped her up and had her sit in a chair.

"I'd like you to go back to how you spoke to and acted around me before."

Yanan looked at Famu and the others before nodding at my words. For the time being, it was decided that she would not travel with us but would head to Miglutt as part of a diplomatic mission, where we would rendezvous. In other words, we were just postponing the problem. I had a feeling I had a weakness for the politically-backed types like Claire, Kalpana, and now Yanan. Famu's glare was terrifying.

"How old are you, Yanan?"

I looked at her. The Earth Dragon Race were short, about a head shorter than me on average. She was even shorter, which made her look young. She had a round face and big, expressive eyes, giving her a somewhat charming appearance. Her chest was bigger than Cecily's.

"I am eighteen years old."

She showed me her character sheet. Adventurer Rank 'C', Name 'Yanan Mognart', Class 'Knight', First Profession 'Earth Dragon Warrior', First Profession Level '21', Race 'Earth Dragon Race', Age '18'. There was no party name. Did it not show up if you weren't affiliated with one?

"Are you really sure about this? Didn't you have someone you liked, or a fiancé?"

I asked a question that was pointless to ask.

"There is someone I like. But if you will love me, Mash, then that is fine."

"No, it's not fine. I'm going to get an earful later."

I shifted my gaze to check on Famu.

"Master, please stop looking at me every time."

As I thought, Famu was angry. But this was Myra's fault. If she had a complaint, she should take it up with her.

"Is the person you like a prince from some country?"

At my words, Yanan hesitated before speaking.

"Actually, I was fond of Couria. Therefore, when you grow tired of me, Mash, please bestow me upon him. I ask that you do so after confirming my pregnancy."

"I don't want Couria to resent me. Besides, once I sleep with a woman, she's mine. I could never hand her over to another man."

I wonder what Couria thought of us. The talk of 'bestowing' was something Kalpana had said as well. As expected, the value of people in this world was low.

"We were not lovers, nor were we having an affair, so it will be fine. And if you would think of me as yours, that would be an honor."

"Yanan, I'm not one to talk, but if there's a man you like, you should reconsider. I'll even put in a good word for you."

"You should consider your own value. Otherwise, not only you, but those around you will become unhappy."

"…"

It bothered me that Yanan's tone had been inconsistent from the start. Given her position, perhaps she felt she couldn't turn back now that things had come to this.

"Besides, even if I stayed here, Couria and I would never be together."

The Earth Dragon Race apparently had a federation of small nations in the west, in addition to the Earth Dragon Kingdom of the great plains. The Earth Dragon Kingdom itself was a small nation of about a hundred households. Though they called it a small nation to save face, it was likely just a collection of small settlements that couldn't even be called a country. And though they had no contact, there was apparently an Earth Dragon city far to the east. She was supposed to marry someone from the federation of small nations eventually. I wondered if they couldn't have asked the federation for help this time, but they were farther away than Richel, and they didn't have the forces to send reinforcements. When I thought about it, living underground was what protected them. Considering that even this Earth Dragon Kingdom had only about thirty soldiers in total, and the king's daughter was the knight captain, combat personnel were probably just for show for the Earth Dragon Race.

After spending the night at the palace, we were to return to Heilon. Aira had returned, and now there were six of us from Levante. On the dinner table, besides soup and salad, were the rolled omelet Famu and I made, and the croquettes Mizuki and I made. We had borrowed a part of the kitchen to cook them. As for the rolled omelet, at first Famu and I were making it together, but eventually, she started making them silently on her own. It was I who had suggested making croquettes, but Mizuki knew the recipe better. Following her instructions, we kneaded together mashed potatoes, chopped carrots and onions, and minced meat to make them. They were a hit with the kitchen staff, and enough were made for everyone as the main dish for the palace that day. The king, Couria, and Yanan's knights were probably eating them right now. I hoped it would be a small token of appreciation for their efforts in today's battle.

"What is this?"

Myra was staring at a croquette with a sharp gaze. Since it was coated in breading, she shouldn't have noticed that there were potatoes mixed in.

"Mizuki and I made it. The way to eat a croquette is to bite into it whole, without cutting it. I think it's also delicious with fish sauce."

If she cut it, she'd find out there were potatoes inside, so I taught her a made-up way to eat it. Famu started to look like she wanted to say something, so to shut her up, I handed her a glass of sparkling wine.

"Just one sip."

By the way, in front of her, who had watched the cooking, was a pile of rolled omelets, but no croquettes.

"Yes. I must eat my rolled omelets, so I will refrain."

Her tail, hanging down from the chair, was wagging excitedly. The bribe had been successful. She took a small sip, her eyes narrowing into a blissful smile. Mizuki also knew there were potatoes in the croquettes. She was my accomplice in trying to make Myra and the others eat potatoes, so I figured she wouldn't say anything unnecessary, but I sent her a look just in case. That's when I noticed a glass of sparkling wine in front of her as well.

"…"

"…"

No words were needed. My message had gotten across, and I understood what she wanted to say. I never thought the day would come when she and I could communicate so telepathically. It was a silly thing, but it made me happy. Today was a victory celebration for defeating the Earth Dragon King. One drink should be fine. Myra, who had been watching us, finally took a bite of the croquette.

"Th-This is… delicious!"

Myra exclaimed. Then, she looked inside the breading and was speechless.

"M-Mash. You tricked me! You're angry about what I did today, aren't you? But to try and poison me!"

"I do feel bad for forcing you to eat it. But 'poison' is going a bit too far."

"Ugh, I don't want to eat it, I don't want to eat it, but it's so delicious I can't stop. This is so frustrating…!"

Watching Myra gobble it down, Famu, Cecily, and Aira stared at her as if looking at something terrifying.

"Famu, you try some too."

"N-No, I have to eat all the rolled omelets here, so…"

The tail that had been wagging earlier was now curled up.

"Don't be difficult. Just take one bite."

I took a croquette from my plate and brought it to her mouth.

"Master, if I die, will you hold me tight? Please, let my bones be with you, Master…"

"You're not going to die. Eat."

"Will I be cursed or get sick?"

"You're already cursed and sick, aren't you? Eat."

She took a small bite. The moment she did, her eyes widened.

"Inside the crispy texture, there is a soft and fluffy sensation. Is this the potato? The juiciness of the meat, the crunch of the carrots, and the sweetness of the onions are all mixed together."

Were her parents food critics? She polished off the rest of it. Then she took the remaining croquette from my plate and put it on her own.

"This time, I will try it with fish sauce."

"That's fine, but what about my share…"

Cecily and Aira were still looking at me and Famu as if we were something scandalous.

"How about it? You two try some too."

""We're not falling for such a cheap trick!""

the two of them said in unison. Myra was staring intently at Aira's croquette.

"Aira, if you don't want it, your big sister will eat it for you."

Myra tried to take her croquette, but Aira slapped her hand away.

"If you're going to go that far, I'll try it,"

Aira said.

"Aira, are you serious? But, if you're eating it…"

The two of them looked at each other, then ate their croquettes at the same time.

"So, what are you going to do?"

Cecily asked me once the croquette commotion had settled down.

"Do about what?"

"About Yanan. Mash, what do you think about having children?"

"Children, huh…"

I remembered the conversation I had with Mizuki a while back. I never thought a woman who wanted my children would appear.

"Famu is first, then Mizuki. I haven't decided on the rest."

"Why are those two first! That's not fair,"

Cecily said.

"Mash, I haven't heard about this either! I'm supposed to be your number two girlfriend,"

Myra followed up.

"Sorry. I already told Famu and Mizuki. You heard it too, didn't you, Myra?"

"Come to think of it, that's when it started. When you started leaving me out."

It seemed she too remembered the incident at the Mateo Trading Company.

"No, that's not it. I never once thought of leaving you out!"

"Then when is it?"

"Huh?"

I didn't understand what she meant by 'when', and Aira cut in.

"But do you two really want to have children with Mash?"

Aira asked Cecily and Myra for me. She drained her glass of wine. She'd been drinking at quite a pace, competing with Myra, so she might have been drunk.

"That's a bit late to be asking, and it's a foolish question,"

Cecily replied.

"…Cecily, does that mean you'll still be my girlfriend even when you go to magic school?"

"I don't know. I'll find someone new!"

"…"

I was at a loss for a reply.

"I too…"

As I was thinking of what to say to Cecily, Myra suddenly murmured.

"Myra is rushing things. Because she's the older sister,"

Aira said. Was she worried about her age? Come to think of it, I don't think I've ever seen her character sheet. I didn't think she was that much older than Aira. But was that just her appearance, and was she actually older than me? If so, I wanted to be doted on by her even more.

"My own business doesn't matter. By the way, Mash, when are you thinking of having children?"

Myra said, interrupting my thoughts.

"That would be…"

"Be clear, please. I have to prepare myself mentally too!"

"In any case, we have to solve the Demon Lord problem, and my and Mizuki's time limit problem. Also, after Famu stops growing."

"Stops growing?"

"Pregnancy has a big impact on the mother's body. In my world, there was a suitable age for childbirth. Considering that, it would be about six years from now."

I shifted my gaze to Famu. I hadn't gotten her consent.

"Th-That is what I desire. I accept the challenge!"

Famu showed a strange enthusiasm. Next, I looked at Mizuki.

"I might be fine a little later. I want to try going to university, and I want to experience working a job too."

It seemed she was thinking on the premise of returning to her original world. I thought finding a job was the beginning of hell, but there was no point in saying that, so I kept quiet.

"You all. I've got your word. If you say 'just kidding' later, I'll cry."

"Just kidding,"

Aira said, mimicking Mizuki's tone. She made bunny ears with her hands, exuding cuteness, but since it resembled Mizuki, it hurt and made me angry. I had a feeling she was quite drunk. After hearing their words, I shifted my gaze to Myra.

"Is it that far in the future… Am I after them?"

Was she worried about her own suitable age?

"If that's what you want, Myra."

Hearing my words, Myra held her head in her hands.

"Myra, I've got something I'm curious about too. I want to see your character sheet."

"W-What are you planning to see?"

It was hard to say 'age'.

"Your three sizes. You looked at my whole character sheet, didn't you!"

"That's not written on it!"

Myra replied. But she seemed determined not to show me her character sheet.

"Could it be, you're… my older sister…"

Was she one of those beautiful witches who maintained her youth forever? As she remained silent, Aira continued to drink wine beside her.

"There's no way we're that far apart in age. She's only two years older than me. Myra worries too much."

At Aira's words, Myra hung her head. And then, she drained her glass of wine again. They were pouring wine for each other into their empty glasses. I couldn't tell if they were good friends or not. As I thought, people in this world married young. And Myra was in the category of being a spinster. Come to think of it, Aira had been obsessed with Reed. Was age a factor in that too?

"…I'm going to stop taking my contraceptive. I won't lose to a bunch of little girls!"

Myra slammed her glass down on the table with a thud. Then she pointed at Famu and Mizuki. She seemed quite drunk too.

"Hey, stop saying scary things. Myra, you're the only sane person in the party, the brains, the healer, and the strongest. If you have a child, we won't be able to continue our journey. Let's talk about this when you're sober."

"So, what are you going to do?"

Cecily's tone was sharper than before.

"What do you mean, 'do'? I've already said."

"If that's what you think, then we're fine with it. But what are you going to do about Claire, Yanan, and Kalpana? And Mo, too."

"Wait, Kalpana is different. …Mo is different too."

"You're going to do it with them anyway, aren't you?"

I was at a loss for words at Cecily's question.

"Think carefully. They might be fine with it, but the people around them won't wait six years. That's more than enough time for them to lose their standing in their respective societies, you know."

Until I came to this world, having a girlfriend was the stuff of dreams. Now, things had progressed beyond romance. No, the romance part had been skipped. 

"Can't they just love freely?"

This world's society was built on dense human relationships. It was impossible to live isolated from society. There was no automation by machines. Everything was done by human power. It was true in village societies, and those connections were important in the upper classes as well. They built mutual relationships, stabilized their positions, and prevented unnecessary conflict. They sought me out, carrying the weight of their families, organizations, and nations. I thought I understood that intellectually, but in the end, Cecily was right. I hadn't come to terms with it, yet I had accepted them. But I didn't like being sought after in such an unavoidable situation. That's why I had freed Famu, Cecily, and Aira from slavery. I was blaming Famu for some of it, but my lack of enthusiasm for Claire and Yanan was because of that too. That's not to say I wouldn't be happy if they came on to me; in fact, I wanted to sleep with them right away. Rather, I wanted to sleep with them. Famu must have seen through those feelings of mine. That's why she was against it.

"What are you dreaming about, old man? Everyone is tied down by something. There's no such thing as freedom. It's not normal to end up with the person you love."

"…But does that mean personal feelings should take a backseat? What about you?!"

I said something I shouldn't have said to Cecily. She was, in fact, trying to correct my course.

"Power dynamics are at play in everything. No one is looking at your personal feelings. All that's attractive is the title of 'Otherworld Hero' and your connection to Laciel-sama. Because you carelessly approach girls with the goal of sex, everyone jumps on board, and things turn out like this. For you to complain about it now is not something you should be saying, Mash!"

"Cecily, so, what about you?!"

When I said that, she shook her head.

"I pretended I didn't hear you, but this is unbelievable! Why are you asking me that?"

"…My bad. But I can't just be a baby factory."

"Well, that's obvious,"

Cecily replied. "But if you don't start thinking about it now, things will get serious."

"You're right."

"The things you've obtained, you have to protect with your own hands. Act like a proper hero, okay?"



    Chapter 145

    The Time-Conscious Summer Bird, and the Rematch Between the Pure-Hearted Girl and the Flower-Selling Girl

    It was the next morning when we left the cavern where the Earth Dragon Race lived. Now, we were basking in the brilliant sunlight on the surface, walking toward the city of Heilon. Everything was dazzling, and the sunlight was harsh. Aira looked up at the sun resentfully and wiped the sweat from her brow. Being in this light, the events underground felt like they could have been a dream. It was only the day before yesterday that Cecily and I had fallen into that hole. My sense of time had been completely thrown off.

"It's August, so I guess it can't be helped, but isn't it hotter than in Richel or Frucht?"

Mizuki said. Her clothes were wet with sweat and sticking to her skin, making the lines of her bra clearly visible. I took a commemorative photo, and she made an angry face, but quickly sighed.

"We've been traveling east, so maybe the climate has changed."

There was no humidity. But the sunlight felt hot, so we walked in the shade of trees as much as possible.

"Mash said before that the geography is similar to Europe, so if we apply that, is this a continental climate?"

"The Earth Dragons said this was the southern limit of their territory, right? Maybe we're right on the border,"

I said. I didn't think this world was exactly the same as ours, but I figured it was safe to assume it was similar.

"It was cool inside the cavern. I want to go back."

"You think so? I prefer the outside air, even if it's hot."

Mizuki's words made me suddenly recall what had happened in the cavern that morning. Before we left, a memorial service was held for those who had died in battle. It was not only for this battle but for all those who had lost their lives in the fight against the Earth Dragon King. At Myra's suggestion, Aira also participated, and they conducted the ceremony together with the church members. It was striking how the Earth Dragon folk, after seeing the faces of those who had died in this battle, immediately returned to their daily lives. Come to think of it, even though the heir to the throne had died, Couria and Yanan's reactions were rather detached. They should have been burning with a desire for revenge against the Earth Dragon King. For example, Famu wouldn't even speak of what happened when her village was attacked. But I could feel a deep sadness in the shadows of her words and actions. However, that might be because of my subjective view that she *must* be sad. If I had heard from Couria from the beginning that the prince had been killed, would I have seen them as a group burning for revenge?

"I wonder if they're not sad?"

It seemed Cecily was thinking the same thing as me.

"I'm sure they're sad, but you know how I said the other day that time is expressed by distance?"

"What about it?"

"Living continuously in the darkness, maybe they only have the 'now'."

"That means…"

She started to say something but fell silent.

By evening, we had arrived at the Chairman's mansion on Longhorn Street. Famu and I went to the mansion, while the other members returned to the inn. In the office, as before, the Chairman sat behind his desk, flanked by two muscular men who were glaring at us.

"You're back."

The Chairman jutted his chin, and one of the men left the room.

"Sorry about that. I've heard the rumors about you. We have no intention of causing any trouble with you."

As he said that, I wished he would stop directing that sharp gaze at me. Couldn't he manage a more friendly face? I didn't want to cause trouble with a man who ran a pleasure district like this either.

"The request is complete. Can I take Shizuka with me?"

"Yeah, I've heard from Cyril about that too. Heard the rumors are true."

If that was the case, I wished even more that he would smile a little. As I was thinking that, the man returned with Shizuka.

"Mash, I missed you!"

Shizuka tried to hug me, but Famu stepped in between and pushed her back.

"A little hug wouldn't hurt, would it?!"

"It would!"

"Stingy!"

Famu and Shizuka glared at each other. Shizuka was the first to look away and give in.

"Well, whatever. More importantly, Mash, let's have sex! I haven't done it in five days. At this rate, I'm really going to die!"

"Hey, cut it out with the dramatic, soap-opera-like phrasing!"

"Whatever do you mean?"

Shizuka giggled. For some reason, that smile made my heart flutter.

"You've gotten a little cuter since I left you here, haven't you? See, you were probably just feeling unwell from having too much sex, right?"

First off, her skin was glowing. She must have recovered from her STD and regained her health. But I had a feeling her cuteness wasn't just about that.

"Hehe, so you noticed that today's Shizuka-chan is a little different? Actually, I used makeup to look more like Mizuki-chan! So, we can do some Mizuki-chan roleplay if you want."

"…No, if that's the case, I'll just ask the real thing."

I kept quiet about how incredibly attractive I found that. I wanted to try doing lewd things with Shizuka pretending to be Mizuki, in front of Mizuki herself.

"If you won't do it, I'll take on a customer tonight with this makeup!"

"Don't you dare! Seriously, don't!"

As Shizuka and I argued, the Chairman tapped his fingers on the desk.

"Hey, how long are you two going to flirt? If you're done with your business, get the hell out!"

"…Are you sure? I'm taking Shizuka with me, you know?"

The Chairman nodded.

"Yeah, I sent a message after you left telling you not to bother with the request, but you went and did it anyway. If I just hand over Shizuka now, it won't be a sign of my friendship. So…"

He shifted his gaze toward the entrance. There was a figure peeking in at us from the edge of the door.

"Come on, come on in."

When Shizuka called out, a young girl in a white one-piece dress with rabbit ears entered. She trotted over and hid her face behind Shizuka. Her height was probably just below Shizuka's armpit. Long, white ears extended from her fluffy, waist-length hair.

"The Chairman said I could take a few people with me, so I picked one out."

"Hey, you're the one who picked her out?!"

Without thinking, I retorted to Shizuka with the energy of Hyakka. Was my tone too harsh? The rabbit-eared girl's eyes started to well up with tears.

"You said you liked the rabbit-eared race, Mash."

"She's a child! Do you think we can take her on our journey?"

"You have a wide range, Mash. You were even trying to make a move on that elf girl, weren't you?"

Was she talking about Marmi?

"No matter what, I can't with a child."

"Please! I'll raise her properly to be just your type!"

Famu had been looking down, her shoulders trembling, for a while now.

"Please stop this nonsense! Master doesn't feel anything for Mo at all!"

"…"

Everyone in the room stared at her, dumbfounded.

"Master, I can't stand it anymore. Let's leave them and go home!"

Famu started walking toward the door with heavy steps, as if she would stomp through the floor. As I watched her, Famu turned around and came back.

"Master, what are you spacing out for? We're going home, you know?"

Famu took my hand and started walking toward the door again.

The curtain of night had fallen outside. Famu and I were at an open-air terrace on Longhorn Street. It was the same place I had stopped by with Fang and Beers before. Since we were a little hungry, I bought two skewers of meat and two ales. I had tried to buy juice, but was recommended ale instead if I was just drinking it in place of water. It was apparently lower in alcohol content than beer. The price was also less than half. Ale was a type of beer, but I had misunderstood and thought they were the same thing. So, the drink that medieval people had as their daily beverage was ale. Still, it contained alcohol. I took a sip before handing it to her, but I couldn't really tell the difference. I barely felt any alcohol.

"Is it the sugar from the malt? It's sweet,"

she said.

"Famu, you weren't this kind of character before, were you? I don't know what you're aiming for, but if you have a dream, tell me."

As I was saying that, the door on the second floor of the building across from us opened. And a naked woman came out onto the terrace and started dancing, swaying her hips. This place was truly the best. I was about to raise my ale to her, but Famu glared at me, so I stopped. For a while, along with the people walking on the street, I was captivated by her bewitching dance. It felt strange to be watching it with Famu. The dancing woman, just like before, winked at me and went back inside the building.

"Why did she wink at me… I feel like she was calling me,"

Famu murmured. Did her wink have some kind of charm or magic that made everyone present think it was meant for them? Just then, someone was weaving through the crowd, heading our way. It was Shizuka. She was carrying a large backpack. And she was holding the hand of the rabbit-eared girl from before.

"Why did you go on ahead!"

Shizuka snatched my ale and drank it. She didn't look like she enjoyed it and immediately handed it back.

"Was the Chairman angry?"

"He wasn't angry. In fact, he was impressed. He asked me to tell you that if you ever get tired of your current master, you should serve him."

"…I will not!"

Famu answered.

"So, how old is that child?"

I looked down at the rabbit-eared girl, who was trying to hide behind Shizuka again.

"Hmm? How old are you?"

When I asked, Shizuka also asked her.

"Seven,"

the girl answered with a slight lisp.

"What's your name?"

"Reeni."

"We have to travel. So we can't look after you. I think it's best to return you to your parents, but what's the situation?"

"This child, she was sold by those parents of hers…"

While we were heading to the farm, Reeni's mother had apparently sold her off. Shizuka, who had time on her hands, had been looking after her until we got back. She handed me a piece of paper. It had the texture of animal hide. It was a certificate of the transaction between Reeni's mother and the Chairman. It stated that Reeni was to be handed over to the Chairman as a slave for fifty gold coins. I hurriedly checked her arm, but there was no Slave Mark. Looking at her again, I thought she was a little too thin. It reminded me of when I first met Famu. Her expression was made up by Shizuka to look plump and well-fed. I bought additional meat skewers and gave them to Shizuka and Reeni. I gave Reeni fruit juice and Shizuka beer. Shizuka showed no signs of trying to pay for herself. She seemed to think it was natural for me to treat her.

"You should be earning quite a bit, shouldn't you? Why are you mooching off me?"

"Well, right now, people who want to sleep with me pay me money, so it's fine. But in the future, when I get old, my value will go down, right? At that point, I'll have to be the one paying."

"…"

I couldn't really talk, but did she really like sex that much? It seemed there were things I needed to learn from her.

"Come to think of it, how old are you?"

"Me? I was a third-year high school student when I was transferred to this world, and a year has passed, so I'm probably nineteen now?"

"You're a minor!"

"Huh? It's a bit late to be saying that now!"

I tried to snatch the beer from her, but she desperately guarded it. Not just her, but why did Famu and Mizuki want to drink so much?

"So, what are you going to do? We really can't take her with us."

I had intended to speak in a small voice so only Shizuka could hear, but Reeni's body flinched. Those rabbit ears weren't just for show, apparently. I regretted my careless remark.

"Master, if we leave her here, she'll end up like Shizuka,"

Famu said.

"We can't have her working as a prostitute, can we?"

"I don't know about that. There are people with all sorts of hobbies. She has experiences she can only have now, too,"

Shizuka replied.

"Could we ask Mo to take her in as a handmaiden?"

Famu said. I couldn't think of any better way than to rely on my connections either. If Shizuka didn't intend to become an adventurer, we would have to find a place for her to work too.

"I don't want to be too indebted to them, but maybe I'll ask Mercedes if there's an opening at the Mateo Trading Company…"

Would there be a job for someone her age? Was it even okay to have her work? I should consult with Myra about it later.

"Well, it's just until Reeni gets bigger and Mash's can fit inside her,"

Shizuka said, gently stroking Reeni's head. It was a mystery how she could say the most horrible things while performing such a kind action. I was all for her becoming my girlfriend when she grew up, so I kept my mouth shut.

"Reeni, is there anything you want to be in the future?"

When I asked, Reeni hid behind Shizuka. Shizuka then whispered in her ear.

"I wanna be a gwate pwostitute,"

Reeni said.

"Don't make her say such stupid things!"

I had intended to say it to Shizuka, but I had scared Reeni again.



    Chapter 146

    The Peerless Sword and the Feelings of Another Summer Bird

    It had been a while since I'd had a morning practice. The moment I went to the Mateo Trading Company to discuss the rabbit-eared girl, Reeni, I was ambushed by Avea.

The location was the trading company's courtyard. It was normally filled with cargo, but my luck had run out and it was completely cleared. A perfectly level, stone-paved space. Besides Avea, Fang and Beers were also there for practice. On my side were Famu and Mizuki.

Spectating were Shizuka, Myra, Cecily, and Aira, as well as Claire and Mercedes.

And for some reason, I was being made to face off against Reeni. She clutched a wooden sword with a tense expression, while Avea whispered a strategy in her ear.

"Hey, who do you think I am? I'm a C-rank adventurer, you know!"

Avea smirked at my words.

"A word of warning. Like you said, you're a C-rank adventurer now. Don't let your guard down."

Avea stepped away from Reeni.

This was beyond disrespectful.

Reeni held her wooden sword in a low stance. 'Low stance' made it sound good, but it looked more like the sword was too heavy for her to keep raised. I also gripped my wooden sword and took a standard *seigan* stance.

There was more than a sword's length of distance between our positions.

Just as I was about to close the distance with a shuffling step, Reeni raised her sword and leaped. By the time I tried to parry her, it was too late. Her swing landed squarely on my forehead.

I was caught completely off guard. I collapsed with a thud.

Aira rushed over and touched the lump forming on my forehead.

"Ow..."

Was it my imagination, or was her gaze unusually cold?

Avea also came closer and peered into my face.

"To think you'd actually lose... You let your guard down way too much when you're not in your own range."

"That jump... is that a rabbit-folk trait?"

She nodded in response to my question. Reeni, who had approached while hiding behind Avea, peeked at me.

"...Are you okay?"

"Have you ever swung a sword before?"

She shook her head. Aira helped me sit up, supporting me.

I stood up and looked around, and it felt like everyone's eyes were cold. Famu's mouth was hanging open, but when our eyes met, she hastily shut it and shook her head.

"M-M-Master, um, no, ah! That's right! He let Reeni win!"

"I don't think so. He was completely careless. But don't you think he'd lose even if they fought seriously?"

Mizuki retorted to Famu. A smirk played on Mizuki's lips. She was probably trying to hold back a laugh. It felt just like when we first met. I wanted to sneak into her room and attack her in her sleep again.

"That's not true! Master is kind!"

"Give the loyal puppy act a rest. Where was the kindness in that? He just lost pathetically, that's all,"

even Cecily piled on.

"You're wrong! Master gets stronger from a situation like that!"

"Famu, the fight is already over. It's true that Mash can display abnormal strength when he's in a bind. But even if he were to get stronger 'from that point,' in a real battle, he'd already be dead,"

Myra said, trying to reason with Famu.

"Mmph! Master can die up to three times, so it's okay! That's why he's fine!"

Famu started adding to her wild fantasy, bringing up some new setting. Was my life being treated like the remaining stock in a shooting game?

Her desperate defense of me continued. It was a little embarrassing.

"Mash."

As I watched Famu and the others, Aira called out to me.

"The treatment isn't finished yet."

"Ah, right..."

Her hand was held over my forehead.

"We'll be arriving in Miglutt soon."

"Yeah, you're right."

I nodded at her words.

"You asked me to watch your practice, and I've been watching all this time."

I had her come along to treat anyone who got injured during training. I thought she disliked the role, but she always came whenever I practiced. But that would also end once we reached Miglutt.

We were already two-thirds of the way through our journey. I felt a little sad.

"You're right. Thanks for that."

"That's not it. I didn't say that because I wanted to hear you say thanks."

She stared at me. It was a powerful gaze.

"Avea is strong. I don't think my sister and I could beat her even if we fought together. But you're different, Mash. I've been watching all this time because I thought you would win. But if you plan on staying like this until we get to Miglutt, I won't be attending your practices anymore."

"Aira..."

She averted her gaze and pushed against my chest. A step of distance opened between us. She turned her back to me and walked back to where Famu and the others were watching.

The pain in my forehead was gone.

Avea stood blocking my path, a grin plastered on her face.

"Your woman has spoken. What about you?"

A wooden sword was thrust at me.

I glanced over at Aira. Not just her gaze, but the eyes of everyone in Levante had changed. Just as she always did during our practices, she sat on the ground and hugged her knees. She had always waited like that until I won.

Seeing Aira, Famu and the others followed her lead and sat down in the same way.

Backing down was no longer an option.

"Come to think of it, this one's supposed to be your future wife too, right? You lucky dog."

Avea lightly placed a hand on Reeni's head.

I faced Avea.

I gripped the wooden sword. What I held was modeled after a katana. It was more of a *bokuto* than a wooden sword.

In contrast, she held one modeled after a bastard sword. Perhaps to match me, she held it with both hands, forgoing a shield.

A solid hit from either would cause serious injury.

"I have no intention of letting you win for your woman's sake."

"Of course not. When I win, I'll make you scream all night long with fifty goblins."

"Is that so!"

Just as I was about to take my *seigan* stance, she lunged at me. It was a much faster, heavier blow than Reeni's. I barely managed to block it with my wooden sword.

"A step forward, I see,"

she laughed.

"Shut up! You think I'd fall for the same trick twice?"

I thought we were about to lock blades, but she reversed her swing and struck again. As I parried it, her knee came flying at me.

"Ugh..."

The knee struck true, right in my solar plexus. I doubled over and staggered back, my lungs forced up, unable to breathe.

As if to finish me off, her sword came swinging down.

To close the space she needed to swing her arm, I instinctively lunged forward and hugged her.

Avea twisted her body, throwing me off. I used the momentum to escape her sword's reach and regain my footing.

She didn't press the attack.

"You're a one-trick pony,"

she said as I took my *seigan* stance again. I knew I lacked variety, but I had no choice but to start from this stance.

My solar plexus throbbed with pain. I forced my chest out to fight the pain. I could finally breathe again, and I took a deep breath.

She was strong. No matter how I moved, she would counter with a superior move and crush me.

So the conclusion was always the same. Instead of thinking about how to move, I would unleash a single, unavoidable strike.

No matter what she said, I had to bet everything on one blow. First, close the distance to one-step, one-strike range. Seize the centerline. Then, pour all my strength into the tip of my blade and cut her down. Chanting that to myself, I slowly inched toward her.

Avea was in a waiting stance. She stood quietly, sword ready, as if inviting my attack.

I kicked off the ground with my back foot and leaped toward her. She reacted to my movement, trying to block my attack with her sword. I swung my blade down, intending to cut through both her and her weapon.

The moment our swords clashed, it wasn't the sound of wood hitting wood, but a high-pitched clang, as if metal had struck metal.

My blow had been completely blocked.

And then, our blades were locked.

"Surprised? But why would you think that something you can do, I can't?"

"Guh..."

Come to think of it, even Famu could do it far better than I could. But I couldn't stop moving now.

Avea began to overpower me.

I tried to shift my body to deflect her pressure, but I couldn't escape. Our gazes locked.

"Avea..."

"What?"

"This is for earlier."

I pushed back with all my might, and she took the bait, pushing back in return. Timing it perfectly, I kicked out at her calf.

I meant it as payback for her knee strike, but it seemed to be more effective than I'd expected; her body wavered.

I didn't want to miss this chance. But if I made a big move, she would easily regain her posture.

I let go of my sword and threw a punch at her solar plexus.

"Uff!"

My fist made solid contact. It seemed she hadn't expected me to switch to an unarmed attack.

Avea's posture bent forward. Her head dropped to a perfect position to strike, so I threw another punch, aiming for her face.

But my fist never connected. It stopped just as it touched her chin.

"I don't mind you holding me. You're about the only one who treats me like a woman, after all. But I've always told you, haven't I? That's what I hate about you."

As I stood there unarmed, her sword swung down. And then, I was beaten senseless.

When I came to, I felt something soft under my head.

I tried to sit up but was pushed back down onto the soft thing. Someone was giving me a lap pillow.

In my field of vision, Famu and the others were training under Avea's instruction, practicing one-on-one combat drills. The sound of wooden swords clashing echoed.

"Aira... I might stay like this until we reach Miglutt."

"I'm Myra. You were beaten so badly you can't even tell us apart, Mash."

"Why would you tell such a stupid lie?"

It was true I'd been beaten unconscious, but I was confident I could tell Myra and her sister apart even if I developed dementia.

I tried to move my head to see her face, but I was pushed down again.

"You're seriously injured, Mash, so it's better if you stay like this a little longer."

So she said, but my body didn't hurt. It seemed she'd already finished healing me.

Her hand stroked my head. It felt wonderful.

"Um... everyone's watching, so I'd appreciate it if you'd choose a better place to be affectionate..."

It was Myra's voice. I wanted to lie in Aira's lap a little longer, but I had no choice but to get up. This time, Aira didn't try to stop me. I took Myra's hand and stood, and Aira stood up as well.

"I want you to remember that I helped treat you too, Mash,"

Myra said, puffing out her cheeks slightly. I poked her cheek.

I could see Cecily watching us with disdain.

"In the end, you just lose anyway..."

she sighed, as if to say 'give me a break,' and bumped her shoulder against mine. I wanted to come up with a witty retort, but nothing came to mind. I'd been beaten to a pulp in front of them all. No excuse would work.

"But why do you punch her in the stomach but not the face?"

she asked, looking puzzled.

"I'd rather not have punched her in the stomach either, but I did it in the heat of the moment."

"I think it's better than beating each other with wooden swords. Besides, Aira and Myra are here, so it's fine if you get a little injured, right?"

Did this world not have a mentality of 'don't hit women'?

"About the wooden sword fight, that was because you all blocked my escape route... And while I did punch her in the heat of the moment, I had my reservations. She did grimace a little, after all."

I really didn't want to hit a woman's face if I could help it. And I was impressed I'd managed to stop. I'd have no problem hitting Fang or Beers as much as I wanted, but with Avea, I hesitated.

"Besides, you're talking as if you regret it, but Mizuki ended up like that because you hit her, right?"

"Hey, don't say things that could be misunderstood! But Cecily, you think Mizuki has changed too?"

"Don't tell me you don't know why?"

Cecily asked back with a shocked expression.

"Actually, someone else mentioned it, and it's been bothering me."

"It's because you attacked her!"

"Well, that's true, but..."

"I was just kidding. You really don't know?"

When I nodded, Cecily sighed.



    Chapter 147

    The Mateo Trading Company's Situation and Reeni's Future

    The training was still going on. While watching them, I headed over to where Claire and Mercedes were. Shizuka and Reeni were near them as well.

I had told Mercedes about the Earth Dragon Race, but he wasn't very keen on doing business with them. But when I had them try the sparkling wine made by the Earth Dragons, they suddenly showed a great deal of enthusiasm. We had arranged to meet the Earth Dragons in Miglutt, so I decided to introduce them there.

"By the way, about Reeni..."

"We are honored that you would entrust her to us. It may only be until we reach Miglutt, but we will take good care of her nonetheless. However, what sort of person do you wish for her to become?"

Prompted by Mercedes, I looked at Reeni. She was sitting so close to Shizuka she was practically hiding behind her. It seemed she wasn't very fond of me.

"Reeni, what do you want to be?"

She looked troubled by my words. Shizuka whispered something in her ear.

"You don't have to say 'prostitute' or anything like that anymore."

Reeni's mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. I glared at Shizuka. I really wanted to punch her once. Why did Reeni get attached to a woman like this?

"What kind of work did your family do?"

"I've never seen my father. My mother was..."

Her mouth worked silently again. So, she was a prostitute. I know it's not right to laugh at her misfortune, but she might actually have a talent for comedy.

Still, what did a girl of her age in this world want to be when she grew up?

"My father was a merchant, so I wanted to help with his business. That's why I learned to read and write. But I was anxious because I didn't know who I would be married off to,"

Claire said.

"Adventurer, merchant, court official, knight, mercenary, farmer, artisan, housekeeper..."

It was no good. My imagination was too poor; I couldn't think of anything. Maybe it was none of my business, but like Claire, I wanted to have her educated so she would have choices when she found something she wanted to do.

"Mash... sama, are you an adventurer?"

Reeni asked.

"That's right, I'm an adventurer. And you can speak casually. Drop the '-sama'."

Hearing my answer, her eyes welled up with tears.

"Then, Reeni will become an adventurer too. Mash is weaker than Reeni, so I have to protect you or you'll die..."

"Guh... I can't argue with that, but I have strong big sisters with me, so I'll be fine."

Even a little kid was worried about me.

"Listen, that one practicing while flashing her panties and the priestess-looking one with the big boobs are especially strong. But the one you absolutely must not anger is that dog-eared big sister. Got it?"

After listening to my explanation, Reeni nodded with a deep bow.

"How about we take her to the church once to have her get a profession?"

I nodded at Mercedes's suggestion.

"Good idea. I'll ask Myra about it later. But it would be good for her to learn to read, write, and do arithmetic too."

"Understood. We shall educate her so that she may become a worthy wife to you, Master Mash."

"Hold on, I have no intention of adding her to my list of wives for the time being."

At those words, Mercedes's expression turned to one of surprise. Reeni's face looked like she was about to cry again.

"A-Am I going to be sold... again...?"

"No, that's not it. That's something you can decide for yourself when you're an adult."

"Master Mash, that puts us in a difficult position. We are taking her in because she has your favor. There are others at the trading company, older than her, whom we have in service. If that is not the case, we cannot differentiate between her and them,"

Mercedes said. For the Mateo Trading Company, Reeni had value precisely because I held a special affection for her, which was why they wanted to keep her close.

"Reeni's future is to be Mash's bride. I'll do my best not to be sold... for now."

"Hey, it must be tough to have your partner decided for you at your age. Don't worry about it too much. But if you really don't want to, you tell me first. Got it? In secret. And definitely don't say it in front of the dog-eared big sister swinging her sword over there."

I whispered in her ear, and she gave a small nod.

"Okay. I'll endure it, so it's fine."

That subtly hurtful phrasing was concerning. Was she only saying that because she was desperate not to be sold?

"It'll start feeling good eventually,"

Reeni added. I glared at Shizuka. She just shot me a V-sign with a huge, shameless grin. I wish she'd stop planting weird ideas in a child's head.

"By the way, I have something to discuss with you as well."

I nodded at his words. Mercedes cleared his throat and began to speak.

"First is information about the Crimson Brigade."

The ones who attacked Famu's village. They were a mercenary group, but also bandits who attacked small villages, plundering and engaging in human trafficking.

"It seems their base is located somewhere in the mountain range that stretches between the city of Miglutt and the old Imperial Capital... which is now the capital of the Demon Kingdom."

The Empire and the Demon Kingdom. A place that neither nation held dominion over. That was where Famu and the other dog-eared people lived. From here, that would be to the northeast, I suppose. I looked, but from this spot, I could only see the city walls.

"Have you ever heard of a place called Shamon Island?"

I shook my head. Mercedes explained that it was a city on a sandbar downstream from Heilon, just before the Demon Kingdom's sphere of influence.

Originally, it was a place cut off from the world, with numerous monasteries. However, with the fall of the old Imperial Capital, it became a refuge for displaced citizens and transformed into a city.

Now, it is the westernmost city of the Demon Kingdom, but the power of the monasteries remains strong, and with the rise of the merchant guilds, it has become a city that serves as a bridge between the Empire and the Demon Kingdom.

After a brief explanation of Shamon Island, he turned his gaze to Famu, who was training.

Famu was holding the wooden sword I used to use, crossing blades with Fang. She was mimicking my kendo movements. Fang, using his werewolf power and speed, was running circles around her.

"It seems they used to sell their goods in this city and in Miglutt, but after a conflict with the One-Land family, one of Miglutt's Four Regent Families, it became difficult for them to operate within the Empire."

"The dog-eared family, right?"

Mercedes nodded at my question. The Crimson Brigade's plundering was something the One-Land family could not overlook. Upon learning of the plight of the dog-eared people living in the eastern mountains, they sent their army against the Crimson Brigade on their own, without consulting the other regent families.

However, the brigade avoided battle with the army and fled into the eastern mountain range. The army could not pursue them, as advancing further into that area would provoke the Demon Kingdom that lay beyond.

Instead, they declared that the brigade was forbidden from entering their territory, and any city that welcomed them would be considered to have committed a hostile act.

"So there are some good rulers out there."

"Do not forget that the principle behind a ruler's political actions is, for the most part, their own conscience."

Mercedes responded coolly to my comment. It reminded me of the saying, *'The road to hell is paved with good intentions.'* Was that from the time of the Crusades? Was that his personal creed? Or would he have praised the One-Land family if they had been a human lineage? It seemed there was a faction within the Empire that opposed the One-Land family's unilateral actions. The pressure from the Demon Kingdom has caused disarray among the border cities, and some are even in a state of war. Many cities need the power of mercenaries.

"In any case, having lost their field of activity within the Empire, they seem to have holed up in the northeastern mountains and moved their market to Shamon Island."

Attacking villages to sell their spoils for money and goods. The result was a life of hiding in the mountains. I couldn't live like that. Was that what they wanted? Was that why Famu's village was attacked?

"I see. Can we narrow down the location of their stronghold? I don't know how big the mountain range is, but searching for their base without any information would be a pain."

"I do not know the exact size, but the mountains stretch for hundreds of kilometers,"

Mercedes said with a smile. It wasn't just a pain. It was impossible.

"The One-Land family seems to have information about the location of their base. I believe I can provide you with more accurate information once we arrive in Miglutt."

"Got it. When we get to Miglutt, I'll ask Mo if she can get that information. I'd like you to continue your investigation in parallel."

"Leave it to me. However, what do you intend to do with that information? I must question your sanity."

Mercedes sighed. He probably wanted to stop me from starting something with the Crimson Brigade.

"The goddess told me to defeat the Demon Lord. This should be a piece of cake, right? Otherwise, it makes no sense that she summoned me."

I knew I wasn't being rational. But Famu had been thrown in a cell, rail-thin, not even allowed to wash herself. Even after she was rescued, she would cry alone. Eventually, she stopped crying in front of me. But as the days we spent together piled up, that fact weighed on me, quietly and heavily. Besides, the place they were occupying was where the dog-eared people lived. If left alone, other villages would be attacked. It wasn't like the dog-eared people chose to live in that place, but now, it was their home.

"...Perhaps so. But are you truly seeing her as she is now?"

"Now for the second matter."

I felt a quiet anger in Mercedes's words.

"Wh-what is it?"

"It is about my young lady. If she does not please you, please say so clearly."

I met Claire's eyes next to him. She gave a faint smile and looked down. I wished he wouldn't say such things in front of her, but it was the mission Mateo had given him to unite the two of us.

"She's ridiculously cute, and I'm very fond of her!"

"Then why do you not grant her your favor?!"

For once, Mercedes's voice was filled with excitement.

"W-well, I've thought about it a lot. I don't know if it'll be accepted, but..."

"Let us hear it. Please, speak."

"I think I'd like my first child to be with Famu, but she's still young. Besides, I have a mission given to me by the goddess."

"Are you concerned about an heir? We would never raise a child with our young lady to seize your inheritance. Furthermore, if a child is born, the trading company will take full responsibility for raising them. We will not trouble you in any way."

It was the same as with Yanan. That was what I didn't like, but I hesitated to say it to him. Mateo had sent Claire with that intention. I had been naive back then. Moreover, I owed them more than just gratitude for giving me the opportunity to guard their caravan and learn about this world in safety. For them, it was a strategy to tame and incorporate me. But for me, it had been a valuable experience.

"Could you wait on the matter of a child?"

"How long must we wait?"

"...About six years."

Mercedes looked up at the sky with a grim expression. The sun was getting stronger. The morning was coming to an end.

"I'm sorry to keep you waiting. So, is Claire not an option?"

When I asked, she shook her head.

"I have no complaints about whatever you ask of me, Mash."

Hearing Claire's reply, Mercedes sighed.

"Very well. However, mistakes are common in these matters."

Mercedes sent a meaningful glance toward Claire. I thought I saw her give a small nod. If they hadn't applied this unnecessary pressure, I would have taken Claire to bed long ago. Of course, I couldn't say such a thing, so I kept quiet.

"Let me add one more thing. The Mateo Trading Company's security is not particularly strong. If a skilled man such as yourself were to infiltrate, you might easily find your way into the young lady's room."

I could only nod as he pressed the point, as if to say, *'Understood?'*



    Chapter 148

    148. Claire's Present and Future (Claire☆)

    Morning practice wrapped up, and I decided to stick around the trading company. The company was on the north side of town, occupying a spacious plot of land. The spot where we'd just been training was a work area for sorting cargo, and besides that, there was a stable that doubled as a warehouse and the main trading hall.

"Finally, we've finished sorting the shipment from Fullft. Now we'll load it onto the wagons heading to Miglutt,"

Claire said with a touch of nostalgia. I wondered how much of the cargo from Richel was still mixed in there. The goods transported from Richel had been sorted in Fullft, redistributed to their destinations, blended with other shipments, and brought here by ship. Then they'd be sorted again in this city before heading off to Miglutt. We made our way to the trading hall together.

Mercedes had already returned to her duties, and the rest of the group had headed to the beach just before Longhorn Street so Mizuki could teach them swimming. Like the trading hall back in Fullft, the first floor here was a tavern combined with a negotiation space. The second floor served as offices and meeting rooms, with the upper floors reserved for living quarters. Claire was staying in one of the guest rooms on the residential level. The ground floor was built of stone, but everything above that was wood.

Down on the first floor, lively voices bounced around amid upbeat deal-making. Nearby, others huddled close, whispering in low tones. Everyone was drinking, but it was probably low-alcohol ale. Even though it doubled as a tavern, the main focus was business, and unlike an inn's bar, it shut down at sunset. We cut through the tavern and headed up to her room.

"According to the schedule, we'll be leaving this city in three days. Should we look after Reeni during that time too?"

"Yeah..."

If she stayed with us, she'd probably end up spending it with *Shizuka*, the one she was closest to. I had a nagging worry that those days might turn into something irreversible for her. But she needed a mother figure, and switching that around constantly didn't sit right with me. In Levante, the ones who seemed suited for a mother role were Myra and Aira, but I figured Aira would be the best for Reeni. Myra was popular with the kids, but she had a childish side herself and might just spoil them rotten. My biggest concern was that she'd end up raising the boys too much in her own image. Aira, on the other hand, knew where to draw the line, had a nurturing side, and a maturity that ran deeper than you'd expect. But she had a thing for women too. I didn't know how this world viewed that, but I wanted Reeni to grow up as her true self. Come to think of it, they were a pretty unusual pair of sisters.

"I'd rather you educated *Shizuka* more than Reeni..."

Claire gave a wry smile at my mutter.

"I envy how freely she acts."

"You think so...? I wouldn't want that."

Was she really that free? Or was it just my imagination that she seemed constrained?

"Speaking of which, about Ko-kun..."

"Did you find him?!"

"No... I'm sorry."

Claire apologized with a guilty look. Yeah, that figured. If they'd found him, Mercedes would've reported it immediately. Ko-kun had probably slipped off to somewhere *Shizuka* wouldn't look.

"Well, as long as he's in Miglutt, it'll be fine."

She ushered me into the guest room. Soon after, I heard footsteps of a server hurrying up the stairs behind us. They set down drinks on the small table in the room—two cups, with bottles of sugar and milk. Steam rose from them, carrying the distinctive aroma of coffee.

"You know what it is?"

Claire asked, noticing my reaction.

"I've been craving this for ages."

I took a sip, and the unique bitterness spread across my tongue. It was filtered, no grounds left in it.

"It seems a lot of people in the Demon Kingdom drink it. There are even specialty shops. Here in this city or Miglutt, it's relatively easy to get, but still pricey for common folk."

She took a sip from her cup too.

"It's bitter... You tricked me, Mash. You talked about coffee like an expert, but this is my first time trying it."

Claire grimaced. I hadn't meant to trick her, but since I'd mentioned it so casually, she'd assumed it'd be palatable straight up.

"Adding sugar or milk makes it easier to drink."

"I see. I'd heard people in the Demon Kingdom drink it black. Well, then—in the style of the Empire's nobles."

She added some sugar and milk, tasted it, then walked over to the window with her cup. She took another sip while gazing out at the view. From here, you could see the mountain range beyond the walls, tinged bluish-black. They weren't especially high.

"You know, we've come a long way. I never imagined the world was this vast."

"We're only halfway through the journey."

"True. And it's all thanks to you, Mash."

"No, you've been the one bringing me this far."

She smiled at my words. Depending on where she was married off to, she might've spent her whole life in Riglutt. But from my perspective, having her around made it possible for me to travel as a caravan guard like this.

"I wonder if Fam lives somewhere in that mountain range?"

I couldn't answer her question. But directionally, it seemed plausible.

"Who knows. Do the little winged folk have hometowns like that too?"

"There's a kingdom of winged people far to the northeast, in the forests. Part of those woods has a town where lots of little winged folk live. But my mother was sold to Riglutt, though she originally lived in a nearby city."

She sipped her coffee while staring out the window with a distant gaze, as if picturing those forests. Her small wings evoked an angel. It was like a beautiful painting.

"Wait, is it Nekoganeconda or something?"

She spat out her coffee and coughed violently at my words.

"N-No! Who'd name their country something that weird?! It's Nest Grat! Mash, that's not a good name at all!"

She reacted so fiercely. I'd always seen Claire as the calm, rational type. I'd figured something like that for the country name, but it wasn't even close to Nekoganeconda. When I said I wanted to go there, Marmi had said she wanted to too. So no malice intended. She must just remember things she's not interested in half-heartedly. And while she complained about the weird name, I thought the One-Land dog-eared folk or the Earth Dragon Mogunart could use a bit more creativity too. She was still coughing, so I took her cup and rubbed her back, wiping her mouth.

"Mo told me. I didn't know the exact name."

"Hmm... So an elf was feeding you lines like that... It makes sense, since you don't have any prejudices against other races."

Her voice was low and suppressed. Her eyes had a distant look. Races really do have their own sacred things. After all, they call it a comfortable nest—Nest Grat. It must be a holy site for the little and greater winged folk. Even a cat would doze off there from how cozy it is.

"Wait, Mo didn't mean any harm. She just didn't remember it right. She knew about the 333-meter giant tree, though."

"The sacred tree's current height is 334 meters... But if you say so, Mash, I'll forget it."

It felt like I'd poured oil on the fire. I didn't have any more details, but continuing this topic seemed risky. Glancing down, I saw coffee stains on her clothes too. I started helping her undress.

"Wh-What are you doing?!"

Claire pressed down on her hem, resisting to keep her clothes on.

"...You don't like it?"

"You're trying to distract me after bringing up something that upset me, right?"

"No, but deep down, wasn't this what you wanted too?"

"Ha, now that you mention it!"

My words seemed to remind her of her mission.

"Alright, then. I'll undress you."

"B-But I was just out in the morning sun!"

"I'm just removing the stains from your clothes. Morning or noon, doesn't matter."

"That's a total lie! You have that cleaning magic, Mash!"

"Good catch. But even if it's just like you imagined, what's the problem?"

"The room feels a bit too bright, but... no issue there."

"You weren't being careful. This is what happens when you invite a man to your room."

"I invited you because it's you."

She stepped away from the window and sat on the bed, then started undressing herself.

"My father, Mateo, was never one to dote on me. The one he assigned to me was Mercedes."

Claire was already down to her undergarments. Her skin was smooth and lustrous. I began undressing too.

"Why are you undressing too, Mash? The coffee stains are only on my clothes."

"It's gonna be hot again today."

I placed my hand on her smiling cheek. It was soft and warm. Her hand overlaid mine.

"I heard all sorts of business talk from him—Father's work, Mercedes's real job. Before long, I started wanting to do it myself. But Father never let me go outside."

To Mateo, she was just another commodity. A tool to expand his business. Her future was decided by whichever marriage he arranged, and as she grew up, those days turned into ones filled with anxiety.

"Now it's managing the branch in Miglutt. I know it's mostly ornamental. But I want to try. Will you cheer me on, Mash?"

Instead of answering, I kissed her. Just a light brush of lips. Claire wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close. I hugged her back, seeking her lips more deeply. My hand brushed her wings. I hesitated—should I touch them like this?

"Gently... stroke them softly,"

Claire whispered in my ear after breaking the kiss, repeating it. I did as she asked, stroking her wings while kissing her. They felt harder than expected, but the feathers were smooth and pleasant to the touch.

"Mmm..."

She let out a breath that sounded like a moan. When I slipped my tongue in, she pulled back a little. Undeterred, I explored her mouth, and soon she responded with her own tongue. Our tongues entwined as I pushed her down onto the bed.

"Sorry. I was startled. I'm still really embarrassed."

Her cheeks flushed, her voice high and breathless. I reached for her undergarments. Her hand gripped mine.

"You don't like it?"

"I don't want to be compared to others."

"It's just us today, but eventually, we'll all be together."

"Y-You're serious? I heard men can't keep going that many times... Are you sure you'll be okay?"

"L-Leave it to me."

If it was everyone, even medicine might not help. Back when I swapped with Mizuki, as Mash-kun, she'd gone at Reeni-chan almost all night. Same body, so it must be mental stamina. Someday, I'll surpass her. I removed Claire's undergarments. Her breasts were larger than Cecily's but smaller than Mizuki's—the standard size in my mind. A small bud topped each tip. I pinched and rolled it between my fingers.

"Mmm, nnn... ahh..."

Claire moaned. Ashamed of the sound, she bit her index finger to muffle it. Watching her reactions, I trailed my tongue from her neck to her chest, sucking on her nipple.

"Nn... nn..."

After savoring it—sucking, rolling—I released her nipple. Propping myself up, I let my gaze drift to her lower body. A faint bush was visible. I placed my hands on her knees to spread her legs. She resisted, tensing up.

"Um... is mine weird?"

"Can't tell without looking, right?"

"Ugh..."

Pressed by my words, she relaxed. A neat vertical line came into view. I parted it with my fingertips. She twisted, trying to close it, but I held her thigh with my free hand to keep her open. Inside the moist slit was a pink swell, and below it, a small entrance. For now, I snapped a photo.

"What are you doing?"

"You asked if it was weird, so I'm checking. The clit's a bit crooked. Too much masturbation?"

"I-It's not that much! Back in Richel, I was stressed and... couldn't help it. And I was told not to put anything in the hole below, so..."

She'd focused on the top, huh? But who told her not to insert anything? I wanted to know straight up. Her face burned red as she turned away, avoiding my eyes.

"Claire..."

"Yes? What is it?"

"The thing about your clit being crooked? That was a lie. It's beautiful."

I showed her the photo on my phone. Like with Fam, she didn't seem to grasp what was in it. I switched to a full-body shot.

"Eh...? Is that... me?"

Claire stared at the photo in shock.

"Ah... um?"

"What?"

"Forget everything I said earlier! And delete that too!"

"That depends on how you are from now on."

With that, I touched the tip at her entrance with my finger.

"Ahh!"

She cried out. I moved my finger, confirming her reactions. She tried to squirm away, but I held her firm.

"M-Mash, it feels... too good, ahn!"

"You always made yourself feel good like this, right?"

"Ahn, I never... went this far, ahh..."

She clung to me desperately, seeking a kiss. I obliged, pressing our lips together. This time, she actively tangled her tongue with mine. Her hand reached for me, stroking the head before wrapping her palm around the shaft and moving up and down. Clumsy motions, but that awkwardness only excited me more. Matching her rhythm, I quickened my fingers and tongue. Claire arched her back. Our lips parted, and I sucked on her neck.

"Mash, ahh, it feels too good... something's happening..."

Hearing her, I intensified on her bud. Claire shuddered violently.

"Aaahhh—...!"

After climaxing, she sank into the bed, breathing heavily. I hadn't come from her hand, but seeing her disheveled was satisfying enough. As I thought that, she sat up suddenly and leaned toward my crotch.

"This is... Mash's..."

She stared wide-eyed, then licked the droplet on the tip.

"Easier to drink than coffee..."

With that, she took me into her mouth. She moved her mouth and hand up and down. The slick tongue and tight grip felt incredible.

"Hey, don't push yourself."

When I said that, she looked up at me with me still in her mouth. Our eyes locked. Occasionally her teeth grazed or her grip was rough, but she read my expressions and adjusted to what I wanted. Pleasure built up. I stroked her head to distract myself. Soon I couldn't hold back, and before I knew it, I was holding her head and thrusting my hips. I buried myself deep in her mouth and came. My shaft pulsed repeatedly, filling her mouth with semen. Pinned, Claire could only accept it.

For a while, she knelt there, breathing through her shoulders, still holding me in her mouth, dazed. Finally, she lifted her head, lips clamped tight.

"You can swallow or spit. Whatever."

She swallowed it down.

"No place to spit... It clings a bit to the throat. Kinda hard to drink."

She said after catching her breath.

"Did someone teach you?"

"Um, when you and Reeni were at morning practice, *Shizuka*..."

Figures. Rotten or good? Hard to say. I pushed her down again. She lay back obediently, spreading her legs. She was thoroughly wet—ready. I covered her. My penis had softened after coming, but seeing her naked reignited it. I positioned at her entrance.

"Mash, I was bluffing. When Father suddenly introduced you, I was really anxious. But you gave me time to get to know you on this journey to this city. I'm truly grateful. And now I can head to Miglutt with a fresh start."

I hadn't been committed myself, but looking back, this journey was necessary for both of us.

"But I do have one big worry."

"What?"

"You just love girls. There are already so many around you. Father got a report from Mercedes, and he'll send more daughters besides me."

"Yeah. I figure it'll keep growing. After all, I'm handsome and popular."

She chuckled at my joking tone.

"But I promise. I won't accept any more gifts from Mateo. I'll tell him Claire's all I need."

"If you're promising, say it'll just be me, or you'll break up with the others."

"...I could say that, but then you wouldn't believe anything I say later."

She burst out laughing, and it felt so charming and quintessentially Claire. We shared a light kiss.

"Ready? I'm going in."

"...Yes."

She closed her eyes, tensing slightly. I eased my penis into her depths. The head slipped in easily, but as I pushed further, she winced.

"Mash, please... all the way..."

Hearing her, I thrust deeper with force.

"Ah..."

Claire's eyes widened, staring at the ceiling. There was a tearing sensation, and I reached her depths. Warm, slick softness enveloped me. I savored it, waiting for her response.

"Mash, I'm okay."

She sought a kiss. I obliged and began thrusting.

"Ah, ahn, aah, Mash, aaah..."

Her moans and the sound of my hips meeting hers filled the room. With each deep thrust, her body softened, tension melting away.

We switched positions. On all fours, I entered her from behind. Small wings sprouted from her back. Touching the base made her jolt. Each thrust sent her feathers fluttering. I stroked them while pistoning repeatedly.

"Ahn, ahn, ahn, aaah..."

She'd hesitated to make noise at first, but now she moaned freely, writhing her hips. With each movement, her rear entrance winked. I touched it with a finger, and it clenched tight—her vagina too.

"Mash, at the end... while kissing..."

Did she sense I was close, or was she aroused herself? I hugged her from behind, turning her for a kiss. Tongues clashed fiercely as we devoured each other. I pounded hard, then released my desire inside her.

"Mash, me too, aaaahhh...!"

I held her tight, emptying everything into her. Only our ragged breaths echoed in the room. Claire collapsed limply onto the bed. As she did, my softening penis slipped out. I draped over her.

"Mash, from now on... please."

Exhausted, she closed her eyes. Her breathing evened out to soft rhythms. Holding her, I drifted off without realizing.



    Chapter 149

    The Secret of the Small-Winged Folk and a Water Bird Frolicking at the Water's Edge

    Claire fluttered the small wings on her back.

"This is the 'good morning' flutter. And next is the 'good night' flutter."

She fluttered her wings again.

"...I see..."

I couldn't tell the difference at all, but I nodded anyway.

Her expression had clearly softened. She must have been on edge until now. That tension was probably what made her seem so mature. Now she looked innocent, even a little childish.

We were on the ferry heading to the north side of the river. Claire was supposed to help at the shop in the afternoon, but the moment Mercedes saw our faces, he immediately gave her the day off. So we decided to go watch Famu and the others practice swimming. The sun had passed its zenith and was starting to dip, but would they still be practicing?

"Alright, what about the flutter I'm doing now?"

Claire fluttered her wings. It seemed a little faster than before, but also slower. And it had a subtle rhythm, or maybe it didn't.

"The 'furious' flutter."

"Close. This is the 'a little bit angry' flutter."

She said I was close, but I had no idea what was close about it. Of course, it was a wild guess. All the flutters she'd shown me so far looked exactly the same.

The small-winged folk were no different from humans, except for the tiny wings on their backs. What's more, they couldn't fly, and the wings only seemed to extend their gliding time during a jump by a negligible amount. So the topic of what her wings were for came up. She told me that the small-winged folk could converse with each other by moving their wings.

Right now, a 'flutter language' class was being held just for me. But I couldn't pick up on the subtle nuances hidden within the flutters. It was like when Hyakka, who's from Kansai, would try to have a conversation with me using only the word "*Nanya*"—I had absolutely no clue what she meant.

"I used to talk with my mother a lot using our wings. But my father and Mercedes didn't approve."

Even if they didn't mean it to be, it could be perceived as having a secret conversation. Also, she was taught that for those who understood, a casual gesture could unintentionally reveal information they wanted to keep secret. Because of that, she stopped fluttering.

Claire fluttered her wings sadly.

"That one's the 'a little bit sad' flutter, right?"

"Ah, that's correct! You've gotten so good at telling them apart in such a short time!"

"Nah, I just read it from your expression."

"W-well then, since we're about to reach the shore, here's the final question."

Claire brought her clenched fists up to her mouth like a boxer's guard. Then, she squeezed her eyes shut and fluttered more intensely than ever before.

After she was done, she blushed and sent me a strong, pleading gaze.

"...I don't know, but I can tell you're desperately trying to convey something."

"I-is that so... I'm a little disappointed, but also a little relieved..."

Claire drooped and fluttered her wings. This was the 'a little bit sad' flutter. I've learned it now.

After arriving on the north bank, we walked along the path that followed the sandy beach. This road led to Longhorn Street, and then to the Longhorn Trail. In the distance, I could see a tower that looked like a giant pair of bull's horns. It was a strange sight no matter how many times I saw it.

But our destination today was this beach, and Famu and the others should be here somewhere. The people on the beach were either relaxing on sheets spread on the sand or casually bathing near the shore. And weaving through the gaps between them were men on the prowl, trying to pick up girls.

We found Famu and the others right away. They were a little further out, seriously practicing their swimming. They were the only ones doing so.

We went down to the beach and approached the water's edge.

Mizuki was teaching, and her students were Famu, Myra, Cecily, and Aira. The members outside of Levante were Avea, Fang, Beers, Doris, and also Reeni. Was she teaching that many people all by herself?

"I already know how to swim, you know."

A voice called out from behind me. I turned to see Shizuka. She stood with her hands on her hips, puffing out her chest proudly.

She was wearing a white bikini. Her chest size was a good match for Claire's, but hers was just a little bigger. I could tell.

"You had a swimsuit?"

"Nope, Famu-chan bought it for me."

I was surprised they even sold swimsuits, but then I remembered Avea wore bikini armor. Some pervert among the past transfer students must have popularized it. A deep sense of gratitude for the efforts of my predecessors washed over me.

"D-don't be mooching off someone younger than you!"

I poked Shizuka's forehead with my fingertip.

"It's fine, isn't it? She said her money is Mash's money anyway!"

"..."

Well, since I got to see her in a swimsuit, I guess I'll let it slide. I took out my phone to take a picture, and she responded with an innocent peace sign, saying, "Yay!"

"Why aren't you helping Mizuki?"

"Ehh, because it's tiring and super annoying! Besides, I want to scope out if there are any cute guys around."

Was this woman really going to cruise for men wearing a swimsuit bought with my money?

Still, it was true that while Claire and I were embracing, they were being made to practice seriously under Mizuki. They had some serious stamina.

Further out, Reeni was waving at us. She was inside a ring that looked like a floatie. Shizuka waved back in response. Famu noticed us too and started heading our way.

I thought she was walking, but it seemed she was swimming. The water in front of her face was bubbling and rippling. It looked like she was doing the doggy paddle. I wondered if the swimming style passed down among the dog-eared race was real. Following her, Mizuki and the others also came back to the beach.

Once on the sand, Famu shook her body, flicking water from her ears and tail.

"Did you see? I've finally mastered the doggy paddle! Now I can come and save you if you're drowning, Master!"

She was wearing a tank top bikini. It was, as expected, light blue. Just how much did she love that color?

"I see. Did Mizuki teach you?"

"No, she's been practicing by herself the whole time. If you leave her alone, she just starts drowning on her own. Famu won't listen to a word I say!"

Mizuki said as she dried her wet body. She was wearing a competitive swimsuit. She was the only one radiating an aura of serious business.

My gaze shifted. Avea was in her usual red bikini, Cecily in black, Doris in a yellow bikini, and Myra and Aira were wearing matching purple swimsuits with pareos. I took out my phone and started a photo shoot.

"It was really tough, so you better watch their practice too, Mash."

At Mizuki's request, I ended up taking charge of half the group. However, it seemed no one wanted to learn from me. If anything, I was the one who wanted Mizuki to teach me, so it was natural that everyone else felt the same.

As I was thinking that, Famu came over to my side. And Reeni, clutching her floatie, came over as well.

"Are you sure?"

I asked Reeni, and she nodded with a 'kokuri'.

"What Mizuki says is difficult. It's too much for Reeni."

"Alright, then this is the junior division. Cecily, you're over here too."

"Who are you calling a junior?!"

Cecily came over, angry but compliant. Following her, Aira came over as well.

"You're completely in the adult division. If anyone's coming, it should be Doris. You go learn from Mizuki."

"Don't judge us by our chest size!"

Cecily protested, but unlike Aira, it was clear to everyone that she belonged in the junior division.

"Alright. Then let's teach these members and have a competition later to see whose teaching method was better,"

Mizuki said, suggesting something ominous.

"Hold on, you were on the swim team, right? There's no way I can win against an active professional."

"It's fine. I taught them all the basics this morning while you were gone. Everyone can at least swim now."

"Wait, wait! There's one with a doggy paddle and another with a floatie here, what's that about?! And Avea already knew how to swim, didn't she?!"

As I protested, Avea, Fang, and Beers lined up next to Mizuki. Behind them, Doris was fidgeting nervously.

"Stop making excuses! You're just scared of losing, aren't you?"

said Avea.

"That's not very manly. Accept the challenge fair and square!"

said Fang.

"Yeah, yeah!"

said Beers. I was annoyed by Beers's goon-like instigation, but what was impossible was impossible.

"Fang, Beers. I thought you guys were my friends. Why are you trying to start a fight?"

"Shut up, you've got all these women flocking around you! Do you have any idea how I feel, going to Longhorn Street every single night since that day?!"

"Beers..."

"In the end, you've got Shizuka with you, and you've even gotten a bunny-eared girl!"

At his words, Reeni hid behind Shizuka, feeling pressured.

"You wanted to do it with Shizuka? But she's got Ko-kun, you know."

"And you! Who's more important, me, who you called a friend, or some Ko-kun you've never even met?!"

"...You have a point."

I couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong, but his argument seemed to make sense. Maybe the thought of not wanting to hand Shizuka over to another man was twisting my thinking.

"Hey, Shizuka, are you willing to switch from Ko-kun to Beer—gobo!"

Cecily elbowed me.

"That's not important right now, is it? And don't forget you took her in for Ko-kun's sake!"

As I rubbed the spot where she'd elbowed me, Famu lined up next to me. I had a bad feeling.

"There is no way Master would lose to Mizuki! We accept this challenge!"

"Got it. Then the match is in two hours. The loser has to call the winner with '-sama' until tomorrow,"

Mizuki replied to the out-of-control Famu. Hearing that, Aira walked over to Mizuki's side.

"Aira, are you betraying me?"

"I want Mash and Cecily to call me Aira-sama."

"Gnnn..."

As we ground our teeth, Myra came over to our side.

"Hey, you're the head of the adult division, aren't you?"

"...Actually, I was thinking I'd rather learn from you, Mash."

The swimming showdown was already descending into chaos.



    Chapter 150

    The Swimming Class and the Unruly Water Birds

    I changed into the red Boomerang Briefs Avea had given me.

"What about you, Claire? If you're practicing, you'll be in the junior division, unfortunately."

"I'm an adult, for your information!"

she pouted, covering her chest.

"Shizuka is here too, so I'll just watch today."

She fluttered her wings. Ah, because of what happened this morning, she was bleeding and in a bit of pain. Why was it that I could understand the flutter language so well when it came to topics like this?

In any case, Shizuka and Claire seemed to be getting along well. They must have just met this morning, but they were already chatting casually. Maybe it was because they were close in age. I hoped she wouldn't be a bad influence.

Anyway, I took Famu and the others into the river. The water was cool and felt good.

Looking around, Mizuki's group had already started practicing. Just as she'd said, everyone seemed to have mastered the crawl. Among them, Fang and Avea were at a fairly high level. Maybe they had experience. And what was surprising was Beers. He was swimming with a clean form.

"First, the teacher should show us an example."

At Cecily's request, I swam out to the buoys marking the swimming area and back. Aside from when Famu and I nearly drowned in the river the other day, it had been since high school graduation that I had last swum, but my body remembered. Also, thanks to the strength I'd gained through my adventures so far, I had enough stamina to swim the distance without issue.

It looked to be about 25 meters one way. The competition was set to be a relay race along the course I had just swum. That was a long distance for beginners, and the water got deep enough that you couldn't touch the bottom, which felt dangerous.

"Your form was surprisingly clean and you were quite good,"

Cecily said, impressed. The others nodded in agreement.

"Alright, let's start practicing then."

We moved to a spot where the water came up to our shoulders. Reeni, who couldn't touch the bottom, was floating with her floatie.

"What should we start with?"

Myra asked.

"First, learn to float on your back. Once you can do that, treading water. We'll start by learning to float in place."

I moved to a spot where my feet couldn't touch. Then, I first floated on my back to demonstrate, and next, with only my head above water, I showed them how to tread water by alternately moving my feet to keep from sinking while balancing with both hands.

"Huh? What's the point of learning that in this situation? We won't win unless we learn to swim fast, you know?"

Cecily said.

"This is a basic. You have to swim all the way there and back, you know? Most of it is in water where you can't touch the bottom. What are you going to do if you start to drown?"

"I think we should just swim with incredible speed and get back before we drown,"

Reeni said, and started a furious flutter kick, setting off at full speed. Water splashed everywhere, and everyone turned their faces away. I averted my face as well, grabbing her floatie to stop her.

"If it were that easy, nobody would have any trouble. It might look close, but the resistance in the water is strong, and you'll get tired quickly. Plus, this is a river. If you're not careful, you'll get carried away. Also, that flutter kick is inefficient. You should do it underwater as much as possible. You'll swim faster that way... probably."

Reeni gave a small nod. I wasn't sure about the superiority of an underwater flutter kick, but I had a feeling things would get out of hand if she kicked that furiously, so I wanted to stop her.

"Master, I'll be fine with the doggy paddle. I can go anywhere with it."

Famu started to head towards the buoys with her doggy paddle, so I hastily grabbed her tail to stop her.

"Eek! Please don't grip my tail so hard!"

"You're getting your tail grabbed because you swim like that. If I were an enemy, you'd be missing your precious tail. First, learn to tread water."

"Mmph, I don't think there are any enemies who would aim for my tail first."

I thought she would listen to anything I said, but she was unusually stubborn. Still, she seemed happier than usual. Was she enjoying being in the water? It felt like she was just frolicking.

"Alright. Try to escape from me with your swimming style. I'll chase and catch you. If you're caught, you'll do as I say. If you get away, you can do as you please."

Hearing my words, Famu tried to flee, but Myra grabbed her shoulder.

"Mash, we don't have time to play around."

"Hah, right."

Was I getting carried away by the sight of them in their swimsuits? To calm myself, I looked at Myra's two large flotation devices. It was no use. I wanted to take her out to the deep water where she couldn't escape and massage her from behind.

Suddenly, I noticed everyone was looking at me with grim expressions. Myra was trying to cover her chest with her arms.

I cleared my throat.

"A-alright, let's start with the back float. This is easy. You just lie on your back, relax your whole body, and float."

"You'll sink if you do that, won't you?"

"You won't sink. I just showed you, didn't I?"

To convince Cecily, I demonstrated floating on my back one more time.

"...Unbelievable. Then why did you and Famu drown that time?"

"There are various reasons, like wearing clothes and shoes, but for some reason, people sink when they panic."

"Explain it so I can understand!"

Cecily scolded me, but I can't teach what I don't understand myself. I wanted to connect my phone to the internet and search for it.

"We'll deal with the scary big sister later. Let's start practicing with Reeni."

"Is it okay if I do the flutter kick if I'm in trouble?"

It seemed the flutter kick was her favorite.

"Forget about the flutter kick. I'll support your back at first, so take a deep breath and relax your whole body."

Reeni nodded and inhaled. I took her floatie and supported her back. When her head and chest were floating on the surface, I let go of my supporting hand.

"Oh, ooh... Reeni is floating... It's so pleasant, just bobbing like this."

Her eyes widened as she looked at the sky, as if moved.

"Treading water is boring. Teach us a way to swim faster!"

Just as everyone had mastered the back float and we were about to move on to the next step, Cecily started complaining again.

"You don't complain to Mizuki. Why do you only complain to me?"

"Mizuki taught us how to do the crawl from the beginning. But you're so dull!"

We had only just learned to float on the water's surface. But I was already hit with intense fatigue. They really were the junior group.

"Guh... well, fine. Complain all you want. But we'll practice swimming fast after you've learned to tread water. Let's begin. We'll try one by one."

At my words, Reeni raised her hand.

"Alright, Reeni's first."

"Wait a minute. Why do you always start with Reeni? That's favoritism. I don't want to be last all the time. I want to be taught first too."

Even Myra started complaining. Why was she trying to compete with such a small child?

"You saw Reeni raise her hand first. Besides, it's decided that we go in order of smallest to largest for things like this."

"In that case, I should be before Cecily."

"No way!"

I groped both Myra's and Cecily's chests.

"Hyaaah!"

"Kya!"

The two of them shrieked. Cecily's scream was cuter than I expected. While they were flustered, I started Reeni's treading water practice.

As I supported Reeni's body, I removed her floatie. Her swimsuit was navy blue, similar to a school swimsuit. There was a hole near her tailbone, and her white, pom-pom-like tail was perched on top. When I touched it, it wasn't fluffy, likely because it was wet, but had the hard feel of bone.

"Ngh... nn..."

As I touched it from the tip to the base, Reeni let out a troubled moan.

"Mash..."

Famu, Myra, and Cecily were all looking at me with exasperated expressions.

"N-no, that's not it! I just thought Shizuka might have put an anal plug in Reeni, so I was just checking!"

At those words, everyone covered their own bottoms.

"There's no way she'd do something like that, even for her!"

Cecily said.

"You pervert! I'll take care of Reeni, so come over here!"

She reached out her hand, but Reeni shook her head.

"I heard that when they stop doing this to you, it's a sign you're about to be thrown out. Reeni can endure it, so it's fine."

"..."

At her words, everyone fell silent and looked at me. I had become a complete villain. At this rate, I vowed to touch all of their bodies, groping their chests and butts.

By the time everyone, including Reeni, had learned to tread water, an hour had passed. Mizuki and her group were now practicing in a distant spot, perhaps to avoid showing us their hand. Instead, children around Reeni's age and their parents had surrounded us, practicing treading water with us. When I let my guard down, a water fight started out of nowhere, and things got out of hand. Just when I thought I couldn't handle it alone and was about to give up, Shizuka came to help.

"It must be your good character, Mash. When Mizuki was teaching, no one came near,"

Myra said, while also helping a child tread water. Mizuki's teaching style was probably too intense.

"The teacher may be a pervert, though!"

Cecily seemed a bit sulky, probably because I had groped her chest and butt the most. If she'd learned her lesson, I wish she'd be quiet.

"Alright, let's practice the crawl then."

"Mizuki taught us that. We want you to teach us a way to swim faster."

"Unfortunately, I don't know a way to swim any faster than that. By the way, Myra and Cecily, you've learned to swim now, right?"

Myra and Cecily nodded.

"Master, do I need to learn it too?"

"Reeni has this."

She patted her floatie. I felt like I understood why Mizuki had pushed those two on me. They had no intention of listening to me from the start. My motivation to teach was fading.

"Alright. Let's have an exhibition match then. First, I'll watch everyone swim to check their skill level."

"Hold on. You're not going to swim, Mash? Isn't that cheating?"

Did Cecily think I was trying to slack off? Unless I explained the intention behind my actions, she wouldn't be satisfied and move on. I moved towards her as if to grope her chest again, and she quickly dodged back.

"I'll watch everyone swim and check for any bad habits. In my place, Shizuka will swim."

"Eh? Why me...?"

"Everyone is being too willful. Let's trust Mash a little and listen to what he says."

Myra said that, but I wanted them to listen to me completely, not just a little. And I was concerned about the precocious brat who had been clinging to her and hugging her for a while now. The little brat was trying to reach for Myra's boobs.

"You damn... little shit!"

As I was about to pounce on the little brat, the surrounding children all splashed water on me at once.

"Bwah! You little...! I'll never forgive you!"

"A monster! A monster has appeared!"

From there, a spectacular water fight began.

After the water fight settled down, I had everyone swim. As expected, Shizuka was the fastest. She swam with a smooth, rhythmic, and beautiful stroke. To an amateur's eye, I couldn't find any faults. Next was Cecily. Then Myra, who could swim but was a bit shaky. Famu and Reeni were out of the question.

"Cecily, concentrate on the movement of your hands when you pull the water. Also, your flutter kick weakens when you breathe, so be careful of that too."

She nodded.

"Myra, all your movements stop when you breathe. You're looking up too much. Raise your face as little as possible."

"B-but, I'm scared water will get in my mouth."

Myra's movements were like a different person's depending on whether she was holding her mace or not. In combat, she could move powerfully, but normally, she was somewhat laid-back. I wonder what would happen if I had her swim with her mace strapped to her back.

"I understand how you feel, but you won't be able to swim fast unless you overcome it."

When she breathed, she would lift her face as if flipping over. That caused her movements to stop, her swimming direction to go off course, and then she would try to correct it, resulting in a zigzag path.

"Hmm... instead of turning your face straight to the side, how about you try to fix it by looking diagonally behind you?"

"Y-yes!"

she replied.

"Also, both of you, the match is soon, so don't get too tired by practicing too much. Don't practice at full strength. In fact, think of it as resting, so swim slowly, and focus on confirming your form. Swim with a deliberate form. If you have any trouble, have Shizuka swim and check for you."

"Eh, why me...?"

"I need to whip these two into shape."

I placed my hands on Famu's and Reeni's heads.

"Master, the dog-eared people have a saying: 'One path leads to ten thousand arts.' Like your swordsmanship, I want to master the doggy paddle."

"That saying was left by a swordsman about a thousand times more amazing than me, so it's hard to deny, but there's also the path of further elevating your own art by learning other arts. Besides, I only do that because it's all I can do. I want you to learn many more things, Famu."

"...Understood. I'll try."

She wasn't powerful, but her motor skills were excellent. She should be able to do it. I shifted my gaze to Reeni.

"Reeni will do it too!"

"Alright, then let's start with putting your face in the water and the flutter kick."



    Chapter 151

    Midsummer and Youth (Part 1)

    The sun was beginning to turn red. The time for the match had come.

The children who had practiced with us and their parents had become spectators, watching from the sandy beach. Unbelievably, in that short time, several children besides Famu had managed to master the crawl.

There hadn't been enough time for Reeni. She could swim somehow, but after a while, she would put her feet down. But I think that's normal. She would be participating with her floatie.

Mash's Team, from the first swimmer: Myra, Famu, Cecily, Reeni, with me as the anchor. Mizuki's Team, from the first swimmer: Aira, Fang, Avea, Beers, with Mizuki as the anchor.

I protested that having me and Mizuki as anchors was unnecessary, but everyone told us to participate.

Also, I tried to have Shizuka participate against Doris, but both of them declined. Shizuka seemed to be exhausted from being pestered by Myra and the others to show them an example over and over. She was now watching with Claire.

As a starting point, a flag was set up in the water where it reached our waists. The course was a round trip to the buoys marking the swimming area. They had to go around the outside of the buoy and come back, then tag the next swimmer to switch.

The team whose members all finished swimming first would win. The distance to the buoy was nearly 25 meters. Fifty meters was quite a distance for beginners. I wondered if they would be alright physically. That's why I taught my team the back float and treading water, but I still had my worries.

Right now, the first swimmers, Myra and Aira, were standing at the starting line.

"It is not proper for a representative of God to be called with '-sama' by people."

"In that case, I'll make Mash call me Aira-sama."

As the two of them were declaring their own selfish motivations, Shizuka, acting as the starter, approached them.

"Alright, I'm coooming!"

She raised one hand while letting out a coquettish, moaning voice. I wish she would remember that many children were watching. I regretted letting her do this, but contrary to my thoughts, both children and adults were delighted. Was this world lenient when it came to sexual customs? Come to think of it, I had been groping Famu and the others' chests every time they complained.

"Ready... start!"

The two of them started swimming towards the buoy at the same time. A loud cheer rose from the beach.

Both of them had the same form. When they took a breath, they turned their faces to the sky with such force that it was like they were flipping over. Their swimming motion stopped each time. Myra looked slightly smoother. However, Aira was marginally faster.

The two of them progressed in parallel, but they zigzagged every time they took a breath. I started to worry if they could both safely swim the full 50 meters.

"Master, who do you think will finish first?"

Famu asked, but honestly, it was a toss-up.

"Let's see. I think Myra is at a disadvantage in the water..."

"Why is that?"

Of course, it was because the resistance they received from the size of their chests was different, but I couldn't explain that to her. She seemed to sense it, as she didn't press the question when I fell silent.

I didn't know if it was really because of the water resistance, but just as I said, a gap gradually began to form, and by the time they reached the buoy, Aira had a significant lead. However, on the way back, Aira's speed dropped dramatically. She was spending a long time breathing. And Myra, whose pace hadn't broken, started to catch up.

Noticing this, Aira thrashed at the water blindly, trying to move forward somehow, but it wasn't translating into propulsion. Her underwater pull was inconsistent. She zigzagged and struggled to move forward.

"Isn't she drowning...?"

I glanced at Mizuki.

"U-uh... She's still okay. I'll go help if she's in danger."

"This is just for fun, okay? Safety first."

She nodded with a grim expression.

Aira's zigzagging didn't stop. She moved in a way that blocked Myra's path, and at a point roughly halfway between the buoy and the goal, the two of them collided.

"Why are you getting in my way, sister?!"

"You're the one who crashed into me while I was swimming!"

The two of them stopped swimming and started arguing, which then devolved into a water fight. Aira swung her arms wildly, splashing water in all directions. Myra aimed for the gaps in her movements and accurately splashed water in Aira's face.

It was a truly mud-slinging life-or-death battle. The spectators were ecstatic. Some children were clutching their stomachs and laughing. But the battle was short-lived; Aira's movements gradually weakened.

"Hey, Aira isn't just thrashing around. She's drowning!"

Aira hadn't learned to tread water. Mizuki and I swam out to help.

Mizuki skillfully got behind Aira and pulled up the sinking girl.

"Gasp, cough!"

Aira was coughing.

Myra was also too exhausted to swim, so I lent her my shoulder and swam back to the beach. Back on the sand, I checked Aira's condition. She had swallowed some water, but fortunately, she was okay. Most of the water she'd swallowed was what Myra had intentionally splashed at her. On the surface, she was a gentle big sister who coddled children, but underneath, she was a terrifying sister who would make her younger sibling drink water until she drowned.

"I'm sorry... for such a disgraceful display..."

Myra bowed her head apologetically. I couldn't tell if these sisters got along or not.

"The race is canceled."

"Huh? Why?"

When I said that, Cecily asked as if she couldn't believe it.

"You saw it too. Both are disqualified for foul play. Besides, it's too dangerous. There's no need to risk your lives for a swim."

"What are you talking about? It's their fault for not being prepared for that, isn't it?"

She was the one who said treading water was boring when I tried to teach it. And yet, this was her attitude.

"Master. Today has been a very fun day. I got a little carried away. And you went to the trouble of teaching me how to swim. I want to show you the results."

Next to Famu, Reeni was also nodding.

"What do you think?"

I checked with Mizuki.

"On our team, I think everyone but Aira should be fine, but..."

Mizuki said, lacking confidence. She seemed to feel responsible. If we canceled now, she might carry that emotional scar. As I was thinking that, Fang and the others interjected.

"To think she'd struggle against the likes of Myra..."

said Fang.

"She is the slowest among us..."

said Avea.

"We are 500 times faster than her..."

said Beers. They stood with their arms crossed, smiling fearlessly.

"Hey! Aira almost drowned. Stop trying to get a laugh by talking like a bunch of anime villains!"

As I was retorting, Myra lined up next to me.

"Mash, please don't lose to people like this! Please avenge Aira!"

Myra was also getting into it for some reason. It wasn't just Famu; everyone was getting carried away.

"You're the one who started a brawl outside the competition and took Aira down, though..."

"Th-that's right. I'll go and treat her."

Myra headed towards Aira.

"Anyway, if you intentionally bump into someone or block the course for the person behind you, you'll be disqualified for foul play."

"I don't mind, but who's going to make that judgment?"

Avea asked.

"If a complaint is made, Claire, Doris, and Shizuka over there will judge by majority vote. Since there are three of them, there will always be a result."

I don't think we need to be this strict for a simple game. But it would be a pain if there was a dispute later and we had to do it over, so it's probably better to decide on judges.

"Hmph, they're all your women, aren't they? It's obvious you'll have the advantage,"

Beers interjected.

"Th-that's not true. Claire is, but the others aren't. Don't say such unsettling things. Famu will get angry. You want to be made to sit *seiza* again?"

"...Well, fine. Let's resume the match,"

Avea said. The match was restarted from the second swimmer. The battle between Myra and Aira was nullified. Famu and Fang were already standing at the starting point. Shizuka was heading over to act as the starter. The crowd cheered for her more than for the two swimmers, and she was in such a good mood she even started humming. I couldn't tell what, but she was definitely planning something.

"Hold on, Doris will be the starter. Shizuka, come back."

"Ehh, why, why?!"

"Look around you. There are children watching. You can't do it."

"That's so mean! I'm going to tell everyone the size of your thing, Mash!"

"I told you, there are children watching..."

Contrary to my feelings, the children were delighted by Shizuka's words.

Doris's "Start!"

echoed. Famu and Fang started swimming simultaneously, and the beast-kin showdown began. Fang tried to pull away from Famu at once with a powerful stroke. In response, Famu rotated her arms smoothly and rhythmically. It was a movement you wouldn't believe she had learned in just one hour. However, the more powerful Fang quickly took the lead and widened the gap.

"Weren't you going to give Famu any advice?"

Cecily asked me.

"It's fine. I've already done it."

"What did you say?"

"The same as with Cecily. Seeing Aira earlier confirmed it."

Fang was about to reach the buoy with an overwhelming lead. Just as I thought, Fang was the same as Aira.

"They're confident in their strength. So they swim with all their might at the beginning to get a lead. But they're just beginners. They don't know how to pace themselves for a 50-meter swim. They think they can get away with pushing themselves for this distance. Besides, they started with sword practice this morning, and then swimming practice after that. After Famu and Reeni left, only the skilled members remained, and they must have had even harder practice. There's no way their stamina would last."

"So that's why you told them not to get caught up in the race and to maintain their pace,"

Cecily said, starting to move towards the starting flag to prepare.

"You and Famu are going to build a lead, okay? Reeni and I will protect that lead."

She nodded. Fang was making a wide turn around the buoy. In that opening, Famu caught up. Then, she switched to treading water for a moment, turned around, and quickly made the return trip. At that point, the two of them were side by side. From there, Famu took the lead and started to pull away from Fang. Famu's swimming style and pace hadn't changed. Fang had just dropped out on his own. He panicked and tried to pull the water with more force, but his form had collapsed from exhaustion.

"Ooooooooh!"

Famu's huge comeback must have been unexpected. Cheers erupted from the spectators. They must have thought Fang would come back with the lead.

At the starting point, Cecily and Avea were stretching and preparing.

"I don't accept it, you know,"

Cecily said to Avea, who was standing next to her.

"What are you talking about?"

Avea asked back.

"About your match with Mash this morning. Mash won that. He stopped his fist because the match was over. And yet, you attacked him after that."

"For whatever reason, that guy has no intention of hitting women. I don't like that. It's fine for practice. But what if the opponent is a woman in a real fight?"

"That's ridiculous. In a real fight, Mash wouldn't hold back. Aira and I were both beaten half to death."

That was from the time we fought 'Wind Blade.' To be precise, it wasn't me who beat them half to death, but Laciel.

"But you're alive. You understand that not all enemies are as fickle as you two, right?"

Avea said, as if to provoke her.

"In that case... I'll protect him."

"Protect him? You're the weakest one in that party, aren't you? In dungeon crawling, the further you go, the more enemies who use magic appear, and the presence of a mage becomes more important. And yet, what about your skills?"

"I... will extend the lead Famu created. You'll lose twice today. You're about to lose to a mage you made fun of, with a strategy from an otherworldly hero you made fun of."

If she was provoked, she provoked back. Cecily was not losing to Avea. Although, since Cecily was the one who started the provocation, it would be a problem if she lost.

"You..."

The emotion drained from Avea's face, and she looked at Cecily with a cold gaze. Cecily brushed it off and shifted her gaze to the swimming Famu. Famu was already approaching the goal.

"Cecily!"

Famu shouted, lifting her face. Her hand reached out.

"Famu, nice fight!"

The two of them exchanged a high-five. A sharp sound echoed along with a splash of water. The two of them didn't usually talk much, but at times like this, they showed a solid sense of trust. It was a heart-warming development. Cecily started swimming. After provoking Avea, she had also been provoked, so I thought she would start swimming at an unreasonable speed, but she was calm. She pulled the water at her own pace. She and Fang passed each other. Fang was completely out of stamina. Still, he swam with the last of his strength and exchanged a high-five with Avea.

"Sorry... Get us to Mizuki,"

Fang gasped out.

"Leave it to me! Uoooooooooh!"

Avea let out a roar and started swimming. Her stroke was dynamic. Her kick was also powerful. The gap between her and Cecily closed in an instant. Avea was Avea, after all. A physical monster. As I was watching, Mizuki lined up next to me. Famu, who had finished swimming, also approached.

"You said Avea had experience,"

I noted. It seemed she had more than enough stamina to catch up to and overtake Cecily.

"Yeah. But the swimming style she knows is breaststroke, and this was her first time doing the crawl,"

Mizuki answered.

"That level, and it's her first time...?"

However, if it was her first time, Cecily still had a chance. But that was only if she could ignore Avea's pressure and calmly continue her own swim. I was worried if Cecily had that kind of patience.

"Master, how was my swimming?"

"I was surprised. Famu, you might be a genius too."

I placed my hand on Famu's head. She had many talents as well. Was it really okay to make her an adventurer like this? Seeing her blushing with embarrassment from the praise made me a little anxious.



    Chapter 152

    Midsummer and Youth (Part 2)

    By the time Cecily and Avea's showdown reached the buoy, Avea had closed the gap to just a head's length. Cecily, like Famu, switched to treading water for a moment and made a minimal turn. Avea forcibly swung around her turn from the outside, as if to engulf her.

By the end of the turn, the two were neck and neck.

""Cecily's won.""

Mizuki and I muttered at the same time.

Avea had bet everything on catching up by the buoy. She had tried to get ahead of Cecily and crush her morale. However, Cecily had swum the first half at a faster pace than she'd anticipated, and she continued to swim at the same pace on the return leg. The development was almost a carbon copy of the battle between Famu and Fang.

But that wasn't all. Cecily started to pick up her pace. It was her pride. Avea, out of stamina, was left behind, unable to even give chase.

At the starting position, the fourth swimmers, Beers and Reeni, were getting ready.

"Heh heh heh... The ones so far were merely pawns to make up the numbers. You shall tremble in fear at the great leap forward that is to come."

Beers was still playing some kind of role. He seemed quite taken with himself. I wanted to kick him, but I held back because if he complained about the women again, I wouldn't have a comeback.

"The fastest one..."

Mizuki said with a troubled look. It was his unexpected talent.

"Is he faster than you, Mizuki?"

"Do you really think I would lose to anyone here in swimming?"

What confidence. She had the dignity of a demon lord waiting behind her Four Heavenly Kings. Either way, the only way to win was for Reeni and me to protect the lead Famu and Cecily had built. It was a simple relay. There was no complex strategy to be made. As I was thinking that, I noticed Reeni was about to take off her floatie.

"Hey, what are you planning to do?"

She turned and looked at me. Her gaze was filled with strong determination.

"I saw those two swim. Reeni wants to swim with her own strength too."

Famu and Cecily's efforts seemed to have ignited something in her.

"I understand how you feel, but right now you don't have the technique or stamina to swim this course. It's not a bad thing. You just can't do it right now. Eventually, you'll be able to swim too, Reeni. You have your flutter kick. If you keep at it, you'll be able to swim faster than anyone."

"If I'm in trouble, I'll do the back float. ...No?"

She looked up at me. Her sincere gaze hadn't changed. I sighed.

"Alright. But absolutely do not push yourself to your limit, okay? If you're in trouble, wave your hand immediately."

She nodded with a 'kokuri' and took off her floatie.

Cecily, true to her declaration, returned, having greatly extended the lead Famu had gained on Fang.

"Reeni, it's up to you! Get it to Mash!"

"Mm. Reeni, will do my best!"

The two exchanged a high-five. A sharp 'pachin' sound echoed. Reeni started off. The spectators applauded Cecily's performance. She raised her hand bashfully, and cheers were added to the applause. She headed towards me.

"Hey, why isn't Reeni wearing her floatie?!"

Before I could praise her, she erased the smile she had for the crowd and started protesting. Please, I wish you would smile at me a little more.

"Because she wanted to."

"Do you even want to win?"

"I do. But it's meaningless unless it's the result of everyone giving their all. The five of us are one."

"Honestly... you always try to smooth things over by saying things like that."

Hearing my words, Cecily sighed and shifted her gaze to the swimming Reeni. Her pace was slow, but her flutter kick was as intense as ever. In the meantime, Avea finished.

"Damn, I fell for Cecily's cheap provocation and went out too fast..."

Beers exchanged a high-five with the dejected Avea.

"Leave the rest to me. This much is barely a handicap."

Leaving behind uncharacteristically reliable words, Beers started swimming. There was no power like Fang's or Avea's. But his stroke was smooth. His breathing was good. He was fast. Meanwhile, Reeni kept swinging her arms until she ran out of breath. Then, she would take a breath. The way she lifted her face wasn't quite enough.

She swallowed some water and started coughing while treading water. After catching her breath, she resumed the crawl.

"Reeni, don't panic!"

I shouted, and from among the spectators, voices followed, shouting, "Go, Reeni!"

As if responding to the cheers, her flutter kick grew stronger. The powerful kicking force unique to the rabbit-eared race. The flutter kick was her strong point. However, in that time, Beers closed the distance and easily overtook Reeni before reaching the buoy. He quickly turned around the buoy and headed for the goal at an increased pace.

Watching that, I headed to the starting point with Mizuki. The cheers calling Reeni's name continued to grow. Eventually, it became a 'Reeni' chant. She switched to treading water at the buoy, taking a break, breathing hard. As I watched her, Beers returned. He then exchanged a high-five with Mizuki.

"We've won!"

he declared, showing off a victory pose to the crowd. The crowd responded with a storm of boos.

"Wh... why..."

As Beers's shoulders slumped in disappointment, the 'Reeni' chant erupted again. She had resumed swimming after her rest. Shizuka came up close by.

"I'll go help if she's in trouble. But she will definitely reach the goal, so Mash, get ready to welcome her."

Her words were contradictory, but they were filled with concern and hope for Reeni. She had a maternal side to her, too. I found it endearing.

"You can decide on the rescue, Shizuka. But Reeni will get here on her own strength."

"Yeah, I know."

She patted my chest. In that time, Reeni swam towards the goal. Her pace had dropped considerably since she started. Her only weapon, the powerful flutter kick, was now only making modest splashes. But contrary to that, the cheers for Reeni were growing louder. They must be reaching her. Her bunny ears must be hearing the cheers. I glanced at Mizuki, who hadn't started even after high-fiving Beers.

"We've won,"

Mizuki repeated what Beers had said.

"You're right. A complete and utter defeat. Mizuki-sama."

"But I was wrong. I made them practice at my pace. I should have let them take proper breaks, and I should have taught them treading water properly..."

Mizuki had seen through the reason why Aira, Fang, and Avea had struggled.

"You weren't wrong. You're the one who won. So hurry up and start to end the match."

I wanted to grope the dawdling Mizuki's butt. This was just sour grapes.

"Mash..."

"What is it?"

"Today was a lot of fun. But, it made me remember..."

Swimming must have made her think about her club activities and school life in her original world. Contrary to her words, she didn't look happy at all. Her expression looked like she was about to cry. Had she become homesick? I wanted to comfort her, but I couldn't think of the right words. I didn't know about her life in her original world.

Reeni was about a third of the way there. She was resting again, treading water. She was taking deep breaths over and over. Her face was contorted in pain. She had decided to swim. I wanted her to get here on her own strength. I didn't want to lose because she retired. I wanted to exchange that final high-five with her. The cheers for her were getting stronger. Next to me, Shizuka was also shouting Reeni's name over and over. Reeni resumed swimming. Applause erupted from the spectators. Little by little, she was getting closer to the goal.

"Man, you even got Reeni to swim, not to mention Famu."

"I'm not amazing. Reeni worked hard. You're working hard too, Mizuki."

Mizuki hugged me. I could feel her warm body temperature. Come to think of it, the sun's heat had weakened, and the water temperature had dropped considerably. She pressed her lips against mine. And then quickly pulled away. Unlike her body temperature, her lips left a slightly cool, yet soft sensation on mine.

Mizuki started. Her straight limbs cut through the water. After a while, she surfaced and began to swim with a supple form. She was overwhelmingly faster and more beautiful than anyone else. I was captivated by the sight. Gasps of admiration rose from the spectators. Lost in that voice, I heard the sound of Reeni's flutter kick. Sensing the goal, she was squeezing out the last of her strength. And then, she reached out her hand with all her might. I grabbed that hand and pulled her up. Immediately, Shizuka embraced her. She took a deep breath, her shoulders shaking heavily.

"Reeni, you did great!"

"Hah, hah, hah... Mash..."

She gasped out words between heavy breaths. Famu, Myra, and Cecily gathered around her.

"Alright, everyone, let's give Mash a pep talk to send him off!"

"What are you planning to do?"

She smiled mischievously at my question.

"Mash, win!"

Cecily slapped my back hard with her open hand. A loud 'pachin' sound echoed.

"Master, this will hurt, but I'm sorry! Please win!"

Famu closed her eyes and slapped my back with her open hand just like Cecily.

"Mash, this is for fighting spirit!"

Myra followed suit. There were three spots of heat on my back, and in my hand, the warmth of Reeni's hand from when I grabbed it at the goal.

Shizuka grinned and got ready to slap me.

"Alright, then, as Reeni's representative, I'll put a big maple leaf on your cheek..."

"Hold on, you're not involved."

I hastily started off, as if to escape from her. Mizuki had already made the turn and was on her way back. She would never hold back. But Famu and the others told me to win. I would swim with all my might. Even if I already knew the outcome. I passed Mizuki as she swam towards the goal. She was like a dolphin. I put all my strength into my arms, trying to close the gap with Mizuki by even a single second.



    Chapter 153

    The End of One Journey and the Third Summer Bird

    The swimming showdown ended with Mizuki's team winning, as I had no chance of catching up to the leading Mizuki. Afterwards, the spectator children, who were not satisfied with Mizuki's team's victory, rallied together and, along with our team, launched a water fight against Mizuki's team. In contrast to the children who could keep making a racket indefinitely, I, exhausted, was loafing around like a commander when a faction that had hoisted Reeni onto their shoulders staged a coup.

Famu stood before the children like the legendary monk Benkei, withstanding their fierce assault, but in the end, I was lifted up along with her and thrown into the river. While all this was happening, the sun set, the sky turned a dark blue, and stars began to twinkle.

We ended up having dinner with the families of the parents and children we had completely befriended, on the open deck of an inn lining the shore of Heilon Beach. The place was almost exclusively occupied by us, so I gave the staff a gold coin and made drinks my treat for all the customers. Here, the style was to get meat that the staff was grilling at a stall-like place and eat it as is or in a sandwich. You also got your drinks there.

"Mash, go get my portion,"

Aira commanded me with a haughty attitude.

"Guh, you just caused trouble for everyone and had nothing to do with the outcome of the match..."

"What? Are you planning to talk back to me, a mere servant?"

"...I will prepare your food and drink, Aira-sama."

The losers were only supposed to use '-sama,' there was no agreement about becoming servants. If only she had stayed in her swimsuit, I could have forgiven everything, but she had already changed.

"Work hard, Mash. My portion too!"

Beers added insult to injury.

"Yes, Beers-sama."

I went to get food for the two of them. When I got to the stall, Famu, Myra, Cecily, and even Reeni were there. We exchanged silent glances. We vowed to make them kneel before us soon.

Finally, I got a seat and could eat. The meat was seasoned with spices and was delicious, but it was tough, and I couldn't tell what kind of meat it was. I longed for soft, marbled beef. Had a man like Shusuke Maeda not been transferred to this world?

"Even lean meat is tender if it's young,"

Famu replied as I was explaining about Tsuruushi cattle. In that case, was the meat here from animals that had been used for other purposes and then repurposed for meat in their old age? Imagining their forms before they became meat made me lose my appetite, so I stopped thinking about it. She had been staring at my beer for a while now. It seemed she hadn't gotten her own drink.

"You go get an ale, quick."

I pretended not to notice her usual intention and drank my beer. If she took a big gulp far from the inn, it would be a pain to carry her back. After all, even if she got drunk and couldn't move, for some reason, no one would help me. I glanced at Mizuki and saw her tilting a wooden mug. 

"This is ale. It hardly has any alcohol in it!"

She had foam on her lips. What she was drinking was definitely beer.

"What?"

"It's nothing, Mizuki-sama."

I wiped her mouth. I turned my gaze back to Famu.

"Mmmmmm..."

She was looking at me with a resentful expression. I was about to reluctantly hand her the beer when I saw a group of five men enter the open deck. When a staff member went to tell them they were full, the man at the front stopped him and started walking towards me.

He was a man I recognized. It was the Chairman, the boss of Longhorn Street. The two bodyguards I had seen at his mansion were also there. Behind them was a white-furred dog-eared man I recognized. I didn't recognize the remaining slender man. He was a long-haired, swordsman-like man. Shizuka noticed the Chairman and walked up to him.

"Ciao ciao, Chairman-chan. Isn't it rare to see you in a place like this? What's up?"

she asked with her usual casualness. I didn't understand how she could talk so casually to such an intimidating man.

"Ah, I heard the ones making a racket on the beach were acquaintances of mine. You seem to be doing well."

The Chairman's gaze shifted to Reeni, who was munching on meat next to Claire.

"Not well at all! Mash has been keeping me on a leash, and I'm about to explode from the drought! Don't you miss me, Chairman-chan?"

Shizuka pressed her chest against the Chairman. I had only taken her in yesterday. As I was thinking that couldn't be possible, I noticed Famu was acting strangely. She was trembling as she looked at the dog-eared man. The dog-eared man also widened his eyes in surprise.

"What, you know each other..."

"Famu..."

Just as I was about to ask Famu, the man called her name.

"Chitchi... really... Chitchi!"

She knocked over her chair as she stood up and ran to the man she called Chitchi.

"Famu, I've heard about the village."

At that one sentence, she stopped and began to tremble again.

"Chitchi... I... I'm... Chitchi, I'm the only one, I'm so sorry!"

Famu started to cry. Chitchi embraced her.

"It's not your fault."

"There was a man who wanted me to introduce you, so I brought him."

The Chairman had come to my side before I knew it.

"Ah, yeah..."

My attention was stolen by the event in front of me, but I managed to reply.

My thoughts couldn't keep up with the suddenness of it all.

"Are you Mash? I'm Vassili, the leader of 'Lightning.' I heard an adventurer with a dog-eared girl was frequenting Longhorn Street."

A hand was offered to me. I shook it absentmindedly. I recognized the name 'Lightning' and remembered the incident from that one night.

"Hey, what's going on? Why are you so flustered?"

Cecily asked me, her brows furrowed.

"Ah, this is the Chairman, the boss of Longhorn Street. And that dog-eared man is the one we saw on Longhorn Street the other day..."

"Hmm... and why is he hugging Famu?"

She sent a suspicious glance at the Chairman and Vassili.

"That's what I'd like to know."

"I just brought him because he asked me to introduce you. My business is done, so I'll be heading back."

The Chairman and the two bodyguards left the establishment. Vassili bowed to their retreating backs.

Around a small table sat the members of Levante, plus Vassili and Chitchi. It annoyed me that Chitchi was holding the still-crying Famu's shoulder as if to comfort her. It also annoyed me that Famu wasn't sitting next to me. The seat that was her designated spot was empty. Beers, reading the room poorly, sat there.

"That dog-eared guy is the one who started a fight on Longhorn Street the other night, right? Is he in trouble with the victim demanding compensation?"

Beers whispered to me. I felt a little saved by his cheerfulness. The gazes of Mizuki and the others, who didn't understand the situation at all, were still sharp.

"It's hard to talk when you're all so on guard..."

Vassili shrugged.

"Don't mind these two old guys. More importantly, what's going on? Why is Famu crying?"

"We received information that a man with a dog-eared slave had appeared on Longhorn Street. He said he was an acquaintance of the Chairman, so we had him introduce us. Is that the girl?"

Vassili directed Cecily's question to Chitchi.

"That's right. I'll take it from here. She's from the same village as me. Her name is Famiim Okita."

"What did you say?"

Besides me, all the members of Levante were surprised.

"Why are you surprised too, Mash?!"

Mizuki scolded me, but I couldn't help it if I didn't know. When Famu and I started adventuring, I looked at her character sheet. It should have just said 'Famu.' She was just a normal girl with no profession. My eyes met Myra's. She also shook her head with a look of disbelief. But on second thought, my character sheet's name was just 'Mash.' It was probably possible to fake it if some kind of power was at work. Did the surname 'Okita' mean she was a descendant of Okita Soji? No, she could use a special skill that only transfer students and their descendants could use. So that must be it. But why was it hidden, and why did she try to hide it?

Did being from the same village mean he was also in the village during the attack?

"Don't worry about the surname Okita. The village we lived in was called Okita Village, and everyone who lived there had the surname Okita,"

Chitchi said, as if sensing my question.

"It was early winter last year. The village was preparing for winter when it was attacked by bandits. I had already become an adventurer and left the village."

"...The people who resisted, like my father and mother... Nick tried to save Sam... The survivors were captured. And sold as slaves. But I was the only one saved by Master... I became happy, I was the only one..."

Famu continued Chitchi's words.

"Famu... It's okay. It's not your fault."

"B-but..."

She remained gloomy, letting out sobs. Chitchi patted her back. The sight made my skin crawl.

"I found out about this last month. We were based in this city, but for the past year, we've been on an expedition to a dungeon in a southern city. That's why I'm asking Vassili to help me track down the whereabouts of the villagers we got separated from."

Famu must have passed through this city as a slave. She and Chitchi must have just missed each other.

"So that girl is one of them?"

Chitchi nodded at Vassili's words.

"Is Sam... is Sam okay?"

"We haven't found her. But I heard from someone we rescued that she wasn't with them when they arrived in this city,"

Chitchi answered Famu's question.

"A long time ago, my village was attacked too. Are the dog-eared people you saved also from there?"

Fang, who had been standing and listening to our conversation, asked, and Chitchi nodded.

"How much did you buy Famu for?"

Chitchi asked me.

"Huh?"

"I want to buy her back. She is a necessary person for the village."

"Please wait. It is true that I was bought by Master. However, Mizuki, who is here, has a strong aversion to such hierarchical relationships. Master is the same. That way of speaking is a grave insult to Master."

Were the others besides me and Mizuki different? I thought Famu, Cecily, and Aira's way of thinking would have changed since they had been slaves once.

"So you say, but you're hiding the Slave Mark with that arm cover, aren't you? Of all things, with that light blue color."

"I asked him to buy this color for me."

After replying to Chitchi, she slid off her arm cover.

"...I see. Famu was an Arbiter."

"An Arbiter?"

"He saw through your quality. She has the ability to discern what is right. In the village, when there was a dispute, it was the Arbiter's job to discern the problem and guide it to the right path. She was given that role by the village elder. And she was to become an elder herself one day."

Chitchi answered my question. Was an Arbiter something like a judge? Still, what kind of village would push such a big role on a child like Famu? She certainly had a sharp insight that could make me tremble. She didn't seem to be capable of any subterfuge, but given her well-bred personality, I could see her being a candidate for an elder.

"Then, I would like to ask again. Could you return her to us? I want you to release her."

He bowed his head. I didn't know what to say and just stared at him.

"Chitchi, I'm a coward and a cheat. Just like I was, the people of the village are still suffering. But being by Master's side was so fun, so warm, so bright, and so comfortable. So I pretended not to know. I should have gone to look for everyone when Master freed me. But you found me, Chitchi. I, I..."

Famu's shoulders began to tremble again.

"That's, Famu. You found it too. I understand. It's the instinct of a city dog. No one can go against that impulse. But I want you to become a symbol to gather the villagers back to the village again,"

Chitchi replied. Mizuki elbowed me. She was telling me to say something. But before I could speak, Famu opened her mouth.

"That's not it. I'm selfish. I was just pretending to serve Master. I fell in love with Master. I was just deceiving myself about that feeling. ...I'm a fake."

Is that why she wanted to wear the light blue outfit? More samurai than a samurai. More of a follower than a follower. It was as if it was the way of life of Okita Soji himself.

"That's why I can't do it for the sake of the village. I can't face the people of the village!"

Famu stood up, ran out of the establishment, and dashed towards the beach.

I chased after Famu, running along the sandy beach. The trees lining the street had lanterns hanging from them, so it wasn't that dark. However, the closer I got to the water's edge, the dimmer it became, and the boundary between the water and the shore melted into the darkness. She continued to run along that boundary.

"Stop, Famu!"

"I won't stop!"

Hearing my voice, Famu accelerated. After all that swimming during the day, her stamina was unbelievable. I couldn't catch up.

My foot got caught in the water. In that moment, I tumbled.

"Wap!"

I plunged into the shallows and got soaked. Sand got into my mouth, and I spat it out.

"Master!"

She dutifully came back, worried, so I lunged and hugged her.

"L-let go of me! I can't be by your side anymore!"

"Don't be ridiculous! Where do you think you're going, leaving me behind?"

She struggled, so I hugged her tighter so she wouldn't break free. In that moment, we both fell into the shallows. I got on top of her and held her down.

"Don't be ridiculous! You! Don't be ridiculous! If you're gone, you think I can keep adventuring?! If this is a world where you can't be happy, I'll summon Laciel over and over and rain down arrows on every city around here! I'll destroy this world!"

I should have said something witty. I should have calmed her down. But I could only shout, throwing my emotions at her.

"M-Master... I won't run anymore. It hurts."

"...Sorry..."

I loosened my hands holding her down.

We sat down at the water's edge. The night breeze felt cold on our wet clothes and skin. Across the river, I could see the city walls of Heilon. Above the walls was a faint city light. The fortress was visible as if floating in that light. Just the other day, I had dinner with Marmi. I wished her best friend, Famu, was here. But she had already left for Miglutt.

"My days with you were so precious that I had to lie to myself. But when I thought about the people of the village, what I was doing was wrong. When I thought about my father and mother, I shouldn't have been the only one to be happy."

She was aimlessly digging in the sand. I wonder if there were any edible shells.

"Hey, don't be stupid. It's not your fault the village was attacked. You're allowed to be happy. You're allowed to do what you want. Your parents and the people of the village aren't such narrow-minded people. They tried to protect you, praying for your happiness."

"That's a lie. How can you know the feelings of people you've never met? Don't try to coax me with empty words."

"I can tell just by looking at you. The gentleness and kindness you have don't grow unless you're loved by those around you. You say you're alone, but the people of the village are still living on inside you. Don't ever forget that!"

She leaned against me. Our cold arms touched.

"You don't understand me at all!"

"Ugh... I'm trying my best with you, Famu. But why didn't you say anything? You wanted to go look for your villagers, right?"

"I can't do that. You have a duty, Master. I didn't want you to cast it aside. Ten years is just a blink of an eye."

"Don't talk so high and mighty when you've only lived for a little over ten years. Children should act like children and ask adults for help! I might not be able to defeat the Demon Lord. But I can at least grant your wish."

"I'm not a child anymore! Weren't you the one who made me an adult, Master?! It's too late now. Besides, I wasn't the only one sold in Richel. I don't know what happened to the slave trader either. Just confirming everyone's safety would use up all the time you've been given."

I remembered the tent where she had been sold. I tried to go in but was overwhelmed by the unique atmosphere and gave up out of fear. And then, I met her, in a cage next to it. If I had gone in then, I might have been able to check on the villagers. The slave trader who came to Richel had just bought slaves from the Crimson Brigade. He wasn't guilty, but I still regret having overlooked it.

"Famu, I'm sorry. I should have been more attuned to your feelings."

She shook her head.

"That's not it. You're fine as you are, Master. I didn't want to say it. Being by your side was so comfortable, I didn't want to involve you. But with everyone in the village suffering, it was something I couldn't allow myself. But I want to be by your side, Master. I want to be with you forever."

"Famu, I will defeat the Demon Lord. And I will break the curse that says I can only live for ten years. In the cities we visit, I will also search for your villagers. It's only been a little over a month, but since I came to this world, I've been with you. I want you to be with me from now on too."

"Master..."

I touched her hand. We held on tight. Just then, I heard voices calling for me and Famu. They must have come looking for us since we hadn't returned.

"Famu, let's run away."

I took her hand and stood up.

"Why? Everyone is worried."

she said, puzzled.

"Take off your shoes. We're swimming to the other side."

"So why are we running away?"

"We're eloping."

"...If that's the case, I'll follow you."

"There's freedom on the other side of the river. I'm confident I can swim to the other side. Can't you?"

"Mmph! The crawl is impossible, but I can do the doggy paddle."

"Alright, let's swim then. I'll teach you the breaststroke."

I plunged into the water. Famu followed. It was colder than during the day. Still, I pushed on, and eventually, we reached a point where our feet couldn't touch the bottom. Both Famu and I started swimming towards the other shore.

"It's cold. You'll get cold, Master."

I ignored her words and kept swimming. It was calm and didn't have waves like the sea, but the current seemed stronger the deeper we went. We were being carried downstream. I had only briefly explained the breaststroke, but she mastered it easily.

"I like this swimming style more than the crawl. I can swim without putting my face in the water, so my ears don't get wet."

There were still some clumsy parts, but by the time we reached the other side, she seemed like she would be better at it than me. The moon was rising from the eastern sky, illuminating the water's surface. It was a bright moon, between a full and a half moon.

"Master, I think I'll go talk to Chitchi again tomorrow,"

Famu's voice had become a little brighter.

"I'll go with you."

"No, I think it's better if we talk alone. I'll tell you what we discussed later, Master."

"I won't allow you to be alone with a man!"

"I'm always the one who's jealous of you, Master, so I feel like this is a first for this kind of development."

Famu finally smiled.

"You... no way..."

"N-no! I only have you, Master!"

"You panicked a little there."

"Even when there's nothing shady going on, my heart still pounds in situations like this..."

"That's right. So, be a little kinder to me next time."

"...Yours is real, so I'm not really convinced. Please make sure there isn't a next time!"

That was a request I couldn't grant.

"Famu, I want you to be with me from now on."

"Master..."

Famu switched to treading water. I hugged her. And then, I kissed her.

"Master, I will follow you from now on."



    Chapter 154

    The End of the Escape and a New Problem

    My escape with Famu was a short-lived affair that lasted only until we reached the opposite bank. Mizuki and the others were waiting for us, and we were caught in an instant.

"I've never seen anyone try to escape by swimming so brazenly across a river!"

Mizuki exclaimed. But I had to wonder, had she ever actually seen anyone try to escape by swimming across a river before? Apparently, they had spotted us under the moonlight, making a ruckus on the sandy beach before splashing noisily into the water. Then they just took a ferry to get ahead of us. Now, we were back at the inn, forced to sit seiza-style, Famu and I side-by-side.

"Are you an idiot? Why didn't you come back?"

Mizuki demanded. As a result of our little getaway, the gathering on the open deck had been disbanded. It seemed the discussion with Vassili and the others would have to wait for another time. Fang and Beers had vanished into the night on Longhorn Street, leaving just the members of Levante, plus Shizuka and Reeni, in this room. Claire had been taken back to the trading company by Avea.

"There's no reason. It was the impulse of youth."

"How old are you?"

"S-seventeen..."

"Seventeen years and how many hundred months?"

"..."

I was at a loss for words. Next to Mizuki, Myra was folding her fingers, trying to calculate her own age in decades of months. I desperately wanted to point out that she'd never have enough fingers to reach triple digits, but I held my tongue, knowing it would only add fuel to the fire.

"I... I just wanted freedom!"

"I've met a lot of people since coming to this world, but I've never seen anyone more free than you, Mash,"

Mizuki said with a sigh.

"I'm not free at all. I want to build a world where I can gather all the beauties from around the globe and do lewd things."

"M-Master! That's going too far! I only followed you because I heard we were eloping!"

I was just trying to say something random to dodge questions about Famu, but she went and stopped me.

"Isn't this enough? What do you plan to do with any more beautiful women?"

Cecily asked, confidently counting herself among them.

"It's not nearly enough. Besides, you're planning on leaving me, aren't you?"

She was right, but I still wanted to consider future possibilities.

"Mash, just how many girlfriends do you have right now?"

Shizuka chimed in. I maintained my right to remain silent.

"Spit it out,"

Mizuki said in a low voice.

"...Famu, Mizuki, Cecily, Aira, Riley, Laciel, Hyakka, Myra, Claire."

I figured I didn't need to count Mash-kun since that was Mizuki.

"That's way too many in less than two months! What is wrong with you?"

"And don't forget Kalpana and Mo. Come to think of it, there was Avea, too... Honestly, this is just absurd,"

Myra added.

"Mo is different!"

Famu retorted.

"You've been getting angry right alongside us, but don't forget you're one of the ones being scolded, Famu."

"Oh! Right,"

Famu said, her head dropping at Mizuki's reminder. She put on a demure, repentant look, but she seemed somewhat happy. Her tail wagged a few times.

"Shizuka-chan is your girlfriend too!"

"You've got Ko-kun, don't you?!"

"You know you really want to do it with me!"

Shizuka puffed out her cheeks.

"Reeni isn't included... Am I being aba—"

"I'm not abandoning you, so don't worry."

She gave a little nod. She'd been sitting on the bed rubbing her eyes for a while now. If possible, I didn't want her hearing this kind of conversation. I wondered if I was the only one who felt that way, but then I noticed Mizuki also had a slightly disgusted look on her face. In our original world, we would have been strangers with different values, but having been thrown into this one, it seemed we'd become comrades who shared the same perspective.

"Well, if an orgy isn't about to start, I think I'll head back to my room."

Shizuka stretched with a yawn. She then lightly patted Reeni on the head. Reeni took her hand and stood up.

"Tonight, I'll tell you the story of the first time I was raped."

"I've heard that one already. It's a little sad, so I don't like it."

"Oh, right. Well then, I'll tell you about the 48 techniques to make someone climax and the 52 sexual positions. If you only learn how to get off, sex becomes a chore, so it's important to learn positions that feel good too."

"Okay."

Reeni nodded at Shizuka's depraved words. I really needed to separate Reeni from Shizuka as soon as possible. But since I was currently being lectured, I couldn't say a thing.

"Call me when you're having sex. I'll come running anytime!"

Shizuka said as she led Reeni out of the room. I couldn't tell if she was a good mother figure or just a pervert. As I stared at the door the two had just left through, Mizuki brought her face close to my ear.

"Any more than this, and it's really going to be a problem. ...Was it really not enough, with just me and Famu?"

When she asked me so seriously, I found myself at a loss for an answer.

"What are you trying to cozy up to him for?"

"I'm not, I'm not!"

Cecily's accusation made Mizuki quickly pull away, shaking her head.

"So, what are you two planning to do?"

Cecily asked us.

"Tomorrow, I'll go see Chicchi by myself and talk to her."

"Will you be okay?"

"Yes. I'm calm now. Master taught me something important. In the end, everyone has to find happiness together. I've learned that 'everyone' includes me, too."

Famu nodded.

"And what about your promise for a date with me?"

She shifted her gaze to me.

"Actually, I've arranged to borrow two horses from the Mateo Trading Company."

I'd asked Mercedes after morning practice.

"When?"

"Tomorrow."

"Okay. That might be perfect, actually. Vassili gave me this to hold onto."

I took the wax-sealed letter from her.

"It's an invitation to a luncheon. The King of Heilon wants to meet with you unofficially at a castle south of the city."

I broke the seal and checked the letter. I was surprised by the date written on the invitation.

"Why would Vassili have this...? And it's for tomorrow?"

"Apparently, the guild received an invitation addressed to you, Mash, but since you disappeared after the C-rank exam, they put out a request for him to find you."

Famu peered at the invitation.

"It says if we decline, we need to send a reply to the castle in Heilon by today."

"If I try to go refuse now, I'll probably be arrested as a suspicious person..."

If I had known this was going to happen, I should have just gone to meet him with Marmi when she invited me.

"Vassili said it's even farther than Chairman's farm, so we'll need horses to get there."

The map included with the invitation didn't mention the farm, but it seemed we just had to follow the main road south, so we were unlikely to get lost. We weren't prepared, so showing up with everyone was out of the question. Famu had to go see Chicchi, too. Even if she was going to talk to her alone, it would be better if someone was nearby. I should leave Myra and Mizuki in town. I could probably just ignore the invitation, but it was known that Marmi and I had a connection. I felt bad that this might cause friction between her and the King of Heilon. She, at least, intended to be on good terms. The fact that Vassili had been holding onto the invitation was also a problem. I didn't know him well, so I didn't really care, but I wanted to avoid giving Famu's people a bad reputation.

"...Is that an okay place for a date?"

"We can go somewhere else. I'll leave the decision to you, Mash. Anyway, I forgive you both. I'm tired, so I'm going to bed."

Cecily flopped onto the bed.

"...I'm over it, too. Looks like tomorrow will be busy anyway."

Aira followed Cecily toward the bed.

"Hey, Aira, you got something to do tomorrow?"

"'Hey? Aira?'"

Aira turned back.

"My sincerest apologies, Aira-sama. Might you please inform me of your plans for tomorrow?"

"Nothing..."

Was it really necessary to make me rephrase the whole thing just for a two-syllable answer? Aira covered a yawn with her hand and collapsed onto the bed. The remaining Mizuki and Myra looked at each other.

"Did we solve anything?"

"Not at all, right?"

The two of them sighed.



    Chapter 155

    The Road to the Luncheon and Two Backstories

    The olive groves continued, stretching on endlessly. The sun was getting stronger. I was starting to think this scenery would go on forever and we'd never reach the castle. As long as we kept the horses at a walking pace, their movements were gentle. The slight swaying was rather pleasant. Beside me, Aira was also letting her horse plod along drowsily. I felt like I could continue this three-person horseback trek forever. From behind me, Cecily wrapped her arms around my waist and even leaned her head against my back. And to think she complained it was too hot when I did the same thing to her.

"Cecily."

"Hm?"

"Make up with Aira."

My eyes met Aira's.

"...Make up with Aira-sama."

"No."

They'd probably make up on their own if I left them alone, but I wanted to solve this problem now. I couldn't bear the thought of this tension lasting through the ride back.

"I wonder if Famu's okay..."

"Huh? Why are you thinking about another girl when you're with me right now?"

"R-Right. By the way, Cecily, why did you become an adventurer?"

I hastily changed the subject.

"No big reason. I was thinking of becoming a pharmacist, but I had older brothers and sisters at home, and when I went to the church, I was able to become a mage."

Her original profession was pharmacist. The fact that she went to the church to change it must mean something happened.

"You had brothers and sisters?"

"Yeah, two older brothers and two older sisters. They're all in the imperial capital now."

Aside from Myra and Aira, she was the only one in the party with family. What would have happened if her family had been in Richel when she was branded an enemy of the gods? The thought was a little terrifying. It was probably best not to use Goddess Summon on people if I could help it. The fact that she was the youngest sister came as a surprise. She liked to take care of people, and her words often had a hint of a big-sister feel to them. Maybe that was just a front. I glanced at Aira. Both were younger sisters, but comparing her to Cecily, Cecily seemed more like the older one, despite their actual ages.

"Aira-sama, you need to get along with Myra and Cecily."

"I won't."

She also shot me down with a single word. I wished they'd stop ganging up on me in weird ways.

"Why not! You're a total big-sister-worshipper, Aira-sama. You have the same hairstyle, wear the same clothes, the same accessories, carry the same weapon. You even used to go dungeon diving with Aidan, didn't you?"

"I did at first, but eventually it was just Myra who went."

"For someone who stopped, your mace handling is remarkably similar."

Neither of them was particularly strong. The way they gripped their heavy maces and skillfully swung them using centrifugal force was identical. When it came to weapon handling and healing powers, Myra was superior on a level comparable to her bust size, but I kept that to myself, knowing Aira would definitely get upset if I said it.

"I trained by fighting with my sister."

"...You fight by hitting each other with maces?"

What in the world was she talking about?

"Yeah, but we stop just short of hitting, so we don't get hurt."

She said it with a completely straight face. I could understand sparring with short swords or fists, but was it even possible to stop a full swing with a heavy weapon just before impact?

"...And we can heal, so."

Aira muttered in a voice I could barely hear. Could it be that the two of them had gotten stronger through their fights? They really were a terrifying pair of sisters. And Myra, too. She was beautiful, kind, caring, and had a playful, cute side, but my impression of her was about to change. Famu was one thing, but it seemed I'd better not anger or trouble Myra either. In contrast, my impression of Aira hadn't changed at all. Even if Myra nagged her a bit as an older sister, I couldn't imagine her starting a fight. It must have been Aira who instigated them.

"How long are you going to keep talking to Aira?"

a voice said from behind me. She was still angry, it seemed.

"Hey..."

"Hm?"

"I won't try to stop you from going to the magic academy anymore. And I know you'll have to leave the party for a while. But I don't want it to be over when we get to Miglutt."

"Then why won't you say it to me, huh?!"

Cecily hugged me tightly.

"I'm saying it now."

"No, you're not!"

Her grip tightened.

"He hasn't said it to me, either,"

Aira added.

"Said what?"

"I don't know. I hate you."

"...You two really do get along, don't you?"

Come to think of it, I feel like Mizuki said the same thing. I think it was about Famu.

"Wait, do you two want to play the nipple-guessing game?"

"What are you talking about?!"

Cecily lifted her head and tried to pull away from me.

"...That's not it?"

"It's not!"

After Cecily answered, I checked with Aira too.

"I'm fine with it, as long as it's before we do it."

"Alright, then next time we do it!"

Aira nodded. I wasn't sure what 'it' was, but as long as it was before, it was apparently fine. However, that didn't seem to be the right answer.

"...Maybe you want to wear Laciel's panties or something."

"What have you been talking about this whole time?!"

Cecily snapped. Well, she'd been angry this whole time, really. Maybe it wasn't about Famu. As I pondered this, the sound of clashing metal rang out. Up ahead on the road, I could see a single carriage. A battle was taking place around it. Metal armor and naked blades flashed, reflecting the sunlight.

"Looks like a fight. What a pain... can we go around?"

I scanned our surroundings. The view was wide open. The fighting was confined to that one spot, and there were no other people in sight. It didn't seem like we'd get caught up in it. I didn't want to get involved in a fight between humans. It could be a bandit attack, but there was no way to be sure. It was a single road. Furthermore, the olive trees were planted far apart and were too short to provide cover. Hiding and waiting for it to pass wasn't an option.

"We have to help them, they're being attacked by goblins!"

At Cecily's words, I took another look and saw that the attackers were indeed monsters. Five goblins. All five had bows on their backs, but right now they were attacking people with swords. There seemed to be two people fighting back. One person was already down. Since we were on horseback, I wanted to launch a surprise cavalry charge, but with my current skills, that was impossible, and these were the Mateo Trading Company's horses. If a horse got injured, it could be a bigger problem than if I got hurt myself. I took out my bow.

"Aira, come with me. Cecily, provide support from the rear. And keep an eye out for reinforcements."

"It's Aira-sama."

Neither Aira nor I were skilled riders. We dismounted, left the horses with Cecily, and approached at a brisk pace. The combatants seemed to have noticed our presence. Two goblins switched from swords to bows and loosed arrows at us. The distance was great enough that we had plenty of time to dodge. I fired back as I closed in. My arrow missed the monster completely and stuck in the carriage behind them. Just as the monsters were about to loose a second volley, a fireball rained down on them. The goblins abandoned their attack to evade. It was from Cecily. I turned to see that she, who I thought was far behind, had brought the horses right up to us.

"Mash! Now's your chance!"

Even before Cecily shouted from horseback, Aira was already running. Their coordination was perfect. While the monsters were distracted by Aira's approach, I loosed a second arrow. Aided by wind magic, it pierced a goblin's shoulder. Aira closed in on the uninjured goblin. It hastily fired an arrow, which her mace batted away. Without losing momentum, she spun her body and slammed a powerful blow into the goblin. The monster let out a death cry. Then, she faced the goblin that had been wounded by my arrow. Just as the monster was about to switch back to its sword, a fireball struck it squarely. While the two of them finished off the monsters, I went to help the two who were clashing swords. I switched my weapon to my katana and ran toward them. One of them slashed at me, and I raised my katana to block it. Then, I aimed a kick at its calf. Seeing the goblin's posture crumble, I shoved it back. As it staggered away, Aira brought her mace crashing down. Kicking attacks seemed to be more effective than I thought.

"Aira-sama, get the one on the ground!"

"Got it."

I circled around to the back of the goblin fighting the knight.

"My thanks for the assistance,"

the knight called out.

"Are you alright over there?!"

I was about to slash at it from behind when the knight it was facing collapsed as if out of strength. The monster turned and swung at me. I had been leaning forward to attack, but I managed to stop myself at the last second and backstep to dodge. The monster's swing had been too wide, and it stumbled. I didn't miss the opening and cut it down with a diagonal slash. I moved behind the last remaining goblin. It hesitated its attack, wary of my movements, and in that moment of opportunity, the knight thrust their sword forward. The five goblins vanished.

"...My thanks for the assistance,"

the sole remaining knight said again. I couldn't see their face through the armor, but it was a woman's voice. I started to check if she was alright, but stopped. She was leaning on her sword, breathing heavily through her shoulders. Blood was flowing from her elbow. I turned my gaze to Aira.

"Aira-sama, is the one on the ground okay?"

"He's badly injured, but he'll live."

Cecily brought the horses over.

"Doesn't look like there are any more enemies."

We both nodded. The battle with the goblins reminded me of the time with Mizuki, and when Aidan had us fight them. I had been half-lying on the ground back then, and I remember being truly terrified. But now, I even had a sense of composure. Had I grown stronger? Or had my sense of fear just become numb? I sheathed my sword.

I'd heard a rumor somewhere. A luncheon was being held at a castle to the south. It seemed they were attacked while transporting food for it. Not that it looked like a large amount. Half the space was probably taken up by the knights themselves. It appeared they were invited guests as well. Aira was now riding in their carriage, treating the wounded as we headed for the castle. With two of their guards down and one injured, there was no one left who could fight. They asked us to escort them to the castle. Besides the three knights, there was a well-dressed but elderly nobleman and an equally old driver, neither of whom looked like they could participate in a fight. We followed behind their carriage on our two horses. With Aira in the carriage, I was riding with Cecily.

"They're going to the same place we are, right? I wonder if the people in the carriage are attending, too?"

Cecily brought her horse closer and asked in a low voice. The road was packed earth, but the ruts were deep and littered with small stones, causing the wheels to bounce violently and make a loud noise. With the sound of the horses' hooves as well, I doubted anyone else could hear her even if she didn't whisper.

"Probably."

"Is it okay to attend in these clothes?"

She was wearing her usual black one-piece robe. I didn't have any clothes suitable for a castle invitation either. We washed them daily with water magic, so they were cleaner than the average commoner's clothes. But compared to what they would be wearing, both the fabric and quality were different.

"They don't realize we're invited too, do they?"

We had only told them we were heading south. We agreed to accompany them for now, but we also told them we'd flee if we encountered three or more enemies. Since monsters rarely attack a carriage in such small numbers, that meant if we ran into anything, we'd be running away. The olive groves had ended, and we were now passing through a forest. Just as I was thinking how much it would suck if monsters were hiding here, a spire came into view.

"That must be our destination."

Cecily seemed to have noticed it too. Soon, the entire structure became visible. It was the same as the castle north of Frucht, the town we'd stopped in before. It was a fortress, protected by high-piled stone walls.



    Chapter 156

    The Luncheon and the King of Heilon (Part 1)

    As the carriage approached, the castle gates opened. The female knight dismounted. She must have recovered thanks to Aira's treatment. Aira got out of the carriage as well.

"What about the other knights?"

"I gave them first aid,"

she answered. It seemed they weren't in any condition to move yet. At any rate, I was glad Aira was with us. Without her, we would have struggled against the goblins, and the knights might have died. While this was happening, the carriage entered the fortress. The remaining knight thanked us, offered a single gold coin, and went inside the castle. The gates closed.

We'd been magnificently shut out.

"Shall we go home..."

Aira nodded at my words. I was honestly a little annoyed, so I thought about shooting the invitation into the fortress with an arrow as proof that we'd come. I was worried about Famu, so getting back to the city sooner was a good thing.

"Wait, that's not right!"

Cecily shouted, trying to stop us.

"You say that, but they're the ones who shut us out. Besides, how are we supposed to face the guards now?"

Just standing in front of the gate was awkward. It looked like we were waiting around, grumbling that our escort fee was too low.

"I know, but—"

"We made an effort. Places like this just aren't for me anyway."

I gave a small shrug.

"If you're okay with it, Mash, then fine..."

"Alright, Aira-sama, you can ride behind whichever one of us you prefer."

When I said that, she surprisingly headed toward me. I offered her a hand and helped her up. Just then, the gate opened again. A guard came running up to us.

"Could you be Lord Mash?"

"Indeed. And the one riding behind me is Aira-sama."

The guard knight bowed deeply to Aira. He took her hand and helped her dismount. Cecily and I also got off our horses and led them by the reins through the gate. I handed the guard our invitation and the letter for the king from the Priest of Heilon that Myra had entrusted to me. Myra had gone to the temple early this morning to have it written. He accepted them reverently and passed them to another guard standing by.

Costumes were provided for the luncheon. They were more extravagant than the ones lent to us at the soiree in Frucht, with some parts I didn't even know how to wear. With the help of a castle servant, I finally finished getting dressed. Then, I headed to the room where Cecily and the others were. Only Cecily was in the room, having just finished getting dressed herself. Her hair was piled high, and on top of it sat a decorative hat with a feather ornament. She wore a light blue dress adorned with fine lace, its bodice cinched tightly. The skirt was voluminous, perhaps held up by wires.

"I'm not falling for that chest!"

Cecily covered her lavishly presented bosom.

"It's not like I asked for this!"

"...Well, whatever. Do a little spin for me."

Though embarrassed, Cecily gave a quick twirl. The hem of her skirt lifted lightly and swayed.

"Mm. Cute. You look like Marie Antoinette."

"Who's that? As for you, Mash... it doesn't suit you at all."

"Hmph. *I* am the state."

I spun around and struck a pose, which made Cecily burst out laughing. I understood the sentiment. I was wearing white tights and a navy blue cape that felt like a blanket. And a long, curly wig. It was hot, and just standing there made sweat bead on my skin. I was also equipped with a rapier decorated with gold. When I drew it, I saw it had a proper blade. I wanted to take it home as a souvenir for Famu or Mizuki.

"Where's Aira?"

"I don't know. I think she was taken to a different room?"

After a little while, a castle servant came to call for us, and we followed his lead to Aira's location. I offered Cecily my elbow, and she took my arm. We smiled at each other and followed the attendant.

We found Aira in a room off to the side of a chapel. She was wearing what looked like silver chainmail, with a white surcoat over it. And to top it all off, she held a greatsword with jewels embedded in the pommel and crossguard. Though her surcoat didn't bear a cross emblem, she looked just like a crusader knight. She had been dressed in something completely different from us. Was this a costume party?

"Aira-sama, what is that outfit...?"

"They said it's what Akitsuki Uta wore."

"That sword, too?"

Aira nodded. Uta was the otherworlder hero from a hundred years ago. She had called for a Holy War, marched into the Demon Kingdom, and struck down the Demon Lord. When she drew the sword, a silver blade appeared. It wasn't reflecting light; it seemed to be emitting its own. We possessed the sword she had been holding in the church in Nieren, but this one was much larger.

"It looks incredibly powerful, but isn't it heavy?"

"The sword's a little heavy, but this chainmail is light,"

she replied. It must be made of some special metal.

"Hehehe, with this, I can win."

She smiled fiercely, holding the sword aloft.

"Who are you planning to beat?"

She didn't answer my question, just nodded in satisfaction before sheathing the sword. A priestess standing beside her took the weapon. She looked at Aira with deep emotion.

"It is the second coming of Uta-sama."

On the chapel wall was a fresco of a figure in the same attire as Aira, brandishing a sword. The figure had short hair and an androgynous look. It was likely a depiction of Uta, but I still thought she bore a resemblance to Mizuki.

"According to legend, Uta-sama and eight other otherworlder heroes visited this castle and declared a Holy War to the King of Heilon. The Holy War began from this very castle. When they left, their army numbered less than a hundred, but by the time they reached the old imperial capital, it had grown to over ten thousand."

The old empire hadn't been invaded by the Demon Kingdom at that time, so they must have launched their campaign from there. The priestess gazed at Aira and the fresco with a rapturous look in her eyes. She seemed like she'd get along with Myra. I should have brought her.

"Was it eight people including Uta?"

"No, nine in total."

One person short. The other heroes must have been summoned by the five goddesses. Unlike me, who was despairing just trying to find Ko-kun, she had managed to gather them all without any information. I wonder if there was some special method.

"Now then, everyone is waiting for you in the courtyard. Allow me to guide you."

The priestess began to walk, holding the sword horizontally against her chest. Was it okay for us to carry weapons like this? I suppose if I put mine in storage it'd be the same thing, so maybe it was better to carry it openly.

The priestess led the way, with Aira following her, and Cecily and I walking side-by-side behind them, forming a perfect triangle with Aira at the apex.

"Aira-sama, are the injured knights going to be alright?"

"They are fine. They have been treated and are now resting,"

the priestess answered in Aira's stead.

"Can't we somehow get them to give us the gear Aira's wearing?"

I whispered to Cecily.

"I don't know... even if we did, wouldn't it stand out so much that she'd just become a target for the enemy?"

It was true, our equipment was made of leather. We looked like common townsfolk. If I chose my own clothes, they'd be pathetically drab, but since Mizuki picked them out, they were decent enough. Still, she didn't dress outside the bounds of a commoner. The weapons Aidan made for us were high-performance but plainly decorated. If Aira showed up in that gear, everyone would be asking, "Who are you?"

"That could be interesting in its own way."

"Aira only wears what Myra wears, so she'll probably stop wearing it eventually."

"Is that so?"

I didn't know the reason, but was Aira trying to be more like Myra? Still, was it necessary to share equipment? In that case, the only one who could wear that gear would be Mizuki. But then I wouldn't be able to see her panties in battle, which was my only joy. Even if the gods wished for it, I did not. Still, I also felt like our current weapons didn't match the strength of the enemies we were fighting. My weapons hadn't worked against the Earth Dragon King. I did want to upgrade our equipment.

"Her underwear too?"

"You've seen them, haven't you, Mash?"

Come to think of it, they were of a similar style but different. Probably because the sizes were different. If I worked hard and helped Aira grow, would she start wearing the same things? I suddenly craved a sister-donburi bowl. I was currently wearing white tights, so I had to stop these lewd fantasies before things got out of hand.

The luncheon was being held in the courtyard. A giant canvas-like cloth had been set up to block the harsh sunlight. The fabric billowed and swayed in the gentle breeze. Beneath it, food was arranged on tables, and attendants were portioning it onto small plates according to the instructions of people dressed like us in noble attire. It seemed to be a buffet. Some people were sitting on the stone rim of the central fountain, chatting amiably. Counting only those in noble attire, there were probably about twenty people in total. The luncheon had already begun. An attendant approached and handed us glasses of wine. The priestess seemed to be accompanying us, still holding the sword. Since she was holding it with both hands, she couldn't drink or eat.

"Isn't that tough?"

"Oh no, please don't mind me."

For some reason, she answered cheerfully, but I couldn't help but feel concerned. Was she planning on sticking with us without eating or drinking? That would be awkward.

"If you want to eat or drink something, just let me know. I'll take over then."

"I am not permitted to touch the food at this gathering."

The priestess demurred. I had thought she was of high rank since she was wearing finer vestments than Myra and the others usually wore, but it seemed that wasn't the case.

"The leftovers will be for myself and the other attendants, so please, do not trouble yourself,"

she said, lowering her voice. So that's how it worked. But I wondered if anyone could hear that and not be troubled. Just as I was about to go get some food, a woman approached us.

"Thank you very much for your help earlier. And please accept my apologies for my rudeness."

She bowed her head deeply, but I didn't know what she was thanking me for, so I exchanged a look with Cecily.

"You know, from the goblin thing earlier..."

Aira said. It was true, her voice was familiar. She was the knight who had been fighting until the very end. I hadn't realized before because she was in full armor, but she was a young woman. Where she had been standing, there was now an elderly nobleman. It was the man from the carriage we had rescued.

"If you want to thank me..."

I was about to say she could pay me with her body, but my eyes met Cecily's and I stopped myself.

"Are you Lord Mash?"

"I am. And this is Aira-sama."

"O-Of course."

The knight bowed to Aira. Aira looked at me awkwardly. She was the one who had clearly stated that Cecily and I were her servants until today, so I needed her to step up. Aira shot me a look that said she wanted no part of it. Cecily and I pushed it back on her. A fierce battle of shirking leadership ensued.

"Then, is the purpose of your visit today another Holy War to reclaim the old imperial capital?"

"..."

So that's what this was about. I had no such plans, so being told "another"

just confused me. I suppose I should let Aira-sama have her say. Cecily and I both sent our gazes her way.

"...W-Well... that is... what should I say, uh, as for us, the Demon Kingdom is, well... that thing..."

As Aira's eyes darted around, her words trailing off into a jumbled mess, the door we had entered the courtyard through opened. A young man and a stern-looking, middle-aged man dressed like a priest entered. The young man was a handsome fellow who wore his white tights magnificently. The priest-like man radiated an air of authority. His stern face scanned the surroundings as if to intimidate everyone. The female priestess bowed her head deeply to them. The attendants followed suit, and then the seated nobles stood and bowed their heads as well. We were left standing there. The young man raised his hand slightly, and everyone lifted their heads. The chatter resumed, but I could tell that from the corner of their eyes, they were all watching the man's every move. He had to be the King of Heilon. An attendant approached and tried to hand the two a glass of wine. According to Myra's intel, the city of Heilon, due to its relationship with Miglutt, maintained that it was a city of the Empire and not aligned with the Demon Kingdom on the surface, but in reality, it was divided. Their political stance towards the Demon Kingdom was split between moderates and hardliners. The moderates were a faction, mainly composed of nobles, who sought to play their cards carefully while observing the shifting balance of power between the Empire and the Demon Kingdom. Most of the nobles here were likely moderates. Then there was the hardline faction, ready to go to war, who advocated for all manner of resistance and pressure against the Demon Kingdom. This faction was mainly comprised of church officials and the devoutly faithful. The priest serving behind the king was surely a hardliner. He was whispering in the ear of the king, who was accepting the wine, while looking at us. And there was a good chance we were thought to be allies of the hardliners because I had summoned Laciel. That's when it dawned on me—the noble we had just saved was probably a moderate, and he had acted that way because he knew who we were. The king stopped in front of us and raised his wine glass toward me.

"Are you enjoying yourself?"

"Yes. Thank you for inviting us today."

Myra had strongly advised me not to be too deferential, so I was at a loss for how to respond. For now, I decided to start with polite language and sent a look to Aira to join the king's toast. She reluctantly raised her glass along with me.



    Chapter 157

    The Luncheon and the King of Heilon (Part 2)

    The man said he wanted to talk for a bit, and we were led to a small room. It looked like a conference room, furnished with a luxurious wood-grain table and chairs, but it seemed we would be talking while standing. 

"I am Jolt, King of Heilon,"

the man announced.

"The gentleman behind him is Lord Holty,"

the priestess whispered to me. I wondered what kind of person Holty was. If he was the priest of Heilon's church, I was supposed to have met him already. But Myra had said the letter she'd given me was written by the priest. Could he teleport?

"He serves as the Chancellor. You would not have seen him at the church in Heilon,"

the priestess explained, seeming to have sensed my confusion.

"And you must be Mash. Who are these individuals?"

We hadn't broken our triangular formation with Aira at the center. Dressed like a Paladin, Aira would naturally appear to be our leader.

"This is Aira-sama."

Aira gave a slight nod. Her shoulders were trembling a little, perhaps from being overly nervous. Before meeting me, she had dreamed of a future married to Reed, becoming a noble herself. I decided to chalk this up to warrior's tremors and hoped she would persevere. However, pushing her past her limit would only earn me her resentment. It might be time to take over.

"...I see."

The King of Heilon nodded, but I wondered what he and the female knight from before were thinking. Did they believe Aira was an otherworlder too?

"I thank you for accepting our invitation to this luncheon. We could have held it at the castle in Heilon, but we both have our positions to consider. Besides, Holty insisted that this castle was the most fitting place for us to meet,"

the King of Heilon said, glancing at his chancellor, who gave a slight bow. A meeting at the castle in Heilon would carry official weight. Any statements made there could not be taken back. He probably wanted to gauge our intentions informally. For an informal meeting, though, a luncheon with twenty nobles seemed rather grand.

"But how did they know Uta was an otherworlder?"

Cecily muttered. It was true. Because I had summoned Laciel, anyone who saw it would at least think I had a connection to the goddesses. But according to Myra, no one had seen a god since the Great War of the Gods. I should be the only one with the Goddess Summon special skill.

"Otherworlder heroes possess three Divine Graces. In particular, those summoned by Lady Laciel are bestowed with a special grace upon their descent into this world. Namely..."

"The Yata no Kagami, the Kusanagi no Tsurugi, and the Yasakani no Magatama."

I finished the priestess's sentence. Sweat beaded in my clenched fists. We were searching for the lost staff, mirror, and Jar of Holy Oil, said to have been housed in the Ark. The mirror had been taken from Uta's coffin by Isaac. The Jar of Holy Oil was likely lost, as it was said that the goddess Rishal destroyed it during the Great War of the Gods, scattering mana across the world. And the staff was believed to have been in the possession of the old Empire's emperor. From the similarities between the monotheistic legends and the creation myths of my world, I had assumed the Three Sacred Treasures were one and the same. Based on the monotheistic myth that there were two stone tablets, I had thought Isaac's mirror and Famu's special skill, the Yata no Kagami, were a set. But the Three Sacred Treasures from the creation myths existed as separate special skills. Neither Mizuki nor I had been given any purpose or hints as to why we were transferred here. But I had believed that gathering these items would open a path for us. Yet, in the original myths, they weren't things to be gathered, but things that were bestowed. In both the monotheistic and creation myths, the hero wields the sacred treasures to found a nation. If the sacred treasures themselves were special skills—Divine Graces—then Mizuki and I had made the wrong choice from the very beginning. We weren't even at the starting line. By some stroke of luck, Famu had acquired the Yata no Kagami special skill. I wondered if there was anyone who had the other two. Even so, I vaguely recalled Laciel mentioning a higher-tier skill that combined special skills. Perhaps that was the skill needed to face the Demon Lord or the God of the End. But if Famu couldn't acquire all three special skills, then that skill was now unusable. Being expected to choose these three from that enormous list was an unreasonable demand. This was definitely something to protest to Laciel about, but Uta had chosen them without fail. And though she had defeated the Demon Lord, nothing in the world seemed to have changed afterward, and her life didn't appear to have been rewarded. There was no salvation in that. The stone tablet Isaac had taken was also a mystery. From now on, I would have to track the monotheistic sacred treasures and the creation myth treasures as separate items.

"So, you do possess them after all."

As I fell silent, she misinterpreted it and gazed at Aira with dazzling eyes.

"First, allow me to express my gratitude for your recent subjugation of the Demon Kingdom's privateer ship,"

the chancellor said. What was his position here? If he was from the church, that would make him a hardliner. But why was the church trying to confront the Demon Kingdom? Why did the Demon Lord have to be struck down by an otherworlder hero?

"No thanks are necessary. It was also a request from the Star Union Family of Miglutt,"

Aira replied. The King and the chancellor nodded.

"Control of the waterways is the lifeblood of our city. For a privateer ship to so easily sail upstream is a grave situation indeed."

The chancellor sighed and looked at the king. If they showed clear hostility toward the Demon Kingdom, it could become a pretext for an immediate military response. That was why Heilon couldn't send its navy to sweep them out. At the very least, they needed the solidarity of the surrounding cities, and above all, the Empire to be united. That cooperation was being disrupted by the Demon Kingdom's machinations. And the emperor was slow to act, showing no overt moves like dispatching troops to this city or Miglutt, which were on the front lines against the Demon Kingdom.

"The Demon Kingdom deployed an army of two hundred thousand to take the old imperial capital. We would be lucky to gather ten thousand soldiers. This city's strength alone cannot stand against the Demon Kingdom,"

the king replied. He seemed to be a moderate, while the chancellor appeared to be a hardliner. Of course, it was unlikely they belonged to clearly defined factions; I could imagine they were making difficult decisions from a complex set of options.

"So, I hear you heroes are heading to Miglutt. May I ask the purpose of your journey?"

the chancellor asked.

"A companion of ours is under a curse. We seek treatment at the Great Temple."

"...I see."

The chancellor nodded at Aira's answer. What he wanted to know was whether or not we intended to take military action against the Demon Kingdom. Specifically, he wanted to know about the possibility of a Holy War. The fate of Heilon would change dramatically based on that. But we had no intention of leading an army into the Demon Kingdom. Aira hadn't even considered it, so her honest answer unintentionally deflected the chancellor's question.

"We hear that Lady Laciel descended during the recent battle. We have also heard rumors of her descending on other occasions. Would it be possible for you to do so before us?"

"It is possible. However, there was once a person who wished for a descent to hear Lady Laciel's words. I granted their wish, but that person collapsed and was unable to even behold her form."

"The gods do not like to be tested, do they?"

The person who had collapsed should be cheerfully bouncing her breasts around Heilon today, but of course, Aira didn't mention that. It was better to let them think that anyone who wished for a descent would receive a fitting reward. In any case, Aira, who had been trembling at first, was now conversing with them with great composure. Myra was also composed, but perhaps due to her awareness of being a divine proxy, she had a tendency to speak intimidatingly, especially to those of high status. Aira had no such airs; her demeanor was soft. It seemed she had a talent for this kind of negotiation. However, upon closer inspection, I saw she was holding her hand out behind her, and Cecily was gripping it. I had been cruel to her. It would be too much to leave the negotiations to her any longer. I stood in front of Aira.

"We have no intention of openly declaring war and marching into the Demon Kingdom."

"So, you intend to march into the Demon Kingdom without a declaration of war?"

"I cannot say whether that will produce the result the Empire desires. In the first place, would it be so bad if Heilon became a city of the Demon Kingdom?"

The king and chancellor exchanged bitter smiles.

"It would not be bad, no. However, should that happen, the Empire, with its feet to the fire, would surely send its army. If that happens, any means of ruling this land peacefully would be lost. Our ideal is to have the Demon Kingdom withdraw from the old imperial capital."

This time, it was my turn to give a bitter smile. As I thought, the chancellor was not a complete hardliner. He was searching for a way to navigate the current situation. In that case, there was a possibility they would surrender the moment the Demon Kingdom sent its army to this city.

For about an hour, the talks continued, but we achieved nothing concrete. That's not to say my impression of them was bad. In fact, I found them more approachable and easier to talk to than the other nobles. I didn't have a strong impression of the King of Heilon. It seemed he had ascended to the throne at a young age, and the chancellor, Holty, had held the real power. He seemed to have gradually strengthened his authority as he aged, but I got the impression that the chancellor's influence was still strong. That didn't mean there was friction between them; it felt more like the chancellor was watching over the King of Heilon's growth. The impression was that of a master and student. Of course, this was just a feeling from a short time, so I didn't know the actual situation. And contrary to my initial perception, it seemed the King of Heilon was more eager to fight the Demon Kingdom, perhaps wanting to assert his presence both at home and abroad. Conversely, I found that the chancellor was more reluctant. But there was no reason for us to engage in any maneuvering. In the first place, I had no intention of getting involved in a conflict between the Empire and the Demon Kingdom. And though I wouldn't reveal it to them, my mission to defeat the Demon Lord and my desire to lift the ten-year time limit imposed on otherworlders were likely not topics that would interest the King of Heilon or the chancellor. The King of Heilon was surely not speaking his true mind either. It seemed I didn't have the ability to read their true intentions. However, we did agree on the desire not to provoke each other, and we confirmed that we would not become enemies, no matter the situation.

"Then, please let us know if you decide to undertake a Holy War."

"Understood. When that time comes, we will make our declaration in this castle,"

I replied to the chancellor's words, and the King of Heilon raised his wine glass.

"In that case, you can leave the military matters to me."

I couldn't tell if the King of Heilon's words were serious or a joke, but I nodded. I didn't think that time would ever come, but I couldn't imagine myself leading an army into battle, nor did I have the resolve to be responsible for others' lives. I wondered if the King of Heilon did. I felt uneasy. Perhaps Aira, the only one here in gallant attire, could do it. Misinterpreting my gaze as a request for her opinion, she frantically averted her eyes.

"I-In that case, we'll be counting on you."

Her expression was strained. I doubted she knew what she was supposed to be counting on him for.

Afterward, we received a full set of equipment from the King of Heilon as a reward for the pirate subjugation. It was made of the same material as the chainmail Aira had been wearing. He explained that it was made by infusing silver with mana using Mana Seeds to increase its strength and lightness. They had apparently researched our party beforehand, as there was equipment for everyone. For me, a breastplate and a greatsword. I'll use the breastplate, but a double-edged sword is awkward to use, so it'll likely be gathering dust in my storage for a while. There were breastplates for Famu and Mizuki as well. Additionally, they each received a one-handed sword and a shield. For Myra, Cecily, and Aira, there was chainmail to be worn underneath, two maces, and a staff. Marmi probably told them, but it was impressive how quickly they prepared everything. We would need to test out the usability of each item as we went. But if they had prior information, why was Aira perceived as the central figure? By the way, the outfit she was wearing was apparently genuinely Uta's, so we couldn't receive it, but we were told we could take the clothes and accessories Cecily and I were wearing home with us. I was grateful, but I declined. It would be a problem if we took them, as they seemed difficult to sell or give to someone else. There might be another occasion like this, but we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. And so, we returned to the courtyard luncheon with the King of Heilon. Our formation once again returned to a triangle with Aira at the apex. The nobles became more proactive in approaching and greeting us, which was quite a hassle, but the position in the back was still comfortable. I casually browsed the food while watching Aira's flustered state.

"Aira-sama, we have to ride horses on the way back, so perhaps you should refrain from any more alcohol..."

I couldn't tell if it was due to nervousness or her usual behavior, but I grew worried watching her down glass after glass of wine.

"I'm staying here tonight."

"...I'm going back."

I couldn't get Famu out of my head. And, though I had almost forgotten my purpose, today was my date with Cecily, and I had to succeed and somehow convince her to stay in the party. We had to continue where we left off that night. I thought it would be difficult to stop her from going to the magic academy. It was probably for my sake. But that didn't mean I wanted this to be the end of our relationship. I wanted to keep her connected to me.

"I'm going back, too."

Cecily agreed with me. Come to think of it, she had only touched her wine to her lips, not actually drunk any.

"..."

Hearing my and Cecily's reply, she fell silent. And drank her wine. I felt like her eyes were gradually becoming glazed over. Was she really going to be okay?



    Chapter 158

    Return to the City and Feelings for the Birds of Passage

    We urged our horses onward, heading for the city of Heilon. This was our return journey from the luncheon. It was the same road through the open olive groves as on the way there. There seemed to be other roads back to the city, but we were taking the one we came on to avoid getting lost. At this pace, we would likely reach the city around sunset. Aira was limp, tied to my back with a carrying strap. It's not that I had her do this because I wanted to feel her breasts against my back. She was the one who said she wanted to ride with me. It was a drunkard's request, so there was a high chance she hadn't thought it through at all. But I was a novice. The feeling of her chest was nice, but when the horse swayed, she didn't try to maintain her posture and just collapsed with the movement, making it difficult to support her upper body. She wasn't turning to stone and adding weight like a Konaki-jiji, but this was difficult in its own way.

"Ugh... ugh... water... let me down..."

She seemed to be awake.

"We'll take a break in a little bit, just hang on."

"No... I'm going to puke... ugh..."

"Hey, stop it! Cecily, we're taking a break!"

I couldn't have her throwing up on my back. And it would be a pity for the horse. I hurriedly stopped the horse and dismounted. Aira stumbled to the side of the road with unsteady steps, covering her mouth. I followed and rubbed her back as she bent over. She usually drank heavily, but today she had drunk even more than usual. The priestess with us had been delighted at first, recounting legends of how Uta was also a heavy drinker, but by the end, she was clearly put off by the sight of Aira downing everything in sight. Even Cecily had tried to stop her, so she must have gone past her limit. Standing in front of people as a leader must have been a considerable pressure. Cecily, having finished tending to the horses, came up beside me.

"If this was going to happen, we should have just taken that noble's carriage."

The noble who was attacked by goblins on the way here had invited us to travel back with them. If we had, we could have had Aira rest in the carriage in exchange for guarding them. But the carriage ride was rough, too. She probably would have caused just as much trouble.

"Today is my date with you, Cecily."

"Doesn't feel like it at all, though."

She looked at Aira with a weary expression.

"But I think it's good that it's the three of us."

"Why's that?!"

"Even when we go to Miglutt, I want to be with both you and Aira."

"You just say whatever's convenient for you..."

"It's no use saying that. You two were holding hands tightly when we were talking with the King of Heilon. You're better off together."

"And what about you, Mash?"

"What about me?"

"Don't you have any friends like that?"

"I don't have anyone I'd share Cecily with."

"Are you an idiot?!"

"...I don't have anyone I can call a friend. I've always been alone. I'm jealous of you two."

She peered into my face, trying to discern the truth. I prayed she didn't have Famu's sharp intuition. It was better to keep her half-believing, half-doubting. How would she feel if she knew I really didn't have any friends? Aira finally straightened up. I used water magic to create some water, poured it into a cup, and handed it to her.

"You're not disillusioned after seeing me like this?"

Cecily asked.

"Huh? I think it's cute..."

Seeing this unguarded side of her meant she had opened up to me that much. I felt like I understood them a little better now. They'd go along with it if I invited them, but if I tried to confirm their feelings, they'd say the opposite. They weren't just being contrary; they wanted me to understand without them having to say it. Probably. I think. I hope so. I'm not confident. But was it really that simple? Famu had said, "I have a lot of emotions inside me."

What they showed might just be one of many.

"Wasn't this supposed to be my date?"

"Hold on, that was a leading question. You're cute too, Cecily."

"It's not very flattering to be told that as an afterthought."

After saying that, she took a fighting pose as if to start a battle.

"What are you doing?"

"You're thinking of hugging me to cover up the fact that you can't come up with a comeback, aren't you?"

"..."

She saw right through me. With no other choice, I threw myself at her in a do-or-die embrace.

"Gah! What are you thinking, out in the open like this?!"

She shook me off and ran.

"It's fine. In my mind, Cecily is synonymous with exhibitionism. Besides, Aira will cover for us... Aira?"

Aira, who had seemed to have recovered, crouched down again. I went back to rubbing her back.

"Ugh... my head hurts..."

It seemed the hangover symptoms were already setting in. If this was going to happen, we should have stayed the night at the castle.

"Hey, can't you use healing magic to sober up?"

In this case, would it be symptomatic treatment, or detoxification? Could magic break down the alcohol in her body?

"...I think it's possible, but the church forbids using magic to cure the consequences of one's own actions. Besides, it's a waste of a good drink."

She felt sick enough to throw up and had a headache, yet what was she talking about?

"The church believes in the gods, right? The god that sent me is telling you to do it, isn't he?"

"You can say that because you've never been shot at by Lady Laciel's arrows..."

Had that duel left both Cecily and Aira traumatized? Although, I felt like 'shot at' wasn't quite the right term for what happened.

"I thought you were scared of the church. Are you scared of Laciel?"

I asked while handing her water. Honestly, human eyes were scarier than Laciel's spear or arrows.

""We're scared!""

Even Cecily chimed in.

"I stabbed Laciel with the thing covered in your love juices, didn't I? Your feelings should be known to the gods by now."

""...""

This time, they both fell silent. It seemed they were angry, even though it was a moment where all our feelings had become one.

"If anything happens, it's your fault, Mash!"

After that, Aira recovered, and we made it back to the city of Heilon without encountering any more monsters. The sun was setting by the time we returned the horses to the Mateo Trading Company. Claire was at the company, and when she saw me, she followed me. It seemed she intended to stay at the inn tonight. In the inn's tavern-slash-dining hall, Famu and the others were having a meal.

"Famu!"

"Master!"

She came running when I called out to her. It felt like we hadn't seen each other in a long time. I opened my arms, and she jumped into them without hesitation. As I held her tight, some of the other patrons in the tavern started to tease us. It was quite embarrassing, but her usual smile brought me a sense of relief.

"Did you talk to Chicchi?"

"Yes. Thanks to you, Master."

Her expression was clear. I hadn't done anything. But I didn't want to see her tear-stained face from yesterday again, so I was glad. I placed a hand on her head and then stroked her ears.

"Can we talk about that in the room? I don't feel like eating anything today,"

Aira said. For someone who said that, I wondered why she was holding a mug of ale in each hand. Whether it was Mizuki or Famu, was there no one here with any self-control? I was genuinely getting worried.

"It's fine. This is all I'll have today."

"We'll be waiting,"

Aira replied and headed back to the room. It seemed Cecily was going with her. I was a little hungry, and Claire hadn't had dinner either. I grabbed a bowl of soup and sat down between Famu and Mizuki. My usual designated seat. Myra usually sat in front of Famu, and Cecily or Aira would sit across from me, but when Myra and Aira were on good terms, Myra would sit there, and when they were on bad terms, Cecily would. Right now, Claire was sitting there. Shizuka and Reeni were also eating at the same table. Looking around, we were quite a large group. Claire had gotten soup, skewered meat, and bread. Her drink appeared to be ale. Myra was probably drinking ale as well. I wondered if Shizuka was giving Reeni alcohol, but a peek showed it was fruit juice. Come to think of it, the two people who could create water with magic had been out.

I used magic to prepare my own drink. The sun had been strong during the journey, and I was thirsty. The water tasted delicious.

"If Mash is here, I think I'll have just one drink,"

Mizuki said.

"What's that mean? You don't drink when I'm not here?"

I had thought she was just holding back in front of me and drinking like a fish behind my back, so this was unexpected.

"You told me to only drink when I'm happy, so I only drink when I'm with you."

"Is that so... wait, but haven't you been drinking even when I'm not around?"

"Only when I know you're coming."

When I looked at her, she turned bright red and looked away. It seemed she wasn't lying.

"So, are Cecily and Aira staying with the party?"

Mizuki asked, as if to change the subject.

"I don't know yet..."

"Then what was the point of you going out?!"

"Ugh, you're right about that, but..."

"Did you say it?"

"That I want them to stay. And that it's fine if they go to the academy."

"...So you didn't say it."

Mizuki's expression momentarily softened with relief, then hardened again.

"What are you going to do?!"

"W-Wait, do you guys want them to stay?"

I asked a question to buy myself some time to think.

"Of course,"

said Mizuki.

"Aira is my sister,"

said Myra.

"They have been, and will continue to be, our precious companions,"

even Famu replied.

Claire, Shizuka, and Reeni were completely on the sidelines, but they seemed to have read the room and didn't interject. Or so I thought, but then Reeni raised her hand.

"Yes, Reeni-san, go ahead."

She gave a little nod. This was convenient for me too. I hadn't figured anything out, but I was starting to get a vague idea. I wanted to organize my thoughts.

"You're about to have a serious talk, so I wanted to say something before that."

"Go ahead."

"Today, Myra-san—"

"Just Myra is fine. All companions are on a first-name, informal basis. Age doesn't matter."

I had interrupted Reeni, but it was important, so I made sure to say it.

"Myra took me to the church. Starting today, I'm a 'Jade Rabbit'."

It seems she successfully got a profession. Judging by the name, it's probably a unique profession for the rabbit-eared race. Unique professions are often advanced classes compared to normal ones. And because they're advanced, some people can't get them, or they might have to gain experience in other professions first. The fact that both she and Famu could get their race-specific professions from the start meant they had talent.

"What kind of profession is it?"

I asked Myra.

"I'm not sure of the details. It would be nice if there were another rabbit-eared person around..."

"Did you get any skills or magic?"

I looked at Reeni.

"I learned the skill 'Leap'. If I focus and jump, I can jump really high."

She puffed out her chest, looking a little proud. Shizuka patted her head in praise. I wanted to touch her long rabbit ears too.

"Is it a melee-type profession?"

Or maybe a non-combat class like a ranger?

"Perhaps. She's stronger than you, Mash. It might be a good idea to consult Avea,"

Myra said, taking a jab at me. Did I do something to annoy her? Did she think I was treating her crudely like some kind of walking encyclopedia? I decided to be a little gentler with her from now on.

"You're right. I'll ask Avea about it tomorrow morning."

In response, Reeni gave a small nod.

Once the atmosphere had lightened a little, the conversation returned to Cecily and Aira.

"Could it be that you all know what I should say?"

Mizuki looked away, and Myra looked away too. Famu had a prim expression on her face, but she wouldn't meet my eyes. It seemed they wanted them to stay, but didn't want to say it themselves.

"Wait, do Claire, Shizuka, and Reeni know too?"

Claire's eyes darted around. It seemed she had a vague idea. Reeni shook her head and drank her fruit juice. "Phew,"

she sighed in satisfaction. She probably really didn't know what we were talking about.

"I know,"

Shizuka said.

"Really?"

"There's a magic word that makes boys and girls get along."

"...Seriously?"

It suddenly sounded suspicious.

"Try saying 'ko-man' ten times in front of them."

"...Alright, to see if it's okay, I'll try saying it to Myra and check."

Myra flinched at my response.

"W-Why me?"

"Because you seem a little upset..."

"I don't want to be told such a word in a place like this."

"Such a word? What kind of word is it?"

"K-Ko-man..."

Myra uttered it. I wanted to record it and play it on a permanent loop.

"Alright, try saying it ten times."

"There's no way I can!"

Myra got angry. I turned back to Shizuka.

"Hey. It's not making us get along!"

"That's because you're making a girl say it. You should say it, Mash."

It was like the creation myth of Izanagi and Izanami.

"Stop it! There's no way Cecily would change her mind over a word like that! Think seriously!"

Mizuki got angry in Myra's place.

"Mizuki, I know this is a weird place and time to say this, but..."

"W-What is it?"

"I like you."

"Y-Yeah. I like you too, Mash. A lot."

Mizuki's face turned bright red. Putting it into words brought a complex mix of embarrassment and shyness. What kind of face was Famu making? I had always been able to tell her I liked her so innocently. But now, I was afraid to look at her face. But I had to tell everyone. I turned to Myra.

"Myra, thank you for always teaching me about this world. I like you."

"Yes. And I love you, Mash,"

Myra smiled.

I looked at Claire beside her.

"I'm sorry this feels like an afterthought, but I like you too, Claire."

"Yes. I'm glad the marriage partner my father chose was you, Mash. I like you too."

Claire blushed shyly. The wings on her back fluttered. I couldn't tell if it was an "I'm embarrassed"

flutter or an "I like you"

flutter.

"I'll go back to the room and tell Cecily and Aira properly too."

Mizuki and Myra nodded.

"Wait. What about Reeni..."

"I like you too, Reeni."

I reached out and patted her head. And I finally touched her rabbit ears. The fur was fluffy and very pleasant to the touch.

"Wait a minute, what about Shizuka-chan?"

Shizuka hurriedly stood up.

"Get Ko-kun to say that to you!"

Her shoulders slumped in disappointment.



    Chapter 159

    The Legend of Okita Soji and Those Who Inherit His Will

    After dinner, it was time to head back to the room. I thought Avea would be coming to pick up Claire, but she said she was staying in our room tonight. Her wings were fluttering. It was probably a nervous flutter. She used to restrain the fluttering in front of company members and customers, but in front of me, she had started to try and communicate by fluttering her wings. I took it as a form of affection, but it was a shame that they all looked the same to me. Shizuka and Reeni parted ways with us there. I always wondered. Why was Reeni so attached to Shizuka? Come to think of it, she had said the mother who sold her was a prostitute. Was she seeing her mother's image in her, someone in the same profession? She had to be lonely. But I couldn't think of any words to say to her.

"Is it alright for me to stay by your side from now on, Master?"

Famu murmured beside me as I was thinking about Reeni. Until now, "like"

was a word I had only spoken to her. She must have been hoping that today, of all days, I would say it only to her. But the fact that I liked all of them was the truth, and I didn't want to lose my party members by maintaining an ambiguous attitude. I could say "like"

to her, but I think I had been unconsciously avoiding saying it to anyone else. I took Famu's hand.

"It's just as I said before. We'll always be together. No matter what."

"...Yes."

We entered the room where Cecily and Aira were waiting.

"Alright, are you going to tell us about Famu now?"

Cecily said, crossing her arms. I explained that her village had been attacked by a group of mercenaries and bandits called the Crimson Brigade, that she had been put up for sale as a slave, and that I had bought her in the city of Richel after she had traveled the reverse route of our journey to Miglutt.

"How much did you buy her for?"

That was a difficult question. I looked at Famu, and she nodded.

"Five Mana Seeds."

"Isn't that strange?"

"What is?"

"It's too cheap. It's hard to say this, but with a face like that, it's strange she wouldn't sell. Even if it wasn't you, Mash, there should have been people willing to pay a much higher price, right?"

"She was suffering from an illness. When we met in Richel, she was emaciated and on the verge of death. If it hadn't been Mash, no one would have paid money to buy her. At that time, Mash shouldn't have had any such ulterior motives,"

Myra explained to Cecily. I wished she would stop putting that sting in her words. As I thought, she had been a little angry for a while now.

"Hold on, I wanted a companion for my adventures. Of course, I had ulterior motives. If Famu had been a boy, I wouldn't have bought her."

I didn't want to be praised in a weird way, so I made that clear.

"Out of gratitude for saving me, I intended to offer my body. But, although Master immediately touched my chest and did naughty things, he never went all the way. He waited until my feelings had settled, until I could understand what kind of person he was. He says he bought me as a slave, but at that moment, he freed me from slavery. So I could have run away at any time."

As I thought, her perception was considerably romanticized. Myra was nodding, so she must believe it. And Claire was looking at me with eyes full of respect.

"I was raised this way and came to Miglutt, freed from my status as a slave, but my father will likely never free my mother from slavery. Not that she was treated particularly harshly,"

Claire said. Her mother's current value was probably as a hostage to prevent her from acting against Mateo's wishes in Miglutt. This was common sense in this world.

"So, Famu, what did you learn about Mash at that time?"

"That he is the person I will devote my life to serving."

"Right, right. And despite that, you ran away saying I was a fake. More importantly, wasn't the reason for going to Miglutt to break your curse? But thanks to that, you weren't bought by anyone until you caught Mash's eye?"

Famu's village had a guardian deity enshrined there. In exchange for protecting the village, it was said to make one of the village children sick. The duration varied from person to person but lasted several years. Famu had contracted this illness, and being separated from the village had worsened her symptoms.

"So, why do you pray to me every morning?"

I interjected.

"That's... because you are a god, Master."

"I'm not a god. You know that better than anyone!"

"Normal people don't summon Lady Laciel and do lewd things to her!"

"Laciel isn't the kind of god you think she is!"

"That's why I pray to you, Master!"

Would she really pray to me every morning for a reason like that? After a few days, she should have realized there were no benefits. I felt like she had a reason and was trying to hide it. Was it guilt for being the only one who was happy, and a prayer for the victimized villagers? But having her pray to me for that was a problem. She seemed intent on remaining silent, so I gently pinched both her cheeks. The expression she made as she resisted with a "Hmph"

was cute, so I lightly bobbed her head up and down.

"Alright, alright, stop playing around. So, you met Chicchi in this city, right?"

Cecily brought the conversation back on track.

"Yes. Chicchi was from the same village, but by the time the settlement was attacked, she had already become a 'city dog' and left."

"City dog?"

"Yes. The dog-eared people have three ways of life: city dog, village dog, and stray dog."

"Stray dog?"

It was Mizuki who repeated the words. I wondered what she found so appealing about stray dogs.

"Those who find a lord and serve are city dogs, those who live in groups are village dogs, and those who desire a life of freedom are stray dogs."

Even though it was Mizuki who asked, it was a problem that Famu looked to me for a reaction.

"I was a village dog. But after meeting you, Master, I became a city dog."

"I see... so you didn't become a stray dog..."

Mizuki muttered, sounding disappointed for some reason. I wanted to ask what she was trying to find out, but the conversation seemed like it would get derailed, so I decided to keep quiet.

"The most important thing to me was living with everyone from my settlement. But I was just pretending to serve you, Master, and didn't even try to go and help the people from my settlement who were suffering the same fate as me. I was a fake city dog. When I met Chicchi, I felt like she saw right through me. I thought she scorned me. I became ashamed and ran away, intending to become a stray dog."

"I see, so you were going to become a stray dog after all..."

I was so preoccupied with the points Mizuki was latching onto that Famu's words weren't sinking in. I had heard this story once before, and everyone else seemed to understand, so I kept quiet.

"Then, I was caught by you, Master, and decided to run away with you, but then we were caught by everyone else."

"That was a real pain!"

Cecily said, sounding angry as if the memory had just resurfaced.

"Mash is always saying 'together' this and 'together' that. I thought it was truly awful,"

Myra said. We had already sat in seiza to repent, and now she was bringing it up again? But then I saw that Mizuki, Cecily, Aira, and even Claire were all looking at me. I felt like I finally understood the implication in Myra's words. In the end, she had been the angriest of all.

"Honestly, I was scared that Famu would go somewhere and disappear. I thought, if that's the case, it would be better for me to take Famu and run away so we could stay together. It was just a spur-of-the-moment impulse, there was no logic to it!"

"The fact that you can just decide to run off somewhere on impulse is the problem!"

"I get it. Next time, I'll definitely invite you too, Myra. And if it won't be a bother, I'll invite everyone else too."

When I nodded, she nodded back. Having her around to teach me about society was convenient in many ways.

"So, you talked to Chicchi today, right?"

At last, we reached the main topic.

"It seems Chicchi wants to rebuild the settlement. She asked me to help."

"She said that before, didn't she? So?"

Cecily prompted her to continue in a slightly cold tone.

"I told her that I serve you, Master."

"While Famu is looking for her village people, Mash can just have someone else join the party, right? Like a black panther warrior or something, there are plenty out there, aren't there?"

"...I don't want that,"

Famu replied.

"Why?"

"I don't want to answer."

"Who was it that said they would tell us everything after talking to Chicchi?"

At Cecily's words, Famu took a deep breath as if to compose herself.

"Because I... I love you very much, Master. I don't want to be apart from you."

"I see. Well, that can't be helped. So, did you tell Chicchi who Mash is?"

"No, but she seemed to have an inkling. She also seemed to know about your duty, Master."

The incident with the pirates must have spread as a rumor. We were leaving for Miglutt the day after tomorrow, so it was no longer relevant.

"Hold on. What's my duty?"

"That you would be the one to liberate the old imperial capital from the Demon Kingdom. Chicchi said it's a dangerous duty, so she wants to help when the time comes, and she would secretly call upon the dog-eared warriors as well."

"...Is that something I have to do? I have no intention of doing such a thing."

I had no plans to stick my neck into a conflict between nations. Resolving it through war to prevent a war between the Empire and the Demon Kingdom was not the act of a sane person. I couldn't risk the lives of my party members.

"Besides, the dog-eared people were discriminated against by the Empire and forced to retreat into the mountains, weren't they? They have no obligation to risk their lives fighting for the Empire, do they?"

I didn't think there was a right or wrong side to that story. In fact, they would be justified in hating them. And yet, both Famu and Chicchi were willing to serve humans as their masters and, if it came to a fight, gather allies to help. They were an overly good-natured group.

"I have heard about that from the Bishop of Heilon. Would you mind if I explained?"

Myra, as sharp as ever. I nodded.

"This was during the late period of the old Empire's rule over this world. There were repeated civil wars and changes of emperors. In addition, famines were frequent, and they could no longer suppress the incursions of tribes from the frontier. Furthermore, the Demon Kingdom rose in the east and was expanding its power."

"This is going to be an epic tale."

Even so, it sounded like a story I had heard somewhere before. There was an empire in our world that had met a similar fate.

"My apologies, I will try to be brief. Against this backdrop, the old Empire split into east and west. The rulers at that time were human. Both rulers acted to benefit their own race. In particular, the western ruler tried to transform the nation into one dominated by humans and began to exclude other races from the political stage. Many races were driven out of the western world."

The land was divided, the reach of national power shrank, and a fight over a smaller pie began.

"By the way, is the current Empire a remnant of the old western Empire?"

"No, after that, it collapsed due to an invasion by other tribes from the northeast and split into several small nations. The one that unified them was the Western Kingdom, which is the current Empire."

"I see."

"Let's return to the era when the old Empire was split into east and west. The one who led the persecuted dog-eared people at that time was Okita Soji."

"He was an otherworlder hero, right?"

"His origins are unknown, but I believe he possessed three Divine Graces."

"The Yata no Kagami, the Kusanagi no Tsurugi, and the Yasakani no Magatama?"

"I do not know the specifics, but perhaps..."

Her eyes flickered slightly at my words, and then she nodded. She must have also heard from the Bishop of Heilon about the three special skills that a hero summoned by Laciel must possess. She had learned that Mizuki and I lacked the qualifications of a hero. But we could put that conversation off for later.

"A-Anyway, there are various legends leading up to this, but I will omit them and say that he built a city in what is now Miglutt. It is said that other races who were driven out of the Empire also gathered in that city. It would be nice if the story ended there."

Myra paused for a moment.

"It seems they discovered that iron ore could be mined in the mountainous region east of the city. The old eastern and western Empires learned of this and sent their armies. They somehow managed to defend the city, but then the old Empire's forces decided to directly seize the quarry and invaded the mountainous region. At that time, several hundred dog-eared people were in the mountains to survey for iron ore."

"This is somehow different from what I imagined..."

The God of the End had yet to make an appearance. And it was a gritty story.

"Okita Soji headed to the mountainous region to save them. However, although the enemy soldiers had withdrawn, he could not neglect the defense of the city. So, he entrusted his sword to his wife and headed to the mountains alone."

"His wife?"

"Yes, it seems she was someone who originally lived where the city was built."

"...That sounds familiar somehow,"

Mizuki said. I also had an inkling, but for now, I decided to hear the rest of the story.

"The soldiers of the old Empire were driven back by Okita Soji and the dog-eared people. However, after that, a powerful monster appeared. The dog-eared people believe it was the God of the End. Okita Soji was defeated in the battle with that monster. It is said that his attacks had no effect. On top of that, it seems he was cursed by the monster. He was able to descend the mountain, but it seems he was unable to return to the city..."

"He lost even with his special skills? What happened to the monster?"

"Yes. That is what the legends say. It is said that the monster disappeared to an unknown location after defeating Okita Soji."

"The monster was in the form of a white boar, wasn't it?"

Mizuki interjected.

"That's right."

Myra nodded in surprise.

"That has to be a god, then. I think it's the true identity of the guardian deity that cursed Famu."

"Is that so?"

"Probably. But I'm not certain."

I said this to Myra, but in this world, Hekatonkheires appeared as a monster. It could be a monster that mimicked something from our original world.

"Did he say 'Miglutt is the finest land in the country' and fly away as a white swan? If so, then he's not Okita Soji, but..."

Mizuki said. She was thinking the same thing as me.

"What does that mean?"

Famu asked Mizuki.

"It doesn't really mean anything, but there's a poem about a country called Yamato. 'Yamato is the finest land in the country, with its overlapping green fences, Yamato, nestled in the mountains, is beautiful.'"

Could 'overlapping green fences, nestled in the mountains' not be replaced with 'many races'? The poet was different, but it certainly seemed to encapsulate the ideal of Okita Soji, who tried to create a salad bowl of races.

"It seems his descendants founded the city-state of Miglutt. The royal line has died out, but the city's crest certainly depicts a white swan."

I thought it should be called Okita's city, not Miglutt, but there must have been some twists and turns. Mizuki and I looked at each other. That otherworlder had intended to become Okita Soji, but what he had accomplished was similar to another hero.

"Therefore, it is not that the dog-eared people resent all humans. And, since Okita Soji was also a hero summoned by Lady Laciel, Lady Laciel is a special goddess to the dog-eared people as well."

If that was the case, then the city of Miglutt itself was likely to have a strong faith in Laciel.

"The legends passed down among the dog-eared people are a little different, but it's generally the same,"

Famu said, nodding after hearing Myra's story.

"So what happened to the ore vein?"

"It seems it wasn't a very large amount. It was exhausted soon after."

And yet, the remaining dog-eared people settled there. Because it was a place Okita Soji had protected. And Famu was supposedly his descendant. She probably held that pride as well.

"...I'm getting confused, but what about the discussion between Chicchi and Famu?"

Cecily attempted to steer the conversation back on track for the umpteenth time.

"Yes. Chicchi is going to start seriously searching for the settlement's people. It was decided that I will join them after you have fulfilled your duty, Master."

"You want to rebuild the village too, don't you?"

Famu nodded.

"I understand. As I said before, I think we'll get information during our journey. When we do, let's check it out together."

"Master..."

Famu whispered.

"Please wait,"

Claire spoke up.

"Mash, you are gathering information on the Crimson Brigade, but do you intend to fight them?"

"...I do. And I have a purpose now. If we're going to rebuild the village, we need to make it a place where they can live in peace. I will eradicate them, and on top of that, I will make other bandits realize that plunder is not worth the cost."

"Master. That is not what I wish for."

"No. I can't forgive them. But I can't involve anyone else, so I'll do it alone."

"That's not acceptable. I have seen Famu's condition when she was brought to the church. And please do not forget that I am your companion as well. Your anger, your joy, your sorrow—they are ours as well,"

Myra said.

"Me too... if that's what you're thinking, Mash..."

Mizuki murmured. But I knew she had a strong aversion to killing. It would be better not to take her, even if she got angry at me later.

"I'm going to the magic academy. But I'll help you then. We can't let people like that get away with it,"

Cecily said. Aira nodded in agreement with her.

"That is a problem. I cannot forgive the Crimson Brigade. But that does not mean it is alright for you all to get hurt. If anyone is going to be hurt, I will forget my grudge."

"Famu, if we leave them be, they will attack someone else. We have to stop them."

I was making it sound noble, but it was just that I couldn't forgive them.

"We should be able to get detailed information about the Crimson Brigade when we get to Miglutt. Let's talk about it again then."

I said we would talk again, but my mind was already made up. And now, the next problem was Cecily and Aira.



    Chapter 160

    The Summer Birds and the Battle Hymn (Prelude)

    "Alright, Claire's here tonight, so let's have a welcome and bonding party for everyone."

"Right now?"

Mizuki asked, and I nodded.

"We're out of alcohol, though. What are you planning to do?"

This time it was Aira. Of course, the two mugs she had brought back were empty.

"If you want booze, we have the sparkling wine we got from the Earth Dragon race. However, Famu, Mizuki, and Aira are not allowed to have any."

"""Hmph!"""

The three of them cried out in unison.

"It's because I need you to burn what's about to happen into your minds."

"The more I drink, the stronger I get,"

Aira said, sounding like a certain martial artist. Wasn't it just this afternoon that she was strapped to my back, completely limp?

"So, what are you going to do?"

Mizuki asked.

"Mizuki, for starters, take off your clothes."

"Huh? No way,"

Mizuki said with a frown.

"Just do it, hurry up. I'm going to have sex with all of you right now!"

"What? No way. Can you even go six rounds?"

"And I'll summon Laciel for the grand finale. That's seven rounds."

I kept raising the hurdles for myself.

"What grand finale! I know your limits, Mash. It's absolutely impossible. Let's think of another way to bond. Something fun."

"Shut up! The word 'impossible' is not in my dictionary."

I grabbed Mizuki and pushed her down onto the bed. I reached for her clothes and started to undress her.

"I don't know which emperor's line that is, but there's no proof anyone actually said that!"

"Then I'll be the first."

I thought it would take a while since it was forceful, but Mizuki lifted her own body to make it easier to take her clothes off.

"You're too easy."

"Because... today was the first time you said you liked me..."

Mizuki wrapped her arms around my neck. We kissed. As we did, I stripped her completely naked.

"Who's next?"

I left Mizuki on the bed and got up. Everyone took a synchronized step back, but one person's reaction was delayed, and she was left behind.

"...I-I thought you were a kind person to women. Are you really this violent?"

The word "violent"

made me laugh. In response to Claire's request, I would go on a rampage tonight. I took the arm of the girl with the strained expression, pulled her close, and sealed her lips with mine. Then I started to take off her clothes. However, unlike Mizuki, she was not compliant and tried to resist, clutching the hem of her clothes.

"Ngh... Mph. M-Ms. Mizuki, I thought you would be the first to resist something like this."

"Mizuki always acts rebellious towards Mash, but she's also the most obedient and the one who never defies him,"

Cecily said, as if she were a commentator.

"Mizuki looks like a beautiful, unattainable flower, but I'd recommend her for beginners in love."

"What are you talking about?! It's your fault, Mash!"

Mizuki shouted.

"...Is that so? I thought it would be Ms. Famu you pampered..."

"That girl has a stubborn side, and she'll never yield on the things she won't yield on."

"That's true. Listening to her story earlier, I get that feeling..."

Claire nodded and looked at Cecily. Her wings fluttered.

"That's the 'Master Mash is such a wonderful person for being so lovey-dovey with such a cute girl' flutter."

"That's not it at all! But... why did Ms. Mizuki stop resisting...?"

Claire still tried to resist.

"Because even if he drinks Cecily's stamina potion, he'll be at his limit after four rounds anyway. In that case, it's better to go first."

"How do you know that in such detail?"

"W-Well... I just know things about Mash..."

Claire didn't know that my and Mizuki's bodies had been swapped before. Mizuki could have just told her, but she seemed embarrassed and awkwardly averted her gaze. At the same time, the strength to resist left Claire.

"Is that so? In that case, it's better to be earlier in the order. This is embarrassing, but I would like to be next after Ms. Mizuki."

"Alright. As you wish, I'll cherish you after Mizuki. And no using 'Ms.' with companions. Fluttering is allowed, though."

"I-I understand."

She leaned against me and hugged me. I quickly stripped her naked, laid her on the bed, and kissed her.

And then I stood up in search of my next prey.

"Famu... I have Claire's panties here. What would you say if I told you I'd add them to your collection?"

They were aggressive, attacking red panties. She must have thought nothing like this would happen today since everyone was here, but she had come fully prepared. As expected of a merchant's daughter.

"Master, it is not those panties that I desire. The only panties I truly want are yours."

"Liar. I saw Mo's panties the other day. I knew they looked familiar, but after thinking about it, those were your panties."

The blue bird of happiness is always chirping nearby. Famu's panties were also always nearby. I had finally realized that. The reason I, a Panty Appraiser, couldn't identify a pair of panties I had seen once was because a one-point tulip embroidery had been added. The design was so exquisite that it confused me, and I thought they were Mo's. The path to becoming a first-class Panty Appraiser is still long.

"Hmph! Even if that were true, what of it?!"

"I will collect a thousand panties for you. Follow me!"

"That's definitely not for me! If you go that far, my heart will break, so I can't follow you!"

"I-Is that so... then a hundred."

"I said it's too many! Please don't increase the number anymore!"

"...We'll talk about that another time. Today, there's something I said to Mizuki and the others that I haven't said to you. If you want me to say it, come here."

"That's unfair! B-But..."

Sensing her heart waver, Cecily stretched out her arm to stop her.

"Don't get involved with that idiot. He's getting cocky because of you and Mizuki,"

Cecily said.

"If you come now, I'll make you first. I'll give you Claire's panties and the smartphone too."

At my words, Famu broke free from Cecily's grasp and jumped into my arms. She probably wanted to come over from the start. She just needed one final push.

"Master, I love you!"

she whispered in my ear.

"I love you too,"

I whispered back. I could feel her tail wagging fiercely.

"Master, I love you so much!"

"I love you so much too."

"Master, I love you so, so much!"

"I love you so, so much too."

As we whispered to each other, Mizuki pulled on my clothes.

"How long do I have to wait here naked? It's embarrassing!"

With no other choice, I kissed Famu, took off her clothes, and laid her on the bed.

"Mash, please make me the fourth,"

Myra said, stepping forward as if she had steeled her resolve. At the same time, Aira also took a step forward.

"I'm fine with being last. If Mash runs out of steam, I'll take that person."

They both seemed to think I would be done after the fourth person. Myra was anxious to secure the last spot, while Aira was aiming for Cecily. A high-level psychological battle was unfolding. Cecily hadn't agreed yet, but Aira believed that Cecily would eventually give in.

"So..."

"I know."

I kissed Aira.

"Hey, I said it first!"

Myra said in protest, so while continuing to kiss Aira, I held down her head and pulled her closer. However, she tried to resist by pulling her body back.

"I-It's just that, Aira and I are sisters, so..."

"I don't want to with Myra either!"

Aira also tried to escape.

"Shut up. If you kiss me, it's the same as you two kissing each other. You've already kissed indirectly. Besides, I'm the one doing the inserting, so there's no problem."

I forcefully pulled the two of them closer and kissed them. Our three sets of lips pressed together. When I pushed my tongue forward, Aira responded, and eventually, Myra's tongue intertwined as well. The sensuously intertwining tongues sent an indescribable pleasure and a thrillingly wicked sensation coursing through me. I felt like I was going to melt into their tongues.

"...Ngh, Big Sis..."

"...Aira..."

The two of them also seemed to be intoxicated by the strange sensation and pleasure. I wrapped my hands around their breasts and kneaded them. After leaving Richel, at the end of a long journey, I had finally reached my utopia.

"Shouldn't you be moving on to the next one soon?"

Mizuki interrupted me again. Was she sulking because I said I would make Famu first? I pinched the tip of her breast.

"Agh!"

she let out a cute yelp.

This was truly a paradise. On the bed lay five naked women. And all of them were uniquely beautiful girls. It had been less than two months since I came to this world. This was the moment that all the hardships of my life so far were rewarded. I wanted to carry a naked Mizuki in a triumphant return to my hometown and show off my success. That's how I felt. No, that was a lie. I wanted to spend my whole life in this world. I wanted to be with them forever. I wanted to jump in right now and bury myself among them. But there was still one left.

"Is this the continuation of the other night?"

Cecily said. Her voice was sharp.

"It is. I love everyone here. Cecily, I love you too. That's why I want to hold all of you."

"It's not flattering to be told that as an afterthought. I want to be the only one for you."

"You've always been special to me. I want you to stay with me. If you're gone, who will be there to push my back?"

"Then I'll push you out the window. Besides, you were trying to run away with Famu, weren't you? You can just have Famu push you."

"If you're gone, Cecily, I'll quit this terrifying adventuring business. I'll gather medicinal herbs, sell them to your family at a high price, and live a modest life."

"What part of that is modest?! And there's no way they would buy herbs from a shady person like you at a high price!"

"Oh, but they will..."

Famu operated her smartphone and displayed a naked picture of Cecily.

"Waaaaah! You're going to show them?! If you do that, we're through!"

"It's necessary for survival."

"Mash, you drop tons of Mana Seeds when you defeat monsters, don't you? Stop mooching off my family!"

Cecily shouted.

"Cecily, you just said you wanted to be the only one for me. And then you said we're through. See? You don't have any intention of leaving me either. Stop being so stubborn."

"Don't suddenly change the subject. For a Mash, for a Mash, for a Mash!"

Cecily's voice turned tearful.

"You've been saying you were going to the magic academy from the beginning, but now you want to go for my sake. I'm not so dense I can't see that. You saw it during the meeting with the king today. Famu said she was a fake city dog, but I'm a fake hero too. But I want to get stronger to survive in this world. I need your strength. I want you here. You can go to the magic academy. But don't leave me. I love you."

"...With such cheap words..."

But these were the words she had been waiting for. I pulled Cecily into an embrace. She settled into my chest without resistance. I stroked her golden hair.

"Mash, I..."

She lifted her face. Just as I was about to lean in for a kiss, Aira cut in.

"Mash, there's a line. Let's get started soon."

"This is an important moment. Wait a second!"

"I'll keep an eye on Cecily, so it's fine. If there's a guy at the academy she recommends, I'll check him out properly."

"Wait, what do you mean by 'check him out properly'?"

"Properly and thoroughly check him out."

"Wait, wait, are you planning on getting a sixth? I need you to stay too, you know."

I moved closer to Aira.

"As long as Cecily loves you, I will be with you. But if Cecily makes a recommendation, it can't be helped."

I placed a hand on her cheek.

"I love you, Aira. Cecily's feelings have nothing to do with it. So, don't go checking out other guys."

"I... like... you, Mash."

I kissed Aira. It wasn't the same intense exhilaration as before, but a sweet, melting kiss.

"Hey! What's going on?! This was supposed to be my time!"

Cecily was protesting from behind me.



    Chapter 161

    Summer Birds and the Song of Battle (Part 1) (Summer Birds☆)

    I stripped off my own clothes too. My cock was already standing at full attention, my brain practically melting from the sight of their alluring bodies.

I lined them up on the bed one by one.

From left to right: Myra, Aira, Mizuki, Claire, Cecily, and Famu. Perfect for a commemorative photo. I told Mizuki to flash a peace sign, but she just squirmed in embarrassment.

Of course, the twin peaks of Myra and Aira were nothing short of spectacular—their sheer destructive power was unmatched.

But that didn't mean Famu was lacking. Her modest breasts were just as wonderful in their own way. I hoped they'd stay like this forever, but if I said that out loud, she'd probably get mad, so I kept quiet. I took Famu's hand and positioned her between Myra and Aira.

Then, with both hands kneading Myra and Aira's breasts, I pecked at the budding nipple of Famu's chest.

"Master..."

Famu called out to me. It didn't sound like she was lost in pleasure.

"What is it?"

"It's just... everyone's stares are making me feel so exposed. And isn't this overwhelming for you?"

"It's fine. They're all just nervous."

I released my grip on their breasts, pulled her into an embrace, and kissed her softly.

"Mm..."

Famu tentatively tangled her tongue with mine.

As our kiss deepened, Aira wrapped her arms around me from behind. She nipped at my earlobe and slipped her tongue inside.

"Mm, if Aira's going to do that..."

From the other side, Myra pressed against me. She trailed her lips along my neck—awkward movements, but they only fueled my arousal all the more.

Their bodies molded to mine, those ample breasts squishing against me.

Savoring that softness, I caressed Famu's chest.

"Sis, Mash's thing..."

Aira's fingers reached toward Famu's crotch.

"N-No, that's not allowed. Only Master can touch there."

"It's Master's command, though."

"Nn... Aira, please... My inside is only for Master..."

"...Hmm. What should I do?"

Aira smiled mischievously. At that moment, Myra's finger brushed the tip of my cock, scooping up the precum with clumsy motions. She wrapped her hand around the shaft and started stroking. Her inexperience showed.

"Mash, um... does it feel good?"

I answered Myra's whisper with a kiss.

"Um... teach me. Show me where it feels good for you."

I was already beyond the breaking point with excitement. It wouldn't take much to make me come.

A short while later, Aira's finger slipped into my mouth, while Myra's went into Famu's.

I savored the taste of Aira's finger and Famu's juices as I slid inside Famu.

"Ah! Master!"

Famu seemed even more aroused than usual. Her cheeks flushed, she exuded a sultry allure far beyond her years as a girl.

She wrapped her legs around me, clinging tight, and began rocking her hips as if desperate to take me deeper.

"Ah! Ah! Ah! Master!"

With every loud moan from Famu, I thrust hard into her again and again.

The sight drove me wild—I couldn't hold back. It felt like only an instant before I was spilling deep inside her.

"Master...!"

Famu cried out my name too, her body shuddering in climax.

She lay there dazed for a moment, but when I pulled her close and kissed her, she shyly twined her tongue with mine.

As I indulged in the afterglow, savoring Famu's lips, Claire sidled up beside me and hugged me. Her face was already flushed with desire—she must have gotten worked up watching me and Famu.

I parted from Famu and pulled Claire into my arms.

"Mash... I never imagined things would turn out like this..."

When I sought her lips, she yielded willingly. I relished the soft texture as our tongues intertwined.

My cock slipped out of Famu.

Myra and Aira leaned in, licking at the mix of semen and juices.

"Mizuki, don't just watch. Get behind Mash."

Aira pulled away from my cock to say that, giving Myra the chance to take it fully into her mouth. She added her hand at the base and bobbed her head.

"Eek, no way, that's too much..."

"But you were all making out just now?"

"H-How did you know about that?"

Panicked, Mizuki glanced at Famu, who lay limp with her smartphone still clutched in her hand. Mizuki's shoulders slumped.

"You swapped with Mash, right? Then you know what he wants."

Aira pressed her.

"Ugh, but in front of everyone..."

Even as she grumbled, Mizuki circled behind me and hugged me. Her hands roamed my chest, her fingers teasing my nipples. It tickled a bit.

"Mash, don't think less of me, okay?"

She whispered in my ear, then trailed her tongue down my back, inching toward my ass.

"Cecily, don't just wait around."

Aira turned to Cecily next, her voice brimming with energy. She was clearly having the time of her life.

"W-What should I do?"

"Clean up Famu's down there."

"No way!"

"M-Me too, no!"

They both refused.

"Mash said it himself—this is a bonding session. Once your turn's over, Cecily, Famu will clean you up."

At Aira's words, Cecily relented and approached Famu.

"Honestly, I don't like Famu much."

"Mm, same here."

"I hate that she's Master's favorite. I don't want to lick something like that."

"You're one to talk—you were Master's enemy once. I can't stand how he likes your personality. I don't want you touching me."

Despite their words, neither resisted. Cecily's face drew closer to Famu's secret folds.

"Cecily, my inside is only for Master..."

Cecily's tongue lapped at Famu's pussy.

"Nkuh..."

A moan escaped Famu.

Cecily's tongue traced Famu's folds repeatedly, drawing more gasps from her each time. Famu reached out to me as if seeking help, but Cecily took her hand.

Myra and Aira were licking my cock. Mizuki was tonguing my ass.

Claire was in my arms.

I'd recovered long ago.

"Claire..."

"Yes..."

I pushed her down. I sank my cock into her waiting pussy.

"Mm, kufuu..."

Once fully inside, she let out a sigh-like moan.

"I-It still hurts a little..."

"Really?"

"Nn, but the pleasure's stronger. Mash, don't hold back—move however you want."

At her urging, I began rocking my hips slowly. Craving more stimulation, I pulled the nearby Mizuki close and teased her pussy. She was already wet, ready to accept me.

Claire's pained expression eased, her inner walls relaxing.

Our breaths grew ragged. I let go of Mizuki to focus on Claire.

Mizuki watched me with misty eyes, her hand now stroking the folds I'd just touched. It had to have been since that first night that I'd seen her like this. I wanted to plunge into her immediately.

I quickened my pace, building toward release. Claire clung to me desperately, unable to contain her own rising ecstasy. After devouring each other's lips time and again, I poured my hot seed deep inside her.

Claire locked her legs around me, ensuring not a drop escaped. I pressed in, emptying myself completely.

I pulled out of Claire and slid straight into Mizuki.

Beside us, Cecily and Aira were closing in on Claire's pussy, but Claire fled to the corner of the bed.

"I-I'm fine, really!"

"If Claire says it's okay, then maybe we don't have to..."

Cecily seemed hesitant too. But Aira wouldn't let it slide. She was thriving like a fish in water—not so much eager to touch Claire, but keen to guide Cecily down this path and train her up. In a group where most of us lacked experience, her enthusiasm was a godsend, so I stayed quiet and observed.

If Shizuka joined this circle, it might expand the pleasures even further. But I had no idea what Ko-kun was really like. If there'd been something physical between her and him from the start, who knows how that might affect his feelings. Even for me, if I gave in once, I couldn't predict the emotions that would follow. For today, it was best to have her play the role of Reeni's mother.

Famu and Myra, freed from Aira's attentions, sat side by side against the wall, legs stretched out as they caught their breath. Famu still gripped her smartphone—looking forward to watching the recording with everyone later.

Mizuki clenched around me tightly as ever. My cock had started to soften a bit, so whenever I tried to pull back, it threatened to slip out.

"A-Are you sure you're okay?"

"You're the one who said no more masturbating, right?"

"But..."

I silenced her with a kiss. For some reason, she tried to pull away.

"What's wrong?"

"But... just a bit ago... isn't it gross?"

Now that she mentioned it, yeah. But it was too late. I had a vague memory of similar back-and-forth in Richel. Pinning her so she couldn't escape, I kissed her deeply, our tongues dancing together.

"I can feel you getting bigger inside me..."

Her body was truly beautiful—perfectly proportioned from her nipples to her fingertips, her skin fresh and radiant.

I kneaded Mizuki's breasts. They were firm, springy under my touch.

"Mash."

"Yeah?"

"T-Today... do it in my ass?"

"You want that?"

She hesitated, eyes darting, then gave a small nod.

"I want you to claim all of me..."

Her words blanked my mind. The urge to pull out of her pussy and thrust into her ass surged through me.

"Won't Myra mind for her turn?"

"..."

Mizuki fell silent. The idea of something that had been in her ass going into her pussy must gross her out.

"Oh yeah, I forgot about payback for when you swapped."

"W-What?"

I shoved a finger into her asshole.

"Hiu!"

She yelped softly. Ignoring her, I used water magic to pour liquid inside.

"Auuu! Wait, you started it, Mash! You're overdoing it—it's gonna leak!"

"Your favorite Mizuki-chan held it in!"

Mash-kun had no control over his magic, so he mercilessly filled Mizuki-chan's ass without mercy, even though it was his own body. I was being more restrained than that time.

"Besides, the Mizuki inside me absolutely wouldn't let anything out from behind."

"Liar, liar! No way you didn't! And you holed up in the bathroom after, right? You totally did it."

So, her beloved Mizuki-chan doesn't deny it. She really does think she's cute.

"That was such a shock... I thought a super beauty like you would never do that. Give me back my dreams."

"O-Of course I do! You always watch me in the bathroom, don't you?"

"So it's settled... Tell me exactly how you do it."

I dug my finger in, stirring.

"Ugh... it's not settled. Mash, seriously, this is dangerous—forgive me."

I pulled my finger out of Mizuki's ass, and she let out a gasp.

My cock was fully recovered, so I began thrusting.

"M-Mash..."

"Yeah?"

"Say it again... from before."

"Beauties don't do that."

"No! Not that. I want to hear it one more time... please."

I kept pumping as I held her close.

"Mizuki, I love you."

Tears spilled from her eyes.

"Y-Yeah. Mutual feelings—I'm glad. I love you too, Mash."

Our lips met. I thrust with abandon.

"Ah, aan, Mash, Mash..."

I wanted to touch her body forever, to bask in her warmth endlessly. But I also wanted to flood her pussy with everything. Conflicting urges swirled, but as my arousal peaked, so did the urge to come.

I slammed my hips forward, unleashing my fierce release inside her.

She arched her back, accepting it all.



    Chapter 162

    162. With the Summer Girls, the Song of Battle (Middle Part) (Summer Girls ☆)

    Mizuki's body twitched as she sank into the bed. I pulled out of her and showed it to Myra. She crawled over on all fours and started licking me clean. I took Aira's hand—she'd been teasing Claire alongside Cecily—and made her help with the cleanup blowjob too.

Just then, Mizuki sluggishly sat up and went to work on me from behind. Looked like she was taking charge of the rear.

"Mizuki."

"Yeah, what?"

She stopped licking and looked up.

"You're mine."

"Y-Yeah. Got it."

Her response filled my heart with satisfaction. Right now, I could do anything to her. I wanted to ravage her completely.

Mizuki ran her tongue over me again. Behind her, Cecily was lapping up the mixture of me and Mizuki. Mizuki's body shivered now and then in time with Cecily's tongue. She'd taken on that role too—you could say she was in charge of making sure every last drop of what I'd released was swallowed. Our eyes met.

"W-What?"

she asked, sounding annoyed. Better not tease her; she might get upset and stop. She was just as intoxicated by the bizarre atmosphere as the rest of us.

"Nah, you're next after Myra."

"I know."

Cecily nodded.

My dick was starting to recover, so I laid Myra and Aira down.

Blissful times. I'd claimed these beautiful big-breasted sisters.

"You look so happy, Mash,"

Myra said. Honestly, the joy of having them outweighed any thoughts of the world right now.

I spread their legs. I ran my fingers over their slits, savoring their reactions.

They were already plenty wet—ready to go.

I pulled my fingers away and covered the mole under Aira's right eye with my finger.

"Myra, I'm putting it in."

With that, I thrust into Aira's pussy. My dick was enveloped in her soft warmth. No tight grip like some of the others, but the heat, the wetness, the slickness—it was exquisite.

I moved my hips to test it out. Aira responded by clenching around me.

"N-No, Mash, that's Aira!"

Myra said.

"Nah, this one's Myra. No use trying to trick me."

"You're lying! You hid her mole, didn't you? You're doing this on purpose!"

Myra protested, her face on the verge of tears.

I looked down at the woman I had pinned.

"You're Aira, right?"

"I'm Myra. There's no way you'd mix us up. Don't listen to my little sister."

I hugged Aira and kissed her. Then I thrust hard.

"N-No... That's not fair..."

I'd promised Aira before that if she dressed as Myra, I'd have sex with her pretending she was. And now was the time. Her jealous expression sparked new excitement in me.

Myra's shoulders trembled as she clutched the sheets. Maybe I'd gone too far.

I tried to pull out of Aira and switch to Myra, but she wrapped her legs around my waist and resisted.

"No, do me!"

Aira twisted her hips and started moving on her own. Unable to resist the pleasure, I resumed thrusting.

I sat Myra up and had her straddle Aira's face, facing me.

She shot me a resentful glare, but her eyes widened.

"Ah, oh, Aira, that's embarrassing. Wait a bit, please."

Aira had started caressing Myra's pussy. I pounded into Aira while pulling Myra close for a kiss.

Myra and I devoured each other's lips.

I buried my face in her huge breasts and sucked on the tips.

Myra ran her lips over my chest and neck. She shivered occasionally from Aira's attentions.

"Ah, Aira... Stop, I don't want to come from you, sis."

Myra tried to lift her hips. Aira and I held her down.

"N-No, really, I'm gonna... Ah, ahh!"

"Aira, I'm about to come too."

"Ah, no, ahh, no, aaaaaah!"

Listening to Myra's cries, I came deep inside Aira.

Myra collapsed. Her body shook.

I pulled out of Aira and pressed against Myra's entrance.

"Myra, you're next."

"So you did mix us up on purpose..."

Looking down at Myra's resentful gaze, I slid into her pussy.

Maybe I'd rubbed too much; the head stung a little. But being wrapped in Myra's warmth made the pleasure outweigh it.

I'd pushed past my limit—my dick couldn't stay hard. But moving would probably get it going again, right?

"Mash?"

Myra peered at my face, sensing my unease.

Aira placed her hand over Myra's stomach.

"What are you doing?"

"Healing magic?"

"For what?"

"For Mash's thingy."

Turns out even Aira could say silly things. I'd never felt closer to her or more grateful for her presence than today.

"You're a holy servant too, aren't you? You can't use healing magic for something like this!"

"Good or bad, the messenger of Laciel is right here, isn't he? Your hero, sis."

Aira was throwing my words back at Myra.

"...You're right."

Myra gave in easily. Her gaze turned back to me.

"Can you keep going?"

Healing magic fixed the damage to my dick, but it didn't restore semen or stamina.

Still, Myra was under me. Aira was beside us. Fam and Mizuki, Claire too.

Even Cecily, now the final boss, was here. I thought she'd be watching with exasperation, but Aira called her over to lick her pussy.

"I said no to Fam and Aira!"

But her protests were futile; Aira held her down. The one in control now wasn't me—it was Aira. She looked truly happy.

And the hidden boss, Laciel, was probably watching over us from the heavens.

Thinking that way, my dick wasn't just mine. It was filled with their feelings—everyone's feelings.

Even if my stamina was spent, it held the power of us Levante, plus Claire, and even Laciel from the divine realm.

Luckily, being inside Myra's pussy had already started restoring its firmness—its power.

With everyone's thoughts infused into my dick, I began moving my hips slowly to deliver it to Myra.

"Mmm... Mash..."

Myra let out a needy moan.

"Mash, I want to travel with you, to see you through to the end... But look at me more. I want to always be in the landscapes you gaze at..."

She hugged me. We kissed.

As I thrust, I sat up. Next to us, Aira writhed sensually under Cecily's teasing.

Watching them, Myra grabbed my cheeks.

"Look only at me!"

She hugged me and sat up, then leaned over me until our positions switched.

"Mash, I... Mmm."

She straddled me and started riding. Aira climbed onto my face.

Right at the tip of my tongue was Aira's pussy, freshly licked by Cecily. A mix of Cecily's saliva and Aira's juices dripped onto my cheek.

I held Aira's thighs and probed her pussy with my tongue.

Above me, Myra and Aira seemed to be hugging and kissing.

Their saliva dripped onto my stomach. As I quickened my tongue, it made Aira shudder, which transmitted to Myra, and her hips sped up in response.

I'd already come four times in a row. Still, the urge to fill Myra welled up.

I kept teasing Aira with my tongue. Matching Myra's rhythm, I thrust up from below.

"Ah, Mash, my head's going crazy, ah, ahh, I can't take it anymore!"

"I-I'm coming, comingggg!"

They cried out together. I came inside Myra's pussy at the same time.

Aira, drained, fell to the side, caught by Cecily. Myra collapsed onto me.

My dick still throbbed inside Myra.

We sucked on each other's lips until the pulsing stopped.

"...You taste like Aira..."

Myra murmured after we parted.

I pulled out of the limp Myra and crawled out from under her.

My eyes met Cecily's as she supported Aira.

"The moment has finally arrived."

"What are you getting excited about? It hasn't come back yet!"

"It's fine. With everyone here and you, it'll rise like a phoenix, no matter how many times."

"...Don't say stupid things."

She was the one who'd started with the dumb talk, but pointing it out might make her mad, so I stayed quiet.

I helped her lay Aira down next to Myra.

"Mash... Next time you do something like this, tell me ahead. I'll clear my schedule, skip the drinks. Gotta plan the lineup properly, save up my energy. Even in Miglutt, I'll skip work that day."

"R-Right. You're my only hope."

Aira nodded and quietly closed her eyes.

"Hey, stay with me! You're about to do it with your favorite Cecily!"

I shook her, but no response. She had a smile on her face I'd never seen before. At least, I hoped she dreamed sweetly.

Group stuff was fun in its way, but one-on-one had its appeal too. I finally understood the joys of slow, intimate sex.

My dick, freshly healed by Aira, ached a bit. Just then, she suddenly sat up and cast another healing spell.

"Mash, don't let go of Cecily's hand..."

She collapsed back onto the bed pillows. I hurriedly supported her.

I gently laid her beside Myra.

Her last words made me vow to have Fam do cleanup cunnilingus on Cecily.

The others watched me and Cecily from a distance. With Aira down, they weren't joining in.

My eyes met Mizuki's.

"W-What?"

She flinched as I approached.

"You love this erotic stuff too, right? Do whatever you want."

"Sudden orgies are a problem."

"If it's not sudden, it's okay?"

"I want to do it with you, Mash. As long as you, uh, put it in me, I'm good."

"Liar. You were masturbating like crazy before we met."

Could she really be that thrilled just to have me inside her? I doubted it, but then I remembered when I'd swapped and become Mizuki-chan. It felt good to be pierced by Mash-kun, but more than that, the thrill of her pussy being filled by him, and being made to do it over and over—it was indescribable pleasure.

"Well, yeah, but... Can't we take turns like with me and Fam? There's only one of you..."

"That works, but what if I run out before your turn?"

"I'd be mad."

"You want it that bad?"

"Y-Yeah... That bad."

Mizuki blushed and looked down. She could still feel shy in this situation?

"You're always talking about me, but what about you? Don't you want to?"

"I'd quit adventuring and devour your body all day."

"R-Really? I think that sometimes too."

"So nights like this are fine, right?"

"Maybe... But I really don't know what to do, and this is way too embarrassing!"

I pressed my dick to her lips.

"It's all wilted. Get it hard."

"Uh... Yeah. From the front okay?"

She seemed used to the rear role now.

Mizuki started licking me. Her tongue flicked along my shaft, her upward gaze, the sight of such a beautiful girl giving a blowjob—it excited me.

"Fam, Claire, help out."

The two on either side crawled over on all fours, and the three of them licked me together.

Mizuki took the head in her mouth, tonguing the tip. Fam and Claire lapped at the sides.

In this dreamlike scene, my dick recovered.

I was tempted to come right there. But my target was Cecily. I pulled away from them.



    Chapter 163

    The Summer Birds and Their Song of Battle, Part 2

    I channeled the sorrow of losing Aira, my greatest comrade, toward Cecily. I faced her directly.

"Cecily, I'm in love with you."

"I... I love you too. I really do,"

Cecily replied, looking embarrassed.

"And you're still leaving the party to go to the magic academy?"

"...Yes. I want to become stronger than I am now."

Her resolve seemed even firmer than when I'd last confirmed it in the home of the Earth Dragon Race. Back then, I sensed some hesitation. But now, I could see a powerful will in her gaze. I couldn't stop her anymore, nor did I intend to.

"There's something I don't want to ask. But it's something I've always wanted to know."

"...Alright. Go ahead,"

Cecily answered.

"What will you do if Reed comes to pick you up at the academy?"

"Are you a complete and total idiot? You're the one who made it so I can't go back, Mash!"

Reed was handsome. I couldn't imagine I stood a chance against him. I knew I was a pathetic man for not being able to trust Cecily and Aira.

"I don't have any confidence in myself. And you're so beautiful. It might have been forced on you, Cecily, but having you travel with me was truly reassuring. And it made me happy."

She let out a sigh.

"Don't talk like it's over. Our journey continues all the way to Miglutt, so don't let your guard down."

"I love that about you, Cecily."

"Once I'm stronger, I'll come back to you, Mash. So..."

Cecily threw her arms around me, and I held her close. She pressed her lips to my neck. A small sting of pain was followed by a red mark.

"You too, Mash."

She offered me her own neck. Her skin was white and translucent. I leaned in and left a hickey near her collarbone. As we kissed, I let my hands roam over her body, savoring the feeling of her. Though she had a slender build, she possessed that distinct softness unique to a woman. Her supple breasts and firm bottom were perfect. Her hand wrapped around mine.

Though Mizuki and the others had fully restored me for a time, my stamina was fading, and my erection was slowly losing its vigor.

"Are you really okay? It seems like you're getting smaller and smaller..."

Those were the words of someone who had diligently licked up my semen.

"It's you, Cecily, so I'll be fine."

"Are you sure...?"

Her fingers traced over me, caressing gently. In an instant, I was fully recovered. I laid her down on the bed and slipped between her legs. I took hold of her legs and inserted myself into her.

"Ah..."

A moan escaped her lips. Her insides were slick with her own juices, and she was wonderfully tight. The soft, pliant walls of her passage clung to me, trying to draw me in deeper. I pulled back and thrust hard.

"Aah!"

I watched Cecily's ecstatic expression as I continued to thrust in and out. Although I'd declared I would be with everyone, I had been worried if I could manage it six times, but I was still hard. I wouldn't go soft again. I could see this through to the end. All that was left was to pour this joy into her. When I pulled her close, she sought my lips. Cecily's movements became fluid, her hips squirming as she let out moans between our kisses. She, too, was drowning in pleasure. Her voice and her movements were guiding me toward release.

"Mash, I... I love traveling. Even after you achieve your goal, I want to keep traveling with you."

"Like Doris's party, maybe we could aim for the far east..."

I wondered if this world had trade routes connecting the west and east. And if, beyond the sea, the country where we once lived might exist.

"Yes, that would be perfect. Together, Mash."

I couldn't contain my excitement. The pace of my thrusts quickened. Cecily's hand reached out. I grasped it.

"Mash, together!"

"Cecily, I'm coming!"

"Y-yes. Come inside me... anytime!"

I pulled my hips back far and drove my penis toward her depths. At the same moment, it pulsed powerfully.

"Auuughhhhhh..."

Cecily's body arched violently.

"Alright, I'm summoning Laciel."

"I-I don't think you can. Look how cute it's gotten."

Mizuki stroked me, then playfully jiggled my scrotum. A shiver of pleasure ran through me, but it didn't stir. Famu was busy cleaning up Cecily with her tongue. Even seeing such a perversely bewitching sight didn't get a reaction out of me. Both of them had resisted fiercely, but when I threatened to report them to Aira, they oddly became compliant. Cecily's body twitched in response to Famu's tongue and fingers.

"Ahn, ahh... this movement, it's the same as what Mash did to me the first time... ahn!"

I was surprised she remembered that so clearly, but then again, considering I'd memorized every inch of Cecily's body, perhaps we were the same.

"I-I don't want to come... ngh... ah, stop... Mash, make Famu stop!"

Cecily sent a pleading look my way, but Famu was my master. My master was demonstrating her secret technique right before my very eyes; how could I, her disciple, possibly have the audacity to stop her? This was a rare opportunity to burn her superior skills into my memory.

"N-no, I really can't, ahhhhhhh!"

Cecily's body convulsed before she slumped, exhausted, into the bed. Famu moved away from her and wiped her mouth.

"I expected more of the Master's seed to drip out, but there was only a little."

Famu's clinical comment sparked a new wave of excitement in me. Mizuki's hand on me, the vivid act between Famu and Cecily just moments ago, and now Famu's words... I was recovering. I steeled my resolve.

"Goddess Summon!"

With those words, the room was enveloped in a rainbow-colored brilliance. From within that light, Laciel appeared. Her beautiful long hair shone like gold, her skin like lustrous white porcelain. Her features were perfectly arranged, her clear golden eyes protected by long, golden lashes. She blinked. The usual air of authority was absent, likely because she was sitting primly on her knees on the bed. Around her lay Myra, Aira, and Cecily.

"L-L-Lady Laciel... really and truly..."

Claire was stunned.

"What's wrong, Claire? You should have seen her twice by now, right?"

"Th-three times, actually. The first was at the arena in Richel. But that was from far away. I was at the trading post during the incident in Nieren, and in my cabin during the pirate attack."

So she'd been watching our fight from the stands in the arena.

"Is that so? Well, allow me to introduce you. Laciel, this is the winged girl, Claire. She's my girlfriend. Claire, this is Laciel. You can stop with the prayer pose. And you can just call her by her name."

"C-calling her by name is out of the question!"

She dropped the prayer pose, but it seemed she had no intention of dropping the "-sama."

"..."

Laciel shot me a sharp glare. Come to think of it, she hadn't said a word since she appeared.

"What's wrong, Laciel? Are you angry even though I went to the trouble of calling you?"

"Of course I'm angry! Why am I always, always last? Besides, you said I would be next, didn't you?"

"Eek! I'm so sorry!"

For some reason, Claire was the one who apologized.

"Hey, Claire, you don't need to apologize to her. Laciel betrayed me and Mizuki. She didn't give us the three things we really needed. She gave them to all the other people she transferred, but... wait a minute. What were they? What didn't she give us? Was it two things?"

I found myself fixated on the two magnificent mounds on Laciel's chest. Before I knew it, I was reaching for her breasts. She covered them with her hands and turned away.

"Not in front of everyone, I never want to do it like this. I want it to be just the two of us."

For someone dressed in an outfit that seemed to flaunt her bursting chest, did even a goddess have a concept of shame?

"...Fine. Famu, Mizuki, Claire, sorry, but could you take Myra, Cecily, and Aira and wait in the hallway?"

"Naked?! There's no way we can do that!"

Mizuki shouted. Famu and Claire were also covering their chests and privates.

"Laciel, Mizuki's mad, so it's not happening today. Next time, it'll be just the two of us. I promise."

"You're a liar, Mash. I can't trust you!"

"Tch, then what am I supposed to do...?"

I glanced around the room. Claire looked anxious, seemingly intimidated by Laciel. Famu and Mizuki were silent. They wouldn't be offering me any advice. I looked at Cecily. She was lying face down. She might have fallen asleep after Famu made her climax. I couldn't see her expression. Myra was breathing peacefully, her large breasts rising and falling faintly. Come to think of it, she'd been asleep the last time I summoned Laciel, too. I tried to remember why Myra had been asleep, but nothing came to mind. It must have been for some trivial reason. Next to her, Aira was also sleeping. Their breathing and expressions in their sleep were identical. I could see why others said they were look-alike sisters. Just then, I thought I saw Aira's lips move slightly. Her voice echoed in my mind. *Just attack her already.* Hearing that voice, I threw my arms around Laciel. I tore away her clothes, exposing her chest.

"Eek! What do you think you're doing?!"

"Something lewd, obviously!"

I buried my face in her chest and stripped off her underwear as well. Famu expertly caught her panties.

"Why do you always, always have to steal my panties?"

"They're famous for being comfortable. Mizuki wants a pair too."

"I want a new pair!"

Mizuki shot back instantly.

"Is that so? Well then, I'll bring a few pairs with me next time I come."

"R-really? I want a bra, too."

"Um, okay. I know your size, so I'll prepare them."

Mizuki looked so happy at Laciel's words she looked like she was about to cheer.

"Hold on, if you're always wearing the same things, the joy of taking them off will be gone!"

"Hey!"

Mizuki cried out.

"It's okay, Mash. I'll make them all different designs."

"Good. And add a feature so I can make you instantly naked just by snapping my fingers."

Laciel seemed like she'd do anything. I might as well add to the request.

"What are you saying?! There's no way I'd wear underwear like that! I don't need that feature!"

Mizuki protested my brilliant idea. What a cheeky woman. I gave her chest a squeeze.

"Understood. I will add a catalog to the back of 'The World's Guide.' You two can choose and order from there."

"A mail-order catalog?! Hey, are you planning to charge us? You don't have any use for money!"

"It's just for you two. They're a lot of work to make, you see."

""You're the one making them?!""

Mizuki and I exclaimed in unison. Well, she was under house arrest, so she probably had a lot of free time.

I'd gotten completely sidetracked. I felt my head swim. Come to think of it, I could maintain her summons for much longer than the first time I'd called her. Though I couldn't perceive it myself, my mana must have increased.

"Does this mean I'll eventually be able to send you back before I collapse?"

"I'm afraid that's not possible,"

she replied flatly.

"Is that so?"

"My old self would have returned if you told me to. But now, I am your lover. I will absolutely never return on my own."

"..."

There's a limit to how much something can be a mixed blessing. Claire watched our exchange with a look of bewilderment.

"Are you two really lovers...?"

"That's right. And you're my lover too, Claire. As proof, today I'll give you special permission to suckle on Laciel's nipple. Come here."

I thought Claire would refuse, but she drifted closer as if drawn by a magnet. Then, she placed a hand on Laciel's breast.

"Lady Laciel..."

And she brought her mouth to the cherry-pink bud at its tip. Claire's tiny wings fluttered. She looked like an angel. The goddess gently stroked her head. It should have been an obscene scene, yet it was filled with a mysterious quality, like a religious painting.

"Mash, this one is available."

Drawn in by her words, I suckled on the other nipple. She stroked my head, too. I wanted to fall asleep just like this. I felt a powerful maternal presence from her.

This was bad. There was a naked beauty right in front of me, but my groin remained calm. At this rate, things would end with Laciel without me doing anything. I pulled my mouth from her breast and stood up. I pressed my penis against Laciel's lips.

"Won't you kiss me first?"

Those cherry-pink, bewitching lips. As if mesmerized by her words, I kissed her.

"Mash, please don't dodge the subject like last time."

"You tried to dodge it too. Can a god truly love a human? Isn't it just a way to kill time?"

"Whatever I may think, I am still me. What about you?"

For some reason, simply telling her I loved her right here felt cheap. Did I truly love her? Or was I just drawn to her exceptional appearance? My gaze fell on Mizuki. Uta's face overlapped with hers. Then, Laciel's face overlapped with them both. In that moment, I felt a powerful sense of wrongness about Laciel.

"Were you chosen, Mizuki, because your appearance is so close to hers? Were you summoned not as a hero, but as her vessel? If certain conditions are met, are you planning to take over Mizuki's body and descend upon this world?"

"—, ——————..."

Laciel answered, but I couldn't hear her. My vision distorted as if I were drunk. A sharp pain lanced through my head.

"Mash, I would never do anything that you and Mizuki wouldn't want. We've made a pact, have we not? Won't you please believe in me?"

Laciel pulled me into an embrace. Then she kissed me. Her tongue crawled inside my mouth. I couldn't resist the pleasure, and I responded in kind, our tongues intertwining. Her saliva flowed into me, mixing with mine. We shared it between us.

"Laciel, please. Not Mizuki. She's not cut out for this world. I need you to help her. I love Mizuki."

Without realizing it, I had become erect. I was drawn toward the hidden place beneath her golden fields.

"Mash, I love you. And I love Mizuki. It's true."

"What about Uta? What about the one before her who looked just like you? And the one before that, and the one before that...?"

"Mash, you are special. You have my blood—... I—, —"

The pain in my head struck again, fiercely. It was no good. I couldn't hear her voice again.

"Laciel, back in my original world, I had nothing. My days were just about getting by. I'm grateful that you gave me this chance. But..."

But I couldn't find the words to follow. I tried to remember, but nothing came to mind. What were we talking about? Laciel was spreading her legs wide, inviting me. Next to her, a small, winged angel who served the goddess was watching me with a sorrowful gaze.

"Mash, I love you,"

the goddess whispered. The scene was like something out of a dream. I leaned over Laciel and searched for her secret place. It was already wet. I wanted to enter her now. I positioned the head of my penis against her.

"Laciel, I love you too."

"Yes. I'm so glad to hear you say that."

The goddess smiled. I buried myself inside her. It was the second time. Parting the soft, pliant walls, I slid smoothly into her depths.

"Ngh... nnh..."

Laciel's brow furrowed slightly.

"Did I hurt you?"

"No, it feels so good... I was trying to hold back my moans."

"I prefer it when you let them out."

"Okay. I won't hide them anymore. Ahh..."

Just a slight shift of my hips made her react, letting out an adorable cry. Her voice spurred me on, and I began to move my hips, thrusting my penis into her depths again and again. Laciel writhed, accepting all of me.

"Mash, please. Please believe in me. I am your ally. You and Mizuki are the only allies I have. When you believe in me, when our bond grows stronger, we can become strong... so strong."

Laciel murmured between her gasps, her sorrowful eyes gazing up at me.

"Mash..."

"...Laciel, are you really... okay with this?"

I licked the tears from her eyes and sealed her lips with mine.

"Mash, I want what's yours. More of your saliva..."

I let my saliva flow into her mouth, and she swallowed it. The sight of Laciel coming undone made my excitement impossible to control.

"Laciel..."

"Anytime... I'm ready. It feels so good, I think I'm going to lose my mind."

Hearing her voice, I quickened the pace of my hips.

"Mash, give it to me. Give me all of you."

I held her hips firmly so she couldn't escape. She wrapped her arms around my neck and held me tight.

"Laciel—!"

"Mash—!"

We called out each other's names as we both came to our climax. I could feel myself pulsing, pouring into her depths. I was surprised I still had so much seed left inside me as a wave of comfort and satisfaction washed over my entire body.

"Mash..."

She sought my lips. I obliged, pressing mine against hers. Suddenly, I felt a strong gaze on me. Closer than I expected, Claire was watching us.

"Want to kiss Laciel too, Claire?"

Claire shook her head vigorously. Laciel listened to our conversation with a smile.

"That's not allowed. The only thing that can touch my lips is your... right here."

Laciel pressed her index finger to her own lips, then pressed that same finger to mine.



    Chapter 164

    [Interlude] A Look Back and the State of the World (Part 1)

    This takes place the day after chapter 163, and summarizes the worldview of the world Mash and his friends are adventuring in. Despite being a summary, the text is so voluminous that it makes one question if there was ever an intention to actually summarize. 



    Chapter 165

    [Interlude] A Look Back and the State of the World (Part 2)

    Continuing from last time, this is a summary of the worldview of the world Mash and his friends are adventuring in. A world map is included at the end. My apologies. This will continue one more time.



    Chapter 166

    [Interlude] A Look Back and the State of the World (Part 3)

    This is the last of the summary chapters. I wanted to get through it quickly, but it ended up being too long. The new arc starts next time.



    Chapter 167

    The End of the Caravan Journey and the City of Miglutt

    Inside the carriage, I was single-mindedly kneading my own chest. There wasn't much volume, but it had a firm, undeniable softness. The more I kneaded, the more an indescribable pleasure welled up inside me. Was it my hands feeling it, or my chest?

"...The hell are you doing, you idiot?"

The old man glaring at me was Mash-kun. His way of speaking was just creepy.

"I'm nurturing them. If I knead them carefully like this, they should grow up big and strong, and eventually become a source of great joy."

Hearing my words, Famu placed a hand on her own chest.

"Cecily-chan, the way you talk is disgusting, and your mannerisms are like some old pervert's!"

"And you, Mash-kun, sound like a creepy transvestite!"

""Hmph...""

We glared at each other.

"Besides, what are you going to do once they're bigger?! There are plenty of others with big chests, you know!"

"Aren't you frustrated? It's because of a chest like this that Aira steals all the men. I'm different from you. I'm going to become a woman who's irresistibly popular!"

I declared to Mash-kun.

"Are you that obsessed with boobs? What are you planning to do, collect a bunch of women like that?"

"Mmm... Now that you mention it... I do think these are wonderful just as they are, so I should probably leave them be, but I just couldn't help myself..."

I just can't stop kneading them. I wonder why. What is it about these small mounds that captivates me so?

"But are you sure about that? At this rate, it's only a matter of time before you lose to Famu."

"Sh-shut up! I'm fine just the way I am! They'd just get in the way if they were bigger. Famu, you stop kneading your chest, too. It's not going to make them any bigger!"

"...Is that speaking from experience, Cecily?"

Famu asked Mash-kun.

"Gnnnh..."

Mash-kun ground his teeth. It seemed that, deep down, she also longed for a larger chest.

"You didn't grope Mizuki-chan's that much back then. Why not?"

As I continued to knead, Mash-kun directed the question at me.

"...Because back then, you were relentlessly attacking Mizuki-chan like a madman. It was, shall we say, a satisfying release."

"Good grief..."

Mash-kun sighed.

We were guarding a caravan, traveling from the city of Heilon to Miglutt. I had thought this stretch, near the border with the Demon Kingdom, would be the most dangerous, but contrary to my expectations, the journey had been smooth and peaceful. We were scheduled to arrive in Miglutt by the end of the day. Cecily and I had swapped bodies thanks to Shizuka's special skill, *Scales of Love*. There were three cardinal rules we had to follow while swapped: '1. Address each other with -kun or -chan,' '2. Act and speak in a way that respects each other's original personality,' and '3. If something bad happens, it's Shizuka's fault.' The second rule, especially the manner of speech, was difficult to maintain. We were the rearguard escort. Right now, Mizuki and Myra were outside, keeping watch behind us. Inside the carriage were Mash-kun, Famu, Aira, and Cecily-chan. Aira was fast asleep, her face peaceful. Come to think of it, Aira had put up the biggest fight last night, demanding Mash-kun again and again. I found myself feeling a little hurt, wishing she'd be that forward with me. As a result, I was left with a considerable amount of pent-up frustration. Still, I was amazed she could sleep so soundly with this awful rattling. I never did get used to the swaying of this carriage. I stopped kneading my chest, and as soon as I let my mind go blank, I started to feel sick. I'd always thought motion sickness was a mental thing, but it seemed to be physical after all. My own body was fine, but this shaking was tough on Cecily's.

"I need some fresh air."

I poked my head out towards the driver's seat. My view was filled with a long line of carriages. Beyond them, a seemingly endless prairie stretched out, and in the distance, I could see a city skyline of stone buildings. The city's center was a small hill, and atop its highest point stood a massive domed building supported by numerous columns. A stone corridor was built to encircle the dome. It seemed to be made of white marble, giving it a religious solemnity rather than the feel of a castle wall.

"We're finally here. That's Miglutt..."

Mash-kun, who had poked his head out just like me, murmured.

"There are no city walls."

It lacked the kind of fortress walls I'd seen in other cities. There were low fences, to be sure, but only enough to keep out monsters and beasts.

"Apparently there used to be, but so many people gathered here that the city kept expanding, and they were eventually torn down,"

Mash-kun explained. Ever since removing the walls that encircled the city, they had defended it by strengthening their diplomacy and military might. It was something they could only achieve because the city's scale was second only to the Imperial Capital of Kulm, the former capital of the old Empire. But now, a new threat had emerged: the Demon Kingdom. Their military force was no match for the sheer numbers of the Demon Kingdom's army in open battle. The city spread out radially from the central hill, and the administrative districts were divided in the same radial fashion into four parts.

To the south was the dog-eared race's One-Land Family. To the east, the elven Star Union Family. To the north, the human Air-Ally Family. And to the west, the dwarven Sky-Lot Family.

From these Four Regent Families, two consuls were elected each year. Furthermore, the city was governed by a senate composed of the highest taxpayers. There was once a king, but his line had died out. In the time of the king, the order of power among the Four Regent Families, as indicated by the districts they controlled, was One-Land, Star Union, Sky-Lot, and Air-Ally. Now, the city was under the dominion of the Empire, and the human Air-Ally Family, having earned the Emperor's deep trust, surpassed the power of the other three regent families.

"Is that the Crystal Palace?"

Beyond the domed building on the hill, a colossal pyramid floated in the air like a mirage. Its surface was covered in highly transparent crystal, making it seem as though you could see inside. It was the largest dungeon in the city. Just like the Longhorn Trail dungeon in Heilon, the dungeon didn't physically exist in that location. It would disappear if you changed your viewing angle. The dungeon's entrance was in a district called Crystal Square, directly beneath the Crystal Palace.

"Cecily-chan..."

Overcome with emotion at the end of our journey, Mash-kun wrapped an arm around my shoulders and drew his lips near. It felt disgusting, but I figured I'd get an earful if I refused, so I screwed my eyes shut and braced myself. Mash-kun's lips touched mine. The sensation was soft, a pleasure so divine it felt like my brain was melting. And then, in the middle of our kiss, the time for the swap ran out, and we returned to our own bodies.

"Thank you for everything up to now. Here is your payment."

In front of the Mateo Trading Company, Claire handed each of us our wages personally. The company was located in the district controlled by the One-Land Family. Famu also received her pay from Claire, but she handed it all to me, so I put it in my storage along with my own share.

"Alright, then."

Until now, the Mateo Trading Company had arranged everything for us, including our lodging, but from here on out, we had to think and act for ourselves. Besides our party, Levante, there was Shizuka, Reeni, Takamura, Komachi, Fang, Doris, and Beers. Fang and Beers planned to continue working as bodyguards for the Mateo Trading Company while exploring the dungeon as adventurers. Doris seemed to have been deliberating, but for the time being, she would team up with them and stay in this city. And to that group, Takamura and Komachi would also be joining. They wouldn't be working for the trading company, however, but would focus solely on dungeon diving. They were otherworlders, too. They had to break the ten-year curse that limited their time in this world. Until then, they've agreed to cooperate with us. The five of them would form a party under the name Takamura's group had been using, Nekono Konekoneko. They promptly headed off to the guild. The problem was Shizuka and Reeni. For the time being, they would both work at the Mateo Trading Company. Reeni's role would mainly be educational. Also, Avea had recognized her high physical potential and agreed to teach her swordsmanship in her spare time. I wanted Reeni to think about what she wants to become, but for now, I'd leave her be. And then there was Shizuka. She had mentioned wanting to work in the brothel district in Crystal Garden, but I wondered if she would behave herself and work at the trading company until her boyfriend, Ko-kun, was found. Reeni was attached to her, so I hoped she would continue to act as a mother figure. We had to protect these girls who had no combat abilities. It would probably be best to find an inn near the Mateo Trading Company and live with them.

"Shall I arrange for temporary lodging at the company?"

Claire offered, so I gratefully accepted. Claire's wings fluttered. In the past, Mercedes would have been the one to say such things to me, but recently, it was Claire who spoke to me. She had become brighter and more energetic than before. As for Hyakka and Kalpana, they hadn't arrived yet. I was worried they might have gotten caught up in the power struggle between the Empire and the Demon Kingdom, but so far, the cities within the Empire hadn't gone to war. The Earth Dragon race hadn't come either. Thinking about Yanan made me a little melancholic, but I was also looking forward to it. Were they still taking time to pacify the great plains they had reclaimed from the Earth Dragon King?

"I'm going to the church. I'll likely be staying the night. I'll ask them to remove Famu's curse tomorrow, if possible."

Myra said this and began to walk away.

"Myra."

I called out to her without thinking.

"Yes?"

She stopped and turned back. At the same time, her large breasts swayed.

"Uh, it's nothing. I'm counting on you for Famu."

"Don't worry. I have a letter from the bishop in Richel. You can leave it to me."

She smiled and waved.

"Ah, yeah..."

I waved back in response, watching until she disappeared from the street.

"What should we do now?"

Famu asked after we saw Myra off. I wanted to call it a day, grab some food, and rest from the journey, but her tail was wagging. For once, it seemed there was a place she desperately wanted to go.

"Where do you want to go?"

I asked Famu.

"Nowhere in particular... I'll follow you wherever you go, Master."

Was she playing dumb? What a handful.

"In that case, we'll just stand here blankly until Claire arranges our lodging."

"Eh..."

An expression of clear disappointment crossed her face.

"Where do you want to go? I'll go with you."

When I asked, she smiled shyly and scratched her head.

"I want to see Mo. I promised I would visit her when we arrived in the city."

Cecily and Aira were set to enroll in a magic academy. I had asked Mo to make the arrangements. Going to her place meant saying goodbye to them. Of course, Famu probably hadn't thought that far ahead. We headed to Mo's house, following the directions the Mateo Trading Company gave us. Naturally, she lived in the eastern district, controlled by the Star Union Family.

"Hey, are you sure this is okay?"

Mizuki asked anxiously, watching Famu who was walking at the head of our group. Usually, she was right beside me, but today she was leading the way. Did she want to see Mo that badly? The rest of the Levante members, minus Myra, followed behind her.

"What is?"

"Well, she's the daughter of one of the Four Regent Families, right? Can we really just go and meet her so easily? What if we get arrested as suspicious people..."

"True... I'd rather avoid trouble."

Mizuki had a point. It would be fine if we knew someone, but it was unlikely we'd be able to see Patricia or Wake right away. 

"It would be great if Mizuki could act as a decoy and cause a ruckus while we sneak in..."

"No way! I'm definitely not playing that role!"

While we were talking, we arrived in front of a mansion surrounded by an iron-barred fence. The grounds were so vast that the chairman's mansion on Longhorn Street couldn't even compare. The tips of the iron bars were sharpened like anti-climb spikes, and to be extra thorough, they even had barbs to prevent anyone from pulling back out if they got impaled. A stone gate stood there, perhaps twice the height of a person. The gate was open, but of course, there were guards standing watch. The sheer intimidation factor made even approaching feel daunting.

"I'll go ask them to call for Mo,"

Famu said.

"Huh? Hey, wait! If you're going to call for someone, make it Patricia or Wake, not Mo!"

My voice didn't seem to reach her. She ambled towards the guards, completely unguarded. Mizuki and I could only watch her retreating back, as if praying for her safety.



    Chapter 168

    The Naive Tactic and the Reunion with Mo

    As Famu approached the gate, a guard holding a long spear blocked her path.

"Who goes there!"

As the guard shouted, soldiers who had been on standby behind the gate came running out with weapons drawn. In an instant, she was surrounded by ten soldiers. She took a step back. It seemed she had finally realized the predicament she was in.

"Looks like the naive tactic was a failure..."

I muttered.

"What part of that was a tactic?!"

Mizuki shot back.

"I-I'm Famu. I've come to see... Mo."

"Do you have an appointment? Or perhaps a letter of introduction or an invitation?"

Famu shook her head at the guard's words. Meanwhile, one of the guards was calling for more soldiers from inside the mansion. The number of soldiers surrounding her increased by another ten.

"You're an adventurer, aren't you? Unfortunately, Lady Mo is busy. We cannot allow you to see her."

One of the guards glared menacingly at Famu.

"B-but... I have a promise with Mo..."

Famu stammered, then turned around and looked at me with sad eyes. She seemed to be asking for help.

"Hey, is this okay? It looks like they'll let her into the mansion, alright, but straight into a jail cell..."

said Mizuki, who was watching Famu's situation with me.

"But what can I do, even if I go over there?"

"Couldn't you just summon Laciel?"

Mizuki said it so casually, but I didn't want to stand out. I came to this city seeking a peaceful life. If I caused a commotion, word would get out to the other otherworlder heroes. The chances of an enemy appearing were higher than that of an ally.

"Anyway, let's all go help her."

I took a step forward, but neither Mizuki, Cecily, nor Aira made a move to follow. I couldn't help but look back.

"W-we'll go back to the trading company and wait for you..."

"You guys are horrible!"

Wasn't it Cecily and Aira who had business with Mo? Why were they acting like this had nothing to do with them? With that thought, I headed towards Famu. Just then, one of the guards stepped out from the circle and stood before Famu. He was wearing a mask, but from the muscles on his unarmored arms, I could tell he was a man. Come to think of it, since this was an elven mansion, I had assumed everyone would be an elf, but the guards were all humans and beastmen.

"You said your name is Famu?"

"Yes..."

Famu nodded in response to the masked guard's question.

"Indeed, I was told that if a person by that name came, they were to be allowed inside."

At those words, Famu's expression brightened instantly. If that was the arrangement, I wished they'd just let her in sooner. I let out a sigh of relief.

"Then please, let me see Mo."

At Famu's words, the guard shook his head.

"No. Her Ladyship stated that there is a secret greeting between her and a girl named Famu. Show it to us, will you?"

the guard said. He said it was a secret greeting, but who other than Mo could possibly confirm it? I felt the urge to point that out, but since things seemed likely to resolve if Famu just performed the greeting, I kept my mouth shut.

"Eh, here?"

The guard nodded at the taken-aback Famu.

"I-in front of everyone..."

The guard nodded again at her words. Famu looked around. The guards were still surrounding her, applying pressure. Their number had now grown to thirty. They had gathered from out of nowhere, swarming around Famu.

"...Understood."

Famu's face turned beet red as she shyly raised her hands just a little.

"...Moo..."

she whispered, then immediately lowered her hands.

"What was that..."

"...Like a mosquito buzzing."

"What kind of weak, spiritless greeting is that?"

"She raised her hands. Don't tell me she's cursing Lady Mo..."

The guards were whispering amongst themselves. Famu, as if ignoring their chatter, looked down and waited for the guards to let her through.

"Sorry, but we can't let you see Her Ladyship with that."

the masked guard said. Famu's eyes welled with tears, but she nodded as if she had made up her mind.

"I-I understand! I'll do it properly this time."

This time, she raised her hands high.

"Moooooo!"

she let out a loud voice, almost like a howl born of desperation.

"Moo."

A girl's voice came from behind the guard.

"Eh?"

As Famu looked on in surprise, the male guard moved to the side. From behind him, an elven girl with her hands raised appeared. White skin, long silver hair, and a small chest full of potential for growth. It was Marmi Mume Mo Star Union.

"...Famu, I've been waiting."

She spread her arms and hugged Famu. Beside them, the guard removed his mask. It was Wake, who had been Mo's bodyguard during our journey.

"I'm glad you came. Lady Mo is delighted by your visit."

He said, extending a hand to me. Was he always this friendly? I searched my memory as I shook his hand.

Flowers of purple and white bloomed in profusion in the garden's flowerbeds.

"Are those roses?"

"Not even close. These are geraniums, I think,"

Mizuki answered my question, which had been more of a thought to myself. She had pretended this was none of her business while Famu was in trouble, yet here she was, having sneakily tagged along. Cecily and Aira were with her, too. In front of us were Famu and Mo. Behind us followed Wake and the guards, aside from the gatekeepers. It turned out they had received information the moment we entered the city and had gathered the guards at the gate specifically to intimidate us. What a bunch of idle people. And at some point, Claire had joined us as well.

"Is something wrong?"

"Yes, I've secured the inn. Also, a group from the Earth Dragon race came to the trading company looking for you, Mash. I've arranged their lodging as well. They're speaking with Mercedes right now."

"..."

"Is something the matter?"

"No."

I was just a little taken aback by the aura of a capable woman emanating from Claire. I had thought of her as a sheltered and timid girl, but she had been raised in the Mateo Trading Company and received a proper education. It was likely she just hadn't had confidence in her own intellect until now. She was also highly curious, and if given the opportunity, she would demonstrate her abilities just like this. In any case, it seemed we had just missed Yanan and the others. I had wanted to introduce the Earth Dragon race to Mo, but it looked like that would have to wait for another time. As Famu and Mo, who were walking at the front, approached the building, the door opened on its own. I thought it was magic, but it was just a servant opening it from the inside. Among them was the Flower Folk girl who had served as Mo's attendant, Patricia. She smiled upon seeing Famu and Mo, then bowed her head deeply. The entrance hall was a vast space. It was an open atrium, with a grand double staircase leading to the second floor. Something like a chandelier with numerous candlesticks hung from the ceiling, but the candles were unlit. Large windows were set on either side of the entrance door, allowing sunlight to stream in. A stone statue of the goddess Laciel was placed where the sunlight shone. The silhouette was beautiful, but the facial features weren't very well-carved. I wanted to show it to her someday. Following Famu and the others, we ascended the grand staircase. At the top of the stairs stood a pair of elves. Both the man and the woman looked young, and the silver-haired woman in particular had the same translucent, beautiful white skin as Mo, reminiscent of porcelain. Come to think of it, her features bore a slight resemblance to Mo as well.

"...Mash, this is my father, Augustus Star Union. And my mother, Marina Marini Marine Star Union."

Mo introduced the two of them. The father's name was normal, but the mother had a strange name just like Mo. Well, unlike Mo's, each part was a normal name, but putting them all together made it strange. As I was thinking such silly thoughts, the two of them knelt on one knee.

"Lord Mash, Lady Aira, we have been expecting you. We are honored beyond measure that you have come to our home first, rather than the church or any of the other Four Regent Families, upon your arrival in Miglutt. Welcome to the House of Star Union."

"..."

Whether it was because they'd gotten their information from the King of Heilon and thought Aira and I were the otherworlder heroes, or because visiting Mo's house first had taken on such a meaning, or because I didn't want people living in such a mansion to kneel before me, I didn't know where to even begin with my retorts. In fact, I wasn't even sure if I was allowed to retort. Aira was receiving kisses on the back of her hand from the two of them. She shot a desperate look at me and Mizuki, but there was nothing we could do either. At times like this, I wished from the bottom of my heart that Myra were here to take charge of the situation, but she was at the church.

"Ah, um, I..."

As the two stood up, Aira tried to say something in her confusion, but the words wouldn't seem to come out.

"It's alright, we know the truth. And that you, Mash-san, are not fond of such greetings,"

Marina said with a mischievous smile, winking at Mizuki. I wondered if Mo's mother was a prankster. The whole incident at the gate might have been her doing as well.

We were shown to a room with a massive long table. It was a dining hall that felt more like a great hall. Down the center of the long table, white, lustrous vases were arranged in a regular pattern, and the beautifully arranged flowers within them colored the space. Similar vases were placed on side tables, lending an elegant atmosphere to the entire room. This room had several large windows, and the calculated lighting brought in soft natural light, brightly illuminating the entire space. Like the entrance hall, it seemed to have been built with no consideration for the possibility of an enemy attack. At the head of the table sat a dignified chair with a high back, but the seat remained empty. Presumably, the master of the house, Augustus, usually sat there. In the seats opposite, Augustus, Marina, Mo, and Famu were seated in a row, while in the row where I sat, it was me, Mizuki, Cecily, Aira, and Claire, in that order. And then, servants were pouring coffee and tea into ceramic cups. Among them was Patricia.

"It's been a while. Though it hasn't even been ten days since we parted in Heilon,"

she said as she poured coffee into my cup.

"Does Patricia handle all the housework in this mansion?"

"Only when Lady Mo has guests. Normally, I attend to Lady Mo's personal needs. Today, I'll be standing by behind you, Mash-san, so please let me know if you need anything."

Is that so? I'd have to be careful not to say anything lewd and get punched. The coffee drinkers were me, Mizuki, and Famu. The others had ordered tea. Famu, prompted by Mo, was munching on a scone.

"It's crispy on the outside and fluffy on the inside. It leaves a buttery flavor and a hint of sweetness. This goes well with tea... no, with coffee."

Was food reporting her new hobby? She was at it again. Then she took a sip of coffee and grimaced, hastily adding sugar and milk. It seemed she had only copied me and actually wanted tea. She had drunk it a few times on the way to Heilon, and she always loaded it with sugar. Shifting my gaze, I noticed a portrait hanging behind the head of the table. It looked somewhat like Marina, and also like Mo.

"That is the First Head of the family,"

Patricia said.

"Does she also have a weird... I mean, a strange... ah, a name like Mo and the others?"

"Her official name is Mama Marmi Mam Star Union. It's not so much the case for elven boys, but when a girl is born, she is especially doted upon, and everyone wants to give her a name. To avoid fights, they say she is bestowed with all the names."

"Do they all start with 'Ma'?"

"No, that's only for the Star Union family. It might be a coincidence, but no male heirs are born into the Star Union family. Lord Augustus married into the family."

I glanced sideways at Augustus. He looked youthful, younger than me, but he was much older. So, he had married in. The fact that no sons were born meant the Star Union family was a matrilineal line, just like the nomads. However, in Mo's case, they had said she would marry into another family, and her child would be adopted into the Star Union family. Whether it was due to the power of their lineage or something else, elven society seemed to have its own complex circumstances.

"Well then,"

Augustus said.

"First, allow me to express my gratitude for saving my daughter from her predicament."

He said, bowing his head. I had a bad feeling about what would come next, so I wished he'd stop kneeling and bowing, but I nodded for the time being.

"Our interests just happened to align, so there's no need to worry about it... sir."

Since he was being so humble, I couldn't help but tack on a polite word. Augustus smiled at my words.

"You may speak to me as you do to my daughter."

"In that case, I'd appreciate it if you'd stop bowing and being so humble. And just use my name, please."

He returned a smile at my words. He was more graceful than any noble I had met so far.

"I heard you all plan to live in Miglutt. What do you say? I was thinking of giving you a house."

At his words, Claire's eyebrow twitched.

"Is that a gesture of gratitude? Or is it simply a way to keep us within the Star Union family's district and under your watch?"

"And you are?"

Augustus's eyebrow twitched as well. Seeing this, Claire realized she had spoken out of turn and hastily covered her mouth.

"This is Claire, the branch manager of the Mateo Trading Company. I've asked her to find a property with a bath for us."

I introduced her and explained that we were in her company's care. The Mateo Trading Company, which primarily did business in the Imperial Capital, had little influence in Miglutt.

"I see. In that case, I shall introduce a property to the Mateo Trading Company. Miss Claire, you can then present that property to Mash."

"...Is that acceptable?"

Augustus nodded at Claire's words.

"However, that means I must think of a new way to thank you."

"There's no need for thanks. Mo is Famu's friend. Besides, Mo was the one who worked the hardest in defeating the pirates, and I'm already asking for her help in arranging for Cecily and Aira here to enroll in the magic academy."

She had continuously blocked the enemy's special skill cannonballs with her magic barrier.

"...About the magic academy,"

Mo said. All eyes turned to her.

"...School starts in September. The two of them haven't taken the entrance exam, nor have they studied the fundamentals required for admission. And today is August 20th. There are only about ten days left, so they'll have to start studying today."

"What!"

I couldn't help but shout. I had thought we still had time together until the very last minute before they had to enroll.

"...Mash, it's better for them to build up a certain level of academic ability so they don't stumble after enrolling and so they can become excellent mages. And we have one of the world's best mages right here."

Mo glanced at her mother, Marina.

"Cecily might be fine, but Aira is studying theology, right?"

I still didn't want to let them go. I pressed her.

"Mash-san, I'm telling you this because it's you. In this world, the only one who can connect with a god is you, and you alone. You've already suspected that the miracles of the gods are not actually granted by the gods, haven't you?"

Marina said.

"The church's miracles are a type of magic..."

She nodded at my words. It was true, I couldn't imagine Laciel granting power based on people's faith. I looked at Aira. She didn't seem particularly perturbed upon hearing this fact. Still, I was glad Myra wasn't here. Faith isn't about logic.

"...Also, they'll have to stay in the dormitory until they can keep up with the classes."

We were going to be separated so soon? I couldn't hide my dismay at Mo's words.

"It's okay. We get one day off every seven. I'll come see you,"

Cecily said. I was the one who should have been encouraging her, but instead, she was encouraging me.

"I'll be back for the days when we do it all together,"

Aira added. It seemed she'd be back for our orgies. Hearing that was both reassuring and unsettling. She didn't have the same ambition as Cecily; she was only going to the magic academy because Cecily was. I wondered if she would become a delinquent and start sniffing glue in a corner of the hallway. Come to think of it, the hem of her priestess robes was quite long.

"I feel like I'm being made fun of somehow..."

Aira activated a sharp sense worthy of Famu.

"...Also, there's something I need to tell Famu,"

Mo said.

"What is it?"

Famu asked her.

"...Samu is here. Sameim Okita, of the dog-eared race, is in this city."

Famu shot up from her seat.

"Samu... Samu is in this city! Where is she? I have to go see her!"

Sameim had lived in the same village as Famu. She had gone missing after the Crimson Brigade attacked their village. Hearing this, Famu looked like she was about to cry.

"...Wait, this information came from the One-Land family. The One-Lands are trying to buy back the people from Famu's village who were enslaved. Samu is among them..."

"Master!"

Famu looked at me. She probably intended to buy her back before the One-Land family could.

"...Famu, I'm not finished. Samu was bought by an adventurer, and negotiations have stalled. That's all the information I was given. They asked for Famu to come to the One-Land family for more details."

"They have business with me?"

Famu tilted her head. She had said she'd never been beyond the surrounding villages until hers was attacked. She shouldn't have any connection to the One-Land family.

"...They said you should come with Mash."

"With my Master... I can't do that..."

Famu clenched her fists in frustration and hung her head.

"Famu, I'm going,"

I said. She remained silent for a long time after hearing my words.

"...Thank you, Master,"

Famu said.

"...That's how it is, so stay the night today,"

Mo said.

"Huh? But..."

I exchanged a look with Claire. She had just arranged our lodging for the day. She fluttered her wings as if to say not to worry about her. The words of a commoner were powerless before those of a noble.

"...There's a bath, too."

"A bath!"

Mizuki cried out in joy at Mo's words. Did she want to take a bath that badly? Mo nodded, and Mizuki turned a joyful gaze to me.

"A bath! They have a bath!"

Mizuki had become a broken record, only capable of saying 'bath'.

"...We'll all get in together."

"What! Me too?!"

Unable to hide my excitement at Mo's words, I was struck on the head by a fist from Patricia, who was behind me.

"That doesn't include you, does it, Mash-san?"

Patricia smiled sweetly, a deep furrow in her brow. Under her intimidating gaze, I had no choice but to nod, but just as I was about to, Mo raised her hand to stop Patricia.

"...It does include him,"

Mo said. Then, she turned back to face Augustus and Marina.

"...Father, Mother. I am going on a journey with Mash. And I am going to marry him."



    Chapter 169

    The Duel and the Dog-Eared Swordswoman

    I was walking to the inn alone. It was located in the area controlled by the dog-eared One-Land family. If I recalled correctly, at Mo's mansion, her suggestion had led to a plan for everyone to take a bath together. It should have been a promised time of bliss. Then Mo started saying unsettling things about traveling with me, and marrying me. Well, she'd been saying it for a while now. But it was the first time her parents had heard it. At a glance from Augustus, Patricia had punched me, and at a glance from Marina, Wake had thrown me out of the mansion. I wondered what I had done, but her parents must have thought I'd done something. Come to think of it, I remembered the mischief I'd gotten up to with Mizuki-chan.

"Master!"

Famu came running up to walk beside me.

"What about Mizuki and the others?"

"They're having a dinner party, and then they're staying the night."

It seemed I was the only one who got kicked out; Mizuki and the others were fine.

"I see. You should go back too, Famu."

"No, I will stay with you, Master."

Her tone felt stiff, different from usual.

"What, are you angry?"

"Mo is the one at fault. You did nothing wrong, Master. And yet, Patricia punched you. I said I was leaving, but Mizuki and the others said they would stay."

Mizuki and the others probably stayed to avoid a complete breakdown between me and the Star Union family. I wanted to believe it wasn't just for the bath.

"Mizuki and the others stayed to mend the relationship between me and Mo's parents."

"Is that so?"

"So you should go back and make up with Mo."

"..."

Famu fell silent and looked down.

"Famu, cherish your female friends. With a face like yours, you can make as many male friends as you want. But female friends are difficult to make in the first place. Sometimes, you can't make them no matter how much you wish for it. I'm envious of the relationship you and Mo have."

Would my words, coming from someone with neither male nor female friends, even resonate? For a moment, the faces of Beers and Fang flickered in my mind, but I immediately banished them. I patted her on the head.

"One more thing. It gets harder to make friends the older you get."

"Master... I'll go back."

"You should."

A part of me wanted her to say she would stay anyway, but I gave her a light pat on the back. Her retreating figure, running off under the reddening sky, seemed to shine a little brightly.

I found the inn right where Claire had told me it would be. As was common, the first floor was a pub and dining hall, with the inn on the upper floors. I'd heard that Shizuka, Reeni, and Fang's group were also at this inn. And they had said Yanan's group was at the same inn too, so I might be able to see them if they were having a meal. As I was thinking this and about to enter, a dog-eared girl who had been standing at the entrance approached me. She had long hair and ears that stood straight up. Her slightly upturned eyes made her look strong-willed, but her features were noble. Her chest was probably a little smaller than Mizuki's. She wore the clothes of a town girl, but they looked somewhat unnatural on her. Maybe it was because she was carrying a katana just like mine.

"I've been waiting for you,"

she said. I instinctively looked behind me, but no one was there.

"Me?"

She nodded. I had no idea who she was.

"I hear the dog-eared girl with you is looking for a girl named Sameim."

"...Don't tell me, you're Sameim?"

She neither confirmed nor denied it. She just showed the faintest smile. She seemed quite different from the impression I'd gotten from Famu. And for Famu's childhood friend, she seemed older. She looked closer in age to Cecily or Aira than to Famu or Mizuki. A dog becomes an adult in less than a year. Was it the same for the dog-eared race? Would Famu become an adult like her in just six months? I remembered that her chest had grown. While I was lost in thought, she took off her glove and tossed it towards me. It hit me in the chest and fell to the ground.

"Sameim, what is the meaning of this?"

"I would like to request a match. If you win, you may have me. If I win, I shall have your dog-eared girl."

If she was going to join us, it was an offer I couldn't refuse, but I had no intention of using Famu as a gambling chip. Just as I was about to decline, the guys who had been drinking in the inn came outside and started cheering. It was a scenario I'd experienced somewhere before. Come to think of it, Famu had been a gambling chip that time too. Why was I always getting into trouble in front of inns? Did I look like an easy mark?

"I heard you were bought as a slave by some adventurer. Do you even have the authority to do this?"

In response to my words, she rolled up her sleeve. There was no slave mark. Come to think of it, she wasn't wearing the light blue clothes or any items. In other words, she served no one, and this challenge was of her own free will. The customers who came out of the inn started making a commotion.

"Stupid woman. There's no way Mash is gonna lose! I'm betting on the man!"

Among the customers was a guy who was immediately starting a betting pool to make some money. I looked to see who was instigating our duel and saw it was Beers. I regretted almost counting him as a friend a moment ago. Next to him were Fang and Doris. And Shizuka and Reeni were there too. Reeni gave me a thumbs-up as a sign of support. Fortunately, Yanan and the other Earth Dragons were nowhere to be seen.

"I don't want to duel. I don't think I can win."

"Is that so? Then I'll be taking the dog-eared girl."

She didn't seem to be listening to me.

"Gahahaha! Playing humble, are we? There's no way you'd lose to a woman like that!"

"Gah..."

With Beers egging everyone on, it seemed like avoiding the duel would be impossible.

"For starters, can we change the location?"

"Very well. Follow me."

She nodded at my suggestion and started walking, guiding me along.

"Hey, you're not fighting here?!"

Beers was yelling, but of course, I ignored him. I followed her.

"Is Sameim famous in Miglutt?"

"I wonder. I doubt many people know about Sameim,"

she answered. It was because everyone, except for my acquaintances like Beers's group, looked uniformly surprised when they saw her face. And while I thought everyone would follow us, no one did. Even Beers and his group were being held back by the other customers. She had a strange atmosphere, or perhaps a powerful presence, or maybe I should call it dignity. She had something in her demeanor that made people obey. Since she was Sameim, I had no choice but to follow, but I too was drawn by something she possessed, walking behind her. The sun had set, and night had begun. There was no one on the streets. With no knowledge of the area, I had no idea where I was being led. I hadn't wanted Beers to come, but I wished someone else had. I wanted someone to mediate. Eventually, we reached an oval-shaped plaza. It was a training ground of packed earth. A crescent moon hung in the sky, casting a pale, bluish light.

"A chariot training ground..."

"That's right. Though chariots were used a long time ago. The city's army doesn't have them anymore,"

she answered.

"Well then. Shall we begin?"

She tapped the hilt of her katana and drew the blade slightly from its scabbard. The embroidery on the hilt and the design of the guard on her katana were closer to a traditional Japanese sword than mine.

She kept her hand on the hilt and slowly lowered her stance.

"I don't want to fight,"

I said, a little too late.

"Then you will simply be cut down where you stand,"

she replied.

"Then can we at least change the prize?"

"Now that you've heard the name Sameim, your demand will not change. Nor will mine."

"How about wooden swords, then?"

She didn't answer. Resigned, I drew my sword and took a stance. She pressed the mouth of her scabbard with her left thumb, pushing the sword slightly forward.

"An Iai draw..."

"So you know of it. As expected of an otherworlder hero."

She smiled. Then, she released a sharp killing intent. I felt a sense of wrongness in her form. Sameim was supposed to be a village girl, just like Famu. And yet, here she was with this commanding stance. Famu's growth rate was fast thanks to my special skill that boosted experience gain. It had been less than a year since she was taken. Could someone improve this much in such a short time? Was she really Sameim?

For a while, we faced each other with our weapons drawn. I couldn't gauge the distance. Not knowing the length of her weapon, I couldn't grasp her range. If I approached carelessly, I'd be cut down in a single stroke. A drop of sweat trickled down my back. If I panicked, I'd lose. But it was also true that we couldn't stay like this forever. I could read her sword style. From that stance, she could only unleash an upward diagonal slash or a horizontal one. And if she had the same profession as Famu, she would have the vacuum blade technique, Kikuichimonji. She might unleash it if I tried to carelessly close the distance. If I could parry that, I'd have a chance of winning. I closed the distance ever so slightly, as if reeling in the earth with my toes. In that instant, with a fierce cry, her body moved. And a white blade danced. I moved my sword to where I predicted hers would be, only to be violently knocked back. She swung the sword she had slashed upwards with into an overhead stance and closed in on me. I caught the down-swinging blade with my own, a hair's breadth from my skin. A lock of hair fluttered down, and blood trickled from my forehead. I tried to retreat to create distance, but she wouldn't allow it, stepping in and delivering a second, and then a third, strike. It was so fast I could hardly keep it in my sights. It was an attack meant to overpower an enemy with brute force. To put it bluntly, it was a sword style full of wide swings with no openings. I weathered the attack, thinking of Avea's complex style that targeted weaknesses and openings. My skin was cut several times, and blood flowed just as it had from my forehead. I could block the attacks with my sword. But if this continued, I would just be cornered. Timing my move with her strike, I stopped retreating and stepped forward, stopping her attack. A harsh metallic clang echoed as our blades locked.

"I never thought you'd be able to block all of my strikes."

She smiled, saying something Avea might have.

"Shut up,"

I barked. Her body was about half a head shorter than mine. I tried to use that height and weight difference to push her back, but her body didn't budge an inch. Her legs and core were unbelievably strong, a strength you couldn't perceive from her appearance. I kicked out to sweep her leg, but she leaped back to dodge it while swinging her sword down at my wrist. I parried the blade upwards and drove my own towards her head. Another harsh metallic clang rang out. My sword, which had clashed with hers as she swung up from below, had broken at its base. The tip spun through the air and stabbed into the ground.

"...Tch!"

I hastily leaped back, still clutching the hilt of my now-pointless sword. She didn't pursue. I reached for my short sword, then stopped. No other sword could stand against her. The only option left was to summon Laciel. I didn't have time to hesitate before her swordsmanship. Just as I was about to shout, she held out a hand to stop me.

"Wait. Are you planning to summon a goddess?"

"You know about that? Yes."

"By the time she descends, what are the chances I could cut both you and Lady Laciel down?"

It wasn't something she should be asking me, her enemy, nor was I obligated to answer, but she asked nonetheless.

"If you can break through the charm effect."

"Can you really summon her? Is it truly Lady Laciel?"

"As thanks for breaking my sword, I'll summon her for you right now. See for yourself."

"Understood. I surrender."

As if the fierce battle until now had been a lie, she sheathed her sword and readily admitted defeat. I pulled the broken tip of my sword from the ground. All things with form eventually break. And yet, an unbearable sense of loss washed over me. This blade had saved me from countless predicaments. Above all, it was one that Aidan had forged for me. Holding this sword made me feel as if Aidan was lending me his strength. It would never be whole again. But I couldn't bring myself to throw it away, so I put it in my storage.

"I'm sorry. I thought that last strike was dangerous. It's not much of an apology, but please, accept this sword."

She said, offering me her own katana.

"No, that's yours. I can't accept it."

"What are you talking about? As we promised, I am now yours. That is why I want you to have this sword. I have other katanas."

She insisted, pressing the sword into my hands.

I returned to the inn with her in tow. Beers and the others had waited for me.

"How'd it go?"

he asked in a low voice, his brow furrowed. Was he actually worried about me? 

"Yeah, I'm fine."

Doris came over and cast a healing spell on me.

"So, did you win?"

Fang asked.

"Yeah... somehow."

Hearing my voice, Beers thrust his fist into the air.

"Yahoo! I won the bet!"

He started collecting money from the surrounding customers. I was furious with myself for even considering him a friend for a single second, so out of spite, I snatched a handful of the money he'd collected. With that money, I ordered food and ale for myself and her. Shizuka and Reeni came over too. Beers and the others seemed to be celebrating with the other patrons.

"This is Sameim. I'll have her meet Famu tomorrow."

The two of them exchanged looks with uncertain expressions.

"Are you going to do *it* with that woman?"

Reeni's words made me spit out my ale.

"Shizuka, don't teach Reeni weird things!"

"Whaat? You brought her back to the inn for that, didn't you?"

Shizuka's point made me come to my senses.

"Come to think of it, I did just bring her back on impulse."

I glanced at Sameim.

"It's alright. I came here with that in mind. I'm prepared."

Her face reddened as she averted her gaze. We had only just met, maybe an hour ago. Was she serious? I casually reached out and kneaded her breast. It was a good breast, firm yet soft. I didn't forget to find the small bud and make sure it was standing at attention.

"Nnh, kufu..."

She let out a sweet moan but showed no sign of resistance. She seemed to be serious. She kept her head down, her face bright red. She seemed innocent, but I wondered if she had any experience with this sort of thing. Her bashful figure was incredibly cute. What happened to the killing intent she had directed at me just a little while ago? Had she been desperate to get Famu back in her own way? But then again, she had surrendered so easily when I was about to use my special skill. It felt like I had just been tested. Famu's face flashed in my mind. Even Mo, who was in an impossible situation, had a strong aversion to becoming my lover. If Famu heard that I had slept with Sameim, she might stop speaking to me.

"Um... shouldn't we do this kind of thing in our room... nnh."

she said, letting out a sweet sigh.

"Sorry. But it's weird to leave just one of them standing..."

I said, and after making the other one stand at attention as well, I pulled my arm back. And then I noticed Shizuka and Reeni staring at me with cold eyes.

"Wh-what?"

"Why isn't it me! Seriously, please, let's just have sex already!"

"I-I'm not doing it today. Not with Sameim!"

I declared, and Sameim looked surprised.

"Why..."

"It's so you can meet Famu. Do you know how worried she was about you? You were worried too, weren't you?"

"I..."

She faltered at my words. Something still felt off. Was she really Sameim?

"Anyway, it'll have to wait until after Famu and Sameim meet tomorrow."

"So you're not doing it today?"

Shizuka pressed.

"...Probably not. I think."

I moved my fingertips, as if savoring the lingering sensation of her breast on my palm.

"Then I'm sleeping in Mash's room tonight, too."

"Reeni will sleep with Mash too!"

Reeni added after Shizuka's declaration.



    Chapter 170

    Mo's Request, Continued, and a New Resolve

    The next morning, I awoke to find a pair of breasts right in front of my face. I took one in hand and latched onto the bud at its tip.

"Mm, nnh..."

Sameim let out a troubled moan. I continued, touching her stomach and letting my hand creep down towards her private parts, where I found a thicket. She was indeed much more developed than Famu. I realized she had also woken up and was staring at me.

"Is this your first time doing something like this, Sameim?"

"Who knows? I couldn't tell you that much."

Was she half-asleep? I leaned in to kiss her, and she closed her eyes. Just then, I felt a slap on my back.

"Wait a minute, I'm with Sameim right now..."

As I tried to press closer to her, I was grabbed by the armpits and pulled up.

"..."

I turned around to find Myra.

"Morning, Myra. You're back from the church."

"Good morning. What exactly have you been doing while I was working hard at the church? And where is everyone else?"

I looked around. Shizuka, Reeni, and Sameim were lying naked. And of course, so was I.

"It's a misunderstanding. Nothing happened. I think it was Shizuka's idea. She said we should test how long I could hold back..."

My memory was becoming clearer. I had refused Shizuka's proposal, but since it was a good opportunity, we decided to all deepen our bonds. And then, I took out the sparkling wine I had in my storage. Reeni had gone to the pub downstairs and bought some goat's milk. My memory after that is hazy. I can't remember why we all ended up naked. But the disastrous scene spoke for itself. I took out my smartphone from my storage to take pictures and preserve the evidence. I made sure to get especially good shots of Reeni's and Sameim's naked bodies. Reeni might go through a rebellious phase when she gets older and refuse to be with me. When that happens, I'll use these photos to blackmail her. Still, the pure white, fluffy pom-pom tail on her bottom was cute. As I was searching for the right camera angle, Myra snatched the phone from my hand.

"Seeing what you just did and what you're doing now, who would believe those words?"

Myra retorted. Sameim stirred and sat up.

"I have no experience. Wouldn't you be able to tell if you checked?"

she said. So she was a virgin. A smile naturally spread across my face.

"Th-that's right! And I haven't laid a hand on Reeni either!"

"Why are you grinning while you say that? And how would you even check?"

"Wouldn't you know if I put it in?"

"That makes absolutely no sense! What are you planning to do after that?!"

Myra exclaimed. What a pain. I was getting tired of this, so I pulled her into a hug and kissed her.

"Hya—... nngh!"

At first, she resisted and tried to push me away, but as I held her tight and continued the kiss, she wrapped her arms around my waist. Just then, the door to the room opened and Mo walked in. She was surprised to see me kissing Myra, and even more surprised to see Sameim sitting on the bed.

"...Wh-what in the world is—!"

Mo let out a rare cry of shock. She seemed more flustered than surprised. Patricia entered from behind her as she stood frozen in the open doorway. First, Myra and I got a fist to the head. Then, she delivered the same to Shizuka and Reeni. But for some reason, Sameim was spared.

We got dressed. Reeni ran an errand and brought back breakfast and milk for everyone. Mo created boiling water with a combination of fire and water magic to use for tea. Everyone sat wherever they liked. When I sat on the edge of the bed, Myra came over and sat down, pressing herself right against me. It felt cramped, so I tried to move away a little, but she just scooted closer. As this was happening, Patricia asked me to explain the situation.

"Surprised? I found Sameim."

I said, looking at the girl sitting in a chair with perfect, straight-backed posture.

""What, Sameim?!""

Mo and Myra cried out in surprise at the same time. Patricia was also gaping.

"Th-this person is Sameim...? Her age is completely different from Famu's, isn't it? Could it be a case of mistaken identity..."

Myra said. Mo's and Patricia's gazes were fixed on Sameim.

"Isn't it possible for the dog-eared race to mature rapidly?"

"Mash... the dog-eared race certainly has the characteristics and abilities of dogs, but they are not dogs,"

Myra replied, sounding a little exasperated.

"Is that so? Anyway, I want to have her meet Famu..."

I glanced at Mo, who was still staring intently at Sameim. An untouched sandwich was clutched in her hand.

"Mo...?"

She hastily turned back to me.

"...Mhm, what?"

"I want to see Famu."

"...You can't see her. We had a huge fight last night."

I tilted my head in confusion. I was sure I had sent Famu back to make up with her yesterday.

"...Famu suspects I went to see you. So I don't think she'll come over here until I go back to the mansion."

I felt like clutching my head. I had planned to take her to the church today. I wanted to free her from her curse as soon as possible.

"Haven't you two been fighting this whole time?"

"...Mash, tell me you'll marry me. Tell me you'll take me on an adventure. Convince Famu. Convince my father and mother!"

Mo was dumping everything on me. She was treated as an adult by elven standards, but she still seemed like a child. She didn't have the power to change her own situation. On top of that, she was trapped within the system of nobility. I thought it couldn't be helped, but it was a troublesome situation. I looked at Patricia, and she also had a troubled expression. However, I couldn't tell if she was troubled by Mo or by the circumstances surrounding her. I felt that if I knew what Patricia thought about this situation, I might find a clue to solving this problem. After all, she had been serving by Mo's side for a long time. I shifted my gaze to Sameim, and for some reason, she was half-smiling. But as soon as she noticed my gaze, she quickly returned to a straight face. Come to think of it, I hadn't introduced her to everyone.

"Sameim, I forgot. The one in the priestess robes is Myra. This elf is Mo, and her attendant from the Flower Folk is Patricia. You don't need an introduction to Shizuka and Reeni, right?"

She gave a small nod to Myra and a vague nod to Mo and Patricia. Mo and Patricia returned a similar reaction. Something was definitely off, but I was left with the frustration of not being able to put my finger on what it was.

"Patricia, what do you think about Mo's current situation?"

"There's nothing I can say. But it all depends on you, Lord Mash."

"Lord Mash?"

Had she ever addressed me with 'Lord' before?

"But there's nothing I can do."

When I said that, she shook her head as if to deny it.

"That's not true. Lady Mo said she wants to marry you and go on a journey. Famu-san opposed it. Lady Mo's father and mother also opposed it. It's likely that anyone involved with the Star Union family, as well as Lady Mo's fiancé, will also oppose it."

I nodded at her words.

"The only one who hasn't given their opinion is you, Lord Mash. What do you want to do? Is it not cowardly to remain silent, waiting for the situation around you to change, and do nothing? I feel sorry for Lady Mo."

"Patricia..."

"Lord Mash, what do you want to do?"

she pressed. I closed my eyes and imagined. In my party, there's Famu. Mizuki and Myra. And then there are Cecily and Aira, but they can't join the party while they're at the magic academy. A little elven mage. A bit quiet, with a delicate body, overconfident, but with the skill and magical power to back it up.

"Mo, are you really sure you want me?"

I opened my eyes and looked at Mo.

"...Honestly, I can't say I love you like Famu does. I'm interested in romance, but I don't really know what that means for me. But you and Famu are the only ones who see me for who I am and talk to me without changing. I want to be with you two. Even if that means..."

She trailed off. She was bound by the duty of the Star Union family to support Miglutt, by the burden of her race as the last elven child, and by the characteristic of her race to live ten times longer than us. Even after I and Famu are gone, her world will continue. I couldn't speak of her life from my perspective.

"Mo, Laciel has told me to defeat the Demon Lord. I want you to come with me. Will you help me?"

Mo gave a small nod.

"Also, Mizuki and I can only live for ten years in this world. I'm looking for a way to escape that. I want you to help me think of a way."

She gave another small nod.

"...Mash. From now on, together."

She stood up and came closer. Then she hugged me. I reached my arms around her back as well, embracing her delicate body. As I did, for some reason, Myra, who was next to me, also hugged me. Seeing that, Reeni pattered over and hugged me too.

"Me too, me too!"

Shizuka joined the hug.

"Then, if you'll excuse me, I will as well."

Sameim also joined the hug. As I was embracing everyone, my eyes met Patricia's.

"What's wrong? You too, Patricia, come on!"

"N-no, I..."

As she frantically waved her hands, several tulips bloomed on her head.



    Chapter 171

    Pre-Raid Consultation and the One Who Looks Down

    We are on our way to Mo's mansion.

"So, how do you plan to convince Famu and her parents?"

"They aren't willing to listen. So we have no choice but to act."

I answered Myra, and she stopped in her tracks for a moment. The members were me, Myra, Mo, Patricia, Shizuka, and Reeni. Sameim came along too. Did she really intend to stick with me?

"Sameim, you can forget about the result of yesterday's duel. I have no intention of holding it over your head. I just want you to meet Famu, so you could just wait at the inn. But if you're coming with us, I assume you understand we'll be continuing where we left off this morning."

She gave a faint smile at my words.

"I am fully prepared. Besides, if Mo is going, I can't very well not go."

I stopped and looked at her. I hadn't told her Mo was the daughter of one of the Four Regent Families, so was it normal for her to address her so casually?

"Um, is something wrong?"

"No... here, take your katana back. And take this short sword, too. It was made by someone I respect, so take care of it."

She held out both hands and accepted them. I equipped the one-handed sword and shield I had received from the king of Heilon.

"Yes. In that case, was the person who made your katana a woman, by any chance?"

"N-no, that's not it! She's my master, and Famu's, and Myra's too. Oh, and my companion Aira probably is too."

I glanced at Myra, who thought for a moment before giving a vague nod. So, maybe Aira wasn't.

And joining our group was the Earth Dragon girl, Yanan.

"Yanan, I'm sorry. I said I would introduce you to the dignitaries of Miglutt, but things have gotten complicated. I need you to wait just a little longer."

"That's no problem. I came here to see you, Mash, more than anything,"

Yanan replied with a gentle smile. Come to think of it, this was the first time I'd seen her in the sunlight. Her skin, which had looked reddish-brown under the torchlight, was fair and clear. She was a little stocky, but I found that cute.

"Um, you're of the Earth Dragon race, aren't you? What business brings you to Miglutt?"

Sameim asked.

"She is from the Earth Dragon race that lives underground beneath the great plains south of this city. Her official name is Yanan Mognat, daughter of the king of the Earth Dragon Kingdom. She's here to negotiate the opening of diplomatic relations with this city."

"No way... Their closest yet most distant neighbors are seeking negotiations?"

"Hm? You seem to know a lot about it."

"Ah, no. I just heard a rumor."

"What kind of rumor!"

I meant to give her a light smack, but my hand hit her chest and bounced off with a soft 'boing'. She blushed and covered her chest. She had been so bold in the inn, but it seemed she was much shyer outside. I liked her even more. I renewed my resolve to get Famu to accept her in the confusion, along with Mo.

"So, what do you mean, 'we have no choice but to act'? What do you intend to do at Mo's house?"

Myra asked.

"Honestly, you know it's going to be difficult to persuade her parents, let alone Famu, right?"

"Yes. I think so too."

Myra nodded. I had been unceremoniously thrown out of her mansion. I glanced at Patricia, one of the people who had done it.

"Will Wake be on our side in this?"

"He is Lady Mo's knight. That doesn't mean he will follow all of Lady Mo's orders."

"I see. So he'll decide his actions based on what he thinks is best for Mo."

"Yes. I don't know what the right thing to do is either. I've decided to go along with Lady Mo's current feelings, but he has his own thoughts."

"If you were going to go along with Mo's feelings, I wish you hadn't punched me and thrown me out... But the fact that Wake isn't here means..."

That he thinks differently than Patricia.

"Why are you thinking about Wake?"

"Well, if they won't listen to reason, I figure we just have to make them understand by force."

"D-don't tell me you're planning to raid Mo's mansion!"

Myra asked in surprise, and I nodded.

"I'm going to beat the crap out of them."

A smirk spread across my face.

Everyone stopped walking.

"...Are you serious?"

Mo peered into my eyes.

"And I'm thinking of having Sameim take on Wake."

"Whaaaat? Me, against the Unsinkable Wake?"

Sameim stumbled back with such force she nearly fell on her butt.

"What? You know him?"

"K-know him is an understatement..."

she said, trembling. No matter how you looked at it, her reaction was strange. She couldn't have been in this city for even a year. She seemed sharp, so it was possible she'd thoroughly learned the city's customs. Even so, she fit in too well. Was the adventurer who bought and freed her involved in political activities?

"He just anticipates moves and acts accordingly. If you can surpass the speed of his predictions with your sword speed, you should be able to win."

"...I hear he's overwhelmingly strong, even against ten skilled opponents. I don't think I can attack with more than ten times their speed,"

she murmured, as if giving up.

"It's fine. In the world I came from, there was a man who could understand what ten people were saying at once."

"That's absurd..."

I reached out to knead her chest to encourage her, but Myra grabbed my arm.

"...It's not just Wake. There are always twenty soldiers stationed at my mansion."

"Is that so?"

That was fewer than I expected.

"Won't Famu, Mizuki, Cecily, and Aira also turn against us?"

Myra added after Mo spoke.

"Wait, I get Famu. But why would the other members become enemies?"

Myra looked away awkwardly.

"Actually, me, Famu, Mizuki, Cecily, Aira, Lady Laciel, Claire, Hyakka, Riley, and Reeni established the Committee of Ten, or CDX. We haven't told Lady Laciel, Hyakka, or Riley yet, but they're honorary members."

"What's with the grim-sounding name?"

"When you bring a new girl, we pass judgment on whether she can be added to your list of lovers. If even one person says 'veto', she won't be approved."

"What happens when you approve?"

"Huh? Approve?"

She tilted her head. It seemed the Committee of Ten had no concept of approval; it was an organization dedicated solely to slapping a veto on any of my new potential lovers. I didn't know why Reeni was a member, but at that meeting, Mo and Sameim would have been deliberated on and vetoed.

"So, what does that committee have to do with Mizuki and the others turning against us..."

"Famu is vetoing, isn't she? There's an ironclad rule that when someone vetoes, everyone unites to oppose. That means everyone is on Famu's side."

"...You too, Myra?"

"I haven't been told that anyone has vetoed Mo yet. Besides, I believe in my hero. The end of a fairy tale is a happy one."

"Myra..."

"But I'm against it too!"

Myra puffed out her cheeks and looked away.

We arrived at Mo's mansion. The guard saw her, saluted, and let us through without any trouble. We stood in the garden. Water channels neatly divided the plots, and in the flowerbeds, various flowers besides geraniums were bathing in the sunlight. Perhaps because we had come north, or because summer was ending, the sun's glare had weakened, and a dry wind from the west felt pleasant. The facade of the mansion visible from here had large windows, designed to let in plenty of light.

"I'll capture Famu and Mo's parents. Then, in front of them, I'll declare that Mo is mine and that I'm taking her with me."

"In that case, wouldn't it be better not to fight?"

Myra asked.

"We're in this situation because they wouldn't even talk to us. They're the ones who threw me out without a second thought. That's right, I'll shove Sameim in Famu's face and make her spit out words of gratitude. And as for Mo's parents, I'll hit them with Shizuka's special skill, *Scales of Love*. They'll be humiliated when they don't swap. I feel bad for Mo, but I'll teach them just how hollow a political marriage is."

"Wouldn't it be more straightforward to use it on you and Mo, Mash? Besides, I've never seen Shizuka's *Scales of Love* fail. I don't really understand the definition of 'in love.' What are the criteria? What if it's just based on having 'slept together'..."

Myra frowned.

"...I don't know the laws of this city, but we are trying to bend Mo's current situation with intimidation and violence. So don't lecture me!"

"Yes. You're right."

Myra nodded, looking a little taken aback.

"...Mash, about Sameim... n-never mind."

Mo started to say something, then looked behind me and swallowed her words. I turned around and saw Sameim. She smiled sweetly at me. I've been bothered by her for a while now, but right now, it's about Mo.

"Like I said before, if Wake shows up, I'm leaving him to Sameim. The problem is Mizuki."

"Wait. Wake is troublesome, but there are other knights. And more importantly, Star Union has an elven magic unit. Furthermore, the firepower of her parents, especially her mother, will be a greater obstacle to our suppression,"

Sameim said.

"...It's fine. The knights and the magic unit aren't permanently stationed here. Like I said, there are only about twenty people right now. And at this time of day, they're training."

"Is that so? What about all the guards that were here yesterday?"

I asked Mo in response to her answer.

"...Since Famu was coming, I gathered a lot of them."

We're supposed to be in a tense situation with the Demon Kingdom, but what are they doing? Are they that bored?

"If we're up against mages, we have an excellent mage on our side too."

I patted Mo's head and secretly passed her a Mana Seed.

"I'll handle Famu. You take care of your parents."

Mo nodded.

"In that case, the most troublesome one is still Mizuki. I can't beat her."

"More than Wake?"

Sameim's eyes widened.

"To put it simply, she's the kind of person who can defeat a 40th floor Area Guardian on her own."

"..."

Sameim fell silent. Just then, Reeni tugged on the hem of my clothes.

"Mash, please leave Mizuki to Reeni. I want to redeem myself for losing at the river the other day."

I didn't think for a second that she could hold Mizuki back. But her gaze was serious. I nodded, and Reeni nodded back. Just then, I thought I saw one of the window curtains move. I looked up and saw Famu. She was looking down at us from there. A reflection of light obscured her expression. But I swore that I would reach her. Her figure disappeared from the window.

"Alright, let's begin. Mo, can you make a giant stone sphere?"

"...If I can borrow a Mana Seed and your mana, Mash,"

Mo replied. Yanan, who had been listening to our conversation, came over.

"You're using Earth Magic, aren't you? In that case, I shall grant you the Earth Dragon race's skill, *Earth's Blessing*."

She placed her hand on Mo's chest and closed her eyes. A soft light flowed into Mo's body. Mo raised her hands to the heavens and created a stone sphere above her head. At first, it was the size of a fist, but it soon grew larger than a person. The sphere's growth didn't stop, casting a giant shadow over the garden.

"Alright, drop it."

Hearing my words, my allies scattered in a panicked frenzy. Mo dropped the stone sphere into the cleared space. A heavy roar echoed as the sphere hit the ground, and simultaneously, the ground beneath our feet buckled and shook violently like an earthquake. The vibrations reached the mansion, and the glass adorning the facade shattered all at once. The broken shards rained down to the ground.

"Listen! People of the House of Star Union! I am about to conquer your home! And I will be taking Marmi Mume Mo Star Union as my own! You gave her such a ridiculous, long name, and your daughter is angry about it!"

I pulled Mo's shoulder close and shouted. Hearing that, Sameim couldn't hold back her laughter and snorted.

"And you, Famu! I told you to make up with Mo! Why are you fighting?"

I shouted, and she reappeared at the window where she had been before.

"Shut up! It's all your fault, Master! Didn't you say you would stand by my feelings? Didn't you say you would take my hand and run away with me? So why are you with Mo? And why is that dog-eared woman holding your short sword? Are you trying to spite me?!"

she yelled, leaning out of the window.

"W-wait, Famu! Don't lean out so far! You'll get hurt on the broken glass!"

She was about to put her hand on the window sill, but quickly pulled it back.

"You said it yourself! That a decision is not based on a single emotion! That there are many feelings involved! I'm thinking about a lot of things too! That's why I'm taking Mo. And I'm taking you too!"

"That's not fair! You know exactly how I feel, Master! You know everything! You're just playing dumb and trying to force your way through, thinking I'll eventually agree!"

"You're not being fair either! You see right through me! ...Well, that's fine. But more importantly, don't you notice? Look closely at her face!"

I pointed at Sameim. Just then, I saw guards, alerted by the commotion, running towards us.

"Should we intercept them here?"

Myra asked.

"No, if we get into a melee here, we'll be overwhelmed by their numbers. We're storming the mansion!"

I chose a random window and jumped inside. My companions followed. 

"What do you mean, 'storming'? This is no different from being a thief!"

Shizuka complained. It looked like it would be tough for her and Patricia to keep up with us. Reeni, being nimble, leaped lightly and jumped into the mansion. Yanan, despite probably having no idea what was going on with this sudden lovers' quarrel, followed us too.

"Mash, Mo was a daughter of the Star Union family? At this rate, negotiations with us will be out of the question..."

"It's fine. Once I've tied up Mo's parents, I'll make them agree to establishing diplomatic relations with the Earth Dragon Kingdom too."

"..."

Yanan fell silent for a moment with a serious expression, then shook her head as if to dispel a bad thought. She was probably questioning my sanity.

"I, no, the Earth Dragon Kingdom owes Mash a great debt..."

she muttered as if to convince herself. Watching her, I glanced at Patricia.

"Patricia, you should surrender. Just make the excuse that I threatened you. They shouldn't treat you too harshly."

"I know I'm a burden. But I am here to serve Lady Mo. Please, take me with you."

"...Always together. My Patricia."

Mo answered before I could, taking her arm.



    Chapter 172

    The Raid on the Elf Palace and the Confrontation with Mizuki

    "First, we're heading to Famu's. After that, Mo's parents. Do you know where they are?"

Mo nodded.

"Famu is where she just showed her face. My room, on the fourth floor. Mizuki and Claire are in the third-floor guest room. My mother, Cecily, and Aira are probably in the inner courtyard or the third-floor library on the north side. My father is in his study on the second floor on the north side, or in the meeting room on the west side."

Mo's mansion was a building constructed in a hollow square shape. The second floor on the south side was allocated for guest rooms, where Famu, Mizuki, and Claire were. The third floor seemed to be their living space. The east side was the living quarters for the household staff, while the work and administrative spaces were concentrated on the west and north sides. I had thought it was a residence where the Star Union clan lived, but it seemed more like a palace.

"Why are Cecily and Aira with Mo's mother..."

I trailed off. They were supposed to be learning the basics of magic from her mother. But with Mo having run away like this, would they still be taught?

"Alright, let's head to the third floor. We're going to Mizuki's place first."

We raced up the stairs.

Reeni stood in front of Mizuki's room, gauging the distance. Then, she took out a rope, made a loop, and set it on the hallway floor. Furthermore, she produced a bunch of bananas from who-knows-where and placed them in the center of the loop. She stood before the door and tilted her head, seemingly checking which angle would look most delicious when the door opened. Then she carefully repositioned the bananas. Bananas, of all things. In my original world, wasn't it a great king who had unified the Eastern world on a grand expedition who introduced them to the Western world?

"That should do it."

Reeni nodded in satisfaction.

"Hey, Mizuki isn't a gorilla. Do you really think she'll fall for a trap like this?"

"Just hide and hold this."

She handed me the end of the rope and went inside the room. Resigned, we played along with her plan and hid around the corner of the hallway. Shortly after, Reeni came out into the hallway, pulling Mizuki by the hand.

"Where's Mash?"

Mizuki was looking around restlessly.

"OH, LOOK AT THIS. A VERY-DELICIOUS-LOOKING-BANANA,"

Reeni pointed at the banana in a monotone voice.

"Huh? You're right. Why is there a banana here..."

"I-WANT-TO-EAT-IT."

"You can't eat things you find on the floor."

Mizuki, completely off her guard, stepped into the rope loop and picked up the banana.

"Now!"

At Reeni's shout, I pulled the rope, and Mizuki was splendidly ensnared and fell over.

"Wh-what's going on?"

While Mizuki was confused, we tied her up tightly. Of course, I didn't forget to tie the rope in a way that emphasized her chest and passed it through her crotch so the knot would press against her special spot.

"Mash, get the usual item from your storage!"

Shizuka and Reeni held out their hands.

"The usual item? What's that?"

"Hurry! Now's our chance!"

Urged on, I checked my storage and a club made of animal hide appeared. I took it out and touched it; it seemed to be stuffed with cotton, made of a soft material that wouldn't hurt if you hit someone with it. My companions grabbed the clubs one after another and approached Mizuki. They surrounded her and began to beat her.

"Take this! And this!"

"Ow! Stop it!"

"Divine punishment!"

"Please, forgive me!"

"You think you're the heroine just because you got teleported with Mash?!"

"Tell that to Laciel! It's not like I chose this!"

It seemed some personal grudges were mixed in. As I stared blankly at the scene, Shizuka came over to me.

"Mash, what are you doing? Now's the time to settle your old scores."

"Ah, yeah..."

Even if it was a soft club, I was reluctant to hit Mizuki. However, my companions stopped hitting Mizuki and were watching my every move. I gripped the club and approached. Mizuki squirmed, trying to get out of the ropes, and looked up at me with frightened eyes. Her gaze stirred something within me. I swung the club down. It happened to hit her on the chest.

"Mash, not my chest. It really hurts. At least hit my butt..."

she pleaded, her eyes welling with tears. At that moment, something new awakened within me. I hit her butt with the club.

"Auh!"

Mizuki let out a good cry, somewhere between a scream and a moan. This club also fit perfectly in my hand, and when it made a clean hit on her butt, it made a nice, crisp sound. It must have been carefully crafted by a renowned artisan.

"M-Mash... please, forgive me..."

What a beautiful voice. And her expression, frightened and teary, was also beautiful. I swung the club down.

"Auh!"

Still a good voice. My sadistic urges were being satisfied. This time, I hit her with more force than before.

Before I knew it, I was lost in spanking Mizuki's butt over and over. The knot of the rope pressed against her private parts was wet and discolored. She was feeling it too. My excitement grew even more. However, just as I raised the club to hit her again, the rope binding Mizuki came undone as if it had been sliced.

"Looks like Super Kill works on inanimate objects too."

With those words, she stood up. I froze, club still raised. Mizuki snatched the club from Shizuka's hand. Then, she struck her with all her might. Shizuka collapsed in a heap from the single blow.

"M-Mizuki-san..."

The circle that had surrounded Mizuki quickly expanded outward, leaving only me.

"I wonder if Super Kill works with a club like this too?"

she said with a fearless smile, emitting a powerful killing intent. I was beaten to a pulp by her.

"So, what did you come here for?"

Mizuki asked while Myra was healing me.

"I'm adding Mo to our party. And I'm taking her on our journey. I came to get permission from Famu and Mo's parents."

"And how did that lead to this?"

"Because they wouldn't listen."

"And why was I attacked?"

"I heard that in the Committee of Ten, if someone doesn't approve of Mo, you all unite to resist."

Hearing my words, Mizuki shifted her gaze to Myra. Myra unnaturally looked away. Seeing this, Mizuki sighed.

"Didn't Myra say that the organization was supposed to be a secret from Mash?"

"W-well..."

Myra never met Mizuki's gaze, looking away and scratching her cheek. It seemed the Committee of Ten was an organization rife with internal strife.

"Mash, I'll help you with Mo's situation since it's a special case, but make sure the outcome is one that everyone can accept!"

"Mizuki..."

I murmured, and she brought her lips to my ear.

"And about the tying up and hitting, that's fine, but only when we're alone. Also, when I say stop, really stop. ...Your scary face was kind of hot, though."

I nodded vigorously. Reeni, who had caught Mizuki's words with her rabbit ears, stealthily spread the news to everyone else.

"...I think I prefer normal,"

Mo muttered.

"I'd like to start with normal, too,"

Sameim muttered.

"Reeni will do her best,"

Reeni muttered last. Patricia gave Mo and Reeni a fist to the head. And for some reason, I got hit too.

"Alright, let's go to Famu's place."

With Mizuki now on our side, we headed to the fourth floor where Famu was waiting.

"By the way, who's the dog-eared girl?"

Mizuki asked.

"Oh, that's Sameim. She came to visit me at the inn last night."

If I told her about the duel, it would take too long, so I kept quiet.

"Really?"

Surprised, Mizuki looked at Sameim. Sameim nodded with an expression that was hard to tell if she was smiling or flustered. Perhaps because I was still influenced by my first impression of her, I had thought of Sameim as a reckless, strong-willed woman, but maybe her true personality was shy and introverted.

"So, where did Claire go? I thought she was with you, Mizuki."

"Claire should be meeting with Mo's father for business talks. She was with me last night."

"I see."

We had charged in at a bad time for her. By now, her business talks were probably the last thing on anyone's mind. As I was thinking such things, we arrived at Mo's room. Famu was inside. 

"We don't have time. We're charging in."

After confirming everyone's nod at my words, I opened the door. It wasn't locked, and we poured into the room. It was a spacious room. It was probably a beautiful room usually adorned with fine furniture. But now, the window glass was shattered, the flower vases were overturned, and it was a wreck. Famu stood in the center of that room. Her lips were set in a firm line, and her gaze was strong as she looked at me. But her shoulders seemed small, and it looked as if she was crying.

"You all take care of Famu-san. I'll clean this room."

Patricia said this and began to tidy up.

"Famu, I love Mo."

"I know."

"I've decided to take her on our journey."

"..."

"I know she's your precious friend. But she's a precious person to me too. I can't just hand her over to some fiancé I don't even know."

"The one who's a stranger isn't Mo's fiancé. It's you and Mo. It's true I boasted to Mo. Because you're my one and only Master in the whole world. I wanted my friend to know. I wanted her to know that I had someone I loved. That I was happy. So why did it turn into this?"

"...Famu, I had given up. As my duty as someone born into the Star Union family, I would go to the husband chosen for me. The me who went there would no longer be myself, but I thought that was fine. Because the me living that life would surely be happy. But after hearing your story, I started to yearn. I wanted to stay as I am, and touch the things you've touched. And the one who can make that happen is Mash..."

Famu cut off her words with a wave of her hand.

"Please don't casually say the Master's name that I cannot say."

"...Sorry. The one who can make that happen is Ma... no, um, this old guy..."

"Actually, you can call him by his name..."

"...Understood. I'll continue to call him Mash,"

Mo said. Then she looked at me. She seemed somehow satisfied.

"Hey, this conversation isn't over, is it?"

"...But I've pretty much said what I wanted to say, so I'm done."

"Famu, I want to be with you. That's why, if that's what you wish, I'll do as you say. But are you okay with that version of me? Are you okay with me leaving Mo like this and walking away?"

"Don't try to turn this around on me."

Famu let out a heavy sigh. Then, she shifted her gaze to Sameim.

"So, who might this be?"

"You don't recognize her? It's Sameim. She came to the inn last night to see you."

The moment I said that, Mo's and Patricia's bodies twitched. Famu's eyes widened, then narrowed into a blade-like glare. She went to take off her glove, realized she wasn't wearing one, took a handkerchief out of her pocket, and threw it at Sameim.

"What is your intention, approaching my Master by falsely claiming the name of my best friend?"

"Wh-what, she's an impostor?"

I was the only one who was surprised. Everyone else looked as though they had expected it.

"No, wait. I don't understand why she would approach us by faking Sameim's name. She challenged me to a duel, demanding that I hand over Famu. And after that..."

I was about to add fuel to the fire. I almost said she had offered her body, but I stopped myself.

"I brought up Sameim's name, but I never claimed to be her,"

said the girl I had thought was Sameim.

"But you took advantage of my Master's misunderstanding, didn't you?"

Famu said.

"Master, please lend me your katana. I will cut her down."

"N-no, but... the sword, right now, is..."

"You gave her a short sword, but you won't give me a katana?"

Pushed by her intensity, I took the katana from my storage and handed it to her. She accepted it and slid it into her belt.



    Chapter 173

    The Raid on the Elf Palace and the Enemy Commander, Famu

    "My name is Famiimu Okita. And your name is?"

"My name is Maryanne One-Land."

Maryanne said this, then drew her blade slightly and lowered her stance. It was the same as last night. She gripped the scabbard and pushed the blade forward a fraction with her thumb. Seeing this, Famu also lightly touched the hilt of her sword and lowered her stance in the same way. It seemed she intended to counter the Iai stance with one of her own. But was she capable of Iaijutsu?

"If I win, you're fired. You will leave Mash's side and return to Okita village,"

Maryanne declared.

"Wait, I don't know what you're planning, but if Famu leaves, I'll just follow after her. And if you hurt Famu, I'll be your next opponent."

Famu was holding my sword. And Maryanne was an exceptionally skilled swordswoman. This meant Famu had no chance of winning. It was wrong to lecture her knowing that.

"Master, I will not lose. I accept any and all conditions."

"Famu, you can't win with that sword."

"Why not? I will show you that I can win!"

Perhaps questioning my tone, she broke her Iai stance and drew the sword.

"Ah."

Famu stared in shock at the broken blade. I had held a small hope that if I left the broken sword in its sheath overnight, it might mend itself, but it was a futile fantasy. As she stood there stunned, the tip of Maryanne's sword was pressed against her throat.

"My victory. Famu, allow me to speak as the head of the dog-eared race. Be honest with yourself."

"Head of the dog-eared race?"

I asked Maryanne.

"...That's right. She is the head of the One-Land family, one of Miglutt's Four Regent Families, Maryanne One-Land."

"That's right. The 'figurehead' head, though,"

Maryanne added to Mo's words.

"What?! If you knew, why didn't you tell me?!"

Thinking back now, their unnatural behavior made sense. I spoke in an accusatory tone, blaming the two of them.

"...Because whenever I was about to say something, she'd give me this really scary glare."

"Aren't your families of equal standing?"

"...She is the current head, and while I am a daughter of the Star Union family, I am not the promised heir."

"Mo, come to think of it, I forgot to ask something important. Do you intend to inherit the Star Union family?"

"...I do. But don't think about it in Mash's terms. My father and mother will live for several hundred more years. I will too. And there's a good chance that other children besides me will be born."

"..."

"...Even if I were to inherit the family, it would be long after Mash is dead. Famu, Patricia, and Wake won't be around either."

As I struggled for a reply, Mo muttered under her breath. Mo had a lifespan of a thousand years. She had only lived for twelve of them. Yet, it seemed unreasonable that her future had to be decided now. What were her parents thinking?

"...Mash, I don't want to say this myself, but among elves, I'm said to be a slow developer and a slow learner. That's why my parents and the other elves are getting impatient."

"No, you seem perfectly normal. And even if that were true, you're still you, right, Mo?"

"...Never mind me for now. Let's focus on Famu."

At Mo's words, I turned my gaze to Famu. She was holding the broken sword, her head hung low.

"I... even though Master told me to stop..."

"The duel with Maryanne is void. To begin with, you and I don't have a master-servant relationship."

"Then what kind of relationship do we have?"

"You're my girlfriend. It's not a hierarchical relationship. You're always standing right beside me, aren't you?"

She pondered my words for a moment.

"Then, as an equal, please duel with me. Regarding Mo, if I win, my terms will be heard."

"And if I win, my terms will be heard, right?"

Famu nodded.

Famu and I faced each other, holding the clubs. They were the same soft, leather-wrapped ones used to take down Mizuki earlier. It was much less stressful than clashing with real swords or wooden ones. However, given their length, they were one-handed weapons. If I held it like a katana, the blade would be too short. I couldn't help but smile, seeing her try to force a katana grip anyway.

"Hmph, what is it?"

"Nothing. You cheeky brat."

She was reading my intention to fight with a katana grip. She was trying to win by using the same fighting style. When I narrowed the gap between my hands on the grip, she noticed and copied me. She took a Seigan-no-kamae stance, exhaling a long, thin breath. Her spine was straight as if suspended by a thread from the ceiling, her form natural and beautiful, free of unnecessary tension. Her eyes were fixed on me, yet her senses were alert to everything around her.

"I heard she'd never held a weapon until six months ago..."

Maryanne gasped. The way she handled the katana was likely from the school left behind by Okita Soji. She must have trained relentlessly. That's why the beauty of Famu's stance was so apparent to her. It had only been about two months since she met me, yet she had reached this level. The examples of Aidan and Avea probably helped, but what had fostered her growth the most was her own effort, constantly training and improving herself. I responded by taking a Seigan-no-kamae stance as well, pointing the tip of my club at her. We moved in arcs, slowly closing the distance. The tense air dominated the room, a strained time of probing each other's moves. The moment our tips crossed, she stepped in. Her club swung down towards my head. A swift strike. I slid my club up to parry it, then countered with a strike of my own. She dodged the blow by circling to the side. Then, Famu switched her club to one hand and swung it in a horizontal sweep. It was a switch to a one-handed grip to cover the short attack range, but the distance was still not enough. I retreated slightly to dodge the blow. Then, I swung my club down, but she also retreated to dodge. My attack range was just as short as hers. Just as I thought the distance was broken and we would reset, she stepped in again. I raised my club to block the blow. However, the club was too soft. It couldn't fully block her strike and bent with a 'thwack'. It made a nice sound as it hit me squarely on the forehead.

"..."

"..."

We stared at each other in silence.

"Master, we can call that one a do-over. I thought you had completely blocked it."

"No, we were fighting with the same weapons under the same conditions. It's your win, Famu."

She lowered her weapon. My forehead was stinging. As I rubbed it, Mizuki came over, took a picture, and showed it to me. A red welt in the shape of the club had formed.

"My butt probably looks like that too, thanks to you, Mash."

"Want me to check?"

I reached out to pat her butt, but she stepped back and covered it with both hands.

"Not right now!"

As we were fooling around, Myra cut in.

"So, you lost rather easily. What do you plan to do?"

"Famu decides."

I looked at Famu, and all eyes gathered on her.

"Master, you're helping Mo because you want to do lewd things with her, aren't you?"

"Well, when you put it like that, you're not wrong, but..."

My original motive was wanting to help Famu and Mo, but I couldn't risk becoming prey to her sharp senses by protesting strangely. Anything I said now would sound like an excuse, so I kept quiet.

"You'll probably save many more women from now on, Master. At this rate, the number of women will just keep growing. But I can't stop you. If I did, you wouldn't be you anymore. But I need you to understand."

"Famu, people are always changing. I'm not always the same. I've already changed just by meeting you. You have too. It's only been two months, but I don't think our relationship is the same as when we first met."

I tried to deflect her point, just a little.

"Is that so? But aren't the fundamental parts the same? I am me, and you are you, Master. Even when you switched with Mizuki or Cecily, you were still you. Aren't there some things that don't change? I will always love you, Master. I love you so much. I honestly don't want to share you with anyone. This feeling was born just two months ago. But I think this feeling will last forever. I don't want to believe that this feeling will ever change."

"Famu, I love you too. No matter what happens in the future, I will love you. But that's because I will always keep thinking of you."

"...I don't really understand. But I don't think it's about logic. The feeling I have for you, Master, wasn't born from logic. So many emotions, so many thoughts are all telling me that I love this person. It's the same for you, isn't it, Master? Your emotions come first, and you add the logic later, right?"

Famu replied. Just then, Myra and Mizuki walked over with clubs in hand. Then, Famu was lightly smacked by Myra, and I was smacked by Mizuki.

"Can you two stop flirting in a situation like this? Famu, just give us your conclusion. What are you going to do about Mo?"

Mizuki said.

"I... I approve of Mo joining us. But I am against her doing lewd things with Master. But if we do that, Mo will be the only one left out..."

"And?"

Hearing Mizuki's words, Famu looked at Mo. She was facing Famu, but her eyes were cast down at the floor. She was clutching the hem of her dress with small fists, trembling slightly.

"I can't find Mo's happiness for her. But she believes that she can be happy by being with you, Master. I will follow your decision."

"...I knew you'd be angry, Famu. But I'm sorry. I want to see the things that you see,"

Mo said. Her hands were still clenched around the hem of her skirt. Hearing their words, Mizuki looked around the wrecked room. Patricia was doing her best, but it was a drop in the ocean. Mizuki sighed.

"Alright. So we're continuing this fight, then?"

Famu and Mo nodded.

"Alright, then let's go take down Mo's parents!"

"Don't get carried away. You know how Famu and I feel, right? Think this through properly, for real."

"Count me in, too,"

Myra added after Mizuki's retort to my cheer.



    Chapter 174

    The Raid on the Elven Palace and the Bond of Master and Servant (Part 1)

    "So… what was it again? Mary-Anal Ruff-Ruff Style?"

I glanced over at Maryanne.

"My name is not so obscene! It is Maryanne One-Land."

Star Union and One-Land, huh.

"What were the names of the other Four Regent Families again?"

"…The human Air-Ally family, the dog-eared One-Land family, the dwarven Sky-Lot family, and the elven Star Union family,"

Marmi answered.

"You don’t think an Otherworlder came up with those, do you?"

"…Yes. Star Union was someone else, but the person who named the others was likely the same Otherworlder."

"I see. Maybe they were the type who took a lot of overseas business trips."

"…Overseas business trips?"

Marmi tilted her head. I considered explaining, but my attention had to be on Maryanne. She had been listening to our exchange with a faint smile on her face.

"Maryanne, why did you appear before me? And why are you with me now?"

She shifted her gaze to Famu, who stood beside me. Famu, taking it as a sign of hostility, stared right back at Maryanne.

"I believe you are aware of what happened to her about a year ago. I am searching for and gathering the people of her village. I had already received information about your party from the Star Union family, but I needed to confirm for myself what state the girl named Famu was in."

I remembered the dog-eared man we’d met in Heilon. He, too, had been trying to make sure his kin weren't suffering a terrible fate.

"I heard Famu’s village didn’t belong to any country or city. This has nothing to do with you, does it?"

"The One-Land family is one of the Four Regent Families that support Miglutt. But more than that, we pride ourselves on being the leaders of the dog-eared race. This incident is something we can never overlook. I have a responsibility to rebuild the village and to bring those who did this to justice."

Was this what tribal bonds were like? Or was it a trait unique to the dog-eared people?

"You can rebuild the village, but you can’t bring back the lives that were lost. I won’t say there’s no point in the survivors living on with their sorrow, but you can’t say that things have gone back to normal or that they’ve found happiness."

"That is true. This is but a single signpost on their path. I intend to ensure their safety and guarantee their status. From there, they must decide for themselves."

Famu’s eyes darted around at those words before she looked down. It was just like before. She felt guilty about her current situation. I put my arm around her thin, small shoulders.

"Mash, is that not what you are doing as well?"

Maryanne asked.

"I’m not thinking on such a grand scale. Mine is a much smaller goal. As long as Famu is happy, that’s all that matters to me."

"But you must understand, don’t you? If you truly want to make her happy, you must change the circumstances she finds herself in."

"…"

I looked down at the hand on Famu’s shoulder. Her shoulders were small, but my hand was small, too. There was a limit to how many people I could scoop up and save with it.

Maryanne placed her hand over mine.

"Mash, I was only three years old when I inherited the leadership of the One-Land family. It may sound strange—a regent for a regent—but my uncle has held the real power since that time, and even now, I am nothing more than a figurehead. It is a testament to my own lack of ability that I have failed to seize any political power by this age. But regarding this incident, I wish to fulfill my duty as the head of our people. So many of the dog-eared race are suffering. Are my duties and your desires not one and the same? Please, I ask you to lend me your strength."

"Were you the one who sent the army after the Crimson Brigade?"

"Yes."

After grasping the situation at Famu’s village, the One-Land family had dispatched troops to punish the Crimson Brigade. It must have been her decision alone. The Crimson Brigade was now hiding in the same mountains where Famu’s village once stood.

"So you know their whereabouts, and Sameim’s?"

"I do."

"Alright. But, as you can see, things are a little complicated right now. I’ll come ask about the Crimson Brigade and Sameim later, so could you please go home for now? Having you here is going to make things incredibly messy."

I’d brought her this far because I thought she *was* Sameim. I didn’t want to complicate the trouble between us and the Star Union family any further.

"H-How could you? Is it because I am of the One-Land family? It is too late for that! Many people have already seen me as part of this raid. If I leave now and you lose, things will become far more difficult. Besides, you said you would make me yours, did you not?!"

"You’re the one who challenged me to a duel without any warning and decided all the terms yourself!"

"How could you say that, after stripping me bare and sucking on my breasts! It’s too late now!"

I suddenly found myself surrounded by savages wielding clubs.

Famu, too, had somehow slipped away from me and was now gripping a club of her own.

"We’ve only been in Miglutt for a single day. And yet, after making a selfish promise to Mo, you go and find someone new…"

Famu said in a low voice.

"N-No, you’re wrong. Wait, Shizuka, Reeni, you two know what happened. So why are you holding clubs, too?"

"He didn’t suck mine…"

"Reeni’s either…"

"Come on, I woke up, and there were these magnificent breasts right in front of me! Is there anyone who *wouldn’t* suck them in that situation?!"

My excuse fell on deaf ears. Unable to quell the rebellion among my companions, I was beaten to a pulp with their clubs.

"Is Mash weak?"

Reeni asked Shizuka.

"Who knows? He seems pretty average, I guess? I never saw anyone walking around with weapons back in my world, so I can’t really say."

Hearing that, Reeni furrowed her brow with a grave expression.

"He lost to Mizuki in swimming. Today he lost to Mizuki, then to Famu, then to us… I knew it. If I don’t protect Mash, he’s going to die…"

I wanted to say that losing the swimming race was Reeni’s fault, but I was the one who respected her wishes. I grit my teeth and held my tongue.

"Mash is weak because he hasn’t had sex with me."

"Is that right?"

"Yep. He just keeps storing it all up. He’s sexually frustrated and can’t think clearly, so he ends up thinking with his lower body instead of his head."

I thought Shizuka was the one thinking with her lower body, but I decided to keep quiet here, too. Then again, when I thought about it—Famu, Marmi, Maryanne—it was true that I was only thinking about the opposite sex. Had my brain migrated south when I came to this world?

"Then Reeni will have to do the thinking with her head instead."

They were having a conversation all on their own.

We peeked into the courtyard, but Marmi’s mother and Cecily’s group were gone.

Guided by Patricia, we were now walking toward the library in the north wing. I’d expected pursuers, but after we fled into the mansion, we hadn’t seen a single guard.

Just as I was thinking that, about ten guards came running from ahead. I turned to see more guards approaching from behind.

From among them, Wake emerged.

Maryanne gasped.

"You seemed surprised before, too."

"Several years ago, I witnessed him in a practice match with my master, where they fought with live blades. My master’s every attack was read. Even now, I can’t stop trembling just thinking about it."

"Is your master one of the dog-eared race?"

"Yes. He is a man who inherited the sword style of Okita Soji. He served as the captain of the Royal Guard when my father was alive, but he is old now and lives in retirement."

So there was an old man who could cross blades with Wake, a man even Myra feared. If he didn’t have a special skill, that was even more surprising.

"Like I said before, he’s just cheating. If your number of attacks can overwhelm his precognition, you should be able to win."

"Why me? I think it would be better if you fought him, Mash."

"...The thing is, the damage I took from being beaten up by my companions earlier…"

I cut my conversation with Maryanne short. Wake raised a hand, and the guards drew their swords in unison.

"No, I alone am enough. Half of you, guard Lord Augustus and Lady Marina. The rest, summon the Royal Guard and the magic unit."

"But sir, these people who have beguiled Lady Marmi…"

one of the soldiers asked Wake.

"It’s fine. I will dispose of them."

"Sir!"

The guards left, leaving only Wake behind.

"Now then, Lady Mo. What is the meaning of this?"

"…I’m going on a journey with Mash. I came to tell you that."

At Marmi’s words, Wake surveyed our group. Then, his eyes landed on Maryanne and he frowned.

"And this young lady as well?"

"…She’s different. We met by chance. She came here to defeat Wake."

"Huh? Whaaaaaat?! Me? What for?"

Maryanne backed away. It seemed she wasn’t quite prepared to fight Wake yet.

"That’s what I’m asking, isn’t it?"

Wake drew his sword.

"From the looks of it, this will all be over once I defeat you, young lady, and you over there."

He glanced at Maryanne and Mizuki.

"…Mash. He didn’t count you,"

Marmi murmured to me.

"Shut up. You were beating me to a pulp just a minute ago, too. My pride is in tatters."

I sent a look toward Maryanne.

"Maryanne, he’s just using a special skill to boost his own power. There’s no way you’ll lose to him in a straight sword fight."

"A-A special skill… what kind of power is it?"

Unsure if I should answer, I glanced at Marmi, and she nodded.

"He seems to be able to read a little bit into the future."

"The future… So that’s why you told me to overwhelm him with attacks, Mash."

Hearing my words, Maryanne stepped forward to face Wake.

She drew her katana slightly from its sheath and lowered her stance. Wake responded by raising his sword.

"Right now, I may not be able to unleash enough attacks to overwhelm his thoughts. But if I can just land one blow that he can’t stop, even if he sees it coming…"

She closed the distance with shuffling steps.

A defiant smile spread across Wake’s face.

"Is Maryanne strong?"

Famu asked.

"She is. You lost to her, didn’t you?"

"That was only because my blade was broken! Besides, she said she dueled with you, Master. Since she is following you now, that means you won, correct?"

"That’s right."

"Then isn’t she weak…?"

"Hmph… Don’t you forget that Wake didn’t count you as a combatant either. And it was her swordsmanship that broke Aidan’s blade."

"I see. So that’s what she meant by an unstoppable blow."

Famu nodded.

While we were talking, Maryanne continued to close the distance.

"Maryanne, you don’t have to close the distance yourself. Just cut him down when he comes to you."

At my words, she froze.

"Don’t you people have a time limit? I went to the trouble of dismissing the guards, but the knights will be here soon,"

Wake replied to my heckling.

"You hear that? He’s saying he can’t win if you wait."

"What an unpleasant fellow you are."

The moment Wake let out a wry smile, she closed the gap in an instant and swung her katana in an upward slash. The fierce clash of steel echoed around us. Wake had blocked her blade with his own by a hair's breadth.

"That was just a feint."

Maryanne gripped her sword with both hands and raised it high. "This next one is the real deal!"

With a piercing battle cry, her blade came down at a terrifying speed.

Once again, the sound of clashing steel rang out.

"You intended to break my sword, I imagine. A pity."

Maryanne’s second strike had also been stopped by Wake’s blade.

"Ngh!"

She leaped back and reset her stance. Beads of sweat dotted her forehead.



    Chapter 175

    The Raid on the Elven Palace and the Bond of Master and Servant (Part 2)

    Maryanne's situation had become critical. She was already breathing heavily, her all-or-nothing strike having been parried. Wake closed the distance, and she retreated, unwilling to engage. After this dance was repeated several times, she was drawn in and slashed at him. But her attack lacked the sharpness of her first two strikes; it was listless.

The difference in their strength was obvious. I couldn't let her fight any longer. If this became a trauma for her, she would never be able to beat Wake.

This was a raid, not a duel. There was no need to fight one-on-one like a fool.

Just as I was about to look to Mizuki for help, someone tugged on the hem of my clothes. I turned to see Reeni looking up at me with a serious gaze.

"Reeni will do it."

"Are you serious?"

She gave a small nod.

"I see… You’re serious, huh…"

My anxiety reached its peak when she pulled out a banana and started munching on it.

"Alright. I’ll leave it to you, Reeni. If she fails, I, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Yanan will charge in. Mo, you provide magical support. Patricia and Shizuka, stay back."

Everyone nodded.

"Did you buy that banana yesterday?"

Reeni nodded again.

"They were selling them cheap at a stall. You have one too, Mash."

So they have clearance sales in this world, too. I took a banana from her and ate it. It was soft and creamy, with a rich sweetness that spread through my mouth. For a moment, I almost forgot that Maryanne and Wake were in the middle of a swordfight. As I was thinking this, my eyes met Famu’s.

"Ngh—I-I wasn’t doing a food review!"

"Then why did you look at me when you said that?!"

Reeni offered a banana to the fuming Famu, who took it, peeled it, and took a bite.

"Hmm, this is sweet, soft, and delicious. The flesh practically melts with just the force of my tongue."

Famu’s usual commentary had begun.

*I was hoping for a more… erotic way of eating it. I’ll have Mizuki eat one later.*

"W-What are you saying?!"

By the time we finished our bananas, Reeni had collected the peels.

*So that’s the plan…*

Her strategy was obvious. Throw the banana peel at Wake’s feet and wait for him to accidentally step on it, slip, and fall. The "Banana Funeral"

gambit.

I thought it would never work. I was about to stop her, but she was already carefully timing her throw.

I gave up and signaled to Famu and the others, getting ready for our all-out assault.

The clash between Maryanne and Wake continued. Into the fray, Reeni tossed the banana peel. It landed exactly where she’d aimed, right at Wake’s feet. And Wake stepped on it.

"I did it!"

Reeni shouted.

But Wake didn’t slip and fall. He continued fighting as if nothing had happened.

"Huh?"

she tilted her head.

After a moment of thought, she placed a banana peel at her own feet. Then, she stepped on it.

Before I could catch her, her body flipped. A dull thud echoed as her head hit the ground, and Reeni went still.

"Reeni!"

I rushed over and cradled her in my arms. She was limp and unresponsive.

"…Wake, how childish can you be, doing that to a child!"

Marmi shouted.

"What? I’m in the middle of a one-on-one duel with the head of the One-Land family. I don’t have time for such things!"

"…But because of you, the rabbit-eared girl hit her head. Can your justice not save a single child? Or is it something that cannot exist without the sacrifice of children?"

At Marmi’s words, Wake lowered his guard.

"I have never fought for the sake of justice. Everything I do is for Lady Mo."

"…If you say it’s for my sake, then all the more reason. I don’t want a child like this to be sacrificed,"

Mo said.

"Then allow me to say this. Lady Mo, you are called the last child of the elves, the only child born to the Star Union family. Those around you may say you are a slow learner and dim-witted, but I know better. You may be a bit lazy and childish at times, but you only act that way to avoid causing trouble. In truth, you are wiser and more capable of sound judgment than anyone. So what is this? I did not devote myself to your service only to see you married off to some old man!"

"…Then who would be better? Are you saying I should just marry into the Leafkraut family? The only reason I kept quiet was to protect my own time. Besides, I knew an Otherworlder would be sent to this world once every hundred years. I just wanted time to prepare for that."

"You can’t mean you were aiming for an encounter with a hero from another world from the very beginning?"

"…Not exactly. I just hoped, a little, that such a future might exist. And as I wished for it, Famu appeared and made it come true. I was shocked that he was an old man, too, but… Mash is different from other people. He lets me be myself."

Marmi glanced at Famu.

"I feel a subtle sting in those words. Does Mo dislike the Master? If so, I cannot forgive that either,"

she muttered. Famu seemed to show no mercy when it came to Marmi’s words. Was this what it was like to be close friends? I wouldn’t know, so I kept quiet.

"Lady Mo, to us, you are a being with whom we can share less than a tenth of our lives. However, this is the first tenth that will decide the course of your life. I implore you to think more of yourself. Furthermore, the other elves will not permit a marriage with another race. Not even for a hero from another world."

"…I think Mash should be my first. Besides, the first matriarch adventured with many generations of heroes from other worlds. If she had regretted it, she would have ended her interactions after a single adventure. Perhaps, in my body…"

"Lady Mo. That is taboo. You must not speak of it further,"

Patricia interjected.

"…Patricia, I am going to touch upon that with Mash from now on."

"Lady Mo…"

Patricia lowered her face. Marmi turned back to Wake.

"…Wake. I will be leaving the Star Union family for a while. It may be for the last time. Act as *my* Wake. Offer a hand to the child who has fallen."

Wake looked down at Reeni, lying in my arms. He took a step, then another, approaching us.

Just then, Reeni’s body stirred, and she pressed the end of a rope into my hand.

"Pull!"

At her shout, I pulled the rope. The loop that had been laid out sometime before tightened rapidly, snaring Wake’s feet.

"What—!"

He lost his balance and fell, and we wrapped him up tightly. Unlike with Mizuki, we bound him with all our strength.

"Mash, get the clubs from storage!"

As Reeni instructed, I pulled clubs from my storage, and one by one, my companions grabbed them and descended upon Wake.

"Alright, boys, get him!"

At Shizuka’s command, the clubs came down in unison. To my surprise, it wasn’t just Marmi; Patricia had also joined the circle and started beating Wake with a club.

I took a club myself, but the sheer brutality of the scene made me hesitate to join in.

"Mash, you’ll rarely get a chance to take down such a big target. You should get a hit in for the memory,"

Maryanne said, her words nonsensical. Her bright, refreshing smile was a world away from the tragic air she’d had while fighting just moments before.

Then, the attack stopped. Just like with Mizuki. Everyone was waiting for me to hit Wake. But I just couldn’t bring myself to strike him.

As I hesitated, Shizuka stepped on Wake.

"Everyone! A victory cry!"

"""""""RAAAAH!"""""""

"Hmm? That was quiet. Again!"

"""""""RAAAAH!"""""""

"One more time, louder now! Oyeessss!"

"""""""Oyeessss!"""""""

"Hey, stop that. What is this, an 80s variety show?!"

I pulled Shizuka back.

"They can see your underwear, you know."

"It’s not like I’d mind if they saw what’s under them, but would you mind, Mash? Hmm?"

She pressed her shoulder against me, a strangely pleased look on her face.

I pushed Shizuka away and turned back to Wake. He wasn’t struggling; he lay there quietly, his gaze fixed on the ground.

"Mizuki, what does she mean by an 80s variety show?"

"I don’t really get it either."

Mizuki and Famu were talking. Shizuka’s sense of humor was just weird. I figured I probably wouldn't get it either and turned my attention back to Wake.

"Sorry about that. You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you?"

"Who knows. You may as well hit me as much as you want."

I bent down to untie his ropes.

"Could you leave me like this? I still don’t know if Lady Mo’s choice is the right one."

"…I understand."

I nodded and stood up.

"Patricia…"

Wake murmured.

"Yes,"

she answered.

"Is this really for the best? Will Lady Mo truly be happy?"

"I do not know either. But while Lady Mo acts childishly around myself and you, Wake, she is normally an honest person who tries not to inconvenience anyone. And yet, sometimes, when no one is looking, I see her sigh. When I see that, I cannot bear it…"

"…"

"I cannot protect Lady Mo as you do, Wake. I can only serve her so that what she decides becomes the right thing for her."

"…I see."

Wake’s gaze remained on the floor. I couldn’t read his expression. Marmi tugged on the hem of my clothes.

"…I don’t think I can be the ruler they want me to be. But I swear on my Patricia and my Wake that I will live a life I am not ashamed of."

"Lady Mo, I am glad that you have continued to show me your gentle heart. I will follow your heart to the end."

He closed his eyes.



    Chapter 176

    The Raid on the Elven Palace and the Companions' Internal Strife

    Leaving Wake behind, we headed for Marmi's parents.

"No bananas, there’s no bananas anywhere!"

Shizuka and Reeni sang a strange song as they walked hand-in-hand. I wished they would remember we were in the middle of a raid.

"This is the final step, isn't it?"

Myra said.

"Yeah, all Mo has to do is challenge her mother to a magical duel and win."

Honestly, though, I thought it would be difficult for Marmi to beat her mother, Marina. According to Marmi, her mother was the world's greatest mage. The real question was how much resolve Marmi could show when facing her.

"It doesn't seem like I'll be of much use this time,"

Myra said, a hint of sadness in her voice. I would have been happy to stay out of the action, but she seemed to have higher standards.

"No, just having you here is a relief. If you’d been here yesterday, I doubt we would have been kicked out of this mansion and ended up in this situation. Besides…"

"Besides?"

"Cecily and Aira are still here. And there’s no guarantee they’re on our side."

I didn’t know what was going on with those two. With all the commotion we were making, it wouldn't have been strange for us to have run into them by now, yet they were nowhere to be seen.

"You're thinking we might have to fight them, aren't you?"

"If it comes to that, I want you and me to handle it. Cecily is especially dangerous. If she directs her full power the wrong way, this mansion could burn to the ground. That would make it difficult to repair our relationship with the Star Union family."

"That is certainly true,"

Myra said with a deep nod.

"And then there’s Claire. We’ve ruined her chance for a business negotiation. She probably won’t complain about it, but if her position worsens, it will affect how comfortable we can be in this city."

"And we have asked her to help search for and contact Kou-kun and the other Otherworlders, after all."

"Well, what’s started can’t be stopped. We have to see this through to the end."

Hearing my words, Myra gripped her mace tightly.

"…Mash, Cecily has a strong desire to improve herself. That is an essential quality for a mage,"

Marmi said.

"True. She’s also cheeky and hates to lose."

"…Do you like girls like that, Mash?"

"Yeah. Back in my world, I always wanted to date a girl like that."

"…Is it different now?"

"It hasn’t changed. Besides, you secretly like Cecily too, don’t you?"

Marmi nodded. Just then, Mizuki pushed her way between us.

"What’s that supposed to mean? You wanted to come to this world with a girl like Cecily?"

"No, you were the same at first! You looked down on me and were all standoffish! I liked that about you."

For the record, whenever I approached girls like that, they would genuinely try to crush my existence to make me disappear. In fact, Mizuki almost had me erased from society. Then again, Cecily and Aira tried to erase me after I came to this world, too.

"So you’re saying you would have been fine with anyone, as long as they were that type?"

"Ngh… You, go take a selfie with your phone and look at the picture. That’s my type of face. There isn’t a girl more beautiful than Mizuki anywhere. At least, that’s what I think."

Mizuki’s cheeks turned red.

"W-Well, if that’s the case, then it’s fine."

As Mizuki answered, she was shoved aside by Famu and Myra.

"Hmph!"

"Hmph!"

The two of them glared at me, their cheeks puffed out.

"…Famu, you and I will always be together. No matter what happens, we’ll be together…"

"That’s not what I’m asking!"

"Famu… ever since we met, I’ve only had eyes for you. I’ve been in love with you this whole time."

"Master… I also lo—"

She couldn’t finish her sentence. As she tried to lean against me, she was pushed away by Myra.

"Myra, you’re… well…"

I racked my brain, trying to come up with the right words. But nothing came to me on the spot.

"Well?"

"N-No, that’s not it. You’re always helping me. I’m truly glad to have you with me."

"…Mash, Famu told you, didn’t she? That’s not what I want to hear right now."

"Ngh…"

"Ngh?"

Myra repeated my grunt, questioning me.

"No, that's not it. Myra, listen closely. Your breasts are the best. I’m always looking at them. In daily life, in battle. I want to be kneading them always. I want to fall asleep buried in your breasts and wake up to their touch. Let me swear an oath upon your peach orchard: though I was not born from your breasts, I pray I will die within them!"

"Whaaaaaaaaaat! That’s not it! That’s definitely not it! You said such sweet things to Cecily and the other two, so why am I getting the embarrassing ones?!"

She lunged at me to protest, but Marmi and Reeni grabbed her from behind in a full nelson and pulled her back.

"…There’s a line."

"It’s taking too long for Reeni’s turn."

Where Famu and Myra had stood, Marmi and Reeni now stood.

"Hey, don’t we need to get to your parents’ place…?"

"Mmmph!"

"Mmmmmmph!"

"…"

Next to the two of them, Maryanne and Yanan had casually lined up. And even Shizuka had joined them.

"Wait, Shizuka, you don’t belong here! I’ll find Kou-kun for you, so go get him to say it!"

"You say that, but you’ve fallen for the beautiful and innocent Shizuka-chan, haven’t you? I’ll hear you out, so go on."

I had a feeling that anything I said to her would be pointless. I shifted my gaze to Yanan.

"Yanan, are you serious? You want to hear it too?"

"Yes. I have never had a man say such things to me before. So, my heart is pounding."

"…Are you sure? Even if it feels like I’m being forced to say it?"

"If it’s from you, Mash, it’s alright. It seemed like you were saying them after careful thought, not just randomly."

Hearing her words, Myra wore a look of utter despair. This was getting complicated, so I decided to leave her be for now.

"A-Anyway, you and I will go on a date first. Think carefully about whether I’m really the one for you. This is about you. No matter what conclusion you come to, I intend to cooperate with you regarding the Earth Dragon Kingdom."

Yanan nodded at my words.

"Why only Yanan…"

said Maryanne.

"…I haven’t either,"

said Marmi.

"Reeni too,"

said Reeni.

"Well, I’m fine without that stuff. I’d rather just have sex first,"

said Shizuka.

"Alright. I’ll go on a date with everyone except Shizuka. But Reeni, you’re still a child. You can decide who you want to be with when you’re older."

"So why are you singling out just Shizuka-chan?!"

As I listened to Shizuka’s protest, Reeni squeezed my hand.

"Mash doesn’t like Reeni very much. All adults say that to trick children…"

She pouted, her lips jutting out as she averted her gaze.

"Reeni. You’re adorable. I love your pure white rabbit ears. I love your fluffy white tail, too. You’ll come to know the depth of these feelings when you’re older. Be prepared. But before that, let’s the two of us go play somewhere."

"The two of us… on an outing…"

Reeni nodded.

As I was talking with her, my eyes met Patricia’s.

"You can line up too, you know."

"You are Lady Mo’s partner! I will not. But…"

She hesitated.

"You truly don’t discriminate against other races, do you? I am a little surprised."

"Mizuki’s no different. And it’s the same for you and Wake, isn’t it?"

They were, after all, completely loyal to Marmi, an elf.

"Wake is human, but he’s a bit strange. I am of the Flower Folk, so…"

Was discrimination something directed from humans to other races? As I pondered Patricia’s words, Marmi took my arm.

"…My turn. Hurry."

She urged me on.

"…I taught Cecily a few spells, so I’ll teach you too."

Confession time was over, and now Marmi was going to grant me new magic.

She raised her wand and touched it to my forehead, then began to mutter an incantation.

"You gave me washing magic the other day. Can any mage do this kind of thing?"

"…Copying a completed spell to another person requires a specific formula. And since everyone’s body composition is slightly different, it needs to be tailored to them. This copying formula should only be known to members of the Star Union family and a select few others."

"So if you grant magic like this, can anyone use it?"

She shook her head.

"…Copied magic is often rejected, or can’t be used due to incompatibility or lack of mana. You have an unusually large amount of mana, Mash, so I think the spell I’m about to give you will be fine. If we were to become intimate, our affinity would increase and I could give you more advanced magic. Normal people have to take on the mage profession and learn it, or create the formula within their own bodies."

"People say I have a lot of mana, but I don’t really feel it… Still, the thought that I just have to do lewd things with you to get stronger is a heart-pounding development!"

"…Mash. You’re being a little loud. I can’t concentrate, so please be quiet."

At her request, I shut up.

A few minutes must have passed. Marmi’s wand lifted from my forehead.

"…I gave you intermediate water magic and the ability to control its temperature."

"Why water magic? And why not advanced?"

"…You seem to like coffee and tea, Mash. It’s convenient to know. Besides, difficult spells take time, and our affinity isn’t very high yet. It’s better to get used to it in stages,"

Marmi said.

"Thanks, Mo."

"…Mm."

Marmi smiled. For a moment, she looked so mature it took me by surprise. I reached out and touched her cheek. It felt cool, like porcelain.

Maryanne, who had been watching us, approached.

"A moment ago, Mash, you said you didn’t know your own mana, but during the duel, it looked as if you were controlling it."

"No, I’ve never consciously done it."

"Is that so? Then, could you please sit seiza and meditate for a moment?"

"Here?"

Maryanne nodded. It was a marble-paved hallway. I really didn’t want to, but I had no choice.

"Famu, you too."

I tried to drag her into it, but Famu just stared at Maryanne without a word. Maryanne gave a wry smile.

"Famu, I apologize for approaching Mash using Sameim’s name. But I was worried about you. Depending on your situation, I was prepared to cut him down, even if he is a hero from another world."

"You are the head of the One-Land family, are you not? Was there any need for you to do it yourself?"

At Famu’s words, she gave another wry smile.

"As I am now, I have no one I can rely on like Mo has Patricia and Wake. The family would be more united without me. But even so, as the head of the One-Land family, I must live in a way that would not shame my father or mother. That is why I must carry out what I have decided myself."

She spoke of her resolve, but her voice lacked any strength and sounded utterly unreliable.

"Famu, you are still young, but I was told by the villagers that you are the one who should be at the center of rebuilding the Okita village."

At her words, a shadow fell over Famu’s expression.

"B-Besides Sam… have other villagers been found?"

Maryanne nodded.

"Yes. They want to see you, Famu. They want to hear your voice."

"My voice…?"

Seeing Maryanne nod, Famu cast her eyes down. I wanted to change the subject. She still felt guilty about her current situation. And she didn’t have the words for people in the same predicament. It would take a little more time to solve that.

"Famu, Maryanne’s attempt to deceive me is a serious crime. We’ll sentence her to a spanking later."

"No, you can’t! If you do that, she’ll just enjoy it like Mizuki does!"

"I-I do not enjoy it!"

Mizuki, hit by a sudden stray bullet, protested in a fluster.

Watching Famu and Mizuki, I had a thought. I wanted Famu to stay innocent forever. I wanted Mizuki to become even more corrupted.



    Chapter 177

    Raid on the Elven Palace and the Library Incursion

    Famu and I knelt on the floor, the cold of the marble seeping through our clothes. I placed my right hand over my lower abdomen, just above my thighs, then layered my left hand on top, lightly touching my thumbs together to form a circle.

"Is this right?"

Famu asked.

"Yes. Your hands should be cupped as if holding a bowl. Don't close your eyes completely; keep them half-lidded, your gaze fixed on a point about your own height in front of you. Breathe slowly, and clear your mind of worldly thoughts."

"Clear my mind of worldly thoughts... Is Master truly capable of that?"

"Hmph. You've gotten awfully cheeky lately, haven't you? Don't forget, you've become quite the temptress yourself compared to when we first met!"

"Hey, that's—"

Just as Famu started to retort, a staff tapped each of us lightly on the shoulder.

"Now, now. Focus,"

Maryanne said. We corrected our posture and continued our meditation in silence.

But what exactly was this state of 'nothingness'? You couldn't achieve it without wanting to, yet as long as you were consciously *trying* to achieve it, it remained out of reach.

As I pondered this, Maryanne's hand pressed against my solar plexus. It was a soft, small hand. Considering her swordsmanship, she must have trained relentlessly. Her hands should have been hard, with calluses at the base of her ring and pinky fingers, but I couldn't feel them through my clothes.

"Mash, your attention is wandering,"

she chided. I once again fell into the routine of telling myself I was nothing.

Just then, I felt a warm mass of heat inside my body, right where her hand was touching.

"You felt a warmth where I placed my hand, yes? The shape is difficult to describe as it differs from person to person, but that is your mana. As you breathe slowly, imagine circulating it throughout your body."

Maryanne removed her hand, but the ball of heat remained at my solar plexus. Following her words, I slowly moved it. I guided it through the center of my body to the top of my head, then out to my arms and fingertips, and down to my legs and the tips of my toes. I brought it back to my solar plexus and let it spread throughout my entire body.

"Alright. You may open your eyes."

I didn't feel like anything in particular had changed. And yet, I now understood that mana existed within me. It seemed strange that I hadn't been able to perceive it before.

Beside me, Famu was opening and closing her own hands, staring at them intently. She was likely experiencing the same sensation.

"So this is the power I'm supposed to channel into my sword?"

"Exactly. You must perceive everything, right down to the tip of your blade, as an extension of your own body,"

Maryanne said with an encouraging smile.

"I think I get it, but I'm not entirely sure... I'd like to try it on Mizuki's butt. Can someone lend me a staff?"

"What the heck!"

Mizuki smacked me with a staff.

After that considerable detour, we finally arrived in front of the library. We all exchanged tense nods, but no one made a move to touch the door.

"There might be a poison arrow trap."

"...My home has no such dangerous contraptions,"

Marmi replied to Reeni's comment.

"Isn't this when Mash is supposed to open it? He's the only guy here..."

Mizuki suggested.

"That's sexist."

"What? You haven't done a single cool thing all day. Show us you can be cool for once!"

"Fine. Don't say I didn't warn you."

I cleared my throat to steel myself.

"Wait, I have a bad feeling. I'll open it."

"What kind of feeling?"

"A feeling that Mash is about to do something stupid."

"..."

She should have just opened it from the start, then. Annoyed, I grabbed her by the cheeks as she reached for the handle and gave her a kiss.

"Mmph, mmph!"

Her resistance was weaker than I expected, so I tried to deepen it with my tongue, only to be whacked from behind by a staff.

I turned to see Myra, her cheeks puffed out.

"What do you think you're doing in a place like this!"

"I almost bit my tongue thanks to you."

It was a blow that offered a glimpse of Myra's true strength. I'd nearly bitten Mizuki's tongue along with my own.

"That's enough! I'll open it,"

she declared, pushing the doors open. Nothing happened.

"Why didn't you do anything to me!"

"What's that? Fine, you asked for it."

I swept Myra into my arms.

"H-Kyaa!"

As I moved to push her to the floor, I realized that Cecily, Aira, and Marmi's mother, Marina, were all staring at us from inside the room. The three of them were sitting at an exquisite, glossy wooden desk, books spread open before them, perched on chairs of a matching design.

"Mash, Myra... are you two morons? What have you come here for?"

Cecily asked.

"What about you? There's a huge commotion going on outside, and you're just relaxing in here with your studies?"

"A commotion?"

She tilted her head.

"...Mash, I forgot to tell you. This library is enchanted. It's soundproof, and it's designed so that even if there's an earthquake, this room alone will be protected,"

Marmi explained.

"How convenient!"

Was it some kind of Area Guardian room? I scanned the interior.

The vast space was filled with neatly arranged bookshelves, every single one packed tightly with what looked like parchment books. A peculiar scent filled the air as I breathed in.

"So, what did you come for?"

Cecily asked again.

"I came for Mo. I love Mo. I'm going to make her mine. I'm taking her with me on my journey!"

"Is that really something you should be saying while holding another woman?"

Cecily's question made me realize I was still clinging to Myra.

"Alright, Myra. I'm counting on you to handle the negotiations."

I helped her up and let her go.

"What are you talking about?! After we barged in like this, do you really think anyone will listen to a word I say?!"

Myra, my most anticipated asset, had already dropped out of the fight.

"Mo, are you serious?"

Marina's gaze fixed on Marmi. Her eyes were cold, completely different from when she had welcomed us the day before.

"...Yes. I... I love Mash."

Marina's gaze shifted to Patricia. Patricia let out a short squeak and froze, standing ramrod straight. Was even the girl who'd nonchalantly punch Wake terrified of her? Maryanne stepped between them, as if to shield her.

"Marina-sama, I am Maryanne One-Land. I have come today with a request."

Maryanne met Marina's gaze without flinching. As expected of the head of the One-Land Family.

"This is not a place you should be."

"On the contrary, I am here for the future of Miglutt."

"The future? You deployed your forces in the name of your people. Do you have any idea how much of a disadvantage that put this country in?"

Maryanne had advanced her army to the border to subjugate the Crimson Brigade. It was an act that could have provoked the Demon Kingdom and sparked a war. An invasion of the mountains where the Crimson Brigade had fled was something Miglutt's senate would not permit.

"What is a city? A country? A nation? For whom do they exist? I simply acted as I believed was right."

"The ones you tried to save are not of this country."

"Marina-sama. The world is changing. The scenery we see today may look the same as yesterday, but it is not. Surely you, more than I, can see the great tides of change, can you not? Can Miglutt truly remain an exception? The hero from another world is here. I am here, as is Marmi, and the princess of the Earth Dragon Kingdom."

"The princess of the Earth Dragon Kingdom..."

"Her name is Yanan Mognato-sama."

Thrown into the conversation so suddenly and now the focus of Marina's icy glare, Yanan scratched her cheek, looking troubled. Having been removed from the line of succession and having served as a knight commander, she looked even less like a princess than Marmi.

"Uhh... well, it would be great if our countries could, you know... get along..."

She sent a desperate look my way.

"And you. What do you intend to do with my daughter?"

Now her gaze was on me. I had to say something. But nothing came to mind.

"...I'm going to the Demon Kingdom. I will defeat the Demon Lord."

Marmi answered in my place.

"Mo, you will be silent,"

Marina snapped, her eyes still locked on me.

"Marina-sama, the throne of Miglutt has been vacant for a long time. I wish for Mash to become the king of this city."

"What?! You—I just met you yesterday! What do you know about me? Are you an idiot?"

I immediately regretted calling her an idiot, but the words were already out. Maryanne turned back to me and smiled.

"Maryanne, no matter what wonderful ideals you hold or what brilliant policies you devise, *I* can't become king. I have neither of those things. You were born the head of one of the Four Regent Families, yet you're unable to exert your political influence because it's been suppressed by those around you. You're losing the power game."

"Mash, you speak as if you've seen it all yourself, though we only just met. But you're right. By the time I realized it, it was too late. However, I refuse to believe it must always be this way. You came to this city with the arbitrator of the dog-eared race at your side. You wield the same weapon and use the same sword style as Okita Soji. And they say you can even summon Laciel-sama. Mash, you have allies here. You are not alone. I, too, told you I would offer you my all."

"You did?"

"Yes. The words may have been slightly different, but it was during our duel..."

She nodded firmly. She didn't seem like someone who had been suppressed at all. There was a power in her eyes. They shone with a noble, beautiful light.

"But calling on Laciel to make people listen is the wrong way to go about it."

I decided to keep quiet about the fact that I'd summoned her countless times to subdue my enemies.

"Yes. You are saying you do not wish for that kind of world."

The more I talked with her, the more it felt like everything was escalating into a major affair. She was like Myra, but while Myra seemed to see the world I carried, Maryanne seemed to see my entire philosophy on life. In that sense, she was more like Famu.

Just then, Cecily, who had been listening to our exchange in silence, stood up.



    Chapter 178

    Raid on the Elven Palace and the Rematch with Wind Blade

    "Mash, what's going on? You just got to Miglutt, and you've already found two new members?"

Cecily demanded.

"It's not like I found them. I only just learned who Maryanne was. Nothing's been decided. But I am taking Mo. I have no intention of letting any other man have her."

"So you came to take her by force? If you really wanted her, you wouldn't have tried to make Myra do the talking, or let Mo and the dog-ears speak for you. You would have said it yourself. Instead, you're just hiding in the back..."

She saw right through me—I had no words prepared to convince Marina. I'd thought this was a problem Marmi had to solve, that I just needed to create the opportunity for her to speak her own mind.

But Cecily was right. I had decided to take Marmi with me. So I had to be the one to act and make it happen. Otherwise, Marmi herself would lose confidence in her own decision and become anxious.

"What, are you jealous?"

Perhaps because she'd hit a nerve, the words that came out were completely different from what I'd intended.

"Yes, I am. So what? Whose fault do you think that is? Right now, you're not cool at all. You're just gross!"

"It is my fault. I am the one who accompanied Mash while hiding my identity. That is why he is also confused,"

Maryanne interjected.

"Outsiders, stay out of this. And even if that's true, I want to hear it from Mash's mouth."

Cecily's eyes scanned the room.

"I'm against Mo joining us. What about the rest of you?"

She looked at Famu first, but Famu didn't move.

"I knew Famu would be against it at first. But I expected her to come around."

A faint smile touched Cecily's lips. She then shifted her gaze to Mizuki, who also remained still.

She looked to Aira. Her long hair swayed as she took up her mace and stood beside Cecily.

She looked to Myra. Myra didn't answer, but she raised her mace and stood beside me.

"I see. Two against two, then. And just so we're clear, Famu and Mizuki, you stay out of this,"

Cecily declared.

"What are you planning to do?"

"We may be down a few members, but this is a rematch for 'Wind Blade.' We won't lose this time."

Cecily raised her staff, and a massive fireball materialized before her.

The situation I had feared was now a reality. I looked at Aira, standing beside Cecily.

"Aira, stop her!"

"I don't really mind if Mo joins us. But right now, you're just like Cecily said. I don't like it."

Aira didn't budge, her mace held at the ready.

"Think about it! Have I ever had a 'cool' side?"

"Mash, you *are* cool,"

Aira replied, lowering her stance and tightening her grip on her mace.

It seemed convincing her would be difficult, too. I turned to face Cecily.

"Stop it! This is a library!"

The instant my shout echoed through the room, Cecily unleashed the fireball.

"Damn it!"

Using the intermediate Water Magic I'd just learned from Marmi, I created a water sphere and fired back.

"Mash, no!"

I heard someone shout, but the water sphere was already airborne.

The two projectiles collided, erupting in a violent explosion. Flames scattered in every direction, and steam billowed up, enveloping the area in a haze of heat and white mist.

My vision was completely obscured. I couldn't see a thing.

Inhaling the superheated air burned my throat and lungs. I covered my mouth with my arm.

"Ngh!"

Just as I tried to wave the mist away, Aira appeared, her mace raised high.

I was completely unprepared for a physical attack. I willed my body to dodge, but it wouldn't respond.

In the instant before Aira's mace came crashing down, another shadow leaped in. A sharp clang of metal rang out as Myra's mace intercepted Aira's attack.

Aira pressed her assault, launching a second and third strike. Myra fought back just as fiercely, and a desperate struggle unfolded.

"I'll hold Aira off! Mash, you get Cecily!"

"Got it!"

I couldn't tell who had the upper hand, but I couldn't imagine Myra losing to her sister.

Through the swirling mist, I pulled a shield and a club from my storage and equipped them, then charged in the direction Cecily had been standing.

The mist was slowly starting to clear, but my vision was still limited.

Cecily was no longer where she'd been. She'd already moved. I scanned my surroundings, searching for any sign of her. Just then, I felt a different texture under my foot. The moment I stepped down, a sharp *crack* sounded, and I realized it was a thin sheet of ice.

At the same time, several red orbs appeared in the white mist.

"Crap!"

I instinctively raised my shield. I couldn't block all the fireballs, and several slammed into my body. Searing pain shot through me.

Fighting the urge to writhe on the ground, I launched a water sphere in the direction the fireballs had come from and charged. But Cecily wasn't there either. Again, the sound of breaking ice echoed from under my feet, and another volley of fireballs flew at me. I dropped to the ground to avoid taking them head-on.

Staying in one place was too risky, so I started to crawl, scanning my surroundings. The sound of clashing maces continued to ring out. Myra and Aira were still fighting.

Should I help Myra and take out Aira first? Cecily wouldn't be able to cast spells where her own ally was. As I mulled over my strategy, a sudden, intense wave of drowsiness washed over me.

Cecily's magic. Recalling the method Maryanne had taught me, I tried circulating mana within my body, concentrating it in my head to block external magical influence. It worked. The drowsiness subsided.

Her tactic was to lay down sheets of ice and then launch fireballs when she heard them break. The fact that she was firing multiple projectiles meant she didn't have an exact lock on my position. She hadn't expected me to be crawling on the floor earlier. That's why she was attacking an area, not a point.

And now she'd lost me. So instead of casting a spell that would give away her position, she was casting sleep magic in all directions. My thoughts were clear now that the drowsiness was gone.

Just then, a silhouette appeared in the mist.

*Cecily...?* I muttered internally, then dashed toward it and tackled the figure in a hug.

"Mash!"

Cecily's cry rang out. I quickly moved to get behind her and pin her arms.

In response, she flailed wildly with her elbows, one of them catching me in the side.

"Ugh!"

The pain almost made me let go, but I couldn't risk losing her in the mist again. As I tightened my grip, my body suddenly went airborne. It was one of Cecily's throws. She'd bent forward, hooked my leg with hers, and flipped me over.

"I know how to deal with perverts, you know!"

Cecily yelled. She pulled my arm, twisting my body, and slammed me back-first onto the floor.

"Guh!"

My vision swam, and the brutal impact knocked the wind out of me.

She tried to stand and get away. I reached out, grabbing the front of her clothes. She grabbed my wrist in return. Then, she swung her legs over, wrapping them around my arm and neck before sitting down.

A triangle choke. She squeezed her legs, tightening the hold on my neck.

"Ngh... You were hiding a move like this...?"

"I learned it from Avea. When you're adventuring with a pervert, you need at least this much self-defense!"

"You've been... saying whatever you want this whole time..."

My consciousness began to fade from her choke.

"My sleep magic didn't seem to work before, but in this state..."

This situation was already dangerous enough; I couldn't afford to get hit with another spell.

But the triangle choke was locked in perfectly, and breaking free was nearly impossible.

I struggled, trying to force myself to stand. But she shifted her weight, throwing off my balance and keeping me pinned.

All the while, I was on the verge of blacking out.

"GUOOOOHHHHH!"

I roared, putting every ounce of my strength into standing up. I managed it, with her still clinging to me. The choke loosened slightly. With my now-freer hand, I grabbed her chin.

"I'll slam you head-first into the floor!"

"Go ahead and try! I'll choke you out before you can!"

we yelled at each other. But she didn't tighten her hold.

"...Hurry up. I'm gonna slam you."

"You're the one who's gonna get choked out, Mash..."

We glared at each other, locked in a stalemate. Time passed, with me unable to slam her and her unable to choke me out.

I glanced around and saw that the steam had cleared. Myra and Aira had stopped fighting and were now watching us.

"Hurry up and finish it,"

Aira said.

"Mash, you're burned. We need to treat that quickly,"

Myra added. Their words completely drained the fight out of me.

"...Mash, if you're not going to do anything, I'd like you to put me down,"

Cecily said. It seemed her will to fight was gone, too.

"There's something I need to tell you."

"What?"

"You're not 'Wind Blade.' It's me, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Aira, and you, Cecily. The six of us are special. The six of us are Levante."

The words felt hollow, knowing I was about to part with Cecily and Aira to take Marmi with me.

But I had to say it. They might think I was pathetic and full of regret after so readily sending them off, but I had wanted to keep adventuring with them. That feeling hadn't changed, and I wanted them to know that.

"Mo is a more skilled mage than I am, so if she joins you, I can rest easy. So please, find an ending everyone can accept. Only you can do that, Mash."

I supported her as she unwound her legs from the choke.

I set Cecily down on the floor.

"What about the damage to the library...?"

"...It's fine. Mother and I put up a defensive barrier to protect it,"

Marmi answered.

Our other companions were watching us from a distance.

"Why didn't you slam me?"

Cecily asked, smoothing down the hem of her clothes.

"Why didn't you choke me out?"

She started to say something in response to my question, but then stopped.

"No need to ask, I guess..."

she sighed.

I turned to face her and Aira once more.

"I can't wait for you two to graduate from the magic academy. I plan to live in this city, but I'm also going to the Demon Kingdom to find out about the Demon Lord. I'm taking Mo with me. I need her power."

"I heard you the first time. And I told you how I feel. You should be saying that to Mo's mother, Marina-sama. And for all we know, our academy recommendations might be gone after this little incident,"

Cecily replied.

"No, I needed to say it to you and Aira first."

"I didn't want to hear it!"

Aira placed a hand on Cecily's shoulder as she cried out.

"Mash, I'm sure you understand,"

Aira said, and I nodded.

Then, I turned back to face Marina.

At that moment, the library doors burst open. Marmi's father, Augustus, followed by Claire and a group of armed knights, stormed into the room.



    Chapter 179

    The Raid on the Elven Palace and a World That Can't Reach Peace

    Standing next to Augustus, Claire’s face was taut, completely drained of color.

*"What are you doing?"* she asked in her fluttering language. I have to wonder why I'm able to understand it so fluently in these extreme situations.

*"I came to take his daughter,"* I replied, making a dove with my hand shadows.

*"You won't be angry if I pretend not to know you?"*

*"I won't. Just wait a moment. I'll solve this."*

*"I believe in you."* As we nodded to each other, Cecily jabbed me in the head.

"What are you two discussing?"

"Oh, just that from now on, we're strangers."

"Huh? You're the one who brought her here. Besides, who do you think you're fooling by fluttering at each other?"

While we were talking, knights surrounded us. Most of them were elves. This must be the magic corps Maryanne mentioned. It was unlikely any of them possessed a special skill. From what I'd gathered from the people around Mo, elves protected the purity of their race.

"Where is Wake?"

Augustus asked, confirming he wasn't among us.

"...He was in the way, so I tied him up on the way here,"

Mo said. At her words, Augustus gave a signal. Two knights broke away from the group.

"It's strange to continue this conversation here. Shall we move?"

he suggested.

"I thought a conference room would suffice for a discussion, but if we're going to fight, cleaning up the blood would be a hassle."

The place they led us to was a courtyard. I scanned our surroundings. It was a well-maintained garden. A fountain stood in the center, with waterways branching out from it. In a place like this, even if someone was hiding in the mansion to snipe at us, they would be within range of Laciel's bow.

"Do those words mean you intend to draw your sword against the One-Land family?"

Maryanne asked.

"A little late to be asking that, isn't it?"

Augustus said, tapping the hilt of his sword. It was a gesture that suggested confidence in his swordsmanship.

"So, what was the reason for dropping a giant rock in the front garden and shattering the facade's windows and the furnishings inside?"

He turned his gaze to me.

"A small thank-you for kicking me out yesterday. I had a feeling this mansion wasn't designed with enemy attacks in mind, so I thought I'd let you know."

"I see. A reply to our discourtesy, then. However, you abducted my only daughter. You can't complain if I take your head for it."

Yesterday, he was kneeling before me, calling me 'dono,' and today I've been demoted to 'you.'

"I hear elves come of age at twelve. By that custom, Mo isn't a child, is she? Aren't you the one ignoring her will? And you call yourself a parent?"

"I don't need to hear that from you. My daughter has a fiancé. She understands this."

"The guy who wants to change Mo's personality to his liking, you mean? You might never see *this* Mo again. Are you really okay with that?"

Augustus's eyes widened for a moment, and he glanced down at Mo.

"...Mash. I want to be the one to explain the situation,"

Mo said.

Mo's betrothed, the Leafkraut family, was also a clan skilled in magic. However, unlike the Star Union family, they did not operate in the open. That was because their research was focused on immortality. The current head of the family and Mo's fiancé, Zeno Leafkraut, was a man whose name was whispered alongside her mother, Marina, as one of the strongest mages.

The union of the two houses was a matter of elven circumstance. Their total population had fallen below three hundred, and in the last two hundred years, Mo was the only child to be born. She was called the last child of the elves, and to avert the extinction of her race, it was decided she would be entrusted to Zeno.

"So research into immortality is also research into creating life? Isn't it just that their long lifespans mean they have a long cycle for childbirth?"

Mo shook her head at my question.

"...Our, the elven race's, roots lie in the Great Forest to the far west. There is a hidden village, Yuri, which is governed by a council of elders."

There were others, like Mo's family, who lived away from Yuri. It was possible that fewer than two hundred even lived there anymore.

"...Among them is one who possesses the ability of prophecy. My future was decided by her words."

"And this Zeno fellow agreed to it?"

Mo nodded.

"...An agreement was made that I would go to the Leafkraut family, and any child born would be given to the Star Union family."

It seemed Mo's engagement was decided not for political reasons, but to solve a racial problem. But could that truly be called a marriage? Wasn't she just an experimental subject?

"I have a few questions."

Mo nodded at my words.

"First, if you give birth to a child, that child will be the last. That doesn't solve the problem, does it?"

"...That's a possibility. But we believe there's some reason why elves can no longer have children. We think there's a chance for our race to survive if Zeno can uncover that cause."

Was it an environmental problem, or perhaps a disease? There was also the possibility of a curse, like Famu's. The more I thought about it, the more the possibilities seemed endless.

"Is fortune-telling a form of magic?"

She shook her head.

"...I don't really know. I think it's something like a Divine Grace."

"In that case, there's a high probability that fortune-telling is wrong. I know someone with a similar special skill. Multiple people can't possess the same special skill."

If you considered fortune-telling the ability to read the future, then Wake had it. It also overlapped with the ability of the nomadic tribe's chief. Still, there were an immense number of special skills. I couldn't deny the possibility that some skills were simply very similar.

"If you're going to bet on a possibility like that, then I'm still taking Mo with me."

At my words, Augustus's expression twisted.

"You mean to tell me you knew nothing of this until now, and you were planning to take my daughter away without knowing a thing about her? And you think you can take her in this situation?"

"I don't give a damn. I want to take Mo with me because I like her. That's all. Besides, you're the one who doesn't understand the current situation. I don't know the abilities of the people here. But I'm confident I can beat all of them. Stop with the pointless intimidation. If you want to make an enemy of a god, then draw your sword. I'll wait that long."

After hearing my words, Augustus glanced at Wake, who had appeared at some point. He gave a small nod, confirming that I wasn't lying.

"That's enough,"

said Mo's mother, Marina.

"Sir Hero from another world, if you and my daughter are of that mind, then you are free to take her. However, you say you will take my daughter on a journey. Will you protect her from danger and guarantee her safety?"

Marina asked. Her gaze was much gentler than the one I had seen in the library.

"I can't guarantee her safety. But I will protect her. And if there is anything she wants to do, anything she wants to achieve, I will help her."

"As my daughter just said, she has a mission for the elven race."

"That they've stopped having children? I have an idea about that, too."

She nodded at my words, and I decided to continue.

"It's in the myths. That the human race interbred with various creatures and increased their numbers."

"That is a fictional story created by humans. The elven race has its own legends."

Hearing that, Myra came over, about to interject. I stopped her with a hand.

"I don't think it's the truth, either. The dog-eared and cat-eared races I can understand, but the Flower Folk seems impossible. Well, a hundred people will have a hundred different views on love."

I looked at Patricia. She was as stiff as a board, as usual. If I made a lewd comment right now, would she come over and punch me? I wanted to test it, but I restrained myself.

"However, I don't think it's a complete fabrication, either. I believe that myths contain a certain amount of truth and hold some kind of suggestion. What I want you to consider is the point that humans interbred with many races. The depravity of the human race incurred the wrath of the gods, and the divine punishment began. In other words, humans have enough vigor to incur the wrath of the gods."

"That is—"

Marina started to speak but stopped herself.

"There's one more thing I want you to consider. It's about the founder of the Star Union family, was it Mama Marmi Mam Star Union...?"

"Mama-sama, Mama Marmi Mam Star Union, yes,"

Patricia informed me, her voice strained.

"Right. She left the elven village of Yuri and traveled, didn't she? And now her descendant is said to be the last child."

"Surely you're not suggesting that the reason elves can no longer have children is because they do not permit marriage with other races?"

I didn't know how far back in Mo's ancestry she was, but there was an anecdote that Mama had a child with a human. Seeing Marina's surprise, I guessed it was probably true. Protecting the purity of the race meant closing oneself off in an isolated world, which could lead to a loss of diversity and eventual extinction.

"And you intend to solve this problem with my daughter?"

"It's just a possibility. But even if Mo becomes the last of the elves, I won't leave her alone. Even after we're gone, our descendants will always be by her side. I will create such a world."

Marina smiled at my words. Had I finally managed to quell her anger?

"In that case, you must become a ruler, as Maryanne-sama says."

"That's impossible for me."

"Why is that? I have met several people transferred from other worlds. This world, I am told, is similar to a historical period you call the Middle Ages, is it not? If you connect the two worlds, you all come from a future world with advanced civilization."

"It's true that this world resembles the world of over five hundred years ago from my time, so perhaps that's one way to look at it."

"Then, for you to become a ruler and guide the world in that direction—"

"The world I lived in has a larger population and more advanced science than this one. Laws are established, and under them, equality and freedom are guaranteed. People have the right to vote so that their opinions are heard, representatives are chosen from among the candidates, and politics are run."

"The thing you call democracy?"

"To get to that point, we repeated wars over and over again. The scale gradually increased, and in a single war, ten million, or even forty million people died."

"..."

She didn't so much as twitch a brow at the number of deaths. Perhaps it didn't feel real to her, or maybe another transmigrator had already told her.

"I don't think it was necessary. And in the end, peace did not come to the world."

I paused, gauging Marina's reaction, but she just stared at me silently, waiting for my next words. She had a beautiful face, reminiscent of a work of art or a craft piece. Would Mo grow into such a beauty in my lifetime? I cleared my throat to bring my thoughts back.

"Many other political systems were born in my original world, but there was no right answer. I don't know if maintaining peace is the right way for the world to be. It's meaningless if the people living there can't lead satisfying lives. It's not like I'm trying to be stingy with the knowledge I have. But I can't be the one to decide. I think the people of this world should decide things for this world."

I have neither the philosophy nor the spirit to create an ideal society. Hearing my words, Marina started to laugh.

"Fufufu, Sir Hero from another world, it seems Maryanne-sama's assessment was correct. But that is a matter for the future. For now, let's put that discussion aside."

With that, Marina raised her wand and pointed it at Mo.

"Mo. Ready your wand. Let us test if you are a mage worthy of accompanying the hero from another world."



    Chapter 180

    The Raid on the Elven Palace and the Mother-Daughter Showdown

    I walked over to Mo.

"Think you can win?"

"...I don't think so. But Mash, you said you 'liked' me in front of everyone. For that, I'll show some spirit."

I took a Mana Seed from my storage, gauging the reactions of those around us as I handed it to her. There was no particular change in the expressions of the surrounding knights. I took out another Mana Seed and gave it to her. Still no change. I took out one more.

"Isn't it cowardly to use Mana Seeds in a duel?"

one of the knights said. Hearing that, Mo handed the Mana Seeds back to me. The ones I had given her during the raid were also returned. So the difference in their strength was about three Mana Seeds' worth. But even after probing the reactions of those around me, I couldn't get a concrete sense of that power gap. I couldn't find the right words to say to her.

"Such an honest girl."

"...I'm going to be traveling with you from now on, Mash. I can't tarnish your name."

She hadn't given up on becoming my companion. It seemed she had no intention of losing easily. Her eyes seemed to be brimming with a powerful fighting spirit. She was a sore loser, just like me.

"...About what happened earlier, when Cecily and you were fighting, when the fireball and water sphere collided..."

"Ah, was it you who warned me, Mo?"

She shook her head. In that case, was it Mizuki who had shouted?

"When you pour water on an extremely hot object or liquid, the water instantly evaporates and expands explosively. That scatters heat all around. It gets even more intense if the surroundings are enclosed by something hard. Mizuki probably knows this stuff well."

I had learned about it a long time ago. I barely remembered. But Mizuki was still a high school girl, so the knowledge should be stored in her head, even if just for exams. Mo seemed to be looking silently in her direction, but her gaze wasn't focused. She seemed to be deep in thought.

"Don't tell me you're planning to use water magic with your left hand and fire magic with your right!"

"...I won't. Just step back and watch."

I stepped back, leaving Mo and Marina facing each other in the center. The elven knights surrounded the two of them, deploying a barrier magic. The barrier was likely to prevent the effects of the battle from reaching the surroundings.

"You were looking at me earlier. What were you talking about?"

Mizuki asked, looking puzzled.

"Oh, just that it's better to ask you about physics knowledge."

"I'm still a fresh-faced first-year, so I haven't learned most of it."

"There's no fresh-faced first-year with a chest like that!"

"Y-Yes, there is!"

She covered her chest. Meanwhile, Mo and Marina faced each other, maintaining a distance of over ten meters. They both held wands, but they hadn't yet taken a stance, simply staring at each other quietly. What was a magical duel like? If they shot at each other and scored a direct hit, wouldn't they die? I wanted to believe that since they were mother and daughter, it wouldn't become such a fierce battle. But as if to break that silence, Marina raised her wand high. Countless chunks of ice appeared at the tip of her wand. All were shaped like icicles, their tips aimed at Mo, sharp and pointed.

"Hey, are you trying to kill your own daughter?!"

"Water Magic, [Icicle]!"

Simultaneous with my scream-like cry, all the icicles were launched towards Mo. Her initial reaction was slow, and she hurriedly deployed a magical defensive wall. But that wall couldn't withstand the impact of the countless icicles and shattered.

"Mo!"

I yelled, and someone chopped me on the back of the head.

"You've been noisy for a while now. Shut up and watch,"

Cecily scolded.

"What should I do? Any advice?"

"I don't know, but maybe she's thinking of something?"

"That's a vague answer! But since it's a long-range shootout, isn't it better to just keep blasting magic so fast the opponent can't handle it?"

"I suppose so, but..."

Cecily's answer was also unreliable. My anxiety only grew. Mo seemed to have avoided a direct hit, but the hem of her dress was torn, and she had a wound on her arm. She didn't raise her wand. It remained lowered. Before Marina, countless icicles were forming again. But this time, there were more than twice as many as before.

"Water magic again..."

Cecily muttered.

"You only use fire magic, don't you?!"

"Fire magic is the strongest magic!"

Was that what mages were like? They just kept casting the magic they believed in. Was Marina skilled with water magic? She fired off her spells without a change in expression, looking like she hadn't even used half of her real power.

"...Yes, fire magic is the strongest magic,"

Mo murmured, as if she had heard our conversation.

"Hey, Mo, can you hear me? If you can, then unleash a barrage of lightning strikes!"

"Don't interfere with Mo. Just watch quietly."

Cecily scolded me again. But Marina was launching attacks that could kill Mo, going beyond the realm of a mere test of strength. There was no way I could stay calm. While we argued, Marina launched the icicles. Mo deployed a defensive wall at the last possible moment, just as before.

"See? She's thinking of something,"

Cecily said.

"But..."

Mo was on one knee. Blood was flowing from around her thigh. Marina pointed her wand at her.

"Next, I will triple the number."

Her voice was as cold as the icicles she wielded.

"...I'm ready, too."

Mo finally raised her wand. Around Marina, as she had said, three times the number of icicles appeared. It looked like a towering wall of ice. And the tips of every single one were aimed at Mo. Above Mo's head, an object shaped like a spear, about her height, floated. It looked like a red-hot iron mass. Red, and then white, it seemed to pulse and writhe, distorting the scenery around it. It seemed like a malevolent thing. Even through the elven magic knights' barrier, the heat was palpable, telling us the object was at an ultra-high temperature. Its tip was aimed not at Marina, but at the ground midway between them. Was she planning to burn away Marina's icicles? If so, it seemed quicker to deploy a magic barrier to defend. Her barrier hadn't been able to block all the icicles, but she was capable of creating a wall strong enough to block a cannonball fired with a special skill. As I pondered that question, I realized the meaning of her strange behavior. She hadn't been waiting for Marina's attack with her wand lowered. She had said she was ready. What if she had been preparing by casting magic towards the ground? That's why she had been trying to evade Marina's attacks with minimal magic. And now, she was about to unleash a powerful magical attack, defenseless, without even a barrier.

"Famu! The one-on-one duel is over. Use your special skill to protect Mo and us! Magic Knights! Not the whole area! Protect yourselves and Marina!"

I shouted. Famu leaped out from beside me. I pulled Mizuki and the others close and moved behind Mo.

"Water Magic, [Icicle]!"

"Fire Magic, [Bunker Buster]!"

Innumerable icicles were launched towards Mo. In response, she too launched her super-heated spear. Its speed was slow, falling in a gentle parabola, its tip turning downwards. It evaporated several icicles as it stabbed vertically into the ground. The spear didn't stop, but plunged deep into the earth and vanished. In that instant, the ground swelled up as if it were a wave.

"Famu, hurry!"

Hearing my voice, Famu stood before Mo.

"Special Skill, [Yata no Kagami]!"

she shouted. A shining circular plate appeared in front of her.

"Famu, don't block the icicles. Down! Aim it at the ground!"

With a violent explosion, my vision was dyed pure white. A blast of hot air and a shower of stone fragments rained down on us. After hearing my talk about steam explosions, Mo had used water magic to create a layer of water underground. Then, she had driven a mass of super-heated energy into it. The water vaporized in an instant, expanding over a thousand times and blowing away the topsoil. In short, she had artificially created a phreatic eruption, like one that occurs in a volcano.

When the steam and mist cleared, the place that had been a beautiful garden had been transformed into a desolate land of earth and sand. A large crater had formed between Mo and Marina. The building's white marble walls were now stained with mud and scorch marks, the windows shattered, looking like ruins. Only the areas protected by Famu's Yata no Kagami and the Magic Knights barely retained their greenery.

"...That was surprising..."

Mo staggered to her feet and looked around. I placed a hand on her shoulder as she stood there with her mouth agape.

"You overdid it."

"...I tried what you told me. I didn't think this would happen,"

she murmured, then continued to gaze at the scene for a while.

"...There's something I want you to hear."

She turned to face me. Her cheeks and hair were stained with mud. Only the color of her eyes seemed to shine.

"What is it?"

"...Mash, I'm not someone for you to protect. I can't use a special skill. But I have magic. I won't lose to anyone. Not even to a hero summoned by a god. I will protect you and fight with you alongside Famu. So please, choose me and take me with you."

I thought she was a dangerous person who could wipe out her own allies, but I decided to keep that to myself. I thought I didn't want Cecily to become this kind of mage, but I kept that to myself, too. She spread her arms.

"What's this pose?"

"...In times like these, we embrace and affirm our feelings for each other. What you saved for later in Heilon, do it now, here."

"Before that,"

I said, turning my gaze to Marina. She was brushing the mud and dust off her own clothes. Noticing our gazes, she returned them.

"...Mother, I..."

"Mo, no matter where you are, or what you are doing, you are my daughter."

Hearing those words, Mo ran to her and embraced her.



    Chapter 181

    The Raid on the Elven Palace and the Discussion Afterward

    We were shown to a conference room. The room didn't face the front or inner courtyards, so it was undamaged by the raid. Before that, Mo, Famu, and the others had taken a bath. I wasn't allowed to join them. Reluctantly, I cleaned myself up with laundry magic. There were many things I couldn't accept, but I decided to let loose tonight to make up for it. Augustus sat in the seat of honor at the head of the table, a sour look on his face.

"I will entrust my daughter to Mash, as she wishes,"

he said. It seemed I'd graduated from being called 'you' and was now being spoken to with normal feelings. Though he was the nominal head of the Star Union family, it appeared Marina held the real power, perhaps because he had married into the family. He couldn't go against Marina's words. The magic knights also seemed to act while gauging Marina's expression. The clincher was Patricia. She hadn't hesitated to use her iron fist on anyone, no matter how high their station, but a single glare from Marina had her trembling. I decided I would be careful not to incur her displeasure from now on. If such a situation arose, I resolved to push all responsibility onto Patricia. As I watched her pour tea into the cups on the table, our eyes met.

"Is there something I can help you with?"

"Help, or rather, I don't see Marina and Mo?"

"Fufufu..., they are getting ready, so please wait just a little longer,"

Patricia said with a smile.

"So, Patricia, what are you going to do now?"

"What I'm going to do... I intend to serve Mo-sama for my entire life, but I wonder what I should do while she is away on adventures..."

she sighed.

"You plan to serve her for life? What about marriage?"

I found myself asking like a concerned uncle.

"I wonder? But if Mo-sama deems it necessary, perhaps she will find a suitable partner for me?"

She seemed so concerned about Mo's partner, yet she was indifferent about her own affairs. If that was the case, Mo would likely bring back a truly random partner.

"You won't look for one yourself?"

"Me? I think I'm the type to fall in love easily, but I'm more interested in other people's love lives. I'm counting on you to take good care of Mo-sama!"

Patricia replied. Next to me, Famu had been staring intently at the amber liquid swaying in her cup. My tea was mixed with mead, while hers was not.

"...Alright. Just one sip,"

I said, offering my cup. She slurped it all down.

"When alcohol is mixed with tea, the taste changes so much. The flavor deepens and it seems sweeter. Above all, it makes me feel all warm and fuzzy."

"Hey, if you fall asleep, I'm leaving you behind today."

Seeing Famu like that reminded me of a certain prime minister from a country of tea, but I knew she wouldn't get it, so I kept quiet. Since tea was the main ingredient, I hoped the alcohol content was low. The scent of soap from her bath wafted from her. Looking closely, her hair and droopy ears still seemed a bit damp.

"You're still not dry."

I used wind magic to blow warm air and dry her hair and ears. She squinted, receiving the wind comfortably. This was a result of being able to control the temperature thanks to Mo. After blowing air on them for a while, her ears were fluffy.

Watching our exchange with a faint smile was Maryanne. She was the head of the One-Land family. Now treated as a guest, she sat in a chair next to Augustus. I thought it might look out of place, but her posture was impeccable, and she exuded an air of dignity. It was clear she had received a proper education as a family head. That was something Maryanne had that Mo lacked.

Several things were decided during the discussion. First, as Augustus had said earlier, Mo was permitted to accompany us. Furthermore, they would continue to support Cecily and the others in their enrollment into the magic academy. It also seemed that trade with the Mateo Trading Company would commence. Additionally, I introduced Yanan, and they agreed to consider diplomatic relations with the Earth Dragon Kingdom. This would start with deepening ties with the Star Union family, and then be deliberated by the senate. It seemed the destruction of the mansion would be overlooked. Since it was Mo who had cast the magic, it would be framed as the result of an ugly parent-child dispute, but there was another intention behind this. For the time being, at least, things had been settled in a way that was convenient for us. As we were talking, Marina and Mo entered the room. Mo was dressed in a white, gown-like outfit. Made of a glossy, silk-like material, the garment started with a delicate lace-trimmed bustline, then followed her girlish curves down to her waist. The hem flared out in lace to her feet, further enhancing her loveliness. She also wore a thin silk veil, which filtered the light, casting a soft glow as it gently enveloped her face. As I was captivated by her pure appearance, Mo raised the corners of her rouge-painted lips slightly. That smile made her seem like a different person from the child I had thought she was. She sat in the seat across from me, next to Marina.

"...This is a wedding dress."

"Ah, uh..."

Her tone was so casual, as if nothing had happened, that I could only manage a stupid reply.

"...I want you to praise me."

"W-Well... It's a beautiful dress."

I could feel my cheeks growing hot.

"...I don't want you to praise the dress. I want you to praise me."

"Wait a minute. I'd rather do this when we're alone, if that's okay?"

"...Before I came in, you were flirting with Famu in front of everyone."

"Th-That wasn't my intention... Mo... no, I will do my best to not let Mo's beautiful skin get hurt..."

Her parents were right here. Even if she told me to praise her, I was too nervous to find the words. I had to say something, so I stammered out a reply, and Augustus cleared his throat.

"About the two of you's ceremony..."

I thought he was throwing me a lifeline, but I was wrong. His words made me even more flustered. I hadn't even done anything with Famu or Mizuki yet, so I couldn't just put Mo first. But the reason I had stormed this mansion was to take her. And I had fought, saying I liked her. This was a natural course of events.

"We can't decide this on the authority of the Star Union family alone. There is the matter of the elven race and our relationship with the Leafkraut family. In particular, we have crushed the pride of Mo's fiancé, Zeno Leafkraut."

He hadn't brought up the wedding out of excitement.

"Will there be retaliation?"

"We will do our best to mediate. I don't believe there will be anything direct from the elven council of elders. However..."

Augustus trailed off. Even as one of the rulers of this city, was his standing within his own race a separate matter?

"This incident was, I should say, convenient for my daughter, and for the Star Union family. But that means the Leafkraut family's resentment will be directed at you."

A hero from another world had raided the Star Union mansion, destroyed it, and stolen their daughter. And the daughter, too, had fought with her mother and decided to elope with the hero.

"Understood. I stole Mo. The Star Union family does not condone it. That's fine."

It seemed Augustus intended to use this incident as a pretext to break off his daughter's engagement. I wanted to avoid having their resentment directed at Famu and the others, but I had sworn to protect Mo. It was better for me to take it than for it to be directed at her parents, who couldn't travel with her.

"Zeno is strong. Please, do not overestimate your own power."

"By the way, where is Zeno now?"

"The Leafkraut mansion is in the district under the control of the Star Union family. However, he is never there. I hear he is usually exploring dungeons."

"The Crystal Palace?"

That was the common name for the dungeon floating above the city of Miglutt. He shook his head at my words.

"Not a specific dungeon. Also, there is a dungeon that he created."

I made a mental note not to enter such a terrifying place.

"And now, we have a proposal from our side,"

Marina said.

"That said, we have no intention of making a proposal you cannot accept."

She must have noticed me flinch for a moment. She smiled.

"It concerns the rabbit-eared girl with you. How would you feel about leaving her in our care?"

I didn't know how to react. Reeni, who had been nibbling on a rusk-like baked sweet next to Shizuka, turned to look at me.

"Of course, not as a servant. If you wish, we will provide her with an education in the same environment as our daughter."

"Well, but..."

I could vaguely understand Marina's intention. She recognized Reeni as a future wife candidate for me. Her intention to indebt me was the same as the Mateo Trading Company's, but her thinking likely had another motive. That is, as a hostage in case something happened to Mo. And if they gave her an education convenient for the Star Union family, they could influence her even after she grew up. It would be a good thing for Reeni. While we were away on adventures, she would be under the protection of the Star Union family. With that in mind, I had been thinking it would be fine to entrust Reeni to the Star Union family until we came to this city. But now, my thinking had changed. It was because she had grown too attached to Shizuka. I felt guilty about separating them. Besides, arrangements had already been made for her to be looked after by the Mateo Trading Company. I glanced at Claire, and she fluttered her hands, saying, "Don't worry about it."

She probably saw the connection with the Star Union family as a business opportunity. I couldn't make waves now.

"Reeni will follow whatever Mash decides."

Her words stung my chest. I noticed Shizuka was looking at me with an expression on the verge of tears. But she had someone named Kou-kun. If she were reunited with him, the situation would change, and she might not be able to stay with Reeni. I couldn't just find another parental figure for her at that point. I couldn't leave Reeni in an unstable environment.

"Reeni doesn't want to cause trouble for anyone,"

she said.

"You don't have to think about that. And it's okay to cause trouble. We're companions."

"...Okay. Ever since I met Mash, Reeni has had so much fun. I love Shizuka, too."

She nodded hesitantly with a tense expression. Was she sensing my hesitation? Next to her, Shizuka was looking down. A tear dropped onto the table. It had only been about half a month since I met Reeni. But enough time had passed for me to know her.

"Reeni, both I and Shizuka have things we must do. Those are our own circumstances. You can say what you want to do, too."

She fell silent. She seemed to be hesitating, wondering if it was okay to speak. I decided to wait until she started talking on her own.

"Reeni wants to be an adventurer. Mash is weak, so I want to become an adventurer and protect Mash."

Was that really her own will? Wasn't she just saying what she thought I wanted to hear? I glanced at Shizuka, and she looked up and nodded at me.

"Alright. I'll accept that as Reeni's will for now. But I can't take the current Reeni as a party member. You need to grow up a little more."

Reeni nodded.

"Is that acceptable?"

Marina asked. I nodded.

"In that case, we will take her in after all. We can teach her swordsmanship, and if she has an aptitude for magic, we can guide her down that path. Please don't misunderstand, we have no intention of taking her from you. We have no intention of restricting her freedom. We will not stop her from going to see you, nor will we stop you from coming to see her."

"...In that case,"

Shizuka murmured at Marina's words.

"If Reeni is going to live here, maybe I'll live here too. Because even if I'm with Mash, I can't have se—"

Patricia, who had moved behind her at some point, gave her a chop on the head. Her perception was incredible. If you limited it to lewd keywords, her ability far surpassed Famu's. She walked over to me. And for some reason, I got a chop on the head too.

"You're right. It might be better for Shizuka to live here than with Reeni,"

I said, rubbing my head.

"Why?"

she replied, also rubbing her head.

"Get some chastity education. Take this opportunity to become a decent person!"

"You need chastity education just as much as I do, Mash!"

The two of us glared at each other.



    Chapter 182

    The Dog-Eared Knights and a New Encounter

    In the end, it was decided that Reeni would be looked after by the Star Union Family. Shizuka, too, would be living there for the time being.

"Starting today, I'm going to be Augustus-san's mistress. Mo, you can call me Stepmom now."

She promptly earned a fist to the head from Patricia for her troubles. Marmi seemed intent on splitting her time between her own mansion and the inn. Tonight, she decided to stay at the mansion with Shizuka and the others. Famu was fast asleep on my back. As we were about to leave Mo's estate, I saw a company of fully armed knights waiting outside the gate. The bearded man at the front was from the dog-eared race. When he spotted Maryanne among us, he dropped to one knee and bowed his head. The other knights followed his lead, kneeling in a display of polished discipline.

"Lady Maryanne. We have come to escort you."

She nodded at his words, then turned to face me.

"I will be returning home today as well."

"Got it. I don't think we'll be seeing each other again, but take care."

*If I knew we'd be parting so soon, I should have touched her breasts more. I wanted to touch her straight, upright ears, too.*

"No, no, no, no, what are you talking about?! The promise from our duel is still very much alive."

"Is that so? But I'm getting a serious glare..."

The bearded man was still on one knee, but he had raised his head and was now staring daggers at me. It was incredibly uncomfortable.

"Next time, please come to my home. I will make preparations to ensure there are no discourtesies."

"Maryanne might be fine with it, but..."

Why was the bearded man glaring at me? It had to be born from a sense of duty to her, an unyielding will to never forgive anyone who would harm her. I thought this as I looked at the light-blue stone set in the ring on his finger.

"That is different from Famu's. Knights who serve the One-Land Family are required to wear those rings as a matter of ceremony,"

she said, noticing my gaze. Still, I couldn't believe the look in the bearded man's eyes was mere formality. She had said she was isolated at home, but perhaps there were people like him who were truly devoted to her. If not, there's no way she could have deployed soldiers to strike down the Crimson Brigade.

"So they send an escort like this whenever you run away from home?"

"Yes. If I return on the same day, they don't usually come, but they will if I stay out overnight."

From the way she said it, these little getaways of hers seemed to be a regular occurrence. I think I finally understood the strange looks the guests at the inn were giving her.

There were two things I needed to ask before she left. One was the exact location of the Crimson Brigade, but I decided to hold off on that, as I was hesitant to bring it up in front of Famu.

"Before you go, can you tell me what you know about Sameim?"

My words were met with a moment of silence from her.

"Mash, would you be willing to entrust this matter to me?"

"No. She's Famu's friend. I can't just leave it to someone else."

"Do you not trust me?"

"It's not that. I just think it's something Famu and I have to do. Famu is..."

I trailed off. Famu feels a sense of guilt toward her village because of her own newfound happiness. But she's a victim. Even if someone told her she had no reason to feel that way, she probably couldn't shake it. That's how strong her feelings for her village are. I want her, at the very least, to be the one to handle Sameim's situation.

Just then, Maryanne bowed her head.

"Mash, I understand your deep affection for Famu, Sameim, and all our brethren—an affection that rivals that of the otherworldly heroes of legend and even Okita Soji—and I understand your concerns. However, I am also the Souryo of the dog-eared race. I must ask you to please leave this to me."

Was she being so insistent for the sake of her own position, or for Sameim's?

"Alright. I'll let Famu know. And Maryanne... you're one of us now, too. If you're in trouble, count on us."

Maryanne looked up and smiled brightly. She unfastened the katana and wakizashi from her waist and held them in her hands.

"I heard the wakizashi is precious to you and was thinking of returning it, but I've had a change of heart. Therefore, I shall keep it. In its place, please use my tachi. It is a masterpiece given to me by my master. I can say with confidence that it is a blade worthy of being worn by you."

Careful not to drop Famu from my back, I accepted Maryanne's tachi. It had a solid weight to it.

"Maryanne, let me see your hands."

At my request, she held out both her palms. The skin at the base of her ring and pinky fingers was hard and thick. It was just like mine back when I learned kendo as a child. Touching those spots, I was filled with a wave of nostalgia.

"My master told me I had no talent. That's why I just kept practicing the same forms over and over."

A reverse diagonal cut from an iai draw, and a downward strike from an overhead stance. I could picture her, honing her skills through tireless training. She looked embarrassed and pulled her hands back.

"Those hands are far more magnificent than this sword."

She smiled bashfully at my words.

"Please tell Famu that if she wants this wakizashi, I will face her anytime. No matter what she says, I have no intention of backing down now either."

Maryanne turned and walked quietly toward her knights. As she approached, they all rose to their feet and bowed their heads deeply. Then, as if leading their queen, they fell into an orderly formation and departed. It was a scene that differed greatly from the descriptions she had given me.

As I watched them go, Famu's arms, which were draped around my neck, tightened with a squeeze.

"I know you've been playing possum, Famu."

She just hugged me tighter. It seemed she had no intention of getting down.


The sun was beginning to set. As the light waned, the sky shifted into a deep blue, making the townscape appear white in the fading light. It was the hour of twilight. The streets were reasonably busy with people, either heading home from work or out to procure dinner. We were walking toward the area controlled by the One-Land Family. The road was cobblestone, lined with stone houses. I had heard there were distinct districts governed by each of the Four Regent Families, but there were no clear borders.

A horse-drawn carriage passed through the center of the road. We moved to the side to avoid it.

"If you didn't have anything to do, we could have just stayed at Mo's house again, couldn't we?"

Mizuki said.

"Your only goal is the bath, anyway, right?"

"Yeah, so?"

she replied without a hint of shame.

"I don't know, for some reason I can't relax in other people's houses. It feels like my actions are restricted, like I'm being watched. Besides, you might not get it since you seem to have had a good upbringing, but... well, places like that just make me uncomfortable."

"I get that. It's just, with Shizuka and Reeni gone now, right after Cecily and Aira... it feels really lonely."

I felt the same way she did. I still hadn't been able to bring myself to remove Cecily and Aira from our party roster.

"You wanted Shizuka to stay? If I ask her, she'll come back, you know."

Mizuki grimaced. Still, compared to yesterday, at least Famu, Mizuki, and Myra were here today.

"But I wonder what Shizuka would actually do if you made a move on her. I kind of feel like she'd run away."

"Are you saying her passion for sex is just an act? It would be easy enough to test that, you know."

I put on a brave face, but if she ran away, I'd be devastated.

"Don't you dare. But if she really did like that sort of thing, wouldn't she have just stayed in Heilon?"

Mizuki answered.

"I don't know about that. I think my threat about her only having ten years to live was pretty effective. By the way, she said she was dating that 'Ko-kun' guy while still seeing the teacher who assaulted her. Do you have any idea what kind of feelings would lead to that?"

Mizuki tilted her head at my question.

"Hmm. I think love and lust are very similar, but they're actually separate desires. Love is something created in the mind, in your thoughts, while lust is more of an instinct, a system of the body. They're both housed in a single body and are intricately connected. But for her, I think they might be clearly separated."

"Spoken like a true masturbator, Mizuki."

"Hey, don't say things like that out here."

"But aren't they separate for you, too? Like when you do it by yourself?"

"I only thought about it because you asked! I haven't sorted it out in my own head yet. I always thought it was weird, so I've been hating myself for it forever! And besides, why do I have to tell you this stuff?!"

Mizuki puffed out her cheeks and turned her gaze toward the street. Her eyes widened. She stopped walking.

"Senpai..."

"Huh?"

Following her line of sight, I saw a man of about twenty. He had blue hair, a cool gaze, and a sharp jawline. Dressed in silver mail with a greatsword on his back, he was a size bigger than me and had a somewhat muscular build. At a glance, he looked like an experienced adventurer. The man, too, wore a surprised expression upon seeing Mizuki.

"Senpai! Yuki-senpai!"

Mizuki broke into a run. I reached out to grab her wrist, but my hand closed on empty air. The man seemed bewildered as Mizuki ran up to him, but he soon broke into a smile, and they clasped each other's hands. They were chatting amicably, but I couldn't make out the words from this distance. I had no desire to get any closer. Still, first Yuki, now Hyakka... why were people close to her being transported here? Could someone I know be in this world, too?

"Yuki, was it?"

Myra's gaze was sharp.

"Is that the transmigrator who killed Hyakka and Ito's companions?"

"N-no. Actually, the name Yuki is really common in my original world. So, I don't know if it's him yet,"

I answered, my voice faint.

"I see. The name Yuki is so common in your world that there could be multiple people with that name among the hundred transmigrators."

"...That, I don't know either. There might be."

My stammering, incoherent words made Myra blink. Then she peered into my face as if trying to discern the truth. I felt awkward and averted my gaze.

"Mash, you knew Mizuki had an acquaintance named Yuki, didn't you? Why didn't you tell us?"

"Sorry... I found out by chance when I saw her phone while playing with Famu. But I didn't want to blame Mizuki for something like that."

"So Mizuki didn't mention it herself, and Famu knew as well..."

Myra reached over and lightly tapped the forehead of Famu, who was pretending to be asleep on my shoulder.

"That's not like you, Mash. Shouldn't you have warned us to be cautious?"

"Wait a minute. There are six billion people in my original world. The country Mizuki and I lived in has over a hundred million people. I never imagined an acquaintance of hers would be transported here."

In truth, I had been thinking the same thing as Myra. But I didn't want to say it and have Mizuki think I was just jealous. I didn't want her to look down on me. Even now, seeing the smile she gives Yuki is driving me insane.

"Until now, I could believe it was a coincidence. But she said Hyakka was also an acquaintance of hers."

"You're right. If it happens a third time, there has to be some kind of pattern."

I had to calm down. As Myra said, I should consider the possibility that transmigrators are being chosen from a much closer circle of people. But figuring out the intention or the pattern behind it seemed difficult. I didn't even know why I was chosen in the first place. While I was talking with Myra, Mizuki came running back alone.

"Mash, I'm having dinner with my senpai today,"

she said, her voice giddy.

"The two of you?"

"Yeah, is that okay?"

As she asked, I glanced over at Yuki. He was still standing in the same spot, watching us, showing no sign of approaching. He seemed to be alone. Maybe his other party members were elsewhere.

"Hey,"

Mizuki said, grabbing my arm and shaking it.

"Yeah... Be careful."

"Careful of what?!"

Mizuki's smile blossomed. The sight of it turned my mind completely white. She ran back toward Yuki.



    Chapter 183

    Mizuki and Yuki-senpai

    We were back at the inn. Dinner was already over, and we were in our room. Claire had returned to the Mateo Trading Company for the day, so it was just me, Famu, and Myra.

"It's jealousy. I go crazy every time you bring home a new woman, Master,"

Famu said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. I couldn't remember when she had gotten off my back. Nor could I recall the taste of the food we'd eaten at the inn.

"You're constantly bringing new women into the fold, Mash, yet you can't stand it when Mizuki is with another man?"

Myra asked.

"I hate it. And not just with Mizuki. It's the same for Famu and you, Myra. I hated it even when Famu was just sitting next to that guy in the bar in Heilon. And that's not all. I go crazy just imagining Cecily and Aira with their past lovers."

"My, my..."

Myra sat down next to me on the edge of the bed and took my hand.

"That's what happens when you keep adding more. I only have you, Mash. If you had just kept it to me..."

"I was holding it back because it's frustrating, but I even get jealous just watching you get along with the children."

I thought I saw Myra's eyes widen for a second. It looked like surprise, but her expression quickly softened into a gentle smile. Her cheeks were tinged with a faint red, and the corners of her eyes crinkled.

"Mash... you can touch my breasts as much as you want today."

"Tch, that's why I didn't want to say anything."

I felt like she was making fun of me, but I decided I would damn well take her up on the offer. Lost in the feeling of her ample chest, I sought her lips. Myra closed her eyes and responded. As I pulled her closer to feel more of her, the door to the room clicked open. It was Mizuki.

"You're back?"

"Huh? Of course I'm back. But I couldn't find the room..."

Claire came in behind her.

"Excuse me for intruding,"

Claire said.

"Are you staying the night?"

She nodded with a shy smile. Mizuki cut in, stepping closer with a bubbly smile of her own.

"So, about tomorrow, Yuki said he'd show me around town!"

Her unusually cheerful mood sent a sharp pang of pain through my chest.

"No, I'm taking Famu to the church tomorrow. Why don't you go by yourself?"

The smile vanished from Mizuki's face. My chest ached again. When she was happy, it hurt. When I stopped her from being happy, it hurt again. I couldn't control my surging emotions. It was a situation I couldn't handle on my own.

"...Mash?"

Mizuki stared at me. "Are you... angry?"

"I'm not angry."

I looked away from her. Mizuki seemed to glance at Famu and Myra, then she sighed.

"Are you... jealous?"

"So what if I am? I know. That guy is the 'person you think you might like' you mentioned, isn't he? And you went on a date and were dating in your original world, right? You look so damn happy!"

The color drained from Mizuki's face.

"N-no... Mash, listen to me—"

"Just go on your date tomorrow, the two of you."

Mizuki hadn't come back to be told things like this. She was just happy to have met someone she knew from her old world. In this world where no one knew her, she had found someone who could potentially be an ally. And I was the only one she could share that joy with. I knew that. But I couldn't stop the words from coming out. Mizuki turned and walked out of the room.

"Mash, you really should go and bring her back..."

Myra said, gazing at the closed door.

"Why should I...? What good would it do?"

She stared at me, her eyes wide with disbelief.

"You don't understand? Are you serious? That was too cruel to Mizuki. Besides, what if her ex-boyfriend is the Yuki who's been killing otherworlders? We should stay with her."

"Ex-boyfriend..."

The word echoed in my mind. I tried to calm down, but my thoughts were a tangled mess of jealousy and regret for the awful things I'd said. The more I tried to think, the more chaotic my thoughts became. For now, I should probably go after Mizuki. I tried to stand, but my legs wouldn't move.

"I can't think straight. If I talk to her now, I feel like I'll just say something even worse."

I sank back down onto the bed.

"So it's my fault after all..."

Famu, Myra, and Claire all nodded as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. I wanted to clutch my head in despair.

"But where could she have gone at this hour? To her ex-boyfriend's place...?"

"That would mean a real breakup. I doubt she would go that far. Perhaps she just got another room."

Claire opened the door as if to check, looked down the hall, and returned. I noticed her expression was stiff.

"Did something happen?"

"N-no."

As she said this, she shot a look at Myra and Famu, as if asking for help. She was undoubtedly fed up with me. Since she hadn't adventured with me, she didn't know about my pathetic side. She might be disappointed.

"W-well, now that I think about it, Famu, you and Mash argue from time to time, don't you? How do you two make up?"

Myra asked, trying to draw the silent Famu into the conversation.

"Hmph, my Master and I are always on good terms. We have never had a fight!"

"R-really? Weren't you two dueling this afternoon...?"

Claire replied, her expression strained.

"Master, you should take some time to cool your head. However, I am also a little worried about Yuki. You should tell Mizuki to be careful."

I couldn't ignore Famu's intuition. The thought that something might happen to Mizuki made me anxious.

"...Did you sense something off about Yuki? If I tell Mizuki, won't she just think I'm being jealous and start a fight?"

"No matter how she takes it, you must be the one to tell her, Master. Otherwise, things will get much worse. If you want her to listen to you properly, you must act accordingly. As for Yuki... I understand that you have a mess of feelings about him. I don't know anything beyond that."

Were her warnings just a ploy to get me to make up with Mizuki? I waited for Famu to say more, but she remained silent.

"If possible, I'd like some advice on how to make up with Mizuki..."

"You mustn't waver, Master. You have to tell her honestly what you're thinking. Don't try to smooth things over, act cool, or say what's comfortable. If it's your words, Mizuki will listen."

She saw right through me. Her words didn't sound like they came from a girl not even half my age.


The room was dark, with only a faint moonlight filtering through the window. We decided to just try and sleep for the night. Though it was my fault, weren't they worried about Mizuki? Famu, Myra, and Claire were all breathing softly in their sleep. I, on the other hand, couldn't fall asleep and just stared at the ceiling. Was the innkeeper still awake? Would he tell me Mizuki's room number if I asked? What if she wasn't at the inn, but had gone to Yuki's place? Despite my earlier remorse, those ugly feelings toward her began to well up again. I shook my head and sat up. It might be too late, but I had to go after Mizuki. I stood up and, without much thought, opened the door to the room. I sensed a presence on the other side. As I looked up, a creepy black silhouette was standing in the unlit hallway, facing me.

"Gah!"

I slammed the door shut in shock. What was that? My blood ran cold. I remembered I didn't have a lantern, scrambled back to get it, and lit it with my fire magic. A ghost? A怨霊 (vengeful spirit)? Was it the ghost of someone who had met an untimely end in this very inn? Or was it some kind of monster? I'd have to lodge a complaint with the innkeeper for giving us a cursed room. Myra was the one to call in times like these. I tried to wake her, shaking her large breasts.

"Myra, we have a problem. Help me."

"Mashh... I thought we weren't... having sex tonight... but if you want to... mnya..."

She rolled over with a blissful look on her face and turned her back to me. I was hesitant to drag Famu and Claire out in front of a ghost. They had no resistance to such things, and I was confident their screams would scare me into fainting. But leaving it be was terrifying. I couldn't stand the thought of it sneaking into our room and cursing us.

"Purify and cleanse, protect and bless,"

I chanted twice in my mind to calm my heart. Steeling my resolve, I opened the door once more. The black shadow was still there. Suppressing the urge to scream, I illuminated the figure with my lantern.

"Mizuki..."

Her cheeks were wet; she must have been crying.

"Have you been standing here this whole time?"

She nodded. I remembered Claire going to check the hallway and then signaling to Famu and Myra. They knew she was here.

"Why..."

she said, her shoulders trembling.

"Why didn't you come after me right away?!"

A few tears traced paths down her cheeks and fell to the floor.

"Mizuki, I'll be blunt. Just as you think, I'm jealous. My head's a mess. I know you did nothing wrong, but I couldn't control my anger. Please forgive me."

She gave a small nod. I put my arm around her shoulder and led her back into the room. When we entered, Famu, Myra, and Claire were all sitting up.

"He thought you were a ghost,"

Famu and Claire whispered to each other. So at least those two had been awake and pretending to be asleep.

"I'm so devoted to you. Isn't it unfair that only Mizuki gets a pass? Is she allowed to have other men?"

Myra pouted.

"I don't!"

Mizuki retorted. Then she looked at me.

"It's a misunderstanding!"

She was crying, but she seemed like her old self again. I could feel her hear me out. I was relieved.

"...I don't want any lingering resentment, so I'll just say it. You were dating Yuki before we came to this world, weren't you? You tried to hide it, but I saw your SMS messages the other day when we swapped bodies."

I expected her to get angry, but Mizuki just let out a small sigh. I kept my arm around her as we sat down together on the edge of the bed.

"I'm in love with my father."

The words came out of nowhere, just as I was trying to figure out how to make up with her.

"...Huh? What are you talking about?"

"That's why I've always been worried. I thought it was weird, but I couldn't help it."

"I thought your problem was that you masturbate too much..."

"...That's part of it, but it's not relevant right now, so don't bring it up!"

Her tone was firm.

"Yes, ma'am."

Even after I answered, I couldn't figure out why she was making this confession.

"Liking your father... it might be a little strange at your age, but I'm sure there are others like that. It's not a big deal, is it? Or do you mean you like him romantically?"

I said the last part half-jokingly, but Mizuki nodded.

"I really loved him. But I thought it was weird. So when I got to high school and started talking to my senpai, I thought maybe I could have a normal romance. He invited me on a date, and I went, but... I didn't develop those kinds of feelings."

"But you sounded so happy in your text replies! I nearly went insane when I saw that."

"I couldn't exactly reply saying I didn't have fun, could I?"

"But you were going to go if he asked you out again, right?"

"W-well, yeah. But please believe me, I really didn't feel anything romantic. It's not like my senpai even said he liked me. It's just that our swim club was separated by gender, but we used the same pool, and we walked home in the same direction, so he just talked to me a lot."

So, she and Yuki got close because they spent a lot of time together in the swim club. And maybe they went on a test-run date before any real confession happened.

"But you looked so incredibly happy when you saw him today!"

"Of course! I met someone from my original world!"

"So you're saying it's natural to be happy, and you have a father complex... Didn't you say you wanted to date someone your own age?"

"I wanted to hide it! I wanted to deny it! I wanted to pretend I was normal!"

"Mizuki, you're cute. Not just cute. The cutest in the world. Be honest, you know you are, don't you?"

"Well... I want you to think so, Mash. But that's not relevant right now, is it?"

She was evasive, but I'll take that as a yes.

"It is relevant! Listen up, Mizuki. A cute girl like you can't be a masturbation fiend with a father complex! Don't shatter my ideal image of a woman!"

"But I'm your girlfriend now, aren't I?! Believe me!"

"...Okay. But what am I supposed to believe? Let me get this straight. Your number one is your father, and everyone else is off the table romantically. Come to think of it, you said you wanted to marry the person you gave your virginity to. Is that why you're with me? Does that mean there are no romantic feelings there either? I don't get it... Am I actually about to get dumped right now...?"

I was completely lost as to how we'd gotten to this point in the conversation. Just then, Mizuki threw her arms around me.

"Why would you think that? We've been together this whole time. I love you now, Mash. Please understand. We'll be together forever, right? Don't let me go."

She pressed her lips to mine. I wrapped my arms around her back, hugging her tight, and kissed her back. Her lips tasted a little salty from her tears.

"My head hurts from crying so much..."

she said.



    Chapter 184

    Mizuki, the Interrogation, and Jealousy (Mizuki☆)

    I'd been planning to torment Mizuki thoroughly tonight, but Fam and the others wouldn't have it. We ended up having sex with everyone in turn.

For starters, I stripped Mizuki naked and took some photos.

The lamplight cast a golden sheen over her body. Her breasts were full and impossible to believe belonged to a high school girl, paired with a perfect waistline. Back in her original world, she'd been on the swim team, and here she trained with the sword, so she wasn't skinny by any means. But she wasn't muscular like Avea either—just the right amount of soft fat, giving her a feminine texture that felt just right. Everything about her was perfectly balanced.

"I want to show this photo to Yuuki."

"You serious? If you do that, it'll really cause a huge mess."

Mizuki replied. She looked worried, but she didn't try to snatch my smartphone away.

"Mizuki, the fact that you're thinking that means you believe Yuuki's got feelings for you, right?"

"Uh... I don't know if it's love or what, but yeah, I think he likes me."

As expected, she lived in a different world from me, someone who always assumed everyone hated him. I had her spread her legs.

"Spread it open yourself."

Following my words, she parted her labia with her own hands. The slick folds glistened with her arousal. The shape was the same as the first time I'd seen it—hairless, with pale lips. A trickle of fluid leaked from the small opening, catching the lamplight. It seemed like no matter how much sex we had, the shape didn't change much. She was already ready to take me in.

"Aren't you embarrassed?"

"Of course I am!"

Her cheeks flushed red as I framed her expression along with the pose. When she accomplished some great feat, I'd have a bronze statue made like this. Like the Buddha's nostril passage back in her original world, if I set up a tunnel through the statue mimicking her birth canal, it'd make for some fine moral education.

"Your expression's a bit stiff. Smile a little softer. Don't forget the shy look."

At my words, Mizuki softened into a faint smile.

"Why aren't you resisting?"

"I can't imagine Mash, who's so jealous, showing this to another guy. And... I just want it soon."

She murmured softly, averting her gaze.

I leaned over her and kissed her. She wrapped her arms around me, eagerly tangling her tongue with mine. I savored the smooth, soft sensation. Our saliva mixed in each other's mouths, carrying a hint of sweetness.

"Mash..."

Our lips parted, and she looked up at me with melted eyes.

"Mizuki... there's something I have to tell you."

"Yeah... what?"

"It's about Yuuki."

"Huh? Now?"

I nodded at her puzzled expression.

"I might say something crazy out of jealousy again, like before. If that happens, I'll just thrust in and calm myself down by watching you moan under me."

"...I get it, but do couples really say stuff like that to their girlfriends? I thought they'd be more considerate and gentle..."

Mizuki's response still held a trace of cool-headedness. I slid my hand from her pelvis along her slim side, up to her armpit.

"Ah, haha, Mash, that tickles."

She squirmed.

"Plus, aren't we doing it from behind today...?"

"What, does Mizuki want anal?"

I trailed the fingers that had been tickling her armpit down her back, sliding them along the cleft of her ass. To the tight bud at the end. I pressed my index finger there and plunged it deep inside all at once.

"Hau!"

Her body arched.

"I-If you do that, it'll go in!"

"What'll go in? Say it."

I roughly kneaded her asshole, grinding in circles.

"Ugh... you're so mean. I don't wanna say it... please forgive me."

She writhed to escape my finger's movements. I pinned her down to block her escape. That's when my shoulder was tapped.

"...Mash."

Myra said.

"I'm a bit busy right now. Can we talk later?"

"It's gotten so late thanks to Mizuki. There's a line waiting, so could you save it for another day?"

Right. After her were Fam, Myra, and Claire. If I didn't hurry, it would mess with tomorrow's plans.

"...Does Myra want it from behind too? But no. For now, we'll try with Mizuki. If it works, then you too."

"Why test it on me!"

Mizuki protested at my words.

"You want to try it too, don't you? I can't hold back this urge to violate all your holes—mouth, pussy, ass!"

But Myra was right, so we'd save developing her rear for another time. Regretfully, I pulled my finger out. Instead, I slid my hand to her breast and started the questioning.

"Mizuki, you dodged a bullet. Anal deflowering's postponed."

"Mash, I'm not against it. You can do it anytime."

Seeing her turn away as she answered, my cock reached its limit. I wanted to thrust in right now. But I still had to ask about Yuuki, so I held back.

"Alright, questions."

"Y-Yeah..."

Her reply mixed with a gasp.

"This might come off as jealousy... but Yuuki shares a name with the Yuuki who killed Ito's partner and Hyakka's comrades. Fam and Myra say we should be wary. I think so too, but maybe it's just my jealousy talking. What do you think, Mizuki?"

"Huh? You serious? Senpai's kind; he wouldn't do something like that."

Mizuki answered clearly.

"You don't doubt him at all? What if, conversely, Hyakka and the others attacked Yuuki's party and got wiped out?"

"I dunno? Ito's a mystery, but would Hyakka attack other transferrees? Maybe it's just someone else with the same name?"

"Did you ask which god transferred you?"

She shook her head.

"Did you tell him which god transferred you?"

"No. We were just so excited about reuniting that it didn't come up. Mash, you're kinda scaring me. Be a little gentler."

"Don't you want me to mess you up?"

"You can do whatever to my body. But tonight... I want you to be gentle..."

It wasn't the first time she'd asked for rough, but "gentle"

was new after I'd made her cry before. I had to be gentle.

"Sorry. I got too caught up in the questions. My real goal is to tease you senseless and make you feel good."

The hand kneading her breast slid down to her crotch. My fingertips brushed her clit.

"Nn..."

Mizuki closed her eyes, leaking a sweet breath. She writhed to press herself harder against my hand, seeking more pleasure. Even so, what kind of mindset must her dad have, being liked by a girl like this? If it were me, I'd ignore the world and keep ravaging her.

"Mash, your current duty is to get Yuuki's info out of Mizuki, you know~"

A whisper came from behind. Probably Myra.

"Did you tell him I'm your partner?"

"Uh... yeah."

"Who's Yuuki's partner? Or rather, does he operate alone?"

"Mash, don't stop your hand."

Mizuki shifted her body to chase my hand. I stroked her clit with my thumb and slid my middle finger inside. Her body jumped slightly at the intrusion. My finger grew slick, parting the clinging folds to reach her most sensitive spot. Her pussy clenched tight around my finger. Damn, I wanted to bury myself inside her already.

"He had business with the One-Land family, so they were acting separately by chance. Normally, he stays at an inn near the Crystal Palace."

"The Crystal Palace dungeon is an area controlled by the human Air-Ally Family."

Claire informed me. I recalled Shizuka mentioning the Crystal Square red-light district beneath it.

"Is Yuuki haunting the brothels or something?"

"I don't even want to imagine Senpai doing that."

Mizuki replied.

"Why not? If he's living there, any guy would buy up every woman to see which one's the best. Even you would want to sleep with a hot guy if one showed up."

"...I don't want to become that kind of person. I want Mash's. Just Mash is enough."

"..."

Was that true? Could anyone really feel that way? Or was she suppressing her urges for other men with sheer willpower? Could I trust her? Was I the weird one for wanting to jump every woman I saw? For now, I rubbed the front wall inside her pussy. Mizuki let out a sweet moan. From behind, my head got lightly smacked.

"Mash, you're jealous again. That's not important right now. Get Yuuki's info properly."

Myra scolded. What kind of time was this?

"The One-Land family...?"

"Y-Yeah. But I didn't hear the details."

"You didn't ask anything...?"

"We were just happy to reunite, so we only talked about our original world. We agreed to meet again tomorrow properly."

Listening to her, Yuuki started sounding like an ordinary student. Until I knew what he'd been up to since arriving, caution was needed, but he didn't seem like the type to attack out of nowhere.

"What about tomorrow?"

"Mash, if you trust me, I'll meet Yuuki alone. It'll be easier to talk, and we can exchange info."

"Hmm..."

"Mash, your finger."

She pointed out that my movements had stopped. I pulled my finger out and pressed my cock to her entrance. Then slowly sank into her.

"Auuuuhhh――..."

Mizuki arched her back with a cry of pleasure. The tight grip was as intense as ever, but her slickness let me move smoothly. Once fully sheathed, I pulled back slowly and thrust deep again. Intense pleasure shot through my cock, flooding my body. The more I savored her, the more she molded to me, heightening the ecstasy.

"Mash, I love you."

Her confession burned through my brain, turning it white. She clung to me tightly. I hugged her back and sought her lips.

"Mizuki. I love you too. You're mine. I don't want to give you to anyone."

"Mash. I know. I'm only for you."

Her words spurred my hips into motion.

"Ah, ah, Mash, love, love..."

She matched my rhythm, rocking her hips to take me deeper, pressing her body against mine. Feeling her arousal, I held her flushed, heated form close and drove harder.

"Mash, Mash..."

I licked the faint sheen of sweat on her skin. It tasted salty.

"Mizuki, I'm gonna cum!"

"Yeah!"

She wrapped her legs around me, holding tight as I pinned her to the bed and released inside her.

"Kuuuuhhh...!"

My cock pulsed repeatedly, pumping semen deep into her. Feeling it, Mizuki's body twitched and spasmed.

"Mash..."

She sought a kiss. I obliged.

"This'll do!"

I wrote "Mash Exclusive"

on her mound with a marker. I even snapped a photo of the mix of fluids and semen dripping from her pussy.

"Alright, now let's go show this photo to Yuuki!"

"What are you even saying?!"

"We'll tie naked Mizuki to a pole and parade her to Crystal Garden!"

"..."

She let out a deep, exasperated sigh and looked at me anew.

"Mash, it's hard to say in this situation, but I have a request too."

"What?"

"Yuuki said he's been in this world for six years."

I drew a sharp breath at her words.

"Does Yuuki know?"

That he had only four years left. I couldn't voice it.

"Probably not. I haven't told him."

"...I see."

No more words came. The time given to me and Mizuki was ten years. The other transferrees we'd met had variances of only about two years, so I'd assumed it was roughly the same. 

"Got it. But be careful about revealing that."

At my words, Mizuki nodded.



    Chapter 185

    The Council of the Four Regent Families, and Maryanne and Her Uncle

    Was it the next morning? Without any change in the scenery, I couldn't get a sense of time. I only knew that time was passing because a guard would appear to replace the candles just as they were about to burn out. However, the guard never responded, no matter how much I tried to talk to him. I considered making Maryanne stand naked to see his reaction, but she got terribly angry with me. Even when I lay down, a sense of drowsiness remained, but I didn't feel like I had gotten enough sleep. After a while, several guards came, the cell was opened, and they took Maryanne away. I was given a piece of bread and some water, and after being rushed to eat, I was put in manacles. My wrists were clamped in two holes in a rectangular piece of wood. It was made of a hard wood, and I couldn't budge it with my strength. The surface was finely engraved with something like letters, filling the gaps in the wood's grain. It was probably some kind of magic circle to seal magic. Then, I was led out of the cell.

Led by the guards, I walked down a hallway. This was the One-Land Family's mansion. It lacked the opulence of the Star Union estate and had a more modest atmosphere, but the decorations and furniture still looked expensive. Sunlight streamed in through the windows. The shadows were short. I realized it was no longer morning. I was reunited with Maryanne, who was also manacled. She was no longer in her town-girl attire from last night; instead, she was covered in a burlap sack-like cloth, her waist tied with a single rope—exactly what I imagined a sinner would wear. Her exposed thighs were a dazzling white. The contrast between her inherent grace and nobility and her attire was strangely arousing.

"P-Please don't stare... It's embarrassing..."

Maryanne bit her lip and looked away, as if she truly found the outfit humiliating.

"No, it looks great on you. Next time, let's do it with you in that outfit."

"Stop it! This is your fault, Mash!"

Maryanne cut me off. If it was my fault, did that mean this outfit was a punishment for not protecting her chastity? She seemed genuinely angry. But looking at her, an idea came to mind. I had never thought of making someone wear something like this. Next time, I wanted to make Mizuki wear this outfit and experience the humiliation. I looked at Maryanne and noticed she seemed a little pale. We were about to be brought before the council of the Four Regent Families. To clear my own mind of fantasies and regain my sense of tension, I shook my head.

"Maryanne, did you eat?"

"Yes. Bread."

"Don't be angry. I'm sorry for teasing you, I regret it."

*But I'll be using it as a reference for future play.* 

"No, my uncle wants to break my spirit. I was prepared for this when I sought you out, Mash."

She lifted her head. A little color seemed to return to her cheeks.

"Maryanne, I don't really understand why you want to take control of the One-Land Family. I don't know if this city will be better off if you do."

"...Are you trying to make me give up too, Mash?"

She gave a weak smile.

"No. I'm about to return what you've lost to your hands. Just don't try to do everything yourself once you have power. Start by making the current forces your own."

"Huh?"

She stared at me, her mouth agape. The guards stopped. We were in front of a large door. It was a heavy wooden door with floral carvings. A guard opened it, and we were led inside.

It was a calm, composed room. Unlike the marble-paneled floors, this one was made of marquetry. There were many other wooden furnishings. In the center was an oval table, also made of marquetry. At the four seats sat a dwarven man, a human man, the elf Augustus Star Union, and a dog-eared man with drooping, dark brown ears. This last one must be Maryanne's uncle. He looked to be in his forties or fifties. He had a stern face, a wide forehead that glistened as if with sweat, and a portly build. He looked at us and snorted in disgust.

"Seim..."

Maryanne bit her lip, her face contorting. Did they hate each other so much that it was beyond repair? Behind each of them stood a person, either an aide or a guard. Maryanne and I were made to stand against the wall, where they could see us. On either side of us stood guard knights. From that position, we could also see the whole room and observe their expressions.

"Though I do not hold the office of consul this term, I am acquainted with the Hero, and so I shall proceed with their interrogation,"

Augustus said, looking around at the others. No one spoke for or against it; silence reigned.

"Now then, Hero, allow me to introduce those present."

He cleared his throat once.

"Those of us at this table are the representatives of the Four Regent Families. The city of Miglutt elects two consuls from among the four of us each year. The senate is composed of members elected from among the city's highest taxpayers, and these members govern the city."

It was a society built on a rigid social foundation with little mobility. The highest taxpayers were probably always the noble class.

"First, this human is Istvan Air-Ally."

He was an old man. His graying hair was long. He seemed a little stooped, but his sharp gaze, which seemed to try and intimidate me, held a strong life force that showed no signs of dying.

"And the dwarf, Katarzyna Sky-Lot."

He gave a small nod. Beside me, Maryanne also bowed her head. Were they on good terms? Come to think of it, the sword she had entrusted to me must have been made by a dwarf. Perhaps he had introduced her to a swordsmith. This man might be an ally to Maryanne. He had a stocky build, with a thick head of hair and a beard. His overall appearance was similar to Aidan's. Did all dwarves look like this?

"The consuls for this term are Istvan-dono and Katarzyna-dono,"

Augustus added.

"Finally, the convener of this meeting, the dog-eared Seim One-Land."

He sat with his arms crossed, puffed up. Then he snorted.

"Now then, I would like Seim-dono to explain why the Hero has been detained and what is to be discussed at this council."

"Hold on,"

I said, cutting Augustus off. He nodded at my words. I had no intention of letting this meeting proceed according to Seim's plans from the start. Sorry, but I was going to mess things up.

"You said this meeting is a gathering of the representatives of the Four Regent Families, right?"

He nodded.

"Then who's that fatso over there? He's not the representative of the One-Land Family, is he?"

I pointed at Seim with my chin, and he shot up from his seat, livid.

"You bastard, are you trying to mock me? I am here as the acting head of the One-Land Family!"

"Acting head? Who gave you that authority, and by what right?"

"The previous head."

"So you're not the head, then? The head I know is Maryanne, who is right here. Maryanne, did you recognize this man as your proxy?"

She shook her head at my words.

"I cannot entrust politics to such a little girl. Besides, I have the confidence of those who serve the One-Land Family."

"Little girl? She became an adult last night. This was something you orchestrated, and it turned out exactly as you wished. You had her chastity checked this morning, didn't you?"

I exposed his trump card before he could use it, preventing him from accusing Maryanne of infidelity.

"You bastard!"

Seim strode over to me and raised his fist. I tried to dodge, but I had forgotten about the manacles. I was too slow, and he punched me in the cheek. I was slammed against the wall behind me and fell. Immediately, his follow-up kick landed in my solar plexus. A sharp pain made me groan.

"Mash!"

Maryanne, who had been next to me, cried out my name and threw herself over me protectively.

"Seim-dono, do not forget that the Hero is now my daughter's husband. Hero, I expect you to show some courtesy in your dialogue with Seim-dono as well."

Augustus stopped Seim with his words. He was breathing heavily, glaring down at me.

"I thought the head of the Four Regent Families was determined by bloodline, but if you have the confidence of the vassals, anyone can act as a proxy, overriding the head? So that means it's also possible to rule through violence like this, is that it?"

The smell of iron filled my nostrils, and the taste of blood spread in my mouth. I spat it out with my saliva.

"That is incorrect. The succession of the Four Regent Families is absolutely determined by bloodline. If there is a problem with that person, the remaining families may intervene."

The other families could not bend this rule of succession and recognize Seim. If they did, it could happen in their own families. It was ideal for the most capable person to inherit, but proving who was most capable was difficult. And getting the vassals to accept that was another matter entirely. Succession by merit often led to conflict, and even after a successor was decided, it would leave scars. Augustus sighed and looked up at the ceiling. He seemed to have figured out what I was trying to do.

"Then it's still wrong for this man to be here. The One-Land Family has an adult head named Maryanne. She has not recognized him as her proxy. And there are no other families who do not recognize her as the head."

"Th-That's ridiculous. This woman got involved in matters unrelated to Miglutt and led the army on her own accord!"

Seim said.

"You're the ridiculous one. If you're going to say that, then ten years ago, you all stood by and watched the war between the old Empire and the Demon Kingdom, saying it had nothing to do with Miglutt. And now you're running around in a panic because of the threat of the bloated Demon Kingdom. To overlook changes outside the city is not protecting the city."

Maryanne stood up, and I stood up too. My legs were unsteady from the manacles and the recent blows, but I managed to stay on my feet.

"It happened in a settlement outside Miglutt's borders."

"So it's okay to stand by while all the villagers are enslaved and sold off? In that case, let's have this debate again, not here, but in front of the people of Miglutt, and you can denounce Maryanne there."

"..."

Seim's initial bravado was gone. He just stared at me resentfully. I glanced at Maryanne.

"Maryanne, what are you doing? Your seat is empty."

Her eyes widened in surprise.

"Go on, quickly."

I repeated, and she looked at the chair Seim had been sitting in just moments before.

"Mash... I..."

I didn't know what she was trying to say. But when I nodded, she took a step forward.

"W-Wait!"

Seim lunged to stop Maryanne, but the knights who had been watching us stopped him. Without a backward glance, she walked forward. And she sat down in the empty chair.

"You bastards! I won't forgive you! Especially you and Maryanne! A duel! I'll settle this with a duel!"

Seim's shout echoed through the council chamber.



    Chapter 186

    The God and the Shepherd

    We were still in the room with the underground altar. Somehow, it had been decided that I would summon Laciel right then and there. A moment ago it had just been Elisha, but now people in priestly robes were filing in one after another. She introduced them, but I couldn't remember their names. They knelt reverently before me and offered a prayer.

"Before I summon Laciel, I'd like to have a word with Myra."

"Of course. Please, speak with her,"

Elisha replied. Hearing her answer, I grabbed Myra's arm and we stepped out of the room for a moment. As expected, Famu followed us. Seeing that, Mo and Maryanne followed as well. This wasn't a personal conversation, so it was probably better for them to hear it too.

"To be honest, I'm getting cold feet. But if I don't perform the Goddess Summon here, Myra will lose her standing in the church."

"Mash, I truly regret speaking too much. My position doesn't matter at all. If you don't want to do this, please stop. I'll manage somehow."

I couldn't imagine her being able to change the current situation on her own, so I shook my head.

"No, you acted on Famu's behalf. That's why I'm summoning Laciel. But there are two things I want you to keep in mind."

"Two things?"

"One, I haven't summoned her since that orgy in Heilon. I promised her we'd be alone next time, but I haven't kept that promise."

"Ah, when I think back to that time, my head feels hazy... but why haven't you called for Laciel-sama since then?"

"You should know. I'm weak. I always want to have an ace up my sleeve for when the time comes."

I'm the type to save important things as a last resort, only to end up never using them. I wondered if she'd understand if I called it 'Elixir Syndrome.'

"Mash, you're not as weak as you think you are. In fact, you've overcome many crises without Laciel-sama. Besides, you have us, don't you?"

"She's necessary for when something happens to you all. And the peace of mind that comes from knowing I can get through anything with Goddess Summon is huge. It allows me to act boldly. But that's not the issue right now."

"I see. So, what is it that you're concerned about?"

"You know it too, Myra. Even if Laciel can wield immense magical power, she won't grant people's wishes. And no one can control her. She'll act as she pleases, consume the mana of that Crystal Core, and then leave."

"...Wouldn't she listen to you, Mash?"

"What on earth are you planning to do by summoning someone who listens to me? While she's here, I won't be able to think about my own goals or what's happening in this world. And neither will she. If I do something against her will, she won't be able to point it out or correct it."

"It's true, I haven't thought about what comes after her advent. I was just expecting Laciel-sama to do something..."

I figured as much. Myra was naive, but what were the intentions of Elisha and the other priests? The power they held was one they could wield precisely because God was not in this world. If God descended, they would become mere servants. God's behavior, or at least Laciel's, was far removed from the church's way of thinking. That's what made her a god. Were they truly prepared to abandon their own power and accept divine rule? When I thought about it, I couldn't see a good future.

"Well, that's the first thing."

"I understand. Could you tell me the second?"

"The second is a request. After I summon Laciel, it will take time before I can call her again. Yuki's true identity is still unclear. In the worst-case scenario, I want you to protect Mizuki and escape."

Myra's expression tightened at my words.

"You don't have to tell me. We are companions."

We returned to the altar room.

"I'm summoning her, okay?"

I looked at Famu, Myra, Mo, and Maryanne. Maryanne looked at me anxiously. That's right, she hadn't seen Laciel yet. Then I looked at Elisha. Her expression was a little stiff, perhaps due to nervousness.

"I can't guarantee what will happen."

"Yes. I take full responsibility."

Hearing those words, I closed my eyes.

"[Goddess Summon]!"

With my shout, the cylindrical space was filled with a dazzling light. Above the Crystal Core, as if the space itself had torn open, the tip of a spear appeared from within the light. She descended from amidst a rainbow-hued glow. Despite being in a sealed space with no wind, her golden long hair fluttered, and a translucent shawl with an iridescent sheen swayed as if it were alive. Her lustrous white skin seemed to glow as if it held light within. Her long golden eyelashes were slightly lowered, and from beneath them, golden eyes looked down at me.

"...Mash, you have broken your promise again."

Her voice was clear and beautiful. It seemed colder and a little more tense than usual. Was this a service for the priests? They all had expressions of shock on their faces. It seemed closer to fear than to being overcome with joy. Elisha was the same. Her mouth hung open as she stared at Laciel in a daze. Laciel's gaze fell upon her. Instantly snapping back to her senses, she prostrated herself, bowing her head deeply. The other priests followed her lead.

"A-a-a-a..."

Like Elisha, Maryanne was speechless and dazed, sweat trickling down her forehead. Noticing the priests kneeling, she tried to kneel as well. I took her arm and stopped her.

"Laciel, this is a new face. Her name is Maryanne. She's the head of one of the Four Regent Families that rule this city. Maryanne, this is Laciel. Listen, don't you dare act all formal with her. Talk to her casually, call her by her name."

"M-M-M-Mash-sama! What are you shaying? I-I can't. P-Please forgive me!"

In her confusion, she bit her tongue and even started calling me 'sama'. Then her legs gave out and she collapsed on the spot. Compared to her, Mo had seen this before and seemed fine, though she stared at Laciel with wide eyes.

"You saw her on the ship, Mo. But I don't think I introduced you. This is Laciel. Laciel, this elf is Mo. Since you're bored all the time, you probably know her from watching, though."

"..."

Mo remained stock-still, staring at Laciel.

"Mo?"

She just opened and closed her mouth. It seemed she was frozen in shock.

"So, for what purpose have you called me?"

Laciel asked.

"The one cowering over there is Elisha. The archbishop. She's the most important person in the church around here, so she's your number one disciple. It seems she wants you to use the power of the Crystal Core beneath you to remain in this land forever."

She glanced at the Crystal Core beneath her, then at Elisha. She remained cowering, her face down.

"I don't mind staying here, but what is it that *you* desire?"

"I wish for you to rule this world with your divine authority."

Laciel blinked, her eyes turning to me alone. She probably thought it was a stupid idea. In that sense, her thinking and mine seemed to be similar.

"I think the people of this world should be the ones to think about its affairs."

I had a memory of having the same conversation with someone recently. The future of this world would be decided by Famu, Myra, Mo, and Maryanne, who were here now. That thought hadn't changed.

"What have you seen since coming to this world? If things continue as they are, conflict will persist, and peace will never come. An absolute leader is necessary,"

Elisha spat, probably thinking I was mocking her. She looked up, glaring at me.

"You want a peaceful world? But that's just a shepherd and his sheep, isn't it? In the world Elisha speaks of, a god rules the world, taming people like livestock to prevent pointless conflicts. What do people live for in a world like that? Do they spend every day praying to their leader?"

"You are a messenger of God, yet you mock God?"

"In the first place, this world was given to you all by a god. What's the point of throwing away what was entrusted to you? It's ridiculous."

"You are wrong. Transmigrators call the place we live a star, don't you? You say it is less than a speck of dust in a vast space. We cannot leave this place. You spoke of a shepherd and sheep. We are already being kept on this star. We are sheep whether a god is present or not. There are those who cannot understand this."

"So you're saying someone needs to hold the reins?"

She looked at Famu.

"You treasure that dog-eared girl, don't you? Is it because you are a shepherd dog?"

"You..."

Why was I arguing with Elisha in front of a god? This was exactly the kind of thing I should be asking the god right in front of me. I averted my sharp gaze and looked at Laciel. She cleared her throat softly.

"Very well. To the fool who insults my messenger, I shall use this Crystal Core to show the people my power, is that it?"

I had a very bad feeling. But at her words, a murmur of joy rippled through the priests. Elisha, who had been called a fool, also had an ecstatic expression on her face and nodded.

"Archbishop Elisha, you must not test God,"

Myra said.

"Are you also taking that man's side? Did you not also wish for a world ruled by God?"

"'That man' is too harsh. Mash is a messenger of Laciel-sama. My thoughts are as you say, Archbishop Elisha, but I simply wanted to hear Laciel-sama's voice. I wanted to know how this world was born, and how it has walked its path. What the war of the gods was. What the subsequent transfers of heroes from other worlds will bring. I just wanted to know. And Mash chose me as one of them. I want to see together the meaning of this meeting, and the world the hero will reach."

"You too are just another priest, it seems..."

Her eyes and words towards Myra were filled with scorn.

"Archbishop Elisha, you do not know. You do not know how deeply Mash is connected to Laciel-sama."

Ignoring their argument, Laciel descended with feather-light steps. The spear was in her hand. She pointed the tip to the heavens and lightly tapped the floor with the butt. The dry *clack* echoed unnaturally loudly throughout the room, multiplying. As if dissolved by the sound, the Crystal Core turned into grains of light. They swirled around the spear and were then absorbed. It was an impossibly vast amount of mana. I couldn't imagine any substance being able to drink it all. But her spear was a divine weapon. It had taken in all the mana of the Crystal Core. I grabbed Famu's hand and pulled Myra, Mo, and Maryanne close to me.

"Well then. Off we go~"

A barrier of light enveloped us. Laciel had isolated us from the world. It was the moment she let go of the spear. The spear swelled into a bundle of light. In an instant, it destroyed all the surrounding walls. A torrent of energy was released upwards. It pierced the ceiling and swallowed the Great Temple. The arrow of light became a giant pillar of light shot towards the heavens.

Was it a few minutes, or a few seconds? It might have been just a fleeting moment. I felt as if I had been drifting in a world of illusion. The waterfall of light vanished, and when I came to, we were standing at the bottom of a dark hole. The Great Temple had vanished, the earth gouged out, leaving a massive crater. The people who had been visiting the church seemed to have been protected by Laciel's barrier. They stood inside the crater just like us. They timidly looked around and their faces filled with astonishment when they saw Laciel. When I looked, she was sitting on her spear, floating in the air. She looked down at the dumbfounded Elisha.

"Was my divine might conveyed?"

Elisha couldn't answer Laciel, who spoke with a bored tone. Laciel turned to me.

"Mash, we have something to talk about, just the two of us."

"Yeah..."

I was just like Elisha. The church that was supposed to demonstrate the glory of God had vanished in an instant before the power of a god. It was an unbelievable sight.

"Then, please get on."

I sat on the spear behind her, straddling it. We floated up a few meters.

"Hey, this is crazy scary! My mana is fading and my head is spinning!"

I clung to Laciel.

"Hold on tight, now. You can even touch my chest, if you like,"

she cooed. At those words, I shamelessly grabbed onto her chest. The act was hidden by the shawl she wore. We soared into the sky.

Looking down, the place where the Great Temple had stood was completely gouged out.

"Akitsuki Uta was sleeping in the basement of the church in Nieren. If Okita Soji had been sleeping in this basement, I would have liked to meet him..."

"It's unnatural for someone who has lost their life to maintain their form for so long, you know,"

Laciel said with a faint smile. But her eyes didn't seem to be smiling. Had she launched the spear with the intention of erasing it? On the remaining hill stood a round-roofed building surrounded by a rectangular colonnade. It was a building on the same scale as the Great Temple. It was the former royal palace, and now the government office. A spire protruded from the top part, and around it was a terrace that seemed to be for maintenance. Laciel landed there.

"This is a secret date spot not listed in 'The World's Guide.' It's normally off-limits, but please visit it with Mizuki next time."

A cool breeze blew. Laciel's hair shimmered and fluttered. The sunlight was still harsh, but it had softened considerably compared to when we left Richel. I saw red dragonflies dancing in the air. Summer was ending, and autumn was approaching. I remembered climbing the church's bell tower with Famu in Richel and narrowed my eyes. Laciel took my hand. And together we looked out over the city of Miglutt. It was a big city. From here, I could see the Crystal Palace. Many adventurers were surely still challenging the crystal pyramid floating in the sky. I wondered if Beers and the others were there. I thought I might be able to see inside because the crystal was transparent, but I couldn't see anything. Like the Longhorn Trail, its true form was in another dimension. It was like a mirage. To the south of the city, a vast plain stretched out. It was a rich grain-producing region. Beneath it was the kingdom of the Earth Dragon Race, and though I couldn't see it, far in the distance was the city of Heilon. And then there were the mountains to the east. Somewhere in those mountains was the village where Famu had lived, and the Crimson Brigade that had attacked her village was hiding there.

"You could have just aimed for the Crimson Brigade and shot at them."

"I might consider it if you get another Crystal Core,"

Laciel replied.

"Speaking of which, you didn't use that 'desu~' suffix when you were talking in front of the priests. Why don't you talk normally in front of me?"

"It's just my latest obsession."

She clung to my arm. Her chest was pressed against me, and her head rested on my shoulder. She might think she was being cute. I decided to keep quiet about how her way of speaking had irritated me when we first met.

"...So, what did you want to talk about? My vision is starting to warp, so we might not have much time left."

I wanted to stay like this forever, just the two of us, looking at this scenery. So I thought.

"I just wanted some time to be alone with you. If you're going to call me for such trivial things, please make time for me properly."

"You're right. Next time, I promise."

"If you lie to a god, I will absolutely smite you with divine punishment."

She lifted her face and moved closer to me. We were face to face, and her hands rested on my chest. I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her in. And then we kissed. The soft sensation of her lips vanished like foam. Laciel was returning.

"Oh, I almost forgot. I used that Crystal Core to make a Totsuka no Tsurugi. I'll put it in your storage, so please give it to Mizuki."

I tried to reply to her, but it was all I could do to remain conscious.

"Alright? Be nice to Mizuki, okay...?"

My consciousness faded.



    Chapter 187

    The Dungeon Cell and a Moment with Maryanne (Part 1)

    I was in a dark room. The air was damp, and it smelled of mold and something else, something rotting. It seemed I had been laid on a mat woven from straw. The floor beneath it was stone, making my back ache. I lifted my head and looked around.

"Are you awake?"

"Maryanne, are you alone? This place is..."

Maryanne was sitting near the wall, her knees drawn up. She was wearing a green flared skirt that went down to her knees and a long-sleeved white tunic over it. It was the kind of outfit a town girl would wear. Perhaps she intended to hide her identity when she went out into the city. Her legs were apart. If I changed my angle, I might be able to see her underwear. As I tried to move my head, she shifted her posture, moving from her knees to sitting sideways.

"It's just me and you, Mash. This is the dungeon of the One-Land family's mansion."

I sat up. Indeed, it was a space surrounded by stone walls. One side was made of iron bars. The only other thing in the room was a square wooden box in the back. It seemed I really was in a dungeon. My throat was parched, so I tried to use water magic, but nothing happened. I panicked and tried to open my storage, but that didn't work either. It seemed that magic was sealed within the cell. I remembered being with Laciel on top of the government building's dome and passing out from mana exhaustion. How did it come to this?

"I saw you fly up to the top of the government building with Laciel-sama, so I thought it would be rude to interrupt, but I left the church's matters to Myra-san and followed after you with Famu-san and Mo."

Maryanne probably didn't know what state I would be in after performing a Goddess Summon.

"Then we found you collapsed on the terrace, and Famu-san made you drink a mana recovery potion."

"Maryanne, among this group, you have the highest status and are the most important. As I said when I introduced Laciel, you can just call all the other companions by their names."

Yet she called Mo by her name. They were both well-known nobles in the same city. They must have been acquainted.

"...I can't just call Laciel-sama by her name, but I understand. Usually, you would wake up after that, but you didn't, so we all carried you down."

I tilted my head. Was it the effect of using the Crystal Core?

"Down below, the knightly order had come after us, having seen us leave the site after the Great Temple disappeared."

"The One-Land family's?"

She nodded at my words.

"That bearded old guy?"

I asked again, and she shook her head.

"He is the captain of the Royal Guard. The four regent families take turns guarding this hill every quarter. It is currently the One-Land family's turn, but it is not the Royal Guard, but another unit on duty. They are men under my uncle's influence. My words did not reach them."

"I see... so we were suspected of being the ringleaders."

I suppose you could say we were caught, since we really were the ringleaders.

"The church... Elisha didn't help?"

"The Archbishop has authority, but the four regent families do not accept her—or rather, the church's—power. Also, the knightly order cannot arrest me and Mo."

"Then why are you in this cell with me, Maryanne?"

At my words, she furrowed her brow in thought.

"Before I explain that, it was decided that you would be imprisoned as the mastermind of the incident. The four regent families will gather tomorrow to decide your fate. We accepted that for the time being to calm the situation. However, Famu became enraged, so Mo put her to sleep with magic and took her back to the Star Union family. But Mo also said that if you are not released tomorrow, she will attack the One-Land family..."

"Attack? That's rather violent..."

"I don't think the person who attacked the Star Union family yesterday has any room to talk."

Still, I wondered if there had been some trouble with the guards.

"Famu can be stubborn sometimes, but like her appearance, she's generally a laid-back and gentle person. I can't imagine her getting angry over something like that. Did someone provoke her?"

"It was about none other than you."

So she got angry for my sake. Still, I couldn't help but think. We had aimed for this city for Famu's sake, but we had attracted people's attention in Richel, so we had come to Miglutt in search of a place where we could live peacefully. And yet, on the first day, we were kicked out of Mo's mansion, on the second day we attacked her house, on the third day we summoned a goddess and destroyed the Great Temple. And now, I was in the One-Land family's dungeon. What on earth was going on?

"...For now, I'll think of a way to get out of this situation, so could you tell Mo to calm down?"

"I can't. I'm in the cell too."

"That's right! No, from what you just said, why are you in the cell, Maryanne?"

At those words, she blushed.

"That's... because there is someone who wants something to happen between you and I sharing a bedchamber."

"Is that so! Then let's get started right away!"

I went to embrace her, but she pushed me away with her arms.

Maryanne, the head of one of the Four Regent Families, the One-Land family, had assumed that position in her childhood. In her place, her uncle served as the house steward. As the years passed and Maryanne turned twenty-three, her uncle continued to hold the real power in the One-Land family. She existed merely as a figurehead. However, she was not the type to be content with that. Though those around her were aware, she went out into the city every day under the guise of being incognito. There, she felt the atmosphere of the city change under the threat of the Demon Kingdom. And then, she began to speak out. Believing it to be her duty, she tried to get involved in Miglutt's politics. Furthermore, upon learning that the dog-eared settlements near the border had been raided, she tried to move the army and take decisive action. Without being aware of it, power had begun to gather under her hand. And then, I arrived in this city. She tried to make contact with me. These things must have been unacceptable to her uncle. And so, Maryanne had a fiancé. It was a shocking fact that she herself had only learned last night. The man was the child of her uncle's mistress, a man who couldn't speak properly. Even now, at the age of nineteen, he had difficulty speaking.

"I've heard a story like that from some elf family."

"I believe in her case, it was due to her genius."

That man, in place of wisdom, possessed an abnormally strong physique, the exact opposite of Mo. Furthermore, he had a short temper and a violent nature, and was said to be confined in his uncle's mansion. Marrying Maryanne off to that man was her uncle's ploy to completely strip her of her power. However, that method would take time, and in the meantime, those who opposed her uncle's power might turn to support Maryanne. So, first, he had her imprisoned as a co-conspirator in the Great Temple's explosion. Then, he intended to have her commit adultery with me while she had a fiancé, and use that dishonor to punish her and seize her power.

"Does your uncle have another heir?"

"Yes, he has three sons born to his legal wife,"

she said apologetically. It seemed he was blessed with children. He probably wanted the power he held to go to his own children. I peered out of the iron bars, but there seemed to be no guards.

"Even if you and I had an affair here, how would anyone know?"

"No, I am checked regularly to see if I have been unfaithful. I will probably be checked tomorrow."

"How? Do they spread your legs and examine your vagina?"

"Y-Yes,"

she answered, her voice choked.

"Such a wonderful job exists? When I get out of this cell, could you let me do that job? A single silver coin is fine!"

"What are you talking about! Men aren't allowed. Only women."

"Can't be helped. Just let me do it for a single copper coin."

"It's not about the money!"

I sat down next to Maryanne. Our shoulders touched. The cell was cold, but there was a warmth there.

"So, Maryanne, is there a man you like?"

"Sooner or later, this body will be offered for the sake of the One-Land family. I tried not to think about such things too much. But now..."

she looked at me with teary eyes.

"You fell for your cousin's child, didn't you?"

"That's not it!"

I put my arm around her other shoulder and pulled her close. She leaned against me obediently.

"Then there's no problem. Shall we begin?"

Did she not understand what I meant? She looked at me with a blank expression.

"Begin what?"

"The things we can do in this place are limited. Sex!"

"Wh-wh-wh-wh-why would it come to that?"

She tried to escape my arms, shifting her hips to create distance. But I held her shoulder firmly so she couldn't escape. And I closed the distance even further.

"Maryanne, you yourself said you were mine. I want you too. And isn't your uncle encouraging it? In other words, doesn't that mean it's officially sanctioned? Let's surprise the person who checks your hymen. I want to ask what they'll think when they see my semen, your juices, and the blood from your broken hymen flowing out."

"No, no, no, no, were you listening to what I just said? My uncle put you in the same cell to disgrace me. If that happened to me, it would only please my uncle."

"Isn't that fine? Let's please him greatly."

"You have a plan, don't you? But, if we're going to do this, I'd rather... do it with you... on a soft bed, not in a place like this."

"I have no plan. For now, I want to hold you and calm this excitement, then think slowly. And for you, losing your virginity in a place like this is a rare and precious experience you won't get often!"

However, if it was a Four Regent Families meeting, the Star Union family would also participate. I had a hunch that whoever came would be on my side. The problem was which side the remaining two families would take.

"You only lose your virginity once. If so, I wanted to lose it at the inn yesterday! Just a little patience. The situation will change again tomorrow. I'll invite you to my room. There, you can do as you please as much as you like."

"How can I be patient when I'm forced to breathe the same air as such a beautiful woman in a place like this!"

I hugged her and pushed her down.

"I-I don't want to right now. Please forgive me."

Maryanne looked up at me with frightened eyes. That gaze sent a shiver down my spine. I took her hand and made her touch my crotch.

"It's something hard... is this a man's thing?"

She ran her hand over it, as if to confirm its shape, stroking it repeatedly. This woman, while saying she didn't want to, was she not seducing me?

"Mash, if you can calm this down, will you wait until the next opportunity?"

"Is there going to be a next time? I might be executed just like this, you know?"

"It's alright. You have a real goddess on your side. So, for now, please be patient with just my mouth."

She didn't know that I needed a two-day interval before I could use Goddess Summon again. Maryanne got up and started to take off my lower clothes. That was what I wanted, so I lifted my hips to help. My lower body was bared, my thing exposed. She stared at it intently.

"It gets this hard and big..."

My glans was caressed. The soft touch sent a thrill through my brain. Her fingertips traced down the shaft and touched my scrotum.

"This part doesn't get hard, does it? It really feels like there are two balls inside."

She got on all fours, her face moving towards my crotch. I reached for her back and lifted her skirt.

"Hic! W-Wait a minute!"

Maryanne hurriedly held down the hem of her skirt. Her face was bright red.

"It's not fair that only I'm completely exposed. You take yours off too!"

"N-No way. It's embarrassing!"

"I'm embarrassed too!"

"Ugh... alright... don't laugh, okay?"

With that, she stood up, reached into her skirt, and pulled down her underwear. They were white bloomers, probably made of silk, with a glossy sheen. They were a short-hemmed type, you could say. She was about to put them on the floor, so I held out my hand and she gave them to me. I checked the crotch area and it was slightly damp.

"Wh-What are you observing! It's embarrassing, so please don't look!"

"This is a first for me. I wonder if Famu would wear them?"

"Those are mine. Of course she wouldn't wear them!"

She didn't know. Famu had a secret hobby of wearing other people's underwear.



    Chapter 188

    The Dungeon Cell and a Moment with Maryanne (Part 2)

    There was no light in the cell. The faint light from a candle on the other side of the iron bars illuminated the inside. A moth flew into the candle, making a sizzling sound, and the flame flickered. Maryanne knelt down, once again facing my member. Her long hair fell down her cheeks and caressed my thigh. Wanting to see her face, I brushed her hair aside and swept it to the other side. It felt soft and smooth. Her upright ears twitched. I wanted to touch them too, and as I reached out my hand, she looked up. Her eyebrows were neatly groomed. Below them, her sharp, slightly upturned eyes stared at me.

"The night before last, I challenged you to a duel. At that time, I had prepared myself to be held by you."

The corners of her mouth rose slightly. I thought she was talking to my member as if it were a microphone, but I didn't want to ruin the atmosphere she was trying to create, so I kept quiet.

"I thought I wasn't needed. That the One-Land family would be better off without me. But I didn't want that. I don't remember my father's or my mother's faces. But their blood certainly flows in me. I wanted to do something for the world they left behind. Even if it meant using this body."

"You didn't know anything about me. How did you think you could borrow my power?"

In this city, only Mo and her group knew about me. Maryanne must have gotten information about me through the Star Union family. There was no way she could have known what kind of person I was. But as if to dismiss my thoughts, she smiled.

"Fufufu... a dog-eared person just knows. Actually, before I ambushed you at the inn, I saw you and Famu. I had heard from the villagers we rescued and those from nearby settlements that she was the only one, young as she was, who could rebuild the village. And that girl was following you."

"You were telling me to give Famu back then. You thought she was just following me as a slave, didn't you?"

She shook her head.

"I can tell. The difference between fleeting trust and true trust. But I didn't know your strength, so I crossed blades with you."

Did she have a sharp sense like Famu? Or was it from her experience as the head of the One-Land family?

"But a strange time has passed since that night until now. And my thoughts have changed. I still don't want to just be taken."

Her eyes seemed to glitter as they reflected the candlelight.

"I want to be loved by you."

Maryanne hesitantly reached out and touched the shaft of my member, starting to move her hand up and down.

"Are you used to this?"

"What are you saying! Everything I'm about to do to you is a first! But I have the knowledge. I can do it. I'm a capable girl."

She seemed to be telling herself.

"How did you get the knowledge?"

"That's... from my tutor."

"A man?"

"No. A woman."

Her hand movements were just stroking my shaft, and it wasn't stimulating enough.

"Could you tighten your hand a little more? Like you're pulling the skin up and down."

She followed my words and moved her hand. Her obedient reaction was fresh and exciting. Pre-cum was leaking from my tip. She extended her tongue and licked it up. I couldn't help but let out a groan.

"It's not what I heard. I can't taste anything..."

With that, she opened her mouth wide and took my member in.

"Ah!"

When I made a sound, she looked up at me with just her eyes.

"We haven't kissed yet."

She pulled her mouth away from my member for a moment. But her hand kept moving.

"It's cute that you want to kiss, Mash. But this is a special occasion, so I'll do my best to make you cum first. Please wait a little,"

she said.

"No, I'd rather kiss first..."

When I was Mizuki-chan, I was forced to suck Mash-kun's thing and drink his cum even though I said I didn't want to. That was that. No matter how cute Maryanne was, I didn't want to kiss a mouth that had just held my freshly ejaculated sperm. She looked up. I cupped her cheeks with both hands. She squinted as if it tickled.

"It's your first kiss, right?"

Maryanne blushed and gave a small nod.

"How many have you had, Mash?"

"Um..."

I couldn't answer immediately. The irises disappeared from her eyes.

"So many. But for me, it's special. Will my kiss be special to you...?"

she murmured, her shoulders slumping.

"Still, it was my will to become yours."

And then, she closed her eyes and brought her light pink lips towards mine.

"Maryanne..."

The tips of our lips touched. The soft sensation spread through my body like a ripple. I sought Maryanne as if to create countless more ripples. She wrapped her arms around my neck. I put my arms around her back and held her tight.

"Mash... kissing is..."

I covered her murmuring mouth. And I inserted my tongue. She was surprised and her eyes widened. And as if she didn't know what to do, she kept her mouth half-open and her body tensed up.

"Maryanne, you intertwine your tongue too."

She hesitantly put out her tongue. Our tongues touched. The wet fluid and the smooth, soft texture of her tongue spread a pleasure that felt like my brain was melting. It seemed to be the same for her. For a moment, she pulled back to breathe and our lips parted, but she immediately sought mine again and intertwined her tongue.

After a while of kissing, our faces parted. With a dazed, ecstatic look in her unfocused eyes, she let out a sweet sigh.

"Mash..."

She slid her lips down my neck, lowered her head, and took my member in her mouth again. The kiss must have flipped a switch, as she sucked with a new heat, her tongue moving sensuously, pressing and licking up my penis. I couldn't help but groan at the movement. I stroked her head. And when I touched her erect ears, they twitched. The base was brown, but the tips were black.

"Does that tickle?"

With my member in her mouth, she shook her head. That too became a new pleasure, stimulating my brain.

"Is it okay if I keep touching them?"

Again, she nodded with it still in her mouth. It felt soft and smooth. Unlike Famu's floppy ears, hers were thin and had some firmness. As I touched them, her ears twitched in response. It seemed she could move them at will. She continued a deep stroke, as if to entice me to cum. And she licked the frenulum strongly with her tongue. When she found a spot that made me react, she sensitively changed her movements. The tightness of her hand and mouth also changed to something more pleasurable. I held back the urge to cum, stroking her back and lifting her skirt, which she had rejected earlier. Two marshmallow-like hills were illuminated by the light. Her skin was probably naturally white. A tail grew from the center, swaying gently. Like her ears, the base was brown, and it turned black towards the tip. As I watched, her movements stopped for a moment, but then started again. I took that as permission and touched her butt. It was a soft sensation. I traced my hand down into the crack and then further, feeling a bud. I played with it with my fingertip. Meanwhile, she gradually increased the speed of her mouth's strokes. The sensation became irresistible, and I couldn't hold back the feeling of ejaculation.

"Maryanne, in your mouth..."

Accepting my murmur, she took my penis deep into her mouth. I held her butt and head and thrust my hips forward.

"Mmph, ngh, mmmph—!"

I ejaculated into Maryanne's mouth. She placed her hands on my thighs and tried to push away, but I didn't let her go. I made sure to release every last drop into her mouth. Then I let her go.

"In... my throat... *cough, cough, cough*... Mash, that's cruel! *Cough*."

Maryanne got on all fours, covering her mouth, and coughed violently, spitting out the semen. I stroked her back to help her calm down.

"Mash, there's no way something this big can all fit! Why didn't you let go?! Mmm... *cough*."

The semen dripping from her mouth looked obscene. She tried to wipe it away, but that hand was also wet with semen. I was impressed with how much I'd produced.

"Well, I got excited, and I thought... you'd be happy too..."

"It's true that while I was licking your thing, I felt lewd and got carried away, but is there anyone who would be happy to have it put so far back like this...?"

"It's happened to me before. It was painful, but the feeling of being so strongly desired, and the thought that I was making my partner lose control and go crazy, made me so excited my mind went blank."

"...Mash, have you... done it with a man before...?"

Maryanne's eyebrows twitched. She was completely grossed out.

"N-No! I might have mentioned it, but Shizuka has a special skill that swaps the minds of men and women. I swapped with Mizuki. Then Mizuki, who had become me, attacked me!"

"Hah, so you really have done it with a man..."

"Don't look at me like that. I was Mizuki-chan at the time, and Mizuki was the one who attacked!"

I made an excuse that I wasn't sure would get through, but her disgusted expression didn't change.

"Someday I'll have Shizuka swap us. Then you'll understand why I want to be so rough with you."

At my words, her expression turned serious for a moment.

"I think she said the condition for activation was if two people are in love. Will we be able to swap? If we can do something like that..."

"That depends on you."

She sat down with a plop. The hem of her skirt was still flipped up. I could see the pubic hair growing on her mound. I wanted to part it and enter her. Maryanne noticed my gaze and tried to pull her skirt down. I stopped her hand and hugged her. She had a feminine, slender build, but her core must have been strong. She wasn't pushed over, but firmly received me. I put one hand around her back and moved the other to her crotch.

"W-Weren't we done after you came?"

she asked, twisting her body to escape me.

"Aren't you hoping for more?"

I held the hand that had touched her crotch in front of her. I made a crab-like shape with my index and middle fingers, opening and closing them. Her juices stretched into a thread and made a wet sound.

"You get wet easily."

"I had a feeling..."

she said, blushing and turning her face away. I put my fingers, wet with her juices, into her mouth. She showed a little reluctance, but eventually she sucked on them and started to lick her own juices off with her tongue.

"It doethn't tathte good. It tathtes thrange..."

she said, her mouth moving. Her juices turned to saliva, and when I pulled my fingers out, a thread stretched between her mouth and my fingers.

"Mash, I know this has happened, but could we please save the real thing for another time? I don't want my first time to be in a place like this, and this is exactly what my uncle wants."

"Maryanne, think about it. We have several problems ahead of us. The power struggle between you and your uncle. The issue of your engagement to your cousin. The problem of me destroying the Great Temple."

"I am the rightful heir of the One-Land family. As its head, I will solve each one."

"Think carefully. Who will represent the One-Land family at tomorrow's Four Regent Families meeting? In the current system in Miglutt, you're the only one in trouble, right? Has your uncle done anything wrong? No one will listen to you. That's why you approached me, isn't it?"

Maryanne's face twisted. She bit her lip and looked at me.

"You're right, Mash. Are you telling me to stay silent too?"

"The Royal Guard, was it? That bearded man in the knightly order. He's sworn loyalty to you, hasn't he? There must be others like him. And there must be many who are just following your uncle because he holds the power. If you just keep showing your intention to be involved in politics, the number of those who support you will increase. That's why he's trying to assign you a random fiancé at this opportunity to keep you out of politics, and at the same time, use the destruction of the Great Temple as a reason to eliminate my influence, I think."

"...You're right. I can't say anything back. I'm checkmated, aren't I?"

"No. Your uncle feels threatened by your future self. That's why he's challenging you now. So from here on, it's your problem. Are you willing to accept the challenge?"

"Of course I am. But now that I'm being blamed for three problems..."

"Why not play along with his strategy and combine the three problems into one? Then you and I can fight together. Besides, the Star Union family will be on our side. And as for the church, I don't know about Elisha, but I can trust Myra."

Maryanne looked down at the stone floor. She bit her lip again. It didn't seem like her uncle was ruling badly. And I didn't know what her ideals or her political skills were like. I wasn't given time to find out, and I had been unintentionally locked in the dungeon by her uncle. As I was thinking about such things, she lifted her face. Her eyes were wide, her eyebrows drawn together, her chin pulled back, and her mouth set in a firm line. She really was a strong-willed woman. I thought it was beautiful.

"Mash, we only just met the night before last. And yet, you'll fight with me?"

We were so close. Her hot breath touched my nose.

"We fought together yesterday, didn't we? Besides, I just want to hold you right now. I just desperately thought of a reason for it."

I pointed at my erect member with my finger, joking around.

"Mash..."

She hugged me and sought my lips. It was a passionate kiss that was hard to believe came from someone who had just had her first kiss. We devoured each other's lips.

"How is it? The taste of my saliva and your thing mixed together?"

she said, smiling mischievously.

"I've made my decision, but it's still embarrassing..."

I took off her skirt and tunic. She was wearing a camisole underneath. It was a type that was integrated with a bra. Again, it was a glossy, silk-like material. Two bowls pushed up the fabric, asserting themselves. Her bottom half was already bare. Only that one piece remained. When I reached for it, Maryanne twisted her body to avoid it.

"It's a little late for that. Besides, I saw yesterday."

"I was prepared to do anything to get your attention. But now... I'm scared of you seeing me."

"Speaking of which, weren't you wearing normal underwear yesterday?"

"Yesterday was my battle underwear. Today I was completely off guard..."

I thought this outfit was actually more erotic, but I kept it to myself. I would have her entertain me with various underwear from now on. Her face was bright red. I kissed her neck and ran my tongue along it.

"Aah..."

she let out a sweet sigh. I reached for her crotch. I traced the tightly closed slit beneath her pubic hair. It was as wet as when I had touched it earlier.

"Nngh, Mash..."

I found the protrusion with my index finger and gently caressed it. Then, I probed her vagina with another finger. Her body twitched. And as if her strength had left her, she started to fall back, so I supported her back and carefully laid her down. And she begged for a kiss. She responded to my kiss and hugged me. I took the opportunity to take off her camisole. Her white skin was exposed. The sensation of her two mounds was now direct. When I pulled her close, there was a springy resistance.

"Mash, someone might come. They'll see us."

"You think so? If you're embarrassed to be alone, I'll take mine off too."

I took off my top and became completely naked.

"Th-That's not what I mean. What if a guard comes on patrol..."

"Let's show them. Yeah, let's throw Maryanne's clothes out of reach on the other side of the bars."

"P-Please don't do that!"

She seemed to have taken me seriously, as the finger inside her vagina tightened.

"I'm kidding."

"You're mean."

The pressure in her vagina weakened, so I rubbed the front wall with my fingertip. She let out a particularly high-pitched moan and writhed her body.

"Are you not used to this? Don't you do it yourself, or have your fingers put in during checks?"

"D-During checks, they just spread me open and look. You're the first one to put a finger in there, Mash."

My fingers were still tormenting her, so she answered between gasps.

"You're not answering everything. Don't you do it yourself?"

I found a spot where Maryanne reacted strongly and tormented it relentlessly along with her clitoris.

"Ah, ahh, M-Mash, stop for a second, something is, c-coming!"

"I won't stop unless you answer my question."

"Wh-What about you, Mash? Don't you do it yourself?"

Come to think of it, since coming to this world and having sex with Famu, I hadn't taken care of myself for a long time.

"Come to think of it, it's been about two months..."

"Y-You can go that long without doing it?!"

At my words, she opened her eyes wide. Then she noticed I was looking down at her and quickly averted her gaze.

"I-I do it about once every hundred years..."

"Liar!"

I strengthened the stimulation inside her vagina. She shook her head as if to say no. The way her breasts swayed to the opposite side was also impressive. I knew. She was a masturbator too. My intuition told me so.

"F-Fine, once a month..."

"Maryanne, be honest. I'm on your side!"

I also strengthened the stimulation on her clitoris, pressing and rubbing with my finger. She moved her hips to escape the strong pleasure, but I wouldn't let her go.

"Once a week. ...Aah, I-I'm lying, it's actually... two or three times a week..."

I quickened my finger movements to lead her to climax. Her hips twitched in response to my fingers.

"I-I told you... augh, I told you, I told you the truth... s-something feels good, it's coming, so stop, your finger, stop!"

Of course, I was moving my finger to make her cum. There was no way I would stop. Contrary to her words, her vagina tightened, refusing to let my finger go, seeking more pleasure. I relentlessly attacked her sensitive spots, rubbing and pressing, attacking her clitoris and vagina.

She opened her eyes wide and gasped loudly.

"I-I'm cuuuming—!"

Arching her body back, she climaxed.

She was breathing heavily, her vagina spasming.

"I told you to stop... Mash, you're playing with my body..."

I moved between the legs of the exhausted, lying woman and pressed my member against her vagina. Despite me having played with it with my fingers, her entrance was tightly closed, as if protecting her chastity.

"Is this just a one-time game? ...Or will you love me for life?"

Maryanne murmured. A single tear trickled down her cheek.

"You're mine. Forever. Even if you come to hate me, I'll keep wanting you."

"Those are just words. This is just a game, isn't it?"

"Maryanne..."

While saying that, I stealthily inserted the tip of my member into her vagina. There was no way she wouldn't notice, and her eyes widened. But she didn't resist, just let it happen.

"It... it's in? It didn't hurt that much, but I've been taken by Mash..."

"Just the tip. It's not all the way in. If you hate it that much, I'll stop..."

"Huh? N-No, if we stop after coming this far, I'll have to live with the embarrassment forever. No matter what I say, no matter how I feel, you have to do it until the end!"

Something about Maryanne's words felt off. But I couldn't back down now either. The slimy, soft sensation of her vagina enveloped my tip.

"I'm putting it all the way in."

"Y-Yes!"

She squeezed her eyes and mouth shut. It was a shame I couldn't take out my phone from storage and film the scene of her losing her virginity. But I had no desire to wait for another opportunity. I pushed my penis forward. Thanks to her juices, it seemed to go in smoothly, but halfway through it became tight and I couldn't go any further. She grimaced and grabbed my arm tightly. I put my weight into it and pushed deeper. At that moment, her eyes widened. I felt my tip break through a membrane. My member was fully inside her vagina.

"Aah..."

she let out a voice that sounded of despair, or perhaps resignation.

"Mash... it hurts... it really hurts."

"Should we stay like this for a while?"

She shook her head.

"Until the end, please. Give me everything that's inside you, Mash."

"You didn't actually have another man you liked, did you?"

At my words, she laughed weakly.

"That's not it. I think I'm in love with you, Mash. I just got a little sentimental. I always thought I was a child. But you taught me that I'm not. At this age... what can I do?"

Tears streamed down her cheeks. It wasn't just because of the pain. I leaned in and licked her tears. They were strongly salty.

"Maryanne, you're not alone anymore. I'm here. You don't have to put on a brave face."

"Mash..."

"What is it?"

"Move. Do it until the end. Make me a woman."

Hearing her words, I moved my hips. It was a tight squeeze. But thanks to the abundant juices, I could thrust smoothly. The wetness and folds inside her vagina stimulated my member strongly, and a tingling pleasure spread through my brain. I wanted to experience more of this excitement and pleasure. I thrust my hips strongly. But contrary to that, Maryanne's face remained contorted. I wanted her to feel at least a little pleasure. So I揉 her full breasts. I pinched her nipples, which were erect with excitement. Then she reached out and touched my nipples.

"Does it still hurt?"

"Yes, a lot. But the kind of pleasure I felt when you used your hand... no, more than that, a feeling that wraps around me... is spreading through my body."

Hearing that, I quickened my thrusts. The pleasure took over my entire body, and I couldn't hold back the feeling of ejaculation. I wanted to savor this excitement and elation for even a second longer.

"Ngh, ngh, aah... Mash, Mash."

A sweet tone mixed into her moans, numbing my brain.

"Maryanne, I'm going to cum!"

"Yes, inside, as deep as you can go!"

I hugged her tightly and kissed her. I aimed for the deepest part and slammed my hips into her.

"Ugh!"

Hearing her muffled voice, I released my seed. Even though I had already come in her mouth once, I could feel a large amount of semen flowing into her vagina. My penis pulsed repeatedly, continuing to send out sperm. Maryanne trembled as she accepted it.

I leaned over her. The pleasure and languor after ejaculation enveloped my body. My member lost its strength and slipped out of her vagina. When I stroked the place where it had been, as if to confirm, she let out a cry. Her vagina, which had been tightly closed, now had a gaping hole. I scooped up the fluid that had overflowed. Maryanne's purity was mixed in with it.

"Mash..."

Maryanne murmured.

"It was good while we were doing it, but it still really hurts. Is this something you get used to?"



    Chapter 189

    The Council of the Four Regent Families, Maryanne, and Her Uncle

    Was it the next morning? With the scenery unchanged, I had no sense of time. I only knew that it was passing thanks to the guard who appeared to replace the candles just as they were about to burn out.

He wouldn't respond, no matter how I tried to speak to him. I considered seeing how he’d react if I made Maryanne stand there naked, but she got terribly angry with me.

Even when I lay down, a drowsy feeling lingered, but I never felt like I’d gotten enough sleep.

Just then, several guards arrived, unlocked the cell, and took Maryanne away. I was given a single piece of bread and some water, which I was urged to eat quickly before they clasped my hands in stocks.

My wrists were locked into two holes in a rectangular piece of hardwood. It was so solid my strength was useless against it. The surface was covered in what looked like characters, finely inscribed to fill the gaps in the wood's grain. It was probably some kind of magic circle meant to seal away my abilities.

Then, I was led out of the cell.

Escorted by the guards, I walked down the corridor. This was the One-Land family's estate. It lacked the opulence of the Star Union mansion, feeling more austere, but the decorations and furnishings still seemed expensive.

The sun’s rays streamed through the windows. The shadows were short. I realized it was well past morning.

I was reunited with Maryanne, who was shackled just like me.

She was no longer in the common townsgirl attire from the night before. Instead, she was draped in a piece of cloth like a burlap sack, her waist bound by a single rope—the very image of a condemned criminal. The exposed skin of her thighs was a dazzling white.

The contrast between her inherent dignity—her nobility—and her attire was intensely humiliating.

"P-Please don't stare so much… it's embarrassing…"

Maryanne bit her lip and turned her face away, truly seeing the outfit as a deep humiliation.

"No, it actually looks great on you. Next time, in that outfit—"

"Please stop! This is your fault, Mash!"

Maryanne cut me off. If it was my fault, was this punishment for her losing her virginity?

She seemed genuinely furious.

But seeing her like this gave me ideas. I’d never thought of dressing someone up this way. Next time, I’d make Mizuki wear this and savor her humiliation.

Looking at Maryanne, she seemed to have lost some color, her face pale. We were about to be brought before the council of the Four Regent Families. I shook my head to clear my mind of my fantasies and restore a sense of urgency.

"Maryanne, did you eat?"

"Yes. Some bread."

"Don't be angry. I know I was wrong to tease you, and I regret it."

*But I'll definitely be using this as inspiration for future play.*

"No… my uncle wants to break my spirit. I was the one who sought you out, fully aware this might happen."

She lifted her head, and a little color seemed to return to her cheeks.

"Maryanne, I don't really understand why you want to seize control of the One-Land family. I don't know if this city will be any better off with you in charge, either."

"…Are you also trying to make me give up, Mash?"

she asked with a faint, powerless smile.

"No. Right now, I'm going to return what you lost to your own hands. But just because you're in charge doesn't mean you have to handle everything yourself. Start by making the forces you have now your own."

"Huh?"

She stared at me, her mouth hanging open. The guards stopped.

We were in front of a large door—a heavy wooden door adorned with floral carvings. A guard opened it, and we were ushered inside.

The room within had a落ち着いた atmosphere. Unlike floors with marble panels, this one was made of wood inlay. Many other wooden furnishings decorated the space. In the center was an oval table, also made of wood inlay. At the four seats sat a dwarven man, a human man, the elven Augustus Star Union, and a dog-eared man with drooping, dark brown ears. This last one had to be Maryanne's uncle. He looked to be in his forties or fifties, with a stern face, a wide forehead gleaming with what might have been a greasy sweat, and a portly build.

He looked at us and snorted in disgust.

"Seim…"

Maryanne bit her lip, her face twisting in pain. Was their hatred for each other truly beyond repair?

Behind each of them stood a single person, either an aide or a guard.

Maryanne and I were made to stand side by side against the wall so they could see us, flanked by knights on guard duty. From this position, we could also survey the room and observe their expressions.

"Although I do not hold the office of Consul this term, I am acquainted with the Hero-dono. Therefore, with your permission, I shall conduct their interrogation,"

Augustus announced, looking around at the others. No one voiced approval or dissent; silence reigned.

"Now then, Hero-dono, allow me to introduce those present."

He cleared his throat once.

"Those of us at this table are the representatives of the Four Regent Families. The city of Miglutt elects two Consuls from among us four each year. The senate is composed of individuals elected from among the city's highest taxpayers, and these members govern the city."

It was a society built on a rigid, seemingly inflexible social foundation. The high taxpayers were undoubtedly the noble class.

"First, this human is Istvan Air-Ally."

He was an old man with long, graying hair. Though his back seemed slightly stooped, his sharp gaze, which seemed to try and intimidate me, radiated a powerful life force that showed no sign of fading.

"And this is the dwarf, Katarzyna Sky-Lot."

He gave a slight nod. Beside me, Maryanne also bowed her head. Were they close? Come to think of it, the sword she entrusted to me must have been made by dwarves. Perhaps he had introduced her to the swordsmith. This man might be a potential ally for Maryanne.

He had a stocky build, with a head of coarse hair and a thick beard. His overall appearance resembled Aidan's. I wondered if all dwarves looked like this.

"This term's Consuls are Istvan-dono and Katarzyna-dono,"

Augustus added.

"And finally, the convener of this meeting, the dog-eared Seim One-Land."

He sat with his arms crossed, puffed up with arrogance. He snorted again.

"Now then, I would like Seim-dono to explain why he has detained the Hero-dono and what he intends to deliberate at this council of the Four Regent Families."

"Hold on,"

I said, cutting Augustus off. He nodded at my interruption. I had no intention of letting this council proceed on Seim's terms from the start. Sorry, but I was about to make a mess of things.

"You said the representatives of the Four Regent Families are gathered here, right?"

He nodded.

"Then who's the fat guy over there? He isn't the representative of the One-Land family, is he?"

I jabbed my chin in Seim's direction, and he shot to his feet, his face flushing with anger.

"You bastard! Do you mean to insult me? I am here as the acting head of the One-Land family!"

"Acting head? Who gave you that authority, and by what right?"

"The previous head of the family!"

"Then you're not the head, are you? The head I know is Maryanne, who's standing right here. Maryanne, did you recognize this man as your proxy?"

At my words, she shook her head.

"Politics cannot be entrusted to a mere slip of a girl! Besides, I have the confidence of those who serve the One-Land family."

"A slip of a girl? She became a woman last night. This was all your doing, and it went exactly as you planned. You must have had her chastity confirmed this morning."

I exposed his trump card before he could play it, preventing him from condemning Maryanne for her supposed infidelity.

"You bastard!"

Seim strode towards me and swung his fist. I tried to dodge, but I'd forgotten about the stocks. I twisted my body too late, and he punched me square in the cheek.

I slammed into the wall behind me and collapsed. Immediately, his follow-up kick landed in my solar plexus. A groan escaped me as pain shot through my body.

"Mash!"

Maryanne cried out my name like a shriek and threw herself over me protectively.

"Seim-dono, do not forget that the Hero-dono is now my daughter's partner. And Hero-dono, I expect you to engage with Seim-dono with proper decorum,"

Augustus said, restraining Seim with his words. He was breathing heavily as he glared down at me.

"I thought the heads of the Four Regent Families were determined by bloodline, but it seems anyone can serve as a proxy over the true head if they have the retainers' confidence. Does that mean it's also possible to rule through violence like this?"

The scent of iron filled my nostrils, and the taste of blood spread through my mouth. I spit it out with my saliva.

"That is incorrect. Succession within the Four Regent Families is absolute by bloodline. If there is an issue with the heir, the remaining houses may intervene to arbitrate."

The other families couldn't bend this rule of succession to recognize Seim. To do so would be to invite the same thing to happen within their own houses. While it's ideal for the most capable person to inherit, proving one's capability is difficult. And it's another matter entirely for the retainers to accept it. Succession based on merit often leads to conflict, and even when a successor is chosen, resentment lingers.

Augustus sighed and looked up at the ceiling. It seemed he understood what I was trying to do.

"Then it's still a mistake for this man to be here. The One-Land family has an adult head in Maryanne. She does not recognize a proxy. And no one from the other houses has refused to recognize her as the head."

"Th-That's ridiculous! This woman interfered in matters unrelated to Miglutt and led an army on her own accord!"

Seim shot back.

"You're the ridiculous one. If you're going to say that, then ten years ago, you all stood by and watched the war between the old empire and the Demon Kingdom, claiming it had nothing to do with Miglutt. Now you're all scrambling because of the threat from the bloated Demon Kingdom. To ignore changes outside the city is not protecting the city."

Maryanne stood up, and I did as well. My legs were unsteady from the stocks and the blow I'd just taken, but I managed to hold my ground.

"It was an incident in a village outside Miglutt's borders."

"So it's alright to stand by while all the villagers are enslaved and sold off? In that case, let's have you say that not here, but in front of the people of Miglutt, and condemn Maryanne there. How about it?"

"…"

Seim's initial bravado had vanished. He glared at me resentfully, but that was all.

I glanced at Maryanne.

"Maryanne, what are you waiting for? Your seat is open."

Her eyes widened in surprise.

"Go on, quickly."

When I repeated myself, she looked at the chair where Seim had been sitting just moments before.

"Mash… I…"

I didn't know what she was trying to say. But when I gave her a nod, she took a step forward.

"W-Wait!"

Seim lunged to stop Maryanne, but the knights who had been watching us restrained him.

Without a backward glance, she walked forward and sat down in the vacant chair.

"You bastards! I won't forgive you! Especially you and Maryanne! A duel! I'll settle this with a duel!"

Seim's shout echoed through the council chamber.



    Chapter 190

    The Council of the Four Regent Families, and the Duel

    "Remove the shackles from Hero-dono and Maryanne-dono,"

Augustus said.

At his words, the guards unfastened our restraints.

In contrast to the heated Seim, the air in the council chamber was frigid.

Of the Four Regent Families, only the elf Augustus Star Union, who was leading the proceedings, and the dog-eared Seim One-Land, who was railing against my and Maryanne’s downfall, were speaking.

The human Istvan Air-Ally and the dwarf Katarzyna Sky-Lot hadn't uttered a single word.

I couldn't help but be amazed at how easily Seim had fallen into the trap. It made me wonder what the point of this council meeting was in the first place. And now, he was pointing a finger at me, challenging me to a duel.

"Do you want to become an enemy of the gods? Even if I lose to you, the otherworld hero who appears a hundred years from now will wipe out your descendants."

I thought a casual threat would make him back down, but while his finger trembled with rage, he showed no signs of withdrawing the challenge.

Augustus cleared his throat.

"Seim-dono, on what grounds do you issue this challenge? If it is simply because you have been shamed here, then we have no intention of indulging in such a foolish spectacle any longer."

"Wait! This man destroyed the Great Temple and had an illicit affair with the head of our One-Land family!"

Seim retorted.

"First of all, I have had no such affair. Mash-sama and I are in love. We intend to marry,"

Maryanne declared. Was she trying to help me out? How she could say something like that with a straight face in this situation, without a hint of embarrassment, was beyond me. Still, her future position was at stake, and I wanted to direct all the resentment toward myself. I wished she had kept quiet.

"I told you she is engaged to my son!"

"I am the head of the One-Land family. I will decide matters concerning the future of our house. If you have an objection, I will face it myself."

Just as Maryanne finished speaking, the sound of a chair scraping echoed through the room.

Istvan had stood up.

"This is absurd. I am leaving."

With that, he and his attendant turned and started walking toward the door.

"Istvan-sama, I apologize for this unsightly display. I will come to offer my apologies at a later time."

Istvan tilted his chin slightly at Maryanne's words.

"If you are to sit there and call yourself the head, then you must have the resolve to unite your family. And next time we meet, do so in proper attire."

With those parting words, he left.

Seeing this, Katarzyna also stood up.

"Katarzyna-sama…"

Maryanne murmured. Just then, a knight entered the room carrying her katana and wakizashi. She accepted them and handed them to her attendant. Katarzyna watched this exchange, then turned his gaze to Augustus.

"Did you not say the Hero-dono was to be your daughter's spouse?"

"Yes, that is true. However, he is a freeman. Also, I have another girl in my care who is engaged to him,"

Augustus replied, his expression as if he'd just bitten into a bitter bug. Katarzyna stroked his beard as he observed him.

"An elf?"

"No, she is of the rabbit-eared race."

Katarzyna's eyes widened slightly.

"Now that is a rarity."

I couldn't tell if he was referring to an elf taking in a rabbit-eared girl, or my engagement to one.

Then he looked at me.

"You said you came from Richel? Isn't Maryanne-dono's wakizashi yours?"

"Yeah, she took it from me. I got this katana in exchange."

I took Maryanne's katana out of my storage.

"Did you not have a matching katana forged for that wakizashi?"

"I did, but it broke."

I also took out Aidan's sword. Katarzyna extended his hand, and I passed it to him.

He took the sword, drew it slightly, and gazed intently at the blade before sheathing it again.

"I will take this sword into my care."

"No. It broke because I handled it poorly, but it's important to me. I can't give it to anyone."

"All the more reason for me to take it. I won't do anything untoward with it."

I'd clashed with the elves, the church, and the dog-eared. Now, it seemed, a feud with the dwarves was brewing. I had a very bad feeling about this.

"...Hmph. In that case, you must visit my home next. I will make the arrangements. I would like you to meet my granddaughter at least once."

I gave a vague nod. He'd said granddaughter, but he didn't look that old. Then again, dwarves were said to live for two hundred years. He could easily be over a hundred.

Was he planning to set me up with his granddaughter? Come to think of it, I’d never met a dwarven woman. I was curious, but I was confident I’d faint if a woman with a face like his showed up.

Seim blocked Katarzyna's path as he tried to leave after Istvan.

"Wait! This man made the Great Temple vanish! We must pass judgment on him!"

"Do you wish for this city to end up like the Great Temple? This matter is the church's responsibility. If they do not act, we will, but I will make it clear that I have no intention of picking a fight with the Hero-dono."

I hadn't sensed any hostility from him from the start, but I wondered what had softened his stance. Was it Maryanne's presence?

Katarzyna pushed past Seim and left the room.

Only Maryanne, Augustus, Seim, and I remained.

"Guess I'll be heading home too…"

I muttered to myself, avoiding Seim's gaze as I headed for the door. I could leave the rest to Augustus. He would know how to handle the situation. He wouldn't treat Maryanne poorly, either.

"Wait,"

Seim's voice called out to my back.

"Your duel with me is still on."

"I have no reason to accept."

I couldn't use Goddess Summon right now. I wanted to avoid any unnecessary fights.

"It's about Maryanne. This woman was supposed to be my son's bride. You will fight my son."

"What? You're going to decide everything for your son, from his bride to his dueling opponent?"

This was the man Maryanne had told me about—nineteen years old, unable to speak properly, prone to tantrums, violent, and confined to his mansion. If I won, he'd be rid of a nuisance. If I lost, he could force Maryanne to marry him and crush us both.

It was cowardly, not fighting himself. A small man, I thought.

"No! In that case, I will fight in Mash's place!"

Maryanne shot to her feet and shouted. Her eyes were wide with a deep, visible anxiety.

She knew the extent of my sword skills. She thought I would lose.

Seeing that look on her face made it even harder to back down. If I ran from the fight, people would call me a coward, and he might sic that man on her. I couldn't have that.

"…I accept the challenge. If your side wins, Maryanne will become that man's bride, correct?"

Seim nodded at my words.

"Alright. Then if I win, Seim, you will take your own life."

The One-Land estate had a similar structure to the Star Union mansion, though this building felt older, with a simple and sturdy feel. It was a tall, rectangular building constructed around a central courtyard.

Part of the courtyard served as a training ground, the earth packed hard and flat. In the center stood Augustus and Katarzyna, who had apparently returned after hearing we were to duel. On either side of them stood Maryanne and me, and opposite us, Seim and the man who was presumably his son by a concubine. The dog-eared knights of the family surrounded the area, and that bearded man was glaring at me.

"When this is over, I'd like to buy them a drink. Think they'll be friendly?"

"That's not what you should be worried about…"

I followed Maryanne's gaze.

Next to Seim stood a man easily over two meters tall. He looked to have twice my build—a mountain of muscle. He held a metal club that was nearly as tall as I was.

His appearance reminded me of the Hekatonkheires I fought in the dungeon in Richel.

Droopy ears peeked out from under a mess of unkempt hair that hadn't been cared for in years. Through the strands of hair, I could see dark eyes that seemed to pull you into blackness. A flattened nose, thick lips, and an open mouth revealing a red tongue.

He barely looked human.

"So, Maryanne, that's your type…"

"He is not! It was decided without my consent!"

she protested, then stared intently at my face.

"That said, if you asked me if Mash was my type, I'd say no to that too. But… perhaps because we've been intimate, I'm starting to delude myself into thinking your face is my type."

"Hey, I have feelings too, you know! I'll never forgive you for that!"

"…More importantly, are you really going to be alright?"

There was no way I'd be alright, but I couldn't say that. My hand, gripping Maryanne's katana, was slick with sweat.

"Myra and Aira are…"

"I sent for them, but they're not here yet… Aira-san should be at the Star Union estate, so she should be here soon, but Myra-san is at a church in the Air-Ally family's district, so it might take a little longer."

As I scanned the faces of the spectating knights, I was startled to see Famu and Marmi.

"Famu came early this morning, apparently. Mo was with Augustus-sama."

I wanted to talk to them, but while they weren't captured, they were surrounded by knights, unable to move. They both stared at me in silence. Marmi looked as if she wasn't thinking about anything, but Famu had the same look on her face she got when she was about to complain to me.

Now I was worried about Mizuki. I hoped nothing had happened to her.

As I was thinking this, Augustus cleared his throat and looked around.

"Shall we begin?"

At his words, everyone except him, me, and Seim's son backed away from the grounds. I wore the silver breastplate I'd received from the king of Heilon and held the katana I'd gotten from Maryanne.

There was no time to come up with a strategy. I didn't know my opponent's strength. I didn't even know his name.

"What's your name?"

I asked, but the only reply was a harsh breath. Saliva dripped from his lips.

Saying he couldn't speak well and was prone to tantrums was a gross understatement. He was nothing short of a monster.

"His name is Belard One-Land,"

Augustus answered for the silent man. I wondered if a concubine's child could receive the One-Land family name. An irrelevant question crossed my mind.

"Then, begin!"

At Augustus's command, I took a middle guard stance with my katana. Belard raised his club and leaped forward, closing the distance in an instant.

The massive body that seemed so slow was suddenly airborne. The giant mass of flesh closed in on me at terrifying speed.

Then, with tremendous wind pressure, the club came crashing down.

I just barely managed to twist aside and dodge. I should have completely evaded it, but the wind pressure made my body sway.

He followed up with a horizontal swing of the club. His movements were faster than I could have imagined. I narrowly dodged backward and, in a bid to counter, reached out to form a block of ice with water magic. But it was shattered by the club in an instant.

"Kuh!"

From then on, I was completely on the defensive. I kept dodging the club as it swung wildly.

I wanted to create some distance to regroup, but Belard's movements were faster than I'd anticipated. Simply backing away wasn't enough to break the engagement.

"Mash, don't back up! Move sideways, in a circle, and then forward!"

Maryanne's voice rang out. I knew that intellectually, but I couldn't muster the courage to advance against the swing of a club that looked like it would pulverize me on contact. Fear forced my feet backward. My hand gripping the katana was drenched in sweat. I shifted my grip slightly to keep it from slipping.

Every swing was filled with Belard's full strength, and I could hear the sound of it tearing through the air. He swung so widely that there should have been openings, but before I could even catch my breath after one attack, the next was already on its way.

"Damn it!"

Out of desperation, I used earth magic to create a stone ball and launched it at him. It was a basic spell that didn't take long to prepare.

The stone ball struck his body, but Belard paid it no mind and continued his assault.

His club caught my shoulder guard, and a harsh metallic clang echoed out. An intense pain shot through me with the impact.

My body staggered. Belard had already raised his club for the next strike.

"M-Master!"

I heard a cry that was almost a scream.

Hearing that voice, I used earth magic to create a hail of stone pebbles and blindly fired them at Belard. One of the countless stones must have hit him near the eye. The club's trajectory shifted slightly upward.

I ducked under the blow and slammed my blade into his shin.

"Gofuu!"

For the first time, I heard something that sounded like a voice from Belard.

Seeing him stumble, I raised my katana high overhead.

"Mash, the blade is facing the wrong way!"

I heard Maryanne shout. *This is fine*, I answered in my mind. He looked like a monster, but he was one of the dog-eared, same as Famu. We'd only just met today and were being forced to fight for reasons we didn't understand. But I had no grudge against him. He must have felt the same. I didn't want to turn my blade on such an opponent.

Of course, it was still a lump of iron. It could kill him if I hit him. But against this opponent, it would probably be fine. As long as I didn't kill him, Myra and Aira could do something.

That was the thought that crossed my mind in the instant I began to swing down. But before my strike could land, Belard's club swung sideways with incredible speed.

The sound of metal plate being punched through echoed across the grounds, and my body was sent flying like a rag doll. I slammed into the ground.

"Agh… uh…"

A voiceless groan escaped me. It wasn't just the point of impact; my entire body throbbed with excruciating pain.

The pain robbed me of my thoughts, and I couldn't think at all.

I desperately tried to pull back my rapidly fading consciousness. I tried to find Belard, but my vision was filled with flickering black spots, and I couldn't even see the scenery around me.

"UOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOH!"

Belard's roar, powerful enough to shake the earth, reverberated through the air. He was behind me. If that club came down, I would die. Fear froze my body solid.

Suddenly, the heavy presence vanished. He must have leaped into the air to deliver the finishing blow. There was still distance between us. I still had a little time. Using his voice and the sound of his footsteps, I predicted his position and extended my hand.

"Water Magic, Icicle!"

I had no room to worry about his well-being. I pictured Marmi's mother, Marina, in my mind and unleashed a barrage of icicles.

I heard the sound of shattering ice. Belard must have smashed the icicles with his club. That meant his position was where I thought. I used more water magic to create as many icicles as I could and kept firing.

There was no counterattack from Belard. The pain in my body subsided somewhat, and my vision began to return, albeit faintly.

I tried to push myself up, and my whole body screamed in protest. I gritted my teeth against the pain and got to my feet. Belard was standing a short distance away, blood gushing from several places where the icicles had hit him.

He seemed to be conscious. He held his club, his eyes tracking my movements.

I tried to take a proper stance, but my left arm wouldn't move from the pain. I had no choice but to hold the katana with one hand and advance on him.

I couldn't even manage a proper sliding step. It was just a single, stumbling step forward. But if he so much as took one step, I would cut him down instantly.

With that thought, I took another step. He took one step back. I took another step. He dropped his weapon and retreated again.

One more step, and his legs tangled, and he fell to the ground with a soft thud, sitting on his rear.

When I pointed the tip of my blade at him, all he did was move his hands to protect his face, as if to say *no, no*. His body trembled uncontrollably.

"My win, right?"

Augustus nodded at my words. I lowered my blade and let out a long breath.

"Master!"

Famu's voice cut through the silent air as she ran to me. She caught my body as my strength gave out and I began to crumble to my knees.

My katana fell to the ground.

"""Mash!"""

It was Myra and Aira, and Cecily was with them too. There was a strange sense of reassurance. Seeing them there made my eyes well up with tears. I reached out to touch them, and Myra wrapped her arms around me in an embrace.

"I'll heal you right away!"

Myra's face was also on the verge of tears.

"Yeah… but please take care of that man…"

I turned my gaze toward Belard.

"That man was definitely trying to kill Mash,"

Aira said in a cold tone.

"…I know. But…"

I looked at Maryanne, who had come to my side.

"He's her retainer."

"Mash…"

Maryanne murmured.

"Maryanne, you still have things you need to do. I told Seim to kill himself if I won. I didn't think your uncle was such an idiot, but he has supported the One-Land family until now. You need him, don't you? If you cast aside your pride and beg for his life in front of everyone, I might just let him live."

Maryanne's gaze shifted to Seim. He was on his knees, stunned by the outcome of the match.

"Maryanne, this is as much as I can do for the One-Land family, you know?"

"Yes. I'll do my best with the rest. But if things get difficult, I'll be relying on you again."

Maryanne smiled and nodded deeply, her eyes glistening with tears.



    Chapter 191

    Aftermath and an Angry Mizuki

    In front of the knights, Maryanne knelt and pleaded for Seim's life. In response, he hurled every insult imaginable at her and roared that he would never forgive her. But since she still begged for his life, I decided to spare him.

It was all an act. Now, their resentment would be directed at me, and Maryanne would be free to claim her position as the head of the One-Land family. I really didn't want to be hated by the dog-eared, but it couldn't be helped.

Feeling like I'd accomplished a great task, I returned to the inn. And was immediately forced to kneel on the floor.

"I really, *really* thought you'd abandoned me!"

Mizuki scolded.

Last night, she had returned to the inn and waited for us to come back. But Myra was dealing with the aftermath of the Great Temple, I was in a jail cell, Famu had been put to sleep, and Marmi, the only one who could have contacted her, would never go to an inn without me and wouldn't think to have a subordinate do such a thing. In other words, she had no idea I'd been captured until today.

Present in the room were myself, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi. Cecily and Aira had returned to the Star Union estate.

"It's not Master's fault. It's Myra's fault for making him do that, and Mo's fault for not trying to help Master when things went bad!"

Famu acted like she was on my side, but she wasn't letting me get up from my kneeling position.

"…Famu, are you fighting with Mo again? You two need to get along already."

"Hmph, we're not fighting. But it *is* Mo's fault."

She seemed furious that when I was captured by the knights yesterday, Marmi had put her to sleep to control the situation instead of letting her help me. Still, hadn't Famu been getting more irritable lately? No, I suppose she's been angry ever since we met.

"…If we had resisted in that situation, we would have been captured too, and it would have only complicated things. If Myra and I had been there with the person who destroyed the Great Temple, the public might have turned on us. Asking Father to mediate was the right move."

Marmi replied as if nothing had happened.

"Mo doesn't understand how miserable and sad it is to be thrown in a jail cell! Master's human dignity was violated!"

Hearing that, I straightened my posture. It was probably best to keep quiet about the cozy time Maryanne and I had together.

"…A jail cell is a place to be alone. It calms the mind."

Their conversation wasn't connecting at all. And then I remembered there was another person who had been put in a solitary cell.

"Was Patricia forgiven?"

"…Yeah. She went to clean the new house today."

Marmi nodded once.

"New house?"

I asked.

"…Yes. The new house where Mash and I will live. I think you'll hear from the Mateo Trading Company about it soon."

"Really? But it's not a mansion like Mo's, is it? I can't manage that."

"…It's fine. It's much smaller. And Patricia has officially become mine. I've decided to put her in charge of managing the house."

A strange thought snagged in my mind at her answer.

"Hey, how are you planning to pay Patricia's salary?"

"…Patricia is mine, so as long as I guarantee her food, clothing, and shelter, she doesn't need a salary. She wouldn't ask for one either."

"That's…"

Mizuki cut in, her expression hardening.

"…Her parents were nobles in the city of the Flower Folk, north of the Great Forest."

"The city of the Flower Folk. For short…"

I was about to say something stupid, but Mizuki glared at me, and I shut up.

"…But they lost a political struggle, and she was sold. It was to ensure they would never regain their influence in the city, so she was sent far away. A consultation was brought to the elven settlement, and Mother decided to buy her as my attendant."

The Great Forest where the elves live is far to the west of Richel. From the empire's perspective, it's a remote region beyond their control. If the city of the Flower Folk is north of that, then that city is also likely beyond the empire's influence.

"So that's still slavery, isn't it?"

Marmi nodded at Mizuki's words, which she didn't bother to hide her accusatory tone from, without any sign of remorse. Seeing that, she glared at me again. I wish she would stop directing her anger at me.

"…So, if Mash likes Patricia, I'll tell her so if you ask me to."

"No!"

Mizuki shouted.

"Mo, Patricia is important to you, isn't she? Is it okay to keep her as a slave? That's wrong, isn't it?"

"…Mizuki, what does it matter if Patricia is a slave? She doesn't wish to be freed. And one of the conditions of her purchase was that her slave status must not be lifted."

Hearing Marmi's words, Mizuki glared at me again. It felt so unreasonable.

In the region where Mizuki and I were from, industrialization by machines was advanced, and society didn't need slaves and condemned their existence. But in this world, human hands are needed for the work that machines would do. Society needs the power of slaves to function. I could understand Mizuki's thinking, but Marmi's feelings were the norm here. Still, from what I'd seen of Patricia, Marmi didn't seem to be treating her unfairly. And Patricia herself didn't seem to feel any sorrow about being a slave; rather, she seemed to take pride in serving Marmi.

"Mo, I know that the existence of slaves is normal in this world. I think I understand that they are necessary for society. But Mizuki and I don't like the idea of treating people as slaves ourselves. I also think that there's always some kind of power dynamic between people, and true equality is impossible. But I don't want to see you ordering around a slave Patricia. I want you to be equals."

In my mind, I thought Mizuki should say this to Marmi herself, but she probably thought Marmi would listen better if I said it. My legs were starting to go numb from kneeling. I wanted to be released soon.

"…When you gave Patricia to me, Mother said that some transferrers occasionally say things like that."

"It might be difficult if there's an agreement, but is there any way to free Patricia from slavery? After that, if she's willing to serve you and take care of the house, I'd like to ask her to."

"…Okay. I'll ask Mother."

"Really?"

When I checked, she gave a small nod.

"…Patricia is Patricia. I won't change, and Patricia won't change. It doesn't matter either way."

To her, Patricia's status truly didn't seem to matter. It was only Mizuki and I who were hung up on it, and perhaps Patricia herself didn't think deeply about her own status either.

"So, Mash, are you going to see the house tomorrow?"

"Yeah, I'd like to see it at least once."

I hoped it wasn't a mansion. I wanted a normal house, but I wasn't sure what a normal house in this world was. In any case, I wanted to check it out.

"Hey, it's not a house for just the two of you to live in, is it!"

Just when I thought things had calmed down, Mizuki chimed in again.

"…It's fine. For Mizuki, there's a bath with hot water coming from underground."

"Wait, does it have a hot spring? Yeeeeeees!"

Mizuki threw her arms up in a victory pose. Was she that much of a bath lover? And what was all that anger she was directing at me just a moment ago? Thanks to Marmi, her mood seemed to be improving. I'd try to get her forgiveness in the confusion.

"Alright, the conversation got sidetracked, but you understand that what happened today was beyond my control, right, Mizuki?"

I unfolded my legs from the kneeling position before getting her permission. A slow tingle spread through my legs.

"So, what happened with your senpai?"

"He said it's been six years since he came to this world, but he hadn't changed much. We talked a lot about our original world."

"…Well, it's good you had a nice time."

As I rubbed my legs to get the feeling back faster, Mizuki puffed out her cheeks.

"I haven't forgiven you yet!"

"I'm sorry."

I hastily corrected my posture and bowed my head deeply.

"…Well, whatever. Anyway, we talked about our friends from the swim club, too. We got really excited talking about who was likely to be chosen for the team."

It was a conversation I couldn't follow at all. The kind of talk only members of the same club could have.

"So, he said you guys decided to go dungeon diving together next time…"

I stretched and yawned. Myra had used healing magic on me, and I'd also received treatment at a church in the human district. But I felt like I was still mentally exhausted.

"Do you want me to go?"

Mizuki glared at me. But it was also Mizuki's fault for not getting to the part I wanted to hear. Of course, I couldn't say that, so I kept quiet.

"I don't want you to go. I want you to stay by my side forever."

"You say that, but you left me all alone…"

I tried to go and hug her, but my legs were still too numb, and I couldn't stand up. I almost fell and ended up on all fours. To an onlooker, I must have looked like I was despairing for no reason.

"By the way, Mizuki, did you see the arrow of light that Laciel fired?"

"Is there anyone who didn't see it? We were in the market district in the northern human area, and everyone saw it. It was such a strange light that even people who were inside buildings came out and were just staring blankly."

Hearing that made me want to truly despair.

"But the one flying on the spear after that was Laciel, right? I could tell it was her, but you were too small for me to see if you were on it."

"Mash, the church is trying to pass it off as a Crystal Core running rampant. Fortunately, few people saw Laciel-sama, and the only ones who saw you summon her were those directly involved,"

Myra said. She helped me up from my four-legged stance and sat me down on the edge of the bed. As she sat next to me, I took the opportunity to cuddle up to her, and Famu sat down on my other side.

"Wouldn't a Crystal Core going rampant be a bigger problem? I've seen them cause dungeonization, but I've never seen one explode."

If they did explode, then Marmi and I had been carrying around something terrifying, and she'd even had it displayed in her room when we were in Heilon.

"It's still better than rumors spreading that Laciel-sama destroyed it."

"I guess so."

If it became known that the church, the mouthpiece of the gods, was destroyed by a god, its authority would crumble. The impact wouldn't be limited to just Miglutt.

"About the head priest, Elisha… she wants to apologize to you. And if possible, she'd like to meet Laciel-sama one more time."

"…"

Was she serious? What did she plan to do if she met Laciel again?

"I thought so…"

As I remained silent, she nodded in reply, though I wasn't sure how she'd read my thoughts.

"No, I don't want to argue like we did yesterday. You feel the same way, right, Myra? I'll accept the apology. I'm begging you, let's just get along. But I don't want to summon Laciel. I can't predict what she'll do either."

I hastily conveyed my thoughts to Myra so she wouldn't go off the rails.

"So, in the end, what was Yuki like?"

Since the topic kept getting sidetracked, I decided to ask using his name.

"First, about the suspicion that he's the Yuki who attacked other adventurers,"

Mizuki paused meaningfully, and I held my breath.

"I still can't believe that my senpai is the kind of person who would attack other transferrers."

It was a biased assessment, so I couldn't take it at face value. But it also didn't seem right to disregard Mizuki's feelings. If that's what she thought, it was probably best to assume for now that it was someone else.

"Did you talk about Hyakka or anything?"

I couldn't help but sound like I was interrogating her.

"No. I told him that I came to this world about two months ago and that I traveled from Richel to Miglutt, but I didn't talk about Laciel or the other transferrers."

Was that her way of being cautious? It was possible he thought she didn't know anything, having only been in this world for two months.

"I see. Did he make any proposals or anything?"

"He said his partner isn't reliable and isn't much of a fighter. So he invited me to team up so we could protect ourselves from other transferrers."

"Just you, Mizuki?"

"No. He has his own party, so it would be a joint front between our parties."

An unreliable partner could only mean Shizuka. But they were transferred from a world with almost no violence. It wouldn't be surprising if some of them came to hate this world.

"Did you meet his partner?"

Mizuki shook her head.

"Did Yuki say anything about wanting to go back to our original world?"

"I said I wanted to go back, but Senpai only gave me a vague answer."

If he were trying to deceive Mizuki, he could have just given her a pleasant-sounding answer. But the fact that he was vague meant he had his own thoughts on the matter, and at the same time, he wanted to be honest with her.

"Anyway, he said he's focusing on conquering the Crystal Palace right now, and that I should come to the human district if I change my mind."

I couldn't let my guard down, but it didn't seem like I needed to be overly cautious either. I'd hold off on meeting him for now. It could wait until Hyakka and the others arrived in town.

"Mizuki."

I said, opening my arms.

"What?"

She pulled back cautiously.

"Let's hug and confirm our love."

"…Do you really think that's enough to make me forgive you for abandoning me?"

"I do. And once we're settled in this city, let's go on a date, just the two of us."

Mizuki slightly opened her arms and started to approach. Myra stopped her body, and Famu stopped mine as I went to meet her.

"It's not fair to only make promises with Mizuki!"

"That's right! Master is always too nice to Mizuki!"

"W-Wait. I know. Alright, from now on, I'll hug everyone and promise to go on a date with all of you."

And so, I hugged each of them in turn.



    Chapter 192

    The Captain of the Royal Guard, and the Crystal Palace

    The next morning, I was woken by a loud pounding on my door. Famu, who was already up and praying, opened it to find the innkeeper.

"There's a guest for you in the dining hall. You should go see them right away."

The old man, who usually spoke to me informally, sounded strangely formal and tense.

Even when Marmi or Maryanne were around, his attitude never changed. Who could possibly make him so anxious that he'd come all the way to summon me?

I had a feeling I was about to get dragged into more trouble. Was there no peace in this city?

I woke up Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi, who were sleeping beside me, and we headed to the dining hall.

A bearded, dog-eared knight was there. He had drooping, dark brown ears. The wrinkles etched on his face suggested he was approaching old age. His features were deep-set, and though his eyes were sunken, a sharp, black glint peeked out from within. Above all, he was huge. Rippling muscles pushed against his chainmail, over which he wore a surcoat. He looked every bit the knight of my imagination, yet he carried no shield, and hanging at his waist was a katana. The scabbard was thick and long, befitting his frame.

He radiated an intense aura. The other customers were avoiding him, eating at tables far away. That man was sitting ramrod straight in a chair, devouring a kebab sandwich.

I knew at a glance. This was a man with power rivaling Aidan or Avea. No, given his overwhelming presence, he might even be stronger. He was a knight of the One-Land family's royal guard, the same man who had been glaring at me nonstop.

I glanced at the innkeeper, who gestured to indicate that this was the man who had summoned me.

I wanted to run. I wanted nothing to do with him. I yawned, feigning nonchalance, and tried to walk out of the inn as if I hadn't seen him. A hand with fingers as hard as rock clamped down on my shoulder.

"And where do you think you're going?"

he asked in a deep voice that matched his physique.

"W-Well… I was hungry, so I was just going out to get something…"

"Guests get breakfast for free. The kebabs here are quite good. You should sit here and have one."

"Ah… right…"

I looked to Famu and the others for help, but they just stood there, stunned by the turn of events.

Reluctantly, I sat down in front of the knight, and Famu and the others followed suit. As we did, our food, which we normally had to get ourselves, was brought to us by the innkeeper. Breakfast was supposed to be bread and soup, but we were served the same kebab sandwiches and ayran he was having.

Famu immediately started gulping down her ayran.

"Is something the matter…?"

She looked at me suspiciously. Her usual gourmet report didn't follow. I wiped the white foam from around her mouth. Just then, a loud throat-clearing echoed through the dining hall.

"Eek!"

I heard the innkeeper let out a yelp. Or maybe it was me.

I hesitantly looked at the bearded man.

"I am Trusar, Captain of the One-Land Royal Guard."

"So, Trusar-san, why are you here…?"

"You are to be Maryanne-sama's husband! Do not add '-san' to my name!"

he suddenly roared. I straightened my posture. A kebab sandwich was offered to me. I had completely lost my appetite due to his presence, but fearing he would yell again, I took it and brought it to my mouth. It was dry and pasty.

"Maryanne-sama has begun her official duties today. However, Mash-dono, she was worried about you and assigned me as your guard."

That was the last thing I needed.

"I-I see. But I'm not planning on doing anything dangerous today. So you don't need to worry, you can go back."

"I cannot do that. The fact that you showed concern for Maryanne-sama and helped establish her as the family head is a great kindness to us retainers. I will guard you until I have repaid that debt."

Hearing that, I looked to Famu and the others for help. But they didn't seem to have any objections. They didn't even seem particularly scared of Trusar.

"So, what are your plans for today?"

he asked. I was at a loss. I wanted to ask Marmi's mother, Marina, if she could do anything about Famu's curse. I wanted to see our new house. After last night's conversation about Patricia, I wanted to confirm how she really felt. I also remembered being asked to visit the church and one of the Four Regent Families, the dwarf Katarzyna Sky-Lot. And I wanted to explore the city to get used to it sooner.

As I hesitated, Trusar's lips curled into a grin.

"Come to think of it, Mash-dono, you are an adventurer who has just arrived in this city, aren't you? In that case, I have the perfect place to show you."

"Where?"

"The Crystal Palace."

We had come to the area controlled by the human Air-Ally family. In a district known as Crystal Square, brothels lined the streets. Though they were called brothels, their construction was no different from the inn where we were staying. However, the lime mortar on the outer walls was meticulously applied, giving them a bright, luxurious feel.

The first floor was a tavern, just like elsewhere, and it seemed you could buy the waitresses who worked there. Apparently, you could also stay as a regular guest, but I remembered Shizuka proudly explaining that most of the customers came for the women.

For now, the area was sparsely populated, and there were few people in the taverns. It didn't have the garishness of Longhorn Street. I wondered if the atmosphere would change at night.

Most of the people walking on the street looked like adventurers, and they were all heading toward the center of Crystal Square. This was the area directly beneath the Crystal Palace, where there was a pyramid-like altar about ten meters on each side. Polished white limestone blocks were stacked up, making it seem to shine. A staircase led to the top, where a black circle, the entrance to the labyrinth, seemed to be.

Trusar spoke to some nearby adventurers for a moment before quickly returning.

"Alright, two adventurers have agreed to take us. We'll split into two groups of three and enter the dungeon."

"Wait, you don't mean the first floor, do you?"

"The fortieth floor."

"What! We'll die if we go there!"

"It's fine. Maryanne-sama told me that the other hero is a warrior strong enough to defeat the Area Guardian of Richel's fortieth floor dungeon by himself. Besides, you have Mo-sama of the Star Union family with you."

Trusar glanced at her, and she nodded with a smug look. She was skilled, but her level as a mage was low. She should have little combat experience. Wasn't she afraid of monsters? I felt a slight urge to see her face contorted in fear after a near-death experience. But it would be troublesome if she came to hate me, so I'd save that for after we'd done some lewd things.

"Hold on, our party is separated from our mage and priestess, and Mo only just joined us three days ago."

I tried to resist, though I was half-resigned to the futility of it.

"That's fine too. I heard you formed a party when you took the promotion test on the Longhorn Trail."

"Guh…"

On the way here, Trusar had been flanked by Famu and Mizuki, chatting with them amicably. Mizuki was the type to get along with anyone, but it was surprising to see Famu seem so fond of Trusar.

The two of them must have told him everything. It was possible that information about us was reaching Yuki at this level of detail as well.

Trusar, Mizuki, and Famu went in one group, while I, Myra, and Marmi went in another, and we teleported to the fortieth floor of the dungeon.

The dungeon corridor had a stone-paved floor, but the walls and ceiling were made of crystal glass. I tapped the wall lightly, but it showed no sign of breaking. Through the crystal glass, I could see a maze of corridors and hallways from other floors, stretching out in countless layers of pale blue. However, I couldn't see any other adventurers or prowling monsters. The world visible beyond the crystal glass might have been an illusion. Where the corridors ended, there was no view of Miglutt, only a blue-black expanse like outer space.

I changed the party registration to include myself, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Marmi, and Trusar. As I took out the katana I received from Maryanne from my storage, I remembered the sword Laciel had entrusted to me for Mizuki.

When I took it out, I noticed a paper bag I didn't recognize inside. It was probably also for Mizuki.

"Mizuki, I forgot I was holding onto a sword for you from Laciel."

I handed her the sword along with the paper bag.

She took the sword and drew it from its scabbard as if to inspect it.

"This is…"

Mizuki murmured, as if sighing. It must have been imbued with magic. The blade had a luster different from the dull sheen of metal. And I noticed an inscription carved into it.

"Our Lord God is the One and Only, Without Form, Void Yet Spirit-Filled."

I couldn't read it myself, but Myra, who was looking over my shoulder, read it aloud.

"Huh?"

I thought I might have mistaken it for Akitsuki Uta's sword and searched my storage, but Uta's sword was there too. I took it out and confirmed the blade. The same inscription was carved on it as well.

"Mash, you said it means something like 'God is the one and only existence, has no form, and exists as a spirit,' right?"

Myra asked, tilting her head.

The sword Laciel sent for Mizuki also had the same inscription. Countless gods exist in this world. She, too, was one of them.

"The fact that she went out of her way to send this must mean she has something she wants to convey. Maybe my interpretation was wrong, and there's another meaning hidden in it… Perhaps there's a god who created Laciel and the others."

Since the inscription was on a sword sent by Laciel, I should consider it her message. It seemed to imply that it had nothing to do with the god of my original world.

"In the myths, it's said that in the beginning there were two primordial gods, who gave birth to the five creator gods, and the five creator gods in turn gave birth to the Fifty Gods. But even the first gods were two,"

Myra replied.

"Is my interpretation wrong after all… or does it refer to the monotheistic god of the world we came from, just as I first thought? But why would Laciel…?"

I didn't know how to interpret it. I couldn't come up with anything. As I was thinking, I noticed Marmi staring at me.

"…Mash, a sword just like this is enshrined in the government building."

She was talking about the dome-shaped building where Laciel and I had been. It was once the royal castle, but the family line had died out, and it now housed the senate and other central government functions.

"Could it be Okita Soji's sword?"

"…That's what they say."

Marmi nodded. What was Laciel trying to tell successive generations of transferrers by inscribing this on their swords?

"Come to think of it, there was a paper bag, right? Maybe there's a hint inside."

At my words, Mizuki hurriedly peeked inside the bag. But in that instant, she crumpled it in her hand and stored it away in her storage along with the sword.

"W-What? What was in it?"

Mizuki's face turned bright red as she approached me. She brought her mouth close to my ear. Seeing this, Famu and Myra, and then Marmi, who saw their actions, also leaned in.

"…It was the underwear I asked Laciel for."

Everyone sighed at Mizuki's words. Just then, I noticed Trusar staring at me.

"What is it?"

"We've got monsters."

I hurriedly prepared for battle. A monster appeared from straight ahead. At first glance, it was a slime-like creature, slithering across the floor.

Its gelatinous body was about the size of a child, with a large single eye and numerous long, tentacle-like appendages.

"A type of Roper. A Slime Roper,"

Trusar's low voice rumbled. Hearing him, Myra readied her mace.

"S-So gross!"

Mizuki also readied her one-handed sword and shield. Famu and Marmi followed her lead.

I thought there was only one, but a second and third emerged from where they had been hiding behind the first.

The single eye of the lead Roper began to flicker. A giant fireball appeared above its head.

Marmi stepped in front of us and raised her wand. A magic barrier materialized. In response, the second and third Ropers also created fireballs.

"…Here they come!"

Simultaneous with Marmi's voice, the three Ropers launched their fireballs.

The three fireballs merged, swirling into a vortex of flame that filled the corridor and crashed into the magic barrier. With a deafening impact, the barrier shattered.

"Now's our chance!"

Mizuki leaped into the still-burning flames. Famu followed close behind her.

"Myra, provide support. Mo, prepare a magic attack. Trusar…"

Hearing my words, Trusar grinned, gripped his katana with his left hand, and placed his thumb on the guard.

"Leave one to me. You all take care of the remaining two!"

Trusar's body seemed to float. With a light, feathery movement, he dashed toward the enemy.

The flames began to die down. Mizuki and Famu were each handling one. They tried to strike at the main bodies, but the Ropers kept them at bay by extending their countless tentacles and whipping them in retaliation. Even when Famu and the others cut them off, the tentacles immediately grew back from the severed parts and lashed out, cutting through the air.

That sound changed to a sharp crack as one whipped at Mizuki. She just barely blocked it with her shield. She couldn't have seen it coming; it was pure instinct. The impact was too strong, and her body tilted.

"Mizuki!"

"I'm fine!"

While still off-balance, she swung her sword and cut off a tentacle. However, the tentacle regenerated from the severed part and attacked Mizuki again. She gritted her teeth and blocked it with her shield.

The situation was the same for Famu. She dodged the tentacle attacks with her natural agility, but she couldn't get close.

Trying to get behind the two of them, the remaining Roper moved to flank them. It moved like a slug, but its speed was considerable. Trusar went after that one.

He advanced as if gliding over the ground, landing only on the balls of his feet, paying no mind to his footwork. The moment the Roper unleashed its countless tentacles, his bright blade danced. Severed tentacles flew through the air, and green liquid sprayed from the cuts.

He weaved through them and slashed at the Roper's body. The main body split in two at the same time the scattered tentacles hit the ground. He flicked his katana to shake off the monster's bodily fluids and sheathed it.

As I watched, I switched to my bow, took an arrow from my storage, and nocked it.

"Famu!"

Hearing my call, she quickly dodged aside. I fired an arrow through the opening she created.

The arrow, aided by wind magic, flew straight and pierced the Roper's eye. In that instant, the monster's tentacles stopped moving. Famu didn't miss the opportunity and slashed at the monster's main body. One strike wasn't enough, so she attacked again and again.

And the Roper vanished.

The last one was trying to create a fireball while keeping Mizuki at bay with its tentacles. But before it could, a fireball launched by Marmi scored a direct hit on the Roper's main body. Even as it was engulfed in flames, the monster writhed and tried to counterattack, but Mizuki finished it off with a slash.

"Looks like there's no problem,"

Trusar muttered, having observed us.

"This way."

He jerked his chin in a direction and started walking. Reluctantly, we all followed behind him.

"Hey, where are you going?"

Even when I called out to him, he didn't stop walking.

"What a strange question. When you enter a dungeon, where else would you go but the Area Guardian's room?"

"What did you say?!"

At times like this, I wished from the bottom of my heart that Hyakka were here. She would have delivered a brilliant "Why, you!"

retort and landed a blow on this old man. I didn't have the courage, but she could do it.

Just then, he stopped. A short distance away stood a knight in grimy plate mail, holding a greatsword. Except, he had no head.

And behind him was another Roper.



    Chapter 193

    Feelings for Maryanne, and the Crystal Palace

    "A Dullahan?"

I shouted, looking at the knight in front of us.

"No, he's not carrying his own head. He's just a headless soldier."

"'Just,' huh…"

A Dullahan becoming a 'just a headless soldier' didn't make it any less creepy. And I had no idea how that changed the monster's strength. I remembered fighting a headless bull with Marmi in the castle in Heilon. That had been a nightmare in itself.

"Mo, are you not scared of things like that?"

"…It's gross, but not scary."

Mo said, pointing her wand at the headless soldier.

"Mash, give us orders!"

Myra shouted. I recalled how Famu and Mizuki had struggled to get close to the Ropers because of their tentacles.

"Famu and Mizuki on the headless soldier. Marmi and I will take the Roper. Myra, you're on rearguard support…"

I trailed off and looked at Trusar.

"What is it? Feel free to give me orders. However, if you'll grant me some freedom, I'd like to train Famu. Would you lend her a katana? I can't use any other weapon. This is all I can teach."

He said, slapping the long sword hanging at his waist.

"…"

I stared intently at his expression. Had Maryanne really found my swordsmanship lacking and sent him as an instructor?

"What's with that look? It's creepy. Make a decision already."

"Are you perhaps Maryanne's master, Trusar?"

At my words, he laughed heartily.

"No. I'm her senior disciple. Our master is a frail old man."

I took a katana from my storage and handed it to Famu. It was the sword Maryanne had given me. She frowned for a moment but reached out and gripped the hilt.

"Master, I will become stronger than anyone."

"Once you get stronger, the next strong guy will just show up. There's no end to it, so just take it easy."

Famu and Mizuki readied their swords and advanced toward the headless soldier. Marmi and I turned to face the Roper approaching from behind. The Roper had already formed a fireball.

"…I'll cancel it out with magic."

Marmi also created a fireball and prepared to counter.

I had no confidence I could dodge the Roper's whip-like attacks. I nocked an arrow to my bow and waited.

As the monster launched its fireball, Marmi fired back. The fireballs collided in front of us and erupted in a fierce blaze. I waited for the flames to die down and then loosed my arrow.

After firing two arrows, the enemy's movements slowed, and Marmi finished it off with a bolt of lightning.

Confirming there were no other enemies, I turned my attention to Famu and the others. They were handling their opponent without any problems. A short distance away, Trusar stood watching the fight.

The headless soldier's swings were wide and easy to read. Famu and Mizuki slipped past its attacks and flanked it, launching their own.

However, it seemed their attacks couldn't penetrate its plate mail.

"Are their attacks not getting through?"

I figured my bow would be useless too, but I nocked an arrow, thinking it could serve as a distraction. Just then, Mizuki's sword traced an unnatural arc and pierced the plate mail. Her special skill, Super Kill, must have activated.

The headless soldier's armor crumbled away as it collapsed and then vanished. Mizuki picked up the Mana Seed it had dropped.

"…"

Trusar stared at the scene, his eyes wide. He then turned to me as if demanding an explanation.

"It's just as you see. Mizuki is the strongest in our party."

Mizuki was no match for Trusar.

"Why is someone like that in your party?"

"Kuh, she was summoned by Laciel along with me, and I'm doing my best to make sure she doesn't leave."

"I see…"

Trusar tilted his head, lost in thought.

"Hey, why the fortieth floor? You've seen what we can do. I want to move to a lower floor or go to the guild and switch to an herb-gathering quest."

"Your teamwork is better and you're stronger than I imagined. And you've managed to conserve the priestess's strength. It seems you can still fight on higher floors."

"N-No way…"

Was this old man really planning to suggest we go to a higher floor? If he did, I swore to myself I would firmly insist on switching to herb gathering. I wouldn't risk Famu and the others' lives just to test our limits. If we were going to test ourselves, it would be on lower floors to get used to fighting first.

"No, the Area Guardian on the fortieth floor always drops a certain item. I want you to receive it, Mash-dono."

"…Me?"

Was there really an item worth risking our lives for? No, he must have seen our previous fights and thought we could handle it. But the Area Guardian's room was a one-way trip. If possible, I wanted to go in with the confidence that we could clear it. At worst, I wanted to wait until after noon when I could use Goddess Summon.

As I debated my answer, Famu approached.

"Master, I want to try fighting on this floor."

"I think that's a good idea too. We'll have a lot to deal with from now on, so I want to gain experience and get stronger,"

Mizuki agreed with Famu.

"That's right. The battle was over before I even had a chance to do anything,"

Myra added. I looked at Marmi, who hadn't spoken yet.

"…I'm fine either way."

Her words made my eyes widen in surprise.

"…What?"

She took a step back, looking frightened.

"Everyone in my party is so violent. I've never had anyone say something like that before, so I'm moved!"

"What are you talking about!"

Mizuki retorted.

After several more battles, we arrived in front of the Area Guardian's room. We had taken some detours towards monsters, but Trusar's steps were sure, and we never got lost. He seemed used to coming here. And he never did tell me what item the Area Guardian dropped. The answer, he said, was inside this room.

"What kind of monster is the Area Guardian?"

"You'll see when we go in."

He didn't answer my question and opened the door. Famu, Mizuki, and Myra—the violence squad—followed him in.

"…It's fine. If things get dangerous, I'll wipe everything out with lightning."

For a moment, Marmi's words sounded like something Reeni would say, which only made me more anxious. Praying that it wouldn't come to that, I handed her a Mana Seed.

The Area Guardian's room was the usual circular arena, but it felt larger. Was it because the ceiling was made of crystal glass, creating a sense of openness? Just like in the corridors, the labyrinth of the upper floors was visible, and I wondered if my sense of perception was being distorted, but that wasn't it. The space was clearly wider.

As I stood there, stunned and looking around the room, the door behind me closed. A pillar of light erupted in the center, and from within it, the silhouette of a massive object emerged.

Watching this, we all readied our weapons. Our front line consisted of Famu, Mizuki, and Trusar. I had Myra and Marmi fall back, and I took out my bow.

From within the light emerged a giant, ten meters tall. He had golden, curly hair, a long beard, and a body as powerful as rock. He wore nothing but a loincloth.

"A Gigantes,"

Trusar muttered.

Before I knew it, the Gigantes was holding a stone. To the monster, it was a stone, but to us, it was a boulder.

The monster pulled its arm back, coiling its whole body like a spring, and hurled the boulder at us.

"Dodge!"

We scattered quickly, but Marmi was a step too slow. I grabbed her clothes and pulled her toward me.

The boulder passed by with a roar, just grazing her flowing hair. It crashed into the wall behind us with a sound like an explosion and shattered.

The Gigantes flexed its muscles, pulling its elbows back and puffing out its chest as if to show off.

"GUOOOOOOOOOH!"

The monster's roar echoed throughout the room. At the same time, countless snakes swarmed out from its feet. They were large snakes, about a meter long. They spread out in a radial pattern from the monster.

"Watch out. They're poisonous snakes,"

Trusar said. He drew his sword and decapitated one of the approaching snakes.

"Let's go!"

Famu and Mizuki nodded at his words.

Famu and the others tried to charge at Trusar's call, but they were held back by the poisonous snakes guarding the Gigantes. Myra cast attack and defense enhancement magic on them in quick succession.

"Marmi, can you wipe out the poisonous snakes with lightning?"

"…I'll try."

She gave a small nod. In the meantime, the Gigantes was creating another boulder in its palm for its next throw.

"Water Magic, Icicle."

I aimed for its face to break its concentration.

"GAAAAAAH!"

the monster roared. A membrane of air formed and deflected the icicles. It didn't matter. All I had to do was avoid its throws until Marmi could cast her lightning. As I prepared to fire more icicles, the monster started running toward me.

Famu and the others on the front line tried to stop it, but the size difference was too great. They couldn't block its charge and could only manage a single slash as it passed by.

"Mash!"

Myra readied her mace and stepped in front of me. The approaching Gigantes had its fist raised.

"No! Myra, don't take it head-on!"

I grabbed Marmi and ran. But a shockwave ran through the ground at my feet, and I stumbled and fell with her. A poisonous snake had bitten my calf. I grabbed its neck and forcibly tore it off. Then I gripped it with both hands and squeezed, breaking the snake's neck.

"Guh…"

A burning pain shot through my body. I pushed Marmi to her feet and shoved her back, trying to at least get her to safety.

Myra, who had been watching this over her shoulder, crouched low and charged the Gigantes head-on. Her mace, swung sideways with centrifugal force, collided with the Gigantes's fist. But the size difference was too great. The monster's fist caught Myra, and she was sent flying backward.

She twisted in the air and managed to land without falling. But the damage from the blow was severe. She fell to her knees, hunched over, and coughed up blood.

The monster seemed to have taken no damage and stood there, glaring down at us. But if you looked closely, the middle finger on the right hand that had hit Myra was trembling. Her small blow had had an effect.

Just then, a magic barrier appeared around each of us.

"…Lightning."

At Marmi's voice, lightning shot out from her in a radial pattern. The flash of light pierced through the poisonous snakes slithering on the ground and the body of the Gigantes.

"GUAAAAH!"

A scream echoed out, followed by the smell of burning flesh.

The snakes were wiped out, and Famu and the others immediately began attacking the Gigantes. I tried to stand up, worried about Myra, but I was hit by a wave of dizziness and nausea, like vertigo.

I remembered being bitten by the poisonous snake and took an antidote from my storage and drank it. All the while, she remained crouched and unmoving.

Overcome with a fierce sense of panic, I staggered toward her. All the while, the other three were attacking the monster, and Marmi was supporting them with magic, but my thoughts were completely consumed by Myra.

I placed a hand on her back, and her body trembled slightly. I pulled her toward me and laid her on her back. I took out a healing potion and brought it to her lips, but she didn't try to drink it.

"Myra…"

I took the healing potion into my own mouth and passed it to her with a kiss. Her throat moved up and down slightly. Then, she slowly opened her eyes.

"Mash, please give me a little more…"

"Alright."

This time, I took a larger amount into my mouth and poured it into hers through our lips. She drank it more forcefully this time.

"Mash, one more time."

At her words, I was about to take more healing potion into my mouth, but the bottle was already empty. I searched my storage and took out a new one. At that moment, I noticed Famu and the others had surrounded us.

"Th-The Gigantes…"

"We already beat it,"

Mizuki answered.

"Is that so."

I looked around and saw that the monster was indeed gone. As I confirmed this and was about to take the healing potion into my mouth, Famu stopped me.

"Master, giving her any more won't have any effect."

Her tone was cold.

"I-I see."

Looking at Myra's face, I could see that her color had returned and she seemed to have regained her vitality. It was a shame I couldn't savor the feeling of her lips anymore, but I was relieved that she had recovered.

As I was about to put the healing potion back in my storage, Trusar held out a clenched fist.

"Hold out your hand."

Though I didn't understand, I held out my hand, and a small ring was placed on my palm. It had a small, light blue stone set in it.

"It's called a Warrior's Ring. It slightly increases the wearer's attack power. Those who serve the One-Land family wear this ring with special sentiment."

He himself was wearing one. It was a symbol of dedication to the One-Land family.

"Please, I want you to give this to Maryanne-sama from your own hands, Mash-dono."

"Maryanne is the head of the family. Isn't it strange for her to wear this ring?"

He shook his head at my words.

"It is true that due to her position, Maryanne-sama would not wear it in public. But the dog-eared race becomes stronger when they find someone to serve and receive a token of trust. Like this one here."

Trusar placed a hand on Famu's head. He was, after all, Maryanne's knight. The look he had given me all this time was one of determination to protect her no matter what. She had said she had no supporters, but there was a man like him. And he probably wasn't the only one. There must have been many. They had been waiting. Not to prop her up themselves, but for her to stand on her own two feet.

"Alright. I'll give this ring to Maryanne."

As I said that and clenched my fist, I noticed Famu and the others were glaring at me with stern expressions.

"Why only Maryanne?"

"It's not fair that she's the only one."

"I was the one who did all the work…"

Only Marmi said nothing.

"A-Alright. Let's come back here again. Let's get one for everyone here."

Of course, I had no intention of coming back here. I didn't want to come to a place where Myra could get injured, even if it was due to my own carelessness. I felt bad for them, but I would buy them something from a shop and placate them with that.

"Is that so? Then let's start another run right away. Do you think we can gather them all today?"

Myra, who had been leaning against my arm, stood up. She then briskly started walking toward the exit door. Famu and Mizuki followed her.

"…Are you serious?"

As I watched them go, stunned, Marmi held out her hand to me. I took it and stood up.

"Mo, do you want a ring?"

I figured she would have better equipment at home.

"…Of course, I do."

She gave a small nod.



    Chapter 194

    Returning from the Crystal Palace, and the Following Morning

    By the time we returned from the dungeon, the sun had already set. We stood before the entrance pyramid.

The torches raised by the various inns in Crystal Square served as streetlights, casting a reddish glow over the area. The place was bustling with people, a stark contrast to the morning. The adventurers were gone, replaced by what looked like townspeople. The crowd was overwhelmingly male. Women stood in front of the inns, calling out to men, tugging at their sleeves, trying to lure them inside. The clamor brought home the realization that we were back from the dungeon, that this place was safe, and I let out a sigh of relief.

Inside the dungeon, we had eaten dried meat as rations, but it wasn't enough, and I was starving. The taverns on the first floor of the brothels seemed to serve regular food, but I hesitated to take Famu and Marmi inside. Though hungry and tired, we decided to return to our own inn for a meal.

In the end, we defeated the fortieth-floor Area Guardian six times. Reed and his 'Wind Blade' party had been stuck around this level. Even with Trusar, captain of the One-Land Royal Guard, in our party, the fact that we could consistently defeat it meant we had probably surpassed them. I wondered if we could now fight them on equal or better terms without using Goddess Summon.

The 'Warrior's Rings' dropped by the Area Guardian were all gathered by me first. I then handed them out to Famu and the others. The ring size seemed to automatically adjust to the wearer's finger. Feeling a bit shy, I handed them over without a word, and they accepted them in silence.

Nothing seemed to have changed, but Famu, in particular, put the ring on her left ring finger and gazed at it, holding it up to the sky.

As I watched her, I tried to give a ring to Trusar, but he refused to take it.

"No, I want you to give this directly to Maryanne-sama from your own hands, Mash-dono. She will surely be delighted."

"That's not what I mean. This one is for you."

"W-What did you say?!"

At my words, Trusar turned pale, his eyes wide, and he took a large step back.

For a moment, I didn't understand why he reacted with such fear, but seeing Mizuki and Myra staring at me with their mouths agape made me realize.

"N-No, that's not what I meant! I'm not into that! And this is your reward for this time. I'll give you a Mana Seed too."

We had obtained six this time, so I offered him one.

"If that's the case, then I cannot accept it. I am here to repay a debt of gratitude."

"Then there's something I want to ask you. Please accept this as payment for that information."

At those words, his expression changed, becoming stern.

"What do you want to know?"

I led him away from Famu and the others. As expected, they didn't follow.

"You know of the Crimson Brigade. I hear they're hiding in a fortress in the eastern mountains, but I want to know its exact location."

"And what will you do when you know?"

"…I have no intention of answering that."

Hearing my words, he crossed his arms.

"The fact that you won't let your companions hear means you plan to attack alone? But that's reckless. There are five hundred of them."

At his words, I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists.

"I traveled with Famu all the way here. To me, she's special, but to others, she's just a normal girl. She laughs normally, gets angry normally. I've watched her all this time. That's why I can't forgive them. I can't forgive the people who stole her home and sold her as a slave. I'm sure she'd stop me if I told her I was going to fight them. But I just can't forgive them."

Trusar stared into my eyes and fell silent. The city's bustle felt distant. I felt like I was being swallowed by his dark eyes, which emanated a powerful light. Unable to bear it, I looked away. I was the man who had tried to turn back on the fortieth floor of the dungeon.

Even if I found out the location of their hideout, I had no concrete plan of action. Was he thinking I was an idiot? How was he planning to talk me out of this?

"Maryanne-sama was the same. Before meeting you, Mash-dono, even if she had something she wanted to say, she would never voice it, leaving everything to Seim-dono and staying out of politics. But when she heard that a village had been attacked and the victims were being sold in the market, she stood up for the first time. I don't know what the others in the One-Land family think. But I was waiting. I was waiting for Maryanne-sama to call on us."

With that, he dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

"Mash-dono, when that time comes, please take me with you. I will wear this ring you have given me and clear the path for you. I will surely see to it that the Crimson Brigade is annihilated. I have hidden it until now, but I have a Divine Grace. Please use this power."

"W-Wait, don't do that here! Besides, I need you to stay by Maryanne's side."

I hastily tried to make him stand up, but he was as unmoving as a rock. Famu and the others were watching us intently. Their gazes were more unsettling than the strange looks from the townspeople.

"Maryanne-sama needs you more than she needs me. I cannot allow you to go to your death alone."

"Please, stand up. It's not the noble feeling you're thinking of. It's just personal resentment."

"No matter what you say, I will not move until you nod your head."

"Kuh…"

I considered just leaving him and going home. At first, I had thought of asking Maryanne. But I had a feeling she would react in the same way as Trusar. That's why I decided to ask him, who I thought would be less interested in me, without telling her. And yet, this was the situation.

I could probably get the Crimson Brigade's location from the Mateo Trading Company or other information networks without asking him. But I didn't think I could get more detailed information than from those who had actually carried out the subjugation mission. Even though they had given up after the brigade fled into the mountains, it was unthinkable that they hadn't kept track of their movements since.

"…Alright. When the time comes, I'll count on you."

As I muttered in resignation, he looked up and grinned.

The next day, I was once again woken by the innkeeper pounding on the door. When I went to the dining hall, Trusar was there as if it were a matter of course. He was munching on a kebab sandwich, just like yesterday.

Reluctantly, I headed toward his table and noticed Patricia hiding in his shadow.

"Good morning."

I said, pretending to greet both of them, but directing my words to Patricia.

"Good morning, sir."

She stood up and bowed her head.

"…Morning."

Marmi, who had been yawning behind me, replied.

As we took our seats, kebab sandwiches and ayran were brought to us, just like yesterday. Famu, sitting next to me, lifted her cup with both hands and gulped down the ayran.

"Phew."

After finishing, she let out a satisfied sigh.

She seemed to notice my gaze and looked at me as if waiting for my words.

"…"

Without a word, I wiped the white foam from her lips with my finger. She narrowed her eyes as if tickled. Her tail wagged once,大きく.

Was this world looping? Had I been sent back to yesterday? At this rate, I'd be forced to conquer the fortieth floor of the Crystal Palace again.

As I was thinking this, Trusar offered me a kebab sandwich. I took it but didn't eat it. I shook my head as if to shake off a nightmare. I had already found the hint to escape this loop.

"Patricia, why are you here?"

She had been about to bite into her kebab sandwich but closed her mouth.

"Yes. I came to deliver two messages. First, the house is ready, and I would like you to take a look at it."

"That was fast. Is everything proceeding with Claire?"

If the house was empty, renovations would take time. If it was occupied, evicting the residents would take time. In other words, I had thought arranging for a new house would take a while. I couldn't even imagine what kind of house we would be assigned.

"Yes. The Mateo Trading Company has been informed. If Mash likes the house, the company will purchase it."

We weren't citizens of Miglutt, so we normally couldn't buy a house. Therefore, the Mateo Trading Company would act as an intermediary, purchase the house, and then rent it to us. Of course, with Marmi around now, such a method wasn't necessary. This was a deal to maintain a friendly relationship where the Star Union family, the Mateo Trading Company, and we all did favors for each other.

The Mateo Trading Company was a huge company with branches in every city. But in Miglutt, their branch was still new and small. Since it was an amount the company could afford, I figured it must be a normal house.

"Alright, let's go see it. And the second thing?"

I asked Patricia.

"Marina-sama has requested that Mash come to the mansion."

At those words, my mouth, which had been chewing on a kebab sandwich, stopped. I washed it down with ayran. It had a strange flavor, a mix of yogurt's tartness and saltiness. But it was an addictive taste.

"Is she angry?"

"No, did you do something to make her angry?"

"No, I can't think of anything."

The fact that she was summoning me specifically gave me a bad feeling that it was some kind of trouble. Did Shizuka and the others mess up? Or was there a problem with Cecily and the others' academic abilities? I felt like I had become a guardian.

However, I had things I wanted to ask her about Famu's curse and the conditions for freeing Patricia, so I thought it was a good opportunity.

"Alright, let's go to Mo's mansion after breakfast. After that, we'll go see our house."

Everyone nodded in agreement.



    Chapter 195

    Marina and Patricia

    I was at the Star Union estate, Mo's family home. Incredibly, both the facade and the gardens had been perfectly restored. It had only been four days since our attack had left it in ruins, but with everything that had happened since, it felt like a distant memory.

Right now, I was in the room of Mo's mother, Marina. The window was open, letting in the morning sunlight and a gentle breeze. She stood there, gazing at the scenery outside. Her hair, the same silver as Mo's, billowed softly in the wind.

The room contained a round table that could seat four, upon which two cups of tea sat steaming. I was the only one seated, while Patricia stood attentively behind me.

Just the three of us were in the room. The rest of my party was in Mo's room. Trusar had already departed; it was apparently improper for the captain of the One-Land family's Royal Guard to enter the Star Union estate.

"Patricia, what about tea for you?"

She had been the one to bring it, but she'd only prepared two cups.

"N-No, I don't require any."

"Sit here,"

I urged, gesturing to the seat beside me.

"I will stand."

As I took a sip of tea, Marina turned to face me.

"It's about Patricia..."

I decided to get straight to my reason for being here.

"I want to free her from her status as a slave."

"Wh-what?!"

The cry came from Patricia. Startled by her voice, I turned to see the hand clutching the silver tray trembling uncontrollably.

"Mash-sama... have I done something to offend you?"

"No, you haven't done a thing. That's why I want to free you."

I decided to keep quiet about the numerous times she'd punched me, as that would only complicate things.

"B-But... I will do my best to be of service! Please, couldn't you allow me to continue serving by Lady Mo's side?"

"Hm? I think you've misunderstood. I just want to free you from being a slave. After that, I'd like you to keep working for Mo, just as you have been."

"...If that is the case, could you please allow me to continue working as I am? You may have heard from Lady Mo, but I cannot return to the village of the Flower Folk. I am deeply grateful to the Star Union Family for taking me in. I do not wish to create any friction between the elves and the Flower Folk out of concern for me. Please, I beg you, leave my situation as it is."

Seeing her bow so deeply, I was at a loss for words. It sounded noble to say she was protecting the peace of her village and the relationship between the two races by throwing herself on the line, but really, she was just sacrificing herself.

"The Flower Folk village she came from is less than a tenth the size of Miglutt. If you were to go there, son-in-law, and summon Lady Laciel, you could have things your way,"

Marina said. She had, at some point, gracefully seated herself across from me. She brought the cup to her lips for a sip, her movements filled with a refined grace that stood in stark contrast to the way Famu gulped down her drinks.

"If you say so, Marina, I'll do it. But it's at the western edge of the continent, isn't it? What a pain."

It had taken us over a month just to get here from Richel. The Great Forest was even farther west than that. As I was thinking, Marina fixed me with a slight frown.

"I was told you disliked standing out, son-in-law, and have avoided summoning Lady Laciel for that reason."

"Hm? I certainly don't want to stand out, and being praised as some divine messenger would be a pain. But for Patricia's sake, I'll do it."

I glanced at Patricia as I spoke, and saw her cheeks flush red.

"Patricia, bring one more cup. And then, take the empty seat."

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

At Marina's words, Patricia practically flew out of the room. She had stubbornly refused my request, yet she obeyed Marina without a second thought.

"You wouldn't use Goddess Summon for the sake of the Star Union Family, I presume,"

Marina remarked in a quiet voice as I watched the door Patricia had exited through.

"About Famu..."

Now it was just the two of us. The steam rising from the tea carried a rich aroma that filled the room.

"I heard from Mo about your attempt to break the curse at the Great Temple."

"So, what's the verdict?"

I waited for her next words, my heart filled with a prayer.

"Mo can see curses. I, too, could see the curse upon her. However, she said it did not react to the dispelling magic. In other words, there is nothing magic can do."

She explained that the 'miracles' performed by the church worked by flooding a curse with immense magical power, tearing it away and washing it clean. In contrast, Marina's method of dispelling involved channeling magic into a curse to read its response and understand its structure. From that information, she would craft a specific spell to undo it.

Both methods required a response from the curse to the magic.

"There is a stagnation of mana, yet it does not react to magic. If it is not magical in nature, then it might just be a blessing."

"A blessing... you mean, from a god?"

She nodded. I recalled the circumstances of my first meeting with Famu and thought it impossible. But was it possible that her illness was meant to protect her from being sold into slavery? That as long as she lived in the village, her symptoms wouldn't worsen, and one day the curse would be lifted. It only worsened because she was kidnapped. What was the caster thinking, trying to bind the villagers to that land? I couldn't possibly see that as a blessing. Was this all orchestrated so that she and I would meet? I shook my head, dispelling the thought. A blessing this cruel was unbearable.

"Besides the Fifty Gods, there are other beings with power close to that of a god. Their ways of thinking are beyond the imagination of those of us who live in this world."

"Didn't you have a rather negative view of the church?"

"I deny their claim that the church's miracles are the work of a god. I do not deny all of their activities, nor do I deny the power of gods themselves."

"Still, it seems best to go to Famu's village."

Life there was no longer what it once was. And just visiting wouldn't immediately lift her curse. But if she stayed there, the curse wouldn't kill her, and she would one day be freed. The only problem was that when the curse was lifted, it would supposedly fall upon another. And now, there was no one else.

"As for other possibilities, perhaps Zeno Leafkraut could..."

"Mo's fiancé?"

The one from the family that supposedly specialized in magic affecting the mind and was researching immortality. After stealing his fiancée, asking him to look after Famu was probably a tall order. He might even do something to Famu in retaliation.

"He has returned to his own estate for the time being."

Patricia returned to the room. Now three cups sat on the table. After refilling our tea, she sat down, positioning herself slightly closer to my side.

"Now then, let me state my business,"

Marina said with a small cough.

"Son-in-law, you shared a bed with Mo the day before yesterday, and yesterday as well, did you not?"

Her words made me spew my tea, while Patricia recoiled, covering her face with her hands and staring at me with wide eyes.

"Y-Yes, but..."

I managed to answer through a fit of coughing.

"You did not perform the act, I take it?"

I had no idea how that information had been leaked to her. Yesterday morning, I'd been dragged to the dungeon by Trusar. Mo had been by my side the entire time, so there was no way she could have tattled to Marina. The only opportunity might have been when she was talking with Trusar, but as for the information from last night to this morning, there was simply no way to pass it on. Besides, I couldn't imagine Mo telling her mother something like that. Especially since our marriage had been approved, she herself didn't seem to be pushing to deepen our relationship.

*Is there a spy from Marina in the inn?* The construction here was much flimsier than in my world, and the walls were thin. I couldn't let my guard down for a second.

"That's because Famu, Mizuki, and Myra were there..."

It just felt a little awkward.

"That's a lie. I heard from Aira. She said you don't care who is present—in fact, you rather enjoy it."

At those words, Patricia's eyes grew even wider. She shifted her chair slightly, moving closer to Marina. Seriously, what the hell was Aira coming to this mansion to 'study'? The next time I saw her, I was going to grope her breasts relentlessly.

"Wait, 'enjoy it' is a misunderstanding. I get incredibly nervous."

"..."

Patricia shifted her chair even further toward Marina.

"Well, I understand that you get nervous. We can set your... preferences aside for now. Why will you not sleep with my daughter?"

"Mo is still a child. At least wait until she's around Famu's age..."

By then, I felt like Famu might forgive me too.

"You do not understand women. Mo has been a woman since the day she was born. You told her you love her, did you not? If you stop seeing her in that way, even for a moment, can you not imagine how that would make Mo feel?"

"That's..."

The words caught in my throat. I didn't know enough about women's feelings, nor did I have the experience, to give an answer.

"Furthermore, it would be troublesome if you did not consider our circumstances as well."

'Our circumstances' referred to the fact that Mo might be the last child of the elven race. I had taken her from her family under the pretext of breaking their obsession with racial purity.

"Wait, you intend for Mo to have a child? That's way too soon!"

"It is not too soon. For us, not a single moment can be wasted."

"I get that, but... are you planning to make her bear that burden alone?"

"Son-in-law, did you not agree to shoulder that burden with her?"

It was a direct hit. I couldn't argue and fell silent. Still, I couldn't shake the feeling that it was too early for her to have a child. Besides, she'd said she wanted to go on adventures with me. If she had a baby, adventuring would be out of the question. And though it was unfair to her, I also had a strong desire for my first child to be with Famu.

"You seem to be hesitating to have a child, but Lady Maryanne may already be with child, you know?"

"Wh-What did you say?!"

With that single sentence, Patricia moved her chair right next to Marina's side.

"You two spent a night together in jail, did you not? You would have had no opportunity to give her a contraceptive potion. She is past her prime. Do you think she would willingly take such a potion after being released from prison?"

Maryanne was only twenty-three. Thinking that was old was probably just a remnant of my old world's sensibilities. In this world, the age of adulthood was younger. And for nobles, political marriages were the norm, so just as it had been for Mo, marrying at a young age was likely common sense.

"You have your own thoughts, but please, also consider Mo's feelings, the position of the Star Union Family, and the future of the elven race."

As I sat in silence, Marina delivered the final blow.

"...I think I understand. It's just... Mo is still too young for a child."

At my words, Marina gave a small nod.

"I see. In that case, once conception is confirmed, I shall retrieve Mo's ovum."

"...? Retrieve it and do what?"

I had no idea what she was talking about. How did she plan to confirm conception, and how would she retrieve the ovum? Was there some kind of magic for that?

"I will receive your fertilized egg and bear the child myself. We will install that child as the heir of the Star Union Family and formally revoke Mo's right of succession. As you wish, she will be permitted to spend her life with you as she pleases."

Patricia's chair shifted again, this time ending up next to mine.

"..."

Patricia and I stared at Marina, wide-eyed. Our throats both made a gulping sound at the same time.

"I-In that case, wouldn't it be better for you and Mash-sama to just... do it?"

Patricia muttered.

"Wait, wait, wait, wait, she has a husband. I don't want to be resented."

"So, you're saying if Augustus-sama weren't around, you'd be fine with it, Mash-sama? If you did it secretly, no one would ever know. Besides, if you receive the egg and give birth to it, Marina-sama, wouldn't that child be yours? In the end, the result is the same as if you two did it together, isn't it?"

Now even Patricia was spouting nonsense. A few tulips seemed to have bloomed on top of her head.

"Mo would probably resent me for it, too."

"...That is true. I had forgotten Lady Mo's feelings. But setting aside Marina-sama, would Augustus-sama be able to treat the child born that way as his own?"

Patricia, while strangely agreeing with me, continued to press the issue. I understood how she felt. My own head was starting to spin.

"Publicly, the child will be mine and Augustus's. In truth, however, it will also be our first grandchild. My husband's blood runs through it as well. There is no reason we could not love it."

She said this and took a sip of her tea. Patricia and I followed her example, trying to calm our nerves, only to find the tea had gone cold.

Somehow, I had a feeling that whatever Augustus's feelings on the matter, he would ultimately go along with Marina's plan. Just as I was being forced to.

"...Alright. I'll handle things with Mo properly."

She gave a small nod at my words.

"You can ride a horse, can you not? I will lend you one. Take Mo and ride east. Less than half a day from here, there is a lakeside surrounded by trees where the Star Union Family has a villa. Spend the night there."

"..."

It seemed I had no choice in the matter. I could only nod.

"Marina-sama, I will go as well, to serve them and ensure they have a wonderful evening!"

"Patricia, are you an idiot? Leave them alone."

At Marina's words, Patricia slumped in disappointment.

"Finally, let me give you this."

Marina stood and went to a desk adorned with intricate inlay work. She opened a locked drawer and returned with something in her hand. She placed it on the table.

"Th-This is..."

I gasped. It was made of a deep blue crystal. I'd never seen anything made of this material before, but the shape was familiar. Not that I'd ever seen one in person. Only in pictures on the internet. You could say it resembled a corkscrew. The parts that would be metal were all crystal, and the 'drill' part was a teardrop-shaped object.

"Um, may I say what I think this is?"

I asked Marina cautiously, using polite language. She nodded, so I scooted my chair a little further away from Patricia to avoid getting punched.

"It looks like an anal plug."

The moment I said it, Patricia's fist came flying.

"Stop it, Patricia."

At Marina's command, her fist halted just inches from my head. After observing this, Marina cleared her throat.

"I heard about your hobbies from Aira. This is an anal cleaner. Insert it and pour in magic, and it will flush away all impurities."

I tried not to think too hard about what on earth this woman was saying.

"In my world, there were tales of people who journeyed to space to obtain one of these... So, where do the impurities go?"

"To another dimension."

I wondered if that wouldn't be a nuisance to the inhabitants of said dimension, assuming there were any.

"That's amazing. So, have you ever... played with this with your husband?"

Patricia's fist flew again. This time, Marina didn't stop it.

"I have never used it. However, the theory should be correct."

"..."

I wondered if 'never used it' referred to her own rear end or this item specifically. I wanted to ask, but Patricia's fist was too frightening, so I held my tongue. So it was a prototype. It seemed cruel to use this on Mo right off the bat. What on earth did she think of her own daughter? Besides, even if Mo used this, it wouldn't result in a child. Maybe Marina was also a little... off. But that was an unnecessary thought, so I kept it to myself.

In any case, I decided in my heart that Mizuki would be the first to test it.

I took the item and put it in my storage.

*Aira, I take back what I said earlier about groping your breasts as punishment. I will now grope them filled with a sense of gratitude,* I muttered in my mind.



    Chapter 196

    The Reservoir and the Fortress Overlooking It

    The horse carrying Mo and me trotted east, its hooves clopping rhythmically. The sun was intense, but a soft breeze carried away the heat.

We were in a grain belt. Fields of wheat stretched on endlessly, with watchtowers placed at regular intervals among the golden stalks, likely to detect monster attacks.

Two horses had been prepared, but Mo had clung to my back, claiming she couldn't ride. From her practiced movements, I suspected she was hiding the fact that she could.

"Did you get into a fight with Famu before we left?"

When I wasn't around, she was the party's leader. I'd asked her to look after the house, but a shred of anxiety remained. I could only pray that Mizuki and Myra would support her properly.

"...I told her I was your girlfriend, and she got angry."

"..."

It felt like those two spent more time fighting than getting along. I wanted to tell them to be friends, but it was a delicate subject, so I couldn't say anything.

"Try not to say things that get on Famu's nerves. If she gets truly angry, it's all over, you know?"

"...Mash, what would you do if a friend of yours said he wanted Famu to be his girlfriend?"

"I don't have any friends, so that would never happen."

That was a tough question. If it wasn't my friend but some random guy, I'd probably be racking my brain for the rest of my life, unable to answer.

"...Mash."

"What is it?"

"...You won't allow us to find other lovers."

"That's right."

I couldn't answer the question of whether that was okay, but the statement itself was true.

"...I think I've said this before, but I plan on loving you forever, Mash. But I'm not Famu. If you were to die, I might find someone else."

The hands gripping my back tightened, and her head pressed against my back.

"You don't need to be tied to me after I'm dead. You can live your life freely, Mo. But while I'm here, I want you to be with me and only me."

"...I've decided on that, so I think I'll be okay. But I understand Famu's feelings so strongly. I want things to stay like this forever. I don't know if I could really bear it when that time comes. I might start thinking of a way for you to live forever."

She had a lifespan more than ten times my own. It reminded me of her former fiancé, Zeno Leafkraut. He was said to be researching mental manipulation and immortality. I'd thought it was creepy and unsettling, but maybe he had started that research out of a loneliness like hers.

After riding for a while, a small, tree-covered mountain came into view. I could see a stone aqueduct stretching toward a mountain pass. Atop the mountain peak stood a fortress with a towering spire.

"Don't tell me that's the Star Union villa? Tell your mother for me that's not a villa, it's a fortress."

I pointed at the spire. It was a sturdy stone citadel, just like the ones I'd seen on my journey to Miglutt.

"...Mash, not my mother. Your mother-in-law."

Following the aqueduct up the mountain, we arrived at the shore of a large lake. We dismounted and took in the view. It was an artificial lake, created by connecting several low mountains with a dam to store water. The surface was calm, without a single ripple, but the sound of cicadas echoed from the trees surrounding it.

"...The water stored here is sent to the city and the surrounding fields. That's why they built a fortress to stand guard."

"I see. So the people in the city drink this water?"

I could create water with magic, so I didn't need it, but the vast majority of people couldn't use magic. Mo shook her head.

"...This is for industrial use. The drinking water is drawn from a source further east."

"Maintaining this must be a lot of work. Do they use lead in the pipes?"

I had read a book in my world that said lead was used in ancient drinking water pipes, causing lead poisoning in many residents. However, another book claimed this was an exaggerated myth, and that the effects were minimal as long as the water was flowing.

"...The person who made this reservoir said not to use lead pipes for drinking water."

"The person who made this lake? Don't tell me..."

Mo gave a small nod in response to my words.

"...Yes. Okita Soji."

There was that name again. Okita Soji had wielded his sword for the dog-eared race. They revered him as a peerless hero and continued to wear the color of his light blue haori. Okita Soji had built a city for other races, leading many who fled persecution to establish Miglutt. Okita Soji had fought the God of the End. He had challenged it without a sword, was defeated, and passed from this world without ever returning. And now, Okita Soji had apparently also built this irrigation lake. A man who carried the legends of multiple figures from my world. Was Okita Soji truly just a single person?

A gust of wind blew, and the lake's surface rippled. The wind caressed our cheeks and fluttered Mo's hair, which sparkled in the sunlight. It carried a pleasant scent.

Mo squinted, watching the ripples spread across the water. Then, she gently squeezed my hand.

It was at that moment I thought I saw, for just an instant, a building like an old church bell tower on the water's surface. I thought it might have been the reflection of the fortress, but the fortress was behind us.

"...There was a settlement here before the lake was made."

It seemed she had seen it too. It wasn't a hallucination.

"Really? But wasn't Okita Soji a transfer from a thousand years ago? How could a building from that long ago still be standing?"

"...The water in this lake doesn't circulate, so the stone buildings don't decay."

"Is that how it works?"

Mo nodded.

"...It's a fish reef now."

She pointed, and I could see the dorsal fin of a large fish moving through the water. Looking around, I saw no one fishing. This was a water source, so it was probably a no-fishing zone. If so, there was no point in creating a fish reef.

I felt a slight pressure on the hand she was holding.

"...When it was decided that this settlement would be submerged, the villagers were supposed to move to Miglutt. But some people objected and said they would remain in the settlement. They were elderly people who wanted to live out the rest of their lives quietly here."

Her tone was a little subdued, her gaze still fixed on the water.

"A dog-eared village?"

She shook her head.

"...On the day the village was to be flooded, the people who had objected were gone. Everyone assumed they had gone to Miglutt with the others, so the release of water began, and the settlement sank beneath the waves."

"Hey, Mo, what kind of story have you been telling? I'm going to throw you in the water, you know?"

She didn't react to my words. It seemed she intended to continue.

"...The people who confirmed it returned to Miglutt and reported to the former residents of the settlement, but they were told that the objectors hadn't come to the city. While everyone was wondering, the settlement's bishop had a pale look on his face."

Her face also seemed paler than usual, as if drained of blood. Had she been possessed by something evil?

"I think I know where this is going. I've heard stories like this in my world. But go on, I'll hear you out."

She glanced at me for a moment and gave a small nod.

"...'The day before,' the bishop said, 'they asked to borrow the church keys to clean it as a final service. The key to the hidden room was on that ring, too. Surely they didn't...' He shook his head as if to deny his own imagination. The truth is unknown. But no one has ever seen them since."

Until a moment ago, the occasional breeze had been light and refreshing. But the wind that blew after she spoke was thick with the lake's moisture, somehow lukewarm and clinging to my entire body. The cicadas fell silent, and an eerie quiet settled over the area.

"...There's one more clue as to their whereabouts."

"What is it?"

"...If you walk this shore at night, a lukewarm wind like this sometimes blows. When it does, countless arms appear, covering the surface of the lake. They are white, clearly not of the living. And the hands reaching from the water will grab the hands, feet, body, head, and hair of anyone who approaches the lake and drag them into the water."

The story seemed to be over. She gave a small shiver and fell silent.

"And you're saying those are the hands of the people who stayed behind in the church's hidden room?"

She nodded. "Enough hands to cover this entire lake?"

She nodded again.

"Just how many villagers stayed in that settlement?! How big was that church's hidden room?!"

I couldn't tell the exact size, but it looked to be at least a kilometer to the opposite shore. If enough people to cover that area had shared the settlement's fate, it would have been a metropolis, not a village.

"...Maybe a hundred arms?"

She revised her estimate downwards.

"A hundred people? Or fifty people, with both arms? Isn't that still too many?"

"...Maybe the hands of those who were dragged in are added to them?"

"Why is that a question?"

I cupped her cheeks with both hands.

"Why are you trying to scare me?"

In this world, there were monsters. Things in human form, and things that could only be described as abominations. So what if ghosts were added to the mix? It was only because supernatural beings weren't accepted in my old world that they seemed scary. If you thought of ghosts as just another type of monster, they weren't scary. Though, there was the fear that I might not be able to beat them. Getting caught off guard was also scary. Things that moved creepily were scary. Slimy, wet, cold, and lukewarm things were scary. Not knowing when or where they might appear was scary. The possibility of being cursed was scary. This was getting confusing. *I am not scared of ghosts,* I told myself.

"...The suspension bridge effect?"

she asked, tilting her head. It's a psychological phenomenon where sharing a frightening experience can lead to mistakenly feeling romantic attraction or affection.

"I don't get it... Was it your mother who told you to tell me this story?"

"...I told you before. Not my mother. Your mother-in-law."

"So, it was your *mother-in-law* who told you to aim for the suspension bridge effect?"

Mo nodded.

"You said you weren't scared of ghosts, but you're actually terrified of stories like this, aren't you? You were scared of the headless cow, too."

"...I'm not scared. I don't get scared."

In that case, the suspension bridge effect wouldn't work. But her mother seemed to think it would.

"You brought a change of pants, didn't you?"

Now that Cecily and Aira were gone, I had some free space in my storage. I'd allocated a corner of it for Mo, but she hadn't brought any luggage besides her wand and a nightgown-like neglige for sleeping. She had a tendency to assume others would prepare whatever she needed.

"I don't have a spare pair. But I have a washing spell."

"I see... so it's okay if you wet yourself."

"...I-I won't! What about you, Mash? Are your pants okay?"

"I'm an adult, so I won't wet myself."

If worse came to worst, I could just wear Mizuki's pants, like Famu did. I had a special pair saved.

"...Hmph, I'm an adult too, so I won't wet myself!"

The fact that she answered like that meant she was probably scared.

"...Actually, several of the knights on watch here have really gone missing recently. Mother told me to solve it with you."

Mo changed the subject from underwear.

"If that's the case, we should have brought everyone. What are we supposed to do if we end up fighting a monster?"

"...Mother isn't worried. She believes that even in the worst-case scenario, Laciel-sama will save us."

"*Gnnn...*"

Goddess Summon was my last resort. I wanted to resolve this without resorting to that.

"Fine. Let's go to the fortress and question the garrisoned soldiers."

Mo nodded at my words.



    Chapter 197

    The Sunken Church and the Church of Light (Part 1)

    The fort was surrounded by high stone ramparts, and within its walls, alongside a large building with a spire, there were stables and a church. It was a similar construction to the fortress north of Frucht.

Marmi and I were welcomed warmly and treated to a lavish meal.

Fourteen soldiers were garrisoned at this fort. Apparently, there had been seventeen, but three had gone missing over the last few days. They had each vanished separately, always during the night.

I had assumed the missing men were just part of Marmi’s ghost story, so when I learned it was true, an indescribable chill ran down my spine.

Now, after our debriefing, we were shown to a luxurious room.

The space was large enough to hold dozens of people, furnished with a king-sized bed, a dinner table that could seat several, a writing desk, and a vanity. Everything was made of wood, but it all had a lustrous sheen that made it look expensive. A soft carpet covered the floor, the walls were lined with a velvet-like fabric, and there was even a large, full-length mirror.

Our room was higher than the castle walls, and the window offered a view of the lakeside we had seen during the day.

The world was bathed in the soft light of a waxing moon. The lake's surface was a deep blue-black, with patches of white where it reflected the moonlight.

There were no cicadas, only the faint chirping of night insects. It was a quiet night. Under normal circumstances, it would have been a beautiful, dreamlike scene, but after hearing Marmi’s ghost story, the darkness of the lake felt ominous, as if it were trying to pull me in.

As I stood by the window gazing out, I thought about Marmi’s tale and the three missing soldiers.

I glanced over and saw Marmi taking a negligee out of her storage, preparing to change.

"Hey, are you planning on sleeping already? What about the soldiers who disappeared?"

"...Not interested."

"You're scared, aren't you?"

"...I'm not scared."

She turned her face away as she said it. The gesture reminded me vaguely of Aira. I knew better than to say that out loud, so I kept my mouth shut.

She stopped getting ready and walked over to the window where I stood. She leaned against me, her gaze drifting outside. I wrapped an arm around her delicate waist and pulled her close, and her hand came to rest on my lower back.

"Do the grudges of those who die with regrets really linger, haunting the living?"

"...No. But there are monsters that look like those kinds of ghosts."

"I don't get it. Those monsters aren't made from human resentment, are they?"

"...That's right. They're imitations of resentment. Not the real thing."

"That makes even less sense. If ghosts don't exist, how can something imitate them?"

"...Sometimes, dungeons create monsters from people's imaginations."

"I see. So supernatural phenomena aren't real, but they can be brought into existence by people who imagine them..."

The Hekatonkheires, Cyclops, and Gigantes we fought in dungeons were all from the myths of my original world. Of course, they don't actually exist. But dungeons read people's thoughts and create monsters from them.

They read the threats that surface in the minds of explorers, and that includes otherworlders. That's why children of gods and giants from the myths I know appear.

"If monsters are born from people's awe and fear, then they're no different from ghosts. In that case, as you go deeper into a dungeon, do you find monsters that imitate gods?"

"...I've never heard of that."

I suddenly realized that Marmi was staring at me.

The moonlight streaming through the window illuminated her. Her translucent skin seemed even whiter, and her silver hair shimmered with a faint glow each time she breathed.

My arm around her tightened.

She, in turn, faced me and squeezed the hand on my back.

"...Mash..."

She rose onto her tiptoes as if to stretch and closed her eyes.

I gently pressed my lips against Marmi's. They were slightly cool and soft. The sensation enveloped my heart like a warm cloud.

When I pulled back, she opened her eyes.

"...I don't really understand how something like this can confirm our love for each other."

"Want to try it again?"

"...Yeah."

Just as she started to lower her long lashes again, I noticed the pale blue light from the window had grown stronger.

"...The lake..."

The entire surface of the lake was glowing with a pale, bluish-white light.

It wasn't a reflection of the moon. I felt the temperature in the room drop.

Marmi and I left the fort and started walking toward the lakeside we had visited during the day.

"...Mash. There are no such things as ghosts. Let's go back to the fort,"

Marmi said.

"No way. I can't possibly go to sleep after seeing that."

What if countless hands reached all the way into the fortress?

I'd heard the ghost story from Marmi, and I knew for a fact that three soldiers were missing. Just leaving it alone was far more terrifying.

If this was all some elaborate setup to create a suspension-bridge effect, I needed proof.

There was no way I could sleep until I knew we were safe.

Going to check things out alone was too scary, but thankfully, Marmi was with me.

For a moment, I lost track of my own thoughts. *I'm not scared.* I repeated it to myself, reinforcing the idea. *This is just a natural phenomenon caused by some sort of coincidence. I just want to get to the bottom of this strange occurrence, that's all.*

"Mo, if you're scared, you can go back to the room."

"...Hmph. I told you, I'm not scared. We just had our first kiss. Don't treat me like a child."

She squeezed my hand tightly.

Seeing that, I felt a sense of relief. It seemed she would stay with me until the end.

Our hands were sticky with sweat, but it couldn't be helped. I squeezed back.

We just kept walking. Worst case, I'd do as her mother suggested and use Goddess Summon. Laciel might not be able to solve anything and just go home, but that would be fine. I'd probably pass out and fall asleep, blissfully unaware of the horrors that might follow.

We continued down the moonlit path.

Standing on the shore of the lake, we gasped.

Countless particles of light drifted across the water's surface, each one blinking on and off. The lights were small and faint, yet they radiated a strange warmth. Reflected on the lake, they transformed into a cold, pale blue glow.

"Fireflies... There are so many of them."

I reached out a hand, and for a moment, the lights gathered around it before scattering again.

"...See? There are no ghosts, after all."

Marmi's words made the tension drain from my shoulders. The light of the fireflies danced on her cheeks, softening her expression and giving it a dim, warm glow.

Her mother must have told us that ghost story just so we would see this. The story about the missing soldiers was probably a lie, too. They had all been in on it, trying to fool us.

Hand in hand, we stood there for a while, mesmerized by the fantastical sight.

One firefly soared high into the air, then vanished as if dissolving into the starlight. I wished I could stay here and watch this with her forever.

Just then, a cool breeze, having lost the heat of the day, blew past us.

"Should we head back?"

I tugged on Marmi's hand, but she didn't move.

I thought she wanted to keep watching, but she was staring intently at one spot on the water's surface, utterly captivated.

It was a place where a particularly dense swarm of fireflies had gathered.

The light of the wildly dancing swarm reached deep into the water.

"...Mash."

Bathed in the showering rain of light, a church was illuminated.

A change was also happening to the swarm of fireflies dancing over the water.

The particles of light that had been scattered across the lake gathered in one spot, forming the shape of the church in the water. It was as if the decaying, submerged church had risen to the surface as a church of light.

I watched, forgetting even to breathe, as particles of light extended from the entrance of the radiant church toward our feet, forming a bridge.

I hesitantly extended a foot and stepped onto the bridge of light.

It wasn't an illusion; I could feel a solid, hard surface beneath me.

It felt as precarious as walking on glass that could shatter at any moment, but it seemed I could make it to the church of light.

As I thought this and took a second step, my hand was yanked back forcefully.

"...Mash! Focus on the mana inside you! Spread it through your entire body and resist!"

Someone's voice seemed to reach me from a distance, but I couldn't quite grasp its meaning.

Just as I tried to shake off the hand holding me, the sword at my waist clattered.

The sound brought Maryanne's words back to me.

I lowered my eyes and turned my consciousness inward, searching for the mana within my body. It was scattered, without form. Breathing slowly, I gathered the mana to my solar plexus as if kneading dough, then circulated it throughout my entire body.

I opened my eyes and turned my focus outward again.

I was halfway across the bridge of light, between the shore and the church. And Marmi was pulling my hand, trying to stop me from going any further.

"Was I... possessed?"

I couldn't believe it. It had felt like I'd only taken a step or two.

The ground beneath the translucent bridge wasn't land anymore, but the surface of the lake.

"Are you okay, Mo?"

Marmi gave a small nod in response to my question and let go of my hand. It was drenched, though I couldn't tell whose sweat it was.

I had been so drawn to the church of light that I had forgotten her presence entirely. I clenched my empty hand, determined not to forget she was by my side again.

"...Mash, there's a powerful mental manipulation spell cast here."

"You're right. This place is dangerous."

I couldn't even tell if the entity that created this phenomenon was hostile.

We should turn back while we still had our wits about us. We could still get away.

As I was thinking this, she started walking toward the church.

"Hey, are you serious about going? We should turn back."

Had Marmi lost her senses now? I grabbed her shoulder and turned her around.

She offered a faint smile.

"...I thought the ghost story and the missing people were just my mother's tall tale. But the three missing soldiers are probably in there. If I order them to fight, those men are prepared to die. So when I haven't given an order, I have to be the one to protect them."

Even if they were already dead, there were still soldiers who guarded the fortress. She felt she had to ensure their safety.

"Isn't that the job of the garrison? Besides, you're not part of the Star Union Family anymore."

"...I know. But this can't be solved by someone without mana. I want you to come with me, Mash."

I could feel a tremor run through her from her shoulder. Her words and smile seemed like a desperate attempt to act strong.

But it was clear she had made up her mind to go alone, even if I tried to stop her.

"Alright. But if things get dangerous, I'm running."

Of course, I would take Marmi with me no matter what. I swore it to myself.



    Chapter 198

    The Sunken Church and the Church of Light (Part 2)

    The church doors swung open on their own.

After exchanging a look with Marmi, I stepped inside.

It was an open space. The interior didn't feel like it was made of light particles; it seemed as solid as any normal building.

There was no sign of monsters.

A creak echoed as I stepped onto the wooden floor, kicking up a cloud of settled dust. It seemed no one had been here for a long time.

Though the exterior of the sunken church had been stone, the interior used wood for its beams, pillars, and many other parts.

A massive stained-glass window was set into the front wall, through which light poured onto a plaster statue of a goddess on the altar below. The statue looked like a replica of Laciel, but it was missing its head, which sent an unpleasant feeling through me.

Light also streamed in from smaller windows on either side.

It was the same light as the swarming fireflies I had seen outside.

As we surveyed the room, the doors shut on their own. There was no need to check if they would open again. Whatever had lured us here had no intention of letting us return to the shore.

"Do you think this is a dungeon?"

If it was a dungeon, I could think of it as a kind of haunted house. It would try to startle explorers and have monsters attack in the confusion. In that case, we just needed to find the area guardian's room and escape.

But if this was a supernatural phenomenon, we'd have to search without any clues, with no guarantee of results. It was possible the sole purpose of this church was to trap and curse us to death.

The only clue we had was the ghost story Marmi had told. This church was supposed to have a secret room.

"...I don't know. But..."

She pointed at the floor. There were fresh footprints leading toward the goddess statue on the altar.

She began to follow them. As I watched her go, she stopped and turned back.

"...W-Why aren't you coming with me?"

"Ah, right..."

I nodded and followed after her.

The footprints ended at the altar.

On the altar was a wooden lectern, and behind it, the goddess statue.

As we circled it, I found drag marks on the floor around the base. The owner of the footprints had probably moved the altar.

And then, the person who made the tracks had vanished. Since the altar was back in its original position, it was possible someone else had moved it back afterwards.

That someone was almost certainly the source of all this, but we had no way of knowing their identity. Our only option was to retrace the steps of the first person.

I pushed against the base of the altar. It didn't budge.

"..."

Marmi just stared at me in silence.

Her gaze made it painfully clear she was doubting my strength.

"Just wait,"

I said, taking a deep breath and pushing with all my might.

Still, the altar didn't even twitch.

""...""

No words were exchanged, but I felt like I heard the sound of our trust shattering.

"...Let's move the things on top,"

Marmi said and climbed onto the altar. She pushed the lectern, sending it crashing to the floor.

Then, before I could say a word, she shoved the goddess statue.

"Ah...!"

The statue teetered precariously before toppling over. It shattered with a loud crash.

"You're going to get cursed for that!"

It was just a stone statue, but because it resembled Laciel, my heart felt uneasy. I rushed to put it back together, but only the torso was intact; the rest was broken beyond repair.

"...It's fine. That statue is of Laciel-sama, so if you apologize to her directly, she'll forgive you."

"*I'm* the one who has to apologize?"

Marmi nodded emphatically and jumped down from the altar.

I sighed in resignation, took another deep breath, and pushed the base again.

This time, it moved with a grating screech across the floor.

A door was revealed in the floor where the base had been.

Was it a storage cellar? Or the hidden room where the villagers who shared the town's fate were said to have hidden?

Did it lead underground? No, the church we were in was an illusion on the water's surface. Should I call it the floor below?

All sorts of questions popped into my head, but the only way to find answers was to open this door.

The door had a recessed handle for lifting and a keyhole next to it.

Could it be trapped? As I was considering how to check, Marmi casually put her hand on the handle.

"...Hnngh!"

"W-Wait!"

Before I could stop her, she yanked the door with all her strength, but it didn't move an inch.

"...It's locked."

It seemed she was the type to not think too deeply about anything other than magic. From now on, when exploring with her, I'd have to make sure I walked in front.

She scowled and pulled on the handle again and again, but the door refused to open.

"This should open it."

I took out the magic key I had used to break into Mizuki's room from my storage. It was a gift from Laciel, said to be able to open any door.

The real key was probably in a side room or a drawer in the lectern if we searched thoroughly enough, but that was too much trouble.

She took the key and looked at it quizzically. Then, she hesitantly inserted it into the keyhole and turned.

*Click.*

The door opened to reveal a staircase, along with a dusty smell.

It seemed to go down quite a way, but the darkness was too thick to see the bottom.

"Do you think it leads to the sunken church?"

Marmi raised her wand, and a small light ignited at its tip.

"...Light Magic, Illuminare."

It looked like the firefly light from outside, but it was much brighter. I could see a storage-like room at the bottom of the stairs.

However, I couldn't see any further than that.

"You have a useful spell like that?"

"...It's not that useful. It consumes mana, and I can't use other spells while I'm using it."

"Does that mean I have to fight alone while you're using this spell?"

I couldn't imagine fighting without her magic. I took a torch from my storage and lit it with fire magic.

"Should we go down...?"

She nodded. Then she gripped my torch-bearing hand tightly. It seemed she didn't have the courage to go down first.

We cautiously descended the stairs.

The room below was like a stone chamber.

There were no skeletons of the villagers who had remained, but it had been about a thousand years since that incident. Even if there had been, they would have decayed and turned to dust by now.

Dust filled the air, thick with the musty, stale smell of mold.

At the far end of the room, I saw an old stone sarcophagus. The sight reminded me of Akitsuki Uta's tomb in the church in Nieren. I recalled her disturbingly lifelike face, dead for a hundred years yet looking as if she were still alive.

Come to think of it, the miracles performed by the church were powered by a Crystal Core. Where had the Crystal Core that was supposed to be in this church gone?

"...Mash, the lid of the sarcophagus is shifted."

Marmi tugged on my arm. The torch flickered, and the shadow of the sarcophagus wavered with it. It looked unnervingly alive.

"You want to check inside?"

She nodded as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. I wanted to tell her to do it herself, but of course I couldn't say that out loud. I handed her the torch and placed my hands on the sarcophagus lid.

It was a stone lid carved from a single slab of rock.

It was too heavy to lift. I put my strength into sliding it sideways.

But the lid refused to move. I pushed with even more force, and it finally began to shift. I meant to stop when there was just enough of an opening to see inside, but I had too much momentum and couldn't stop it. The lid slid off completely, crashed to the floor with a deafening noise, and broke.

Dust instantly billowed up, filling the entire room and obscuring our vision for a moment.

I inhaled some of it and started coughing. I could hear Marmi coughing as well.

"You okay?"

"...I'm fine... *cough*."

As we waited for the dust to settle, Marmi came to stand beside me.

Together, we peered into the sarcophagus and held our breath.

Three young men were laid inside, crammed together as if they had been shoved in.

"Hih!"

I instinctively recoiled, stumbling backward. But Marmi didn't move.

"...The knight's armor of the Star Union Family. The missing garrison soldiers."

"A-Are they alive?"

They hadn't gone missing today, and they were crammed into a stone coffin like this. I knew the chances of survival were nil, but I had to ask.

"...They have a pulse."

"Really?"

Hearing her words, I touched the wrist of another knight and confirmed he had a pulse as well. They were unconscious, but there were no visible injuries. We lifted the three of them out of the sarcophagus and laid them on the floor. I tried pouring a healing potion down their throats, but they didn't respond.

"I need to wake them up... If only Myra were here..."

We really shouldn't have come here alone. I couldn't even carry them out by myself. I wanted them to walk back on their own two feet, safe and sound.

"...I know a way to wake them up,"

she murmured as I wracked my brain.

"You do?"

She nodded in response to my question, then abruptly raised her wand. I watched, thinking she had some kind of spell for it, but she just swung it down toward one of the soldiers. A dry *smack* echoed through the room.

"...Didn't work. I'll try again."

"Wait, stop with the physical violence!"

I hurriedly stopped her as she was about to strike the soldier again.

"...But we can't stay here forever."

"You're right, but give me a minute. Let me think of a better idea."

As I was trying to calm her down, I heard a groan. One of the soldiers seemed to be coming to.

"Are you alright?"

I helped the soldier sit up. He grimaced and shook his head several times.

"Where... am I?"

He clutched his head, looking around with a bewildered expression. But when he noticed Marmi, he scrambled to his feet, stumbled, and fell.

"L-Lady Mo!"

He managed to get up again and saluted her.

There was no mistake. He was one of the missing soldiers. As I was calming him down, the other two soon woke up as well.

"My body is fine, my lady. But my face hurts."

I looked at the soldier's face and saw the clear, red welt left by her wand.

"It might be the curse of those who stayed behind and died in the village..."

I couldn't tell him the truth, so I just made something up. I wonder if he bought it.

According to his memory, he had been on watch when he noticed the lake glowing. He should have called the other soldiers to investigate, but he skipped that step and headed to the lake alone. He had no memory of what happened after that.

It was the same for the other two. I briefly explained to them how we had ended up here.

"To think you came all this way for us..."

They stared at Marmi with shining eyes. I decided it was best not to mention she had tried to wake them up by hitting them.

Now that we'd confirmed their safety, we had no more business in this church. We decided to return to the fort. If we had to find and solve the cause of this strange phenomenon ourselves, we could always call Famu and the others tomorrow and investigate properly.

And with that, we left the stone chamber and climbed the stairs.



    Chapter 199

    The Sunken Church and the Church of Light (Part 3)

    When we returned to the altar, we all froze.

Countless arms were sprouting from the floor.

They were a translucent white, devoid of life, swaying like plants in a breeze.

"Mo!"

I shouted, drawing my sword. Hearing my voice, Marmi readied her wand.

The garrison soldiers also drew their swords, forming a circle around Marmi.

Several of the arms stretched toward us, extending unnaturally as they closed in.

I slashed at one, but my blade passed right through it.

"What the—!"

As I cried out in surprise, a palm touched my body. It was as cold as ice. A powerful chill shot through me, and I felt as if my life force was being drained away.

Panicked, I swung my sword wildly, but the blade passed through harmlessly, and a white hand seized my arm.

The chill hit me again, and my strength abandoned me, causing me to stagger.

A bolt of lightning shot past me.

It was Marmi's lightning magic. The arm struck by the lightning dissolved into what looked like white steam and vanished.

The hand gripping my arm disappeared as well.

But where it had touched me, a white bruise in the shape of a hand remained.

"...Mash, don't forget to circulate your mana. Those hands drain life,"

Marmi said. At that very moment, one of the soldiers collapsed.

Before I could even call out to him, countless more hands lunged at us.

She unleashed another bolt of lightning. The white arms around us were wiped out, but new ones instantly sprouted from the floor.

"...There's no end to them,"

Marmi muttered. A drop of sweat trickled down her forehead.

I had to stay calm. Magical attacks worked.

I stopped swinging my sword blindly and took a proper stance. Calming my mind, I unleashed a clean horizontal slash. As before, I felt no resistance, but the white arms vanished.

"Mo, I'll handle the enemies around us. I need you to clear a path to the door."

"...The door might not open."

"Then I'll summon Laciel."

Even if I collapsed, two soldiers were still standing. They should be able to carry me out.

Just as Marmi nodded, the stone statue of the goddess she had knocked over began to shake.

Fine, capillary-like veins appeared on the surface of the statue's fragments. They stretched out like threads, connecting to other pieces and pulling them back together, restoring the statue to its original form.

"Mo!"

At my word, Marmi raised her wand.

"...Lightning Magic, Thunder!"

A flash of light erupted from the tip of her staff with a deafening roar, and a bolt of lightning struck the statue directly.

The arms around it dissipated, and the smell of burnt ozone filled the air.

"Did we get it?"

"...No."

The statue had reformed into the shape of a goddess and was now standing. Its white skin, which should have been made of plaster, moved smoothly with a fleshy texture.

Two prominent breasts, a smooth white tunic covering them, and an iridescent celestial scarf.

What was different from the usual Laciel were the two white wings sprouting from its back. And the fact that it had no head. Fresh blood streamed from its neck, staining its tunic and white body red.

"Mo, all the enemies you fight are headless."

"...Would you prefer it had a face?"

Having a face would probably make it less terrifying. But this enemy was a replica of Laciel. It might actually be easier to fight without one.

"...Mash, this might be a dungeon. Your imagination and mine created a goddess monster."

If what she said was true, that probably wasn't the whole story. The statue had been in the shape of a goddess from the start. It must have been created by the faith of those who visited this church.

I readied my sword and faced the statue.

Thanks to Mo's lightning, there were no white arms around the monster for now. This was our chance to take it down quickly.

I left Marmi's protection to the soldiers, rushed the monster, and leaped. I raised my sword high and brought it down with all my might.

The bright blade struck the monster's shoulder. But its body was hard, and my blow was deflected with a high-pitched metallic clang.

"What the hell!"

Steeling myself, I struck again, but my blade still couldn't cut through its body.

The monster raised a hand toward the ceiling. The space there seemed to warp and twist. A spear emerged from it. The monster grabbed it and thrust forward casually.

I gritted my teeth against the numbness in my hands and parried the blow. But the spear didn't stop at one attack; it unleashed a flurry of consecutive thrusts.

Unable to counterattack, I was forced to retreat, dodging the thrusts, until a white hand caught my leg. My movement stopped, and a thrust from the spear pierced my left shoulder.

"Guuh!"

My vision swam with pain.

I could see fresh blood dripping from the tip of the withdrawn spear.

Just as the monster raised its spear to finish me off, Marmi unleashed a bolt of lightning.

"...Mash!"

Her cry echoed through the room. I glanced over to see her staring at me, her face on the verge of tears. Of the soldiers protecting her, one was still down, but two were still on their feet, fending off the white arms. I couldn't pull them away from her side.

I would protect Marmi no matter what. I couldn't waste the opportunity she had created for me. I swung my sword, clearing the white hands clinging to my legs.

Then, I tried to return to a proper stance and realized my left arm wouldn't rise due to the pain.

Reluctantly, I held the sword with only my right arm. The tip wavered.

A second bolt of lightning struck the monster. The lightning seemed to be able to temporarily halt the monster's movements, but it didn't look like it was doing any damage.

I tightened my grip on the hilt, steadying the tremble in my arm, and stared at the blade.

This sword wasn't my usual partner, but it was a masterpiece that Maryanne had treasured. I would cut down this monster with my next strike.

Just as I resolved myself and prepared to close the distance, the monster flapped its white wings, spread them wide, and soared into the air.

"Tch!"

My sword couldn't reach it. And I could feel an immense amount of mana gathering at the tip of the monster's readied spear as particles of light converged there.

I unleashed an Icicle from my water magic at the enemy. The arrow of ice shattered against the monster's body instead of piercing it.

"...Mash, get back! I'll block it with a barrier!"

Hearing her voice, I retreated. The white hands pursued me, so I cut them down with my sword and broke free.

I reached the altar where Marmi was just as the statue monster brandished its rainbow-colored spear and hurled it at us.

Perfectly timed, Marmi created a magical defensive wall. Just like the barrier she used to defend against Komachi's special skill in the fight against the pirate ship, it was designed to deflect the attack at an angle rather than take it head-on.

The barrier shattered with a deafening roar, but it seemed to have succeeded in deflecting the spear's trajectory.

The spear smashed through the church's stained-glass window and plunged into the distant lake. An explosive sound followed as a massive column of water erupted into the air. The blast wave tore through the church, and a mist-like spray of water filled the room.

As I trembled at the sheer destructive power, I held Marmi tight to keep her from being blown away.

The goddess statue monster floated serenely in the air, seemingly unaffected by the blast.

It showed no signs of descending. It was flapping its wings, but that didn't seem to be what was keeping it aloft.

"Is there a magic for flying..."

From that position, I couldn't hit it with my sword. My water magic and Marmi's lightning didn't seem to be working either.

The monster readied its spear again, aiming the tip at us. I couldn't tell if it had recalled the spear it just threw or created a new one, but I could see mana gathering at the tip once more.

"You need mana to create magic, right? Once it's consumed, shouldn't it take time to gather more?"

The three sacred treasures were brought to this world during the ancient war of the gods. When the goddess Rishal destroyed one of them, the Jar of Holy Oil, mana flooded the world. I had been told that magic was made possible by taking in that mana as magical power. After releasing such a huge amount of power, it should take time to use magic again.

"...I don't know. But mana is overflowing from within the monster,"

Marmi answered.

The monster was preparing to unleash the same attack again. We couldn't let it hit us.

The gale subsided, and I let go of her.

I didn't know how much it would help the pain in my left shoulder, but I took out a health potion and drank it.

The two soldiers seemed to be unharmed, but they were staring at the monster in a daze.

The white arms, which had temporarily retreated into the floor from the monster's spear attack, were now extending again, trying to grab us. One of the soldiers was caught in multiple places and fell.

The remaining soldier, his face pale, was swinging his sword like a madman to keep the white arms at bay.

"Mo, I need you to deploy a defensive wall horizontally. Make it reach the monster's feet."

"...A defensive wall isn't something you can run on."

She seemed to have realized I intended to run across the barrier and strike the monster.

"...But, this might work."

She held up her wand and used earth magic to create giant stone spheres. She launched them one after another at the monster's feet, creating a makeshift platform.

All the while, the monster continued to gather mana at the tip of its spear. There was no time.

Marmi launched another lightning bolt as a diversion. Using the attack as cover, I ran.

I placed my left hand on the hilt. It hurt, but one swing should be fine. I would bet everything on this one strike.

I ran up the stone spheres scattered on the floor, one, two, then leaped toward the monster.

The monster detected my movement. It aimed the tip of its spear at me and, without a moment's hesitation, threw it.

I had to believe there was nothing this sword couldn't cut. I would cut down both the spear and the monster. I focused my entire being into this single strike, channeling it all into the tip of my blade.

I swung horizontally, aiming for the tip of the oncoming spear.

The spear, split in two, parted to avoid me and flew past at incredible speed.

The sword had sliced the monster's spear clean in half, but its tip stopped after cutting halfway through the monster's torso.

I tried to put more force into it to bisect the creature, but the blade wouldn't go any further.

Behind me, I heard the sound of the spear fragments hitting the floor, but there was no explosion. I was left dangling in mid-air, still gripping the hilt.

The monster's fist swung up and smashed into me. The impact forced me to let go of the sword, and I was sent crashing to the floor.

I had managed to damage it, but I couldn't defeat it. The pain was too much; I couldn't even stand up.

I managed to move my head and look up. The monster already had a spear in its hand.

"Kuh..."

I bit my lip in frustration.

My strength wasn't enough to cut down the monster. The only option left was Goddess Summon. I regretted not calling her from the very beginning. But even if we defeated this enemy, would we be freed from the church?

Just as I thought that, Marmi's clear voice rang out.

"...Lightning Magic, Thunder Ray!"

A bolt of lightning shot from her wand. It was far more intense than before, a blinding flash accompanied by a deafening roar.

The strike hit the sword embedded in the monster's abdomen, destroying its body from the inside out and blowing it to pieces.

The smell of burnt flesh filled the church.

The monster's presence vanished from the church, and the countless hands disappeared as well.

Marmi came over and gave me a health potion to drink. I was finally able to move on my own.

"...We can get you treated at the church back at the fort."

She handed me the sword she had picked up. The guard was charred black and the hilt smelled burnt, but the blade itself seemed fine.

"That was a cruel thing to do."

"...I did the same thing to Famu's kunai. She didn't get angry."

I wondered if Maryanne would be angry when she saw this. I sheathed the sword.

"What about the two soldiers who fell?"

"...They seem to be okay."

I looked toward the altar. The two of them were getting up, and the soldier who had remained standing was giving them health potions.

"...And also..."

I followed Marmi's gaze. Where the monster had been, the spear it had used lay on the floor, and floating in the air was a Crystal Core, shining with an iridescent light.

"...It looks like it was inside the statue."

"Should I destroy it?"

"...I checked the door. It seems we can get out, so I don't think you need to break it."

"You want to keep it, Mo?"

"...Are you sure? But it would be better to give it to Myra to compensate for the Great Temple's Crystal Core."

"I don't think we were at fault for that incident at all. But you're right. It's better to be owed a favor than to be resented."

As I thought about it, an idea occurred to me.

Could this phenomenon be related to the disappearance of the Great Temple's Crystal Core?

Strange things may have happened before, but no one had actually gone missing. Was it just a coincidence that three soldiers disappeared after the Great Temple's Crystal Core vanished?

Laciel was the one who made the Crystal Core disappear. And it was Laciel who was worshipped in this church. Laciel is one of the five goddesses and is an object of faith for many people, so this church alone isn't special. But was this really just a coincidence? I couldn't help but think about the strange connection.

Right now, I just wanted to get out of this place as quickly as possible.

I put the monster's leftover spear and the Crystal Core into my storage.

When we crossed the bridge of light and returned to the shore, the fireflies that formed the church began to fly away, one by one.

Like a sandcastle in the wind, its shape crumbled, and the fireflies stopped blinking, melting away into the darkness.

And then, there was nothing but the surface of the lake, reflecting the moon once more.

"What on earth could have caused something like this...?"

one of the soldiers murmured to no one in particular.

"...The lingering resentment of the villagers who stayed behind?"

Marmi squeezed my hand. It was a little cold, but soft and small.

"Maybe... If Mo's ghost story was true, it said that those who opposed the lake stayed behind in this village, but was that really their own choice? If it was their decision, they shouldn't have any lingering regrets, right?"

"...What do you mean?"

Mo tilted her head.

The church's secret room was structured so you had to move the altar to get inside.

If someone were to hide there, after they went into the secret room, someone else would have had to move the altar back into its original position.

Of course, the people hiding couldn't have moved the altar back themselves. That means someone who left the village must have put it back.

What were they thinking when they did that? We have no way of knowing now.

But it seemed to me that only a few people could have done it. Someone who knew the location of the secret room. And someone who had the key to the secret room and knew that some of the villagers were hiding there.

I thought about it again. Did the people who remained in the village truly stay of their own free will? Did they even know the location of the secret room?

And now, the church that holds the truth of that day lies sunken in the deep, dark bottom of the lake.



    Chapter 200

    Marmi and the Continuation of the Long Night (Marmi ☆)

    The lake visible from the window was shrouded in silence.

The center of it reflected the moon, receiving its drops of light and shimmering white, but it lacked the brightness of the dancing fireflies from before, dyed instead in the darkness of night.

We were back in our room at the fortress.

I pressed a hand to the left shoulder that had taken the monster's spear, but the searing pain I'd felt during the battle was gone. The miraculous power of the church was incredible.

Marmi, who had been gazing at the view with her hands on the windowsill, seemed to have had her fill and turned her gaze back to me.

This room was definitely too big for just the two of us.

Her silver hair slipped over her shoulder, glinting in the moonlight. Her long, pointed ears seemed to twitch with the movement.

Her white one-piece dress was made of a high-quality material that shifted from a reddish hue to silver as she moved. The hem was adorned with floral embroidery. The flared silhouette, spreading from her neck to her upper thighs, along with the slight swell of her chest and hips, accentuated her girlishness. Slender white arms and legs extended from the dress.

As I approached, she looked up at me. Her eyes were the same silver as her hair, with a faint, greenish light glimmering in their centers. Translucent white skin. A nose of modest height. And her sakura-pink lips were pressed tightly together.

I gently placed a hand on her cheek.

"...Am I about to lose my virginity?"

she asked, placing her own hand on my cheek. The cool touch of her fingers spread through my skin.

"Why are you asking it like a question?"

"...It doesn't feel real. How will I change? Will I become a grown-up like Mother?"

"Nothing changes just because you have sex. Look at Famu or Mizuki. They're still kids. Myra is an adult, but she acts more childish than any of them."

"...What about Cecily?"

"I wasn't the one who made *her* an adult."

Marmi's eyes widened slightly.

"...Aira too?"

"Y-Yeah. But, now that I think about it, Aira seems to be the most sentimental, or rather, she acts the most mature. Maybe the number of times, or experience, is important after all."

"...How many times has Aira done it?"

"Gah, I don't know. I don't want to imagine it."

"...Next time, I'll ask her what kind of person it was with, how many times, and which was the best. Do you want to know too, Mash?"

"Hey, stop it. There are girls who would burst into tears if they heard that!"

At my response, she averted her eyes slightly and let out a small sigh.

"...When I look at you like this, Mash, it's hard to breathe."

With that, she closed her eyes and puckered her lips slightly.

I touched their tip with my own. Their softness made my brain feel like it was melting.

"...You don't really want to do it with me, do you, Mash?"

"I do, you know?"

"...Really?"

Her hand slithered down to my crotch. She touched me, searching for my shape, her hand moving up and down several times.

"...You're not hard yet."

To be honest, I wanted to. But I had a feeling that it was still too early for Marmi. However, my conversation with her mother had made me realize that for elves, that wasn't an issue at all.

"Have you ever seen one before, Mo?"

She nodded emphatically.

"...I couldn't sleep one night, so I took Patricia and went to my father's bedroom. When I put my ear to the door, I heard moaning inside, so I opened it just a little and saw my father and mother, naked."

That was a vivid report.

"What were you planning to do, taking Patricia to your parents' bedroom?"

Hearing my words, she thought for a moment, then a faint blush colored her cheeks.

"...I wasn't going to make her do what you're thinking. Patricia might have gotten scared if I left her alone, so I brought her with me."

"..."

So, she really was a scaredy-cat. But even if I pointed it out, she would never admit it.

"...Speaking of which, you were talking with Mother about Patricia this morning. What are you going to do?"

"Ah, for now, I decided to leave the Slave Mark as it is to avoid trouble. You were right, Mo, she didn't seem to want to be freed from slavery. But someday, I'll take her to the city of the Flower Folk. I'll ask her then if it's okay to free her."

"...Do you like Patricia, Mash?"

Marmi tilted her head.

"W-Well, yeah, I like her, but—"

"...I see. I'll tell Patricia to let you hold her."

"Wait wait wait wait, when I said I like her, I didn't mean in a romantic way. Besides, are you okay with me having sex with other women?"

"...Honestly, I'm not sure. I think it's fine if you like Famu, Mizuki, or Patricia. Will I get jealous eventually? I don't know. But it's normal for heroes and powerful people to have many lovers, and you're not with us as a substitute for someone else. Also, finding a partner for Patricia would be a pain. Depending on the person, I might not be able to keep her by my side all the time. With you, Mash, she can always be with us, so it's easier."

I was surprised that she had a concept of polygamy. Her father and mother, Augustus and Marina, didn't seem to have any lovers. And Maryanne, the head of the One-Land Family, also had a strong sense of fidelity. Her desire for me was an act of defiance against her uncle and retainers who didn't recognize her as the head, and she believed that action would serve as a threat to them. I didn't know about the other Four Regent Families, but it seemed a moral code of monogamy had taken root even among the rulers.

Or perhaps Augustus and Marina had lovers I didn't know about.

In any case, I sincerely hoped her way of thinking wouldn't change, and that it would be conveyed to Famu as well.

"You don't know if Patricia likes me, right?"

I mentioned that just in case, not wanting to get hit later.

"...If you can't free her from slavery, I don't know anyone who would marry her and treat her as an equal. Besides, she's bound to like whatever I like."

I fell silent. I'd think about it after seeing Patricia's reaction when she heard this.

"...Mash, show me your naked body now."

"Why? You get naked first."

Marmi's words had a business-like, emotionless quality to them. So, I replied teasingly.

"...Hmph. It's a little embarrassing, so you go first."

"You were naked just the other day, weren't you?"

"...That was Mizuki, so it was fine!"

I guess that's how it is. As I took off my jacket, she touched my left shoulder, stroking the spot where I'd been injured. Was she worried about me?

The wound from our earlier battle had already vanished thanks to the church's healing.

I took the opportunity to grab the hem of her dress and pulled it up.

I yanked it all the way to her chest.

Her white underwear was exposed. As expected, both her panties and her bra were embroidered with tulips.

"Hih!"

She hurriedly tried to cover her underwear, her hands shielding her chest and crotch. In that moment, I pulled the dress over her head. It got tangled in her arms, binding her.

I smoothed back her messy hair and then cupped her chin.

"...W-Why are you being so rough?"

"You were fine with taking it off last time, weren't you?"

"...I told you, that was Mizuki. I've never really been naked in front of a man before."

"Didn't you say you went to get laid by Wake?"

"...I didn't understand anything about sex back then. But now..."

I cut Marmi off, lifted her into my arms, carried her to the bed, and dropped her as if tossing her aside.

"Shut up. What I can't forgive is that you're still wearing a padded bra! Don't try to fake it!"

I reached behind her back and unhooked her bra. The pads inside fell out, and the bra got tangled with the dress on her arms. A faint swell was visible, topped by small areolas and sakura-pink buds. She immediately covered them with her arms.

"...W-Why?"

"I told you not to fake it. If you don't have them, you don't have them. That's actually more of a turn-on. Besides, the pads don't make much of a difference, do they?"

"...Sh-Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! Mash, I hate you, I hate you, I really hate you!"

"You didn't care when it was Mizuki! You took it off yourself, didn't you?"

"...Stop asking me that! It's fine for Mizuki to see! I hate you!"

Marmi tried to escape from the bed while covering her chest. I pressed down on her, pinning her. She struggled for a moment, but soon gave up and her body went limp.

I moved her arm and took a picture with my phone. She grimaced and turned her face away.

"Are you that upset? You don't have to be so hung up on it, right?"

"...Fine. It's stupid to fight over something like this. Anyway, if you keep kneading them, they'll get bigger, Mash."

"That's just an old wives' tale. There's no guarantee they'll get bigger just because I touch them, you know?"

"...Then I'll find someone who isn't mean and will make them bigger for me!"

"Alright, alright. I'll take responsibility and raise them properly."

"...Bigger than Lady Maryanne's?"

A faint light seemed to flicker in her eyes.

"Could it be you're jealous of Maryanne?"

"...It's not jealousy. I just don't want to lose to the One-Land Family. To begin with, it was taboo for one person to marry into multiple Four Regent Families. I liked you first, Mash. Everyone, including Lady Maryanne, knew that. And yet, she took you from me."

Miglutt had transitioned from a monarchy to a system of rule by the Four Regent Families. They must have abandoned the system of governance by a single ruler at that time. The unwritten rule exists to prevent the concentration of power. This also answered my earlier question about why her parents and Maryanne didn't seem to take lovers.

Regardless of Marmi's desire to succeed the Star Union Family, Marina was likely trying to remove her from the family out of consideration for Maryanne.

And though she never showed it on her face, she had been deeply hurt when she learned that Maryanne and I had gotten together. Just as her mother had said, she had always possessed a woman's pride.

"Mo..."

"...Let my body go free."

"First, let me take off your panties."

They were white underwear with a single tulip embroidered on them. The same ones I saw in the castle at Heilon. Compared to the clothes and bra she had been wearing, they felt plain, perhaps due to the fabric.

I hooked my fingers into the waistband of her panties and pulled them down. I looked at them closely.

"These really are Famu's panties..."

I'd bought them in Richel. When I confronted Famu about it in Heilon, she neither confirmed nor denied it, but as expected, my panties-judging eyes had not deceived me.

Were the two of them more than just friends? Was that why Famu was so against Marmi sleeping with me?

"...I met Famu in Frucht and got caught up in a fight. We exchanged panties as a token of our friendship then."

"What kind of friendship is that?!"

"...I don't really know either. But she wore mine and went home."

What Famu had told me was that there was a mansion that had turned into a dungeon, and she and Marmi had fought a carnivorous plant area guardian there. I wondered what they had really been fighting.

"So, the meaning of this tulip embroidery is..."

"...Patricia embroiders tulips on all of my things."

So the embroidery was Patricia's handiwork. The dress tangled around her arms also had small tulips blooming on it.

I suddenly realized I had been distracted by Famu's panties. Right in front of me was a smooth inguinal region with a gentle hollow, leading to a hairless mons pubis. I shifted my focus back to her body.

Her skin was beautiful and flawless. As if to confirm its texture, I traced a line with my index finger from her navel to her mons. Savoring the slightly cool, firm sensation, I slid my finger down the vertical line leading to the valley between her legs. It was tightly closed.

As if to part it, I gently twisted my finger in and searched for her clitoris.

"Ah..."

Marmi cried out and squirmed. She tried to hide that area, twisting and rubbing her thighs together.

"...Mash, free my arms."

"Now, now. After I've had a taste of you down here. Besides, you were much more aggressive last time, weren't you?"

"...It's still embarrassing and scary with a man. Mash, free my arms."

"Mo, that shyness is incredibly precious. Even if your breasts get bigger, I want you to never forget that feeling."

As I said that, I pressed down on her knees and spread her legs. She resisted, but with a little force, she quickly gave up the struggle.

The vertical line extending from her mons to her labia majora was tightly shut. Below it was a small, sakura-colored bud.

When I touched the bud with my fingertip, she let out a small yelp, "Hih!"

and her body twitched.

From there, I traced my finger along the vertical line, and when I reached the center, I pulled it away. Then I held her labia majora and parted the line.

I could see the clitoris shrouded in its hood, and hidden by small pink folds, the vaginal opening, with the urethral opening above it. Was the pale pinkish thing visible deep inside her vaginal opening her hymen? They were all slick and wet with a viscous love fluid.

She watched me peer at her, her face bright red, but when I looked back at her, she covered her face with the dress still tangled on her arms.

Taking advantage of that, I took out my phone and took a commemorative photo of her final moments before losing her virginity.

"...Mash, untie my arms. And you get naked too."

Marmi exhaled a long breath, as if taking a deep one, and murmured.

I stripped off my bottoms and, once fully naked, untangled the dress and bra from her arms.

Marmi sat up, and her freed arms wrapped around my neck. She pressed her lips against mine.

It was a kiss that was just a simple pressing of lips.

I wrapped my arms around her waist and accepted it.

After a few pecking kisses, her tongue eventually slipped out.

Her small tongue, coated in sweet nectar, moved. It squirmed softly, licking the inside of my mouth.

I moved my tongue to intertwine with hers, and we sought each other out intensely.

I caressed her cheek, then her slender, pointed ears. They felt similar to mine: smooth, cool, with a firm core.

I don't know how much time passed. We broke the kiss, though neither of us initiated it.

Her cheeks were flushed, and her gaze had softened into a dreamy look. I kissed her eyelids, then let my lips trail from her neck to her collarbone, savoring her fine, white skin.

"Ah..."

When I touched her breast and pressed on its slight swell, it pushed back as if in resistance. Indeed, there is no hierarchy in breast size. If there are a hundred women, there should be a hundred different breast sizes.

I don't understand why Famu and Marmi are so obsessed with it.

As I was gently kneading her breast, I realized she was staring at me.

"What's wrong?"

"...You were thinking about another woman, Mash."

A chill ran down my spine at her words.

"N-No, you're wrong! That's a misunderstanding! It's just paranoia! I love your boobs!"

Her eyes narrowed as if trying to peer into the truth deep within my own. To distract her, I latched onto her nipple.

"Nkuu..."

It was a small nipple. When I sucked on it hard and rolled it with my tongue, I could feel it hardening. I reached for her other nipple and rolled it between my fingers.

"Nn, nnh, n-unh..."

She seemed to be sensitive. Every time I kneaded, she gave a responsive twitch. As I continued to suck, her hand reached for my groin.

Small, slender fingers. They touched me.

I was already hard, and pre-cum was leaking from the tip.

At first, she hesitantly touched the tip, then squeezed the shaft firmly.

"...Does it get bigger?"

"N-No, this is the limit."

At my answer, she let out a sigh of relief.

"...Good. I don't think it would fit if it got any bigger. I saw one much bigger than this with Patricia, and..."

I kissed her, cutting Marmi off before she could continue.

"Wait, can you stop right there?"

"...You're worried about the size too, Mash."

"Sh-Shut up! Someday, I'll make this three times bigger, turn you into an ahegao double-peace mess, and completely corrupt you! I'll take a picture of you with tears, snot, and drool running down your face and make Patricia completely disillusioned with you!"

"...I don't really understand what you're saying from the middle part on. Anyway, I heard that rubbing this feels good. Show me how."

She seemed to have shifted to the same aggressive attitude as before. Her curiosity must be overriding her shyness.

She lightly gripped my shaft and moved her hand up and down. The excitement of being touched by Marmi, combined with the surprisingly pleasant tightness of her grip, almost made me cum.

"Kuh, did someone teach you?"

"...There's a teacher who teaches us about sex. I learned with Patricia."

"D-Don't tell me he demonstrated on Patricia?"

"...He wouldn't do that. The teacher is a woman."

Come to think of it, I remembered Maryanne saying something similar. In a way, since producing offspring is their paramount mission, such lessons are probably mandatory.

"A little tighter is fine. Start slow and gradually get faster."

I placed my hand over hers, guiding her on the pressure and the spots that felt good. It was like I was masturbating with her hand.

In this state, I would be the only one to finish, so I had her lie on her side, got into a 69-like position, and started touching her genitals.

As before, it was tightly closed.

When I parted it with my finger, her love fluid dripped out.

I scooped it up and spread it inside the vertical line. Her juices flowed endlessly from her vaginal opening. I spread that too, rubbing it into her vertical line as I traced my finger along it.

"Nn, nnnn, ah, ah..."

As she moaned, her anus twitched, so I smeared some of her juices there as well, and she let out a particularly loud cry.

Then, I returned to the vertical line, peeled back the hood of her clitoris, and flicked the small nub with my tongue. It tasted slightly sour.

"Kyauu...!"

Her thighs clamped down hard on my head. They were slender but had a soft layer of flesh. They were also slightly cool and felt pleasant. I frantically licked her hardening clitoris and ran my finger along the shallow part of her vagina.

"Ah, Mash, I'm going to feel weird, that, it's making me feel strange!"

At first, she seemed to be enduring the pleasure building up, gripping my member tightly, but then she began to move her hand on my shaft in resistance. Then her mouth enveloped the head of my penis, and her tongue licked at my urethral opening.

My back shivered.

I continued to stimulate her genitals, trying not to lose to the stimulation she was giving me. She, in turn, continued to rub my shaft and lick the tip of my member, urging me to cum.

I couldn't hold back my orgasm any longer, and at the same moment, her body began to shake violently.

"Auuuuuuuu!"

Marmi let out a particularly loud moan and arched her back.

As she did, my penis slipped out of her mouth, and my semen sprayed onto her face.

"Hah... hah..."

Marmi lay on her back, breathing deeply.

She stared at the ceiling with a dazed expression.

My semen was all over her face, hair, and ears. I had sullied her doll-like, beautiful face with my seed. The white fluid was on her chest too, dripping down.

Perhaps because of the excitement, my member remained hard.

I moved between her legs and hovered over her. Then, I pressed the head of my penis against her vaginal opening.

Her gaze was still fixed on the ceiling.

"...Mash, will you always love me?"

"Mo, I love you. So, I want you to always love me too."

"Even if you disappear, I think I will always hold onto those words."

Marmi's eyes closed. Her arms wrapped around my back. I hugged her back and kissed her.

Then she grimaced slightly.

"...Yours too, Mash, but my love fluid... doesn't taste very good."

"Mine only got on your face. You didn't drink it, did you?"

"...When it shot out the first time, it went into my mouth."

"It's an acquired taste."

She opened her eyes and looked at me.

"...But would it sound like a lie if I said it's becoming a habit?"

We kissed again.

"...Mash, my head is going crazy with excitement. Make me an adult now."

She squirmed her hips invitingly. I buried my penis inside her.

Her vagina was small and narrow, but thanks to her juices, I slid in smoothly.

We stared into each other's eyes as I pushed all the way in.

"...When you were all the way inside, my mind went blank. It doesn't hurt as much as I thought."

With that, she moved her hips, urging me to thrust. The movement was tantalizing.

I took her invitation and began to thrust.

"...Nn, nnnn, nn..."

Her small, slender body swayed beneath my abdomen. Her legs were wrapped around my waist, as if not to let me go.

Listening to her moans, I continued to move my hips, caressing her body and running my tongue over her skin.

Her white body was flushed red as if feverish.

Her vagina, which tightened around me, was snug, but well-lubricated with her juices. And the bumpy texture of the folds inside clung to me, further intensifying my urge to cum.

"Ah, ahh, ah, ah..."

Marmi moaned as if drowning in pleasure, closing her eyes tightly and clinging to me.

She had said it was okay just now, but maybe it still hurt. I thought about it, but I couldn't stop my hips.

"...Mash, all the way, together."

She sought my lips.

She, who usually seemed like a doll, quiet and reserved, was now flushed and seeking me out.

I felt like she would break if I hugged her too tightly, but I still embraced her fiercely and returned her kiss. Our tongues tangled intensely, devouring each other's saliva.

Then, I pushed myself into her deepest part and poured my pent-up desire into her.

Our lips parted.

"Nn, nnh, ahhhhhh...!"

Marmi cried out in a heart-wrenching voice.

All the while, my member pulsed again and again, repeatedly ejaculating inside her.

After my orgasm subsided, we waited for our ragged breaths to calm down and exchanged a light kiss.

As I sat up to check our connection, my member slipped out of her vagina.

Marmi's proof of virginity was on my penis. And her once tightly closed vagina was now open in the shape of me. An indescribable sense of conquest filled my heart.

She touched my limp member, inspecting it. The mixture of semen, love fluid, and the blood from her broken hymen looked pink.

"...Mash."

"You were grimacing. Did it hurt?"

She shook her head.

"...More than that, the pleasure was so intense I felt like I was going to lose control. But it hurts a little now."

"I see."

I stroked her head.

"...That's why I want to do it again."

"What did you say? We just had a fight, you must be tired."

"...I'm fine. I used quite a bit of magic, but I'm not that tired."

"We have to ride a horse back to the city tomorrow, you know?"

"...That's fine too. I'll just be holding on to you from behind, Mash."

"..."

I wanted to say that I was tired and definitely not fine after ejaculating twice, but in the face of her smile, I couldn't say a word.



    Chapter 201

    The Dwarven Blacksmith and a New Quest

    Maryanne was waiting in front of the inn.

"Mash!"

Dressed as a town girl, she ran over, waving. In that moment, she looked more like a puppy than Famu.

"Where have you been?"

"I was at the eastern lake with Mo."

She placed a finger on her chin and let out a thoughtful "Hmm."

"So you went to the reservoir... Did it... appear, then?"

She didn't specify what, but her meaningful gaze told me everything. It seemed the story about the ghost was well-known.

If I told her we saw a ghost, would I be treated like a weirdo in this world too? I wasn't sure how to respond.

"So, where did Mo go?"

"She went back to the Star Union Family estate."

It was past noon when we got back to Miglutt.

After returning the horse, she was stopped by the head butler and went to see Marina. Marmi was the only one with business to attend to. And since I could guess what it was about, I said nothing and returned to the inn.

"I see, I see."

Maryanne's tail swayed gently as she nodded.

"...So, why were you waiting outside? Where are Famu and the others?"

"No one's here. The reservation for the inn was canceled."

"What?"

Had they already moved into the new house? I didn't know the location, so I'd have to ask Claire.

As I started walking toward the Mateo Trading Company, she grabbed my arm.

"We're all alone. Let's make the most of it and go on a date."

Miglutt was governed by the Four Regent Families, and the city was divided into four districts: east, west, north, and south. Each district was equipped with its own market, church, and lodging area, functioning like a small city in itself. It made sense to decentralize functions in such a large city. The Adventurers Guild was only in the human Air-Ally Family's district, where the Crystal Palace was located, but since we weren't taking on any quests at the moment, it wasn't a problem. By the way, the magic academy Cecily and the others attended was in the elven district.

Besides the Crystal Palace, there was also a dungeon on the western edge of the city, in the district ruled by the dwarven Sky-Lot Family. Marina had mentioned a dungeon that Mo's former fiancé, Zeno Leafkraut, was exploring, but I didn't know the details.

Each district had its own unique characteristics. This district, under the rule of the dog-eared race, used wooden beams in its buildings, giving it a somewhat rustic feel. The eastern elven district, with its rows of spires, was reminiscent of Gothic architecture, and had many more trees lining the streets.

Maryanne and I bought skewered meat from a street stall. The vendor dipped the skewer into a bubbling pot of cheese fondue before handing it to us. The rising steam told me it was hot enough to burn the roof of my mouth, but the rich aroma of the cheese made it impossible to wait for it to cool. I took a bite, huffing and puffing.

The distinct, rich saltiness of the cheese and the smooth way it melted on my tongue were incredibly delicious, but the skewered meat was a bit tough.

"What kind of meat is this?"

"Who knows? It's grilled meat, isn't it? It's chewy and delicious."

Was Maryanne, who was used to eating only the finest food, so unconcerned with meat that the only distinction she made was between raw and cooked? I thought Famu's obsession with food was a trait specific to the dog-eared race, but it seemed I was wrong.

"Hmph. You're comparing me to Famu, aren't you?"

"H-How did you know?"

"...There's no way I could know. It was just a guess."

Maryanne narrowed her eyes and glared at me.

"N-No, it's just that she was always so particular about food..."

I answered falteringly. I imagined Famu eating this skewer next to me. What expression would she make? What would she say?

"You're the one who's particular about food, aren't you, Mash? You're always asking about the ingredients when you eat. She's just copying you."

"It's true that I'm curious about what people in this world eat."

I couldn't help but compare it to the food from my original world. But since otherworlders had been sent here every hundred years, the food, while not exactly the same, was surprisingly delicious.

This cheese fondue was a good example. In my mind, it should have been a dish from the mountainous region south of Frucht, in the southern part of the Empire. But it had spread all the way to the eastern edge of the Empire.

I ate the last piece of meat on the skewer. It was still tough. I wondered what kind of meat it was.

"So, you still haven't met Lord Katarzyna, have you?"

Katarzyna of the dwarf race was the head of the Sky-Lot Family, one of the Four Regent Families. We were on our way to his mansion.

When I told her he had asked to see me, she had insisted we go right away.

As we entered the district ruled by the dwarves, the number of sturdy, stone-built buildings seemed to increase. Long chimneys could be seen here and there, with heat shimmering from their tips like a heat haze, distorting the surrounding scenery. The sound of hammering iron echoed in the distance. Were there many craftsmen like Aidan here?

"This way."

We stood before a fortress-like stone building.

"Are they planning to start a war or something?"

"I don't think so..."

The guard standing watch in front of the building's door saw Maryanne and disappeared inside. He probably went to call someone. We didn't have an appointment, so we might not be able to see Katarzyna, but if that was the case, we would just leave.

"Your promise was about him wanting you to meet his granddaughter at the Four Regent Families meeting, right?"

"That's right."

"Could it be Lady Petra?"

"You know her?"

She nodded.

"Yes. Her father is Lord Katarzyna's fifth son, but he's a bit... different. He voluntarily renounced his noble status and became a commoner."

"Doesn't that mean he's disliked?"

It didn't seem like he wanted to form a blood relation with me by marrying off a relative of his, like Maryanne or Marmi.

She shook her head at my question.

"No, he had a talent for smithing. He said he wanted to devote himself to honing his craft."

"He left on his own?"

She nodded.

"The sword I entrusted to you, Mash, was forged by him. And it's rumored that Lady Petra has an even greater talent. I heard she went to Richel to train for about ten years."

In that case, if I asked Petra's father, he might be able to fix Maryanne's sword, which was covered in soot from Marmi's lightning. If possible, I'd like to ask him secretly, without her knowing. When I thought of Richel, only Aidan came to mind. Did Petra train under him? Come to think of it, I remembered hearing that Wake, Marmi's servant, had also gone to Aidan to have a sword made for him.

"Have you ever met her?"

"Yes, a long time ago. I think it was at Lord Katarzyna's 150th birthday party. She's a very lovely person, you know?"

"Still, ten years of training... How old is she?"

"Lord Katarzyna is 162. I believe Lady Petra was over 50."

Hearing that, I felt a little relieved. He couldn't possibly be thinking of marrying off a granddaughter of that age to me. Maryanne must have known her age, which is why she was guiding me here.

Just then, the door opened and we were welcomed inside.

The interior of the building was made of stone, like a church, but it lacked any splendor.

It was simple, yet it exuded a sense of gravitas and quiet dignity.

As I suspected, the inside also felt like a fortress.

We were shown into a room. It was a small, office-like space. A bearded dwarf man who was gazing out the small window at the scenery was the head of the Sky-Lot Family, Katarzyna Sky-Lot.

He saw my face, and his eyes widened slightly as he froze.

"I heard you came with a servant, but it was you, Hero."

"Yes, Lord Katarzyna. I am merely a guide today."

Maryanne bowed deeply.

"I see. The sentry must have seen Lady Maryanne and not asked your business. It's still early for dinner, but let's have some sweets. Also, call my granddaughter."

He whispered to the man standing beside him, then walked toward the door.

"This room is ill-suited for a meal."

"The small dining room, then?"

Maryanne followed him, so I did too.

"Are you two close?"

The image of the puppy waving at me overlapped with her current demeanor.

"Yes. Lord Katarzyna has helped me the most. Not just with the sword, but he always listens to everything I have to say until the end. But we only became truly close recently, after the battle with the Crimson Brigade. Now I know where everything is in this mansion."

They looked like a real grandfather and granddaughter.

"You come to this mansion that often?"

"Yes. They serve tea and sweets. It's one of my favorite walking courses."

"..."

"To be honest, before I met you, Mash, Lord Katarzyna was the person I trusted the most."

She whispered the last part in my ear.

Was the head of the One-Land Family being won over with food? Seeing the smile on her profile, I felt an indescribable emotion.

The room we entered had a long table that could seat ten people. At Katarzyna's urging, I sat in the middle seat. Maryanne sat next to me, and he sat opposite us.

Tea and baked goods were served immediately, and I took a sip of the tea.

Katarzyna was drinking not tea, but a beverage with a strong alcoholic aroma from a glass.

"What, you wanted this? Just so you know, anyone but a dwarf who drinks this will pass out."

He held his glass up to me. Next to me, Maryanne was shaking her head, silently telling me to refuse.

"I've had it before, but I have no memory of what happened afterwards. When I came to, I was in my room in my own mansion. I had a terrible headache that day."

Just as I had imagined with Aidan, dwarves really could hold their liquor.

Maryanne took the lead in the light conversation, and after a while, there was a knock on the door.

A woman entered the room. She wore a large casquette pulled down low, and underneath it, a pair of equally large, round glasses peeked out. Her mouth was covered with a triangular cloth, and braided hair hung down beside her cheeks. She was wearing baggy overalls, so I couldn't tell her body shape.

She gave a small bow. Only Maryanne hastily stood up and bowed her head.

"Let me introduce you. This is my granddaughter, Petra."

"...Even if you say so..."

Dressed like this, I wouldn't recognize her even if we passed on the street.

As I was thinking this, she took off an oversized glove and held out her hand. Her fingers were white and slender, and there were no age-telling wrinkles.

"Petra. Nice to meet you."

She was blunt. Her voice seemed a little high and resonant.

"Ah, ahh... I'm Mash."

I shook her outstretched hand. She sat down next to Katarzyna.

Her portion of alcohol and baked goods were brought over immediately. I had hoped she would remove the triangular cloth, but she showed no intention of doing so.

"Let's get right to it. I want you to let me fix this sword."

She took Aidan's sword out of her storage. No, her profession was probably blacksmith. It was a skill similar to Aidan's 'Workshop' that resembled storage.

"Can it be fixed?"

She nodded at my words. Then she drew the sword and laid the broken pieces of the blade out on the table.

She traced the blade with her fingertips, as if adoring it.

Though I say it looked adoring, it was only her actions that suggested it; she could have been making a demonic face for all I knew.

"This was definitely forged by Master."

"So you do know Aidan?"

She nodded at my words, but her expression was still unreadable, which was a little unsettling.

"I could return it to a lump of iron and reforge it, but then it wouldn't be Master's work anymore, so I don't want to do that."

I nodded at her words. If the sword could be restored to its original state, that would be perfect.

"So, I'd like to repair it by re-fusing the pieces, but unfortunately, I'm out of the necessary material."

"What material is that?"

"It can be harvested from a monster in a dungeon."

Her glasses glinted.



    Chapter 202

    The New House and Its Price

    "That's right. Apparently, the Star Union's former territory looked like this. Over time, it gradually became like the other parts of the city, and this is the only section that remains."

At first glance, it looked like a park.

It wasn't a place for children to play; a stone-paved path was laid out, winding through gaps in the planted trees. The lush trees didn't feel overgrown but rather well-maintained and pruned. The area was surrounded by an iron fence, with a sturdy iron-barred gate to prevent entry. Judging by its length along the street, the lot didn't seem that large.

I stood there with Maryanne and Claire. Claire opened the gate. It wasn't locked, and the gate swung open smoothly. It must be well-maintained.

"It's said to be modeled after the elven village in the Great Forest,"

Claire explained as she let Maryanne and me inside, then closed the gate behind us.

The stone path continued deeper into the lot, but it curved and snaked, obscuring the view ahead. It was probably a technique to make the small space seem deeper.

After meeting with Katarzyna, we had followed Claire's lead to track down Famu and the others, who had checked out of the inn and moved to their new home.

"You don't seriously expect us to pitch a tent and live here, do you?"

Or were we supposed to build a pit-dwelling or a raised-floor warehouse? That would make the handover simple. But I couldn't imagine Famu and Mizuki agreeing to that, unless there was a free-flowing, open-air hot spring somewhere on the property. I sniffed the air, but there was no characteristic smell of sulfur. Maryanne didn't seem to be wrinkling her nose either.

"You'll see if you go a little further in."

Claire smiled and led the way, with Maryanne and me following.

Soon, a white-walled building came into view. It was a two-story building, but its most distinctive feature was its conical roof, which looked like it was made of stacked gray stone bricks.

"A *trullo*?"

It resembled a type of building from my original world. Those were usually built in clusters, but this one seemed to be a single structure.

"Yes. They're called *trulli* here. Apparently, they're the style of buildings in the elven village. The building in front of us is the largest; the first floor is the kitchen and dining room, and the second floor is living space. There are six buildings in total on this property, including this one. One is for bathing, and the others are single-story living quarters. There's also a wooden shed that serves as a warehouse."

"...I see. So this is a place built by elves who moved from the Great Forest because they were homesick?"

Claire nodded.

"Is it some kind of protected area? I can't imagine we can afford the rent."

"Even if it needs protection, buildings will quickly fall into ruin if no one lives in them. We were able to get a discount on the condition that Lady Marmi lives here. Also..."

She glanced at Maryanne.

"I heard you went to the Sky-Lot Family estate today. I will invest on the assumption that you will introduce the Mateo Trading Company to them one day."

Mercedes was behind Claire. As long as he was around, the One-Land Family and the Sky-Lot Family were sure to be won over, as long as they got the chance to negotiate. The problem was their company's manpower—or rather, human resources—which was still small in this city.

"Are you sure you can expand your business so quickly?"

"Well, it will take time to establish sales channels and to hire and train people. We'll start with our dealings with the Star Union Family."

Evening was approaching, and the surroundings were growing dim.

Light spilled from the building's windows. We went inside.

The smell of onions and garlic hit my nose. Looking around, I saw that the kitchen and dining room were separated by a staircase leading to the second floor. Famu and Mizuki were in the kitchen.

"You're late!"

Mizuki said upon seeing my face.

As I started to walk in, she stopped me.

"All that's left is to set the table, so go sit in the dining room and wait."

On the dining room side, there was a large wooden table that could seat ten people. Dishes were already set out, along with bread and grapes. Marmi was already seated at the far end.

"You didn't stay at the mansion?"

She nodded. As I was about to sit in front of her, Myra, who was helping to serve, stopped me.

"Mash, you're in the middle. Famu is to your left. The seats to your right and in front are in order. Maryanne and Claire are at the end."

"Is that so?"

Were they planning to poison me by fixing the seating arrangement? As I was thinking that, Myra and Patricia started placing bowls of stew and *tamago fuwafuwa* on the table. The stew was probably Mizuki's creation, and the *tamago fuwafuwa* Famu's.

"Don't you have to help, Marmi?"

"...Hmph. I prepared the water and the fire. Patricia will work twice as hard to cover my share. Besides, you haven't done anything either, Mash."

"Tch, I can cook if I want to. I'm not like you."

"...What can you make?"

"I can make this stew."

As I was answering, the serving was finished and everyone took their seats. Mizuki was to my right, and Myra was in front of me.

"This isn't stew. It's goulash. There were a lot of paprikas at the market, and they taught me how to make it. I've never actually eaten it before, so I don't know if it tastes right..."

Mizuki trailed off, sounding unsure of her own cooking.

"You asked the people at the market?"

Mizuki nodded at my question. Her communication skills were impressive. It was also surprising that she could make something like this just by being told how.

"It seems similar to borscht. The soup is quite thin."

Famu stirred it with her spoon, scooped up some meat and paprika, and took a sip.

"The flavor of the herbs and spices is nice. I think the one we ate in the settlement was a little milder."

The settlement Famu lived in was nearby, so they probably ate the same dishes.

As I was lost in thought, I noticed that Patricia wasn't sitting down.

"Patricia, why are you standing?"

"I will have the leftovers later. I am serving now,"

she answered.

"Just sit down and eat. Didn't you eat with Mo?"

"...We used to eat together when my family wasn't around. But when we did, Patricia started getting bullied by the other attendants. So we only eat together when we're on a long trip."

Marmi's words made my chest ache.

"This is also part of my job, so please don't worry about it and enjoy your meal, Mash."

"No. When you're with us, you eat with us."

I thought she might resist, but Patricia sat down next to Marmi.

"So, how much does this place cost?"

I felt like Claire had dodged the question earlier, so I asked again.

"Yes. It's worth two hundred great gold coins. But they said one hundred would be fine."

"What? Just a hundred?"

Claire said it hesitantly, but it didn't seem like a huge amount.

With that, I reached for a wooden glass. It was filled with ayran. I checked Famu's drink and saw white foam. She was having ayran too. But the liquid in Mizuki's glass was a different color.

She quickly tried to hide it.

"Wh-What! It's just one glass."

I had a feeling that "one glass"

would soon come to mean "a lot,"

but I kept quiet. As long as she had boobs, I would continue to love her. Just then, she elbowed me.

"Hey, one hundred great gold coins is a thousand gold coins. Do you get that?"

A thousand gold coins was the price of ten female warrior slaves. It was then that I realized how expensive it was.

"W-Wait! No way. We can't pay that."

"Mash, for the elves, this place is priceless. They are offering it to you for one hundred great gold coins,"

Claire said.

"But..."

I lowered my gaze.

"I mostly understand what Claire is trying to say. It's very difficult to say this in front of her, but it seems that like Maryanne, the other Four Regent Families have designs on winning you over. Lady Marina thinks Mo alone is not enough of a tie, so she's trying to bind you to this land. But if she offered it for free, you would become suspicious and sense her intentions. You might refuse if you realized her motives, so she had to put a price on it. But she couldn't put a cheap price on this land either,"

Myra explained, and Claire nodded.

"So, is that also why you chose yesterday to send me and Mo to the lake?"

The plan was to win over Famu and Mizuki and have them choose the place first.

"...Mash is bad with scary stories. He stayed with me the whole time."

Marmi smiled triumphantly and glanced at Maryanne.

"Hmph, Mo, what is the meaning of that look?"

Maryanne noticed it sharply and questioned her.

"...Mash is going to live here. Also..."

Marmi smiled proudly and stroked her stomach. I was shocked by her attitude.

"Mo, you..."

"...One of the elf race's problems has been solved."

"Did you have a child?"

When Marmi nodded, everyone except her turned to look at me with accusing eyes.

"What do you mean? You two only did it, if at all, yesterday..."

Mizuki demanded in a sharp tone, so I briefly explained what Marina had told me yesterday.

"...Mash's theory was correct. It was properly fertilized. Mother is keeping the fertilized egg."

Did that mean she was pregnant? I felt like there was more to it than that, but I hadn't paid much attention since I had planned to die a virgin.

"Did she really transfer it into her own body?"

She shook her head at my question.

"...She doesn't know how your emotions will change if she does that. For now, it's being preserved in a frozen state."

I lowered the hips I had started to raise and took a breath. I wanted something with alcohol, so I snatched Mizuki's glass. There was about half a glass of beer left, and I downed it in one go. I couldn't taste it.

Honestly, I was more afraid of what Famu and Mizuki would think than of my own feelings. I couldn't even bring myself to look at Famu's expression.

"...About that matter, Mother wants to see you again, Mash."

If I went to the Star Union Family's mansion, I could see Cecily, Aira, Shizuka, and Reeni. But I felt heavy-hearted. Still, they now knew that they could have children with a human husband. My role as a stud horse didn't have to be filled by me. Marmi would probably take contraceptives from now on.

The problem was Maryanne. She was clutching a glass of ale and staring intently at it.

"If I ask Lady Marina, do you think she would examine me too?"

"You're in too much of a hurry. It doesn't have to be now, right?"

She gave a bitter smile at my words.

"At my age, it's a little late. I need an heir. A house is not stable without a successor. But, you're right. If it hasn't happened yet, I will wait until you're ready, Mash."

Marmi listened to her words with a prim expression. I was only now remembering what Marina had said: "Mo has been a woman since the day she was born."

"A-Anyway, we were talking about the house. The problem is the one hundred great gold coins."

I wanted to change the subject, so I brought the conversation back to its original point.

"The ownership of this place will be under the Mateo Trading Company. If you and Mizuki die, the Star Union Family has agreed to buy it back for the same price. We haven't arranged for the one hundred great gold coins yet, but there is no payment deadline."

Claire answered. We would be renting this property from the Mateo Trading Company, but that was because we were freemen who couldn't own land. The company was just acting as a guarantor; it was a formality. In reality, we would have to pay the Star Union Family through the company.

"So, that means we just have to pay it off, no matter how long it takes. It's a bit late now, but can we add Famu to the conditions for buying it back?"

We should still have some money left from the pirate extermination. I couldn't say this to Cecily and Aira, but Famu and the others would surely contribute for the sake of their own home. After that, we would just have to diligently collect Mana Seeds.

"Master."

Famu suddenly called out to me.

"What is it?"

"I have no intention of being anywhere without you, Master. You don't need to worry about that."



"..."

I stared at her face. She stared back at me with the same intensity.

Just then, Marmi drank her ayran, and the sound of her glass being set down rang out with a *clink*.

"...Mash, a Crystal Core would be worth a considerable amount. One of that size would be priceless, in fact."

Marmi said this as Patricia, sitting next to her, wiped her mouth.

"You obtained a Crystal Core?"

Myra asked, so I took the Crystal Core out of my storage. It was about twice the size of the one Mii had before, but smaller than the one I saw at the Great Temple.

"I'm thinking of donating this to the church."

"After an incident like that just happened... You tried to stop them, Mash, but it was the result they wanted. And yet, you were the only one arrested and put before the Four Regent Families meeting. I believe High Priestess Elisha thinks you might be angry."

Technically, both Maryanne and I were thrown in jail and questioned by the Four Regent Families, but that wasn't a major issue, so I kept quiet.

If I gave the Crystal Core to Marina, the payment problem might be solved, but I was concerned about Elisha's feelings toward me. Fear and terror can easily breed hatred. I didn't want to spend time resolving it, nor did I want to get deeply involved.

"I think I'll just stick to paying off the Star Union Family slowly. I don't know how she'll react if I give it to her directly, so could you give it to Elisha for me, Myra?"

It would be troublesome if she prostrated herself and worshipped me as a god.

"I understand. But the church has money. I will ask if they can spare some for you."

I nodded at Myra's words.

"So, about the room assignments,"

Myra said.

"The upper floor can accommodate more than ten people. We also bought a large bed, so you can use it, Mash. The other four buildings have space for about four people each. How about we separate them in half and have two people in each?"

Mizuki said, breathing hard through her nose. Her enthusiasm was incredible.

"You're planning to bring guys over, aren't you!"

"As if!"

She elbowed me.

"Famu and I, Marmi and Patricia, and Myra for now by herself. That leaves one building empty, but we can use it as a guest room, right?"

"That leaves no room for me and Lady Maryanne,"

Claire protested.

"You can stay with Mash. It's not like you'll be sleeping alone when you come here, right?"

"That's true..."

Claire nodded. I poked Famu, who was dipping bread into her goulash and eating.

"Famu, take a good look. What Mizuki is doing is called being a pimp!"

"N-No, I'm not! It's all your fault, Mash!"

Mizuki puffed out her cheeks.

"Master, Mizuki. I don't need my own room. I will also live here on the second floor with Master."

"Are you sure? What will you do when Mash is with someone other than you, Famu?"

Mizuki peered at Famu's face over my shoulder.

"Ugh... I'll be with them then too!"

"If that's okay with you, Famu, then fine... In that case, Myra and I will take one building."

No one particularly objected, and Mizuki nodded with satisfaction.

"Wait, why do you want your own room, Mizuki?"

"You need time to be alone, right?!"

"For masturbation?"

"No! I want to study so I'm prepared for when we return to our original world..."

"So serious!"

Oh well. Even if she tried to lock herself in to be alone, I could get past that. I swore to myself that I would sneak in soon and shove that thing I got from Marina into her.



    Chapter 203

    A New Home and a Bath (with a Pinch of Mizuki☆)

    After dinner, Claire and Maryanne went home. Both the One-Land Family and the Mateo Trading Company were in the middle of transitioning to new leadership. It seemed the two of them were quite busy.

I went up to the second floor, where a stark, empty space greeted me. There was only a bed and a small desk.

We would have to start furnishing the place.

"There's an icehouse behind this building. Mo made some ice with her magic, so we can store food now,"

Famu said.

At the moment, only Famu and I remained in this wing. The other members had retired to the building Mizuki had suggested.

"Are you sure you don't want your own room?"

"Yes. I like it here."

"This room is big. We could put up a partition to make a space just for you, Famu."

"Do you want to be alone, Master?"

Her counter-question left me at a loss for words. In my old world, there were plenty of amusements for spending time alone. I could fiddle with my phone, watch videos, read books, or look at manga. But in this world, there was nothing to take their place.

Furthermore, the nights here felt profoundly dark, with an overwhelming lack of light. And I had grown accustomed to the warmth of Famu sleeping beside me. I remembered the loneliness I felt when I first arrived in this world, and the sense of relief that washed over me when she began sleeping by my side.

"No, I don't want to be alone anymore."

"I will never leave you alone,"

she declared, nodding deeply.

"Alright, if that's settled, let's get down to business. Famu, take off your clothes."

"I-If you're going to do *that*, you could at least be a little gentler about it!"

"Not that. What you just said made me think. I can't forgive Mizuki for trying to make me be alone by splitting up the rooms, nor Myra, Mo, and Patricia for going along with it. I'm going to storm the bath and wreak havoc!"

"...If you do that, you'll definitely end up wanting more time alone!"

"Hmph, how rebellious. Fine. I'll go by myself."

"Even if you're going through with it, why do I have to get naked here?"

"In my world, there's a book of military strategy called *The Art of War*. It contains the phrase, 'In war, value swift victory.' It means it's more honorable to charge the enemy camp completely naked from the start than to waste time getting undressed in front of their lines."

I took off my shirt, and then my pants.

"I've never read it, but I know what it means. That's definitely wrong!"

she interjected, but by the time she finished, I was already naked.

"If you're going to argue, then I'll go alone. I'll just give your clothes a full wash with magic later, so you can stay here and guard the house, Famu."

"...There's no helping it. Understood. I'll go with you."

Resigned, she began to undress, so I decided to wait.

I watched as she diligently removed her clothes.

"Famu."

"Y-Yes? What is it?"

"Well, aren't you embarrassed?"

"Of course I'm embarrassed!"

she shouted, turning her back to me.

We stepped outside. It was pitch black. We hadn't prepared any kind of porch light, so we'd probably need to buy one eventually. For now, the only light was what spilled from the buildings. I should ask Marmi to teach me a light spell sometime.

"Let's go, Famu!"

"W-Wait, please!"

Famu called out, stopping me as I was about to break into a run.

"Getting cold feet? It's a little late for that!"

"No! That way leads outside. If someone sees us, they'll report us!"

It seemed walking around naked was against public decency in this world, too.

At her warning, I turned and ran in the opposite direction. A building soon came into view. The property was smaller than I thought. However, thanks to the clever arrangement of trees and a winding path, it felt much larger.

This was Mizuki and Myra's wing. Beyond that was Marmi and Patricia's, then two empty buildings, and at the very back was the bathhouse.

I peeked through a small window where light was leaking out. The center of the room was partitioned off by a thick, curtain-like cloth that extended to the front of a fireplace. In front of the partition stood a two-person desk, a bed, and a chest of drawers. The room, illuminated by candlelight, had a warmth to it, unlike the bareness of my own.

The area behind the partition was dark, with no sign of anyone. That meant they had to be in the bath. I pulled my gaze from the window and saw Famu standing there, awkwardly covering her chest and crotch.

"Famu... you look like some kind of exhibitionist pervert."

"And whose fault is that?!"

she yelled. I instinctively clapped a hand over her mouth.

Startled by her voice, the branches rustled, and I heard the sound of a bird taking flight. I waited in silence for the bird to fly away, and stillness returned.

I gently removed my hand and sighed.

"Mizuki and the others aren't in their rooms. They must be in the bath. Let's hurry."

"...I don't understand how you can say such a serious line while completely naked."

We arrived in front of the bathhouse.

Light was spilling from it, so someone was definitely inside.

I put my hand on the door. It wasn't locked. Careless fools.

Without a word, I used the pat-pat language to signal the charge to Famu.

"?"

She just tilted her head, not understanding. I'd thought Mizuki or Famu would have learned the pat-pat language faster, but surprisingly, I was the one who had excelled at it. Perhaps it was the result of my single-minded desire to get closer to Claire.

She was still using her arms and hands to cover her chest and crotch. I was overcome with the urge to pull them away and see what she was hiding, but I restrained myself, knowing any commotion would be heard inside.

"There's a changing room when you enter, and the bathing area is beyond that,"

Famu whispered in my ear. Her breath tickled my ear, and her skin brushed against mine as she leaned close. Feeling that soft touch, I wanted to push her down, but I held back that impulse as well.

The wooden door had a heavy feel to it, but it opened without a sound when I pushed it. It must be well-maintained.

Inside was a changing room, just as she'd said. I checked the clothes and found three sets in baskets. I hadn't checked the other wings, but I wondered if Marmi was here too.

I casually pulled a pair of underwear from Mizuki's clothes and placed it on Famu's head. They were shiny, strangely high-class striped panties. Probably something she bought from Laciel's mail-order catalog. While confirming their texture, I pulled her dog ears through the two leg holes.

"If you're going to put them on me, put them on my bottom, not my head!"

she protested with a clearly displeased look. I pressed my index finger to her lips to quiet her.

"It's proper etiquette for storming a bath. Besides, it suits you."

I grabbed a pair of underwear from another basket at random and put it on my own head. It was an unfamiliar pair, but it didn't have the tulip embroidery. It must be Myra's. Famu's gaze was ice-cold, but I paid it no mind.

"Alright, let's go."

As I reached for the door to the bathroom, Famu grabbed my hand.

"Wait. Let me borrow your smartphone."

I really didn't understand how her mind worked sometimes.

"It's waterproof, but be careful. It might break if you submerge it in the hot water."

I took the smartphone out of storage, handed it to her, and opened the door to the bathroom.

The room was shrouded in steam, and visibility was poor.

I had been imagining stone tiles and a wooden tub, but it was a rock bath made of rugged stones.

However, none of that mattered right now. I dashed across the slatted floor, leaped into the tub, and wrapped my arms around the nearest person from behind, groping their chest.

"Mizuki, this is divine punishment!"

A slender white nape that formed a gentle, feminine curve, and the soft sensation of breasts.

But it wasn't the usual weighty feeling. This wasn't Mizuki. Nor was it Myra, who was larger than her, or the flat-chested Marmi.

As I kneaded them, I pondered the sensation.

"This... isn't a B-cup... It's a C-cup."

Then, belatedly, I noticed vines mixed in with her hair.

"I see. So these are Patricia's breasts. Magnificent."

"KYAAAAAAAH!"

Patricia screamed and punched me with her fist. Then Famu got punched, and for some reason, Marmi and Mizuki got punched too.

"Wh-wh-wh-wh-why did you just burst in like that?!"

She grabbed a towel to cover her body.

"Hey, bringing a towel into the tub is bad manners!"

"If you're going to say that, not washing your body before getting in is also bad manners! Besides, you have a towel on your head too, Mash... huh? Wait, that's not a towel, those are my panties!"

She punched me again. Famu quickly escaped to the washing area, but Mizuki and Marmi, trapped in the tub with no escape, were punched again as well.

"What do you think you're doing?! Now I'll never get married!"

She glared at me, her eyebrows raised. As if to calm her down, Marmi gently patted her on the shoulder.

"...I forgot to mention, but Patricia's marriage has already been decided, so don't worry."

"Huh? Is that so?"

Patricia turned to face Marmi.

"...I'll tell you if you want to know."

"Wait a minute,"

I interrupted before Patricia could respond.

"Myra isn't here. I charged in thinking Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi were here."

"Myra took the Crystal Core to the church. She said she was staying the night and coming back tomorrow,"

Mizuki answered. As I tried to move closer to her, she scooted away, shifting her position in the tub.

"I see. So even though Myra said it was her own fault, she was still worried. Laciel destroying the grand cathedral might have had a bigger impact on the church than I thought."

"Of course it did. The reason she follows you is because of the church's orders, after all."

The current situation looked as if Laciel was rejecting the church. My gesture of reconciliation would serve as proof that the relationship between the goddess and the church remained strong.

As I mulled this over, I reached for Mizuki's chest and was splashed with hot water.

"Now that things have calmed down, I'd like to ask. This concerns my entire life. Could you please tell me?"

With my own question answered, Patricia turned back to Marmi.

"...Same as me. You'll marry Mash."

""HUH—?!""

Mizuki screamed along with Patricia.

"I wanted someone young, around my own age, tall and slender! Not some pervert who wears my panties on his head! Someone kind and strong!"

Patricia cried out.

"That's too cruel! I may be an old guy, and I'm not tall, but people say I round up to fudge the numbers, and even then I'm still just barely above average height! Plus, I'm strong when I summon Laciel, and if you ask any woman about my best quality, they'll always say 'he's a nice person'!"

"Isn't that just what people say when they can't think of anything else to praise..."

Mizuki cut me down with her words.

"Mizuki, are you going to say my best quality is that I'm 'nice,' too?!"

Her tone was clearly laced with pity. To shut her up, I pulled her into an embrace. Then I grabbed her breast. The sensation I had been craving was right there. I tormented the tip with my index finger.

"Ngh!"

Mizuki turned her back, trying to escape. She had her hair tied up in a bun to keep it from getting wet, revealing her white nape. A long, slender neck. No matter how you looked at it, she was beautiful. To keep her from getting away, I buried my face in it.

"M-Mash... something hard is pressing against my back!"

"Of course it is. I came here intending to put it inside you."

"Here? Are you serious? The water will get in."

She tried to escape by getting on all fours, so I pierced her from behind. There was no foreplay, but she was wet enough that I slid in smoothly all the way to the hilt. I was enveloped in a soft, slick sensation, different from the bathwater. And as always, she squeezed me tightly.

"Auuuugh, w-wait, it's in. It's really in!"

I lifted Mizuki up as she tried to get away again, shifting us into a reverse cowgirl position.

"Mo-sama, I really don't want to marry Mash."

I had gotten so caught up with Mizuki that I'd almost forgotten about Patricia.

Her face was beet red as she watched Mizuki and me. Mizuki was completely shaven. Even through the water, our joining must have been clearly visible. A tulip, which hadn't been there moments ago, was now blooming on her head.

"...Finding someone else is too much trouble. And there's the matter of the Slave Mark. If you really don't like it, we can break it off. I'll ask Mother to find someone else for you then,"

Marmi said. Patricia shook her head.

"No, that's not it. Mash is the one you chose for yourself, Mo-sama. I understand you probably intend to give me your best as well. And I am a little drawn to him. If he wasn't the kind of person who storms into a bath wearing my panties on his head, I think I would have liked him even more. But it's no good. Mash... that man will love you and me equally, without distinction. I understand that is a virtue of his. But for me, that is above my station."

Patricia's face twisted as if she had bitten into something bitter.

"...I see. Then let's do a trial period for now."

"During that trial period, you'll mess me up so badly there'll be no going back!"

"...Patricia. A hero from another world has come to Miglutt. It's only been about a week, but the church, the Star Union Family, and the One-Land Family have already been changed, and the Sky-Lot Family is about to be touched by it too. If three of the families change, this city will change. The hero might not want it, but we are about to change according to his values. I don't know if that's a good thing or a bad thing. But the gods wish for it. I want you to see it with me."

"Mo-sama... Understood. For now, a trial period it is."

As the two of them gazed at each other, I couldn't hold back any longer and moved my hips just a little. Mizuki couldn't help but let out a moan. Beside her, Famu, having finished washing, slipped into the tub.

It was a chaotic situation.

If they were going to have such a serious conversation, I wish they would have told me beforehand. I can read the room, you know. With that thought, I moved my hips one more time.



    Chapter 204

    A New Home, and the Morning After

    When I woke up, Famu was praying by the bedside.

Same as always.

"Good morning."

"Good morning to you."

Come to think of it, this wasn't an inn. We had to make our own food.

When I went downstairs, Myra was sitting there all by herself.

The space was wrapped in silence, with the morning sun streaming through the window, illuminating a woman in priestess robes seated on a simple wooden chair. It was a scene straight out of a painting. She noticed us and gave us a smile. That, too, could have been a painting.

"Have you eaten breakfast?"

"Nothing has been prepared."

It seemed she had no intention of cooking herself. There was no one in the kitchen. I remembered Famu saying there was an icehouse behind the building.

There was a door accessible from the kitchen, so I opened it and peeked inside. A chilly air wafted out, but aside from what looked like a massive purchase of corn, I couldn't see any other ingredients.

"Mo prepared the ice for us."

"Was the corn your doing, Famu?"

"Yes."

I felt a strong pressure from her to make roasted corn, but it didn't feel quite right for breakfast.

"Speaking of which, we had grapes last night."

"There's an orchard on the property."

When I went to the bath, it had been nighttime, so all I could tell was that there were a lot of trees. It seemed there were various kinds planted.

"Roasted corn will have to be for tonight. Shall we go shopping for breakfast?"

"Yes, the market is very close by."

I headed outside with Famu and Myra.

Two men dressed in what looked like priest's attire were standing at the gate. They had been holding long spears but lowered them and bowed their heads respectfully.

"Good morning,"

one of them said, surprising me.

"I forgot to mention. Last night, when I delivered the Crystal Core, the High Priestess, Elisha-sama, offered to express her gratitude. That's why they've agreed to act as sentries. Oh, and they're apparently going to provide us with fifty gold coins."

"Even if they stand guard, we don't have money to pay them."

Besides, they were a little intimidating. Being greeted like that felt like some kind of unspoken pressure, which was also unnerving. Still, fifty gold coins was much appreciated. I would have preferred they cover the full price of the property, one hundred gold coins, but I suppose they had their own circumstances.

"They said they would serve as sentries free of charge."

I believe there's nothing scarier than something free, but Myra herself had been sent from the church. I was splitting the money we earned from adventuring evenly with her, but I hadn't paid any fee to her employer, the church. If the church hadn't sent Myra, getting used to this life would have been much harder. I reconsidered, thinking it would be better not to be too hostile towards them.

We returned their greeting and headed to the market with Famu guiding the way.

"Without a gatekeeper, won't it be a problem when we have visitors?"

Myra asked.

"You're right. Why isn't there a doorbell, anyway? We won't know if someone comes, and anyone can just walk in."

"This property used to belong to the Star Union Family. They don't use doorbells to announce visitors. They use people."

"...I see."

So this place really was above our station.

"Myra."

"Yes, what is it?"

"I forgot to say, but it's dangerous, so please don't go out alone at night. If you need to go somewhere, tell me and I'll go with you."

Her expression softened, and her face broke into a radiant smile.

"*Kyafu!* Mash! You're so sweet!"

she exclaimed, taking my arm and clinging to it.

At the market, we bought kebab sandwiches for breakfast, ingredients for that day's dinner, and some non-perishables and trail rations.

On second thought, I could just buy several days' worth of food and put it in my storage, but for some reason, I wasn't keen on the idea. I had a feeling I'd get tired of it and start meal-prepping eventually, but for now, I decided to live a life of frequenting the market to get used to the city. Also, since we'd be cooking for ourselves, we'd need to think about balanced menus. The repertoires of just me and Mizuki, who only knew recipes from our world, would have their limits. Famu only made what she liked. Myra and Marmi were hopeless. That left Patricia, but considering she wasn't in the kitchen last night, I doubted her cooking skills were any good.

"By the way, do we need to buy firewood?"

"The system generates heat when infused with mana, so as long as you or Mo are around, it's fine. The mana can be stored, and I hear it'll last about ten days on a full charge. We'll need firewood for the fireplace eventually, but there was some stored in the warehouse, so we won't need any for a while,"

Myra answered. She held up her index finger, looking a bit like a proud new wife as she explained the house's features.

"As expected of an elven house."

It seemed like a home where all energy was supplied by electricity, but I kept that thought to myself since they wouldn't understand.

"Actually, technology involving mana storage and magic circles is more of a dwarven specialty than an elven one, you know?"

"Come to think of it, some equipment is infused with mana."

I had an image of dwarves as blacksmiths, but it seemed their technology incorporated mana as well.

"Yes. The monster-repelling stone pillars along the highways are another example of that,"

Myra added.

"I never imagined dwarves using magic."

"Elves, dwarves, and demons are special races. Among them, elves and dwarves are said to have been born from the union of gods and humans. Elves possess high levels of mana and are skilled in its use. Dwarves, on the other hand, don't have as much mana as elves, but they excel at storing and processing it."

"A god gave birth to a human child? Was it one of the five goddesses?"

I'd been curious about this ever since I heard about the elves. I wondered what would be born if Laciel had a child.

"They were Elf-sama and Dwarf-sama of the Fifty Gods. But they are male gods, so it was the humans who bore the children."

So among the Fifty Gods, there are gods named Elf and Dwarf. I'd have to be careful not to get them confused.

"Wait. I thought the child inherited the mother's race?"

"That's a rule from after the war of the gods ended. But you could say that both elves and dwarves are human in a broader sense. The influence of the gods was just too strong."

It was a story that I sort of understood, and sort of didn't. I brought my thoughts back to the dwarves.

Perhaps the power of miracles handled by the church and the ability to seal mana in the dungeons were both dwarven technologies. If so, maybe they also had the power to break curses. I'd have to check with Katarzyna or Petra if I got the chance.

"Do they have indoor and outdoor lights that run on mana?"

"As long as you're not looking for lighting as intense as what we saw on Longhorn Street, I think you can find them at a dwarf-run shop. Though I imagine they're expensive."

When we got back to the gate, there was someone in baggy clothes standing with the priest-soldiers. They were holding a large barrel.

"Petra... is that you?"

I asked. She nodded.

"You can't tell by looking at me?"

she asked, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. She just looked like a suspicious person to me, but I introduced her to Famu and Myra.

"Well, come on in for now. We haven't had breakfast yet. You're welcome to join us if you like."

"I've already eaten, but I'll keep you company."

I gave kebab sandwiches to the two men standing guard, and we went inside.

Mizuki, Marmi, and Patricia were in the dining hall.

Patricia's face turned red when she saw me, and she hurriedly averted her gaze.

After I'd groped her so much in the bath last night, I wondered if there was anything left for her to be shy about.

Seeing her reaction, Myra was speechless.

"You've added another one?!"

"...Patricia and I are a set. You can't count us separately,"

Marmi replied. Beside her, Patricia's eyebrows twitched and she made a slightly disgusted face. She looked very uncomfortable.

Myra sighed deeply at her expression.

"So, Petra, what's with the barrel?"

I cleared my throat and changed the subject.

"This is from my grandfather. Ale to celebrate your new home."

The barrel was placed on the floor. I tried to move it toward the kitchen, but it wouldn't budge. Since she had carried it so easily, I thought it wasn't very full, but it seemed to be filled to the brim.

As I struggled, Petra noticed and carried it to the back of the kitchen for me.

Then, we all dug into our kebab sandwiches. On the table were also grapes and ayran. I wanted to drink tea or coffee, but they weren't sold at the market. It seemed the supply wasn't large enough for commoners to buy. I'd have to ask Claire to get some for us next time.

"So, you were saying we need to defeat a dungeon monster to repair the sword, right?"

Petra nodded.

"It's the Mana Seed dropped by the Area Guardian on the forty-fifth floor of the Crystal Palace."

"...We just became C-rank adventurers, you know. We're incredibly weak. And Mana Seeds don't drop easily. I have a few. Won't those work?"

"You know there are different types of Mana Seeds, right? It has to be one dropped by that specific monster."

Besides being used for enchanting and supplying mana, consuming a Mana Seed slightly raises your stats. The stat that increases depends on the monster that dropped it. However, the drop rate is low, and they're traded at high prices as rare items.

"I think we could handle the monsters on that floor if we fight carefully, but an Area Guardian is impossible. Plus, Mana Seeds are a rare drop. We might have to challenge it over and over to get one. It might never drop at all. I want the sword fixed, but I don't want to put myself or anyone else in danger for it."

I looked around at my companions.

"I met with Trusar-dono before I saw you this morning. In his opinion, your party's strength is more than enough for the fiftieth floor of the Crystal Palace, or even higher. I've also heard that Mana Seeds drop frequently for you. You must have some kind of skill or item, right? Besides, I heard about your fighting prowess from my grandfather."

I thought I hadn't seen Maryanne or Knight Commander Trusar this morning, but it seemed they had already been here. If he was around, I'd probably be dragged along by force again.

"Where is this person now?"

"He went home when I told him I would be your escort today."

"...By the way, Petra, are you strong?"

"I'm a B-rank adventurer. I don't do much dungeon diving, but I've been to the forty-fifth floor many times."

"Alright, it's settled then."

Petra stood up. I crossed my arms and watched her, feeling reluctant, when Famu stood up.

"Master, let's go. I think that sword has become a source of emotional support for you, hasn't it?"

That sword was just something Aidan had casually handed me. More than that, the conversation we had when he gave me the wakizashi was what stayed with me. I had to protect Famu. And I had been entrusted with Cecily and Aira.

Myra stood up.

"I, too, owe Aidan-san a debt I can never repay. My mace is also a precious item he made for me. I think I understand how you feel, Mash."

Myra took her mace out of her storage and struck a valiant pose. It was probably best to keep quiet about how she and her sister used those maces to beat each other up. Beside her, Mizuki also drew her sword.

"It would be sad if this sword broke, so let's get Mana Seeds for everyone!"

"...Hmph. Am I the only one who doesn't have equipment from that person?"

Next to Mizuki, Marmi stroked her own wand.

"If you would be so kind, would you allow me to craft a wand for you, Mo-sama?"

Petra asked Marmi. So Petra used formal language with Marmi, too. I tried to remember how she spoke to Maryanne but couldn't.

"...But I've grown attached to this wand."

"You could always use it as a spare, you know?"

"...Understood. Then I'll take you up on your offer."

We started walking towards the door to head for the Crystal Palace.

Patricia came to see us off. Noticing her, Marmi suddenly stopped.

"...Mash."

"What is it?"

"...Give Patricia a goodbye kiss."

At those words, Patricia jumped back in surprise. The sound of her footsteps echoed on the stone floor.

"Nuh-!"

She hurriedly covered her mouth with her arm, her face flushing red. "I-I-I-I'm still in my trial period! Something like that should be done by you, Mo-sama!"

Marmi said nothing, simply moving behind her and gently pushing her back. I reflexively caught the stumbling Patricia. Her body was trembling slightly.

"Mash, th-this is my first time."

She looked down, her face bright red.

"I see. For me, it's..."

I started to count, but Patricia quickly placed a hand over my mouth.

"You don't have to answer. Please, take care of Mo-sama. I will pray to Laciel-sama for everyone's safe return."

I gently lifted her chin. Patricia didn't resist, and her teary eyes looked straight into mine. Drawn in by them, I leaned closer, and she slowly closed her eyes.

As our lips met, a soft, warm sensation spread through me, sending sweet ripples throughout my body.

Even after our lips parted, we remained in each other's arms.

When I slowly opened my eyes, her face was right there.

"Patricia..."

Just as I was about to speak, I noticed Famu and the others lined up behind her. Marmi, who had been watching us, noticed the line too and joined the very end of it.

Left alone, Petra shrugged her shoulders, looking out of place.

"You want to get in line too?"

"No, I'll pass. I'll be waiting outside, so make it quick."

She gave a wave and headed out ahead of us.



    Chapter 205

    Petra and the 45th Floor of the Crystal Palace

    We were on the forty-fifth floor of the Crystal Palace. The party consisted of me, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Marmi, and Petra. Petra’s weapon of choice was a great hammer. She swung it with a brute strength I never would have guessed from the delicate hand I shook when we first met. Then again, she had also carried a whole cask of ale with ease, all the way from the dwarf-controlled western district to the elven district in the east. She clearly had stamina to spare. Right now, she was bringing that great hammer down on the head of a giant centipede. The creature’s hard carapace shattered effortlessly. The front line was held by her, Famu, and Mizuki. Famu acted as a decoy, her swift movements confounding the enemy while Marmi and I supported from the rear with magic and arrows. Mizuki and Petra would then move in to deliver the finishing blows. That was the rhythm of our battles.

"I don't have anything to do,"

Myra pouted, watching Famu pick up a Mana Seed after the battle.

"Myra, you can heal anyone if they get hurt, but if *you* can't move, no one can heal you,"

I reminded her. Besides, she was the only one we could entrust with both protecting the rear guard from sneak attacks and reinforcing the front line if a powerful enemy appeared. We were counting on her for the most difficult situations. She was our trump card, our impact player. Her role had become even more critical since Aira stopped joining us. Still, I found it a little strange that she was so eager to jump into the fray.

"I think it’s best if you don't fight, Myra."

"And why is that?!"

she demanded, slamming her shoulder into me so hard I stumbled.

"Aira is going to study theology at the magic academy. She's my little sister. If she gets serious, I'm sure she'll earn top grades. I need to level up enough to keep up with her."

She clutched her mace. Was she still so single-mindedly focused on winning their next sisterly squabble?

As we were talking, we reached a dead end. There was a pedestal with a treasure chest on it. We'd been making a beeline for the Area Guardian's room on every floor, so this was the first time I’d actually seen a treasure chest in this dungeon.

"My apologies. It seems I took a wrong turn,"

Petra said, turning around. With her glasses and mask, I had no idea what emotion she was trying to convey.

"Petra, I’ve been meaning to ask, but can't you do something about that getup?"

Mizuki, who had been staring at the chest, spun around in surprise.

"Huh? *That's* what you're focused on? Shouldn't we be more worried about the chest right now?"

"You think? I'm pretty concerned about this, too. I'm confident I wouldn't even notice if she got swapped out with a monster."

"I think you'd notice that, at least,"

Mizuki sighed. Getting impatient with our pointless conversation, Myra pushed her way between us.

"Mash, dwarf women do not show their faces to anyone outside their immediate family. Even after marriage, very few show their faces to anyone other than family."

"So it's like…"

Mizuki started to say, then swallowed her words. She was probably about to compare it to some custom from our world. I, for my part, thought it was odd to call a woman over fifty a 'girl,' but only Marmi and I knew her true age. Myra was being fooled by her short stature and youthful-sounding voice.

As I was mulling this over, I felt Petra’s gaze on me from behind her glasses. Not wanting to get bashed with a great hammer, I quickly looked away.

"So, what are we doing about the chest?"

"You think it's trapped?"

Petra and Mizuki conferred. The treasure chest sitting on the stone pedestal was made of wood, but its edges were reinforced with thick metal bands and studded with iron rivets. The lid was a half-cylinder, giving it a very classic, 'treasure chest' feel.

At Mizuki’s question, Petra observed the chest for a moment, then peeked into the keyhole.

"No traps. It's just locked,"

Petra announced.

"Where's the key…"

"You'd normally find them while exploring the dungeon, either as drops or in other chests. The keys vanish after one use, but as long as it's from the same dungeon, it should be universal. Well, sometimes they're color-coded and you can't use them."

I was learning the basics of dungeoneering far too late. We'd just been obsessively clearing the fortieth floor, single-mindedly heading for the Area Guardian's room. We didn't have any chest keys. It just went to show how important it was to gain experience by exploring from the lower floors up.

"So we just need to find a key and come back, right?"

"Maybe. Another explorer might find it first and open it. If that happens, this chest will vanish and reappear somewhere else."

"Then what if we just smash it…"

Mizuki, unable to give up, looked at Petra with hopeful eyes. She seemed to be counting on a single blow from that great hammer. *Wouldn't that destroy the contents, too?*

"Ah… if you do that, it's a different story. Every monster on this floor will converge on this spot. I don't think the six of us can handle all of them."

"Mmmph…"

Mizuki glared at the chest resentfully.

"Why are you so worked up about it?"

I asked.

"Have you forgotten? We have a fifty-large-gold-coin debt!"

Mizuki shot back. Right, I'd forgotten. If there was an easy chance for a big score, we had to take it.

"In that case, could we use this key?"

I pulled out the magic key Laciel had given me. Mizuki winced at the sight of it. It must have brought back some bad memories. I made a mental note to put her through that again sometime. While I was lost in my thoughts, Petra took the key and studied it intently.

"This is… incredible."

She inserted it into the keyhole. With a twist, there was a metallic *click*, and the chest opened.

Everyone’s expectant gazes poured into the chest. Inside were two more treasure chest keys.

"Well, maybe we can sell them for something,"

I said, my interest in the chest already gone. I started walking toward the Area Guardian's room.

"Say, I wonder if that bull's head is worth anything?"

Mizuki said, rummaging through her storage as if she'd just remembered.

"A bull's head?"

*Why would she have something so creepy?* Then, she pulled out a gleaming golden bull's head. I'd completely forgotten that 'Mizuki-chan' and Marmi had gotten it after fighting a headless bull in the castle in Heilon.

"…That is a symbol of the friendship Mizuki and I forged in battle,"

Marmi declared, apparently remembering as well.

"I don't have any memory of that, but if we can cash it in, let's sell it. It's just getting in the way and it's creepy."

As she was about to put it back in her storage, Petra took it from her.

"Hmm. You said your debt was fifty large gold coins? I'd be willing to buy this for that amount."

"What? You're not actually planning on wearing that thing, are you? Don't come crying to me if you get cursed and turn into a bull-person!"

"That's not it. I believe this metal is mixed with Orichalcum."

"Orichalcum! Is that really rare?"

Myra tugged on the hem of my shirt.

"It's extremely rare. Weapons and armor made from it are even rarer,"

she whispered. I realized she was trying to shut me up. I must have been saying things that were completely out of touch with this world's common sense. Petra already knew my true identity, so it wouldn't be a problem if I kept saying ignorant things, but Myra gave me a small nod, so I decided to let her handle the rest of the conversation.

"If it contains Orichalcum, we can't sell it so easily. Besides, even if you say you'll pay fifty large gold coins, can you really procure that amount right away?"

Myra challenged.

"This is useless to you anyway. You silenced Mash, but you can't accurately appraise this metal's value either, can you? In this city, I'm the most qualified to make effective use of this. I don't have that much gold on me, but I'll have my grandfather arrange it. And… let's see. I'll forge one weapon for you using this metal. On top of that, I'll take care of your weapon maintenance for as long as I live. Free of charge, of course."

With that, she placed the bull's head into her personal *Workshop*. She was right; it was useless to us. Plus, it was so exquisitely crafted that it almost seemed to convey the bull's dying agony and regret. Getting rid of it *and* getting paid was a blessing.

After a few more battles, we arrived in front of the Area Guardian's room.

"So, what's the monster in here?"

"A Phoenix,"

Petra answered curtly, pushing the door open.

"W-Wait! It's immortal, right? How are we supposed to beat something like that?"

"Mash, it might have that name, but the legendary phoenix from our world wasn't immortal; it had a lifespan. It's a symbol of destruction and rebirth, the end and a new beginning, the cycle of life itself,"

Mizuki explained, following Petra inside.

"Why would a bird like that be a monster in a place like this…"

I shuddered, recalling Marmi's words: *'Sometimes, dungeons create monsters from human imagination.'* On the other hand, Petra had also mentioned fighting this Area Guardian many times before. The fact that she was still alive meant it wasn't an unbeatable foe.

"Famu, if things get dangerous, don't hold back."

"Yes, Master. We have to defeat the Demon Lord. I wonder what floor's Area Guardian he's comparable to?"

"If it's just the Demon Lord, Famu can stop his attacks, and I'll use Goddess Summon. Even if that fails, Mizuki will finish him off, and Myra will heal our wounds."

She nodded. We stepped into the room together.

"…You didn't mention my name,"

Marmi muttered from behind me.

"Without you, we couldn't even get to the Demon Lord in the first place."

"…That sounds like a desperate excuse. I'll have Patricia punch you later."

"Why don't you just punch me yourself?"

"…I'm not very good at getting angry. And I don't want you to hate me."

The entrance door sealed shut. We were standing on a circular platform in a dark space. The platform was soft and glowed faintly, creating an unnerving feeling, as if we were the only six people in the world. Looking up, I could see the inorganic passages of the labyrinth stretching out in層 after層. From here, we couldn't see any other explorers or monsters.

Lowering my gaze, I saw a pillar of light erupting like a fountain from the center of the platform. From within it, the silhouette of a monstrous bird with vast wings began to emerge.

Famu, Mizuki, and Petra formed a line in front, readying their weapons. Behind them stood Myra, Marmi, and I. I drew my bow and nocked an arrow.

After the pillar of light faded, a massive shadow fell over us. It was soaring through the air. Its form, with wings outstretched, was overwhelming. The wings, more than twice my height, were covered in white feathers that shone with a dignified luster. Atop its gracefully long neck was a golden beak, and gem-like, dark-blue eyes stared down at us sharply. Its head was adorned with a crest of scarlet and gold feathers that shimmered as it moved.

A long tail extended from its body, and sparks of fire drifted down from its tail and wings. With every flap, a fierce wind whipped across the platform, and embers danced through the air.

"*KREEEEEEE!*"

The monstrous bird threw its head back and shrieked, a cry that tore through the air and seemed to shake the very labyrinth above us.

Marmi pointed her wand at the monster. I drew my bowstring taut. But the monster was faster. A sharp *click* echoed from its beak, and a torrent of fire erupted forth.

I abandoned my attack, grabbing Marmi and diving out of the way.

"Lightning Magic, Thunder Strike!"

From the tip of the wand in my arms, a bolt of lightning shot toward the Phoenix.

Unbelievably, the monster dodged the strike with a single flap of its wings and dove, talons extended. Thrown off balance by the breath attack, I couldn't evade in time. I threw myself to the floor, shielding Marmi.

A harsh clang of metal rang out behind me. Turning, I saw Myra and Petra deflecting the Phoenix's claws with their weapons. Mizuki lunged in to attack, but the Phoenix soared back into the air, evading her strike.

"Kikuichimonji!"

Famu followed up with a vacuum wave, but it seemed to be dissipated by the flap of the Phoenix's wings. The beast's powerful wingbeats scattered embers throughout the room, causing the temperature to rise dramatically.

"It's warm… no, hot,"

I muttered. Marmi and I got to our feet, readying our bow and wand respectively. My first shot was deflected by the wind generated by the monster's wings, veering off course. Marmi's lightning strike was also nimbly dodged as if it slipped right past it.

"Our attacks aren't reaching it."

"…The wind is refracting our attacks,"

Marmi said, glaring up at the sky, wand still raised.

Just then, the monster let out another roar and flapped its wings. A vortex of what could no longer be called mere embers swirled around us, bursting into flame. It then opened its beak wide and unleashed a fiery breath.

Myra must have cast a magical defense blessing, as we were momentarily enveloped in a soft light, but the all-consuming flames and the searing heat that felt like it was scorching our lungs were agonizing. In a fit of desperation, I unleashed my water magic, spraying water in every direction. The instant the cold water hit the fire, steam erupted violently, the intense heat searing our skin even more. The sound of vaporizing water filled the air, and steam engulfed the area, turning our vision white.

I kept spraying water relentlessly. Just as my vision began to clear and the surrounding temperature started to drop, a flash of gleaming talons shot out from the steam.

"Whoa!"

I managed to twist away, but a pathetic yelp escaped my lips. I thought I had dodged it completely, but the marks of its talons were clearly carved into my arm.

"Mash!"

Myra cried, rushing over.

"I'm fine. It just grazed me…"

Fresh blood dripped from the wound.

Enduring the pain, I scanned our surroundings. The Phoenix had narrowed its focus to Famu, Mizuki, and Petra, repeatedly attacking them with a cycle of ascents and dives. The three of them were clearly slowing down, barely able to dodge, with no opening to counterattack. It was obvious they had taken more damage from the area-of-effect attack than I had.

"I'm sorry. I couldn't get everyone inside the blessing's range,"

Myra said, biting her lip.

"Mo! Magic barrier!"

I yelled.

"…Fine, but if we just defend, we'll eventually be cornered."

"That's not the plan! Put the wall behind it! Don't let it fly up!"

She nodded and raised her wand.

The Phoenix dove at Famu. Famu couldn't fully evade the blow and collapsed. Seizing that moment, Marmi deployed a defensive barrier just above the monster's head. Unable to ascend, the monster was forced to land on the ground.

Mizuki and Petra closed in, flanking it. A gout of fire blasted toward Mizuki, who was taking it head-on. She deflected it with her shield and slashed at the monster's neck, but the beast dodged with a quick step. Petra then swung her great hammer down, landing a solid blow.

While the monster was staggered, Mizuki charged from the front, attempting to cut it down. The monster blocked with its beak, then thrust its head toward Mizuki. She parried with her shield, but the blow was heavy, and her body swayed off-balance.

As Petra, who had circled to its rear, raised her great hammer, the Phoenix kicked out. She was sent tumbling backward.

"Petra!"

The monster tried to move sideways to escape the barrier.

I switched my weapon to my katana, closed in to block its escape route, and slashed. White feathers scattered from the blow. Famu, who had been knocked down by the talon attack, got back to her feet, blocking the monster from reaching the fallen Petra and joining the assault. Behind her, Myra was rushing to Petra's side. The Phoenix began to thrash violently, trying to escape.

"Like hell you will!"

We surrounded the monster, attacking relentlessly. A fierce exchange of blows followed.

Just as I thought the battle would drag on, Mizuki's eyes glowed red. Her sword moved with an unnatural motion, slipping past the Phoenix's beak and lopping off its head. The monster collapsed to the ground.

The three of them stood over the creature, panting heavily.

"They say a phoenix will rise from its ashes again and again…"

Mizuki said ominously.

"I wonder which is stronger, that or the effect of Super Kill,"

I murmured. Just then, the monster's body dissolved into particles of light and vanished. The three girls let out a huge sigh.

"Famu, you took a hit. Are you okay?"

I asked, watching Petra receive treatment from Myra.

"Yes. I felt the impact, but it hit my armor plating, so I wasn't wounded. But… my whole body stings, like I've been burned."

"No, I think you actually were burned. I wonder if a health potion will fix it."

I should have been better off since Myra had blessed me, but my skin was stinging too. I tried drinking one, and the pain and stinging sensation disappeared. *How in the world does this work?* I thought, handing out potions to everyone. Looking around, I saw white feathers scattered on the ground, but no Mana Seed.

"Doing another run is going to be tough, isn't it?"

I muttered. Marmi approached me.

"…It's fine. We know how to beat it now. Next time, I'll drop a stone sphere on its head the moment it appears."

"Yeah. And I think I'm getting the hang of that technique you learned from Maryanne, imbuing my sword with mana before I strike,"

Mizuki said, testing her sword with a few practice swings.

"I'm starting to understand the circulation of mana in my body as well. I should be able to move a little faster next time,"

Famu added. The fighting spirit of the three girls was stronger than ever.



    Chapter 206

    The Crystal Garden's Eatery and a New Dog-Eared Girl

    We somehow managed to collect our third Mana Seed and returned from our Area Guardian farming run in the Crystal Palace. We had planned on six, but we'd only managed to get half that. It turned out that a single takedown took a long time because the Phoenix would resurrect and attack again unless Mizuki defeated it with her special skill, Super Kill. To prevent its revival, we had to completely incinerate its body with fire. Petra told us this fact, but it was a total newbie trap. It would be a nightmare to face an enemy with an immortal trait like that in an Area Guardian's room without any prior knowledge.

Information gathering is essential, but while you can buy maps for the lower floors, the amount of available information dwindles as you ascend, and there's virtually nothing for the fortieth floor and above. It was already dark outside. The stalls catering to dungeon explorers had vanished, replaced by the glowing lights of brothels beckoning to the men of the city. The streets had taken on a festive, almost giddy atmosphere, and we walked through the warm glow of the city lights.

"Should we ask him? I bet my *senpai* has cleared even higher floors,"

Mizuki said. I'm sure it was a thoughtless comment, but I couldn't help but feel a pang of jealousy.

"Yeah, maybe…"

"What's with that half-hearted reply?"

she asked, nudging me lightly with her elbow.

"No, I'm just tired from exploring. You all… seem pretty energetic,"

I said, trying to change the subject. It was somehow irritating that everyone except Marmi looked completely fine. Was this what they called youth?

"…I'm tired too. I don't want to walk anymore."

Marmi trudged along at the very back of our group, her steps heavy. Her basic stamina was low, and she had overused her mana. Come to think of it, Petra was older than me. I snuck a glance at her, but she didn't seem tired at all.

"Sorry, but I don't have the energy to cook dinner. I want to eat somewhere before we go home."

"Master, that's not what we promised."

"Yeah. You're usually the most energetic one at night,"

Famu and Mizuki chided.

"Famu, we'll do it tomorrow. I'll buy meat and we can grill it together. Mizuki, you're on for tonight!"

The two of them continued to stare at me, still dissatisfied. Just then, I spotted the glint off Beers's bald head. He'd noticed us too and waved.

"Yo, you guys been in the dungeon this late?"

"I'm starving. I want to get some food somewhere."

"Then how about this place?"

He pointed to the shop he was about to enter. The tavern's sign read "Ruritei Tavern."

"Isn't that a brothel?"

I checked the storefront, but it looked no different from the other establishments lining the street. There were no women out front trying to solicit customers, though.

"It is, but it's more of a place for food. The members of Nekono Konekoneko are inside too."

"Komachi and Doris too?"

Beers nodded. I couldn't let my guard down around Komachi and her swapping hobby, but if Doris was there, it should be safe enough for Famu and the others. I glanced at them for confirmation, and Petra took a step back.

"I'm going to head home."

"No, stay and eat. My treat."

"I don't want to take this off."

She pointed to her mask. She never took it off during battle, of course, but even when she needed a drink of water or a quick bite to eat, she would turn her back and hide. It might be a racial custom, but did she really need to adhere to it so strictly? I found myself staring at her face. She was over fifty, but her voice and the feel of her hand when we'd shaken were youthful. What kind of face was hidden beneath those glasses and that mask?

"…What is it? Do you want to see my face? I knew my grandfather was trying to set us up, but do you wish for that as well?"

I frantically shook my head. Then, realizing that might have been rude, I shook my head again to deny that denial.

"No, that's not what I meant by shaking my head."

She would have just seen me shaking my head, so I hurried to correct myself.

"Next time, as an apology, Mizuki will treat you to some ale made by Aidan."

"Why me?!"

Mizuki immediately protested.

"Heh heh, maybe you're a good guy after all, Mash. I'll be sure to hold you to that promise,"

Petra said, then waved and walked off.

"Welcome, nyaa,"

a cat-eared girl who looked about Mizuki's age called out. We stepped inside. The place was no different from any other inn with a tavern-slash-eatery on the first floor. The only difference was that here, you didn't get your own food; waitstaff came to your table to take your order and serve you. The place was bustling, and numerous employees were rushing about. All of them were young and attractive, and just looking at them seemed to melt away the day's fatigue.

"You can buy a night with any of the waitresses here for ten silver coins,"

Beers whispered in my ear, earning a glare from Famu. That was the same price as a night's stay at an inn. It seemed quite cheap. If Famu and the others weren't here, I'd want to come every day. As I thought this, I could see Famu's eyebrows arching. I hastily told myself to become a void and stopped thinking.

At the back of the tavern were the members of Nekono Konekoneko. I saw Takamura, Komachi, Fang, and Doris. I raised a hand, and they raised their ales in response. We sat down at the table next to them. A waitress immediately approached. It was the same cat-eared girl who had greeted us at the door. She wasn't dressed particularly revealingly, but just the thought that I could buy a night with this cat-eared girl was exciting.

"What can I get for you, nya?"

"Do you always talk like that, nya?"

"Of course not, nya. Only when I'm working, nya."

The waitress smiled sweetly.

"Is it okay if we just eat, nya?"

"Of course, nya. We don't try to solicit customers who come in with women, nya."

"Out of curiosity, how much are you, nya?"

She narrowed her eyes and smiled, leaning close to my ear.

"I'm cute and my service is good, so I'm expensive, nya. Twenty silver coins for one night, nya."

Her hot breath tickled my ear, and she licked my earlobe. The rough sensation sent a shiver down my spine.

"""Hmph!"""

Famu, Mizuki, and Myra grunted in unison. Only Marmi shot me a bored look.

"W-what do you recommend, nya?"

I hurriedly changed the subject, turning back to the cat-eared girl. She pointed to a menu hanging on the wall.

"Our goulash is full of meat and super delicious, nya!"

"Then I'll have the goulash. And some bread and ale, nya."

"Right away, nya!"

"I'll have the same as my Master. And a dish with eggs, please,"

said Famu.

"Same as Mash for me, and a cheese dish we can all share,"

said Mizuki.

"I'll have the same as Mash, too,"

said Myra.

"…Same is fine, but with milk instead of ale. And a yogurt and fruit dessert."

"I-I'll have the same dessert, too, please."

Hearing Marmi, Myra hastily added a dessert to her order. Figuring we might stop by here again on our way back from the Crystal Palace, I gave the girl a generous tip.

"I'll be right back, nya."

The cat-eared girl disappeared into the kitchen.

"Um… there's something I'd like to ask?"

Doris murmured after the food had been served and we'd started eating.

"Me?"

She nodded. I scooped up some goulash with my spoon and brought it to my mouth. It was well-stewed, and the meat and vegetables melted in my mouth with a light chew. The texture of the paprika was pleasant. They had mixed smoked paprika with regular paprika. The flavor was slightly more garlic-heavy than what Mizuki had made last night.

"So, what did you want to ask?"

"Yes, um, how long do I have to wait?"

"For what?"

She blushed at my question.

"F-For sex…"

At her words, I sprayed the mouthful of goulash I was eating all over Marmi, who was sitting across from me. She frowned in annoyance. Mizuki, sitting next to her, frantically wiped her face. They looked just like sisters.

"You were waiting?"

"Yes. I thought offering my body was a condition of my freedom. That's why I even let you watch me pee."

The glares from Famu and the others were piercing. I'd even filmed that. Famu, in particular, must have seen it since she's thoroughly checked my phone's photo album. It was a bit late for her to be giving me the cold shoulder now.

"Doris, are you in love with me?"

"I wouldn't mind having sex with you at all, Mash. But honestly, I don't really have those kinds of romantic feelings."

"So you have *some*?"

"Eh? Ah, I suppose so. I'm extremely grateful. You gave me work until we reached this city, and now it looks like I can make a living here as an adventurer. I like you a little bit, Mash."

She seemed to have noticed the silent anger from Famu and the others. Her expression shifted to one of slight apprehension.

"In that case, we don't have to force it right now. Let me know when you truly fall in love with me."

If she had asked me when we were alone, my answer might have been different, but this couldn't be helped.

"Am I not very attractive?"

"N-no, not at all. I think you're great. It's just that I never… ugh… I never thought about taking your body as payment for your freedom, so you can consider yourself free. Fang is living freely, isn't he?"

If she was thinking of it as a thank you for her freedom, I would have gladly accepted, but I had a feeling Famu would get angry, so I tearfully changed my answer to what they wanted to hear. I'd even consider adding her to our party. If she, a priestess, joined Levante, our stability would increase. But she was a member of Nekono Konekoneko now. They needed a healer too. I felt bad about poaching her.

"There's also the matter of compatibility. If you're even a little bit interested, I think we should try it at least once."

Enduring the glares from Famu and the others, I stared intently at Doris's face. She met my gaze for a moment before quickly looking away. She had become a slave in a lottery to earn money for travel and to cure her companion's illness. Then, Izaak had bought her. When I asked if they'd had a physical relationship, she didn't deny it. I wondered what her feelings toward Izaak were now.

"A trial run is a no-go. If we do it once, I'll never let you go to anyone else."

"So, what floor are you guys tackling now?"

"The thirtieth floor. We could probably go higher, but we're waiting until our party coordination improves,"

Takamura answered. I had cut off his right arm during the fight on the pirate ship, but it had regenerated now. Noticing my gaze, he rubbed his arm with his left hand.

"Yeah, it was probably eaten by a fish or something and disappeared. It grew back with my special skill."

Right, his special skill was vampirism. It granted immortality and powerful regenerative abilities.

"What's wrong? Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Ah, I just heard about a man who's researching immortality, and we just fought a monster with an immortal trait, so…"

I wondered what kind of face I was making. I took a sip of ale and tried to force a smile, but I couldn't tell if it was working.

"Speaking of immortality, I heard a rumor. Apparently, there's a party of explorers, thought to be Otherworld Heroes, who are near the deepest part of the dungeon. That party is said to have a dog-eared swordsman and an elven mage."

Could it be Yuki? I glanced at Mizuki.

"I don't know. It might be my *senpai's* party…"

I briefly explained Yuki's situation to Takamura and the others. They had been in this world for six years. With a special skill and that much experience, it was entirely possible they had reached that level.

"What does that have to do with immortality?"

"The elven mage is rumored to be immortal."

This time, I looked at Marmi.

"…I can't be sure. I don't think it's Zeno Leafkraut. But it's highly likely it's someone from the Leafkraut family."

Marmi brought her post-dinner yogurt dessert to her lips. I waited for her to continue, to explain what she meant, but it seemed she had no intention of saying anything more.

"Anyway, the guild says there are four groups of Otherworld Heroes in this city."

"There are that many?"

"Yeah, two groups are exploring the Crystal Palace. One of them is apparently fighting with the guys I just mentioned."

"Could they be the ones summoned by the five goddesses?"

Takamura shook his head. "I don't know."

"And what about the last group?"

"The ones who destroyed the Great Temple."

"I see…"

That was us. Takamura and Komachi, who had come with us, had only just arrived in this city, so their identities weren't known to the locals. Transferees undergo an adaptation process through divine power when they arrive, so they have no physical characteristics that differ from the human races of this world. Unless someone peeked at their status or they used multiple special skills, their true identities would remain unknown. The ones who had already become a city-wide rumor must have been pretty careless. I wondered if Shizuka's boyfriend, Ko-kun, and Mizuki's senpai, Yuki, were in the careless group.

Just then, a dog-eared girl appeared at the tavern's entrance. She was about the same age and height as Famu. Her long, fluffy hair framed droopy, pure white, rounded dog ears. She didn't come inside but peered into the tavern as if looking for someone.

Seeing the dog-eared girl, Famu shot to her feet. The chair toppled over with a crash, and everyone's gaze fell on her. Of course, the girl who had been looking in also saw Famu, and her eyes widened in surprise.

"Sameim!"

Famu cried out. The girl flinched as if to escape the word and disappeared from the entrance. Famu bolted after her.

"Wait! Where are you going?"

"Master, that's Sameim! It's Sameim Okita!"

I started to chase after her, then stopped.

"Myra, I'm going after Famu. Take care of things here. If I don't come back, just head home without me."

"O-okay!"

Hearing her words, I sprinted out after Famu.



    Chapter 207

    The Fleeing Sameim and the Pursuing Famu

    I burst out of the tavern after Famu. The curtain of night had fully descended, but this corner of the brothel district known as the Crystal Garden was illuminated by what seemed like an excessive number of torches. The crowd of people, drawn to the light like moths to a flame, had grown, and I couldn't tell where Famu had gone.

"Famu!"

I yelled. People turned to look at me in surprise. I caught a glimpse of her light blue haori fluttering as she wove through a gap in the crowd. It looked like she was heading toward the entrance of the Crystal Palace. I tried to run in that direction, but I was swallowed by the wave of people and couldn't reach her.

"Damn it!"

After bumping into several people, I somehow managed to keep her in sight. When I finally broke free from the crowd, I was in front of the square pyramidal pedestal that held the teleportation circle to the dungeon. Famu must have lost sight of Sameim, too; she was frantically turning this way and that, her eyes scanning the surroundings.

I ran up and grabbed her arm.

"She was definitely around here. Where did Sameim go…"

she panted, still searching for Sameim's figure.

"Famu, calm down. She must have a reason for not wanting to see you right now. Maryanne knows where she is. We'll be able to see her eventually, so don't rush."

"Master, she always smiled at me. She's never run away from me before. I'm sure she's caught up in something terrible!"

"That's not necessarily true. You ran away from an old acquaintance too, didn't you?!"

I remembered the night in Heilon when she'd run away after encountering someone from her hometown. Maybe Sameim was running for the same reason. No, I hoped that was the reason.

"That time, I had you, Master. You chased after me and caught me. Sameim needs someone to do that for her too."

She must think that role falls to her. She looked at me. Maybe it was the torchlight reflecting in her eyes, but they seemed to be burning red.

"It has to be now, doesn't it?"

"Yes, it has to be now."

"You'll do whatever it takes to find her?"

"Yes, whatever it takes. I have to take Sameim's hand."

Seeing her nod, I took her hand and pulled her along. The pedestal with the teleportation circle was slightly elevated. We climbed the stairs. It might be difficult to find Sameim in this crowd, but from up there, we should be able to get a good view.

"She didn't run into the dungeon, right?"

"No, I didn't see her go up these stairs."

The pedestal was only about five meters high. It was shaped like a square pyramid with a flat top. In the center was the circular teleportation circle that served as the entrance to the Crystal Palace. Famu and I didn't step on it, instead standing where we could survey the area. I raised one hand.

"Goddess Summon!"

As I shouted, the surroundings were enveloped in a rainbow-colored light. When the light faded, the people in the street stopped in their tracks, their gazes fixed on the being floating above my head. There, sitting on her spear, was Laciel, her long, golden hair and iridescent robes fluttering.

"It's… Lady Laciel…"

"A god has descended."

"So the rumors of her descending in the Great Temple were true!"

A murmur of awe rippled through the crowd. Some stood frozen, some trembled with emotion and wept, some knelt in prayer. The reactions were varied.

"Listen! These are the words of a god! Nobody move. Not a single step! Anyone who moves will take an arrow to the chest!"

My shout silenced the crowd, and all movement ceased.

"Famu, find Sameim!"

"M-Master, I-I-I didn't mean for you to go this far…"

"Quiet! You said you'd do whatever it takes. Now hurry up and find your friend!"

She was fidgeting, wringing her hands, but then she seemed to make up her mind and clenched her fists. Her gaze swept over the crowd in the square.

Just then, one person in the motionless crowd started to move away. I could see white dog ears and a tail. Sameim had been hiding in the crowd.

""There!""

At the exact moment Famu and I spotted her and shouted, Laciel raised her hand. Space distorted, and an arrow was loosed.

"*Kya!*"

The arrow struck Sameim in the calf, and she fell. Screams rose from the crowd at the sight.

"Wh-what are you doing?!"

I frantically looked at Laciel.

"You said you'd shoot anyone who moved. I thought not shooting her in the chest was quite considerate of your feelings,"

she pouted, her cheeks puffing out slightly. But I didn't have time to deal with her mood.

"Famu! Get her to Myra!"

"B-but…"

"Go, now!"

"I can't leave you alone in this situation, Master!"

"Don't worry about me!"

She was worried I would collapse from mana depletion after using Goddess Summon. None of our other companions were here. As she hesitated, someone started moving toward us from the crowd.

"It's Mo. Laciel, she's an ally!"

I glanced at Laciel, worried she might shoot.

"I know. I wouldn't shoot an ally."

"Are you sure about that?"

"I am!"

Her hand had been about to move, which worried me, but Sameim was more important right now.

"Famu, Mo is here, so I'll be fine. Hurry up and get to Sameim!"

Just as she was about to go down the stairs, there was a whistling sound, and an arrow struck her in the back. For a split second, it looked like her body floated in the air. I reached out to grab her, but I was too late. She tumbled down the stairs. Marmi, who had already started climbing the stairs, spread her arms to catch her. She managed to embrace Famu's body, but she couldn't support the weight, and they both fell down together.

"Famu! Mo!"

"…I'm… okay."

Marmi, who had been crushed under Famu, crawled out and stood up. But Famu was limp and motionless. Marmi shook her body. A pool of Famu's blood was spreading on the stone pavement.

My heart pounded violently, yet I felt the blood drain from my entire body.

I turned back to Laciel.

"Why did you shoot Famu too?"

"It wasn't me. Mash, calm down. You have an enemy."

I followed her gaze in the direction the arrow had come from. In that instant, another whistling sound echoed, and this time, a sharp arrow pierced my side. A searing pain shot through my entire body, and for a moment, my consciousness threatened to fade. I involuntarily dropped to my knees and crumpled.

But I couldn't collapse here. I forced myself to raise my head. Through my blurry vision, I saw the figure of a man nocking another arrow. Long, dark hair framed characteristically long ears. An elf. This time, he seemed to be aiming for Marmi.

"La-Laciel…"

At my words, she raised her hand. Dozens of arrows shot toward the man. However, they were deflected by a magical barrier that appeared in front of him. Mine and Laciel's expressions twisted slightly.

"N-no way, he blocked Laciel's arrows?!"

"It must be a special skill,"

Laciel said, pointing to a spot next to the elf with the bow. A small figure was crouched there, back to us, holding their head. They were trembling, and their height suggested they were a child.

"Is there really a barrier that can block a god's power?"

Never before, after I had summoned Laciel, had an enemy been able to retaliate. Her power of fascination always robbed them of their will to fight. This meant they had created a barrier that not only blocked her attacks and repelled her charm but also allowed their own attacks to pass through.

"Mash, special skills are a piece of a god's power."

"Then, what about your spear?"

"Massacre would be easy. I just need to output enough power to break that barrier. But you wouldn't want me to involve the bystanders, would you? It would carve out the surrounding buildings again, is that okay?"

If Laciel killed them with her spear, and if Sameim was a slave and one of them was her master, there was a risk that a dying command could cause Sameim to die as well.

While I hesitated, the elf fired his arrow. His target wasn't me, but Marmi. She was aware of it and raised her wand high. A magical defense wall appeared in front of her. However, the arrow easily pierced the wall she had created.

"Mo!"

In that seemingly hopeless moment, a shadow leaped out from her side and deflected the arrow. It was Trusar, the captain of the One-Land family's Royal Guard. He glared at the elf with sharp eyes and stood in front of Marmi, shielding her.

"Why is Trusar here…"

Meanwhile, Petra emerged from the crowd, ran up the altar stairs, and stood before me with her great hammer at the ready. Myra and Mizuki followed close behind.

"Petra, too? Didn't you go home?"

"A secret pact between Lady Marina, Lady Maryanne, and Lady Katarzyna. The three families are to act as your guards."

The elf stopped nocking a new arrow. He lifted the crouching person beside him and began to retreat swiftly.

"Clovis Leafkraut…"

Petra muttered upon seeing him. No one gave chase. We just watched him disappear from the square. In the midst of the battle, I realized I had forgotten about Sameim. I looked to where she had been, but she too had vanished.

"Damn it…"

Famu hadn't shown tears, but she had been crying inside. I didn't regret summoning Laciel for her sake. But Maryanne had told me that negotiating for Sameim's release would be difficult. I should have been more vigilant about the presence of potential enemies. I had been completely careless. With that thought, the thread of my tension snapped. I couldn't support my body any longer and pitched forward.

But I never hit the floor. Someone caught me. The ground beneath me was now stained red with my own blood.

"Mizuki, Myra. Please, take care of Famu first…"

As I spoke, my vision blurred, and the world went dark.

"Mash, stay with us!"

I couldn't tell whose voice it was. Someone was holding me, but I didn't know whose hands they were. They were strangely warm. I placed my own hand over theirs.

*Myra, please, save Famu.*

No words came out. Instead, what came out was a thick, warm rush of blood.



    Chapter 208

    Things That Mix, and Inside the Church (See For Yourself☆)

    I could hear the wet, squelching sound of a viscous liquid being stirred. I opened my eyes to see two white hills bouncing wildly. In time with their up-and-down motion, a pleasant wave originated from my groin and spread throughout my body, a pleasure that felt like it was melting my brain. I reached out for the two hills. The moment I touched them, a lustful cry of "Ahn!"

echoed.

They were large and soft. They yielded easily when I squeezed, but returned to their original shape when I relaxed. A magnificent resilience.

"Nngh…"

The owner of the hills gasped in time with the movements of my hands. The only ones I knew with breasts of this caliber were Myra, Laciel, and Aira, but this was different from any of them. Magnificent breasts, a narrow waist, a beautifully feminine body. She was straddling me, her sex tightly gripping mine. Each time she swayed her hips, the love juices drawn out by my member made an obscene sound.

"Nfuh… Have you awoken?"

It wasn't just her voice that was flushed. Her cheeks, shoulders, collarbones—her entire body was tinged a lustrous crimson. Her face, intoxicated with pleasure, drew closer. A lock of reddish-gold hair fell across her blue eyes. Her nose was high and elegant, and if I looked closely at her fair skin, I could see faint freckles on her cheeks. The braid she had tied back loosely had come undone, and her hair was falling over her shoulders. But above all, her lips were a ripe, luscious red.

Unable to wait, I lifted my head to meet her, but she pulled back as if to escape me. A faint smile played on her lips.

"Wh-why…"

Thinking she was teasing me, I wrapped my arms around her back to pull her closer. In that instant, she grabbed my head and pressed her lips against mine. Her tongue pried my lips open, and something slick and wet invaded my mouth. I tried to meet it with my own tongue, but an overwhelming amount of saliva flowed in. A sweet, body-melting liquid. I swallowed it.

Her hand still on my cheek, she broke the kiss.

"Lord Mash… I have dreamed of the day I could be with you like this…"

she smiled.

"Elisha…"

The one straddling me and grinding her hips was Elisha, the high priestess of Miglutt's Great Temple. Unable to hold back any longer against her repeated motions, I released myself inside her.

After I finished, I regained some composure and looked around. We were in a room. Now that the act was over, I felt a little chilly. There were no windows for light, so I couldn't tell the time. Candles were lined up around the bed, illuminating us. From the amount of wax that had dripped, I could tell we had been connected for quite some time.

"What is going on?"

"Ngh… Do you not understand? This is the Art of the Bedchamber,"

Elisha answered.

"The cycle of life. The act of cultivating health through the union of man and woman? Weren't you not supposed to finish?"

In my old world, I'd thought it was just some dubious legend. But as a virgin with no experience, I'd also thought it was a dream-like technique that tantalized my innocent heart. She rocked her hips, and a wet squelch echoed as my seed mixed with her juices. Even though I had emptied a considerable amount inside her, my member remained hard. It still wanted to thrust into her and feel pleasure.

"Releasing your seed is not a problem. Please, release as much as you like inside of me. By connecting like this, we are circulating and heightening our mana,"

she explained. She traced a finger along my side. It was where the arrow had been. There was no scar; the wound was cleanly healed. That's when I remembered the fight in the Crystal Garden. To be here with Elisha like this, I must have been brought to the church. I recalled that after losing the Great Temple, they were staying at the church in the human-controlled district. It should be close to where we fought. I tried to sit up, but Elisha pushed me back down.

"Famu…"

"She is fine. She should be sleeping in another room. No, she may already be awake."

"You didn't do this kind of thing to her, did you?"

Elisha laughed at my question.

"The Art of the Bedchamber is not a church technique. It is my own personal art. I would only do such a thing with you, Lord Mash."

She moved her hips. A wave of pleasure spread through me, and I could feel my member regaining its vigor as if I hadn't finished at all.

"Do you always heal people like this, Elisha?"

"I told you, only with you, Lord Mash."

I'd heard her, but I was curious how she had learned this technique. Voicing that question, however, seemed inappropriate.

"I always had the impression that clergy members dedicated their bodies and souls to God. You know, men as virgins, women as maidens."

"In that case, both myself and Myra, who serves you, would be failures as clergy."

"…"

"Were you hoping for a virgin?"

The way she asked implied that she was not.

"Honestly, yes. But…"

I thought of Cecily and Aira. What could I say about them? The thought of it burned in my chest, but they were who they were, and that included their experiences with other men. That said, if they found other men at the magic academy, I would never forgive them.

"…What's done is done."

At my words, her expression soured for a moment, and then she forced a smile.

"My first was my father."

"Does that mean there have been others?"

"N-no! The only men who have held me are you and my father."

She denied it, a little flustered. She was the same age as Myra and had become an archbishop. My mind conjured images of influential city figures, bishops with voting rights, but it was probably best not to pry.

"Was he your real father? Are you blood-related? You don't mean 'daddy' as in a sugar daddy, right?"

"I don't quite understand the term 'sugar daddy,' but yes, he was my biological father,"

she murmured, looking uncomfortable.

"That's exciting! I'd love to try that someday!"

"What are you saying?!"

Her tone was sharp and angry for a moment, but then her expression softened. "You're just saying that to comfort me, aren't you…"

I thought that if a daughter like Elisha were shaking her breasts like that, even a parent would get ideas, but I kept my mouth shut.

I felt like I shouldn't sleep with a child I had with Famu, but for some reason, I felt it would be okay with a child I had with Mizuki. That was because I recently had a huge fight with Mizuki where she screamed, "I have a father complex!"

I wondered if a child of someone with a father complex would also have one.

I wasn't serious. It was just a thought. I had to remind myself of that. But why did so many people with father complexes keep showing up? It made me suspicious, but they were admitting things they didn't have to. Perhaps they were using the shock value of their words to protect some hidden truth.

"In the world I lived in, incest was taboo. Is it normal in this world?"

It felt wrong to ask Elisha, who looked so bitter, but I had no one else to ask.

"It is not normal. The church teaches that relations with parents or siblings are forbidden. In fact, it is said that this rule was introduced by a transferee. Since you seem to share the same values, Lord Mash, it must be true. However, I hear that among the nobility, it is common for them to engage in such acts to preserve their bloodline."

It seemed the medical reason of recessive genes becoming more prominent wasn't widely known in this world.

"Is that the case for you too, Elisha?"

"No, that's not it. My father did not hold me to produce a child."

The conversation was getting heavy. My member was still inside her, energetically insisting it could go again, but I was starting to feel guilty.

"Were you in love?"

"That's not it either. I hated my father. He said he was teaching me the Art of the Bedchamber, but I think I was just an outlet for his sexual frustration."

"…"

I was at a loss for words. I hesitated, unsure if I should move my hips and seek her again.

"But my father's teachings were correct. Night after night, he pinned me down, taught me about men, and made me realize I was a woman. And now, I am connected with the hero sent by Lady Laciel. Through the mana flowing through your body, I can feel your arousal."

"You realized you were a woman?"

"Yes. I know the joy of being connected with you like this, Lord Mash."

She seemed to be getting flushed again.

We switched positions. I laid Elisha down and got on top of her. A mixture of semen and love juices dripped from her vagina, trickling down to her other hole and onto the bed. I couldn't believe I had produced that much.

"Lord Mash, I actually made you release inside me about four times while you were asleep,"

she said, looking a little apologetic.

"R-really?"

The amount should decrease with repeated ejaculation. Even with the vitality potion Cecily made, I had never been able to produce this much. I didn't want to think that she had had sex with me while another man's sperm was still inside her, and my penis, erect to the point of bursting, didn't feel like it had just finished. I was as aroused as if I had abstained from masturbation or sex for days.

I pressed myself against her entrance. Elisha looked up, watching as we were about to connect. Unable to wait, she lowered her hips and moaned, trying to swallow me.

"Lord Mash, have you ever been conscious of the circulation of mana within your body?"

It was what Maryanne had taught me. I nodded.

"I will send my mana into you from the point where we are connected. After you let it circulate through your body, please return it to me. I will also refine mana within my body and pour it back into you. With that, we will create a cycle of mana."

"A cycle of mana… is that the Art of the Bedchamber?"

"Exactly. I was surprised when you mentioned the cycle of life earlier, Lord Mash. You see through everything, don't you…"

She gazed at me with enraptured eyes. Then she slowly closed them. I sucked on her lips as I guided my penis inside her. A warm, wet sensation enveloped me. At the same time, an indescribable pleasure washed over my body.

"Ah, ahh… Lord Mash…"

She writhed, and our kiss broke. I chased after her lips again. And I thrust my hips.

"Nnh, nnh, nnh, nnh!"

She writhed in time with my rhythm, and with each movement, pleasure welled up inside me. My body filled with a warm energy. I obsessively sought her lips, tracing them with my tongue, returning her arousal along with my saliva.

"L-Lord Mash…"

"What is it?"

"Let's reverse it. Please pour yourself from yours into me. I will return the favor with a kiss."

"…Was it unpleasant for you?"

"N-no, not at all. It's just that I want to be thrust into like that."

She nibbled on my earlobe. Then she traced a line of kisses along my cheek, drawing closer to my lips. Her teasing movements were unbearable, and I thrust my hips impatiently.

"Ahn!"

she cried out in a sweet, ripe voice. I thrust again and again just to hear that sound.

"Lord Mash. I want to travel with you, just like Myra."

She latched onto my lips. The tip of her tongue, rolled up and pointed, poked around inside my mouth. The incredibly sensual play of her tongue was melting my brain. I grabbed her breasts and thrust my hips in a frenzy. Mana coursed through my body again and again, flowing into her and returning from her. The cycle repeated, creating a loop of pleasure, and a strange sensation of becoming one with her began to bloom.

"Elisha…"

"Mash, come! Put all of you inside of me!"

I had already reached my limit. I thrust deep and poured my seed into her deepest part.

"I-I'm cuuummmmiiiing!"

It was hard to believe how many times I had already finished, as my member pulsed and ejected semen. She clung to me, her legs wrapped around me as if to accept everything.



    Chapter 209

    Another Four Regent Families Meeting, and the Meeting Dances with Elisha

    Our ragged breaths eventually calmed. I wanted to stay like this, buried in Elisha's chest, and fall asleep. I pulled her closer.

"Lord Mash…"

Elisha stirred, as if trying to crawl away.

"You don't need to call me 'Lord.' Mash is fine. And you can speak more naturally."

"I cannot do that. I must show proper respect to you, the envoy of Lady Laciel."

"Elisha, the only things that need to be hard are your clit and your nipples."

"…Lord Mash?"

She tilted her head. I'd meant it as a joke, but it had fallen completely flat. I regretted saying something so stupid, something I'd usually say to Famu and the others. To hide my embarrassment, I buried my face between her breasts.

"Lord Mash, are you planning on going back to sleep?"

she asked, and I felt like I was forgetting something.

"By the way, what time is it?"

"I believe the sun has risen."

"Why were Elisha and I having sex again?"

I lifted my head from her chest. Not wanting to let go just yet, I casually caressed her large areola and toyed with her nipple. She sat up halfway, as if to escape my touch.

"Last night, you were injured in a battle in the Crystal Garden. You and Famu-san were brought to the church."

I remembered it now. While tracking Sameim, Famu and I were shot by the elf, Clovis Leafkraut. Laciel had counterattacked, but her attack was blocked by the special skill of another person who was with him. That person's skill had even nullified Laciel's charm effect. If I could get them on my side, I might be able to ask Laciel the tough questions. I might be able to find out why we were transported here. Laciel was forbidden from speaking the truth, but removing even one of her shackles would be a huge step forward. I brought my thoughts back to last night.

"So, Famu is okay?"

"Yes, I healed both you and Famu-san. However, your mana was completely depleted, and you would not wake up."

"And that's why you used the Art of the Bedchamber?"

She nodded.

"They may already be here, but the heads of the Four Regent Families wish to question you about last night's events. It was necessary to restore your mana quickly."

"Couldn't you have just used a mana potion?"

She blushed and looked away.

"I was envious of Myra. The feelings I spoke of when we were embracing were not just empty words spoken in the heat of passion."

"Elisha…"

I said, reaching for her cheek. She looked at me with languid eyes.

"Lord Mash, the heads of the Four Regent Families are here."

Her words brought me back to reality. I sat up to get dressed, but our bodies were sticky with our combined fluids. I used cleansing magic to wash myself. While I was at it, I washed Elisha's body too. She touched her skin, looking impressed.

"So this magic is why that dog-eared girl has such beautiful fur…"

After we finished dressing and were about to leave the room, she hugged me from behind.

"Lord Mash. Will you hold me again?"

"Elisha. You're mine now."

I said, giving her a light kiss on the lips.

As she had said, the heads of the Four Regent Families were waiting in a side room of the church. Maryanne One-Land of the dog-eared race. Istvan Air-Ally of the human race. Katarzyna Sky-Lot of the dwarf race. And Augustus Star Union of the elven race. They were seated at a square table. As Elisha and I entered, Maryanne stood up. She started to approach me, but Augustus raised a hand to stop her. Then, he cast a quiet gaze at Elisha.

"This is a church. I will behave as I see fit. If you do not like it, then you may leave. However, Lord Mash will remain under the church's protection."

"…Very well. But you will not be permitted to speak."

Elisha nodded at Augustus's words. Then, she sat in a lone chair that had been placed to the side. I was left standing. At least it was better than last time, when I had been handcuffed. Augustus glanced at Istvan and Katarzyna, and they gave small, expressionless nods. Seeing this, he lowered the hand that had been restraining Maryanne.

"Mash! I heard what happened from Famu. You told me you would leave Sameim's matter to me. Why couldn't you wait?!"

"It was an accident. Famu found Sameim. You might not understand, but her intuition is not to be underestimated. We needed to secure Sameim no matter what."

"It is true that she seems to have an intuitive grasp of the truth. But… you…"

she trailed off, biting her lip.

"So you summoned Lady Laciel in the middle of the city and engaged in a private battle with another adventurer?"

Augustus picked up where she left off.

"It wasn't a private battle. They shot at us first."

"Was it not you, my son-in-law-to-be, who intimidated the citizens and shot at someone who tried to flee? He claims it was in self-defense."

"I think Petra said his name was Clovis Leafkraut. Where did they go?"

"I do not know. Most likely to the Leafkraut estate."

"Wait, you said you heard his testimony that it was 'in self-defense,' right? So you know where he is, don't you?"

"I merely heard it from a family member. It matches the testimony of those who were present."

"Damn it. I don't want to be enemies anymore. I want to apologize. Let me talk to Clovis."

"That is unnecessary, and frankly, impossible. A goddess tried to shoot him in front of many witnesses. After you went to the church, Lord Istvan sent in the knights to calm the situation and enforce silence, but it is impossible to seal the lips of everyone who saw. They have suffered more damage than you did when you nearly died."

Augustus said bluntly. They had become enemies of a god. And from his perspective, he was already dealing with the trouble of Marmi's broken engagement. He likely didn't want any more complications.

"…"

"The Leafkraut family has offered to consider this matter closed. My son-in-law-to-be may have his own feelings on the matter, but I would like you to accept. In any case, we cannot have disturbances in the city. If you disrupt the peace of the city again, you will not be welcome in Miglutt. Even if you are the envoy of Lady Laciel."

Augustus directed his words not at me, but at Elisha.

"Wait. Are you planning to end the matter there?"

The one who spoke was Istvan, who had been silent since the last meeting of the Four Regent Families. He was an elderly man. His hair was thin, and his face was deeply wrinkled. But his cheeks were not sagging, and his back was straight.

"And what do you mean by that?"

"Do you think I am unaware of the situation? The Star Union family has offered their daughter to this man, the One-Land family has offered their own head, and the Sky-Lot family has offered their granddaughter."

My eyebrows twitched at his words. Just as Petra had said, Katarzyna had intended to offer Petra to me. Her age of over fifty aside, I couldn't imagine how she planned to attract my attention with her current appearance. And she didn't seem to have any intention of doing so herself. They must have thought of pairing me with her simply because she seemed like a nice, unpretentious person, unlike a typical noble, but that was a stretch.

"And so, while he was under the surveillance, or rather, the 'protection' of three families, he caused an incident in the area I control. What exactly were you thinking? And what gives you the right to declare this matter closed without my consent?"

Istvan's words were not directed at me, but at the other Regent heads.

"…"

No one could answer. Silence fell.

"Lord Istvan, if I may?"

Elisha raised her hand.

"You do not have the right to speak. You agreed to that when you sat there,"

Augustus rebuked her.

"Then I shall speak to myself until someone else does."

She brought a lightly clenched fist to her mouth and cleared her throat.

"The church judges that whatever Lord Mash does is the will of Lady Laciel. We are prepared to cooperate to allow Lord Mash to act as he pleases. Cities and national borders are irrelevant."

"What do you intend to do about the imperial capital's wishes? What about the Demon Kingdom's invasion?"

Istvan frowned.

"The Demon Kingdom? The imperial capital? God knows no borders. It does not matter which of the Four Regent Families controls which area. But this city is different, isn't it? You cannot survive without accepting the rule of the Empire. And there was a family that used that authority as a shield to continue holding the position of consul for many terms, wasn't there? Such titles mean nothing before a god."

Elisha stared down Istvan as she spoke. *This woman is dangerous,* I thought. Compared to her faith, Myra's ideology was still childish and cute. And I had no idea where she was trying to take this meeting.

"We are not living in a dream. This is not a single community. We live in a complex balance of power. We must guarantee the prosperity of the city and the safety of its residents."

Istvan shot her a look of clear contempt. Elisha met his gaze and smiled serenely.

"The very existence of a border called 'the city' creates conflict."

"Foolish. Even if you erase that border, another concept will inevitably arise. That is how people are made."

Their argument seemed destined to go on forever.

"Wait!"

I shouted. "I admit I was shortsighted in this matter. I will not cause any more trouble in the city. Please forgive me."

I bowed my head. Silence fell again. I raised my head slightly to gauge the situation. Elisha and Maryanne had uncomfortable expressions. I could guess what Elisha was thinking. A representative of a god shouldn't bow his head so easily. I couldn't figure out Maryanne's expression. I heard Augustus sigh, and I raised my head fully.

"Lord Mash, please tell us your thoughts."

Elisha did not seem ready to back down yet.

"There is no right answer. We shouldn't be dogmatic or intimidating. But the people who live in a region should be the ones to decide the rules for their lives. Governance by a god is too heavy a burden, and there is no one who can hear that voice directly."

"Mash, you must not say any more."

Just as I was getting into the swing of it, Maryanne cut me off. Elisha's shoulders slumped, and Istvan looked momentarily stunned, his mouth agape.

"First of all, what mission were you given to come to this world? What is a god's mission? What do you intend to bring to this city?"

Istvan had asked the most difficult question.

"Laciel told me to defeat the Demon Lord. There should be others in this world summoned by the five goddesses with the same mission. I am looking for them."

"The same as the other Otherworld Heroes. But the previous hero already defeated the Demon Lord."

"I need to confirm what this 'Demon Lord' actually is."

"Confirm? You are different from the previous heroes. You can manifest a goddess in this world and hear her words directly."

"Unfortunately, she won't answer those kinds of questions. I have to find out for myself."

"Hmph. In the end, it's just the gods' entertainment."

He didn't seem to like my answer.

"And in this city?"

"Ah, I'm looking for something that can break my companion's curse, but neither the church nor the elves could help."

I looked at Katarzyna. Myra had said that dwarves excelled in magic-based technology.

"Unfortunately, we cannot help. The field of inscribing magic onto people is something that the one who fought you last night, Lord Mash…"

So the Leafkraut family came up again. I couldn't help but think that last night's fight was a rash decision. Was it even possible to repair our relationship?

"If possible, I would like to live in this city. And I want to make peace with them."

"This isn't a temporary stay? Are you serious about that?"

Istvan murmured, and I nodded in response.



    Chapter 210

    Myra and a Moment of Daily Life

    In the end, last night's incident was dismissed, and I was released. Whatever Elisha's intentions were, I knew for certain that I had deeply wounded Maryanne's pride. She looked downcast throughout the entire meeting. I wanted to apologize to her again, but they seemed to be continuing their conference, and she didn't leave the room. This whole affair was my own fault, but it felt like this city was shackling me hand and foot, dragging me deeper into its affairs.

"You're late!"

a voice called out from one of the chairs lining the nave of the church. Myra was puffing out her cheeks.

"Sorry. I was summoned to a meeting of the Four Regent Families. Where are the others?"

I had a feeling she knew about what happened with Elisha, but I decided to keep quiet.

"Famu recovered after her treatment, which is good, but she started getting agitated, so Marmi took her home."

I felt a pang of anxiety, wondering if it was okay to leave those two alone. I was worried about retaliation from Clovis and his group, but I was even more concerned that she might start tracking Sameim on her own.

"It's alright. Trusar, the captain of the One-Land family's Royal Guard, is with them as an escort."

She answered my unspoken thoughts, as if reading my expression. I should probably head home for a bit too. Thinking that, I left the church with Myra.

"So, Mizuki is…"

"She went to talk to her *senpai*…"

An indescribable sense of unease spread slowly through my chest.

"Yuki might be one of the elves from last night."

"I thought so too."

She seemed to be trying to be considerate, as I couldn't detect any emotional fluctuation in her tone.

"I wonder how she plans to meet him…"

"I think she headed to the Adventurers' Guild. Even if she can't meet him, she can leave a message."

Should I head to the guild before going home? But if this was all just my needless worrying, Mizuki would get angry and think I didn't trust her. I was worried, but I felt it was better to respect her decision.

"What about Takamura and the others?"

"You've been asking about everyone else this whole time. You should be worried about me first!"

"Sorry. So, Takamura and the others?"

"Hmph. They said they're going to pretend to be strangers for now. They're going to act in a way that doesn't reveal they're transferees,"

she said, then turned her face away. She was completely sulking. I casually glanced around. There were people coming and going in the street, but no one was armed like an adventurer or a knight. It didn't seem like we were being targeted. Petra had said that three of the Regent Families were guarding us, but I couldn't sense their presence now. I gently took Myra's hand. She kept her face turned away, but she squeezed my hand back firmly. We took a detour around the Crystal Garden and headed towards the Star Union family's district, where our house was.

"Let's stop by the market and buy some groceries for dinner. By the way, Myra, do you really like eating grilled river fish with a mug of ale?"

"No, I was looking forward to it, but it's not like it's a particular favorite of mine…"

"Oh really? What is your favorite food?"

"Me…? That's a difficult question. I don't know much about cooking, and when I hear about food, it makes me want to eat it, but…"

She looked up at the sky, lost in thought. I followed her gaze. It was just past noon, and the sun was directly overhead. Sweat started to form under the direct sunlight, but it wasn't unbearably hot. She was still pondering. I started to think that all I needed to do was give her some ale and she'd be fine, but her mood was improving, so I kept quiet.

"Let's see. I suppose I like eating rye bread with cheese. But the food I eat with you, Mash, is the most delicious. Also, I heard the market in the Air-Ally family's district is cheaper."

Maybe she hadn't eaten well at the church in Richel. I looked at her profile. Come to think of it, neither Cecily nor Aira had strong opinions about food. They just ate whatever was served to them without comment. The noisy ones were Famu and Mizuki.

"Let's buy some rye bread and cheese today. And if there's anything else you want to eat, I'll make it."

"Really…? Hmm, I think I'd like meat after all. I need to build up my strength. And I want something sweet, too."

With her mood improving, she led the way to the market.

When we got back to the house with our groceries, I noticed a party of people standing in front of the gate. I spotted a girl with a ponytail among them. It had only been a month and a half since I'd last seen her, but I was overcome with a powerful sense of nostalgia and ran towards her without thinking.

"Momoka!"

"Mash!"

I tried to hug Momoka, but she stuck out her arm and rejected me. Her palm caught my chin, and I collapsed to the ground.

"Hey! What was that for?!"

I was the one who got hurt, but Momoka was the one who was angry.

"Momoka… weren't we lovers…?"

"Oh, right… we were…"

My brain was rattled, and I couldn't move properly. Still crumpled on the ground, she offered me her hand and helped me up.

"Let's do that over."

She said, then, as if embarrassed, squeezed her eyes shut and opened her arms wide. Her face was bright red. I'd seen this somewhere before.

"Momoka, I missed you! I love you!"

I shouted in front of her. I threw in the words I hadn't said before for good measure.

"You idiot! Don't say embarrassing stuff like that so loud out here! …But, I missed you too,"

she mumbled the last part in a small voice. I pulled her into a hug, and she placed her hands on my chest. She tried to bury her face in my chest, so I kissed her instead.

"Gah! Pervert! What do you think you're doing?!"

She shoved me away, and I fell on my butt. She frantically wiped her lips with the back of her hand.

"Momoka, why…? We've been going out for a month and a half…"

"D-did it again. N-no, that's not it. Right, you just did it so suddenly, it surprised me. That kind of thing is only for when we're alone. Besides, we've barely been together! You forgot 'cause you just left me here!"

She was being completely unreasonable. We had taken different routes, so there was no way we could have been together.

"…I thought you hated me."

"I don't hate you. In fact, I've been thinkin' about you a lot. I li… ah! This kind of talk is also only for when we're alone!"

Momoka scratched her head and started writhing in frustration.

"Have you been well? I was worried since you were late."

I caressed her cheek.

"…Yeah. I couldn't find Izaak, but I got tangled up with a thief named Osu."

"Osu? …A man in a black robe?"

"He was wearin' a black robe, yeah. But most thieves dress like that,"

Momoka replied. I told her that before I met her, I had encountered transferees named Ema and Ito, and that their companion was a man in a black robe named Osu who led a band of thieves.

"Come to think of it, an adventurer from the Black Panther race helped me out."

"The Black Panther race? Riley?!"

"You know her? She was a real handful at first, kept pickin' fights!"

She looked at me with wide eyes. It seemed Riley was doing well. Hearing that, a weight was lifted from my chest. Our conversation seemed like it would go on for a while, so I led them inside. An elven guard opened the gate for us.

"I was surprised to see you living in a house with a gatekeeper. And an elf at that…"

"W-well, why *is* there an elf…"

I was surprised too. It was a young female elf. But then I remembered Marmi saying she was the first child born to the elven race in two hundred years. That meant this guard had to be at least over two hundred years old, though she didn't look it at all. Come to think of it, Marmi's mother, Marina, also looked remarkably young.

"I am serving as the gatekeeper on Lady Marina's orders."

"Where did the church guards go?"

"After some discussion, it was decided that we would rotate shifts. The gate will be guarded by knights from the church, the Star Union family, and the One-Land family."

"I-I see. But if you're switching out that often, we might not notice if a villain takes over as gatekeeper."

"You can leave that to us."

I let out a dry laugh, and they, thinking it was just a joke, laughed along with me. It was easy to forget when looking at them, but they had lived four, no, five times longer than I had. And people like that were guarding my gate and speaking to me with such polite language. It felt a little unsettling. Momoka, who had been listening to our exchange beside me, seemed to feel the same way, as her expression was indescribable.

"So, Kalpana… aren't the nomads with you?"

"Ah, they're camped outside the city."

"'Ah'? You didn't forget about them, did you?"

I gave her a suspicious look, and Momoka frantically shook her head.

"N-no, I just forgot to mention it. They invited us for dinner."

"Curry, maybe? I'd love to have some again."

We'd just bought groceries for dinner, but it wouldn't be a problem to have them tomorrow. The only issue was that if we didn't grill the corn, Famu might actually get angry this time.

"I'm sick of it… I want to eat something made with flour."

It would be hard to get octopus for takoyaki, but I felt like we could manage okonomiyaki. When we entered the dining room, I was relieved to see Famu, Marmi, and Patricia. And, exuding an intimidating presence, was Trusar.

"Famu, I'm glad you're safe."

"Yes. Master, I am deeply sorry."

Her tone was stiff, unlike her usual self.

"About Sameim…"

I wanted to hear what Maryanne had to say, so I wanted to put the matter on hold for now, but I wasn't sure if she would agree. I also wanted to avoid conflict with the Leafkraut family.

"Yes. I was wrong. I will never speak of Sameim again."

She bit her lip and looked down. The gesture squeezed my heart. Her reaction was so different from usual that I glanced at Marmi, and then at Trusar.

"I did nothing. I simply told her that Lady Maryanne was handling the matter of Sameim. And that she ruined it."

Trusar's words were sharp and laced with anger.

"Famu, you weren't wrong. It was just me being arrogant, thinking I could grant your every wish. I ended up hurting Sameim, putting you in danger, and making unnecessary enemies…"

On top of that, although Elisha had kind of smoothed things over, I had been grilled at the meeting of the Four Regent Families. The fact that I had summoned a goddess wouldn't just disappear as some tavern gossip; it would spread as a rumor. And when that happened, there was a possibility of a fight with other transferees who heard the rumor.

"You did nothing wrong, Master. When I saw Sameim's face, I thought something bad had happened to her. I should have told you that first. My duty is to protect you, Master, yet I was not by your side."

"It doesn't matter what happens to me. I just want you to be your usual self."

"I… cannot do that."

Not only was her denial firm, but the fact that she wouldn't look me in the eye shocked me.

"Famu…"

I was at a loss for words.

"Let's go to Clovis Leafkraut's house with a gift box of sweets and apologize. And then we'll ask him to give us Sameim."

"Master, what's a gift box of sweets?"

"You don't know? It's a box of sweets used as a gift. As for what's inside… well, yokan or monaka might be difficult, so cookies should be fine. Mizuki knows how to make them, and Momoka probably does too. Besides, we have the one hundred platinum coins for buying this house. We should be able to use that in negotiations."

Come to think of it, was the thick paper needed to make boxes a luxury item in this world? In that case, we might need to make a wooden box.

"That money is for this house!"

Famu interjected. I was relieved that she had finally shown a passionate reaction. I walked over to her, cupped her cheeks in my hands, and turned her face towards me. She tried to turn away, but I held her still and kissed her.

"Mmph, mmph."

At first she resisted, but then Famu relaxed and accepted it. After savoring the feel of her lips, I pressed my forehead against hers.

"Listen, Famu. You'll hesitate and mess up, and I'll hesitate and mess up. But that's okay. When you mess up, I'll help you. When I mess up, you'll help me."

"Master…"

She looked at me with eyes that seemed on the verge of tears.

"I'm always watching you, Famu. I want you to not look away from me either. We'll always be one. We'll save Sameim together."

"Master! Please, save Sameim!"

She threw her arms around me. She might look like a child, but her warmth and weight were real. I never wanted to let her go. I had to grant her wish, no matter what. Just then, someone tapped me lightly on the back.

"Could you two not get carried away by yourselves? I'm here too!"

Myra said.

"Of course, Myra's with us too!"

I shouted, hugging her and pulling her into our embrace with Famu.

"Hyaah!"

She let out a strange cry, but she wrapped her arms around us too.

"When you make the wrong choice, Myra, that'll be the end of us, so we're counting on you!"

"That's too much responsibility for just me!"



    Chapter 211

    Momoka and the Days in Nieren

    "Sorry to interrupt while you're all worked up,"

Trusar said.

"Lord Mash, you elevated Lady Maryanne to the head of the One-Land family. And you decided to leave her political rivals in place. I understand that it was a practical decision for Lady Maryanne, who is still lacking in political skill, but it is also true that it puts her in a delicate position."

He folded his arms and stared at me.

"You're being roundabout. What are you trying to say?"

I asked him.

"In short, it will take time for Lady Maryanne to stand on her own. Until then, she needs your backing, Lord Mash. I would ask you to refrain from acting in a way that suggests you do not trust her."

He was right. But given the current situation, I didn't think Maryanne could successfully negotiate for Sameim's release. Since I was now involved, I should probably negotiate alongside her. I suddenly noticed that Marmi and Momoka were listening to our conversation with dark expressions.

"Mo, I want to negotiate with Clovis with Maryanne. Just setting up the meeting would be enough. Can't we borrow your mother's power?"

"…There are some things that even Mother's power cannot resolve. I think you are underestimating Clovis's abilities, Mash."

"What do you mean?"

"…What's your level right now, Mash?"

At her question, I checked my status sheet.

"Thirty."

It felt like it had taken longer to reach level 30 than it had to reach level 20. The amount of experience needed probably increased with each level. However, my level seemed to have risen sharply after fighting the Area Guardians on the fortieth and forty-fifth floors of the Crystal Palace.

"…It takes a normal person a considerable amount of time to level up. Especially for mage types. Clovis has lived for over seven hundred years. Even if he doesn't have skills like yours, Mash, he has that much experience."

"Doesn't leveling up just increase the correction values for your class? Isn't your base strength more important? I've never really felt the benefit of leveling up."

On top of that, when you see naturally talented people like Marmi and Mizuki, it makes you think that levels are meaningless. Especially for mages, the spells they create themselves seem more powerful than the ones they learn by leveling up. Marmi's lightning strike was a prime example.

"…That's just because the enemies you fight get stronger as your level increases. In a way, the correction is working properly so that you can fight strong enemies."

Hearing her words, I thought for a moment about what would happen if I fought the Goblin King that had occupied the settlement near Richel now, but it still seemed impossible to win without Aidan.

"…In any case, the level correction is so powerful that it's impossible for a level 1 person to defeat a level 99 person, no matter how much of a genius they are. But most humans either change their class or die before they reach level 99. But we elves can continue to level up without being constrained by time."

"Is Clovis Leafkraut really that amazing?"

"…It is known that he is a master archer, a sorcerer, and a master swordsman. Besides the difference in lifespan between the human and elven races, we also do not age until we are near the end of our lives."

In other words, their strength and intelligence did not decline with age. Come to think of it, Marmi's parents and the elves who were on guard duty at the gate today were also young.

"It's said that humans live long after they lose their ability to reproduce. Is it different for elves…"

"What is that?"

Myra interjected. She seemed to be trying not to interrupt the conversation, but she couldn't hide the curiosity shining in her eyes.

I was still standing, as if I'd gotten used to it. But Myra had, at some point, taken a seat and was drinking the tea Patricia had prepared. Claire must have come by while we were out, or Patricia had bought it from the Mateo Trading Company. I wanted some too, and as if on cue, she handed me a teacup. I took a sip, and the rich aroma and flavor of the tea leaves spread through my mouth, suddenly making me aware of my hunger. I wanted to go to Kalpana's camp, but Mizuki wasn't back yet. And it seemed like this conversation was going to continue.

"In my world, it was called the grandmother hypothesis. For many creatures, their lifespan ends when they lose their ability to reproduce, but humans are given a long time after that. The idea is that women who live long after menopause play a role in increasing the survival rate of the family and the group as a whole by participating in raising their children and grandchildren."

Myra nodded with interest, but then she tilted her head.

"That way of thinking seems wrong. It's not like they can maintain their youth like the elven race, and while there are of course exceptions, for many races other than humans, aging is not proportional to age. Of course, women of other races also participate in childcare after menopause."

"If we follow the myths, couldn't it be said that the characteristics of creatures before they interbred with humans are mixed in?"

"I see. So lifespan comes from the human race, and the rate of aging comes from the characteristics of the race they interbred with. But why does the theory you mentioned only apply to women, Mash? Human men live long lives too, right? Is men's reproductive ability different…"

"I'll teach you that. You're about to find out for yourself, through your own experience."

"H-huh? Mash, that's…"

Myra blushed and looked down.

"…Mash, I forgot to mention, but if you like any of the elven guards outside, you can make a move on them. Mother chose people she thought you would like to be on guard duty,"

Marmi said. In that case, I wish her mother would come herself. But still, why were they pushing everything onto me? If they were after my special skill, any other transferee should do. However, the faith of the people of this world seemed to be particularly focused on Laciel. There was the matter of the Great War of the Gods, but it seemed too biased. But it was convenient for me, so I kept quiet.

"That is absolutely not okay!"

Myra shouted, looking at me.

"Mash…"

Momoka, who had been silent until now, murmured. Her eyes were deep and sunken.

"What's wrong?"

"Clovis, I didn't know his first name, but there was an elf with that name in Yuki's group."

"…"

The room fell silent. I wasn't the only one who held my breath. Momoka and I made eye contact. We both gave a small nod.

"It was about half a year after I came to this world. Chihiro and I were havin' a tough time, but we worked hard and made some friends. We were finally able to live a normal life in this world. I guess we might have gotten a little carried away. That's when it happened. At first, Yuki was friendly. But then, he attacked us while we were exploring a dungeon in the city of Nieren. It was a complete ambush. Two of our friends were killed. They were a married couple of dungeon explorers. They took care of us, and they were a bit noisy, but they were kind, warm people, like teachers to us."

She smiled, her gaze drifting upwards as if she were trying to remember them. But then she gritted her teeth, her expression hardening.

"So, we fought back, but he got away."

It happened about a year and a half ago. If it was Yuki who attacked them, he would have been in this world for four and a half years at that point. Famu's village was attacked after that, so Sameim wasn't with them at the time.

"Was there a child-like person in their group?"

"There was. A girl. But she wasn't there during the battle."

"Yuki is about twenty years old, tall, looks like a warrior, and has a sturdy build…"

Momoka's eyes widened when she heard my words.

"You know him?"

Her eyes widened, and she grabbed my arm and shook me. I remembered Mizuki's beaming smile and her tear-stained face. I never wanted to see that smile directed at another man, nor did I want to see her cry because of me ever again.

"The person we know as Yuki is Mizuki's ex-boyfriend, and she's gone to see him,"

Myra said, answering for me when I couldn't.

"Mash, you said we were lovers, didn't you? How could you say that after keepin' a secret like this from me?"

"Please wait. We only found out that Mizuki's ex-boyfriend's name was Yuki and that he was in this world after we came to this city. We didn't think that Mizuki's ex-boyfriend was the same Yuki who fought you."

Myra answered for me again.

"Myra, Yuki isn't Mizuki's ex-boyfriend. He's just her *senpai*."

"Mash… I know you want to deny it, but there's no way a beautiful girl like Yamase-san didn't have a boyfriend in her original world…"

For a moment, Momoka looked at me with pity.

"Why not?! Mizuki denied it, she said he was just her *senpai*. Famu heard it too. You should have been able to tell that Mizuki wasn't lying. Right?"

Famu nodded, though she didn't seem enthusiastic about our conversation.

"At that time, all I knew was that you believed Mizuki's words, Master."

"…"

As I stood there, stunned, Momoka gently patted my back, as if to console me.

"Well, it's like you say, Mash. Yamase-san and Yuki were just friends. Let's just leave it at that."

Her words rekindled the suspicion I had felt towards Mizuki. It was pointless to dwell on her past. But why did this feeling of jealousy come back so easily?

"More importantly, it's about Yuki and Clovis. You're talkin' about negotiations and stuff, Mash, but we can't do that. We won't let them get away next time. We'll finish them."

Just then, the entrance door opened. Mizuki poked her head in. Maryanne was with her.

"Why is everyone standing around instead of sitting down? Wait, Hii-chan?"

Mizuki looked surprised to see Momoka.



    Chapter 212

    Hyakka's Resolve and Mizuki's Feelings

    With Mizuki's return, we all took our seats again. The members present were our party, Levante, Hyakka's group, New World, and finally Maryanne and Patricia. The dining hall felt a bit cramped with this many people, though there was probably still room for one more group. Trusar had departed when Maryanne arrived. Since Maryanne and Hyakka's group were meeting for the first time, I gave them a brief introduction. A bowl of grapes sat on the table, and Patricia was pouring tea for everyone. Before she could finish serving us all, I picked up a grape. The tartness stood out more than the sweetness, a perfect jolt for my tired mind.

"Istvan-sama is sending over a maid who can cook,"

Maryanne said, watching the busy Patricia.

"For what reason? We can't afford to hire a maid."

"It's to get on your good side, of course. The Air-Ally family will be paying her wages."

"Like the guards posted outside?"

To that, Maryanne gave a vague nod.

"I wonder if she'll fight with Patricia."

I'd thought Istvan was the type who'd rather see me driven out of town. Was he trying to keep his options open? Or was this a case of 'if you can't get rid of him, get him on your side'?

"I find it hard to believe that someone trying to curry favor with you, Mash, would bring a source of conflict with them. Besides, Patricia is Mo's attendant, isn't she? The person Istvan-sama sends will primarily be serving you, so I doubt the two will clash."

Maryanne didn't know Patricia's current standing. At her words, Patricia seemed to tense up, pouring Famu's tea right up to the cup's brim, testing its surface tension.

"So, were you able to meet with Yuuki?"

I asked. Mizuki shook her head.

"I left a message at the guild for now, but... hey, why is everyone looking at me so seriously?"

At her words, all eyes turned to me. I knew this was coming. It looked like I was the one who had to tell her.

"This is difficult to bring up, but... about last night, I've decided to go apologize to the Leafkraut family. And I've decided to bring a gift box of sweets. I'll make the box, so could you bake some cookies?"

"Huh? Right now? I mean, I don't mind, but..."

Mizuki nodded, looking completely lost. Myra, sitting beside her, cleared her throat.

"That's not it, is it! Be serious, please."

With Cecily, our usual straight man, gone, Mizuki's retorts had lost their edge recently. Levante had become a party of nothing but jokesters with no one to play the straight man. Perhaps Myra was trying to expand her own comedic repertoire. Beside me, Famu was cautiously trying to bring a cup to her mouth with trembling hands. But mercilessly, the vibrations caused the tea to spill. She scrambled to catch it with her mouth.

"Ouch!"

More tea spilled.

I just wanted to keep watching Famu. I didn't want to talk to Mizuki. My thoughts were trying to escape. But this was something I had to address now.

"Mizuki, the truth is... Clovis, the elf who shot at me and Famu last night. Hyakka knew him."

"Huh? Really?"

She sent a glance toward Hyakka, who quietly lowered her eyes. Mizuki seemed to grasp the gravity of the atmosphere. The smile vanished from her face as she prompted me to continue.

"According to her, Clovis was an associate of the Yuuki who killed her comrades."

"..."

The color drained from her face. Surely, even she didn't believe that her Yuuki and this Yuuki were two different people. I briefly recounted the story Hyakka had told me to Mizuki. Then, I explained Famu's circumstances and the events of last night to Hyakka.

"Yamase-san... over here, I'm just gonna call ya Mizuki. I'll leave the negotiations with Clovis to Mash. But after that, no matter what happens, we're challengin' Yuuki to a duel."

"No... Mash, you wouldn't say something like that, would you?"

Mizuki shot to her feet and looked at me.

"I'm against you challenging them to a duel, Hyakka."

"What was that?!"

Hyakka stood up as well.

"Both sides have special skills. I can't predict what'll happen if you clash head-on. Besides, they're the ones who launched a surprise attack, so they can't complain if we do the same to them."

I was also concerned about the special skill of that girl who was crouched down with her back to us. It had blocked Laciel's arrow and her charm ability. There was a chance Hyakka's special skills wouldn't work either. On top of that, it allowed her allies' attacks to pass through. In that case, they would be hit by a one-sided assault thanks to Yuuki's special skill. Hearing my words, Hyakka sat back down in her chair and took a sip of tea.

"So you're sayin' it's fine for us to do whatever we want to Yuuki and his crew, right? We don't have to fight fair and square?"

"That's not right! He's a fellow Otherworlder, your *senpai*!"

Mizuki shouted in response to Hyakka's words.

"Mizuki, it wasn't just Hyakka's group that Yuuki attacked. Emma, too. Her partner was actually killed. And Joe and his crew said they know another Otherworlder who was attacked by him."

Mizuki turned back to face me.

"I can't believe it! But... you still want to save Sameim, who's with them, don't you? Why are you willing to help Famu's friend but not mine?!"

"She wasn't part of their group when they attacked Hyakka."

But that was just sophistry. From the start, I had decided to save Sameim no matter what. And as for Yuuki, all I'd thought about were ways to defeat him. That wouldn't change, even if he was Mizuki's senpai.

"That's not it, is it? I believed you weren't the kind of person who would go out of their way to kill someone, or condone that kind of act. So why won't you try to find a way to avoid this for my sake? Weren't you traveling to help all the Otherworlders find happiness?"

"Mash, Mizuki... Sorry, but no matter what Mizuki says, we're gonna take Yuuki and his lot down. If you try to help that man or let him escape, you're all just as guilty,"

Hyakka muttered. Her words felt like a cold blade pressed against my throat. Mizuki must have felt the same; she took a step back.

"I won't believe it. But if my senpai really is attacking other Otherworlders, I'll do my best to make him change his ways. Mash, stop Hii-chan... stop Hyakka!"

"Hyakka, Yuuki must have his reasons. Can the duel wait until after we've figured them out?"

"Mash, Mizuki, you two haven't been in this world for much more than two months, so you don't get it. You don't know how cheap life is here. That's exactly why connections between people are so important. Besides, what kind of reason could ever justify killin' someone?"

It was clear Hyakka had no intention of backing down.

"I... I'm going to find out for myself!"

Mizuki bolted towards the door.

"Wait, calm down!"

I jumped up and chased after her, my hand grasping at empty air as I tried to grab her shoulder.

I ran, chasing after Mizuki as she burst outside. The way her shoulder blades, peeking out from her long hair, swayed smoothly back and forth... they created the twist in her body that produced the beautiful slide of her legs. I'd never be able to catch her. In a situation like this, what was I doing getting so serious about running, I cursed inwardly.

"Mizuki!"

I shouted, but she didn't stop. A guard, noticing our approach, kindly opened the gate. Mizuki raced through it in a wide arc to enter the street. If I missed this chance, I'd never catch her. I ran in a straight line and dove, tackling her around the waist.

"Kya!"

The two of us tumbled onto the road. My grip on her body almost slipped, but if she got away, catching her would be impossible. I desperately held on to her waist. She twisted her body, still trying to break free and run, but eventually, she seemed to give up and went limp. We ended up with Mizuki on her back and me on my stomach, clinging to her waist.

"Mash..."

She pushed herself up onto one elbow. I lifted my head to see her face. As I did, a drop of something trickled down her chin. It landed on my forehead, ran down the side of my nose, and reached my mouth. When I tasted it, it was blood.

"Mizuki... you've got a nosebleed..."

I pulled out something to wipe it with and handed it to her. She pressed the bridge of her nose while wiping away the blood. Then, with a clean part of the cloth, she wiped my face.

"Mash, you won't help me like you help Famu."

"I've always thought you were special, Mizuki. Someone strong who doesn't need my help."

"Famu is much stronger than I am..."

she murmured weakly, turning her face away.

"Mash, I want us all to go home. I want a happy ending."

I remembered Myra saying something similar.

"A fairy tale ends happily ever after... right?"

No matter what happened, Levante had to stick together. We had to overcome this as one. That was the resolve I'd steeled myself with before every battle. I'm weak. I'm easily swayed by my emotions, and I hesitate only to make mistakes. But besides her, I have Famu and Myra, and now Marmi. We all have to trust each other and get through this together.

"Mash, I don't want to give up. I want you to be on my side, right to the very end. I want you to search with me. I don't want to believe my senpai attacked other Otherworlders. And even if he did, I believe there must have been a reason."

Her hand rested on my head, stroking my hair.

"First, we have to confirm that, right? And Mizuki..."

"What?"

"It's not very convincing when you say all that with a nosebleed."

"Ugh! This is your fault! I'm worried, but it won't stop!"

I took the cloth from her hand and wiped under her nose for her.

"We still don't have all the facts. We don't have the pieces we need to even start thinking. First, let's go to the Leafkraut house."

At my words, she nodded.



    Chapter 213

    The Leafkraut Family and a New Enemy

    The room was adorned with ornate decorations. Not just the furnishings, but even the pillars were covered in elaborate carvings. It looked even more lavish than the Star Union family's home. Sunlight streamed in through a large window, yet for some reason, the room felt lacking in light. Perhaps it was the impression given off by the Leafkraut family itself. Myself, Myra, Marmi, and Maryanne were seated in chairs embellished with inlay work, but despite the supreme comfort, I couldn't relax. Mizuki, Famu, and Hyakka's group had stayed behind. If we all showed up, it would surely be seen as a sign of警戒, or perhaps an attempt at intimidation. Just as I was feeling uneasy, the door opened silently. A man cloaked in a black robe entered, his footsteps making no sound. His long, black hair swayed gently, revealing characteristically long ears. The same feature as Clovis. Marmi had said he was over four hundred years old, but as expected of an elf, he looked far younger than I did. His slender eyes and high, straight nose were reminiscent of a mythological god. He had an androgynous beauty. He smoothed his hair with his fingertips for a moment before quietly taking a seat in the chair across the desk from us.

"I am Zeno Leafkraut, the head of this house."

His voice was as cold as a machine, a resonance that seemed utterly devoid of emotion. So this was the man who was Marmi's fiancé, a magic user on par with Marina, and a researcher of immortality. I glanced briefly at Marmi. She was sitting quietly in her chair as usual, but her hands were clenched tightly, betraying more tension than normal.

"I'm Mash. To my left is Myra. And-"

Just as I started to introduce Marmi and the others, he raised a hand.

"I know of them both. I am dealing with you personally because a daughter of the Star Union family and the head of the One-Land family have come. However, you said you had business with Clovis. Unfortunately, my uncle is not in the mansion."

"I want to be given a chance to apologize for what happened last night."

"I believe I already told you that would be unnecessary."

"But..."

"I understand it was an accident."

His expression was completely unmoving. He was completely unapproachable.

"There should be a dog-eared girl here named Sameim. She used to live in a dog-eared village, but she was unjustly abducted and ended up in her current situation. I wish to take her in and return her to her old life."

"That dog-eared girl was working here as a maid, but Clovis took her with him. Her whereabouts are no longer my concern."

"One more thing. There's an Otherworlder among Clovis's companions, right? I want to meet them."

"You do nothing but make demands. I have accepted the hero's apology. I have no demands of my own. I must ask you to leave."

He gestured towards the door, inviting us out. It was true, I had done nothing but make one-sided demands. I should have offered him terms that would be to his advantage, but I couldn't even manage that, and had simply wasted time.

"Please wait. At the very least, could you tell us the conditions for taking in Sameim? She is an important person to the dog-eared race,"

Maryanne said, leaning forward as if sensing my desperation.

"Then would any other dog-eared person suffice? You speak of conditions, but she is no longer in my possession. Her current master is an adventurer named Yuuki. There is no need to go through me. I suggest you negotiate with him."

"And where might we find this Yuuki-dono?"

"Who knows. It is not my concern."

As always, not a flicker of emotion could be heard in his tone. Combined with the atmosphere of the room, it was dark and endlessly cold. Just then, Myra gave a small cough.

"Zeno-sama, I hear that in addition to being the head of a prominent family in this city, you are also a man who researches magic?"

"There is no need to confirm something so obvious. You should have heard as much from the member of the Star Union family present."

He twisted his face slightly and looked at Marmi. Marmi, in turn, met Zeno's gaze silently. They were once engaged, but now they merely clashed in silence, each suppressing their own emotions.

"Zeno-sama, in that case, we can offer you something you desire."

Myra gave a faint smile and looked at me. She was quick-wittedly trying to initiate a trade. She was urging me to offer something a magic researcher would covet. I took a single Mana Seed from my storage and placed it on the desk. However, Zeno just snorted with disinterest. I took out another Mana Seed from my storage, slowly repeating the motion.

"Does the hero's party include a 'Great Merchant'?"

Zeno finally spoke after I'd placed ten Mana Seeds on the table.

"Who knows. This is all I have on me. If I gather what the other members have, I might be able to spare some more."

The 'Great Merchant' he mentioned must be a profession. It probably had some skill that made it easier to collect rare items. Mana Seeds could be obtained from any monster, but the drop rate was so low that some adventurers went their whole lives without finding one. No matter how much money one had, gathering this many was next to impossible. Hearing my words, Marmi placed two more on the desk, and Myra added five.

"I supply them to the Mateo Trading Company, so I can get more from them. Of course, you'd have to buy those, but if I put in a word, I might be able to secure them exclusively for you."

He was a noble. Buying Mana Seeds would be nothing to him.

"Well, a dwarf blacksmith I know through the One-Land family buys them up, so they probably won't be hitting the market anytime soon anyway."

I added, saying whatever came to mind to fan the flames of his acquisitive spirit. Maryanne seemed to understand, nodding beside me. Zeno watched this unfold, then lowered his gaze as if in thought, remaining silent.

"I see. The hero's requests are a meeting with Clovis, and taking custody of the dog-eared girl..."

"And the official dissolution of Marmi Mume Mo Star Union's engagement. If possible, I'd like to be on friendly terms with the Leafkraut family."

"Friendly terms... you say?"

Zeno lowered his gaze and stroked his chin. "Very well. However, all I can do is dissolve the engagement and act as an intermediary with Clovis."

He was right; asking for more would be impossible. With this, I could secure Marmi's freedom and get a lead on the elusive Clovis. Myra nodded beside me. I stood up.

"As for the Mana Seeds here, I will take them off your hands for twenty large gold coins."

I'd had the clever idea of taking back all but five, but if he was going to pay, that was fine. I had a strong feeling we would later clash over Yuuki and Sameim, but giving him these would serve as a message that we had no intention of fighting.

"...Mash, you gave him too many of those Mana Seeds."

After leaving the Leafkraut estate, we headed for the area outside the city where the nomads had pitched their tents. We were scheduled to meet up with Famu, Hyakka, and the others there.

"You think so?"

Marmi gave a small nod at my words.

"...It'll be very troublesome if he becomes an enemy."

"Well, if you think of it as the price for completely severing your ties with him, it was cheap."

She stopped walking. When I turned back, she immediately started walking again, but her cheeks were slightly flushed.

"...Mash, do you really like me? It's not just a physical interest?"

"Huh? What are you talking about now? Have you already forgotten about the lake we went to together?"

"...I haven't forgotten."

Marmi took my hand. We walked on, hand in hand.

"What about you? Are you sure you're okay with me? I imagined Zeno Leafkraut to be some kind of sinister old geezer. But he's ridiculously..."

Handsome, I was about to say, but I bit my tongue in frustration. She had said he would manipulate her mind until she wasn't herself anymore, but if Marmi had simply fallen in love with him, none of that would have been necessary.

"...All elves look something like that. I prefer someone like Mash."

"There's something about the way you said that! I'm a little hurt!"

"...That's not what I meant. I thought today would only be about Famu and Mizuki. I like you, Mash,"

Marmi murmured, squeezing my hand tightly. Myra and Maryanne, who had been watching us, bumped their shoulders against mine.

"Hmph! I worked hard too, so why are you two being all lovey-dovey?!"

"W-Well, I wasn't able to do much, but me too!"

I walked on, with them pressing against me from both sides. Just then, a group of figures appeared, blocking our path.

At the forefront was a pair dressed in black. I could see chainmail beneath their clothes. There were slight, gentle curves at their chests and from their waists down. Hoods covered their faces, hiding everything but their eyes, but there was no mistaking it. They were both women. Behind them stood a man in light adventurer's gear, and behind him, a man and a woman who looked like mages. Further back was what looked to be a priest. The four in the rear had their mouths covered with white triangular cloths, presumably to hide their identities.

"You're Mash, aren't you?"

It was, indeed, a woman's voice.

"Close. I'm Mish, a humble adventurer."

Beside me, Myra let out a soft sigh. *'Again?'* she seemed to ask without saying a word. The two in black reached for the swords on their backs, ready to draw them at any moment. Seeing this, Myra also raised her mace at my side. Maryanne stepped in front of me protectively, her hand already on the hilt of her sword.

"Wait!"

I called out to stop her as she rushed forward, but she extended an arm to hold me back instead.

"I am Maryanne One-Land, head of the One-Land family. What is the meaning of this? Why do you bar our path?"

Hearing her words, the two in black exchanged a look and nodded to each other.

"So, that man really is Mash, then?"

The pair put their hands on the hilts of their swords. At their signal, the figures waiting behind them also lowered their stances and readied their weapons. With no other choice, I moved Marmi behind me to shield her.

"Myra, I'm counting on you to handle the rear guard and Mo."

"But..."

Myra's words trailed off. I understood her concerns without her having to say them. They didn't back down even after hearing Maryanne's name. These were people who wouldn't care if they were exiled from the city. And since they were calling me out by name, there was a high chance they were Otherworlders—people who could use special skills. Against them, I had already used my only high-powered attack, Goddess Summon, last night. On top of that, it was four against six. We were at a numerical disadvantage.

"When you see an opening, take Mo and run. The Star Union family's estate is the closest from here,"

I whispered to Myra.

"What are you saying?"

"I'll find an opening and escape with Maryanne."

"Do you really think that's possible?"

The two in black and the adventurer-like man crept closer, closing the distance as they held their weapons at the ready. Maryanne, in front of us, slid her katana slightly from its scabbard, her right hand resting on its hilt as she lowered her body just a bit.

"To hear my name and yet refuse to offer your own, and to take such a stance... I shall judge you as a threat to the city of Miglutt. Take one more step forward, and I will take your heads."

The three of them froze at her quietly spoken words. Just then, a new pair came running up from behind us.

"What do you think you're doing in the middle of the city?!"

It hadn't even been ten days, but the voice was nostalgic. And reassuring.

"Cecily! Myra!"

They stood there, weapons at the ready.



    Chapter 214

    The Black-Clad Group and the Confrontation with Levante

    The setting sun stained the cobblestone streets red. The sight seemed to portend the outcome of the battle to come, and a bead of sweat trickled down my back. The two who had rushed to our side were Cecily, who joined the rear guard, and Aira, who now stood beside me, mace in hand. That made it six against six. But it also meant we could no longer count on our opponents underestimating us. The three enemy vanguards, who had been closing the distance, took a step back, observing our movements with caution.

"Why are you here?"

I asked Aira in a low voice, keeping my sword drawn to hold the enemy at bay.

"The nomads arrived, so it's curry night."

*Someone must have told them.* 

"I see. Sorry to put you to work right away, but it's time for a pre-dinner workout. We'll escape the first chance we get."

"Escape?"

Aira glanced behind us. Following her gaze, I saw Patricia peering at us from behind a building. And she wasn't alone; Shizuka was there, and I could even see Reeni's rabbit ears poking out. The option to flee had just vanished. A quick scan of the surroundings revealed other figures here and there, watching us from a distance. Just this morning, at the meeting of the Four Regent Families, I had sworn not to fight within the city. Yet here was one of the very people I'd made that vow to, standing at the head of the enemy group, readying her blade for a draw.

I turned my gaze back to the enemy.

"Hey, I don't want to fight in the middle of the city. Can't we change venues?"

"To where?"

"How about the pine tree at Ichijoji Temple?"

"There's no such place in this world!"

Two of the black-clad figures split to the left and right, while the lightly armored man charged straight at me. At the same instant, Maryanne's bright blade danced through the air. As she'd promised, the sword passed right by the man's throat, but he leaned back, dodging the strike with an acrobatic arch.

"If I can read your swordplay, dodging is a simple matter!"

the man shouted.

"That was just a warning!"

Maryanne shifted the blade she'd just drawn into a two-handed, overhead stance. She was preparing to unleash her finishing blow. But the man was faster, swinging his sword up from a low stance. Maryanne parried the attack with her own blade. A sharp clang of steel echoed through the street, marking the beginning of a fierce exchange.

With Maryanne engaging the man in front, Aira and I took on the pair in black who were trying to flank us.

"Aira, take the one on the right!"

At my words, she gave a slight, firm nod.

"The ones in black are definitely transfers. Don't let your guard down for a second, even if you see an opening."

"Got it!"

"And with your special skill—"

"Mash, you're being annoying!"

she cut off my rapid-fire instructions. Perhaps the tension of the moment was making my blood run hot. I took a short breath to steady myself for the approach of the black-clad warrior. Just then, a soft light enveloped us. From behind, Myra had cast a defensive blessing. In the rear, Myra stood with her mace at the ready, protecting Cecily and Marmi while the two of them prepared their magic.

"Fire Magic, Fireball!"

At Cecily's cry, a sphere of flame flew over our heads toward the enemy's back line. In that instant, the black-clad girl sprinted forward, used the stone wall of a house as a springboard, and soared into the air above me. Her sword, raised high, came slashing down. I moved to avoid being directly beneath her, catching the blow with my own blade. It was a heavy strike, delivered with the full force of her body. She landed in a crouch without losing her balance and immediately swept her sword at my feet. I jumped back to create distance, but she had already thrown a volley of kunai. Several flashes of light shot toward my face. As I deflected them with my sword, she closed the gap in an instant and thrust her sword at me. I twisted away, barely dodging the blade, but she seamlessly transitioned into a body slam. Her shoulder drove into my solar plexus, knocking the wind out of me as if all the oxygen had vanished from the world.

"*Guh!*"

A voiceless groan caught in my throat, and my vision went white. Before I could even register that my body was airborne, my back slammed into the cobblestones. There was no time to process the pain before a kick landed.

"*Gk!*"

Another grunt escaped me. And before I could regain my footing, a sword plunged down for the kill.

But the strike was deflected by Aira's mace as she rushed in to help.

"Mash, get up! Quick!"

Urged on by Aira's voice, I scrambled to my feet. She had also been facing the other black-clad warrior, but she was handling it by swinging her mace in wide arcs, preventing her opponent from getting close. I held my sword at the ready and surveyed the scene. Maryanne and the lightly armored man were still locked in a fierce duel. To be able to match her blow for blow, he was clearly a master. All around, the fireballs cast by Cecily and the enemy mage had left scorched marks and burning patches on the ground. As if the visual information had suddenly restored my sense of smell, the acrid scent of burning filled my nostrils. The two black-clad figures ceased their attack for a moment, repositioning themselves to pincer us. Aira and I stood back-to-back, awaiting their next move. Her back was hot, her shallow breaths causing it to tremble. That reaction, after such a short fight, spoke volumes about our enemies' strength. A sense of dread crept over me, the fear that we might not be able to win.

"They're disorienting us with their speed and erratic movements. It's a pain in the ass to even get a bead on them."

"Their class is probably 'Ninja',"

I said. At my words, I thought I saw the gaze from within the black hood soften.

"Correct. As expected of another transfer from a different world,"

the girl facing me replied. What with Famu's 'Miburō' class, this world certainly had its share of out-of-place professions.

"Since I got it right, how about a prize?"

"A prize? How about I plunge some cold steel into your heart?"

"No thanks. I'd settle for your warm chests, at least."

The pair snorted, then began to run in a circle around us. The circle expanded and contracted as they probed for an opening. Their movements were as fast and unpredictable as the wind. It was like we were surrounded by intangible phantoms, making it impossible to predict when they would strike.

"I will protect you,"

Aira murmured, then took a long, deep breath. I could feel the expansion of her lungs against my back. I steadied my own breathing, preparing to unleash a single, decisive strike. One slash to cut down the enemy before me. The circle around us widened for an instant. Kunai flew straight for me. There was no need to dodge. I would leave the defense to Aira. I suppressed my rising impatience, using the rhythm of her heartbeat as a guide to circulate the mana within me, concentrating the refined power into the tip of my blade. Aira's mace danced, deflecting the kunai. Simultaneously, one of the black-clad figures leaped to strike at me from above, while the other slashed at me from the side. Two blades closed in on me. Their target was one and the same: me. I entrusted the leaping enemy to Aira and charged the one approaching from the side. No matter what trickery lay in wait, I would not flinch. I swung my sword with the intent to sever everything. A high-pitched metallic screech rang out. Aira had blocked the attack from above. And my own swing had sliced through the black-clad warrior's hood, cracked the forehead protector she wore underneath, and shattered the sword she'd raised to defend herself. The warrior from the side had held back from a full commitment, switching to defense at the last moment to parry my attack. They both leaped back, creating distance.

Beside us, the duel between Maryanne and the lightly armored man had concluded. Maryanne had knocked the man's sword from his hand and now held the tip of her blade to his throat. The long-range exchange of fireballs had also ceased as both sides stopped their attacks. The hood of the warrior I had struck had fallen, revealing her face. Aira and I readied our weapons again and closed in on the two.

"If you don't mind that man's head rolling, feel free to use your special skill."

"No, I was hoping to see you use *your* special skill, but I guess this is it... We surrender."

The two black-clad warriors raised their hands. Now that I could see her, she had quite the refined features. Her eyes were large and, I had to admit, cute. For some reason, her expression seemed familiar. I searched my memories, but of course, there was no way I knew a beauty like this.

"You, show your face too."

The other woman, still hooded, obediently removed her covering. She was also a beauty. A little fuller in the face than the first, which gave her a certain charm. Again, that sense of familiarity, but I couldn't place her. Just then, Shizuka, who had been hiding behind a building, burst out and pointed at the two.

"Ah! Ahhhhhh! Um, uhhhh..."

"What, you know them?"

I was a little surprised that Shizuka and I had a mutual acquaintance.

"I don't *know* them, but, um, they're the idol group, Group Sex!"

"That's wrong! Only one letter is right! We're Gleam Eye!"

Their words jogged my memory, and I recalled a two-person idol group from my old world.

"You're... Rinko Waseda and Airi Hiya, right?"

They nodded shyly. If I remembered correctly, they had sung the theme song for an anime. I was pretty sure I'd watched the video online over and over, and I knew a few of their other songs too. They were a popular, up-and-coming idol duo.

"That's them! My teacher was a huge fan of Rinko-chan, so he often made me cosplay as her when we had sex,"

Shizuka said, folding her arms and nodding repeatedly with a nostalgic expression. For the record, Rinko was the slender one.

"Hey! Could you please not say such weird things?!"

"So, does that mean this woman is your partner? Are you two teacher and student?"

Airi interjected, ignoring Rinko's protest.

"No, this embarrassing woman is a complete stranger. My partner is someone else."

"Who are you calling embarrassing?! I was just thinking I'd let you have sex with me while I cosplay as whichever one you like, Rinko-chan or Airi-chan!"

Shizuka shouted. Hearing that, I looked back and forth between the two idols. Come to think of it, this was the first time I'd seen active idols this close up. In my old world, I'd always been a bit cynical and disliked being in front of crowds. Even if I'd had a favorite idol, I never would have gone to a concert or a fan event.

"Stop looking at us with those lewd eyes!"

Rinko pushed her hand against my face, shoving me away.

"Mash, I know you're excited, but isn't this all beside the point right now?"

Myra approached me with a stern expression.

"These people pointed their blades at Mash-sama, a messenger of Lady Laciel, as well as at my family and the Star Union Family,"

Maryanne said as she sheathed her sword. The man tried to pick up the sword he'd dropped, but she pinned it to the ground with her foot. It was clear she had no intention of forgiving them. I was reminded that I, too, had just crossed swords with them.

"Right. What was your objective in attacking us?"

"...You summoned Laciel in the Crystal Square, didn't you? Simply put, we wanted to know how strong you really are,"

Airi answered.

"And what were you going to do with that information?"

"We were summoned by a goddess named Lushe."

My eyes widened at her words. The five goddesses among the Fifty Gods: Laciel, Rishal, Lushe, Renren, and Ronron. She was one of them. Those summoned by them were potential allies we could cooperate with. And the other transfers had been ordered to 'kill' the transfers summoned by the Five Goddesses to fulfill their own wishes.

"You mean you attacked us knowing we were potential allies?"

"Well, the rumor around town was that you summoned a goddess but still lost to a single elf man!"

she nodded, showing no remorse.

Should I take Airi's words at face value? Still, there was a way to confirm whether they had truly been summoned by one of the Five Goddesses.

"Tell me about the circumstances of your summoning."

"I... just wanted to fall in love..."

Rinko said, gazing at the setting sun with a distant look in her eyes. The sun, which had been high in the sky before the fight, was now about to disappear behind the buildings.

"What, you had a lover? You were deceiving us fans?"

"Huh? You were a fan of mine?"

Put on the spot, I had to think for a moment. I certainly thought their songs and promotional videos were good, but being asked so directly, I was at a loss for words.

"...No, not really."

"Then it doesn't matter, does it?"

*Hmph,* Rinko snorted, for some reason looking triumphant.

"I didn't have a lover. But my life back then was cramped and suffocating. That's why I told Airi I wanted to disband Gleam Eye."

"I wasn't planning on being an idol forever either. You never know when you'll stop being popular. But we had only just started making it big, our pay was low, and we barely had any money. I told her I wanted to wait until we'd saved up at least a hundred million yen before disbanding,"

Airi shot back at Rinko's words.

"What? That's what's crazy! There's no way we could earn that much, you know? We'd stop being popular long before that! What are you dreaming about?"

Rinko then jabbed a finger at my face.

"In the end, our fans are just half-assed old guys like this. They don't really love us, they don't really support us. They're just satisfied watching some random clips of our songs and videos on the internet! They can't even remember our faces and just move on to the next piece of content!"

Was there a hidden camera in my house? How could she so perfectly describe my entire existence?

"I know that! That's why I suggested we try to sell songs that we wrote and composed ourselves! And then you go and say you want to quit!"

"There's no way a song like that would sell, and no one would ever give us permission to release it in the first place!"

It was a realistic, calculating conversation, devoid of any dreams or hopes. I couldn't listen to any more of it.

"That's enough. I get it now. You were definitely summoned by a goddess!"

At my words, they both puffed out their cheeks and turned away from each other. Rinko crossed her arms and, unable to hide her irritation, continuously tapped her fingers against her arm. Why were they re-enacting this fight here and now? And why did I have to be the one to mediate? The thought crossed my mind, and I almost sighed.

"We were on our way to have dinner with the nomads outside the city."

""The nomads?""

their voices overlapped.

"You know of them?"

"I'd forgotten, but Lushe gave us information about other heroes and told us to find them and meet up."

Was that information about us? Or would something change if they joined us?

"There might not be any food for you, but do you want to come along?"

"What are you having?"

"Probably curry."

The two looked at each other, then nodded in perfect sync. In the end, all I had learned was that they were transfers summoned by a goddess and that they had challenged us to a fight to test our strength. It seemed I would need to learn a lot more about them.



    Chapter 215

    Reunion with the Nomads and the Whereabouts of Kō-kun

    We reached the nomad encampment outside the city where Kalpana and her people were staying. Numerous tents and wagons were arranged in rows, and the horses, freed from their cargo, were leisurely munching on hay. Dinner preparations must have been finished, as the scent of spices wafting on the wind tickled my nose. The aroma only intensified my hunger, and I instinctively pressed a hand to my stomach. When Rinko and Airi saw Mizuki's face, their own expressions stiffened.

"What is it? You know her?"

They shook their heads from side to side. Mizuki, too, wore a look of bewilderment.

"Mash... who are these two?"

"Do you know an idol duo called Gleam Eye, Rinko and Airi?"

"Of course I know them, but... how can this be...?"

Mizuki seemed at a loss for further words. I had a rough idea of what she wanted to say. I couldn't quite put this strange feeling into words myself. If people like us went missing, it might make a small news story before society eventually forgot. But for famous people like them to vanish would surely be reported as major news. I couldn't help but wonder what had become of our old world after we disappeared. My best guess, however, was that every transfer—from this world's past, to its present, and probably its future—came from the exact same year, date, and time. That would mean an incident where a massive number of people vanished without a trace was occurring back in our world.

"Are you two mother and daughter? Is Mizuki an actress?"

Airi asked, her eyes sparkling with curiosity as if her earlier shock had completely vanished.

"W-we're not mother and daughter, and I'm not an actress."

Mizuki denied it, her face turning bright red.

"Huh? Then what are you?"

"What am I... I'm just a normal high school student..."

At Mizuki's answer, Rinko and Airi glanced at each other. "No way, she's prettier than us. Something's not right,"

they whispered, though I could hear them perfectly. Mizuki began to fidget uncomfortably.

"She's not normal. She's a precious high school girl with a magnificent bust."

I corrected Mizuki's words to clear up their misunderstanding.

"I am normal! And don't say things like that in front of people!"

she shot back. The two idols just stared at our exchange, still looking dumbfounded.

"A-are you two... lovers?"

At Rinko's question, Mizuki's cheeks flushed as she stared intently at me. It was one of those looks that left no room for argument, the kind that promised immense wrath if I said the wrong thing. Pressured by her gaze, I nodded.

"That's a total lie! No way! You're definitely doing something shady!"

Rinko shouted.

"What a terrible thing to say! Mizuki, show them the 'Mash-exclusive' mark on your mound!"

"It's not written there!"

It was gone now, but the one who wrote it was Mizuki when she'd become Mash-kun. She stomped away furiously.

After introducing Hyakka and the others in a similar fashion, we headed for Kalpana's tent. Both Hyakka and Chihiro knew who the idols were, and they both had unreadable expressions on their faces.

"There was one more person, right? The first one we met."

"You mean Shizuka?"

As I said her name, Shizuka, who had been with Reeni, approached with a cheerful smile. It felt like it had been a while since I'd properly interacted with Shizuka and Reeni. I patted Reeni's head as she came to my side, taking the opportunity to stroke her rabbit ears as well.

"Your name is Shizuka?"

Airi asked.

"That's right. Nice to meet you,"

she replied. Hearing her answer, Airi covered her mouth with her hand in surprise.

"Could you be... Tora-kun's partner?"

"Hm? Tora-kun? My partner is Kō-kun, though."

"Right, Toratsuna Kōsaka!"

*What kind of Sengoku warrior name is that?* I wanted to quip, but I held my tongue to avoid complicating things.

"Ah, so that's why he's Kō-kun!"

Shizuka clapped her hands lightly as if in sudden understanding.

"Hey! You really didn't know your boyfriend's name?!"

"Well, Kō-kun is Kō-kun. I'm not dating his name, you know."

"""..."""

"So, do you know where Kō-kun... Toratsuna went? We're looking for him."

'Kō-kun' sounded a bit feeble, but 'Toratsuna' had the feel of a seasoned warlord. It was strange how a name could do that.

"I don't know. He might have been... killed by Yuuki..."

"What?"

Shizuka's face instantly turned ashen. She stumbled, and Reeni rushed over to catch her in an embrace. Shizuka clung to her as if seeking a lifeline, burying her face in Reeni's chest and hugging her back gently. I had always treated the matter of Kō-kun with a bit of humor, but I was surprised to see she harbored such deep affection for him. Shizuka, too, must have been hiding her anxiety this whole time. I clenched my teeth, frustrated that I hadn't noticed her true feelings.

"Can you tell me more?"

"We didn't see it directly, and our information might be wrong..."

Rinko said, waving her hands frantically. She also seemed taken aback by Shizuka's reaction.

"Before that, maybe we should talk about Yuuki,"

Airi suggested, as if trying to change the mood. Rinko immediately nodded in agreement.

"Yeah! But I'm starving, so let's eat first!"

We headed towards the large tent where Kalpana was. 

"From this point on, only members of Mash-sama's party and the other transfers, please,"

a guard said, bowing respectfully. Marmi aside, it seemed Maryanne and Reeni had no intention of leaving. Shizuka, too, had been clinging tightly to Reeni and showed no sign of letting go. Rinko and Airi shot me a sharp, almost accusatory glare.

"It's a rule that those of the chief's lineage must not show their faces to just anyone."

"A rule like that..."

Rinko started to say, but Airi quietly stopped her, likely because she saw the guard's hand move slightly toward his sword. I wouldn't have noticed the guard's wariness if Airi hadn't. They really had more experience in these situations than we did.

"Could you guide them to where everyone else is eating? We'll join them later."

"Everyone is waiting for you,"

the guard said with a smile.

Inside the tent, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Cecily, Aira, and both Hyakka and Chihiro were already gathered. They were seated on round cushions, already starting their meal. The style of eating—placing meat and curry from the center onto flatbread—was the same as before. At the head of the group sat a woman in oriental-style clothing, with long, wavy black hair and dark eyes, flanked by two female attendants.

"It has been a while, Mash-sama."

Kalpana stood and bowed her head politely. I tried to sit next to Famu, but she took my hand and urged me to sit next to her at the head of the arrangement.

"W-wait. Before that, let me introduce the new faces."

I proceeded to introduce Marmi, Maryanne, Shizuka, Reeni, and finally Rinko and Airi, one by one. A small pang of regret hit me; I should have invited Claire, too.

"That explains it. My grandmother has received a new oracle."

"Is that so?"

"Yes, but first, please sit and eat."

I tried to discreetly move to Famu's side, but my elbow was caught. Had Kalpana become more assertive?

I took a sip of the ayran poured into a silver cup. It was tangy, a taste that stimulated the appetite. Following the skewered kebabs, I placed vegetables and meat on a piece of flatbread, topped it with curry, and brought it to my mouth. The unique blend of spices whetted my appetite even more. As I chewed, I organized the recent events and what I needed to discuss in my head. Had Myra already told Famu and the others about the results of today's visit to the Leafkraut Family? Perhaps she had also mentioned that Mizuki received a sword from Laciel. I already knew from Hyakka that their pursuit of Isark had ended in failure. I had just informed everyone that the fourth group of transfers summoned by the Five Goddesses had assembled. The problem was the last remaining group and Kō-kun's whereabouts. I needed to explain to Rinko and the others the information we had gathered on our journey so far, especially the fact that we could only live in this world for ten years. There was Kalpana's grandmother's new oracle, Yuuki's movements, and the fact that we now knew Shizuka's partner's name. I had to ask about where he was now. As I mulled all this over, my appetite began to wane. Why did I have to be the one to lead all this? It was all becoming a hassle. And yet, my hand naturally reached for more food. The aroma of the spices had me in its grip; my stomach was completely under its control.

"So, why must we eat with those who pointed their blades at my master?"

Famu spoke up, seemingly growing impatient with my silence. Maryanne, sitting beside her, nodded as if in agreement. Apparently, she had completely forgotten that she had challenged me to a duel on her first day in this city.

"Huh? What's the point of having weak allies?! And why is this person acting like a king?"

"There are other ways to test one's strength,"

Famu replied quietly. I should have told Rinko and the others not to anger her.

"Indeed. The one responsible should offer an apology by taking her own life,"

Maryanne added, her voice laced with suppressed killing intent. Perhaps it was just a bad seating arrangement, but I felt I was seeing an unexpected side of her. Maybe she'd had something strong to drink when I wasn't looking.

"Let's drop the matter of the fight. If we get summoned by the Four Regent Families again tomorrow, Maryanne, you're going to apologize with me."

"W-why me...?"

Maryanne flinched at my words.

"You're the head of the One-Land Family, aren't you? And you were the one leading the charge..."

"I just became the family head, and all I do is get scolded..."

I shifted my gaze from the dejected Maryanne to Rinko and Airi.

"So, I want to ask about Kō-kun... Toratsuna."

The two nodded. In the background, I could hear Mizuki and Hyakka simultaneously repeat the name, "Toratsuna..."

"Just one thing first. Yuuki, the elf Clovis Leafkraut, the dog-eared girl Sameim, and a small one—I think that one's a transfer—are they in the same party?"

The two nodded at my words.

"We didn't know the name Sameim, but the dog-eared girl is a new member. Yes, she's with Yuuki."

"There are three parties of transfers in this city. Are you the ones fighting against Clovis and his group?"

"Yes."

Again, they both nodded in unison. In the recent battle between their members and Levante, I felt we had the upper hand. I couldn't imagine people like them being able to stand up to a party capable of reaching the deepest part of the dungeon.

"You didn't use your special skill earlier, Mash, so we didn't use ours either. But we have them, you know,"

Airi said, as if reading my mind.

"So, what's your reason?"

"To put it simply, revenge, I guess? We came to this world three years ago, and we arrived in this city a year and a half ago. Back then, our party members were teamed up with other transfer adventurers."



"You don't mean transfers from the Five Goddesses, do you?"

Airi shook her head.

"When we first came to the city, they were the ones who helped us out with everything—finding a place to live, acting as intermediaries at the guild, all sorts of things."

It seemed that the transfers brought here by the Fifty Gods were divided into two types: those like Yuuki and Mii who obeyed their god's command and fought other transfers, and those who defied it and tried to help each other out. A big reason for this, aside from whether a transfer even had a desire they'd kill for, was likely the lack of a compulsory force behind the gods' instructions.

"Then one day, they were attacked by Yuuki's group in the Crystal Palace and killed."

I recalled that Hyakka and her group had also said that someone who had helped them had been killed in a similar way.

"Could it have been a misunderstanding?"

"It's true we didn't see it happen. But our friends wouldn't burn with such hatred over a simple mistake."

"As for Tora-kun... Toratsuna, he was exploring the dungeon solo in this city."

"Is he strong?"

"Why don't you ask her?"

Airi glanced toward Shizuka. But Shizuka's face was pale; she wasn't her usual self. Besides, she had no combat experience herself, so they probably explored the dungeon separately.

"Anyway, Toratsuna was exploring mainly the middle floors, but one day, he didn't come back. We went looking for him, but we couldn't find him."

"But we found out that Yuuki's group, who were exploring the upper floors, were on the same floor as Toratsuna for some reason that day. And one of their party members died during their exploration of that floor!"

Rinko took over from Airi.

"Of course, Yuuki's group says they don't know anything about Toratsuna,"

Airi added, clenching her jaw. After they finished, they both stared down at the floor.

"What floor was it?"

Shizuka suddenly spoke up.

"...The forty-ninth floor."

"Wait, is that true?"

Airi nodded at my question. I couldn't believe it, especially since I was about to give up on the forty-fifth floor. But he had protected Shizuka, who was likely useless as an adventurer in this world, all by himself. Perhaps he had grown that strong.

"His class wasn't Adventurer, so he couldn't choose which floor to go to on his own. There are records of the people who guided him. It seems he never went into the Area Guardian rooms, though. We saw him a few times."

"I understand. I'll go tomorrow,"

Shizuka said abruptly.

"Wait. Are you trying to get yourself killed?"

"Kō-kun might be waiting."

"That was months ago, wasn't it?"

"But there might be a clue about Kō-kun left behind."

"Hey, let me see your character sheet."

I checked her sheet. Her class was 'Vigilante', and her level was 1. Just as I thought, she had no combat experience. Reeni squeezed her hand.

"It's okay. I'll go with you. I'll protect you."

It was a reckless expedition, no two ways about it. But explaining that to her wouldn't convince her. And I couldn't have her just taking Reeni into the Crystal Palace on their own. It seemed the only way to calm her down was to go with her until she was satisfied. I looked at Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi. Mizuki's expression was also strange after hearing about Yuuki; she was looking down, lost in thought. But the other three nodded. If we avoided the Area Guardian's room, we could probably explore while protecting Shizuka. I let out a sigh.

"Alright. We'll go with you. But Reeni, you're staying here."

"Huh?"

Reeni, who had naturally assumed she would be going, slumped in disappointment.



    Chapter 216

    Hyakka and Kalpana in the Tent (Part 1)

    The sticky, squelching sounds of viscous liquid being stirred echoed inside the tent. Hyakka had my cock in her mouth, bobbing her head back and forth. And beside us was Kalpana, her naked body pressed close. I stroked Hyakka's head while pulling Kalpana's shoulder toward me. Not long ago, the wandering folk had been making a racket around the campfire, but things had quieted down now. The only sounds from outside were the chirps of autumn insects. The Grim Eye woods and Airi's party had already headed back to their inn. Now, the only ones left in this spacious tent were me, Kalpana, and Hyakka. She relaxed her body against mine, leaning in.



"Kalpana."



"Mash..."



As our eyes met, Hyakka stopped her blowjob.



"Hey, don't get all lovey-dovey without me! I'm the one putting in the effort here!"



I slid the hand on her head gently to her ear, brushing the lobe. A cool, soft sensation met my fingertips. Then, I cupped her cheek softly.



"Nn..."



Hyakka closed her eyes, ticklish. She tilted her face up, offering her small, thin lips. I kept my hand on her cheek, gazing at her face. She narrowed her eyes slightly, peeking at me as if gauging my reaction. Then, her eyes widened in surprise.



"Why won't you kiss me?"



"Because you started by stuffing my thing in your mouth first!"



The bitter memory resurfaced from when I'd become Mizuki-chan, and the Mizuki who'd become Mash had forced it into my mouth and made me swallow. My head had been fuzzy then, and I'd gone along with it without thinking—but that was only because it was Mizuki's body, the one that loved cum. I didn't want to lick or swallow my own stuff. And honestly, it wasn't much better if it was someone else's. No matter whose it was, I had no desire to put a licked penis in my mouth.



"I thought you'd like it..."



Hyakka lunged at me playfully. I toppled onto the rug on my back, and she wrapped her arms tightly around my neck. Then, her lips pressed against mine.



"Nfuu..."



At first, it was just sucking, but then her tongue tip licked my lips. Hesitantly, she parted them and slipped inside.



"Nku, nkuu, nku..."



I hooked under her, sucking on her lips in return. Opening my eyes a sliver, I saw Hyakka's flushed face right up to her ears, her expression melted in pleasure. She cracked her eyes open too, watching my face. Our gazes met, and she squeezed her eyes shut in surprise. As our saliva mingled and our tongues tangled more fiercely, someone's fingertip brushed my lower abdomen. It traced around my navel and slid downward, touching my cock. A shiver ran up my spine, spreading through my whole body. Glancing sideways, I met eyes with Kalpana, who was gripping my shaft. Her misty eyes stared at me intently. They held impatience and a faint hope, her mouth tight with tension but parting slightly now and then, as if leaking breath. She seemed to crave something, yet resignation tinged her gaze. The hand I'd reached for her head was suddenly grabbed by Hyakka.



"No way, I'm first."



Our lips parted, her hot breath caressing my cheek.



Hyakka straddled my hips, mounting me. She clung to my body, nuzzling into my neck and collarbone, her tongue gliding over my skin. Hyakka's body was light. Lighter than Famu's, even. Her breasts were barely there—just a token swell—but that made her ass cheeks all the plumper. The kind that had enchanted the priests of Nieren. I grabbed those hips with both hands and kneaded them.



"Ah, aahn..."



Hyakka let out a moan. Pleased by her reaction, I spread the two mounds apart.



"Wait, th-that's opening my butt hole!"



She tensed, trying to clench it shut.



"Show it to Kalpana."



I pushed harder, prying them open.



"Nooo! Don't look!"



Hyakka's body sank, and her eyes met Kalpana's. Kalpana had circled to my lower half, stroking my rod up and down. She raised her free index finger and slipped it into Hyakka's asshole.



"A───────...!"



Hyakka's body jolted, her face snapping up toward the ceiling, tongue sticking out as her eyes and mouth gaped wide.



"Wh-what the, ugu, hell is this, ah, nn..."



Every time Hyakka opened her mouth, Kalpana's finger moved, turning her words into nonsense. It was a shame I couldn't be the first to finger her back there, but at least I got a close-up view of her conflicted expression—pain mixed with undeniable pleasure. That made it worthwhile. Kalpana didn't forget to stroke my cock either, building my urge to cum. I released one hand from her ass, trailing my fingers along her groin to her mound and slit.



"Aahn!"



When my fingertip brushed the hood over her clit, she cried out. Love juices had already dripped down there plenty; she was fully ready. I carefully peeled back the hood and rubbed the nub with my finger.



"Aah, aahn!"



Her moans rang out.



"M-Mash... it's about time."



Hyakka murmured desperately.



"Kalpana, looks like Hyakka wants to put it in."



I said, and she gripped my rod, guiding it to Hyakka's pussy.



"Wh-why are you letting Kalpana, aahn!"



The tip pressed against her entrance, making her tremble.



"You two have gotten really close, huh?"



"Yeah, well, after we split from you in Nieren, we've been traveling together the whole time."



"Is that right?"



They both nodded at my question. They really had bonded.



"I owe you, Mash. I didn't have any friends my age before..."



"Didn't your party have that one? The black-haired girl..."



"She's Chihiro's girlfriend. Like a little sister to me. I have to protect everyone. Kalpana too. She thinks about the wandering folk in everything she does."



Sharing that weight must have brought them together. As I thought that, Hyakka gave a wry smile for some reason.



"Why..."



Even as she boasted about her friend, worry shadowed her eyes. I wanted to ask, but right now, I just wanted to bury myself inside her as soon as possible.



"Then you'd be thrilled if Kalpana helped put it in, right?"



"Wh-what kinda logic is that?! I want you to put it in me, Mash!"



With Kalpana's hand still guiding, my penis sank slowly into Hyakka's pussy. It was tight, gripping hard. It resisted, trying to push me out. But Kalpana pressed on mercilessly, shoving it deep inside.



"Aaaaaahn!"



Thanks to the juices flowing from Hyakka, it slid in smoothly with a wet squelch, reaching the hilt.



"Mash's is all the way in..."



Hyakka's face twisted in slight pain.



"Still hurts?"



"Nn, a bit. Maybe 'cause it's been a while since the first time."



She shifted her hips. The intense squeeze and clinging folds sent waves of pleasure through me. She let out a sweet moan too.



"Nn... but it's okay now..."



Frowning a little, Hyakka smiled.



"Can you move?"



"Huh? Me moving?"



She sounded surprised.



"You climbed on top, didn't you?"



"Well..."



After a moment's hesitation, "Got it,"



she nodded faintly. She straightened up from leaning on me, then slid her hand into mine, lacing our fingers. We gripped tight.



"Before that..."



She turned back.



"Kalpana, can you pull your finger out of my butt now? It's making me nervous."



"What's so nerve-wracking about it?"



"Ugh, nervous is nervous!"



Kalpana slowly withdrew her finger. I pulled my hips back in sync, then thrust up as she did.



"Au!"



She arched back with a scream-like cry. Kalpana twisted her finger inside Hyakka's ass. I kept thrusting up from below, kneading her body like dough. Hyakka was so light, bouncing on me. I tightened my grip on her hand to keep her from falling.



"Aahn, aaa, aaaaa, moving myself is impossible. Nn, gentler, please!"



Ignoring her plea, I pounded up into her fiercely. The pleasure from my cock had me losing control too.



"Aahn, Mash, ah, ah, aaaah!"



Hyakka writhed on my stomach, moaning and dancing. She shook her head as waves of ecstasy rose, but I shook my hips harder to overwhelm her with even more.



Before I knew it, Hyakka was matching my rhythm, grinding her hips. She squeezed my cock, urging me to cum. All I could think about was spilling this building heat inside her.



"Hyakka..."



"Mash, am I... moving okay? Nn, aah, can't stop now... ngoo!"



Like a dam breaking, she rocked her hips wildly. Each time she came down, the wet sounds of her juices and the slap of her ass against me filled the air. I pulled back sharply, and she lifted her hips in response. Then, I drove my penis deep into her core.



"Aaaaaaaaahn!"



My cock throbbed, shooting semen into her pussy. Hyakka arched, taking it all. It pulsed again and again, flooding her insides. Wearing a blissful expression, she accepted everything before slumping against me. Our lips met.



"Mash, keep liking me, okay? Don't abandon me?"



"You too—don't forget you're my girlfriend."



"I won't. But... it's a little embarrassing in front of everyone. And..."



She unwound our fingers and wrapped her arms around my neck.



"And?"



"It's nothing big. Just... I don't wanna do it in front of Chihiro."



Sisterly pride? Or did she have feelings for Chihiro? As I pondered, her lips pressed against mine again.



"Treat me the same as Famu or Yamase-san... Mizuki."



    Chapter 217

    Hyakka and Kalpana, in the Tent (Part 2) (Kalpana☆)

    The battle with Hyakka had ended, and now she lay face-down on the rug, her body rising and falling with deep, ragged breaths. When I called out to her, she responded faintly. She wasn't asleep.

The floor was covered in a soft carpet. In the Empire, these were treated as valuables, often hung on walls for display, but here they were used just as they had been in my original world, matching my mental image perfectly.

It felt like a long time had passed, but the numerous candles illuminating the tent hadn't burned out yet. They must have been replaced without me noticing.

As I gazed at the flickering flames, memories of that first night with the wandering people flooded back.

"The continuation of that night..."

Kalpana must have been imagining the same thing. When I turned to her, she wriggled her hips, as if aware of my gaze. Her breasts swayed with the motion.

If I hadn't already finished inside Hyakka, I might have pulled her into my arms right then.

"Mash, Mizuki, Hyakka, Chihiro, Rinko-san, Ai-san, and Shizuka-san... The seven heroes summoned by the five goddesses are now gathered."

With each name she uttered, the flames danced. Fire was strong yet fragile, liable to snuff out with a single breath.

"Toratsuna's out of the question, but there might be two more guys out there who'd suit your tastes?"

She shook her head at my words.

"The other two are in the Demon Kingdom. And our journey ends there."

At dinner earlier, she'd only mentioned that the five goddesses' transferees were to the east. Why tell me alone? Well, technically, Hyakka was listening right beside us.

"What does that mean?"

"You are the final hero sent by the five goddesses. And the end of your journey will be the nexus with the newly created world."

Kalpana smiled.

"Is that the goddess's oracle?"

The wandering people had sided with the five goddesses in the ancient war of the gods and been cursed for it, forbidden from settling in one place. In exchange, the lineage of their chieftains—like her family—possessed a special skill: the ability to hear divine oracles. From what Rinko and the others had said, the source was likely Lushe. But even the goddesses granting these oracles were bound by restrictions from the other gods, unable to offer clear guidance.

The words delivered to her grandmother had always been vague, their purpose unclear. Yet now, Kalpana spoke of a definite end to the journey.

"Is that the goddess's word?"

"No, half of it is my own wish."

I couldn't tell where the oracle ended and her desires began. Her smile gave nothing away.

"That's why I want to be with you, Mash-sama... with Mash."

She leaned into me, entrusting her body.

"You said you didn't like me."

My words rejected her, but my arms pulled her close, firm and unyielding.

Her skin was soft, radiating warmth.

"Back then, I didn't understand you. You lit a fire in my body and left it burning. And now, I've watched you ravage Hyakka so intensely. I didn't even know my own body."

She touched her own sex with her hand and extended her fingers toward me. They trailed sticky threads of desire, glinting in the candlelight.

"Mash, I've lived my whole life in a world without you. I have my built-up values, ideals, and wishes. Continuing to live among the wandering people is one of them."

Kalpana smiled. What it meant was unclear, but under the candlelight, the layers of expression on her face seemed to reflect her past experiences and the shifting tides of her heart.

"Or do you curse your own fate?"

At my question, she let out a small sigh.

"That night in Nieren, you truly worked a miracle. You manifested the goddess, repelled the Big Hopper invasion that threatened massive casualties, and protected the city in your own way."

"You're overestimating me. But hearing it from a beauty like Kalpana doesn't feel bad at all."

Embarrassed, I let slip some light banter. But she shook her head.

"Famu said you possess special powers and will accomplish great things someday, but not because Laciel-sama summoned you as a hero."

Kalpana continued.

"You've lived in a world without me. Your values, ideals, and wishes differ from mine. But that's fine. I want to see the world you create."

She gazed at me and gently closed her eyes, as if begging for a kiss. In that moment, faces overlapped in my vision: Myra, Elisha the high priestess in Miglutt, and others besides. It was an uncanny sensation. Was this my illusion, or one she was showing me?

I gently pressed my index finger to her lips.

"You're still overestimating me. I don't know how I look in your eyes, but I can't even fulfill the wishes of those right around me, within arm's reach..."

Kalpana gave a small smile and nodded quietly.

"That's fine. We'll be the ones who change. I'll clear the path to that future."

She said "we"

clearly.

Then she blew softly on my finger.

"I'll dispel your doubts."

I was drawn into a kiss with Kalpana's lips.

I pulled her close and pinned her down. Her body was womanly, soft with gentle curves. The wandering people often wore outfits that bared their stomachs—perhaps intentionally, accentuating her beautiful waist.

I placed my hand on her breast and kneaded it.

"Mm..."

She let out a voice of endurance. It was larger and fuller than Hyakka's. Sure, she was outmatched by Maryanne One-Land or Mizuki, and then there were Aira and Myra, even Laciel, but it was plenty voluptuous.

I took the tip into my mouth and sucked.

"Ah..."

This time, her voice was clear.

"Mash..."

She writhed beneath me, as if trying to escape. I let my hand follow her movements.

When I placed it on her hip, she wrapped her legs around me, entwining our bodies. I slid my hand to her buttocks, savoring the smooth, resilient feel.

Her skin was fine as silk, faintly damp with sweat. It had a light wheat tone, like a subtle tan. But normally, following the wandering people's customs, she veiled her face and avoided appearing in public. She probably spent little time in the sun. There were no tan lines marking the boundaries of her clothes.

This must be her natural complexion.

I slid my hand from her buttocks forward. I sent my fingers to her mound and then her sex.

It was sopping wet, just as she'd shown me earlier by scooping it up. She'd probably been aroused since watching me with Hyakka.

I found her small nub and rubbed it with my fingertip. It swelled quickly, engorging with blood.

"Ah, aaah."

Her hips moved in time with my fingers, and she cried out in pleasure.

I pushed my finger deeper, reaching her entrance.

"Mash..."

Kalpana murmured.

"What?"

"Before, you... licked mine."

"Yeah, I did. Want me to again?"

"N-No... I mean..."

"What? No need to hold back."

Her cheeks flushed red.

"I... I want to lick yours too, Mash."

"You serious? Even if it's not today, someday I'll make you do it—whether you like it or not. I'll even make you swallow, and cum on your face."

"I-Is that what you had in mind...? Ah, but..."

Kalpana murmured as if recalling something.

"On the face, that's..."

"Oh, right..."

I remembered rubbing my penis against Mizuki and ejaculating on both their faces. I'd done something so awful, yet both Kalpana and Mizuki stuck with me. Maybe they even liked it. If so, I had to respond in kind.

I'd already cum inside Hyakka today, so I didn't want to waste any shots. But if it was what she wanted, that changed things.

I switched positions, putting Kalpana on top, forming a sixty-nine. As I leaned in to suck her sex, I noticed her gaze and glanced over—Hyakka was curled on the rug, watching us with just her head turned.

I pulled out my smartphone from storage and, while parting and spreading Kalpana's folds, snapped a few photos before handing it to Hyakka.

"Cover me?"

"What for?"

Hyakka shot back.

"It's Kalpana's first time. Gotta record it properly."

"Why me...? And this probably has some of mine in here too. I'll delete 'em."

"Do that, and we're through!"

"You're such a kid! Geez, taking advantage of us not knowing any better..."

"Mizuki and you both knew damn well. You're mine. So I get to do what I want."

"Whatever..."

Hyakka might not film it, but she wouldn't delete anything. I turned my gaze back to Kalpana's outer lips.

Parting her slit revealed a small pink fold. Love juices overflowed from her entrance, no foreplay needed. When I ran my finger along it, it clenched tight, but with her legs spread over my head, resistance was futile. To show her that, I rubbed in line with the slit. Her body twitched in response, then went limp, as if surrendering.

Above her sex, in the cleft of her buttocks, was another pink bud.

I pressed a finger there, teasing the wrinkles with my nail in light scratches. Tension returned to her body; the hole tightened.

"Mm!"

Using a slick finger wet with her juices, I prodded and circled. It sank in with a squelch.

"M-Mash, th-the butt's not... mm!"

"Hyakka's ass belongs to me. This is punishment for sticking your finger in without permission."

"My ass is mine! You can't just mess with it however! It's stinging a bit."

Hyakka's retort came from somewhere. A pun on "ass"

and "mine,"

maybe? Classic Kansai wit.

I ignored her for now. Suddenly, I recalled the anal cleaner from Marmi's mother, Marina. Tempting to try on Kalpana, but today was her deflowering.

Better focus on the front. I withdrew the finger, sunk only to the first joint.

As I teased her pink nub, she gripped my shaft and began stroking up and down.

Her tongue tip lapped at the glans. The slick, warm sensation sent a shiver down my spine.

The poking trailed from the head along the underside and to the base.

Impatient, I bucked my hips involuntarily.

"Mm!"

Warmth enveloped me. With each bob of her lips, a wet slurping sound echoed.

But occasionally, teeth grazed, or the suction was too soft—her inexperience showed.

"Learned this somewhere?"

She pulled her mouth away for a moment.

"Didn't you make Mizuki do it?"

"Oh, yeah."

"Yes... and..."

Kalpana glanced at Hyakka, who held the phone and said nothing, face red.

They'd been studying together, huh.

I couldn't let Kalpana outdo me. I flicked her clit with my tongue.

"Mm!"

Her body jerked. I kept licking, finding the sensitive spots.

At the same time, I rubbed the shallows of her vagina with my finger. Thick nectar dripped down.

Her clit swelled in moments. She sucked me diligently, but her body quivered nonstop.

For a while, the tent filled with the sounds of her dripping arousal when I fingered her, the slurps of her saliva on me, and our mingled lewd noises.

We sought our own pleasure, stimulating each other's genitals. Lost in it, we fingered and licked relentlessly.

"Ah, aaah... Mash, I, aaahhhh."

Kalpana released my member from her mouth. But her hand kept stroking, giving me pleasure.

"Mash, I'm gonna cum, ah, I can't hold it..."

She arched her back, tilting her face to the ceiling.

"I'm cummiiingggg..."

She collapsed onto me, limp, breathing harshly in waves.

I wriggled out from below and laid her on her back. She'd climaxed, but I hadn't yet.

I spread her slack legs, advancing my hips toward her sex, where love juices gleamed seductively in the candlelight.

"Mash..."

"What?"

Answering was impatient; I gripped my erection, hardened by her fellatio, and brought it to her entrance. It was coated in her saliva.

"That night you did it to me, I tried it myself so many times, but I never felt like this..."

Post-orgasm haze, maybe? Did she realize what she was admitting?

"Good for you... Whenever you want to cum, just say it. I'll help anytime."

"Yes, please do then."

Tears traced her cheek as she tried to smile. Not from our talk, but hearing such an innocent beauty make lewd requests had always been my fantasy. Aira was similar, but she wasn't innocent, and her "requests"

felt more like forceful pressure—lately, even stressful.

The urge to enter Kalpana was overwhelming.

I pressed my desire against her entrance urgently.

Her body twitched.

"Is this really okay...? We wandering people have upheld the gods' mission by infusing our lineage with pure blood. My mother, grandmother, great-grandmother, and beyond... Only I'm seeking salvation from you, Mash."

"None of your ancestors took in otherworlder blood?"

Transferees came once every century, active for just ten years. Her mother and grandmother were still alive, so the timing didn't match. But further back?

"Who knows? The previous hero was a woman."

"No, Akitsuki Uta was female, but her partner was male, right?"

"I've heard that Laciel-sama's summoned heroes only form unbreakable bonds—deep lovers—with one person."

It sounded like Mizuki and I weren't closely tied. I'd made her watch me fuck Mizuki and cum on both their faces. Did getting covered together bother her, making us seem distant?

Her words felt off. She'd seen it: Uta was pregnant. I'd assumed it wasn't the partner's child, but maybe it was. Uta's note hadn't mentioned it.

"I think Mizuki and I are pretty close..."

I stared at Kalpana, then sought agreement from Hyakka nearby.

"Asking us won't help."

Hyakka shrugged—a gesture she'd never do in our old world.

"Is it a creed? That for heroes summoned by Laciel-sama, a lover is the one true heart's choice..."

I pressed the glans against her entrance. The tip sank into her vagina.

"Mm..."

Despite ample lubrication from her juices and my saliva, she furrowed her brow.

"Does it hurt?"

"A little..."

Sensing my hesitation, she clung to me even as she spoke.

"Don't stop. I don't want to go back."

She brought her lips to mine. I met them. Desperate for salvation, she sought my tongue with hot, sticky passion. I tangled with hers, exchanging saliva.

"You said kissing after sucking a dick was gross..."

Hyakka's murmur reached me. Now my saliva mixed with Kalpana's love juices—fair trade. It was all mental. As I tried to explain to Hyakka, Kalpana cupped my cheek.

Then she kissed deeper, tongues entwining fiercely.

Riding the momentum, I pushed my penis deeper.

The sensation of parting sticky fluids and fleshy walls sent pleasure surging through my shaft. Craving more, I thrust to the end. There, resistance halted me—a barrier.

Her tongue stilled; lips parted. Her eyes widened, staring at me.

They glistened, trembling faintly.

Holding her gaze, I applied a bit more force. The fleshy snag unraveled like a knot coming loose.

Our lower bellies met. I was fully sheathed inside her.

"Ah..."

Kalpana uttered a faint sound. A tear spilled from her eye. Hesitantly, she trailed a hand to her sex.

"A real man's... dick is inside me."

She confirmed our union repeatedly with her fingers. The stimulation nearly made me cum. Before peaking, she withdrew her hand. The digit bore pink-tinged nectar—blood mixed in.

"Does it hurt?"

"Yes. It really hurts. There's this intense foreign feeling inside..."

I was about to suggest staying still if it pained her, but she spoke again.

"I've truly accepted a man's dick now... It feels so full, so incredibly happy."

"I'm satisfied making you a woman with mine."

She'd started using crude "dick,"

yet I shied from slang. Did she remember what I'd made Mizuki say?

"Mash, not yet. Give me all of you inside me."

She reached out, grabbing my arm.

After kissing her tears and lips, I began thrusting.

"Mm, mm, mm..."

With each withdrawal and plunge, her grip on my arm tightened.

I considered easing up. But her vagina felt so good wrapped around me. Her breasts jiggled with my hips; cheeks flushed, eyes teary, she bit her lip, leaking whimpering moans. Sadism stirred—I wanted to conquer her utterly, unleash my desires as she wished.

I pistoned wildly, devouring the pleasure.

The slapping of skin on skin felt good too.

"Mash, can you forgive me for saying I hated you?"

She asked, breathing ragged.

"Kalpana, from the first time I saw you, I wanted to pin you down like this."

"D-Does that mean you liked me even a little?"

"From the moment we met, I thought you were cute. I like you."

"Mash...!"

Her arms wrapped around my neck. Faces drew close. I hugged her back, kissing deeply.

I kept pounding, ravaging her mouth too.

I couldn't hold back ejaculation. The deflowering pain seemed gone; she rocked her hips, urging me on.

"Kalpana!"

"Mash!"

Lips parted; we called each other's names, locking eyes as we climbed to the peak.

"Ah, ah, aaah...!"

Her groans turned sweet.

I pinned her down, driving to the hilt.

"Aaaahhh...!"

As she cried out sharply, I released inside her vagina.

The orgasm came in waves, not once. Each time, I shifted to shoot deeper.

I held her pinned until it subsided, admiring her radiant expression.

When it ended, my softening member slipped free. A mix of her juices, deflowering blood, and my semen flowed onto the rug.

Kalpana scooped some languidly.

"Can't I keep it all inside?"

"Probably still plenty in there. It'll leak out eventually and feel gross..."

Hyakka, who'd watched, answered.

I pulled both Hyakka and Kalpana close, settling between them.

"Gonna sleep like this?"

"Problem?"

As I asked Hyakka, the tent flap opened.

"You're late! It's our turn now!"

Aira burst in, grabbing my arm and hauling me up.
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    The next morning, Shizuka was furious.

"Why do you always, always leave me out!"

Shizuka’s voice sliced through the hazy fog clouding my thoughts. The morning sun stung my eyes. In this world, there was only one reason to stay up late, and the wretchedness of my morning was entirely Aira’s fault.

"What are you talking about?"

I replied, fighting back a yawn and rubbing my eyes.

"You exclude me and sleep with everyone else! What’s your problem?"

she demanded, pressing closer.

"You have Ko-kun—I mean, Toratsuna!"

"I told you, that doesn’t matter! Who I sleep with doesn’t change the fact that I love Ko-kun!"

"It matters a whole lot! If I sleep with you, I’ll make you break up with him! I’d never allow you to be held by another guy."

"But you sleep with other women all the time, Mash! Isn’t that the same as what I’m saying? Besides, even if someone your size got in, my size wouldn’t change at all!"

Shizuka’s words chipped away at my resolve.

"Sh-shut up! In any case, we’ll talk after you see Ko-kun. Get his proper permission."

"If you’re so worried, you can just wear a condom! If there’s rubber between us, we’re not technically touching, so it doesn’t count as sex. And I can get plenty of them!"

My thoughts were suddenly pulled toward her logic. *Maybe she’s right. If we use a condom, maybe it would be okay. Famu might not even get angry.* It seemed like a very tempting idea.
To be honest, I was growing fonder of her by the day. I pictured her topless form from Longhorn Street. I wanted to hold her body to my heart’s content and pour all my desire into her.
Lost in such fantasies, I found I had placed a hand on her cheek.
Her skin was a little cool to the touch. But as I gently caressed it, a soft elasticity and a wave of warmth spread through my fingertips.
I realized Shizuka was staring at me, her eyes wide with surprise. I quickly shook my head and pulled my hand back. *If I sleep with her even once, I’ll never be able to let another man have her. A conflict between those summoned by the five goddesses is something I absolutely must avoid. Besides, he’s the kind of guy who explores the forty-ninth floor of a dungeon by himself. My chances of winning are slim.*

"N-no way."

"Mmph! For a pervert, you’re way too much of a pain!"

She raised her hand to the sky.

"W-wait! What are you doing? Don’t be rash!"

"Anya-chan, tell me if Mash and that girl who looks like a grade-schooler are really in love! [Scales of Love]!"

"Who are you calling a grade-schooler?!"

Hyakka’s ponytail swayed. As if to drown out her cry, a distortion in space appeared overhead. A golden light shone down, and a man with the head of a dog, holding a set of scales, materialized.

My line of sight was lower than usual.
Famu now seemed to be at the same height. Her mouth was agape as she stared at me—no, at Hyakka.

"What have you done?! And right before we’re supposed to go to the Crystal Palace!"

And to the forty-ninth floor, no less. Now I had to drag along the completely useless Shizuka.

"Sorry, I didn’t think Hyakka actually liked Mash…"

Shizuka apologized with her words, but she just stuck her tongue out a little, showing no sign of remorse.

"Damn this woman! Feel some shame!"

I pulled Shizuka into a headlock.

"H-Hyakka-chan, the Three Principles of Body Swapping!"

Mizuki shouted, having noticed our situation. Mash-kun looked at her with a puzzled expression.

"What’re these ‘Three Principles’ ya talkin’ about?"

"One: Call each other with -kun and -chan. Two: Act in a way that respects the other’s original personality. Three: If something bad happens, it’s all Shizuka’s fault!"

"I see… Got it. So I just gotta act like Mash!"

Hyakka placed her hands on her hips and puffed out her chest. Was I really that much of an arrogant character?

"Alright, Levante! Let’s get a move on!"

"Hey, where are you going?"

I called out hastily to stop Mash-kun.

"Isn’t it obvious? To the forty-ninth floor of the Crystal Palace! We’re gonna find a trace of Ko-kun! C’mon, Mizuki, Famu, don’t just stand there!"

Mash-kun gave Mizuki a light slap on the behind.

"Kya!"

Mizuki yelped.

"Let’s go!"

she said, giving a little wave with the hand that had done the slapping before starting to walk away.

"...Maybe he’s cooler than usual… A lot cooler, maybe…"

Mizuki, who seemed pleased to have her rear slapped, muttered a phrase that plunged me into the depths of despair. Then, she started chasing after Mash-kun’s back. The other members and Shizuka trailed along behind them. Famu hesitated until the very end, but then, as if she’d made up her mind, she followed Mash-kun. Had she fallen for Hyakka in Mash-kun’s body, too?
There was nothing I, now in Hyakka-chan’s body, could do. I fell to my knees in defeat.
As I stared blankly at their retreating figures, Mash-kun came stomping back.
He leaned in close to my ear.

"Listen up. The third special skill is an absolute secret. Don’t tell anyone, and don’t ya dare use it. Be a good girl, and I’ll take good care of ya later."
I nodded dumbly, and Mash-kun grinned.
Then he stroked my bottom, and my body reacted with a jolt. Seeing my reaction, Mash-kun’s smile widened again. He then turned and headed back toward where the members of Levante were waiting.

My butt hurts when I walk. My front hole hurts, too. Both hurt, but my backside hurts especially.
It’s because Kalpana spent all of last night tormenting Hyakka’s rear. It felt as if her fingers were still inside, constantly grinding and twisting. I couldn’t say anything about the front; that was my own fault. But with that, what had filled me was now gone, leaving a sense of loss, as if something precious had vanished. It was a heart-wrenching, empty feeling that tightened deep inside me.
To make matters worse, a thick liquid was trickling down. It was soaking my panties, making them stick unpleasantly between my legs.
Thinking about it only made the dampness between my legs worse.
I couldn’t let the New World members see my troubled expression. I steeled my face and forced the events of last night out of my mind.
My eyes met Chihiro’s. His eyes were just like Hyakka’s. Was he worried about me?
As I met his gaze, a suffocating pain welled up in my chest for some reason. The events of last night came back in a flash. *That wasn’t me.* I wanted to confess everything to him and make excuses.
Chihiro’s hand rested on Hyakka’s.

"Onee-chan… Hyakka, are you okay?"

His voice, too, was like Hyakka’s. Sweet and pleasant. Did he see right through me? Was he calling out to the girl hidden deep within my heart?
I didn’t know what I was thinking anymore. I shut my eyes tight, as if to block out the thoughts.

*I am… I am…*

*No, it’s no use. Shizuka’s special skill only triggers between people who love each other. Hyakka must love me. What happened last night wasn’t a mistake.*
I suppressed the impulse welling up from the depths of my soul.

"What should I… I mean, what should *we* do?"

Had Chihiro noticed that I’d shut down my heart?
He didn’t answer my question, but instead just stared intently at Hyakka-chan. Did he still not believe that Hyakka and I had swapped bodies? I stared back, trying to prompt an answer, but the same impulse as before didn’t arise.
Chihiro had androgynous, well-defined features, and with his slender frame, he could almost pass for a woman. In fact, Mizuki had mistaken him for a girl. He was exactly Myra’s type, so I’d have to be careful to keep only him away from her.
Hyakka-chan and his profession was ‘Paladin’. I wasn’t entirely sure what a Paladin was, but it was a combat-oriented class with access to healing and defensive magic, and whose mere presence granted a protective blessing to all party members.
I shifted my gaze to the other New World members.
The short-haired girl in a black robe was Chihiro’s girlfriend. Her name was Sierra. She looked to be around the same age as Hyakka. Like Chihiro, she didn’t speak much.
Her profession had apparently been ‘Adventurer,’ but after joining up with Hyakka and the others, she had changed to ‘Mage’ to better fit the party’s needs.
Her chest was on the modest side. But she seemed to have more than Hyakka. No, she might even be bigger than Cecily. As I observed her, she hid behind Chihiro.
Next were the two giant men, Moos of the Ox-folk and Corne of the Rhino-folk. Moos had two horns, while Corne had one. They had apparently met Hyakka and the others in a town far beyond the mountains south of Fruhct, where the party had gone in search of octopus for takoyaki. Their homeland was apparently even further south, across the sea. Their ages were unknown, but they both looked to be in their late twenties or early thirties. They were clearly the front-line power types.
The last member was a thin man named Etowan. His profession was ‘Thief.’ He didn’t actually work as a thief; it was an adventurer class suited for disarming traps, scouting, and detecting monsters. Rinko and Airi’s ‘Ninja’ and Shizuka’s ‘Righteous Thief’ were advanced versions of the ‘Thief’ class. He looked to be between forty and fifty years old. A man who seemed rather high-strung.

"First, the guild,"

Etowan said. "I don’t know how you’ve all been earning money without even going there, but our journey is over. We have to stop freeloading off these nomads."
Etowan’s words made me realize how lucky we’d been.
Thanks to Mash-kun’s special skill, we could easily obtain rare Mana Seeds whenever we fought monsters. And for our travel expenses from Richel to Miglutt, the Mateo Trading Company had not only covered the costs but had even paid us a fee for our escort duties. Laciel did say she was also a goddess of travel. Maybe I should worship her a bit more.
We had been so free from financial worry that we could now even consider putting together the one hundred large gold coins needed for a place to live.
However, I was hesitant to ask the Mateo Trading Company to arrange work for Hyakka’s group. Even though I’d become friendly with Claire, the company was still a small operation here in Miglutt. It was probably better to wait and see.

"Alright. Let’s head to the guild. But I’m not used to handling a lance, so please go easy on me today."
I said this and started walking, but no one followed.
I turned around to see the five of them standing there with strange looks on their faces.

"Are you really not Hyakka?"

Etowan asked.
The question was difficult to answer. The body was, after all, the real Hyakka.

"So, what are you going to do?"

"Hm? Aren’t we going to the guild?"

"No, I’m talking about Yuuki. Your friends say they’re going to save him, but if you plan on doing the same, we’ll be going our separate ways."
I looked away from Etowan and toward Chihiro. He nodded with a firm expression, as if he had made his decision. Sierra, standing next to him, nodded with the same expression. For the New World members, this was a vow they could not break.

"It’s not decided yet that the senpai Mizuki is talking about and the Yuuki you’re all talking about are the same person. Besides…"
The faces of Famu and Mizuki flashed in my mind. Sameim and Yuuki. I had to rescue them both.

"Hey, aren’t there the Three Principles of Body Swapping?"

"R-right. I mean, ya got it."

But unlike with Mizuki or Cecily, when I tried to act like Hyakka, that feeling from before started welling up again.

"Is someone who wears underwear like this really a man…?"
Before I knew it, Etowan was lifting Hyakka-chan’s skirt and looking at her panties. I was so caught off guard that he saw all the way up to my stomach. A large, cartoonish bear-face patch was stuck right on the front. He lifted the back, too. There was a similar patch on the rear. They were what you’d call kiddie panties.

"You like bears?"

"N-no, I don’t know. When I saw them last night, they didn’t have this on them…"

I found myself looking at the underwear as if it belonged to someone else, not realizing my own were being inspected.

"That must have been your special occasion underwear. This is what you usually wear. I guess even Hyakka thinks about that kind of stuff, huh…"
I realized that besides Etowan, the other New World members were also looking at Hyakka’s panties. It was then that I remembered the traces of last night’s activities that had been leaking out.

"Kyaa!"
The scream escaped me before I could stop it. I crouched down, clutching the hem of my skirt. Had they seen the stain on my panties?

"You’re Mash, right…?"

Etowan said with a dumbfounded expression. A sudden wave of embarrassment washed over me for my own actions. I could feel my cheeks burning, but there was nothing I could do. I didn’t know how I should react, so I just remained crouched on the ground.

"Tch, whatever. Let’s just go to the guild and find a decent quest. On the way, you can tell us about Yuuki."
He shook his head and started walking.
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    At the guild, we accepted a request to collect items dropped by monsters on the forty-ninth floor of the Crystal Palace. We could sell the items without a quest, but the rewards are better this way. Sadly, my opinion that we needed time to get used to this body was ignored. The reasoning was that if things got dangerous, Hyakka and Chihiro had their special skills. Plus, the deeper the floor, the higher the reward. And on this floor, we could rendezvous with Levante. I was also worried that Famu and the others might be doing something reckless.

"Sis— Hyakka, don't let your guard down!"

Chihiro's voice cut through the air. At the same moment, the dull sound of something slicing through the air grazed my ear. A club the size of a tree trunk swung down, smashing into the floor right where I had been standing. A shiver ran down my spine. My grip on the lance tightened. It was nothing like my usual katana or sword. I wasn't used to its length, and gauging the right distance to charge the enemy was difficult. The enemy itself was a mountain of rock-like flesh, its head and chest protected by iron armor. What's more, it was a full size larger than Moosu of the bull-kin and Koone of the rhino-kin, who were serving as our vanguard. And from that massive body, the club swung with terrifying speed. I dodged with every swing, but a single one of those blows would be more than enough to shatter my body. Every time the beast roared and raised its club, a bead of sweat trickled down my chest. Still, I was used to fighting enemies that just tried to push through with brute force. And Hyakka's body was light and agile. Plus, there was no chest getting in the way like Mizuki-chan's. But damn, my butt and... *front hole*... still hurt. And the now crusty-dry panties were just plain disgusting. I pushed through the discomfort, back-stepped to dodge a swing, and quickly closed the distance for a thrust. I was aiming for its flank, but the blow was shallow, merely grazing the creature's body. Seeing me carelessly rush into its reach, the monster must have been certain of its victory. It raised its club and let out a triumphant roar.

"Hyakka!"

Someone's voice echoed. I braced myself to block the monster's descending club with my lance. But that was a mistake. The clash of weapons rang out violently. My arm went numb from the powerful blow, and I almost dropped my weapon.

"Guh…"

To make matters worse, the enemy raised its club again, preparing for the finishing blow. I tried to dodge, but my body was frozen stiff. I couldn't even raise the arm holding the lance. Just as the monster was about to bring its club down, Chihiro charged in and thrust his own lance into its chest.

"Guaaaargh!"

The monster shrieked as it vanished. We were surrounded by a horde of trolls.

Moosu and Koone, hefting their greatmauls, were clashing fiercely with the trolls. I was pretty sure that when I saw them fight back in Nieren, Moosu had used a battle-axe and Koone had fought with bear knuckles. They must change weapons depending on the opponent. Maybe I should switch to a sword, too. But this body should be ingrained with how to fight with a lance. Doubt lingered as I tightened my grip on the weapon. The monsters were using their superior numbers to try and break our formation with brute force. The encirclement was gradually tightening. I had only taken down the one troll that had slipped past them. The enemy's siege was solid, and behind them, goblin archers were waiting. They were letting loose a volley of arrows with more accuracy than Mash-kun. In response, Sierra was disrupting the air currents with wind magic, causing the arrows to go astray. Etowan was also providing suppressing fire with his sling, but it was doing little more than pestering them. Or so I thought. Just then, a stone he slung struck the eye of a troll facing Moosu. Seizing the opening, Moosu brought his greatmaul crashing down, and the monster staggered back before collapsing and disappearing. Chihiro, who had saved me, returned to supporting Moosu and the others. I could only follow his back with my eyes. I hadn't even realized the ragged breathing I heard was my own.

"Hey, don't space out!"

Suddenly, a hand squeezed my butt.

"Hyaan!"

A scream escaped my lips, and my back went ramrod straight. I spun around to see Etowan. Hearing my cry, Chihiro rushed back and shoved him in the chest.

"Etowan, don't you touch Hyakka!"

"Tch, she was just standing there like an idiot, so I gave her a little wake-up call!"

Etowan tried to make excuses, but intimidated by Chihiro's sharp glare, he retreated to the rear guard. Chihiro's eyes then turned to me.

"Hyakka, Etowan will try to touch you any chance he gets, so be careful!"

I nodded vigorously at his words. *So he has this brave, cool side to him, too, huh?* The thought was immediately followed by a strange flutter in my chest, and I hurriedly shook my head to clear it. In any case, I thought the priest in Nieren was the only one trying to get handsy with Hyakka. Turns out there was one right here. I guess, unlike Mizuki, Hyakka does give off an aura that says it's okay to touch her butt. I'll have to give her a good talking-to about protecting herself when we switch back. But the most dangerous one is Chihiro. I wonder if Hyakka can protect the walls of her heart with the power of her ethics alone.

"I'll go support Koone."

"Got it. I'll… I'll head over to Moosu's side."

Chihiro nodded.

"When you thrust with the lance, put your whole body into it. If you just use your arms, the weapon will control you. And if you think you're in danger, don't hesitate to use a special skill."

This time, it was my turn to nod. The numbness in my arm had subsided. Together, we joined the fight on the front line.

I gripped the lance with both hands. Its tip was as thin as a folded umbrella, and the shaft I held was about as long as the umbrella's canopy. Its total length was greater than my height. An image of a knight on horseback, wielding a lance in one hand and a shield in the other, came to mind, but I had no idea if that was the proper way to use it. It might just be an impression from anime or movies, or perhaps lances in this world were different. In reality, it was much heavier than a sword or katana. In Hyakka's body, there was no way I could handle it with one hand. Just as Chihiro said, unless I put my hips into it and charged with my whole body, I wouldn't be able to damage the trolls. I assessed the battle situation once more. The enemy was numerous, and Moosu and Koone were almost entirely on the defensive, accumulating minor wounds. Chihiro slipped past Moosu's side, thrusting his lance at a troll that was about to attack, forcing it back. The goblin archers' arrows were also a nuisance. Sierra's wind magic only diverted their trajectory; the arrows flew relentlessly. They didn't seem to fear hitting their own allies, firing continuously without regard for their targets. A stray arrow flew my way, and I hastily twisted my body to avoid it. First things first, we had to thin out the trolls in the vanguard. We needed to support Moosu and Koone so they could go on the offensive. To land an effective blow on these monsters with this body, I needed mana. I searched for the mana within me. I was surprised at how small it was compared to the mana in Mash-kun's body. But I couldn't afford to be picky now. Maybe I just wasn't used to handling her body. I carefully circulated the mana, making sure not to lose track of it, and built up my power. Just as I finished my preparations, I spotted a troll slipping past Moosu, trying to get behind him. Moosu was busy dealing with another troll's attack and couldn't react. The monster raised its club, ready to pounce on him. There wasn't a moment to hesitate. I channeled mana into the tip of my lance and threw my entire body into a charge at the monster.

"Gaaargh!"

The monster's death cry echoed as the surprise attack landed, and it vanished.

"Hyakka!"

My own allies seemed more surprised than the enemy. Before I could even respond to their calls, the next enemy slipped past Moosu. I leveled my lance and charged it in the same way. The enemy, pierced through the stomach, disappeared. Seeing this, the monsters' assault paused for a moment, as if they were intimidated.

"Hyakka, well done!"

Moosu's voice boomed. His descending greatmaul smashed through a troll's helmet and skull. Spurred on by this momentum, Koone also went on the offensive. Chihiro followed suit. I tried to join them, but my head spun. It was a feeling like motion sickness, and nausea welled up inside me. The same sensation I got when I summoned Laciel. I had used too much mana. I thought Hyakka-chan's mana pool was surprisingly small, but then I remembered Marmi saying Mash-kun had a huge amount of mana. I now understood that it's not normal to be able to continuously focus mana into a weapon for attacks. I released the mana I had gathered in the lance tip. The number of trolls had already dwindled, and the goblin archers, sensing their disadvantage, had begun to flee one after another. I should be able to defeat the remaining enemies just by supporting Moosu and Koone, without needing to land mana-infused blows.

All the trolls were defeated, and the goblin archers fled. The battle was over.

"The request was to collect the livers left by goblin archers, wasn't it…"

Moosu glared with a vexed expression down the corridor where the monsters had fled.

"No way that's possible when we're getting swarmed by this many trolls, and they just run away when things get tough, right?"

Koone grumbled in agreement with Moosu as he gathered the items the monsters had left behind. As I watched them, Etowan approached me.

"Not bad,"

he said, slowly reaching a hand toward my chest. Chihiro noticed and swatted it away. He then stepped between me and Etowan.

"It looked like you were about to pass out at the end there."

"Ah, I'm fine, really,"

I replied with a forced smile. First of all, Etowan's touch was unpleasant. I mean, my appearance—my body—is Hyakka's, but inside I'm an old dude. Doesn't he find that gross? And Chihiro's overly protective attitude was starting to bother me too. Sierra is supposed to be his girlfriend, yet he acts like this right in front of her. Doesn't she get jealous seeing this? I can't help but imagine that if both Hyakka-chan and Sierra were in trouble, he'd save Hyakka-chan without a second thought. I glanced at Sierra, and she moved to hide behind Chihiro. It confirmed my suspicion: Hyakka-chan really is disliked. I couldn't shake the feeling.

"Well, we won without using any special skills. In other dungeons, you'd need a powerful mage to get to this floor, but here we can push through with brute force. Seems like the difficulty is lower than elsewhere. We still have the quest, so let's explore a bit more. I doubt we'll run into that guy... Toratsuna, was it?"

Etowan's voice made Moosu scowl. "Hey, that last fight was seriously dangerous. Pick a place with fewer enemies."

"I haven't gotten a feel for this dungeon's nature yet. I need experience to improve my tracking accuracy."

Etowan's tracking was a thief's skill. It was an ability that let him sense the presence of enemies by scent, without needing to physically scout. But it seemed its accuracy depended on experience with the specific dungeon or area. The battle was over, and I looked around the now-silent dungeon. It was the same as the other floors. A corridor enclosed by thick, transparent walls seemed to stretch on endlessly. The world outside the walls was as dark as a starless universe, with the emerald-glowing corridors floating within it. And they were intricately intertwined like a maze, continuing as far as the eye could see. I looked for Famu and the rest of Levante, but I couldn't see any monsters or adventurers in the corridors within my sight. It felt as if only the members of New World were walking through this silence, and a sense of loneliness crept in.

"I smell a treasure chest…"

As soon as Etowan muttered this, he started walking. We all followed him, and to my surprise, a treasure chest actually appeared.

"Hell yeah!"

Not just Etowan, but Moosu and Koone also let out excited cries. Chihiro and Sierra were happy too. This was another reaction that was different from Levante. Famu and the others were more interested in the chest itself than its contents. They never had high expectations for what was inside.

"Hold on. I'll open it, you guys watch our backs."

He licked his lips as he approached the chest. Suddenly, my eyes met Etowan's. He stopped and turned to face me.

"Hyakka, what are you looking so bored for?"

He asked with a stern expression, and I couldn't help but flinch.

"I'm not bored or anything."

"You're looking down on us, aren't you? You've been watching us with those cold eyes the whole time, and it's pissing me off!"

He reached for Hyakka-chan's crotch. A chill ran through my entire body, and I instinctively slapped his hand away.

"What do you think you're doing?! Stop touching Hyakka every chance you get!"

I had snapped, my voice rough and sharp. This was Hyakka's party. I had intended to lie low and not make waves while I was in her body, but his repeated, thoughtless advances had pushed my disgust past its limit. The hand that had struck him hung in the air, trembling. The hand I'd slapped away belonged to Etowan, who was now staring at me with a dumbfounded expression, which soon turned into a grin. Someone slapped me on the back. I turned to see Moosu and Koone roaring with laughter.

"That's more like it. *That's* our party."

The two of them roughly threw their arms around my shoulders and ruffled my hair. And then Etowan grabbed my dangling hand.

"Welcome to New World. Well, it'll probably be for a short time, but we're glad to have you!"

It was a rough welcome. But it wasn't an unpleasant one.
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    "Well, that whole brother-complex, sister-complex thing you two have isn't exactly new."

Etowan was having a standoff with the treasure chest. In the meantime, the rest of us were keeping watch. It didn't seem to be locked, but it looked like it was trapped.

"Chihiro, maybe, but am I a bro-con too?"

"Nah, you're the one who takes it too far. You're always looking after Chihiro, one way or another, aren't you?"

"...Am I really? Is it that obvious to everyone else...? Wait, is it?"

"Koone and I joined partway through, so we don't know everything, but Chihiro picked out those clothes you're wearing, and you picked out his."

It seemed Moosu and Koone had decided to treat me completely as Hyakka. I wondered if that was okay, but they probably didn't know how else to act. He folded his arms and gestured with his chin toward Chihiro. Chihiro was tapping the butt of his lance on the floor, checking its condition. Next to him, Sierra watched him with a look of unease. I pinched my own clothes to examine them, then observed his outfit as well. It was true, the clothes suited his slender frame well, but I couldn't explain what was good about them. Come to think of it, Mizuki chose Mash-kun's clothes, and she chose her own clothes herself. Of course, she had better taste and looked cuter, so I had no complaints.

"S-So, does that mean Chihiro also picked out these cutesy bear panties?"

I started to lift my skirt to check, but caught myself at the last second and hastily stopped.

"I wouldn't know about that,"

Moosu said with a wry smile. I glanced at Chihiro again. He seemed to have noticed me looking. He stopped checking his lance.

"Did you pick out this underwear?"

He nodded. Unlike the printed panties from our original world, these weren't cheap. Putting patches on the front and back must be unnecessarily expensive. What kind of taste does he have, making his older sister wear panties with patches on them? I remembered Mizuki saying the quality of panties in this world wasn't very good. But if you think about it, this world is like the Middle Ages compared to our original world. The very existence of panties is strange. How are they made, how are they distributed, and what are Mizuki and Hyakka thinking when they wear them? I realized I knew nothing about the panties I so casually remove. I needed to learn more about panties. With that, I returned my thoughts to the bear panties Hyakka was wearing. If this was his hobby, did that mean Sierra was wearing similar panties? I strode over to her and, without a word, lifted the hem of her robe.

"...They're normal."

At first glance, they were perfectly ordinary white panties. But they were not to be underestimated. The white fabric gently enveloped while emphasizing the swell of her buttocks and the mound of her pubis. Above, her pale, slender waist tapered, a small navel at its center. Below, her two legs regained their fleshiness from where the panties cinched them, forming a line of gentle curves that added to her feminine charm. It was truly a masterpiece worthy of guarding her tripartite junction. I continued to gaze for a while until Sierra's face turned beet red, and she crouched down, clutching the hem of her robe.

"KYAAAAAAAA!"

She was usually so quiet that I was surprised she could produce such a piercing scream.

"Shut up! I can't concentrate! You trying to attract monsters?!"

Etowan yelled at me. He was having trouble disarming the trap on the chest and seemed quite irritated. Then, I saw that Chihiro, Moosu, and Koone were all staring at me—at Hyakka-chan—with cold eyes. I hurriedly extended a hand to help Sierra up, but she tensed up and wouldn't move, probably thinking I was going to lift her robe again.

"Sierra, I'm sorry. I just had to know…"

I looked to Chihiro for help, but he pretended not to see and went back to maintaining his lance. Seeing that made me angry. This was all Chihiro's fault in the first place for making Hyakka wear bear panties.

"So how come Sierra gets normal panties and Hyakka's stuck with kiddy ones?!"

The Kansai dialect just slipped out. It's the perfect language for a comeback.

"Because Hyakka *is* a kid,"

Chihiro pouted, a gesture almost like a girl's. Hyakka-chan is the same age as Mizuki. It's true she looks much younger than Mizuki. But she's been in this world for two years. That time difference feels strange, but it means she's eighteen. Making a woman like that wear these panties is just wrong, no matter how you look at it.

"What are you sayin' to a lady like me?!"

Getting carried away, I tapped Chihiro's chest with the back of my hand. He grabbed it.

"Hyakka, you don't need to try so hard to act like an adult! *That's* what makes you a kid!"

he retorted. Has he forgotten that inside Hyakka-chan is an old dude? I may look like this now, but I am definitely not a child. I was searching for a comeback when Etowan stomped over.

"Both of you shut the hell up, you damn brats! If you don't like your clothes so much, I'll strip you naked!"

He yelled at me again.

"...So, why is it just Hyakka with the kiddy panties?"

I didn't want Etowan to yell at me again, so I whispered to Chihiro.

"Sierra said that since she's a slave, she doesn't need expensive things…"

"Huh?"

I was shocked that Chihiro had tried to make Sierra wear kiddy panties too, and that she was a slave. I didn't know which part to react to. But if I kept talking about panties, I felt like Etowan would get seriously angry. Come to think of it, I could have dealt with the panties later. Right now, Mizuki and Hyakka were at odds over how to handle Yuki. I also wanted to avoid conflict with the transmigrators if possible. They were complete strangers, but we were from the same homeland, and there was a chance some of them knew each other, like Mizuki and Hyakka, or Mizuki and Yuki. Most importantly, I couldn't imagine how a battle of special skills would end. I couldn't let the members of Levante fight a battle like that, one that was such a gamble. I should have asked about New World, and what happened when Yuki attacked them, to try and find some common ground for the two of them.

"Whose slave?"

He just looked at me. So, that meant she was Hyakka's slave.

"She's your girlfriend, isn't she? Shouldn't you set her free?"

He fell silent. His reaction made me a little uneasy.

"Don't tell me you're forcing her?"

"That's not—"

Sierra murmured. "That's not it. You are my master, so you could just order me to tell you, couldn't you?"

She was still crouching, staring intently at the hem of her robe. I crouched down next to her.

"Hey, I don't like forcing people to do things. I want you to listen to this as Mash's words, not Hyakka's. I want to be friends with you. If you really love Chihiro, I'll help your romance. If you don't, I want to change your current situation a little."

But she didn't even look up, still staring at her robe. I don't know how she ended up joining New World, but they must have spent a lot of intense time together. It probably wasn't my place to say anything, having only just met her.

"I want to, too… but, Hyakka…"

She started to mumble something so softly I almost missed it, when someone suddenly tapped my shoulder.

"Hyakka, a dog-eared girl is here."

Chihiro muttered. Thinking it was Famu, I looked up. There stood a girl about Famu's height, but unlike her, this girl had pure white, rounded, inverted-triangle droopy ears and long, fluffy hair. There was no mistaking her. It was the dog-eared girl who had disappeared in the Crystal Garden.

"...Sameim…"

Sameim, too, stood frozen in surprise, but when she registered her name being called, she cautiously stepped back, her hand moving to the dagger at her hip.

"Sameim… Is she one of Yuki's allies?"

Moosu's words sent a wave of tension through the members of New World. Sierra shot to her feet. As if forgetting our earlier conversation, she glared fiercely at Sameim and raised her staff. The other members raised their weapons, forming a circle around her. Etowan, who had been focused on the treasure chest, was now holding a dagger, his presence concealed as he crept along the wall to get behind her.

"W-Wait! You're wrong, she's not! Even if she's an ally, it must be a recent thing. It has nothing to do with you guys!"

I spread my arms and stepped between them. In that instant, Sameim drew her dagger and closed the distance in a flash. The naked blade shot straight toward Hyakka-chan. I was completely defenseless. I hadn't thought she would attack. I knew I couldn't dodge, but my body was rigid and wouldn't obey. But as she moved, so did Etowan. He swung his dagger, deflecting the blade aimed at Hyakka-chan. But it wasn't enough; a sharp pain shot through my side.

"Guh…"

I clutched the wound and dropped to my knees. A suffocating pain made it hard to breathe. All the while, Sameim and Etowan exchanged several blows. Their clash ended, and the moment they broke apart, Sameim turned her back and bolted. 

"Wait!"

Etowan tried to give chase, but Sameim's dagger flashed.

"Gck!"

The dagger she threw was lodged deep in the top of his outstretched foot. He lost his balance and tumbled to the floor. Without even a glance back, Sameim ran down the corridor and disappeared from sight.

"Dammit, that hurts! Hyakka, Chihiro, heal me! I'm gonna chase her down and kill her!"

Etowan swore, shouting.

"W-Wait. Until a year ago, she was just a village girl living deep in the mountains. Please, I'm begging you, let her go."

I grabbed the hem of his clothes, practically crawling.

"Are you stupid? There's no way she learned to move like that in just a year. Besides, you got stabbed too. Hurry up and use your healing magic!"

He was right. Her movements since we encountered her had been refined. Etowan himself was a highly experienced 'Thief.' She had crossed blades with him, wounded him, and escaped. Those weren't the moves of someone with no combat experience. But speaking of experience, Famu, who was from the same village, had grown enough in just two months to fight on the front lines without any issue. Then again, that remarkable growth was also due to Mash-kun's special skill. Maybe Yuki, or one of his companions, has a similar ability to mine. Or perhaps it's the result of the Leafkraut family's research into immortality, the one that Zeno... Crap, the source said Clovis, not Zeno... that they were pursuing. As I was lost in thought, someone smacked me on the head.

"Think later. Heal us now. You're bleeding, too."

Moosu's words reminded me that I'd been stabbed. The moment I focused on it, the intense pain in my side returned. I checked it and saw it was a cut, not a stab wound. Not that it made it okay, but damn, it hurt. The person inside me is just some old guy, not a Paladin, and with no faith to speak of, but can even a Hyakka-chan like this use healing magic? With that thought, I placed a hand on the wound. I couldn't think of a proper god, so for now, I pictured Laciel. I prayed for a miracle of healing, and my palm began to glow faintly. The pain in the spot bathed by the light began to subside. Healing my own body was a weird sensation, but come to think of it, it was no different from drinking a healing potion. Just then, Sierra stood before Hyakka-chan, clutching her staff.

"Be on guard! She's coming back!"

her sharp voice echoed. Moosu, Koone, and Chihiro stood in front, forming a shield to protect me and Etowan. The figure that came running from down the corridor was indeed a dog-eared girl, but she had large, droopy ears with soft, brown fur. She saw us and stopped in her tracks, surprised.

"Famu!"

"Master!"

Seeing that Hyakka-chan was injured, her face went pale as if all the blood had drained from it. She rushed over.

"Are you okay?"

"I-I'm fine. More importantly—"

"Sam was here,"

Famu finished my sentence.
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    The wound vanished, and Hyakka-chan stood up. It still felt a little strange, but it wasn't a problem.

"I want to go after Sameim. Famu, where are Mizuki and the others?"

"That way… I think."

"Hm, you think? Weren't you always snatching the map from Mash-kun and acting as the mapper?"

At times, her mapper skills, pointing uncertainly, made me nervous just watching, but it was a role she had taken on herself.

"It's Hyakka's fault! Shizuka looked bored, so I let her be the mapper. But the map she drew was a complete mess, and now I have no idea where we are."

"..."

A wave of anxiety washed over me. No, Levante was supposed to be smooth sailing, with Hyakka, who had swapped with me, keeping Mizuki and the others in line. This spot with the treasure chest was a dead end. The other way was a T-junction. She had appeared from the left. Sameim had fled in the same direction.

"So, where is Levante?"

"Like I said, that way… I think…"

"Which 'that way'?"

I asked, confirming with her as she pointed uncertainly at the T-junction.

"...They're to the right."

"Liar! You came from the left!"

She must have seen Sameim and chased after her without thinking. She was still breathing heavily. I sighed and patted her on the head. While I was at it, I gave her dog ears a little pat too. Then I turned to the still-wary members of New World.

"I want to chase Sameim with Famu."

I was worried about her, of course, but after hearing what Famu just said, I was worried about Levante too. I wanted to meet up with them as soon as possible. They had the dead weight Shizuka with them, and Famu, a key part of their combat strength, was here. Mash-kun was unreliable as a fighter, so Mizuki was effectively the only one on the front line. If a horde of trolls attacked them like before, she wouldn't be able to hold them off alone.

"How?"

Chihiro asked.

"We'll have to search this floor, following her tracks."

I couldn't think of a concrete plan. She might have already left the dungeon, but she must have come to this floor for a reason. I had a feeling it wasn't unrelated to Shizuka's partner, Ko-kun... no, Toratsuna. Etowan stood up. He seemed to have finished healing too. He stomped his foot on the floor as if to check its condition.

"Could be a trap. I doubt that little brat came to this floor alone. You think they're using her as bait to lure us in for a surprise attack?"

As he spoke, he picked up the dagger she had left behind and gripped its hilt. The blade was covered in fresh blood. His and Hyakka-chan's blood.

"Next time I see her, I'll shove this in her heart."

"Don't say such grim things. She's just being threatened."

"You don't understand the situation at all, do you? And you've forgotten you were almost killed just now, haven't you?"

Etowan clicked his tongue and tossed a red ribbon to me.

"That came out of the treasure chest. It has a defensive effect, so you should wear it."

He seemed to have an appraisal ability as well. The ribbon tying Hyakka-chan's ponytail was faded in places, showing it had been used for a long time. I didn't even need to ask to know it was a gift from Chihiro. I wonder if he'll be upset. I glanced at him, and he nodded. I tried to replace the ribbon with the one Etowan gave me, but I couldn't do it right. As I fumbled, Sierra helped me.

We continued our exploration of the dungeon in pursuit of Sameim. Along the way, we encountered a group of trolls, but with Famu causing a disturbance, the destructive power of our vanguards, Moosu and Koone, was amplified. Famu weaved through the trolls' clubs and swung her crescent blades in a wide arc.

"[Kikuichimonji]!"

With her sharp cry, a vacuum wave shot out and struck a goblin archer who had been drawing its bow in the rear.

"GYAAH!"

The enemy, hit by the surprise attack, screamed and dropped its weapon. The monster didn't even try to pick it up and fled for its life. Seeing this, its fellow goblin archers also began to flee one after another.

"Alright, let's finish them off in one go!"

Koone's voice echoed. Moosu also roared and landed a blow on a troll. Chihiro followed, with Hyakka-chan bringing up the rear. I couldn't pierce the trolls' bodies without infusing my lance with mana, but by nimbly dodging their attacks and gradually chipping away at their health, I could eventually defeat them. However, before I could land the final blow, Koone and Moosu always came in with support. After the battle, Famu received a rough welcome from Koone and the others. She was mobbed, her face scrunching up in discomfort. I watched them from a distance.

"We don't need Hyakka in New World anymore! When we meet up with Levante, let's trade Hyakka for Famu!"

"Hey! That's a bit harsh!"

Etowan was overjoyed too. All I, as Hyakka-chan, could do was offer a retort. 

"Still, to think she's grown this much in just two months…"

Koone murmured, impressed. I tried to say that the person inside Hyakka-chan had also only been at this for two months, but the center of attention was Famu. She laughed bashfully and took a step back. She looked down, scratched her cheek lightly, trying to somehow get through the situation. Just when I thought that, she broke out of the circle and ran over to me as if escaping.

"I don't sense Levante or Sam nearby."

I tilted my head at her words. Sameim had fled, so that was understandable, but it seemed Famu had chased Sameim much farther than I thought.

"Yeah. This dungeon is huge. I sense monsters, but no people."

Etowan nodded in agreement with Famu.

"How about we leave the dungeon for a bit? We can ask around about what kind of party Sameim was in when she entered. Besides, if her target is us, she'll probably follow us from behind."

"Her target is the otherworldly heroes, meaning she's hunting us?"

"Well, there might be something on this floor, though,"

I replied, nodding at Chihiro.

"Hey, what about the quest? We haven't hunted a single goblin archer yet."

Etowan interjected. I wondered if the goblins from the lower floors wouldn't count. They're resourceful and attack with various weapons. Some of them even have bows. I understand that goblin archers are a subspecies of goblin, but I'm not convinced.

"That might not be a worry anymore…"

Etowan suddenly looked up. At the end of his gaze, from behind a corner of the corridor, a new horde of trolls appeared.

After repeated battles, we had made our way back near the entrance to the floor. By then, we had managed to defeat several goblin archers and collect the items for the quest.

"Sam… she was like a different person,"

Famu murmured beside Hyakka-chan. Her gaze was lowered, staring at the corridor. The floor was made of flagstones. Since this floor glowed a faint green, torches and other light sources were unnecessary in the dungeon.

"What was she like?"

"It's hard to explain. But to me, she's like the sun. Energetic, always together, kind, straightforward, quick-tempered, dazzling, warm, reassuring, someone who gives you courage, someone I admire, but also a little lewd…"

The words she spoke, bit by bit, painted a picture of just a friend, a picture that didn't overlap with the Sameim who had just drawn a dagger on us.

"How was she lewd?"

"Hmph!"

"...Never mind, it's nothing…"

She glared at me for a moment, but her gaze quickly dropped back to the floor.

"Sam is not the kind of person who would attack someone with a weapon. She would never hurt anyone!"

"Don't people change? Weren't you crying when you were attacked by monsters at first?"

"Hmph! You too, Master… You were lonely by yourself, so you bought me!"

She derailed the conversation, pushing back defiantly. I just wanted to say that people change, but I regret saying it in my usual teasing tone.

"...Famu."

I stopped, and she stopped too, turning back.

"What is it?"

"You're right, Famu. I didn't want to be alone, so I bought you. So, never leave me alone. From now on, you and I are together."

"Master… I understand. We are two as one."

Famu averted her gaze but nodded deeply. I want to believe that now, even if she sees Sameim, she won't go off on her own. I know it's a cowardly way to use myself as a shield. But it's also how I truly feel. No matter what happens, I'll be with her. I'll swear it as many times as it takes.

"But…"

Famu muttered, turning away and starting to walk. "Please say those things when you're in your own body!"

I couldn't help but smile wryly at her words. I took her hand again.

"I promise, Sameim and…"

As I was about to finish, Etowan, who was walking at the front, raised his arm, signaling us to stop. He himself had stopped. Ahead of him stood Sameim.

"She can hide her presence, too…?"

Etowan instantly drew a dagger. It was the one Sameim had left behind. He aimed the blade at Sameim and threw it with all his might. She dodged it as if she had seen it coming, the blade grazing her face, and caught the hilt of the sword. Her intense gaze glared at us. Her lips were pressed into a hard line. Without a word, she pointed the tip of the dagger at us, lowered her stance slightly, and took a ready position. Responding to her pressure, the members of New World drew their weapons.

"Sam!"

Famu cried out, stepping between the two sides. It was the same scene as when Hyakka-chan had done it earlier.

"Tch."

The sound of Etowan's tongue clicking echoed. Just like before, he began to move, trying to get behind Sameim.

"Sam! Your voice… let me hear your voice!"

Famu shouted again. At her voice, Sameim seemed to hesitate, her face twisting slightly. But as if to hide that wavering, she bit her lip. That was the moment. Etowan ran along the edge of the corridor, circling around to Sameim's blind spot to get behind her. As he tried to slip past, her dagger flashed. Etowan leaped to dodge the blade and landed behind her. Moosu and Koone had already started running after Etowan, and Chihiro followed them. No one had given the order, but with beautiful, synchronized coordination, they had instantly surrounded Sameim.

"Kuh…"

It was a groan, but it was the first sound Sameim had made that resembled a voice.

"Those two little ones are crying and begging, so I'll at least say this. Resist. Don't drop your weapon. If you do that, I'll kill you."

Etowan spoke in a joking tone. But the killing intent in his voice showed he hadn't forgotten the blow to his foot. Hearing his words, Sameim's body seemed to relax, as if she was lowering her guard. The hand that had been clutching the dagger loosened. Seeing this, Famu took a few steps closer. That was when a figure that had been hiding around the corner of the corridor revealed itself.

"Yuki!"

It was the first time I heard Chihiro's voice so rough. Seeing the figure, I also gasped. There was no doubt it was Mizuki's senior, Yuki. He held both hands out in front of him, radiating an extraordinary killing intent.

"Famu, special skill! Protect the members of New World!"

At Hyakka-chan's shout, Famu broke into a run. But Yuki made the first move.

"Special Skill, Dragon of the Great Cosmic Origin!"

As Yuki shouted, an immense energy overflowed into the space, and a giant dragon materialized behind him. Its body was covered in golden scales, its monstrous claws and sharp fangs glinting ominously. Its long, serpentine body writhed, and as its red eyes, which shone with an eerie luster, opened wide, its long, slit mouth opened wide, and its sharp fangs flashed. With the dragon's roar, a crimson flame was unleashed. A super-hot flame that could melt anything. The space around Yuki and the dragon distorted, enveloped in a dark red glow. Famu stood in its way.

"Master, I will protect you! Special Skill, [Yata no Kagami]!"

Slightly delayed, Famu also unleashed her special skill. A massive, shining circular plate materialized, separating the torrent of flames from our space. We narrowly avoided being burned to a crisp, but a scorching wind that felt like it was searing our lungs blew past. The dragon's attack didn't end there. It closed in on the [Yata no Kagami] and brought down its sharp claws. The impact caused the [Yata no Kagami] to flicker as if its light had momentarily vanished. A high-pitched sound, like metal being struck violently, echoed, piercing our ears and making the surrounding heat tremble.

"Master!"

Famu turned to me and shouted. The [Yata no Kagami] was about to be destroyed.

"I know!"

I had to think of a countermeasure while she was protecting us. But my options were limited. A special skill had to be countered with a special skill. Hyakka-chan's special skills were "Prince on a White Horse,"

"Envoy of the Sleepless Night,"

and "[Peacock Gong]."

Hearing Yuki shout his special skill, I thought the naming sense was incredibly chuunibyou, but ours were just as ridiculously fairy-tale-like. Only the last one had a different feel to it, and this must be the skill she had told me she wanted to keep secret. There was no time to hesitate.

"Special Skill, Prince on a White Horse!"

I held out my hand and shouted, and from somewhere, the sound of hooves echoed. I looked behind me to see a beautiful white horse, rearing up on its hind legs and neighing. It was probably a size larger than a normal horse. The horse shook its head, urging Hyakka-chan to climb onto its back.

"Where did the prince go? Don't tell me it's me!"

I couldn't help but retort to the white horse, but it just stared at me with its black, round eyes. The tension had been broken, but there was no time to lose; this was a race against the clock. I firmly etched that into my mind. As I climbed onto the horse, white wings sprouted from its back and gave a single flap. I tried to touch the wings, but my hand passed through them. They were illusory wings.

"Quick, on the horse's back!"

Hearing Hyakka-chan's voice, the members of New World rushed over. Just as the last one, Famu, got on, the mirror was shattered by the dragon's claws. And the surroundings were swallowed by a sea of flames. In the center of it all, Sameim stood frozen.

"Sam!"

Famu reached out her hand. But she made no attempt to grab it.

"Sam, Sam! Take my hand!"

Famu stretched out her arm with all her might. But she seemed to have given up, merely staring at Famu. Still, Famu leaned forward, trying to grab her. I hugged her tightly from behind so she wouldn't fall. Just then, Sameim's body suddenly moved. Famu's outstretched hand was slapped away. Sameim's body was engulfed in flames, and Famu's anguished cry was also swallowed by the fire and disappeared. To escape the flames, I spurred the white horse into a run.
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    The suffocating heat and the vortex of flames were gone. I gasped for air, panting heavily. I hadn't been the one running. I'd just been clinging to the horse's back, holding Famu. But the pressure had been more exhausting than any physical exertion. I stopped the horse and looked back. The corridor stretched out peacefully, as if nothing had happened, which only made it feel more unsettling. I couldn't shake the feeling that the dragon's breath was lurking somewhere. I shook my head, dismissing the impossible fantasy. On the horse's back were the members of New World and Famu. I'd thought it was big when I first saw it, but it was clearly larger now. It seemed its size changed based on Hyakka-chan's feelings. As expected of a phantasmal beast summoned by a special skill. Its abilities were absurd.

"You're used to those kinds of chaotic situations, huh…"

Etowan was also carefully scanning our rear, checking for any sign of the enemy.

"Your team's coordination was more polished,"

I replied, surprised that I was complimenting him.

"What's with the weird look?!"

He jabbed me with his elbow. It hit my chest, squashing Hyakka-chan's small mounds. I couldn't tell if it was an accident born from his embarrassment or if he had intentionally aimed for my chest. While I was struggling with a response, Chihiro grabbed my arm.

"Let's turn back. We can use this horse to lure them out and wear them down. There's no way they can maintain a special skill like that, and they can't use it repeatedly. I'll finish it with my special skill."

The moment he saw Yuki, he seemed to have become a different person. Speaking of changing, Sierra was the same. She had been wearing a stern expression towards Hyakka-chan, but now her attention was fixed on Yuki and his group.

"Wait, are you planning to kill Yuki?"

"What are you talking about now?"

he retorted sharply, and I couldn't say anything more. We had only seen Yuki just now, but his other companions must be there too. Zeno Leafkraut. And that small transmigrator who had blocked Laciel's arrow. Did we even have a chance of winning? I might not be Hyakka-chan, but as Mash-kun, I had arranged a chance to negotiate with them through Zeno Leafkraut. If we could just get through this, there was a possibility of reconciliation.

"Master, let's turn back…"

Famu, who had been limp in my arms, sat up.

"Back then, Sam could have cut me with her dagger. But she only slapped my hand away."

She looked at me with an intense gaze. Did she really think Sameim could be alive in that situation? I reconsidered. Even Laciel puts up a barrier so her attacks don't affect areas they're not supposed to. I don't know if that dragon has such consideration, but the small transmigrator is also there. More importantly, they're occupying the entrance to this floor. If we wanted to avoid them, we'd have to defeat the Area Guardian, and in the worst-case scenario, Levante could fall into that trap.

"You're right. Let's turn back."

Just as I said that, Koone's body swayed, and he fell from the horse.

"Koone!"

Moosu's shout echoed. Sameim's dagger was lodged deep in Koone's body.

Koone was limp, his face contorted in pain. Chihiro and I were casting healing magic on his body, but it felt like the healing was slow. Past a certain point of damage, healing magic becomes ineffective, and treatment at a church is required. I couldn't tell how severe this wound was. The white horse summoned by the special skill had already been sent back. We had given up on turning back to counterattack. It seemed Yuki and his group weren't pursuing us for now.

"Damn it, what a klutz…"

Etowan was still spouting his usual foul-mouthed complaints, but he kept glancing at Koone's face, folding and unfolding his arms, utterly restless. Seeing him like that, a small smile crept onto my face. He was clearly worried sick. He noticed me watching him.

"Hey, stop staring at me! Concentrate on healing!"

He said that, but the effect of the magic was the same whether I concentrated or not. Just as Marmi had said. Faith and the effect of healing are not proportional. It's the difference in the spell formula and the amount of mana that can be poured into it. As I was thinking that, I heard the sound of footsteps on the corridor floor from the opposite direction we had fled.

"Tch, at a time like this… Trolls?"

Etowan and the others readied their weapons, but it wasn't trolls. It had only been half a day since we parted, but they were a nostalgic and reassuring sight: our companions.

"Mizuki, Myra, Mo, Shizuka… and, Mash-kun…"

I said all their names. They, too, spotted us and ran over. Mash-kun followed a step behind them.

"There you are! It's fine to meet up with Hyakka-chan and the others, but you made us worry!"

Mash-kun rushed up to Famu.

"Hmph, it's because Shizuka gave us such terrible directions that we got lost!"

Famu replied in her usual tone, but there was a hint of shadow in her voice. Mash-kun seemed to notice it too. Then he saw the limp Koone and rushed over.

"W-What happened…?"

As she took my place, I stood up and walked over to Levante. Looking at everyone's faces, it seemed they were all frowning, their cheeks puffed out. They all looked angry. Were they angry that Famu had left to join us?

"M-Myra, please treat Koone. It seems a Paladin's healing power is too weak."

"Understood."

I thought she might argue, but she simply nodded and walked over to Moosu. Her ample chest swayed. An element that New World was lacking. Myra's presence was indeed something to be cherished up close rather than from afar. I almost reached for her chest out of habit, but I restrained myself since I was Hyakka-chan for now. She knelt down and placed her hand on Moosu's wound. As I watched her, I pulled Mizuki's hand.

"Hey, what happened?"

"Huh? You guys are the ones something happened to, right?"

"No, you're all angry about something, aren't you?"

"W-Well…"

Mizuki scratched her cheek, looking awkward.

"Are you all angry at Famu? She has a good nose, so it's easy to think she has a great sense of direction, but in reality, she's no different from the rest of us. She just got really lost and couldn't find her way back. We tried to find you guys too. But with the information she had, it was impossible."

I rattled off excuses, not giving her a chance to interrupt. I felt it was better to make excuses and apologize before she asked for a reason.

"We were worried, but we're not angry about that. It's…"

She glanced over at Marmi, Shizuka, and even Famu, as if to call them over. Myra was treating Koone, so she was probably excluded. The fact that her gaze didn't go to Mash-kun probably meant he was the cause. Come to think of it, when Famu joined us, she was complaining about Mash-kun too.

"...Mizuki, didn't you say something like 'I think I like him' about Mash-kun, just to spite me?"

"Because he just keeps ordering me around, and he won't listen to a thing I say!"

Mizuki looked just like a normal girl. It was a strange thought.

"Well, I ordered you around plenty, didn't I?"

"Mash-kun doesn't trust me. Hyakka-chan trusted me. In the end, she left things to me."

I poked her heating cheek with my finger as I thought. I had the foundation we'd built over two months, even if it was just two months. Mash-kun didn't have that, so it couldn't be helped. And to him, a party with one person with no combat experience at all, one who had studied but had little combat experience, and two with only two months of experience must have seemed incredibly unreliable. If anything, I felt sorry for him.

"...That's why I said it would be better to take Hyakka with Mash's personality, even if Mash and Hyakka swapped bodies."

Marmi muttered, cutting in.

"No, you didn't say a single word! Mo went along with Mash-kun without saying anything either! I'm a delicate person, you know. I was really hurt!"

"...I thought Mash-kun was cooler at first, too."

She puffed out her cheeks even more, hurting Hyakka-chan even further.

"...Anyway, Hyakka won't listen to me."

Mizuki and Shizuka both nodded vigorously at those words.

"Right! I was trying to be considerate and talking to him so he could get used to the party quickly, but Mash-kun just said I was annoying and pushed the mapper role on me!"

"You're the new one in Levante too, Shizuka!"

Hyakka-chan's body, even with a different master, didn't miss a beat with its comeback. Just then, Mash-kun, who had overheard our conversation, came over. His cheeks were puffed out just like Mizuki's and the others. For an old guy, it was pretty creepy.

"All of these guys are too damn noisy! Especially Shizuka. She keeps talking about pervy stuff, it's driving me crazy!"

"..."

As expected, the original's comeback was sharp. Even as Mash-kun, that skill was as keen as ever. To master Hyakka-chan's body, I'd have to master this sharp comeback.

"What are you grinning and looking impressed for! It's because you didn't discipline them properly, Hyakka-chan, that they're all getting cocky!"

"Her being noisy is a reward! It's way cuter that way! Besides, you're noisy too! ...But I completely agree about Shizuka."

"Why just me?!"

Shizuka shouted.

"Hyakka-chan…"

Mash-kun muttered in an exasperated tone, ignoring her feelings. Then, he let out a big sigh.

"From now on, the leader of Levante is Hyakka-chan. I'm going back to New World…"

he said, his voice laced with a loss of confidence. Etowan, who had been watching us from a distance, made a blatantly disgusted face.

"We've got enough old-guy characters over here. Famu would be fine, but send over the one with the big boobs!"

Etowan shouted.

"What the hell?!"

Mash-kun retorted, running over to protest. As they swapped places, Koone approached, supported by Myra and Moosu.

"Are you okay?"

Myra and Moosu stepped away from Koone's side. He raised his arm and flexed his bicep.

"My bad. I won't let my guard down again. How about a rematch?"

A corner of his mouth lifted into a grin.

Before the battle, I had to tell Levante about Yuki. Especially Mizuki, she had to hear it. The thought weighed heavily on me. They didn't know what had happened after Famu saw a figure that looked like Sameim and chased after it. Next to me, the members of New World were explaining the situation to Mash-kun. The name Yuki popped up here and there in their conversation, and every time, Mizuki would cast a worried glance in their direction.

"Master, it's about time…"

Famu prompted me as I was trying to listen in on New World's conversation, just like Mizuki.

"Ah, yeah…"

I nodded to her. "Actually, we were attacked by Mizuki's senior… Yuki."

At those words, Mizuki gasped, her hands clasped in front of her tightening their grip.

"So… tell me the rest."

I nodded at Mizuki's words. Then, I told her the series of events that had occurred since we saw Sameim. She listened silently, without interrupting.

"I don't know what their objective is. Whether it's something on this floor, or to fight Levante, or to fight New World. All I know is they're positioned at the entrance to this floor. The members of New World are planning to break through there. So we have to go with them."

"Why?"

"There's also the option of taking a different route, defeating the Area Guardian, avoiding their ambush, and leaving the dungeon. But with Shizuka here, I can't use Goddess Summon. If something were to happen, we could be wiped out."

Mizuki's expression remained unchanged, silent, waiting for my next words.

"Also, I can't leave the fight with Yuki and the others to them alone. The outcome is unpredictable. As long as they show the will to fight, we'll cooperate with New World and fight with all twelve of us. If we can put New World in our debt, we can protect Yuki and Sameim from being killed by them."

Famu had also used her special skill. The core of the fight would be Mizuki, Hyakka, Chihiro, and the high-firepower Marmi. I glanced at Marmi, and she nodded with a look of understanding.

"Do you really think… that's how it will turn out?"

I remembered Yuki's special skill from before. He probably couldn't summon that dragon again. But if he had a similar special skill, we would need to respond with a corresponding level of power. But for now, I had no choice but to nod.

"I see…"

Mizuki murmured. I turned my gaze to Shizuka.

"Hey, you've been listening to this like it has nothing to do with you, but you're going to have to work too, Shizuka."

"Huh? Shizuka-chan gets to have a turn too?"

Suddenly being addressed, she raised her hand in surprise.

"Use your special skill, Bamboo Scale. Measure the size of all their dicks. We'll post it at the guild and make it so they can't stay in this city."

The special skills she possessed were all pretty useless, but Bamboo Scale was in a league of its own in terms of pointlessness. An ability to measure the size of an erect penis—what was it even for?

"What if they're impressive? If that's the case, I'll ditch Mash and join them!"

She was spouting nonsense again.

"Those guys put all their stats into being handsome pretty-boys! There's no way any nutrients went to their crotches! The heavens wouldn't grant two gifts. They've gotta have small dicks!"

"Mash doesn't have either of the two gifts, but well, if that's the case…"

she replied, slightly taken aback. "Leave it to me. I'll make a ranking chart including Mash and the members of New World and announce it!"

"We don't need Mash-kun's!"

Mizuki was the one who decided his size. She bears full responsibility. I thought Mizuki might laugh a little, but her troubled expression didn't change.

"Mizuki…"

"Shizuka says a lot of things, but she loves Ko-kun the most…"

Mizuki murmured. I suppose so. Though I had a feeling Shizuka liked her teacher more, the one she was worried about, the name she constantly mentioned, was Ko-kun.

"Hyakka and Chihiro are close, and Rinko and Airi love each other. Everyone has a strong bond from before they came to this world."

I feel like Hyakka and Chihiro's closeness goes a bit too far, but she's right. Ema had a deep love for Ito, too. And Joe and Becky, and Takamura and Komachi as well. They all had connections before coming to this world.

"Mash and I don't have that. I was always thinking about weird things, so maybe I was called here by mistake…"

"What do you mean, weird things? Even if that's true, it's a bit late for that now!"

She gave a weak laugh at my words.

"Mash, you know…"

she started to say something, then shook her head as if to deny it. "The truth is, maybe both Mash and I were supposed to be summoned to this world with different people."

What was she denying, and what was she trying to say? Her eyes were shimmering with tears.

"I want Mizuki. I can't do this without Mizuki."

"You'd say that to anyone in this situation! And you wouldn't even come with me if I said I wanted to go back to our original world!"

"...Mizuki."

I tried to wipe away her tears, but she pushed my hand away.

"Were you really okay with a girl like me? If a girl like Famu had been chosen from the start, you wouldn't have made moves on so many other girls, would you?"

"Well, seeing your reactions did give me a taste for it…"

Mizuki looked away.

"This isn't love. No matter how much I fall for Mash, Mash will only ever see me in that way. And I've come to think that's okay."

Any guy would go crazy if a beautiful girl like Mizuki showed interest in him. I'd never even had a girl show that kind of feeling for me, let alone have a friendly conversation. It's only natural that I wouldn't know how to handle it. I have pure feelings too. But my interest tends to drift towards the physical, towards sex. And Mizuki has allowed it all so far, hasn't she? Isn't that natural too? It's not a simple 'yes' or 'no.' A whole mess of different emotions are all mixed up. That's why I'm so strongly drawn to her. I want to tell her that. But would she accept it? I know things can't stay as they are. But what can I do to make her accept it?

"What is love? I do what I want in front of Mizuki. Mizuki should do what she wants too. Is that not good enough?"

"Hyakka-chan… no, Mash."

"What?"

"I want to go back to our original world. With both of us together, of course. And also my senior, Hii-chan, Shizuka, all the transmigrators."

She's trying to make me lie. And then use that as a reason to berate me further. I had a feeling that's what it was. So, I had to answer honestly.

"I don't want to go back to our original world. The truth is, I want Mizuki to stay in this world too. Of course, I want to live together with everyone, including Famu, Myra, and Mo. I definitely want to help you with your desire to go back. But until that time comes, we have time. I plan to persuade you somehow."

"If you have other girls, then you don't need me, do you?!"

"I love Mizuki. That's why I can't be without you!"

"Both Mash and I are the worst…"

I thought she was going to blame me, but she included herself in it. I was overcome with the urge to ask her why, but before I could, my body moved on its own, and I was hugging her. But in Hyakka-chan's body, I wasn't tall enough, so it was more like I was diving into her chest.

"I want to do something about your senior, and Sameim too. I want to bring closure to the feelings of Hyakka and Chihiro and the others. Right now, I can't see any path to do that. I don't want a conclusion that makes someone sad. I really mean it."

Her arms wrapped around my back. I was enveloped in a soft sensation.

"I wish you'd do this when you're back to normal. We can't even kiss like this,"

Mizuki murmured.
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    We were in a corridor on the forty-ninth floor of the Crystal Palace. Levante consisted of Hyakka-chan, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Marmi, and Shizuka. Walking ahead of this party were the members of New World. The two parties kept a distance from each other, wary of a sudden, deadly ambush from the enemy, to ensure that any attack wouldn't hit everyone at once. We were attacked by a horde of trolls once, but with this many people, the battle was over quickly. The only frustrating part was that the massive amount of experience points and Mana Seed drops all went to the members of New World, where Mash-kun was. The walk towards the entrance felt heavy. Was there any way to stop the fight between New World, Yuki, and Sameim, and persuade them? In the first place, I couldn't even imagine winning against Yuki and his group.

"I'm at my limit, you know…"

Shizuka, who was walking next to me, muttered.

"Is this about sex again? Just hold on. I'm not equipped for that right now."

Come to think of it, I had forgotten about the pain in my butt and crotch, but now that I'm aware of it, it's back. The pain has subsided now, but there's a sense of a foreign object in the back, and in the front, a somewhat sad feeling of something that was there now being gone.

"When I get home, I'll ask Mash-kun to put just the tip in. He'll definitely lose control and put it all the way in."

"Stop it. The one who's going to get yelled at isn't Mash-kun, it's Hyakka-chan, you know? Besides, what do you even think of Mash-kun?"

"I like him, you know?"

"Huh?"

"If I didn't like him, I wouldn't have come all the way to this city with him. If he told me not to do it with other people, I wouldn't hold back. I'm betting on the possibility that Mash will turn his attention to me."

I glanced at her, and she brought her beaming smile closer. My heart skipped a beat, and I felt it pound in my chest. I instinctively pushed her face away.

"You were able to listen to what Mash-kun said, but Ko-kun… Toratsuna told you not to sleep with other men too, didn't he? Why couldn't you listen to him?!"

"Hyakka-chan, you make a move on girls right away, but you're not used to this kind of thing, are you?"

She was still grinning. I realized she was trying to dodge my question. She was telling a big lie. But I didn't know what it was, and it was frustrating.

"Am I really that bad? I may not look it, but I'm actually quite hurt, you know?"

"What are you going to do about Ko-kun… about Toratsuna?"

"He accepted my teacher, so he'll understand if I talk to him. I'm sure of it."

"..."

There was no way he'd understand. He had left Shizuka because he couldn't stand it.

"So, did you find any trace of Toratsuna?"

She shook her head.

"I was looking carefully at first, but the scenery is always the same, and after I became the mapper, my head got all jumbled up and I couldn't focus on that, and then Famu-chan disappeared."

She had never been in a dungeon before, after all. It was probably inevitable that she couldn't maintain her concentration. Besides, from the atmosphere of the dungeon, it was difficult to search for traces of someone from who knows how long ago. From the fact that she didn't say anything, I had guessed that her search for traces of Toratsuna hadn't gone well. It was a similar situation with New World. But still, she was so distraught last night, why is she so cheerful now?

"Hyakka-chan. I need Mash to care about me, even just a little."

Her words made my heart waver, and I turned my gaze to her. She immediately smiled. That pasted-on expression she'd had for a while now was bothering me.

"You… have you given up?"

"...Because, you know, both Ko-kun and I never had to face any danger in our original world, you know? I can't stop trembling. To come to a place like this all alone, fight monsters, and be attacked by someone who throws flames around…"

"N-No, Mizuki and I were like that, but don't you forget that you were treated horribly by your teacher in the original world too! You might have been enjoying it by the end, but neither I nor Ko-kun have forgiven him!"

She grabbed the hem of my clothes.

"Then, Mash, you have to protect me! Just for fun is fine. As a toy is fine. I'll teach you everything I know. I'll do anything for you. ...Is that no good?"

Fun is impossible. I might end up wishing we don't find Toratsuna. But that's not right. I squeezed her hand back.

"Shizuka. First, I'll grant your wish. Toratsuna is alive. Won't you try to hold on just a little longer?"

Just then, the members of New World who were walking ahead stopped. It was the place where we had fought Yuki and the others just a while ago. There was no sign of the enemy. Famu was carefully observing our rear. There seemed to be no sign of the enemy there either.

"They ran away…"

As we joined up with the members of New World, Etowan was the first to shout. A long sigh escaped me. I had no idea what the best course of action was. The problem had just been postponed. Famu, Mizuki, Shizuka, and the members of New World were all still left with their anguish.

"Let's stop exploring for today and go home."

At Hyakka-chan's words, all the members of Levante nodded.

"I want to take a bath and freshen up."

Mizuki raised her arms lightly and stretched. The swell of her chest was emphasized, and her healthy thighs, visible from her lifted skirt, were dazzling. As I was admiring the view, she quickly returned to her normal posture and held down the hem of her skirt.

"Don't forget you're Hyakka-chan!"

"Heh, it's useless to hide it. I'll get in with you and see everything. You, Famu, Marmi, and Hyakka-chan. Tonight is the festival of the four smooth emperors! Let's all pluck Myra's!"

"Are you really that stupid?! I'm definitely not getting in with you!"

As we were talking like that, Mash-kun approached.

"You have a bath?"

"Wanna come?"

Come to think of it, do they have a place to stay? Are they planning to live in the tents on the outskirts with Kalpana and the others? If Famu and I move to the separate building, they could use the floor above the dining hall, and we could all live together.

"I want to freshen up too, but…"

As Mash-kun hesitated, Etowan grabbed his shoulder.

"We're going to explore this floor a little more. I can't explain it well, but this floor is strange. There's something off about it. Besides, with this guy around, we can earn some extra cash."

Chihiro and the other members also nodded.

"I see. You can come over later."

When I said that, Mash-kun nodded. We parted ways with the members of New World and started walking towards the entrance to the floor. That was when the scenery around us seemed to waver, as if it were distorted.

I could see a door in the distance. It was the door to the Area Guardian's room. The space behind us also began to warp, and the scenery started to change. This sensation was the same as the one I had felt in the dungeon in the city of Richel.

"It's Ema's special skill!"

She has a special skill that allows her to summon and fight with the monsters she has defeated. But we have no reason to fight her anymore. We should have reconciled, and it was Yuki who killed her partner. If this is her doing, I can't make sense of the situation.

"Huh? Huh? What's happening?"

Shizuka frantically looked around at the changes happening around her. Famu and Mizuki were walking at the front, and there was no turning back now. It would be bad if Shizuka, who can't fight, was trapped in this room. Thinking I should at least get her outside, I instinctively shoved her out of the distortion.

"W-What are you doing?! I don't want to!"

She clung to Hyakka-chan's arm and wouldn't let go.

"Hey! Just wait outside quietly!"

"Absolutely not! I'm staying with you!"

I tried to shake her off, but she clung on desperately. While we were struggling, the space closed, and the surroundings completely transformed into the Area Guardian's room.

"Dammit, is it Hekatonkheires again…!"

I scanned the room and my eyes widened at what was sitting in the center. It was a dragon, its giant body coiling like a snake as it floated in the air. Its red eyes, beneath deer-like antlers, looked down on us.

"Dragon of the Great Cosmic Origin!"

The golden scales reflected an eerie light. It also looked like the silhouette of a fish showing its white scales underwater.

"Huh? What did you say?"

Mizuki asked. It was a chuunibyou-esque, sparkling word I didn't want to repeat a second time. She must be asking again on purpose to humiliate me.

"The Dragon of the Great Cosmic Origin, the dragon that Yuki summoned with his special skill earlier!"

As I hesitated, Famu, who was standing next to Mizuki with her crescent blades at the ready, answered for me.

"Senpai summoned this dragon to attack us?"

"I don't know. It didn't become a space like this last time."

Famu answered Mizuki's question again.

"Myra, Marmi, it attacks with its claws and a fire breath. Its destructive power is incomparable to the phoenix we fought the other day. And Famu can't use her special skill anymore. I'm counting on you for defense."

At Hyakka-chan's words, they both nodded.

"Shizuka, you go to Myra's side too…"

She had been clinging to me since before, but now her body was rigid, and she was trembling uncontrollably.

"I'm sorry, Hyakka-chan… I-I'm so scared, I-I can't…"

She had completely lost her nerve. I tried to carry her over to Myra and the others, but it was difficult to support her with Hyakka-chan's weak body. In the meantime, the dragon roared and lunged at Famu and Mizuki. Its sharp claws were aimed at them. Famu, perhaps from her previous experience facing it, feinted and then dodged with a swift movement. Mizuki stumbled and blocked with her shield, but the impact sent her flying.

"Kya!"

She couldn't regain her posture and fell. The dragon pressed its advantage, its sharp fangs aimed at her.

"Mizuki!"

She rolled to dodge the blow and staggered to her feet. Her eyes were glowing red. Super Save had activated. But there was a deep gash from a fang on her right shoulder, and fresh blood was flowing.

"I-I'm fine…"

Mizuki tried to reset and face the dragon. But her hand was empty; she wasn't holding her sword.

"Damn it… My sword…"

She had dropped it when she took the hit earlier. She frantically tried to run to her sword, but the monster lunged, trying to impale her with its claws. She was a step too slow, but she blocked with her shield, only to be sent flying in the opposite direction from her sword. Famu attacked, trying to draw the monster's attention. She slashed with her crescent blades, but the hard scales were impenetrable.

"Famu, the one Maryanne taught you!"

"I'm already gathering my mana."

Famu slashed again, but her blade still couldn't get through. Mizuki took the opportunity to run for her sword, but the dragon's tail struck her. She fell again. I had never seen her like this. Mizuki was completely off her game. She was shaken up about Yuki.

"Shizuka, I have to go help Mizuki."

"I-I'm sorry, but I can't do anything!"

She was sobbing now, too. The frustration of being unable to do anything tightened my chest. The dragon's body floated up lightly. Its eyes shone with an eerie glow, and its massive mouth opened wide. It was going to breathe fire.

"...Everyone, gather around Hyakka-chan!"

Marmi, while preparing a spell, ran over to us with Myra. Famu pulled Mizuki back with her. There was no time to hesitate. I had no choice but to use the special skill Mash-kun had told me not to.

"Special Skill, [Peacock Gong]!"

In that instant, a fan-shaped bronze plate appeared in mid-air. The plate, glowing a reddish pink, began to play a rhythm with a unique tone. As if to drown out the melody, the dragon roared. The space trembled as if it had cracked. And before the special skill's effect could activate, it unleashed a torrent of crimson flames.

"...Make it in time! Magical Defense Barrier!"

Marmi pointed her wand, and a barrier like the film of a soap bubble formed. But the barrier evaporated in an instant due to the scorching heat.

"...Not yet!"

She activated multiple barriers, layered on top of each other. The barriers were destroyed one after another, but the last one barely held against the breath, and we escaped a direct hit. I looked around. The crimson flames had burned everything around us, and all that remained was the small area protected by her barrier. The smell of burning and the heated air distorted my vision. In that distortion, like a mirage, a boy stood with his back to us, holding a lance. He turned around. A face so well-formed he could be mistaken for a girl. And a gentle smile.

"Did you call? Big Sister."

Guided by the melody of the Peacock Gong, Chihiro appeared in response to the summons.

"Chihiro! Uh…"

A special skill that calls forth a person etched deep in one's heart. Peacock Gong. If Hyakka used it, Chihiro would always appear. She had sworn never to use this special skill. To protect Chihiro no matter what. She didn't want to call him to a place of peril and put him in danger. But Hyakka-chan had used it. I had to make an excuse to him and Hyakka. I had to explain the current situation to him. I had to apologize for summoning him to such a deadly place.

"Chihiro…"

As I tried to speak again, he pressed his lance against my chest.

"If Hyakka calls my name, I will come running, no matter where Hyakka is. I will protect Hyakka, no matter what happens. Let's defeat that dragon together."

Chihiro smiled again. Then he turned to face the dragon.

"Special Skill, [White Sheath Blade]!"

As he shouted, his form shone with light, and the clothes he was wearing transformed into a white ceremonial robe. And in his hand, he held a tachi. From its blade, a faint sword aura, almost like a demonic energy, rose up.
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    The dragon opened its mouth again. The surrounding air was sucked in. Its scale-covered lungs inflated.

"Mo! It's going to use its breath attack again!"

"...I know."

Marmi raised her wand. A drop of sweat trickled down from her forehead, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. It couldn't just be because of the heat from the crimson flames the dragon had unleashed. Her expression didn't change, but perhaps holding out multiple times was difficult. Chihiro stopped Marmi as she was preparing her magic.

"It's okay. I'll block it. Hyakka, stay behind me."

He took a step back with his right foot and lowered the tip of his sword, holding it by his side. It was a waki-gamae stance. I wonder if he also practiced kendo. The thought briefly crossed my mind, but now was not the time for such things. I trusted Chihiro. Looking at his back, a strange power welled up from within me. Driven by that impulse, I readied my lance and got behind him.

"Master…"

Famu also gripped her crescent blades and stood next to Hyakka-chan. Mizuki, too, seemed to intend to fight still, and came closer. Her footing was unsteady, and the hand gripping her sword was trembling slightly.

"Myra, please heal Mizuki."

She nodded and held Mizuki from behind.

"Wait, I can still fight!"

Mizuki struggled in Myra's arms, looking焦った.

"It's okay, leave this to us. But I'm counting on you for the finishing blow. With Mizuki's Super Kill, it'll be a single strike."

I said that, but I had no intention of letting her fight anymore. Super Save had already activated several times. She might have reached a level where she was impervious to normal attacks. Furthermore, the activation rate of Super Kill would also be higher. Her next blow might be the one to defeat the dragon. Even in her current state, she was stronger than Hyakka-chan. But I didn't want her to fight in such a distraught state. Levante wouldn't be able to function without her. But for now, I wanted her to receive healing and calm down.

"Here it comes!"

Chihiro shouted sharply, directing our attention forward. The monster had already finished preparing to breathe fire. Its mouth was wide open, and deep in its throat, a vortex of flames churned faintly. At that signal, Chihiro ran. Famu and I followed his back. Crimson flames were unleashed with a roar. Chihiro leaped into the flames without hesitation. His jumping ability was not that of a normal person. Physical enhancement must be part of his special skill's abilities. He closed in on the dragon's mouth, which was several times his height, in an instant. Then, he swung his sword in a single horizontal slash. The demonic aura that had been rising from the white blade swelled up and was released all at once. The crimson flames were extinguished, turning into a white mist. Hyakka-chan and Famu ran under him as he danced in the air. I poured all the mana I had into the tip of my lance and thrust it at the dragon's belly. A solid impact was transmitted through both my hands. The tip of the lance broke through the golden scales, and the dragon's fresh blood splattered.

"KISHAAAAA!"

The dragon's body writhed greatly, perhaps to escape the pain. Then, it roared and swung its claws down with all its might. I tried to raise my weapon to defend, but the lance was stuck deep in the dragon's body and I couldn't pull it out. That momentary loss left me with no escape.

"Master!"

Famu swung her crescent blades up from below, as if to parry the dragon's claws, and absorbed the impact. A momentary stalemate. But the dragon's overwhelming power won out, and her arms were pushed down. Just as Hyakka-chan and Famu were about to be crushed, Chihiro slashed at the dragon's arm from above. The severed arm flew over Chihiro and Famu's heads and fell behind them. The heavy thud echoed behind us.

"GISHAAAAA!"

The dragon roared again. No, this must be a scream from losing its arm. We couldn't let this chance slip away.

"Mo!"

"...I know. Lightning Magic, Lightning Strike!"

Marmi had been waiting for that moment too. A high-output bolt of lightning shot from the tip of her wand and struck the lance lodged in the dragon's belly. In an instant, the electric shock enveloped the dragon's massive body. The smell of burning stung my nose, and the dragon's giant body collapsed. The vibration was transmitted to the floor and spread throughout the room. After a while, silence fell.

"Did we get it…"

As I approached the dragon to retrieve the lance that was still stuck in it, the monster's eyes glowed red again. It raised its upper body and bared its fangs. Deep within, the flicker of flames was already there.

"This is bad! It's going to use its breath attack again!"

I instinctively tried to dodge, but there was nowhere to hide. And behind me were the members of Levante.

"Hyakka! I'll protect you!"

Chihiro rushed past the焦るHyakka-chan and charged. But he couldn't maintain his momentum and stumbled, stopping on one knee. He was out of mana. The activation time of his special skill, [White Sheath Blade], was reaching its limit.

"Kuh…"

Still, he stood up. He started walking again, but his steps were heavy, and he stopped after two, three steps. At that moment, another shadow crossed by. The shadow snatched the sword Chihiro was holding and ran. It threw itself into the approaching crimson flames, a vortex of intense heat and hot wind.

"Famu!"

She swung the sword in a single slash. The sword's aura was released from its blade, extinguishing the dragon's breath.

"Not yet!"

She slashed again with the return stroke. The sharp blow tore into the dragon's neck, and a large amount of blood gushed from the wound. At the same time, the dragon's body faded away like mist. The space that had been the Area Guardian's room also disappeared like a mirage, and we returned to the original dungeon corridor.

"Phew…"

A sigh of relief, whose it was I couldn't tell, was heard. The sword Famu had been holding, and Chihiro's white robe, also disappeared, and he returned to his original form.

Immediately, Mash-kun and the others appeared.

"What happened?!"

"We were attacked. We fought Yuki's special skill, the Dragon of the Great Cosmic Origin."

"What?! And Yuki?"

Mash-kun looked around. But besides the members of Levante and New World, there was no one else. There was still a possibility of being trapped in the Area Guardian's room again. But I didn't think it was an ability that could be activated repeatedly. We should assume Yuki and his group have left.

"That guy…"

I explained that the space had changed into an Area Guardian's room and we were trapped. That it was similar to the ability of the transmigrator Ema we had fought before, and that we had fought the dragon Yuki had summoned in that space.

"Are there still other transmigrators besides them?"

I couldn't explain that. I still couldn't imagine that Ema was on this floor and used her special skill in conjunction with Yuki. I pictured the face of the black panther kin, Riley. I didn't want to think that she had become an enemy again. Mash-kun strode up to me. He raised his arm and slapped Hyakka-chan. A dry sound echoed in the corridor.

"Wh-What are you doing?! Even my own father never hit me!"

I stroked my cheek. I could feel that part of my face swelling up as if it were burning with heat. Mash-kun must have forgotten we had swapped bodies and hit me with all his might. It hurt so much that tears welled up in the corners of my eyes.

"Are you stupid?! You've been hit plenty of times! If anything, Chihiro has hit you many times!"

Chihiro has hit her before? But what is wrong with these siblings? 

"I told you never to use that last special skill! Don't drag Chihiro into danger!"

"Why are you so overprotective?! Then why did you choose this ability?!"

"That's… in this world, there are no smartphones, no maps, no GPS. If we get separated, it's over."

For when they get lost? Come to think of it, the white horse from "Prince on a White Horse"

also had the ability to take Hyakka to a desired location. Besides landmarks like towers and inns, it could also take her to where a person was, as long as her mana lasted. That's why New World was able to meet up with Levante earlier. It seems she really doesn't want to be separated from Chihiro.

"You want to be together that much? If you like him that much…"

Before I could finish, Mash-kun covered my mouth. She frantically looked around, but everyone else just looked away awkwardly. Even Chihiro was the same. It was no secret to anyone that Hyakka felt more than sibling affection for Chihiro.

"Let's talk about that later. Just the two of us. Okay?"

I also had things I wanted to say to Mash-kun. But this wasn't a conversation to have in a place where there was a low, but still present, possibility that Yuki and his group were lurking. He was also covering my nose, and it was getting hard to breathe. I wonder what would happen if Hyakka-chan died while we were swapped like this. I'm curious, but it's not something worth risking my life to test. When I nodded, Mash-kun let go of his hand.

"So, what's the plan? If you're leaving the dungeon, let's go back to our house together."

I asked the members of New World. Chihiro had used one of his special skills. He had two left, but it was better to take the safe route. As I was thinking that, Etowan shook his head.

"No, it seems like Yuki and his group are gone, but I still want to investigate a little more. I can't explain it well, but this floor is strange. There's something off about it."

He walked over to Shizuka and tapped her on the shoulder.

"Well, don't get your hopes up."

Then he walked past her. Chihiro and the others followed him. It was a corridor with the same scenery continuing endlessly. Many people must have explored this floor and fought monsters before. But there were no such traces left, just a sterile space. And yet, he's saying he's found a clue to Toratsuna? As I watched their backs, Mash-kun slapped me on the butt.

"I'll come later. We'll talk then, okay?"

Before I could nod back, he ran over to New World.

We finally made it back home. We were only gone for a day. And we had only spent one night in this house. And yet, it was strange how just thinking of it as my own home made me feel relieved. Patricia was waiting for us at the gate.

"We're home."

When I said that, she looked at me as if I were something bizarre. I had forgotten I was in Hyakka-chan's body. She had stayed behind to organize the house, so she hadn't gone to the nomads' place. In other words, she didn't know that Hyakka and I had swapped.

"Um… where is Mash…?"

she asked Marmi.

"...We left him in the dungeon."

"You left him there all alone?"

"...No. The members of New World are with him."

"I see. Then why is Hyakka-san here?"

"...She said she was coming back."

Patricia tilted her head. The two of them were having a conversation that didn't connect. Patricia looked around at everyone, then glanced at Famu as if seeking help, but she didn't seem to understand the meaning of her gaze. She must have used too much mana in the last battle. No, maybe she's thinking about Sameim again. Her concentration seems to be gone. We had already dropped Shizuka off at the Star Union family's house. I entered the dining hall with Patricia, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi.

"Actually, I have a letter for Mash."

"Oh yeah?"

I tried to take the letter she was holding, but she quickly raised it up.

"Wh-Why are you being so mean?!"

I stood on my tiptoes and reached for it, but I couldn't reach the letter.

"What have *you* been up to this whole time?!"

Patricia scolded me. I thought a fist was coming next, but she seemed to hesitate.

"...Patricia, let that person read it."

Marmi threw me a lifeline, but she didn't seem to intend to explain the situation.

"Huh, but…"

I snatched the letter while she was hesitating. But before I could check it, Famu took it from me. She immediately broke the wax seal.

"It seems to be an invitation. The sender is… Clovis Leafkraut…"



    Chapter 225

    Hyakka-chan and the Battle in the Bath (Mash☆)

    The room was filled with rising white steam. Unlike the searing heat of the Crystal Palace that burned the lungs, this gently warmed the skin. I sank up to my shoulders in the stone-carved bathtub and let out a sigh.

"Haaaah..."

The sensation of being enveloped, the pleasant warmth seeping into the core of my body... it felt like I could just melt and dissolve into the water. Suddenly, I remembered that I was currently in Hyakka's body. And yet, just like in my original body, I was basking in this blissful comfort. It was a strange feeling. As if to confirm, I ran a hand down to where my own parts used to be. As expected, there was nothing there, just a soft, smooth, white mound. Trailing my fingers down below the pubic hill, I found a small hollow, and within it, soft folds. As I kneaded and explored with my fingertip, I touched a small nub.

"Ngh... nnnh..."

It was something women have that men don't. As I prodded it, the nub swelled, a cute little assertion of its existence, so different from its male counterpart. As I continued to touch it, a warm pulse bloomed deep in my belly.

"Ah... that feels... really good... I'm getting wet down there..."

"Everyone's in here, so stop doing weird things by yourself!"

Mizuki grabbed my arm, snapping me back to reality. I looked around and saw the gazes of Famu, Myra, and Marmi, as cold as a splash of icy water. But the warmth of the bath, combined with the deep, pleasant feeling from my little self-pleasuring session, made me want to touch it again. I leaned against Mizuki's body.

"Mizuki... how about we touch each other? I want to experience the real thing."

"What are you talking about?! It's not self-pleasuring if we do it together! Besides..."

She trailed off, pressing her lips together.

"Besides?"

"If we did that, I wouldn't know what kind of face to make the next time I see Hyakka. Anyway, we're finally in the bath, so just let me relax!"

She pushed me away. I tried leaning on Famu, but she swiftly moved aside. She was firmly against it unless body and mind were in sync. Pissing her off wasn't a good idea, so I switched my target back to Mizuki.

"You say you wouldn't know what kind of face to make, but isn't it already awkward between you two?"

"Ugh... but I'm not wrong. I don't think revenge is a good thing. All of this... they're all things of different value. Even if Yuki-senpai really did kill Hyakka's companions, there must have been a reason. I want to find out what it is."

They used to call each other 'Yamase-san' and 'Hii-chan.' They'd started using first names since coming to this city, but it didn't look like they'd gotten much closer. Her way of thinking... I probably would have felt the same way before coming to this world. But I'd seen Famu, suffering after her village was attacked. Mizuki probably hadn't moved a single step forward from that point. I could never say to Famu what Mizuki just said. Some people can only start moving forward once they've achieved their revenge. Even if they end up learning it was meaningless, they need to learn that for themselves. Before I knew it, my hand had reached for Mizuki's chest. Buoyed by the water, her breasts were even softer, all plump and squishy. Still, they retained an elasticity that pushed back. Did such a wonderfully tactile thing truly exist in this world?

"Hey, I'm trying to have a serious conversation here!"

She slapped my hand away. A small *splash* echoed as ripples spread across the water.

"About Hyakka, there's something that's been bothering me, too."

"What?"

"It seems she's really in love with Chihiro. Ever since I got into this body, whenever I think about him, my chest... how do I put it... it just goes *kyun kyun*."

"You're just figuring that out now?"

Mizuki's voice was exasperated. Just then, Marmi, who had been squatting silently in a corner, stood up abruptly. The water splashed, and the surface rippled.

"...Counted to one hundred. I feel light-headed, so I'm getting out first."

Had she been quietly counting this whole time? She climbed out of the tub and walked toward the changing area. Her steps were unsteady, perhaps from the heat. Steam rose from her body. Her skin, usually as white as porcelain, was flushed. The red tint on the curve of her bottom was unspeakably alluring.

"Am I really just figuring this out now?"

I asked Mizuki, my eyes following Marmi.

"Of course you are,"

Mizuki declared. Famu and Myra nodded in agreement.

"Is she two-timing?"

Or did she only become his lover to forge a connection?

"Who knows. If you believe what Shizuka said, then Hyakka is in love with Mash, right?"

she answered with a heavy sigh, as if it didn't matter. A special skill that swaps the souls of two people who love each other. What was the definition of 'love,' anyway? It seemed Mizuki had her doubts, too.

"If it bothers you that much,"

Myra said. Like Mizuki, she had her black hair tied up to keep it out of the water, but a few sweat-and-steam-dampened strands clung to her skin. She gracefully tucked them back. The bath seemed to have brought a lovely sheen to her cheeks, making her look even more beautiful.

"How about you, Mash, embrace Chihiro?"

"Huh? He's a guy, you know."

"That's what makes it so perfect! I want to see the two of you, Mash and Chihiro, intertwined!"

Her eyes were gleaming. *This woman is a lost cause.* I remembered how she'd called Chihiro cute the moment she saw him.

"And what difference would that make?!"

It would make no difference to my *thing*. It would absolutely not get hard.

"Perhaps then Hyakka and Chihiro could be together?"

Was she light-headed, too? I had no idea what she was trying to say.

"Chihiro has a girlfriend. Besides, there's no way I'm putting it in a guy's... here."

As I spoke, I wrapped my arm around Mizuki's rear and searched for her back door with my finger.

"Hey! Why is mine suddenly okay?! Hauu!"

Before she could slap my hand away, my finger slipped into her anus. I curled my fingertip into a hook so she couldn't pull away easily. It was a slick, unique sensation, different from the front hole. 

"W-Wait, ahhn... Wait, why?!"

"What do you mean, why? This place is mine. You said 'yes,' didn't you, Mizuki?"

Only for the back door, though. I wiggled my finger around.

"Well, yes, but not now!"

Mizuki shoved me away, and my finger popped out with the force of the movement. She let out a shriek that was almost a yelp. "Hyau!"

At that moment, the curtain separating the changing area swayed. I turned, thinking it was Marmi or maybe Patricia coming back, but it was Mash-kun who walked in.

I felt dizzy. I wanted to chug a bottle of cold milk. If not, Aylan would do. Famu, Mizuki, and Myra had all left the bath. I'd tried to follow them, but Mash-kun had grabbed my arm. I was left alone with Mash-kun and Hyakka-chan. He was, of course, naked. His usual 'thing' was there. It wasn't erect yet, but it looked bigger through Hyakka-chan's eyes.

"Are the New World members back?"

Mash-kun nodded.

"They're in the dining hall. We'll be staying the night."

I nodded at his words. I tried to slip away toward the changing room, but he scooped Hyakka-chan up, returned her to the tub, and sat down right next to her.

"About what we were talking about earlier..."

"Ah, you saw the letter from Clovis Leafkraut?"

Mash-kun's mouth fell open for a second. It quickly closed as he stared intently at me.

"You beast! Are you that interested in my naked body?!"

"That's not it! I... I read it too. What are you going to do?"

Even if our minds had swapped, I couldn't imagine Mash-kun's body remaining calm while looking at Hyakka-chan's naked form. Especially since her skin was flushed and glowing from the warmth of the bath. I reached out and pressed my hand against Mash-kun's 'thing.' My old comrade-in-arms was there. A light rub was all it took for it to start rising to attention. I pressed my body closer to Mash-kun, rubbing the slight swell of my chest against his arm. Moving up and down felt good as my nipples brushed against him. Seeking even greater pleasure, I pressed closer until my chest was flattened against him.

"Hey, you idiot! We're talking about the letter!"

Mash-kun tried to pull away, but I trapped his arm between my breasts. His 'thing', now in my other hand, was fully erect. I wouldn't normally play with my own, but for this special occasion, I traced the tip with my finger. Mash-kun let out a small groan, then pulled his hips back slightly, as if trying to escape the pleasure. So, to summarize the letter: Clovis was back at his fief. He was busy preparing for the harvest and couldn't get away. He said he would meet with us if we came to his territory.

"The nerve! He was definitely at the Crystal Palace today!"

Mash-kun shouted, as if to drown out the pleasure that must have been welling up from deep within his body.

"Probably. According to Marmi, the Leafkraut family fief is a small town about a two-day trip from Miglutt. It's strange that a letter like this would arrive today after our meeting with Zeno Leafkraut yesterday."

"So, what's the plan?"

"I'm planning to go with Levante."

"We're going too."

"No. If we show up with too many people, they'll think we're looking for a fight. I want to talk this time."

"Levante has five members now, right? Who are you planning to take as the sixth?"

Cecily or Aira would be good, but the magic academy's entrance ceremony would be over by the time we got back. Shizuka was out of the question. Maryanne and Trusar were members of the One-Land family's Royal Guard. Taking them was impossible. In terms of the Four Regent Families, I was a little hesitant to take Marmi, but she was already a member of Levante, no matter what anyone said.

"I'll go,"

Mash-kun said.

"Let me think about that for a bit."

Right now, I didn't want him and Mizuki together.

As I was trying to decide on the last member, Mash-kun suddenly stood up. I'd been distracted by the party composition and had let my guard down. I was stunned by the splash of water, and then Mash-kun's 'thing' slapped me across the cheek. It was the opposite cheek from the one that got slapped this afternoon.

"This is all Hyakka-chan's fault. Now it won't go down. You have to take responsibility."

"N-No way. I don't want to lick my own thing."

The tip of Mash-kun's member was slick with something stickier than the bathwater. I leaned back to avoid getting it on my face, but he grabbed my ponytail and pressed his penis against my lips.

"Why not? I... I licked yours, didn't I?"

He then pinched my nose, and when I opened my mouth to breathe, he forcibly shoved his penis inside. What smooth, practiced movements. First Mizuki, now Hyakka... why did they all want to put a penis in their mouth the moment they became a man? He moved my ponytail back and forth, thrusting his hips, driving his member deep into my throat until I was about to gag. Maybe it was from soaking in the tub too long, but my head felt fuzzy. His other hand came down to my chest and pinched the cherry-pink tip, hard. In that instant, my mind went blank.

"Haguu!"

A cry that was half-scream, half-moan escaped my lips. Mash-kun looked at it with a satisfied expression before pulling his penis from my mouth. He lifted Hyakka-chan from the tub and laid her down on the wooden slats. He spread my legs wide. He knelt between them.

"Are you sure about this? My chest hurts when I think of Chihiro. These are your real feelings, aren't they?"

His eyes widened in surprise at my words.

"Chihiro is my brother. Mash is my lover."

"But your brother is more important than your lover, right?"

Hyakka would do anything for Chihiro. If Chihiro seriously wanted her, she would surely accept him. The reverse was also true. I was certain of it. Would she eventually choose Chihiro and leave me? A wave of anxiety washed over me.

"That's half right and half wrong. True, you can replace a lover. But you only have one brother in the whole world."

"..."

"Don't make that face. I have some things I need to sort out myself. But I'm really happy that we have this kind of relationship."

Mash-kun's hand reached for my crotch. His fingertip slipped inside my vagina. A jolt of pleasure shot up my spine, and at the same time, more slickness leaked out, as if to ensnare the foreign object. After confirming the wetness, he withdrew his finger and pressed the head of his penis there instead.

"I'm never letting you go, Hyakka. You'll explain everything properly eventually, won't you?"

"When I can find the right words."

Mash-kun buried his penis inside me. There was a slight tearing pain, but my vagina, slick enough with my juices, accepted his full invasion. I could feel him touching something deep, deep inside my belly.

"Ngh..."

"Still hurts a little? I wonder when it'll stop..."

Mash-kun murmured, watching my expression. I thought he might wait for the pain to subside, but he seemed unable to hold back and began to move his hips. He held my thighs down and thrust into me. With each thrust, I could hear the sound of our fluids mixing and his groin slapping against Hyakka-chan's bottom. The pain quickly vanished and turned to pleasure. Before I knew it, I found myself trying to meet his thrusts. But with my thighs pinned, it was hard to move. As if sensing my frustration, he quickened his pace.

"This feels amazing. I get why you'd want to have sex with girls, Mash!"

he said, his hips moving even faster. Mash-kun took Hyakka-chan's hands. That made it easier to move. I couldn't think anymore. I just writhed along with his movements. *I want you to go all the way in. I want you to come deep inside.* Just as I was thinking that, Mash-kun gave a particularly deep thrust. My body arched back reflexively. His penis jumped deep inside Hyakka-chan's body, and then pulsed again and again. I hugged his body tightly, not wanting to let a single drop escape.



    Chapter 226

    The Dog-Eared Race's Pride and Petra's Observation

    The human heart cannot defy the five senses. The sunlight pouring onto the bed forced me awake. It seemed I'd slept in later than usual. My head was still fuzzy as I slowly sat up and looked around, but everything was hazy, and my brain wasn't processing any information. I could, however, hear people talking downstairs. I stroked the cheek of Hyakka, who was lying face down next to me, her head turned to the side. I hoped she hadn't strained her neck.

"Nnngh... my body feels so heavy. And it hurts down there..."

She seemed to be awake, lifting her head slightly. Her eyelids looked heavy as she rubbed them repeatedly. I glanced at the hand she had placed on her crotch; it was covered in something that could have been either her juices or my semen. It wasn't me who had done that to her. It was she herself. First Mizuki, now Hyakka... why did they all go so wild for me the moment they got in my body? Come to think of it, Cecily had been fine. When she became Mash, Aira took her away before she could go crazy. That left me with mixed feelings, but my body couldn't have taken much more, so I suppose it couldn't be helped.

"Mash..."

she murmured.

"What is it?"

"I'm actually super cute, huh? I never really liked myself much, but now I think I like myself a little bit."

She pressed her body against me. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and our lips met. Hers were a little dry and chapped.

"Mash... please take good care of me..."

As I gazed into her teary eyes, my groin woke up too. I was about to push her down when I heard the loud sound of someone stomping up the stairs.

"Master! If you're awake, please hurry down for breakfast!"

When I got downstairs, besides the members of Levante, the New World party, and Patricia, I also saw Maryanne and Petra Sky-Lot. Petra was, as always, dressed in a way that completely obscured her features, following the strictures placed on unmarried dwarven women. No one else dressed like that, so it had to be her. My throat was parched. I sat down next to Famu, and Patricia handed me an Aylan, which I chugged in one go.

"I hear you're going to the Leafkraut family's fief. I'm coming with you."

Maryanne leaned forward eagerly. She was clutching a kebab sandwich so tightly it was losing its shape, the meat inside threatening to fall out. She could get better food at her own home, so why was she having breakfast here?

"No, you can't come."

"Mmph, why not?"

"It's a four-day round trip. What about your family duties during that time? Besides, I want to keep things as neutral as possible for now. I don't want to apply any pressure, political or otherwise."

"Says the person with the blessing of Lady Laciel..."

She leaned back and stuffed the falling meat into her mouth. She was clearly unhappy. But there was nothing I could do about Laciel's influence. I took a kebab sandwich myself and bit into it. It had probably been sitting for a while. It was a bit cold, and the bread was dry.

"So, Petra, did you come here for something?"

She nodded at my words.

"This."

What she held out was the katana forged by Aidan. I hastily put down my half-eaten sandwich, wiped my hands, and took it. As I drew the blade, a cold light ran along its length. The beautiful tempering pattern extended all the way to the tip. It had been repaired so perfectly it was hard to believe it had been broken. I gave it a light swing downwards, and the feel was unchanged.

"Petra... I don't know how to thank you."

As I sheathed the blade, I noticed Maryanne watching me with a wide smile. Her tail was wagging furiously.

"You can keep my katana, Mash. In exchange, please give that one to me!"

It seemed this was why she had shown up so early in the morning. However, right next to me, Famu slammed her hands on the table and shot to her feet.

"No! Master is *my* master! Why are you trying to butt in?!"

Maryanne and I stared at her, stunned.

"W-Wait... I never intended to be your master in the first place."

Her eyes widened at my words.

"Why would you say that?!"

"I've been telling you all along. I don't want you to follow me. I want you to be with me."

"In that case, please give me that sword."

"Ah, alright..."

As I moved to hand the katana to Famu, Maryanne's face crumpled as if she was about to cry, and she bowed her head.

"Mash, when I heard from Petra-sama that the sword was fixed and she was bringing it to you, I was overjoyed, and I came here with her. Have you forgotten that all the girls here love you and are loved by you? Is there a ranking among them? Aren't we all the same?"

Her shoulders were shaking. I glanced around and saw that everyone was looking at me. Mizuki and the others had stopped eating, waiting for my response. Even the New World members were staring at me, which was a little embarrassing.

"It would be a lie to say everyone's the same. This party started with just me and Famu. So if she says no, then it's no."

"Then kick Mizuki out!"

Famu suddenly pointed at Mizuki.

"Why me?! I told you, stop using me as a punchline!"

Mizuki yelled. Ignoring her, Petra patted Maryanne's shoulder.

"Maryanne, it's true I repaired this sword for this man, but I didn't do it out of romantic feelings. Besides, I've been a commoner for a long time now. I don't want to be called 'sama' by one of the Four Regent Families. This man seems to dislike that sort of address, you know?"

Petra said. The lenses of her oversized glasses were cloudy, making it impossible to see what she was looking at.

"Also, I adjusted that sword to be able to channel even more mana, to match Mash's current level. It would be best if he used it."

Hearing that, Maryanne lifted her face and wiped away her tears.

"I understand. In that case, it is best that Mash uses this sword."

She turned her gaze to Famu.

"Please give the sword of mine that Mash is currently using to her. My katana would not forgive half-hearted loyalty."

Famu nodded back at her, her mouth set in a firm line. She was usually so laid-back, why was she so quick to pick a fight? It was unsettling to watch. Maryanne had been working tirelessly for Famu's village. The same went for Sameim. They were of the same race; I wished they could get along a little better.

"So, about going to the Leafkraut family's fief,"

Petra said, breaking the tense atmosphere between Famu and Maryanne.

"If Maryanne can't go, then the Royal Guard captain, Trusar, is out too, right? I'll go with you instead. I promised I'd make you a weapon before, remember? I want to flesh out the image for it."

She gave me a thumbs-up.

To the south of Miglutt lay a vast grassland. A single road cut through it, and on that road, six shadows were advancing. I looked up to see the sky seemed much higher. Autumn was approaching. The destination was about a two-day journey, but I'd heard we could make it in one day by horse. However, I was hesitant to rent six horses at once. There was also a stagecoach, but unfortunately, there wasn't space for six people. So, we decided to walk. It felt like it had been a while since I'd experienced this kind of atmosphere. Famu, walking beside me, stopped and looked back. I turned around with her. The city had become a small speck, almost invisible, but the government office built on the hill reflected the sunlight, shining white.

"Don't be too hard on her."

Petra, who had been walking behind us, came up to join us. She must have thought Famu and I were still thinking about the morning's exchange with Maryanne.

"I heard that when she was confined by her uncle, she had a much more servile and warped personality. But at some point, Maryanne started sneaking out of the house and exploring the city. She was commuting to her master's place for swordsmanship training, and on the way, she must have been captivated by the city scenery she saw. She disguised herself as a town girl to hide her identity, but in truth, everyone knew she was Maryanne. And through her interactions with the townspeople, her true curious, pure, and friendly nature awakened."

At Petra's prompting, we started walking again. Myra, Mizuki, and Marmi had somehow gotten ahead of us, and we followed them. Maryanne's image overlapped with Famu's. Would Famu, like her, one day find what she was looking for?

"So the people of the city raised her?"

"That's right. No one says it out loud, but she is loved. It might not sound like her own strength if you just think 'she's a One-Land,' but she has the power to attract people with her own character. She formally took the position of family head in the recent political change, right? The townspeople are delighted. And they are grateful to the otherworld hero who lent her a hand. Myself included, of course."

I had only provided the spark for the political change. She had no track record as a ruler, and her uncle had been trying to move the political situation to avoid conflict with the Demon Kingdom, which wasn't in itself bad governance. The reason there wasn't much opposition to the change was because she had the backing of the populace. Of course, she probably hadn't gained that intentionally. In the end, she had claimed the headship through her own power.

"Are you and Maryanne close?"

At my words, her shoulders shook as she let out a small chuckle.

"We've only met directly at my grandfather's birthday party. However, she used to frequent my workshop. At first, she was just brought there by her master. Before I knew it, she started coming to the workshop alone sometimes and would spend the whole day watching me work. Once word got out that she and I were meeting, I could no longer go to the workshop when she was there, in case it influenced my grandfather. Furthermore, she was constantly asking my workshop staff what they were doing and scurrying about, so she was a real nuisance. But because she's a One-Land, we couldn't treat her harshly or kick her out."

She suddenly looked up at the sky. I couldn't see her expression under the glasses, but her gaze seemed distant, as if she were seeing Maryanne from days gone by.

"If I had a child, I thought I'd want one like her."

She cleared her throat, as if to hide her embarrassment, then turned to face me and continued.

"You might think this is odd for the head of one of the Four Regent Families, but she, too, must have found a master to serve. That's why she was so happy and got carried away. She surely didn't expect to clash with Famu. This isn't just for you, Mash. I'm telling both of you. Don't treat Maryanne poorly."

Was she also taken in by Maryanne's charm?

"Master is *my* master,"

Famu said, her voice strained, her expression stubborn. Petra laughed in response.

"That's right. So it's your job to raise your master. The way you behave will be the same as the way your master behaves."

"So, Petra, isn't that outfit hot?"

She was wearing the same baggy overalls and gloves as when we first met. A newsboy cap pulled down low to hide her face. To top it off, large glasses and a triangular cloth covering her mouth. The only thing I could see was the braid hanging down from her neck.

"Don't worry about it. I always dress like this."

"No, I mean, during our last conversation, I couldn't see your expression at all, so I wasn't quite sure what emotion you were trying to convey."

She let out a laugh.

"I get that a lot."

I figured as much, but I couldn't tell if she was being serious or trying to be funny.

"...Is your eyesight bad?"

"No, this is just magic to make it look that way."

Come to think of it, I remember Myra saying that the technology for storing mana and using magic circles was more in the dwarves' domain than the elves'. It was different from the image of burly warrior-type dwarves I had in my original world. Still, to think she made an item like that just to hide her face.

"Or do you want to see my face?"

That was a difficult question to answer. If I saw her face, I'd have to take responsibility and marry her according to her race's customs. This was a trap set by her grandfather. However, so far, only her grandfather was trying to get us married; she didn't want it. She wanted to focus on her smithing. I was hesitating, too. She was older than me, over fifty. However, the lifespan of dwarves was said to be twice that of humans. I couldn't deny the possibility that her true face under the glasses was that of a stunning beauty. In fact, my intuition told me that possibility was high.

"Well, I'd like to see it... but before that, I have a proposal."

"A proposal? What is it?"

"There's a custom that says you can't show your skin, but there's no rule about not touching it, right? So, could I feel your breasts just once? Let me think about it after that."

As I said this to Petra, Mizuki, who had been walking ahead, turned around and stomped over to me.

"Are you an idiot? If you do that, that's really the end of it!"

"Tch, I was just joking to try and fit in with Levante..."

Petra laughed at the exchange between me and Mizuki.

"Alright. I'll think about it."

I couldn't read her expression, and I couldn't know the true meaning of her words.



    Chapter 227

    Clovis and the Elven Fief

    The fief of the Leafkraut family was a fortress city surrounded by high walls. The city existed within the great plains that stretched between Miglutt and Heilon. The journey here had been uneventful. We hadn't passed through this city on our journey from Heilon. That was because it lay off the main road, to the east. I had heard it was a small city of less than a thousand people, so I had pictured a modest village, but its imposing presence surprised me. The walls looked sooty and ancient at first glance, but the stonework showed no signs of damage. They probably practiced controlled burns in this area, so maybe the walls just looked dirty from the ash. A flock of crows was perched atop the two gate towers flanking the main gate, looking down on us. One of them let out a sharp cry, and the others began to caw in unison. The scene overlapped with my impression of Clovis Leafkraut, the man we were about to meet, and felt deeply ominous.

"Alright, let's go home."

As I turned my back, Mizuki grabbed me by the collar.

"What did we come here for?!"

"We definitely came here to do something, but in the end, I couldn't think of anything to do!"

She let out a deep sigh at my words.

"...Let's just enter the city for now."

As Mizuki said this, dragging me along, the other members of Levante nodded and headed toward the gate. A guard was stationed there, and he asked to see our adventurer cards.

"A party of adventurers? The dungeon in this city is off-limits to anyone but members of the Leafkraut family. What's your business here?"

The guard was a very muscular, stern-looking man. His question left me at a loss for words.

"Uh, umm... sightseeing?"

Following my lead, even Famu shot me an exasperated look. I had come all the way to this city mainly for their sake. *Stop leaving everything to me,* I thought, slightly annoyed. Just then, a commotion arose behind me.

"Marmi Mume Mo Star Union? Is she an imposter?!"

"N-No, she's definitely an elf, and her build is similar..."

"She's a fake! There's no way someone from the Star Union family would visit this city without any prior notice!"

The guards started making a fuss, surrounding Marmi. In the middle of it all, her brow began to furrow. She was secretly clutching her wand. Was she planning to strike them down for their insolence? Did this empire even have such a rule? As I was pondering this, I remembered I had the letter from Clovis. I took it out and handed it to the guard.

"D-Don't cause any trouble... I mean, w-we will call for someone from the castle, so please wait a moment."

The guards' attitude changed completely after seeing the letter. A messenger then ran off into the city.

"No, just letting us into the city would have been fine. We'd appreciate it if you could just point us to a decent inn."

More than anything, I wanted to discuss and finalize our plan for meeting with Clovis, especially with Myra.

"What are you saying? That would be out of the question. Lady Marmi and Lady Petra are with you. We will take full responsibility for guiding you."

As if to apologize for his earlier rudeness, the guard bowed his head respectfully.

Inside the city walls, wooden houses were prominent. Flanked by guards, we proceeded down the stone-paved road leading to the castle, like prisoners being escorted. The streets were sparsely populated, with most of the people we passed carrying farming tools. Since it was almost harvest time, most of the residents were likely working in the fields outside the city. It seemed what Clovis had written in his letter about the busy farming season was true. They stopped to stare at us with curiosity. I had imagined that being the Leafkraut family's city, the residents would be hostile and sullen, but everyone I saw seemed perfectly ordinary. The city's rulers were elves, but all the residents I saw were human.

I glanced down a side street and noticed the alley was unpaved. It seemed only the main street was paved with stone. I thought that might serve as a guide for invaders, but I suppose daily life took precedence.

"Where are we going?"

I asked a guard walking nearby.

"Lord Clovis is waiting for you at the castle."

"We've just come from a long journey. We'd like some time to freshen up."

The guard looked me up and down, from head to toe, and then sniffed.

"You seem to be dressed more cleanly than we are. And... you don't have that... particular smell."

*That's because I washed myself with cleansing magic,* I thought as I listened to the guard. They were choosing their words carefully so as not to offend us. I didn't sense any hostility in their attitude. What was Clovis thinking? I couldn't even begin to guess. Eventually, the castle came into view. It was a building adorned with such ornate decorations that it was almost too much to be called a castle. The carvings and patterns etched into the walls created shadows that gave it an eerie atmosphere. The main doors, about twice a person's height, remained closed, but a smaller door to the side was opened. Stepping inside from the sunlit area, we entered a spacious hall with a grand staircase in the center. There was no sign of anyone, and the air was dim and chilly. Myra and Marmi remained impassive, but Famu and Mizuki were looking around curiously. I was wondering if they felt the same as I did when Famu gently squeezed my hand.

"Master, Sameim is here."

Hearing her words, I looked around again, but I still couldn't sense anyone else's presence.

"I can smell her."

"What kind of smell?"

"Like a blanket dried in the sun. A warm and ticklish kind of smell."

It was a unique expression of hers, one that I could almost understand, but not really at all.

"Do you know where she is?"

"No, I can't tell that much... but she was definitely here."

As she said this, she looked up at the ceiling, where a massive chandelier was hanging.

We were guided by the guard into a room that also felt lacking in light. We were all seated in a line on one side of a long table, in the order of Mizuki, Famu, me, Myra, Marmi, and Petra. The master of the castle, who was supposed to be sitting opposite us, had not yet arrived. Or perhaps the master of the castle was Zeno, and Clovis was acting as his proxy. The table and chairs were simple, unlike the other furniture I had seen in the castle, but this simplicity made the beautiful grain of the reddish-purple and dark-brown wood stand out. I instinctively traced the grain with my fingertip, but instead of the warmth I expected, I felt a cold sensation.

"That's rosewood. I hear it's a tree that grows in the far eastern regions. You almost never see it around the imperial capital,"

Myra informed me.

"Titan..."

"Ro-se-wood!"

Mizuki corrected my joke in a serious tone. Maybe it was because my body had been swapped with Hyakka's, but I felt like I couldn't endure anything without injecting some humor. No, I was just trying to escape the upcoming meeting with Clovis. I looked at Famu's and Mizuki's faces once more. *I will grant their wishes. I don't want to see them disappointed.* Just then, Petra took out a necklace and placed it on the table. It was likely made of bronze—a hexagonal metal plate about half the size of my palm, with a red stone set in it. The plate was engraved with fine patterns. There were six of them.

"I made these on the fly, so don't expect too much, but they can resist mental-type magic. The stone absorbs mana to activate the effect, so I want you to keep it close to your skin."

It seemed its effectiveness depended on the wearer's mana. Petra picked one up and put it around her neck, tucking the metal plate inside her clothes. Seeing this, we followed her example and equipped the necklaces.

"Will it run out of mana?"

"It's a very small amount, so you probably won't even feel the mana being drawn."

"Is this made of orichalcum?"

She shook her head and let out a small sigh.

"If you had told me sooner, I could have prepared something more substantial."

Knowing that the Leafkraut family excelled at mental magic, she must have hastily made these for us upon learning we would be meeting with Clovis. I hadn't seen her making them at all.

"Still, when did you make these?"

"I'm an alchemist, you know. I have a skill called [Workshop]."

As she was answering, the door to the room opened.

His long black hair was mixed with streaks of silver. The long ears characteristic of an elf. As he brushed his hair back, his skin, as white as porcelain, became visible. A multitude of ornaments glittered on his loose black robes. Clovis Leafkraut had appeared. Like Zeno, he looked young. However, Clovis's cheeks were thinner, and his features seemed more chiseled. Two other elves stood behind him, but only Clovis took a seat opposite us. From his slender eyes, black pupils cast a gaze that seemed to scoop us up.

"Clovis Leafkraut."

His expression didn't change at all. His voice was like that of an inorganic machine. He introduced himself, but he didn't offer a hand, showing no intention of being friendly. Just like Zeno.

"I'm Mash. I'm on a journey to change the world."

After saying something random, I leaned back in my chair, crossed my arms, and puffed out my chest in response. Another person, dressed as a servant, entered the room. My eyes widened at the sight of her.

"Sameim!"

Famu shot to her feet. Clovis glared at her with a cold gaze.

"If you wish to leave, feel free to do so."

He gestured with his palm toward the door.

"Tch."

Seeing Famu sit back down, Sameim distributed the glasses on her tray and went around pouring a grape-colored liquid. The entire time, Famu's gaze was glued to Sameim. When Sameim was setting down Famu's glass, their arms and shoulders brushed for a moment, but Famu remained perfectly still.

"This is from our local harvest. It's last year's vintage, but it's a good one. This year's harvest will begin in about a month."

While Clovis was reaching for his wine, Sameim left the room. Out of courtesy, I took a sip myself, but I was so nervous I couldn't taste anything at all. I was worried Famu wouldn't drink, but she was glaring at the door Sameim had left through and didn't even touch her glass.

"So, you've come all this way to apologize?"

"That was the plan, but you guys attacked us on the forty-ninth floor of the Crystal Palace. If it was just once, I'd call it even, but the second time is your fault. So I came to complain. Sorry if you were expecting a gift."

I shrugged my shoulders theatrically.

"That wasn't aimed at you. It has nothing to do with you. Besides, they were the ones who attacked our vanguard first. The second attack wasn't a trap for some idiots either."

It was true that since I was in Hyakka-chan's body when we were attacked, I had mistakenly thought Levante was the target. But if their target was New World, then it couldn't be helped. Just as they were targeting Yuki, it was clear that Yuki and his group were also targeting them.

"You said it was a trap? You set it up?"

"One of Yuki's special skills, Kokū Sanzō, allows him to possess and use up to three special skills from enemies he has defeated."

I instinctively held my breath. That was Emma's special skill. The fact that he was telling me this so casually must be a ploy to shake me, knowing about our connection with her. Was she killed by Yuki?

"Did you kill the user?"

"Along with the other transmigrant,"

Clovis said with a faint smile. He was probably trying to provoke a reaction. But his words actually brought me a sense of relief. Whether he was the original or a clone, I didn't know, but he didn't know that she was still alive. Also, I had been considering the possibility that Emma was on Clovis's side, so that also eased my mind.

"Well, either way, if you're calling us idiots, then it's your fault. You didn't have a foolproof function."

He probably didn't expect me to be so composed. Clovis's eyebrows shot up slightly. But it was only for a moment, and he let out a short breath.

"Very well, I shall hear your demands."

"I want to buy Sameim. And I want you to create an opportunity for Mizuki here to speak with Yuki."

"Impossible. I have no interest in pocket change,"

Clovis replied dismissively.

"Won't it be difficult for you to return to Miglutt, being an enemy of the gods? The high priestess, Elisha, was it? I can change her mind."

"Did you not study the lay of the land on your way here? This city may be small, but it can serve as a bridgehead for the Demon Kingdom's army. If this city were to fall to the Demon Kingdom, Miglutt, which has no fortress functions, would be finished in no time. Of course, Miglutt is the land where Lady Laciel descended. I am not worried."

He took a swig of wine.

"Clovis, what is your goal? Why are you killing the otherworld heroes? Can't we join forces?"

"It is not my goal. Kill the otherworld heroes summoned by the five goddesses and fill the Jar of Holy Oil. Then, your wish will be granted. Is this not something you need as well?"

"Did you hear that from Yuki? Unfortunately, that's doubtful."

"However, if the situation doesn't change, you will die in ten years."

"What, you know?!"

I recoiled.

"Consider the lifespan of the elven race. How many hero transfers do you think we have witnessed? However, I only just now obtained confirmation. This is something even Yuki did not know."

He claims my shock confirmed it for him. But it wasn't like it would put me at a disadvantage if he knew. Still, the elven race, living for a thousand years, and the transmigrants, living for only ten. The disparity was so great I couldn't help but laugh. To hide it, I took a drink of wine. I could feel the alcohol more than before. Clovis was watching my face with a puzzled expression.

"What's so funny?"

"Oh, nothing. Clovis, I still haven't heard your goal."

For a while, he continued to swirl the wine in his glass. Then, as if a thought suddenly struck him, he placed the glass on the table.

"Very well. Then I shall tell you the tale of the gods as passed down by the elven race.



    Chapter 228

    Clovis and the Universe Connected by the Dungeon

    We were standing in front of a small shrine on the outskirts of the city. I couldn't guess how long it had been here, but the stones used to build it had lost their sharp corners, their fit was poor, and it looked more like a random pile of nearby boulders than a quarried structure. Clovis entered, followed by two guards.

"You sure this thing isn't going to collapse?"

I complained, but was ignored. The members of Levante walking behind me had also been silent for a while. I let out a small sigh and steeled myself. Then, I followed Clovis inside. The smell of mold hit my nose, and the stagnant, cold air stung my skin. It was a dim space. However, there were gaps in the walls and ceiling, and the light filtering through allowed me to see what was inside. The stone walls and ceiling were covered in mottled stains of red, black, and white. There was probably some mold mixed in, but it seemed the entire interior had once been painted with a picture. Now, however, it offered no clue as to what it might have been. In the center of the floor was a black circle, about the height of a person, from which black shadows flickered and rose like flames. As expected, this shrine was the entrance to a dungeon.

"Hey, we're not going into a dungeon."

"There's no need to worry. This dungeon has only one floor. We'll reach our destination soon,"

Clovis replied. I instinctively looked at Marmi.

"Give me a moment."

After speaking to Clovis, I led her to the wall and pressed her against it by her shoulders.

"...What?"

Her expression was unchanged. However, her long ears twitched slightly. And her silver eyes looked up at me.

"Is the myth passed down by the elven race different from the one the humans have?"

"...It is."

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"...I tried to explain a few times. And besides..."

"Besides?"

"...I didn't want Myra to hate me. I don't want to be kicked out of the party."

Myra is deeply religious, but she is also a seeker of knowledge. She's cooperating on this journey to find the truth of the myths. I thought it was impossible for her not to know about the myths other races believed in. Marmi talking about it shouldn't have been a problem. At the same time, the fact that neither Marmi nor Myra had mentioned it before must mean there was something very inconvenient about it. Was it inconvenient for humans? Or was it inconvenient for the gods?

"Is it that different?"

She nodded at my words. Was it the part where humans interbred with various things to increase their numbers? I thought that part sounded fishy too.

"What do you mean you don't want to be kicked out of the party? I wouldn't kick you out just for having a fight with Myra."

"...But Mash is planning to kick me out when Cecily and Aira come back."

"N-No, I'm undecided, but I wouldn't kick Mo out..."

"...That's a lie. In the end, you'll say I'm just a kid and remove me from the party. I don't want that. It's true I'm a newcomer, but I decided to follow Mash. I made that decision. I want to be with you until the end. In times like these, Famu just follows Mash's will, so she's not reliable. I need allies."

"..."

I wanted to deny her thoughts immediately. But she was right. For now, though, I couldn't give her an answer about that choice.

"Let me think about that for a bit. So, what's the difference between the human myth and the elven myth?"

"...Clovis will tell you that now."

In the end, she had no intention of telling me herself. Her gaze shifted to Clovis, who should have been behind me. I followed her gaze and turned around to find Famu, Mizuki, and Myra right behind me, eavesdropping.

"Wha—you guys!"

It was a common sight, but it still surprised me. While I was stunned, they quickly dispersed.

As Clovis had said, we were led to the first floor of the dungeon. It was a corridor made of stone bricks. It was dim, but like other dungeons, no light was needed. Light seeped in from somewhere, illuminating the corridor. It seemed to stretch on forever. We encountered monsters along the way, but they were eliminated by the guards. It was just a slime, so I couldn't say for sure, but from their swordsmanship and efficiency, the two of them seemed to be skilled warriors. And from their shouts, I learned for the first time that they were women. I had thought they had beautiful faces, but because they were elves, I had assumed they were men. The fact that they were wearing armor that hid their figures also misled me. I would have to be careful not to make assumptions when I saw elves in the future. As I was thinking this, I noticed Clovis had stopped and was looking at me.

"Are you interested in them? If you plan to stay here tonight, I will send them to you."

"..."

"There's no need to worry. They are both my concubines. I will have them observe the children of elves and humans."

The ones to worry about were Famu and the others behind me. If that was the case, I wished he had said it when they weren't around. Looking closely, one of the guards vaguely resembled Marmi. She might have some distant relatives with Star Union family blood. Since the elven population was declining, it was entirely possible. As I was thinking this, Famu pushed me from behind. Clovis started walking, so we started walking again. What was he trying to show me? Were we heading to the Area Guardian's room? As I was pondering this, his footsteps eventually stopped. The stone-paved corridor ended there. Beyond it was a darkness like outer space. Within that darkness, what looked like broken fragments, several blocks of stone, were floating in the air.

"A zero-gravity space? Is this... space...?"

Mizuki murmured. But we could still breathe. This wasn't the first time I'd seen this sight. It was the world I had seen through the crystal wall in the Crystal Palace.

"Space... All transmigrants call it by that name. However, I call it the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil.'"

Mizuki, listening to his voice, approached the end of the corridor, holding out her hand as if to feel it.

"I wouldn't recommend that. Beyond this point is filled with mana, but there is no air."

"The Jar of Holy Oil... And what is this..."

I finally managed to squeeze out the words.

"This dungeon was destroyed by the Divine Grace, 'Yasakani no Magatama.'"

I had thought that the walls of a dungeon and the rooms of the Area Guardians couldn't be broken no matter what force was applied. But a special skill that could destroy them did exist.

"Did he come here?"

"This dungeon was destroyed long ago. It is said to have been Okita Soji. But you all know that there is someone else with the same ability."

So this had been the state of things since before Clovis was born. The people we and he knew of were Yuki and the small transmigrant, but if they had been able to use that special skill, the battle on the forty-ninth floor of the Crystal Palace would have turned out very differently. It wasn't Emma either. Come to think of it, Etoin from New World had said he felt something was off about the forty-ninth floor. We were looking for someone who had disappeared there. However, the Crystal Palace had not been destroyed like this dungeon. Thinking about it, Yasakani no Magatama didn't seem to be a simple dungeon-destroying ability. He pointed a finger at the dark space. Squinting my eyes, I could see an entrance gaping open in the distance. It was the continuation of the broken corridor.

"Thanks to that, no one has been able to explore this dungeon."

"So, what does this space have to do with the myth passed down by the elves?"

"In the ancient world, born of the two primordial pillars and created by the five pillars of creation, a tribe of humans called the People of Light appeared."

Clovis created a small fireball on his fingertip. He released it into the darkness. The fireball was extinguished in an instant, like a flame plunged into water. And then he began to speak of the People of Light. They were a race with advanced technology, he said. They brought writing, agriculture, bronze tools, and magic to the humans who were living as hunter-gatherers.

"Wait, wasn't magic only usable because the Jar of Holy Oil was destroyed and this world was flooded with mana?"

It might be wrong to call the inside of a dungeon 'this world'. The world where people usually live and the inside of a dungeon are clearly separate spaces. To use Clovis's phrasing, it's the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil'.

"That's not accurate. It's not that there was no mana in this world. It is said that a small amount existed. Furthermore, it is also not accurate to say that the Jar of Holy Oil was destroyed and this world was filled with mana. It is true that during the war of the gods, the amount of mana in this world increased at once, allowing for the manipulation of large amounts of magic, and the effects became proportionally larger. However, from the distant past to the present, the amount of mana has been gradually increasing."

He raised his palms as if to scoop up mana.

"Thus, a civilization of humans was born. The king who ruled that world thought,"

if I want to gather more wealth and treasure, I should increase production. To do that, I should gather people. He began to use magic to gather people to the city he ruled. He gathered the inhabitants of the same world, but he was not satisfied with that and also summoned the inhabitants of other worlds with magic. Those were the ancestors of the other races, such as Famu's dog-eared race and Patricia's flower folk.

"One day, they summoned the Ark."

Immediately, thick clouds that blocked out the sun covered the world, plunging it into darkness. And a calamity befell the world. Storms, thunderstorms, volcanic eruptions, and earthquakes that distorted the surface of the earth.

"They had accidentally summoned the god of another world. People called it the God of the End. The ones who came to the rescue of the perishing world were the Fifty Gods."

The kin of the gods who appeared at that time were the elves and dwarves, he said. Likewise, the kin of the God of the End are the demons. The battle between the Fifty Gods and the God of the End continued. In the end, they sealed the God of the End by sealing the Jar of Holy Oil, the staff, and the mirror that had been brought along with the Ark. The war did not end there. A civil war broke out over the treatment of the human race. The gods who wanted to wipe out humans from the world, and the five goddesses who opposed them.

"It is said that it was Rishal who destroyed the Jar of Holy Oil, and by doing so, the space of mana, that is, the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil,' was created. It served as a boundary between the connected worlds, and the worlds were separated. This world, the world where races other than humans lived, and the world where the gods lived."

Clovis finished his story. I suddenly noticed Myra looking at me with a calm gaze.

"You knew this myth too, didn't you, Myra?"

"Yes. What do you think, Mash?"

"The gods can't interfere with this world anymore, so they're sending transmigrants to fight as their proxies, aren't they?"

"Yes. But in this myth, not even transmigrants should be able to be sent to this world."

The fact that she also knew it meant that what Clovis had told me was not his own creation. And she was trying to deny this myth, but then, what did the dungeons scattered throughout this world mean?

"In the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil,' mana crystallizes like dregs to become a Crystal Core, which eventually forms a dungeon. Considering its structure and the monsters that appear there, I don't think it's something that spontaneously generated from inorganic matter. If you consider that it's mixed with imagination and creations from the outside world, then the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil' doesn't completely sever the connection between different worlds, does it?"

Thinking about how Mizuki and I were transferred to this world, and how Lushe, one of the five goddesses, had given prophecies to the nomads, that seemed more natural. The dungeon seemed to be taking in information from the outside world. And it had become an entrance to the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil' from another world. Not just from this world, but from other worlds as well, there might be similar passages, and they might be connected somewhere. There was a high possibility that it was also connected to the original world where Mizuki and I had lived. If so, it would be possible to return to the original world by following those passages. But then, why was Laciel trying to be vague about Mizuki's wish to return to her original world? There was still much I didn't understand.

"And the mission given to us transmigrants is still a mystery. The five goddesses say to defeat the Demon Lord. And the other Fifty Gods say that if we defeat the ones summoned by the five goddesses, they will grant our wishes. Other than the ten-year limit, the coercive force is weak. We're being made to fight in this world for reasons we don't understand at all."

"Do you think it's wrong?"

"No, I don't think I can deny everything. I don't think the myth Myra told me is all true either. I think both have some truths and some mistakes included."

Of course, there was the possibility that everything was a lie. But I wouldn't tell her that for now.

"I see..."

She clasped her hands behind her back and lowered her head. The gesture looked so lonely. 

"You're on a journey to find the truth, right? You're going to see my journey through to the end, right? We're in this together until the end."

Myra clasped her hands in front of her chest again. And she lifted her face. It was a beaming smile.

"Yes! My hero, of course we're in this together!"

I turned to face Clovis again.

"You have a reason for telling me this story, don't you?"

The corner of his mouth lifted slightly. But it was only for a moment, and he returned to his expressionless face.

"That's right. I will release Sameim."

"What did you say?"

"In exchange for the woman there."

He cast his gaze on Mizuki.

"If you come here, you can see Yuki as much as you like."

I stood in front of Mizuki, blocking his line of sight.

"That's not happening."

"Then what will you do?"

As Clovis asked, the sound of metal striking the floor echoed. Petra had struck the floor with the handle of her great-hammer.

"Mash, that man is a Linker, or one of their clan."

"Oh?"

Clovis's eyes narrowed.

"In this world, there is a clan that hears the words of the gods and acts according to those words. Beings like the People of Light exist among the elves, demons, and dwarves as well."

"Are the descendants of the People of Light still alive?"

"Haven't you noticed?"

It was something I should have been able to figure out without thinking. I shook my head.

"Petra, are you one of them too?"

"My grandfather and I are not. Unfortunately, we are not of that clan."

she replied, then turned back to Clovis.

"And, if we're talking about myths, the dwarves and demons have them too. Each myth has its own sacred texts. Since you went to the trouble of calling us to a place like this, you might as well tell us about them, don't you think?"

She stared past Clovis, deep into the corridor. Five shadows were slowly approaching. Walking at the head was Sameim. The female warrior following her had a single horn growing from her head. A demon, perhaps? The small transmigrant was being carried under her arm, with its back to us. The person was struggling, and after escaping from her arm, they ran to a corner of the corridor. Then, they crouched down, covering their head. They were wearing an oversized robe. I still couldn't see their face, but their gestures and movements looked just like a child's. Next, a human male. An adventurer, perhaps? There wasn't much to distinguish this man. His cheeks were gaunt and thin. He looked young. But he had a quiet demeanor. Finally, Yuki.

"Allow me to introduce you. The Messiah."

Clovis spread his arms and announced the name of the party. And Yuki stepped forward. As if drawn by him, Mizuki also took a step forward.

"Senpai, did you really kill people who came from the same world as us?"

"Mizuki, join us. I won't treat you badly. There are ten people from the same world on our side."

"Is there a guy named Izaak among them?"

I interjected, and Mizuki glared at me.

"Be quiet for a little while. Let me talk to Senpai."

"...Yes..."

After I replied, she turned back to Yuki. It annoyed me a little that she used informal speech with me and honorifics with Yuki, but I decided to watch quietly.

"If Senpai wants me to, I'll join you. But I don't want to kill people who came from the same world. What are you trying to do, Senpai?"

"Clovis is on our side. We will activate the Ark. We are close to grasping the power of the Three Sacred Treasures."

"I heard about the events of the myth from Clovis. If you do that, won't a calamity befall this world?"

"I can control it."

Mizuki gasped.

"And do what?"

At her words, he took a deep breath.

"I will rule this world. And then, I will connect it to our original world and control everything."

His expression was unwavering. What could have led him to think of such a thing? Was he being serious?

"...If it's about ruling, this guy here is closer to it, and he has the talent. The city of Miglutt fell almost entirely into Mash's hands in about ten days. And for some reason, he even has transmigrant allies,"

Marmi muttered. Was she trying to hold Mizuki back? Or was she simply competing with Yuki? Still, why did she have to add 'for some reason' to me having allies? I wanted to pinch her cheek.

"Hey, world domination is impossible for me. I can't imagine anyone being happy,"

I retorted to her in a low voice. However, it echoed louder than I expected in the corridor. Mizuki sighed, as if exasperated.

"What are you going to do, Mizuki? You were forcibly brought to this world, what are you thinking now?"

"I want to go back to my original world. I want to go to school again, do swimming, and go home with Senpai. If we have time, I want to go out together again, just the two of us,"

Mizuki replied to Yuki. Unlike Yuki's idea, her wish was completely understandable. However, the fact that her relationship with me was completely ignored meant I'd have to remind her about it later.

"That world doesn't exist anymore..."

Yuki replied.

"What do you mean..."

Clovis stepped in front of Yuki, cutting off Mizuki's question.

"If you don't intend to join our side, then you will die here. Sameim."

At his words, Sameim, holding a short sword, stepped forward. In response to her movement, Famu stepped forward. In her hand was Maryanne's katana. She slowly drew it. The blade gleamed as if wreathed in pale blue flames.



    Chapter 229

    Laciel and the World of the Jar of Holy Oil

    Sameim lowered her hips slightly, ready to dash forward at any moment. Her lips were sealed tight as she stared at Famu—no, at all of us. Her gaze was that of a seasoned warrior. Famu responded by readying her own katana, extending the tip toward Sameim's throat. A tense, taut atmosphere began to creep in and dominate the space between them. The other members of the Messiah had also drawn their weapons. Besides Sameim, Yuki and the gaunt man had their swords out. Behind them, the demon woman gripped a spear. Clovis distanced himself from them, falling back and readying his staff. His guards stood on either side of him, swords drawn, to protect him. In response, the members of Levante also took up their weapons and assumed their stances, surrounding me. The only one here without a weapon in hand was me.

"Yuki, Sameim. Are you guys really planning to fight us?"

No answer.

"Famu, stop. Sameim is your childhood friend, isn't she?"

As I said this, I searched for an escape route. But this corridor was a dead end. The path to the entrance was blocked by the Messiah, and behind us lay a dark void.

"I've been thinking for a long time. About what's important, and what I must choose. No matter what, I will protect you, Master."

"What do you think you've figured out? Don't be so cheeky, you're just a kid! If you had time to think about that, you should have been thinking of a way to win her over to our side. At least create some time for us to talk!"

"Hmph! Are you saying I haven't thought about anything?!"

She whirled around to face me.

"Famu, look forward! Now!"

Not missing her opening, Sameim lunged forward. She swung her arm, her white blade dancing through the air.

"Kya!"

Famu hastily tried to block with her katana, but she was too late. Just as the sharp point of the blade was about to reach Famu's throat, Petra's great-hammer deflected the blow. A harsh metallic clang rang out. Undeterred, Sameim quickly regained her stance and swung her sword at Petra's feet. Petra caught the blow with the handle of her weapon.

"Kuh..."

The difference in weapon weight was clear. Petra's movements were a tempo behind Sameim's swift swing. Her clothes were torn open, and from the white skin revealed beneath, blood dripped down. Petra swung her great-hammer up. Sameim pulled back, and a gap opened between them. In the back, Marmi raised her wand.

"...Lightning Magic, Thunder Strike."

A bolt of lightning shot from her staff, but just as it was about to hit Sameim, it vanished.

"What?!"

Marmi cried out in surprise. The space where her lightning had disappeared seemed to distort. It faded away like ripples on a water surface converging. It was the same thing that had blocked Laciel's arrow in Miglutt.

"Is it her?"

There was one person who had turned their back on the fight and was crouching. They didn't seem to be using a special skill. It must be a passive type, like Mizuki's special skill. Her magic barrier had sealed off our long-range attacks. And though Sameim had temporarily fallen back, Yuki and the other man were now closing the distance. Famu tried to hold them off with her katana, but its tip was wavering unsteadily, as if in doubt. My thoughtless retort had broken her concentration. And Mizuki, too, had lost her usual dignified composure and was completely cowering.

"Myra, Petra..."

"We know."

Without me having to say anything, the two of them were moving to support the others, but the enemy had the demon woman and Sameim for support, and they could also receive long-range assistance from Clovis. There was no way out. There was no time to hesitate. I raised my hand.

"Special Skill, Goddess Summon!"

In that instant, our surroundings were engulfed in a rainbow-colored light. Within that brilliance, Laciel appeared, perched on her long spear. The rainbow-colored robe she wore shimmered, and particles of light drifted through the darkness like stardust. The space behind us, which had been pitch black, now looked like a deep blue-black, truly like outer space. But her eyes, which made everything seem divine, were downcast, and she looked sorrowful.

"You know, I feel like I've been treated rather carelessly lately..."

"That's not true. I'm counting on you!"

"That very vagueness is what I mean by being treated carelessly!"

She floated down from the air to my side. Then, she turned her gaze to the Messiah. They showed no signs of lowering their stances. As expected, her charm ability wasn't affecting them. Yuki raised his hand. He was about to unleash a counter special skill.

"Special Skill, Primordial Dragon of the Cosmos!"

In response to Yuki's cry, an immense energy flooded the space, and a giant dragon materialized behind him. It was the massive dragon with golden scales I had seen in the Crystal Palace. The dragon glared at us and roared. However, Laciel's expression as she watched it remained untroubled and cool.

"So, Mash, are you planning to strike them down with my spear?"

Was that confidence born from the belief that a single blow from her spear would not lose to the dragon's crimson flames, or was it the feeling that no matter what happened, she alone would be safe?

"Nope."

"Then what are you planning to do?"

"We're running away!"

"To where, exactly?"

"Anywhere is fine! Just get everyone and run!"

"It's just as that elf said. If you flee into the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil,' you won't be able to breathe. You'll die."

"You can survive there, so do something for us!"

"That's impossible, you know!"

The dragon's mouth began to glow with fire. There was no time to hesitate. I decided to ignore Laciel's protests.

"Everyone, grab onto Laciel's spear!"

I clung to her as she sat on the spear. Following my lead, the other members of Levante all gathered around Laciel. At the same time, the dragon unleashed a torrent of crimson flames. Laciel and all of us clinging to her danced through the vortex of fire. With the dungeon at our backs, we plunged into the darkness. The dragon fired a second and third breath of fire in pursuit. Laciel dodged those as well, pushing deeper into the darkness. The dragon's flames did not weaken even in this space, tearing through the darkness in an attempt to engulf us. The heat alone was enough to feel like my skin was burning.

"I thought this space had no oxygen!"

I yelled at Laciel as she narrowly dodged the flames.

"Special skills are a conceptual power, you see. If it's an ability to breathe fire, it will breathe fire in any situation. Only a special skill can prevent that."

"Isn't that a bit too much?"

The dragon's pursuit wasn't over. To dodge the flames, Laciel made a sharp turn. I tensed my body to withstand the motion. Come to think of it, a thin, transparent film was covering the area around the spear. Laciel must have secured some air for us.

"Hmph, that's the power of a god, you know!"

Laciel puffed out her chest proudly. Her breasts bounced. I gently placed my hand on them.

"Ah, w-what are you doing?!"

"When you bounce your chest like that, it throws off the spear's center of gravity and it's dangerous!"

"That would never happen!"

Ignoring her words, I continued to touch her chest and looked back. The dragon's main body had not followed us into the world of the Jar of Holy Oil. And the pursuit with breaths of fire had also stopped. Our surroundings were completely dark, and the spear carrying us continued on. I didn't know how fast we were going or where we were headed. Just then, I felt a dizzying sensation, as if my head was spinning. My mana was decreasing. A sudden fear washed over me. If my mana ran out, Laciel would disappear. Then, we would be left behind in this darkness. And of course, there would be no air. I instinctively squeezed the hand on Laciel's chest. Just then, a light appeared in front of us.

"This place is..."

It was a space I recognized without having to search my memory. A strange space surrounded by unnecessarily lavish stone pillars. A vast hall like a temple.

"The memorable spot where I kissed Mizuki."

"That's true, but that's not the point, is it?!"

Mizuki immediately shot back, but she also looked surprised. This was the space where Laciel had summoned me when I was first transferred to this other world.

"So this was the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil'..."

Famu, Myra, Marmi, and Petra were also looking around curiously. Laciel was standing in the center.

"Rejoice, Myra. You have finally reached the world where the gods live."

"I-Is this really it?!"

Her eyes sparkled with excitement. She clasped her hands in front of her chest, took a deep breath, and began to observe her surroundings with wide eyes. Laciel approached us from behind.

"That's not entirely accurate. This is my personal space, you see."

She wagged her raised index finger from side to side. She was supposed to be trapped in this place, yet for some reason, she looked proud.

"In the elven myth, this was a space created to separate the worlds. Which means you're sealed in here, right? Are the other four goddesses the same?"

She didn't answer. No, she was probably unable to answer due to a restriction.

"If you can cut through space like you did just now, can't you go and see the other goddesses?"

"I can only leave this space when you summon me."

"Then, what about now..."

As I started to speak, the loss of mana made me lose my balance, and my vision swam.

As I fell to one knee, unable to regain my balance, a blade flashed through the space where my head had just been. It was pure luck that I had dodged her sword. Sameim was gripping a short sword and glaring at me. Famu immediately stepped between us and readied her katana.

"H-How did you get here?!"

"When I was trying to grab onto Lady Laciel in the dungeon, Sameim came after us, so I caught her."

I hadn't noticed at all. Had she dodged the flames from Yuki's summoned dragon and closed in on us? It was insane. Had Yuki ordered her to do it?

"Didn't I tell you not to pick up every little thing?!"

"You did not! Besides, you told me to think of a way to win Sameim over to our side!"

*Did I say that?* I thought, but before I could draw my sword, Petra closed in from behind Sameim and restrained her. Famu quickly disarmed Sameim as she struggled on the floor. Watching the scene, I thought something was off. Her movements, her stance, her intensity were all like that of a master. But she had been so easily flanked just now, and in the Crystal Palace, Etoin had also easily gotten behind her.

"Hey, don't just stand there, get something to tie her up..."

"Ah..."

I replied to Petra and took some rope from my storage. Then I tied Sameim up. It was easy since Famu and Petra were holding her down.

"You only needed to tie her arms. So why..."

Petra murmured, looking at Sameim tied up in a tortoise-shell pattern. The ropes accentuated her charm, or more specifically, her cute chest. Her rounded bottom... she seemed to be developing better than Famu. Still, she refused to open her mouth. Was this also because she was under orders?

"What are you talking about? It'd be dangerous if these things started thrashing around."

Hearing my words, Petra looked around at everyone.

"...Do you all really like this man? A man like this..."

As she sighed, I noticed that everyone's feet were starting to fade. I hurriedly turned my gaze to Laciel, but her form was hazy, and when I tried to get a clearer look, my vision distorted greatly.

"It seems our time in this space is up. And Mash, you're at your mana limit too..."

I tried to reach for Laciel. But I couldn't tell if I was really reaching out. All I felt was a warmth spreading as if she had taken my hand. Everything went black.



    Chapter 230

    Sameim's Body and the Town of Beginnings

    There was a soft sensation on my lips. Thinking it was Famu giving me a mana recovery potion, I wrapped my arms around her. She felt more voluminous than usual. Maybe she was wearing something thick. More importantly, I wanted to savor her lips. I slipped my tongue into her mouth, seeking what was inside.

"Mmph... ugh, nnnh..."

She tried to turn her head to escape, but I held her in place. As I continued to suck persistently, I was pushed away. When I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was Mizuki wiping her mouth.

"Wha—Mizuki! Why..."

I instinctively wiped my own mouth too.

"Why are you wiping your mouth too, Mash?!"

"I thought you were Famu!"

"Huh? Are you saying it's not okay if it's me?!"

"You're wiping your mouth too! Why is that?!"

"W-Well..."

I sat up and looked around. We were in a clearing surrounded by trees. The reddened sun was leaking through the gaps in the trees, casting long shadows on the ground. A stone-paved road stretched far into the distance, both in front of and behind us.

"This place... if we go a little further south, this is where Mizuki was fighting with her panties on full display.

I reached out and pinched the hem of her skirt, and she quickly pressed it down. There was no mistake. This was the place where Mizuki and I first arrived in this world.

"You've got to be kidding me. After nearly fifty days of travel to get to Miglutt, we're back in Richel...?"

"So it really is, huh?"

Mizuki had been unsure about this place, but my words seemed to confirm it for her. A light wave of despair washed over me. Not just because of the long journey, but because Hyakka and the others, the nomads, Rinko and her group, and many of our other allies were in Miglutt. They thought we were off negotiating with Clovis. And Yuki and his Messiah were in a city two days away from Miglutt. By horse, it would be one day. If they returned to Miglutt and found we weren't back, they could be attacked one by one. But from here, it would take at least a month, even traveling at top speed. And we had no way of contacting them.

"For now, I want to go to the place where Mizuki showed me her panties and sort out my thoughts."

"There's no such place! I was being attacked by goblins back then, it was a terrible situation! And someone was just lying on the ground, passed out."

It was an honorable injury sustained while protecting the reckless Mizuki, so her way of putting it was cruel. Didn't she think a little better of me after that?

"Are you perhaps embarrassed?"

"Of course I am!"

She crossed her arms as if to hide her chest. Her cheeks were indeed red. We had just been kissing. And we had seen each other naked, yet now she was embarrassed about showing her panties. When she acted like that, it just made me want to see them more. I reached for her skirt, and she quickly backed away.

"So, where did Famu and the others go?"

"Well..."

She turned her head towards a shaded area. Famu and the others were gathered there. Someone was lying on the ground, and Myra was casting recovery magic on them. Had some townsperson been attacked by goblins again? Still, it was cruel of them to have the consideration to carry an injured person into the shade but leave me to bake in the sun.

I was shocked when I went over to them. The one lying on the ground was Sameim. Blood was trickling from her mouth, and she was completely limp. Her eyes were slightly open, but I couldn't tell where her gaze was focused. Famu was holding her, and Myra was applying healing magic.

"...She bit her tongue."

Marmi, who had been watching Sameim with the others, came to stand beside me.

"What on earth happened?"

"...She did it herself. By the time we arrived here from Lady Laciel's place, she was already bleeding. Probably a klutz."

"That can't be right. Is she being forced by the Slave Mark?"

Sameim had been wearing tights and a flared skirt on the bottom, and a long-sleeved garment that covered her up to her neck on top. Now, to make her more comfortable, the ropes I had tied her with had been removed, and some of her skin was exposed. From there, I could see not only the Slave Mark but also unfamiliar characters and geometric patterns tattooed on other parts of her body. They contrasted with her youthful face, looking grotesque and bizarre, sending a shiver down my spine.

"...Probably magic to enhance her physical abilities."

So that was the power she had been fighting with. The patterns were particularly dense around her joints.

"Why are the patterns concentrated around her throat?"

"...Probably to seal her vocal cords."

So she had been forcibly silenced. As I was listening to her, Myra, who had been healing Sameim, stood up.

"Is she going to be okay?"

"Yes, for now,"

Myra replied with a vague nod.

"Anyway, I want to free her from slavery. And can the patterns carved into her body be removed?"

"If it's a type of curse, I believe it can be lifted with the power of a miracle."

"Even at the church in Richel?"

Myra's eyes widened at my words.

"Famu and Mizuki said we were near Richel, so it's true?"

I nodded in response to her question.

Carrying Sameim on my back all the way to the city was exhausting. I wasn't used to carrying things while moving, thanks to the convenient skill of Storage. I understood that we didn't have much time before sunset, but whenever I tried to take a break, the members of Levante would give me disapproving looks. On top of that, when I tried to stroke her bottom to distract myself from the hardship, Famu would glare at me. So I could only touch it occasionally. She offered no resistance, simply letting it happen.

"...Her own mana is being used for the physical enhancement."

Marmi explained that it was the same state I was in when I ran out of mana after summoning Laciel. We could probably give her a mana recovery potion, but it would be a problem if she got her energy back and started rampaging, so we decided to leave her as she was until she received treatment. When we took her to the church, the priest we saw gave us a puzzled look. He probably hadn't expected to see us again so soon. I hadn't thought I'd ever see him again either. The priest took Sameim with Myra. I said Myra wasn't needed, but I gave him a Mana Seed as a donation. Mizuki and Petra went to arrange for an inn, and Marmi, saying she wanted to see the city, went with them. And so, Famu and I were shown to a side room to wait. The room had one bed, a bureau against the wall, and two chairs brought in from another room next to it. I sat down in one of them and let my whole body go limp.

"Master, your shoulder is wet."

"Did she drool on me?"

"Sameim wouldn't do that!"

As I listened to Famu's reply, I looked around the room. This was Myra's room. The layout was the same as before we left on our journey, but there was no dust. Someone must have been taking care of it even after she left. I took a breath, but I couldn't smell Myra. However, I thought I could hear her breathing for a moment. Did she plan to return to this place after our journey together ended? What was her dream now? I wanted to hear more of her story. Famu was gently patting the stain on my shoulder to wipe it off.

"It seems Sameim was crying."

Was it because I touched her bottom? I knew Famu would get angry if I said it out loud, so I kept quiet.

"Famu..."

"What is it?"

"After we have the magic placed on her removed, we'll also have the Slave Mark removed. That's all I can do."

I sent her a look, and she nodded deeply.

"I know. I'll make sure she returns to the Sameim she used to be."

She stopped patting my shoulder and bit her lip.

"Famu, you've changed since you left the village, haven't you? Sameim is the same. She won't go back to how she was. You need to see her for who she is now."

The physical enhancement magic placed on Sameim was, as Myra had suspected, a type of curse. The priest had said it was possible to remove it with the power of a miracle from the church. There was still the fear that it couldn't be dispelled, like with Famu, but we had no choice but to entrust it to them.

"Master... sometimes you're so kind it makes me anxious. But you're also cruel."

Famu pressed her head against me. It was in the same spot where Sameim's face had been when I was carrying her.

"I once walked with Sameim on my back like today. It was a very cold night, and the stars were so beautiful."

She told me a story about how Sameim had come along to help her with an errand in the next village. Then, there was a party in that village, and Sameim got drunk and passed out.

"She sounds like a handful."

"That's not true. There was a really scary person in that village. But because Sameim was there, I was able to become friends with them. Sameim was always protecting me. When Sameim is by my side, I feel brave. When Sameim holds my hand, I feel strong. Even you, Master..."

Just as she was about to continue, the door opened and Myra came in. And Sameim was also brought in, carried by another priest. It reminded me of when Famu had received treatment at the church. Just like then, Sameim had been put to sleep.

"Was the physical enhancement magic removed?"

"Yes. And the priest wrote a letter of introduction to the slave trader to have her curse removed."

Myra nodded.

"Won't they just do it if we pay them?"

"Normally, you need proof from the slave's master. Even if the contract was unjust, you need to prove it."

"I see."

I nodded, but it seemed difficult for someone who had been made a slave to prove that the contract was unjust. In the end, it was a system for the powerful to more easily crush the powerless.

"I'll be staying here tonight. I have a lot to report to the priest."

Myra picked Sameim up. Famu helped her.

"Don't tell me I have to carry Sameim on my back again?"

It seemed they wouldn't let her stay here until she woke up.

"The slave trader will close his shop if we're late. Besides, you carried her all the way to the city. It's just a little further."

"Carrying someone who's awake and someone who's asleep are completely different things!"

Myra was giving off a "you're a boy, you can do it"

vibe, but I was an old man. I was exhausted. I wish she'd heal me a little with those boobs. Just like with Famu, why did they have to put her to sleep and send her back?

"Master, if Sameim were awake, she might bite her tongue again or start rampaging. I think it's better this way for now. Let's take her to the slave trader before she wakes up."

I felt like they had talked me into it, but I heaved Sameim onto my back again.



    Chapter 231

    Famu, Sameim, and the Night in Richel

    I walked through the darkened streets of Richel with Sameim on my back. The moonlight cast a pale, bluish glow over the city. Looking up, I saw it was a full moon. In this world, too, was it the mid-autumn moon? No, if I were to equate it to my original world's calendar, this would be the Harvest Moon. The next full moon would probably be that one. I wondered if they had any moon-viewing events here. The streetlights were few and far between. And though the road was paved with cobblestones, it was hard to walk on. The stones had worn down over the years, their corners rounded, and there were ruts from wagon wheels. The moonlight erased all the shadows, making the uneven surface hard to see. The carriages in this world, of course, had wooden wheels. Yet, wagons must have passed over this road so many times they had worn down the stone. I remembered the anxiety I felt when I took Famu to the church, and the warmth I felt on my back as I walked to the inn. She was walking next to me now. It was already a familiar sight. Thinking about it, the streets of Richel seemed nostalgic. Seeing the sign for the Asuka Inn, I felt my eyes well up unexpectedly.

"This is where I graduated from being a virgin."

"What are you suddenly saying?!"

Famu's face turned beet red as she replied. Was it because of the light from the torch on the inn's sign? 

"You lost yours too, didn't you?!"

"I said, stop it! What are you going to do if Sameim wakes up?!"

She checked Sameim's breathing, who had her head buried in my shoulder, and sighed in relief.

"Later, let's have Sameim join us and we can all check our phones."

"N-No way."

Leaving her flustered, I went inside. The first floor, which served as a pub and dining hall, was filled with lively voices. Among them, I spotted Mizuki and Marmi.

After laying Sameim down in the room, I went back to the first floor, got my dinner and an ale, and sat down next to Mizuki and the others.

"Where did Petra go?"

"She said she's staying at Aidan's place."

As I listened to Mizuki, Famu and I shared a long, coiled sausage. It seemed a bit salty, so I took a swig of ale to dilute it in my mouth.

"She went to Aidan's?"

Mizuki nodded at my words. She wasn't smiling, nor was she angry. It was just that blank expression of hers that felt off to me.

"Mizuki, let me see your storage for a second."

"W-Why do I have to show it to you, Mash?! More importantly, is it okay to leave Sameim alone?"

Mizuki was trying to change the subject in a panic. She had definitely restocked her alcohol supply. Why did she want to drink so much?

"Mash... I'm keeping my promise to you, and I only drink when you're around!"

I wondered what she meant by 'I too,' and my gaze fell on Famu, who was next to me, biting into the long sausage. It was as thick as three fingers and over thirty centimeters long. Was she planning on slurping it up like udon noodles? After a while, Famu froze with her mouth full and looked at me. She seemed to be pleading for help, but there was nothing I could do for her.

"Sameim will be fine. Probably."

Ignoring Famu, I replied to Mizuki. Even if she woke up, she probably couldn't do much in her current state. I figured Famu could persuade her, so I wasn't too worried. I was more concerned about Yuki and his group. I shifted my gaze to Marmi. She had finished her meal and was drinking something from a mug, holding it with both hands. It was probably grape juice.

"Mo, I want to go back to Miglutt right now."

"...Impossible."

Her reply was a single word.

"If we summon Laciel, we can have her carry us on her spear..."

Mizuki and Marmi both looked at me.

"But wouldn't your mana run out, Mash...?"

Mizuki answered.

"Why? We were able to travel from that dungeon to Laciel's space."

It was dark, so I couldn't get a good sense of it, but we must have traveled a long distance at a considerable speed.

"The World of the Jar of Holy Oil is like outer space with no air and no gravity, right? With no friction, you can travel long distances at high speed with just the force of acceleration. In this world, you're affected by friction, air resistance, and gravity. You'd need a huge amount of mana, wouldn't you?"

I stared at Mizuki. It was obvious when you thought about it; she was a current student. She was supposed to be smarter than me, so I made a mental note to be careful not to say anything strange in front of her.

"There's still resistance in the World of the Jar of Holy Oil, right? Isn't it filled with mana?"

"...Mana has no physical structure. It doesn't interact with other substances. Its existence can only be perceived through magical power."

This time, Marmi answered. If we tried to have Laciel move us as an experiment and failed, it would take time to summon her again. It seemed better to think of another way. But come to think of it, there was summoning magic. Laciel and the others who responded to summons must have some way of jumping through space.

"...Mash, Lady Laciel said that special skills are a conceptual power. So..."

"If you say 'that,' then it 'is,' huh..."

Marmi started talking as if she had read my mind, and when I finished her thought, she gave a small nod. Was there no other way? I looked at Mizuki.

"That's it. Mizuki, the booze."

"What about the booze?"

"Your storage. It's another dimension too. I think Myra said that the contents of a dead person's storage are sometimes found in dungeons. In other words, the world inside the storage is the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil.'"

If I summoned Laciel from inside the storage, couldn't I access her temple or the Leafkraut dungeon again? However, Marmi shook her head at my words.

"...There's a restriction that living things can't enter. Even if you could, the walls of the storage are the same as dungeon walls; no one can break them."

"But my arm can go in."

I opened my storage and took out an ear of corn. When I put things in or take them out, my arm can go in up to that point. But no further. I didn't need to put any more of my body in, since whatever I wanted to take out would appear near the entrance if I just imagined it. The only thing left was the adventurer's skill to travel from a dungeon's entrance to a floor they had already visited. But I couldn't think of a way to use that ability to travel to another dungeon or Laciel's space, and it seemed difficult.

"I feel like there was some other spatial transfer magic..."

I wracked my brain for a while, but nothing came to mind.

When I returned to the room, Sameim was breathing softly, still in the same position I had left her in. Famu stroked her cheek to check on her, but she showed no signs of waking. She would probably wake up the next morning. There were two double-sized-or-larger beds placed side by side. One was a fixture, and the other seemed to have been brought in hastily. Thanks to that, most of the room was taken up by beds, and the table and four chairs were pushed into a corner. Tomorrow, I wanted to move to the large room we had stayed in before.

"Master, please sleep next to her tonight."

"I-Is that okay?!"

I gasped. This might be the first time Famu had given me permission for such an act.

"I don't know what you mean by 'okay,' but no!"

"Then what's not okay?!"

"Never mind that, just be as gentle with Sameim as you were with me!"

"In that case..."

I reached for her chest to confirm the sensation I had felt on my back. Famu slapped my hand away.

"Why does it always come to this?!"

She didn't know the fact that her own chest had been groped.

"I understand, but shouldn't we check first?"

"Check what?"

"Whether she's a virgin or not. It would be a pain if she woke up in the morning and started rampaging, saying she'd been taken."

She froze for a moment at my words.

"Sameim, maybe she..."

she started, then quickly shook her head. "What are you saying?! And how do you plan to check?"

Famu rephrased.

"Well, one thrust with my thing and we'll know."

"I told you, one thrust and it's over!"

Her cheeks were puffed out. It seemed I should stop teasing her.

"Alright. Let's go to sleep then."

I said and lay down next to Sameim, and then Famu got in next to me. The other bed had Mizuki and Marmi. Mizuki and Marmi seemed like a strange combination, but Mizuki basically didn't fight with anyone. She was a sociable type, unlike me. So why did she get so angry and treat only me like a pervert? As I was thinking about this, I closed my eyes.

I woke up suddenly. There was a small window in the room. It had a wooden lattice, and moonlight was streaming in. Just like when I was carrying Sameim on my back, the room was bathed in a pale, bluish light. Summer was fading, and the nights had become much colder. The sight of the room made it feel even colder. Along with Famu's breathing, I could hear Sameim's. I turned over to face her. Her chest was rising and falling slowly and gently with her breath. Her sleeping face was peaceful. There was none of the harshness or killing intent I had seen in Miglutt or the Leafkraut dungeon.

*'She's like the sun to me. Cheerful, always there, kind, straightforward, quick to anger, dazzling, warm, reassuring, a source of courage, someone I look up to, but also a little naughty...'* I remembered Famu's words. Her words were true; there was a warmth to Sameim's body. A warmth like the sun that could warm a cold night. Just as I thought I wanted to see her smile, a single tear fell from her eye. I caught the tear with my finger. I wondered why Yuki would make a girl like this participate in battles, and then I remembered the warmth behind me. I was one to talk. I had gotten Famu involved. I couldn't imagine life without her. Did Yuki feel the same way about Sameim? For her sake, I hoped so. If that was the case, then maybe we could reconcile with him, just as Mizuki wished. However, Sameim, unlike Famu, wasn't wearing a light blue item. And seeing Famu, it wasn't hard to imagine what that meant for the dog-eared race. As I was thinking about this, Famu hugged me from behind. Come to think of it, her breathing had stopped some time ago.

"Master, do you understand now? Sameim is warm."

As she said this, she buried her face in my back and tightened her arms.

"Famu... you're not playing fair."

"You were the one who told me to think of a way to get Sameim back. I wanted you to know about Sameim."

In the end, I had left Sameim's matter to Famu, but she had thrown it back at me. I sighed and closed my eyes. But it seemed that falling asleep right away would be difficult.



    Chapter 232

    Famu, Sameim, Marmi, and a Morning in Richel

    Sunlight streamed through the window, reaching deep into the room. The lattice door, which should have been closed, was open. I rubbed my eyes and sat up, only to find that Famu and Sameim, who should have been next to me, were gone.

I scanned the room for them. In the corner was a desk that had been pushed aside, and there they were, sitting side-by-side on chairs. Their shoulders were touching as they huddled together, staring intently at a single book on the desk. It was the "World’s Guide"

Laciel had given us. The quiet air between them seemed to blend softly with the light from outside. From the edge of the bed, Marmi sat with her hands on her knees, watching them from a slight distance.

"Morning."

"...Good morning."

Marmi must not have noticed I was awake; she turned her head slowly, looking a little surprised. The light reflected in her eyes seemed somehow dark and sunken. I placed a hand on her head and stroked her silver hair. It was fine and silky, glinting in the sunlight.

"Where's Mizuki?"

"...I think she probably went to wash her face."

"And what's Mo up to?"

"...Nothing."

She pursed her lips and looked down.

"You want to join them, don't you?"

I whispered, leaning close to her ear.

"...That's not it. Besides, I'm a new friend..."

"Don't be an idiot. A friend is a friend. It doesn't matter if they're new or old."

"...Do you have people like that, Mash?"

"N-never mind me!"

I gave her a push on the small of her back, urging her off the bed. I got out of bed myself.

"Go on. If they give Mo the cold shoulder, I'll give them a swift kick in the rear."

"What are you going to do, Mash?"

"I'll look for Mizuki. I'm hungry, so I'm going to get some food. You all come down whenever you're ready."

Marmi nodded and pattered over to Famu and the others in a light jog. She glanced back once, then looked at them again and took a small, deep breath. Her hands were clenched tightly.

Breakfast was a soup of stewed beans and bread. It was another nostalgic flavor. I still didn't know what kind of beans they were, but they were cooked so soft you could crush them with your tongue. Still, there was a subtle difference in texture, which made me think it was a mix of several types. Or maybe it was just unevenly cooked.

"Mizuki, any idea what kind of beans these are?"

She tilted her head, just as clueless. Just then, Myra appeared.

"Good morning."

She gave a small bow and sat down next to me, then scooted her butt over until she was pressed against me. The three of us lined up at the long table felt strange. Myra was getting a little too close, so I nudged her chest with my elbow.

"Hyaa!"

She clutched her chest and put a little distance between us. I wonder what her logic is, that her butt is fine but her chest is off-limits.

"So, what's the situation with Sameim?"

In response to Myra's question, I shook my head. There was a mountain of things I wanted to ask. But, much like with Marmi, there was an unapproachable air between Famu and Sameim this morning. I was wondering if Marmi had managed to fit in with them when the three of them came downstairs. They sat down across from us, with Famu in the middle, flanked by Sameim and Marmi. Famu began to eat her breakfast with a prim expression, and Marmi and Sameim followed suit. How should I put it? It felt like their own little world, one that still wouldn't let anyone else in. Not just Sameim, but Famu and Marmi too, felt distant somehow. As I sat there, frozen, Myra cleared her throat and once again closed the gap between us. I understood one thing: she was rushing me.

"S-Sameim, can I ask you something?"

She looked up and nodded.

"So... uh... are you a virgin?"

Beside me, Mizuki spat out a mouthful of bean soup, which sprayed directly onto Marmi's face. Marmi just frowned in annoyance, not even trying to wipe it off. Mizuki frantically grabbed something to wipe with and dabbed at the soup on her face.

"...It's fine. I'll wash it later with cleaning magic."

Marmi turned her face away, as if even that gesture was an annoyance. She doesn't take care of herself. Patricia must have always helped her. That attitude comes from her upbringing. I understand that. But right now, even that attitude felt like they were putting up a wall against me.

"Are you an idiot? Ask a proper question!"

Mizuki protested.

"Ugh, I can't do it. Sorry, Mizuki, you take over."

Famu's stare was painful. I tried my best, but this was my limit.

"Huh?!"

"You want to know about Yuki, don't you?"

She handed the cloth to Marmi and returned to her seat. Mizuki looked troubled, tapping her chin with her index finger before nodding with determination.

"Sameim, are you still planning to fight us?"

Sameim shook her head at Mizuki's words.

"Can you tell us how you met Senpai... Yuki-senpai, and Clovis?"

"..."

Sameim fell silent and lowered her head.

"Mizuki, Sameim can't speak,"

Famu said.

"Is that so?"

"Is it congenital?"

Mizuki and I asked at almost the same time.

"She could speak normally when she was in the settlement."

Hearing Famu's reply, Mizuki and I both turned to look at Myra.

"Don't tell me you failed. Is it the useless priest's fault?"

"That's not it. The spell cast on her should have been completely broken."

Myra placed a hand on Sameim's neck.

"I believe it's psychological..."

Was it from when her settlement was attacked, or from something that happened afterward? While I was struggling with how to interpret that, Mizuki cleared her throat as if to reset the conversation.

"Sameim, do you want to go back to the Messiah party?"

There was a long pause. Then she lowered her head and shook it. I couldn't tell what her true intention was. Mizuki was frowning, too.

"Sameim, do you... you know... like Yuki-senpai?"

"Hey, that's not any different from my first question!"

"How is that the same?!"

While Mizuki and I were glaring at each other, Sameim gave a small shake of her head. There was something about that fragile gesture that made me feel like we were bullying her, and a sudden unease stirred in my chest. The women I'd met in this world all had a certain strength of will; most were tougher than me. The only one who seemed a little unreliable was maybe Claire, but now she was the branch manager of the Mateo Trading Company in Miglutt. The only other would be Myra, I suppose. She sometimes comes on to me with a somewhat childish demeanor. Even now, she was playfully pressing her butt against me. But in terms of raw power, she's the strongest among us. Besides, Sameim, just like Famu, was sold as a slave, forced to fight in a strange city, and was now being interrogated by strangers. I was starting to wonder if it was right to keep pushing her.

"Um, Master, I can ask her the questions. She might regain her speech eventually."

Famu spoke as if reading my thoughts. I felt saved by her words and nodded. She nodded back, her gaze firm. Her hand rested reassuringly on Sameim's back.

"Wait. Then just two things. Was it Clovis who bought Sameim from the slave trader?"

Sameim nodded at Mizuki's words.

"Then was it also Clovis who ordered her to fight?"

She shook her head.

"...Was it Yuki-senpai?"

She remained still for a long time, then eventually nodded. Seeing this, Mizuki bit her lip and looked down. I put my hand on Mizuki's shoulder and pulled her close.

"Let's leave the rest to Famu. And Famu, please ask Sameim what she wants to do from now on, too."

I headed to Aidan's place with the members of Levante: me, Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi. Unlike at night, the city was full of life. I bought some skewered meat from a passing stall and bit into it. We'd left Famu and Sameim behind. Marmi had wanted to stay too, but I had business with her specifically, so I made her come along. I was uneasy about leaving the two of them alone in a city of different races, but Myra said it would be fine.

"No one in this city would discriminate against a dog-eared person dressed like that."

"Why's that? Famu looks normal, is there something strange about her?"

"I don't think there's anyone who doesn't know she's your companion, Mash."

At the arena, where the whole city had gathered, I had summoned Laciel, and Famu, clad in her light-blue outfit, had been there. No one would willingly make an enemy of a god's associate. That was Myra's reasoning.

"By the way, what about Reed from 'Wind Blade'?"

I had asked her back in Frucht to get him released.

"The Priestess spoke to the city's influential figures, but even duels have their own city customs. It seems they can't simply release someone who has broken them."

Her expression clouded over. I thought it would be fine if I, the one involved, said something, but it wasn't that simple.

"Also, there's the fact that he comes from a noble family in the Western Kingdom..."

Currently, there were no signs of war between the empire where Richel was located and Reed's home, the Western Kingdom. But that didn't seem to mean there was peace. There were constant power plays between the two nations, and the embers of conflict were likely smoldering somewhere. We stepped into the district where the blacksmiths gathered and headed for Aidan's workshop, the sound of metal being hammered ringing in our ears from all sides. When I opened the door, it led directly into the workspace, and I immediately saw Aidan and Petra. Their short stature was likely a characteristic of the dwarf race. But their frames were solid, and their backs still radiated a sense of dependability. Petra, meanwhile, was swinging a hammer alongside the other workshop members, having blended in as if she'd been there for more than a day. Aidan caught sight of me, and his eyes widened.

"I heard the gist of it from Petra. Did you really... come back?"

"I did. Sorry to spring this on you, but I need to get back to Miglutt as soon as possible."

I wanted to ask him to come to Miglutt with us, but I swallowed the words and firmly shook the hand he offered.

"I think I'm fine staying here, though,"

Petra said, shrugging beside me. Her voice was full of life and vigor. Was it Maryanne who told me she used to swing a hammer under Aidan?

"So, I want to borrow the power of an elf, skilled in high-level mana and its use, and a dwarf, skilled in the accumulation of mana and the techniques to process it, to get back to Miglutt. And as far as I know, the best elf and dwarf are right here."

At my words, Marmi and Aidan exchanged a look.

"...Like I said yesterday, that's impossible,"

Marmi answered.

"Flight, teleportation, spatial transfer, anything will do. Isn't there some way?"

"...You're being too vague!"

"Even a way to get to Laciel's room would work. It seems the places you can travel to in this world from that room are fixed. Couldn't we trace that path in reverse? If it's about gods, we have an expert right here."

I pushed Myra forward.

"Huh? Me?!"

Myra looked troubled. Marmi and Aidan crossed their arms, their expressions grim.



    Chapter 233

    Mizuki and the Search for the Entrance to the World of the Jar of Holy Oil

    In the end, night fell without us coming up with any ideas on how to get back to Miglutt. It seemed the most reasonable plan was to summon Laciel and fly towards Miglutt for as long as our mana held out. Laciel could draw on Mizuki's mana as well as mine. It seemed best to buy a large quantity of mana recovery potions, drink them continuously, and travel as far as we could, then repeat the process. Laciel had used the power of the Crystal Core to destroy the temple. I'd thought that since the World of the Jar of Holy Oil was filled with mana, she could use that power to sustain her existence, but apparently, the efficiency of converting it to magical power was poor compared to crystallized mana, creating a decisive difference.

"...Lady Laciel's power is dependent on the summoner's mana, which is you, Mash. In the end, the scope of her power is limited by your mana pool. Also, destroying the temple wasn't so much drawing power from the Crystal Core as it was causing it to go berserk and shatter."

"Can Mo do something like that too?"

"...Give me about ten years, and maybe I could..."

Too slow. I might be dead by then.

"Besides, Mash, you don't respect Lady Laciel. If you showed her more reverence, she could surely produce even greater miracles,"

Myra said.

"You want me to believe in a girl like that...?"

Come to think of it, Laciel had told me to go to church occasionally to pray and make donations. But what kind of prayer was I supposed to offer to someone who would say something like that about herself? I glanced at Mizuki, and she too looked away awkwardly. She didn't believe in her either.

"Myra, you've seen Laciel in the flesh, right? Do you still have faith?"

"...O-of course I do!"

"What was that pause for?"

If I could learn the ability to extract mana from Mana Seeds and convert it into magical power like Marmi, I might be able to extend Laciel's summoning time. But for that, I'd have to go to a magic academy like Cecily. Petra planned to stay at Aidan's workshop while she was in Richel. Myra, too, would be staying at the church. And now, as I was eating dinner, Famu sat across from me. Beside me was Mizuki, and on either side of her were Sameim and Marmi. We had time today, so we cooked for ourselves in the guest kitchen. Famu made her fluffy eggs, and at her request, I grilled some corn. It was easy—just skewer it, brush on some sauce, and turn it while checking for doneness. I wondered if this was really enough for dinner, but it seemed she wanted Sameim to try it. Mizuki made a stew with milk, with potatoes in it. I didn't know what Sameim and Marmi would think, but if they'd never had it, they wouldn't notice if I just kept quiet. Sameim watched Famu eat and ate the same things in the same way. They looked like sisters. They hadn't gone out, apparently spending the whole day talking in their room at the inn.

"How is it, good?"

I asked Sameim. She looked at me, glanced away after a moment, and then nodded.

"...I've never eaten it like this before. It gets stuck in my teeth, but it's delicious."

Marmi was also munching on the grilled corn.

"Eat up, okay?"

Marmi nodded at my words, but there was no reaction from Sameim.

"Master, I'll be staying with Sameim tonight. Is that alright?"

Famu asked while munching on her corn.

"Ah, yeah..."

When I nodded, she stopped eating and peered up at my face from below. It was her usual all-seeing gaze. But then, she blinked slowly.

"...Master. I don't understand what you're thinking..."

She drooped her ears and lowered her brow, leaning in closer to study me. I pushed her back by her forehead.

"It'd be weirder if you did understand."

She pushed my hand away and continued to stare.

"Why are you trying to avoid me?"

"I'm not avoiding you!"

"Master..."

Maybe my tone was too harsh; Famu looked down. I had braced myself for her to snap back even more defiantly, but her reaction left me speechless. Seeing her small, slumped figure, I was overcome with guilt. But I had seen her interacting with Sameim. That was her past, her normal life. That was how she was meant to be. I couldn't step into that. The now, with me, was what was wrong. I was tormented by the conflict of having dragged her into a place like this again. We're heading to her village to break the curse placed on her. Our journey together should end there. I can't take her any further. Thinking that, something that had been sitting heavily in my chest seemed to vanish, replaced by an unbearable loneliness.

"...Mash, I'm staying with Famu too,"

Marmi spoke up, interrupting my thoughts.

"Alright. Don't cause any trouble."

"What are you, her father?!"

I replied in a daze, and Mizuki poked me in the side.

It was a different room from last night, but the same moonlight was streaming in.

"This feels fresh."

Tonight, it was just the two of us. Mizuki, who had been gazing out at the view, closed the wooden door and sat down next to me on the edge of the bed. The room, which had been cast in a pale blue light, was now illuminated by the red glow of a lamp. I gazed at the flame, recalling our conversation at dinner. I wrapped an arm around her waist, and she leaned against my shoulder.

"So, are you planning on breaking up with Famu, Mash?"

"You're sharp too, Mizuki!"

"Even I could tell after what just happened."

"Damn... Sameim was so warm. Famu, too..."

I looked up at the ceiling. "I can't take any more of this."

"I think Famu would choose you no matter what, and follow you no matter what..."

I heard Mizuki sigh. I shifted my gaze to her.

"You think so? She's sharp, you know. Sees right through everything."

"Really? I think her vision is kind of narrow, like it's always been clouded."

"..."

I pushed Mizuki down onto the bed. She didn't resist, her body sinking into the mattress. I pinned her shoulders. Still no resistance; she was at my mercy.

"In a situation like this, how do you make up?"

"If you think you can't take any more of it, Mash, maybe it's better not to make up."

"Grrr..."

I ran my hand over her breast and kneaded it. Mizuki closed her eyes and let out a soft moan, "Ngh..."

I wanted to touch her skin, so I reached under her clothes.

"W-wait! Are we talking or are we doing something lewd? Pick one!"

"...Fine, let's go with lewd."

"Jeez!"

For now, the situation with Famu wasn't something I could solve. And Mizuki, despite what she said, was being cooperative. She lifted her upper body to make it easier for me to take off her clothes. I undressed her, leaving her in her underwear. Her skin was firm, glossy, and healthy. Not a single blemish. As I caressed her body, I leaned in for a kiss, and she lifted her face to meet mine. I didn't go for her lips directly, instead teasingly tracing a path from her shoulder to her neck. Her hands found my clothes, and I started to undress as well.

"Ngh... this feels... strange."

Mizuki's eyes darted around the room. I touched her lips.

"Mmm..."

A soft texture, and her hot breath on my face. I pulled back for a moment, our eyes met, and then I moved in for a deeper, more passionate kiss, seeking the feel of her tongue. I wrapped my arms around her waist as if to lift her, and she wound her arms around my neck. Then, I unhooked her bra and stripped off her underwear, leaving her completely bare. Mizuki was beautiful, no matter how many times I saw her.

"What do you mean, 'strange'?"

"I feel like... whenever we've done it before, we've never been completely alone..."

"You don't get excited unless someone's watching?"

"That's not it! I prefer it when no one's watching!"

"You say that, but are you even wet?"

I traced a finger down to her navel, lightly prodding it, then moved down to her mound. Smooth. I pressed lightly, feeling its small swell. As if she couldn't wait, she lifted her hips slightly, arching her body. It was like an invitation, guiding my fingers to her secret place. I obliged, tracing the tightly closed slit.

"Nnh..."

she let out a sweet moan. I located the center, near her entrance, and pushed my finger inside. My fingertip was met with dampness, enveloped by soft flesh.

"See, not wet enough. You need an audience, don't you?"

"Liar, that's not true!"

"Later, I'll tie you up naked. We'll barge into Famu's room and give Sameim a real show."

"What makes you even think of things like that?"

I wanted to see Mizuki embarrassed. That was all. But saying that would probably make her mad, so I kept my mouth shut. I spread her legs wide. Then, I used the slickness from inside her to caress her, rubbing it all over her. I pushed my fingers deeper, searching until I found the entrance to her other hole. I prodded it lightly, teasing.

"Mizuki's eyes widened, and she gave me a bewildered look.

"I want to use this hole today."

"S-seriously?"

"Dead serious."

"Okay. Okay, but... have you done it with anyone else?"

"Nope, never."

With that, I inserted a finger into her anus. It was tightly clenched, but my index finger, slick with her juices, slid in easily. Along with the tight entrance, I felt a different kind of slickness than her vagina.

"Hauu..."

Mizuki winced, her arms tightening around me. I used Water Magic to flush water into her rectum.

"Kuuuh, you're about to put it *in*, s-so why?"

"Well, isn't it better to wash it and make it clean?"

"How can you say that with such a straight face?!"

I continued to fill her while watching her expression. When her mouth started opening and closing like a fish, I stopped.

"Alright, you can go to the toilet now."

"M-Mash..."

"What?"

"I can hold it a little longer. Probably."

"..."

Was she enjoying this? In that case, I poured in a little extra.

"Ukuuh."

I pulled my fingers out, and she clutched her rear, writhing. In that moment, I tossed her clothes into my storage. She gasped when she saw.

"W-why are you hiding them?!"

"Aren't you gonna leak if you don't go soon? I know you're a beautiful girl, Mizuki, so you'd never do something like that, but still."

"M-Mash, what if someone sees me? I don't want anyone but you to see me!"

She had a change of clothes in her own storage, but she was too flustered to think straight.

"Well, you can wrap the bedsheet around you and go."

Mizuki quickly tore the sheet off the bed, clutched her behind, and waddled towards the door like a penguin. I snuck up behind her and pushed on her stomach.

"Hya!"

She crouched down, turning only her head to look back at me. Her expression was one of pure despair.

"Did you... leak?"

"I-I think I'm okay... Mash, it's really dangerous right now. I don't want to leak either."

"R-right... Don't get the sheet dirty..."

"Yeah... I'll be careful."

I watched her leave with cautious steps.

"Come to think of it..."

While waiting for Mizuki, I suddenly remembered the item Marmi's mother, Marina, had given me. I opened my storage and pulled it out. It was a substance made of deep blue crystal. Should I describe it as having an octopus-like head, or maybe like the roof of a Middle Eastern building, a chhatri? Its bulge tapered once, then swelled again like a stopper. Perhaps the shape of a gourd was the best description. She had called it an "anal cleaner"

without a hint of shame. A true, experienced mother of one. Thinking back, I should have recorded her voice and let Marmi hear it. It was a terrifying item that, when inserted into the anus and infused with mana, would purify the rectum. When I asked where the filth went, Marina had answered, *'To an alternate dimension.'*

"An alternate dimension..."

I held it up to the lamplight. Could that alternate dimension be the World of the Jar of Holy Oil? If I could analyze this item and figure out the transfer mechanism, and then use it at the spot where Mizuki and I landed in this world, couldn't we get to where Laciel is? To do that, I needed to confirm the item's effects as soon as possible. Just then, the door to the room opened. Mizuki was back.

"Mizuki, rejoice! We can get back to Miglutt! Probably!"

I hugged the sheet-wrapped girl and kissed her on the cheek.

"I'm not exactly in a celebratory mood, but really? But... probably?"

"Yeah, but I'll need your cooperation, Mizuki."

"My cooperation? What do you mean?"

Hearing my words, she became wary and took a step back. I grabbed the hem of the sheet so she couldn't escape, and she spun around and fell onto the bed.

"Mizuki, it's too early to be lying in bed. We have to put this sheet back on first."

"Whose fault is that?!"

I helped her up and put the sheet back on the bed. Then I laid her down on it again.

"So, what's this about?"

As she spoke, I tried to run my fingers along her butt again, but she grabbed my hand.

"I'm asking what's going on! Are you going to explain, or are you going to do something lewd? Pick one!"

"Mizuki."

I let my eyes wander over her whole body. Her large breasts, her narrow waist, and the plump line of her hips leading to her beautifully long thighs. A supple and beautiful body. My gaze was drawn to the cherry-pink buds at the tips of her breasts. She covered her chest with her palms. The gesture only made her seem more provocative.

"Wh-what?"

"Don't worry. I can do both at the same time."

I placed my lips on her nipple. It sank limply at first, but as I stimulated it with my tongue, it hardened and swelled, becoming a literal bud. I suckled it diligently.

"Ngh, nnnh, aaah!"

Listening to Mizuki's moans, I reached around to her bottom. As I savored the feel of its soft mounds, she must have thought I was teasing her, because she opened her legs and lifted her hips, shifting her body slightly towards the opening. It had been like this since the first time I'd assaulted her. When I pursued her strongly, she would stop resisting and offer herself to me. I pressed my index and middle fingers against her anus and pushed them in at once. They weren't slicked with her juices like before, but they still managed to slide deep inside her.

"Hau..."

Mizuki's face contorted.

"Mash, that hurt a little."

Even her pained expression was erotic. I took my mouth off her nipple.

"I'm going to flush you with water again."

"S-still more?"

While she was panicking, I used Water Magic to flood her rectum. I poured in more than she could handle before.

"Wait, no way, if you put that much in, it'll come out just from walking! Aguh!"

I watched her flustered state and poured in a little more for good measure.

"N-no, really, stop!"

I watched her breathing heavily and moved to pull my fingers out.

"Ugh... don't move them, it's g-g-gonna come out!"

Her anus clenched tightly. She grabbed my arm, desperately trying to put my fingers back inside.

"It's okay, Mizuki. I'll plug it with this instead."

I took out the anal cleaner with my other hand.

"Wh-what's that?! I told you I don't like toys! Ugh, just don't pull it out!"

"This is an anal cleaner. Don't worry. The tip is thinner than the head of my dick. And it's only as long as my index finger."

Her face was twitching as she stared at the anal cleaner. I gently tapped her cheek with the tip. She swallowed hard.

"Please, I don't want anything inside me but you, Mash... auu..."

While she was distracted, I pulled my fingers out of her anus.

"I-I think it came out..."

Mizuki turned pale. Her expressions had been changing so rapidly, it was endlessly entertaining to watch. But every expression was cute. That annoyed me a little.

"Mash, I think it really came out..."

At Mizuki's words, I shifted my gaze to her behind. She was covering it with both hands, so I pulled them away and looked at her anus. It was a small dot below her vertical line. Perhaps because of her youth, her anus was cherry-pink, but the pigment was light, close to her skin tone. Wrinkles gathered towards the center, and it was tightly closed.

"I can't really tell. Let's investigate a little more."

I held the mounds of her bottom with both hands and pulled them apart to open the hole.

"Hyaauuu! N-no! Really, no! Mash, you really can't do that!"

"You're amazing, Mizuki. Not a single drop leaked."

"Uu... I want to cry..."

As she said that, she was already crying. I felt like I might have gone too far.

"Mizuki... are you mad?"

"Mash... don't suddenly go back to normal by yourself in situations like this. If you're going to do it, then do it without mercy, no matter how I react. I'll complain, but I won't start hating you for it..."

Is she a masochist?

"R-right, got it."

I pressed the tip of the anal cleaner against her anus.

"I told you I don't like toys!"

"If you don't like it, run."

"I told you, if I move, it'll come out!"

"Then brace yourself."

With that, I inserted the anal cleaner into her anus. There was some resistance at first, but once the widest part was embedded in the muscular wall, the rest of it slid in snugly.

"Cold! Hauuuu!"

As the foreign object was inserted, Mizuki arched her back. Because of the water filling her rectum, her stomach seemed more bloated than usual.

"I told you I didn't want anything but yours..."

"Sorry, Mizuki, but we're not done yet. But now that it's plugged, you feel a little better, right?"

"N-not at all! It's stuck halfway and it feels weird!"

The anal cleaner was being pushed out of her anus. I stopped it and pushed it back in, and she let out another scream-like moan.

"Wh-what are you going to do? Should I go to the toilet again? But I really don't think I can make it this time."

"I told you this is an anal cleaner. I'm going to pour mana into it now."

"Mash, stop playing around! This is really dangerous!"

Mizuki was genuinely crying. Should I really not show mercy? I contemplated this as I gently pushed the anal cleaner in and out.

"Fuwaah, aaah, I can't take it anymore, Mash! I don't know what you're planning, but just do whatever you're going to do!"

Since I had her permission, I poured mana into the anal cleaner. It was the same principle as imbuing the tip of a sword with mana. It began to glow faintly. The deep blue crystal became more transparent. I could see the spot where it was inserted, and what was happening beyond it. I thought I'd want to watch this with Mizuki later, so I started recording on my phone and propped it up to get a good angle. As I added more mana, it began to vibrate like a pulsation.

"Ah, ah, ah, ah, ah, ah..."

Mizuki's moans matched the vibration. And then, astonishingly, the water that had been filling her rectum began to disappear.

"M-my stomach..."

Mizuki's stomach, which had seemed a little bloated, returned to its original beautiful line. After letting the anal cleaner run for a while, I pulled it out. Mizuki didn't resist, and it came out smoothly.

"M-my stomach feels so... empty..."

I was surprised, but she was too, rubbing her stomach in astonishment.

"See? This is the power of the anal cleaner. If we can figure out its mechanism, we can go to the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil' again."

"...You used my butt to test that? In that case, was the rectal cleansing with water magic necessary? Couldn't you have just used this from the start?"

"Everything is a learning experience, Mizuki."

"I really thought it was over. I never wanted to experience something like this!"

Thanks to the anal cleaner, it felt like everything was neatly concluded, but nothing was over yet. Tonight, I would claim her final hole. With this, Mizuki would be all mine. Her own juices weren't quite enough, so I used some oil I'd gotten from a slime as a lotion, rubbing it on her anus. Mizuki was cooperative, even rubbing the oil on me. Having watched Mizuki's lewd display for so long, I had been hard the entire time.

"Mizuki... are you really okay with this?"

"You want to do it, right? Then it's fine."

"Do *you* want to do it?"

"If it makes you happy, Mash..."

She's leaving it up to me. But if I pushed her and she said, "Actually, I don't want to,"

I wouldn't know what to do, so I dropped it. Mizuki sought my lips, and I responded with a kiss. We kissed deeply, powerfully. Then I had her get on all fours, and I moved behind her.

"Mizuki, spread it yourself."

"..."

She stopped propping herself up on her hands and rested her shoulders and head on the bed, presenting her rear to me. She reached back with her hands and spread her own cheeks.

"To think the day would come when you'd strike a pose like this for me, Mizuki... it's like a dream..."

"Don't say that while you're taking a picture!"

I'll have to brag to Famu about this later. I set my phone up where it would be stable. Then I turned my attention back to her behind. At the tips of her fingers was a cherry-pink hole that no one had ever entered before. It was small, opening and closing, twitching. Below it was her vagina, also spread open by her hands, revealing the insides. There were light pink folds, and beyond them, a hole of the same color. A single drop of fluid dripped from it. I took it as a sign of her anticipation. Unable to contain my excitement, I gripped myself and pressed against her anus.

"Mash..."

"What?"

"After this, there won't be any more 'firsts' to give you. Will you still... like me, Mash?"

"Mizuki, I'm taking this because it's mine, but I'll always like you."

"Really?"

It was impossible to suppress my desire any longer. I wanted to bury myself inside her as soon as possible. I pressed the head of my penis against her anus.

"Nnh!"

Mizuki let out a small groan, but I couldn't advance any further. I put a little more force into it. At that moment, she must have tensed up, because the entrance tightened.

"Mizuki."

"Sorry, just a second."

She took a deep breath.

"Mash... come."

Hearing her words, I pressed the head in again, but it wouldn't go. As I pushed my hips forward with force, my penis suddenly sank into her rear all at once.

"Higuh!"

When I was buried to the root, Mizuki let out a scream and arched her body. It was a unique sensation, different from her vagina. The base of my shaft was tightly constricted, but deeper inside, I was enveloped in something warm and slick. If I didn't tense up, it felt like it would push me all the way out.

"S-so thick... it feels like everything inside is going to be turned inside out..."

Listening to Mizuki's murmur, I took her arms, which had been pressed against her behind. Without resisting the force trying to push me out, I pulled back until just the head was caught. From there, I put my strength into it and pierced her.

"Auu!"

This time, I pulled my penis out with my own strength, and then pierced her again. At the same time, pleasure shot through to the crown of my head. Mizuki writhed as if to escape it. But I was holding her arms. There was no escape. I thrusted my hips as if to corner her. With each thrust, she cried out, writhed her body, arched her back, and shook her head. Each and every one of her movements excited me. I was pinning her down. I was thrusting into her anus. The fact that she was allowing my body inside her was a miracle in itself. And now, she was offering her anus for pleasure. The perversity of it all felt like it was going to fry my brain circuits. At first, Mizuki's movements were like she was trying to get away, but she gradually got used to being gouged and began to move in time with my rhythm.

"Ah, ah, ah, an, an..."

And her moans, which had been tinged with pain, now turned sweet. I lost myself in the moment, thrusting again and again. She was moving her hips on her own now. The tightness hadn't changed, but it had transformed from rejection to a quest for her own pleasure. From the nape of her neck to her back, and down to her bottom, her skin was flushed red. A light sheen of sweat made her skin seem even more lustrous.

"Mizuki, I'm about to..."

"Yeah, a-anytime is fine, ahh..."

Hearing her words, I quickened my pace. The sound of our hips colliding rhythmically echoed through the room. Deeper, further in. When that desire reached its peak, I pierced her deepest point and released my seed.

"Aaaaaahhhhh—!"

My penis pulsed deep inside Mizuki's rear. The entrance to her anus, which had been trying to push me out, was now milking me, trying to squeeze out every drop of my seed. The warm, pleasant hole, and the pleasant pulsation of my penis. I surrendered myself to the sensation.

Our ragged breaths gradually calmed down. I was still inside her. I pressed myself against Mizuki's back, as if to crush her, and sought her lips from behind. She turned her head and responded. I reached around to her full breasts and kneaded them.

"Mash... I really like you, Mash."

"I like you too, Mizuki."

"Yeah. But my butt hurts."

"But I'm not pulling out."

"It's gone all soft..."

Her anus tightened with a squeeze.

"St-stop that, I'll slip out."

"Gotcha, gotcha."

She giggled mischievously. And then, we kissed again, initiated by neither and both. Then, using her as my bed, I fell asleep.



    Chapter 234

    A Grand Spectacle, and What Happened to Sameim

    Marmi rarely changes her expression. She always has the prim, doll-like look of a doll. When she's happy, the corners of her mouth lift ever so slightly. When she's angry, her eyebrows twitch up. I don't know if it's her personality or a result of her Star Union family upbringing. I'd always hoped to one day see her expressions change more freely. But if I teased her like I do Famu or Mizuki, she might get genuinely angry. I couldn't predict how she'd react in that case. And right now, after we had breakfast and returned to our room, Marmi's face was unusually grim.

"...Why am I looking at something like this...?"

A deep wrinkle was etched between her brows. Her shoulders were trembling. Next to her, Mizuki was crouched down, covering her face with both hands. Her ears, visible through the gaps in her long hair, were bright red.

"I want to die..."

Myra was gently patting her on the back.

"Mizuki, you should have known what kind of person Mash is. You had chances to turn back."

I couldn't tell if she was comforting or provoking her.

"I never had a chance! He kissed me right after we met, and when I locked my door and went to sleep, he attacked me!"

"Were you sleeping?"

"I was asleep!"

She had been tossing and turning, but it was probably just because she was uncomfortable. In the midst of this drama, I put my arm around the shoulders of Marmi, the only one who was watching the video on the phone without hiding her disgust. The video, of course, was of my activities with Mizuki last night. With each replay, the wrinkle between her brows deepened.

"Watch closely. This is the moment Mizuki's anus is purified by the power of the anal cleaner!"

A truly grand, sweat-inducing spectacle was unfolding.

"...Are you planning on doing this to me too, Mash?"

"When you're a little older. This is your mother's dream and hope, after all."

"...Mother, what on earth were you thinking...?"

"You don't like it? You don't want to do it?"

"...When you ask it like that, I can only say that I don't dislike it. I think I understand how Mizuki felt when she did this."

"If you're thinking she offered herself because she thought I'd be cold to her otherwise, you're mistaken. Mizuki was curious. Look at the video closely. Is that the face of someone who dislikes it?"

I played the scene where Mizuki was crying out as I thrusted into her. Mizuki's lovely voice echoed from the speaker.

"It's not that, but it is!"

Mizuki shouted. Next to her, Marmi picked up the anal cleaner from the table with a look of utter disgust.

"It's completely purified, so it's not dirty at all! It doesn't smell, does it?"

"Gah, stop it!"

Mizuki suddenly shot up, snatched the anal cleaner from Marmi's hand, and tried to throw it out the window. I frantically grabbed her arm and stopped her.

"I can't take it anymore. I'm going to stab Mash with this, and then stab myself!"

"D-don't! You can't stab someone with that. The only thing you can insert it into is your own anus!"

"Sh-shut up! I'm sure I can do it right now!"

Mizuki's eyes were glowing red. She was serious. Of course, I had no desire to die by being stabbed with something like that. I managed to restrain the flailing Mizuki and retrieve the anal cleaner.

"So, I want the three of you—Mo, Petra, and Aidan—to figure out the mechanism and come up with a spell to get to the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil.'"

Mizuki was lying on the floor, her shoulders shaking. I suppressed my ragged breathing and placed the anal cleaner in Marmi's hand.

"...Fine. But I don't want anyone to know that you got this from Mother."

"Why not? It's something to be proud of..."

It seems there's a deep-seated conflict between Marmi and her mother.

Marmi and Myra took the anal cleaner and went to Aidan's workshop. If things went well, we could be back in Miglutt by tonight. Mizuki and I left the inn with Famu and Sameim. We had no particular destination. We needed to get information about Yuki and the others from Famu and Sameim. If we stayed in the room, I had a feeling I'd spend the whole day assaulting Mizuki, so we decided to just walk around the city while we talked. We soon passed the place where the tent where I'd bought Famu had stood. It was still an empty lot. Beyond it, the high castle walls were visible. The sturdy stone walls separated the world outside the city from the one within. It was a reminder of the reality that had torn Famu and Sameim's village apart. Those who were saved, and those who continued to suffer. But being saved didn't guarantee a peaceful life. They would never be able to forget what happened to their village. Famu, too, was staring intently at the spot where the tent had been. A dark shadow fell over her downcast eyes.

"Having traveled with you, Master, I understand now. The slave traders were likely headed for the imperial capital. But the further you go towards the capital, the stronger the discrimination against other races becomes..."

She was just like me. I had come to understand this world by traveling through it. I didn't know how many of her people were left unsold and taken to the capital. Those who remained would be bought as cheap labor and sent to even harsher environments.

"Famu... I say I'm with you, but I'm not really by your side."

"You don't need to apologize, Master. You've done nothing wrong. I can't go after everyone from the village right now, either. But I'm sure..."

Famu clenched her fists. Sameim's hand came to rest on hers.

"I'll ask Myra if she can make an appeal from the church."

It might be hypocrisy. There were surely many others in similar situations, and I couldn't save them all. I could only scoop up what was in the palm of my hand.

"Master, could Sam and I ask big sister about that?"

I nodded at her words.

"So, Sameim, how did you meet Yuki-senpai?"

Mizuki spoke up, bringing the conversation back to the original topic. We started walking towards the city gate. Famu glanced at Sameim, who gave a small nod.

"The first person to buy her as a slave was Clovis Leafkraut. It seems two others were bought as well."

"Someone you knew?"

"Master, the settlement I lived in was a small place. There was no one I didn't know."

"R-right. Sorry."

"I told you, you don't need to apologize, Master!"

Her sharp tone made me flinch. Famu frowned at me and looked away. It seemed like anything I said would just rub her the wrong way. I glanced at Mizuki, who nodded, so I decided to leave it to her.

"Then, they carved something like a magic circle onto Sameim and the others' bodies. They were forced to explore dungeons with that,"

Famu continued to explain.

"'Something like a magic circle'... you mean the thing that was removed at the church?"

Sameim nodded in response to Mizuki's question.

"Then, one of them... in a dungeon... and the other was seriously injured and bought by someone else. It was probably someone from the One-Land family."

So that's how Maryanne found out about Sameim. She had tried to take Sameim in as well, but Clovis had refused.

"Sam was taken in by Yuki and joined the Messiah party. Clovis provided her with food, clothing, and shelter. She acted on Yuki's orders. Her main role was as a scout. She would ambush other transferrer parties and lure them out for Yuki and the others."

In Miglutt, there was Hyakka's New World, Takamura's Nekonoko Konekoneko, Rinko's party, Ko-kun, also known as Toratsuna, and according to guild information, one other party. The Messiah party had fought against New World, Rinko's party, Toratsuna, and probably the transferrer party we hadn't met yet.

"What happened to the transferrers they fought?"

"They annihilated two groups. There were also parties they hadn't settled things with, and when we saw Sameim, it seems they were pursuing one of them."

It seems they were looking for Rinko's group at that time.

"'Annihilated'... in the year or so since Sameim joined?"

"She only joined the party about three months ago."

Hearing that, Mizuki and I held our breath. How many transferrer groups had they defeated? They were supposed to have been told to defeat the transferrers summoned by the five goddesses. And yet, so far, the victims had all been transferrers from outside that group. What was the meaning of that?

"So, what is Yuki-senpai trying to do?"

Mizuki asked.

"We don't know. But, this isn't Sam's answer, but mine... I don't like people who attack others, no matter the reason..."

Sameim's shoulders trembled and she bowed her head. Had she laid a hand on someone herself?

"You were angry just because Mash was attacked, weren't you?"

"Master is special. I believe both you and Mizuki share my thinking."

Famu turned her face away from Mizuki. Mizuki, too, fell silent.

"I want to hear about the other transferrers. First, what's Yuki's partner like?"

I asked in Mizuki's place. The small one who puts up a barrier that blocks Laciel's arrows and charm effects.

"Her?"

"Her?"

Famu and Sameim both nodded at my question.

"It's a girl. I think she's younger than Mo. She seems to be alone a lot."

"Does she not get along with Yuki?"

"We don't see her talking to Yuki much. Other members sometimes kick or hit her, but he doesn't stop them."

Could that be true? Or was it a different transferrer's partner? Besides, Yuki had said he'd been in this world for six years. If she was younger than Marmi, that would mean she was under six years old when she came to this world. I shook my head, thinking it was impossible. What kind of relationship did Yuki and her have?

"Her name?"

"It's 'Oi.'"

"'Oi'? Isn't that a boy's name? I've never heard of anyone with that name in our original world..."

"Is that so? But everyone seems to call her Oi."

Famu glanced at Sameim, who nodded. A nickname, perhaps?

"Well, whatever. So, when we fought, our attacks were blocked by a barrier. Is that Oi's power?"

Famu replied, "Yes,"

to my question.

"It's the effect of her special skill, [Pretty Body]. It's an ability that eliminates anything that interferes with her prettiness."

"Wait. I feel like I've heard that name before... and how do you know so much?"

I poked my forehead with my thumb. Was it on the list of special skills I saw in Laciel's space? That didn't make sense either. Special skills couldn't be acquired by more than one person. Mizuki and I were latecomers, so special skills that had already been taken shouldn't have appeared as options.

"Master, it was on the list of special skills Lady Laciel gave you, blacked out. You made a weird noise when you read it, so I got curious and looked up the details of the ability."

"That's right. I remember..."

"[Pretty Body], [Pretty Smile], and [Pretty Medical]."

Hearing Famu's words made me want to clutch my head. We were struggling against someone who chose special skills like these?

"[Pretty Smile] is an ability that charms with a pretty smile, and [Pretty Medical] is an ability that heals prettily. By the way, Sam had her arrow wound from Lady Laciel healed by [Pretty Medical]."

Sameim made an L-shape with her index finger and thumb, and flipped it in front of her face with a 'Kiraaan!' effect. However, her expression remained unchanged, so it wasn't 'Kiraaan!' at all.

"Damn, just hearing that makes me feel like an idiot for fighting so seriously."

It seemed she was a back-line support and wouldn't be on the front lines. But if we couldn't get past her [Pretty Body], Marmi's magic wouldn't reach. And we'd have to resort to Laciel's attack, which she couldn't control.

"You said there were other transferrers in the group."

Famu shook her head at that.

"We don't know who the transferrers are. Sam was confined to the Leafkraut family mansion except for dungeon exploration, and she almost never met anyone who seemed to be a companion outside of the party members."

Sameim's steps faltered. I turned to look at her, and she looked up in surprise before starting to walk again.

"Any information on Izark?"

Famu shook her head. I realized we had walked outside the city walls. In the end, we hadn't gotten much information. Sameim was treated as Yuki's slave and wasn't involved in the party's decision-making. Her pained expression when Famu talked about the transferrers' information bothered me. Was she hiding something? But I couldn't think of a reason why she would.

"However, Sam seemed to know about Mizuki."

"What do you mean?"

Mizuki looked at Sameim in surprise.

"Sam says Yuki had a picture... well, what you'd call a photograph. And Yuki and Mizuki were in it."

Before they were transferred, he had asked her on a date, so they must have been attracted to each other. My heart stirred with unease.



    Chapter 235

    Sameim and a Quest for Two

    "Alright, Mizuki and I will go back into town to buy some clothes for Sam. Master, you and Sam will go gather medicinal herbs."

"Wh-what?!"

I was taken aback by Famu's sudden proposal.

"If we're buying clothes for her, she should have a say in what she likes, right? Isn't it better if we all go together?"

Mizuki also looked troubled, her gaze shifting from me to Famu, and then to Sameim.

"It's fine. Sam and I are the same size. Besides, I secretly went to the guild yesterday and accepted an herb-gathering quest."

"Huh? Same size? Your chest sizes are completely different!"

Famu shot me a glare. I quickly hid behind Mizuki.

"Master, please give the herb guide and a dagger to Sam."

I succumbed to her pressure and did as she said.

"Are you sure about this?"

Famu pushed a worried Mizuki towards the city. Then, she turned back to me.

"Master, the deadline is this evening. Please deliver them to the guild before sunset."

I had no idea what she was thinking. After watching the two of them head back into the city, I glanced at Sameim, who was also looking up at me. I placed a hand on her head.

"Well, shall we go?"

Sameim gave a small nod. As I stroked her head, I also touched her white, drooping ears. They were fluffy and pleasant to the touch. The place where Famu and I had gathered herbs before seemed like a good spot. I thought that and started walking, but then Famu came running back and whispered in my ear.

"Master, Sameim is hiding something."

We were in a hollow in the forest. The grass growing there was short, creating a clearing-like space. It felt like the place I had come to with Famu, but it was also possible that it was a completely different place. Back then, it was the beginning of summer, and all the greenery was lush and vibrant. It was still lush now, but the colors had deepened and started to fade, so the scenery looked different. Sameim was crouched down, comparing the plants to the illustrated guide—or rather, distinguishing them by smell—and I couldn't help but laugh. It was the exact same gesture Famu had made. But still, what did she mean by 'hiding something'? Was Famu telling me to find out what it was? I didn't know the first thing about her. I didn't even know what would count as a secret. What did Famu trust in me to entrust her to me like this? Besides, Famu was keeping a big secret from me herself. What did she want me to uncover?

As I was thinking about this, Sameim, still crouched, turned to look at me.

"N-no, I wasn't slacking off! I was just..."

I was about to join her in searching for herbs when the bushes behind her rustled. Sameim reacted to the sound and quickly stood up, drawing her dagger. As I reached for my own sword, she brandished her dagger and leapt into the bushes. She was like a hunting dog. Blades of grass and small twigs, sliced by her blade, flew through the air. She returned almost immediately, holding the slime oil left behind by the monster.

"...You killed it?"

It was a stupid question. She was bringing back the spoils, so of course she had killed it. To be honest, I had expected her to have a harder time. But even though she had lost her mana-based physical enhancement, she had been roaming the ninetieth floor of the Crystal Palace. There was no way she was weak. I had been comparing her to Famu when she first gathered herbs. She looked somewhat younger than Famu, but she was her own person. I had to treat her properly. With that in mind, I looked at her more closely and saw she had a scratch, probably from a small branch.

"Don't jump into places where you might get hurt. Fight in a safe spot."

I picked the leaves from her hair and clothes and handed her a health potion. I didn't know the logic behind it, but since injuries healed when you drank this, the scratch should disappear too. Sameim looked surprised as she took the potion.

We continued to gather herbs. We split up to search, but Sameim, with her keen sense of smell, was overwhelmingly faster.

"Are you keeping secrets from Famu?"

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't come up with a good way to ask, so I decided to be direct. Sameim shook her head.

"Liar. You had a crush on some guy in the village, didn't you?"

Her hands stopped moving. I also stopped rustling through the weeds and looked at her. Her eyes were wide.

"So it is about a guy..."

A sigh escaped me. I had a feeling it would be something like that. I started rustling through the weeds again to look for herbs, but Sameim tugged on the hem of my clothes. I turned around to see her clutching a small branch. I followed her gaze to the ground.

*'Not true. I don't like anyone.'* That was what was written there. Could everyone in this world write? I was slightly impressed, and then she started writing again.

*'Famu's father taught me.'*

"Was Famu's dad a teacher?"

She puffed out her cheeks at my words.

*'You're with Famu, so how do you not know something like that?'*

"W-well, that's true, but she seems to have sad memories, so it's kind of hard to ask about what happened in the village..."

She blinked slowly.

*'Famu wants you to know about her.'* *Wants me to know.* I repeated the words in my mind. Was it true? Was it okay for me to pry? What about me? Did she want to know how I felt when I was living in my original world? Or did she already know with that sharp sense of hers and was following me anyway? I wanted her, and only her, to stay with me until the end, no matter what. But if the battles with enemies like the Messiah continued, I couldn't drag her around with me. As I was thinking about this, Sameim's ear twitched. She quickly grabbed her dagger. At the same time, the bushes rustled again.

"Hey, don't jump in this time. We'll take it out together when it comes out!"

I drew my sword as well.

The slime dropped a Mana Seed. Sameim held it in her palm, staring at it for a long time.

"If you like it that much, you can keep it."

Her sparkling eyes turned to me. But she seemed to doubt my words, her palm still open with the Mana Seed resting on it. When I nodded back, a bright smile burst onto her face. Come to think of it, Mizuki had also made a necklace out of a Mana Seed. I told her it would be a good idea to ask her how to do it later. Famu hadn't shown much interest in jewels and the like, though she had an unusual obsession with things that were light blue. I mused that the two of them had their own personalities.

"Well, if we get separated, you can sell it for travel money. Now then, back to gathering herbs."

She carefully put the Mana Seed in her pocket and took out the illustrated guide. Back to the boring work. We had to meet our quota by dusk.

"So, is the guy you like in the Messiah party?"

She shook her head.

"Then was he in the village?"

Her hands froze. Her reaction was too easy to read. I couldn't imagine Famu would have missed this. This meant that this wasn't the secret Famu was concerned about. I hadn't been told there was more than one secret. At this rate, no matter how many of her secrets I uncovered, I wouldn't know which was the one Famu wanted to know about. I'll have to complain when I get back. As I was thinking this, the hem of my clothes was tugged again.

*'Don't tell Famu. Absolutely.'*

"I won't. But she definitely knows."

When I told her this, her mouth fell open. She was rapidly turning pale. Her expressions were gradually becoming more varied. This must be her true self. But then, it struck me as odd that Famu hadn't mentioned a single word about who Sameim liked. Come to think of it, she had said that everyone in the village knew each other.

"Was he one of the ones bought by Clovis...?"

I wondered if she was being blackmailed with that man as a hostage, but I quickly shook my head. She had said that three dog-eared people were bought. One died, and one was taken in by Maryanne. And she had started attacking transferrers with Yuki after she was alone.

"Were there any other acquaintances at Clovis's place?"

I immediately dismissed that idea as well. I couldn't think of a reason to hide it. I looked at her. She was still staring at the ground, her face pale. Was it such a big deal for Famu to know she liked a boy?

"Do you like older guys?"

Sameim's expression was hard to read, but she finally shook her head. Then it must be someone closer to her own age. In that case, it was highly likely that he was also Famu's friend. She was worried about Sameim's well-being, but she hadn't said anything about him. I wondered why, and came to a conclusion, then stopped my train of thought.

I noticed Sameim was staring at me, her face bright red. That's when I realized she had misunderstood my previous question.

"N-no! I wasn't asking if you liked me just now, I was asking about your type. Do you like older guys, or younger guys? That's all I wanted to know!"

Her face turned an even deeper shade of red. Watching her, I thought: Sameim is easy to read. But I don't understand Famu at all. Mizuki, either. Myra, too... but maybe I understand Marmi a little.

"Well, whatever. Come to think of it, I remember Famu said something interesting about you. There's something I really want to ask you too."

At my words, Sameim swallowed and then nodded.

"Famu said you're a lewd person. You're really not a virgin, are you?"

"Tch!"

Sameim spun around and resumed gathering herbs.

When we finished the herb-gathering request and returned to the inn, Famu greeted us with an indescribably puzzled look on her face.

"I thought you would come back having become friends..."

"I think we did get along, probably."

Sameim nodded at my words, still looking away.

"..., Master, don't tell me..."

"'Don't tell you' what?! I didn't do anything! I did nothing!"

"Then why are you so flustered?! I believed you wouldn't do anything lewd to Sam, at least not now!"

Hearing Famu's voice, Mizuki approached with a grim expression.

"Mash... again?"

"'Again' what?! I told you, I didn't do anything to Sameim. I just did the herb gathering as you said and came back. Please, Sameim, say something, anything!"

Sameim was staring at us with a blank expression.

"Hey, what are you spacing out for? Clear up this misunderstanding!"

I pressed her, and she started to giggle. Seeing this, Famu and Mizuki sighed.

"Well, whatever. More importantly, I made dinner, so let's eat."

On the table in the back were fluffy eggs, rolled omelets, omelet rice, and egg soup.

"Famu was persistent about wanting me to teach her how to make them..."

Mizuki answered before I could ask.

"R-right."

Seeing the slight wag of her tail from behind, I couldn't say anything more. Myra and Marmi were already at the table. We took our seats as well.

"Did you figure out how to get to the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil'?"

I took a sip of ale and asked Marmi. Marmi was also holding a mug of fruit juice, cupping it in her hands. She took a few gulps, then set the mug down on the table.

"...It's fine. Probably."

"Is it 'probably' or is it 'fine'? Which is it?"

"...An object the size of a person disappeared. But we don't know where it went."

The experiment was a success, but there was no way to confirm if the vanished object had actually gone to the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil'. We couldn't experiment with a person. Even if it succeeded, there was no way to get back. And it was a world without air. Marmi scooped some omelet rice with her spoon and brought it to her mouth, chewing thoughtfully.

"...It's as good as Famu raves about. Not bad,"

she muttered. I ate some of the rolled omelet. The broth wasn't seafood-based, but mushroom-based. It was delicious, but it made me a little nostalgic for the original taste. I felt like I understood how Hyakka felt on her journey to a seaside town in search of true takoyaki. The taste of the food almost made me forget, but I brought the topic back to getting to the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil'.

"There is a way to test if we really made it. Later, let's go to the place where we were transported."

"...Not now. We need to prepare. Tomorrow morning."

I nodded, and she returned the anal cleaner to me. Myra was staring intently as I took it.

"So, what was that item in the end?"

Myra asked. I turned my gaze back to Marmi.

"It was important, why didn't you explain?"

Marmi pretended not to hear me and started drinking her egg soup. Seeing this, Myra, who seemed to have figured something out, started looking around. Famu, Mizuki... whoever she looked at quickly averted their gaze and pretended to be engrossed in their meal. Only Sameim looked back at Myra with sparkling eyes. Finally, Myra looked at me.

"Mash, you left me out again! That's awful, truly awful!"

"Myra, I don't know which is better, but maybe you're better off not knowing,"

Mizuki muttered. Hearing this, Myra's eyebrows drooped.

"Mizuki knows, but you won't tell me..."

"Myra, I'll tell you. Don't you dare run away."

"Yes, I won't run away!"

It was a very good answer.



    Chapter 236

    Petra's Secret and the Throne of God, Once More

    "Orichalcum is said to be a mineral born from mana,"

Petra said. As usual, she wore her thick, round glasses and had a bandana covering her mouth.

"I thought... you said mana has no physical structure?"

Petra nodded at my words.

"...It's just 'said to be.' No one has ever actually created a Crystal Core or Orichalcum from mana,"

Marmi answered this time. We were at a spot south of Richel, along the main road. This was where Mizuki and I had landed when summoned by Laciel. Aidan and Petra carefully placed a hexagonal metal plate on the ground. It was large, maybe a meter across. The surface of the plate was covered in inscriptions that were hard to distinguish as letters or patterns, and it glowed with a golden light. It seemed to be emitting its own light rather than just reflecting the sun. There was a depression in the center and at each of the six points, into which they fitted Mana Seeds.

"...It consumes one Mana Seed to transfer the mass of one person. And one for the experiment, so we need eight Mana Seeds."

"No, seven Mana Seeds will be enough."

Petra, standing up after setting the Mana Seeds, replied to Marmi.

"...What do you mean?"

"I'll tell you after this experiment succeeds."

Petra shot me a meaningful look, but I had no idea what she was getting at. I was about to ask, but she turned her face away and faced Marmi again.

"Mo, activate the magic circle."

Marmi gave a small nod and pointed the tip of her wand at the plate. A black, miasma-like substance began to rise.

"Hey, is this safe?"

The miasma seemed to swallow the glow of the orichalcum, transforming it into something ominous.

"...Mash, be quiet."

Marmi thrust her wand forward further and began to spin a spell. It was like a mumble, with no intonation, and sounded like a list of words, but I couldn't tell if it had any meaning. Eventually, the plate, which had been shining with a golden light, was swallowed by the miasma, leaving only the black miasma flickering like a flame.

"This is..."

It was just like a dungeon entrance.

"So, what's the method to confirm if it's really connected to the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil'?"

Petra's voice came from behind me as I stared, dumbfounded.

"R-right... I wrote a letter to Laciel."

"I see."

Petra took the letter I held out.

"Inanimate objects alone won't be transported, so I'll disguise it."

She pressed a clay-like substance onto the letter, just like a wax seal. Then, as if throwing it into a bonfire, she tossed it into the miasma, and the letter vanished as if consumed by flames.

"Even if the letter reaches that space, what if Laciel doesn't notice it?"

Mizuki asked.

"Nah, she seems bored, so she's probably watching all the time, right? When I use Goddess Summon, I never have to explain the situation from scratch. She was watching everything the other night, too, right?"

"Stop it."

She turned her face away with a huff.

"How long were we in that space?"

"It felt long, and it felt short..."

Mizuki also put a hand to her chin, pondering. It was true that time felt distorted in that space. After waiting for a while, the flickering of the miasma intensified for a moment, and a letter flew out from within it, fluttering down in front of me. Mizuki picked it up.

"The wax seal is still on..."

She flicked off the seal and took out the paper inside.

"H-hey, don't read it without permission! That's an invasion of privacy!"

"Says the person who comes into my room without permission?"

She brushed away my hand as I tried to take it back and read the letter.

"'O, Laciel, I am Mother Moon, the being who illuminates all in this world— If you read this letter, you are to write a reply—'"

"..."

"Are you a child?! There's no way you'd get a reply to this!"

"What was I supposed to do?! I didn't know what to write!"

"Think about the time and place before you joke around!"

She shoved the letter into my chest.

"W-well, but in the experiments at Aidan's workshop, the things that were transported never came back, right? The fact that the letter came back from this location means it went to Laciel's room and then returned after some time has passed, right?"

We stood before the flickering miasma. We would use this transfer device to go to Laciel's place. There, in front of Laciel, we would summon Laciel—which was strange, but she couldn't leave the room otherwise. Then, we would go through the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil' to Miglutt. If we ended up in a place with nothing, we could just summon Laciel there. Even if it wasn't the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil', we knew that, like the letter, we could return to this place after some time.

"Well, shall we go?"

I looked around at the group. Me, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, Marmi, Petra, and Sameim. Aidan would be cleaning up this transfer device.

"Wait. It's just like a dungeon entrance. Only six people can go through at a time,"

Petra said. I wish she'd told me that sooner, but it couldn't be helped.

"In that case, we'll leave Sameim."

I was about to ask Aidan to look after her when Petra placed a hand on my shoulder.

"I need to talk to you about that."

She started to pull my hand, so I had no choice but to follow. As usual, Myra led the way, followed by Famu, Mizuki, and Marmi. Petra stopped.

"This is a really important conversation. It's not about the love lives you're all so concerned with. Please, I'm begging you, leave us alone."

The other four looked at each other. Myra puffed out her cheeks and was about to follow anyway, but Mizuki pulled her back. Petra and I headed into the shade of the trees.

"It's about Sameim,"

she said.

"She needs a purpose in life. She won't find it in this city. Just as you are for Famu, she needs someone to be that person for her. I understand the feeling of wanting to make that Aidan, but for her, that role is better suited for a human or a dog-eared person. In Miglutt, there's Maryanne One-Land. You should rely on her. I'll stay behind instead."

"What about you?"

"I really enjoy swinging a hammer with my master. And I have the orichalcum I got from you."

Aidan's presence must be that appealing to her. I looked at her face intently. Though, I couldn't read anything from her hidden expression.

"Won't everyone in Miglutt be in trouble if you're gone?"

"Yes."

As she said that, she took off her glasses and bandana.

"You..."

"Remember the position of my mole and tell my grandfather. He should stop bringing new marriage candidates then. I can't go against his decisions anyway. I'll stay in Richel and make an orichalcum weapon for Mash. Please tell him that."

I stared at her face. She raised the corners of her mouth slightly.

"Also, you should ask about the myths passed down by the dwarf race through my grandfather's connections."

"Petra... don't act like this is the end. I'm not leaving anyone behind. I'll be back soon."

"The Throne of God... huh. If they're going to rebuild the Great Temple in Miglutt, I'd like to use that place as a motif. I'll definitely come back to Miglutt when it's being rebuilt. Please tell the Priestess for me."

With that, she pushed me away with both hands on my chest.

"You can deal with me last. Finish what you need to do first. You and Mizuki still haven't decided what you want to do about Yuki, have you? Talk it over properly with Mizuki."

"Alright."

"I said you can deal with me last, but don't just leave me hanging. A dwarf girl has shown her face to a man like this, after all."

I was about to say that there were no girls older than me, but her unveiled face was so radiant that I hesitated.

"I had to lie to them, didn't I? Go on ahead. I'll be right there after I fix my glasses."

Leaving the two dwarves, Petra and Aidan, behind, we stood on the transfer device.

"Why is your face red?"

Myra asked.

"W-well, I'm just nervous about whether this transfer will succeed."

"Hmph! I knew I should have followed you!"

As she was saying that, my vision was enveloped by the black miasma.

It was a divine, shining, temple-like space. I realized we had come to a familiar place. It seemed we had been transported to Laciel's space. I looked around. Everyone seemed to have been transported safely. But the master of this room, who should have been here, was nowhere to be seen.

"What's going on?"

"Who knows, but if you use Goddess Summon, she should appear, right?"

Mizuki answered.

"That's true, but she said she was trapped, so it's strange that she's not in this room."

"Hmm? Hmmm, well... you have a point."

"She's definitely hiding something. I mean, telling me to defeat a non-existent Demon Lord, making me fight other transferrers... she knows everything and is just playing dumb, doing whatever she wants. I want to give her a taste of divine punishment."

"Divine punishment for a god... But do we have time for that? If our bodies disappear and we go back to Richel, we won't have any more Mana Seeds, and even Aidan and Petra would probably be angry."

"Alright, just three minutes then. Let's search the house. If we find anything valuable, we'll stuff it all in storage and take it home!"

When I said that, Myra frantically raised her hand.

"W-wait! Robbing Lady Laciel's room... you'll really be struck by divine punishment. You shouldn't..."

Like her, Famu and Sameim also seemed hesitant. Marmi looked intrigued, but she didn't make a move either. It seemed Laciel was deeply revered as a god by the people of this world. Mizuki and I started walking around, looking about. It was inefficient for us to search the same place, so we split up. Soon, I found the entrance to a side room. When I entered, it looked like a bedroom. There was a king-sized bed with a magnificent canopy. Laciel was lying on the fluffy cushions, covered by a pure white sheet. Her hands were clasped on her chest, so I thought she might be dead, but her chest was rising and falling gently.

"...Even gods sleep?"

Do gods dream? Her sleeping face was peaceful. A body that didn't lose its divinity even in sleep. I placed a hand on her chest. I had to check her heartbeat to see if she was sick. I kneaded her breast. I couldn't hear a heartbeat, but it was just incredibly soft. As I felt the marshmallow-like texture and the warmth of her skin, I kneaded it some more.

"Ngh... nn..."

She furrowed her brow slightly and let out a small moan, but she showed no signs of waking. There was only one way to wake someone up in a situation like this. I knew what to do. I pressed my lips against her cherry-pink ones. After a light touch, I pulled back, then pecked at her soft lips again. At that moment, I felt like Laciel's eyes flew open. I looked at her, and her eyes were closed again. I thought it was my imagination, but her breath had turned hot. I extended my tongue and pushed into her mouth, and she too parted her lips slightly, allowing me entry. Her arms wrapped around my back. I was about to deepen the kiss when I was struck on the back of the head and bit my own tongue. I turned around to see Mizuki, and at the entrance to the room, Famu and the others were peeking in.

"Hagah, fugau, higah, higa, fuga!"

"I didn't hit you that hard! I don't know what you're saying, but we don't have time for this!"

"I am not a taxi!"

Laciel puffed out her cheeks.

"Shut up. If you really want me to defeat the Demon Lord, then shut up and do as I say!"

"How cruel!"

Laciel was still trying to protest.

"Anyway, how are you so careless? You're in conflict with other gods, right? How have you not been killed yet?"

"Gods don't die the way humans do. Their entire existence has to be erased. Besides, I had my room properly locked!"

"Huh? You're the one who gave me this key."

I showed her the magic key, and she slumped her shoulders in defeat. Couldn't other gods make things like this? If so, then locking the door itself was meaningless. I thought about telling her that, but I decided to keep quiet for now. I had already used Goddess Summon. In any case, we were out of time.

"So, we should go to the dungeon in the Leafkraut territory, right?"

Laciel asked, sulking.

"No, the forty-ninth floor of the Crystal Palace."

"What do you mean? Even if we go there, we won't be able to get in without the dungeon collapsing, will we?"

Myra tilted her head.

"Shizuka's boyfriend, Ko-kun... no, Toratsuna, should be there."

"What do you mean?"

"Hyakka's party, New World's Etowan, said it. There's something strange about the forty-ninth floor. And the Messiah party and Toratsuna fought there. Clovis also hinted that there was a user of the special skill, [Yasakani no Magatama]. He has to be there. There."

The battle between the Messiah party and Toratsuna happened months ago. He might not be alive. But for Shizuka's sake, I had to check that possibility.

"I want you to take us there."

Laciel nodded at my words.

"Very well. I will take you there."

A spear materialized, floating in the air in front of her.



    Chapter 237

    The World of the Jar of Holy Oil and the Crystal Palace

    Hanging onto Laciel's spear, we flew through the World of the Jar of Holy Oil. We were enveloped in darkness, and I lost all sense of up and down. When we left her dwelling, we could feel ourselves moving as the floating palace shrank in the distance. But now, I couldn't even tell if we were moving or standing still.

"If we travel with this spear, couldn't we go to the other goddesses' spaces too?"

asked Myra, who was clinging on behind me.

"And do what when we get there? They're all probably just like this one. You want to lose your faith like I did?"

"Hmph! What do you mean, 'like this one'?!"

Laciel shouted, but since it was true, I had nothing to say. Besides, even if we could go, we wouldn't know where we'd be transported to when we returned to our original world. If we were sent back to a completely unknown land, we'd have no way of getting around.

"If those palace-like buildings are sealing the goddesses, then we could destroy them with this spear..."

Myra brought the conversation back.

"For Laciel, it would be a simple matter of destroying it, feeling good about it, and then returning when her summoning time is up. But the remaining goddesses and us would die."

Besides, if she couldn't destroy the dungeon walls, I had a feeling she couldn't destroy a goddess's palace either.

"We don't have to go with her. We can just wait in Lady Laciel's room. She can bring us back."

"I see. It might be a good idea to have Laciel meet the other goddesses. What do you think?"

I still couldn't see where what she wanted was leading. I wanted to break the stalemate, so I posed the question to Laciel, but she didn't answer. Out of spite, I groped her chest.

"Aun... Mash."

"What?"

"It's the Crystal Palace."

I peered past her back. A lone object floated in the darkness. It was the pyramid floating above the city of Miglutt, glowing an emerald green. At the same time, the scenery warped. My mana was running out.

Without a moment's hesitation, Laciel plunged into the crystal-covered wall of the pyramid.

"Laciel, in front of you! We're going to crash!"

I braced for impact and squeezed my eyes shut, but there was no shock at all. We passed right through to the inside. I looked back, but the crystal wall was gone without a trace, and only a dark space stretched out behind us. I composed myself and looked forward, and my breath caught in my throat. Corridors covered in crystal stretched out in countless layers. A complex, sprawling labyrinth filled my vision. It was the same view as from inside the dungeon. We continued to fly, weaving through the corridors. After a while, I saw a spot where the labyrinth was broken off. She landed gracefully at its edge. I got off the spear and looked around.

"Are we back?"

I took a few steps, surveying the corridor, and my legs tangled, nearly causing me to fall.

"Master!"

Famu threw her arms around me to stop me, but we were almost thrown into the space beyond the broken corridor. Mizuki grabbed my arm, and Sameim grabbed Famu's, pulling us back. Their hands let go, but I couldn't let go of Famu. Even with her support, it was difficult to stand. My vision was going dark. It seemed I had no mana left in my body.

"Laciel..."

"Yes?"

Someone's hand touched my cheek.

"I couldn't keep my promise again..."

"You really couldn't. Next time, please escort me properly."

"You're the one who's trying to make us fight!"

Did my last words reach her? My consciousness was fading.

"Famu... find... Toratsuna..."

My consciousness returned with a soft sensation on my lips. This time it has to be Famu, I thought, and sucked harder, seeking the magic recovery potion in her mouth.

"Ngh... nnh... nguh..."

The lips felt a little fuller. Had she gained some weight recently? No, had she grown? I wrapped my arms around her back. The sensation was softer than I expected. Especially her chest. Just as I was about to press my body against her, someone pulled me away. I opened my eyes to see Myra's blurry figure.

"M-Myra... why?"

"'Why' what?!"

Myra puffed out her cheeks. I scrambled to sit up and looked around. We were in the same place Laciel had brought us. I spotted Famu in the back, watching me alongside Sameim.

"Famu! It was your job to wake me up! Why—"

"I-it's not my job!"

Famu's cheeks were red.

"That's right! It's not Famu's job! From now on, we're taking turns!"

Myra said.

"Turns...?"

"...I'm next,"

Marmi said, pointing to herself.

"..."

I glanced at Famu. She quickly looked down, but I thought I saw the corners of her eyes droop. I stood up and walked over to Famu.

"It's been like this since two days ago, probably. What's gotten into you?"

Ever since we returned to Richel, her attitude had seemed strange. Distant, I guess you could say.

"Nothing's gotten into me,"

Famu replied. "More importantly, let's go find Toratsuna."

Famu started walking. Sameim ran up to her side. Marmi followed after her.

"What happened?"

I found myself sandwiched between Mizuki and Myra. Urged on by the two of them, I started walking.

"I have absolutely no idea."

"Really?"

At that, Mizuki and Myra exchanged a look over my head.

"In that case, I think I understand."

"Yes, I understand as well."

At their words, I couldn't help but look back and forth between them. Their gazes were downcast, and the corners of their mouths were turned down slightly. It felt less like they were exasperated with me and more like they were worried.

"I have no idea what she's thinking."

"Really?"

When I nodded, Mizuki's mouth fell open as she looked at me.

"It's because Sameim is here, isn't it?"

"Is that it? Why would she act like that just because Sameim is here?"

"Well, she's embarrassed, or maybe it's not quite right to say she's putting on a brave face, but you don't like kissing in front of your friends, do you?"

"Really? I don't mind at all!"

I said, trying to hug Mizuki, but she must have read my intentions and quickly dodged.

We continued walking through the Crystal Palace. Famu was in the lead, drawing a map on a piece of paper. Sameim was peeking over her shoulder.

"Are we just walking through empty space...?"

"The place we arrived at wasn't a severed corridor, but a dead end that seemed to have collapsed. So, it must connect to somewhere, right?"

Mizuki and Myra were discussing. I believe that the ability of [Yasakani no Magatama] is not to destroy dungeons, but to remake them. The sense of unease that New World's Etowan had couldn't have been noticed if only a part of the maze had been remade. If they had found a place where the dungeon was broken, it would have been an obvious anomaly, not a sense of unease. From that, I can infer that on this forty-ninth floor, the path from the entrance to the Area Guardian is sealed. And we should be walking on the Area Guardian's side. If Toratsuna is alive, he should be on this side too. When Toratsuna fought the Messiah party on this floor, he used [Yasakani no Magatama] to sever the corridor and escape to the Area Guardian's side. And Etowan feels a sense of unease because he can never reach the Area Guardian's room. That's my theory. Perhaps my theory was correct, because I could see the entrance to the Area Guardian's room.

"What should we do? We still haven't found Toratsuna-san,"

Myra said, looking at me. If we defeated the Area Guardian and went outside, it would be difficult to get back to this place. I wanted to finish exploring the entire corridor before going outside. Also, I was uneasy about fighting the Area Guardian without being able to use Goddess Summon. The ideal scenario would be to meet up with Toratsuna and have him restore the dungeon to its original state.

"The door... is open..."

Famu murmured. Indeed, unlike the other doors we had seen, this one, which should have been closed, was ajar. Hiding, I peeked inside.

"It looks the same as usual inside..."

Famu whispered. It was indeed a circular, arena-like space, but in the center, there was a man sitting, clutching a greatsword. He looked large-boned but emaciated. His hair was messy and his beard was long. His form, draped in what looked like gray rags, was that of a beggar. The man's head slowly moved. From between the strands of his hair, a dark gaze shot out, as if to pin us down.

"Toratsuna?"

He didn't answer, just stared at us. Since he had already noticed us, there was no point in hiding. I glanced at my companions, and they nodded. Steeling myself, I stepped into the Area Guardian's room. The others followed. Even after we all entered, the door didn't close. It seemed he wasn't the Area Guardian himself. As I led my group towards the man, he stood up. He drew his greatsword and pointed its tip at Sameim.

"That woman... you're friends with Yuki."

"Wait! It's a misunderstanding!"

I tried to step between the man and Sameim, but Famu had the same idea, and our shoulders collided. In that instant, the man's body seemed to float, and he closed the distance to Sameim with incredible speed, swinging his greatsword down. Sameim barely dodged the blow. But her severed hair danced in the air, and she stumbled and collapsed. Without her magical enhancement, dodging the man's first attack was all she could manage. The man raised his sword for another strike at the unarmed girl.

"Hey, listen to me!"

I reflexively drew my sword and blocked his slash. It was an incredibly heavy blow for someone with such a thin frame.

"Kuh!"

My knees almost buckled, and my hands went numb. He turned to face me directly. Then, he swung his sword at me. I barely managed to parry the blow, but a sharp pain ran through my arm. I looked down to see fresh blood flowing.

"Listen to me!"

He didn't seem to hear my shouts. The man swung his sword again. I backed away, blocking the successive slashes. While this was happening, Famu helped Sameim up, and Mizuki and Myra also drew their weapons and began to surround Toratsuna.

"Stop! Toratsuna... no, Ko-kun! We weren't looking for you to fight. Shizuka asked us to!"

At those words, the man's movements stopped. Seeing this, I signaled to Mizuki and the others not to fight.

"Shizuka? Is she in this city..."

He sighed, lowered his sword, and loosened his grip. I took a breath. I looked at him again. He was tall but thin. His hair was overgrown and messy. He had a scruffy beard under his nose and on his chin. I had called him a beggar earlier, but he also looked like a hermit. Shizuka had said he was a year younger than her, but he didn't look it. Though, if I thought of it that way, the skin on his face seemed somewhat healthy. But that skin was also dirty. He probably hadn't washed in a long time.

"Toratsuna, we were searching this floor for you."

"She was... exploring a dungeon?"

"That's right. More importantly, you are Toratsuna, right?"

He nodded. His sword swayed, and its tip pointed at Sameim.

"Are Shizuka and that woman working together?"

"That's a misunderstanding too. We traveled with Shizuka from Heilon to this city to find you. We met Sameim here. She was enslaved and was just following Yuki's orders. She's not a bad person."

"And I'm supposed to believe that?"

Toratsuna brushed his bangs back and glared at me. The tip of his sword was still pointed at Sameim. Famu warily placed a hand on the sword at her waist. Everyone, friend and foe alike, was too hot-headed. To get Toratsuna to lower his guard, I thought of information that only someone close to Shizuka would know.

"Alright. Then, her special skills are 'Raging Condom,' 'Scales of Love,' and 'Bamboo Scale.' And I have one of the condoms Shizuka created right here!"

I took out the condom I had secretly kept from when she had summoned it from my storage. It had 'Threatening 0.001mm' written on it. Toratsuna's expression instantly turned grim, and the tip of his sword was now pointed at me.

"You! Did you sleep with Shizuka?!"

I frantically pointed at Mizuki.

"N-no! I-I was saving this to use on the woman over there, Mizuki!"

"Huh? Me?!"

Mizuki jumped back in surprise. Seeing this, Toratsuna took my words as an excuse and glared at me with the face of a demon.

"You! I'm going to kill you!"

His words echoed through the Area Guardian's room.



    Chapter 238

    The Mighty Sword of Toratsuna, and a Reunion with Shizuka

    Toratsuna’s sword danced. The greatsword, as tall as he was, swung with terrifying speed. I parried with my own blade, deflecting the blow, but the accumulated damage from the impacts was starting to take its toll. My movements grew sluggish, and I continued to back away, trying to create some distance.

"Toratsuna, stop this!"

"Shut up!"

He was completely consumed by rage. His brow was furrowed, his face a mask of fury as he glared at me. He raised his greatsword high above his head, bending his back leg slightly and shifting his weight. He was planning to leap in and bring it down in one devastating strike. It was a huge motion, but he was clearly confident I wouldn't be able to dodge. As I retreated to gain distance, my heel hit the wall. There was nowhere left to run.

"Hey, stop…"

A single drop of sweat trickled down my temple. He intended to settle this with one all-out blow. Without a word, he began to close the distance, his front foot sliding forward. In response, I raised my own sword into a ready stance, channeling strength into the ring and pinky fingers of my left hand. I tried to summon the mana in my body to block his sword, but I realized my reserves were minuscule. I had used nearly everything for Goddess Summon, and my power hadn't recovered yet. Panic began to set in. It seemed the only way to convince him now was to beat him into submission.

"Tch…"

As I glanced left and right, searching for an escape route, Toratsuna kicked off the ground. He swung his sword down with all his might. Reacting to the motion, I pivoted on the pinky of my left hand, twisting my right wrist to move my sword’s tip counter-clockwise, sliding it up along his blade. A harsh screech of metal rang out as the strike was diverted. But I couldn't negate the momentum. While still pressing against his blade, I dodged to the left. Our positions switched. He was now facing the wall, and I was behind him.

"*Phew*…"

"Tch!"

A sigh of relief from me was met with a click of his tongue from him. Toratsuna swung his sword at me as he turned, but I backed away to avoid it. The strike sliced through the air with the sound of a gale. He hadn't expected me to dodge; his eyes widened in surprise. In contrast to his frustration, I was able to regain my composure. With a clear mind, I could see the massive openings in his movements. His physical abilities were impressive, and the strikes delivered by his steel-like muscles packed enough power to kill in a single blow. But his rage was making him too stiff. His movements lacked follow-through, leaving him wide open. I glanced over at Famu and the others. It looked like they were about to intervene, but they had relaxed their stances and were now just observing. They probably figured it was better for me to talk him down than for all of us to try and stop him.

"Don’t you underestimate me!"

He lunged forward to deliver another strike. I moved to meet him, timing his swing perfectly. This time, I moved my sword tip clockwise, catching his blade and twisting it upward. It worked exactly as planned. Toratsuna’s sword flew from his hand and spun through the air. As I pressed my own blade to his throat, the greatsword hit the ground with a loud clang.

"Toratsuna… it’s true. I still haven't slept with Shizuka."

"‘Still’?"

"N-No, that’s not what I meant! Please, just meet with her once. She’s been looking for you. She’s been genuinely worried."

Hearing my words, Toratsuna let out a long sigh. His shoulders slumped as if all the strength had left him. Seeing this, I sheathed the blade I had pressed against his throat.

"Besides, if you get this angry, why did you just leave her alone?"

At those words, Toratsuna clenched his fists and gritted his teeth.

"You traveled with her, so you should know, right? Shizuka sleeps with anyone. And then she’ll tell you all about it with a happy smile on her face. And after all that, she has the nerve to say she loves *me*!"

"Maybe she thinks you’re into that sort of thing…"

"Shut up! I don’t want to see her!"

Toratsuna turned his back and picked up his greatsword. Despite its obvious weight, he lifted it effortlessly with one hand and walked to the center of the arena. He sheathed it in the scabbard he’d dropped there and sat down, just as he had been when we first met. The members of Levante gathered around me. Only Sameim remained at a distance. We all looked at each other.

"What should we do…?"

I looked to Mizuki, who seemed the most dependable of the group.

"Don’t ask me…"

She just spread her hands in front of her chest, looking just as troubled.

"He’s being unmanly. That’s why Shizuka ended up like that,"

Myra muttered. I see, so she’s not a fan of men like him.

"No, I’m pretty sure Shizuka was always like that, even when she first met Toratsuna, though she might have been different before that."

"Then what difference does it make if he acts so pathetically?"

"Don’t say that to me…"

Looking at her slightly narrowed eyes, I made a mental note to rush to her side immediately if anything ever happened, just to avoid future trouble.

"…Just sitting here isn’t going to solve anything. I don’t understand what he’s trying to do at all,"

Marmi said, equally scathing. But when I thought about it, Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi were all so beautiful they never had to worry about men. They probably couldn’t understand the feelings of a man agonizing over a woman. Thinking that, I started to feel sorry for Toratsuna. Shizuka was all he had.

"I agree with my sister. I think we should just leave him be,"

Famu said, nodding deeply in agreement with Myra.

"Toratsuna pointed his blade at you, Master. I can’t forgive him!"

I thought Famu and Myra’s reasons were completely different, but I decided to keep my mouth shut.

"But he’s one of the heroes summoned by the five goddesses, and he can use the special skill, Yasakani no Magatama."

"We should just leave him. I don’t know how he’s managed to survive in a place like this, but as long as he’s here, he’s safe. If we need him, we can just come back,"

Myra said, but the thought of making this trip again was exhausting. I sighed and walked over to Toratsuna.

"We were teleported here by Laciel, one of the five goddesses. You were sent by the goddess Renren, right? You were told to defeat the Demon Lord, weren’t you? I was hoping we could cooperate."

"…"

Toratsuna sat hugging his greatsword, his eyes half-closed in meditation. He didn’t respond. 

"Hey, please. Will you just meet with Shizuka once?"

"…"

"She was crying, thinking you might have been killed by Yuki and his group."

I thought I saw his body tremble slightly, but he still wouldn't speak to me.

"Fine. I’ll at least tell her you’re okay. And I know this is a bad way to put it, but I’ll be taking Shizuka for myself. I’m not letting you have her."

I turned my back on him and glanced at the other members of Levante, signaling that we should leave. Since he wouldn’t cooperate, we’d have to rely on Laciel’s power again to go to the dungeon in the Leafkraut Family’s territory and return to Miglutt. The thought of spending another two days in a dungeon until I could use Goddess Summon again was depressing.

"Wait."

A voice called out to our backs as we were about to leave.

"Is it really true you haven’t slept with Shizuka?"

His gaze seemed to have lost its earlier sharpness. He looked up, not at me, but at Mizuki and the others.

"They’re not in that kind of relationship, but if we just leave them alone…"

Mizuki started to say, then hesitated and closed her mouth. She looked at me. I could tell she was talking to Toratsuna, but she really wanted to complain to me.

"Are you… um, this man’s…"

Toratsuna’s face turned red as he averted his gaze, stammering out the words.

"Absolutely not! Mizuki is not the Master’s girlfriend!"

"What’s that supposed to mean?!"

Famu and Mizuki glared at each other.

"…This all feels very nostalgic,"

Marmi said, taking a deep breath. We left the Crystal Palace with Toratsuna and went to visit the Star Union family estate where Shizuka was staying. Cecily and Aira had apparently moved into the magic school’s dormitories and were no longer at the mansion. Unlike Marmi, who seemed to feel a sense of comfort, I felt a great sense of loneliness. But then again, as long as I was in this city, I could see them anytime. A guard led us to Shizuka’s room. Shizuka had apparently been spending time with Reeni. She spotted Toratsuna among us, and her eyes widened as she stared at him. Toratsuna looked away uncomfortably and scratched the tip of his nose.

"Kō-kun…"

She stood up from her chair and unsteadily walked towards Toratsuna.

"Kō-kun…"

She repeated his name, and tears began to stream down her face.

"Maybe we should head back home…"

Mizuki said with a smile as she watched the two of them.

"Yes, you’re right. I want to go to the church, anyway."

Myra nodded at Mizuki’s words. She too had an indescribably gentle smile on her face. She looked almost like a Madonna.

"…I’m going to see my mother before I go back. I have to ask her why she gave Mash that teleportation device."

I wondered what Marmi intended to do after asking, but it was a matter between parent and child. I kept quiet.

"Just as you said, Master, it seems Shizuka really was in love with Toratsuna,"

Famu murmured.

"Hm? Did I say that? Well, it’s annoying, but I guess it’s fine."

I placed my hand on her head. She didn’t resist. I felt like the distance that had grown between us in Richel was starting to close again.

"No, Master. You *believed* that Shizuka loved Toratsuna."

Her sharp intuition seemed to have returned as well.

"It wasn’t so much that I believed it… as I *wanted* it to be true."

"Wouldn’t it have been better for you if you hadn’t found Toratsuna, Master?"

"Sh-Shut up!"

I pressed down on her head, ruffling her hair. She shrank back and narrowed her eyes.

"Anyway, I have Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Mo. So I don’t care!"

"…Master. Shizuka was with so many men, and yet… she still loved Toratsuna. What does it even mean to love someone?"

"Who knows. I don’t get it either. But I guess it’s different for everyone."

She wrapped her arms around my waist in a hug.

"I never knew I had feelings like this in me. But you brought them out, Master. And it’s truly, truly…"

Famu squeezed her arms tighter. Suddenly, I noticed Sameim staring at us. Famu noticed too and quickly let go.

"Master, I’d like to eat something you’ve cooked tonight."

We decided to leave Mo’s mansion.



    Chapter 239

    Shizuka's Future, and Reeni's Future

    Before heading home, we walked through a street lined with market stalls. It was bustling in the morning, but now the foot traffic was light. Famu and Sameim walked ahead, while Reeni and I followed behind, holding hands. Mizuki was on my other side. Reeni's rabbit ears, which were usually perked up, were now folded in the middle. She stared at the ground, refusing to look up.

"Reeni, what’s wrong? If there’s anything you want to eat tonight, I’ll make it for you."

"Meat."

"What about vegetables?"

"I hate them."

"Don’t lie. You were eating carrots just the other day."

Just because the rabbit-eared folk have rabbit-like traits doesn’t mean they’re herbivores; they eat the same things as humans. The same goes for the other races.

"Alright, fine. I’ll make nikujaga. I’ll put extra meat in your portion. And I’ll add carrots and onions, too."

"…"

Reeni stopped walking, and our hands slipped apart. I turned around to see her shoulders trembling, her head still bowed. Splotches like raindrops began to appear on the ground at her feet.

"Reeni… I don’t have a place to belong anymore…"

she whispered, wiping at the tears streaming down her cheeks with the palm of her hand, but they wouldn't stop.

"Reeni…"

She had been sold by her mother, who worked in Heilon’s red-light district, Longhorn Street, and I had received her as a reward for a quest. I didn't know where her mother was now. Even if I did, I wouldn’t have felt right returning her. As for her father, that was even more of a mystery. From the moment they met, she and Shizuka had become close and were often together. In a way, Shizuka had become a mother figure to her.

"Just because Toratsuna is back doesn’t mean you’ve lost your place, does it?"

Reeni shook her head.

"I can’t stay there. I don’t want to be in the way… Besides, those two are going on a journey, just like Mash."

"You don’t want to stay with Marina and wait?"

This time, she gave a small nod.

"I hate waiting. I don’t know when they’ll come back. Mash and Shizuka are both so weak. They might never come back at all. I don’t want to wait alone. It’s scary."

In the end, Shizuka was the only one in Marmi’s mansion she could truly open her heart to. But that couldn’t be helped. Not only was it a completely different environment from what she was used to, but she had only been living in the mansion for a short time. And I had misjudged her personality. I had thought she was the type to warm up to anyone quickly, but she was carefully observing people. She had chosen Shizuka, whose life had been similar to her own mother's. It wasn't a light choice. I should have taken it more seriously when she repeatedly asked me, "You won’t abandon me?"

I bent down, putting my hands on my knees to meet her gaze.

"Hey, Reeni, do you want to come with us?"

Mizuki’s eyes widened when she heard my words.

"Mash, there’s no way we can do that! Reeni is only seven years old!"

Famu, who had stopped to wait, turned to face us.

"I’m against it too, Master. She’s still a child."

"You’re a child too!"

"Hmph! I’m an adult!"

Famu protested before quickly averting her gaze.

"And you're the one who’s been regretting it all this time!"

"Famu…"

Famu kept her eyes averted, but Sameim looked over at me. Her eyes were downcast, and I couldn’t tell if she was confused or pitying.

"Master, I’m going ahead to do some shopping. Sameim, let’s go."

With that, Famu took Sameim and left.

At a stall, I bought some grilled meat skewers and ayran. We stood at the side of the street, and Reeni, Mizuki, and I ate. Reeni held the wooden cup of ayran with both hands and drank it down in gulps.

"Feeling better?"

I wiped the white foam from around her mouth, and she gave a small nod.

"I’m sorry."

"No, it’s understandable that you’d feel that way. I’m sorry…"

She shook her head.

"It’s okay. I know I’m being selfish. I know that you and Shizuka have to defeat the Demon Lord for the goddess. And I know you have to make sure you live for more than ten years. If you don’t live until then, Mash, I can’t marry you."

Reeni said this with a serious face, making it impossible to tell if she was joking or not.

"Hah, I’m not going to die that easily. And you’re allowed to be selfish."

I took the empty cup from her and handed her a meat skewer. The three of us bit into our skewers together. Juice burst out with every bite, mixing with the spices on the surface to create a delicious flavor.

"This is good. I wonder what kind of meat it is."

"It seems like beef, but isn’t it a little tough?"

Just as Mizuki said, it was hard to chew. As I worked my jaw, Reeni, who had already swallowed her mouthful, looked up.

"Reeni has decided. When I grow up, I’m going to be an adventurer. I’ll have Marina teach me magic, and Wake teach me sword fighting."

"I see… You don’t have to push yourself. Just take it one step at a time."

I wasn’t sure if Reeni’s decision, or my own words, were the right ones. But just as Mizuki had said, I couldn’t keep traveling with Reeni. There were people like Yuki and Clovis who were after my life. And in dungeons, a single wrong choice could mean death. I couldn’t take her to a place like that. I should have considered all of this more carefully when I took her in. I reached out and patted her head. Her hair was soft, and I could feel a gentle warmth underneath.

When we got back to the house, Hyakka and the other members from New World were in the dining hall, along with Rinko and Airi.

"H-Hyakka!"

It had been five days. I spread my arms to hug her as I approached, but she held up her hands to block me.

"Hyakka… why?"

"It’s so annoyin’ every single time!"

"This is only the second time!"

"Ugh… fine. But no kissin’ in front of everyone."

Reluctantly, she spread her arms. I hugged her without hesitation. And of course, I kissed her too.

"Mmph—mmh, mmph…"

She mumbled and tried to escape, but I chased her lips. In the end, she pushed me away.

"Jeez! I told ya I didn’t want to!"

Hyakka wiped her lips.

"Why do you always wipe it off?"

Rinko and Airi were frozen, staring at us with wide eyes.

"What in the world is going on between you two…?"

"Huh? Didn’t Hyakka tell you? We’re lovers."

I glanced at Hyakka, who blushed and looked away, embarrassed.

"Then what about her?"

Rinko pointed at Mizuki.

"I told you about her, right? She’s my girlfriend."

"…"

Rinko and Airi looked at each other.

"WHAAAAAT?!"

While they were freaking out, Etowan, one of the New World members, stood up.

"Who cares about that right now! You guys went to see Clovis, right? What happened? And why is an enemy dog-ear here?"

He huffed, then sat down roughly.

"Well… we’re not makin’ much progress with the 49th floor of the Crystal Palace,"

Hyakka said with a shrug.

"You couldn’t find the Area Guardian’s room, could you?"

The members of New World exchanged glances at my words, then turned to stare at me with wide eyes.

"How’d ya know that?"

"The 49th floor was redesigned to block access to the Area Guardian’s room. That’s where I met Kō-kun… Toratsuna."

"What? Weren’t ya at Clovis’s place?"

"I have to explain things in order. But first, how about we all have dinner?"

Rinko’s eyes lit up at my suggestion.

"Are you cooking, Mash? What are you making?"

"I was thinking of trying to make nikujaga."

"Potatoes! They have those in this world?!"

"Probably. I think a past reincarnator managed to bring them over somehow. But the people of this world think they’re cursed or something, so they don’t eat them. That’s why they only circulate among the Earth Dragon Race."

"I-I’ll help too!"

Rinko followed me, bouncing on her feet. She reminded me of Reeni, who was sitting quietly in her chair.

While we ate, I explained how we went to the city ruled by the Leafkraut Family, got into a fight in the dungeon, wandered through the World of the Jar of Holy Oil, ended up in the Crystal Palace, and finally joined up with Toratsuna.

"So that makes eight of the five goddesses’ heroes accounted for. And in the end, we still don’t know the goal of Yuki and Clovis’s Messiah. Right,"

Rinko said, frowning as she glanced at Sameim.

"You say she was just a slave forced to follow orders, but is it really possible she knew nothing at all?"

"Hmph. Sameim would never lie about something like that,"

Famu said, stepping between them to shield Sameim from Rinko’s gaze.

"And you say Yuki isn’t a bad person, either."

Rinko then turned her gaze to Mizuki.

"He showed us nothing but hostility and blasted us with his Divine Grace. It’s hard to believe a guy who was so ready to kill has some noble reason for it,"

Etowan said, crossing his arms in agreement with Rinko.

"I think I understand what everyone is trying to say. But I want one more chance to talk to him,"

Mizuki said, her shoulders slumping as she voiced her feelings. All eyes turned to me.

"It’s clear that Clovis’s group has information we don’t. They might even know something about the curse that limits our lives to ten years in this world. I want to create one more opportunity to talk."

"Talk, huh…"

Rinko and Airi sighed and looked at each other.

"Clovis seems just as self-serving as the god who brought us to this world. I get the feeling he’s after something for himself…"

Airi spoke up. Regardless of her thoughts on Clovis, it seemed she didn’t think highly of the gods either.

"Are they back in this city?"

"Who knows? We haven’t seen them. But next time, we’re all going. We don’t stand a chance unless we can break through that little girl’s special skill—Oi, was it? So we’re all going in together."

The other New World members nodded in agreement with Airi’s words.

Marmi, Toratsuna, and Shizuka entered the dining hall.

"Tora-kun! It’s been a while. We were worried about you,"

Rinko and Airi greeted Toratsuna cheerfully. He was no longer dressed like the beggar we first met. His hair was cut, his stubble was gone, and he looked clean. Seeing him like this, he looked his age.

"You’ve lost some weight,"

Rinko said, patting his back and ushering him inside. Shizuka, who was next to him, made a snipping motion with her index and middle fingers, opening and closing them like scissors as she approached me.

"You cut his hair?"

"Hee hee, he looks handsome, doesn’t he? I can give you a trim too, Mash."

Indeed, the cleaned-up Toratsuna was tall with a sharp jaw and slender eyes, looking quite handsome. She was also wearing makeup, which made her eyes look bigger than usual.

"Sheesh, I don’t get what a guy like that sees in Shizuka."

"That’s so mean!"

"More importantly, you’re wearing makeup to look like Mizuki again. Stop it!"

"Oh? Could it be you’re finally noticing my charms?"

Shizuka nudged me with her elbow. Patricia passed in front of her and rushed over to Marmi.

"Welcome back. I was so worried."

Patricia bowed her head deeply.

"…Hm. It’s been very inconvenient without you, Patricia. Have you been well?"

"Yes. I’ve been getting the house ready so that Lady Mo can return at any time. However, those people have been making a mess of things."

Patricia glanced at the New World members. It seemed they had been using our house as their base while we were away.

"…If you don’t like them, Patricia, just call Wake and have them thrown out."

"But, Lady Hyakka is…"

she started, then looked over at me.

"…Don’t worry about it, Patricia. Just throw them out."

I wondered if Marmi held some kind of grudge against Hyakka and the others. As I was thinking, Shizuka pulled on my arm.

"Mash, I have a favor to ask you."

Her expression was unusually serious.

"What is it?"

"I’m thinking of becoming an adventurer with Kō-kun."

"Really? But are you sure you’ll be okay?"

Until she went with us to the 49th floor of the Crystal Palace, she had never acted as an adventurer. She had joined Levante at that time, so her level had gone up, but she never participated in combat.

"We won’t do anything dangerous. We’ll just go to the guild and take on quests like herb gathering or clearing out the lower floors of a dungeon."

I studied her expression. Her sincere gaze didn’t waver; she seemed serious. I breathed an inward sigh of relief. If she had said she was going to go back to selling her body like she did in Longhorn Street, it could have caused another rift between her and Toratsuna.

"And about Reeni."

She looked over at Reeni, who noticed and looked back.

"If Reeni is okay with it, would it be alright if we took her with us? I promise we won’t do anything dangerous, and I’ll make sure we never get separated from Kō-kun…"

"That’s…"

I murmured, and Reeni trotted over to us.

"Reeni, is it okay if I stay with you? I won’t be a bother?"

"I’ve never been on an adventure before either. But…"

Shizuka scratched her cheek, perhaps to hide her embarrassment.

"I know. I’ll sleep by myself at night. I won’t get in the way."

Reeni hugged Shizuka, burying her face in her stomach.



    Chapter 240

    A Moonlit Night, and a New Relationship

    That night, Claire, Kalpana, Yanan, and Doris also gathered, and Myra returned with Elisha. From there, a massive girls' party began, and the men were pushed to the side. Then, things somehow evolved into a sleepover.

"The second floor here is my room and Famu’s! Why am I being kicked out?"

"No means no! This is for girls only,"

Mizuki replied.

"Tch, isn’t that my dream world right there?! You’d be in trouble without me, too!"

"N-No, I wouldn’t! Rinko and Airi are here, too!"

Mizuki had already gotten close to them. It seemed they’d bonded over stories of their original world. Furthermore, she was starting to earn the trust of the other girls and was becoming their leader. A true class president.

"So where are the guys supposed to sleep?!"

"There’s an empty building, isn’t there? There’s a storage shed, too."

"…You know, a storage shed isn’t a place for storing people."

It was a lively gathering, but too many women in one place could lead to trouble. Maybe gathering them all haphazardly wasn’t such a good idea.

"I’ve decided. I’m sleeping in your room tonight, Mizuki."

"Huh? Why?! That’s creepy."

"You haven’t been living here long, and you haven’t used it for the past few days, right? What’s the problem?"

Mizuki tilted her head as if thinking.

"…It just feels weird."

"I’m hurt! I’m really hurt! I’m sleeping in your room tonight. I’m going to hug your pillow and sniff it all night long."

"Ugh… fine. Do whatever you want. Just don’t bring anyone else in…"

"You’ve snatched up every last girl here, who am I supposed to bring?!"

"Okay, okay, goodnight!"

Mizuki pushed me on the back, and I was kicked out of the dining hall building.

Our residence was built in the style of an elven village in the Great Forest. Trees were planted throughout the grounds, and among them were one dining hall, four residential buildings, one bathhouse, and a storage shed. The upper floor of the dining hall was a large living space, which served as my room and Famu’s. That was now occupied by the girls' party. I wanted to sneak in and wreak havoc, but there was the matter of Yuki and Clovis. I couldn’t afford to make a bad impression on Rinko and Airi, who I wasn’t close with yet. Mizuki and Famu had also been worried about the fight with them, so perhaps this was a good opportunity.

I laid face down on Mizuki’s bed. I took a sniff, but it only smelled of the sun, with no trace of dampness. Patricia must have aired out the sheets. There were none of her personal belongings, either. With her storage, there was no need to leave things out. I lifted the curtain that divided the center of the room and peeked at the other side. It was the room assigned to Myra, but it also lacked any sign of life. This building was assigned to the two of them, but it seemed like it could comfortably house up to six people. I went back to Mizuki’s bed and lay down on my back. In my original world, I had always been alone. Nights like this were the norm. I used to feel cramped with people nearby, which was why I had wanted a space to be by myself. I opened my phone and checked the date. I was surprised to see it had been less than three months since I came to this world. It felt like so much had happened. And I had grown too used to having someone by my side. Now, I felt lonely when no one was around. There was nothing to distract me, nothing to comfort me. The darkness of the night was too deep. No, I'd felt this way ever since coming to this world. Famu had been the one to fill that void. I pictured Famu’s face. Despite her saying "We’re in this together,"

she would probably keep her distance from me while Sameim was around. I wanted to give her a piece of my mind, but she might be wishing deep down to return to her village life. I couldn’t bring myself to stop that. I, too, was afraid she would get hurt if she continued to travel with me. For the first time in a while, I opened the "World Guide"

that Laciel had given me. It was thicker than a dictionary and far too heavy. I switched to the display mode and tried to read it, but nothing sank in.

"Time for sleep…"

I regretted muttering to myself. I blew out the candle that lit the room, and in its place, moonlight streamed in. I closed my eyes, watching the light.

"Mm, mmm…"

A sound like a woman’s moan reached my ears. I slowly opened my eyes to find someone leaning over me, their lips pressed against mine. My eyes were still blurry with sleep and hadn’t adjusted to the darkness, so all I could see was a black silhouette. Could Mizuki have snuck out?

"Mizuki…"

Her hair fell onto my chest. I hugged her back and kissed her. Her tongue moved smoothly, parting my lips and entering my mouth. I met it with my own, and it was quickly entangled, and saliva flowed into my mouth. Our tongues and saliva mixed, writhing sensuously.

"Mmm, mmph…"

It was a stimulating, sensual motion unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. For a moment, it felt like my brain had melted. I wrapped my arms around her body, and she wrapped hers around my back. The warm touch of skin. She seemed to be naked. And it seemed I had been stripped of my clothes while I was asleep. As we embraced and her breasts pressed against my chest, I noticed something was off. It was the feel of an unfamiliar chest, one I had never touched before. I forced my eyes wide open. The atmosphere felt like Mizuki, but it definitely wasn’t her.

"Shizuka!"

I pushed her body away in surprise.

"Ehehe, I came to visit."

"What do you mean, ‘came to visit’? Go home!"

"That kiss felt good, didn’t it?"

Shizuka smiled without a hint of remorse. The moonlight streaming through the window illuminated her naked body, which was now sitting up, casting it in a pale, lustrous glow.

"Are you an idiot?! Go back to Toratsuna!"

I couldn’t understand what this woman was thinking, coming to my bed on the very night she reunited with her lover. Shizuka laughed sensuously and swayed her hips. I realized my penis was enveloped in a slick, wet sensation.

"I-It’s in. It’s inside me!"

"Mash, you sound like a virgin girl…"

My member was squeezed tightly. It moved, writhing as if being milked, tightening for a moment, then loosening, then tightening again. A moan escaped my lips at the pleasure. She was only resting her hands on my stomach. She was pleasuring my penis with just the movements of her vagina.

"Hey, what are you going to do if I actually cum? I don’t want Kō-kun—I mean, Toratsuna—to hate me."

I tried to speak calmly, but I was desperately trying to hold back my orgasm. My body already wanted to thrust up from below and pour everything into her.

"It’s okay. Kō-kun and I decided. You’re going to be my sex friend."

"Why would Toratsuna say something like that?"

"Does that really matter right now? Why don’t you just cum and then we can think about it?"

"If I cum, it’s over!"

I never thought the day would come when I’d say those words myself. Her vagina tightened, squeezing my penis hard. Then it slowly began to expand.

"I wonder which one Mizuki-chan likes?"

Shizuka looked down at me with a playful smile, as if testing my reaction. I tried to pull my hips back to escape, but she pressed down from above, pinning me. All the while, she continued to squeeze my member with varying degrees of pressure.

"Ah!"

It was the moment she squeezed me as tight as she could. Without any time to resist, I came inside her.

"You held out surprisingly long,"

she asked with a nonchalant expression.

"You… what are you really planning?"

"I told you. From today on, we’re sex friends!"

"But why?!"

"You see, ever since I started having sex with my teacher, I’ve had sex every single day, except when I was on my period. Well, on those days we did it from behind."

"What does that have to do with this?"

"Well, ever since I met you in Heilon, I’ve been holding back. It’s a miracle I was able to go more than a month without sex."

"…"

My penis was still inside her, but it had lost its strength. I could feel what I had just released trickling out. But she didn’t seem to care.

"So, I talked with Kō-kun. We figured if you were around, it would be okay."

"What would be okay?"

"For me, it doesn’t matter who I do it with, it feels good so it’s fine. But Kō-kun said no. So we figured, if you were there, maybe I could hold back."

"Did I hold back? I just came all over inside you."

"Yup, we both decided. So Kō-kun is my boyfriend, and Mash is my sex friend."

"…I have no idea what you’re talking about."

She had a boyfriend named Toratsuna. But because she "loves sex more than three meals a day,"

she would sleep with anyone. However, I had somehow been able to suppress her libido for over a month. So, to continue their relationship, Toratsuna had agreed to let Shizuka and I have a sexual relationship. And so, Shizuka had promptly snuck out of the girls’ party to pay me a visit. It all sounded like a joke, but her composed demeanor made it seem like she wasn't lying.

"Famu is going to hate you for this."

And if things went wrong, I had a feeling I’d be in trouble too.

"Well, you’re the one who came inside me, so you have to take responsibility and sort it out!"

Shizuka hugged me.

"I don’t want to be a sex friend, and I really don’t want to be with someone who has another guy. Just thinking about it makes my head spin."

"If Kō-kun and I ever break up, I’ll be all yours!"

"Hey! You’re just going to cry again, aren’t you? Try to think about how I feel, having to track down a missing Toratsuna. This time, he really might kill me!"

"Jeez. We can worry about that after we’re done!"

Shizuka sealed my lips with a kiss.

I didn’t want to be on the receiving end all the time, so I flipped her onto her back. I took hold of her ankles and spread her legs wide, and the semen I had just released inside her trickled out, running down towards her anus.

"I wonder if it gets darker the more you use it…?"

Famu’s and Mizuki’s were still so pristine. I vowed to cherish them.

"That’s so mean! That’s just an old wives’ tale."

"Is it? What about these flaps?"

I pinched her labia minora and pulled.

"Want to try putting a piercing in?"

"No, Toratsuna would definitely get mad about that!"

"It’s okay. I’ll make Kō-kun get one too."

"…I don’t want to see one on Toratsuna."

I couldn’t say it out loud in this situation, but I liked her. I wanted her to like me back in the same way. I was drawn to her, a woman unlike any other. Suddenly, her gaze shifted to my member.

"It’s still cute."

My member had gone limp, not so much from the orgasm but from our conversation. Believe it or not, I have a delicate heart. Her hand reached for it. Her warm, soft fingertips touched me, then began to rub up and down. The pressure was exquisite; she touched the head gently, avoiding too much stimulation, while applying pressure to the entire shaft, moving up and down without stretching the skin too far.

"You… you’re better at this than I am."

At those words, Shizuka smiled.

"Just say the word, and I’ll do it for you anytime. Next time, I’ll stick a finger in your ass and make you cum."

"You can do that?"

"Yup. But you’ll probably cum right away, so maybe next time. You can put it in whichever hole you want, Mash."

Before I knew it, I was fully erect. Shizuka spread both holes open with her fingers to show me. The semen was no longer dripping, but I had just been inside her. Her vagina was filled with her juices, glistening and reflecting the moonlight. I couldn't help but imagine how many men had been inside her.

"I’m sorry, Mash. But this is who I am."

She blinked slowly, her lips turning down just slightly. Then she closed her eyes and offered her lips. I leaned over her, kissing her as I sank my penis into her vagina. Her lips were soft. I felt a moist, equally soft sensation on my member. I paused my movements, savoring it.

"Mash…"

As if prompted, I began to move my hips.

"Mmm… Mash, I…"

She started to say something, then closed her eyes and mouth tightly. I watched her expression as I thrust. Shizuka quickly began to sway her hips in time with my movements. Her vagina overflowed with her juices, making the head of my penis glide smoothly. But my shaft was held tight by countless folds of flesh. I ran my hand over her chest and pinched her nipple.

"Aah!"

She arched her back. As I enjoyed her reaction, kneading her nipple, I felt my own orgasm approaching, and I lost all restraint.

"Mmmph, Mash, I’m ready whenever you are, mmm, don’t hold back, let it all out…"

Her body, which had been pale in the moonlight, was now flushed red. And in an even more heated voice, she begged for me to cum.

"Shizuka, really…?"

"Mash, just for the moments when we’re holding each other, give me everything…"

Her hips continued to move, urging me on.

"Ah, aah, aaah, Mash, Mash!"

I pulled back one last time and then thrust my hips forward. The ball of heat that had been building in my lower abdomen rushed through my member and was released into her.

"Aaaaaaaaaah—…!"

I pulsed again and again, pouring my semen into her. Shizuka arched back, devouring every last drop as if to wring it all out, her muscles squeezing me tight until the very end.

We lay there in each other’s arms, dazed. Then, without a word, we began to kiss.

"So, with that settled, I look forward to working with you. I’ll keep being Reeni’s mom, too, so I guess this makes us a real married couple."

I listened to her words with a very strange feeling.



    Chapter 241

    The Siege of Miglutt, and its Prologue

    The next morning, when Shizuka and I went to the dining hall, the women were in an uproar. I thought they might be continuing their girls' party and was about to go inside when they all turned to glare at me. Being stared down by so many people at once was genuinely intimidating. I took a step back, leaving the door open.

"Wh-What is it…? Haven’t you eaten breakfast yet?"

"…"

No one answered my question. Were they mad that I’d slept with Shizuka? Suddenly, I noticed one person with their head bowed.

"Famu…"

I called out to her, but she didn’t reply. No one else said a word. With no other choice, I looked to Mizuki, who seemed the most likely to give me an answer.

"What happened?"

"It’s Sameim. She’s gone."

I looked around, and sure enough, she was nowhere to be seen. I remembered the night in Richel when she had slept soundly, her breathing soft and even.

"You were all probably being too loud. Isn’t she just out for a walk somewhere?"

"She’s not on the premises, at the very least."

Even though she couldn’t speak, she was about the same age as Famu. And in this place, she shouldn’t have faced any discrimination for being one of the dog-eared race, unlike in Richel. There was the worry of running into Yuki or Clovis, but she should have been aware of that.

"Won’t she be back eventually? For now, why don’t we eat?"

"How can you be so calm?!"

Rinko cut in as I was talking to Mizuki.

"Sameim has definitely gone back to the Messiah’s members!"

"Are you saying she betrayed us? We removed her Slave Mark, dispelled the physical enhancement magic on her body, and Famu is here."

"You’re too naive! She took all our information and went back to Yuki. Don’t you understand what that means?!"

As Rinko’s shouts echoed, Famu lifted her head.

"Master, I’m going to look for her. I’m sure…"

She trailed off. She tried to pass by me, but I grabbed her arm.

"Do you have any idea where she might be?"

"No. But…"

"I can’t have you disappearing too. Let’s look for her together."

I stopped her, but the air in the room remained heavy. Just then, Patricia rushed in.

"Mash."

Patricia seemed to sense the tense atmosphere and shrank back slightly. But she quickly steeled herself and clutched the hem of her maid uniform.

"What is it?"

"A moment ago, a message came from Lady Marina. She asks that you come to the mansion at once."

"Is it something for Mo?"

"No, it’s for you, Mash."

Since Marina was Marmi’s mother, I assumed the business was with her, but apparently not.

"It’s about the Leafkraut Family."

At those words, Famu’s head snapped up.

"It might be about Sam."

She tried to pull her arm free and run, but I held on tight.

"Wait. Let’s at least eat breakfast first."

Our group heading to the Star Union family estate—Marmi’s home—consisted of the members of Levante, Toratsuna, Shizuka, and Reeni. The others had gone their separate ways, but Hyakka and the New World members seemed intent on staying, as they remained at the house. During the walk, I couldn’t bring myself to look Toratsuna or Shizuka in the face. Even though I’d woken up to find her already on top of me, I had eagerly devoured Shizuka afterward. There were no excuses. Despite that, Shizuka was acting as if nothing had happened, holding Toratsuna’s arm with one hand and Reeni’s hand with the other. Toratsuna couldn’t possibly be unaware of what happened last night. Seriously, why would Shizuka come to my bed on the night she reunited with Toratsuna? I didn’t understand it at all.

"Are you and the others planning to stay at the Star Union estate?"

"Yeah. They said it was fine."

I was surprised he answered so normally. Did he really not care about what happened with Shizuka? As I pondered this, I considered the implications of Toratsuna’s group staying at the Star Union estate. For the Star Union Family, housing an otherworlder hero as a guest was likely convenient for them. And in exchange for Marmi coming to my place, Reeni had gone to the Star Union estate. It was a hostage exchange, of a sort. Unlike me, Toratsuna, and Shizuka, the Star Union Family valued this connection for its political implications. I had found that mansion too lavish and uncomfortable, but if Shizuka and the others didn’t mind, then there was no problem. As I was lost in thought, Toratsuna put his arm around my shoulder.

"So… about Shizuka."

"I-It wasn’t my fault!"

I tried to protest loudly, but he squeezed my shoulder firmly. It felt like I was being shaken down.

"I know. She said that as long as she could be in that kind of relationship with you, she wouldn’t sleep with any other men."

"That’s—"

I was about to say that it was practically the same as her sleeping with another man, but I decided to keep my mouth shut. Mizuki and the others shot me sharp glances, but they didn’t seem to be coming over to question me like they usually would.

"So, I need you to cooperate and make sure Shizuka doesn’t sleep with any other men."

"If you’re okay with it, then I don’t mind, but…"

In reality, wasn’t my "cooperation"

the same as her sleeping with another man from Toratsuna’s perspective? I glanced at Shizuka. She was walking with a carefree smile, holding Reeni’s hand. I didn’t know what kind of conversation had passed between her and Toratsuna, but I had no idea what either of them was thinking. Just then, we arrived in front of the Star Union estate.

For some reason, the guards standing at the gate seemed more heavily armed than usual. Famu and the others must have felt the same, as we all naturally came to a stop.

"Famu, wait here. Can you go and tell them we’ve arrived?"

"Hmph, I don’t want to be teased like last time! You go, Master!"

"Hey, what kind of subordinate sends their master on errands?"

"Because you’re trying to make a fool of me, Master!"

Famu still hadn’t forgotten being teased when she first visited this mansion upon arriving in Miglutt. She tried to hide behind me.

"Tch, and it was all Mo’s fault…"

I glanced at Marmi, but she didn’t seem inclined to do anything herself. She was probably planning to wait until the gate opened or a messenger came out. Shizuka and Reeni should have been used to coming and going, but they weren’t moving forward either.

"Why are you all just standing here? This is normal for you, isn’t it? Why don’t you go?"

"Reeni always walks along the edge of the gate so she’s not in the way. But today…"

Hearing that, I realized what felt off. The iron gate, which usually made the place feel less intimidating, was closed today, even though it was daytime. With no other choice, I walked towards the gate alone. Wake, who had been Marmi’s guard, was there.

"Hey, what are you doing there?"

he called out, his eyes sharp.

"Huh? Marina summoned me, so I came."

"Then get in here, quickly. Lady Marina is in the study."

Wake immediately left, calling over knights and barking out hurried orders. Even with Marmi here, it felt like they were being far too unguarded with us. I waited for everyone to catch up before passing through the gate.

Once inside the mansion, we headed straight for Marina. As Wake had said, she was in her study.

"Zeno Leafkraut is gathering mercenaries in his domain,"

Marina announced the moment we entered. Zeno was the head of the Leafkraut Family, and his uncle was Clovis.

"Is the Demon Lord’s army attacking? Or another city?"

At my question, Marina lowered her eyes and sighed.

"His target is Miglutt."

"A coup d’état? Are you sure about this?"

She nodded in response. I glanced at Famu and the others. They looked just as bewildered. If it were a squabble between adventurers, we could intervene. But a battle involving armies was out of our hands.

"Is it against the Star Union Family?"

"The Four Regent Families have a non-aggression pact, and a treaty that states if one family is attacked, the others will fight alongside them. Zeno cannot be unaware of this."

"Is it because I took Mo? Or because we got into a fight with Clovis’s group?"

Thinking about it, I had done nothing but earn their enmity. But while Marmi’s situation and my attempt to capture Sameim using Goddess Summon were my fault, the incident in the dungeon in the Leafkraut Family's city was unavoidable. We had gone there to talk, and they had attacked us.

"I cannot deny that it may have been the trigger, but the Star Union and Leafkraut families have been at odds for a long time. We have had information that he was gathering troops for a while now."

"So, what should we do?"

As I pondered, Mizuki spoke up. She was feigning composure, but she couldn’t have anticipated this situation. Things were quickly escalating beyond our control. If that happened, convincing Yuki would become much more difficult.

"For now, please stay in this mansion. We will handle the situation."

"By ‘we,’ do you mean the Four Regent Families?"

Mizuki asked, and Marina nodded.

"Augustus went to the central government building this morning. They should already be discussing countermeasures."

The fact that Marmi’s father had gone meant Maryanne should be at the government building as well. This would be her first major incident since assuming her duties as head of the family. An image of her carefree smile flashed through my mind, and I felt a pang of worry.

"Honestly. The members of that family are fools…"

Marina stood up and began to walk towards the window. At that exact moment, a deafening roar tore through the air, and the ground shook violently as if in an earthquake. The window glass shattered and rained down. Famu and the others ducked down, and I shielded them with my body.

"W-Was that an earthquake?"

As the shaking subsided, Mizuki raised her head and looked around. The room was filled with a white dust that clouded our vision. Papers that had been on the desk were scattered across the floor, and a bookshelf that had been against the wall had toppled over.

"No. It seems we are under attack."

Marina was standing by the window, just as before. And through that window, I could see embers rising from the direction of the government building.



    Chapter 242

    The Siege of Miglutt, and Levante's Resolve

    The city of Miglutt was formed with the government building and the ruins of the Great Temple that Laciel destroyed on a central hill, surrounded by four administrative districts. I rushed to Marina’s side. From the window of her study in the Star Union estate, I could see the city streets of one of those districts. Rows of reddish-brown roofs stretched out, and beyond them, a low, trapezoidal hill was visible. On top of it sat a massive white building that reflected the sunlight—Miglutt’s central government building. But that very symbol of the city was now spewing black smoke that seemed to cover the sky. Flames were visible too. It was a marble structure. The inside was probably on fire. They must have already breached the interior.

"What foolishness…"

Marina whispered, her shoulders trembling.

"Maryanne…"

She had said the representatives of the Four Regent Families were gathered there. I had to save her, no matter what. Just then, my thoughts were cut short by the clang of swords from below. I looked down to see dozens of armed soldiers climbing over the iron-railed fence. Knights from within the mansion rushed out to stop them, and the skirmish quickly escalated into a group battle. Another explosion erupted, blowing a section of the fence away. More soldiers poured through the gap. The defenders were quickly overwhelmed. I gritted my teeth, watching the scene unfold. This mansion wasn’t built for combat.

"To think they would attack this mansion…"

"Are these Zeno’s men?"

"Yes. That is their armor."

Marina’s lips were pressed into a hard line as she looked down at the scene. The battle unfolding was a group engagement. There was no place for adventurers here anymore. It was a shame that most of our allies, who had been gathered at our house this morning, had already dispersed. But if Zeno was mobilizing an army to take over the city, his targets would be the government building, the estates of the Four Regent Families, and military facilities. There shouldn’t be attacks anywhere else. If he had moved a large army, Marina would have had intelligence on it much earlier. So the force Zeno had mobilized couldn't be that large. In any case, it seemed best to head for Maryanne’s rescue now. I turned around, and was surprised to see Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi standing right behind me.

"Aira is at the magic school. I have to check if she’s safe. Also, the Crystal Core Mash brought is at the church. It would be terrible if it were targeted."

Myra clutched her hand to her chest. She was right. We had to regroup with them as soon as possible.

"Right. First, we need to go get Cecily and Aira."

"If they are inside the magic school, they should be fine. That place has a degree of autonomy, and it’s home to some of the world’s most powerful mages. It won’t fall easily, even if attacked,"

Marina answered.

"But this is Zeno’s rebellion, isn’t it? In that case, couldn’t there be people loyal to him who have infiltrated the school?"

"That is…"

She hesitated. She didn’t have a grasp on the situation. Her own husband, Augustus, was at the government building. She must have been worried. We needed to repel the attackers at the mansion as quickly as possible, assess the city’s situation, and decide on our next course of action.

"Master."

Famu moved closer to me.

"Please let me go look for Sam."

Hearing her words, Mizuki also looked up.

"I have to go meet Yuki and stop this war."

"Both of you, wait. All we know is that the government building was attacked and this mansion is under siege. We don’t even know if Yuki or Clovis are involved."

As I said that, Marmi pulled on the hem of my clothes.

"…I don’t think Zeno and Clovis are acting independently. To take control of Miglutt, they have to eliminate the threat of the otherworlder heroes in this city."

"The special skill users?"

Marmi nodded. Those abilities ranged from useless powers like summoning massive quantities of condoms to powers that could block any attack, and even invincible powers like Goddess Summon that could overturn any disadvantageous situation. She was right. Even if Zeno succeeded in taking over the city, if the otherworlder heroes here launched a counter-attack, it would be difficult for ordinary soldiers to stop them.

"But would the otherworlders fight for the city? I think they’d run."

If I didn’t have any attachments, I would have thought of running first too.

"…It’s also possible they made their move because they had a way to eliminate the threat of the otherworlder heroes."

"Come to think of it, Yuki’s special skill, Koku Sanzo, was said to be able to hold up to three special skills from enemies he defeated…"

It was impossible for someone to acquire a special skill that another person already had. However, like Ito, who created clones of himself, it was possible to use the same special skill. It was unclear what "defeat"

meant specifically, but if Yuki had managed to acquire Goddess Summon, he would become an invincible existence when combined with the defensive abilities of his partner, Oi. With that in mind, it was possible Zeno was focused on suppressing the city’s leaders, while Clovis was moving to eliminate the special skill users in the city.

"…Patricia is at the house. She serves me. So I have to protect her, no matter what."

Marmi turned her back and headed for the door. I grabbed her hand.

"Don’t go alone. If you’re going, all of Levante is going!"

She turned around and looked up at me. Her gaze was like a glare. I flinched involuntarily at the sharp look from someone who rarely showed her emotions.

"…I have Wake. After that, I have to protect the Star Union Family as well. I’m leaving the party."

"No. Can the two of you handle a group of attackers? If we’re going, we’re all going."

"…You’re the one who can’t use Goddess Summon until tomorrow morning, Mash. You should stay here. Once Cecily and Aira come back, there won’t be a place for me in Levante anyway."

Marmi lowered her eyes and looked away.

"Don’t be ridiculous! Right now, you *are* Levante. We act together!"

I tried to pull her arm, but Marmi pushed back.

"…Even if I were somewhere else, you wouldn’t worry about me like you do for those two, would you?"

"Of course I would!"

"…Then why don’t you worry about Patricia in the same way?"

"Because she’s with Hyakka and the others…"

It wasn’t just Patricia. There was also Claire from the Mateo Trading Company, Yanan of the Earth Dragon Race, Kalpana and the nomads, Rinko and Airi, the members of Nekono Konekoneko, and the high priestess Elisha. The thought of any of my connections being targeted filled me with an anger and焦り that felt like it would drive me insane. Marmi looked down and shook my arm free.

"…If they’re trying to eliminate the otherworlder heroes, their first target will be that house. In any case, I’m going to bring Patricia back."

Just as she was about to head for the door again, Marina blocked her path.

"Wait. This mansion is under attack. What do you intend to do by bringing Patricia to a place like this?"

Multiple whooshing sounds tore through the air, followed by the sound of shattering glass. Several arrows were now sticking out of the study’s ceiling. Peeking out the window from the shadows, I saw soldiers with crossbows reloading their weapons. It seemed there were about four hundred soldiers besieging the mansion. Against them, there were only two hundred defenders. They had already given up defending the garden and had retreated to fight from within the mansion. But the mansion seemed too large to defend with that number of people. Marina’s study had been serving as the command center, but since it was on the top floor, both messengers and commands took too long. Marina decided to move to a lower floor.

"Mash, I need you and your group to guide the non-combatants to the upper floors for evacuation."

I nodded at Marina’s words.

"Shizuka and Reeni, I need you to guide people on the upper floors. Toratsuna, I want you to protect them."

"The siege line is thin. If it’s just us, we can break through and escape,"

Toratsuna whispered in my ear.

"I can’t just leave Marina and run. But if you guys want to escape, I’ll help."

Honestly, I wasn’t keen on getting involved in a fight between humans.

"Mo, where are the people in this mansion who need to be evacuated?"

"…There’s a place where the kitchen staff and other servants gather."

"Alright, let’s hurry."

I led Levante through a stone corridor littered with glass shards. The mansion was built in a square shape around a central courtyard and was five stories high. Being made of stone, it wouldn’t be easily destroyed. But with large windows designed for letting in light, it wasn’t built with defense in mind. Soldiers lay in the garden, and it was impossible to tell if they were friend or foe. Currently, the defenders were shooting at the enemy soldiers who were trying to enter the garden from the windows. The enemy soldiers were also hiding behind the gazebo and the garden’s stone borders, firing back with crossbows. The battle had reached a stalemate. I was worried about the others too. But to get to them, we had to break through this siege. I still couldn’t bring myself to order Famu and the others to turn their weapons on people, like we had against the pirates.

"Mash!"

I was startled by the call and stopped in my tracks. An arrow flew past where I had just been. I quickly moved away from the window, out of the enemy’s line of fire.

"We are in the middle of a battle, you know?"

Myra’s tone was sharper than usual. Under these circumstances, it couldn’t be helped.

"Sorry."

I apologized, and Myra blinked once. She reached out and took my arm.

"Mash, I think it would have been fine to go with Toratsuna’s idea."

"We can’t just leave Mo’s mother behind and run away."

"That’s it. Please don’t forget that we are just adventurers. What can we do in this situation? And is it really okay to leave Shizuka and Reeni in a place like this? Staying here won’t fulfill any of Levante’s goals."

"Are you telling me to run away, Myra?"

It was true that if we broke through the siege, we would be free, and if we could meet up with Kalpana and the nomads outside the city, our safety would be guaranteed.

"No. Mash, you have saved us from many dangerous situations. Even when you were hesitant at first, you looked at the situation and made the right call. You are without a doubt my hero. But right now, you can’t use your special skill, can you?"

"So what if I can’t summon Laciel with Goddess Summon!"

"Behind your decisiveness and ability to make tough choices, there was always the belief that Lady Laciel would sort things out in the end, wasn’t there? You say you have no faith, but you believe in Lady Laciel. That’s why you’re lost right now, unable to think of anything, isn’t it? Aren’t you just letting yourself be swept away by the situation?"

Myra stared at me, and I averted my gaze. But where I looked, there were Famu, Mizuki, and Marmi. Their mouths were set in firm lines as they watched me. They had their own worries, but right now, they were worried about me.

"You’re right, Myra. I should have been protecting you all first, but I’ve lost sight of my priorities…"

"I don’t expect you to protect me right now. Because right now, the weakest one here is you, Mash. We will protect you. No matter what the outcome may be."

Myra said with a smile. I spread my arms and hugged all four of them.

"No matter what happens, Levante sticks together. No matter what happens, the five of us will get through this!"

"Yes!"

"Master."

"…Yeah."

"Got it."

Their replies were all different. But that was fine. We were all different, and that’s why we could be together.

"Alright, first, let’s evacuate the non-combatants to the upper floors."

My resolve didn’t change the situation. But I felt like my head had cleared a little. Even if we escaped, if the city was taken over by Zeno’s forces, we wouldn’t be able to save the others. First, we had to get through this crisis. If we could do that, we could establish a base for a counter-attack and assess the situation around us. We headed for the kitchen.



    Chapter 243

    The Siege of Miglutt, and the Battle for the Kitchen

    The kitchen was a separate stone building, detached from the main palace. A covered walkway connected it to the palace. As we ran into the walkway, a soldier in a black cloak and silver plate armor stood in our way. The cloak, as it billowed, revealed a crest of two oak leaves and an unfamiliar flower. The crest of the Leafkraut Family.

"Enemy!"

I shouted, drawing my sword. The enemy simultaneously readied his weapon. The wall right next to him had been breached, and more soldiers were trying to get in.

"…Mash! Get down!"

Marmi’s shout echoed as a fireball created from her magic flew over my head. With a deafening roar, the enemy soldier was instantly engulfed in flames, collapsing with a scream. I slipped past him and charged another soldier. But my attack was deflected by the metal plate, glancing off without causing any injury. The soldier raised his sword at me.

"Tch!"

I tried to pull back, but I had stepped in too far. I blocked the blow with my blade, and our swords locked. Just then, Myra jumped in and struck the soldier with her mace.

"Gah!"

The soldier screamed and fell against me. I twisted my body to use his momentum against him. 

"Thanks…"

I looked down at the fallen enemy and thanked Myra. The helmet part of his armor was caved in and misshapen, and blood was dripping from inside. The soldier who had been hit by Marmi’s fireball was also completely still. I gritted my teeth at the sight. I could never get used to the death of a person. I looked away, and my eyes met Mizuki’s. Her brow was furrowed, her face twisted in a grimace. I was probably making the same face.

"Mash?"

Myra placed a hand on my shoulder, as if to check on me.

"Ah, yeah, sorry."

I shook my head, as if to shake off the lingering feelings.

"There might still be enemies outside. I’ll keep watch here. Mash, you head to the kitchen."

"Master. I will accompany you."

I nodded to Famu, and we ran towards the kitchen.

Famu and I stood before the door, trying to listen for any sounds from inside, but we heard nothing out of the ordinary. I considered peeking through a window, but that would mean going outside. Exposing ourselves seemed more dangerous. Although the sound of clashing swords had died down, the sounds of destruction, people’s screams, and the whistle of arrows were constant. I couldn’t tell if there was some unspoken rule of war not to kill civilians, or if the kitchen had already fallen into enemy hands, but there were no other enemies in sight besides the soldiers we had just fought. The enemy’s encirclement seemed thin in this area. I had no idea what the right course of action was. All I wanted was to get the members of Levante to a safer place.

"I’m opening it,"

I whispered. Famu drew her sword and gave a small nod. As I was about to put my hand on the door, I noticed she was still looking at me.

"Master, you’re afraid of killing people."

"Aren’t you?"

"I’m afraid that you will get hurt in this chaotic situation, Master."

"I…"

The memories of fighting the otherworlders, Mi and the others, and the battle with the pirates flashed through my mind. I still felt a deep aversion to the act of killing. I especially hated it when the members of Levante were involved. I had thought this feeling would fade as such situations continued, but now, seeing the fallen soldier, that feeling only grew stronger. I had to discard the values of my original world as quickly as possible. In a situation like this, anyone could die at any moment. I didn’t want anyone to die. But the more I thought that, the more a conflict arose within me, and that feeling also grew stronger. I put my hand on the door, as if to cut off those thoughts. This was no time to be lost in thought.

"Let’s just get our job done quickly and let the Star Union knights do their best to defend this palace. We have to find Sameim. If we can regroup with our allies outside, we should be able to manage somehow."

Famu lowered her gaze at my words.

"Master… is the Sam now different from the Sam I know?"

I placed my hand on Famu’s head. I stroked her ear, feeling its warm, soft texture.

"Who knows. But you’re the only one who can believe in Sameim until the very end. I don’t know about Sameim, but I believe in you."

Famu nodded at my words. I felt a powerful light enter her light-blue eyes.

"Alright, let’s go!"

"Yes."

In contrast to my determined words, I opened the door slowly. I peeked through the gap, but it was still quiet. It seemed no one was there.

"Were they already evacuated…?"

I threw the door open wide. A faint, raw smell of food hit my nose. It was a large room. There were no decorations; the wooden beams and stone brick walls were exposed. Tables were lined up in the center, and several stoves were along the walls. There were signs of a struggle. Large jars, about waist-high, were lined up against the wall, but half of them were broken. Next to them were wine barrels, but they were neatly arranged, as no one would have touched them in this situation. Looking around the room further, I saw that a window was broken, there were marks from arrows, and other signs that the enemy had broken in. I could see several fallen enemy knights. As I was about to step inside, Famu tried to go first, so I grabbed her clothes.

"I’ll go first."

"No. I’ll check things out. If anything happens, regroup with Mizuki and the others and escape into the palace."

"Hmph! You should stay back and watch, Master."

As we were arguing in hushed voices, a rustling sound came from inside the room. We quickly readied our weapons, and about twenty people in white aprons crawled out from under the tables. They were armed with things like cleavers, frying pans, and kitchen knives, all pointed at us.

"Are you alright?"

"Who are you?"

The man who asked was holding a long kitchen knife. He had thick arms, but he clearly wasn’t used to this kind of situation. His face was pale, and the tip of his blade was trembling. Looking at their faces, I realized I should have brought Marmi. I looked back at the walkway and beckoned for her.

"We’re in a party with Mo. Marina asked us to evacuate you to the palace."

"Are Lady Marina and Lady Mo safe?"

"They’re fine. Mo is behind me, securing our escape route."

The man with the knife looked at the others, then let out a sigh of relief and lowered his weapon. They started to move towards us.

"Mo and the others are outside. Head for the second floor of the mansion."

To make sure no one was left behind, I entrusted the evacuation to Famu and Marmi, who had just arrived, and stepped deeper into the room. As I passed by a soldier lying in a pool of blood, one of the maids turned to me in a panic.

"Be careful! That soldier keeps getting up and moving!"

"Moving? What do you mean…"

Just as I said that, the soldier lurched up. At the same time, a scream echoed from the walkway.

I kicked the rising soldier, knocking him back down. But he wasn’t the only one getting up; all three of the fallen soldiers were rising to their feet.

"Master, the soldier Myra defeated is getting up too!"

Famu’s voice echoed from behind me. I couldn’t see the situation in the walkway, but I thought the enemy we had defeated was dead. Even if he had been alive, he shouldn’t have been in any condition to get up and attack us.

"Did they use healing magic?"

"I don’t know. But—"

"Tch. Famu, you and Mo protect the people here!"

I stayed behind to cover their retreat, thrusting my sword into the gap in the soldier’s face guard.

"Guaah!"

The soldier let out a muffled scream and collapsed. I planted my foot on him, pulled my sword free, and readied my stance against the remaining two. Fortunately, perhaps due to the weight of their armor, the soldiers’ movements were slow. I closed the distance to prevent them from preparing, when one of the soldiers lifted a table. It was an old table, but it was made of thick, heavy wood. It looked sturdy and was clearly not something one man should be able to lift. I froze for a moment, but he threw it at the fleeing people.

"Dammit!"

I reflexively launched my Earth Magic. A large stone sphere struck the table with a loud crash, knocking it off course. The table slammed into the wall right next to the screaming servants and fell to the ground. Before I could even sigh in relief, a soldier picked up a fallen kitchen knife and charged at me. I parried the blow with my sword and slashed back at the soldier, but again, my blade couldn’t penetrate the armor.

"Channeling my mana…"

I recalled Maryanne’s words as I dodged an attack from another approaching soldier. But it was three against one. Just as I tried to focus my mana into the tip of my blade, another blade was pointed at me from a different direction. I launched another stone sphere from my Earth Magic, aiming for one of the soldiers’ heads.

"Take this!"

With a low metallic thud, the stone sphere struck the soldier’s head, and he collapsed. In that opening, I thrust my blade into a gap in another soldier’s armor. Red blood gushed out, and that soldier crumpled to the ground. Just as I turned my attention to the last one, I saw that someone who had entered the building unnoticed was now standing next to that soldier.

"Good grief. This may be the result of our master’s research, but it’s not in good taste,"

a clear, beautiful voice said. The speaker held a long staff and wore a black robe. From between strands of long golden hair, the long ears characteristic of the elf race were visible. And, also characteristic of her race, she had beautiful, porcelain-like skin. Her features made her look to be in her early twenties, but like Marmi’s mother, she must have lived longer than a normal human lifespan.

"Who are you…?"

While keeping my attention on the remaining soldier, I pointed the tip of my sword at the woman.

"Me?"

The woman smiled. For some reason, it seemed eerie, and a shiver ran down my spine. I glanced towards the door. The last of the people who had been here were just leaving. Famu was gone. Was she guiding them? Or was she fighting the soldiers in the walkway? As I was thinking, the fallen soldiers got up again. Even the one I had stabbed in the face was getting up.

"I am an elf who serves the Leafkraut Family. My name is Ilisarie. You are the otherworlder hero, Mash, are you not?"

I didn’t answer her question and shifted my position towards the door. But as if sensing my movement, one of the soldiers moved to block my path. Blood was still flowing from the gap in the armor of the one I had stabbed in the face, staining his armor and cloak a dark, blackish red.

"Even if a part of the body is destroyed and they die, many of its functions are not lost. If you implant a command to replace the brain, they will continue to move like this until all their functions are lost."

Ilisarie glanced at the soldier as if looking at something boring.

"Are you controlling them?"

"Not exactly. A magic circle is embedded in them that takes over and moves the body when the person dies."

"…So even if I defeat you, these soldiers won’t stop?"

I took a step back. Four soldiers who kept moving even after being defeated, and an elf. I couldn’t think of a way to get out of this situation. I could only pray that Famu and the others would come back.

"Mash, you don’t have to be so tense. And you heard my name, didn’t you? Ilisarie. I would like you to call me by my name."

Ilisarie smiled.

"Why did your master, Zeno, start this fight? What is he planning?"

"This mansion was not built with battle in mind at all. Do you understand?"

Her reply was completely off-topic.

"I suppose so."

It was a way to buy time. I nodded to draw out the conversation. I wanted to check on the situation beyond the door, but the soldier was completely blocking it. The soldiers were slow. If I focused on escaping, they wouldn’t be able to keep up with me. But would Ilisarie allow that? Fleeing without knowing her true strength felt like a dangerous gamble.

"And this kitchen was designed for the convenience of the servants, with easy access to the outside for shopping and other things, connecting to a back entrance."

"What are you trying to say?"

"Mash, I can take you from this place without anyone knowing. I would like to invite you to Lord Zeno’s mansion."

"Unfortunately, I just visited the other day. I don’t want to seem like an inconsiderate person."

"Don’t be like that. I’ll give you a front-row seat to watch the city of Miglutt be trampled."

As she spoke, I noticed another unfamiliar man standing in the kitchen.

"Let me introduce you. He is also a hero from another world, just like you, Mash."

He was a man wearing a red hood. A complete stranger. He had a medium build and a slightly plump body. His cheeks were a little sunken, and he had a stubble. The moment I saw his deep, dark eyes, an inexplicable rage surged through my entire body. I glared at him, and he glared back. I couldn't suppress the urge to cut him down any longer. I raised my sword and closed the distance in an instant. But before I could reach him, one of the soldiers stepped in and struck me.

"Tch!"

I endured the pain, quickly regained my balance, and readied my sword again.

"Master!"

I thought I heard Famu’s voice in the distance. In that moment, the irrational rage that had possessed me vanished. I backed away and headed for the door.

"What a pain. As long as we don’t kill him, it should be fine to rough him up a bit, right?"

the man muttered.

"Special Skill, Destruction Battleaxe!"

With his shout, the kitchen ceiling came crashing down. The space in front of me was filled with a mountain of rubble, and a thick steel wall blocked the path to the door. I looked up and saw the blue sky through a gap in the collapsed ceiling. The steel wall was being lifted towards that blue sky. The wall glittered as it melted into the blue of the sky, forming the shape of a giant battleaxe. It was swung down at the kitchen. Once again, a heavy mass of iron with a sharp blade was swung down from above. With a deafening roar, the remaining parts of the building that had withstood the first blow shattered. The battleaxe was not swung down completely, stopping with a slight gap, so I was not hit directly. But the shockwave was accompanied by a deafening roar, and a rain of rubble poured down. The soldiers were protecting Ilisarie and the otherworlder from the falling debris. I tried to use the confusion to escape towards the walkway, but a soldier struck me from behind. The dull impact and pain almost made my knees buckle. I barely managed to stay on my feet and swung my sword to shake off the soldier. But he grabbed my arm. At the same time, rubble hit my shoulders and back, and a sharp pain made me stumble. I was struck by the soldier again, and my vision went black.



    Chapter 244

    The Siege of Miglutt, and Captivity (Ilisarie)

    I heard a wet, squishing sound, like a thick liquid being stirred. I felt a warm sensation enveloping my penis. Soft, wet folds of flesh moved up and down, and my member pushed through them, reaching the back where it was gently squeezed.

"Aaaah, mmm, ahh…"

A woman’s moans matched the rhythm of the movement. I, too, let out a muffled groan, riding the waves of pleasure that washed over me. Seeking to devour that pleasure more intensely, my hips began to move of their own accord.

"It seems you’re awake."

It was just like before. I remembered Elisha, the high priestess of Miglutt’s Great Temple. I wondered if she and the church were safe. As I thought that, my consciousness became clearer. I remembered fighting in the Star Union family’s kitchen with the elf woman who called herself Ilisarie and the man in the red hood. I opened my eyes to see Ilisarie on top of me, her hands on my solar plexus, her hips swaying. Her golden pubic hair mingled with mine at our point of connection, and when she lifted her hips, I could see my penis between them. It was slick with the love juices she had drawn out. She had been looking down, but now she lifted her head, and our eyes met. Her lips parted slightly, revealing the tip of her red tongue. A long, thin thread of saliva dripped down onto my chest. She let out a hot breath with a moan and smiled sensuously. Her long golden hair fell, hiding her ecstatic expression, its tips stroking my stomach.

"Hehe…"

Ilisarie let out a small laugh.

"To think the reason the elven race couldn’t have children was because they tried to protect their purity."

"Hey! What are you doing?"

I tried to push her away, reaching out my hands, but she caught them and guided them to her breasts. The hardened buds at their tips brushed against my palms, then sank into the soft flesh.

"Mash, you’re aroused too, aren’t you? You want to release what’s built up in this penis, don’t you?"

She quickened the movement of her hips. The tightness enveloping my penis increased, her vaginal walls clinging strongly, stimulating the entire length of my shaft. In search of that pleasure, my member pushed deeper into her. I held back the pleasure of my rising semen and thrust my hips up repeatedly from below.

"Ah… aah… mmm!"

She moaned and bucked. She hugged me, pressing her clitoris against our point of connection.

"I might not be able to come from just vaginal stimulation alone. So…"

She sealed my lips with a kiss. Her words wounded my pride, and I put more force into my thrusts from below, my hips moving even more powerfully.

"Aaaah… Mash, yes, more…"

Our tongues tangled fiercely as I thrust relentlessly, aiming for her depths.

"Ah, ahh… deeper, deeper…"

In the end, as if in sync with her, the impulse I could no longer hold back exploded, and I drove my penis deep into her one last time. I poured my arousal into her. Our lips parted, and she arched her body back to receive it.

"Ah, aaaaaah…"

Ilisarie’s particularly loud moan echoed through the room.

The pleasure of my orgasm faded, and I remembered this was no time to be lying in bed. I pushed Ilisarie off me, who had collapsed on top of me, and sat up. It was an unfamiliar room. But from the glossy furniture, it was clearly the mansion of a noble.

"This is the Leafkraut family’s mansion."

Ilisarie also sat up, pushing back her disheveled hair. The heat of our lovemaking hadn’t cooled yet, and her pale, translucent skin was flushed red. The red buds atop the gentle mounds of her breasts also seemed to still be hard. I stared at her, and she pulled the sheet up to her chest as if to hide her skin.

"What? Are you embarrassed?"

"If you’re saying you’re not done yet, Mash, I’ll keep you company."

She stared at me with a sharp gaze, as if challenging me. She loosened her grip, and the sheet fell away, revealing her white skin once more.

"Don’t you have a man?"

"He’s right in front of me."

Ilisarie said with a laugh. I closed my mouth and looked around the room again.

"If you want clothes, ring that bell and tell a servant."

It seemed she had been reading my thoughts. Was I that easy to read? I thought, looking at the golden bell she had pointed to on the bedside table. I didn’t need to call a servant; I had a change of clothes in my storage. If it came down to it, I could wear Mizuki’s panties and give this woman the shock of her life. I tried to reach for my storage, but nothing appeared.

"Sorry, but I’ve sealed your magic."

"…"

She poked the bracelet on my wrist with her index finger. It wasn’t a shackle like the one I had when I was captured by the Four Regent Families, but my magic was completely sealed. I tried to move my feet, but there were no shackles, and my body could move freely. Ilisarie watched me with a smile. I felt like I was being played with and snorted. At the same time, I thought of Famu and the other members of Levante. What had happened to them after I passed out? I was also worried about the outcome of the battle between the Star Union and Leafkraut families. I was about to bombard her with questions and turned my gaze to her.

"You said you serve the Leafkraut Family."

Ilisarie nodded at my words.

"Why me? Did Zeno order you to?"

"My role is to hold you here and stop you from interfering. And to conceive a child with you."

"Stopping me is one thing, but if you want to have a child, any human would do. If you want the blood of a special skill user, Yuki or any other otherworlder would work, right?"

At my words, Ilisarie’s cheeks softened into a smile.

"The Star Union Family understands nothing."

I thought of asking more, but then I remembered she had said her goal was to keep me here.

"How much time has passed since I was defeated? What’s the situation in the city now?"

"About half a day, I suppose?"

Listening to her words, I crawled out of bed. I walked to the window and looked outside. It seemed to be four or five stories high. Below was a stone-paved ground. A jump from here would not end well. The sun had passed its zenith and was now low in the sky, so the time she mentioned seemed about right. I looked back at the city. The noise didn’t reach this room, but I could see black smoke rising from various places. However, the flames and smoke that had been rising from the government building on the central hill seemed to have subsided compared to what I had seen from the Star Union estate. I narrowed my eyes, trying to get a better look.

"The government building and the Star Union estate have already fallen."

"What?!"

Ilisarie had come to stand next to me without my noticing. She was dragging the sheet, covering her chest, and looking out the window just as I was.

"What happened at the government building?!"

"A combined force of the Air-Ally Family’s knight order and a mercenary corps has occupied it. They have killed the heads of the Sky-Lot, Star Union, and One-Land families."

At those words, I felt dizzy, and my mind went blank.

"Don’t fuck with me!"

I grabbed Ilisarie by the chest. I was enraged by the way she spoke of Maryanne’s death as if it were just a piece of information, without changing her expression. Maryanne’s smile flashed in my mind, and my chest tightened painfully.

"As for the Star Union estate, Marina has fled. The Clovis family’s knight order has occupied it. And the knight orders and mercenary corps of the Clovis and Air-Ally families are currently engaged in street battles with the knight orders of the One-Land and Sky-Lot families."

"The Air-Ally Family…? So the humans joined the rebellion. Did they lead the mercenary corps…?"

This wasn’t a rebellion; it was a coup. The Air-Ally Family was the human branch of Miglutt’s Four Regent Families.

"That’s right. The Star Union, One-Land, and Sky-Lot families were all in favor of welcoming a king to this city. The Air-Ally Family had no choice but to agree since the other three families were leaning that way, but they bow their heads to the Empire. They were reluctant for Miglutt to increase its independence."

"Wait! I’ve never heard anything about welcoming a king."

"The king is you, Mash."

Ilisarie poked my chest with her finger, and I remembered being told something like that. I let out a small sigh and released my grip on her.

"I don’t remember agreeing to that!"

"You don’t understand the situation you’re in at all, Mash. You are the hero this world desires."

"…As I said before, there are other otherworlder heroes. Yuki is one of them!"

"Yuki won’t do."

"Why not?"

I threw the question at her as I headed for the door and tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge.

"You will remain in this room until the situation has calmed down, Mash. If you’re bored, we can have another round."

It was locked. I tried to take out my magic key and remembered my magic was sealed. Ilisarie stood with her back to the window, pulling aside a part of the sheet to reveal her white breast and smiling. My gaze was drawn to it, but this was no time for that.

"If I ring that bell, someone will come, right?"

"Sorry, but if you try to leave, I’ll stop you."

"Then I’ll leave by force."

I cracked my knuckles and smiled at her. She smiled back in response.

"And I’ll stop you by force."

She was a slender elf. I didn’t want to hit her, but I needed to escape and regroup with Levante as soon as possible. Marina had broken through the siege and fled. Famu and the others, with Toratsuna, should be safe. I couldn’t lose in a contest of strength. If it came down to it, I would take her hostage. I clenched my fists and closed in on Ilisarie.

Ilisarie easily twisted my wrist and threw me to the floor.

"Don’t underestimate me. I may be a mage, but my swordsmanship and martial arts skills are also at the highest level."

"So your looks and age are deceiving…"

She looked down at my face as I lay sprawled on the floor.

"Tch, to think I’d lose so easily…"

"It didn’t look like you were seriously trying to hit me, though."

She had even seen through my momentary hesitation because she was a woman. She squatted down, as if pitying me, and touched my penis. I had forgotten I was naked when I attacked her.

"If you’re going to act out like this, I’d rather you do it in bed… We’re both bored, and you’re still horny, right?"

She rubbed me up and down. This was no time for this. My mind was racing, but I was instantly erect.

"Don’t you have a lover?"

"Are you really worrying about that when you have a harem of girls waiting on you?"

Her fingertip traced the slit at the head of my penis. A sensation that was both pleasurable and ticklish ran through my entire body.

"I had a husband. But that was a long time ago. Now, let’s go to bed."

"What about the man in the red hood?"

"That man is a mercenary hired by Lord Zeno."

"A mercenary?"

My heart skipped a beat.

"Yes, not my lover. He should be in the occupied Star Union estate now."

"Is Sameim in this mansion?"

"Sameim?"

She tilted her head.

"A girl from the dog-eared race."

"Ah, yes, I heard you took her away?"

"She ran away."

She just tilted her head again. She really didn’t seem to know anything. Ilisarie helped me up. As my hips were lifted, I ran towards the window. I slammed my body against it, and the window, frame and all, came loose, and my body was thrown outside.

"Kyaaah!"

Ilisarie’s scream echoed. For a moment, my body seemed to float through the air, but then I began to fall towards the ground at a tremendous speed. I tried to crash into a tree next to the building to cushion my fall, reaching out my hands to grab a branch, but I couldn’t catch anything. My body hit some branches a few times, but it did little to slow my descent. The next thing I knew, the stone pavement was rushing up to meet me. I instinctively curled my body into a ball, but a violent impact sent a sharp pain through my entire body.

"Guaaaah!"

The pain was so intense I couldn’t move for a while, but I forced my body to move and tried to stand up. I stumbled and fell a few times, but eventually, I was able to stand on my own two feet. I felt a suffocating pain all over my body, but it didn’t seem like I had any broken bones. I looked up at the place I had jumped from. Ilisarie was standing there, looking down at me with a glare, but she quickly disappeared. I didn’t know if she was coming after me herself or calling for guards, but I couldn’t let myself be caught. I had to regroup with Levante as soon as possible. I stumbled, but I started to run.



    Chapter 245

    The Siege of Miglutt and the Pursuer

    The pain was so intense I couldn't straighten my back, couldn't even sit up. Every step I took sent me stumbling; I couldn't even run in a straight line. I just had to get away from the Leafkraut family's estate. My mind raced with panic, but my body only grew heavier. When I glanced back, the mansion was still visible. Desperate to hide, I ducked around the nearest corner.

I hadn't run far at all, but I was already out of breath. When I tried to take a deep breath to steady myself, a sharp pain shot through my lungs, sending me into a coughing fit. Even that small movement sent a fresh wave of agony coursing through my entire body.

"Damn, that hurts..."

I leaned against a wall, trying to calm down. The pain seemed to be getting worse. When I first fell, there must have been a numbness that dulled the agony. Was it just going to keep intensifying?

I peeked out from the shadows onto the street. Urban warfare was breaking out all over the city. No ordinary citizen would be walking around in a situation like this. They were probably all huddled inside their homes, terrified by the sudden chaos. And there was no sign of my pursuers.

My house was the closest place where my allies were likely to be. I started running again.

As I neared the house, I froze. There were no guards. The gate was wide open, and I could see flames rising from the thick trees on the property. I could only stare, stunned at the sight.

"Hyakka... Patricia..."

Just as I started to move forward to get a better look, I heard footsteps behind me. I spun around to see two armed soldiers sprinting toward me. I couldn't summon a weapon from my storage; the magic-sealing bracelet was still active. It was a metal band, inlaid with a Mana Seed. I tried to pull it off, but it was clamped firmly around my wrist. I considered smashing the Mana Seed and slammed my wrist against the wall, but it didn't even leave a scratch. While I struggled, the two soldiers drew their swords and closed the distance.

"Don't make this difficult. You're coming back to the mansion. Our orders are to kill you if you resist."

One of the soldiers moved to cut off my escape route.

"Guh..."

I backed away to stop him, but the soldier was faster. Before I knew it, I was trapped between them with no way to resist. I was completely unarmed. I balled my fists and took a stance, but I knew I couldn't damage an armored soldier with my bare hands.

It was at that moment someone landed between me and the soldiers with a light, feathery step. Black, cropped hair, with two pointed black ears sticking out from the top of her head. Tanned skin and silver eyes. And a long, black tail.

"Long time no see. I've missed you."

A girl from the black panther tribe smirked, her lips curling into a grin. Her arms, extending from a black tank top, were slender but toned with lean muscle. A Slave Mark was etched into one of them. The soldiers readjusted their grips, aiming their weapons at her. In response, the black panther girl bent her knees slightly, lowered her center of gravity, and crossed her arms. Four sharp claws shot out from the back of each hand.

The soldiers moved first. One of them swung his longsword down, a crushing blow aimed at the panther girl's head. With lithe, swift footwork, she took a light step back, letting the sword whistle past her. She countered, thrusting her claws at the soldier, but they scraped across his metal armor, the attack deflecting harmlessly.

"Tch, what a pain."

As she clicked her tongue in annoyance, the other soldier came at her from behind.

"Hey, behind you!"

"I know! Mash, you just drink this and take it easy."

A small vial flew through the air toward me. A health potion. The girl had completely read the soldiers' movements. Without even turning around, she dodged the second soldier's slash with minimal motion. As she turned, the first soldier followed up with a horizontal swing, but she evaded it as gracefully as a falling leaf. Then, shifting from defense to offense, she closed the distance with a sharp, sudden charge.

"Hraaaaaaaah!"

With a ferocious battle cry, she put her entire body weight behind a single thrust of her claws. The piercing strike tore through the soldier's armor with a dull, metallic crunch.

"Gah!"

The soldier collapsed with a choked cry. When the girl tried to pull her claws free, he grabbed onto them in a desperate act of resistance. The other soldier was already closing in on her exposed back.

"Kuh!"

She struggled to wrench her claws free, but the soldier clung to her, pulling her into an embrace. Her claws had pierced straight through his body; normally, a blow like that would have been instantly fatal. Even if he were alive, he should have been too gravely injured to fight back. Zeno's research must have made these soldiers immortal, immune to pain. I shook my head, forcing the thought away. This was no time to be analyzing things. Thanks to the potion, the discomfort and lingering pain were mostly gone, and I could move much more freely. On pure instinct, I charged the soldier who was raising his sword and tackled him.

"Get out of my way! You want to die?!"

The soldier roared and shoved me aside. In that brief opening, the girl kicked the other soldier away and finally freed her claws. Bright red blood dripped from their tips. She flicked her hand, shaking off the blood, and a smile spread across her face.

"You're the one who's going to die."

The soldier swung his sword in a wide arc. Ducking low under the slash, the girl rushed him. Then, coiling her body like a spring, she unleashed a vicious swipe with her claws. They connected with the soldier's head, ringing out with a high-pitched clang. His helmet split open and fell to the ground, revealing the face of a middle-aged man. The girl drove her claws straight into his unprotected face. The soldier crumpled in slow motion. As she watched him fall, she retracted her claws.

"Riley!"

Overjoyed at our reunion, I rushed to embrace her, but she stuck out a hand and planted it firmly on my forehead.

"Why are you stark naked?!"

Riley yelled.

"Between you and me, clothes are unnecessary!"

"You pervert! I'm a woman too, you know! A little atmosphere would be nice!"

Her nose twitched.

"You smell like a woman... Were you caught having an affair and got chased out? Ugh, I can't believe I helped the bad guy. And I even killed someone for you!"

"No! It's a misunderstanding! I'm the one who was attacked. You have to believe me!"

I tried to get closer, but she kept me at arm's length.

"You expect me to believe a naked man with *that thing* dangling out in the open?!"

As she shouted back, one of the soldiers I thought was dead began to stir. Riley's eyes widened in shock.

"Wh-What the hell are they...?"

she muttered, kicking the soldier back down.

"These soldiers just keep getting back up. I have questions for you, and I need to explain things. Let's find somewhere else to talk."

"Fine, but I'm not walking through the city with a naked guy. Let's split up."

"Why?!"

"'Why?!' you ask me 'why'?!"

"You're so loud. Look, I'm sorry, but my magic is sealed, so I can't get any clothes out. Lend me your underwear."

"Like hell I will!"

Riley screamed back. For a long-awaited reunion, she was certainly a handful. Resigned, I stripped a cloak off one of the soldiers and wrapped it around my waist, then took his longsword as well.

"How's this?"

"Now you look like a mugger... Just a different kind of pervert, but I guess it's an improvement..."

Riley sighed, frowning.

"I got to the city last night,"

she said as we hurried through the back alleys, trying to stay out of sight. Unlike the main streets, these paths were narrow and dimly lit. The alleys themselves were quiet, but the wind carried the distant sounds of shouting and clashing metal. Countless lines were strung between the buildings, hung with laundry. The residents clearly hadn't expected a battle to break out in the middle of their city. They had been trying to live another ordinary day. Now, an eerie silence had fallen.

Riley glared at a clothesline, then leaped, scrambling up the wall. She slashed the line with her claws and landed lightly amidst the falling laundry. She could probably jump from a five-story building and walk away without a scratch.

"Hey, what are you gawking at? Get dressed."

As I was admiring her agility, she slapped me on the back.

"What? This is stealing!"

"You were just wandering around the city naked. You're already a criminal!"

I wondered if this city had laws against indecent exposure. If so, what about someone like Avea, who walked around proudly in a bikini? Pondering this, I picked up some clothes from the ground.

"I looked for the Mateo Trading Company, but the woman in charge wasn't there. When I went back to ask this morning, I saw fire breaking out from a building in the center of the city."

"You met Claire?"

I asked. Seeing Riley nod, I let out a sigh of relief. That meant she, Yanan, and Doris were probably safe.

"There's a female warrior named Avea at the company, right? And a bunch of other adventurers are gathered there too. I heard you, Hyakka, and Kalpana were there, so I came to check on you."

"Right, Hyakka mentioned you two worked together fighting bandits,"

I recalled. Riley nodded. I quickly gave her a rundown of what had happened. After hearing my story, she clenched her jaw.

"I went deeper to check things out, but the building was destroyed, and the only people left were those soldiers from before. There was no sign of Hyakka or the others. That's when I spotted you, wandering around naked."

I balled my fists and ground my teeth. Hyakka and the others had to be safe. They were more experienced adventurers than anyone in Levante. I pictured the faces of my New World party members, one by one. They had to be protecting Patricia, too. I started walking, shaking off the grim thoughts. Riley fell into step beside me.

"So, why do you still have that Slave Mark?"

"...It's what I wanted."

"What?"

"After my fight with you, Ito has been filled with regret. She says she wants to apologize to you."

"So what? What does that have to do with anything?"

"You get it, don't you? Ito is Emma's clone. She *is* Emma. If someone doesn't keep her tied down, she'll cut her own attachment to this world."

The transmigrator, Emma, had her partner, Ito, killed by Yuki. Believing the god's promise to grant a wish if she killed the five goddesses' transmigrators, she tried to kill me and Mizuki. Emma had used her special skill to create a clone of herself, which she named Ito. Fearing my retaliation once she realized Emma's abilities couldn't counter my special skill, Ito killed Emma to cover her tracks. It was a complicated story, but Emma and Ito were the same person. Yet, for Riley, who had served Emma, her master was one of a kind. Seeing this change of heart was complicated for me, especially after I had seen Riley crying hysterically over Emma's corpse.

"Where's Ito?"

"She came to the city with me. She's at the Mateo Trading Company."

"Yuki is involved in the chaos happening in Miglutt right now,"

I said. Riley nodded.

"The mistress of the Mateo Trading Company told me you were involved with Yuki."

All emotion drained from Riley's face.

"I'll kill him."

"So, where are you headed now, Mash?"

We were walking shoulder to shoulder. Up ahead, I could still see the building, smoke rising from it.

"The government building."

"What's there?"

"Maryanne should be there."

I stared at the building on the small hill.

"Tch, all you ever talk about is women!"

"That's not... well, maybe it's not untrue,"

I sighed.

"She just became the leader of the dog-eared tribe with my help."

The priority should have been finding the scattered members of Levante and Hyakka's group, or reuniting with Claire and Kalpana. But there was something I had to confirm. I remembered Irysalie saying she had killed the head of the One-Land family, and my chest tightened.

It was my fault. Because I meddled in this city's affairs, she got caught up in all of this. If I had done nothing, she would have been safe.

"Don't make that face."

Riley nudged my shoulder. I glanced at her, and she grinned, her lips stretching wide.

"I'll go with you."

"...We could die."

"It's you and me. We can do anything."

"Have you forgotten? That day, in the pouring rain."

We both looked up at the sky. The city was in chaos, our hearts in turmoil, yet the sky above was a vast, clear, serene blue.

"It's okay. We'll make it in time. So don't make that face."

Her words were reckless, but they resonated powerfully within my heart.

"Riley, thank you. I'm glad you're here."

My voice was thick with emotion, and I felt tears welling up. She nudged my shoulder again.

"I don't mind you talking about other women in front of me, but will you still feel this way about me when I'm in trouble?"

This time, I pushed her shoulder back.

"I'm always thinking about you. I was so lonely without you. Riley, I missed you."

I opened my arms, and she threw herself into my chest.

"Me too. I came all the way to this city for you. I missed you, too."

I pulled her close and we shared a gentle kiss.



    Chapter 246

    The Siege of Miglutt and the Events at the Government Building

    The government building stood atop a hill about fifty meters high. On its south side was a wide stone staircase, about twenty meters across, flanked by stone pillars at regular intervals. In addition, there were four switchback-style ramps, one for each cardinal direction. From the shadow of a nearby building, Riley and I scouted the southern staircase. The road leading from it was also wide, stretching toward a distant, triumphal arch-like structure. At both the top and bottom of the stairs, about twenty soldiers stood guard.

"So? Should we go?"

Riley grinned, extending her claws. The sound, however, echoed more than I expected. I quickly grabbed her by the collar and pulled her deeper into the shadows.

"'Should we go?!' What are you planning to do against that many?"

"Huh? Then what's your plan?"

Riley shot back. I cautiously peeked out to check our surroundings. The soldiers didn't seem to have noticed us. The hill was covered in trees, and while the slope was steep, it didn't look impossible to climb. But it was completely undeveloped terrain. The sound of stepping on dry leaves, slipping, or grabbing a branch and shaking the trees would give us away instantly.

"A frontal assault is our only option. You take the top ten, I'll take the bottom ten. Let's decide."

For some reason, Riley looked thrilled.

"Stop joking around,"

I said flatly. She just shrugged.

"What? You scared?"

"Yeah, I'm scared."

Riley's brow furrowed as she looked at me.

"Hey, hey, don't say that with a face like that... They're just heavily armored soldiers like the ones from before. I don't think it'll be that hard to break through."

"We don't know the situation inside the government building. If we run into more soldiers in there, we'll be caught in a pincer attack."

The smoke that had been rising from the building had mostly subsided, revealing marble walls blackened with soot. It looked like a demonic, ominous cavern.

"Don't worry. No matter what happens, I'll protect you."

Riley clapped me on the shoulder with a grin.

"Stop it. I'm not going to sacrifice you."

But I couldn't think of any other way. The site where Laciel had destroyed the Great Temple was now a crater, and climbing that cliff would leave us completely exposed to anyone watching.

"Guess we wait for nightfall..."

I muttered with a sigh. But the more time we wasted, the worse the situation seemed to get. It was just as Irysalie had said; the takeover was probably complete. We couldn't use the chaos as cover to sneak in. We just couldn't do this with only the two of us. Levante was probably with Marina, but I had no idea where they were hiding. I thought of Cecily and Aira, but if they were somewhere safe, I didn't want to drag them into this. The only other significant fighting force we could count on was Avea's group at the Mateo Trading Company, and Kalpana's Wandering People.

I didn't want to involve any of them. But our options for breaking this stalemate were limited.

"Do you want to get into the government building?"

Startled by a voice from behind, Riley and I spun around. Irysalie was standing there. While I stood gaping, Riley moved in a blur, pressing the tips of her claws against the woman's throat. Irysalie glanced down for a moment before turning her gaze back to me.

"How did you know where I was?"

I demanded. She smiled faintly and tapped her own wrist with her fingertips.

"This bracelet..."

I looked at the metal band wrapped around my own wrist, then scanned our surroundings. She was alone. Riley, still holding her claws to Irysalie's throat, glanced back and forth between us.

"Who is this woman?"

"An enemy."

"What?"

Riley's voice was filled with confusion.

"You pressed your claws to her throat because you thought she was an enemy, didn't you?!"

"But this woman smells like you. And the scent that was on you before..."

She was sharp. I cursed inwardly. Famu also had a sense of smell far superior to any human's. Maybe it was a beastman trait. I should probably wash that scent off before I saw Famu again. As I was thinking, Irysalie started to walk. The claws grazed her neck, drawing a trickle of blood, but she paid it no mind.

"Hey!"

Before I could stop her, she strode out into the street. Then she turned back to us.

"You should follow me,"

she said with a slight lift of her chin and a smile.

The soldiers were apparently familiar with Irysalie. As soon as they saw her, they lowered their spear tips and bowed their heads. Riley and I followed her up the stone steps.

"This land was originally a lush forest,"

Irysalie said, pausing halfway up the stairs to look back. I stopped and turned as well. Here and there, embers still glowed within the city. Beyond it, a great plain stretched to the horizon. That same plain now continued all the way to the city of Heilon, bringing with it a bountiful harvest and concealing the kingdom of the Earth Dragon Race in its depths. Irysalie gestured for us to keep moving and started climbing again. The steps were higher than they looked, but they were spaced far apart, perhaps to prevent people from tumbling down. There were also landings at regular intervals.

"The Leafkraut family used to rule this land. Then, an elf adventurer named Mama Marmi Mam Star Union came to visit. Her companions included a human, a dwarf, a dog-eared person... and a cat-eared person, I believe? In any case, she settled here with her strange group of followers. And they built a fortress on this land."

"Wait, are you talking about Okita Soji?"

"This was long before that."

Marma was Marmi's ancestor, but they were elves who were said to live for over a thousand years. Perhaps it wasn't such a distant ancestor after all. We passed between the rows of stone pillars and approached the government building. The smell of smoke and the thick, coppery scent of blood wafted from the open doors. Irysalie entered the building without a second thought. Riley, walking beside me, pinched her nose and looked at me with a wrinkled brow.

"Are you really going in there?"

"Yeah, I need to see what's happened."

We stepped inside the building. The space was vast. The high ceiling, dozens of meters above, was where Laciel had brought me when we descended before. On the floor below, the bodies of the dead were laid out like dolls at regular intervals. Most of them weren't wearing armor. They must have been members of the Senate, or people who worked in the government building. Riley and I gasped and stood frozen in place.

"The bodies of the family heads aren't here. They're in the back,"

Irysalie said, turning to urge us forward.

"This is temporary. We'll burn them after we've identified them."

At her words, Riley looked at me again. Even for her, a battle-hardened warrior, a sight like this must have been a first. I, too, felt a renewed sense of what war truly was, but I felt more detached than when I fought the Men in Black mummies or the pirates. Come to think of it, I hadn't even flinched when Riley stabbed that soldier earlier. Perhaps I was becoming desensitized to seeing people die so easily. I followed her in silence.

Irysalie stopped in front of a stone statue. It was of a cat-eared girl with long hair.

"She is the founder of the church in this region. The cat-eared girl I mentioned earlier."

There was no particular emotion in Irysalie's voice.

"...She wasn't human?"

"Until the current empire's influence grew stronger, there was no particular discrimination based on race for priests. To hide that fact, she was moved from the cathedral to this location. Thanks to that, she was spared the goddess's wrath."

We passed the statue and approached a door in the back. Two guards stood there, but upon seeing her, they immediately opened it. We proceeded deeper inside.

"The dog-eared man Marma brought with her was an incredibly strong warrior. No, he was undefeated not just in battle, but in every political conflict as well. With his strong backing, the Star Union family, who inherited Marma's blood, replaced the Leafkraut family as one of the Four Regent Families ruling this land."

There, Irysalie chuckled as if remembering something.

"Come to think of it, Marma was a daughter who had been exiled from the Great Forest."

Another set of guards stood at a door at the end of the hall. Unlike the others, these two were lightly armored. They were elves with long ears. They didn't automatically open the door when they saw Irysalie. When she glared at them, the guards exchanged a look.

"Even for you, we cannot allow you to pass."

Irysalie scoffed at their words.

"Whose influence do you think is making this rebellion a success?"

"Isn't that man behind you the otherworld hero, Mash?"

I was somewhat surprised that my name was known even to common soldiers like these.

"I have no intention of answering. Let us through."

The guards, seemingly overwhelmed by Irysalie's forceful words, opened the door. She gave a nod as if in greeting and proceeded inside. It was a cylindrical room made of stone, perhaps twenty meters wide. The ceiling was high. In the center was a raised platform, like an altar.

"Who are you?"

My voice echoed through the room, multiplying as it spread. As if confirming the acoustics, Irysalie looked up at the ceiling. It too was made of white marble. The room was devoid of any decorations like frescoes.

"You know of the Great Forest, don't you?"

I nodded. It was the forest at the western edge of the world where the elf elders lived. On our voyage to this city, our Levante party had met Marmi, who was on her way back from a visit to the Great Forest.

"I am here on the will of the elders."

"So you're saying the elf elders and the Leafkraut family have joined forces to bring down the Star Union family? Why would those from the far west meddle in the politics of a remote city like this?"

I had thought this was a civic coup, but it was also part of a larger civil war among the elves.

"Because you, Mash, came to this city and changed the situation, of course."

She pointed to the top of the pedestal. I looked up to see a circular stone tablet, twice my height, resting there. Carved into it was the face of an old man, his features contorted in a furious glare. A hole, large enough for an arm to fit through, was carved where his mouth should be.

"What is this...?"

"A sacred implement used in the secret rites of the dog-eared tribe. Isn't this what you were looking for, Mash? The stone tablet, the staff, and the Jar of Holy Oil from inside the Ark."

I stared at the stone tablet, breathless.

"This... is it? I was certainly looking for the two tablets of lore from my world... But the priest in Nieren said it was a 'mirror'."

I had thought the 'two' referred to a combination of the tablet Akitsuki Uta possessed and Famu's special skill, Yata no Kagami. We had been searching for Isaac, who had taken the mirror from Uta's coffin. Irysalie didn't answer my question. Instead, she brandished a single sword that had been placed in front of the tablet. An inscription, like a crest, was carved into its shining blade.

*'Our Lord God is the One and Only, Without Form, Void Yet Spirit-Filled.'*

It was the same sword that Akitsuki Uta had held, the same one Laciel had given to Mizuki.

"We, too, are collecting these sacred implements."

"For what purpose?"

"To seal away the calamity you will bring about."

Irysalie thrust the blade into the mouth of the stone tablet. The tablet emitted a blinding light, then began to shrink, its form changing. Soon, it took the shape of a bronze mirror that could be held in both hands. To be precise, its gleam was not that of bronze, but of some other metal. I couldn't tell what the mirror was made of, but its luster was like orichalcum, similar to gold. Eventually, the light converged into the mirror itself. A faint smile on her lips, Irysalie lifted the mirror. She smiled at her own reflection.

"You mean you started this whole mess just to get your hands on this thing? Was it worth building a mountain of corpses at the entrance for this?"

Hearing my words, Irysalie laughed even louder.

"How rude. I am trying to stop the conflict among you otherworld heroes, and even trying to leave you with a child. Do you have any idea how many mountains of corpses you otherworld heroes have built? The number of people killed by the transmigrators from a hundred years ago far exceeds the number of bodies here. And considering the calamity that is yet to come, I am actually keeping the casualties to a minimum."

We were on the move again, led by Irysalie. We were now walking through a basement, down a set of stairs. There were bloodstains everywhere, evidence of a fierce battle. Riley, walking beside me, leaned in close.

"Hey, this woman is insane. It would be better for this city if we just killed her here."

"And then what? We have no way of escaping from here,"

I replied. Riley clicked her tongue.

"We can figure that out after we kill her."

Whether she couldn't hear us or was pretending not to, she kept walking forward. The smell of blood that had assailed my nose when we entered the government building was growing stronger again. When she finally stopped, there were two mounds on the stone floor, each covered with a cloth. The mounds were unmistakably human-shaped. And beyond them was a jail cell, where an elf was hanging from chains, suspended from the ceiling. Even through his clothes, I could see countless cuts and stab wounds, the blood from which had formed a pool at his feet.

"Augustus!"

I rushed forward and shouted, but he hung limp, his head bowed, and did not reply. I rattled the iron bars again and again, but there was no response. As I was about to shake them more violently, Riley grabbed my arm.

"Calm down. Weren't you looking for a woman?"

I didn't know how to answer. I just glared at Irysalie. She dropped her gaze to the two mounds on the floor.

"The heads of each house. We will cut off their heads and display them in the city."

I fell to my knees, breathless. With a trembling hand, I pulled back one of the cloths. The form of an old dwarf was revealed.

"No... Katarzyna... Sky-Lot..."

I held my hand to Katarzyna's mouth. He wasn't breathing. I had a message for him from his granddaughter, Petra. But I could never deliver it now. And I was supposed to learn the dwarf legends from him. But I would never hear anything from him again. My whole body trembled, and tears streamed down my cheeks. Forgetting to wipe them away, I reached for the second cloth. My sense of depth was gone; I couldn't seem to grasp it. For some reason, it felt impossibly far away. I wished my hand would never reach it. I didn't want to know. I wanted to keep reaching forever. But my hand had already grasped the cloth. I was terrified to lift it. But I had to know. That's why I had come here. My chest tightened. My head throbbed. It felt as if the blood had stopped flowing in my veins. I had forgotten to breathe. I could feel my body growing cold. I steeled myself and lifted the cloth. I stared at the face lying there, and my eyes widened. It was a man.

"Seim... One-Land...?"

It was Maryanne's uncle, the man who had controlled the One-Land family until just the other day. It wasn't Maryanne who had been killed. I let out a long sigh of relief, but Augustus didn't look like he was alive, and Katarzyna and Seim were dead too. A storm of complex emotions raged in my mind, turning my thoughts to mush.

"So Zeno failed to kill the dog-eared tribe's leader... Seim is still the de facto ruler, but Maryanne is loved by the people. This could get a little tricky,"

Irysalie murmured, peering over my shoulder.

"Don't you dare! Is that all you have to say after killing someone?!"

I swung my elbow at her face. She dodged it with a swift movement. I pursued her, throwing a punch at her face. But she dodged that blow just as easily and drove her knee into my stomach. A sharp pain shot through me, and the contents of my stomach surged up. I fought down the nausea, crouching on the ground. Irysalie made no move to follow up, just looked down at me with cold eyes.

"You—"

I started to shout, when her mouth fell open and her eyes widened in shock. Riley's claws protruded from Irysalie's chest.

"Kah..."

Blood trickled from Irysalie's chest and mouth.

"I just got to this city, so I don't know the whole situation. But I didn't like your face or the way you talk. I should have killed you from the start."

As Riley pulled her claws out, Irysalie crumpled to the ground. The mirror rolled across the floor, lost momentum, tilted, and then spun faster before wobbling to a stop. Riley picked up the mirror and handed it to me.

"You're done identifying the bodies you wanted, right? This place gives me the creeps. Let's get out of here."

I leaned on Riley's shoulder and stood up.

"Wait, we have to rescue Augustus!"

"Give it up. We don't have time to rescue him. And we can't carry him while we escape. He'll just slow us down."

"If I abandon him and run, I'll never be able to face Marina and Mo again."

Hearing my words, Riley sighed.

"All that ever comes out of your mouth is some woman's name!"



    Chapter 247

    The Siege of Miglutt and the Operation to Rescue Augustus

    The cell wasn't locked. Augustus was suspended from a beam in the ceiling by chains, but the shackles on his wrists were wooden.

"Hey, it's really impossible to escape carrying this guy,"

Riley muttered, looking at Augustus as he collapsed to the floor after she shattered his shackles with her claws. I walked over to him and checked his condition. He, too, was an elf with handsome features, but now his face was swollen and red, a mere shadow of his former self. His dignified presence from just a few days ago was gone. Suppressing the swirl of emotions rising within me, I knelt down to examine him more closely. I reached for his body, but he was so covered in wounds I didn't know where to touch. I finally settled on his shoulder and gave it a shake, but there was no response. I held my hand to his mouth. He was breathing, however faintly. I stood up.

"Don't worry, I have a plan."

"Huh? If we carry him, we'll be surrounded before we even get out of this basement."

"Famu came up with a plan for situations just like this."

"That dog-eared girl? She seems like the type to act on emotion. Didn't strike me as a brilliant strategist..."

Riley mused, tilting her head. I thought Famu would probably resent hearing that from her of all people, but I kept my mouth shut.

"Even if we do get out, where do we go? This man will die if we leave him."

"He'll be fine. The problem is which way to go. To the north, there's a church with a priestess named Elisha. But in this situation, I don't even know what's become of the church. To the south, there's Kalpana. I don't know much about her 'Sun Maiden' class, but I'm sure some of the Wandering People she leads can use healing magic. The only problem is they're outside the city. It'll be difficult to get that far."

"Again with the women!"

Riley spat.

As we went upstairs, the soldiers looked at us with surprised expressions.

"Let us through,"

came Riley's muffled voice from within Irysalie's robes.

"But..."

one of the soldiers hesitated.

"We're performing a public execution of this man. We'll draw out the members of the Star Union family who have gone into hiding."

Riley said, just as we had rehearsed.

"But, Lady Irysalie... you seem... vacant, and isn't that blood flowing from your mouth?"

"N-No, this is wine... Yeah! The sweet wine of victory! I'm just a little drunk."

A dark-skinned arm, a stark contrast to her own skin tone, emerged from the sleeve of the robe and wiped at her mouth. But it couldn't wipe away the blood properly, just smearing it and making her expression even more grotesque. Irysalie was wearing a robe that covered her entire body. Its back was unnaturally bulky. The reason for this was Riley, who was hiding inside and manipulating Irysalie's body.

"L-Lady Irysalie! Your arm... what happened to it?"

"It's the... the alcohol. It always happens when I drink!"

"And your mouth..."

"Shut up! Why do you keep pestering me?!"

Riley, with her face buried in the robe, had no idea what was going on around her. I needed to give her some kind of signal. I quickly shifted Augustus on my back and wiped the blood from Irysalie's mouth with the hem of my clothes. But fresh blood immediately trickled down again. Irysalie was dead. There was nothing I could do.

"We're in a hurry! Open the damn door!"

Riley shouted, unable to hide her irritation. The soldiers, mistaking her voice for Irysalie's, hastily opened the door.

"Damn, I heard the door open, but I still have no idea what's going on..."

Riley whispered.

"Irysalie seems pretty drunk. It's alright. I'll support you, so just walk straight."

I placed my hand on her waist and guided Riley forward. Before us, the brilliant light of the sun spread out.

Once outside the government building, we stood on the hill and looked down at the city. Just like before, flames were rising from various places. Just then, we heard an explosion, and a new plume of smoke billowed up. I couldn't tell how the battle was going, but it was clear that the street fighting was continuing. The southern part of the city was the territory of the dog-eared One-Land family. The fact that fires were breaking out there meant that Maryanne's forces hadn't been able to turn the tide. The straight road leading down from the staircase was clear of fighting. But using that road would be like announcing our location to the enemy. We couldn't risk a gamble on whether we'd be found by One-Land soldiers or Leafkraut soldiers.

"Let's head for the church..."

I said to Riley.

"The church and the guild... are already... under the control... of the Air-Ally family and Clovis's men..."

The voice didn't come from inside the robe; it sounded like Irysalie herself was speaking.

"Riley, you're getting pretty good at that!"

"It wasn't me, you idiot! I told you, I can't see what's happening. Stop with the stupid jokes!"

Hearing Riley's muffled voice, I hesitantly looked at Irysalie's face. Her golden eyes moved and looked down at me.

"Y-You! You were dead!"

I recoiled and shouted. I had confirmed in the dungeon that her breathing had completely stopped. We had been intimate. Because of that, I couldn't help but feel a sense of guilt and sentimentality. But she was one of the leaders of this rebellion. What she had done to Augustus and the other family heads was unforgivable.

"To think you'd make such a face for me..."

I didn't know how she interpreted my confusion, but Irysalie's lips curved into a faint smile.

"...Just because I died doesn't mean all my functions have ceased. I told you, didn't I? This magic of Zeno's activates upon the target's death and continues to move any functioning parts until all functions have ceased..."

I had thought Zeno's magic was only cast on the low-ranking soldiers. I couldn't hide my surprise that it had also been cast on someone of Irysalie's status.

"So you are dead..."

The immortal soldiers I had seen so far seemed to be moving according to pre-programmed orders, regardless of their own will. But she was speaking, trying to convey her own intentions.

"That's a difficult question... But this consciousness of mine will also, soon..."

Irysalie's eyelids began to droop.

"Hang in there. If I cast healing magic on you in this state, will you come back to life?"

"Hey, are you trying to save this woman?! We should just dump her somewhere and be done with it!"

It was Riley who spoke instead of Irysalie.

"More importantly, pick a destination already. How long are you going to dither?!"

The northern part of the city, where the church was located, was the territory of the human Air-Ally family. According to Irysalie's information, with the help of Clovis's men, they had taken control of the guild and Crystal Garden, Miglutt's largest entertainment district, where adventurers' inns were concentrated. Rinko and Airi, the two transmigrators summoned by the goddess Lushe, were also at my house before the fighting started, but they should have returned there by now. I didn't know their fate. The church was also already under the control of the Air-Ally family, and they had left a small garrison there before moving on to attack the western part of the city, the territory of the dwarf Sky-Lot family. Currently, the One-Land family and the Leafkraut family were fighting in the south, and the Sky-Lot family and the Air-Ally family were fighting in the west. It might have been because we avoided the main streets, but we managed to reach a spot with a view of the church without getting caught up in the fighting.

"This is bad, Irysalie's face won't work on the Air-Ally family members..."

I had thought that Riley and I could break through a small number of guards. But there were more than ten soldiers there. They were wearing the same full plate mail as the Leafkraut soldiers who had been guarding the government building, but they wore cloaks with a different crest. We had undone the two-person charade, and now Riley was supporting Irysalie. And I was carrying Augustus on my back. We were in no condition to fight.

"Riley, you can stop here. I'll take these two into the church myself."

"Huh? Don't be ridiculous. You think I can leave you here after coming this far? Tell me the plan!"

Riley stared intently at my face. The idea of one of us acting as a decoy to draw the soldiers away crossed my mind, but I shook my head to dismiss it.

"Sorry, but there is no plan. I just want to get these two treated and check if Elisha is safe."

"Hey, are you still planning to save this woman?"

I just gave a weak smile, then shifted Augustus on my back and started walking towards the church entrance. Riley tried to stop me by grabbing my shoulder, but eventually, she sighed and helped Irysalie along, following me. The guards immediately noticed us and surrounded us, their spear tips pointed at us.

"The church is sealed."

"...I see. But they're seriously injured. Please, can't you just let the two of them in?"

I glanced at Augustus and Irysalie.

"Sorry, but our orders are to kill any adventurers we find..."

"Why are you attacking the guild and adventurers?"

"A part of the Star Union family, along with the One-Land and Sky-Lot families, have betrayed the empire and are trying to sell out Miglutt to the Demon Kingdom. And in the midst of all that, some guy claiming to be an otherworld hero is acting as a spy and inciting it. So, we either have to kill the adventurers or quarantine them."

"Quarantine them where?"

"In the Crystal Palace. They'll stay in the dungeon until the rebellion is suppressed."

I frowned at the soldier's words. They probably hadn't been told the true purpose of this civil war. Fortunately, they didn't react to Augustus's or Irysalie's faces. They were probably low-ranking and didn't know who they were. Not that it mattered much with Augustus, whose face was swollen beyond recognition. No matter what I said, it was unlikely they would listen. None of them seemed to have the authority to let us into the church. But since soldiers had already moved in behind us, there was no way to retreat.

"Then why are you surrounding the church?"

"Simple. We're waiting for people like you to show up so we can finish you off."

Just as a soldier lowered his stance to thrust his spear, the church doors opened.

"Stop it! What do you think you're doing?"

a dignified voice rang out. Elisha stood there, dressed in her priestess robes.

"Don't interfere with what we do outside the church. Stay out of it!"

one of the soldiers replied.

"Saving the injured and the sick is the sacred mission bestowed upon us by the gods. If you intend to obstruct that, then from this day forward, the church will close its doors to any plea for salvation you may make. The same will apply should the members of the Air-Ally family suffer from injury or illness."

At Elisha's words, the soldiers' spear tips wavered. I couldn't see their expressions through their iron masks, but it was clear they were shaken.

"But we have a mission of our own. Even for you, we cannot let them pass!"

one of the soldiers shouted. Elisha nodded at his words.

"Then, how about I come to you?"

Without waiting for a reply, she started walking.

Elisha looked at me intently and bowed her head.

"I am so sorry. The Crystal Core you entrusted to me was taken by Clovis."

"...More importantly, I'm just glad you're safe."

I stroked her cheek, and she pressed it against my hand, looking tickled. The soft sensation spread across my palm.

"To think the day would come when you would say something like that to me..."

Elisha smiled. Beside us, Riley cleared her throat.

"While you two are doing that, these two are going to die. Well, one of them is already dead..."

We laid them side by side on the ground. Elisha gasped when she saw their faces.

"I heard they were hunting otherworld heroes and was worried about you, but Lord Augustus, Lady Irysalie... What in the world is happening in the city?"

She had been forced to seal the church during the sudden attack and had no idea what was going on in the city. I briefly explained the situation while she cast healing magic on the two of them. Riley looked up at the sky, and I followed her gaze. The sun was low on the horizon, and the western sky was beginning to glow red. The sounds of battle continued in the distance. I wondered what kind of endgame Zeno Leafkraut and Istvan Air-Ally had in mind. It was clearly a plan for a decisive, short battle, but how long did they expect it to last? Were they prepared for a night battle after sunset? And could Maryanne fight them off?

"...Lord Augustus will be fine,"

Elisha said, breaking through my thoughts. I looked at Augustus's face. The swelling had gone down considerably, but he showed no signs of waking up. He didn't look like he was in good condition at all. Noticing my concern, Elisha bowed her head.

"If we were inside the church, I could use the power of miracles..."

Elisha's gaze fell on Irysalie.

"I don't understand this person. I've closed the wound that went through her from her back to her chest, but..."

As if to embody Elisha's confusion, Irysalie blinked her eyes and sat up. Riley and I watched, holding our breath.

"It seems I've incurred a debt..."

I didn't understand what she meant by 'debt', but I felt an eerie presence from her and was about to step back when she grabbed my wrist. The coldness of her touch sent a shiver down my spine. Even though I had asked her to, I was amazed that Riley had been able to support her and bring her this far. Just then, with a click, the bracelet came off. I shook her hand off and rubbed my wrist, trying to shake off the creepy sensation.

"Isn't that a bit harsh?"

Irysalie laughed. I couldn't answer and remained silent. Elisha looked at me.

"You've also taken considerable damage. Would you let me heal you?"

"No... I'm fine. More importantly, we need to leave this place immediately."

"Where to?"

Elisha asked.

"I want to check on the Mateo Trading Company, then meet up with the Wandering People. We can let Augustus rest there."

Now that Irysalie had removed the bracelet, I didn't have to worry about being tracked and bringing trouble to them. I didn't know what I could do, but whether it was to find Levante or just get a better grasp of the situation, I felt like leaving the city for a bit would give me a better perspective. I thought I had suggested the best course of action, but Riley sighed.

"Off to the next woman's place, are we? You really are a busy man..."

Beside her, Elisha nodded.

"Very well. Let's go at once."

"You're coming too? You'll be caught up in the fighting."

"Mash, I have decided to devote myself to you, as sent by Lady Laciel. Whatever happens, that will not change."

Elisha clasped her hands tightly to her chest.



    Chapter 248

    The Siege of Miglutt and the Road to the Mateo Trading Company

    I was worried about Rinko and Airi, but to avoid combat, we didn't stop by Crystal Garden, instead heading for the Mateo Trading Company through the area that had been controlled by the Star Union family. The fighting in this district seemed to have been limited. Clovis's soldiers had surrounded and taken the Star Union mansion, which had ended the battle there. The only other major damage was our house being burned down. Now, Clovis's forces were directed towards the southern region controlled by the One-Land family. As a result, there were no burned or destroyed houses here. However, the residents, fearing they would be caught in the fighting, were nowhere to be seen. As we walked down the empty streets, I sometimes felt eyes on us from within the buildings. When I would glance in that direction, the observer would disappear into the depths of the building. It didn't seem like we were being followed. The pain from my fall was coming back. The health potion hadn't fully healed me. Augustus, on my back, was heavy. I wished he would wake up soon and walk on his own two feet.

"Mash..."

As I leaned over, hands on my knees, Elisha reached out a hand to my chest. Her healing magic took effect, and I felt a little better.

"Please let me heal you properly."

"I want to meet up with the others first."

As I straightened up and started walking again, Elisha just watched me silently, her hands back at her chest.

"Is it really safe around here? This one is an enemy, isn't she?"

Riley muttered, glaring at Irysalie.

"My goal is to stop the influence of the otherworld heroes on this world. If Mash does nothing, then half of that goal will be achieved. The other half is to take possession of and seal the contents of the Ark that were brought to this world: the tablet, the staff, and the Jar of Holy Oil."

"That's no excuse to plunge this city into war! If it was something personal, you should have just told Mash directly. He'll listen to anything a woman says."

Riley stopped and grabbed Irysalie by the chest. Irysalie offered no resistance, just stared back at her with a cold smile on her lips.

"Hey, stop it."

I had nothing but distrust and anger for Irysalie, but this was no time for fighting. Besides, I was also starting to worry about Riley's recent assessment of me. But bringing that up now would only complicate things, so I kept quiet. I'd make her pay for it later, in bed. Riley clicked her tongue and shoved Irysalie away. When I prompted them with a nod, they started walking again.

"Why me? There are other transmigrators. Some of them have even become your allies, haven't they?"

"To be precise, it's you and Mizuki,"

Irysalie said. I tilted my head in confusion.

"I don't get it. It seems like it would be the same for any other transmigrator..."

"Have you ever heard the word 'Linker'?"

It was a word Petra had used when Clovis told me the elven myth. There was a clan in the world that heard the words of the gods and acted according to them. Just as the humans had the People of Light, the elves, demons, and dwarves also had such beings. Now that I thought about it, the 'People of Light' were the 'Wandering People' themselves. And Petra had said that the Leafkraut family was a clan of Linkers. They had a pact with the ancient Fifty Gods, and it was possible that some of them, like Kalpana's grandmother of the Wandering People, could receive the words of the gods.

"Are you saying that Mizuki and I have the role of Linkers among the transmigrators?"

Irysalie smiled.

"Exactly. Think about it. The otherworld heroes are usually chosen as a pair with a strong bond. But the two summoned by Lady Laciel have a weak connection. That's why they try to build a strong relationship in this world."

"You think my relationship with Mizuki is weak?"

It was true that the other transmigrators had strong pre-existing relationships: Hyakka and her group were siblings, Shizuka and Toratsuna were lovers, Rinko and Airi were an idol duo. When I really thought about it, Mizuki and I had no such connection. Our first meeting was when I was mistaken for a pervert and we were arguing, right before we were summoned to the goddess's temple. Our bond was formed after that.

"Yuki was closer to Mizuki than you were in the world before you were summoned, wasn't he?"

"Mizuki is closer to me than..."

Those were the words I least wanted to hear. I believed that Mizuki wouldn't leave me. But I didn't know why she would choose me. I felt like I hadn't heard her true feelings. I knew Irysalie was trying to get under my skin. But I couldn't help but try to read the meaning behind her smile.

"Clovis believes that Yuki can replace Mash."

"No way... [Goddess Summon]?"

Yuki's special skill, Void Treasury, allowed him to possess up to three special skills from defeated enemies. I hadn't been defeated, but when I escaped into the World of the Jar of Holy Oil during my fight with them, my connection to this world had been severed for a time. Perhaps that had counted as a death. Normally, there was only one user of a special skill, but it seemed that wasn't a strict rule. He had also used Emma's special skill. Emma had been killed by Yuki, but her clone had survived. And both Yuki and the clone could use the same special skill. Just as we were about to enter the One-Land family's territory, a group of soldiers appeared before us.

I could tell from their armor that they were Clovis's men. Irysalie stopped us from reaching for our weapons and went to face the soldiers.

"She's not going to betray us, is she...?"

Riley muttered, glaring at Irysalie's back. She had lowered her stance, ready to fight at a moment's notice. Watching her, I thought to myself that Irysalie had never been our ally in the first place, but it seemed better not to say that to her.

"Mash, do you understand what Irysalie is trying to do?"

Elisha, too, was gripping her long staff, her expression grim as she watched Irysalie's back.

"She wants Yuki to replace me. I took it to mean that I should do nothing?"

"Then she should just stay with the transmigrator named Yuki. But she's not thinking that way, which is why she's with you. I also don't understand why she's trying to kill the otherworld heroes besides you and Mizuki. If she's going to bring up the story of the Linkers, then the otherworld heroes are the very ones who have come to this land by the will of the gods. Furthermore, she is a delegate from the Great Forest, the elder of the elven race. Originally, she should be a third party with no connection to either the Star Union or Clovis families. So why is she siding with the Clovis family and inciting a civil war like this?"

At Elisha's question, I too turned my gaze to Irysalie. She seemed to be questioning the soldiers. 

"I have no idea about my own situation. As for the elves' circumstances, the Star Union family didn't seem very well-liked..."

My voice trailed off. Did Irysalie even know the whole story? As I was thinking, Irysalie returned. The soldiers hadn't been chasing us; they had hurried away, and the danger of a fight had passed.

"It seems Marina hasn't been captured. The whereabouts of Mash's companions are also unknown. They are probably together. Also, the Sky-Lot family has surrendered and handed over their mansion. On the other hand, the battle with the One-Land family is at a stalemate. The remnants of the Star Union and Sky-Lot families have joined them. They will temporarily withdraw their troops, reorganize, and then launch a pincer attack from both sides with the Air-Ally family. That will end this battle."

I listened in a daze as she calmly described the situation. The rule of Miglutt by the Four Regent Families was on the verge of collapsing in a single day.

"What about the transmigrators, Rinko and Hyakka's group..."

"I don't have detailed information on that, but I heard that several were killed in Crystal Garden."

Could that be Rinko's group? I had heard there were other transmigrators besides them, but I had no way of knowing. I realized that Irysalie was staring intently at my eyes.

"Mash, don't you want to end this fight?"

"What can I do?"

I replied, my voice tinged with self-deprecation.

"An envoy was sent to the One-Land family to urge their surrender during this temporary ceasefire, but there has been no reply. It seems they are determined to fight to the end. You should be able to appeal directly to the head of the One-Land family, Maryanne."

"That's ridiculous! You want me to go and tell Maryanne to surrender?"

"You hate fighting, don't you? And you care about that woman, don't you?"

"But..."

I clenched my fists. Maryanne was important to me. But I couldn't imagine my words would have any effect in a situation like this. The weight of their history of ruling Miglutt rested heavily on their shoulders. If they could so easily abandon that and change their course, a conflict like this would never have happened in the first place. Of course, I strongly wanted to see her. But I didn't know what to say to her in this situation.

"The outcome is already decided. It's impossible for the One-Land family to turn the tide of the battle from here. Even if she wishes to continue the war, it will only increase the number of casualties without changing the result."

"Is there no thought of you guys pulling back your troops? At least you don't seem interested in the outcome of this battle. Your only concern is the transmigrator hunt going on in the middle of it, right?"

At my words, Irysalie smiled. It was an unpleasant smile. I felt like she was looking down on me.

"That's right. But unfortunately, the ones who started this war are Zeno Leafkraut, Clovis Leafkraut, and Istvan Air-Ally. I can't stop them."

"Aren't you the elves' overseer from the Great Forest?"

"They have their own objectives."

I glared at her, but she just continued to smile, as if deflecting my gaze.

"Hey, we don't have time to stand around here arguing. Let's head to the Mateo Trading Company during the ceasefire,"

Riley said, cutting in between us.

The One-Land family's territory was different from the other districts; signs of fighting were visible everywhere. There were houses with burned-out ceilings and houses with holes in their walls from the impact of magic. Although the bodies had been cleared away, you could see broken arrows, bloodstains, and abandoned, broken weapons. The smell of burning, dust, and something like mold hung in the air. We also saw barricades made from household furniture in various places. Witnessing such a scene brought home the reality of the war, and my desire for Levante's safety grew even stronger. From behind the barricades, armed residents watched our passage.

"The Mateo Trading Company is just around that corner..."

Finally, I'd be able to put down Augustus, who I'd been carrying on my back. With that thought, I walked down the street. The shop had a courtyard for temporarily storing goods and bringing in carriages. A caravan of covered wagons was lined up there. Amidst the hustle and bustle of people, I spotted a female warrior in a bikini-style armor.

"Avea!"

I shouted and ran towards her. She turned around, then her eyes darted around, searching behind me. Her gaze stopped on Augustus on my back, and she snorted.

"This brings back memories. Aren't Famu and the others with you?"

I had thought they might be here, but her words shattered that hope.

"...We got separated. What's with the carriages?"

"Oh, since there's a lull in the fighting, we're sending a caravan out to Heilon now."

The wagons being prepared were the same ones we had taken from Heilon to this city.

"That's a sudden departure. Are you going too, Avea?"

"We were planning to gather a few more goods before the caravan left, but it's the fault of those idiots who started a war out of nowhere. I need to stay and protect the young mistress, so I'm remaining here."

"Are Claire and Mercedes staying here?"

"No, we're closing the shop and leaving the city with the caravan. The Wandering People are here, right? I was going to ask if they could take us in until the fighting dies down, but since you're here, that makes things easier."

Just then, I caught sight of Claire, her small white wings fluttering, talking with Yanan, Doris, and Takamura's group. When she saw me, her eyes lit up, and she came running.



    Chapter 249

    The Siege of Miglutt and Mash's Resolve

    The ride in the caravan wagon was as uncomfortable as ever, but before I knew it, we had arrived at the Wandering People's encampment. Elisha must have cast healing magic on me while I was asleep, because I felt refreshed when I got out of the wagon. As I dismounted, Patricia spotted me and came running.

"You're safe!"

"Yes, Lady Hyakka saved me. And Lady Mo..."

she asked, her breath catching as she scanned the people getting out of the wagons. From her expression, I could tell that the members of Levante hadn't stopped here.

"We got separated. She should be with Marina."

Patricia's eyes widened at my words, and she gave a small shudder as she saw Augustus being carried out.

"Lord Augustus...! No..."

I told her that although his clothes were torn and stained with blood, his life was not in danger thanks to healing magic.

"And Hyakka's group?"

"They came here with me, but then they went back to the city, saying they were going to check on you and Lady Rinko's group, Mash."

"Are all the members of the New World party safe?"

"Yes. Our house was burned down and the elven guards were killed, but Lady Hyakka and the others escaped and are safe."

As she stared at Augustus, her hands clenched tightly at her chest in concern. From behind Patricia, Kalpana could be seen walking towards us.

It was a little early, but the Wandering People served us dinner. Plates of heavily spiced meat were laid out. We wrapped it in thin bread with vegetables to eat. I had gotten used to eating two meals a day since coming to this world, but I always had snacks. And today of all days, I hadn't had a moment to think about food, so I was starving. We were inside Kalpana's tent. Besides her, Claire, Riley, Elisha, and the members of Nekono Konekoneko were also present. And Irysalie was there too, sitting with a composed look on her face. I didn't know why she, who should have been an enemy, was being treated like an ally, but she was eating just like the rest of us. She had definitely been dead. But she had been revived by the magic Zeno had cast on her. And in that state, Elisha's healing magic had closed the fatal wound, allowing her to maintain her current condition. Still, it felt unsettling. As I was thinking this, my eyes met hers.

"Are you alright?"

"Yes. I feel fine."

"You were dead."

"I have no memory of that."

Unable to shake the feeling of unease, I looked away from her. I found myself remembering making grilled corn with Famu and Myra, mixed in with the Wandering People preparing dinner. They were with Marina. If they were to escape the city, they should have stopped here. Or had they gone directly to a nearby town controlled by the Star Union family?

"Perhaps Famu's group has taken refuge with the One-Land family?"

Kalpana suggested, bringing a piece of bread to her mouth. She chewed it thoughtfully, then took a sip of airan.

"How do you know?"

"I sent a few people to scout the city. Since we are not from the city, we couldn't investigate too deeply, but I heard that a group of elves headed for the territory of the One-Land family."

"Not members of the Leafkraut family?"

"Yes. We could only tell by the difference in their armor."

It was likely that members of the Star Union family had been defeated in the battle at their mansion and had fled to the One-Land family for help. But I couldn't be certain that it was Marina and Famu's group. We had traveled with the Wandering People for a while. If Famu, Mizuki, and Myra were with them, their report should have included a testimony of seeing them.

"I'm sorry, but I need you to shelter Augustus, Patricia, and the people from the Mateo Trading Company."

"What are you going to do, Mash?"

"I'm worried about Maryanne. And if there's a chance that Famu's group is there, I think I'll head to the One-Land family's residence."

At my words, all eyes in the tent turned to me.

"Mash..."

Kalpana sighed softly, gripping the cup of airan in her hand.

"I understand that you're worried about Famu's group. But I cannot choose to send you back into the city."

"Why not?"

"From what I've heard, you've become too involved in the city of Miglutt. Not just as a citizen. Many people see you as someone who could change the city's political structure."

"I have no intention of doing that."

"I'm sure you don't. You want to remain neutral, don't you? But others won't see it that way. If you continue to maintain that position, the city will only fall into greater chaos. It's the same for us. If that is what you wish, we of the Wandering People will follow you to the ends of the earth, as per our contract with Lady Laciel. But right now, Mash, we don't know what you're thinking."

Kalpana gently swirled her cup. The white liquid swayed, the bubbles on the rim dissolving into it.

"I'm sorry, but what I want is my own desire."

Kalpana smiled at my words.

"That's fine. It's those thoughts of yours that I want to hear."

"I... well. I want to... all the women in this world..."

I started to say, but swallowed my words. If Famu and the others were here, they would have chimed in, but I was afraid of the silence that would follow if I said it now.

"I want to live in peace. I don't want to be an otherworld hero. I don't need honor or fame. I just want to get along with everyone here, with Famu's group, with Hyakka, with Rinko's group. That's all. But Laciel told me to defeat the Demon Lord, and my time limit for living in this world is ten years. I want to escape from this leash that's been put on me and the other transmigrators. For that..."

The tide of battle in Miglutt might already be decided in favor of the new regime of the Leafkraut and Air-Ally families. If I were to voice my own ideas for the city, it might just create more victims. There was only so much I could do. The outcome might not be one where everyone here, and Levante somewhere out there, and Hyakka, and Maryanne, can all smile in the end. I looked around at everyone's faces. I shouldn't let myself be swept along by the situation anymore. Kalpana was telling me that I needed to speak my mind and act. It seemed that a wishy-washy, ambiguous attitude would no longer be tolerated.

"...First, I want to save Maryanne."

Kalpana nodded at my words.

"It may not be much, but we of the Wandering People are trained in the art of battle. We will lend you our strength."

She stood up and walked to the entrance of the tent. She lifted the flap. There, with the setting sun at their backs, were the figures of the Wandering People, kneeling and facing us. I gasped at the sight.

"Wait, I don't want to expand the conflict. And I don't want any unnecessary casualties. That's why I told you my thoughts."

I quickly shook my head.

"Mash. If you are going to throw yourself into the conflict in this city, then we too will join the battle to protect you. We must follow the prophecy, guide you to the old imperial capital, and bring you to the last of the five goddesses' otherworld heroes. That is the destiny that has been assigned to our clan. I know that you are trying to avoid involving us as much as possible. But we are waiting for your word."

Hearing her words, I stood up. I didn't know what the right thing to do was. But I couldn't be a bystander anymore.

"I want to quell the rebellion in Miglutt. I need your help."

At my words, the Wandering People bowed their heads.

I visited the One-Land family's mansion with Riley, Irysalie, and Elisha. The sun had set beyond the horizon, but the sky was still a pale blue, leaving a remnant of its light. It would be a while before true twilight fell. Riley had wanted me and Ito to talk, but in the end, we hadn't had a proper conversation. Everything would have to wait until this was over. It was decided she would guard the Wandering People's encampment. The exterior of the mansion bore the raw scars of battle, with plaster flaking off in places. Like the Star Union mansion, the battle had taken place right up to its walls. It lacked the grandeur of the elven-built mansion, but it was a sturdy, practical structure. The only garden was a courtyard inside the U-shaped building. The building directly faced the street, boasting a fortress-like majesty. Intruders would be forced to choose between breaking through one of several entrances, including the large main door, climbing up to the high windows, or scaling the roof to get to the courtyard. It was a formidable structure. After I knocked on the door and waited a while, it opened just a crack, and we were let inside.

"Mash!"

The large room that served as an entrance hall was filled with soldiers. They were taking a break, preparing for the decisive battle that was to come. The voice came from the back of the room. I stopped and scanned the room, and saw Maryanne waving, with the captain of her royal guard, Trusar, beside her. We pushed our way through the soldiers.

"I'm glad you're safe!"

"You too!"

Beneath Maryanne's smile, I could see deep exhaustion. Her complexion was poor, and she seemed a little pale. She led us towards her office. As I walked beside Maryanne, our shoulders brushed.

"Mash, I'm so glad to see you..."

she whispered, grabbing the sleeve of my arm.

"This wasn't supposed to happen."

"It's not your fault. Don't be too hard on yourself."

Maryanne's tail swished once, dramatically.

"So, have you met up with Famu's group?"

"They were here?"

"Yes, they brought Lady Marina. But when the fighting paused for a bit, they left, saying they were going to look for you."

"Mizuki, Myra, and Mo too?"

"Yes. Shizuka, Toratsuna, and Reeni stayed here, though."

Maryanne said with a nod. I looked up at the ceiling as if gazing at the heavens. It seemed we had just missed each other while I was on my way from Claire's place to the Wandering People's encampment.

"I'm sorry. We've been holed up here, so we don't have a clear picture of what's going on around us. We don't know what's happening at the Senate in the government building, or the fate of Seim, who went in my place, or the other members of the Four Regent Families. Well, of course, we know that Istvan Air-Ally started this rebellion."

Maryanne gave a self-deprecating smile.

"I can explain the situation. Seim and Katarzyna Sky-Lot were killed by the rebels."

Maryanne paused for a moment. Then, she gave a slight shake of her head and started walking again.

"I had a bit of a fever. So Seim went to the government building in my place today to see how things were. ...And Lord Katarzyna too... If I had gone, could I have protected them?"

Maryanne bit her lip and gripped the scabbard of the sword at her waist. Having lost her parents at a young age, Maryanne had been fond of Katarzyna. They seemed more like a grandfather and granddaughter.

"What about Lord Augustus?"

"He's safe, but seriously injured. I've left him in the care of the Wandering People outside the city."

"Lady Marina might be happy to hear that."

Maryanne opened the door to her office. Inside were her senior retainers, as well as Marina and Wake. And, as if following us, a messenger came running.

"Reporting! The Leafkraut army has entered our territory from the east, and the Air-Ally army has entered from the west!"

It seemed they intended to settle the matter without delay, in a night battle.



    Chapter 250

    The Siege of Miglutt and Maryanne's Oath

    I stood on the roof of the One-Land family's mansion. It was gently sloped, with a maintenance catwalk where it met the walls. The city, cloaked in twilight, was far from asleep. Countless people, as if melting into the darkness, held their breath, their restless energy stirring in the gloom. There was still time before the moon would rise to bathe the night city in its silver light. Lights were visible to the east and west, signaling the advance of the Leafkraut and Air-Ally forces. It wasn't the armies themselves holding torches, but the citizens living nearby, lighting their rooms to silently indicate the enemy's movements. Looking down, the ground was a long way off, higher than Irysalie's room from which I had jumped this morning. The fear from that moment seemed to resurface, my body, which Elisha had supposedly healed, beginning to ache. I told myself it was just my imagination and continued to watch the scene unfold. In the square in front of the mansion, bonfires burned brightly, and a large crowd had gathered. Soldiers of the One-Land and Star Union families were surrounded by citizens, who stood without a sound, just silently looking up at us on the facade of the mansion. Maryanne stood in the center, flanked by myself and the captain of her royal guard, Trusar. Further out, Elisha and Marina stood on either side. A gentle wind blew, and Maryanne's tail swayed in it. The tips of her ears twitched, and she took a deep breath.

"The city of Miglutt faces a great crisis. The Air-Ally family, in a bid to seize control of this city, has joined forces with the Leafkraut family and started a rebellion. The Star Union and Sky-Lot families have been defeated, and all that remains is us, the One-Land family, gathered here."

Maryanne paused, looking out over the crowd that had gathered in the square. Seeing the crowd listening quietly to her words, she grit her teeth.

"They did not declare war. They are trying to take over this city by cowardly means, with a surprise attack. They do not speak to us face to face, but lurk in the shadows, trying to crush us with force. They will say that we have abandoned the independence of this city and sold it to the Demon Kingdom. But there is no such fact. Look at the one who stands beside me."

Maryanne's gaze shifted from the crowd to me. She looked at me intently. She was checking. What she was about to begin was a declaration of war against the Air-Ally and Leafkraut families. During the day, it had been a one-sided defensive battle, but if we were to go on the offensive, the war would escalate and cause further damage to the city. She knew that I was hesitant about this. And she felt guilty for dragging me, who had no involvement in the city's politics, into this. So, was it really okay to involve me? Her eyes were asking that question. I looked back at her. Her eyebrows were beautifully groomed. Beneath them, her upward-slanting eyes gave her a strong-willed look. But inside, there was a soft, warm heart. On the surface, it was the Air-Ally family's rebellion, but behind the scenes, a hunt for transmigrators was taking place. I still didn't know the full picture, but I could no longer be a bystander. I gave Maryanne a small nod, and she nodded back.

"This is Lord Mash, the otherworld hero sent by Lady Laciel. The hero who was ordered by the goddess to defeat the Demon Lord is here by my side. The hero is here in this place to fight with us. This fact should make it clear to you. The claim that the One-Land, Star Union, and Sky-Lot families have sold themselves to the Demon Kingdom is completely baseless. It is all a conspiracy concocted by the head of the Air-Ally family, Istvan Air-Ally, for his own ambition."

Just then, Elisha, dressed in her clerical robes, stepped forward and struck the ground forcefully with her staff.

"No one has forgotten the incident the other day when the Great Cathedral disappeared. It was Lord Mash, here, who manifested Lady Laciel. The vessel for our god that we had built could not withstand Lady Laciel's power."

Elisha's clear, dignified voice rang out, taking over from Maryanne.

"Originally, the church should remain neutral and entrust the politics of the secular city to the people of the city. However, if the hero says he will act with the One-Land family, then Istvan Air-Ally is an enemy of the gods. I, too, will do my utmost to save this city, together with all of you gathered here."

Elisha bowed her head and stepped back, her gaze returning to Maryanne. Maryanne placed her hand on the sword at her waist and drew it slightly from its scabbard. Then, she drew the sword completely and raised the white blade to the night sky.

"Rule by force is unnecessary in the city of Miglutt. But if Istvan Air-Ally intends to take over this city by force, then I too will answer with this sword. I swear to Lady Laciel and to everyone gathered here. That no matter what, I will not hand over the future of this city to them. If they intend to defeat me in a night battle, then I too swear to defeat them in this night battle!"

At her words, a cheer rose from the crowd. It washed over us, who were looking down, and spread out into the night sky that enveloped the city of Miglutt. It spread out in a roar, echoing again and again.

Just then, Maryanne's body swayed. I reached out and supported her waist. She leaned against me, entrusting her body to me. Trusar noticed the abnormality and quickly stepped in front of her to shield her from the crowd, letting out a roar. I supported Maryanne and helped her down from the roof into the building. Her cheeks were flushed, and hot breath escaped her lips.

"Mash... what am I trying to do?"

"You mentioned you had a fever, didn't you? That was enough to rouse them. Leave the rest to Trusar and get some rest."

"I can't do that..."

Maryanne shook her head. Then, she pulled away from me and started walking.

"I can't do that. You put me in the position of family head, Mash. And even in a situation like this, you're here by my side. I have to win, no matter what. Otherwise, I'm not qualified to stand by your side."

"That doesn't matter. You were about to show weakness just now, weren't you? That's fine. What's the point of trying to create a world where you can't be yourself? Leave it to us and get some rest."

Maryanne shook her head again and looked back. Elisha had followed us.

"Lady Elisha, please grant me a miracle of healing."

At her words, Elisha lowered her gaze.

"Lady Maryanne, this is not a church. I can bring down your fever. But in this place, I cannot remove the cause of the fever."

"That's fine. Considering our fatigue, both I and the soldiers gathered here need to settle this tonight. As long as it lasts until tomorrow morning, I'll be fine."

Elisha and I just looked at each other in silence.

After her oath, Maryanne led her army to retake the government building. A mobile unit composed solely of beastmen, led by Trusar, went ahead and charged straight up the main staircase. The enemy had expected a battle in the One-Land's territory and hadn't anticipated that we would strike back. They had only deployed the same number of soldiers as when we had visited during the day. By the time Maryanne's main force arrived, the tide of battle had already turned. They immediately began to carry things out of the government building and build barricades to block the main staircase and the side paths. In the meantime, I circled around to the north side of the government building's hill with Riley, Irysalie, and the members of Nekono Konekoneko: Takamura, Komachi, Fang, Doris, and Beers.

"What's the situation with the battle, anyway?"

Beers asked. It felt like it had been a while since I'd seen his bald head.

"The enemy leader is Istvan Air-Ally. However, there's a possibility that another man, Zeno Leafkraut, is a joint leader. And an army of one thousand from the Air-Ally family and five hundred from the Leafkraut family were advancing from the west and east to launch a night raid on the One-Land family's mansion."

"So we took advantage of that opening to launch a surprise attack and retake the government building. But... isn't fifteen hundred too many?"

The Four Regent Families did have standing forces like guards and special units, but they didn't maintain a large standing army, instead gathering troops from the city and surrounding territories as needed. We had information that the Air-Ally family had hired mercenaries, and the Leafkraut family had gathered troops from their own lands. Against this, the One-Land family had five hundred soldiers, the Star Union family had two hundred and fifty, the remnants of the Sky-Lot family numbered one hundred, and the Wandering People numbered one hundred, for a total of nine hundred and fifty. Our forces didn't even reach a thousand. Citizen volunteers would join, but we couldn't rely solely on their strength.

"That's the enemy's strength at the start of the battle. And since it's not an open-field battle but an assault on a mansion, even if it's not a full-blown siege, they should have taken some casualties..."

"We can't be optimistic,"

I said, nodding at Beers's words.

"So, which building should I shoot at?"

Komachi asked me. I looked out over the city. The cityscape, illuminated by the faint light of the Crystal Palace floating overhead, was dark, making it difficult to identify buildings. And Crystal Garden, which was usually brightly lit even at night, was now shrouded in darkness, as if a cordon had been set up. From among the darkened buildings, I found a particularly large mansion and pointed to it.

"That big mansion over there."

It was the Air-Ally family's mansion. We would bombard the mansion from here using Komachi's special skill. If we burned down their headquarters, the enemy would be thrown into confusion. If things went well, they would have to divert troops to guard the mansion, which would disperse their forces. Komachi, standing next to me, leaned forward and held out her hand, staring at the tip of my finger.

"That big building there?"

she asked, then turned her palm towards the ground.

"Special Skill, 28cm Howitzer!"

With her shout, an iron cannon with a barrel taller than I was appeared from the ground. The muzzle of the cannon had a hole large enough for my head to fit in. I peeked into the hole, but it was pitch black inside.

"It's dangerous, so stay back. And cover your ears, you might burst your eardrums,"

she said. We nodded and moved away.

"Is this really going to work...?"

I couldn't help but voice my concern.

"What do you mean?"

"When you fought us, you missed..."

"Hmph, that was a naval battle and we were both moving, wasn't it? Besides, if it wasn't for the magic barrier, you guys would have been fish food! This time, it's a fixed cannon on land, and I'm using high-angle fire, so I'll definitely hit it."

While Komachi was talking back, the cannon barrel was moving. It seemed to adjust its firing angle automatically according to her will, but it didn't seem to adjust to actually hit the target. And then, the barrel stopped dead.

"Alright, fire!"

With her voice, the cannon roared to life. A shockwave and the sound of gunfire echoed around us. I kept my hands over my ears and watched the trajectory of the shell. It hit a building far short of the target mansion, and a huge explosion sent black smoke billowing up.

"Huh..."

"'Huh' isn't going to cut it! You've caused civilian casualties!"

The residents of that house couldn't possibly be safe. Lights flickered on in the surrounding houses.

"One more time, wait ten minutes."

I took out my phone and checked the time. How much time did we have before the enemy surrounded the government building and began their assault? Before then, I wanted to destroy the Air-Ally and Leafkraut mansions to the point where they couldn't be repaired quickly. And with the shot just now, the transmigrators should have realized we were here. I believed that Levante would realize and rush here before the enemy did. Her cannon's weakness was that it couldn't fire continuously and required time between shots. She began to adjust the firing angle based on the first shot's impact.

"Observing from the sky."

As if to conduct spotter fire, Takamura, standing beside her as she adjusted the angle, used his special skill to create countless balloons and hastily ascended into the sky. Looking at his retreating figure, he seemed like a perfect target. I worried about what he would do if he were shot down. This wasn't the water. But he was the one with the immortal special skill. As I was thinking such things, Riley had somehow appeared next to me. She was glaring at me from the side.

"You're wrong. Komachi is Takamura's girlfriend, the one who just flew up. Not all of them are my women!"

"I haven't said anything yet!"

Just then, Komachi raised one hand. And then she brought it down quietly. At the same time, a deafening roar echoed, and the second shot was fired. The projectile tore through the darkness at a tremendous speed and, this time, it was a direct hit on the target mansion. A crimson flame erupted along with black smoke, and a moment later, the sound of the explosion reached my ears.

"We did it..."

At my murmur, Komachi nodded. I didn't know why Takamura had flown up, but with this, the second stage of our counterattack had begun.

"Should we fire one more shot?"

I nodded at her words. I noticed that Irysalie was watching us with a cold gaze.

"The human family head, Istvan, had ambitions to rule this city, but he was an old man. It's possible he wasn't on the front lines and was commanding from his mansion."

"So what?"

"If his life was lost in this bombardment, you will have lost the foothold to end the war. He may be an enemy you have to defeat, but he is a man you need to negotiate the end of the war with."

There was no heat in her words to provoke us, nor any moisture to show concern for us. She just stated the facts calmly.

"Next is the Leafkraut family. I'm sorry if Zeno was left behind, or if you left any of your valuables in that mansion..."

At my words, Irysalie's lips curled slightly into a smile, but the smile quickly vanished. I still didn't understand her intentions. And I didn't know why she was here. Just as I was about to question her, Komachi raised her hand and looked at me. I covered my ears and nodded back to her. The third roar echoed through the night.



    Chapter 251

    The Siege of Miglutt and the Battle Against the Transferees

    Komachi swiveled the turret of the 28cm howitzer, aiming it toward the Leafkraut Family estate. While we waited for the next barrage, we looked down upon the city from the top of the hill.

Both the northern and eastern sides of the city were wrapped in darkness and silence, but fires had erupted from Komachi's earlier bombardment. We'd even lit a bonfire to signal our presence, so the enemy must have long since realized that we'd used the cover of night to retake this government hill. I wondered if they could also see the flames and smoke billowing from their own stronghold.

Now, they would be forced to divert troops from their siege on the One-Land Family mansion in the south to deal with us. If they didn't, we would simply reduce their estate to ash with our one-sided shelling.

The enemy had their own Transferee, one who could demolish buildings with a giant battle-ax. He'd used it on Marina’s estate, but Special Skills required a massive amount of mana proportional to their destructive power, and they also had a cooldown period before they could be used again. My [Goddess Summon] took two days. I'd thought the time might shorten with experience, but it hadn't changed. I'd have to wait until tomorrow morning to use it again. How did the red-hooded man's 'Axe of Destruction' compare? I considered the possibility of it being used on the One-Land mansion.

Were there other Transferees besides him and Yuki fighting on the enemy's side?

"I wonder if this is how they conquered that fortified harbor..."

No one answered Komachi's murmur. I was lost in my own thoughts and let it pass, but she shot me a glare, her brow furrowed.

"Hey, I'm talking to you! The least you could do is answer!"

"Were you talking to me?"

"Of course I was. You're the only one here who gets references to our old world." She sniffed and turned her gaze back to the Leafkraut estate. Her partner, Takamura, was currently drifting through the Miglutt sky, suspended from a balloon and heading toward their mansion.

"You say 'fortified harbor,' but you've never actually seen it, have you?"

"I can imagine it!" Komachi shot back, but this place, while a hill, was only about fifty meters high. It was hardly what you could call high ground. I couldn't picture the harbor as it was a hundred years ago—strewn with naval mines and anti-submarine nets, its coast lined with cannons, its waters filled with a驻留 fleet. But since civilians lived there too, perhaps a similar night view was once visible from the mountains behind the city.

"They say elves are more skilled with magic than humans. You think they can block it like you guys did when you fought?"

"We were able to react that time because we confirmed the shot was coming. Basically, the only way to block a Special Skill is with another Special Skill. Even if there are Transferees in that mansion, they shouldn't be able to grasp the current situation." Komachi gave a small nod at my words.

"Firing!" she announced, raising her hand. As we covered our ears, she swung her arm down.

A deafening roar echoed through the air. The ground trembled slightly, and as I braced against the shockwave, I watched the Leafkraut estate.

Red flames shot up, followed by black smoke, and then a tremendous boom reverberated through the city. Komachi had hit her target on the first shot and was now thrusting her fist in the air. This made me wonder why Takamura had taken off in a balloon in the first place, but since no one else seemed to care, I decided to forget about it too.

I could see dark figures moving sporadically on the city streets. This was the fourth shockwave. They were probably growing anxious and fearful, hiding in their homes.

Next to me, Irisalie was observing the state of the city.

"Do you think Zeno and Clovis were in that mansion?" I asked. She shook her head and offered a faint smile.

"Zeno might have been. But not Clovis. He might even be heading this way with Yuki and the others, don't you think?" She tapped her chin with her index finger, feigning contemplation.

"Don't you have allies searching for you who might have snuck into that estate?"

"Not a chance. That's why I had her shell the Air-Ally estate first—because I knew there was no possibility of them sneaking in there. They know what this sound is. They even know how to defend against it. If they were inside the Leafkraut mansion, it wouldn't have gone up in flames like that." Still, I couldn't deny the possibility that they were exploring the mansion and didn't notice the cannon fire, or that they were engaged with the mansion's soldiers and couldn't put up a defense.

"Because of your methods, people uninvolved in the fighting are being caught in the crossfire and dying."

I studied Irisalie's expression. Was she trying to provoke me, to shake my resolve? It was too dark to see clearly, but her cheeks seemed drained of color.

"Do you want me to stop? You're right. It's an elven noble's home. Many of your kind will die. If I recall, your population is dwindling and on the brink of extinction, isn't it? And now, thanks to you, it's dwindled even more."

"My... responsibility?"

"Of course it is. If the elves of the Great Forest sent you here to plunge this city into a state of war, what kind of people are they? Your role was supposed to be putting out the fire. Yet, you seem completely unfazed by this situation. Isn't that because you orchestrated it yourself?" At my words, Irisalie's lips curled up ever so slightly.

"That's not quite right. The ones who instigated the rebellion were Zeno Leafkraut and Istvan Air-Ally. Istvan's goal is to strengthen human control over this city, with himself as king. He wants to suppress the city's independent spirit, reinforce ties with the Empire, and prepare for an invasion from the Demon Kingdom. Zeno's official reason is a backlash against the Star Union Family, which has long suppressed the Clovis family, and an expectation of reward for cooperating with Istvan. That's the gist of it."

"So Zeno's true reason for helping Istvan was the underlying conflict between the Star Union and Clovis families. The claim that this land originally belonged to the Clovis family. And if I remember correctly, you said you were here to stop the influence of Transferees on this world, and to secure and seal the contents of the Ark brought to this world—the stone tablets, the staff, and the Jar of Holy Oil."

The Ark was said to be on the lowest level of a dungeon in the Imperial capital. One of the stone tablets was taken from Akitsuki Uta's coffin by the Transferee Izaak, and the other, which was kept here in the government building, is now in my storage. The Jar of Holy Oil is a space connecting this world to others. The remaining staff was a scepter held by the emperor of the former empire, and is now said to be in the capital of the Demon Kingdom.

"I am not privy to all of their plans. They are a race that can hear the words of the gods. They are merely following those words."

"And you, bearing the will of the elven village in the Great Forest, cannot ignore that divine oracle. And because the Star Union Family are descendants of those exiled by the elves, you're siding with the Clovis family. Is that it?"

"That's right. For now, Mash, I am following you."

Her words made me frown.

"Following me? I thought you were monitoring me."

"If you think that, why haven't you restrained or banished me?"

"Because when Istvan, Zeno, and Clovis are dead, you're going to be the contact on the enemy side to end this war, right?"

"So you're treating me as a defector?"

"Well, you've literally defected from life, haven't you?" As I said that, Irisalie took my hand and placed it on her chest. I could feel a soft sensation and the beat of her heart.

"Are you truly immortal?"

"Probably the effect of Zeno's magic."

"Does that mean you'll die if the effect wears off?"

"I doubt it will come to that. The cause of death has been removed by the healing. But I can't use magic. It seems the immortality magic Zeno placed on this body wasn't designed with resurrection in mind. It remains active, constantly absorbing my mana. It's not a pleasant feeling." *A rather inconvenient immortality,* I thought. Was Irisalie on the verge of mana exhaustion? It sounded like the same phenomenon that occurs when I summon Laciel. And it meant she had tried to cast a spell at some point.

"Why did you let him cast a spell like that on you?"

"Curiosity."

"And sleeping with me, and sticking with me now?"

"Curiosity." She stared at me, and I moved the hand she'd placed on her chest.

"Hey!" Riley and Komachi, who had been watching us, shouted in unison.

Just as the second shot was fired, Maryanne arrived with her dog-eared knights.

"Istvan has split his forces and is heading for this government building," she reported. I nodded.

"What's their size?"

"Approximately one thousand men. Coming up the main stone staircase."

"So not their entire army?" If he sent everyone, the troops remaining at the mansion would strike his rear, catching him in a pincer. That's why he was leaving forces to surround the mansion. The One-Land army that had stormed the government building numbered five hundred. Those who escaped the surprise attack would have reported our numbers, so the enemy should know this.

"Alright, let's move to the next phase of the plan." Maryanne nodded at my words.

"Signal the ambush with a bonfire." At Maryanne's command, the dog-eared knights ran off.

"Alright, we should pull back too." Just as Komachi made the 28cm howitzer disappear, unfamiliar shadows emerged from the darkness. It was a group of six, dressed like adventurers.

"Who are you?!" Riley extended her claws and stepped in front of me protectively. Following her lead, Beers and Fang also gripped their weapons.

The woman leading the group pulled out her sword, a provocative smirk on her face as if mocking their stance. She looked to be around thirty, dressed like a warrior with a metal breastplate.

There were nine of us. We had the numerical advantage, but the woman's confidence likely stemmed from being a Transferee with a Special Skill. We backed away, creating distance between us and the group of six to avoid being wiped out by a surprise attack.

"Which one of you is the Transferee?" the woman asked, her eyes sizing each of us up. The only light here was the distant glow of the bonfire. I didn't think a stranger could pick us out.

First, I needed to get Maryanne, the overall commander, to safety. But she seemed eager for a fight, drawing her katana and stepping forward to take the lead.

"Hey, that's not your job. Remember your role!" I grabbed Maryanne's arm. Her eyes widened at me for a moment, but then she nodded.

"Please, be safe." She sheathed her katana, backed away, and then ran toward the government building.

"Hey, you think we'll just let her go?!" one of the enemies shouted, drawing a bow. Doris and Elisha moved into the line of fire, raising a defensive barrier.

"Tch. Fine, whatever. The one we have to take down is the Transferee. So, which one is it?" the woman said, licking her lips theatrically. I pointed at Takamura, who was flying toward us.

"Wait! Why did you tell them?!" Komachi yelled at me.

"What's the big deal? He's got that immortal Special Skill, right?"

"It doesn't work while he's flying!"

"It doesn't? Well, what are you doing, telling the enemy that?"

"Ugh, and here I am fighting for you..." The moment the enemy's attention shifted to Takamura, Riley and Fang moved simultaneously. Riley's claws and Fang's axe flew toward the woman at the front.

"Fools..." The woman took a step back, parrying the attack. But just then, as if timed perfectly, Beers closed in on her and swung his sword down.

"Too slow!" The blow I thought had surely landed was deflected by a defensive barrier from the enemy mage.

"Gah!" I couldn't tell whose cry it was. As Riley and the others tried to press their attack, the enemy archer loosed an arrow. Riley batted it away and charged forward again.

Her advance was stopped by a magical barrier that enveloped the enemy group. The semi-spherical wall looked like a transparent lens made of fluorite.

"You're the ones who attacked, and now you're gonna hide in a shell like that?!" Riley yelled. And at that moment...

"Special Skill, [Hedgehog Scale]!"

It wasn't the woman's voice. Someone else in her group had shouted it. Countless spikes shot out from the barrier surrounding the enemy, hurtling toward our three vanguards.

Riley and the others leaped back to retreat, but they couldn't dodge them all.

"Guaah!" Beers and Riley dragged Fang back as he collapsed to the ground. But they too had deep wounds where spikes had pierced their shoulders and sides.

"You guys, are you alright?!" As I called out, the barrier around the enemy dissolved, and the woman with the faint smile stepped forward slowly.

"Looks like your front line is already useless." I glanced at Irisalie. She showed no sign of taking up a weapon and had no intention of joining the fight. It would take time for Takamura to get back. Komachi's weapon was a crossbow. Elisha and Doris were healers, not the type to swing a mace like Myra or Aira. And Takamura was being targeted by the archer, unable to return to us.

Thinking I should have had Maryanne stay, I drew my katana and faced the woman, feeling utterly alone. It was likely they were part of the group that had been hunting Transferees at the Crystal Palace with Clovis during the day. I hoped they had already used their Special Skills, but they had pushed this far in. It was a faint hope.

"What will it take for you to back off?"

"We'll back off once we've snuffed out every last one of you," the woman said, shrugging playfully.

"You have no intention of stopping this fight?"

"In this situation, the only thing for you to do is beg for your life." With that, she took a deep breath.

"Special Skill, [Dark Howl]!"

Illuminated by the distant bonfire, the woman's faint shadow suddenly grew several times its size, its blackness intensifying until it stood up. It looked like a giant cloaked in hazy darkness.

"Be swallowed by the darkness and disappear!" At the woman's cry, the giant collapsed toward us as if to smother us in shadow. The arrow Komachi fired vanished as if buried in its body, and the barrier created by Elisha and Doris's magic was soundlessly consumed by the giant's darkness.

I swung my katana at the approaching behemoth. But the tip passed through its body as if cutting through mist. There was no way to dodge it now. As I stood there, simply watching it approach in a daze, I thought I heard the faint sound of hooves.

Just as the giant's body was about to crash down on me, an arm grabbed mine and pulled me up. When I realized what was happening, I was on a white horse. The pony-tailed girl controlling it from its back turned to look at me.

"Where've you been wanderin' off to! Was a real pain lookin' for ya," Hyakka said with a bright smile. The white horse galloped on, tearing through the giant's shadowy cloak before turning to face the enemy and letting out a sharp whinny. Following the white horse, Chihiro and the other members of New World appeared.

"You really did a number on my darling. I'll be sure to thank you properly for that!" Hyakka leveled the tip of her lance at the enemy woman.



    Chapter 252

    The Siege of Miglutt and Hyakka's Battle

    "Hey, who's this 'darling' you're talking about?"

"It's you! Just sayin' it for fun. More importantly, could ya stop gropin' my chest and get off?" We were riding the white horse summoned by Hyakka's Special Skill, [Prince on a White Horse]. From behind her, I had reached around and was unconsciously grabbing her chest. It wasn't intentional; I just found myself checking its texture. This was entirely the fault of my riding instructor, Cecily, so it was out of my control. As I continued to knead her chest with this thought in mind, I felt a small, firm nub in my palm.

"H-Hey, mmmph, seriously, stop it! What are you thinkin' about in a situation like this?!"

"You're enjoying it too, aren't you?" I said, pinching the tip of the protrusion. Hyakka's body twitched.

"Are you an idiot?! Anyone would react like that if you did that to them!"

"So you get like this no matter who does it?"

"I wouldn't let anyone else do it!" She slapped my hand away. Hyakka looked down at the female warrior from horseback.

"You're one of Yuki's crew? Don't suppose you're gonna reconsider?" The woman laughed and pointed the tip of her sword at Hyakka.

"You're the one who should reconsider." At her words, Hyakka's eyes narrowed.

"Suppose I'll at least ask for your name?"

"..." The woman didn't answer. I sized up the enemy again. The female warrior and a male priest were the Transferees who had used their Special Skills. Then there were two other adventurers, a man and a woman, a male archer, and a male mage. All human. The female Transferee stood at the front, controlling the giant made of shadows, while the others surrounded the male priest protectively. At first glance, it seemed the warrior was in charge, but the priest might have been the actual commander. They'd looked surprised when Hyakka and the New World members showed up, but now they showed no signs of panic. They were either pleased with how quickly they'd dispatched Riley, Fang, and Beers, or they were confident in their own abilities. I couldn't tell.

"...I see. We're not as soft as the man riding behind me, ya know." Hyakka glanced at me as she spoke, then turned her gaze back to the woman.

"Hold on tight." With me still behind her, Hyakka spurred the white horse forward, charging straight for the woman. The giant of black shadow slipped between them, extending its arms wide to envelop us. The horse accelerated further, feigning a charge at the giant before making a sharp turn to dodge the shadow and approach the woman from a different angle. The woman smirked and retreated toward her comrades.

Just as Hyakka urged the horse forward to thrust with her lance, a magic barrier appeared in front of the woman, blocking our path. It was the same hemispherical barrier I'd seen earlier, the one that enveloped her and her allies. The horse reared up, its front hooves flailing as it came to a screeching halt. I clung to Hyakka to keep from being thrown off.

"Hyakka, spikes are going to shoot out of that barrier! Get back!"

"You fell for it! You think you can dodge the shadow behind you?!" The woman's cry and mine rang out at the same time. Hyakka turned her head to check the position of the giant closing in from behind, cutting off our escape, but then, as if giving up, she held the horse still in front of the barrier.

"You moron!" the woman shouted triumphantly. At that moment, the barrier blocking our path vanished. Simultaneously, the man inside the barrier collapsed, blood streaming from his neck. Behind him stood Etwán, knife in hand. He had somehow crept up behind the enemy and slit the man's throat.

"When did you...?" He had been a thief, I remembered. As surprised as the enemy, I watched him look up at me, lick his blood-stained knife, and grin.

The enemy snapped back to reality at the sight, putting distance between themselves and Etwán and pointing their weapons at him.

"Shunya!" Just as the female warrior cried out in shock and turned around, Hyakka plunged her lance into the woman's chest.

"Kah!" The woman coughed up blood, her eyes wide as she stared at Hyakka.

"You're the morons. One of our members was killed by your friends. And you're the ones who started this..." Hyakka said in a cold voice before pulling the lance out. The female warrior collapsed, and the shadow giant she had created vanished. Hyakka watched her fall, then turned her weapon on the remaining adventurers. Chihiro, Morse, and Kone surrounded them menacingly, but they had already lost the will to fight and stood frozen in a daze. I tried to say something to Hyakka, but I didn't know what.

"Hey, if you're surrendering, drop your weapons. If you don't show me you mean it, I'll slit your throats just like I did his," Etwán snarled, flicking his knife. The blood on the blade splattered onto the ground. At the sight, they powerlessly dropped their weapons and raised their hands. Hyakka's summoned white horse disappeared, and she and I landed on the ground.

"Where is Yuki?" Hyakka asked, but they only exchanged glances, unwilling to answer.

"If you won't answer, that's fine. Like I said before, I'll just kill you one by one right here," Etwán's low voice echoed.

"W-We don't know! Those two were the only ones getting direct orders! But, in the Crystal Garden..." The female enemy mage's voice trembled as she started to shout, but she fell silent at the end.

"What's he doing there?"

"He took over the Guild. He's trapped the adventurers inside the Crystal Palace."

"There were other Transferees, weren't there?"

"He... killed some of the ones who resisted."

"...!" Hyakka and I exchanged a look.

Morse and Kone were tying up the enemy adventurers. I had wondered if the two Transferees might get back up, having received Zeno's immortality magic, but it seemed that wasn't a concern. I stared at the two corpses, but no emotion welled up inside me. I was getting used to the atmosphere of war that had enveloped this city.

I suddenly noticed Hyakka leaning forward slightly, peering at my face.

"What?"

"Nothin'. Just thought you might be angry."

"Speaking of which, you rejected me when I was groping you."

"Of course I did! I told you, only when we're alone!" Hyakka averted her gaze for a moment before looking back at me.

"It's not about that. You know what I mean..."

"If you guys hadn't come to help, that would have been me." The male Transferee had been called Shunya, but I didn't even know the woman's name. They had attacked us without knowing much about us, either. Things were happening that would be unthinkable in the daily life of our old world.

"I don't like it either, honestly. But I absolutely can't stand seeing my friends get hurt." Listening to her, I glanced over at the injured Riley and the others. The three of them were receiving healing magic from Elisha and Doris. Their injuries were serious, but it seemed they could still move.

"The Air-Ally Family's soldiers are attacking this hill. We have to move."

"You're saying we should abandon this position?" Etwán said, not bothering to hide his displeasure.

"We're outnumbered. We need to stay on the move and keep outmaneuvering the enemy."

"Then what about these guys?" Etwán glared at the bound adventurers.

"They're useless as hostages. We'll leave them behind." As I answered, his glare shifted to me.

"Don't be a fool. In that case, we should kill them." At his words, the adventurers looked at me with fear in their eyes. I was reluctant to kill surrendered and defenseless people, but since they had just saved us, I couldn't speak too strongly against Etwán.

Just then, Elisha tapped the ground with her staff.

"Let me see your character cards. If you intend any further hostility, then as the bishop of Miglutt, I shall declare you enemies of the gods." At Elisha's words, Etwán, Morse, and Kone exchanged glances. I thought it was a meaningless gesture, but seeing them fall silent, I realized the church still held great power, even if they had lost their building. At any rate, I was grateful to her for preventing a nasty outcome. I sent a look of thanks her way, and Elisha smiled brightly.

Hyakka cut in between us.

"Mash, what's the plan? Rinko and the others are probably in the Crystal Garden. Plus..." Hyakka's eyes narrowed. It wasn't just her. Chihiro and the other New World members' eyes had grown sharp.

"Yuki is there." He was the enemy of their comrades. Now that they knew where he was, they must be eager to rush over there immediately. However, I had promised Mizuki I would create an opportunity to talk with Yuki. And even if I did encounter him, if we were driven out of the city, there would be no chance for proper negotiations. For that, it was essential that the One-Land Family win the battle against the rebel army.

"First, I believe we have to win this battle. I need to see Maryanne lead her troops down the hill and launch a surprise attack on the Leafkraut Family forces surrounding the One-Land mansion. Plus, there might be someone on the enemy side who uses Special Skills. In that case, I'll have to deal with them." I thought of the red-bandana man I'd seen with Irisalie. Hyakka sighed and looked at Riley, Fang, and Beers.

"Even so, you're not in any shape to do much, Mash. And as for those three, well, you can see for yourself."

"What was that?! I can still fight!" Riley shouted back, but I had no intention of letting her return to the front lines. The task of escorting Fang and Beers back to the nomads' camp could only be entrusted to her.

"Alright. We'll stick with you, Mash. But once the tide of battle is clear, you're coming with us to the Crystal Garden." I nodded at Hyakka's words.

"Hey, this guy has nothing to do with our revenge. If anything, he'll just hold us back." Etwán shrugged his shoulders in irritation and glared at me.

"I don't want Yamase-san... no, Mizuki, getting in the way," Hyakka said, answering Etwán. As I listened, I drew my katana and cut the adventurers' bonds.

"What are you doing?! They heard our whole conversation!" Etwán yelled.

"It's fine. Our plan will be exposed anyway once the enemy gets to the top of this hill. It's better than leaving them tied up here and earning their clear resentment. Besides, we have their names now."

"Is this... okay?" the archer asked.

"It'd be a pain if you started shouting while we were taking you with us. If our information gets to the enemy, it'll be just as the bishop here says. Until this battle is over, hide somewhere and don't get involved in any more fighting."

"...Understood." After seeing the archer nod, we left the place.

To counter the enemy attacking from the southern staircase, Maryanne's army left behind a decoy to make it seem like troops were still on the hill, while they descended via a service road on the western side. It felt like a waste to give up the high ground overlooking the city, but we needed to concentrate our forces. Not a single person spoke; we just silently descended the switchback path, trying not to make a sound.

We were walking at the rear. The adventurers we had released were following us. I had considered the possibility they might make a scene and alert the enemy or run back to them, but it seemed my fears were unfounded. Of course, Etwán was walking behind them, knife in hand. If they showed any sign of betrayal, he would be the first to attack them. A siege was not an option. By morning, the citizens' patience would be at its limit. The power struggle of the Four Regent Families was unfolding with no regard for the will of the people. And in the government building, numerous members of the senate had been murdered. Many of them were not from the Four Regent Families, but from the citizenry. I didn't know how they would react, but the majority of the city's population was human. No matter how beloved Maryanne was in the southern district, there was a good chance the citizens would entrust Miglutt's future to Istvan. I couldn't bring myself to leave it to the judgment of the masses. Furthermore, if a hundred thousand citizens took it upon themselves to restore order, the soldiers, who had been fighting for twenty-four hours and reached their physiological limits, would have a hard time suppressing them. I'd heard that in times of war, many among the populace would take up arms and join the fight as militia.

We had to settle this tonight, no matter what. Istvan and the others must have been thinking the same thing. We were using their desperation to divide and guide their forces. While the Air-Ally Family was sending troops to the government building, we would strike the Leafkraut Family's army surrounding the One-Land mansion. Royal Guard Captain Trusar's mobile unit had already gone ahead. The plan was to launch a surprise attack with the nomads hiding in the city. In other words, this main army, while moving to launch a surprise attack, was also a decoy to conceal the advance unit.

As we moved through the city, the moonlight shone on our faces. I stopped and looked up. The twinkling starlight had quieted, and in the eastern sky, a moon, slightly waning from full, was floating, bathing the city in silver light. Hyakka, walking behind me, bumped into my back.

"Ouch!" She held her nose and looked up at me.

"Jeez, it's dark and hard to see. Don't just stop all of a sudden."

"Sorry." She shifted her gaze from me to the moon.

"It's the same moon as in our world, but..." she murmured in a small voice.



    Chapter 253

    The Siege of Miglutt and Zeno Leafkraut

    By the time Maryanne's main force reached the One-Land estate, the battle for the mansion had become a ferocious struggle.

It seemed the Leafkraut Family had brought in a battering ram to destroy the mansion. However, the soldiers who had been operating it lay dead, and the ram itself was abandoned with a broken axle. Soldiers, friend and foe alike, scrambled over it, while arrows and spells of fire and stone flew over their heads.

The walls had crumbled in several places, showing signs of enemy intrusion. The smell of scorched earth from fire magic hung in the air, a fire that was spreading inside the building, flames licking at the structure. Windows shattered from the heat, their fragments raining down onto the street.

Trusar's advance mobile unit and the nomads had struck the rear of the besieging Leafkraut army, nearly turning the tide of the battle, but the counterattack from the Leafkraut soldiers, who were under the effects of an immortality spell, had brought the battle to a stalemate.

Maryanne surveyed the situation and immediately committed her army.

"First, deal with the soldiers surrounding the mansion. After that, we'll hunt down and crush the soldiers who have broken in!" In response to her command, a chorus of voices tore through the night's darkness as the army surged forward.

We stood with Maryanne, observing the situation without joining the fight. I spotted the figures of the nomads among the chaos.

"So far, it's unfolding just as you predicted, Mash."

"Maryanne..." When Maryanne looked at me, she gave a faint, weary smile. She looked a little lonely.

"I understand. You merely suggested a plan, Mash. This was my decision." I had never intended to get involved in the combat or strategy. It's just that I was the one who had grasped the situation at the government building and in the northern part of the city. I only meant to convey that information, but then Wake asked if I had a plan. The impression from the battle with the pirate ship must have lingered.

I didn't know what my own expression looked like. Was I frozen in fear, stunned by the situation? I clenched my teeth to steel myself.

"Maryanne. No matter what happens, I support you."

"I know." She took my hand, hiding the gesture from the others. It felt like her hand was trembling slightly. She, too, had been kept on the sidelines until now. And just as she officially became the head of the One-Land Family and began to engage in politics, this war broke out. If she showed even a hint of tension or anxiety, it would affect the morale of her troops. She was undoubtedly suppressing her emotions and putting on a brave face. I, too, had resolved to get through this situation. With that thought, I squeezed her hand back tightly.

"The Leafkraut army will likely collapse after this. But the decisive battle with the Air-Ally Family still remains. It would be better to have Trusar and the nomads pull back for now." Maryanne nodded. A soldier standing by her side immediately ran off to relay the information.

"I'm worried about Kalpana and the others. I'm going to head over to the nomads."

"Mash, please be careful." I nodded at her words and broke into a run, with Elisha and Irisalie following. Hyakka and the New World party, along with Komachi and the Nekono Konekoneko party, would remain with Maryanne in case of a battle with Transferees. We had already parted ways with the captured adventurers. And I had entrusted Riley with the task of getting the injured Fang and Beers out of the city. Thinking back now, her absence made me feel a little vulnerable, but it couldn't be helped.

As I drew my katana, Irisalie drew her rapier as well. I watched her intently.

"What, is something strange?"

"How far do you plan on following me?"

"Mash, you're the one who said I was needed as a negotiator."

"I don't need a negotiator who wields a weapon."

"If you sheathe your weapon, I will sheathe mine." As always, she was a woman whose intentions were impossible to read. She had the distinct beauty of an elf, but her smile seemed artificial, almost eerie.

"I should tell you, it's far safer for me to protect you than for you to protect yourself, Mash." Her words reminded me of the time she had thrown me.

The area in front of the mansion had become a fierce battleground, a wide square where troops could be held in check. With Maryanne's main force joining the battle, the Leafkraut army was on the verge of total collapse. However, the resistance from inside the mansion was weak. Those holding out were the Star Union knights and the remnants of the Sky-Lot Family. I worried for Marina's safety, but Wake was protecting her. I doubted she had been killed.

We made our way around the battlefield and saw a group of nomads. They were lightly armored but were confounding the Leafkraut soldiers with their coordinated formations. I spotted a girl with wavy hair at the rear of the nomad group.

"Kalpana!" I called out and started to approach her. Just then, a group breaking away from the melee crossed our path. I caught my breath at the sight of a man among them. Long, flowing black hair, from which long ears extended. In a hand emerging from a black robe, he held a rapier stained with red blood.

"Zeno Leafkraut...!" As if he had heard my words, Zeno also noticed me and stopped. The corners of his mouth lifted slightly, but his gaze held no warmth.

"Zeno, what is this situation? I asked you to mediate with Clovis, to break off the engagement with Mo, to hand over the dog-eared girl, and to let me get along with the Leafkraut Family!"

"I told you the only things I could do were mediate and break off the engagement, did I not?"

"So this is your answer?" Sensing the anger in my voice, the soldiers accompanying Zeno moved between us, leveling their spearheads at me. There were ten of them. I gripped my katana, raising the tip, ready to move at a moment's notice.

"Enemy of the gods..." Elisha muttered, then her mouth hardened into a firm line as she gripped her crosier. Then, as if to stand beside me, Irisalie stepped forward, raising her rapier. Zeno's eyes widened slightly at the sight.

"Irisalie... you were there? Your enemy is the otherworld hero beside you. Why do you turn your blade on us?" At his words, Irisalie's mouth twisted as if in hesitation. She turned only her eyes toward me.

"For now, and only for now, Mash, I am on your side. Can you believe me?" Her words seemed to hold a kind of plea. I nodded, not understanding why.

Irisalie and Zeno stared at each other.

"It was all meaningless to me. The words of the gods, the future of the elven race..."

"We are a race descended from the blood of the gods, and my family, the Leafkrouts, is in a position to receive the words of the gods and guide the world. We cannot escape that position." A particularly loud cheer erupted. Maryanne's army had begun to pour into the mansion. The battle here was decided. 

"Only Clovis can hear the words of the Fifty Gods, Lord Elf. You should have been able to remain free." If Clovis was the one who could hear the voice of the gods, like Kalpana's grandmother, did that mean he was the one who instigated this battle? Zeno tilted his head as if considering Irisalie's words. The air around the two of them felt as if time had stopped, as if they were in a world separate from the battle raging around them. I couldn't see where their conversation was going. I glanced at Elisha, but she too remained motionless, her crosier at the ready. Zeno's soldiers were the same, their weapons raised but unmoving.

"Remain free, you say? Is that the will of the Great Forest?"

"No. When you and I were together, we swore to each other that we would stay outside the circle." Her words made me freeze.

"Wait. Irisalie, you were Zeno's lover?" At my words, Irisalie smiled.

"Lover... For the past few hundred years, until the talk of a Star Union daughter marrying Zeno came up, Zeno and I were in what could be called a common-law marriage. I don't know how Zeno viewed our relationship, though." I could only stare at her, my mouth agape. It was her usual artificial-looking smile. But now, it seemed strangely raw, and her lips looked vibrant and alluring, as if they had come to life.

"Then why did you sleep with me? Why are you with me? Is it to spite Zeno and Mo?!"

"Even after the marital arrangement with the Star Union daughter was dissolved, Zeno never returned to me."

"What? Damn it, you played with my pure heart! I was agonizing over this, thinking you might actually like me a little!" Irisalie didn't answer me, instead returning her gaze to Zeno.

"It doesn't matter how many times you and I are together. It's just empty."

"What? Look at this woman. She's a beauty, even for an elf. What's not to like about a woman like this showing you affection?" I had intended to stay out of it, but I couldn't help but retort to Zeno's words.

"Eh? Mash... you and Lady Irisalie...?" Elisha had been murmuring in surprise for a while now, her eyes wide, but talking to her would only complicate things, so I stayed quiet and waited for Zeno's reaction. But Zeno also remained silent, staring at Irisalie. In that time, the Leafkraut soldiers were breaking away from the battlefield one by one and disappearing into the darkness. A scream came from that direction. The residents must be attacking the soldiers who were fleeing without discipline. To minimize the damage, someone needed to take command and lead the soldiers in an orderly retreat.

"Zeno, the battle is over. Surrender."

"Fool... The Air-Ally soldiers will be back soon. Then it will be your turn to be surrounded and routed."

"Were you planning to abandon the soldiers here and escape with a small contingent? I don't know where you plan to run back to, but I've already burned your house down, you know?"

"Once a battle has begun, achieving victory takes precedence over all else."

"Even if you win, if your men are gone, Istvan will just become the ruler of this city. You gain nothing. Which means the ones who die here gain no benefit at all. If you seriously intend to win this battle in this situation, aren't you just being manipulated by Clovis?" Kalpana and the other nomads rushed over to support us. Their numbers now surpassed those of the soldiers protecting Zeno, and it became nearly impossible for them to escape behind us. An arrow fired by a nomad struck the chest of a soldier who had shown clear signs of wavering and started to back away. The soldier collapsed silently.

"Kalpana, wait. Give them a chance to surrender..." As I started to say that, Zeno began to chuckle.

"What's so funny...?" As if he couldn't hear me, he continued to laugh.

"I'll slaughter you all." Zeno held out the hand that wasn't holding his sword. In his palm were countless Mana Seeds. They emitted a dark red glow that enveloped his body.

"Mash, stop him!" Irisalie shouted and ran forward. She tried to strike at Zeno, but was blocked by the soldiers protecting him. The nomads loosed a volley of arrows. I dodged past the enemy soldiers who were falling one after another and rushed toward Zeno. And I thrust my katana into his chest. I felt a solid impact. However, he didn't even waver, let alone fall. I tightened my grip on the hilt and twisted the blade buried in his chest. Blood dripped to the ground, but Zeno didn't fall. He looked down at me, his eyes red and glowing with an eerie light.

"...!" A cold chill, like a premonition of dread, ran down my spine. I pulled my sword out and jumped back at the same time Zeno swung his rapier down. Zeno's sword cut through the air and struck the stone pavement. The blade broke, the tip spinning off in an odd direction and ringing with a high-pitched metallic sound. He threw the broken sword aside and snatched a sword from one of his own soldiers. It looked heavy, a two-handed sword with a long hilt, but he brandished it lightly and closed in on me.

"Die!" I deflected the blow with my blade, but I couldn't completely evade it. My arm was shallowly cut, and my movements were momentarily halted. Zeno didn't miss the opening and raised the two-handed sword, but Irisalie lunged in and thrust her sword into his side.

"Gnh!" Zeno shifted his target from me to Irisalie and swung his sword down, but she reacted quickly and retreated. I matched her movement and retreated as well. As soont as there was distance between us, a shower of arrows from the nomads rained down. Several arrows pierced the soldiers surrounding Zeno, and several rained down on Zeno himself. The soldiers who were hit fell. But Zeno did not fall. Zeno raised his arm to the night sky as if nothing had happened. A whirlwind erupted around him. It swelled in an instant, expanding to engulf us.

"Get the soldiers back!" Irisalie shouted. Hearing her words, Kalpana raised her hand and signaled for the nomads to retreat. The whirlwind, centered on Zeno, his soldiers, me, Irisalie, and Kalpana, grew into a gale, a wall of dark red flame.

"Mash, everyone else, get close to me!" Kalpana shouted. The flaming whirlwind converged on Zeno's outstretched hand, covering the sky above us.

"Take this!" As Zeno swung his arm down, the vortex of flames rained down upon us.



    Chapter 254

    The Siege of Miglutt and the End of a Bloody Battle

    The flames created by Zeno stained my entire field of vision red.

Even if I tried to escape, the violent gale made it difficult just to stand. My whole body stung as if seared by the torrent of heat, my vision distorted, and it felt as though even my thoughts were being incinerated. Yet, there was one person who walked with light steps, as if the scene and sensations were a mere illusion. Her wavy black hair was tossed about by the gale, the veil covering her face was burned away by the flames, revealing her true face.

"Kalpana..."

"Mash, stay by my side." As if clad in the crimson torrent itself, Kalpana began to dance with graceful movements. She quietly raised her hands to hide her face, then gently spread her arms as if melting into the flickering flames. Amidst the fierce heat, her figure wavered like a shadow puppet, and in the next moment, she had become a gust of wind. Standing softly on tiptoe upon the swirling waves of fire that threatened to swallow everything, she drew a gentle spiral like a ripple. Her black hair swayed and danced along with that rhythm, faintly dyed by the crimson of the flames. The torrent of fire soon began to flow with her movements, changing its course as if it had gained a will of its own.

As Kalpana spread her arms wide, the flames were guided, undulating, and calming like gentle waves. She gracefully extended her fingertips, drawing the flames in as if to entangle them. Rising onto her toes, she spun her body as if winding them up. The flames still raged, cutting off our retreat, but the scorching torrent subsided like a receding tide. The heat calmed, and my vision began to clear.

"Sensing the flow of mana and changing its course... This is... the Dance of the Sun Maiden..." Elisha murmured in astonishment. Like her, my mouth was agape, mesmerized by Kalpana's dance.

"Mash, now!" Kalpana's voice brought me back to my senses. I gripped my katana and charged toward Zeno. I swung down from an overhead stance in a diagonal slash, but he easily parried it. Undeterred, I struck a second and third time, but he parried those as well. Zeno's movements, wielding a two-handed sword with one arm, seemed crude and careless at first glance, but he accurately read my movements and stopped my attacks. I tried to jump back to reset, but at that exact moment, Zeno stepped in and slashed at me.

"Kuh!" I barely managed to deflect his sword, but my feet got tangled and I nearly fell.

"Die!" Just as Zeno was about to bring his sword down, Irisalie leaped in with perfect timing and deflected it. In the next instant, the two of them began a fierce exchange of blows. I wanted to cut in between their swordplay, but Zeno skillfully used his body to block my advance. Like Clovis, Zeno must have mastered multiple professions. He had mastered magic, and his swordsmanship had also reached the level of a master. It was something only a long-lived race like the elves could achieve. The only one who could stand against him was another elf, Irisalie, but even she was beginning to be pushed back by Zeno's brute force.

"Why...? He should still have the wound I gave him earlier..." He must be under the effects of the body enhancement magic he had used on Sameim, and the immortality magic he had used on Irisalie and his soldiers. His movements showed no signs of slowing down. I tried to shoot icicles with water magic, but they evaporated instantly in the surrounding heat.

"Then... how about this!" I unleashed multiple spheres of water with my magic. They burst like explosions, sending up pillars of fire and steam. I pushed through the steam, enduring the heat, and closed in on Zeno. He was a little slow to track my movement. We swung our weapons at almost the same time. A split second faster, I slashed across Zeno's side. A moment later, Zeno's sword swung, but its trajectory was off, and it sliced my cheek.

"Guh..." With Zeno's muffled cry, his blood splattered in the mist. But my blow must have been shallow as well. Zeno didn't fall, instead raising his two-handed sword for another strike. Seizing the opportunity while Zeno's attention was completely on me, Irisalie swung her rapier down. Her blade cut deep from Zeno's shoulder to his chest, and he collapsed.

We stood there, breathing heavily.

"...Mash, when you have a plan like that, you need to tell me beforehand," Irisalie muttered, looking down at Zeno, who had fallen on his back. The flames surrounding us had not subsided, but with the caster in this state, they would eventually die down.

"Was this okay? Zeno was your..." Before I could finish, Irisalie shook her head.

"It's fine. This way..." Just as she started to speak, Zeno's body moved. He pointed a finger at Irisalie. In that instant, her entire body was engulfed in flames.

"Irisalie!" She cried out in surprise and reached for Zeno. I hastily cast water magic on her. But, just like before, the flames only grew stronger, erupting violently and sending up a cloud of steam. I needed to get the flames off her body. I needed more water, enough to wash away the intense fire. I tried to create more water with my magic.

"Mash, it's fine..." Her voice was tinged with resignation. She backed away so the flames wouldn't jump to me.

"Don't be ridiculous! Stop saying whatever you want! It's not fine!"

"No, Mash, this is for the best..." Irisalie said, and then threw herself on top of Zeno. The flames that had been consuming her spread to him, becoming a single, larger inferno.

"Guaaaaaah!" Zeno's scream-like cry echoed. The flames surrounding us still raged. Kalpana was controlling them, keeping our immediate area safe from the torrent, but they showed no sign of weakening. I wanted to call for help to save Irisalie, but I couldn't think of a way to extinguish the fire. The flames would probably die down once he was dead, but Irisalie's body wouldn't last that long. Kalpana was at her limit just holding back the vortex of fire. I looked to Elisha for help, but she just shook her head with a grim expression, clutching her crosier. Just then, the flames that had been consuming Zeno and Irisalie vanished.

I looked back at the two of them. Zeno pushed Irisalie aside and slowly stood up. The wound on his stomach and the cut on his shoulder were already starting to close. The arrow wounds he had received earlier were gone. He looked up and glared at me. Deep wrinkles were etched into his once handsome face, his teeth were clenched tight, and the flames that should have been extinguished were burning in the depths of his eyes.

"Mash... I'll kill you..."

"The feeling's mutual. Zeno, I'm going to kill you." Just as I was about to ready my katana in a middle stance, Zeno threw the two-handed sword he was holding. The sword flew like an arrow and pierced Kalpana's side. Her dance stopped, and she crumpled to the ground. The flames she had been suppressing roared back to life, dancing and closing in on us.

"Kalpana!"

"Mash, I've got her!" Elisha ran to Kalpana's side. And just as my attention was diverted to the two of them, Zeno moved. In his hand, somehow, was Irisalie's rapier. I raised my sword to block his swing, but I was a breath too late. The impact on my shoulder sent a jolt of intense pain through my entire body. Enduring the pain, I jumped back to create distance, but Zeno launched a fire spell at me.

"Damn it...!" I reflexively covered my face with my arm to shield myself from the heat, but the heat never came. Elisha had put up a magical defensive barrier. That barrier, too, was consumed by the heat and vanished. I gripped my katana to counterattack. The cut I had just received ached, but suddenly, the pain subsided. It wasn't Elisha's healing magic. Kalpana, lying next to her, had extended a hand and was looking at me.

"Mash..." she managed to force out.

"This is a pain," Zeno muttered, pointing his finger at Kalpana and Elisha.

"Like I'd let you!" I quickly stepped in and slashed at his arm. Zeno pulled his hand back, but my blade reached it first. His severed arm fell to the ground.

"I've fought an immortal man like you before. If I cut it off, it can't regenerate, right?"

"Are you sure about that...?" Zeno laughed and looked down at his missing arm. Then, as if growing from the inside, flesh extended, and his lost arm was regenerated. He opened and then clenched his new hand, testing its function.

"What...?" I could only stare in stunned silence. It was an incredible regenerative ability, far beyond Takamura's Vampire skill. We needed to escape this vortex of fire immediately. But if he could just regenerate endlessly no matter how many times I cut him, escaping this situation would be difficult. I ground my teeth.

"Mash... it's not... infinite..." Irisalie's fingertips twitched slightly, and she lifted her head a little.

"Irisalie! Stay down. I'll save you. Elisha is here too. We'll get you to the church right away!"

"Mash, it's not infinite. The immortality ability... it depends on the user's mana. Zeno... he's absorbing Mana Seeds... and using them as power... the flow of mana... gah!" Irisalie arched her back slightly, her eyes widened, and then her face fell to the ground. A sword was sticking out of her back. Zeno casually pulled the sword out and flicked it, shaking off the blood on the blade.

"You bastard..." I tightened my grip on the hilt of my katana. And then, with all my might, I kicked off the ground and charged at Zeno. He effortlessly blocked my blow and deflected it aside. I stumbled past Zeno, almost losing my balance. He brought his sword down on me. A high-pitched metallic clang echoed. I blocked his sword with my blade, but his follow-up attack prevented me from regaining my footing, and I tumbled onto the stone pavement. The stones were hot, and I felt a burning sensation on my skin. I couldn't leave Kalpana and Irisalie lying in a place like this. But the difference in our swordsmanship was clear, and my mind was racing with panic. Zeno pointed his sword at me.

"Surrender. You will be my hostage and get me to a safe place. If you do, I'll spare your life."

"Don't be ridiculous. As if I'd help someone like you..." Zeno smirked at my words.

"Are you sure? The nomad priestess and the high bishop of Miglutt will burn to death." I swung my katana, knocking Zeno's sword aside, and stood up.

"Taking me hostage is meaningless. You'll end up being killed anyway. You should be the one to surrender. I'll plead with them to spare your life."

"You underestimate yourself. Otherworld hero sent by the goddess."

"Shut up! I didn't ask for this."

"Your relationship with Maryanne, the de facto commander of your forces. And the man who supports the Star Union Family now that Augustus is gone... your presence in this city is immeasurably important."

"Augustus isn't dead!"

"What did you say?" Zeno's eyes widened slightly.

"Your entire plan has fallen apart! Besides, even if I did agree to your terms and help you escape, you have no intention of letting me or anyone else here live, do you? In any case, even if you escape this place, your future is already lost. Give up and surrender, Zeno."

"You are the one making the wrong choice, Mash. I won't do anything to harm you. Trust me." He held out his hand as if to make peace.

"Zeno, I will defeat you. Kalpana, Elisha, and Irisalie are all my women. I will save them with my own hands." His eyes narrowed. He then stepped on Irisalie.

"Irisalie has no interest in you. All she has is her lingering attachment to me."

"I don't give a damn! Get your foot off her! I was the last one to hold that woman! She's my woman!" I charged forward again. *I'll cut him down, sword and all.* With that thought, I swung my katana down, but he lightly parried the blow. I pressed forward and swung my katana sideways. Zeno retreated, and the tip of my blade cut through empty air.

"Damn it, just one hit... just one hit..." I gripped my katana and edged closer. The blood had rushed to my head, and I couldn't think straight. *Just land one blow on Zeno.* But that desire was just spinning its wheels in the face of our skill difference.

"This should be enough, right?" Suddenly, I heard Irisalie's voice from where she lay on the stone pavement. There was no pain in her voice, only a chilling coldness. And she was gripping Zeno's ankle.

"You traitor, let go!" Zeno tried to pull his foot away, but Irisalie didn't let go.

"You were the one who betrayed me first. And you were the one who made my body like this, Zeno." Zeno raised his sword to strike Irisalie.

"I won't let you!" I channeled mana into the tip of my katana, kicked off the pavement, and charged. I slashed at Zeno's sword. A high-pitched metallic sound rang out, the rapier broke in two, and the tip grazed Irisalie's body before sticking into the pavement.

"Zeno, I'm going to find out if you've really become immortal!" I slashed at Zeno diagonally, and then continued to swing my sword with all my might. Eventually, Zeno collapsed to the ground.

"Damn you, Mash, you're coming with me! I'll use all my mana to burn this entire area to the ground!"

"Shut up and die already!" I delivered the final blow, and Zeno collapsed. But the flames surrounding us didn't weaken; instead, they flared up. I sheathed my katana and lifted Irisalie into my arms. Elisha, with Kalpana leaning on her for support, walked over to me. The flames were now burning more fiercely than before, closing in to swallow us. We huddled together, trying to escape to a place with less intense fire.

"I will use a defensive barrier spell. But I don't know how long it will hold..." Elisha handed Kalpana over to me. With both Kalpana and Irisalie in my arms, I was unable to move. Elisha looked at the scene, then raised her crosier.

"I need to apologize to Elisha. I was the one who, blinded by the prospect of quick money, sold the Mana Seeds to Zeno." A smile touched her lips at my words.

"I see. In that case, we must consider this fire a trial and endure it to the end. Mash's choices must always be the right ones." After saying that, Elisha cast a magical defensive barrier. The vortex of flames pressed in, trying to crush the barrier. The flames were held back by the barrier and couldn't reach us, but I could feel the searing heat on my skin, making it sting. Sweat trickled down her cheek, but it evaporated before it could reach her chin, leaving a river of salt in its place.

"Mash... you called me 'my woman' earlier, didn't you?" Hearing her words, I tightened my grip on the limp forms of Kalpana and Irisalie.

"Elisha, that's not what I—" I started to make an excuse, but she looked at me and shook her head with a smile.

"No, it's just as I said before. When I heard about you from Myra, I was so envious. I want to travel with you too. I want to chase after what you seek. I want to fulfill Lady Laciel's wish with you. I wanted to meet you before anyone else..."

"Elisha..."

"I was so happy when you called me 'my woman.' Just like Myra..." The barrier Elisha had created was about to break. The torrent of fire was melting it, trying to crush it. There was nothing I could do but hold Kalpana, Irisalie, and Elisha close.

"Mash. No, Lord Mash. I'm sorry. But, even at a time like this, I... Elisha is happy..." The fire crushed the barrier. The torrent descended to swallow us whole. I held them protectively, closed my eyes, and lowered my head.

We were engulfed in flames. I braced myself for the inevitable, but the moment never came. I cautiously opened my eyes. The fiery torrent had vanished as if it were a lie. In its place, a single girl stood before us.

"...Glad I made it in time." She let out a deep sigh and slowly lowered the wand she had been holding. Her long, silver hair swayed. She rarely showed emotion, but she must have been in a hurry. Her eyes were faintly teary, and her porcelain-white cheeks were unusually flushed.

"...Mash. I finally found you."

"Mo... I was looking for you." Marmi ran forward and threw herself into my arms.
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    The Siege of Miglutt and a War Council Under the Moonlight

    Myra rushed over after Marmi.

"Mash, I knew you were alive! Quickly, healing magic!" She took my arm. The soft touch of her fingers made me instinctively squeeze back.

"Mash?" Myra's eyes widened in surprise as she looked up at me. It had only been half a day since we were separated, but it was during that half-day that I had needed them most. Her dark eyes reflected countless stars, just like that night. Among them, the light of the moon, still climbing toward its zenith even after midnight, shone through.

"Myra..."

"Yes, what is it?"

"I don't want you to leave me again."

"Of course!" When I let go of her hand, she gripped her mace. My eyes started to search behind her for Famu and Mizuki, but I quickly brought my gaze back to Irisalie, Kalpana, and Elisha in my arms.

"No, please take care of these three before me." Hearing that, Elisha moved away from me.

"I'm alright. I'll help too." I patted Marmi's head, and she loosened the tight grip she had on me and stepped back. I had wanted to lay Irisalie and Kalpana down, but the ground where Zeno's magic had scorched it was still hot.

"Mash, take the injured inside the mansion. I'll help." Maryanne ran over with a knight. The knights took Kalpana and Irisalie from my arms, and the women were carried inside the mansion. My body felt lighter, but my legs were unsteady. I had used up more energy than I thought. I shook my head, trying to deny the part of me that wanted to just give up and rest.

"What about the battle?" It wasn't that I'd forgotten, but I had been fighting inside an isolated vortex of fire, so I had no idea what was happening around me. No one was still fighting. I looked at the fallen soldiers. Most of them were from the Leafkraut Family. My gaze shifted to Zeno. The flames that had been directed at us had also burned his own body, leaving black, charred marks. There was no sign of his flesh regenerating. Was he really dead?

"You defeated Lord Zeno. As expected of you, Mash," Maryanne said, following my gaze.

"I couldn't have done it alone. Besides, he cast an immortality spell on himself. He might regenerate and get up again..."

"Understood. In that case, let's put him in the dungeon. If we cut off his mana, he won't be able to regenerate." If he still possessed the ability to revive even in this state, what would happen to that ability if he were put in a magic-sealing cell? I watched as Maryanne's soldiers surrounded Zeno and carried him into the mansion, lost in thought.

"We've driven off the Leafkraut forces. All that's left are the Air-Ally soldiers on the hill." As she spoke, Maryanne looked over the One-Land soldiers. They had formed a thick circle around us. The intensity of their gazes made me want to take a step back. Had the victory in battle erased their fatigue and become fuel for the next fight?

This battle was, in essence, a civil war for control of the city. There should have been a dark shadow of infighting among kin. But that shadow was being dispelled by the brightly burning torches illuminating the mansion and the heat of the soldiers' passion.

"Have the number of soldiers increased?"

"Citizen soldiers have joined us. About five hundred of them, and I expect that number to grow." I looked over the soldiers, thinking they had been cooperative from the start. Many of them seemed to be hastily equipped with mismatched gear. However, even those men were all armed with spears or swords. Had they opened the armory? Even though we had divided the enemy and defeated the Leafkraut forces, there were still over a thousand enemy soldiers left. Having more numbers was a blessing, but I was concerned that if this momentum was lost and the tide turned, their change of heart could become a new problem.

"So, what about the Air-Ally Family?"

"They were about to turn their army from the government hill to pursue us, but they have now returned to the hill." We walked a short distance to a place where we could see the government building. Bonfires were lit at the top of the hill, illuminating the stone structure.

"Are they planning to hole up? I can see people moving."

"You can? Isn't it just the way the firelight is hitting it, making it look like it's moving?" I tried squinting like Maryanne, but I couldn't tell.

"...They're there." Marmi seemed to see them too and pointed, but I couldn't tell where she was pointing. Were elves and the dog-eared race better at seeing than humans?

"Hmph, the eyes of us dog-eared folk are said to be superior to humans at spotting movement," Maryanne said, sensing my doubtful gaze, and pouted in a way that reminded me of Famu.

"With this many people, it's possible to storm the hill and force a decisive battle, but..." At some point, Marina had come out of the mansion with several elven knights and was now standing beside us. Wake was among them. Marmi immediately ran to her mother's side.

"Are you alright?" I asked. Marina gave a slight nod.

"Fighting soldiers who get back up after being defeated was quite a chore. If the One-Land Family's all-out attack had been a little later, the mansion might have been captured." Her words seemed tinged with a slight exhaustion.

"Attacking an army waiting for us on a hill will require considerable resolve and patience. With so many citizen soldiers now, that will be difficult. Instead, how about we gather our forces on the main street that extends from the bottom of the stairs?"

"A plan to show our numbers and provoke them into coming out? But will the Air-Ally Family, who hold the advantageous position, fall for such a provocation?" Maryanne questioned my proposal.

"No, we'll use the main force as a decoy and launch another diversion. We'll attack and liberate the two locations they're occupying: the church and the Crystal Garden."

"Will that work? From the battles so far, they must be wary of us splitting our forces for surprise attacks."

"It would be best if we can liberate them, but it doesn't matter if the attack fails. The goal is to show the enemy that we hold the initiative, that we're setting fires at their feet, and that they can't just sit comfortably on the hill. They're only in that position due to circumstances; they aren't occupying the hill with a long-term strategy in mind. They don't have food supplies there, do they?" Feints and attempts to win over the citizens would greatly unsettle the enemy. The key issue was which side the citizens would take. The Air-Ally and Leafkraut families had intended to seize power with a swift attack on the other Four Regent Families and then win public opinion. They must still be thinking that way, even now that the battle has dragged on into the night. And while the battle began without the support of the citizens, in the One-Land Family's district, citizen soldiers have begun to rally behind Maryanne. If that becomes a major movement, the Air-Ally Family will be in a tight spot. The keys to that are the church and the Crystal Garden. If public opinion shifts to Maryanne, the Air-Ally Family won't be able to just sit and watch the battle from the hill.

"I see. In that case, about the attack force..." Maryanne let out a small sigh and looked up at the night sky, her brow furrowed. The moon that had been in the eastern sky had now climbed high, illuminating the city.

"There is no need to hesitate. If Lady Maryanne commands it, we will obey." I realized that the Royal Guard Captain, Trusar, was kneeling before Maryanne.

"But the mobile unit must be exhausted..."

"It's not a problem. The enemy is just as tired." Maryanne and Trusar looked at each other.

"Very well. Then, to the liberation of the church."

"Leave it to me." Trusar beat his chest, bowed deeply, and then slowly stood up.

"Then we'll take the Crystal Garden." Just like Trusar, Hyakka had somehow joined the strategy meeting and was now hugging me around the waist.

"Wait, are you planning to go in with just adventurers?"

"It's fine. The nomads will help us." Hyakka gestured behind her with her thumb. The nomads were standing by.

"Kalpana is injured and can't fight anymore. That was due to my carelessness and is my responsibility. I can't let you all participate in any more combat."

"We are here to serve Lady Laciel. Please, give us your orders." The man at the front bowed his head.

"Are there any injured among you?"

"Our main job was long-range support with bows, so we have a few injuries, but it's not a problem." I was about to ask if there were any deaths, but I quickly swallowed the words. They called it rear support, but when I saw Kalpana, the battle had been so chaotic that the battle lines had blurred. And I felt reluctant to drag them into another fight after their leader had been injured.

But since I was the one who proposed the plan, I couldn't be the one to back down. This wasn't a situation where I could just walk away.

"Alright. But think of this attack as partly a reconnaissance in force to assess the situation at the Crystal Garden. We won't take any unnecessary risks. If we sense any danger, we pull back. The same goes for the attack on the church." As I watched Hyakka nod, I knew her resolve was firm and she wouldn't back down no matter what. Was it just me? My own thoughts were still wavering and unsettled. A moment ago, I had given in to anger, but now, looking at the defeated Zeno, I wondered if it was really the right thing to do. No matter how many times I steel my resolve, it turns to doubt. And I feel like I'm the only one left behind, powerless. I think I'm making my own choices, but in the end, I'm just being swept along by the situation, pulling the final trigger that's been prepared for me. What is Laciel thinking, making me do these things? Is this what she, with her title of God of Adventure, considers an adventure? I'll have to protest the next time I summon her.

I suddenly realized Hyakka was also looking at me.

"Mash... I..."

"What is it?" As I waited for her to continue, she pushed me hard in the chest with both hands.

"Never mind. I'm countin' on ya!" She said and ran off.

The soldiers around us began to prepare hastily based on the plan we had just made. The plan was as we had discussed: Maryanne's main force would take up a position on the main street extending south from the government building. Trusar's beastman mobile unit would circle around from the east side of the city, enter the northern Air-Ally-controlled district, and liberate the church. The nomads would blend in with the main force on the main street, circle around to the west side of the city, and liberate the Crystal Garden. We, the members of New World, Takamura and Komachi of Nekono Konekoneko, and Doris would join the nomads. Furthermore, Wake and a part of the elven magic knight order would join and lead the way. There was some debate about whether we should attack the north side as a single unit, but it was decided that would negate Trusar's mobility and that a smaller group would be better for moving under the cover of night. Marina would remain at the One-Land mansion to treat the wounded and defend this base. Elisha would also stay here. Kalpana and Irisalie would remain here as well.

I was on the street in front of the mansion with Myra and Marmi. I was sitting on a collapsed parapet. Myra was casting healing magic on me, and while the pain in my body faded, the fatigue remained. Come to think of it, I had fought at the Star Union mansion, spent time with Irisalie, jumped from there and been seriously injured, and then a series of events had followed one after another. It had all happened in a single day, but my sense of time was warped, and the first event felt like a distant memory.

"Myra." I said and stood up, spreading my arms.

"What is it?" Myra tilted her head.

"I haven't hugged you yet."

"H-hyawaah! Everyone's watching!" Her eyes widened, and she took a step back.

"...If Myra's not going to, then I'll take the hug." Marmi smoothly cut in.

"Mo, you just got a hug a little while ago!" Myra grabbed Marmi from behind to stop her from hugging me. Her ample chest was pressed against Marmi's back, getting squished. I wanted to hug her too and feel that sensation.

"...There were a lot of other people around then. If Myra doesn't want to, then one more time..." Marmi tried to shake Myra off and get closer.

"Wait a minute! I do, I do!"

"Then, both of you together." As I said that, they both hugged me at the same time. I was enveloped in a soft, large sensation and a soft, small sensation. As I buried myself in their warmth, I heard their sighs.

"So, how are Famu and Mizuki doing? Where have they been wandering off to?"

"Muu! How can you ask that in this situation?! There were plenty of other times to ask!" Myra pinched my side.



    Chapter 256

    The Siege of Miglutt and the Crystal Garden and the Guild

    When I was captured by Irisalie in the kitchen of the Star Union estate, the red-hooded man had apparently attacked the mansion with his giant axe Special Skill as well. That was how a corner of the mansion had been destroyed, creating a large breach.

Marina seemed to have given up on defending the estate and decided to rely on the One-Land Family.

"We helped with that, and then went to search for you, Mash."

"Did you not consider the possibility that I was dead?"

"Mash..." Myra looked up once, then her eyes fell slightly.

"That is not something to be considered. Even now that we've been safely reunited, the thought of what might have happened then makes my chest feel like it's being crushed..."

We were walking towards the Crystal Garden with the nomads. Everyone was wearing a black hood, walking stealthily without making a sound. We were also speaking in hushed tones.

"And then, the members of Levante went to check on the house. That's when we heard a strange story."

"A strange story?" Myra nodded deeply at my question.

"They saw a naked man being chased by soldiers..." After Myra said that, Marmi pulled on the hem of my hood.

"...The only person who would wander around Miglutt naked is Mash."

"That's not the hint you're supposed to be focusing on!" Myra pressed her index finger to her lips. I let out a small cough to cover up the fact that I had raised my voice.

"It's not like I enjoyed wandering around naked," I replied in a low voice.

"He was said to be curled up and dragging himself as if in pain, so I thought he must have been injured in the battle at the mansion." That was when Riley had saved me, and I had drunk a stamina potion to get out of that jam.

"...After that, the suspicious man put on clothes, and we lost track of him."

"Did you say 'suspicious man'? You're all making me sound so bad, but you were more interested in the naked man than in me, weren't you? You perverts."

"...That's not true!" Marmi shouted, then quickly covered her mouth with both hands.

"We just followed the wrong clue." I poked Marmi's head with my finger. We had become intimate, but I didn't really think of her in a sexual way. But I wondered if she imagined such things in her head. Besides, she was so skilled in magic, why was she so clueless otherwise? Myra was the same. I left everything related to the church entirely up to her. Famu could see right through people as if she'd seen into their hearts, and Mizuki had been the class president in our old world.

"I regret that as well. We're not like you, Mash. We can't make split-second decisions in a crisis," Myra said, bowing her head in a genuinely apologetic way.

"No, it's fine to make a wrong judgment. I'm not making any judgments either. I'm just being swept along by the situation. I feel bad about it. Honestly, I'd rather just grab you all and run out of the city." Myra and I exchanged weak smiles.

"So, we thought that if you were injured, Mash, we had to find you as quickly as possible. That's why Marmi and I decided to search the southern half of the city, and Famu and Mizuki would search the northern half."

"I see, so that's why you split up..." They must have been in quite a panic. I looked at Myra, and then at Marmi. Clovis and his group were targeting otherworld heroes. The thought of Mizuki still being separated from us made me anxious. I wished they hadn't split up, but they must have been desperate to find me in such a large city. I myself had only found out where Levante was after meeting up with Kalpana and the nomads.

"You haven't eaten, have you?" I took out a sandwich of vegetables and meat wrapped in thin flatbread from my storage. I had saved it from when I ate with Kalpana and the others.

"But that's, Mash, for you..."

"No, I saved extra just in case something like this happened. At this rate, I have a feeling this won't be settled until tomorrow morning." I pressed the sandwiches into Myra's and Marmi's hands.

The Crystal Garden was illuminated by the light from the floating pyramid, the Crystal Palace, making it brighter than other places. Normally, bonfires would be lit, making it even brighter and bustling with people, but now there were no figures on the streets. The silence was eerie. It was past midnight, and the air had grown chilly. A cold, damp mist had crept into the city, creating a white haze that made the atmosphere even more unsettling.

"I don't see any soldiers..." Aira murmured. We were walking down the road leading to the entertainment district. First, we would head for the Adventurers Guild, and then the entrance to the Crystal Palace. The four of us—me, Myra, Marmi, and Takamura—were walking down the center of the street. There was no sign of a lurking enemy, so it didn't seem like we were heading into a group fight for now. That's why we were the decoys. If anything happened, we'd use Takamura as a shield. The plan was to rely on his Vampire Special Skill. The nomads, Hyakka, and the others were hiding behind us, on alert for enemies. There were over a hundred of them following us, but they were so quiet I almost thought they weren't there.

After a while, we reached the entrance to the main street, where a barricade made of stacked lumber, about shoulder-high, was blocking the road. In front of it stood about ten soldiers. When they saw us, they drew their weapons and approached.

"This road is closed," one of the soldiers said.

"We have friends inside. We need to see them."

"You... you're an adventurer, aren't you?" As the soldier was asking, another soldier on the other side of the barricade started to take aim at us with a bow. Before I could even brace myself, the sound of something tearing through the air came from behind me, and an arrow pierced the soldier.

"What?!" Just as the soldiers were about to charge at us, a volley of arrows rained down. The soldiers fell before they could even cry for help. Immediately, the nomads who had been hiding in the shadows of the buildings emerged. They climbed over the barricade to search for any enemies on the other side.

"I wanted to get some information out of them..."

"Protecting your life is our top priority," one of the nomads replied. He then kicked a fallen soldier over to check if he was still breathing. I had thought that no matter who shot a bow, the accuracy wouldn't be that high, but there was a difference in skill level. I stroked my chin and watched their efficient work.

"We wander from city to city without belonging anywhere, so we often run into situations like this with monsters and bandits. For now, let's use this barricade. If the enemy comes at us, we can use this spot."

"I see..." I replied, not really knowing what to say to his somewhat defensive words. Just then, Hyakka called my name.

"Looks like we can get some info from this one." Next to Hyakka, Etwán was giving a stamina potion to a bound soldier. He was also very efficient.

The buildings in the Crystal Garden were built individually, but they were arranged in rows, connected to the adjacent buildings. The lower floors were made of stone, and the uniform color of the plaster created a sense of unity. Most of the buildings were four to five stories high, with the upper parts being a mix of stone and wood. However, this uniformity was only on the street-facing facades; it might not be the same on the other side. The Guild was in a corner of one of these connected buildings. The large wooden double doors were closed. Two soldiers stood in front of it like sentries, but they crumpled under the nomads' sniper fire. I walked past the fallen soldiers, placed my hand on the door, and pulled. It wasn't barred from the inside, and the door opened with a creaking sound. Following me, Myra, Marmi, Takamura, and the members of New World entered. There were no lights, and we couldn't see anything, but soon Marmi raised her wand and created light with magic, illuminating a large, high-ceilinged hall. She then wrinkled her brow and covered her nose.

I gasped at the sight revealed by the light. There were no bodies, but the traces of a struggle remained. Broken chairs, overturned tables, scattered documents. And there were traces of blood as well.

"They say the people who were here were put in the dungeon, but..." I thought they might have been killed and was looking around when Komachi, Doris, and ten nomads entered. The soldier we had knocked out earlier was also carried inside.

"We'll wait here. It didn't look like there were any lights on inside, but there might be enemies hiding, so please be careful." Heeding the warning, I took Myra and Marmi with me, went past the counter, and entered the back room.

"Hey, the cell is locked. The guards at the entrance didn't have the key. What are you going to do when you get there?" Etwán's voice came from behind me.

"I can open it. If there are any survivors, I want to get them to a safe place." I didn't say it out loud, but there was a chance Famu and Mizuki were captured, so I wanted to check. Myra and Marmi were following me with their lips pressed into a thin line. They must have been thinking the same thing I was.

"We're outnumbered. And if the enemy's main force attacks, we'll have to run. The people we rescue will just slow us down. If we leave them alone, they'll be rescued when the One-Land Family defeats the Air-Ally Family in the final battle. It's better for both sides if the injured just stay quiet in their cells." Etwán was right. If we went to check on them, we would have to help them. But even if it wasn't Famu and the others, there might be people we knew captured there.

As I was about to move forward, Etwán clicked his tongue.

"Wait, I'll go first." Etwán pushed a lantern into my hands. Then, he took the lead and moved forward, checking for any enemies beyond the door.

"Anyway, why is there a dungeon in the Guild in the first place? Do they even have the right to detain people?" I asked Etwán.

"They claim it's temporary. Now, be quiet." Not only Etwán, but Hyakka also glared at me.

We reached the stairs at the far end of the building. There were stairs leading up and stairs leading down to the basement. The stairs leading down were blocked by a door. Etwán listened intently, then let out a small sigh.

"There are people upstairs and downstairs. The ones upstairs... have killing intent."

"An ambush? That's a pain. It's possible the people being held here are wary of intruders and on guard."

"Yeah." Hyakka and Etwán exchanged words in low voices. We wanted to explore the lower level, but we didn't want to be attacked from behind, so we couldn't ignore the people on the upper floor who were clearly hostile.

"I'll go." Takamura said, grabbing his large hatchet and grinning, revealing sharp, canine-like teeth.

"Wait, even with your Vampire ability, you can't regenerate from everything, right?"

"Hey, you haven't said a word until now, and now you're starting to worry? It's better to just get this over with than to waste time standing around here." Takamura replied to me and stepped onto the stairs. The wood creaked louder than expected, and we reflexively backed away, leaving Takamura behind. Takamura stared at our heartless display, then looked at each of us in protest before finally steeling himself and starting up the stairs.

"Isn't Takamura cooler than you, Mash?" Hyakka murmured as she watched his back. She then looked at me and smiled provocatively.

"Takamura and Komachi are into swinging. If you say so, maybe we should swap Komachi and Hyakka..."

"Idiot! I won't do it with anyone but you, Mash. If you say something like that, we're through." Hyakka readied her lance to react to any change in the situation. Chihiro did the same, trying to keep a distance from Takamura as she advanced, but the ceiling here was low, unlike in the hall. It would be difficult to maneuver. As I was thinking that, Morse and Kone moved forward to take their places.

Following the members of New World up the stairs, we found a long hallway stretching far into the distance. Doors lined both sides, one after another. At the boundary between the light from our lantern and Marmi's magic and the darkness beyond, stood a group of six, their weapons at the ready. The man at the front, who seemed to flicker in the firelight, had a smile on his lips as if he were at ease, but his eyes weren't smiling. And his shoulders looked tense.

"You guys, are you with Yuki?" Hyakka's voice was tinged with anger. But there was no reply from the adventurers. Hyakka's eyes narrowed, her expression becoming devoid of emotion.

"We don't have time for this. If you're not going to talk, we'll assume you're the enemy!" With a loud stomp, Hyakka dashed forward to close in on the enemy. Just then, a door to the side burst open, and a long spear was thrust out.

"Hyakka!"

"I knew it!" Hyakka's ponytail swung in an arc. She lightly sidestepped the blow and thrust her lance at the person in the doorway. A muffled cry was followed by the dull thud of a body hitting the floor.

"Another one, that room!" Etwán shouted and pointed. Morse tackled the door, breaking it down. Kone followed him into the room, and a loud crash echoed.

"Hey, we don't want to hurt you. Surrender." I called out to the enemies standing frozen in the hallway. But the one who turned around in response was Etwán.

"What are you being so cocky for? There's someone behind the door next to you too. They're planning to attack us from behind when we engage the enemy in front."

"Kuh!" As I was about to reach for the door, Etwán held out his hand to stop me.

"We'll take care of the enemy in that room too. This floor is secure. You're not planning on staying in the Guild long, are you? You guys go ahead and check the basement." Hearing that, I looked at Takamura.

"Leave it to me, I'll help New World." Seeing Takamura nod, I headed down to the basement with Myra and Marmi.



    Chapter 257

    The Siege of Miglutt and a Reunion in a Cell

    When we returned to the first floor, the door to the basement was already open. The nomads and Doris were there, and at their feet lay three unconscious soldiers. Blood pooled from their bodies, staining the floor.

"We heard the noise from upstairs, and they burst out from below," Doris said, her face tense and her brow furrowed.

"Were they trying to attack us from behind?"

"I think they were probably trying to escape while you all were on the upper floor," she said, glancing toward the stairs, her grip tightening on her staff. She might be used to fighting monsters, but she clearly wasn't accustomed to fighting people. I wished she'd shown that much hesitation when they were ordered to attack us, but I kept my mouth shut for now. She was only here out of a sense of camaraderie with Takamura, a member of Nekono Konekoneko. It would be better for her to stay in the rear and support the injured.

"I'm going to the basement. Hyakka and the others are fighting upstairs. There might be casualties, so I need you to stay here and wait, Doris." Her cheeks relaxed in what looked like relief, and she nodded.

"Mash…" Myra began, but there was no time for small talk. I nodded to her and drew my katana just in case. We didn't have any rogue skills like Etwan, so we had to be prepared for a fight the moment we encountered someone. I set my jaw and stepped onto the wooden stairs leading down.

The basement was a simple room with only an old desk and a chair. This must have been where the soldiers were stationed. A lamp on the desk was still lit, its flame weakly illuminating the exposed earthen walls. There was a door at the back that seemed to lead to the dungeons. A foul stench, sharp enough to sting the nose, was already drifting from it. Was this the only way for air to escape to the surface? I wondered if we'd run out of oxygen. I had my concerns, but now was not the time to voice such questions.

"It's really just a prison. Is the guild a jail now?"

"There are plenty of rough types among adventurers," Myra replied as I reached for the door further in. Marmi readied her wand, prepared to cast a spell at a moment's notice.

"I'm opening it." As the door swung open, an even stronger stench washed over us. We couldn't help but grimace. Holding up the lantern in the darkness, a corridor with stone walls came into view. A series of heavy wooden doors, studded with metal rivets, lined the passage. There were ten cells in total. At the bottom of each door was a small opening, likely for passing food through, and at eye level, a window with iron bars.

"Mo, you wait in this room. If anything happens, I'll need your support."

"…Can I use wind magic to get rid of this smell?" I thought she was joking, but Marmi's tone was serious. Her brow was deeply furrowed, and she looked desperate to clear the air.

"It'll just spread the stench throughout the mansion. Besides, it'll just get smelly again."

"…What am I supposed to do?"

"I think we could manage if we neutralized the alkalinity. If we had some ozone or chlorine dioxide… Look, just bear with it and don't waste your magic power."

"…Okay. But I didn't really get what you were saying, so you'll have to explain it to me later." Marmi gave a small nod, her nose and brow still wrinkled in disgust. Had previous transmigrators not introduced the concept of chemical elements? As I pondered this, I led Myra down the hallway.

"By the way, didn't the guys who were forced to be guards have the key to this place?"

"They might not have been trusted," Myra answered. She didn't say by whom, but she was probably thinking about Clovis and his group, just like me. I was about to peer into the first cell when it happened.

"Mash…" A weak, powerless woman's voice called out from the farthest cell. Myra and I instinctively looked at each other.

"Are you trying to surprise me?"

"I'm not! It clearly came from the back, didn't it? Please take this seriously!" I sighed and stared at the door at the far end. It was hard to believe it was an enemy. It seemed unlikely someone would lie in wait in a place like this to ambush me specifically. They called my name, so it had to be an acquaintance. And they were locked up in this filthy place. Part of me wanted to rush over, and another part wanted to look away. As I hesitated, Myra grabbed the hem of my clothes.

"Mash, let's hurry." Spurred on by her words, I walked to the end of the hall and reached the last door. I peered inside. The room was shaped like a cube, surrounded by the same stone walls as the corridor. The lantern's light didn't reach the floor, which was shrouded in dim darkness, but I could make out the shape of a person lying collapsed on the ground. I hastily took the magic key Laciel had given me from my storage and opened the door. The sight of the girls, limp and unmoving in the lantern's glow, made me gasp.

"Rinko! Airi!" I rushed to them and gathered them in my arms. Their bodies were covered in bruises and cuts, clearly from a fight.

"Don't… touch me, old man… But you're okay… I'm glad," Rinko murmured, her eyes fluttering open as she managed a weak smile.

"Myra!" Myra, who had been staring down in a daze, snapped out of it at my call and hurried over. She was about to cast a healing spell on Rinko when her hands froze. I had tried to give Airi a healing potion, but I realized my storage wouldn't open.

"Damn it, the magic…"

"Mash, let's carry them out to Mo." I nodded to Myra and was about to lift Airi when Rinko grabbed my arm.

"Don't… her arm…"

"Her arm?" Looking closer, I noticed a tattoo-like pattern inscribed on Airi's arm.

"A Slave Mark…"

"Mash, Rinko has one too," Myra said. I looked at Rinko's arm and saw the same mark had been carved into her skin.

"We've… been ordered by Yuuki to kill you, Mash. The magic in this cell is sealed, so the Slave Mark isn't active, but if we leave, we'll have to obey his command…" I exchanged a look with Myra at Rinko's words.

"I have the rope Aira gave me in my storage. Can't we just tie them up?"

"You'd definitely tie them up in some perverted way, wouldn't you? For now, just go out into the hallway and get a health potion!" At Myra's insistence, I quickly rushed out into the corridor.

I managed to give Rinko the health potion. She wasn't fully recovered, but she could now sit up and move on her own. The problem was Airi. She was barely responsive, no matter how much I called out to her.

"We have to take her out of the cell and use healing magic." Rinko shook her head at my words.

"She has a special skill, you know? The moment she recovers, she'll unleash it at point-blank range. There's no way you could dodge that." With that, Rinko pushed a health potion into my hand.

"You do it, Mash."

"Do what?"

"Give it to her. Mouth-to-mouth." Rinko's cheeks flushed as she averted her gaze.

"Why does Mash have to do it? If that's what's needed, I'll do it," Myra said, taking the potion from me.

"Hey, is Airi in your strike zone too?"

"No! Besides, Airi is a girl! What I'm saying is there's no need for Mash to do it. And anyway, even if you give it to her mouth-to-mouth, will she even drink it properly? There's a chance she could choke, you know?"

"I can drink just fine even when I'm unconscious!" I've experienced it many times, so I can say for sure there's no problem.

"That's not how it normally works!" Myra puffed out her cheeks. Though I was a little disappointed, I was also secretly relieved she had stopped me. Airi is a current idol and a beautiful girl. Of course, I'd do it if I could. But right now, her face was swollen and painful to look at. I felt like groping her breasts might be forgivable, but kissing her felt like taking advantage. Then again, the old me would have done it without a moment's hesitation. I guess I've grown since coming to this world. As I was lost in thought, Rinko snatched the potion from Myra and pushed it back into my hands.

"Mash, Airi's probably never experienced anything like this, so you should do it."

"Huh? What kind of logic is that? Just because she's inexperienced, it has to be me?"

"It might be her first kiss, you know? In that case, a guy would be better, right?"

"Yeah, but hasn't she already been… you know, by Clovis or Yuuki?"

"Nothing like that has happened yet!"

"Really? Isn't that the first thing you do when you get a female slave?"

"Those guys are way better looking than you, Mash. They don't need to do stuff like that!" Rinko struck right at my biggest insecurity. It hurt deeply, but I silently vowed to make her body pay for that one day.

"So, you said Airi is inexperienced, but what about you…?"

"My business has nothing to do with this! Just do it already!" At Rinko's words, Myra and I locked eyes. She pressed her lips into a line, closed her eyes, and her eyebrows twitched, but in the end, she didn't stop me. I took a mouthful of the recovery potion and pulled Airi close. I supported the back of her head with one hand and wrapped my other arm around her back. My fingertips brushed against her breast, sending a firm, soft sensation through them.

"Pervert!" Rinko's voice echoed.

*You're the one who told me to kiss her,* I thought, shifting my focus from her chest to her lips. They were a soft, cherry-pink swell. Parted slightly, her shallow breaths reached my cheek. I wish I could have done this when she was conscious, not when her face was covered in bruises. Steeling my resolve, I slowly leaned in and pressed my lips against hers. They were a little cold and dry, but they had more resilience and softness than I had imagined. Wanting to savor the sensation, I sucked on her lips more firmly. Then, through the slight opening, I began to slowly pour in the recovery potion.

"Mmm… mmph… ng…" She let out a small groan, almost a moan, and her throat moved as she swallowed. As I poured more of the liquid in, she began to drink it down eagerly, as if she'd been thirsty. Once the potion was gone, I pulled my lips away for a moment. As I was about to take another mouthful, my eyes met Rinko's. Her eyes were wide, her face bright red as she stared at me. Then, she swallowed hard. I looked away from her and kissed Airi again. She met my kiss, her lips pushing forward slightly as if asking for more. The gesture turned my mind blank. Before I knew it, I was slipping my tongue in along with the potion. She responded, her tongue tangling with mine as if to suck it in. I became lost in the moment, and even after the potion was gone, I continued to entwine my tongue with hers, seeking her sweet saliva and melting softness. Eventually, Airi's eyes slowly fluttered open. For a moment, her gaze wandered, hazy and melted, before it focused on me, my lips covering hers. Her expression shifted to one of shock.

"Mmph!" I pulled my tongue back at the same instant she snapped her mouth shut as if to bite it off. Our lips parted, but for a moment, a thin thread of saliva connected us.

"Wh-wh-wh-wha… Why?!" Airi struggled in my arms, trying to get away, but her strength hadn't returned yet, and she was powerless. Then, as if remembering the pain, her face contorted, and her body writhed.

"You're badly injured. Drink this and calm down." I brought the recovery potion to her lips, and she drank it greedily. Then, she looked around to assess the situation, her gaze stopping on Rinko.

"Wh-why were you and Mash…"

"Well, you were totally out of it and in pretty bad shape, so I asked Mash to give you the potion mouth-to-mouth," Rinko said, scratching her head sheepishly.

"But why him?! You could have done it, Rinko!"

"Huh? No way I'm having my first kiss be with you, Airi. Besides, you'd rather have a guy, right? So be grateful."

"Grrrr…" Airi clenched her fists and trembled for a moment after hearing Rinko's words. Finally, she let out a long sigh and turned her gaze back to me.

"I appreciate you saving me. However, for both our sakes, let's just consider this a wash. Also, I'm fine now, so could you please let me go?" Airi spoke in an extremely mechanical, businesslike tone. The bruises on her body had faded considerably, but she wasn't completely healed. When I let her go, she sat up on her own. After looking around once more, she sighed deeply.

"So we lost and were captured, huh?"

"Yep, and they put this on us." After glancing at the Slave Mark on Rinko's arm, she frowned upon seeing the same one carved into her own.

"Let me confirm. You two fought Clovis and Yuuki at Crystal Garden after we parted this morning?" Rinko thought for a moment, then nodded.

"We made a detour on the way back from your house, Mash. We were just doing some shopping at the stalls before heading back to our friends' inn. We were probably ambushed."

"What about your friends?" Rinko shook her head.

"I don't know. While we were fighting, a ton of soldiers poured into Crystal Garden, and the whole city got this strange atmosphere." After she spoke, she bit her lip as if to suppress her frustration. It seemed they had no idea what was happening in Miglutt. Most of the residents were probably in the same boat. I quickly explained to Rinko and Airi the events that had unfolded in the city since morning.

"So, do you know where Clovis and the others are?" Rinko shook her head again.

"I don't know. But after we were thrown in here, Yuuki came to this cell a few times. That's when we got the Slave Marks. So I think he's somewhere around here." Hearing her words, I turned to Myra.

"I want to get these Slave Marks off them. Is there any way?"

"Only those with the 'Slaver' profession can inscribe or remove Slave Marks. Anyone who takes that profession has to report it to the city's lord, so it's strictly managed. If the city weren't in this situation…" In this world, there are professions as skills and professions as livelihoods. Myra was talking about the former. For me, 'Adventurer' is my skill-based profession, bestowed upon me by Laciel. Normally, you'd have to go to a church and offer a prayer to receive one. So, it's not something you can acquire in secret. We could take them to a slaver to have the marks removed, but since they're under orders to kill me, we can't travel together. The best option would be to bring a slaver here, but that's difficult in the current circumstances. In that case, it's better for them to stay in this cell, where magic is nullified, until the fighting is over. I gave Myra a knowing look and stood up.

"We're going to find Clovis and his group."

"Are you going to kill them?" Rinko asked quietly.

"It might come to that."

"I see… We'll wait here. Be careful, Mash. Don't you lose." It seemed like she was searching for more words, but she shook them off, forced a smile, and waved. Seeing her, Myra and I left the cell.

"Mash, wouldn't it be safe for Doris to stay with them?"

"I wonder… More importantly, there are manacles and bracelets that can seal magic. Irisarie had a bracelet. That might be able to block the effects of the Slave Mark." I decided not to mention that I'd been forced to wear one myself, as that would just complicate things.

"Mash…" Myra called out to me hesitantly.

"I wonder if Rinko and the others… have been ordered by Clovis's group to die with them if they are killed." Her words echoed through the dim hallway.



    Chapter 258

    The Siege of Miglutt, Clovis, and Yuuki

    We were heading toward the entrance of the Crystal Palace, the heart of Crystal Garden. The last vestiges of night clung to the sky, but the darkness was gradually fading as the eastern horizon began to whiten. A thin mist covering the ground grew thicker, as if to highlight the coming dawn, and it swirled and crept along the stone-paved streets. Mo was rubbing her eyes.

"You sleepy, Mo?"

"…Mm, I'm okay. What about you, Mash?" At her question, I tried opening and closing my hands. My mind was clear, and I didn't feel tired, but my feet felt floaty. It was as if I were walking on the mist itself, not the cobblestones, and the ground felt far away. If I lay down, I'd probably fall asleep instantly.

"…Your eyes are red."

"Are they? Yours are a little red, too." After Mo and I both rubbed our eyes with the backs of our hands, I glanced over at Myra.

"I'm fine as well. If it comes to it…" Myra gripped her mace tightly. I wondered if it was an unconscious gesture. Her expression seemed to soften, and she looked as if she were smiling. Was she already so tired she was going crazy? I'd been through a lot while we were separated. I'm sure she'd been through things she hadn't told me about, too. Was this a sign of her resolve, or was she at the limit of her strength? I started to worry.

"Hey, are you planning to keep yourself awake by hitting something with that? You might never wake up again!"

"N-no, that's not it! Please don't imagine strange things!" Myra's face turned red as she denied it, relaxing her grip on the mace. As I thought, she was also at the peak of exhaustion.

"More importantly, I'm worried about the church. I wonder what's happening with Maryanne's One-Land army and the Air-Ally forces." Myra looked toward the hill where the government office stood. I followed her gaze. The government building atop the hill was still shrouded in darkness, untouched by the faint light of dawn. We had no way of knowing the military's movements. But they wouldn't just stay put forever. Our goal had been to create a diversion, but I felt we had been a little too quiet. Looking back, we should have made a scene, checked their reaction, and then escaped, but we had too many people with us. The desire to avoid even a single injury had won out. I wondered if the liberation of the church was going well. With that thought, I glanced at Hyakka, who was walking with the members of New World. She, too, must have been at her limit after a series of battles. I'd had Takamura fall back to the rear with Doris to rest, and I felt it would be best to let Hyakka rest for a while, too, just like him.

"What is it?" Hyakka noticed my gaze and answered a bit bluntly.

"'What is it?' What's with you?"

"Hmph, what's with my 'what's with you'… Don't go wastin' my energy!" Hyakka sighed and lowered her gaze to the path.

"Just a little further. Yuuki's at the entrance to the Crystal Palace. I've got a feeling." She was here to defeat Yuuki, the man who killed her friends. Because of that, her usual good nature and approachability had vanished, replaced by a raw, prickly edge. It made her seem reckless.

"Hyakka…"

"I said, what is it?"

"This isn't over once you fight Yuuki, you know. After that, you have to live on as my sex slave."

"Are you an idiot? Who's gonna be your sex slave?! …But, if you really like me that much, Mash, I guess I wouldn't mind."

"Really? I'll tie you up, blindfold you, gag you, and drag you around until you're sopping wet and…"

"Hey! Stop with the weird fantasies, it's embarrassing!" Hyakka cut me off, lightly tapping my chest with the back of her hand before letting out a deep sigh. Her reaction was weak, probably due to her fatigue. I glanced at Chihiro walking beside her, but he just stared back with a tense expression. He'd always been quiet around me, so I couldn't tell if this was just more of the same. As I was about to check on the others, Myra pressed her shoulder against my arm.

"Mash, it's good that you're worried about everyone else, but you look the most tired of all." Hearing that, I recalled how I'd almost never cared about other people back in my original world. Had I changed without even realizing it? The thought scared me a little.

We arrived at the plaza where the entrance to the Crystal Palace was located. The mist had thickened into a fog, blanketing the square and obscuring our vision. There was no one in sight. The light of the sunrise was beginning to dimly filter through the fog, seeming to cast a deep silence over the entire plaza. I thought I saw a figure on the peak of the stone pyramid-shaped pedestal in the center. I narrowed my eyes, focusing my gaze. A gentle breeze stirred, momentarily clearing the fog. In that brief instant, I saw Clovis, his long black hair flowing in the wind. Standing next to him was Yuuki. They looked as if they were standing on the clouds. The damp, chilly air brushed against my skin. The fog quickly enveloped the pedestal again, but the two figures did not disappear. A demon woman and a gaunt man appeared, flanking them. The four shadows flickered, backlit by the morning sun. I remembered confronting Clovis in this very spot one night, when I was chasing Sameim. Now, we were on the opposite side.

"Yuuki!" Hyakka screamed. The members of New World all raised their weapons in unison.

"Hyakka, there should be another transmigrator putting up a defensive barrier."

"I know!" Hyakka gritted her teeth, looking up at Yuuki and the others. We couldn't see it from here, but a barrier created by the special skill of a girl named Oi would deflect any of our long-range attacks or magic. Chihiro's special skill, Shirasayairi no Ken, might be able to cut through the barrier with his sword's aura, but if I waited a little longer, I'd be able to use Goddess Summon. I wanted to stall for as long as possible.

"I don't see Mizuki…" Yuuki muttered, his brow furrowed in puzzlement. Then he drew his greatsword.

"Perfect timing. You can all die here." His dark, suppressed voice echoed across the plaza. Spurred by his words, Myra and Mo also readied their weapons.

"Wait!" I raised my arm as if to calm the tension, looking around before glancing up at Clovis and his group.

"Zeno is dead. The battle for Miglutt is your loss. Surrender." My eyes widened slightly at my words.

"You defeated Zeno?"

"Spontaneous human combustion. He just burst into flames and died!" It was a lie, of course. But I couldn't afford to make unnecessary enemies here. I wanted to reason with them through calm conversation, so I tried to brush it off with a random excuse, but Myra and Mo shot me looks with one eyebrow raised. I cursed inwardly. They, of course, knew the truth.

"…Very well. However, that is no reason for us to surrender." I remembered that Zeno was Clovis's nephew, but his reaction was cold.

"Your thinking might be different, but Yuuki, you said you were going to use the power of the three sacred artifacts in this world to 'rule this world, connect it to the original world, and dominate everything,' right? But you couldn't even gather the artifacts, and you can't even conquer a small city like this. What you're thinking is just childish madness." My words made Yuuki's eyes sharpen as he glared at me, but Clovis extended a hand as if to restrain his anger.

"Talking like the war is over… you're quite the hasty man. The battle has not yet ended." From the flat tone of Clovis's voice, I couldn't tell if he was serious or just trying to bluff his way through.

"Yuuki, do you know that transmigrators who come to this world can only live for ten years? It's the same for the ones who came with you. You told Mizuki you've been in this world for six years, right? No matter what you wish for, you'll die in four years, still clutching that dream."

"And you're no different, are you? But Clovis, the Linker, can handle the three sacred artifacts. My destiny will change," Yuuki retorted.

"The three sacred artifacts were brought to this world, but not a single person has ever been able to use them. Even the gods couldn't handle them and destroyed them. What makes you think Clovis can?" I shifted my gaze from Yuuki to Clovis. He just looked down at me like a Noh mask.

"I am the keeper of a divine oracle. I cannot entrust the future of this world to outsiders summoned by five goddesses. This world belongs to us, the ones who live in it."

"And this civil war is your solution? How many residents of this world do you think have been hurt?"

"A necessary sacrifice. It is not your place to interfere." Taking his words, I turned my gaze back to Yuuki.

"He can't even gather the sacred artifacts, just throw this city into chaos. This is the limit of that man's ability. At least I can send you all back to your original world."

"What did you say?!" "What was that?!" The surprised shouts came from Yuuki and, of course, Hyakka.

"You were hiding somethin' like that?" Hyakka said, her voice accusatory.

"No. It was just an idea that came to me when I learned about your special skill. Your 'Prince Charming' skill… it allows you to sense the location of your target and head there, even if you don't know where it is, right?" Hyakka bit her lip, mulling over my words.

"Don't tell me you're gonna order it to take us to the original world? But we're completely cut off from there. And it doesn't work over long distances."

"We're not completely cut off. We're connected through the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil.' And the reason you can't travel long distances is just because your own magic power limits the range. There are ways to replenish that."

"But we can only go to the dungeons created there… Wait, no way!" Hyakka's eyes widened. It seemed she, too, had realized the potential of Toratsuna's special skill, the 'Yasakani no Magatama.' Using his ability to alter dungeons, we could access the outside.

"The World of the Jar of Holy Oil is like outer space; there's no air. But with Laciel, we can travel."

"Ah… so Chihiro and I can go back…" Hyakka pressed a trembling fist to her chest, as if savoring my words. Her eyes were wavering. It looked as if she was torn between this world and her original one. I couldn't remember if we had ever talked about her wanting to go back, but seeing her reaction now, it was clear she still had lingering attachments.

"But we don't know which timeline we'd go to."

"That's already been decided. The timeline we can return to is the one from which we were transported."

"Is that so…" Hyakka looked down, a complicated expression on her face.

"From the past until now, every single transmigrator has been transported to this world from the same day, at the same time." I turned my gaze to Yuuki.

"If even a fraction of a second passes in that world after you return, you'll never be able to come back here again. That's why ruling both this world and the original one is impossible."

"That's not true. If we gather the three sacred artifacts and activate the Ark, it should be possible to travel between worlds," Clovis answered instead. His voice was as cold and emotionless as ever.

"Have you tested it? Was it the Fifty Gods who told you that?"

"The Ark is what connected your world and this one in the first place."

"If that's the case, then I have even more reason not to let you proceed. For the sake of my original world, I will stop you." I drew my katana and pointed the tip at Clovis.

"Stop me…? Don't make me laugh." Clovis sneered. Just then, a gust of wind blew in, and the fog completely obscured our vision. When it cleared, another group of adventurers had appeared alongside the members of Messiah.

"You lot, kill the ones with the Kansai-accented woman. We'll kill the man." The man who seemed to be the leader, tall in stature, nodded at the words.

"Are you sure? The enemy isn't just them. They have a considerable number of troops in hiding."

"In that case, another group…" Clovis muttered, and another party of six appeared.

"You don't need to join the attack, but… if they interfere in our fight, dispose of them." Before he could finish, Clovis and his group began to descend the stairs.

"Hyakka, be careful! The only ones who can tell your Kansai accent apart are other transmigrators!"

"I know. And Mash, if you really care about me, you better not die here." Hearing Hyakka's reply, I turned my gaze back to Clovis and his group.

"That's dirty! Hyakka's group is six-on-six, but there are only three of us!"

"You're the one who challenged us to a fight," Clovis said, pointing his rapier at me.

"Tch…" Carried by the situation, I readied my katana. Myra stood beside me and raised her mace. I glanced behind me to see Mo with her wand raised, preparing a spell.

"I surrender. If I ask you to let me join you, will you forgive me?" I asked, addressing neither Clovis nor Yuuki in particular.

"After all that taunting, you're getting scared now?" Yuuki sneered, raising his greatsword. Just then, someone from behind me shot an arrow at him. Yuuki deflected the attack with the flat of his blade, a high-pitched metallic clang echoing out. The projectile spun through the air and embedded itself in the cobblestones between me and Yuuki. What I thought was an arrow was a kunai. A dog-eared girl strode forward and pulled it out.

"Master. My apologies for being late. As a member of Levante, I will fight alongside you." She must have run all the way here. Her voice was slightly strained. Famu pointed the tip of her kunai at Yuuki. Then, Mizuki, who had approached without me noticing, stood beside Famu and drew her sword.

"Famu, Mizuki!" My excited voice rang out.

"Hey, why didn't you call us when all this was happening?" a chiding voice called from behind me. I slowly turned to see Cecily and Aira standing on either side of Mo.



    Chapter 259

    The Siege of Miglutt and the Senpai She Admires

    A single bead of sweat trickled down Mizuki's cheek. She pursed her lips slightly and let out a long breath, emptying her lungs.

"I heard you were running around naked, so I thought you'd be easy to find," Mizuki said, catching me in the corner of her eye.

"Damn it, you too, Mizuki? I'm a gentleman! Have you forgotten you tried to ruin my life with a false accusation of groping?!"

"Hmph, now that I think about it, I'm starting to believe I was right all along…"

"Hey! I was so happy you guys came that I was about to cry! Give me back that touching moment!" My words brought a slight smile to Mizuki's lips.

"I'm glad we found you. And I'm glad we got here before you two started fighting." Mizuki shifted her gaze to Yuuki. I took the opportunity to look behind me and check on Cecily and Aira. They were supposed to be staying at the magic academy. Famu and Mizuki must have gone there, thinking I would head for two people whose location was known. Cecily gripped her staff, her sharp gaze peering out from under the wide brim of her hat as she surveyed Clovis and his group. Aira stood ready with her mace, positioning herself to protect the two mages, Cecily and Mo.

"The city is in total chaos. Why are you in the middle of it all, fighting?" Cecily asked, her brow furrowed in displeasure as she shot me a sidelong glance.

"I know you won't believe me, but I woke up this morning, got summoned by Mo's mother, went to her mansion, and this happened…" I wanted to explain everything properly to Cecily and Aira, who had rushed to our aid, but there was no time. For now, they'd have to make do with whatever information they'd gotten from Famu and the others on the way here.

"What are you smirking about?! You're going to explain everything properly later!" I hadn't meant to, but my cheeks had relaxed seeing them here. I quickly tightened my expression. Cecily, too, composed herself and aimed her staff at the members of Messiah.

"So, which one is Mizuki's ex-boyfriend?"

"He's not my ex! We haven't even…" Mizuki protested at Cecily's words.

The sun was rising, attempting to burn away the fog that ruled the city. But the fog, catching the light, seemed to scatter it in all directions, growing even thicker and further obscuring our vision. It looked like Hyakka's group had begun their fight. The figures of Morse and Corne, the vanguards, clashing swords with the enemy warriors, appeared as dark silhouettes in the whitening world. The nomads couldn't use their arrows in this visibility. They had close-combat weapons, but they weren't moving. Perhaps they were leaving this small-scale fight to me. Levante now had seven members with Famu and the others joining, while Messiah had four. We had the numbers, but I didn't know how skilled they were. Just then, someone came tumbling down the steps of the pedestal. It was the transmigrator called Oi.

"You forgot something," an adventurer's voice echoed from above. Oi looked up at the pedestal resentfully, then pulled her hood down lower. I could see her slender white arms and small hands. She looked as young as Reeni. It seemed she had no intention of joining the fight; she turned her back to us and crouched down, her small frame trembling.

She protects her allies from projectiles and magic with a powerful defensive barrier. The fact that Famu's kunai reached Yuuki earlier must have been because he was outside the range of her special skill.

"Mizuki…" Yuuki called out to her. His eyes were wide, unblinking, as if trying to draw her in completely. I instinctively reached out to pull Mizuki closer, but she moved away, avoiding my grasp.

"Senpai… on my journey here, I heard stories about someone named Yuuki killing other transmigrators and their companions. Did you really kill Ito, and Hyakka's friends…? I don't want to believe it!"

"It's not like I enjoyed fighting. We have to survive in a world like this. You understand, don't you?"

"I… I don't understand." Mizuki shook her head.

"You took up a weapon too, Mizuki. You've lived as an adventurer in this world. Surely you've had to do things like that?"

"That's…" Mizuki's grip on her sword loosened. For a moment, she glanced at me before turning her gaze back to Yuuki.

"That's not wrong. It's for survival. The only way is to become stronger. I have to become the strongest in this world."

"I just hope for a day when we can do club activities together, walk home together, talk on chat or calls, or go out somewhere again. Do you plan to do the same things you're doing here even if you go back to our world, Senpai?" The tip of Mizuki's sword wavered. She looked down, her long eyelashes casting a shadow over her eyes. That shadow, too, seemed to tremble slightly. I didn't want to watch her make such a face for another man for even a second. I wanted to call out to her, to stop this conversation immediately. I hated that Yuuki could so casually call her Mizuki. I wanted to smash whatever was between them to pieces. But what could I say to her? If I acted on that impulse, Mizuki might leave me. That fear held me fast.

"Mizuki… I've been in this world for six years. I can't do anything even if I go back to our old world now. In that case, with the power I've gained in this world…" Yuuki clenched his fist tightly, staring at it. He let out a sigh, then unclenched his fist and offered his hand to Mizuki.

"Come with me, Mizuki. I want you to be my companion. Let's… continue where we left off, just the two of us." For a moment, it felt as if Mizuki's body was being drawn toward his hand. But in reality, she remained standing where she was.

"Not just the two of us. Let's all go back, and all of us can continue." Yuuki slowly shook his head at Mizuki's words.

"You can only save those you can scoop up with your own hands."

"That's not right. It's just you. Don't count the people you've forced into submission," I couldn't help but interject, earning a glare from Mizuki. Annoyed, I glared back, only to be met with an even fiercer look. Defeated, I took a step back and let Mizuki handle it. I glanced at Clovis. It bothered me that they weren't attacking. They were holding their weapons, but not in a ready stance. They were waiting for Mizuki and Yuuki's conversation to end. What was the point of this lover's quarrel? Did they have a reason to stall for time, too? Still, I was all for buying as much time as possible. Soon, I'd be able to use Goddess Summon. I could use Laciel's power to subdue everyone here.

"Can't we all work together? If it's to return to our world, I'm sure I, Mash, Hyakka, and everyone else would cooperate."

"Of course, I'll have you cooperate. I need the lives of all the other transmigrators to activate the Ark."

"Doesn't that include your life too, Senpai…?"

"If we're short, we can just summon more from the original world. I'll make the goddess do it."

"What…" Mizuki was speechless.

"The things needed to activate the Ark are the 'Jar of Holy Oil,' the 'Two Stone Tablets,' and the 'Scepter of Dominion' held by the former Emperor. The one who wields the special skills of the three sacred artifacts, the skills that are born in conjunction with those special skills. And the transmigrators… the blood of the descendants of the prophet who built the Ark…" Yuuki's words weren't far from my own predictions. I had just thought they were items needed to defeat the Demon Lord, as Laciel had said. But Yuuki—or more likely, Clovis—seemed to believe the Ark was a power to rule the world.

"Are you saying you think I'm the one who can wield the special skills of the three sacred artifacts, Senpai? But I'm not."

"I know. A man named Toratsuna was using a special skill called 'Yasakani no Magatama.' Unfortunately, Toratsuna will have to die. I'll either take his special skill, or I'll have a newly summoned transmigrator learn it."

"Then what am I for…?"

"Mizuki." After calling her name, Yuuki took a deep breath, his chest expanding.

"I love you."

Mizuki's eyes widened at Yuuki's words, and he lowered his own gaze slightly.

"Senpai. I have someone I love. I want to be with him." It was a small murmur. But she said it clearly. Mizuki's words made Yuuki's face contort. Then he glared at me.

"That man? What's so good about a man like that?"

"I know, right…" a sigh-filled whisper came from behind me. I quickly turned and shot a glare at Aira.

"In the first place, two people who get transported to another world together are supposed to be bound by a strong fate. Mizuki was supposed to be summoned with me!"

"Wait a minute, you have a partner too, don't you?! Someone you had a stronger connection with than Mizuki!" I couldn't help but butt into their conversation.

"Hmph, you mean this thing?" Yuuki turned and kicked the girl crouching with her back to us. A dull thud echoed.

"I didn't even know her name. I just grabbed her hand and stopped her when she was about to jump out into traffic without looking."

"…A guy who would grab a strange girl's hand to save her is doing stuff like this?" My mind was in turmoil. Was the summoning of me and Mizuki really a mistake? But right now, the one dating Mizuki was me, not Yuuki. I tried to convince myself of that. But every time I tried to engrave that thought into my mind, my confidence chipped away. There was a history between Mizuki and Yuuki that I knew nothing about.

"I could be wrong, but I don't think it was a coincidence that Laciel summoned you and me, Mash," Mizuki said.

"Why? Why do you think that?" My question made Mizuki's face turn beet red, and she averted her gaze.

"I don't know. I said 'I think,' didn't I?" I couldn't understand Mizuki's reaction. Did she really like me? Or was she just trying to convince herself that she liked me? As I was pondering this, Mizuki cleared her throat and turned back to Yuuki.

"Anyway, I want to find a way to live in this world with Mash and everyone, or a way to return to our original world. You should think of a way for everyone to be saved too, Senpai, instead of such a cruel method." Yuuki shook his head at Mizuki's appeal.

"I've been in this world for six years. I don't have that kind of time left. Besides, that man knows how to return to the original world. He's hiding it from you, Mizuki." Mizuki's movements froze. Then, with the jerky motions of a wind-up doll, she turned to me.

"Mash, what's he talking about?"

"No, I wasn't planning on hiding it. I'll tell you properly later."

"…Why didn't you tell me?"

"There's no reason. I just didn't have time to explain after I thought of it." Mizuki's gaze was fixed on me, unblinking. Her greatest wish was to return to her original world. I wasn't trying to deceive her. I really just hadn't had the chance. But explaining that now would just sound like a hollow lie. Still, the only way to clear up the misunderstanding was to talk. I had to say something. I was about to open my mouth, but Yuuki spoke first.

"Don't you want to return to your original world? What do you think about only being able to live for ten years in this one? Are you planning a lover's suicide with Mizuki?"

"No! We're going to fulfill Laciel's true wish. As a reward, she'll remove that curse. Aren't you in the same boat? You said you'd rule both worlds. But you can't live more than ten years here. That means you can't rule this world, at the very least."

"The Ark holds an immense amount of magical power. If I can activate it, anything is possible."

"…Clovis's idea? That man right next to you said, 'This world belongs to us, the ones who live in it.' That's different from a world ruled by you. He's the one holding the important information. You're just being played. You're going to die dreaming that you can rule everything." Clovis, with his characteristically elven, handsome features, listened to my words without so much as a twitch of his eyebrow. I couldn't read any emotion from him at all. He just glanced sideways at Yuuki.

"So he says. What will you do?"

"It's too late. There's no turning back now," Clovis and Yuuki exchanged brief words.

"Shouldn't we get on with it?" Clovis prompted, and Yuuki nodded.

"Mizuki, this is your last chance. I want you to come with me." Yuuki spread his arms as if to embrace Mizuki. But she took a step back and shook her head.

"Senpai…" The tear that now traced its way down Mizuki's cheek was her own.



    Chapter 260

    The Siege of Miglutt and the Confrontation of the Dog-Eared

    "So, negotiations have broken down." Clovis stated it as a fact, without a hint of disappointment, as if spitting the words out. In response, Famu readied her kunai.

"Mizuki, Famu, Myra and I will take the front. You fall back a bit…" I couldn't let Mizuki fight on the front lines while she was so upset. And I didn't understand the meaning of her tears. I wanted to grab her, hold her down, and demand to know everything she was thinking. But even if I did that, she wouldn't tell me everything. I remembered what Famu had said: 'It's not just one thing. There are many things to like, and a few to dislike.' I knew Mizuki had feelings for me and feelings for Yuuki. That was normal. It was natural. I tried to drill that into my own head, but her tears washed it all away. In the end, I wasn't seeing Mizuki for who she was. I hated that her feelings weren't entirely directed at me. I was disgusted with myself, but that honest feeling sat stubbornly in my core and refused to leave.

"Mash!" Myra's scream echoed through the plaza. When I came to my senses, Yuuki was right in front of me, his greatsword raised. I instinctively tried to parry with my katana, but I knew I wouldn't make it in time.

*CLANG!* A high-pitched metallic sound rang out. Myra had stepped in front of me, blocking Yuuki's greatsword. She tried to push him back, but he overpowered her, forcing her back instead. I finally snapped back to reality and lunged at Yuuki. But he must have read my move, because he quickly retreated. As if swapping places with him, Clovis lunged at me. I swung my sword in response to his movement, but he dodged it easily. Then, he raised his sword and closed in.

"Die!"

"Tch, I can't dodge it all…!" Whether I tried to retreat or block with my katana, his sword would reach me first. In that desperate moment, Famu leaped between us and blocked the blow. She tried to parry it with one hand, but she couldn't kill its momentum, and a lock of her bangs was sliced off, fluttering to the ground. She finally stopped the attack by crossing her kunai. But Clovis didn't stop there; he drove a kick into her stomach. Famu took the full force of the blow and was sent flying. I caught her just in time, but the impact sent me staggering, and I lost my balance.

"Famu, are you okay?!" Her eyes, creased in pain, shot upward and widened.

"Master, above you!" Following Famu's gaze, I looked up to see a ball of fire floating there, large enough to engulf me, Famu, Myra, and Mizuki. Behind Clovis and Yuuki, the demon woman swung her staff down. At the same time, the massive fireball came hurtling toward us.

"…I won't let you!" Mo's cry echoed from behind us, and a rainbow-colored, lens-like magical barrier appeared in front of us. It collided with the descending fireball and shattered with a violent crash. *It didn't hold,* I thought, bracing myself to shield Famu, but at the same time, the fireball vanished.

"Mash! Get a grip!"

"I know!" I yelled back at Cecily.

"I'm going in. Your movements are off. You can't see what's around you. Fall back with Mizuki." This time it was Aira's voice, and she charged forward with her mace at the ready. Cecily launched a fireball to keep the enemy in check, but Oi's magic barrier deflected it before it could reach them.

"So long-range attacks really are useless…!" I glanced around to assess the situation and realized that Famu, who should have been in my arms, was gone. She had circled wide, as if to disappear from everyone's sight, and was lunging at Clovis. His reaction was a fraction of a second too late, and for a moment it looked like her kunai would reach him first. But someone jumped between them, and Famu's attack was deflected. Fluffy, long hair. Peeking through it, familiar, pure-white, rounded, triangular ears drooped. It was a dog-eared girl.

"Sam!"

Sameim, clutching a dagger, had stopped Famu's attack. Famu leaped back, creating distance. Sameim pointed the tip of her dagger at her.

"Sam, why…" Famu whispered weakly at Sameim, who now stood blocking her path.

"Famu, there's something I have to do."

"And this is it?"

"Famu, I don't understand what you're doing either."

"Sam…" Famu's fingers trembled slightly. She bit her lip, about to say something, but then looked down at the cobblestones and fell silent.

"Hey, Famu!"

"Hmph, Master, would you please be quiet for a moment!"

"Famu!"

"What is it?" she snapped, clearly irritated, her gaze flicking toward me.

"Sameim is talking normally!"

"Huh?" Famu's mouth fell open. From her reaction, it was clear she hadn't known Sameim could speak either. She warily took a step back, trying to create more distance. But Sameim wouldn't let her, shuffling her feet to close the gap. As Famu took another step back, Sameim lunged. Famu parried Sameim's dagger with her kunai.

"Why were you pretending you couldn't speak?" Famu pushed Sameim back again. The force of it made Sameim stumble and fall. Famu didn't press the attack, just stood looking down at her. Sameim slowly got to her feet and raised her dagger.

"This girl was crying all the time. Unnecessary emotions and words were not needed." Clovis's words made Famu's eyes narrow. She turned and readied her stance against Clovis again.

"I won't forgive you!" Just as Famu was about to charge Clovis, Sameim once again blocked her path. The sound of metal clashing echoed.

"Sam, why are you siding with people like this?!"

"You wouldn't understand, Famu!" Sameim swung her dagger. Famu went on the defensive, parrying the attacks.

"Why?! We've always been together!"

"No! We're not together. You've changed, Famu…"

"I haven't changed! I'm still me!" Sameim bit her lip at Famu's words.

"…No." She squeezed the word out, her shoulders tense.

"You did change! That day, I changed, you changed, everyone in the village changed… we all changed!" Sameim lunged forward with a powerful thrust. Famu sidestepped it, twisting her body. In that instant, her kunai flashed and collided with Sameim's dagger. A sharp metallic clang rang out. Sameim's face contorted as she pressed her attack from an awkward position. Famu dodged her moves with light footwork. The difference in their skill was obvious. Sameim had been enhanced by Zeno's magic, but that magic was now gone. Famu, on the other hand, had only been an adventurer for about two months, but my 'EXP Up' special skill had made her stronger. She had a personality completely unsuited for combat, but she'd had the chance to learn from strong fighters like Aidan and Avea. And she had always stubbornly tried to keep up with me. She had already grown beyond the level of a beginner.

"Sam, we haven't changed. We've always been together. We can't change! We can't let something like that change us!"

"Shut up! You can only say that because you were lucky, Famu! You can act like that because you were saved! It's just that, but you act so high and mighty! Everyone in the village… Nick… he can't even talk anymore!" Sameim lunged forward with another thrust. An especially loud clang rang out. Famu had knocked Sameim's dagger into the air. It flew high before embedding itself in the cobblestones.

"Ah…" Sameim stared blankly at her own empty hands, her weapon gone. Famu also lowered her stance.

"Sam… I'm not high and mighty. The truth is, I'm ashamed that I was the only one Master saved. But the reason I can still be me is because everyone from the village is inside me. I have to keep being myself for everyone in the village… I understand that now… That's why… that's why something like that won't change me!" Famu's shoulders trembled as she wiped at her tear-filled eyes.

"Sam, tell me. Why are you standing there? Why do you have to point your sword at me…" Hearing those words, Sameim fell to her knees. She covered her face with her hands and began to sob.

"I… since that day, I haven't been able to take a single step forward. There's something I have to do. I have to…"

"Sam… What on earth are you…" Just as Famu moved closer to put an arm around Sameim's shoulder, Clovis raised his sword and brought it down on the two of them. I quickly rushed to their side and blocked the blow.

"Hey! Sameim is your ally, isn't she?!"

"She's just a slave."

"Don't screw with me! Haven't you ever held her in your arms?!" The warmth Famu had told me about resurfaced in my hands. I put all my strength into it and knocked Clovis's sword away. Just as I was about to attack again, the tall man lunged at me with his sword raised. If I dodged, Famu and the others might be cut down. I braced myself for the blow, but Myra intervened, slamming her mace into him. The man took a step back and grinned.

"Mash, I'll take this one." Myra readied her mace.

A fierce battle began between Myra and the man. He had been using a sword and shield, but he must have decided that wouldn't be enough to withstand the impact of the mace, because he switched to a two-handed grip. Myra swung her mace wildly, as if trying to crush everything in her path. I looked away from her fight and back to Clovis. He had switched places with the man and retreated, and now Yuuki stood before me.

"I hate everything about you. It was just a coincidence. You were just by Mizuki's side by pure chance, and she just went along with it." Yuuki thrust his greatsword forward, the blade flashing in the light. I responded by taking a ready stance with my katana.

"Like I care. Even so, Mizuki isn't going back to you. In fact, she was never yours to begin with." I glanced sideways to check on Mizuki. As I had instructed, she was standing with her weapon ready, protecting Cecily and Mo. She wasn't crying anymore, but she seemed to lack her usual energy. I had no idea what she was thinking. For now, I couldn't rely on her. The fight between Myra and the man seemed to be an even match. Beyond them, Hyakka and her group were engaged with another party. The sound of their clashing swords seemed to be growing more intense. I couldn't expect any support. Famu was behind me, holding Sameim. Sameim no longer seemed to have any will to fight. I sent a signal with my eyes for Famu to take Sameim and fall back. Standing next to me was Aira. We had the advantage in numbers. But magic and projectiles were being nullified. On the other hand, the magic from Clovis and the demon woman behind Yuuki could still reach us. Oi was behind them. To win this fight, we had to get rid of the effect of her special skill. Just then, the sound of many footsteps echoed, and the area around us suddenly became noisy. I frowned and tried to peer into the fog, but there was no need. A wind swept through the plaza, clearing the mist. The sight that revealed itself made my eyes widen. Unfamiliar armed soldiers, not the nomads, were surrounding us.

"When did they…? Where did they come from…" It wasn't a small number. It was an army. Their equipment wasn't uniform, but the length of the spears they held was consistent. And on their heads, they wore red hoods. I recognized one of the men. He was the one who had attacked me with Irisarie in the kitchen of the Star Union mansion.

"You were part of the Crimson Brigade…" The hooded man gave a cold smile at my mutter. Clovis and Yuuki showed no signs of surprise. They had been waiting for this mercenary group to arrive all along.



    Chapter 261

    The Siege of Miglutt and Sameim's Lament

    The fog dissolved in the sunlight, and the damp buildings and cobblestones reflected the light. The morning was filled with a radiant glow. And yet, the people gathered in the plaza were panting for tragedy. As the Crimson Brigade poured into the square, the hidden nomads began to rain down arrows on them. A few soldiers fell, but they quickly raised large shields over their heads and continued their advance. There were too many of them. If this turned into a full-scale battle, it seemed we would be overwhelmed by their numbers.

"You're later than I expected, Kaima." The man Yuuki addressed was without a doubt the man who had been with Irisarie yesterday morning. Irisarie had introduced him as a hero from another world. But the man was short, and his dark eyes were a far cry from the word 'hero'.

"Kaima…" I whispered his name, committing it to memory.

"I was held up. It's your fault for underestimating the enemy's strength. If we pull out, the Air-Ally army can't beat the One-Land family. The coup will fail." Despite his words to Yuuki, Kaima's face remained impassive, as if he had no interest in the outcome of this battle.

"It's fine as long as we can temporarily seize control of this Crystal Garden. There are three groups of heroes summoned by the goddess. We've also confirmed there's another group outside the city. As long as we can take care of this one, there's no problem."

"I see." Kaima nodded, still seeming uninterested, but Yuuki turned to me with a triumphant look on his face.

"There's no escape for you." It was a twisted smile. But my gaze was fixed on Kaima. The man turned his back on us and went back to commanding the Crimson Brigade.

"Why is a transmigrator commanding a mercenary group?"

"You know Kaima is a transmigrator?" Yuuki's eyebrows twitched in slight surprise.

"When? Just how long has that man been with the Crimson Brigade?"

"Five years. Why do you ask?" Ignoring Yuuki's mocking laugh, I glared at Kaima's back.

"Are you the leader of the Crimson Brigade?!" I screamed, but Kaima only glanced in my direction once before turning back to his soldiers and starting to issue orders to eliminate the nomads and complete our encirclement.

"I'm going to kill every last one of you!" I was about to raise my hand to call Laciel when Aira stopped me.

"Mash, calm down and defeat the enemy in front of you! We have to break the barrier of the caster hiding in the back, right?!" Goddess Summon was my trump card for breaking through Oi's magic defense. But right now, I didn't care about any of that.

"Shut up! These are the bastards who attacked the village Famu lived in, enslaved her, and put her up for sale! She was thrown in a cell and told she was going to die the next day! How could I forgive that?! And it's not just her. Sameim, too, and the other villagers! I've been traveling to kill these guys. I don't give a damn about anything else. I don't give a damn about this world! I'll kill them! I'll kill every last one of them!"

"I know! But that feeling alone won't get us through this. For now, calm down!" Aira yelled. But her words passed right through me, leaving nothing behind. Just kill the Crimson Brigade. Annihilate them. As I was about to raise my hand for Goddess Summon again, Sameim, who was being held by Famu, slipped from her grasp and started running.

"Sam!" Famu began to chase after her. Sameim picked up a short sword lying on the cobblestones and slashed at Famu as she tried to catch up.

"Agh!" Famu cried out and leaped back, but her haori was sliced and fluttered in the wind. Sameim pointed the tip of her sword at Famu. Famu, in turn, readied her kunai.

"Stay away!" Sameim's face contorted. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

"Sam…"

"Famu… you've always been loved by everyone. I have no one. There's no one left. You don't know how I feel, being all alone. I was right, we really can't understand each other anymore!" For a moment, I thought Sameim looked at me. She turned and began to run again.

"Sam!" Famu didn't chase Sameim. No, Yuuki had stepped in her path after Sameim ran past, and she couldn't. Famu forgot about fighting, her arms hanging limply at her sides as she stared blankly at Sameim's retreating figure. Sameim didn't stop running. And then, she ran past Kaima. Her steps suddenly halted. She quickly spun around, switching her grip on the short sword from one hand to two. She held it at her waist, tilted the blade slightly downward, and gripped it even tighter. She tucked in her elbows, dropped her shoulders, and took a low stance. The next moment, she kicked off the cobblestones and charged straight at Kaima.

"Kaima! I was bought by Zeno, and ever since I saw you in that mansion, I've been waiting for this moment! I've lived for this moment! For everyone in the village, for my mother and father, and for Nick—this is my revenge!" Their bodies collided, and not a moment later, fresh blood dripped from between them. Her actions were unexpected even to Clovis and Yuuki; they just stared at the scene in a daze. After a moment, Sameim's body swayed, and she slowly collapsed. The man was clutching the blade of the short sword, blood dripping from his hand. In his other hand, he held a spear, its tip smeared with Sameim's blood.

"Sam!" Famu's scream echoed across the plaza.

"Myra, Aira! Get Sameim!" I shouted, but Myra was engaged with an enemy. Aira, too, wouldn't leave my side. Instead, Famu was the one who ran. She moved swiftly, darting past Yuuki. Then, she twisted her body, coiling her entire frame like a spring, and threw a kunai. Kaima casually knocked it aside with a single swing of his spear. Famu switched to her katana and closed in further, unleashing a horizontal slash. The man leaned back and dodged the blow. He tried to switch to a two-handed grip on his spear, but his hand, deeply cut by the short sword's blade, couldn't hold it. He clicked his tongue in frustration.

"How dare you attack our village… how dare you do this to Sam!" Famu took another strong step forward and brought her raised katana down.

"Tch!" The man raised his arm to block the blade. It sank deep, but it couldn't cut all the way through and stopped midway. As Famu tried to pull the blade free, Kaima's eyes glowed a dark red.

"Famu, he's about to use his special skill! It's the one that destroyed the kitchen in Mo's mansion!"

"I know!" Famu replied to my warning. I started to run to her aid, but Yuuki blocked my path.

"Get out of my way!"

"Just watch. The dog-ear is going to die." I swung my katana, but he easily parried it with his greatsword. Just as I was about to attack Yuuki again, Kaima's shout echoed.

"Special Skill, [Axe of Destruction]!"

A giant battle-axe materialized in the air above. Then, its ten-meter-long blade came crashing down toward Famu. Famu held out a hand in its direction.

"Special Skill, [Yata no Kagami]!"

A glowing circular disc appeared between Famu and the battle-axe. It deflected Kaima's special skill.

"This bitch… she can use a special skill?!" Kaima's expression tightened. It was the first real emotion I had seen from him. Famu pulled her katana free from the man's arm. Then she raised it high overhead.

"W-wait!" Famu ignored Kaima's plea and swung her katana down. Kaima tried to block it with the shaft of his spear, but the blade sliced the shaft in two and then cut into his shoulder.

"Gah…" Kaima's body swayed. Famu's blow had been shallow. Its force had been dampened by cutting through the spear shaft. The special skills they had both unleashed had already vanished. Famu raised her katana again to deliver the finishing blow. The blade glinted brightly in the sunlight. Kaima's arm shot up, and something was thrown at Famu. It was the kunai she had thrown at him. Famu deflected it with her katana. In that split second, Kaima turned his back and ran.

"Wait!" Famu started to give chase, but her path was blocked by mercenaries from the Crimson Brigade. They thrust their spears at her, trying to run her through. Famu retreated to dodge them. But behind her, Clovis was closing in.

"Famu!" Mo's scream echoed. At the same time, a deafening roar and a flash of lightning erupted around Famu. Several mercenaries caught in her lightning strike fell, but Clovis was unharmed. Famu failed to dodge his sword completely, and her left arm was slashed.

"Die." Clovis's cold voice rang out.

Clovis had his sword pointed at Famu. The rage I had felt toward the Crimson Brigade had mostly subsided when Famu charged in. Looking at the scene, I knew I was at my limit. The only way to get through this was with Goddess Summon. There was no time to hold back. If I wanted to defeat the Crimson Brigade surrounding us, I could use her rain of arrows. But that wouldn't break through Oi's magic barrier, and in the end, we would have no way to fight Messiah. They had Yuuki's and Oi's special skills. I had no choice but to have her wipe out all the enemies in the plaza with her spear. If I did that, Laciel wouldn't be able to hold back either. If I killed Yuuki, Mizuki might hate me for the rest of her life. But Kaima was wounded. He might escape from the plaza. I couldn't let him get away. I had to capture him and make him pay for his crimes. And not just him. The Crimson Brigade had to be destroyed here and now. As I thought about all this, I laughed weakly. We were the ones being cornered. And yet, here I was, thinking about how to hold back. If we held back, we would be the ones to die. I had to protect Levante, New World, and the nomads. It was my responsibility for dragging them into this. I steeled my resolve. Just then, my eyes met Yuuki's.

"You're planning to use your trump card."

"So what if I am?" Yuuki gave a fearless smile at my reply.

"Have you forgotten? That I can use Goddess Summon too?"

"You'd better not. You haven't tried it, have you?"

"Idiot… I know how to summon her and how to use her. I'm taking your trump card." Yuuki raised his arm.

"Special Skill, [Goddess Summon]!"

Yuuki's voice echoed across the plaza.



    Chapter 262

    The Siege of Miglutt and the Goddess's Descent

    In response to Yuuki's cry, the plaza was enveloped in a rainbow-colored brilliance. At the center of the light above his head, space itself seemed to tear open, and the tip of a spear emerged. Following it, a goddess appeared, sitting gracefully on the spear's shaft, her long golden hair flowing in the wind. Her skin was a translucent white. A rainbow-colored shawl, seemingly oblivious to gravity, floated gently around her. Through a gap in the shawl, she raised her long golden eyelashes, revealing her eyes. The clamor of battle ceased, and a profound silence fell over the plaza. Hyakka's New World, their enemies, the nomads, and the Crimson Brigade were all captivated, their gazes fixed on the descended goddess. She possessed a magic that charmed all who saw her. The only ones unaffected were Yuuki and his Messiah. I worried that Clovis might take this chance to strike Famu, but he too was frozen, his sword still pointed at her, his eyes glued to the goddess.

"You… are the one who summoned me?" Laciel's golden eyes fell upon Yuuki. His own eyes lit up, the corners of his mouth turning up in a slight smirk as he slowly nodded. Then, her eyes turned to me. She tilted her head slightly, an expression of something akin to pity on her face.

"Mash… there is something I must tell youuu."

"What is it?"

"A moment ago, you were discussing whether it was some kind of mistake that you and Mizuki were summoned as a pair, were you not?" Her voice was as leisurely and spaced-out as ever, completely at odds with the current situation.

"You must be really bored. Were you watching?"

"I am not bored. I am merely watching over you and Mizuki on your journeyyy!" Laciel puffed out her cheeks.

"So, what is it you want to tell me…?" I said, raising my voice slightly. At that, Mizuki strode over and glared at Laciel.

"If you say it, I'll be furious. I will never forgive you!" Mizuki shot a piercing glare at Laciel. Watching her profile, I searched my memories, wondering if there had been some connection between Mizuki and me in our original world. Her beautiful black hair had taken on a bluish tint since coming to this world. Every part of her face was beautiful, and their placement was perfect. As I was thinking this, Mizuki suddenly turned her gaze to me, her eyes widening as she took a step back.

"Wh-what is it?!"

"What are *you* trying to hide, Mizuki? If I had ever come into contact with a beautiful girl like you, there's no way I would ever forget. Did you get plastic surgery or something?"

"Of course not!"

"Then what is it?"

"I don't want to say!" As Mizuki and I were glaring at each other, Laciel waved her hands back and forth as if to get our attention.

"Ahem! Mash-san! Mizuki-san!" Laciel wore a proud smile, then closed her eyes and raised her index finger.

"You seeee, Mizuki-san's partner was originally supposed to be either Yuuki-san here, or Mizuki-san's father!"

Mizuki and I stared at Laciel, our mouths hanging open.

"Y-your father…? So when you said you had a father complex before, you really—oof!" Before I could finish, Mizuki drove her elbow into my solar plexus. It was a full-force blow. It hit with a thud, and I doubled over, clutching my stomach.

"Oww… Mizuki, why…"

"You be quiet, Mash." I looked up at her with a resentful glare, but she just looked down at me with an icy gaze. Eventually, she turned her attention back to Laciel.

"I was so conflicted about who to choose. I got a stress fever and was in bed for three days. And then, can you believe it, Yuuki-san was taken by someone else!"

Laciel continued to speak, completely ignoring our situation.

"Wait, is my dad in this world too?!" Mizuki asked Laciel.

"Who knows, I haven't been able to keep track of everyoooone… Anyway, the reason it was changed to Mash-san was because you two started fighting, and it looked like fun, so I just…"

"You thought the moment Mizuki was about to end my life looked fun?! Answer her question properly! You summon people from the same time in our original world and send them to different times in this world, right?! If you sent him to this era, we might be able to find him, but if he was sent to a past era…" I trailed off, realizing from Mizuki's pale face that I shouldn't have said that in front of her.

"Very wellll. I will look into the matter of Mizuki-san's father. But you know, Mash-san was supposed to be chosen by another god, too."

"You don't need to tell us that now! Besides, that's strange. There was no one in my original world who had any connection to me! If the system chooses pairs based on their relationships, I would definitely be the last one left. I should never have been chosen!" I could tell Laciel was trying to force the conversation back on track. I agreed with that, so I clenched my fists, stood up, and went along with her.

"Don't say that with so much pride!" Mizuki shouted, looking thoroughly put off. This woman, who had always walked in the sun, could never understand the feelings of someone from the shadows. I let out a long sigh.

"But I'm glad."

"It's not good at all! What's good about it?" Mizuki retorted angrily.

"No, the fact that I fell for you, and you fell for me, all happened after we came to this world. It means Laciel didn't twist fate to make you have feelings for me. Our relationship is something we built together since coming here." Hearing my words, Mizuki's eyes seemed to dart away for a moment.

"What? Is there something else?"

"No! It's just that you've been so awful to me. If you really liked me, I wish you would have been nicer!" Mizuki shook her head vigorously. Something was still off. After this battle, I was going to interrogate her body for the truth.

"You're still going on about that…? So, after hearing what Laciel said, are you going to go with Yuuki?" Mizuki slowly shook her head at my question.

"There's your answer, Yuuki." I turned my gaze to him. He was pressing a hand to his temple, glaring at us. The fact that he seemed a little unsteady wasn't because he was shocked by Mizuki's words, but likely because he was starting to run out of magic power.

"Mizuki… this is the last time," Yuuki muttered.

"Senpai. I'm going with Mash. I can't follow your way of thinking. Sacrificing others is wrong. Are you really okay with that?" Mizuki's words made Yuuki's eyes widen. Just as he was about to say something else, Clovis intervened.

"Isn't that enough? We can find a replacement for that woman. If you're that attached, there are plenty of ways to make her obey." Yuuki, who had been listening with his head down, looked up at Laciel.

"Goddess Laciel, kill all my enemies. Leave Mizuki alive!" He swung his arm.

"Yuuki, I forgot to tell you something."

"Your last words?" Yuuki sneered.

"I've used Goddess Summon many times, but Laciel has never once followed my orders. She always just does whatever she wants and then leaves." I said, glancing up at Laciel, who was still looking down on us from above, not moving despite Yuuki's command.

"That's such a mean way to put ittt. I believe I have always granted Mash-san's wishes! You're the one who always acts so selfishlyyy!" Laciel pouted.

"So, today you're calling me 'Mash-san' all formal-like. Are you planning on granting Yuuki's wish?" When I smirked, Laciel mirrored my expression with a mischievous grin. Seeing us, Yuuki's shoulders began to tremble with rage.

"Goddess! I'm the one who summoned you! Obey my command!" Yuuki's face twisted as he swung his arm again. Laciel watched him for a moment, then lowered her eyes and slowly shook her head.

"Yuuki, send the goddess back," Clovis told him.

"Laciel is the one who decides that, too, you know?" As I retorted, he switched his weapon to a bow and shot an arrow at Laciel. But the arrow was deflected by her celestial scarf. I took the opportunity to signal to Famu with my eyes. She gave a small nod and ran to Sameim's side.

"Laciel! Smash the barrier protecting Messiah!" I pointed at Oi, who was still crouched with her back to us behind Yuuki.

"Are you sure?" Laciel asked, as if for confirmation.

"Hurry up!" Laciel descended from her spear, landing softly on the ground. She held out her hand, and the spear flew to her from above. Clovis shot another arrow, and Yuuki raised his greatsword and charged her. But both of their attacks were entangled and stopped by her scarf. The man who had been fighting Myra cursed and moved to intercept Laciel, but Myra, who had been waiting for an opening, brought her mace down on him, and he fell. The demon woman had her arm outstretched, about to cast a spell, but her fingertips trembled, and she hesitated, frozen in place. Then, Laciel's hand came down. The spear shot out with incredible force, hurtling toward Oi's back. Countless layers of barriers had been erected around her, but the spear pierced through all of them.

"St-stop… I'm sorry… forgive me…" I thought I heard a faint, girlish voice. But the spear did not stop. The moment it reached the final barrier, a deafening roar erupted, and the area was engulfed in a violent shockwave and a furious gale.

As the maddening blast raged, I held Mizuki tight, shielding her. It wasn't necessary, since we were protected by a defensive barrier Laciel had simultaneously created, but I felt like it. Mizuki, in turn, wrapped her arms around my back and held me tight. I could feel her softness, her heartbeat, her small breaths. As we held each other, Aira came and wrapped her arms around us too.

"I came all this way to help you, and you're only paying attention to Mizuki!" Then Cecily and Mo joined in, hugging us all. I was worried about Famu and Myra, but they should have been protected by Laciel's barrier just like us. I loosened my grip on Mizuki and re-adjusted to hold all of them. Their warmth was all I needed. The rest of the world seemed to matter so little.

The blast subsided. Clovis and his group were lying on the ground around where Laciel stood. I moved away from Mizuki and the others and surveyed the scene. The cobblestones that had covered the ground were torn up and blown away, the windows of the buildings were shattered, and their walls were riddled with cracks. A barrier had been placed around Famu and Myra as well; they were staring this way with dazed expressions. The mercenaries of the Crimson Brigade were strewn about them. Many were still alive, and those who could move were shakily trying to get up. The situation around Hyakka and her group was similar. The members of New World had been protected by the barrier, but the ones they had been fighting were gone. I turned my gaze to the serenely standing Laciel.

"Did you kill them?" I asked her, and she shook her head.

"Her defense was stronger than I expected… However, as you wished, her defensive barrier has been removed." Oi was still crouched in the same position. A donut-shaped crater had formed around her. Her body was trembling minutely. Despite being at the epicenter of such an impact, she seemed to be alive. I was about to ask Laciel if she had held back, but it seemed there was no time. Her body was enveloped in a rainbow-like light, and she began to fade into it.

"Next time, it's a promise!" Laciel said.

"A promise for what again?" At my words, she puffed out her cheeks, but then she smiled and pressed her index finger to her chin.

"A date. Don't you forget." With that, Laciel was enveloped in light and disappeared.

"That's the first time I've ever seen Laciel go home!" I murmured, deeply impressed, only to earn a glare from Cecily.

"This is no time for that kind of comment! We need to settle things with Clovis and his group and get this situation under control!" As she urged me on, pushing my back, Clovis staggered to his feet. He should have taken significant damage. And yet, he pointed his sword at me.

"We will decide the future of this world."

"Is that so…? But the match is over. We won. The future you're imagining is no longer possible." Clovis laughed at my words.

"What makes you think you've won?" Clovis thrust his sword into Oi's arm.

"What are you doing?!" I yelled. Just then, Oi screamed.

"Special Skill, [Pretty Cure]!"

Her body was enveloped in shimmering stardust particles, which then flowed into the bodies of Clovis and the other wounded enemies. In an instant, their wounds healed, and their vitality returned.

"What?!" Yuuki was still face-down, but his adventurer companion and the demon woman also got to their feet. The members of the Crimson Brigade began to rise one after another. All I could do was stare at the scene in stunned silence.

"The tables have turned. It is impossible for you to fend off these numbers." A curse escaped my lips at Clovis's words. But I still had enough strength to use Goddess Summon again. Just as I was about to use that power, a new group of soldiers poured into the plaza.

"What now?!" Clovis's face showed surprise as he looked in their direction. The dog-eared man leading the soldiers was Trusar. The troops he led were the beastman mobile unit that had gone to liberate the church.

"These are the enemies of the dog-eared race, the Crimson Brigade! Slay them all!" His cry, and the answering roars of the soldiers, echoed through the plaza.
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    The Siege of Miglutt and the Fight with Clovis

    The plaza was now filled with the clashing of swords, even more intense than before Laciel's arrival. The beastman mobile unit had joined the fight between the nomads and the Crimson Brigade. In the midst of that chaos were Famu, holding Sameim, and Myra, who was treating them both. They were about to be swallowed by the vortex before I could reach them, but Trusar instantly assessed the situation and ordered soldiers from the mobile unit to act as their guards.

"Trusar, what about the church? Why are you here…?"

"The church has been liberated. This plan was your design, Lord Mash. However, leading an army and executing it requires skill and training. Myself, Lady Maryanne, and you, Lord Mash… In other words, this location is our weak point." He shouldn't have been able to predict this situation, but he had the instincts of the dog-eared race's strongest knight. He had anticipated my mistake and moved his troops accordingly. After liberating the church, they hadn't returned to Maryanne's main army, but had instead headed for the Crystal Garden where we were.

The soldiers had to be at the peak of exhaustion from the continuous fighting since yesterday. But the mobile unit's morale was high, perhaps due to the element of surprise, and their combat power and destructive force were tremendous. The nomads joined the fight, and together they began to push back the Crimson Brigade.

"Trusar, be careful. Their leader is a transmigrator. He uses a special skill."

"I will leave the true vengeance to you, Lord Mash." He smiled grimly and cut down an approaching enemy soldier with a single stroke. I turned my gaze back to Clovis. He stood with his sword hanging loosely, and slightly behind him stood the adventurer-like man, and further back, the demon woman with her staff at the ready. Oi was still curled up with her back to us. She consistently refused to participate in the battle. If she was being forced to fight, it might be worth trying to persuade her. And Yuuki was still down. Oi's special skill could heal physical injuries and restore stamina, but it probably couldn't restore magic power. On our side, Mizuki stood next to me. Aira had moved back to protect the rear. Behind her, Cecily and Mo were preparing spells. Mizuki seemed to have completely regained her composure. She held her sword with a natural, unforced grip.

"I'm glad we got to hear that story from Laciel," Mizuki murmured.

"The story about when we were transmigrated? I wish I hadn't heard it. I really thought you liked me because she orchestrated it…" That was an incredible overestimation on my part. I shut my mouth, embarrassed.

"There was nothing between us. It wasn't because of someone's will or intentions. We're together because of our own feelings. So this is fine."

"Don't just be satisfied on your own. My questions haven't been answered! Why were you so desperately trying to shut Laciel up?"

"I don't know. More importantly, what's this about a way to return to our original world?"

"We'll talk about that later. Right now, we're talking about you. Don't change the subject!"

"I forgot!" Mizuki said, then pointed her sword at Clovis.

"I'll get it out of you eventually." I, too, took a ready stance with my katana.

"Surrender. I can still use Goddess Summon. Even if some of you can use special skills, you don't have the power to defeat us." At my words, Clovis simply gripped his sword tighter, silent. I watched his reaction as I slowly closed the distance.

"And about that Ark you're trying to assemble. One of the stone tablets is in my storage. If I die, it'll just appear in some treasure chest in a dungeon somewhere. It'll be a pain to wander around looking for it, won't it?" Clovis stared at me intently. Until now, he had completely looked down on me, reacting as if he hadn't even noticed me. But now, I could feel his intensity. Still, even after being cornered this far, he showed no signs of surrendering. He still believed he could make things go his way. His gaze was that strong.

"You are being deceived by the goddess Laciel," Clovis said, finally speaking.

"I'm not being deceived. In the first place, Laciel hasn't given me enough information to be deceived with."

"Come under my command. I can hear the words of the gods correctly. I can guide you correctly."

"Correctly? You can hear the oracles of the Fifty Gods of the elves, right? But if you're warning me that the goddesses are deceiving us, how can you say that god is the correct one?"

"I do not believe the words of the gods. I have lived in this world for over seven hundred years. I possess the wisdom of this world, and of the elven race." The sound of clashing swords grew louder. The Crimson Brigade had been surrounding us in a large circle, so the battle between them and the mobile unit was taking place some distance from us. But as the fighting intensified, the battle area expanded, and it was now very close. Come to think of it, I couldn't see Hyakka's group or the ones they were fighting anymore. The group of adventurers that had been on the pedestal had also disappeared. I had to end this quickly. My hand gripping the katana was slick with sweat.

"In other words, what you're trying to do is also just your own brand of justice. You said, 'This world belongs to us, the ones who live in it,' right? Many people died in this rebellion. Were they included in your 'us'? In fact, *we* aren't included in your 'us'. Neither is Yuuki, lying over there, nor the girl crouching over there, right?"

"What I am saying is not wrong. I am concerned for the future of this world, and I am simply advising you."

"Is that so? Well, sorry, but I'm going to protect my friends here. I'm going to protect my small world." A smirk twisted Clovis's lips at my words.

"In that case, how about we decide which of us is right with a duel? The winner's word will be followed."

"Whether we fight as a party or in a duel, I'm still using Goddess Summon. No matter how much the damage escalates, I'll kill all of you, including the mercenaries you called." I smirked back at his worthless proposal.

"You went to the Adventurers Guild before you came here, didn't you?" Clovis's eyes narrowed.

"What of it?"

"The transmigrators summoned by the goddess were locked in the basement, weren't they? Are they included among your comrades?"

"You…" I glared at Clovis. The memory of Rinko and Airi's wounded figures made anger bubble up inside me.

"If you agree to a sword fight, I will tell you how to suppress the effects of the slave marks on those two." Clovis took out two bracelets. They were the same as the ones Irisarie had put on me yesterday. They looked to be made of brass, wide, with geometric patterns etched on their surface.

"The bracelets that disable magic, right? They can also block the effects of a slave mark?"

"You catch on quick. If you fight me and win, you get these two bracelets." Clovis nodded, but I couldn't trust him. Still, it seemed I had no choice but to believe him.

"We will each wear one of these and fight. We will hold the keys to each other's bracelet." He tossed one of the bracelets and a key to me. I reached out and caught them. They were cold and surprisingly heavy.

"So, if I defeat you, I can unlock the bracelet, and if I use these on Rinko and the others, I can seal the effects of the slave marks. Is that right?" I hadn't noticed before, but there was a small hole in the bracelet. It must be a keyhole. The key also seemed to be made of brass. But if I took out the magic key from my storage beforehand, this key would be unnecessary. As I was about to put on the bracelet, Mizuki stopped me.

"You don't need to accept the duel. We can just fight him all together and take them."

"I know. I know, but…" I looked at the buildings surrounding the plaza. Most of their windows were broken, their facades were cracked, and the plaster was peeling off. From the shadows of those buildings, I could see people furtively watching us. They were the residents who had been confined to their homes since yesterday by Clovis's rebel army. Amidst the chaos of battle, they probably couldn't hear our conversation. But thinking about calming things down afterward, I wanted to avoid anything that would look bad. More than anything, I didn't like this man, Clovis.

"His main skill is magic. And he's offering to seal that himself and fight."

"Your swordsmanship relies on the circulation of your magic power too, doesn't it?" Mizuki whispered. I pushed the stone tablet from my storage, along with the magic key hidden with it, into her hand.

"Mash, if you're going to accept a duel, let me go. I'm stronger."

"But your special skill won't work, right? Leave it to me." I said, then kissed her on the cheek.

Clovis gripped his rapier and swung it in a practice motion, sweeping it across the ground at his feet. A sharp sound of slicing air echoed. He brought the sword to his chest, then held it at the ready, pointing it at me. The tip glinted in the sunlight. Levante and Messiah formed a circle around me and Clovis. The demon woman kept glancing back at the battle between the beastman mobile unit and the Crimson Brigade. The tide was turning heavily in the mobile unit's favor. That was clear from the number of red-hooded mercenaries lying on the ground. The adventurer-like man, on the other hand, was watching us calmly. He was skilled enough to fight on par with Myra, and I felt he still had some hidden power left. I relaxed, wiped the sweat from my hands on my clothes, and gripped the hilt of my sword again. It was the sword Aidan had forged, which Petra had reforged for me. The grip was much easier to hold now. I let out a long breath, then slowly drew air into my lungs. I remembered Maryanne's words and tried to send the magic circulating through my body into the blade, but it didn't work. This was the effect of the bracelet. My eyes met Mo's.

"…In swordsmanship alone, Clovis is ten times stronger than you, Mash."

"You think I'm going to lose?" She nodded at my words.

"…So don't lose." Taking in Mo's words, which I couldn't tell were meant to be insulting or encouraging, I was about to take a ready stance in front of Clovis. The hem of his robe swayed slightly, and in the next instant, he had lunged forward. Like a ferocious crow swooping down on its prey, he closed the distance between us in an instant and swung his sword. I leaned back, and the tip of the blade passed right in front of my eyes. As I planted my back foot to regain my balance, Clovis brought his sword down. I instinctively raised my blade to block the blow. A sharp metallic clang echoed. As I tried to push his sword away from the lock, Clovis's knee slammed into my solar plexus.

"Gah!" The heavy blow sent me flying backward. I tried to plant my feet to avoid falling, but they slipped, and I landed on my butt. He followed up with another slash, then another. I rolled away to dodge them and got to one knee. If Clovis had continued his assault, I planned to sweep his legs out from under him, but he stopped and took a moment to catch his breath, re-aiming his sword at me. I used the opening to brush myself off and stand up. Just as I was about to ready my katana again, a sharp pain shot through my arm. I looked down to see my clothes were torn, and a deep gash was carved into my skin. I hadn't completely dodged Clovis's sword. Each of his strikes was sharp, like a flash of lightning. The cold sweat trickling down my back told me that my ragged breathing wasn't just from the continuous fighting since yesterday. In contrast, Clovis was calm. He watched me with a quiet gaze, as if he could see through everything.

"Mash…" Just as I heard Mizuki's voice, Clovis's body blurred. He slid his blade along mine as if it were pressed against my heart, and then thrust. His sword was inches from my throat when I twisted my body to dodge it, but a second strike immediately came down on my head. I blocked it with my katana. We were locked in the same position as before. This time, before he could knee me, I twisted my blade and went to strike his face with the pommel. Clovis's face contorted slightly, and he pushed me away to dodge. Then he retreated to create distance. I didn't let him escape and closed in, but he deflected my attack with his sword. And then, there was a gap between us. I felt a pain in my head. I raised my hand and felt a slick wetness as blood dripped down my forehead. I hadn't fully blocked his last attack.

"You're strong, Clovis… But I'm the one who's going to win."

"What are you talking about?! That's not something you say when you're out of breath and about to lose!" Instead of a reply from Clovis, a jeer came from Cecily. I wanted to tell her to shut up, but my breath caught in my throat, and I had to fight back a cough. Just then, Aira, next to Cecily, plopped down on the ground. Her dark eyes, staring at me, brought a strange sense of nostalgia. It was the same way she used to watch my training with Avea during our caravan journey. Myra sat down next to her. Then Famu sat down on her other side. The two of them had returned at some point. They didn't look sad. Sameim must have survived. Mizuki sat down close to them, and Cecily, yelling "Not fair!" sat down too. Only Mo was left standing, looking confused by their actions. It was as if they had forgotten this was a battlefield. A smile crept onto my lips.

"You seem relaxed…" I turned my gaze back to Clovis at his words.

"Killing you won't remove the chaos, but it will eliminate the influence of the goddesses."

"Killing one person isn't going to change the world!" I took a ready stance and slowly closed the distance. He was strong. He was certain of his own victory. That's why he wasn't pressing his attack, which would increase the number of variables, but was choosing attacks that had a low probability of getting him injured. I reached the one-step, one-sword distance and slightly raised the tip of my blade as if to bait him. Seeing it as an opening, Clovis kicked off the cobblestones and lunged. The tip of his blade glinted and slid toward my throat. It was a sharp, fast strike. But its trajectory was exactly the same as his last one. I reached out with my left hand to grab the sword's tip. Clovis's sword easily pierced through the palm of my hand and continued toward my throat. I endured the searing pain, twisted my body to dodge the blow, and pushed my hand forward, grabbing the hilt of Clovis's sword.

"You bastard!" Clovis shouted, putting all his strength into trying to pull his sword back. I pressed the katana in my other hand against Clovis's stomach.

"You underestimated me too much. I've fought monsters way stronger than you time and time again!" Clovis's eyes widened. Blood trickled from his half-open mouth. And then, his body collapsed.



    Chapter 264

    The Siege of Miglutt and Levante's Destination

    I tried to pull out the sword that had pierced my palm, but a searing pain shot through my entire body. Gritting my teeth, I summoned my strength and yanked the blade out in one motion.

"Damn, that hurts!"

The members of Levante rushed to my side. Famu and Mizuki pointed their swords at the adventurer-like man and the demon woman from the Messiah party, but the two showed no signs of resistance, merely standing frozen in place. Myra and Aira hurried over, took my wounded hand, and began to heal it with magic. Marmi grasped my other hand.

"...I have the magic key from Mizuki."

She glanced at the bracelet, located the keyhole, and slowly inserted the key. With a soft *click*, the bracelet came undone.

"How's Sameim?" I asked Myra.

"We managed to save her life, but she was in critical condition. One of the dog-eared warriors has taken her to the church."

I nodded at her words, but a sense of unease remained. I was worried that Famu hadn't gone with her; I'd have to check on her later. Looking around, I saw that the Crimson Brigade was in disarray, already beginning to retreat from the battlefield. They couldn't be allowed to escape. Not a single one. As I thought this and went to raise my hand, it was caught.

"What are you planning to do?" Myra asked, her gaze sharp.

"Goddess Summon. I can't let a single member of the Crimson Brigade live."

"The people of Crystal Garden are watching."

"I don't care."

"Are you really going to make Laciel-sama do something like that?"

"For you, protecting your faith is what's important. But I'm different."

"Mash, that's not it. I know without you saying a word how much you've hated the Crimson Brigade. You're trying to take on Famu's hatred for yourself. You're trying to stop her from seeking revenge. But please, think about it. What is Laciel-sama to you? What do you intend to do with Laciel-sama—"

Myra cut herself off. I noticed Famu was staring intently at me. It was a strong gaze, but the light in her eyes quickly faded to a shadow. She tried to look away, then forced her eyes back to mine.

"I don't want your heart to be captured by hatred, like Sameim's was. And for Laciel-sama, too..."

She bowed her head, shaking it fiercely again and again. It was clear she hadn't sorted out any of her feelings.

"Are you... are you okay with this?"

"I'm not okay! How could I be?! They have to be struck down. By my own hand. But I..."

Famu wrapped a hand around the arm holding her katana, hugging herself tightly.

"I think... I think I'll struggle with this forever. And when that time comes, I want you to be there for me, Master. So... for now, I want you to be the kind Master I know..."

A tear traced its way down her cheek.

"Famu..."

The strength drained from my body. The arm I'd been about to raise fell limp at my side. I placed that hand on Famu's head, my fingers digging in slightly as I ruffled her chestnut hair. Her shoulders tensed and she clenched her fists. She hadn't forgotten her grudge. She was forcing herself to accept this, trying to draw a line under it all.

"I disagree," Cecily said quietly.

"The Crimson Brigade will escape, regroup, and try again. They'll become bandits, attacking people and villages. If that happens, more children like Famu will be created. You knew that, Mash, which is why you tried to stop them, isn't it? Are you really okay with this?"

Just then, Aira, who had been holding her hand over my wound, pulled it away. I realized the pain in my hand was gone. As I opened and closed it to test it, she reached for the cut on my forehead. The movement made her chest sway, brushing against my arm.

"I agree with Cecily. If what she said happens, you'll think it's your fault and blame yourself for the rest of your life."

"That's not necessarily true, is it? They might change their ways."

"You don't believe that for a second," Aira muttered.

"...I also think we shouldn't let them escape," Marmi said, tugging at the hem of my shirt.

"...No matter how you sugarcoat it, the incident with Famu's village can only be resolved by annihilating the Crimson Brigade. We must take decisive action to ensure it never happens again. We cannot leave a threat to Miglutt and the surrounding areas unchecked. There is no room for discussion. One day, someone we let escape today will harm one of us."

Her thinking seemed a bit cold, but it was likely rooted in her upbringing in the Star Union Family.

"It'd be one thing if we only got hurt. Well, that makes three in favor of destroying the Crimson Brigade, and two against. Mizuki, what about you?"

Cecily addressed Mizuki without any regard for the fact that she was still keeping the two from the Messiah party in check. Mizuki confirmed they showed no intention of fighting before turning her gaze to us.

"I'm against it. We have to fight those who attack us, but they're trying to escape. Sometimes people can understand if you just talk to them. I don't think it's right to take that chance away."

"You didn't give me any chance to explain myself when you falsely accused me of being a pervert!"

"Shut up! I already apologized for that, didn't I?" Mizuki snapped, her eyebrows shooting up.

"Weren't you slaughtering goblins left and right when we met?"

"You be quiet too, Cecily! That was different. They were monsters."

"Huh? What's the difference between monsters and the Crimson Brigade?"

"It *is* different. They're human, just like us. There's no such thing as a person who deserves to die, and we don't have the right to take away anyone's future."

Mizuki sighed and slowly raised her gaze. The sun was already high in the sky, the morning air long gone. The sky above the floating Crystal Palace was a vast, clear, piercing blue.

"Mash, maybe this is just how things are in this world. Maybe we have to adopt the way people here think. But we're not the ones who get to judge. We are who we are..."

Mizuki's gaze returned to me. And she wasn't the only one. Famu, Myra, Cecily, Aira, and even Marmi were all looking at me.

"Three to three. This never happened when there were only five of us..." Cecily mumbled.

"Hold on. Why am I *always* left out of the count?!"

"So what's it going to be? Your vote is the tie-breaker," Cecily said, crossing her arms and pouting.

I slowly raised my arm. For a moment, I watched the mercenaries of the Crimson Brigade scatter as the mobile unit pursued them. Then, my hand fell limply to my side.

"Master..."

"When you think about it, the fight's not over. Maryanne might be having a tough time against the Air-Ally family's army." It was a poor excuse, and I inwardly mocked myself. I hadn't been able to choose.

The battle in Crystal Garden was decisively over. The beastmen's mobile unit had moved on to mop-up operations, while the nomads stood guard around us. We had no news on the situation between the Air-Ally army occupying the government building and the One-Land army positioned on the main street. The original plan was for us and the mobile unit to act as a diversion to draw the Air-Ally forces out of the government building. But we got delayed and ended up in a head-on clash with the Crimson Brigade, which had split off from the Air-Ally army. The Crimson Brigade numbered roughly three hundred mercenaries. With that many gone, it seemed impossible for the Air-Ally army to go on the offensive. Hyakka approached, leading the members of New World. Her gaze fell on the collapsed forms of Clovis and Yuki.

"Are they dead?"

"Clovis is dead. Yuki just used up all her mana and passed out." I reached for Clovis's arm to remove the bracelet he was wearing. The sense of power that had been behind his heavy blows just moments ago was completely gone. I took a key from my pocket and unlocked the bracelet. Then, I pulled another key from his breast pocket. The blood smeared on it was still warm, but colder than the warmth of human skin. Even if he'd been under an immortality spell like Zeno or Ilysalie, he was wearing a magic-sealing bracelet. And with this much time passed, revival would be impossible. As I stared at his lifeless body, Hyakka spun her lance and aimed its tip at Yuki.

"Wait, are you going to kill her?"

"That was the deal from the start." Hyakka's cold gaze met mine.

"Hold on. Rinko and Airi are Yuki's slaves. I need you to wait until I can remove their Slave Marks."

"You're just sayin' that to buy time, tryin' to make me feel sorry for 'em."

"...That's right. But it's for Rinko and Airi's sake."

"She started a civil war. Even if I let her go, this city won't. Well, Maryanne and Mo are your girls, so maybe you can do whatever you want. But this one uses Goddess Summon, you know?"

"I have no intention of asking either of them to spare her life." Hyakka glanced over at Mizuki.

"Even if Yamase... even if Mizuki asks ya to?" My eyes followed hers to Mizuki. She placed a hand on her chest, her intense gaze fixed on Hyakka and me as if trying to convey something, but in the end, she said nothing.

"Even if Mizuki asks." After we stared at each other for a long moment, she spun her lance and withdrew it.

"So, what're you gonna do about those two?" she asked, nodding toward the adventurer-like man, the demon woman, and the girl named Oi, who was crouched with her back to us.

"We surrender," the man said. He unhooked the sword from his waist and dropped it onto the stone pavement. Seeing this, the woman also threw down her staff and raised her hands.

"I want to check the contents of your storage."

"If you'll spare our lives..."

"I'm not from this city. I can't make any guarantees."

"Then I refuse."

I couldn't help but glance at Hyakka, but she made no move to intervene. It seemed her grudge was solely with Yuki and Clovis. In Hyakka's place, Marmi stepped between us.

"...I am Marmi Mume Mo Star Union. If you promise never to speak of today's events and never to involve yourselves with this city again, I will have you exiled under my authority."

"Wait, we haven't even won yet!" I almost grabbed her shoulder but stopped myself. In this uncertain situation, guaranteeing their safety might grant us some leniency if things turned against us.

"...It's okay. Mother is here."

"The same mother we fought alongside and then had to flee the Star Union estate with, right? Besides, Marina isn't part of Maryanne's army."

"...It's okay."

As Marmi repeated the words in a small voice, I realized she was trying to convince herself, to push away her own anxiety. Just then, Trusar approached us.

"A messenger from the Air-Ally Family has come to Lady Maryanne. They have offered to surrender."

"So, what's with the one crouching over there?" She was completely covered from head to toe in a large robe, still huddled on the ground. Leaving Famu and the others behind me, I drew my katana and cautiously approached. She hadn't participated in the fight at all, so she likely had no will to fight, but she did have a special skill. I tapped her shoulder and gave it a shake. Her body flinched, tensing up. She reached out with a small hand, pulling the robe tighter to hide herself. She reminded me of a turtle. Her shoulders were small. The thin line of her body made her look like a child, around Reeni's age. I'd heard that Yuki and this girl came to this world six years ago. How old could she have been when she arrived?

"Oi, the fight is over. Surrender." At my words, she nodded again and again. The gesture was so disarming that the tension left my shoulders. I glanced back at Mizuki and the others, who were watching, still on edge.

"Take off the robe and show your face."

"You won't hit me?" Her voice was sweet and high, like that of a young child.

"That's up to you." There was no reply. Just when I thought she might stay crouched there forever, she slowly sat up into a formal seated position. As she did, her white chin, thin lips, and small nose peeked out from the gap in her hood. I instinctively took a step back, wary, but she wasn't holding anything that could be a weapon.

"Mak-kun?"

I was suddenly called by a familiar name. She threw back her hood. I didn't recognize the golden hair or eyes, but the face beneath the straight, short bob was one I knew.

"Shirasu...?"

"Mak-kun!"

In an instant, she leaped to her feet and threw herself at me. It felt like a headbutt to the stomach, and I stumbled backward, failing to catch her as we fell. Seeing this, Famu and the others rushed over. Shirasu tried to hug me even tighter but was pulled off by Myra and Aira.

"You know her? Shirasu? Like the fish? Is that a nickname?" Mizuki asked, frowning.

"No. It's written with the character for 'heal' and read 'Shirasu'. She's supposed to be my niece..."

"So you're the one who gave her that weird name. Poor thing..." Mizuki sent a pitying look toward Shirasu.

"I didn't name her! Her mother did! That woman's an idiot!"

"Well, since you're an idiot, Mash..."

"Don't lump us together!" I grumbled as I got to my feet. Shirasu, now freed by Myra and Aira who had deemed her harmless, latched onto me again.

"She is the only female from your world with whom you had a good relationship, Master."

"Hey, I told you that in confidence. Don't go explaining it in front of everyone!" I warned Famu not to say anything else unnecessary.

"Anyway, six years are supposed to have passed for you since coming here. How have your looks not changed at all?"

"It's a side effect—or rather, the main effect—of my special skill, Pretty Body. My body stopped aging."

I was speechless at Shirasu's reply. It seemed to be a passive special skill, just like Mizuki's Super Save. Still, a power that completely halts one's growth was as ridiculous as ever. As Shirasu clung to me playfully, Mizuki leaned in close.

"You called him Mak-kun just now, and if you're Mash's niece, that means you know his real name, don't you?"

I clapped a hand over Shirasu's mouth before she could answer.

"That question is off-limits. And Shirasu, you're not allowed to answer. From now on, you call me Mash." She looked at me, then nodded. I had a bad feeling about how long this secret would last.



    Chapter 265

    Two Idols, and After the Battle

    Until recently, I hadn't felt the cold. But this morning, a chill seeped into me, as if sinking right through my skin. My lungs, filled with the morning air, seemed to pump that cold throughout my body. The tip of my nose was already numb. I tried to pull the blanket up over my head, but it snagged on something and barely moved. Annoyed, I tugged harder, only for it to be pulled back in the opposite direction. Was someone trying to rip it away from me? I reluctantly tried to see what was going on, but my eyelids were heavy. My consciousness was sinking back into a slumber. The sensation of my body melting into the bedding was so pleasant I had no will to resist it. I turned onto my side and curled up, pulling my knees to my chest.

"How long do you plan on sleeping?"

A voice whispered in my ear. It wasn't Famu or Mizuki; it was a voice I didn't recognize. But contrary to the words, it didn't sound exasperated, but rather soft and familiar. Something tickled the tip of my nose.

Trying to escape the itch, I waved a hand in front of my face. My fingertips brushed against something soft and smooth. It was cold at first, but a gentle warmth spread through it as I held on. It felt like someone's arm. I tightened my grip on the wrist, trying to get a feel for the texture of the skin. As I tried to see the face of my prankster, I cracked my eyes open slightly, and a brilliant white light flooded in. I grimaced against it, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Eventually, two slender, delicate silhouettes appeared, backlit and hazy.

"Airi...?"

I spoke to one of them. She was holding the tip of her own hair to my nose. My hand was clamped around her arm.

I pushed myself up and looked around.

"Where's Famu?"

After the battle, our home had been burned down, so we were staying with the nomads. The flap of the tent was wide open, letting in the cold air and the light of the newly risen sun. The members of Levante were supposed to be in here, but they were gone. Only Rinko and Airi were here.

"Are you really *only* ever thinking about Famu?" Rinko asked.

I thought she was teasing me, but her expression was neutral, as if she were simply stating an honest observation. That just made it more embarrassing, and I turned my face away. My gaze landed on Airi, who was blushing just as furiously. I realized I was still holding her arm. Neither of them was dressed like an adventurer; they wore white long-sleeved blouses and knee-length jumper skirts. As I watched her, Airi just stared back at me, looking dazed. I pulled her closer and rolled up the sleeve of her blouse. She had moved with such agility during the fight, but her arm showed no sign of it. Smooth, fair skin stretched over a slender limb. The Slave Mark I'd seen in the prison was gone. I touched the spot where it had been and let out a breath.

"Hey! What do you think you're doing?!" Airi snapped back to reality, yanking her arm away and backing off.

"I'm not doing anything! Just let me check a little more."

I moved toward her, and she let out a shriek and started to genuinely run away. The high-pitched sound was too much for my just-woken ears, so I gave up the chase.

"So, where in the world did Famu and the others go?"

"They went to take a bath."

"Are you kidding me?! They left me behind?"

"Were you planning to go with them?! Obviously, you'd go separately!" Rinko shot back. I'd already cast a cleansing spell on all of them, and Marmi was with them, too. It had to have been Mizuki's idea to take everyone.

With that thought, I got up and stood.

"So, what are you two doing here?" As I started to leave the tent, Rinko and Airi followed.

"Where are you going, Mash?"

"Breakfast."

"The nomads' cooking is really good, isn't it? Like, authentic curry!"

"Hyakka said she gets tired of it if she eats it every day."

Speaking of which, neither Hyakka nor Kalpana were around.

"Ehh, I could eat it every day."

Were they planning on eating, too? They chatted along as they walked with me.

After eating a curry-flavored kebab sandwich, I was walking through the streets of Miglutt. Most of the battle's aftermath had been cleaned up. Shops were open, and the voices of hawkers filled the air. Rinko and Airi were still following me, and I slowed my pace to match theirs. They were unbearably slow, constantly peeking into shops they had no intention of buying from and chattering endlessly to each other.

"So, where are we going?" Rinko asked, falling into step beside me. Had they been tailing me this whole time?

"To the One-Land family estate."

"Maryanne's place?"

"That's right." Hearing my words, Rinko stopped and clenched her fists.

"Seriously, all you think about is girls!"

"That's not it! I have some business with her... a favor to ask." After the battle, Maryanne had provisionally taken control of the city's governance. The Star Union Family was assisting her, the Sky-Lot Family was looking for a way to rebuild, and the head of the warmongering Air-Ally Family, Istvan, was in custody. To think that just half a month before I arrived, she had been completely removed from the political stage.

"I wonder if that little doggy-girl can even handle politics," Rinko said in a joking tone.

"Are you going to help her?" I shook my head at Airi's question from behind me. I knew Maryanne must be having a hard time, but I didn't know the first thing about politics. I'd only get in the way.

"Then what are you going for?"

"I need to get Shirasu, Ilysalie, and Sameim out of prison as soon as possible." They were being detained along with Yuki as figures on the side that started the civil war. Zeno, Clovis, and Kaima of the Crimson Brigade were dead in battle. The adventurer-like man and the demon woman who were Yuki's companions, the adventurers who fought Hyakka and the others in Crystal Garden, and those who had been positioned at the entrance to the Crystal Palace had all fled and their whereabouts were unknown. I had checked the adventurer's storage, but the only things of note were what looked like Clovis's journal, Yuki and Shirasu's smartphones, and the belongings they had when they came from their original world. Marmi was holding onto Clovis's journal.

"No way, they're war criminals! And again, it's all girls! Wasn't the deal that they'd be released if they became your slaves?"

"Ugh, I'll admit I'm only interested in women! ...But isn't being a slave a bad thing?"

"Well, *I* wouldn't want to be your slave, Mash. But why are you against it? You're just planning on doing perverted things with them anyway, right?!"

"Ugh, I'll admit that too, but... how should I put it? It's more fun when they're feisty. Someone who has to obey your every command is just no challenge, you know?"

""Pervert!"" Rinko and Airi shouted in unison. Everyone's eyes immediately shot toward me.

"Why are you two following me anyway?!"

"Well..." Rinko and Airi trailed off, exchanging glances in a silent negotiation over who would speak first.

"You've only been in this city for about half a month, right, Mash? I thought I'd show you around somewhere interesting. You'll just get in Maryanne's way if you go to negotiate now, and you're free today, right?" Rinko said, moving behind me and pushing me forward.

It was a low wall, hardly deserving of the term 'rampart'. Rinko took my arm and led me up a flight of stairs to the top, where a dry wind blew past. A stone-paved path stretched through the city before us. It wasn't particularly well-maintained; some parts were crumbling, and in other spots, grass grew where birds must have dropped seeds. It was about two meters wide, with parapets on either side, marking it as a city wall. There was no one else around, as if no one ever came here. The only sound was the cry of a bird from high above. I shielded my eyes with my hand and searched for it, but there was only a vast blue sky. It felt much higher than it did when I was first transported to this world. I let Rinko pull me along the path. The sight of houses lining both sides of the old wall felt strangely surreal.

"These are the remains of the old city wall. Apparently, it used to be much taller, but about half of it got buried underground."

As Miglutt's population grew, the city had abandoned its walls. What we were walking on was a remnant of that past. Most of it had been demolished for obstructing traffic, but it seemed some sections, like this one, had been left standing.

"There's a park up ahead."

"That's fine, but Airi's not with us."

"She went to buy lunch..."

"Didn't we just eat?" Since coming to this world, the concept of lunch had faded for me. I ate a big breakfast and had dinner early. Many people skipped lunch, though some still ate it.

"It's fine, it's fine." Rinko tugged at my arm. Her chest had been pressed against my arm this whole time. Sometimes it would flatten against me, then bounce away, only to envelop my arm once more, constantly reminding me of its softness and size. In this situation, I arrived at a single conclusion: Rinko's were bigger than Airi's. Lost in thought, I tripped on a hollow where a stone had fallen out and nearly lost my balance.

"Whoa!"

Rinko was dragged down with me, and we almost fell in a heap, but I managed to brace myself at the last second. She arched her back, and I straddled her, my feet planted firmly as I wrapped an arm around her back to support her. Rinko's face was inches from mine. From beneath the shadow of her long eyelashes, her large eyes looked up at me, wavering somewhere between surprise and confusion. Her skin was so smooth it seemed to glow. The line from her shapely forehead to the bridge of her nose was so perfectly proportioned it felt almost unreal. The corners of her thin, youthful lips trembled.

"You're too close!"

She yelled, her cheeks flushing red. She tried to push me away, which made her lose her balance again, and I had to pull her even closer.

"Hey! Let go!"

"Alright, just stop struggling!" I said, helping her up. She immediately pulled away, and a breeze flowed between us, stealing away her lingering scent.

"Sorry about that."

"It's okay. I'm not mad," she said. She ran her fingers through her hair to fix it and started walking again. I stood still, watching her back.

"Did you have plastic surgery?"

"Just my eyes, a little." Rinko lightly tapped her temple with her fingertips. I couldn't tell if it was an unconscious gesture or if she was trying to show me something.

"I didn't want to know!"

"Then why did you ask?! You weren't interested in me anyway!" Rinko spun around and yelled.

"I am interested! I just said it on a whim, without any proof. I can't even tell if someone's had surgery or not. In situations like this, you're supposed to lie and say it's all natural!"

I thought she was cute, but I was too shy to say it directly. I'd only meant it as a joke, so I never expected such a serious answer.

"I would say that to anyone else!" she retorted. She stared at me for a moment, then looked away.

"Airi and I were childhood friends. We started streaming videos together, and someone from a talent agency contacted us."

"So you're saying you were cute to begin with and didn't change your face that much?"

She tilted her head.

"No... I want to say that's not it, but I guess it is? I don't really know how cute I am."

"Really? I'd never post my face online, not in a million years. You must have been confident in your looks from the start, right?"

"Try saying that to Airi. This was all her idea today."

"What do you mean? Is she in charge of sleeping her way to the top or something?"

"Of course not!" she shrieked, then sighed. She took my hand, since I hadn't started walking again.

"We decided to thank you for saving us, and we were trying to think of something nice, but we didn't really know what would make an old person happy..."

"Hey, don't talk about me like I'm an old man!"

We continued along the decaying wall until we reached the park, just as she'd said. Rinko explained that it was a disaster-prevention park. I wondered if a person from another world had been involved in its design when Miglutt was expanded. Apparently, there were also stadiums and amphitheaters placed around the city as firebreaks and evacuation spaces. It was a wide, well-maintained green space. A large plaza covered in grass like a lawn was surrounded by trees. Airi was already there, standing alone in the center like she'd been left behind. When she saw us, she lifted the basket she'd been carrying to her chest and smiled. It was like a scene from a movie. There was no one else in sight. The battle had just ended, after all. The city was busy with recovery efforts, and perhaps people didn't have the luxury of relaxing in a place like this.

"There's never anyone here," Rinko commented, still holding my hand as she led me toward Airi. I took a ground sheet out of my storage, and the two of them spread it out on the grass. Rinko was the one who never stopped talking. She was always the proactive one, pulling Airi along. In contrast, Airi was often quiet and passive. However, it seemed that once she committed to something, she saw it through to the end; she had been the one to stop Rinko from quitting their idol activities. It showed in their expressions, too. Rinko's eyes and eyebrows were sharp and defined, and her cheekbones were sharp, while all of Airi's features were soft and round. However, Rinko definitely had the bigger chest.

"What are you smirking about?!" Rinko's voice snapped me back to reality. They were already sitting on the sheet. Rinko patted the empty space between her and Airi. I took her up on the offer and sat between them, but it felt surprisingly awkward and uncomfortable.

"Did you have plastic surgery too, Airi?" I asked, feeling I had to say something. Airi shot a sharp glare at Rinko, who quickly averted her eyes.

"Sooo, the bread and jam they sell around here are super delicious," Rinko said, her voice flat as she reached for the basket, trying to change the subject.

"Both Rinko and I just had the corners of our eyes done. To make them look bigger overall," Airi muttered in an angry tone. It was probably best to drop this topic.

"The other members of your party were locked in prison by Yuki and her group too, right? Are they okay?"

At my words, Rinko's hand, which had been about to slice a round loaf of bread about the size of both her hands, froze.

"Yeah. But we decided to disband the party."

Rinko smiled weakly.

"Why...?"

"We were originally just replacements for the other transmigrators who were here before us. Our goal was to avenge them. And we're probably going back to our world anyway."

"Hold on, that was just me saying it might be possible to go back. It's not like it's happening right away. And there might be other people who want to return, too..." Rinko leaned in, peering at my face.

"There's something else, isn't there?"

"It's just an idea, I have no proof. Besides, when we came to this world, our hair color changed and everything, right? Laciel said that was us 'adapting' to this world. To go back to our original world, we'll probably have to reverse that. I think."

"You think?"

"What do you want from me? I don't know either. I'm sure if I ask Laciel, she can give me a clear answer." With that, I flopped onto my back on the sheet. Above the shade of the trees, a wide blue sky was visible. The silence was a stark contrast to the chaos of yesterday.



    Chapter 266

    Rinko and Airi's Grand Strategy (Part 1)

    A viscous, translucent red liquid sat atop a slice of bread.

"Have strawberries always existed in this world?"

"Who knows? Maybe a transmigrator brought them over?" If Famu were here, she'd probably start boasting about how a certain Okita Soji introduced them. As I was thinking that, I noticed Rinko and Airi staring intently at me, and I cleared my throat. I took the bread from Rinko's hand and brought it to my mouth. The crust was hard and a bit of a struggle to bite through, but the bread itself was moist and chewy. The jam melted into it, and a wave of sweetness spread through my mouth, punctuated by the texture of crushed fruit pulp. The tartness left a clean, refreshing aftertaste that cleansed my palate. Rinko watched my face, a smug grin spreading across hers.

"It's delicious, right? But it's often sold out when you go to buy it. So keep it a secret, okay?" With that, she spooned some jam onto her own and Airi's bread and took a bite. She used her tongue to scoop up a bit of jam that was about to drip. The contrast of the two reds was strangely alluring.

"Rinko..."

"What?"

"You're kinda hot right now."

"Pervert!" she shouted, then grabbed a pot and began pouring a white liquid into our cups.

"This is Ayran. The same bakery makes it. I'm not a huge fan, though..."

"You don't like yogurt?"

"It's the salty taste I don't really like... I wish they had milk!" Rinko lamented, but Airi just shook her head.

"The milk was sold out." Milk wasn't a common sight like it was in my original world. Milk that had been pasteurized and bottled to preserve its freshness just wasn't sold on the market. I'd think that, like with water, a mage could make a business out of it, but mages like Cecily or Marmi are rare, and apparently, none of them were doing that sort of thing for profit.

"If you like it that much, you should have had some back with the nomads, right?"

"That was goat milk! It's got this... wild taste. It's different from cow's milk. I just can't get into it."

"Such a gourmet..."

"Aah, I want to eat a crepe piled high with big strawberries and lots of cream!" We drank the Ayran, making idle conversation.

After wiping the white foam from my lips, I let out a big yawn. Maybe it was because I'd pulled an all-nighter for yesterday's battle, but even after getting a full night's sleep, I still felt a little groggy, like I hadn't slept enough. I could hear the faint chirping of a bird, just as I had while walking through the fortress, but I no longer had the energy to look for it. The tranquil air of this tree-enclosed park seemed to be accelerating my drowsiness. Just then, Airi patted her lap.

"Mash, I'll give you a lap pillow." Thinking I must have misheard, I blinked at Airi. She slowly blinked back.

"We told you we were going to thank you today, remember?" Rinko said.

"R-Really..." My shoulders began to tremble uncontrollably.

"You don't want it?"

"I do. I've dreamed of this day for so long."

"Don't lie!" Rinko's voice felt distant. My consciousness was already focused entirely on Airi's thighs. They were covered by her jumper skirt, but I could easily imagine their warmth and softness. I drew my face closer, as if pulled by a magnetic force, and buried it in her lap. It was just as soft as I'd imagined. I pressed my face even deeper, as if to be cradled between her thighs, and nuzzled them.

"Hey! Wrong way! Wrong way! Face up!" Airi frantically tried to pull me off, but I clung to her tightly and took a deep breath through my nose.

"It smells like Airi... I could smell this for the rest of my life."

"Are you an idiot?!" Rinko grabbed me as well, and together they peeled me away from Airi. Reluctantly, I lay on my back and rested my head on her thighs.

"Am I heavy?" I asked. Airi shook her head. Her hand came to rest on my head and began to gently stroke my hair. It was a warm, pleasant sensation. And the softness of her thighs, transferred through my head... Looking up, beyond the gentle slope of her twin hills, she was looking down at me. Her cheeks were flushed, perhaps from embarrassment, but her moist eyes never left mine.

"So, Mash, what are you going to do now?" Rinko asked. She was sitting by my feet, hugging her knees in a gym-class style. The hem of her skirt had ridden up, revealing a pair of pink panties. I avoided staring directly so she wouldn't notice, but I made sure to capture the image in the corner of my eye and commit it to memory.

"I'm planning to go to Famu's village."

"Famu again!"

"N-No, that's not it. The whole reason I came to this city in the first place was to break the curse that was placed on her. But the church couldn't do it. I have to visit the village where she lived and find the cause."

"And then?"

"Once her curse is broken, I'm heading to the capital of the Demon Kingdom."

"Why?"

"A prophecy from the nomads. The last transmigrator summoned by a goddess is there. Besides, the original order Laciel gave me was to 'defeat the Demon Lord.' I need to confirm if the Demon King was really defeated a hundred years ago by the hero, Akitsuki Uta. Then there's the staff that was said to be in the Ark... Clovis called it the Staff of Dominion. I need to find that. Also..." The five goddesses opposing the Fifty Gods are Laciel, Rishal, Lushe, Renren, and Ronron. The transmigrator summoned by Rishal is in the capital of the Demon Kingdom. According to legend, Rishal was the god who destroyed the 'Jar of Holy Oil.' You could say she's the one who created the current state of this world. However, it's possible the transmigrator summoned by Rishal was, like us, thrown into this world without any decent information. The chances of getting any real information are extremely high.

"Is there more?" Rinko sighed, but I was the one who wanted to sigh. I was pretty sure I'd explained all this the first night we met. Still, now that the whole mess in Miglutt had settled down, it was a good opportunity to organize my thoughts.

"A transmigrator named Izaak took the stone tablet that Uta had. His whereabouts are unknown, but I heard he was pirating with another transmigrator named Barbaros. It's the Demon Kingdom that's sanctioning piracy near the city of Heilon. I think I can get some information on them if I go there." Coming to this city, I met Clovis, who claimed to have a prophecy from the gods, found out about the world of the 'Jar of Holy Oil' and Laciel's whereabouts, and managed to get one of the stone tablets. But the mysteries still remain.

"What are you trying to do by collecting the contents of the Ark?"

"'I don't know' is the honest answer. But the Fifty Gods claim the Ark has the power to grant wishes, even if it sounds far-fetched. I believe it holds clues to the reason we came to this world, a way back, and a way to remove this ten-year lifespan we're shackled with."

After hearing my words, Rinko uncurled her knees and looked up at the sky. As she did, her underwear disappeared from view.

"Ah!" I let out an involuntary sound, and she looked at me in surprise.

"Eh? What's wrong?"

"Oh, it's nothing. Anyway, we're going to the Demon Kingdom. But before that, there's Shirasu, Irisarie, and Sameim."

As I muttered this, she got on all fours and crawled over to me. She brought her face level with Airi's.

"So, Mash, have you decided which one?"

"Which one of what?"

"Me or Airi. Which of us are you going to choose for Levante's party?"

Her words made my thoughts grind to a halt for a moment.

"What do you mean?"

"What do you mean, 'what do you mean'? It means either I or Airi will go with you, Mash. Among all the transmigrators summoned by the five goddesses, you're the closest to the truth. Tora-kun and the others are... well, they're how they are, and so are Hyakka and her group. Besides, there are only two of us left to cooperate..." Rinko bit her lip.

"It's not like I made a deal with Hyakka, you know."

"I know, I know. But even if we asked you to let us both in, you wouldn't kick someone out of Levante just to make room for us, would you? That's why you have to choose one of us, Mash."

"You can't just spring that on me. All I know is that your class is 'Ninja.' I have no idea what your abilities are."

"Huh, so you were choosing based on abilities? I thought you were just picking people you liked..." Rinko didn't seem to be joking; she looked genuinely surprised.

"Is that how you see me...?"

"Well, it's not that different, is it? Just pick the one you like, Mash." That wasn't how I'd intended to build my party. It just ended up that way. But Rinko pressed on, not listening to my explanation.

"Can I take that in *that* sense? Are you prepared for what that means?"

"I don't know what you mean, but I can't be the only one left out while you're doing *that* with the other girls on our journey..."

Even on this lap pillow that was inducing a powerful drowsiness, Rinko's words completely sharpened my mind.

"You're saying I can... do as I please? Are you okay with me?"

"It's just one of us! So treat her well! And make sure you actually fall in love!"

I reached out and placed my hand on Rinko's chest. I pressed it with my fingertips.

"Nnh!" Rinko closed her eyes and let out a high-pitched sound.

"Choosing just one is impossible. Leaving someone out isn't right."

"We can't fall for the same guy! It's impossible for us!"

"That's not true. Famu and Mo like me, and they get along. Mizuki and Hyakka like me, and they're good friends, too."

"That's before you started dating them, right? Mizuki and Hyakka can't be friends anymore, can they?"

"...What do you mean?" I squeezed Rinko's breast. She really was secretly stacked. I savored the soft feeling in my palm. I thought she would slap my hand away, but Rinko just blushed and stared at her chest as my fingers sank into it.

"They're fighting over Yuki, aren't they? You're trying to leave Yuki's fate to the city of Miglutt. But deep down, you don't want to kill him. That's what Mizuki wants, not what Hyakka wants."

"It's true that's what I'm thinking. But it's not just because I listened to what Mizuki said..."

"And what do you think Hyakka thinks about that?"

"She'll understand, too."

"On the surface, maybe. But when romantic feelings are involved, she'll feel like only Mizuki's wishes were prioritized. Once that happens, they can't be friends anymore." Hyakka used to call Mizuki 'Yamase-san.' That was what she called her when they were friends back in our original world. But now, she's trying to call her 'Mizuki.' At first, I thought it was just because that's what we all called her. But the truth was probably that by starting a relationship with me, Hyakka felt she had to be on equal footing with Mizuki. Similarly, Mizuki is trying to call Hyakka 'Hyakka' instead of 'Hii-chan.'

"I see..." I wonder if that's the same reason Famu has been acting colder toward Marmi lately. I continued to grope Rinko's chest.

"You two were fighting Yuki to avenge your comrades, too. Do you think the same way as Hyakka?" At my words, Rinko and Airi exchanged glances.

"At first, I wanted to kill him. But now that he's been captured..."

"He even made slaves out of you, didn't he?"

"Mmm, but it's not like he actually did anything to us. You're the one trying to do things, Mash."

"Did your other party members feel differently?"

"On this matter, Airi and I feel the same." Rinko glanced at Airi, who gave a small nod.

"First, make up with them. Start from there."

"We're not fighting."

"No, I mean with your party."

"..."

"Unlike you two, they want Yuki executed, don't they?"

"That's true, but at this point..." Rinko's brow furrowed. They must have discussed this many times within their party.

"You've been together for a year since coming to this world, right? I know there's the matter of your dead members, but you're part of that party now, aren't you? Just make up some excuse, like it was a condition for removing the Slave Marks."

"Mash..." Rinko said, her voice slightly strained.

"What?"

"When you say something cool, stop touching my chest. It makes it hard to know how I'm supposed to feel."

"You seem surprisingly okay with it. You must be used to being groped."

"Of course not! This is the first time!" Rinko poked me in the head.

"Now, about this choosing one of you business..." I sat up and faced them, our knees almost touching. Under the large tree, there was no one else in the field of short grass that spread out before us. The air was dry, and the wind rustled our hair.

"Huh? That topic is off the table. The deal about joining Levante is canceled." Airi said, her voice laced with exasperation.

"I think it's a good idea for us, who were summoned by the goddesses, to get along."

"That... that was foolish of us. We'll get along with Mizuki, so let's just drop this."

"Why?! A woman's friendship is a fragile thing! You said so yourself just a minute ago!" I protested loudly.

"It's better than being at your mercy, Mash." Rinko said coldly. Her words left me speechless.

"What? That was your intention, wasn't it?"

"Yeah, but I'd just have to put up with it until we get back to our own world," Rinko muttered, averting her gaze.

"'Put up with it'...?" At those words, both of their faces instantly tensed. Rinko and Airi both flinched back slightly.

"Besides, I figured it wouldn't be me. You and Airi have kissed, after all!"

"It won't be me, right? Rinko's the better deal since you haven't done anything with her yet, right? You were enjoying having your chest groped, weren't you?" Airi was being surprisingly assertive. It was as if she couldn't even see me.

"Airi, you only offered the lap pillow so you'd be the one chosen."

"That was because I lost at rock-paper-scissors and had no choice..." The two of them glared at each other, the air crackling with tension. I reached out my arms as if to mediate, and groped both of their breasts.

"Kuhn!" Airi let out a small sound, her face turning bright red.

"I understand your feelings perfectly well. Fine, I'll choose one of you!"

"Hey, even if you choose, we're not joining Levante anymore. You're going to help us get back with our original party, right?" Rinko shot back immediately.

"Of course. But it'd be convenient for you to be in *that* kind of relationship with me, right? And I want to be in *that* kind of relationship with an idol!"

"What do you mean, 'convenient'?! Are you going to do *that* with us even if you don't like us?" Rinko's brow furrowed as she shot me a sharp glare.

"Of course I've liked you since the moment I first saw you! You're the ones who came on to me with impure intentions!"

"Well, even if I hated it, it's only until we get back to our world," Rinko sighed.

"Huh? It's for life, obviously." Just as Rinko was about to retort, Airi held up a hand to stop her.

"...Are you serious?"

"I'm serious." I stared into Airi's eyes and nodded.

"Okay. To be honest, we don't really want to be your girlfriend, Mash. But we don't dislike you. We would've preferred someone younger and better-looking. But Levante seemed so united. So we decided to bet on your good personality, and agreed that one of us would be okay with it."

"Is that so? Well, those words have wounded me deeply. I'll never forgive you..." Airi's lips curved into a slight smile. I remembered touching those lips just last night and swallowed hard.

"Mash, pick the one you like." Rinko turned toward Airi to protest, but Airi stopped her with a gesture. Rinko, too, sighed as if in resignation and looked at me. I took another moment to observe them both. As you'd expect from former idols, both had well-proportioned faces. Rinko had sharp lines, Airi had softer ones. Rinko was the perfect straight-man character Levante had been waiting for, but she probably wouldn't end up in that role. Airi was the quiet type, but in her exchange with Rinko just now, she showed a strong will that I found appealing. Rinko was the type to take the lead and pull others along, while Airi was the supportive type who would take charge when necessary. They were a good pair. Being childhood friends, they knew each other's strengths and weaknesses inside and out and complemented each other perfectly.

"If only I had a childhood friend like you two..."

"Huh?"

"Oh, it's nothing." I held a fist to my mouth, coughed to cover it up, and returned to my thoughts. In the end, physical compatibility was crucial. Honestly, I was confident I could love either of them for a lifetime. Rinko had the bigger chest. The attribute of a slender body with hidden large breasts was hard to pass up. However, I couldn't forget the feeling of Airi's lap pillow from earlier. The balance of fleshiness and softness was exquisite. From now on, I wanted to fall asleep on her lap. As I continued to stare, both of them started to blush and fidget.

"J-Just hurry up and decide!" Rinko shouted, unable to take it anymore.

"I've decided!" I declared, my eyes wide. They both gasped and drew back.

"Rinko..."

"Hic!" Rinko's eyes widened and she let out a small squeak. She clearly looked unhappy about it.

"...I thought, but Airi..."

"Ugh..." Airi clenched her fists, her eyes welling with tears as she looked down. I had to wonder if they really came here prepared to become my girlfriend. Or maybe they just hadn't taken it seriously, thinking it was someone else's problem. Either way, I was hurt, but I had no intention of letting this golden opportunity slip away.

"I'm sorry, but I can't decide on just one of you. Therefore, I request a trial period."

"W-What is that?!" Rinko asked, her face pale.

"I'm going to have sex with both of you. I want to date the one who feels better."

"That's the end of the line! What happens to the one who gets rejected?!" Rinko shouted.

"I'll provide a Step-Up Chance. Even if you don't get the opportunity this time, you can still become my girlfriend if you work hard."

"Are you an idiot?! You just want to date both of us! We said just one!"

"You say that, but it's impossible. I can't choose... Even if we don't go all the way, could you at least let me try just the tip? I'll choose one after that." This time, Rinko's face turned beet red. She was an emotional one.

"What are you talking about, 'just the tip'?! We... well, maybe Airi does it in secret, but can't you be a little more romantic?! That's the end, doing something like that!"

"It's not the end." I planned on putting it all the way in, so it wouldn't be the end.

"I haven't done it either," Airi muttered. Then she looked up.

"Fine. Do what you want, Mash. But make sure it ends in a way we'll be glad it happened."



    Chapter 267

    Linzi and Airi's Grand Strategy (Middle Part) (Linzi☆)

    Linzi and Airi were staring at me. I could tell their cheeks were flushed and hot. I pulled my hands away from their breasts for a moment and knelt properly, meeting their gazes. My heart was pounding, sending heat surging through my body with each rapid beat. Linzi's brows were slightly furrowed in what looked like anger, while Airi's eyes were half-lidded in a dreamy melt.



I reached out toward Linzi's body.



"M-Me?"



"Both of you. But first, you!"



"W-Why me?"



Linzi scrambled backward in a panic. I grabbed her and slipped my hand under the hem of her jumper skirt.



Of course, there was a reason I was starting with her. After all, she and Airi were the ones who'd brought this up in the first place. They both seemed reluctant, but one of them—or maybe both—had maneuvered things to this point. I just couldn't tell who was pulling the strings.



The idea of claiming one and giving up the other was out of the question. Betting on Airi's hope that she'd end up with me, I'd go for Linzi first—the one with the stronger reservations—and win her over, then take my time with Airi. That was the plan.



Linzi's eyes widened, her pupils trembling. She tugged desperately at the hem of her skirt, trying to pull it back down where I'd lifted it.



"Hey, right here? Let's go to our inn, okay?"



"Listen to me, Linzi."



I tightened my grip on her skirt.



"W-What?"



"These things are best done before either of us changes our minds!"



I yanked the skirt right over her head.



"Eek!"



From under the hem of her long-sleeved blouse peeked the pink underwear I'd glimpsed earlier. Beyond that stretched dazzlingly white thighs. To keep her from bolting, I stashed the skirt in my storage space.



"This is just a test, right? Just the tip, yeah?"



Linzi tried to hide from my gaze by pressing her thighs together and stretching the blouse hem down to cover herself.



"Yeah, just the tip."



As I said it, I reached for her blouse, but she gripped my wrist in resistance.



"I-If I say stop, you'll stop, right?"



"Too late for that."



I wrapped my arm around her back and pulled her rigid body close. Then I pressed my lips to hers.



"Mmph!"



She tried to push me away, but I held her tighter, seeking her lips even more fiercely.



"Mm, mmm, mmmph!"



The soft feel of her lips. The heat seeping through the slight parting. I slipped my tongue into that gap, searching for hers. She pulled back, trying to escape, but it was futile. Our tips touched, and I entwined mine with hers.



Our saliva mingled, blurring the line between us.



Then, as if shoving me off, she pushed my body away, turned her back, and got on all fours. She breathed heavily, shoulders heaving.



"I thought I was gonna die."



"You were holding your breath? You can breathe, you know."



"Really? But you don't mind my breath on you?"



"That's the reward."



At my words, she froze as if holding her breath again, then turned back to face me.



"Why'd you kiss me? It was my first!"



"It's just a test, right?"



"This isn't a test! What are you gonna do about it?!"



Before she could keep protesting, I pinned her down and stripped off her blouse. Underneath was pink lingerie, which I quickly peeled away too.



Linzi's twin peaks came into view, topped with cherry-pink nipples. They gleamed white in the dappled sunlight. As I stared, transfixed, she covered her chest with her palms.



That only made it more alluring, so I placed my hand over hers and kneaded them together.



"Ahh, Mash, it's embarrassing! Someone might see!"



"That's what makes it exciting."



As I said it, I leaned in to seal her lips again. Linzi's eyes darted around uncertainly until they settled on Airi.



"Mash... Airi's watching. It's embarrassing."



I glanced at Airi, who was frozen, staring at us without a twitch. Then she swallowed hard.



If Linzi's words made Airi pull away and cool off, this whole thing would fall apart. So I reached for Airi's skirt. Her body tensed, but she didn't resist like Linzi had.



After stripping off her skirt, I moved in for a kiss.



As I drew near, Airi closed her eyes. Her lips felt a bit fuller than Linzi's. When my tongue tip brushed them, she offered hers in return. We prodded each other, then tangled our tongues with saliva flowing freely.



"Mmph, mmm..."



Airi let out a soft exhale.





They weren't exactly household names, but I knew they shone under the spotlight as idols.



In our original world, they were stars so far out of reach, no matter how I stretched. Yet here they were, both in my arms. As I pulled back from the kiss, Airi gazed up at me with a blissful, melted expression.



I took off her top. Unlike Linzi's pink, her underwear was yellow. Since she wasn't resisting, I removed that too.



Airi's skin was softer and a touch fuller than Linzi's, pure white. At the base of her thighs, pubic hair concealed her mound, but it didn't fully cover the slit, which still held a hint of innocence. I started to trace my finger along that line but stopped.



There were no people around. A quiet grassy plain, green like turf, bathed in sunlight, with a dry wind brushing over it.



In the center stood a lone tree. Beneath it lay two naked beauties. It was a world that felt utterly unreal.



I stroked Airi's cheek.



"Can you wait a bit?"



At my words, she nodded faintly.



"Linzi likes you, Mash, so be gentle with her."



"Hey! That's not—!"



Airi's words prompted Linzi's indignant retort. I pulled away from Airi and advanced on Linzi.



She crawled backward bit by bit until she reached the edge of the mat and stopped. She was down to her panties. And her clothes were all in my storage. Nowhere to run.



I hooked my fingers in her underwear and dragged it down. Her small rear came into view, and between her thighs, the slit peeked out.



"Mash, you're really just testing, right? You get that!"



I nodded deeply at her words. I knew if I let this moment slip, I'd never get another chance to bare myself to her like this.



"Linzi, back in our world, you never would have given me the time of day. But now you're naked in front of me. This might be my one shot in a lifetime..."



"Hey, you've got Famu, Mizuki, the other Levante members, and Hyakka too! They're all cute enough—shouldn't that be plenty?"



As she spoke, I started undressing. Linzi had been about to continue, but she stared at my body and caught her breath.



"You're surprisingly toned..."



"I've been training since coming to this world."



I ran my hand over my chest, feeling her gaze. My arms and pecs did seem a little thicker now.



"That's the first time anyone's complimented me."



As I dropped my pants, she blushed and looked away.



"I'd like a compliment down there too."



"Idiot!"



Since she wouldn't face me, I moved my hips closer to her face, grabbed her cheeks, and forced her gaze toward my erection. Then I pressed the tip against her lips.



"Suck it."



She looked up at me with teary eyes, her gaze darting frantically to my member, stirring a sadistic urge in me. My cock hardened further. But she just looked confused, not knowing what to do. I was about to give up and save the blowjob for after claiming her when a hand reached out from the side.



It was Airi's. Her hand wrapped around my shaft like an embrace and slowly stroked up and down.



Then she leaned in, extended her tongue, and licked the head.



After lapping at the slit a few times and cleaning off the precum, she took me into her mouth. The globby sensation enveloped the tip.



She rubbed the shaft gently while licking the head like an ice cream cone. Her movements were clumsy and teasing, making me want to thrust deeper. Unable to hold back, I bucked my hips, but she pulled her mouth away.



She glanced at Linzi, who was watching intently, and turned my cock toward her like a microphone.



Linzi stared at it for a moment, then squeezed her eyes shut and tentatively touched the tip with her tongue.



The warm sensation pressed against me, sliding from base to tip. The pleasure tingled up my spine, leaving a numbing buzz in my brain.



Now Linzi and Airi were both licking me. The waves of pleasure lapped at me, spreading through my whole body.



I reached for their breasts, kneading them, pinching the buds at the tips and rolling them between my fingers.



"Ah, ahn!"



Whose voice was it? Or both? Sweet moans and hot breaths blew over my penis.



The dual attention built the pleasure, but it frustratingly wouldn't tip over into release.



I couldn't take it—I pushed Linzi down and wedged myself between her legs.





She yelped in surprise and tried to cover herself, but I pinned her hands quickly. My other hand slid toward her sex.



"Mash..."



As I heard her voice, I slowly traced from her rear entrance up the slit, pressing on her clit.



"Ah!"



Her body jerked. I stroked her lower belly to steady her, then trailed my fingers back to her folds, pausing at the entrance. I parted the tightly closed seam with my fingertips.



"Eek!"



Linzi let out a small cry and reached to cover up, but of course, I held her hand down.



"It tickles! And it's too bright!"



Tears welled in her eyes as she protested.



"Mind if I take a commemorative shot?"



"Commemora... what?"



Her confused tone made me pull out my smartphone and snap a photo. The shutter sound snapped her back to reality, and she screamed.



"Hey, if you yell like that, someone might come running."



At my warning, Linzi clamped her mouth shut, let out a huge sigh, and went limp.



"I don't even know anymore. Do whatever. Just don't show anyone."



I nodded and placed my hand on her thigh, savoring the smooth feel. As I moved to part her folds again, I noticed a small mole on her outer labia. I brushed my lips over it.



This was a secret of hers that only I knew now.



"Mmm... Mash..."



Linzi writhed with a moan. I thought she was pushing my head away in shame, but it felt like she was guiding me toward her center.



"Linzi... impatient, are we?"



"Don't ask. It's your fault—I don't even know myself anymore."



I pressed on the mole and spread her red petals, releasing her unique scent. The entrance glistened faintly with moisture. Tension was winning out; she wasn't wet enough yet.



Suppressing the urge to devour her, I licked her clit and began a slow caress.



"Kyaa!"



She nearly cried out again but covered her own mouth.



When I pressed my tongue tip harder, she tried to clamp her legs, but with me between them, she couldn't. Her hips trembled in small shudders. She squeezed her thighs inward, gripping my body.



"Ah... kuh!"



A coquettish cry escaped, and in the next instant, her body went slack as if all tension fled. I kept tonguing her clit. Her grip tightened again.



"Mash, enough... that's enough already!"



She desperately shoved at my face. I held her thighs firm and sucked on her clit.



"Ah, aaah!"



Linzi's eyes flew wide, her back arching. She breathed raggedly and collapsed, spent. Her sex was now slick with my saliva and the juices leaking from her depths.



I gripped my throbbing erection, positioned myself on my knees, and pressed forward between her legs. I aligned the head with her entrance.



"Linzi."



I called her name, and she looked up at me, steadying her breath. Fear and anxiety swirled in her eyes.



"Mash, promise—just the tip."



"Of course."



I eased the head in slowly. It was enveloped in slippery mucus and soft, warm folds. As I tried to push further, her inner walls clenched tightly, resisting.



"Ugh."



Linzi grimaced. She gripped my arms hard.



"M-Mash, it hurts so much... it's not all in already, is it...?"



"It's fine. Just the head, like I promised."



"Really?"



She eyed me suspiciously through tears.



To silence her, I covered her mouth with mine. Her resistance to the kiss seemed gone; she sucked back eagerly. I slipped my tongue in, flooding her with saliva. Her eyes widened for a second, but then her hands moved from my arms to my neck, pulling me in.



I sank my hips, aiming deeper, sliding my penis in. But the pressure inside was intense, still blocking further entry. It pulsed desperately, trying to expel the intruder. While sucking her lips, I trailed a hand to her breast and pinched her nipple a bit harder.



"Mmmph!"



As her body twitched, the clench eased for a moment. I thrust deeper, feeling a pop as the membrane gave way. With the slickness of her fluids, the head plunged all the way in.



"Auuuugh!"



The full shaft was wrapped in soft folds, squeezed tight. At the same time, Linzi clung to me fiercely.



"D-Did you... put it all in?"



"Just the head."



"Liar, liar, liar—it's all in! That's awful. Why? Mmm!"



Her face mixed shame, shock, confusion, and tears of deflowering at the corners of her eyes. Every emotion played across her features.



"Did you really think I'd stop at just the tip?"



At my words, Linzi averted her gaze slightly.



"I... didn't think so, but..."



"Right? If I let this chance go, I might never get to sleep with you."



"Then at least say you like me, or love me—confess your feelings for me, not just your lust!"



What a nag. I pulled back lightly, then drove deeper toward her core.



"Uguh! Hey! It still hurts—wait a sec!"



She stiffened and winced. I slid my hand to her chest and began caressing.



"Mash..."



She stared at me, tears welling and wetting her eyes. I wanted to see more of those tears, to pound her until her face twisted in agony—a sadistic impulse—but I held back and waited for her words.



"You wanted me as your girlfriend, so you went all the way, right?"



"Yeah."



I nodded.



"From now on..." Linzi started, then hesitated, stopping. "Even if we go back to the original world?"



Her rephrased question made me pause my kneading of her breast.



"I'm not planning to go back."



"Even if Mizuki wants to?"



I couldn't answer that.



"If you're here, Mash, maybe I'll stay in this world forever?"



Linzi's lips curved faintly as she glanced at Airi. Airi had been watching us raptly but snapped to attention, tucking her chin.



"No way! We're idols together—we're a duo!"



"It's too late... it's already in..."



"This is—"



As Airi started to protest to Linzi, Linzi rocked her hips. She took me deeper, pressing our junction tight to swallow more.



Linzi clung to me and gave a light kiss.



"Mash, it feels so good right now. Mmm, Mash, all the way..."



In response to her words, I pulled out and thrust in deep.



"Ahhn!"



Linzi's adorable cry melted my brain. I lost myself in the rhythm, pounding away.



As I withdrew, her arousal—stirred by the head—trickled down her rear and onto the mat. On the thrust, soft walls embraced me, squeezing as if reluctant to let go. Slick with her juices, the folds clung to my shaft, tempting me toward release.



"Ahn, ahn, Mash, it feels so good... our connection is melting, blending together... mmm, aaah!"



Just as she said, with every pounding thrust, the boundary of our bodies faded, merging me with her flesh. I just wanted to come. To spill everything inside her.



Driven by brain-melting excitement, I pistoned frantically.



"Ahn, ahn, aaah, Mash, I'm... ahn!"



Linzi's eyes widened in ecstasy, staring blankly at the sky. Her mouth gaped, drool spilling and mixing with tears that trailed down her cheeks, soaking her hair.



I latched onto her lolling tongue, entwined mine with it, and fed her my saliva.



"Linzi, I'm coming inside."



The words didn't seem to reach her. She just lifted her hips, positioning to take me deepest.





"Au, aaah!"



She kept moaning incoherently. I gripped her waist and slammed in, unleashing the pent-up tension deep in her.



"Aaaaaah────!"





At the moment of climax, Linzi arched her back with an especially loud cry.



My cock pulsed repeatedly, flooding her with semen. Linzi's walls spasmed, milking it all in.





Finally, I sucked her limp lips and slowly withdrew my softening penis.



Linzi's face was slick with sweat, tears, and our mingled saliva. From her sex, a mix of arousal and semen dripped down, tracing toward her rosebud-like anus, tinged pink with deflowering blood.



I turned my gaze to Airi. There lay a pristine body untouched by any hands.



As I reached for her shoulder, my member twitched faintly, stirring back to life.



    Chapter 268

    Rinko and Airi’s Grand Strategy (Part 2) (Airi☆)

    Airi said nothing, just staring intently at my thing. Her throat bobbed.



"I'll do to you what I did to Rinko."



"I really only need the tip."



"Of course, just the tip."



At my words, Airi readjusted her position, kneeling properly. She closed her eyes, lifted her chin slightly, and pursed her lips. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pressed my lips to hers in a light peck. That melting softness made me want to savor it more, so I pushed harder, then slipped my tongue into her mouth.



"Mmmph."



For a moment, Airi's eyes flew wide open. I ignored it and sought out her tongue, entwining with it. Touching her soft, warm tongue made her body jolt, and then she timidly responded, her tongue tip curling against mine.



"Mmm, mm."



Sweet sounds escaped her along with hot breaths. I could feel my desire building, so I tried to push her down while still kissing, but she pressed a hand to my chest and pushed back. Our lips parted with a string of saliva.



Airi gazed at me with heated eyes, then quietly looked away.



"If I refuse what Mash is about to do, will you change how you treat me?"



"Are you planning to refuse? If so, yeah, I will!"



Airi turned her gaze back, peering into my eyes as if trying to gauge my true intentions. Such big eyes. Staring back made me feel like I could get lost in them. Airi lifted the corner of her mouth slightly.



"Liar."



"I'm not lying! Let's start over. If you get locked in a cell and branded with a Slave Mark, I'll abandon you and leave. But it'd be a waste for Yuuki's thing to go to you, so I'll give it a little test first."



Rinko, who had been lying there basking in the afterglow of sex, sat up.



"Why drag me into this too? Airi's enough, isn't she? After all this..."



She trailed her fingertips along her own folds, scooping up the mix of semen and her juices on them, and thrust them toward me.



"You can't take it back now, so take responsibility! If you get bored or try to dump me, I won't forgive you! And say you like me properly!"



"Rinko..."



As I started to respond, she spread her arms and cut me off.



"If you say it now, I'll get mad."



She shot me a challenging look.



"Fine, then you're my girlfriend, got it? I won't forgive you if you mention some other guy!"



When I pressed her, her eyes widened, she blinked once. Then in a small voice, "Old guys or whatever... but..."



She furrowed her brows as if troubled and fell silent. I heard every word, and it stung, but this wasn't the time to deal with Rinko. Both she and Airi could have any man they wanted with their looks. Yet here they were, showing reluctance verbally but clearly fond of me. I couldn't let this chance slip away. And the number of times I could ejaculate was limited. I turned my eyes back to Airi.



"I don't want to be with Rinko like that. I won't say make me your only one like in the old world. I might not be able to travel with you, so I won't ask to be treated like Mizuki or the Levante members. But look at me more than Rinko. Value me more than her. Prioritize me. If something happens, protect me over her."



Airi leaned in close. Her skin was smooth and firm. I gently touched her cheek.



"...I did that with Rinko, but with you, it's just the tip, okay?"



"Yeah, a test. So teach me."



"Teach you what?"



"Even if you say you'll stay in this world, I'll go back to the original one. If you don't come with me, I'll forget you and find a cooler guy my age."



Airi's body trembled faintly.



"When we first came here, I thought it was fine like this. Even back home, I couldn't do idol work alone anymore. I thought being here meant I wouldn't be alone. But I was wrong. The nights were deep and dark. Real darkness. Even with Rinko next to me, I felt alone. I wondered if there was no one else and got lonely. I wanted to go back... it hurt."



"Airi..."



It was exactly what I'd felt too. Arriving here, separating from Mizuki, realizing I was alone. Back home, there were always sounds of other lives around me. I'd ignored them, turned my back. Here, the night's darkness cut everything off, dragging me into loneliness. Maybe it was just a matter of light. But I couldn't help seeking someone.



"I wish I'd been born a boy. Then I could've done what you did—captured Rinko, lived however I wanted."



As she murmured, she bowed her head.



"You might be like me, Airi..."



"That's the worst. Gross."



"Yeah, right."



I moved the hand on her cheek to her chin and lifted it. Her eyes stayed averted. As I leaned in to kiss her, she turned away once, then faced me with resolve, closing her eyes.



"Mash, when you saved me, I hated it at first. But I'm glad it was you. If it'd been anyone else... I think I like you, Mash."



"Think?"



"It's a test today."



Airi nodded faintly. She wrapped her arms around my neck, pulled me in, and kissed me.



I responded to the kiss, embracing her back and easing her down. As I felt the soft swell of her breasts, I hugged her tight. Rinko had that sleek, lean feel without excess fat, but Airi had a subtle softness that yielded lightly under my fingers. She was a bit sweaty from nerves, reflecting the dappled sunlight and making her skin glow. I broke the kiss, licking from her chin down her neck, savoring the smooth texture, then trailing to her underarm. Her sweat-damp skin was cool and salty.



"Ahh... embarrassing..."



Airi parted her lips slightly, letting out a moan, and writhed. I ran my hands along her curves, from breasts to belly to hips.



"Mmm... ahh..."



Ticklish, maybe—she squirmed as if trying to escape my hands and tongue, like a fish swimming underwater. I slid a hand to her breast and kneaded it. It fit perfectly in my palm; squeezing made it deform softly, but it sprang back with resilient bounce. Enjoying that feel, I kept going until Airi grimaced slightly.



"Hnngh, Mash... gentler, please."



I'd been too rough. Sorry, I released it. Then I latched onto the pink bud at the tip. Airi's body twitched.



"Ah!"



I pecked it with my lips, then rolled it under my tongue. The soft tip quickly hardened and stood erect. I sucked on it. No milk, of course, but watching Airi close her eyes tight, moaning plaintively as she endured the pleasure, sent my arousal soaring. I parted her legs and brushed through her pubic hair to touch her secret place.



"Nnngh!"



She let out a particularly loud cry. I toyed with the folds peeking from her slit, then sat up to get a better view of her privates. Sparse hair. Below her mound, the tip of her hooded inner lips was visible. I spread them, peeling back the skin to reveal the plump, engorged clit. I pulled out my phone and snapped commemorative photos, just like with Rinko. She twisted away in resistance, but when I kept shooting, she gave up and just stared at me. For good measure, I spread her vaginal entrance too, for before-and-after comparison. That's when thick love juices overflowed from her, trickling down to her anus. I scooped it up with my fingers and smeared it around her back hole, rubbing firmly.



"M-Mash, n-not there!"



She reached back in a panic to brush me off, but I beat her to it, thrusting two fingers into her anus. Slick from the juices, they sank in to the hilt.



"Hauu!"



It clamped tight on my fingers. I stirred inside, spreading it, the slippery feel transmitting through. Then I rubbed her exposed clit with my thumb.



"Hnngh, Mash, wrong... not there, stooop!"



Airi wailed, tears in her eyes, moaning desperately.



"I've gotta prep the back entrance too."



"That's different, and just the tip, remember!"



"No membrane there, so the whole thing's fine, right?"



As I said it, I pumped lightly, making her arch her back. Great reaction. Wonder if the front does the same. I couldn't wait to slide into her vagina. My desire just kept building.



"I'm gonna leak!"



"Leak what?"



I feigned ignorance and kept caressing.



"B-Both! Please, not today!"



I wanted to see her lose control like that. "Not today"



implied maybe another day. But I kept tormenting her anus.



"Ah, no, nooo, aaaah!"



Her body started convulsing. Then with a spurt from the front, something like tide squirted out. Airi grabbed my wrist.



"Mmmph, Mash, no more... really, it's just a test today!"



Tearfully pleading, so I reluctantly stopped. With some relief, Airi opened her eyes wide and stared at me. Her lips trembled.



"W-Why'd you stop?"



"You told me to, didn't you?"



"If you wanted, we could've gone all the way..."



"Did it feel good?"



Airi nodded.



"It was unbelievably embarrassing, but my mind went blank a few times."



"My fingers are still in there—wanna keep going?"



"I didn't expect this. I'm seriously about to leak from both, and I'm scared you'll hate me if you see. Are you okay with it?"



Her question put me in a tough spot. Same as with Mizuki—want to see, don't want to. There's anal cleaner. That'd fix the back. I was tempted, but my erect penis throbbed, desperate to enter her vagina now.



"Do you masturbate anally, Airi?"



She shook her head at my question.



"I just rub my thighs together. Since coming here, I'm always with Rinko—no chance. She sometimes curls up under the blanket and makes noises."



Airi confessed plainly. Rinko, hit by that bombshell, flushed red and yelled.



"Even if you don't become my girlfriend, I'll take this hole someday."



"Now you say that... ah!"



Before Airi could finish, I pulled my fingers out. I moved behind her and made her kneel, forearms and head on the mat, ass up. Grabbing her cheeks, I spread them—the anus I'd just ravaged gaped open, inviting me from within, then clenched shut. Love juices dripped from her vagina, now wetting her clit, trickling toward her navel. Admiring the sight, I pressed my glans to her entrance. Smoother than with Rinko, it slipped in with a wet feel, the head getting sucked inside.



"Can I go a bit deeper?"



She shook her head. I couldn't see her face on the mat, but the line from her nape to her ass was beautiful—womanly curves and firmness. She wriggled impatiently, her sun-dappled skin dazzling. I gripped her raised ass firmly, etching the scene into my eyes as I pushed the glans further in. The tightness increased. Feeling it, I advanced deeper until I hit what seemed like an impossible barrier. But slick with juices, a firm push would slide it all the way.



"Mmm... Mash, around here..."



Was it pain? She wiggled her hips.



"No, a little more..."



With that, I thrust my hips forward. My penis slipped in like it was being swallowed whole.



"Ngh..."



Her hands clenched on the mat. Her anus tightened, body stiffening.



"Does it hurt?"



She shook her head faintly.



"It hurts a bit, but it feels good... It's a test, so do what you like, Mash."



"Sorry, but it's all in. Did you think I'd settle for just the tip with a beauty like you?"



"But it's a test."



"Then I'll make you mine for sure."



I pulled back until the glans nearly slipped out, then slammed in to the root.



"Auu!"



Airi arched her back with a cry. Taking that as the signal, I rammed my hips against her ass repeatedly. Her moans mixed with the sharp slaps of skin on skin. Each time, her soft cheeks jiggled and reshaped. Her anus winked open and closed. I shifted my grip, pulling the hole wider with my fingers.



"Wait..."



Airi reached back in panic. I caught her hand, arching her like a bow, and pounded harder.



"Ah, ahn, ahn, ahn, ahn—"



Each thrust drew sweet, needy cries from her, rising with my own excitement.



"Airi... I'm gonna come."



"Y-Yeah, Mash..."



I pulled her close, bodies flush. Twisting into her hot, clinging depths, I held back until the last moment, then unleashed hot white fluid inside her.



"Mmm, aaaaaah!"



Airi cried out, head thrown back. I kept my penis pressed in, holding her arms until the pulsing stopped.



Spent, Airi collapsed. I caught her, pulling her into my embrace. Then I claimed her lips, devouring her body.



"Mash..."



Even after the kiss, she pouted, gazing at me with longing eyes.



"So, which one do you choose?"



"I never planned to pick just one. I'll have you both."



"That's cheating."



Airi reproached me, but her sigh-tinged tone seemed laced with resignation.



"Too late now. Short break, then all three together!"



I reached for Rinko too.



"N-No way. It still stings down there a bit!"



Rinko cried.



    Chapter 269

    The End of a Journey, and the Beginning of a New One (Part 1)

    Ten days have passed since the end of Miglutt's civil war. We're staying at the Leafkraut family estate.

I sat in a chair, looking up at the hole in the ceiling created by Komachi's special skill. A patch of blue sky was visible through the large opening. Perhaps it was due to the original owner's taste, but the mansion had been rather gloomy, so this much natural light might actually be an improvement. As usual, there was no sign of rain. I wondered if the winds from the west just didn't carry rain clouds this far.

With that thought, I turned my gaze to the interior. The stone architecture was surprisingly sturdy. The scorched furniture had already been removed, leaving soot marks on the walls, but there was no danger of collapse. Seeing the mansion engulfed in flames in the darkness, I had thought we'd dealt a sufficient blow, but I now knew that was naive. The same was true for the Air-Ally estate.

I want to get this mansion repaired quickly, but the number of craftsmen is limited, and repairs to the Four Regent Families' estates and public buildings are being prioritized. Still, I hope they can get it fixed by winter. Famu sat down next to me, dangling her feet and kicking them back and forth. The tea on the table had long since gone cold, and she hadn't touched it.

"There's no point in you getting worked up about it."

"Hmph, you wouldn't understand, Master, since you don't have any friends!" Famu declared, standing up and running to the window. She opened it and leaned out, peering down at the alley below.

"Don't jump just because Sameim is here."

"I won't! Don't compare me to you, Master!" Her words had a thorny edge. Annoyed, I stood up and crept up behind her, intending to give her a little push to scare her. Just then, her drooping ears flattened.

"She's here!" she cried, pulling away from the window and pattering out of the room. From the now-empty window, I peeked out just as Famu had. I could see a dog-eared girl being led by soldiers, followed by an elf woman, and finally, a girl with her hood pulled down low.

Having lost our home to the fires, we of Levante were given this estate, the former home of the Leafkraut Family, as our new residence. The Leafkraut Family was found guilty of treason in the civil war, and their line was terminated. However, both the family head, Zeno, and his uncle, Clovis, were already dead.

As a reward for my contributions in suppressing the rebellion, I was to receive this mansion and the Leafkraut family's domain. It was a nuisance, but it was better than inheriting the Air-Ally estate, which was also slated for dissolution due to its crimes. The Air-Ally Family was one of the Four Regent Families that governed this city and also served as the diplomatic channel with the Empire. I wouldn't know what to do with such a heavy responsibility.

 The greatest damage was suffered by the dwarven Sky-Lot Family. The head, Katarzyna, was killed, and in what was almost a surprise attack on the Air-Ally estate, many of their clan members fell in battle. Thinking back, leaving Petra in the city of Richel was a stroke of luck. In the end, her dream of working in Aidan's workshop was unlikely to come true, but because she was away, the Sky-Lot bloodline survived. She would probably be returning to Miglutt with one of the Mateo Trading Company's caravans. I had been planning to have Katarzyna introduce me to the dwarven prophet (Linker), but now I would have to wait for Petra's return. However, I intended to set out for the Demon Kingdom without waiting for her. A city I thought was peaceful had erupted into war. There's no telling when another unforeseen event might occur. I absolutely had to break Famu's curse.

 The human prophet, Kalpana's grandmother; the elven prophet, Clovis; and the dwarven prophet. Come to think of it, there was a strange triangle there as well. The stone tablet from the Ark, the Staff of Dominion, the Jar of Holy Oil. And the special skills of the three sacred treasures.

 I watched intently as the guards opened the mansion doors and the group from before entered. My thoughts returned to the Leafkraut Family. Since the Leafkraut Family is under the control of the fellow elven Star Union Family, I can receive support from Augustus or Marina if it comes to it. I planned to leave all political matters to them. However, the Leafkraut Family still has retainers who served Zeno. Considering their feelings, direct rule by the Star Union Family would be difficult, and someone needs to act as a bridge. The fact that I was the one who personally struck down two members of the Leafkraut Family is problematic, I think, but for them, the long-standing rivalry between the two houses was a heavier burden. We don't have enough spare manpower to purge them and build a new system. And we can't leave them destitute and risk planting the seeds of another rebellion. Inevitably, the system will remain the same, with me simply replacing the top position.

 I decided to entrust the management of the mansion to them and aim to be nothing more than a figurehead. We have to set out for the Demon Kingdom soon. That said, we were enemies. It was terrifying to think about the feelings of those who still served in this house. I tried to act cheerful and friendly to win them over, but Famu and the others were highly critical. Marmi scolded me, saying, "You must act with a clear distinction of status and never adopt a fawning attitude." That was what I was worst at. This house was an uncomfortable place for me to live. However, it didn't seem to be the case for Famu and the others. Hyakka, Rinko, and the others had taken over several rooms as if it were their own home, setting up camp. I wished I had their thick skin.

 Following Famu out of the room, I was greeted with a deep bow from the elven steward. He was an old man with short-cropped black hair and deep wrinkles. Elves are said to not show physical signs of aging until they are very old, but he seemed to be an exception.

"Where's Famu?" I knew where she was going, but it felt awkward to just walk past him without a word.

"Lady Famu has already run down to the lower floor." It was the answer I expected. I nodded and started down the stairs, and he followed, walking alongside me.

"I was about to inform you that a messenger from Lady Maryanne has arrived, but you were already aware?"

"I just happened to be looking out the window a moment ago." In the entrance hall, besides Famu, I could see Mizuki, Marmi, and also Hyakka and Rinko's group. Myra wasn't there; she was likely at the church.

It was Trusar, captain of the One-Land family's Royal Guard, who brought Sameim, Irisarie, and Shirasu. As Famu ran to Sameim, Shirasu, with her hood pulled low, ran towards me and hugged me, butting her head into my stomach.

"Mackun!"

"Uff!" A small sound escaped me along with the pain. I gently pulled her off, removed her hood, and looked at her face. Her innocent, tilted head was unmistakably that of my niece.

"My name is Mash. Shirasu..." I don't know if she was listening, but Shirasu hugged me again. She looked just like Reeni, but her special skill only kept her from aging physically; mentally, she should have grown older. However, her actions made it seem as though nothing had changed. I rolled up her sleeve and traced the Slave Mark on her arm with my finger. The texture of the marked skin and the unmarked skin was the same, a soft, squishy feeling.

"I cannot approve the removal of that Slave Mark," Trusar stated, as if to remind me.

"What if I said I'd trade this mansion and territory for it?"

"Are you a fool?" *You keep dumping all your unwanted junk on me,* I thought. As I tried to peel Shirasu off, I noticed Trusar was still staring at me.

"What is it?"

"Look, don't talk so casually about giving away territory, alright?" Trusar shot a sideways glance at the steward.

"If you remove their Slave Marks, I'll keep my mouth shut for now, okay?"

"They are Sir Mash's slaves. As long as you don't give them orders, they're no different from free people, are they?" That's what Trusar said, but the Slave Mark on her was effectively the same as a criminal's brand. That might be how the townspeople saw it, but it didn't sit well with me at all. As I was thinking this, gazing absently at Shirasu, I realized Irisarie was standing in front of me. She looked at me with a faint smile. It might have just been a normal smile, but her smile always had a shadow to it, making it feel like she was part of some conspiracy.

"I'm planning to leave Miglutt. After going to Famu's village, I'm heading to the Demon Kingdom."

"Even if you don't go, won't they come to you?" Trusar's eyes widened at Irisarie's words.

"It's true, isn't it? The Demon Kingdom has ambitions of territorial expansion. A civil war of this scale erupted here without them doing anything. Isn't this the perfect opportunity to send troops to Miglutt? In fact, they may have already sent their army this way." As everyone froze in silence, I sighed and grabbed her shoulders.

"Irisarie, there's something I've been meaning to tell you."

"What is it?"

"You're scary! Stop making predictions with that creepy smile on your face! When you say things like that, you're supposed to look worried, with a sorrowful gaze."

"Is that an order?"

"No. It's a request."

"Are you telling me to become the kind of woman Mash likes?" Famu twitched and glanced my way.

"You don't have to, but... also, I want you to manage the Leafkraut territory with this steward."

"Is that an order?" Her expression hadn't changed. A faint smile was plastered on her composed face. Getting a little annoyed, I pinched her cheek.

"Mmph."

"This is also a request." She stared at me, her expression still pinched. If I let go now, her face would probably go back to normal.

"Will you do it?" She gave a small nod. I then looked at the steward to confirm his willingness. He nodded silently. Relieved, I let go of her cheek.

"I'm against it!" Hyakka declared to me.

"We're against it too!" Rinko shouted, echoing Hyakka. Beside her, Airi tugged at Rinko's sleeve.

"I don't really mind..."

"What?! Sameim and Shirasu were members of the Messiah! And he just let the demon woman and the adventurer man get away. In the end, this guy is trying to forgive everyone except Clovis, isn't he?"

"But can you really pick a fight with someone who's already at your mercy?"

"That's..." Rinko faltered.

"Besides, Mash was the one who mediated for our party..."

"Mediated?! We weren't fighting!"

"That's true, but..." Airi trailed off and glanced at Hyakka. Hyakka, in turn, furrowed her brow and looked down at the floor.

"If Mash says he's forgiving these three, then he can do as he pleases. But Yuki is different. If you're going to forgive him too, then, Mash..." Hyakka glanced at Mizuki.

"Mizuki. I'm breaking off with you two. I'll go my own way." At her words, Mizuki started to say something, then hesitated and stopped. Then, as if she'd made up her mind, she shot me a sharp look.

"I know that Senpai did something wrong. But if Senpai wants to atone for his sins, then I'll help him. If Hyakka gets in the way, then I'll break things off too."

I wanted to ask what this 'breaking things off' was all about, but I held my tongue. Their opinions were at a complete impasse. Yet, they both glared at me, waiting for my answer.

"Yuki's fate is up to the people of Miglutt. He did lead the attacks on the guild and the Crystal Palace in this rebellion, after all."

"But just like with Sameim and the others, if you give your opinion, things will ultimately go that way, won't they?" Rinko looked at me with reproachful eyes.

"I'll leave the city's affairs to the city. I've always done that. That's my policy." I kept quiet about the fact that I just lacked the courage and resolve to judge people.

"Then what about these three?!"

"I worked hard for this city too! I deserve a little reward, don't I?!"

"Hah, we got taken out at the start, so we can't complain, but what about the reward for Hyakka and the others who fought with you? Hyakka's wish is for the heads of those three, isn't it?!"

"N-No, I didn't go that far..." Hyakka replied, her face twitching.

"I fought with Mash too. I have a pretty good idea of what the Messiah was about now, and I know that Sameim and Shirasu weren't fighting because they wanted to. Sameim was just looking for a chance to get revenge for her ravaged village, and Shirasu was just being forced... I don't know about that elf, though!" Hyakka was trying to forgive in her own way. I was pleased and placed a hand on her head.

"You've grown, Hyakka. As a reward, I'll give you this Leafkraut mansion and the right to rule it."

"I don't want it!" She slapped my hand away. I thought about how she planned to live in this mansion and eat for free without doing anything, and we glared at each other. Trusar and the steward were also looking at me with cold eyes, so I raised my hands in surrender.



    Chapter 270

    The End of a Journey, and the Beginning of a New One (Part 2)

    "So, we're going to the village where Famu used to live next, right?" Mizuki asked, as if to reset the conversation.

"That's right. From the beginning, the purpose of this journey has been to break Famu's curse."

"I thought our purpose was to defeat the Demon Lord...?" Mizuki tilted her head feignedly. There's no way to defeat a Demon Lord whose existence isn't even certain, and there's always the off chance... No, breaking Famu's curse comes first. It was Laciel's wish, but now it feels like it doesn't even matter that much anymore.

"What about using Hyakka's special skill to return to our original world?" Mizuki continued her questions. Her eyes seemed to waver. It looked like a mix of hope and anxiety. Just as I thought that, she quickly averted her gaze.

"Do you want to go back right now?"

"That's... more than what I think, I want to know what you think, Mash. Even after a battle like this, do you still want to stay in this world?" I remember when we first came to this world. I was hesitant, and she was the more aggressive one. Now it seems our roles have reversed.

"I explained it to Rinko and the others, but I don't know if it will actually work. I want to save it as a last resort. Besides, Clovis and his group suggested the possibility of returning to our original world by activating the Ark. Our time is limited, but if there's a foolproof method, I want to use it." I glanced at Shirasu, who was holding my hand. She has four years left to live in this world. And there's a chance other acquaintances of ours have come to this world as well.

"That's not what I want to know. I want to know if you want to go back, Mash!" Her brow furrowed. Yuki had said he would rule both worlds. I have no such ambition, but being able to travel freely between them would be ideal. However, I felt that once we arrived in the other world, it would be impossible to return to this one.

"Mizuki... I..."

"Wait, actually, I don't want to hear it right now!" Mizuki hastily held up a hand to stop me.

"We're heading to Famu's village, but what about everyone else?"

"Famu's village seems difficult to enter by carriage, and it's also hard to pass through to the Demon Kingdom side. So, Kalpana and the others will take a different route to the Demon Kingdom." I checked the date on my phone. It was September 16th. Three months had passed since Mizuki and I were transported to this world. I wanted to visit Famu's village and cross over to the Demon Kingdom side before winter set in.

"We'll go with Kalpana and her group," Hyakka added to my words.

"We haven't decided yet, but maybe we'll stay in Miglutt..." Rinko and Airi said, exchanging glances.

"Shizuka and the others said they're staying too, so it would be a help if you stayed with them. Once word of the disturbance in Miglutt spreads, there's a chance that transmigrators who hear about it will gather here. Some might even try to carry out the orders given by the Fifty Gods."

"Seriously...? Tora-kun is fine, but Shizuka is a bit hard to deal with..." Rinko's smile was strained as she stroked her cheek. I was about to say that taking Shizuka on the journey was even more impossible, but I swallowed my words.

"So, I heard about Irisarie, but what about the other two?" Rinko's gaze shifted to Shirasu and then Sameim.

"I'm thinking of leaving Shirasu with Shizuka."

""""Are you sure that's okay?!"""" Besides Rinko, Mizuki, Airi, and even Hyakka's eyes went wide.

"I'd like to take her with us, but I don't want to force her to fight... I have nothing but anxiety about leaving her with Shizuka, but even that brat Reeni has taken a liking to her..." As I said that, Shirasu clung to my waist.

"I'll go where Macku... where Mash goes too. I don't mind fighting."

"No... but..." With her around, our defense against projectiles and magic would be impenetrable. She seems to have good synergy with Mizuki. However, the thought of making her do the same things as Yuki and his group depressed me. I don't want to see her huddled in a corner, holding her head in her hands after every battle.

"I plan on coming back. Why don't you wait for me at the magic academy, like Cecily and the others?" It seemed better for her emotional development to be in a dormitory than to be left with Shizuka. However, Marmi, hearing this, held up her hand in protest.

"...I don't know if she has an aptitude for magic. Besides, the magic academy starts in September, so Shirasu would have to wait until next year to enroll."

"Can't you ask Marina to do something about it?"

"...Mash, you misunderstand. Mother is not a jack-of-all-trades." She's the leading expert in magic. I figured relying on Marina would be the best course of action, but then Shirasu tugged on my sleeve.

"Mash, if it's too much trouble, you don't have to go that far. I'll wait."

"Don't be shy." I wrapped my arm around her side and tickled her.

"Gyahahaha! Stop it!" I caught Shirasu as she tried to get away from me and continued to tickle her under her arms.

"I'll definitely be back. If you wait patiently, I'll play with you again."

"Gahahaha! Stop it, Mackun! I get it, so stop!" Shirasu broke free from my arm and ran away. As I watched her go, I noticed everyone's cold stares were fixed on me.

"Mash... she's your niece, isn't she?" Rinko's gaze grew even colder.

"Wh-What's wrong with that?! I just tickled her! It's fine, isn't it?!"

"Well, I guess it's fine, but..." Listening to Rinko's sigh, I swore to myself that one day I would make that woman die of laughter.

"So, Master. About Sam...?" At Famu's question, I turned my gaze to Sameim. She was looking at me timidly, her chin tucked, but she quickly composed herself and looked away. I'll make this girl die of laughter one day, too.

"I..." She hesitated, stopping her words. Then, she looked down and fell silent. Perhaps taking pity on her, Trusar let out a small cough.

"We have taken down half of the Crimson Brigade. The rest are being pursued. We killed a man named Kaima, but it seems there is another man called the leader. He doesn't seem to have been involved in this battle..."

"And this man? Do you know where he is?" Trusar nodded at my question.

"His name is Jinma. He's a man of about thirty. His location is far to the south of the mountain range you are heading towards, Sir Mash. There's a renovated old castle there. It's their base." Even if it's the same mountain range, it's a chain of mountains stretching hundreds of kilometers from north to south.

"Is that the place you mentioned before?" Trusar nodded. He hadn't told me the exact location, but he had said it was on the border and that it was difficult to send troops there so as not to provoke the Demon Kingdom.

"We should have been more vigilant and not allowed such a stronghold to be built. It is our responsibility that we let the Crimson Brigade run rampant. We have done a terrible thing." Trusar bowed his head. Famu and Sameim simply stared at him in silence, without responding. I couldn't read their thoughts.

"If you're so remorseful, why don't you remove Sameim's Slave Mark?" Trusar quietly shook his head at my question.

"It's impossible right now. Although she was a slave, she took the lives of several adventurers as a member of the Messiah. It is better for her to be under your protection, Sir Mash."

"To return to the topic, we will advance our army to hunt down the remnants of the Crimson Brigade and take down their fortress," Trusar said in a quiet tone, as if making a vow.

"Is that Maryanne's will? She must be too busy with the reconstruction of Miglutt, right?" The city of Miglutt was built on a system of rule by the Four Regent Families, supported by a senate of citizens. This system collapsed significantly in the recent civil war. The influence of the One-Land Family increased among the Four Regent Families, and the senate also suffered many casualties in the attack. And Maryanne became the de facto ruler of the city. However, Seim, who had been acting as regent in Maryanne's place, is dead. Her influence has relatively increased, but the One-Land Family has also lost power.

"It is Lady Maryanne's command. By taking decisive action, she intends to show the surrounding cities how Miglutt will now conduct itself."

"Is that so..." Trusar placed a hand on my shoulder as I answered listlessly.

"If you are going to make such a face, I would like you to meet with Lady Maryanne."

"But I'll just be in the way if I go, won't I?"

"That is not the case. You are the only one who can be a source of support for Lady Maryanne's heart, Sir Mash."

"I-I understand. I'll go see her. Now, about Sameim." Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I changed the subject back to Sameim.

"Is it alright if I say something?" Sameim looked at me.

"Well, just saying it is fine. But you'd better not go with Trusar to defeat the Crimson Brigade. You're weak right now, just like Famu!"

"Hmph, I'm not weak anymore! I'm stronger than you, Master!" Famu immediately retorted.

"Being stronger than me is nothing to brag about, you know? There are fewer people weaker than me. There are plenty of people who are much stronger." I glanced at Mizuki, and she looked like she was about to say something but sighed instead.

"Stop talking nonsense. Right now, this is about Sameim, isn't it?" She said, then looked at Sameim.

"I... may I work in this mansion?"

"Eh?" She had such a troubled expression that I thought she was going to ask to come with us to her village. But she twisted her face and looked down. It looked like there were tears in her eyes, but I couldn't be sure. I instinctively glanced at Famu, but she too was staring at Sameim with a surprised expression.

"What is it? Are you angry at the people of this house who bought you? Do you want to give them orders?"

"No. Menial work is fine." Sameim shook her head. Seeing me and Famu's confusion, Trusar crouched down in front of Sameim and looked up at her.

"The One-Land Family has taken in several people from your village. How about living with them?" Was it affection for his own kind? His voice was gentle, belying his appearance. However, Sameim quietly shook her head.

"I can't right now. I can't face everyone..."

"Sam..." Famu whispered.

"I'm sorry. I complained to Famu a lot, but I, I..." A few teardrops stained the floor at Sameim's feet. No one could reach her heart; all we could do was watch as the stains grew. Only Famu, as if she had made up her mind, tightened her lips.

"Sam, it's already autumn. The harvest is tough, but we have to start preparing for winter. If we don't work hard, we won't be able to welcome a warm spring. That's right, when it gets warmer, let's go back to the village together." Sameim's head was still down. Her shoulders were trembling slightly. She gave a small, but firm, nod to Famu's words.



    Chapter 271

    A New Journey's Beginning and a New Companion

    Leaving Miglutt behind, we headed east, following a path that wound through fields of harvested wheat. The stalks, cut at their base, were still green, and pastured cows grazed on them. We were heading towards the fortress that guarded the aqueduct, the one I had visited with Marmi. We had traveled by horse then, but this time we were on foot. The different color of the wheat fields and the change in perspective made it feel like I was walking down a completely different road. Beyond the fortress, the land was undeveloped, the path narrowing into a mountain trail difficult for carriages. Famu's village was still a long way off.

"This isn't wheat," Famu said, pointing to the short-cut stalks.

"It's not? Isn't it the same as what was grown in the village we went to with Aidan?"

"That was wheat. This is oats." She picked up an ear that had fallen on the path, took a single grain, and placed it in her palm. The small grain was a rounded oval shape and a pale greenish-yellow.

"It's bigger than wheat. The husk is thicker too, right?" Famu asked, but I couldn't remember what wheat looked or felt like. Now that she mentioned it, the grain did seem large. According to her, autumn-sown crops like wheat were harvested in early summer, while the harvest for spring-sown crops was ending around now. Wheat was a prime example of an autumn-sown crop, and oats were a prime example of a spring-sown one, she explained.

"So, what's being harvested at this time of year is oats." She puffed out her chest, raised her index finger, and sniffed proudly.

"In our village, we ate it as porridge or bread, but in Miglutt, they must be using it as horse feed." Hearing her words, I glanced at Marmi. Her footsteps, unlike Famu's, were heavy. I and Famu were in the lead, with Mizuki and Myra behind us, and she was walking behind them.

"Is that right?"

"...What?" Marmi looked up. A single red dragonfly was dancing around her. It landed on the tip of her long ear. At that moment, her ear twitched, and the dragonfly flew up into the sky. The blue of the clear sky felt distant.

"You've been quiet for a while. Did something happen?" She usually had such good posture, but her center of gravity seemed low, and her shoulders were rounded.

"...The road is," Marmi began to mutter. Just then, Mizuki and Myra stopped, their lips tightening as they looked ahead. Famu had stopped walking too. A moment later, Marmi and I turned our heads in the same direction.

"A monster?"

"No, it looks like a person..." Myra answered my question. In the direction she was looking, a single tree stood. It was about three times my height. The branches at body level had been cleared away, creating a space to rest in the shade. Someone was standing there, hidden in the shadow of the trunk. As if sensing our awareness, the person slowly moved away from the tree trunk and revealed themselves. They were wrapped in a long robe and held a staff taller than they were. Two distinctive horns grew from their head. However, the contrast between the sun and shade made it impossible to see their face clearly. The figure continued to walk at a leisurely pace away from the tree and towards the center of the road, turning to face us. Sunlight poured down on her. It was a woman about the same age as Myra. Red eyes. Wavy red hair that reached below her shoulders. From above her ears, silver horns grew upwards. Her soft smile showed no signs of hostility. However, in stark contrast, the gazes of the Levante members were sharp and filled with killing intent.

"You're..." I stared at her for a while, but her name wouldn't come to mind. I lightly nudged Mizuki with my elbow to check, but Mizuki just nudged me back.

"What was her name again?"

"How should I know?" While Mizuki and I were whispering, Famu took a step forward, her hand on her kunai.

"You're from the Messiah..." The demon woman nodded at her words.

"It's Nephi." Her eyes, with their slightly upturned corners, were cool, like the wind that slipped between us. She smiled, raising the corners of her red lips. At first glance, she seemed to have a gentle demeanor, but there was a strength about her, perhaps due to her finely shaped eyebrows.

"Do you have some business with us, Miss Nephi?" Myra wasn't in a fighting stance, but she drew her mace closer to her chest.

"I didn't come here to fight. I was waiting."

"Waiting? For days here?"

"Of course not. I know you've been visiting the Mateo Trading Company. I got the information from someone there."

"You were inside Miglutt?! But who gave you information about us?" Leaving the city was the condition for letting her go. Nephi shrugged at Myra's accusatory question.

"I don't know who it was, but they told me when I said I was one of Mash's women." All the members of Levante turned to glare at me.

"So, why are you here? What happened to the man?" I would have to protest to Claire about the Mateo Trading Company's lax information management, but to avoid getting caught in the crossfire, I urged Nephi to continue speaking.

"He said he was heading to the Imperial Capital, so we parted ways. I heard you were heading to the Demon Kingdom, so I waited."

"Why didn't you go with him?"

"The Messiah was a group Clovis recruited from those who had drifted to this city. It would be a lie to say there were no feelings, but there's no need to stick together after he's gone. The Imperial Capital, completely controlled by humans, is a difficult place for someone like me to live. Since I can't live in Miglutt, I decided to return to the Demon Kingdom." Nephi spread her hands as if to say she was free.

"And?"

"Levante is a party of five, right? I was thinking you could let me join." We all looked at each other at the sudden proposal.

"It'd be better to have a guide from the Demon Kingdom, wouldn't it? Just until the royal capital. ...No, I'll even show you around the capital and introduce you to some influential nobles. That's it. You can think of it as a quest from me." Her words came in a torrent.

"You... no, we, Levante, crossed swords and fought with the Messiah. We exiled you from the city, killed one of you, imprisoned one, and enslaved two. Do you have no objections to that?"

"It's not that I don't. But it was Clovis who started the civil war in the city. And it was that man who put me in this position. So, I thought it might be alright to entrust myself to this man as well." Nephi's answer clouded Myra's expression.

"You... don't resent us?"

"I'd like to ask you the same thing. Does Levante not resent me? If you don't, then you should be able to let me join, shouldn't you?"

"Please don't change the subject. I'm the one asking the questions."

"I've been finding and killing transmigrators with Clovis and the others. I think it's natural to be resented. But transmigrators are human, not demons. The same goes for my comrades. You should be able to understand that feeling, right?" Nephi shifted her gaze to Marmi, but she remained silent, her face impassive. Myra, watching this, sighed.

"So you're saying you have no resentment, and cooperating with us is just a means to get to the Demon Kingdom, and you have no particular feelings about it?"

"I do have feelings. I'm interested in that man."

Ignoring her presence, we huddled in a circle, and Myra twisted her head.

"What should we do? It's true that it's difficult for demons to live in the imperial side of the world, outside of cities like Heilon, the river basin we followed, and Miglutt. However, the path we're trying to take is not well known to anyone but the dog-eared race. She also hinted at connections with the nobility of the Demon Kingdom. She might be useful to us. But when I think about the city and the transmigrators she killed..." Myra's eyes clouded as she looked at me. Was she thinking that I might have been one of them? However, the hostility she had been directing at Nephi seemed to have faded.

"I don't feel like taking a complete stranger to the village..." Famu replied.

"Are you afraid of being attacked by another bunch of weirdos? This might sound harsh, but that's a mistake. The problem wasn't that you couldn't hide, it was that you believed you were hidden when you weren't. Well, the attackers are the ones in the wrong, and there's no need to bring along someone you don't know."

"I... I know that." I placed a hand on her waist as she nodded, and Famu leaned against me.

"...It's better not to have a demon as a companion," Marmi muttered. Her voice lacked its usual strength.

"Is that your own opinion? Or are you speaking as an elf?" When I pressed her, she fell silent. In this world, there is a clear division between humans and other races. Elves also try to maintain a distance from other races, such as by protecting their bloodline, but perhaps due to their small numbers, their influence is weak. And the demons, who are said to have been born from the interbreeding of monsters and humans, seemed to be considered the enemy of all races. However, this was an ideological view within the Empire, and this way of thinking would likely change once we moved to the Demon Kingdom. Was she saying this in reaction to Nephi's earlier comment that seemed to look down on other races?

"She can't connect with the other Messiah members anymore, so I think we should ask her about them," Mizuki said.

"If you want information, we have Shirasu, don't we?"

"Shirasu was only brought out for battles. She's kind of spacey and doesn't know anything, right? In fact, we didn't even know Nephi's name until now!"

"That's because we didn't check, right?" I retorted to Mizuki, but Myra shook her head.

"No, she said she didn't know. She didn't even seem to know Sameim's name..."

"..." I wanted to say something in Shirasu's defense, but nothing came to mind. As I struggled, Mizuki cleared her throat.

"We're going to Famu's village now, so it's probably better not to bring any extra people."

"Yeah, you're right. I'm not keen on it either. We could ask Kalpana, but Hyakka and the others are with her, so it's even more impossible than if they were with us. Let's have her try to get to the Demon Kingdom on her own."

""""Huh?!"""" At my words, everyone cried out in surprise.

"She's a beautiful person, so I just assumed you were a 'never refuse a woman' type."

"So you do have some self-control..."

"But Master, you're attracted to that woman."

"...Maybe he's learned the limits of his stamina?" The four of them voiced their own assumptions. I'll teach Marmi about the limits of my stamina later.

"Well, I guess you could say I've come to understand the struggles of a popular man," I said with a smirk.

"Are you an idiot?" I poked Mizuki in the chest as she looked at me with exasperation, and she let out a small shriek and jumped back. Taking that as our cue, we all looked up. Just as I was about to give Nephi our answer, she approached us with a smile.

"Nephi, we're-" Before I could finish my rejection, she reached out and wrapped her arms around my neck.

"I know the conditions for joining. A pleasure to be with you." She closed her eyes and pressed her lips against mine.

Famu and the others stared at me with icy glares, now unable to refuse.

"We might not make it to the fortress by nightfall. Let's go..." Myra started to walk, inviting Mizuki along, but Nephi stopped her. She walked over to Marmi and knelt down in front of her.

"Show me your feet." Marmi stood frozen, not moving. Then, as if to avoid Nephi, she ran over to me and started walking with Famu. Seeing this, Nephi sighed and stood up. It seemed like it would be difficult for her to fit in with Levante. However, Mizuki naturally fell into step beside Nephi and started walking. And in the blink of an eye, they had started a friendly conversation.

"So, what do you think about Senpai... about Yuki-senpai?"

"I don't think anything about him."

"Were there any romantic relationships within the group?"

"Nope..." Nephi muttered in response to Mizuki's words, looking up at the sky.

"Weren't you screwing around with Clovis?" I asked, intending to tease, but Nephi tilted her head with a serious expression. Beside her, Mizuki glared at me disapprovingly.

"No. There wasn't. Wasn't he only interested in his own kind?"

"Don't ask me, but what about Yuki?"

"He's the same. In his case, it seems he had a woman he was devoted to." At Nephi's words, Mizuki blushed and clenched her hands tightly. What happened to the Mizuki who said she would be with me during the battle in Miglutt?

"What were you guys? A group of monks?" I said sarcastically, and Nephi gave a wry smile.

"If you put it that way, that's not it. It was more like we avoided excessive interference within the team. I didn't really understand Clovis, but the other two were buying prostitutes in Crystal Square."

This time, I gave Mizuki a triumphant look. Mizuki puffed out her cheeks and turned away.

"What about you, Nephi? Was there anyone you liked?" At those words, her eyes swam as she thought, and then she looked up at the sky and smiled.

"I left the Demon Kingdom to escape from that sort of thing... But to think I would end up returning like this."

Her eyes narrowed slightly, and the smile on her lips turned bewitching.

"I didn't say that with the intention of refusing. I understand what it means to join Levante, and I'm prepared for it."

I noticed that Marmi, who should have been at the front, was now walking at the very back, lagging behind. I found a rock she could sit on and had her sit down. Then I took off her shoes and socks. The marks from the shoelaces were bruised, and her toes looked red and swollen. When I looked at the bottom of her feet, I saw several blisters.

"Are these new shoes?" Marmi shook her head at my words.

"...The road is hard to walk on." I gently squeezed her toes, and she grimaced. Her gear wasn't store-bought; it was custom-made for her. Her shoes must have been rubbing, and she probably tightened them.

She usually walked on flat, well-maintained surfaces. We had long since left such paved roads behind. There were loose stones, and the tips of rocks buried in the ground were exposed. There were also ruts, making the path uneven. The mountain road to Famu's village would be even more rugged. We had decided to walk to the fortress to break in her feet, but she must have been enduring it for much longer. I worried about whether the others had blisters and glanced at them, but Famu and Mizuki seemed fine. Famu was a country girl, and I remembered Mizuki saying she went mountain hiking with her father. Myra seemed fine too. Had Aidan trained her? Nephi was an adventurer, so she was probably well-trained. Come to think of it, she was the first one to notice that the cause of Marmi's trouble was her feet.

"Myra..." I called out to her to ask for healing magic. But she put her hand to her chin and tilted her head.

"If we heal it with the power of miracles, the act of breaking them in will be wasted."

"Can't you just heal it just right? She can't walk properly like this, and she might get a black toenail."

"Don't ask for the impossible," Myra said with a troubled expression, and Marmi picked up the socks she had taken off.

"Mo, what's wrong? Does the smell of your socks bother you?"

"...No. I'll endure it and walk to the fortress."

"Wait. The destination isn't the fortress. It's Famu's village, far beyond that." At my words, Marmi's face paled for a moment with a look of despair, but she quickly composed herself and returned to her usual expression.

"...I'm fine."

"You're not fine!" I pressed on one of her blisters, and her face twisted into an indescribable expression.

"Let's heal the bruising on your ankle and the swelling on your toes. We'll drain the blisters and see how it goes."

While Marmi was receiving healing magic, I had Famu walk.

"Just lumber along like that."

"Hmph! I feel like I'm being made fun of." She said, and then stopped walking.

"I'm not making fun of you. Famu, you didn't get any blisters during Aidan's quest, even when you were a complete beginner. Your walking form is good. Your way of walking will be a good reference for Mo, who has a similar body type. Please walk a little more."

"I feel like something extra was added to that." Famu puffed out her cheeks and stomped as she walked. Thanks to that, the characteristics of her walking style became more pronounced.

"Mo is used to walking indoors or on stone pavement, so it might be a little hard to imagine, but try to imagine your upper body moving forward, and instead of kicking the ground, just step on it."

Marmi nodded at my words. After Myra's treatment was finished, I had her put on her socks and adjusted her shoes so they were snug but not tight. Marmi stood up and started stomping.

"I-I don't walk like that! Like this!" Famu hurriedly chased after Marmi, showing her how to walk as they went along. As I watched them for a while, Nephi came and stood next to me.

"A bunch of amateurs..."

"Except for Myra, everyone has only been an adventurer for about three months. And you lost to people like that, didn't you?" Nephi chuckled at my words.

"Indeed. I may have made the wrong choice. It seems it would have been easier to aim for the Demon Kingdom alone." I continued to watch her profile as she laughed, her shoulders shaking, but she seemed relaxed and calm.



    Chapter 272

    Patricia and the Farewell Party, Part 1

    By the time we reached the fortress, it was already evening. It was a fortress built to monitor an artificial lake in the mountains. Water was transported from this lake to Miglutt via an aqueduct. This was water for agriculture and industry; the drinking water source was further east. The fortress Marmi had called a villa stood quietly in the forest, but upon learning of our arrival, we could hear the sound of several people scurrying around inside the gate. Someone must have been watching for our arrival from the turret. The welcoming party opened the castle gates. The only one who looked utterly exhausted was Marmi. The other members of Levante were about to enter the fortress, but she stood alone, as if left behind. She gazed blankly at the people who came out to greet us, her eyes wandering as if to identify each person.

"..." She seemed to mumble something, but I couldn't hear it. Famu also looked at her, tilting her head.

"...Patricia isn't here." She drank the water offered by a guard and forced out the words in a dry voice. Patricia was supposed to have arrived at this fortress ahead of us by carriage. She was scheduled to see us off here before we headed to Famu's village.

"She might be inside. For now, Mo, you should go inside and rest too." We were here now, so she didn't need to walk on her own anymore. I patted her head as a sort of reward for her hard work and was about to pick her up, but she braced herself and refused to move.

"What's wrong?"

"...I told Patricia that if she arrived first, she should go to the pine forest and gather mushrooms." My eyes widened at her words, and I glanced at Mizuki. She looked back at me with the same surprised expression.

"D-Don't tell me... she went to get matsutake mushrooms?"

"...Mother said that transmigrators enjoy eating them grilled over a charcoal fire," Marmi replied with a nod. Mizuki and I both gulped.

"Master, what are matsutake mushrooms...?" Famu, sensing something from our unusual atmosphere, twitched her dog ears.

"...From the place where you could see the church in the lake, go clockwise, and you'll find a pine forest. Go look for her." Marmi urged me on, pushing my back. Was she anxious about Patricia's safety?

"R-Right... Myra, Famu, take care of Mo." As I said that and was about to head to the lake, Mizuki tried to follow me. But Marmi spread her arms and stopped her.

"...Go by yourself."

"Hm? It'd be better if two of us went to get her. Patricia might be lost."

"...Patricia just got carried away and forgot that it was getting dark. More importantly..." Marmi glanced at Nephi, who was standing there looking out of place. Mizuki and I exchanged a look, convinced that Marmi was hiding something. Even though she said it was fine, there was a sense of urgency in her voice. And yet, she was telling me to go search for Patricia alone. Was her thinking clouded by fatigue?

"I don't really get it, but fine. Mizuki, take care of the new recruit."

"Y-Yeah..." Leaving a still-unconvinced Mizuki behind, I headed to the lake to look for Patricia.

 The afterglow from the western mountains dyed the sky orange, and the water's surface reflected it, creating deep shades of orange and black. A young woman in a maid's uniform stood gazing at the lake, like a figure in a still painting. A gust of wind blew, stroking her hair. A few leaves were mixed in it. This was a characteristic of the Flower Folk. Just as she swept the hair from her cheek, she noticed my gaze behind her and slowly turned around.

"Mash..." Her eyes widened slightly in surprise, and then she smiled.

"Has Lady Mo arrived?" Her voice was soft and light. I held my breath and stared at her. Although she lived among the beautiful elves, she was no less attractive herself. Perhaps finding my silent standing strange, Patricia tilted her head.

"Ah, yeah. I was told you were in the pine forest looking for mushrooms, so I was sent to bring you back."

"By Lady Mo?" I nodded. Then I remembered that Marmi had entrusted me with a small box. I took it out of my storage and handed it to Patricia. It was a small wooden box that fit in the palm of my hand.

"This is..." Patricia opened the lid and peeked inside. When I tried to look over her shoulder, the box was quickly closed. A single tulip bloomed on her head.

"D-Did you see what was inside?" Patricia's eyes widened as she looked at me. They seemed to be moist, reflecting the light of the setting sun.

"I didn't, but... is it feminine hygiene products?"

"Lady Mo would never have you give me something like that in this situation!" The usual fist didn't come flying at my head.

"But your face is bright red, you know?"

"Th-This is because of the sunset!" Patricia tucked the small box into the front pocket of her apron and started walking.

"L-Let's go!"

"Where to?"

"Lady Mo wrote in a letter that I should pick some flowers." The term 'picking flowers' only brought to mind its euphemistic meaning, but I felt like I'd be punched if I said it, so I swallowed the words.

"Where are these flowers blooming? It'll be pitch black if we go at this hour."

"It's fine. Because you're with me, Mash." With that answer, Patricia started walking.

We walked counter-clockwise around the lake, in the opposite direction of the pine forest. The surroundings were rapidly being swallowed by darkness.

"So, what about the mushrooms?" As far as I could see, she was empty-handed. Did she have a skill like an adventurer's storage?

"Ah, no, I already had the knight who helped me take the mushrooms back. I wouldn't know which mushrooms are safe to pick by myself..." I frowned at her words. Then why was she standing by the lake? It felt like she was waiting for someone. Just as I was about to ask, she pointed at the surface of the lake.

"They say there's a church sunken in this lake." People used to live here, but the village disappeared to make way for the reservoir.

"Yeah, from the fortress, the surface of this lake looked like it was glowing..." I told her about what happened when Marmi and I visited. At that time, fireflies were dancing wildly over the lake, and a church emerged from the light. It was a dungeon where monsters lurked, and Marmi and I fought the Area Guardian that appeared there.

"...And that's what happened," I finished. After listening to my story, Patricia let out a small sigh, then forced a faint smile, as if suppressing her hidden emotions.

"The Lady Mo I know is lazy and does absolutely nothing unless it interests her. She was someone who couldn't even eat, change clothes, or fall asleep without someone's help. Sometimes she would just stand there in a daze, and you'd have no idea what she was thinking. But the Lady Mo you talk about, Mash, is a fine mage. It's like I'm hearing a story about a completely different person..." I looked at her profile. The orange glow of the lake's surface flickered in her eyes, but as the night's curtain fell, that light faded.

"Come to think of it, it all started after she met Famu in the city of Frucht. She was a strange girl. Lady Mo said she was just trying to act grown-up, but Lady Mo started trying to act grown-up just like her. And from the time she fought the pirates, she slowly started doing things for herself. I thought it was because Lady Mo had undergone the elven coming-of-age ceremony. But maybe she had already decided to travel with you back then, Mash." The sun set, and the orange light became a mere remnant in the western sky as the surroundings began to melt into darkness.

"My Lady Mo is still a young child..." Her words trailed off. Her face was also shrouded in darkness, and I couldn't tell what expression she was wearing. I wanted to see inside her heart, but I suppressed the urge and decided to wait. In the silence that enveloped us, I could hear the faint sound of footsteps on fallen leaves.

"Please, take care of her, okay? I can't join you on your journey, Mash. The Lady Mo in my heart is still a child. Everyone in Levante is so kind, I'm sure they'll lend you their strength. But the one Lady Mo truly relies on is you, Mash, and only you." The afterglow vanished, and instead, a half-moon and countless stars in the sky illuminated the world with their faint light. The boundary between the lake and the shore, and the path, dissolved into the darkness, and both the way forward and the way back disappeared. I raised my fingertips and chanted the incantation for the light magic spell, Light. A soft light glowed at my fingertips, brightly illuminating our surroundings.

"Mo taught me this magic. She's not just someone who relies on others. I rely on Mo too."

"Is that so..." Patricia's voice was a little hoarse.

"Don't make that face. We'll definitely be back in Miglutt."

"I know that. It wasn't Lady Mo who lacked courage, it was me..." I gently placed my hand on her head, and she walked, leaning her shoulder against me.

"So, why were you standing there like that?" My words made Patricia's shoulders jump.

"Whatever could you mean?"

"Don't give me that! Why didn't you come back with the soldiers you went with?"

"Th-That's..." Patricia stammered and averted her gaze.

"I was captivated by the beauty of the lake reflecting the sunset. Can't we just leave it at that?"

"If you ask me if that's fine, then I guess it is, but..." At my words, she took a breath and looked up at the sky, then stroked her chest as if to calm herself. Then she shook her head vigorously.

"No, I'm still not ready to explain. Could you give me a little more time?" Patricia's reply made things even more confusing. When that happens, there are only a limited number of possibilities.

"You were holding it in, weren't you? I'll keep watch, so go ahead and go." At my words, she clenched her fists, her shoulders trembling, and then sighed.

"Well, I knew this would happen... With this atmosphere, couldn't you have said something a little more romantic?" She straightened her back and started walking. The shoulder that had been touching mine was now separated.

"Come to think of it, Patricia, you said you like someone who is 'the same age, tall, kind, and strong,' didn't you?"

"Yes. I said I'd prefer someone who doesn't wear my panties on their head," Patricia added, as if it were something she shouldn't forget.

"Did you have someone specific in mind?" At my words, she stopped dead in her tracks.

"You saw me naked, groped my chest, and even kissed me, yet you're planning to set me up with another man...?" Her fists were clenched tightly again.

"W-Wait, I have no intention of letting you go, Patricia. I was just asking. For you, that..." Hearing my words, Patricia placed a hand on her own arm. Underneath it was a Slave Mark. Her family had lost in the political struggles of the Flower Folk's city, and she was sold to the Star Union Family with the agreement that the mark would not be removed.

"You really are concerned about this mark, aren't you?" Patricia offered a faint smile.

"I feel bad about forcing myself on someone who can't resist..."

"Mash..." she muttered in an exasperated tone, then looked up.

"That's right. It might be better if you knew more about me."

"It's hotter that way."

"..." She fell silent. I felt a murderous aura, so I stopped walking and took a step back.

"I'm sorry. I won't tease you anymore."

"Please don't. I repeat, under such a lovely moon and stars. And since Lady Mo went to all this trouble..." She trailed off, then spread her hands and looked up at the sky. I followed her gaze and saw a river of stardust flowing across the pitch-black night sky. A golden half-moon was about to cross that river. We started walking again. The path veered away from the lakeside and led deep into a forest thick with trees. What kind of flower was Marmi trying to make her pick so deep in a forest like this?

"I wanted to marry Wake."

"Isn't he older than I am? Are you trying to make me jealous by bringing up the names of men I know? ...Come to think of it, is Wake at this fortress?" Patricia shook her head at my question.

"Wake is staying in the city to support Lord Augustus and Lady Marina. He may not look it, but he's kind to women and quite popular."

"Well, I can believe that." Come to think of it, Myra seemed quite fond of him too. Seeing me pout, Patricia looked surprised.

"You're the one who asked, Mash, and now you're jealous?"

"Shut up." Patricia smiled at my reply.

"He has a wife and children, and even a newborn grandchild."

"Really? Then why?" I wondered if his family was safe during the civil war in Miglutt, but hearing her lighthearted reply now, I guessed nothing had happened. If I had known about the birth of his grandchild, I would have offered a word of congratulations.

"The reason I liked Wake was because he serves as Lady Mo's close aide. I thought that if we got married, I could always be by Lady Mo's side. But he was a devoted husband." Weren't citizens supposed to be monogamous? Was a man of his status allowed to have a mistress?

"Have you never properly fallen in love with someone?"

"Hmph, you get jealous just by me mentioning Wake's name, but..." She was right, but just like a hangnail, even though I knew it would hurt, I couldn't help but pull at it and ask. As I was thinking that, Patricia reached out and took my hand.

"I like you, Mash, you know?" Her palm felt damp, perhaps from nervousness. And I could feel its warmth. I stopped talking and continued walking with her. As we did, the presence of the dense trees surrounding us thinned, and our view opened up. Beyond a field of knee-high grass, pale purple flowers were blooming in profusion, covering the ground. It was as if countless darts had been stuck into the earth. The six petals, bathed in soft light, gently enveloped the orange anthers, as if protecting them from the cold night air. Even though there was no wind, the tips of the slender, pointed petals seemed to tremble slightly, perhaps due to their thinness. The entire flower field faintly reflected the moonlight, suffusing the area with a white, fantastical glow.
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    I glanced beside me to see Patricia holding her breath, staring intently at the flower field. Her wide-open eyes turned to me. I squeezed her hand and stepped onto the carpet of pale purple flowers. A strong heat radiated from her palm.

"Lady Mo found this flower field on a walk when she was a child. It was daytime then, but enveloped by the night and illuminated by the moon, it looks so fantastical... But it's cold, and scary." With her free hand, she hugged her own shoulder.

"Are we supposed to pick these flowers and go back?"

"Eh, yes...?" She let out a surprised voice at my words, then looked at me with downcast eyes.

"Could it be, Mash, that you're purposely pretending not to notice?"

"Pretending not to notice?" Patricia let out a deep sigh at my question.

"Mash."

"What?"

"This was all orchestrated by Lady Mo to get us two alone." Her words made me feel as if the world had stopped for a moment.

"I see..." It was certainly a fantastical scene. Marmi wanted me and Patricia to be alone in this place.

"So... you came here with that intention, didn't you?" I wriggled my fingertips as if to grope her chest and gave her a grin.

"Y-Yes. I won't be able to see Lady Mo for a long time, but I won't be able to see you either, Mash, you know? In the first place, you're the partner Lady Mo chose for me, so I don't think teasing me like that has any meaning. If you're going to do that, I'd rather you say something more appropriate for us to spend this time together." Patricia's rapid-fire, almost breathless speech took the wind out of my sails. She was right. I just wanted to know if this was Marmi's order, or if she was doing it of her own volition.

"...Sorry about that."

"Ah, no. I said too much. Please just be yourself, Mash. I want to know how you changed Lady Mo, and how you will change me." Patricia turned to face me. The hem of her skirt billowed out, and the wind it created rustled the flowers. I gently put my arms around her shoulders and pulled her closer. Under the moonlight, her face looked pale, but her cheeks flushed crimson as if with heat. She averted her gaze, then hesitantly placed her hands on my waist.

"Patricia, your face..." At my words, she gave a small nod and gently turned her gaze to me. I could see her moist eyes beneath her long eyelashes. She closed those eyes and quietly offered her cherry-colored lips. I closed my eyes as well and was about to press my lips to hers.

*Growl...*

Patricia's stomach and mine rumbled at the same time. Come to think of it, we had been walking all day. Patricia had also been mushroom hunting and had waited for me by the lake without eating anything.

"S-Sorry."

"No... I'm hungry too. Let's go back to the fortress." I had been looking forward to eating matsutake mushrooms, so the feeling was especially strong. I shrugged my shoulders, and she giggled.

"That's right. The night is long, and we should eat something..." After she said those meaningful words, her eyes widened in surprise. Then she threw herself at me with the force of a tackle. I couldn't absorb the impact and fell into the flower field. I thought I would be enveloped in a sweet scent, but it was the smell of grass and earth. Then Patricia's hair fell softly over my face, bringing a scent sweeter than flowers. Before I could be surprised by her sudden action, the sound of an arrow cutting through the air passed through the spot where I had been standing.

"What the-" I couldn't move my body and could only dart my eyes around. I saw a black shadow approaching us, trampling the flowers. It was short, with shoulders that seemed to ripple with muscle. It was a monstrous creature with a human silhouette. With its rough breathing, a white, steam-like breath was exhaled. The monster held something like a thick hatchet in its hand, and the blade, bathed in moonlight, shone with a dull white light. I tried to take a weapon out of my storage, but I didn't think I'd make it in time. And it didn't seem possible to peel off Patricia, who was clinging to me. Praying I would be in time, I thrust my hand towards the approaching monster.

"Water Magic, Icicle!" As I shouted, I shot several icicles at the monster. The monster screamed and backed away, but its presence hadn't vanished.

"Patricia... calm down." Patricia's hot breath was on my neck. I wrapped my arm around her waist and switched our positions. Then I sat up halfway and looked around. There were three monster shadows. The one that took the icicles had a round shield, which seemed to have saved it from a fatal wound. It readjusted its grip on the large hatchet and was carefully trying to gauge the distance. A little further away was another monster with a round shield and a large hatchet. And behind it, a monster was drawing a bow. Just as the arrowhead seemed to flash, an arrow was loosed, and the sound of it cutting through the air echoed. I rolled to dodge it and drew my katana at the same time.

"Goblins..." I kept the two in the front at bay while positioning myself to protect Patricia. I figured I could fight while protecting her with this number, and I caught sight of her crouching form in the corner of my eye.

"Patricia, stay down." She gave a small nod, then cautiously raised only her head and looked around. Then, as if she had spotted the monsters, she quickly ducked her head back down. Her movements reminded me of a turtle.

"Mash, the arrowheads might be coated with the poison from these flowers. Nothing will happen right away if you get wounded, but after some time, the vomiting won't stop, and it can lead to death."

"What?!"

"Around this time of year, monsters gather to look for the flower bulbs." So they were having a flower-viewing party in such a dangerous place. I was about to open my storage to switch to a shield and a one-handed sword when the sound of an arrow cutting through the air rang out. If I dodged, there was a chance it would hit Patricia behind me. I instinctively tried to block it by laying the blade flat, but the arrow changed its trajectory on the blade and grazed my arm.

"Ow..." The fear of being hit by a poisoned arrow outweighed the sharp pain. I couldn't imagine what changes would happen to my body; the thought of it mixing with my blood and circulating throughout my body was overriding my ability to think about fighting. As if to take advantage of my confusion, two goblins came at me, trying to flank me. Their lunge was sharp, their swing fast. I barely managed to parry the downward strike of the large hatchet. At that moment, something like a droplet flew from the blade.

"This thing, it has poison on its blade too!" The other goblin's horizontal slash grazed my torso.

"Kuh..." Enduring the new pain, I thrust out my hand and fired an Icicle. I thought I had scored a direct hit, but it was blocked by its shield. I wanted to press my advantage on the retreating enemy, but there was a chance the other one would target Patricia. I pointed my blade at that one to keep it in check. The goblin let out a low growl, as if looking for an opening in me, and circled around, keeping its distance. Its movements were refined, leaving no openings.

"These aren't just any goblins. They're strong..." I now regretted not having Patricia stand up and run to a safe place. But this place, though illuminated by moonlight, was dark within the forest. She wouldn't be able to escape, and there was a chance she'd encounter new monsters.

"Were you and Mo having a flower-viewing party in a place with things like this?"

"Wake was always with us. They were weak at first, but they gradually got stronger too," Patricia answered.

"So these are goblins trained by Wake..." They must have been ordinary goblins at first. By repeatedly fighting a strong opponent like Wake, they must have been trained up as well. But it bothered my pride that Wake had protected Marmi and Patricia from monsters, yet I couldn't protect Patricia. I had to calm down. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs, and exhaled slowly and steadily through pursed lips. Patricia had said the poison's effects would take time. The wounds stung, but I didn't feel nauseous. I should be able to drink an antidote after I wipe out these goblins. While keeping my blade pointed at the goblin that was circling me, I glanced at the other one. Despite having several puncture wounds from the icicles, it held its large hatchet and moved behind me. As if to check its movement, I fired an Icicle, and the goblin quickly dodged it.

"Gigi!" The goblin that had been looking for an opening in me cried out. When I turned my gaze in that direction, a whooshing sound rang out, and a sharp pain shot through my right thigh. An arrow fired by the monster was stuck in it.

"Mash!" Patricia's anguished cry echoed. I almost fell to one knee, but her voice supported me, and I managed to keep my balance. Just then, a goblin swung its large hatchet at me. I barely managed to block the blow with my katana.

"Guh!" We were locked in a blade-to-blade struggle. I tried to push back, but the pain prevented me from putting strength into one leg, and I was pushed back instead. The goblin brought its ugly, grotesque face close and smiled triumphantly. Then, the goblin that had been behind me came at me from my back. I gave up trying to stand my ground and fell into the flower field. I fired an Icicle at the enemy that was trying to pounce on me for a finishing blow. I then fired a barrage of icicles at the goblin behind me and the archer goblin.

"Take this!" The icicles rained down like a curtain of fire, and flower petals scattered. During that time, I re-readied my weapon, stood up, and slashed at the goblin that was protecting its head with its shield.

"Gah..." It was a shallow strike, but the enemy vanished. I fired an icicle at the archer as a feint, then faced the other goblin with the large hatchet. The monster had its hatchet pointed at the tip of my katana, but it slowly backed away, then turned and started to run. I fired an icicle at its back.

"Gya!" The goblin screamed and vanished. While preparing the next icicle, I searched for the position of the archer goblin, but the enemy's presence was already gone.

I tried to pull out the arrow stuck in my thigh with all my might, but it was accompanied by intense pain, and I couldn't put any strength into my hand holding the arrow. Reluctantly, I set aside my own injury and offered my hand to Patricia to help her up. Then I brushed the dirt off her clothes.

"More than me, you should worry about yourself, Mash..." She said, and then her eyes widened at the sight of the arrow stuck in my leg.

"Can you help me pull it out?"

"Myra is here, isn't she? Wouldn't it be better to just go back to the fortress with me supporting you?"

"It might be poisoned, right? I want to pull it out and drink a health potion and an antidote." Patricia gave a small nod and grasped the shaft of the arrow with both hands. I thought she would pull it out in one go, but she hesitated and let out a small breath.

"Mash, I was surprised at how strong you are. The way you use ice magic was like Lady Marina."

"You think so? But Wake dealt with them without a single scratch, didn't he?" Patricia chuckled at my words.

"You're jealous again, aren't you? But Wake had Lady Mo supporting him with magic..."

"Did you really come to this place just to see the flowers? By the way, was she able to use magic since she was a child?"

"That's right... By the way, Mash."

"What?"

"You're trying to make me jealous right now, aren't you?"

"Huh? I've been talking about Mo this whole time-" Suddenly, her face was close. She pressed her lips against mine before I could pull away. The moment I was about to immerse myself in that soft sensation, a sharp pain shot through my thigh. The arrow was in her hand. Her hand loosened, and the arrow fell into the flower field. My blood on the arrowhead added a touch of crimson to the pale purple flowers.

"Mash..." Patricia hugged me. Her breath was strong and hot. Then, she looked at me with eyes that shimmered with moonlight. I hugged her back and we exchanged a kiss.



    Chapter 274

    Patricia and the Farewell Party, Part 3 (Patricia☆)

    The lake visible through the window was wrapped in silence, its surface occasionally shimmering as if stars were raining down under the moonlight. Shifting my gaze to the room, I took in the luxurious decorations. A massive geometric-patterned rug hung on the wall, particularly impressive—it must have taken an inconceivable amount of time for human hands to weave something like that.



In the center stood a grand bed with a canopy, and beside it, a table large enough for several people to dine at. Its glossy surface was inlaid with a beautiful floral design. On top, white porcelain plates and silver utensils lay scattered haphazardly, remnants of our meal. The kebab sandwich that had been on the plate was already in my stomach. I'd wanted matsutake mushrooms, but they hadn't appeared on the menu.



This was the same room Marmi and I had stayed in during our previous visit. Now, Patricia sat beside me. She was staring at me intently, her face tense with nervousness.



"M-Mash..."



She called my name but then let her gaze wander as if searching for words, falling silent.



"Does Patricia always stay in this room when she visits the fortress?"



"No, this is the room Lady Mo always uses."



So this was another of Marmi's arrangements. I hadn't seen the other Levante members since returning to the fortress. The priests stationed here had treated my wounds and poison.



Patricia stepped away from the window, walking to the bed with stiff, awkward steps, as if her whole body was rigid. She sat down and placed her tightly clenched fists on her thighs. I approached her and trailed my lips along the pale stretch of her neck.



"Nn..."



Patricia lowered her eyes and let out a faint moan. Her hands wrapped around my back. I did the same, untying the strings of her apron. The frilled straps over her shoulders slipped off smoothly.



"W-Wah!"



Patricia twisted in surprise, trying to stop me, but that only made the apron slide completely onto the bed, revealing her navy-blue dress. The fabric was smooth and glossy, like the apron—far more luxurious than typical maid attire, befitting someone serving the daughter of one of the Four Regent Families.



Imagining the feel of that fabric, and the skin beneath, I let my hands roam, unfastening the brooch at her neck and moving to the buttons on her back.



"Nn... You're quite skilled at this..."



"More than in combat."



"Really... Nguh."



I lifted her slightly to slip the dress off. Beneath it, she wore a long, pure white linen undergarment that reached her calves.



"A negligee?"



Her eyes blinked in surprise at the word, then she broke into a smile.



"No, it's called a chemise..."



It had no sleeves, but the neckline was modestly closed. I caught a glimpse of the Slave Mark on her arm. Before I could touch it, she hid her arm and pulled me into an embrace.



"Mash, the current situation is all Lady Mo's doing, but I'm here of my own will. Everything that happens tonight is what I want too."



She smiled shyly as she said it.



"Of course, I do wonder if it's all right for someone like me to be embraced by Lady Mo's beloved. But this hesitation... I trust you'll dispel it for me..."



I didn't want to let her say another word. My hands went back to the buttons. Patricia watched my fingers intently.



"Do you always wear so many layers? Isn't it hot?"



"Uh, well... Right now, I'm so flushed my head's spinning."



Not just her face—her chest was tinged pink too. I paused to touch her cheek. She let out a hot breath, then tilted her head against my hand as if pressing into it.



I trailed my lips over her lowered eyelids, then pressed mine to her cherry-pink lips. After pecking at the soft sensation, I slipped my tongue into the gap.



"Nkuh."



Patricia's eyes widened. I held her gaze as I explored her mouth with my tongue, savoring the taste of her saliva and the slick texture inside. Hesitantly, her tongue reached out. We touched tips tentatively, confirming each other's intent, then entwined deeply.



After longing for each other at length, we parted our lips. A string of saliva trailed reluctantly. I reached for her chemise, but her hand stopped mine.



"What? Embarrassed?"



It seemed pointless now. I'd already seen her naked in the bath—and groped her breasts besides.



"It's unfair if only I'm naked. P-Please undress too, Mash!"



As I reached for my clothes, her pale arms extended to help, deftly removing them.



"You're quick at this. Used to undressing people?"



"N-No, of course not. But you move in a way that makes it easy—easier than with Lady Mo."



I raised my arms, and she pulled off my jacket.



She clutched it tightly, staring fixedly at my chest. Then she reached out, tracing her fingertips slowly over my skin.



"Did you want to see me naked that badly?"



"N-No, not exactly... but yes. So this is the skin I'll be embraced by..."



"You saw it in the bath."



"That time felt like I was just roughed up. I don't really remember looking closely."



"I see. True, back then I could only thrust into Mizuki."



At my words, Patricia's eyes narrowed slightly.



"That's because you came in with my underwear over your head. Really..."



She puffed out her cheeks, then trailed her fingers from my solar plexus to my navel, hooking them into my pants.



"Is this really the kind of person everyone likes?"



"Still not to your taste? It's a bit late for that now."



We both gazed at my arousal straining against my pants.



Patricia pressed her lips together firmly, knelt, and unbuttoned my pants. She looked up at me as she tugged them down.



"Aren't you embarrassed, Mash?"



"You've already seen me naked, right?"



Being scrutinized like this was embarrassing—and exciting—but I kept that to myself for now.



"Seen... or rather, shown. I didn't look that closely."



"No interest?"



"I am... interested, of course."



A single tulip bloomed in her hair. Then my pants came down.



My erect member faced her directly. Patricia's eyes widened, frozen as if time had stopped. When I thrust my hips forward, the tip brushed her nose.



"It's so hard... but also soft. To think this goes inside Lady Mo... It's mysterious. And those two sacks really are dangling there."



She reached out and touched my balls, kneading them gently. It made me strangely restless. Just being touched was frustratingly teasing.



As I thought that, my shaft was nudged by something warm. Patricia stared intently at it with a determined expression, then gripped it and began stroking up and down.



Her neatly groomed brows, eyes crossed slightly in focus beneath them, pursed lips—her features were refined. In terms of beauty, no maid suited to serve Marmi more than her. Though now a slave in Marmi's service, she was originally the daughter of nobility from the Flower Folk city. Her face and demeanor exuded elegance.



Her cherry lips parted slightly, and she took my glans into her mouth, enveloping it in soft warmth. Her tongue tip prodded the sensitive head. The stimulation made me want to pull back, but she gripped the shaft firmly to hold me in place.



Our eyes met in that moment. The slightly vacant look on her face as she sucked, determined not to let go, gave me a sense of conquest. That thrill mixed with the pleasure of her saliva-soaked tongue laving my glans.



With a wet *smack*, Patricia pulled her mouth away.



"It's gotten so hard and big... Should I keep going until you finish?"



Was she worried about my stamina?



"Have you ever done this to anyone before, Patricia?"



"Of course not! Even kissing is all new to me!"



I was getting eager to see her naked, so I stroked her puffed cheek and pulled her to her feet.



Then I stripped off her chemise and peeled away her final undergarment.



Illuminated by the lamp, her body took on a faint blush, her lithe curves standing out. In the bath before, she'd been submerged and trying to hide, so I hadn't seen clearly, but from her daily work, she had just enough feminine softness—no excess fat. Her full breasts and hips looked firm and springy.



Her breasts were neither large nor small. The cherry-pink nipples atop them seemed lightly pigmented. I wondered if her down there matched. As my gaze drifted lower, a modest patch of pubic hair adorned her mound. Patricia rubbed her thighs together, hiding her sex.



"I am embarrassed..."



She tried to cover her chest with her hands too.



"Wait. Stay like that a bit longer."



I pulled out my smartphone from storage. She shot me a resentful look.



"Don't show this to Lady Mo or the others, okay?"



"Someday, I'll go to your village to remove your Slave Mark. When I do, I'll show everyone this—your last moments as a girl, and brag about it."



"Eek, please don't!"



I snapped a photo of her cry. Then I pushed her onto the bed, positioning her on her back with her knees raised and legs spread. I'd expected more resistance, but she obediently took the pose I wanted.



"Mash..."



She murmured, lips trembling with shame.



I touched her outer labia, parting her closed secret folds. Beneath the cherry-pink nub, her vaginal entrance hid amid slick, moist pleats, twitching as if trying to clench shut. It was a small hole.



The pigmentation was indeed light—probably a Flower Folk trait.



I brushed her clit with my fingertip.



"Nn."



Her body jerked. Gauging her reaction, I pressed and teased it. Her clit swelled and hardened, asserting itself.



"Do you touch yourself often, Patricia?"



Whether from my fingering her inner lips or the question, her body shuddered. She clasped her hands at her chest in a prayer-like pose, turning her face aside, but directing only her moist eyes at me.



"Can you tell just by looking...?"



Her voice was resigned, squeezed out. Of course I couldn't, but I nodded silently instead of saying so.



"I think I'm more perverted than most girls. When those feelings come, a flower blooms in my head right away, and when I'm alone in bed, I get curious and have to touch myself sometimes."



Listening to her, I trailed a finger to her entrance, scooping up the overflowing love juices. The soft feel of her inner walls tempted me to thrust my penis inside right away, but I couldn't miss this confession.



Feeling impatient, I smeared the juices over her clit.



"Every day?"



Her eyes widened in surprise, then she shook her head.



"Not that much—maybe once every five days..."



"Really...?"



I pinched her clit.



"Au! Sorry! When no one's around, it's almost every day. But not quite every day, and I only go all the way once every few days."



"What do you mean? Do you stop before climaxing?"



"Yes, I usually touch before sleep, so I often doze off midway..."



I was surprised by her words. Could you really fall asleep mid-masturbation? Didn't starting something demand seeing it through?



Was it just her, or all women? I'd have to ask Mizuki, the Onani Meister, next time. Frequency-wise, she and Patricia should get along.



As I pondered, she looked up at me with anxious eyes.



"Mash... Do you despise me for it?"



I shook my head.



"No, I'm impressed. More importantly, look at this fine bean I've raised. Want me to lead you to the top together?"



Patricia flushed and averted her gaze, falling silent. I prodded lightly with my fingertip to urge her.



"Kfuhn..."



"With your experience, my fingers alone must be frustrating, huh?"



I could go at her with Famu's tongue techniques, but I wanted to know how she pleasured herself.



After a wait, her finger crept down tentatively. She intertwined it with mine, rubbing her own clit.



"Nn, nnn, ah..."



Her brows furrowed, a faint voice escaping.



"Clit girl, huh? You don't put fingers inside?"



I asked, and she shook her head once.



"It's scary to put fingers inside... Ahun..."



Eyes downcast, she kept moving. I matched her rhythm, memorizing the pace and pressure. Her repeated moans grew ragged, her breathing uneven, heat spreading through her body.



"Mash... I... Kuun, ah, aaaaah!"



At the end, she pressed down hard on her clit, stopping her fingers. She clamped her thighs tightly, her body convulsing in shudders.



Patricia gazed at the canopy with a dazed, melted expression. Her limbs splayed limply, body fully relaxed. I covered her form.



And aligned my glans precisely with her entrance.



"I did too..."



Patricia murmured.



"I licked the tip of yours earlier... but there was no taste."



"You wanted to know what semen tastes like?"



She nodded at my words.



"Lady Mo and Mash probably won't miss me. You'll be together forever from now on. But that loneliness is unbearable for me."



"Patricia..."



"I've only known you a short time, Mash. But I can't imagine a future without you anymore."



"My image of you is just punching me with your fist."



"I only know the no-good side of you too. But... you'll definitely come to Miglutt."



She smiled, lifting her hips invitingly.



I gripped my penis, sinking the glans into her sufficiently slick, melted entrance.



Patricia's cheeks twisted faintly; she reached out a hand. I clasped it. Her other gripped the sheets, knuckles white with pain.



"Ahun..."



Her voice dropped, teeth gritted in agony. Suppressing the urge to thrust deep, I pushed in slowly. Her entrance tried to clench around my shaft, but the ample wetness let me slide steadily inward.



When she opened her eyes wide, the tight grip eased, and my glans slipped all the way in. My penis was fully sheathed inside her.



"Haa, haa... Kuun, nn, Mash..."



Her ragged breaths mixed with pained whimpers. I pressed my lips to her proffered ones, then forehead to forehead.



"It's so warm in there."



She smiled faintly at my words.



"It hurts so much. It feels so foreign. So Lady Mo went through this..."



I hugged her waist. She wrapped her limbs around me, nails digging into my back.



"I'm moving."



She nodded faintly. I pulled her close and thrust. My glans pressed against her walls, the pressure intensifying. Shaking it off, I drove to the hilt.



"Ahun..."



Despite the sweet sound, her face twisted, brows furrowed. But no complaints of pain. I drew back until my glans nearly slipped out.



"Nn."



Then thrust flush against her again.



"Kuun."



She exhaled sharply.



"Mash... So I won't forget, so I can remember forever... your thing inside me..."



Hearing her, I pistoned repeatedly.



"An, ahun, aaa, ah..."



The initial tightness softened, her walls now clinging and coiling, urging my release. Her expression eased; she nuzzled my neck, sucking a mark, then licked it with her tongue tip.



"Ah, nnn... Mash..."



I latched onto her sweet-voiced lips. Tongues entwined, her saliva meltingly sweet, dissolving my brain. We devoured each other's, then parted with tongues out; the connecting thread snapped. Lost in it, I slammed my hips fiercely.



"Aah, aaaah..."



Her voice grew louder.



"Still hurt?"



"It's fine now. But it's stronger and bigger than before..."



She matched my rhythm, her initially clumsy movements syncing naturally, becoming sensually fluid.



I lengthened my strokes, aiming deeper.



As climax neared, she clung to my neck.



"An, aa, an, Mash, I... already..."



"Patricia, me too."



One final deep thrust. I gripped her hips, flooding her insides with semen.



"Fuaaaaaah...!"



Patricia's eyes flew wide, mouth agape, tongue protruding.



Staring at her face, I savored the pulsing pleasure from my penis. Her vagina spasmed repeatedly, as if trying to milk every drop.



Our heavy breaths in the room softened to calm ones.



Still buried inside her, I lay over her body.



"Mash, make sure to bring Lady Mo back safely, okay?"



Her walls clenched.



"It's fine. I don't plan on doing anything dangerous."



"Really? I'm worried. Miglutt's been in total chaos since you arrived..."



"I'll keep the rampage to inside your pussy."



At her playful squeeze, my penis stirred again. I thrust back in.



    Chapter 275

    Levante, and the Road to Okita Village

    We departed the fortress and continued our journey east. The mountain range we were heading for was still a long way off. The road was flanked by a beech forest, making it impossible to see into the distance and filling me with a nagging worry that we were going in the right direction. Trusar had given us a map before we left, but it was a crude drawing that simply pointed east. Whenever we reached a fork in the road, Famu would glare at the map and then point the way with an anxious look on her face, which only amplified my own unease. It seemed that before she was captured by the Crimson Brigade, she had only ever traveled to nearby settlements, never as far as Miglutt.

Famu and Marmi walked side-by-side. A dog-eared girl and an elf. Their races were different, but they looked like sisters.

"Famu, your posture seems to have improved."

Her usual plodding walk was less pronounced, and her legs seemed to extend forward more smoothly.

"Mo taught me it’s better to walk with my stomach pulled in a little," she said, pressing a hand against her lower abdomen. Her waist seemed a little higher, and her posture looked better. When I glanced at Marmi, however, I noticed she had picked up Famu’s old plodding gait.

"Are your feet hurting?"

"...I'm tired, but it's better than yesterday." Marmi nodded, tucking her chin.

"I see. Well, let me know right away if it starts to hurt."

Yesterday, we had walked at Mizuki and Famu's pace; today, we were matching Marmi's. That was probably a factor. Still, the road ahead was far longer. I made a mental note to take frequent breaks.

As I watched Marmi walk, I noticed Famu looking at me as if she wanted to say something. It was then that I remembered there was something I’d wanted to say to her, too.

"Famu..."

"Yes? What is it?" Her tone wasn't its usual soft self; it felt a little sharp.

"Patricia and I didn't get to eat any matsutake..."

"I ate some. Mizuki showed me how to season it with salt or dip it in fish sauce. It was very delicious." She flicked a glance at Mizuki, who quickly averted her eyes.

"I hear there was enough for us, too..."

"Is that so? Patricia brought back a lot, so I put the leftovers in my storage." Famu replied with a prim look. Storage space could be partitioned and loaned out to party members. Mizuki had her own, but I had loaned out space to Famu, Myra, Marmi, and Nephi. For her not to have given me any meant she’d stored it in the partition assigned to her.

"Isn't your storage full of food?" Before leaving Miglutt, she had bought a massive amount of corn and eggs. The big advantage of storage was that items retained the state they were in when put away—freshness was preserved, and cooked food could be eaten as is. The downside was that if you put in a damp shirt, you had to wear a damp shirt later. However, we could now wash our entire bodies using a combination of fire, water, wind, and earth magic. Initially, I had been trying to control the water from Water Magic to remove all moisture, but Marmi had evolved the spell to provide a comfortable drying effect. So, we didn't have to wear dirty clothes, and as long as you didn't mind wearing the same outfit every day, it wasn't a problem. Furthermore, while we had to carry our essential weapons, we didn't need to haul around heavy packs, allowing us to walk empty-handed. The whole adventurer profession felt like a cheat.

"Hmph, that's not true! I only prepared what's necessary for the journey."

"I'd like to have some, though..."

"There's none for you, Master!"

"Why not? Are you angry?" Famu turned her face away with a huff. She was definitely angry. Was it because I'd let Nephi join the party? Or because I'd spent last night with Patricia?

As I pondered this, Marmi tapped me on the hip.

"...I almost didn't get to eat any matsutake either."

"You're the one who set the whole thing up last night. It's because of you and Mo that I missed out on them!" Hearing my words, Marmi stopped and stared at me with wide eyes.

"...Mash, who's more important to you? Patricia or matsutake?"

"Patricia, obviously, but why is it a choice between the two? That's ridiculous!"

"...You'll have to ask Famu that." She was putting on a composed face to prevent me from reading her mind, but I could have sworn her cheeks were puffed out. *Fine,* I thought, *I'll just have to go all out with her tonight.*

"...When I asked everyone to look after Patricia, my turn ended up being last." It was a sharp, intuitive reply, just like something Famu would say.

There was one other person walking with puffed-out cheeks.

"Lately, Mash, don't you think you see me as just another adventurer in your party?" Myra muttered beside me. *There's no way any ordinary adventurer walks around with a chest that bounces like that.* As that thought crossed my mind, I kept shooting glances her way, trying to catch a peek of her cleavage. Myra bumped me lightly with her shoulder. Her chest jiggled magnificently, and the sight alone filled me with happiness. I wondered if it made her happy, too.

"Say something!" She reached out to take my arm, so I took her hand and intertwined our fingers.

"Myra, your very existence is everything to me..."

"What kind of existence?!" Famu turned around at the sound of Myra's voice.

"Big sister, what Master is trying to say is—" "Wait, Famu! Don't say another word!" I scrambled to cover Famu's mouth. She didn't seem to have any intention of saying more, but I couldn't afford to upset everyone any further. I desperately needed to get back in her good graces so I could have some matsutake for dinner tonight.

"So... what do you mean by that?" Myra pressed herself against me.

"What do I mean? It's exactly as I said..."

"Hmph. There you go again, leaving me out of the loop..." She lowered her gaze and pouted.

"That's not it. Levante already lacks a straight man as it is. If you were gone, we'd lose our commentator, too."

"That's not the role I signed up for when I joined Levante!"

"Wasn't it? If I recall, Myra, you..."

"Hmph..." Before I knew it, Myra was stomping along furiously. It seemed I had just kept pouring fuel on the fire. Despite being the oldest of the women in the party, she sometimes acted the most childish.

"Speaking of which, how old are you, Nephi?" I turned and glanced at Nephi, who was walking behind us.

"Twenty-three," she answered immediately.

"Younger than I thought..." As I said that, I looked back at Myra, only to find her cheeks puffed out to their absolute limit. Even though I'd stopped Famu, it seemed my thoughts had gotten through to her anyway.

"Myra..."

"Yes. What is it?"

"Um... I'm sorry. Let me make it up to you. When we get to a town, let's go on a date... or rather, I'd like you to go on a date with me."

"I won't be fooled. You just think of me as your convenient commentator, Mash."

"That's not true! Myra, you're much more important..." She looked up at me. As she did, her soft, large breasts bounced against my arm with a gentle *thump*.

"More important?"

"Look, you and I are going to be together for a long time. Even after we accomplish our goal in the Demon Kingdom, I have no intention of ever letting you go." She tore her gaze from mine and looked straight ahead.

"Mash... I won't forget your promise of a date. If you stand me up, I'll be mad."

Myra's steps became lighter. She snuggled up against my shoulder.

We continued walking through the beech forest. According to the map, we would be in this forest today and tomorrow. The forks in the road were few, but so was the traffic. The path was poorly maintained, and in some places, it was hard to follow. While there were several dog-eared settlements near Famu's village, they were largely self-sufficient. The only people who regularly traveled between Miglutt and the villages were a handful of merchants.

"So, what's the capital of the Demon Kingdom like?" I asked Myra to stave off the boredom of walking.

"The capital of the Demon Kingdom? Let's see..." Myra placed a finger below her lip and gazed up at the sky. The branches of the beech trees stretched out above us, forming a canopy. Patches of blue sky and sunlight peeked through.

"It's on the western side of the strait that divides the world east and west. It's a fortress city, surrounded by steep northern cliffs and thick walls. It is a place where everything, from the material to the spiritual, converges. The buildings are a mix of styles, from the distant past to the modern day, and it's said to be so vast that no one person can grasp its entirety. The royal palace, built on a hill, is one of the world's greatest structures, with a massive dome. They say the inside is entirely covered in marble, a complex and beautiful labyrinth..."

"Is it bigger than Miglutt?" Myra's eyes didn't move, but a faint smile played on her lips.

"Far larger." She raised a single finger, her expression one of stating the obvious.

"Tch, treating me like a country bumpkin. You're just a girl from the backwater town of Richel yourself, Myra." If I showed her the metropolises of my old world, she'd probably faint.

"Hmph. I've seen pictures of the city at the church. That is, from before it was destroyed by the Demon Kingdom ten years ago, you know?" With that, Myra glanced at Nephi. The old empire that once ruled the world had its capital there, controlling the eastern and western continents with vast authority. That territory was gradually eroded, with the west falling to the current empire and the east to the Demon Kingdom. Yet, it had retained its glory as the world's capital.

"No, that hasn't changed, even after the Demon Kingdom occupied it. For a time, the flow of goods from the west ceased, but it was already starting to return when I was there," Nephi replied. Myra's eyes narrowed.

"So you're saying the demons are the rulers of the world now?"

"Give me a break. I'm just an adventurer. I have no intention of saying anything like that." Nephi shrugged, and Myra fell silent.

"More importantly, you're all walking so carefree, but you do know what this road is, don't you?" At Nephi's words, we all stopped in our tracks.

"Do you know?" She shook her head in response to my question.

"I only know the legends of Miglutt. To save the dog-eared race, Okita Soji traveled east on this very road and lost his life fighting a monster in these mountains, didn't he? Mash and Mizuki, heading east to save the cursed dog-eared race... It's almost like you're re-enacting the tale of a hero from another world, isn't it?"

Hearing Nephi's reply, Mizuki and I met each other's gaze and stared.



    Chapter 276

    Nephi, and the Mythology of the Demon Race

    A loud rustling erupted from the bushes. Before I could even shout a warning, Famu and Mizuki had drawn their swords. They moved forward without a moment's hesitation, so Myra and I drew our own weapons and moved to guard the rear.

What burst out was a monster covered in beastly fur, nearly twice the size of a man.

"A brown bear?!"

A roar echoed through the forest as if to shake it to its core. The beast bared its fangs and charged down the mountain path on all fours. Its shoulders and forelegs were like boulders of muscle, and it accelerated with a power that seemed to tear at the earth itself. It closed in on Mizuki with unbelievable speed. Mizuki dropped into a low stance, thrusting her shield forward. She held her sword alongside it, ready to pierce the monster through the gap.

But just as I thought they would collide, the beast changed direction sharply and lunged at Famu.

"Aah!"

Famu twisted her body to react but couldn't dodge completely, and she was sent tumbling into the undergrowth.

"Famu!"

"I'm... I'm all right!" I heard the sound of her struggling to her feet.

"A monster... Myra, you go to Famu. I'll support Mizuki!"

"Understood. According to my information, some brown bear monsters can use magic attacks, so be careful!" Myra shouted as she ran off. As I watched her go from the corner of my eye and prepared to run to Mizuki's position, Nephi reached out and stopped me.

"I'll go. Mash, you guard the rear."

"But you're a mage, aren't you?" She held out a staff that was slightly taller than she was. It had a dull, metallic sheen. She spun it once and planted it on the ground.

"That staff is... a quarterstaff?" At my words, she gave a small smile and charged toward the monster.

"I thought she was a mage."

"...You didn't look at her character sheet?" I muttered while watching Nephi's back. Marmi glanced at me and asked.

"She's so mysterious, I just assumed she wouldn't show me."

While we were having this laid-back conversation, the battle between Mizuki and the monster had already begun. The beast rose onto its hind legs, swinging its log-like arms. At the ends were sharp, black, glistening claws. Mizuki dodged the swings, any one of which looked like it could knock her out, with light steps. She looked for an opening and thrust, but she couldn't land an effective blow against the monster's hard, black fur.

Marmi was waiting for a break in the distance between Mizuki and the monster to launch a spell, but the beast seemed to sense this and kept the pressure on, never letting the gap widen.

Then, Nephi joined the fray. She thrust her staff, aiming for the monster's eyes, and circled around to Mizuki's opposite side. She had successfully drawn its attention. The monster ceased its fierce assault on Mizuki and backed away. Marmi, who had been waiting for that opening, unleashed a fireball. But at the same instant, the monster roared and shot a rock from its mouth.

The two spells collided with a deafening boom, scattering sparks of fire. Using the shockwave as cover, the monster dropped back to all fours and charged at Nephi. She must have anticipated the move, as she sidestepped it with ease.

But the monster immediately turned and charged again, trying to ram its massive body into her. She dodged it as if performing a dance.

The monster tried to turn once more, but its movements had become sluggish. I looked down and saw that the ground around it and Nephi was covered in countless sharp spikes of earth that had shot up from below. The monster's limbs were wounded from stepping on them.

"Earth Magic...?" The monster's bared fangs drowned out my murmur.

"GUAAAAH!"

The monster's roar echoed, and it fired another rock from its mouth. Nephi dodged the blow with a sharp step forward and thrust her staff at the monster again.

"Mizuki!"

"Leave it to me!" Mizuki quickly circled behind the monster and raised her sword. Her eyes glowed with a reddish tint. With a single swing, the monster vanished.

Famu had only suffered a few scrapes from her fall and wasn't seriously injured. As I brushed the leaves and dirt from her clothes, Nephi approached with a Mana Seed.

"What's the loot distribution in Levante?"

"We split it evenly."

"Not all for you, Mash?" My hand, which was patting Famu's clothes, stopped.

"What do you take me for?"

"Well, if that's the case, it's fine." She placed the Mana Seed in my hand.

"More importantly, can I see your character sheet?" She nodded and, without any resistance, opened it for me.

Party Name: Levante. Adventurer Rank: A. Name: Nephi. Class: Freeman. First Job: Mage. First Job Level: 35. Race: Demon. Age: 23.

"A-Rank...?!"

"What's so surprising? With two otherworlders in your party, you all should reach this level soon enough, right?" At her words, I averted my gaze. We had cleared up to the 45th floor of the Crystal Palace, so we should have met the qualifications for B-Rank. But to reach A-Rank, we'd have to conquer the 60th floor. I wasn't about to risk our lives just for a rank, but being asked about it so casually made me feel a little embarrassed.

"I'm rather fond of C..." Only Mizuki gave me an indescribable look. I returned my gaze to Nephi's character sheet as Myra leaned in to look with me.

"Is her second job Staff User?" Myra asked, and Nephi revealed her full status. It seemed she didn't have a special skill, but her second job, 'Martial Artist,' was level 20.

"So it's not Staff User." It's funny how when Myra says 'staff user,' it makes me think of a different kind of staff. As I was thinking that, Famu was staring intently at me, so I cleared my throat to cover it up.

"Are you really planning to join us?"

"Well, no matter how many times I say yes, it seems none of you are going to believe me..." I reached for her chest as she shrugged. She was wrapped in a loose robe, making it hard to see her figure, but during the fight, I had caught a glimpse of her long, slender legs as she ran. When I touched her breast, a meltingly soft sensation traveled up from my palm. She was slightly smaller than Mizuki, and Mizuki's seemed to have more firmness, or perhaps perkiness, but this had what you might call a mature feel—smooth and almost clinging to my hand.

"H-Hey...! Mmph, I said I was prepared, but in a place like this..." She took a small step back, her eyes wide with bewilderment, but she didn't try to escape.

"Nephi, how many men has this chest..." I pulled her in by the waist, about to press closer, when Mizuki smacked me on the back of the head.

"Are you an idiot? What are you trying to do in a place like this?"

"Ah, right. The situation was just too perfect, I lost myself for a moment... I need to grope Mizuki's chest to calm down."

I moved toward Mizuki, but she pushed me away with a hand to my face.

"I really don't know what's going on in your head..." she sighed.

"You're one to talk, Mizuki."

"Hm? What do you mean?"

"You said you got good grades in school, didn't you?"

"I don't remember saying that myself, but what are you getting at?"

Mizuki frowned, clearly not following.

"You saw how Nephi fights, right? That's what you call smart fighting. You just fight with brute force. So I'm going to grope you to loosen up that muscle brain of yours."

"Hmm... you're right, but in my case, wouldn't punching be faster?" Mizuki grinned, made a fist, and smacked it into her other palm.

We found a spot with a monster-repellent pillar and set up camp. The sun was still high, but we couldn't push Marmi too hard until she got used to the mountain roads. Besides, it wasn't like these pillars would always be conveniently located.

Tonight's dinner would be from our storage. I made a mushroom-broth omelet to get back in Famu's good graces, but she didn't bring out any matsutake. She had a prim look on her face, so she was clearly still upset. I thought we had plenty of time, but by the time dinner was ready, the setting sun was painting the sky.

"About what we were talking about during the day," I said, sipping a food that was somewhere between oatmeal porridge and soup. Mizuki had made it, and she was good at improvising with whatever was on hand, so it was delicious. As I thought that, I noticed Mizuki staring at me.

"What about it?"

"What Nephi said about Okita Soji. Is that monster still in the mountains where Famu used to live?" The legends we'd heard from the people of Miglutt and from Famu herself said that Okita Soji fought and died from his wounds, but the story after that was unclear. Considering that Famu's ancestors, the dog-eared race, settled in those mountains afterward, the monster must have also died or been defeated by someone.

"I think the guardian deity enshrined in Famu's village is that monster. It's probably sealed in some way, right? In exchange for someone falling ill." I glanced at Famu. She had been devouring her omelet for a while now. Her gaze suddenly lifted and met mine. According to Nephi, Okita Soji died in the mountains fighting a monster. But according to Famu, the monster was the God of the End, and Okita Soji died of an illness. Of course, his legend has countless embellishments, like being a hero to the dog-eared race and the founder of Miglutt. It was impossible to know the truth, but his sword, which had been kept in Miglutt's government office, was proof that he had existed. And that sword was the same as the one held by the otherworlder who defeated the Demon Lord, Akitsuki Uta, and the same as the one Laciel gave to Mizuki.

"Master. As I've said before, the guardian deity is not the God of the End that Okita Soji fought. The guardian deity told me the name of the God of the End and commanded me to defeat it." She had once implied that she thought I was the God of the End. She never answered that question, but I wondered if she still thought so.

"So, we don't know if the monster is truly the God of the End, but it means that thing is still alive. And yet, Famu's ancestors started living in the place where the God of the End dwelled." I looked toward Myra. She had been sipping her porridge-like soup with a spoon, but she paused. Then, she looked up at the sky. The area around us was illuminated by the campfire, but beyond it, everything was dim. The sky, however, still held the light of sunset.

"I believe the result of the battle between the Fifty Gods and the five goddesses was that the five goddesses, though defeated, managed to drive the Fifty Gods from this world and weakened the God of the End to the point where it could no longer return to the heavens. The place where Famu lived was, um..."

"The Land of Beginning and End, Terra Principii et Finis, where the final battle took place. That's incorrect. That location is far to the east of the Demon Kingdom's capital. The God of the End is said to still be lurking somewhere on the mortal plane, so it's possible the one Okita Soji fought was truly the God of the End, but..." It seemed Myra also didn't believe the being lurking in the mountains where Famu lived was the God of the End.

"Speaking of which, I heard the demon race worships the God of the End. Do you worship it too, Nephi?" She nodded at my question.

"I do. That's not to say I deny the faith of the Fifty Gods or the five goddesses, though. You can think of my beliefs as being the same as any other demon's." She smiled, staring into the campfire. But she was the first demon I'd ever met. I had no idea what the standard for demons was. As I was thinking this, Myra stopped eating. Before she could say anything, Nephi spoke again.

"In our demon beliefs, the God of the End is thought to have come from another world, just like the otherworlders. Otherworlders bring various concepts to this world. For example, the character sheets you were just looking at."

"Character sheets?" Mizuki asked Nephi before I could.

"That's right. Jobs are the same. They're believed to have been born from the power of Divine Grace."

"So character sheets and jobs didn't exist in the past?"

"So I've heard." Nephi sipped her soup, then licked a drop from her lips with her finger. The tip of her tongue looked strangely sensual.

"Mo, have you ever heard anything like that from Marina or the other elves?" Elves live long lives, so I thought she might know about such changes. But she was holding her soup bowl, her head bobbing as she started to doze off. Her eyes fluttered open slightly.

"...I've heard that character sheets and jobs were concepts that didn't exist in this world before. But I don't know if it was otherworlders who brought them."

"That's right. Character sheets and jobs were granted to us by the Fifty Gods," Myra said, continuing Marmi's thought.

"I know it's not right to ask someone who serves the church, but Myra, how much of the church's teachings do you actually believe?" At my words, Myra stared back at me intently.

"That's what I want to find out by continuing this journey with you, Mash. Everything is just beginning."



    Chapter 277

    The Season Flows By, and Okita Village on That Day

    Okita Village was a small settlement of the dog-eared race nestled in the mountains. The village was blessed with a rich natural environment, and within its wooden fence lived about forty families. They engaged in various activities necessary for life, such as logging, wheat cultivation, animal husbandry, and gathering. While their lifestyle was fundamentally self-sufficient, they were not isolated. They had active exchanges with neighboring dog-eared villages.

From what I heard, the next village over was also named Okita Village. In fact, all the villages scattered throughout the region were called Okita Village. Apparently, the dog-eared race could distinguish between them by subtle differences in pronunciation, but other races could not. For this reason, the villagers simply referred to their homes as 'the settlement' to outsiders. They seemed to have no intention of choosing a different name; the villagers were proud of the one they had.

This was Famu's first time home in a year.

Ten days had passed since we left the fortress by the lake. The mountains were deeper than I had imagined, and we spent days climbing up and down. The beech forest had turned yellow, and as if in sync with the changing colors, the temperature gradually dropped. Famu had gotten lost a few times, but once we were deep in the mountains, she no longer lost her way. And Marmi, who had often been so exhausted from walking that she was already worn out by the time a battle started, was now walking with an increasingly steady gait.

As I walked while watching her from behind, she must have sensed my gaze, as she suddenly turned around.

"You've gotten quite used to walking."

Unlike me, who was slightly out of breath from the continuous ascent, she seemed fine.

"...I'm young. If you're tired, Mash, I can slow down for you." She said this with a strangely triumphant smile.

"Oh, really?" I wanted to say something clever in return, but nothing came to mind. I took a deep breath to regulate my own.

I noticed Myra watching me.

"What's wrong? Should we take a break soon?"

"I-I'm not old!" She puffed out her cheeks and turned her face away.

Since there was a chance of encountering monsters, we had to take breaks before fatigue became visible on our faces and proceed with caution. But seeing her, I figured we could make it to the pass just ahead and started walking again.

"I'm tired," Myra muttered.

"Honestly, this is what happens when you push yourself..."

"Hmph, I'm still young! You're the one who's most tired, aren't you, Mash?" Myra nudged me with her shoulder.

We reached the pass, and I was about to call for a break. Just then, Famu stopped dead in her tracks, as if she had spotted something. Her dog ears drooped. Then, she started walking quickly.

"Famu?" Left behind, the rest of us exchanged glances. The path ahead of the pass was a gentle downhill slope, the scenery no different from the mountain roads we had been on. As if pushed by the incline, she started to run. We chased after her, trying to keep up.

"Famu!" I tried to call out to her, but she didn't stop. Soon, the beech forest ended, and a place bathed in sunlight opened up before us. It was a field of tall grass that reached our waists. Nearby, the sound of a babbling brook began to reach our ears.

The path seemed to disappear, but the rustling sound of Famu pushing through the grass echoed. We followed the sound, and as we ventured further in, the grass became knee-high. Her figure was no longer there. Ahead, we could see a wooden fence that marked the boundary of a village.

"Is this Famu's settlement?"

There was no sign of people or animals. The fence was broken in several places and bore scorch marks, as if it had been burned. There was no smell. It had been left in this state for a year. The fragments of what must have been the village gate lay scattered on the ground. I stopped there and looked around again. The fence wasn't sturdy; it was merely a boundary marker, perhaps to keep livestock from wandering off. It clearly wasn't built to withstand an attack from bandits.

Beyond the fence, I could see several wooden buildings. Looking closer, I saw that some of them had been burned, their roofs had collapsed, or their doors had been smashed in. None of it had been repaired. The fact that the debris was being swallowed by weeds showed how long it had been neglected.

I couldn't sense any people. But the strong presence of the lives that had once been lived here remained, and it almost felt like it was rejecting any outsiders. I hesitated, wondering if we should enter, when Mizuki tapped my shoulder.

"Mash, we have to find Famu."

"Is it okay to go in...? Won't Famu be angry...?"

"What are you talking about? No one understands Famu better than you do, right?"

"Y-You think so...?" Pushed by Mizuki, I stepped over the village fence. As I did, I stepped on a wooden plank, and it made a startlingly loud noise.

Weeds grew wild in the fields that stretched out before us. They even sprouted from the packed-earth paths.

"It's only been about a year..." Myra murmured. No one answered. The sun shone down, a refreshing breeze blew, and only the sound of water striking stones in the brook could be heard.

In the city of Heilon, there was Ticci, and in Miglutt, Maryanne was trying to gather the people of this village to rebuild it. And Famu and Sameim... what could they possibly do if they returned to this place? Just a short period of being uninhabited, and the village was already weathering away, beginning its return to nature.

As I walked with a desolate feeling, I saw a spot where yellow chrysanthemums were growing in a cluster.

"Wild chrysanthemums? I wonder if they grow naturally in a place like this..." Mizuki murmured, glancing at my expression. I couldn't answer her and remained silent. She pointed to a stone monument in the center. Myra squinted, trying to read the characters carved into the stone.

"Are these letters? If so, what do they say?" Mizuki and I tilted our heads at her question.

"*Ugokaneba yami ni hedatsu ya hana to mizu*," Mizuki read aloud. It was carved in Japanese.

"Um, what does that mean?" Myra asked Mizuki.

"In our world, there was a samurai... a swordsman named Okita Souji. This is the death poem he supposedly composed. A loose translation would be, 'I am confined by illness, between life and death, unable to move. But I am thinking of my comrades.'"

"Is that so... Is he the legendary Okita Soji?"

"No, that's different. The Okita Souji we know died in our world... I think the Okita Soji of this world knew about him, like Mash and I do, and tried to become like him." I patted Mizuki's shoulder.

"Mizuki... they're both Okita Soji. What are you even talking about?!"

"Hmph, well then, you explain it!" She shot me a glare. The cheeky brat. I cupped her cheek and gave her a kiss.

"Mmph, mmm, mmm!" Mizuki thrashed about and then shoved me away. She wiped her mouth.

"Jeez! Don't just do things like that out of nowhere!" She glared at me again. When I leaned in, thinking she wanted another one, Myra stepped between us, pushing me away with her arm.

"I think I understand the gist of your world. So why is there a monument with this poem here?"

"The simple explanation is that this is Okita Soji's grave, and he's buried here. But he's become a legendary figure, so we can't know for sure if this is really his grave..." It was all just speculation. I gazed at the chrysanthemums, which swayed pleasantly in the wind.

"Is the guardian deity Famu talks about Okita Soji?"

"Would the man who saved the dog-eared race curse them...? Besides, I don't think otherworlders have that kind of ability, do they?" Okita Soji's special skills were likely the Sword of the Gathering Clouds of Heaven, the Eight-Span Mirror, and the Yasakani Jewel. He summoned a higher-tier special skill by combining those three to create his sword. It was possible one of those skills had such an ability.

As I tilted my head in thought, Marmi peered at my face.

"What's wrong?" Was she jealous that I had just kissed Mizuki?

"...Famu is gone. We need to find her first." Her words brought me back to my senses. Nephi watched this exchange and shrugged.

"You guys really have no sense of urgency."

We walked through the village, searching for Famu. Although the buildings were weathered and the village was rapidly returning to nature, there was nothing to suggest a conflict had taken place. It just felt as if the people had vanished from this village.

There was a small, log cabin-like house with a broken window and no door. The door lay at its feet, as if cast aside. It too was beginning to decay and was covered in grime. On it was a drawing of a dog's paw print. It looked like it had been stamped on with ink, and it was faded and weathered. It seemed strange for the dog-eared race to keep dogs, but perhaps a large dog had lived in this house.

As I stared at the paw print, I heard a clatter from inside the house. We exchanged glances and peeked inside.

"Famu."

It seemed she was cleaning the room. Thinking she hadn't noticed us, I tried to step inside, but the creak of the floorboards was louder than I expected. Her dog ears twitched, and she turned around.

"This is my house! Please don't come in without permission!" Overwhelmed by her fierce tone, I took a step back.

"S-Sorry. We'll be outside, so call us when you're done..." As I started to leave, she grabbed my wrist.

"Where are you going? You're staying here, Master."

"Huh? Oh..." I was bewildered by her reaction when Myra raised a finger and pointed outside. She then led Mizuki, Marmi, and Nephi out of the house. It seemed they were giving us some space. But I didn't know what to say to Famu.

"I wanted to introduce you to my mother and father today, Master. I wanted them to know that I've also found someone precious, just like they had each other." She said this with a gentle smile.

"But it looks like they've both gone out somewhere. The house is usually much cleaner. They must have been in a hurry for something very important."

"Famu..." I couldn't find the words and could only murmur her name.

"Don't just stand there, please sit down." The table and chairs must have been righted by her; they were arranged neatly. She tried to set up another chair that was still on its side, but its leg was broken, and it fell over with a clatter. The sound echoed loudly through the house.

"I'd like to offer you something to drink, but we don't have any milk. The dishes are dirty, so I'll go wash them. Master, could you make some water with your Water Magic?"

"Famu..." At my words, she offered a faint smile. Her fists were clenched tightly, and it seemed that to protect that smile, she was desperately holding something back.

"I thought I'd get to eat my mother's fluffy eggs for the first time in a while, but today, I'll do my best and treat you, Master. Please, just relax and make yourself at home."

"Famu!" At my word, her shoulders flinched. And again, she forced a smile.

"I know, Master. I know. But for today, could you please play along with my little game? I want you to spend time with me in this house. This house is too big for just me." I couldn't say anything in response to her words, so I simply sat down in a chair.



    Chapter 278

    Looking Back, and Not Looking Back (Famu☆)

    I wished it would end soon. I didn't have the strength to lift my head, and even opening my eyes felt like too much effort.

That man was looking down at me with pity in his eyes. People like him appeared from time to time. But they all eventually left.

With that thought, I closed my eyes. If I just waited, someday, I would see my mother and father again. But that man didn't leave. It seemed he had started negotiating a price.

*What's he going to do with someone like me?* I wondered. Then, the cage opened, and I was lifted into his arms. My body was dirty, and I must have smelled terrible. *I don't want to be touched. I don't want anyone to touch me ever again.*

That man was very flustered. His heartbeat was fast, and his hands were clammy with sweat. But they were so warm. For a final moment, I felt like I had returned to my village. I was glad it was in his arms.

Famu talked nonstop, both while preparing the meal and while we ate, recounting everything that had happened since we first met. Sometimes smiling, sometimes with puffed-out cheeks, sometimes her words catching in her throat, she just kept talking. About the two of us walking through the shopping district of Richel. About going to gather medicinal herbs and being attacked by a monster, nearly bursting into tears. About saving a village that had been taken over by goblins. About being so surprised to see the goddess Laciel that her legs gave out. About being challenged to a duel and getting all fired up, only to nearly be tied up by her own allies. About being furious on my behalf, only to become even more furious when I tried to easily forgive the enemy.

Famu dipped a piece of bread in her soup, took a bite, slurped her tea, and set down the cup. And then, she continued her story.

I just listened to her, nodding along. Some parts were romanticized, others exaggerated. But I had no intention of teasing her or making unnecessary comments. There were only the two of us in this house. But I knew who she was really telling these stories to.

Listening to Famu's endless stories, I learned just how full of emotion she was, how curious, how a little bit strange, how still a child, how just a girl, and how she cherished others and cherished herself. All of that had been nurtured in this house.

And I came to understand anew the depth of her sorrow. Imagining it was unbearable. Could I make her happy? Was I even allowed to touch her emotions?

As I was thinking these things, I realized Famu had stopped talking.

"Master?"

"Hm? What is it?" I brought the soup to my lips. It had gotten a little cold.

"Why are you making such a strange face while I'm talking?"

"This is just my face. You're the one who fell for a man with a face like this. Get over it." When I scratched my cheek, she placed her hand over mine. Her hand was a little cold, a stark contrast to the heat of her storytelling. And her gaze seemed to see right through to my heart.

"You may be a pervert, Master, but you don't have a strange face. So please listen to me with a serious expression."

"It's not exactly a story that needs a serious face. Besides, who is this guy you keep talking about? If it's me, you're romanticizing me way too much."

"Hmph, you are cool, Master! Now just be quiet for a little while!" Famu said, and then resumed her story.

Famu led me to a small, cozy room.

"This is my room."

The curtain of night had already fallen. The stars poured their soft light into the roofless room. The light from Famu's lamp joined them, adding a warm, crimson glow to the cold, pale blue room. But the ceiling had collapsed, the window frame was missing, and weeds grew through the cracks in the floor.

Famu picked up a vase that was lying on the floor. After confirming it wasn't broken, she placed it on the desk. Several books were also scattered about, and she picked them up to return them to the bookshelf. I helped, picking up a book that was left open. It was heavy with moisture and smelled of mold. It was too swollen to close properly, so I placed it on top of the books Famu had set down.

I glanced out the window and saw the dark silhouettes of unlit houses dotted here and there. In the distance, a single bonfire flickered. Mizuki and the others were camping out. The scent of life lingered strongly in the village, yet no one lived here. A strange, indescribable feeling welled up inside me.

"I wanted to sleep in my bed today, but that's impossible, isn't it..." The bedding was also damp. It seemed she had been sleeping here when she was stripped of her blankets and taken away by the bandits. As if to erase that trace, she folded the blanket and placed it on the bed. She had been suffering from the guardian deity's curse and had been confined to this room.

I took a blanket from my storage and laid it on the floor. We lay down on it together. I was on my back, and Famu had her back to me, but she was pressed tightly against me, curled up into a ball. I remembered how we used to sleep side-by-side like this when we first met.

The chirping of various autumn insects filled the air. Mixed in with it, I could faintly hear the sound of Famu's breathing. She was lying perfectly still, but I was sure she wasn't asleep. My own mind was wide awake, and I had no desire to sleep.

I clasped my hands behind my head and used them as a pillow, gazing up at the night sky.

"Master... are you not going to sleep?" I remembered she had once said she would wait for me to start snoring before she fell asleep. On a day like this, it was probably better for me to fall asleep quickly. I thought about telling her that, but I couldn't bring myself to say it and remained silent.

"Why... why did this have to happen to us...?" Famu whispered, sniffling.

"Why... what did we ever do...?" Her shoulders trembled.

"Famu... to be righteous, to be sincere, to be fair, to be kind, to be gentle... you have all of that. You learned those things in this house... no, in this village, and you lived by them. But it doesn't matter. It's a cold thing to say, but those things can't protect people. There are people with all sorts of different ways of thinking. It's impossible to deny that."

"I know that. I've traveled this far with you, Master. I've fought all kinds of enemies with you. I will become stronger. Much, much stronger. I will protect you, Master. I won't make the same mistake again. I don't want to be alone ever again."

"Famu..." I placed my hand on the back of the girl whose shoulders were trembling as if she were hiccupping, and I stroked it.

"Getting stronger won't change anything. A stronger enemy will just appear. Neither you nor I can be the strongest." Famu rolled over to face me. Then she grabbed my hand. In the darkness, she stared at me. Her eyelashes were wet as if with night dew.

"Are you saying it's okay if something like this happens again, Master? Are you not going to stay with me?"

"Famu, I will protect you. I am weak. But no matter what happens, I will protect you. I will protect the memories of this village that you hold inside you. So I will always be with you."

"You always try to forgive first, Master. You're too soft. Can you really protect me, protect everyone, like that?"

"You are you, and I am me. I have no intention of changing that. We'll stay as we are. Even if I say that, we might change someday. But my beliefs, and your beliefs, Famu, will not change."

"But when you fulfill your duty in this world, won't you go back to your own world, Master?"

"I've said it many times, but I'm staying in this world. I want to be with you, Famu." Famu squeezed my hand tightly. She slowly closed her eyes and brought her lips toward mine. I instinctively pulled back and pressed my hand against her forehead.

"Mmph, why did you dodge?"

"This is your house, isn't it? Is it okay? I mean..." I hesitated, and Famu sat up, straddling me. She looked down at me.

"It's fine. My mother and father had days when they were very close. On those days, they always tried to make me go to bed early. No matter how much I told them I was awake, they wouldn't let me stay up. I didn't understand why back then. But I'm not a child anymore. I want to be like that with you in this house, Master."

Famu leaned over me, her lips meeting mine. I hugged her tightly, wanting her just as fiercely.

Just moments ago, the chirping of insects had been ceaseless, but now, all I could hear was Famu's breathing.

"Master..." She suddenly lifted her head and looked at me. Something slid down her cheek and dripped onto my chest, but a smile played on her lips.

"My mother and father would be so surprised if they saw us. We have to be careful not to make any noise."

"You're right. I guess I'll have to keep your mouth shut, then." We exchanged words like chirping birds, and we exchanged kisses. Her arms wrapped around my neck. And we sought each other desperately.

"Ngh... Master..." Listening to her small, panting voice, I touched her breast. It was still developing, but I felt its firm elasticity as I impatiently removed her clothes. Famu, in turn, reached for my clothes and bared my chest.

"Famu. You're already hard, aren't you?" I said, pinching the cherry-pink bud. Her body jolted.

"You too, Master..." She reached down and stroked me. Needless to say, I was already powerfully erect.

"It might be bigger than usual."

"It just means I'm still growing. Soon, I might be big enough to make you come just by putting it inside you, Famu."

"I know you're joking, but you're also being serious..." Famu said, continuing to rub me. She then suddenly looked at me.

"Are you self-conscious that you're smaller than other people after all?"

"Hey, don't say such strange things! I should be at least average! I'm telling you, I'm still growing. You're one to talk, you're pretty small yourself!" I squeezed her breast a little harder, and she writhed with sensitivity.

"Mmmph! You may be done growing, Master, but I'll be bigger than Mizuki someday! My big sister said she was small at my age, too!"

"Myra... she said that...?" I tried to imagine Myra at Famu's age. A waist with no curves yet, small breasts, and a slightly rounded bottom. I wish I could have met her back then and touched her all the way until she developed the breasts she has now.

As my imagination ran wild, I noticed Famu staring at me with a cold gaze. At the same time, my manhood was gripped with a crushing force.

"W-Wait! You're the one who brought this up, Famu! That's not fair!"

"All you think about is having sex with women, Master. Just for today, couldn't you think only of me? I only ever think of you."

Her lips formed a pout.

"Famu... I love you. It's really because of you that I've been able to come this far."

"Master... I love you too." We kissed. Deeply, desperately. She took off her own underwear and straddled me. A drop of her wetness fell onto my lower stomach. She was just as eager as I was.

"Master..." Famu moved her hips, pressing herself against me. The warm, slick sensation touched my tip, and I writhed with impatience.

"I love you. We'll always be together. Nnngh..." Famu's face twisted slightly. At the same time, a slick sensation enveloped me all the way to the base.

"Aah... Master..." We held each other for a while, feeling the sensation of our bodies joined. The many folds inside her clung to me, tightening as if to never let go. I couldn't hold back any longer and thrust up from below. Famu's eyes flew open, and she let out a moan. Then she began to slowly move her hips.

"Ah, aaah... Master... it feels... so good."

Her body was bathed in the pale blue light of the stars. The firmness of her skin reflected that light, making her look coolly transparent and fresh. But when I touched her skin, I felt a warm heat.

I held Famu's hips and continued to move my own in time with her rhythm.

"Ah, ah, aaah... Master, I'm about to..." Famu moaned, looking up at the sky with an ecstatic expression. She probably wasn't consciously looking at anything. But a star the same color as her eyes, and the twinkling stars that surrounded it... I felt like Famu was staring at it.

"Master, I'm... I'm almost..." Her eyes, brimming with tears, turned to me, a melted look in them.

"Me too." We embraced, and listening to our ragged breaths, I thrust my hips hard, burying myself deep inside her. Famu, in turn, accepted me fully, tightening her insides as if to never let me go.

"Famu!" I cried out her name and released the desire that had been building inside her.

"Ah, aaaaaahhh!"

She arched her back with an especially loud cry. I held her hips, not letting her go until the last pulsation faded.

We lay side by side on our backs. Our ragged breathing gradually slowed. At the same time, the sound of insects began to return. In the sky, the river of countless stars was as brilliant as ever. I looked for the star the color of Famu's eyes that I had seen earlier, but I couldn't find it. A wave of anxiety washed over me—what if, like that star, she would one day leave me?

"I will become stronger. I will protect you, Master. We'll always be together," Famu murmured, as if she had read my mind. My hand was squeezed.

"Famu..."

"Yes?" I sensed her turning toward me, but I kept my eyes on the sky.

"I want to hear your story, Famu. I want to know what your life was like in this village."

"Are you sure? You won't be able to sleep."

"I don't mind."

"I have a request, too."

"What is it?"

"I want to hear your story, too, Master. I want to know what your life was like in the other world."

"That would take all night. Besides, it's boring. You'd fall asleep while I was talking."

"Hmph, I won't. I'll stay awake the whole time!" When I tilted my head, Famu's face was right beside mine. We looked at each other, and then, at the same time, we both started to laugh.



    Chapter 279

    The Guardian God, and Famu

    The sunlight was blocked by a thick mist, scattering in countless white reflections that blanketed the entire village. Not a single insect chirped; it felt as if the mist had swallowed all sound and smell.

Famu and I left her house. We held hands and looked back one last time. The mist shrouded the house, blurring its outline. For a moment, I thought I saw a light flicker in the window and the silhouettes of two people, huddled together, looking back at us.

"We're going now," Famu whispered. There were no tear tracks on her profile, nor were any new drops falling. It was that intensely mature gaze she sometimes showed, a stark contrast to her usual childishness. I couldn't tell if it was her resolve or a void so deep that even her tears had dried up. A small pang of regret pierced my chest—perhaps I had robbed her of her sadness.

"Master, let's go." Her next words were for me. Famu started walking ahead. She didn't look back again.

Famu seemed to have found some closure, but our main objective—breaking her curse—was still unfulfilled. I felt that required a meeting between her and the guardian deity, but we had no leads. We passed by the stone monument in the center of the village. Mizuki and the others should be camped just beyond it.

"This is where we worship the guardian deity," she said. She knelt and assumed the prayer pose she always did for me in the morning.

"This monument is for Okita Soji, you know."

Famu looked up in surprise.

"How do you know that?" I told her about my conversation with Mizuki and the others yesterday, reading aloud the characters on the monument that the people of this world couldn't decipher.

"So the guardian deity was Okita Soji..." She looked up at the monument, staring at the carved words.

"*Ugokaneba yami ni hedatsu ya hana to mizu*... Without water, flowers cannot bloom. Perhaps he believed that even if there was a separation, the water would continue to flow." Famu placed a hand on her chest. Until yesterday, she would never have said something like that. I placed my hand on her head and stroked her soft hair. She squinted as if it tickled, then stood up.

"It looks like this monument has been properly cleaned, even though no one is here." Just then, a yellow flower petal drifted into our view from somewhere. It fluttered down and landed on top of the monument.

Famu reached out to brush it away. The moment she did, her body seemed to warp along with the air around her.

"Master!"

I grabbed her outstretched hand tightly. At the same time, the surrounding scenery distorted, and we were swallowed by the mist, unable to see anything.

"Where..."

Famu and I looked around. The misty village view had vanished, and we were now standing in an ancient stone corridor. Light shone from an unseen source, so it wasn't completely dark, but the narrow corridor stretched on endlessly.

"We're in a dungeon." I turned around, but a stone wall blocked our path. There was no need to search for an exit.

"Master, let's go," Famu said, starting to walk forward. I hurriedly grabbed her arm.

"Wait. There might be monsters. Be careful." Famu turned and stared at me intently.

"It's all right. Can't you hear it?" I strained my ears, trying to sense anything ahead, but I heard nothing.

"I can't hear anything. Are you going crazy?"

"N-No! I can hear it. The voice of the guardian deity."

"Okita Soji...?" We proceeded down the corridor together. Soon, a massive door appeared before us. I recognized the ornate door.

"This is an Area Guardian's room."

"Let's go in."

"What are you going to do if the monster inside is the God of the End?! According to Myra, not even Laciel's spear works on it!" Laciel and the other four goddesses had been defeated in their battle with the God of the End and imprisoned by the other Fifty Gods.

"Master, the Area Guardian is not the God of the End." Famu's tone was remarkably calm. It felt as if she had known from the start that we would end up here.

"Could it be that everyone who's cursed comes here?" If that was the case, I wish she had told me sooner, but she shook her head.

"I don't know about the others. Luna never said anything like that."

"Who's Luna?"

"Didn't I tell you last night? She's my older sister's... Lily's best friend. She has brown dog ears like me, but her hair is long and wavy. She was the one who got sick before me." Famu furrowed her brow. Had she mentioned that? I couldn't possibly remember everyone's name, but I did remember Lily. Not her biological sister, but a neighborhood girl Famu looked up to. I think she said she was two-timing someone and ended up marrying a young man from the next village. While I was lost in thought, Famu opened the Area Guardian's door.

"Master, together."

Urged on by Famu, I reluctantly stepped into the room with her.

The door behind us closed silently on its own. It was a large, circular room. The floor, walls, and high ceiling were all covered in white stone tiles. The source of the light was unclear, but the entire room was illuminated, making torches unnecessary. At the far end was another door of the same design as the one we entered through, shut tight.

This was definitely an Area Guardian's room. I tightened my grip on my sword. Famu, however, just stood there, motionless.

"Hey!"

Just as I spoke, particles of light rained down from the ceiling in the center of the room, like raindrops, and solidified on the floor into a human figure. The figure wore black *tabi* socks and black *hakama* trousers tied at the shins. Over that was a long-hemmed, wide-sleeved haori with a light-blue and white mountain pattern. Black, ash-like particles rose from its entire body like flames, which I took to be the fighting spirit it exuded. Its face was shrouded in deep shadow, its features indistinct. A metal plate on the headband tied around its forehead gave off a dull gleam. The figure lifted its haori, revealing a long sword and a short sword worn at its waist. Its hand gripped the scabbard of the long sword.

"Okita Soji...?" Without answering my question, he placed his thumb on the inside of the handguard and silently drew the blade partway. The white steel, drawn smoothly and without a sound, danced in the air.

I held my breath at the sheer refinement of the movement. This was not an opponent I could win against in a sword fight. I knew it instinctively. My sword hand grew slick with sweat.

"Master..." Famu looked at me. Seemingly unfazed by Okita Soji's presence, she turned her back to him and walked toward me.

"I want to fight with your sword, Master. Would you lend it to me?"

"Hey, don't you get it? That's not an opponent you or I can handle. I'm calling Laciel." Famu quietly shook her head at my words.

"The guardian deity is here to fight me one-on-one. To break the curse, I must fight alone." I glanced at Okita Soji. Covered in black fighting spirit, I couldn't even see the movement of his eyes, and his emotions were unreadable. However, he seemed to be waiting for our move and didn't appear to be on the verge of attacking.

"How do you know that?" Famu tilted her head at my question.

"You... can't hear it, Master? But I can hear the guardian deity's voice." *That's the voice of the one who made you sick and caused you to suffer,* I wanted to retort, but the words wouldn't come out. Instead, I held out my sword.

"Famu, if I think you're in danger, I'll do whatever it takes to save you." Famu placed her hand on the sword. She leaned in further and kissed me.

"It's all right. Please just watch from here, Master." She took the sword from me and turned a sharp gaze on Okita Soji.

As Famu took a middle guard stance, Okita Soji mirrored her, also taking a middle guard. Famu seemed tense, her muscles not yet accustomed to the weight of the sword. Her shoulders looked stiff, and her center of gravity appeared to be shifted forward. In contrast, Okita Soji's stance was natural, a beautiful form with no tension at all. He seemed to have no openings. Famu moved forward to close the distance. Just as their blades were about to meet, Okita Soji's sword drew a half-moon, catching hers and twisting it away. The sword flew from Famu's grasp, sailing higher than expected before clattering to the floor.

For a moment, Famu stood frozen, as if she didn't understand what had happened. As she scrambled to retrieve her sword, his blade was pressed against her neck. The movement was so swift, so impossibly smooth and efficient, that I didn't even have time to gasp.

"Famu!" I started to rush forward, but the tip of his blade shifted, freezing me in place. I prepared to fight back, only to realize I was unarmed.

"Tch!" While I hesitated between supporting Famu with magic or summoning Laciel, Famu had already picked up her sword and reset her stance.

"Master, do not interfere," Famu declared. She then did a few light vertical hops, as if testing the spring in her own body. For a moment, her body wavered, and then she closed the distance in a single burst. I thought she would attack at the same time, but she feinted and then leaped sideways.

In response, Okita Soji simply kept the tip of his sword pointed at her. That alone was enough to prevent Famu from attacking.

Famu feinted a retreat, then forcefully stepped forward and swung.

"Hya!" With her spirited cry, a sharp clang of metal rang out. Her attack was parried by Okita Soji, and she stumbled, losing her balance. Again, the tip of his blade was at her neck.

She wiped her mouth and glared up at Okita Soji. He withdrew his blade, and Famu stood up, raising her sword once more. Watching this, I understood. He was testing Famu, trying to teach her his swordsmanship. And Famu was trying to meet that challenge. But the gap in skill between Famu and Okita Soji was immense.

"Hey! I don't know if you're Okita Soji or a guardian deity or what, but she's only been holding a sword for about three months. She's strong for her level, but I don't know what you expect from her. She's not at a level where she can fight you." I was shouting, so he should have heard me. But Okita Soji showed no reaction to my words. He turned his blade toward Famu.

"Famu's personality isn't suited for combat in the first place. At least give her some time to figure that out." As before, Okita Soji didn't react to my words. But Famu did.

"What would you do if I wasn't suited for combat?"

"I wouldn't do anything. There's no need to rush. You need time." She tilted her head at my words.

"Time...? Just how much time do you think I need?"

"Let's see... ten years. You can become whatever you want to be." Her face twisted.

"Ten years. Isn't that longer than the time you've been given, Master? I can't protect the things I want to protect. I'm tired of that. I will overcome this trial and protect you. This time, we'll be together. No matter what happens, we'll be together. I won't be the only one left behind again!" Famu gritted her teeth and turned her gaze back to Okita Soji.



    Chapter 280

    All Her Feelings, and This One Strike

    In the center of the Area Guardian's room, Famu and Okita Soji faced each other, their swords held in a middle guard stance. A space the size of a single fist separated them. The tips of their two swords quietly pushed against each other as if probing for an opening, but the space was filled with an incredible tension. A single step forward would put them in the one-step, one-strike range where they could attack each other, but neither moved to do so.

Famu, perhaps because she had been so easily dealt with before, was visibly hesitant to take that step. She circled left and right, trying not to close the fist-sized gap, attempting to bait Okita Soji's sword into wavering. But his blade remained steady, its tip constantly aimed at her throat. When Famu gave up and backed away, Okita Soji glided forward to fill the gap, closing the distance.

"Kuh...!" Frustrated, Famu closed the distance with a follow-up step, attempting to sweep Okita Soji's sword up while raising her own to strike. But Okita Soji easily regained his posture and deflected her blade. With nimble footwork, he circled behind her and struck her in the back with the hilt of his sword.

Unable to kill her forward momentum, Famu's legs tangled and she fell. She pushed herself up, panting heavily.

"You're too tense. If your upper body wavers, your center of gravity will shift, and you won't be able to support yourself. Remember what Aidan said. It's your lower body that moves you, starting with your footwork. And don't forget to breathe. Always breathe." She glanced at me and gave a small nod. Then she regulated her breathing and slowly stood up.

As if waiting for her, Okita Soji closed in. His white blade danced. The terrifying sword strokes, which seemed to leave behind even the glint of the blade, assaulted Famu.

*CLANG!* A sharp metallic sound rang out. It felt less like Famu had dodged and more like the sword had been brought down right where she had positioned her own. I thought it would flow into a blade lock, but Famu couldn't withstand the force and was pushed back. Without a moment's pause, Okita Soji's second and third strikes came down.

Famu deflected them by a hair's breadth, but her clothes were slashed, and blood began to seep from the cuts.

"I can do it too!" Famu launched a counterattack. But perhaps intimidated by the pressure of Okita Soji's sword, she was just swinging with her arms, and her attack had neither speed nor power. As expected, the attack was easily dodged, and a sharp thrust was delivered to her neck in return. Famu leaned back to avoid it, but it felt less like her own quick thinking and more like Okita Soji had deliberately aimed to miss.

"Kya!" With a small cry, Famu's hips gave out, and she fell to a sitting position.

"Famu... watch his movements carefully. Not the sword's movement, but Okita Soji's body's movement." She nodded firmly at my words. My heart ached at the sight. I had just murmured what I could say to her now, but even I, watching from a distance, couldn't follow his movements. The initial motion of his attacks was completely invisible. By the time I realized it, his blade was already descending. I had seen many strong warriors before, like Avea, Wake, and Aidan. But his swordsmanship was on a different level entirely.

Famu's attacks couldn't even shift Okita Soji's center of gravity, and she couldn't react to his incredibly fast movements. My advice seemed to be of no help to her. Even if she had a realization, it was clear that he was not an opponent she could handle with that alone.

"I should be able to do it too!"

"Can you even see his sword?"

"Not yet. But I feel like I'm seeing something."

She touched her neck, confirming it was still attached. It was just a shallow cut. But the blood that welled from the wound stained her palm crimson. She wiped it on the hem of her clothes. Then she gripped her sword.

"You think you can see Okita Soji's sword strokes?"

"No. What I'm seeing is something much closer... When you grip a sword, it's like holding an egg. When you strike, it's like wringing a towel, especially putting force into your little finger, right?"

"What are you saying now of all times..." Despite my confusion, she regulated her breathing and re-gripped her sword. Then, she placed her hand on the floor and pushed herself up. I watched her, holding my breath. I knew Okita Soji had no intention of killing her. This was a trial. But the skill gap between them was just too vast. I had a feeling that Famu might not be able to overcome this trial and that her spirit might break. I wanted to make them stop.

Famu took a middle guard stance, and just as she exhaled slowly, Okita Soji's sword flashed again. Just like before, Famu caught the blow with the blade of her sword. But this time, she didn't retreat; she held her ground.

"Did she see Okita Soji's first move..." My murmur was drowned out by a continuous clang of sword strikes. Famu was weathering Okita Soji's ferocious assault. But it wasn't a one-sided attack. In the gaps between the slashes, Famu returned a strike. It wasn't sharp or crisp. But she wasn't just being pushed back either.

Just as I thought she was beginning to see his sword strokes, albeit with few counterattacks, Famu's sword was sent flying. It soared high into the air, spinning, and then stabbed into the floor.

Famu, breathing heavily, reached for the hilt to pull it out. But the sword wouldn't budge, and her hand slipped. Her hands were probably numb from taking so many blows, and it was likely her grip strength was gone.

"Famu, as long as your sword is in the floor, Okita Soji won't attack. Regulate your breathing, and loosen up your hands." She shook her head at my advice.

"No. I'm starting to see it. I can see your back."

"What? Are you saying you're trying to read Okita Soji's movements?" She shook her head again.

"No. What I'm seeing isn't the guardian deity's movements. It's your movements, Master." With that, she put all her strength into pulling the sword free.

Famu's stance as she faced Okita Soji changed. Until now, she had been mirroring his movements, their blades overlapping, but she had stopped doing that. However, her new stance was far from refined.

"Hey! Are you copying me? Just because he won't kill you doesn't mean you should do something so foolish! Don't lose sight of your goal!"

"This is fine!" Famu reflexively answered my shout. As if to exploit that opening, Okita Soji closed the distance and attacked her.

Famu swung her sword to cut down his blow. After a high-pitched metallic clang, the two separated widely. But Okita Soji immediately turned and leaped. His haori fluttering, he closed in on Famu with incredible speed. Famu reacted to this blow as well, swinging to cut it down. Their blades crossed and locked, but they used the force of their push to separate.

Famu took a middle guard stance. She seemed to have shed some of her unnecessary tension. Her spine, all the way to the tip of her tail, was as straight as if she were suspended by a string from the ceiling. Okita Soji matched her stance, his blade overlapping hers.

"Even if you are the guardian deity, if you stand in my master's way, I will cut you down in a single blow!" The moment their two blades were about to touch, Famu kicked off the stone floor.

Okita Soji raised the tip of his sword to deflect Famu's, but she swung as if to cut through his defense itself. As their bodies crossed, a fierce clash of metal rang out, and the smell of burnt iron hit my nose.

Famu's swing was clearly too wide. She nearly lost her balance from the force of her own swing but managed to stay on her feet. Before she could reset her stance, Okita Soji took a large step forward and thrust at her solar plexus. Famu barely dodged the blow, but as she struggled to regain her balance, a furious series of thrusts was unleashed. Each strike was lightning-fast, a heavy, storm-like impact. Famu grimaced, gritting her teeth as she took the attacks, gradually being pushed back by the pressure.

"Famu!" I wanted to tell her not to retreat. But if I were in her position, taking those attacks, I would be just as helpless, pushed back in the same way. All I could do was clench my fists and watch the fight unfold.

"I know!" Famu's shout came back. Even as she took the attacks, she corrected her posture. She shifted her weight slightly to her left foot and used the rebound to move forward. Okita Soji's thrust came at her, but it just slashed her arm cover and went wide. Famu returned a thrust, crossing his attack.

Okita Soji took a large step back to dodge it. Famu didn't pursue; she took a middle guard stance and pointed the tip of her sword at him. She held the sword a fist's width above her navel. She had shed all unnecessary tension and all excess spirit. She simply stared at Okita Soji before her, her quiet fighting spirit dwelling in the tip of her blade. Her sword, imbued with her feelings, seemed to glow with a dull, white light. It was the magic she had refined. What I had thought of as 'ki.'

Her weight was on her front right foot, supported by her back left foot. It was beautiful, the ideal sword stance I had always pictured in my mind.

"Guardian deity... here I come." Okita Soji neither nodded nor spoke. He simply held his sword. His posture was completely natural. Yet, his figure seemed to grow, to fill the room. It wasn't because of the black fighting spirit that flickered like flames from his body. Just by him holding a sword, the very air in the room grew taut. His very existence was an immense pressure, weighing down on us. Every sword strike he delivered was a fatal, lightning-fast blow. But Famu had survived his slashes time and time again and now stood before him.

The mountain pattern on his haori swayed. He took a middle guard stance and, with an all-too-natural step, slid into the one-step, one-strike range. The tips of Famu's and Okita Soji's swords twitched in an instant. They both raised their swords to an upper-right guard at the same time, and at the same time, they brought them down.

Their blades met with a fierce clang. With a hissing sound, the tip of a severed blade flew through the air and then stabbed into the stone floor with a satisfying *thud*.

"Magnificent..." The voice was that of a young man, soft yet firm.

His sword had been brought down as if to slice through Famu's body, but its blade was gone, cutting through empty air. And Famu's sword was at his neck.

"I am not just someone who follows my master. I will protect my master... that feeling... is not something anyone..." The tip of her sword wavered, and at that moment, her body swayed violently. Her knees buckled, and she collapsed.

"Famu!" I rushed to her and caught her in my arms.

"She must have used too much magic refining her sword's ki," Okita Soji said, looking down at us. He then left us and picked up the severed tip. When he placed it against the broken sword, the blade was repaired, returning to its original state without a single scar. He then removed his short sword, placed it with the long sword, and held them out to me.

"You, who came from the same world as I, and who bears the same name as the God of the End. Give this sword to her..." I reached for the sword. It was heavy. The weight of the sword felt like the weight of the burdens the man before me had carried.

"Did you fight the God of the End?" He nodded at my words.

"Is it on this land?" Okita Soji nodded again.

"If I defeat it..." He quietly shook his head.

"The God of the End has been sealed, its soul split into several parts. I was defeated by what was merely a fraction of it. But I did succeed in returning it to its sealed state. However, I am a being who has lost his life. I required the sacrifices of the dog-eared race who live on this land."

"So that's what the curse on her was..." I looked down at Famu. She was still unconscious in my arms. But her expression was peaceful, as if she had accomplished her task. I felt a little annoyed and poked her cheek. The soft sensation met my fingertip, but she showed no signs of waking.

"She brought you to this land. My duty is done."

"Wait. Don't just decide your work is done. You couldn't defeat this enemy. Do you really think I can win? Besides, if you're from another world, then a group wearing red hoods must have come here exactly a year ago, right?" He didn't answer my questions but pointed to the door opposite the one we had entered through. The door that had been firmly shut was now open.

"When you leave through that door and exit this dungeon, her curse and the seal on the God of the End will be broken."

"Stop moving the story along without me! I'm not leaving this room. I have a mountain of questions for you. And so does Famu. She has more to say to you than I do. A girl named Yamase Mizuki is with us, too. I'm sure she'd want to hear your story." I turned to face Okita Soji, but he was gone. I looked around in surprise, but he was nowhere to be found.

"Okita Soji!" I shouted, but my voice just echoed emptily through the room.



    Chapter 281

    An Omen, and Those Who Leave the Village

    Her chest, pressed against my back, felt thicker than it had back in Richel. It had only been three months, but what a three months it had been. Was Famu going through a growth spurt? I savored the soft sensation as I carried her on my back. I shifted my body to adjust her position, but she showed no signs of waking.

We exited the dungeon and stood before the stone monument. I was struck by how different the scene was from before. The monument was decaying, the characters carved into it so weathered they were illegible. Had it served its purpose? The only thing that hadn't changed was the chrysanthemums blooming around it.

"*Ugokaneba yami ni hedatsu ya hana to mizu*."

I murmured the words that had been written there, but they vanished into the silence, never reaching the monument. Was Okita Soji, who had been celebrated as a hero of the dog-eared race, content to sleep in this land? Or had he desperately wished to return to his own world? I would never know his thoughts.

 The mist had cleared, revealing a vast, clear blue sky. I saw the tent where Mizuki and the others were camped and started walking toward it. Just then, the ground seemed to boil up and ripple like a great wave. A series of violent tremors shook the village. A roaring sound, as if something was rising from deep within the earth, echoed around us. I couldn't stay on my feet and had no choice but to drop to my knees and wait for the shaking to stop.

The ground beneath me seemed to turn black. It rose like a miasma, threatening to cover the world. When I touched that miasma, a chill that felt like my blood had frozen shot through my entire body. The light vanished, and my vision was plunged into darkness.

It felt like the shaking lasted a long time. The rumbling stopped, the chill and the miasma-like substance vanished, and in their place, a cloud of dust filled the air, turning my vision white and cloudy. A dry, moldy smell stung my nose. I slowly stood up, trying to get a sense of my surroundings, when Mizuki and the others came running.

"Mash!"

"Are you all right?" After nodding at my question, her eyes widened as she saw Famu on my back.

"She just passed out from magic depletion. She was injured in a fight with the guardian deity, so I need you to heal her." I looked at Myra and started to lower Famu, but her arms wrapped around my neck, tightening their grip.

"If you're awake, get down."

"No. My head is still spinning..."

"That's a symptom of magic depletion." In my case, it took over half a day to recover, but I wondered if it was different for other people. I tried to shake her off, but she just hugged me tighter in resistance.

"Famu, I can't heal you if you don't get down!"

"Mmph!" She continued to resist fiercely, but Myra and Marmi managed to pry her off my back.

"So, what happened?" Mizuki prompted, and I explained how we had been drawn into the monument and how Famu had fought a one-on-one duel with Okita Soji.

"So you're saying the earthquake just now broke the seal on the God of the End?" Her eyes flickered slightly as she looked around. The dust had settled, but the air was still thick with it.

"What are you looking at? It's right behind you!"

"Eek!" She let out a very un-Mizuki-like shriek and hastily reached for her sword as she spun around. Of course, there was no monster there. She shot me a sharp glare.

"Stop saying such stupid things!" Her cheeks puffed out even more. Nephi watched this with a cool gaze.

"If you're going to leave the party, now's your chance. You can still turn back." Nephi shrugged.

"You're one to talk, Mash. I'm getting tired of this. Unless you tell me to leave, I'm accompanying you to the Demon Kingdom."

"The demons worship the God of the End, don't they? There's going to be a fight." Nephi smiled at my words.

"I believe in a silent god, a god that grants me its blessing. I'm not thinking about saving the world or anything so grand, but if it's going to cause harm, I'll cooperate." I couldn't understand what she was thinking at all. It was true that if she wanted to return to the Demon Kingdom, it was safer to travel with a party than alone. But traveling with us guaranteed danger. It was also different from her stated motive of wanting to join our party for her own safety.

Considering she had left the Messiah and joined our party, his sworn enemies, she had to be an extremely selfish person. In a situation like this, it would make more sense for her to leave Levante. 

"Well, I do have some desire to see the God of the End," she added, as if she had read my thoughts.

"You say that, but I don't see a path to victory. There's no need for you to be with us in a situation like this."

"Well, if you're saying it's okay for me to leave the party, I'll take my leave when things get really dangerous. But more importantly, what about the others..." At Nephi's words, Myra, who had been casting healing magic on Famu, looked up.

"I'm with Mash."

"For some reason, we're talking about fighting the God of the End here, but there's no need for that. I don't see why we have to fight. Hasn't our objective of breaking the curse been fulfilled? Why don't we all just run away?" Nephi asked Myra.

"We can't. There are settlements scattered around here," Famu answered her. She stood up on shaky legs. Her wounds were healed, but her magic hadn't recovered. I debated giving her a magic recovery potion, but using one would negate any experience gain.

"The settlement where my older sister lives is nearby. There's something enshrined there, too. Let's go see."

"Hm? Are you talking about me?" Myra asked, pointing to herself with a puzzled look.

"No, apparently there's a beautiful dog-eared girl named Lily who was like a sister to Famu." I answered Myra's question, and she gave me a sharp look.

"Could it be that you just want to meet this woman, Mash...?"

"D-Don't be ridiculous! This was Famu's idea. Besides, she's married, isn't she?" If she was willing to two-time someone, she might be willing to three-time them. I thought I should probably meet her at least once, but I kept my mouth shut.

"We can't be sure of that. You had a relationship with Irisalie, didn't you, Mash?!" Myra shot back, as if she had read my mind.

"Tch, that wasn't my choice. When I woke up, it had already happened!" Well, even if it hadn't, it probably would have ended up that way eventually, but I kept that to myself, too. As I glared at the unusually confrontational, pouty Myra, Marmi stepped between us.

"...If the village we're heading to is one that wasn't attacked by bandits, we should hurry. According to Mash's explanation, the earthquake just now means the God of the End that was sealed in this land has awakened." At Marmi's words, we all held our breath and exchanged glances.

"Let's hurry!"

 The path to Lily's village seemed to be in the opposite direction from which we had come. After we had packed up our camp and were about to leave, we came across a place where stones about the size of a human head were arranged at regular intervals. Only in that spot had the weeds been cleared, as if it had been tended to by human hands. Famu stopped there and stared.

"What's wrong, Famu?"

"These are graves... The people from the next settlement probably took care of them. My mother and father are here. Rick and everyone else, too..." She said this, her shoulders slumping as her body trembled.

"Just a little while ago, I decided to become stronger. But I... everyone..." I put my arm around Famu's shoulders. She leaned against me as if to transfer all her weight.

"Famu, your sadness isn't because you're weak. Besides, people don't change that quickly. We go back and forth, over and over again. And with that, we move forward just a little."

"Is it the same for you, Master?"

"No, I'm different. I've thought about changing many times, but I've never made a resolution like you have. So I haven't changed at all. But..." I hesitated, and Famu looked up at me.

"You're different, Famu." I stroked the head of the girl who was clenching her fists. I wanted her to cherish her own thoughts, not my words. Perhaps I was just running away from my own words, from my own responsibility. With that thought, I stroked her head again and again.

"You're... different, Master," Famu said quietly. Just as I was about to ask what she meant, Myra stepped forward.

"We are born of people, and to the earth we shall return. Some may deviate from this principle, but the dead will live on in our hearts." Her words were the same as the ones I had heard when we buried the otherworlder, Emma.

"May the Fifty Gods bless you. Would you allow me to pray?"

"That's right, Myra, you were a priestess who served at the temple, weren't you?"

"Mmph, Mash..." Myra gave me a resentful look, then turned her gaze to Famu. Famu gave a small nod.

"Me too, together." Myra smiled at her words.

Under the clear sky, in the small village made of logs, we were the only ones there. Covered in grass and trees, it was on its way to decay. Would there be a future where Famu and Sameim could bring the villagers back? What were the thoughts of those who slept here as they watched over them?

I had had the chance to retaliate against those who had attacked this village. But I had stopped it. What did those who slept here think of me?

Myra extended her arms and spun like a top. The dead and the living, the lush earth, and the endless blue sky. She took it all into her body, wove it together, and offered it up into the palm of the Fifty Gods. Marmi and Nephi quietly closed their eyes. The elves, with their thousand-year lifespans, and the demons, who worshipped the God of the End, must have different faiths.

Mizuki, who had been clasping her hands beside me, suddenly looked up.

"Myra's dance is connecting things that were scattered apart." Was our prayer reaching Laciel? I looked up at the sky where Myra's fingertips pointed.



    Chapter 282

    The Three Skinheads and the Neighboring Okita Village

    Famu led us down a mountain path that was little more than a beast trail, and soon, a wooden watchtower came into view. Atop it, two dog-eared men with shaved heads stood guard. They seemed to have noticed our approach and were reaching for their bows.

Their muscular bodies were adorned with shoulder pads, from which countless iron spikes protruded. The studs glinted in the sunlight.

Perhaps the surrounding villages had hired mercenaries after Famu's was attacked. The way they glared down at us with hard eyes suggested they weren't exactly high-born.

Famu turned back to us. Seeing that we had stopped in our tracks before the intimidating guards, she tilted her head in confusion.

"What are you stopping for? Let's hurry to the village."

She took Marmi's hand, who was closest, and gave a pull.

"...N-no! I'm not going!"

Marmi dug in her heels, resisting.

"Why not?"

"...Those men look like they want to kill us. I'm just going to hit them with a lightning bolt!"

"Don't be ridiculous. They may be crude, violent, and barbaric, but they're nicer people than you, Master."

Famu tried to drag the struggling Marmi along.

"Hey, what's that about them being nicer than me?!"

Hearing my protest, Famu let go of Marmi's hand and spun around to face me. Suddenly released, Marmi stumbled backward and fell on her backside.

"When Sameim and I visited this settlement, these men treated us to spare ribs!"

"How does that automatically make them nicer than me?!"

"They don't have lewd, ulterior motives like you do, Master!"

"Ugh... Fine. If you know them, I guess it's okay. So, what are their names?"

I wasn't convinced, but starting a fight in front of the guards seemed like a bad idea, so I calmed myself down. On the one hand, I was relieved, but on the other, I was realizing that Famu has a tendency to be swayed by food. I thought I was the only one she did that with, but apparently not. I'd have to warn her not to go trotting off after anyone who offers her a meal. It also occurred to me that if Famu's own village had guards with such menacing faces, it might never have been attacked in the first place.

"Um, well..."

Famu averted her gaze.

"You don't remember the names of the people who treated you to a meal?"

"They have an older brother, and his name is Erne!"

"Knowing their brother's name doesn't help! How could you not know?"

"I think... it's Mr. Hyahha."

What a strange name. What kind of parent would name their child that? Or maybe it was a common name among the dog-eared race. As I pondered this, I noticed Mizuki, Myra, Marmi, and Nephi all wrinkling their brows.

"Which one is Hyahha, and what's the other one's name?"

"The other one is also Mr. Hyahha."

"..."

Seeing Famu's complete lack of tension made me think it was probably fine, but I couldn't help but feel a little uneasy.

Just then, Famu helped the still-seated Marmi to her feet and began pulling her toward the village again. Marmi seemed to have resigned herself to her fate.

We followed behind the two of them as they trudged along.

As we drew closer, the skinheaded men descended from the watchtower. I'd thought they looked similar from a distance, but up close, they were practically identical. They brandished clubs studded with countless headless nails.

"Hyaaaaah-ha-ha-ha! Welcome, welcome!"

"...Eek!"

Marmi flinched and tried to flee, but Famu had a firm grip on her hand, so she could only turn her back to the men, her face pale. One of the skinheads grabbed her by the collar and turned her around to face him.

"Huh? Ain't you the horny little brat...?"

The man's words made Famu lower her eyes.

"Sameim is in the city of Miglutt. Right now, she can't bring herself to be brave, even if she wants to."

"Well, as long as she's safe, that's all that matters. If she's in the city, we'll go see her ourselves."

In response to Famu's somber words, the man twisted his mouth into what might have been a forced smile and replied nonchalantly. His appearance was that of a textbook villain, but perhaps Famu's assessment was correct—they might actually be good people.

At that moment, Marmi's leg swung back in a wide arc.

"...Hmph!"

Her full-force kick sailed directly into the man's groin.

"Ugh!"

The man let out a muffled cry that was almost a scream and crumpled to the ground. Seeing that, my own groin instinctively clenched in sympathy.

The now-free Marmi scurried over and hid behind me, but to be honest, she was the scarier one.

Nephi, who had been watching the whole thing, cast a cool gaze in our direction.

"Not much difference between Mash and that guy, is there...?"

She muttered it under her breath, and I made a silent vow to teach her a lesson for that later.

Putting that aside, I looked back at the man. The other guard was patting him on the back, trying to help. I glanced at Myra.

"Myra, could you heal him?"

"You don't have to look at me with such pity... I'll try, but will healing magic even work on a man's... you know?"

As Myra walked over to the man, another man emerged from the village, heading our way. He, too, was a skinhead. But unlike the two guards, he was distinguished by his dark skin.

"Erne!"

Famu cried out and ran to the man. They shook hands firmly. Erne walked around the two guards, ignoring them, and came straight to me.

"You must be Famu's master."

*Does this village only have skinheads? Is Lily into bald guys? If so, I should have shaved my head before coming here.* As these thoughts ran through my mind, I took the proffered hand. It was large, the skin hard and warm.

"Famu just calls me that on her own."

Erne shook his head slightly, a wry smile on his lips.

"It's fine. Among the dog-eared race, there are those who consider it an honor to find someone to whom they can devote their lives. But many never find a master worthy of their service. She is a judge. I trust her choice."

"A judge?"

"She can perceive matters accurately and make the correct judgments. Every dog-eared person living in this region knows that. It has been a while since I last saw Famu, but she doesn't seem to have changed."

Famu, standing beside Erne, smiled shyly. Regardless of what Erne and the other dog-eared folk thought, I had to wonder if I was really the right master for her. I was just a guy who happened to be there when she was in trouble. But even if she found another master, I knew I couldn't just let her go with a smile. I would use any means necessary to stop her, even if it meant she would come to hate me for it.

"In any case, she is a respected figure in our settlement. We welcome your visit."

I responded to Erne's words with a vague smile. Just then, Mizuki nudged my arm with her elbow.

"This isn't really the time to be so carefree, is it?"

"You're right!"

My reply seemed to snap Famu back to reality as well, and she looked up.

"Erne-san, please let me see the village chief. I have to tell him what just happened in my village!"

Just as Famu shouted, the very ground seemed to warp, and a violent tremor rocked the village. We crouched down, bracing ourselves against the shaking, as the ear-splitting sound of splintering wood echoed loudly.

I shifted my gaze toward the sound and saw the watchtower, already leaning precariously and about to collapse. And beneath it was Nephi.

"Nephi, above you!"

My shout didn't seem to reach her. She just stood there bewildered, her trembling eyes darting around, oblivious to the danger overhead. She seemed to have no experience with earthquakes, just pure confusion.

I broke into a run toward her, but the heaving ground stole my footing, and I couldn't make any progress. It was as if I were stuck in a swamp; my body wouldn't move as I wanted. At this rate, I wouldn't make it.

"The tower's falling! Get out of there!"

My words finally registered, and Nephi looked up at the shadow bearing down on her. The tower, which had been tilting slowly, was now accelerating as it fell. She could only stare at it, frozen.

Just then, a dazzling bolt of lightning shot out from behind me and exploded against the tower. The impact momentarily halted its fall. Marmi's lightning magic. The scent of ozone filled my nostrils, and a wave of heat washed over my back.

Taking that as my cue, I sprinted forward, tackled Nephi, and scrambled out from under the tower. An instant later, it crashed to the ground with a deafening roar. I shielded her with my body, gritting my teeth against the pain of raining debris.

Nephi, pinned beneath me, stared up at me with wide eyes.

"Why? Why did you save me?"

"Well, of course I'd save you, wouldn't I?"

"That was close. One wrong step and you would have been caught in it too. Levante is a party centered around you, Mash. The other party members should be the ones moving to protect you."

I tried to push myself up, but my hand landed on her chest. Since I was already in position, I decided to give it a squeeze. She let out a soft, breathy gasp but didn't resist.

I had been about to answer her question, but the soft feeling of her chest drove it right out of my mind. So, I decided to just keep groping her until I remembered. There was no sign of resistance. No anger, no rejection. Just a faint blush on her cheeks. To me, that was the stranger part. Was she used to this sort of thing?

As my fingertips traced their way toward the bud, I was struck from behind. Mizuki grabbed my arm and pulled me up.

"Are you an idiot? In a village you've just arrived in, no less."

She glared at me, then her eyes darted around awkwardly. She seemed more concerned with our surroundings than with me.

The earthquake had stopped at some point. The rumbling had ceased, and the violent shaking from moments before felt like a lie. Following Mizuki's gaze toward the village, I saw that many villagers were now outside. They had been hiding in their homes, wary of us, but the earthquake had driven them out. Some were checking for damage to their houses, while others stared at us with curiosity.

Every one of them had dog ears and a tail, just like Famu.

Should I say something to greet them? I helped Nephi to her feet and glanced at Famu, only to find her staring past me, her mouth agape. I realized several other villagers were doing the same, standing frozen as they stared at something behind me.

I turned around. Beyond the mountains that encircled the village stood a giant. It was so colossal that it towered over the peaks. It was cloaked in something like a black miasma, making it seem as intangible as a mirage.

"Wh..."

I heard someone gulp, but it might have been me.



    Chapter 283

    The Miasma-Clad Giant and the Goddess in the Rainbow Aura

    Though it was just an estimate, this mountain range stretched on endlessly, with peaks reaching a thousand, some even over two thousand, meters high. Our village was nestled in one of its valleys. From this vantage point, how high would the surrounding mountains even appear?

The presence of the giant, standing tall enough to pierce through those very mountains, made me feel as if I'd wandered into a miniature world.

Its movements were ponderous. But a single one of its steps would cover a distance that would take us tens of minutes to walk.

"Is that the God of the End?"

I looked at Myra, who was staring blankly just as I was.

"I-I don't know! But... but that is not the form of a god we imagine..."

The black miasma shrouding its massive form held not a shred of the divinity Laciel possessed, only a malevolent, sinister aura. The thought that this was just one fragment of the God of the End, and that there were many others like it, filled me with a sense of despair.

I shifted my gaze to Famu.

"Hey, did Okita Soji really challenge something like that with a single sword?"

Famu nodded in response to my question.

"But Okita Soji was ill. I heard that he lost."

"No, even if he were perfectly healthy, that's impossible."

I stood beside Famu, looking up at the giant.

Its size was absurd. I couldn't imagine any of our weapons doing any damage to it whatsoever. The pain from the giant crushing a tree underfoot would probably hurt it more than any of our attacks.

The giant slowly lifted its foot.

"Master, your weapon!"

I shook my head.

"It's no use. We need to evacuate the villagers."

But where could they possibly run? The thought felt hollow even as I said it. Just then, the giant brought its foot down. It had only taken a single step closer to the village, but that alone unleashed a shockwave-like gust of wind and another violent tremor, just like before.

The sound of houses groaning and collapsing echoed through the air as a cloud of dust rose, staining the village brown.

Someone was coughing violently, their throat dry. Amid the chaos, the villagers began to gather, weapons in hand.

I glanced at Erne, who stood next to Famu.

"Hey, get out of here, now! The giant seems to be targeting this village. If you scatter into the forest, you might be able to escape its sight!"

But he shook his head.

"If you feel you must flee, then you should leave this village at once. We have been training for self-defense, taking into account what happened to Famu's village."

"Don't be ridiculous! Don't compare that thing to a bunch of bandits. Even if this village is destroyed, as long as you all survive, you can rebuild!"

I had just seen the ruins of Famu's village. Famu, a former resident, was here. Sameim was alive, and so was the adventurer named Chichi. But the village would not return to what it was.

I knew it was empty comfort, but I had to say it. They knew it too. That's why they wouldn't leave. As I expected, Erne shook his head again.

"You are an otherworld hero, same as Okita Soji, are you not? We, the dog-eared race, are indebted to him. This time, it is our turn to be of assistance to you."

"That was over a thousand years ago! I just met you people. This isn't what I want!"

"Time is not the issue. You are the one Famu brought here. She believes in you."

This was getting nowhere. I looked at Famu, hoping she could talk some sense into them.

"Master, I will block one of the giant's attacks with my special skill. If Mizuki can land a blow on it in that time..."

"We don't know if you can actually block it. According to Myra, not even Laciel's spear worked on it. And if Mizuki's sword can't deal any damage, her special skill won't even activate."

Besides, does a god even have a concept of 'death'? Would Mizuki's [Super Kill] even work on such a being? As I was thinking, she drew her sword and showed me the blade.

"Mash, the legend says Okita Soji lost because he left this sword behind in Miglutt. With this sword from Laciel..."

She raised the blade, and it glinted in the sunlight. But then the giant blocked the sun, and the light vanished in an instant.

Famu and Mizuki's plan was nothing more than wishful thinking. It wasn't a certainty. I couldn't let them fight based on such a slim possibility. Why was the giant coming toward this village? The question of its purpose crossed my mind. Maybe if we stayed quiet, it would leave.

It was a naive thought, but one I wanted to cling to. Just then, a great tremor shook the village.

An immense shadow fell over us.

The giant, now right before us, was looking down on the village.

Famu and Mizuki stared up at it. They must have steeled their resolve. I glanced at Myra, Marmi, and Nephi.

"You three, run."

Myra gave a wry smile in response.

"If only I had a special skill like Famu or Mizuki, right?"

"You have healing magic. We'll need you after the fight. So..."

She cut me off, moving closer.

"No. I'm not running. I want to be with you, Mash."

Marmi pressed against my other side.

"...With fire magic, [Bunker Buster], I might be able to make it so it can't walk."

"The spell you used against Marina? But we don't know if we can lure that giant to the right spot."

The spell worked by creating a layer of water underground, then striking it with a super-heated spear to cause a steam explosion. Marmi pointed at the monster's leg in response to my doubt.

"...Instead of underground, I'll create the water layer in its leg."

My eyes widened at her idea.

"You can do that?! That might be a good plan. But getting within the spell's effective range will be tough."

"...Also, if that thing is a living creature, it might resist a physically affecting spell. I might not be able to create the water layer."

Her concern immediately deflated my hopes.

"I see. Then let's save that as a last resort."

Marmi nodded obediently. But it was clear she had no intention of running either. I looked at Nephi.

"At this point, I think the safest place to be from a strategic standpoint is near you."

She twisted her lips at her own ironic words. Just then, Famu dropped into a low stance.

"Master, it's coming!"

The giant was raising its fist. It swung down. The descending fist, aimed right at us, looked like a jet-black meteorite.

"Special Skill, [Yata no Kagami]!"

At Famu's cry, a glowing circular plate materialized in front of us.

The fist slammed into the plate and shattered, turning into a black, ash-like sand that rained down on us.

'Mizuki, who had been about to charge in to match the blow, and Marmi and Nephi, who had been preparing to launch their own spells, were all frozen in place, weapons ready.

The giant's body slowly rose. It raised its other fist, the one that was still intact.

At the same time, the circular plate that had protected us flickered and vanished.

"Famu!"

Famu's body began to crumple. I rushed to support her. Her eyes fluttered open for a moment before she went limp, leaning against me. I shook her, but she was completely unconscious. I remembered she had exhausted her mana fighting Okita Soji this morning and hadn't had enough time to recover, but it was too late now.

"...Mash, I don't know if I can block it completely, but I'll put up a defensive barrier this time. While I do, come up with some kind of plan..."

Marmi said, raising her wand. I pushed her hand down.

This was no time for hesitation. To survive, we had to use everything we had.

"Wait. I'll do it."

I held out my hand.

"Goddess Summon!"

At my shout, space itself split open, and a blinding light poured out. The black dust from the giant that had been settling around us was blown away.

Within that vortex of light, she descended, perched on her spear, looking down at us. Her rainbow-colored robes and golden hair fluttered as she alighted on the ground. The moment she saw me, she sighed.

"Mash, I told you again and again and again that next time would be a date!"

She paid no mind to the villagers, who were staring at her, frozen, holding their breath.

I held a hand to her lips, cutting off her protest.

"I'm the one who should be protesting. Look at that!"

I pointed at the giant.

"You really thought Mizuki and I could beat something like that and transferred us to this world?! Give me a break! To beat that thing, you need a dinosaur or... I don't know, something else strong! Summon one of them!"

"I can't have you being so fainthearted. Now that you're in this world, I expect you to pull your weight. Especially since you're having a better time than anyone else."

Her rebuttal came in her usual infuriating manner. I took a breath to argue back, but then I remembered the situation we were in.

As if sensing my thoughts, Laciel turned her golden eyes to the giant. Her gaze swept over it from foot to head. The giant, for its part, seemed to have paused its movements, surprised by Laciel's sudden appearance.

"Mash," she murmured.

"What is it?"

"I will do my best. But I cannot defeat that being."

I sighed at her words, remembering the myth Myra had told me about Laciel losing to the God of the End. So that myth contained a kernel of truth.

"Don't worry. I've prepared a weapon for you."

From my storage, I produced the sword that Akitsuki Uta had held. Laciel froze for a moment, staring at it. She traced the blade with a fingertip.

Her lips trembled, and I thought she might say something about Uta, but she swallowed the words with a gulp.

"This is not my weapon. Therefore, I cannot draw the same power from it as I can from my spear, and I do not know if it can withstand my strength."

Her words told me that this sword could work against the giant. It was strange to think that such a sword couldn't withstand a god's power. It also meant that she had, at the very least, anticipated that we would fight the God of the End. Otherwise, she wouldn't have given this sword to successive otherworlders. Or was the Demon Lord she wanted us to defeat a being on par with this giant? In any case, Mizuki was the one who held the sword she had entrusted to us. This role wasn't meant for me. I wanted to complain, but she remained motionless, her hand on the sword, looking troubled.

"It doesn't matter. We're finished anyway if that fist comes down on us."

At my reply, Laciel gripped the sword's hilt and turned her gaze to the giant.

"Mash..." she whispered.

Laciel's body floated gently into the air. A rainbow-colored light began to envelop her.

At the same time, the giant began to move. Its fist, brought down from high above, looked like a comet cloaked in sinister black miasma.

Laciel spread her arms, becoming our shield. Uta's sword hovered before her, its tip pointed directly at the giant's fist. The blade was now cloaked in the same rainbow particles as Laciel.

Just as the giant's fist was about to consume everything, blotting out our view, Uta's sword shot forward with incredible speed.

It transformed into an arrow of light that dispelled the black miasma. In an instant, it tore through the giant's fist and pierced through its body.

It all happened so fast that I could only stare at the scene in a daze.

The giant, missing an arm and with a gaping hole in its chest, looked down at us. I couldn't read its expression through the black miasma, but it seemed to be staring at Laciel. She, in turn, stared back at the giant in silence.

"Laciel..."

Just as I was about to place a hand on her shoulder, the giant turned. I braced myself for another earthquake-like tremor as it took a step, but none came.

A faint, rainbow-colored light enveloped the village. We were protected by her barrier.

The giant walked steadily southward without stopping, and then vanished like a mirage.

"Did you defeat it?"

"No, I couldn't."

"I see..."

The scene before me warped, and a throbbing pain hammered at my skull. My mana was running out. I tried to organize my thoughts, to figure out what I needed to say to her, what I needed to ask, but nothing came to mind.

All my thoughts were being swallowed by darkness. As a last act of resistance, I threw my arms around her body. Then, I buried my face in her chest.

My consciousness faded there.



    Chapter 284

    The Secret of the Dog-Eared Settlement and the Night of the Feast

    I awoke to a clamor of sounds. I was lying on a soft rug. My head throbbed with a dull ache, like a hangover. The effects of mana depletion hadn't worn off yet.

The room was dim, but the light coming in through a window made the log-beamed ceiling flicker with red and yellow hues.

The excited shouts of people, the sound of something being struck, and the faint calls of distant howls—all of it was coming from outside.

Amidst the din, I noticed the soft sound of breathing. Looking beside me, I saw Famu lying on her side, facing me, her shoulders rising and falling gently.

I stroked her dog ears. Her fur was soft. She twitched an ear but showed no signs of waking. I poked her cheek. If she didn't wake up from this, I'd poke her chest next.

Just as I thought that, her eyes snapped open. She sniffed the air, her nose twitching.

Then, she shot upright.

"Master, what on earth are you doing?"

She looked around the dim room.

"Oh... nothing..."

I wouldn't get in trouble, but I decided to keep quiet about the fact that if Famu had stayed asleep, I was planning to pounce on her. I slowly sat up, following her lead.

However, she stood up, leaving me behind.

"This savory aroma of roasted meat and that sweet and salty sauce... it's definitely spare ribs. Master, we have to hurry! We might be too late!"

She should have been feeling the same mana depletion as me, but maybe the headache varied from person to person. Or perhaps the scent of food was a powerful motivator. I let her pull me by the hand as we left the room.

It was dark outside. I had no idea how much time had passed since we drove off the giant. I wanted to ask, but Famu had passed out before I did, so she probably wouldn't know either.

A bonfire was blazing in the central square of the village, and the villagers were gathered around it, making a ruckus. It had the festive atmosphere of a campfire and barbecue combined, like a more boisterous version of a nomadic people's evening meal.

Famu pulled me by the hand, striding purposefully through the crowd. Ahead of us was a table laden with food. Among the villagers, I spotted the members of Levante, already eating.

"Mizuki!"

When I called out, not only she but all the villagers stopped their clamor and turned to look at us in unison.

The area fell silent, and the heat from the roaring bonfire wavered against my cheeks. Sensing the unusual atmosphere, I stopped, but Famu continued forward without hesitation.

Blocking her path stood the trio of skinheads I'd seen that afternoon. Beside them was a dog-eared girl with fluffy white ears.

She looked to be around twenty, a beautiful woman with a full chest and long hair. When our eyes met, she shrank back, hiding behind Erne.

"Ahem."

A cough from one of the skinhead guards from the watchtower brought me back to my senses, and I tore my gaze away from her.

"First, we want to thank you for saving our village."

Erne spoke in a formal tone, bowing his head and presenting me with a sword.

It was Akitsuki Uta's sword. They had recovered the blade Laciel had thrown. I grasped the hilt and inspected the blade; it was not only unbent but also completely unchipped. It seemed my worries about it not being able to withstand Laciel's power were unfounded.

"And also..."

Erne averted his gaze from me and pushed the girl who was trying to hide behind him forward. The girl kept her face down, fidgeting with her clasped fingers over her stomach.

"We must reward you, but our village has nothing worthy of what you have done. Besides, I've heard you don't have much attachment to material possessions. So..."

Erne trailed off. The girl he'd pushed forward kept her face turned away.

"D-don't tell me... you're offering this girl...?"

He remained silent at my question. Who could have given them this information? I frantically looked around. I couldn't see Famu, but she had passed out with me. Besides, she would never suggest offering up one of her own people. No, not just her own people. The same went for Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi. They would hate something like this; in fact, they'd be furious.

Just then, my eyes met Nephi's. She smiled sweetly and raised a wooden cup filled with alcohol. What in the world did she think of me?

This had to be a trap. Even as I thought that, my hand reached out on its own and touched the girl's cheek. It was pale, and her body was trembling slightly. I couldn't bring myself to make a move on a girl who was this terrified. And yet, a contrary feeling of possessiveness began to swell within me.

"Master."

A voice from behind me made me jump in surprise. As if released from a spell, I snatched my hand back from the girl's cheek and turned around. Famu stood there, holding food and drink, alongside a young man about the same age as the girl.

"Wh-wh-what is it? Who's that man?"

He was a slender, handsome man with the same white dog ears as the girl.

"My sister... Lily... was talking with you, Master, so I just came to see what was happening. This is Lily's husband, Shun. And, Master, what exactly were you..."

After answering, she continued to stare at me, her expression gradually hardening. Her tail stood straight up. It was obvious she had figured everything out.

"Wait, it's a misunderstanding! I woke up with you, you brought me here, Erne stopped me, and then Lily appeared... No, I didn't even know she was Lily in the first place! I mean, a married woman is... well, I admit, if there was a chance... n-no, that's not it! What can I say, I just found myself in this situation! It's not what you think!"

I didn't even know what I was saying. I just wanted to calm her down, but her brows only furrowed deeper.

"So, what happened to the giant?"

The three brothers and the members of Levante were gathered around a table.

Everyone else was sitting on chairs, but I alone was forced to sit in seiza. When Nephi gave me a puzzled look, I glared back at her, and she handed me a piece of meat and a wooden cup.

I bit into the bone-in meat. It fell away from the bone tenderly, yet the center retained a satisfying firmness. With each chew, the rich fat and the sweet and savory aroma of the sauce filled my mouth, while the deep flavor from around the bone lingered. The white liquid in the cup was ayran. Its pleasant saltiness paired well with the meat.

After a moment's pause, Nephi handed me another piece of meat. I was conscious of Famu's gaze, but I hadn't eaten since morning. I let Nephi feed me, devouring the bone-in meat.

"What about it disappearing like a mirage?"

Myra asked.

"I saw that. I remember it."

"We haven't seen it since. And there have been no tremors, which might have been a precursor. You dealt it a blow that opened a huge hole in its body. I think it might be hiding somewhere."

I nodded at her words. It seemed it wasn't active enough to attack the village again.

"Famu told me that something related to the God of the End is enshrined in this village. Did the giant appear here for that? Or did it come to eliminate me and Mizuki...?"

"Us?"

Mizuki pulled her wooden cup closer and took a sip. Was that alcoholic too? From this angle, I couldn't see what was inside.

"In the end, regardless of the circumstances, there's no doubt that Okita Soji met his end in Famu's village. It's safe to assume the shrine that was said to enshrine a guardian deity was actually a seal for the God of the End, with Okita Soji as a human sacrifice. It's possible we also have the power to seal the God of the End, just like Okita Soji, and it sees us as a threat."

And the dog-eared people living in this land had been protecting that shrine. No, they had been bound to this land by a curse that meant death if they left.

"I see. But was that giant really the God of the End?"

Myra looked up at Mizuki's question.

"It is the God of the End. Because Laciel-sama called out Mash's name to that giant."

I remembered Myra telling me my name was the same as the God of the End's. Famu, too, had heard the God of the End's name during her curse. Whether that was the reason or not, she would never call me by my name.

"What is sealed in this village's shrine?"

Myra directed her gaze to Erne.

"Besides our village, there are stone monuments in two other locations."

"Three locations?"

If the God of the End attacked this village to break the seal, then the other villages could be attacked as well. We couldn't possibly protect them all.

"Though the settlement is now gone, a stone slab was found in its shrine."

"A stone slab from the shrine..."

Myra's murmur was tinged with disappointment. If you're going to seal a slab in a shrine, you might as well just carve its contents onto the shrine itself. I wholeheartedly agreed.

"That stone slab is normally kept in the government office in Miglutt."

I was surprised by Erne's words.

"Don't tell me... it's this slab?"

I took the bronze mirror I had obtained from the government office out of my storage. Its polished surface reflected the bonfire's flames, shimmering and wavering. Ignoring Erne and the others, who were captivated by its glow, I turned the mirror's surface toward Mizuki.

"Mizuki, touch it with the sword you got from Laciel."

Mizuki looked a little hesitant at my words but quickly nodded.

"Got it."

She immediately drew her sword and pointed it at the mirror I was holding. The instant its tip was about to touch the mirror, I couldn't help but shout.

"Wait! After I move away—!"

There was no time. The moment the tip of the sword made contact, the mirror erupted in a blinding light that filled my vision, and it rapidly transformed into a giant stone slab. A heavy weight settled onto my thighs. I tried to scramble away, but my legs were numb and wouldn't move. This was stone-piling torture—a punishment where stones were placed on the thighs of someone sitting in seiza.

As I sat there, immobilized, Myra pulled me from behind. But the slab remained on my thighs, getting dragged along with me.

"Whoa! H-heavy! Help me!"

"What are you doing?! Let go of the slab!"

I managed to escape having my legs crushed by the slab in the nick of time. However, Famu, seeing me out of the seiza position, glared at me.

"Is this really the time?! This is no time for games!"

While Myra and Famu argued, the trio of skinheads stared at the stone slab in astonishment. The circular slab, about twice the size of a person, had the face of an old man carved into it, glaring at us with a furious expression.

"There's no mistake... This is the stone slab used in our 'Pau Ritual.' It is a symbol of protection."

Hearing Erne's words, I recalled Ilisalie explaining that it was a sacred tool used in a secret dog-eared rite. At some point, Myra and Famu had stopped arguing and were now staring at the slab, mesmerized.

"The monument in Famu's village was a dungeon entrance. Couldn't the monuments in this village and the others be the same?"

Mizuki gripped her sword with a brave expression, looking as if she were about to charge in right then and there.

"We don't know what will happen, do we? We can't be sure when that giant will come back, but we just fought it today. We did some damage to it. How about we wait until tomorrow?"

Erne nodded at Nephi's words.

"We are holding this feast for you. We want you to enjoy yourselves tonight."

I nodded in agreement.



    Chapter 285

    The Second Seal and the Second Area Guardian Battle

    "Has anyone gone inside from here?"

The shrine Erne guided us to was a stone monument similar to the one in Famu's village. It was a slender pillar of natural stone, one side of which had been hand-carved flat, and it reflected the morning sun.

Growing in clusters around it were red spider lilies. Their thin, curled petals looked like tangled red balls, and the stamens that extended from them like saucers resembled the legs of a spider, or perhaps its web, giving them an eerie appearance.

"No one should have. We didn't even know this was a dungeon entrance in the first place," Erne replied. He touched the monument and ran his hand over it as if stroking it, but his body didn't disappear.

Myra moved closer to me.

"Mash, if the God of the End is trying to break the seal, shouldn't we be protecting it?"

"If you say so, Myra, then let's not explore it."

As I turned to leave, Myra's mouth fell open.

"Huh?"

"Huh?"

We stared at each other for a while.

"Why are you turning back?"

"Isn't it because you warned me against it?"

"Well, yes, but..."

Myra twisted her lips in displeasure, looking as if she wanted to say more. Beside her, Famu peered at the stone monument.

"Master, can you read these characters?"

At her words, Mizuki and I exchanged a glance.

"The maiden's bed where I once laid my sword, oh that treasured blade..."

Mizuki recited in a clear voice.

"What does it mean?"

"Um, it's a line from a story in our world. It's a tanka poem recited by a hero who entrusted his god-given sword to a princess when he was gravely wounded in a battle with a mountain god."

"Was that hero Okita Soji?"

Mizuki shook her head at Famu's question.

"He was from a much older era, someone we're not even sure really existed."

Famu placed a finger on her chin at those words.

"It's the same with Okita Soji, but why do people from your world recite poems like this on their deathbeds...?"

At her words, Mizuki's brow clouded, and she looked at me for help. Neither Mizuki nor I would likely be reciting a death poem in any situation. I wanted to know what state of mind would lead someone to do such a thing, but we couldn't even be sure if the person themselves had actually written it.

"It was the same in my settlement. It was just a stone monument. We would clean it and touch it, but nothing ever happened. Perhaps the door only opens when a transmigrator like you, Master, who can read these characters, arrives?"

"So you're saying this monument has been waiting for us, for transmigrators?"

Famu nodded. When I looked at Myra, she quickly averted her gaze.

"Why won't you look at me?"

"Because if I give my opinion, you'll just do as I say, won't you?"

"What's wrong with that? I thought I've always listened to your opinion when it comes to mythology..."

"Have you really...?"

Myra furrowed her brow and tilted her head. To be honest, I wasn't keen on investigating the sealed object myself. It meant a fight with an Area Guardian. Okita Soji was an enemy far beyond what Famu or I could handle, but he had waited for Famu to grow stronger. This time, even with six of us, there was no guarantee we would face such a considerate enemy.

I let out a short sigh.

"There are a total of four seals in this region. And one of them held the God of the End. However, from what I've heard about what happened with you and Famu in the dungeon, I believe the seal was broken by Okita Soji's own will, and he entrusted it to us."

Myra spoke up as if to help me out of my hesitation.

"Entrusted..."

I mulled over Myra's words. It certainly felt that way, but it was a huge pain. If it could be sealed, I'd rather it stay sealed forever, but perhaps even that has its limits.

"And the fact that there are three seals remaining is concerning. One of them was the stone slab from the Ark that came from your world, Mash, which we were looking for. I think there's a high probability that something related to it is sealed here as well."

"If that's the case, then why is it sealed in this land...?"

The Ark was brought to this world during the war of the gods. But the other items, the Jar of Holy Oil, was destroyed, and the staff was said to be in the possession of the former Emperor of the old empire, now in the Demon Kingdom, so it shouldn't be here.

"Isn't the God of the End itself just one of many aspects?"

"I see. You're saying there might be an original, or a katashiro with the same power, right?"

"It's worth investigating. It seems only those who can read the characters on the monument can enter the dungeon..."

Myra nodded with just a glance. In the end, I didn't know whether we should proceed or turn back.

"You decide, Mash!"

As I waited for a conclusion, she said, as if she couldn't stand it any longer. I had no choice but to look at Erne.

"You are the one Famu brought. You saved our village. You have our permission to investigate this monument."

I looked around at the members of Levante, and they all nodded.

Reluctantly, I reached out to touch the monument. As I did, the space around us began to warp. In a panic, Famu and the others grabbed onto me.

The air was stagnant. Whether it was the smell of mold or something rotting, I couldn't tell, but the scent, along with a cold dampness, assaulted my nose.

The idyllic scenery from moments before was gone, replaced by a stark, straight stone corridor stretching before us.

I looked back to see that the members of Levante had followed me. They too were looking around in curiosity.

"This is the first floor, but if it's like the shrine in Famu's village, the Area Guardian will be incredibly strong."

"You could have said that sooner!"

Mizuki immediately shot back.

"Myra was being hesitant, so I was just going to go along with that. In that situation, could I really say, 'Let's not go because the Area Guardian seems strong'?"

Mizuki placed a hand on her forehead and let out a deep sigh.

"In a dungeon marked with Okita Soji's death poem, we got Okita Soji, so..."

"Is the person who wrote that poem strong?"

Famu interjected.

""Strong.""

Mizuki and I said in unison. Nephi, who had been silently watching us, started walking.

"Hey, where are you going?"

"It seems we can't turn back. So we have no choice but to move forward, right?"

"Don't get too far ahead."

She stopped at my words and turned around.

"Are you, by any chance, worried about me?"

"Of course I am. We're proceeding with caution. No matter what happens, we all survive."

Everyone but Nephi nodded at my words.

"If you were going to say something like that, you shouldn't have been so eager to enter the dungeon in the first place."

Nephi shrugged and started walking again. We followed her.

"Even so, we might find something related to the Ark. If that's the case, we have to find out, no matter what," Myra said. Nephi glanced at her without stopping.

"Are you saying you'd die for the sake of curiosity?"

"W-well, that's not what I mean. But our journey's purpose is to defeat the Demon Lord."

She looked at me as if to say, "Right?"

"To be honest, I'd rather just hole up somewhere. But at this rate, I'll be dead in ten years, so..."

And I want to keep touching Myra's chest forever. As I thought this, the color seemed to drain from her eyes.

"But! Someone with such a low sense of purpose wouldn't defeat pirates, save the Earth Dragon Race's home, or rescue the cities of Nieren and Miglutt. Mash is just hiding his embarrassment."

She clutched her mace, muttering as if to convince herself. Just then, the corridor widened, and a large door appeared before us.

"Mash..."

Myra turned around. No, it wasn't just her. Famu, Mizuki, Marmi, and Nephi were all looking at me.

"We have no choice but to go forward. Let's go."

I muttered briefly, and they all nodded.

The Area Guardian's room was a vast, arena-like space enclosed by marble.

A rain of light poured down from the highest point of the domed ceiling, and from within it, the figure of a monster emerged.

It was a human silhouette clad in what looked like a monk's robes. It wore a vermilion garment with wide sleeves and a dull, brownish-yellow surplice, or *kesa*. Its head was covered by a hood, and from the gap for its eyes, a featureless face peeked out. There was only darkness there.

Though dressed in Japanese-style clothing, the figure held a long-handled battle-axe, like one a Western knight might wield. The tip of the handle was sharpened to a fine point, and like the axe's blade, it shone with a silvery gleam.

"A Bishop!"

Myra tightened her grip on her mace.

"You know it?"

"The bishops I know are not monsters, but that is the attire of a priest from the East," Myra replied to my question.

"The East... the Demon Kingdom?"

"No, much further east than the Demon Kingdom. It is said there is a country far beyond the desert."

So even in this world, if you head east, you find a country similar to Japan. While we were talking and drawing our weapons, the Bishop held its battle-axe horizontally with both hands, pointing its tip at us. A small spark ignited at the tip, and in the blink of an eye, it grew into a swirling fireball of crimson flames.

"Fireball incoming!"

Before my shout had even finished, Marmi's wand was already moving. A magical barrier deployed from its tip.

The Bishop's fireball collided with the magical barrier, and both shattered.

The fireball burst, scorching the marble floor.

Intense heat licked at our cheeks. I raised an arm to shield my eyes from the heat. Gripping my sword in one hand, I moved forward to attack. We had myself, Famu, Mizuki, Myra, and Nephi—all capable of physical attacks. If we left Marmi to deal with the magic and all attacked at once, we should be able to overwhelm the monster with sheer numbers.

"Mash!"

Mizuki shouted my name as a warning. The scattered, still-burning flames seemed to swell, then began to writhe as if they had a life of their own.

They were worms, like the larvae of butterflies. They had green bodies and red antennae that mimicked the shape of flames. And what sent a chill down my spine was their size. They were knee-high and about half the length of my body. Looking around, I saw dozens of them being born, slithering across the ground toward us.

"Mizuki and I will aim for the Bishop! Master, you take care of the worms!"

"Got it. Myra and I will handle the worms. Marmi, support Famu and the others. Nephi, guard Marmi!"

As Famu and Mizuki started to run, the Bishop had already conjured a second fireball.

"...How suffocating."

Marmi, too, was conjuring a water sphere of her own water magic. She launched her water sphere first, and the Bishop fired its fireball to shoot it down.

With a violent roar, steam erupted, obscuring our vision. Famu and Mizuki plunged into it, chasing the Bishop's shadow, and disappeared.

"It's gone!"

Mizuki's voice echoed, and at the same time, I thought I saw a black shadow dash across the top of my vision. I instinctively raised my sword just as the Bishop's battle-axe came crashing down.

With a harsh clang of metal, a sharp pain shot through my left shoulder.

I hadn't been able to completely block the impact. The Bishop didn't press its attack, instead holding its battle-axe horizontally and retreating, trying to hide in the steam.

"You're not getting away!"

As I grit my teeth against the pain and started to chase after it, the Bishop stopped its retreat, raised its axe, and kicked off the ground.

A fierce exchange of blows ensued, but with the pain in my shoulder, I was no match for it. My body was being carved up, accumulating countless wounds.

My weapon was lighter. I should be able to surpass it in speed. I forced myself forward, determined not to lose in spirit. But my movements were completely read. The spearhead on the battle-axe pierced my thigh.

"Guh!"

I failed to support my weight on one leg and collapsed. The battle-axe was raised above me. Frowning, I tried to roll and get up, but the pain prevented me from twisting my body. Lying on my back, I raised my sword, preparing for the attack.

But the blow never came.

Myra had stepped between me and the Bishop, blocking the battle-axe.

"Mash, I will defeat this enemy."

She thrust her mace forward, pushing the Bishop back.



    Chapter 286

    The Second Seal and the Priestess vs. the Bishop

    Myra and the Bishop faced off.

Both wielded long-hafted weapons. Myra lowered her stance slightly, gripping her mace at her waist, its head angled diagonally upward. In contrast, the Bishop stood straight, holding its battle-axe parallel to the stone floor, the spear tip aimed at Myra.

A faint light flickered at that tip. The seed of a flame. In an instant, it swelled into a swirling fireball.

Myra began to circle the Bishop, moving with practiced steps. She intended to use her footwork to dodge the moment it was fired and land a blow. The spearhead, which had been tracking her, suddenly swiveled toward me.

In that instant, the fireball was launched.

"Damn it!"

The stab wound in my leg left me immobile, able to do nothing but watch the fireball bear down on me.

"Mash!"

Myra's voice rang out. She spun around and, with a roar, slammed her mace into the approaching sphere of fire, swinging through. The blow shattered the fireball, scattering the exploding flames. I avoided a direct hit, but the flying embers seared my clothes and skin, and hers as well.

"Tch!"

Myra let out a short breath, enduring the pain as she stood protectively in front of me. But before she could reset her stance, the Bishop kicked off the floor and charged. It swung its heavy battle-axe, bringing it down with terrifying speed.

A fierce exchange began between the two.

The Bishop wielded its axe with the same deceptive ease it had against me. A relentless barrage of linear attacks, interspersed with thrusts, rained down on Myra. In response, she gripped the end of the handle, using the weight of the mace's head to create large, sweeping arcs, countering with blows powered by centrifugal force.

But the distance between them was too close. The Bishop's skill in continuous attacks gradually began to give it the upper hand.

"Myra, your spacing—!"

Just as I started to shout advice, a hand grabbed the back of my neck, and I was dragged backward. I turned to look up and saw Nephi's face. She was looking down at me silently.

"Nephi, help Myra, not me!"

She slowly shook her head.

"Untying her fetters comes first."

"What fetters are you talking about?"

Instead of answering, she pressed a health potion into my chest.

Myra, our healer, was locked in combat with the Bishop.

Her black hair swayed in an arc as she dodged the tip of the Bishop's axe. Channeling the force of her spin, she brought her mace down, but the Bishop effortlessly blocked the powerful blow with the axe's handle and knocked it upward.

Thrown off balance, Myra staggered back, and a fireball shot toward her. At the last possible second, she dodged it.

Before she had a chance to counter, the Bishop launched a sharp thrust. Myra dodged that as well.

Her movements were as smooth as a dance, but her breathing was becoming labored.

Like me, she had been hit by embers, and her priestess robes were peppered with scorch marks. However, unlike our earlier clash, she was now able to maintain her distance. But the Bishop's weapon had the same reach. And whenever the distance grew, the enemy would launch a fireball.

The health potion had dulled my pain considerably, but my wounds weren't fully closed. I tied a strip of cloth around my thigh to stop the bleeding and watched the battle unfold.

The steam that had filled the room had cleared. Famu and Mizuki were fighting the worms that had sprung from the flames, with Marmi providing magical support from behind them.

Individually, the worms were slow and manageable. The problem was their numbers. They were born from the fireballs the Bishop launched, constantly increasing.

A swarm of worms was writhing its way toward us as well.

I leaned on Nephi for support and stood up. It hurt to walk, but I could probably manage to fire off some magic from the rear. I would leave clearing the worms to Famu and the others, and with Nephi protecting me from the worms, I should be able to help Myra. Honestly, I'd rather have Nephi, a mage, support Myra directly.

Just then, a sickeningly sweet scent drifted through the air. It was mixed with a foul odor of decay, and I wrinkled my nose in disgust.

"Don't breathe it in too deeply. This smell is poison," Nephi said, stabbing one of the worms with her staff.

"What?!"

"It seems to be coming from their antennae. Breathe it in for too long and you'll pass out. If we take too long to fight, we'll all be wiped out."

"How long do we have...?"

"I don't know, but the ones with the least stamina will go down first."

Come to think of it, against an enemy like this, Marmi would normally use a wide-area lightning spell, but she'd only been using single-target magic. And Famu's movements seemed to lack their usual sharpness.

"Ugh!"

I gritted my teeth and turned my attention back to the fight between Myra and the Bishop.

An antidote might work temporarily, but as long as we were breathing this air, the poison would keep seeping in.

Defeating the Bishop was the priority. Until we took it down, the worms would spawn infinitely. I raised my hand to cast a water magic Icicle. But the Bishop sensed my movement and shifted so that Myra was in my line of fire.

"Nephi, target the Bishop from another angle!"

She shook her head at my words.

"They can fight because I'm protecting you, Mash."

Nephi launched an [Arrowhead] of earth magic at the approaching swarm of worms, then stabbed the survivors with her staff. The monsters vanished, but I felt the concentration of the foul smell increase. A fog seemed to cloud my senses, as if my brain were melting, and my body swayed. I shook my head, trying to regain focus, but a powerful drowsiness began to overwhelm my willpower.

"Tch, so they release poison even when they're defeated."

This wasn't just getting us nowhere; it was a dead end. I looked at Nephi's profile as she brandished her staff at the worms. Her large, demonic horns, her calm eyes fixed on the monsters, and her tightly pressed lips all combined to make her look perfectly composed. In Miglutt, we had fought her group, the Messiahs, and I had killed their leader. What was she thinking, joining us, and how could she remain so calm in this desperate situation?

"Mash."

It wasn't Nephi who called me, but Myra, who was still facing the Bishop. She was now breathing heavily, her shoulders heaving. Her body was covered in countless bruises, and the number of cuts had increased. In contrast, the Bishop showed no signs of damage; its robes were as pristine as when it first appeared.

Its surplice seemed to float up, and Myra's body moved to the side. A fireball shot through the space she had just occupied, heading straight for me.

"Tch!"

Before I could aim the Icicle I had been preparing, Nephi stepped in front of me and swatted the fireball down with her staff. From the scattered flames, new worms came crawling out.

I watched it happen with a cold feeling in my stomach.

"I will create an opening. Mash, trust me. Your magic won't hit me. Ignore me and fire at the Bishop," Myra said.

"But..."

At this point, it would be better to switch her with Nephi. I didn't know Nephi's true strength, so I was worried about how she'd fare against the Bishop, but with Myra in the rear, we'd have a healer and more strategic options.

The room had become incredibly hot from the Bishop's fire magic. The worm's poison was a problem, but the heat was also impairing our judgment. I wiped the sweat from my brow before it could fall into my eyes, and I saw sweat trickling down Myra's cheek as well.

The instant it hit the floor, Myra kicked off the ground.

A blow from her mace, arcing wide with centrifugal force, swung down on the Bishop. A loud metallic clang rang out as sparks flew, but the Bishop blocked the attack with ease and shoved her back.

Myra jumped back. I launched an Icicle at her landing spot.

Just as its tip was about to touch her back, she sidestepped, dodging it. With Myra out of the line of fire, the Icicle found its target in the Bishop beyond.

"Hit it!"

My shout was in vain; the Bishop shattered the Icicle with its battle-axe. The fragments instantly evaporated in the room's intense heat. Slicing through the steam, Myra closed in on the Bishop and swung her mace.

"Gah—"

The mace's head struck the Bishop's.

For a moment, the Bishop's body seemed to waver, but the strength returned to its grip on the axe, and it immediately launched a counterattack. A ferocious slash sent Myra staggering. A follow-up strike with the butt of the handle gouged her abdomen.

"Guh!"

With a muffled cry, her body bent in half. The Bishop scooped her up and tossed her into the air.

"You bastard!"

I fired another Icicle to stop the Bishop's follow-up. But it didn't dodge, instead aiming its spearhead at her and launching a fireball without a moment's delay.

The Icicle struck the Bishop, sending it flying, but Myra was also engulfed in flames and crashed onto the stone floor.

"Myra!"

I tried to run to her, but in my anger, I had forgotten my leg injury. I stumbled, and Nephi caught me.

In that time, the Bishop slowly got to its feet. A gaping hole from the Icicle was visible in its robes. But there was no flesh beneath it, only a black, miasma-like substance rising up.

It righted its tilted head. As it held its axe horizontally, there was no sign that it had taken any damage. On top of its high combat ability, it had a tough body. An icy chill ran down my spine at its unfathomable power.

A moment later, Myra staggered to her feet. Her cheeks were blackened with soot, her eyes dull and lifeless. Her mace was still clutched tightly in her hand, but the handle was trembling slightly.

"Nephi, forget about me. Please, support Myra!"

As I shouted, Myra held up a hand as if to refuse.

"Mash, this is for the best. I couldn't land a single blow on the Bishop before, but in that last exchange, I managed to hit it twice..."

"Don't be a fool! What's the point if you get burned to a crisp?!"

Just then, she turned to me and smiled. It seemed so fragile.

"My hero. Lend me your strength."

The instant she whispered those words, she kicked off the ground toward the Bishop.

"Ugh..."

I clenched my jaw and launched an Icicle at her back, just as before.

And just as before, Myra twisted her body to dodge it.

But this time, the Bishop was prepared for the attack. The tip of its axe glowed, and a fireball shot out as if in wait, shattering the Icicle with a roar. Then, with ease, it blocked her blow and raised its axe to counterattack.

Myra had moved to the side, creating a line of fire. I launched a series of Icicles, but the Bishop, even while trading blows with Myra, twisted its body to dodge them. My magic only managed to clip the hem of its robes.

And immediately, it repositioned itself so that Myra was in my line of fire again.

"Damn it, I can't shoot...!"

The Bishop was beginning to overwhelm Myra with the sheer number of its attacks. The wide arcs of her mace had shrunk to smaller movements, and it seemed she was out of options.

As I watched the battle in a daze, Myra kept flicking her gaze toward me.

Was she losing focus? I shook my head to dismiss the thought. This was a signal. She was telling me to fire my magic without worrying about her. Could I trust her, even in this dire situation?

But even if I trusted her, the enemy was reading my magical attacks. If I attacked from a different angle, the Bishop might flinch. But the stone spheres I could curve wouldn't be powerful enough to affect it. It hadn't gone down even after taking a direct hit from Myra.

I looked around for help and my eyes widened at the sight of Marmi, crumpled behind the fighting Famu and Mizuki. The circle of worms was steadily closing in on them.

The encirclement was closing in on us, too. Nephi was striking down newly born worms with her staff, but the sweet smell that stung my nose was growing stronger.

I needed a single blow that would catch the Bishop off guard. As I thought that, Myra's gaze met mine again.

And in that moment, I thought I finally understood her plan.

"Myra!"

I held out my hand, created a stone sphere with earth magic, and launched it at her.

The sphere shot forward, cut through the air above her head, and slammed into the far wall, shattering.

"Hey, where are you aiming?!" Nephi stared at me, exasperated.

"No, that's what I wanted. I'm sure Myra understands."

"Really?"

After launching an [Arrowhead] at a worm, she narrowed her eyes, her brow furrowed slightly as she looked at me.

The problem was making it not shatter. A material with high hardness and viscosity.

I created such a stone sphere and launched it at Myra again. It was a spot that wouldn't interfere with their fight. Just as I intended, it passed by the two of them as they fought.

Whether she tracked it by sound or just sensed it by instinct, Myra's body shifted. The mace she swung drew a large arc and connected with the stone sphere.

A high-pitched sound rang out, and the stone sphere, accelerated by the impact, changed its trajectory and struck the Bishop.

"Guh!"

The Bishop let out a low, dry groan. As its body wavered, Myra slammed her mace into it.

The Bishop retreated a great distance to create space, and as it tried to regain its footing, it began to prepare a fireball. I launched a stone sphere before it could. Myra, just as before, struck the sphere, sending it into the Bishop. At the same time, a fireball was launched, but it only grazed her as it flew past.

Without giving the off-balance Bishop a chance to counterattack, Myra continued to rain blows upon it. At first, the enemy blocked them with its axe, but it couldn't withstand her onslaught, and finally, it dropped the axe to the floor.

The sound of metal clattering echoed loudly.

"This is the end!"

Myra raised her mace high. Then, she brought it down on the Bishop, which was standing there like a ghost. Its robes disintegrated, and the Bishop vanished.

"Whew..."

Myra let out a huge sigh, her body swaying as she leaned on her mace for support. Then, she turned to face me.

"As expected of my hero. But... I'm a little tired... I'll leave the rest to you."

She gave a weak smile and, still clutching her mace, fell to her knees.



    Chapter 287

    The Second Seal and the Battle's Aftermath

    With the Bishop defeated, the worms stopped multiplying.

Nephi and I flanked Myra protectively as we began to clear them out. The poison gas released by the worms filled the room, and if I let my guard down for even a second, a fuzzy sensation would wash over me, threatening to pull me into sleep.

I steeled my resolve and launched water magic Icicles into the swarms of worms. The worms burst in a disgusting manner, splattering their bodily fluids before vanishing.

Famu and Mizuki, mustering their remaining strength, were also slashing at the worms.

When the last one was defeated, the sickeningly sweet poison gas that had filled the room finally dissipated.

A door leading deeper into the dungeon opened. We stared at it, our eyelids heavy, our shoulders heaving as we struggled to breathe.

I took out health potions and antidotes for everyone from my storage.

"Marmi?"

I asked. Though still huddled in a corner of the room, she raised a weak hand. I let out a sigh of relief.

I knelt down and pulled Myra, who had collapsed face down, still clutching her mace, into my arms.

"Myra... Here's a health potion."

She remained motionless, her eyes closed. As I stared at her face, her eyelids fluttered open slightly, then quickly shut again.

"Hey, I know you're awake. Drink this already. Then you can heal everyone else."

"Hmph, shouldn't a kind hero be a little more gentle when waking someone up in a situation like this?" Myra replied, her eyes still closed.

"Is that something you say while covered in a cold sweat? You're in pain, aren't you? It'd be better to just drink it."

My thigh throbbed with a dull pain. I wanted her to recover quickly so she could cast her healing magic on me. But though she frowned, she made no move to open her eyes. Then, she puckered her lips slightly.

"..."

With a sigh, I took a mouthful of the health potion and pressed my lips to hers.

They were soft. When I gently pushed, she offered no resistance, her mouth opening slightly, and I let the potion flow in. I heard her swallow with a small gulp.

When I pulled away, her hot breath washed over my face. A blush colored her soot-stained cheeks. As I ran my fingers over them to wipe away the grime, she opened her eyes. She stared at me with a languid gaze.

My own throat went dry as I looked down at her.

"Alright. Antidote's next."

I took a mouthful of the antidote, supported the back of her head, and pulled her closer. I held her gaze as I kissed her again.

After pouring in the antidote, I slipped my tongue into her mouth and ran my other hand over her chest, enjoying the full, soft feeling that couldn't be contained in my palm.

Myra, flustered, pulled her lips away and pressed down on the hand that was on her chest.

"M-Mash!"

"You're the one who started it."

She tried to squirm away, so I held her tightly and moved to silence her with another kiss.

"Mash, everyone's watching. This is embarrassing."

At her words, I glanced up and saw Famu, Mizuki, Marmi, and Nephi all standing in a line, watching us.

"Wh-what's going on?"

While I was still surprised, Myra slipped away. My eyes met Famu's at the front of the line.

"Why is it only my sister?"

"It's not! I'll do it for you as much as you want. But I saw you drinking yours just now, didn't I?"

"That's beside the point, isn't it?"

"No, it is, right?" It was a medicine that could heal significant injuries. I couldn't just tell her to drink it for no reason, and I didn't know what kind of side effects it might have. I shifted my gaze to Mizuki.

"For you, I'll let you drink from my lower mouth."

"Why are you so mean to just me?!"

"But you're interested, aren't you?"

"The only lower mouth I need is yours..."

Watching her blush and look away, an indescribable feeling welled up inside me. After Myra healed my leg, I was going to mess her up completely.

Then I looked at Marmi.

She seemed to have been hit hard by the worm's poison, but she looked fine now. Her eyes were practically sparkling. She must have taken the antidote herself. I decided to leave her be and move on.

"...Hmph."

Just as I was about to silently shift my gaze to Nephi, she puffed out her cheeks slightly.

"What?"

"...Say something to me too!"

I tilted my head at her demand.

"Let's see... You did a good job resisting the worm's poison. Good girl!"

"...I don't need such a stupid compliment."

Her expression soured. Despite her girlish figure, she was a woman after all, I thought. I never imagined a day would come when such a beautiful girl would be jealous over me.

As if my thoughts had reached her, she puffed out her cheeks even more.

"Don't worry. You don't have to line up. I'll grant any lewd wish you have."

"...Even if it's not lewd, grant my wish!"

After hearing Marmi's words, I looked at Nephi.

"Hey, why are you in line too?"

I had no idea why she was at the end of the line. It was the biggest mystery. But despite my confusion, she wore her usual smile.

"It's not good to leave someone out, is it?"

"Well, no, but... I get these guys. But are you really okay with kissing me over something like this?"

"It's not a matter of 'good' or 'bad.' You're going to do it to me eventually anyway, aren't you, Mash? In that case, isn't it better to get it over with sooner rather than later?"

"Is that how you are? You'll kiss anyone just like that?"

The muscle near her temple twitched slightly.

"Of course not. But I've resolved myself to entrust my body to you, Mash. I want you to make your move while that resolve is still firm. Besides, we were enemies. I have my own sense of shame, but it seems they're wary of me. They don't seem to want to leave the two of us alone, so isn't it better to do this in front of everyone?"

I glanced at Famu and the others, and they all quickly averted their eyes. They probably didn't really think Nephi would attack me. But I didn't think they would be reassured, so maybe it was better to do it in front of them.

"Are you an exhibitionist?"

"No! Well, I guess I won't know until I actually try..."

She tilted her head slightly. I still couldn't tell if she was being serious or joking. It was the same inscrutable smile as always.

As I was thinking, I noticed Mizuki's gaze had turned sharp.

"Mash, you weren't that considerate with me! Why are you so gentle with the other girls?"

"Well, you had Laciel's seal of approval. Besides, you like it rough, don't you?!"

I had a sense of composure now. It was proof that I had gained experience since coming to this world.

"Mmph!"

Just as Mizuki was about to lunge at me, Myra smoothly stepped between us.

She spread her arms, holding one palm up to me and the other to Mizuki.

"We may have defeated the boss, but we're still inside a dungeon! Aren't you all being a little too relaxed?!"

"I don't want to hear that from you, Myra!"

Mizuki's voice echoed through the room.

After we finished our treatment and were about to leave the Area Guardian's room, we noticed that only the battle-axe the Bishop had been holding remained, not having vanished. Despite the brutal fight, it was completely unchipped, and it stood as if waiting for a new owner.

"Is this what was sealed in this shrine?"

It seemed to be made of a different metal than iron. I thought it resembled the gleam of the orichalcum I had obtained in Heilon. It had a long handle with both an axe head and a spear tip.

Myra tried to lift it and staggered slightly. It seemed a bit too large and heavy for her. But when she gripped it to test its feel, the battle-axe changed its length to match her physique.

"It feels natural in my hands..."

Myra held the battle-axe horizontally, just as the Bishop had.

"With this, I can beat Aira!"

"Hey, are you planning to use that for a sibling squabble?!"

I shot back a retort, but she paid me no mind, her face beaming with joy as she gazed at the gleaming silver spearhead. Just then, the tip let out a small flash of light. In an instant, it transformed into a crimson fireball.

"Whoa!"

Startled, she dropped it. The battle-axe clattered to the floor with a dry metallic sound, and the fireball vanished.

"Could it be that if I shoot a fireball, worms will come out just like before...?"

"I don't know. Why don't you try firing it once?"

"Huh? Me?"

Myra stared at me, surprised.

"You're the one who defeated this battle-axe's owner, Myra, so you should be the one to test it, right?"

"Is that okay? This weapon might be one of the items that were in the Ark."

At Myra's words, Mizuki and I exchanged a look.

"Considering the inscription on the monument, I feel like it should be something equivalent to the Kusanagi sword. And the Bishop was definitely not that, right?"

Mizuki eyed the battle-axe with suspicion.

"No. Okita Soji wasn't the real deal either. If that Bishop was also a transmigrator, maybe he was just calling himself that? But it's definitely not the Kusanagi sword. I mean, it was setting things on fire. But summoning and controlling worms, doesn't that seem more like a scepter?"

"Hmm... Maybe there's another level below this, where the real sealed item is?"

Mizuki casually muttered something terrifying. But she was right. I shook my head as if to dismiss the thought and looked back at Myra.

"You're the only one who can handle a weapon like this, Myra. Give it a try."

"Alright."

She nodded and took up a stance with the battle-axe. She aimed the spearhead at the wall. As Myra gripped the handle as if concentrating, a fireball formed at the tip, and she launched it.

The fireball hit the wall and burst into flames.

We readied our weapons and watched the fire until it went out, but it left only a black scorch mark, and no worms appeared.

"Well, shall we head for the exit...?"

Leaving Myra behind, the rest of us started walking toward the exit.

"Hey, don't treat me like I just bombed a joke!"

Myra came chasing after us.



    Chapter 288

    The Giant's Return and the Dinner

    When we emerged from the dungeon and returned to the village, the residents were rushing about in a panic, weapons in hand.

Seeing this, we exchanged glances.

"I wonder what happened."

Myra tightened her grip on her battle-axe. Was she planning to test out her new weapon right away? Even though we had been healed, I wasn't keen on another fight right after the last one. But she seemed unconcerned.

The residents were heading toward the gate. Famu took off after them.

"I'll go check!"

"She's full of energy..."

I let out an honest thought, and Mizuki overheard.

"Don't talk like an old man!"

"You're full of energy too. Just wait until tonight."

Her cheeks flushed red at my words.

"Instead of saying stupid things like that, shouldn't we be heading over there too?" Nephi said.

"No, I don't want to join in, even if there's another fight."

Mizuki sighed at my words.

"Don't be such a shut-in..."

"You never know, Mizuki. Someone like you, who never had any complaints about society, could have one little setback and become completely useless."

"Don't say scary things! But... I feel like I kind of get it."

She gave a weak laugh, but her eyes weren't smiling. Just as I was about to ask what she meant, I felt a poke on my back. I turned around to see Marmi looking up at me.

"You look properly tired, at least."

I patted her on the head, but she shook her head. Then she pointed at the stone monument. Unlike before we entered the dungeon, it was now weathered, as if testifying to the many years it had stood. It was the same phenomenon as with the monument in Famu's village.

Marmi's fingertips touched the faded characters, but we were no longer drawn into the dungeon. Mizuki was also squinting, trying to read the monument, but the chipped parts of the stone would be impossible to make out.

"The maiden's bed where I once laid my sword, oh that treasured blade..."

Mizuki recited from memory. I couldn't tell if she had memorized the monument's text or if she had known it from before. The one who left this poem was a 'prince,' not a 'bishop.' But if you considered it an artifact from the Ark, it seemed to fit. The one who held this staff in the original world wasn't dressed in Japanese attire, but he was a priest. And there was a legend that the staff had caused the 'Ten Plagues,' which included summoning creatures.

"There were two staffs, right?"

Mizuki asked as I gazed at the battle-axe in Myra's hands.

"Was there?"

"Yeah. I think two brothers had them. They didn't summon worms, but both could turn into snakes."

"I always thought it was just one..."

"There are theories like that, but the interpretation that there were two is more common, I think? The one that was placed in the Ark was the older brother's staff, though."

I had only read the Bible as a story, so I had always thought the brothers shared the staff.

"In that case, could the 'Jar of Holy Oil' also..."

"That's said to be one. But the golden jar that serves as the vessel is just a vessel, and it says a handful of mana was placed inside it, so..."

"A handful, huh..."

It seemed like a story that could be interpreted in any number of ways. And a single handful of mana had created the vast world of the Jar of Holy Oil, and even異空間 such as dungeons, the concept of magic, and monsters.

"How do you know all that? Are you a believer?"

Mizuki shook her head at my question.

"My dad told me in our tent at night when we went mountain climbing."

What a strange father.

"If you knew, I wish you had told me sooner."

"Well, you were talking so confidently, Mash, and it's not like I read it myself. It's a matter of interpretation, so there's no right answer."

Her logical argument left me speechless. I thought about groping her chest out of spite, but Mizuki seemed to sense this and crossed her arms to cover herself, quickly backing away.

In that case, what was sealed in this land might not be a replica, but the real thing. And there was a possibility that the remaining one sealed something equivalent to the Jar of Holy Oil.

What was the God of the End planning to do by gathering these things?

"...Is your dad like Mash?"

While I was lost in thought, Marmi asked Mizuki.

"N-not at all! They're completely different!"

"Didn't you shout, 'I love my dad!'? Aren't they similar?"

"I did not shout that!"

As Mizuki was yelling, her face bright red, Famu returned. She was out of breath, her breathing ragged.

"Master, the black giant has appeared."

"What?!"

I frantically looked around. At that size, we should be able to see it no matter where it was. And the giant's steps caused the ground to rumble. But there was no sign of it, and everything was quiet.

"The giant...?"

"It was heading this way, but it seems to have changed direction."

"Could it be related to us breaking the seal?"

Myra asked in response to Famu's report, but I couldn't answer her.

The sun had set, and a bonfire was lit in the center of the village.

The aroma of sweet and salty roasted meat filled the air. What was different from last night was the addition of grilled corn and matsutake mushrooms. Famu's treasured stash had finally been brought out.

How long had it been since I last ate matsutake? Would they taste different from the ones in Japan? I had some slight apprehension, but one whiff of the grilled mushrooms made all such worries irrelevant.

I drizzled fish sauce over a cooked matsutake, and the drops sizzled as they hit the charcoal. The scent of the sea mingled with the mushroom's aroma, further stimulating my appetite. Unable to wait, I picked it up with my chopsticks and brought it to my mouth.

"Ugh, delicious..."

If I had to be greedy, I would have wanted some acidity too. But the flavor of the mushroom spreading through my mouth and the texture as I chewed through the fibers were incredibly pleasant.

After finishing a piece, I noticed Famu peering at my face.

"Master... I didn't realize you liked matsutake that much. Perhaps I was doing something terribly cruel to you..."

When Famu said that with such a serious expression, I couldn't help but feel embarrassed. I focused my gaze on the next mushroom.

"No, in my original world, they were a luxury and I rarely got to eat them. So don't worry about it too much. Mizuki's family seems rich, so she's probably eaten a lot."

"I told you we're not rich! I haven't eaten them that much either!"

A quick reply came from Mizuki.

Seated across from us were the same three skinhead brothers as last night.

"So, what happened to the giant?"

I asked Erne while munching on a new mushroom. He gave a slight nod.

"The giant appeared on the other side of the mountain. At first, it was heading this way. But suddenly, it changed direction and started walking south, and then it vanished."

"Vanished?"

Erne nodded at my words.

"The black mist covering its body melted away as it disappeared."

We all exchanged glances at his words.

"Did it die?"

"Maybe it can appear and disappear at will?"

Nephi replied to Mizuki. If she was right, then it cast doubt on whether the blow Laciel had dealt yesterday was effective at all.

"Why did it head south?"

At Mizuki's words, Erne paused the wooden cup he was raising to his lips.

"In the direction the giant was heading lies the fourth shrine from the dog-eared race's legends."

The first shrine was in Famu's village, the seal of the second shrine had already been broken, and the stone slab taken from it was in Miglutt's government office. The third shrine was this village, and the direction the giant headed was toward the final shrine.

"So, does breaking the seal mean the giant no longer targets the location?"

"If so, then this village is now safe, but the giant's goal would be to break the seals."

Mizuki frowned at my words. We didn't know the giant's objective. Our actions might be inviting an even greater disaster. She stared into her wooden cup. The white liquid was ayran, but I had seen her secretly add mead to it. Her cheeks were red, but I had never seen her get drunk, so she was probably sticking to her promise of just one cup.

"For now, we must thank you for saving our village."

Erne said with a serious expression, his gaze shifting meaningfully away. I followed his line of sight and saw the white-eared Lily. She, too, noticed our gaze and quickly tried to blend in with the other villagers.

I watched until her white tail disappeared, and when I looked back, the members of Levante, except for Nephi, were glaring at me with cold eyes.

"Wait, I'm not asking for anything!"

At my words, Nephi looked at me quizzically and tilted her head.

"Why not? You only see women in that way, don't you, Mash? The people of this village are willing to take responsibility. I don't see any reason to refuse."

"What do you think I am? I have some sense of ethics, you know."

Unless Lily herself wishes for it, I added silently in my mind.

"What are you thinking, anyway?"

At my words, she looked down at the grilling charcoal for a moment.

"I don't understand the way men like you think. And I also don't understand why Mizuki and the others want to follow you, Mash."

I wanted to press her on her words, but the glares from Famu and the others were painful. I cleared my throat and turned my gaze to Erne.

"I'm not a bandit. I don't demand women as a reward, and more than anything, in this village, I believe that Famu's wishes being fulfilled is all that matters. So there's no need to offer a reward."

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah, but if it's a beautiful woman who's interested in lewd things..."

Mizuki's elbow in my side cut off my words.

"So, is there a dog-eared village where the giant was headed?"

Mizuki asked Erne. He hesitated for a moment, pursing his lips before sighing.

"The shrine the giant was likely headed for is far to the south of this land. There is no settlement of ours there. However..."

"However?"

"There is an old fort."

"A fort...?"

At my murmur, the two skinhead brothers bared their fangs with disgust.

"It's now the base of the Crimson Brigade."

At Erne's words, I instinctively looked at Famu. But she showed no signs of being upset, merely brushing sauce onto a cob of corn.

"We should just leave them be. Serves them right," one of the skinheads spat.

"But if the giant breaks the shrine's seal..."

"What's going to happen?"

I couldn't answer his question. And besides, even if they were bandits who attacked villages, I felt it was inhumane to just let them die. There was supposed to be one transmigrator among them. When I heard Famu's story, I thought they were a bunch of people who deserved to die. But when we encountered them in the battle at Miglutt, I missed my chance to wipe them out. Famu had stopped me, too.

I had left the cleanup to the One-Land Family. But wasn't that irresponsible? I was now responsible for Sameim. I didn't want to do anything that would disappoint Famu and Sameim. The Crimson Brigade was in a state of collapse, but I couldn't imagine them making a healthy recovery. They would probably return to their banditry. Their target might be this village, or some unknown village.

"You seem to be worrying about a lot, but it takes more than half a month to get to the fort from this settlement. You won't make it in time even if you follow the giant's tracks."

A sigh escaped me at Erne's words. I think it was one of relief that the choice had been taken out of my hands. I looked at Famu; she was still brushing sauce on her corn.

"Hey, aren't you putting on too much?"

"It's fine. It'll taste better this way."

Famu replied without taking her eyes off the corn, which was turning black from the scorching sauce.

"Even if we're late, shouldn't we head to the fort anyway?"

"I think it's up to you to decide, Master. I will follow you."

Famu started brushing sauce on the corn again. I looked at Mizuki, Myra, Marmi, and Nephi, but like Famu, they made no move to say anything. I wished they would just take a vote and decide on their own, as usual, as I turned my gaze back to Famu.

"I want to know what you're thinking..."

Just then, Erne, who had been watching our exchange, chuckled. I looked at him, slightly annoyed.

"Mash-dono, there's no need to read the room. Just act as you see fit. Famu there will see the path ahead and guide you true."

I gave a vague nod at Erne's words. Was that really true? I had a feeling she was also hesitant about going to the fort.

Famu finally picked up the corn. It was so black I couldn't tell if it was from the sauce or from being burnt. She took a bite. She chewed for a moment. Then she grimaced.

"It's bitter. I put on too much sauce. Master, please help me eat it."

I took a bite of the corn she offered.

The thick sauce had completely erased the corn's sweetness, and the skin stuck between my teeth made it feel like even my teeth had been coated in sauce.



    Chapter 289

    The Dog-Eared Folk's Feast, and a Quiet Corner (Myra☆)

    The feast continued. The night was growing colder, but the flames leaping from the bonfires burned high enough to scorch the night sky, wrapping the central plaza in a blanket of warmth. After parting with Erne and the others, I was now helping myself to the food laid out on the various tables.

Famu had gone off to join Lily. Watching them chat from a distance, they looked like sisters, despite the different colors of their dog ears. When my eyes met Lily's, she looked away as if frightened and tried to hide behind something to get out of my sight.

I wanted to tell her it was a misunderstanding, that I hadn't been after her body. I hated the idea of spending the rest of our time here in this awkward state. But trying to clear the air and be friendly could just lead to further misunderstandings.

Mizuki, Marmi, and Nephi were also surrounded by villagers, all having a lively time.

As for me, none of the villagers were talking to me. It wasn't that I was being ignored, exactly, but I felt like I was being watched from a distance. Perhaps the misunderstanding with Lily had spread, because not a single woman would come near me. Maybe they were in awe of me for summoning Laciel. Mizuki was a transfer like me, so she should have been in the same boat, but she had completely blended in with the villagers.

She kept a constant smile on her face, nodding along in agreement as she listened to the villagers. A beautiful woman's smile truly is captivating; it can disarm anyone. We were just born different.

It was just… uncomfortable. I rarely felt the urge to drink, but tonight, I figured I’d just get drunk and go to sleep.

Lost in these thoughts, I wandered over and saw Myra standing alone in front of a barrel of mead.

In a situation like this, she’d usually be surrounded by children. But tonight, she gave off an air that kept them at bay. I was looking for someone to talk to, so this was perfect. I made my way toward the barrel where she stood.

Myra scooped up some mead with a ladle, poured it into a wooden mug, and drank it down in a few gulps.

She was drinking it with the same gusto she drank water.

"Would you like some, Mash?" she asked with a bright smile when she noticed me.

"Ah, yeah…"

I held out my mug, and she filled it with the ladle before topping off her own.

"They said this has been aged for about a year. That’s why it’s so smooth and mellow. The sweetness often fades, but this one has kept it. I wonder if their brewing method is different?"

She poured it down her throat as if it were water. I took a sip. It was certainly smooth going down, but a slight residue lingered in my mouth, which seemed to be the source of the sweetness that followed.

While I was savoring it, Myra was already pouring another mug for herself. Where did it all go? I instinctively reached out and pressed my hand against her stomach, stroking it, but it didn't feel bloated at all. Maybe it was all being stored in her chest. I found the hollow of her navel and, in a mischievous mood, poked it with my fingertip.

"Wh-What are you doing?!"

Myra backed away to escape my hand. Looking at her face, her cheeks were only slightly flushed. Were her dark eyes a little moist?

"S-So? What is it?" she mumbled, looking bewildered as I continued to stare at her.

"No, I think I just figured out why you're all alone."

"Hmph. You’re alone too, Mash!"

"I don't exactly have a likable personality."

"Don't just say things like that so brazenly…" Myra let out a deep sigh. I was a little hurt that she didn't deny my words, but I decided to keep quiet for now.

"Mash, since we're both sort of the odd ones out, would you like to take a walk through the village with me?"

"Sounds good." I nodded and looked up at the night sky. The moon was about a third gone, but it was still plenty bright. We were deep in the mountains; maybe that's why the sky felt so close.

"Ah, but wait a moment," she said. She drained the mead in her mug and refilled it, then pointed the ladle at me.

"Would you like a top-up, Mash?"

"No, I'm good with what I have for now." She came to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with me, and we started walking together.

The village was small. We soon reached the fence at its edge. Even from there, the light of the central bonfire reached us. The distant howling of the dog-eared folk drowned out the chirping of the autumn insects.

We were walking along a small path used for working in the fields. The fields weren't very large, and I could see small sprouts poking out from the black earth like thorns.

"Can they really afford to throw a feast of this scale?"

"They said it's not every day. Only for special occasions or when they have guests." I passed on what Famu had told me.

"So Famu grew up in a place like this… If I had been born in a place like this, I wonder if I would have been loved the way she is?"

"Hey, don't say things that could be misunderstood. I love you deeply, too."

"I wish that were true…" Myra's tone was heartfelt, but in her hand was a mug of mead. She tilted it, but it must have been empty already, as only a few drops fell onto her tongue.

Normally, it would look like something a drunken old man would do, but on her, the gesture was strangely alluring.

I offered her my mug. She took it and peeked inside.

"Mash, are you feeling unwell? You've hardly had anything to drink…"

"If it were ale, maybe, but I can't drink that much of this."

"You think so?" She furrowed her brow and then poured the mead down her throat. No matter how much training she’d had with Aidan the dwarf, if she kept drinking like this, I was more worried about our food budget.

Still, since she never seemed to get blackout drunk, I didn't have to worry about someone taking advantage of her.

When we reached the fence, we changed direction and began walking alongside it. It seemed there were watchtowers at the village's front and back entrances. One of them had collapsed from the earthquake caused by the giant's walking.

The scattered wood had been cleared and piled up in one spot, forming a small hill.

Myra stared intently at the fallen tower.

"Was that truly the God of the End?"

"Who knows? But you're the one who said you heard Laciel call the giant by that name, right?"

Myra clutched her mug to her chest.

"To us, the gods are supposed to be beacons that guide humanity. They are beings who hear our prayers and stand by our side."

"Really? In the myths you told me, didn't all the gods except for the five goddesses try to destroy humankind?" Myra gave a weak smile at my words.

"Aira and I used to fight about that all the time. But after the war of the gods, we have offered our prayers to them for generations, without fail. Are we still not forgiven? It's true, the God of the End seemed like a being whose ears even those thoughts couldn't reach."

"So you're drowning your sorrows?" At my question, Myra tilted her head and held up her mug with a puzzled look.

"I haven't drunk that much, and I'm not drowning any sorrows." We found a log at the edge of the rubble that looked suitable for sitting and sat down together. We were in the shadow of the wreckage, out of reach of the bonfire's flames. Instead, the moon and stars illuminated us. The air seemed clearer than when I first arrived in this world. As winter approached, the air would become even more transparent, and the stars would surely shine even brighter.

"But the church's power couldn't save Famu. I'm starting to think that in the end, the teachings of the church might not be of any help to you, Mash." Myra leaned her shoulder against mine, as if seeking warmth. I shifted to close the gap between us.

"The whole point of your journey is to find out the truth about things like that, so there's no need to worry about it, right?"

"Of course I'll worry! I've served the church for years, after all!" She pouted like a child.

"Besides, the gods never said to worship them, did they? They're the kind of beings who summon people from another world just to make them fight."

At the very least, the Fifty Gods made contact with the transfers and gave them clear missions. Information about the gods—that their appearance and language were understandable—must have been passed on by them. The mural of Laciel in the church in Richel was a close likeness. It was highly likely that the church's teachings about divine blessings were also brought over by the transfers.

Instead of nodding, Myra raised her mug as if in a toast and drained the mead.

"You're being mean tonight, Mash."

"I'm just happy I'm getting to see all these different sides of you."

"See? Mean." Myra traced the rim of her mug with her index finger.

"Mash, are you planning to head to the fortress after the giant?"

"I'm not thrilled about it, but that's probably what will happen."

"If you were to run into a battle between the giant and the Crimson Brigade, what would you do?" Her gaze, which had been on her empty mug, was now fixed on me. Her cheeks were a little red, but she was still the usual Myra. She didn't seem drunk.

"I'm still not sure. I might not be able to do anything even if I did run into them." The giant wasn't an opponent we could do anything about by intervening in the first place. The mercenaries of the Crimson Brigade alone wouldn't stand a chance. The problem was the presence of the transfers. How much a man named Jinma could fight, and whether there were others with special skills, would decide the course of the battle.

Myra's hand came to rest on mine.

"Mash, no matter what happens, I will be with you. I will see through to the end whatever you choose to do."

We kissed. And then, I pressed deeper, parting her lips.

"Mmph… M-Mash…"

Listening to her sweet breath against my nose, our tongues intertwined.

As our wet tongues tangled, I licked away her saliva and tasted mead. Its alcohol mixed with her natural sweetness, melting my brain.

I wrapped my arm around Myra's waist and pulled her closer. She felt so soft. It was hard to imagine this was the same person who fought by swinging a heavy, blunt weapon like a mace. Yet, beneath it all was a solid core that accentuated the beauty of her posture.

"Mash?" Our lips parted, and she let out a bewildered sound.

I ignored it and let my hands roam over her body, from her thigh up to her stomach. Then, I lifted her breasts from below, supporting them. They were heavy, substantial. I was under the illusion that I had been transferred to this world just to meet these breasts.

As I tried to knead them to savor the sensation even more, she twisted her body, trying to escape.

"Mash, any more than this… Someone might see us."

Myra's face was bright red as she glanced around nervously.

Ignoring her protests, I tightened my grip on her waist and grabbed her breast with my other hand. It was soft. My fingers sank into the flesh without resistance.

"Ah, ahhh… Mash, this is embarrassing."

"Is anyone watching?"

"I don't think so, but…" She writhed, trying to get away again.

"There's someone watching right over there, you know?" Myra's body went rigid at my words, and she stared intently in the direction I was looking.

"Just kidding." The tension left her body. Taking advantage of her lack of resistance, I ran my tongue along the nape of her neck. My palm savored the feeling of her breast. I could feel a hardened bud against my palm. When I pinched it, her body shuddered violently.

"Ngh… M-Mash, really, ahh… are you going to keep this up?"

"I don't mind if someone sees. I want to show everyone that you're mine."

"A-Are you serious?!"

I pinched her nipple harder, and her whole body arched back again.

I pressed my lips against hers to hold her upturned face in place and slid my hand down toward her lower body.

At first, I fumbled at her crotch through her skirt, but growing impatient, I lifted the skirt and tried to slip my hand inside. Myra pressed down on the hem and my hand, trying to stop me. But as I continued to suck on her lips, her resistance weakened.

Taking my chance, I advanced my fingertips to her crotch. I felt the soft fabric and stroked the mound beneath it, and she let out a small, moaning cry.

I slipped my fingers through a gap in the fabric and traced the slit beneath.

"Ahhh…"

Her secret place was already slick and wet. With no more resistance, I toyed with her nub with my fingertip as I probed deeper. A thicker, syrupy fluid trickled out. I pulled my fingers out and put the tips, now thoroughly coated in her juices, into her mouth.

Myra latched onto my fingers, sucking and licking them clean.

"You kept saying no, but you were more than ready, weren't you?"

"Mash… when you come on to me like this, I get my hopes up, too."

Her face and gestures didn't show it, but maybe she was drunk after all.

"And maybe there's a thrill in the possibility of being seen?" Her glazed-over eyes snapped back into focus for a moment, widening. Countless stars were reflected in them. They were as beautiful as jewels. I couldn't suppress the desire to make them mine forever.

"Th-That's… Please. Don't say it."

"When we get back to Miglutt, I'm going to strip you naked in the middle of the city and thrust myself into you."

"If you did that, I'd be too embarrassed to stay in the city."

As I listened to Myra's reply, I sent my hand back to her lower body. She shifted on her own, spreading her legs to make it easier for me to enter. Then, timidly, she reached her own fingertips toward me.

Myra was getting excited, exposing herself in a place where anyone could see us. My own member, already fully erect, felt like it was about to erupt from just being touched.

"You too, Mash…"

I silenced her as she started to say something. We touched each other's genitals. Myra's underwear was down around her ankles. Before I knew it, my penis was out of my pants, held directly in her hand. Her slender fingers wrapped around my shaft, moving up and down. With each stroke, a wave of excitement washed over me.

"Myra…"

At my whisper, Myra stood up, turned her back to me, and leaned forward, placing her hands on the pile of lumber.

"You don't mind if someone sees?" I approached her from behind and lifted the hem of her skirt. Her bottom looked pale in the moonlight. Her private parts, even her pubic hair, were slick with her juices, reflecting the faint light.

"It's fine. It's all your fault, Mash. I trust that you'll make me happy, no matter what happens."

"I appreciate the trust, but aren't you a little cold? We could move to where the bonfire is, if you want."

"D-Don't be stupid! Here is fine!" She sounded impatient as she swayed her hips. The gesture looked incredibly erotic.

I gripped my fully erect penis, which felt like it was about to explode, and pressed it against the entrance to her vagina. Our fluids mixed, making a lewd sound. I ran my fingers over Myra's bottom. It was a little cold, but firm and resilient. I gripped both cheeks and spread them to reveal her sex. Her anus seemed to gape for a moment before clenching shut.

From that bud to the twin mounds of her bottom, to her slim waist where her black hair fell—taking in that beautiful line, I pushed my penis deeper.

"Nngh…"

A sound escaped her as she tried to endure the insertion.

My glans was slick with her thick, viscous fluids and enveloped by her hot vaginal walls.

Unable to resist the pleasure, I sank my penis even deeper.

"Ah, ahhh… nngh!"

As I pushed all the way into her, Myra let out a hot breath along with a cry of pleasure.

"…I love you, Mash."

"I love you too, Myra." I leaned in from behind, bringing my face close to her cheek, and she turned toward me. I drew her chin in and kissed her.

Then, I began to thrust. I moved inside her vagina, which was filled with hot fluid and lined with soft walls of flesh. Each time I pulled back and pushed in, the sound of my body hitting her buttocks echoed.

"Ah, ahh, ahn, ahhh… Mash, it’s… bigger than usual…"

"You think? Isn't it just that you're tighter than usual?" The shame of possibly being seen was making her vagina narrow and clench tightly. The fluid filling her, the folds of flesh that clung to me more insistently than usual—it was all her shame.

"Ahn, ahh, Mash…"

In response to her plea, I quickened my pace. I grabbed her breasts with both hands and kneaded them. Myra, too, writhed her hips in time with my rhythm.

My excitement grew uncontrollable from the stimulation.

"Mash… I… ahh!"

"Myra, I'm going to come…"

"Mash, come inside me! Give it all to me… come inside me!"

I thrust until I reached my limit, then held her hips tight and emptied myself inside her.

"Ahhhhhhhh!"

Myra let out a particularly loud cry of pleasure as she accepted me.

I sent wave after wave of semen deep inside her.

After I had given everything, I turned Myra toward me and we shared a kiss.

And so, we waited for our ragged breathing to subside.

"Myra."

"What is it?"

"You were pretty loud, you know? Don't you think the dog-eared folk might have heard you?" Myra's face flushed an even deeper shade of red than when we were having sex.

"M-Mash, you have to take responsibility!"

I couldn't help but wonder if someone heard that shout, too. I just sighed and looked up at the sky.



    Chapter 290

    The Journey to the Fortress

    The path to Famu's village had been well-trodden. But the journey toward the fortress was no path at all.

In sunny spots, we had to push through thick underbrush. In the shade, our feet sank into the leaf mold, making walking difficult. We avoided the rocky ridges and walked along the scree slopes at the base of the mountain, but there were no tracks, and it was hard to tell which rocks were loose. It was less about moving your legs and more about using your entire body. The occasional cool breeze on my cheeks was a welcome relief, but the sweat never stopped. As fatigue set in, I found myself staring at the ground, nearly smacking my head on low-hanging branches. Actually, I did smack it a few times.

After catching my breath, I looked ahead.

The two skin-headed dog-eared men leading the way walked with a nimble grace. They were our guides to the fortress where the Crimson Brigade was hiding.

After Famu's village was attacked by the brigade, Lily's village and the others nearby had worked to strengthen their defenses. As part of that, they had established a surveillance route to monitor the brigade's movements. But they couldn't let the enemy know of its existence. They left only small markers, and no footprints remained.

This pair were the gatekeepers from Lily's village. Just like Myra and Aira, they were identical. They were dressed in exactly the same way. Their older brother, Erne, also had a shaved head, but his dark skin made him easy to recognize, and he had a calm, intelligent air about him. The twins' names were apparently Hyattsu and Hattsu.

Famu could tell them apart, but I couldn't.

"Well, the one with the higher, more cheerful voice is Hyattsu, and the one with the low, deep, gravelly voice that sounds intimidating is Hattsu."

"Huh? What did you say?"

"Their eyes are different, too. The one with the vicious-looking eyes is Hyattsu, and the one with the evil-looking eyes is Hattsu."

"You can't expect me to tell them apart with that…" That was her answer when I asked how to distinguish them. She was blinking at me, probably unable to understand why I couldn't see the difference. I looked at the other members of Levante, and they all had grim expressions. That told me my senses were normal, but it bothered me that Myra seemed to be in the same boat as me.

"You and Aira dress alike too, don't you?"

"Not at all! You wouldn't mistake us, would you, Mash?" I did mistake them at first, but that was because I only knew Aira and not Myra at the time.

"But do other people ever get you mixed up?" Mizuki gave a subtle nod at my question.

"Mash, do you think my sister and I look alike?"

"You're similar, but I wouldn't mistake you. The position of your beauty marks is different, and your breasts are bigger, Myra. Aira is a little plumper overall. The texture of your hair and the glow of your skin are different, too."

As I answered, Famu turned around. She nimbly made her way over the rocky scree. Was it youth? An instinct born from growing up in the village? Her light weight? Probably all of the above, I thought.

"My sister and Aira smell a little different, too."

"Smell? What kind of smell?" Instead of answering my question, she blushed slightly and continued on ahead. She stepped on a loose rock and her body swayed, but she regained her balance without falling and started walking again.

"Hair texture… skin glow… smell…" Myra mumbled, her brows furrowed in thought, a hand on her chin. Then she stepped on a loose rock, and her body swayed violently.

"Hyaah!"

Her scream was louder than the clatter of the bouncing rock. I quickly reached out and grabbed her arm, just managing to save her from falling. Hyattsu and Hattsu turned to look at us. At the same time, the tops of their heads glinted.

"Ah!" I exclaimed, and they glared back at me, shouting, "What?!" I turned my face away, avoiding their gaze.

"Mash, what's wrong?" she asked me, the one who had almost fallen.

"I think I figured it out…"

"Eh?" I leaned in and whispered to the surprised-looking girl, explaining the difference in the shine of their scalps—that Hyattsu's bald head was natural, while Hattsu's was a carefully shaved, artificial one.

Myra stared at the tops of their heads as they started walking again, and her eyes widened.

"M-Mash…! You're right! But they're both young, aren't they? They look about Aira's age. And I've never seen Hattsu maintaining it…"

"Myra… you're one of us, aren't you?"

"Mmph! Of course not! My hair texture and skin glow are the same as Aira's! And I don't have a smell!" Myra declared and stomped ahead. I followed after her.

But now, I wouldn't get them mixed up. My steps felt a little lighter.

The sun was beginning to set between the mountains. We decided to make camp in a flat, wooded area.

This place wasn't protected by any anti-monster pillars. It was more tense than camping along a main road. To protect ourselves from monster attacks, it would be better to be in an open area away from the trees, but there was a risk of being spotted by the Crimson Brigade from another ridge. We had accepted that the smoke from our campfire was unavoidable, but we didn't want them to know we were adventurers. We wanted them to mistake us for hunters or gatherers.

Our camping gear and food were in my storage. We didn't need to forage, and if we stored pre-cooked meals, we could even skip that hassle. And with Water Magic, we could have fresh, clean water, and with laundry magic, we could keep ourselves and our clothes clean. Fire Magic meant we didn't need to start a fire, and Earth Magic could create rocks for chairs and a fire pit.

The stars were beginning to twinkle in the sky. It wouldn't rain tonight either.

"We didn't run into the giant today," Hyattsu was the one who spoke. The method of telling them apart I'd devised during the day was harder to use at night. But I was gradually starting to understand the identification method Famu had mentioned.

"We appreciate you guiding us, but is the village okay?"

"Don't worry, our big brother's there. Besides, soldiers from Miglutt are stationed there permanently. Everyone's been trained by them. We're more worried about you lot." That was Hattsu who answered. The soldiers from Miglutt were probably from the One-Land family. They must have been dispatched to protect the village, but they had blended in so well you couldn't tell them from the villagers. It made me worry they'd been absorbed by the village instead.

Hattsu grabbed a skewer of meat he'd been holding over the fire and took a bite. I pulled out a skewer myself and took a bite. We'd bought it in Miglutt, but it was still fresh since it had been in my storage.

"More importantly, are those two okay?" Hyattsu changed the subject, jutting his chin toward Marmi and Nephi. We had set up a two-person watch system. Hyattsu and Hattsu, me and Mizuki, Famu and Myra, and now it was their turn.

"They don't seem to get along."

While she seemed friendly with Mizuki, Nephi still hadn't really settled into Levante. That's why I had tried to pair up with Nephi for the watch, but the other members got angry, and we ended up drawing lots. I thought Marmi had befriended Nephi during the whole blister incident, but she still never initiated a conversation with her, and it had been bothering me.

I sighed, grabbed two skewers for them, and walked over.

"…Something happen?" Nephi asked, but I just silently offered them the skewers. Nephi took one, but Marmi just watched.

"…Still on watch. It's not time for the shift change."

"Don't be so stiff…" I brought the skewer to her mouth, and without taking it from me, she took a bite.

"Such bad manners for a princess!"

"…Mmph, mff, mgh!" She seemed to be trying to say something back, but I couldn't understand a word.

"I'll be sure to tell Patricia all about your behavior when we get back to Miglutt!"

"…Ngh!" Marmi shot up straight. Then, with tears in her eyes, she grabbed the hem of my clothes. Patricia was usually calm, but she was the type to solve problems with her fists if necessary. Mizuki used to resort to violence at first, too, but she'd calmed down now, so Patricia was the only one who hit me. Even though she was her attendant, Marmi seemed to be afraid of her too.

I held out the skewer, and she reached out and took it. It was a little sad, I thought, watching her wolf down the meat. I noticed Nephi watching the scene.

"Should I have had you feed me too, Mash?" Marmi's cheeks puffed out slightly. I looked at the skewer in her hand, but she'd already finished the meat.

"If you want, Nephi, I'll feed you meat mouth-to-mouth."

"I'd prefer my first kiss to be a normal one, if you don't mind…" Nephi shrugged. At the same time, I felt Marmi's grip on my clothes tighten. Nephi's gaze fell on her hand.

"You certainly have a wide range of tastes. What's your type, Mash?" I tilted my head at her question.

"I don't have the right to choose. I fall for any girl who is kind to me or talks to me. Not that that ever happened before I came to this world…"

"Hey, don't say such sad things." Nephi grimaced. Even she seemed to be at a loss for a reply.

"The members of Levante are all over the place, right?" I looked at Nephi's face again. Her expression hadn't changed, but she was trying to figure out my type. That surprised me a little.

"Look at Mo," I said, putting an arm around Marmi's shoulders and pulling her in front of me.

"A beautiful girl with such a perfect, pretty face says she likes me! It drives you crazy, of course you're going to fall for her!" Marmi's cheeks turned bright red. Nephi flinched slightly, her eyebrows twitching.

"R-Right… So, what did you come over here for?" She blatantly changed the subject.

"I was just worried about how the watch was going."

Nephi scratched her cheek at my words.

"Well, I think we're fine. The most worrying time is when you and Mizuki are on duty." She said this and turned her gaze toward the forest. It had been a while since the sun had set. The darkness had deepened, and I couldn't see far into it. A sound, indistinguishable from the chirping of insects or the cry of a bird, came from somewhere.

"What do you mean by that?"

"Mo the elf has good hearing. I'm a demon, so I have good night vision. And the dog-eared folk have good ears and noses."

"So you're saying our guard is weakest when Mizuki and I are on watch…" Maybe it would be better to pair up with either Hyattsu or Hattsu. But from the looks of it, they were both single. I couldn't leave Mizuki alone with another man in the middle of the night. It was a dilemma.

"Well, we've set up ropes so a sound will be made if there are any intruders, so maybe I'm worrying too much. But I just can't picture the two of you taking the watch seriously."

"So that's it! But don't worry. I wouldn't mess around when our lives are on the line." *I might grope her breasts a little to stay awake, though,* I muttered to myself.

Just then, Marmi's and Nephi's gazes shot into the forest.

"Something's there!" Marmi raised her wand, and her magic illuminated the depths of the forest.



    Chapter 291

    The Ambush at Camp

    The tip of the wand Marmi held aloft blazed with a dazzling light. It cast a beam into the darkness beyond the perimeter of our rope-and-bell alarm system, a place the bonfire couldn't reach.

Reflected in that light, several spheres of light floated in the air. The white lights, seeming to emit their own glow in the darkness, were stationary, staring right at us.

One of the larger shadows had black horns sprouting from its head. I drew my katana from storage and gripped the hilt tightly. But it was too far away to attack. A bow might have been better.

"That's red deer. They probably won't attack," Hyattsu muttered lowly, having come to stand beside me at some point. Next to him, Hattsu grinned as he stared at the herd. Both of them were holding clubs with countless nails driven into the striking ends. It would be intimidating enough against humans, but I doubted it would be effective against monsters. Further back, the members of Levante had their weapons drawn, watching the herd's movements.

"Should we take a few of 'em down?" Hyattsu's eyes bulged as he glared at me intimidatingly. Famu had said he meant no harm, but the glint in his white-ringed eyes was still terrifying.

"They're not monsters, right? If there's no danger of being attacked, can't we just leave them be?" From the looks of it, it was a herd with fawns. Though their glowing white eyes were unsettling, they were also wary, their ears pricked up, watching us without moving.

"You don't get it. That's food," Hyattsu said, slapping his club against his palm with a dry crack. At that moment, the red deers' ears twitched, and the herd turned as one and fled into the depths of the forest.

"Tch, they got away," Hattsu clicked his tongue. But at that distance, it would have been difficult to hit them with magic or arrows, and we had no way of pursuing them. We left Marmi and Nephi on watch and returned to the bonfire.

"It's confusing having a herd of deer show up when you're on watch in the middle of the night…"

"Nah, in times like that, it's better to wake everyone up to check. You never know, you might not be able to move right away if you're woken up suddenly." That was Hattsu who answered. From the looks of them, both Hyattsu and Hattsu seemed like they'd be fine waking up, but maybe they had a delicate side like that. As I thought this, they both grinned and glared at me with bulging eyes, so I instinctively looked away. My eyes met Mizuki's.

"I-I'm not scared!"

"Don't tell me that. And you don't have to be stubborn about something so silly!" Mizuki sighed.

"You thought I was a pathetic coward, didn't you?"

"I didn't think that at all." There was no mockery in her tone. She was a serious high school girl, enough to be a class representative. But wasn't that the type to be drawn to the allure of delinquents?

"Have you ever fallen for a Yankee or a tough guy, Mizuki?"

"A Yankee… a tough guy? Hmm, I think I've heard my dad talk about them…" Seeing her furrow her brow and seriously consider it wounded me. I decided then and there that I would heal this heartache with her body.

Just then, the wooden blocks hanging from the rope we had strung up around the perimeter clattered. Then, a rustling sound of leaves being trampled echoed.

"…Mash, enemy!" Marmi shouted, and at the same time, a black shadow loomed before her. Before she could even swing her wand, a monster's arm swung down. Her body was sent flying as she took the full force of the blow.

"Mo!"

It was a giant brown bear monster. The same kind we had encountered on the way to Famu's village.

As she tried to get up, the monster went to sink its fangs into her neck. Realizing this, she ducked her head, and its fangs caught on her clothes instead. The monster, having captured its prey, hung Marmi in the air triumphantly. It then turned its back to us and started to run.

"Wait!" I drew my katana to chase after it.

But then, multiple monsters appeared one after another. There wasn't just one enemy. The brown bear-like monsters stared at us with blood-red eyes and let out low growls.

"These bastards, they were hiding and waiting for an opportunity while we were distracted by the deer herd!" They were clever. The monster carrying Marmi was about to disappear into the darkness. I bit my lip and glared at its back, and Famu came to stand beside me.

"We'll draw their attention and fight them here! Master, you go after Mo!"

"Got it. I'm counting on you!"

"Yes!" As soon as I heard her reply, I kicked off the ground and charged at the monster blocking my path. The monster stood up on its hind legs and raised its log-like arms. The tips of its long claws glinted dully in the firelight, then swung down with terrifying speed. I dodged it by leaning back at the last second and slipped past.

I lit the tip of the katana I was holding with the Light magic Marmi had taught me. By that light, I chased after the brown bear's back.

The monster was descending the steep slope at a tremendous speed. It nimbly dodged the tree trunks in its path. I also used the slope to run down without losing momentum. My legs threatened to give out at the unprecedented speed, and I had to fight to keep from slipping on the dead leaves. I almost tripped on a thick, protruding root. My feet threatened to get stuck in the leaf mold.

I managed to stay on my feet, preventing myself from falling countless times, but with each stumble, the distance between me and the monster grew. I gritted my teeth and leaned into the slope to increase my speed.

I couldn't dodge all the branches and leaves. I protected my head with my arm as I charged through, feeling countless stings of pain on my arms, legs, forehead, and cheeks.

I failed to dodge a trunk that suddenly appeared out of the darkness and slammed my shoulder into it.

"Guh!" I almost dropped my katana and had to re-grip it, but I couldn't put much strength into it.

How far had I descended? It felt like a lot of time had passed. My spirits were starting to fall, and my energy was flagging. I refocused my gaze on the monster's back. It was difficult to aim and cast magic while running. Unlike me, it probably had night vision. A monster that could weave through the trees so accurately could probably dodge my magic. And there was the chance I could hit Marmi.

I had to focus on chasing the monster. I couldn't let it get away. If we got separated once, it would be impossible to find the monster in this deep mountain.

I stopped thinking and widened my stride, chasing after the monster.

Just then, the slope began to level out. And the black shadow running ahead of me started to pull away. Without the help of the terrain, a person couldn't possibly outrun a bear. But this was a forest. If I matched the monster's movements and dodged the trees coming at me, the pursuer would have the advantage. I kept running, believing in that.

As if to shatter that hope, the view in front of me opened up. I could hear the constant sound of flowing water. I had reached a riverbank. The ground under my feet changed from leaf mold to gravel.

Without stopping, the monster ran toward the forest on the opposite bank. A sense of despair washed over me as I chased after it. My speed would come to a complete halt when crossing the river. By the time I reached the forest entrance, I would have been left behind.

I gave up on the chase and decided to snipe it with magic. Fortunately, there were no obstacles here. I stopped and, while catching my ragged breath, began to prepare the ice magic, Icicle. It was better to unleash a barrage than to go for a one-hit kill. That would make the monster think it had no chance of escaping to the opposite bank.

Just as I raised my hand, the monster suddenly stopped.

It was no longer the bullet-like movement from before; it slowly turned to face me. Marmi was hanging from its mouth as it panted heavily.

"You bastard… you're using Mo as a shield…"

Countless icicles had already formed at the tip of my raised hand. But all I could do was watch as the monster slowly backed away on all fours.

Just then, Marmi's fingertips twitched slightly. A small spark flew, and in an instant, it became a bolt of lightning that engulfed the brown bear's body.

"Gyah!"

The monster screamed in agony from her lightning magic and recoiled. At the same time, her body fell to the ground with a thud. I immediately showered the monster's body with icicles, and in that time, Marmi crawled away from it.

Hit by our magic, the monster's body swayed violently, but it managed to stay on its feet and, letting out a heaven-piercing roar, raised its arms.

I readied my katana and ran, so that its blow wouldn't be aimed at Marmi.

As if it had seen through my movements, the monster swung its thick arms. I dodged the attack and swung my katana in a sweeping motion.

Blocked by its thick, hard fur, it was a shallow blow, but the tip of the blade reached its flesh. Bright red blood gushed from the monster's belly. But, as if its fighting spirit was stirred by its own blood, the monster glared at me with blood-red eyes.

I caught my breath and readied myself for a second strike.

"…Mash, I'll finish it!" Marmi's voice came from behind me. I jumped to the side. At the same time, a bolt of lightning shot through the spot where I had been standing.

A deafening roar and an intense flash. And then, the monster was gone.

I scanned the area, but there was no sign of other monsters pursuing us or any new enemies appearing.

Famu and the others had stopped the monsters from chasing us. I looked up at the darkness-shrouded mountainside. I tried to find the place we had descended from, but I couldn't. I searched for the bonfire's flame, but I couldn't find that either. I hadn't had the luxury of leaving any markers during the chase. Along with the anxiety of being separated, I was also worried about whether they had been able to defeat the monster horde.

But for now, checking on Marmi's safety was the priority.

"Marmi, are you okay?" When I called out to her, the tension seemed to leave her, and she nearly collapsed on the spot.

I took her arm, and she clung to it to support herself.

"…Th-That was scary…" Her knees were trembling uncontrollably. She had no major injuries, but there were scrapes and bruises, probably from when she was being carried by the monster.

"Are you hurt from when you were hit at the beginning?"

"…I knew the magic wouldn't be in time, so I fell on my own. It doesn't hurt that much." She must have braced for the impact in her own way.

I took out a health potion from my storage to give to her, but she just turned her mouth toward me. I sighed and held the bottle to her lips to let her drink.

"You lazy girl."

"…I think I'll fall if I let go right now." She had been through a genuinely scary experience, so I guess I couldn't blame her. As I was thinking this, I noticed she was staring at me intently.

"What, I'm not going to tattle to Patricia or anything."

She shook her head slightly at my words.

"…Do you smell anything?" At her question, I sniffed the air. But I didn't smell anything. If anything, it was the green scent of leaves. I picked a leaf that had gotten tangled in her hair.

"I don't smell anything."

"…I thought I might have peed myself."

"Peed yourself? What do you… Wait, did you?! You'd know something like that yourself, wouldn't you?"

"…My legs still feel like jelly. I can't put any strength into my lower body…" Marmi mumbled, looking down and avoiding my gaze, probably embarrassed.

"Is that so?" I put away the empty potion bottle, lifted her dress, and reached for her crotch. I felt the smooth fabric there, but it was dry.

"What the hell. You're not wet at all. Getting my hopes up for nothing!"

"…What hopes are you talking about?!"

Out of spite, I traced her pubic mound, slid my finger into her slit, and rubbed the front part.

"…Ngh, nn, nnh… M-Mash…?" Marmi closed her eyes and let out a sweet moan. I kept rubbing for a while, and I felt the hard, bean-like nub with my fingertip. I slipped my finger into the gap of her underwear and lightly pinched the little bean she had swollen.

"…Kya! M-Mash…?"

"What? I'm a little busy raising a bean right now. More importantly, you said you couldn't put any strength into your lower body, but you're feeling this just fine, aren't you?"

"…That's because you're doing this… nngh." Her cheeks were already flushed. I slid my finger to the entrance of her vagina, and her juices started to flow.

"Looks like this is the hole that's leaking."

I scooped up the fluid and smeared it on her clitoris. I hoped it would grow up healthy. I continued to caress her with that wish in mind.

"…Kuh, nn, Mash, do you want to see me leak?" Marmi looked up at me with a pained gaze. Her eyes were also moist and glistening, reflecting the moonlight.

"No, you don't have to force it… But pretty girls like you and Mizuki probably don't even pee in the first place, right?"

"…O-Of course we d… nngh!" Marmi's breathing became ragged, and her voice lost its composure. Her body twitched and convulsed in response to my finger's movements. I quickened my pace, leading her to her climax.

"Ngh, nnh, ahhhh!" She arched her back, let out a particularly pained cry, and collapsed to her knees. My finger slipped out at the same time. The warmth of her vagina and her juices lingered on my fingertip.

"You definitely were leaking…"

"…I wasn't. It only happened just now because of you!" Marmi answered, her breath still ragged.



    Chapter 292

    Under a Chilling Sky (Marmi☆)

    "Still, how are we supposed to get back to everyone…"

Could we even rejoin Levante in this situation? The sun had completely set, and the mountains were dyed a solid black.

I searched for our campsite, which should be somewhere on the mountainside, but I couldn't find it at all. I had been so focused on chasing the monster that I had lost track of how long and how far I had descended. The riverbank where we stood was shrouded in darkness.

There was no sign of monsters; the only living things were me and Marmi. It felt like we were the only two people left in the world. Marmi had returned to her usual doll-like, composed expression and was looking up at me.

"…There's no need to go back to the original spot. You don't have to worry, Mash." Marmi lit the tip of her finger with the Light magic, and the area around us was illuminated in white.

"You plan on having them find us with this light?"

The gravel, illuminated by the magic, reflected white and cast deep shadows, but beyond that was a pale blue world lit by the moon and stars. I wondered if the others could see this light from where they were.

Marmi shook her head.

"…We gather around you, Mash. Everyone is on this journey because you are here. I even endured walking through the mountains. So, if we just wait here, everyone will come."

Marmi found a large rock suitable for sitting and sat down, her legs dangling from her dress, swinging back and forth. She hugged her shoulders as if she were cold. True to her word, she didn't seem to have any intention of moving. She stared at the river. It was more than twice her height in width and looked like black ink, having absorbed the darkness of the night. The current was swift, and the sound of water hitting rocks broke the silence.

"Everyone is on this journey for me?"

"…Are they not?" Her words were blunt.

"The journey would continue even without me, right?"

"…Continue and do what?" There was a coldness to her tone. I realized she was displeased with my question, but I didn't know why.

"Famu might have things to deal with in her village. But Mizuki will continue her journey to find a way back to her world, and Myra wants to learn more about the myths. And Nephi is trying to get back to the Demon Kingdom. The journey should continue. And Mo, too…"

Thinking that, I stopped. She had decided to follow me to escape her fiancé. Now that her fiancé was gone, her reason for traveling had disappeared.

"Mo."

"…What?"

"Even if I'm gone, I want you to convince Famu to support Mizuki together. I want you to help the other transfers."

"…Why should I…" She peered at me as if trying to discern my true intentions. Her silver eyes looked strangely mature, somewhat similar to the all-seeing gaze Famu sometimes had. She blinked and then sighed.

"…Mash."

"What?"

"…I'm cold."

I sat down next to Marmi. She immediately scooted closer and pressed against me.

I cupped her cheek and went to kiss her, but she turned her face away with a pout.

"You don't want to?"

"…It's not that I don't want to. But you don't get it, Mash."

"What don't I get?"

"…I don't want to say."

"What is it? What are you angry about?" She kept her face turned away and wouldn't meet my eyes.

"…Even though you're an adult. Even though you know better than me. Even though everyone knows."

"I don't get it. And if I treated you like a kid for that, you'd get mad, right?" I was completely lost. I understood that she was trying to force her feelings on me, but I didn't know what those feelings were.

"…Mash. We…" Marmi shook her head as if to deny something. "I like you, Mash. That's why I'm with you. There's no way I could be normal if you were gone."

"I like you too, you know…"

"…Why do you sound so hesitant?"

"If I said it without any hesitation, you'd get mad, wouldn't you?" Marmi kept her head down and swung her slender, gracefully long legs.

"…If it's by force, that's fine." She closed her eyes and turned her face toward me.

"Hey, if you say that, I'll really do it by force."

"…It's getting cold, so if you're going to do it, do it quickly." I wrapped my arms around her body.

Her body, held through her dress, felt fragile and cold.

But her breath on my neck was hot, and it fueled my desire.

I lifted her chin with my fingertips and kissed her. It felt cold at first, but as I pressed my lips against hers, I felt a soft warmth transmitted between us.

I pulled away and looked at her face. I touched her long ears, stroking them from the base to the tip, and she twitched them.

She furrowed her brow slightly, as if it tickled. I played with her ear while asking for another kiss.

I pressed the tip of my tongue against her lips, and she opened her mouth slightly, timidly offering her own tongue. I moistened my tongue with plenty of saliva and tangled it with hers. When our tongues touched, her eyes flew open in surprise, but they soon closed again.

"Ngh, nnh…" Marmi wrapped her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly. She tangled her tongue with mine, trying to suck up my saliva.

We frantically confirmed each other's warmth.

Even after our lips parted, a thread of saliva connected us. When it snapped, the saliva trickled down from Marmi's chin to her neck.

"I wanted you to do this before you touched my crotch."

"That was because you said you thought you leaked. And right now, you're being attacked. I'm going to wreck you, so shut up." I traced the trail of saliva with my fingertip, then moved my hand to her chest. It passed over the soft swell of her still-developing breasts and reached the small peak. I toyed with it, rolling it between my fingers, and Marmi furrowed her brow, her body twitching and trembling sensitively.

"Nnh, ah, ahh…"

With my other hand, I lifted the hem of her dress. She was cooperative, lifting her hips slightly, but I was stopped when I had pulled it up above her navel.

"…How much are you planning to take off?"

"I'm going to strip you naked."

"…What if a monster comes?" She put strength into her hands, trying to pull the hem of her dress back down.

"We'll fight it naked."

"…" She continued to hold my hand down after that, but when I lifted it with a little force, she stopped resisting. Taking that as my cue, I stripped off her tank top-like underwear and panties. The underwear was made of a soft, smooth, silk-like material.

The light magic had faded at some point, and we were shrouded in darkness. But my eyes had adjusted, and the faint, pale blue light of the moon and stars allowed me to see our surroundings.

Marmi's underwear also had a soft sheen in that light. There was a single tulip embroidered on it. I traced it with my finger.

"…Why are you looking at my underwear and not my naked body?" She puffed out her cheeks slightly. Her body was also highlighted by the moonlight, glowing with a pale blue sheen. Her skin was fine and smooth like porcelain, drawing the immature curves of a young girl. I wanted to hold this skin, to thrust myself into her, to hear her scream-like moans as I pounded into her roughy. I wanted to defile her with myself. My member was swollen to the point of bursting with that desire.

But as I looked at Marmi's weak gaze and slightly pouting lips, that desire transformed into a gentle affection for her.

"We all have to go back to Miglutt, where Patricia is waiting."

Marmi nodded slightly at my words.

"…Right. That's why you have to be at the center of the party, Mash."

She hugged me and pressed her lips against mine.

I stripped naked as well and sat back down on the rock. It was chilly and cold. Come to think of it, we had left our camping gear behind, but I should have a spare blanket in my storage. As I reached for it, Marmi straddled my thighs and sat down.

At that moment, her juices dripped down and wet my thigh.

I had just made her come by playing with her down there. I didn't know if it was the afterglow of that or if a fresh wave had been released from our embrace.

She was ready.

"…Mash." She gripped me. "It's hot…"

She rubbed me lightly and lifted her hips to guide me inside. Her bad mood from before seemed to have vanished.

I grabbed her bottom but didn't guide her. I wanted to see her take me in on her own accord.

"…Nn… ngh…" Marmi put her other hand to her crotch and spread herself open with her fingertips. Then she pressed the tip of my penis against the entrance to her vagina. The sensation of soft mucous membrane on my glans, and the hot fluid wetting me.

"…Nn!" Marmi's face contorted. Her vaginal opening was still young and narrow. It wouldn't go in easily and slipped, poking her clitoris.

"Auh!" She let out a sweet cry. A beautiful girl I would never have been involved with in a normal life was tousling her silver hair, trying to take me in.

"…It got bigger again." She once again pressed my glans against her opening. Her actions and whispers were more than enough to satisfy my sadistic desires.

"Mine's big. You'll have to try harder, Mo."

"…Cecily said you were on the smaller side, Mash. So, once I get used to it, it should get loose."

"Hey, mine isn't small! Ask Mizuki. She'll tell you it's huge! And stop aiming for it to get loose!" The next time I saw Cecily, I'd wreck her out of spite. As I was thinking this, her body sank, and my glans up to the corona was enveloped by her soft flesh.

"…Nn, it's still tight!" Marmi grimaced. Did she want to get it in that badly? But even if she gave up, I was going to put it in next, so the result would be the same. I kept quiet.

Her face was right next to mine. When I sought her lips, she desperately tangled her tongue with mine.

As we devoured each other fiercely, her pained expression relaxed, and my penis slowly began to push through the folds of her vagina and advance deeper.

Marmi arched her back and sank her hips down, taking all of me in.

"N-ahhh…"

I couldn't tell if it was a moan of pain or pleasure. It was a tight fit. I moved my hand from rubbing her bottom to her head and stroked it.

"Does it hurt?"

Marmi shook her head at my words.

"…Only when it went all the way in. I thought your thing had pierced through my body. It feels good now." She still looked like she was in pain, though.

"…Mash…" She took a deep breath to calm her ragged breathing. "Do you think I'm cute?"

"You are cute."

"…Do you like me, Mash?"

"I like you, Mo." Mo nodded slightly at those words.

"…I think you're cool, Mash. I'll become an adult who's worthy of being by your side." With that, she hugged me and swayed her hips.

I pulled her closer, enveloping her, and thrusted up in time with her movements.

"Ah-hn, ah, ahhhh!"

It was tight, but her flesh walls were soft and melting with her juices. It was hot and well-lubricated. Marmi bounced on my thighs, her hips writhing as if swimming.

I stared at her face. It wasn't her usual composed expression; her cheeks were flushed, and her tear-filled eyes were glazed over, holding the stardust of the night sky.

Suddenly, her gaze focused, and our eyes met. Her cheeks flushed even more, and her lips trembled.

As I was about to whisper something, she pressed her lips against mine, silencing me.

Her saliva flowed in with her tongue. After drinking it down, I tangled my tongue with hers and sent my own saliva into her. Along with that intensity, our hips moved faster.

"…Mash, nnh, ahhhh…"

As she neared her climax, her moans became more desperate. I couldn't suppress my own urge to release, and I frantically thrusted into her.

"Mo, soon…" I muttered, as if in a fever, and Marmi sought my lips for a kiss.

I continued to thrust hard, and when I reached my limit, I emptied what had been building up inside her.

In response, Marmi's body bucked wildly. I held her hips down and sent all of my seed deep inside her.

All the while, our tongues were tangled. It felt as if I were melting into her body.

After I had emptied myself completely and a little while had passed, we finally parted our lips.

Marmi's breathing was ragged and chaotic, her chest heaving violently. But her lips were relaxed in a soft smile. That smile made my heart melt, and I felt as if I were still mixed with her.



    Chapter 293

    A Starry Night, A Rainy Morning

    Marmi snuggled into my arms.

The air had grown crisp, and the moon and stars seemed to shine even brighter. But a faint, steam-like mist was rising from the surface of the river.

I wrapped my arm around her small back to shield her from the night air, and she looked up. Thinking she wanted a kiss, I leaned in, and her long ears twitched.

"Can you move those ears on your own?" She nodded and wiggled them up and down. I wonder if all elves can do that.

"I can't…" I tried my best to move my ears, but I couldn't feel them moving at all. Seeing my struggle, her body shook with laughter.

"…Your eyes are crossing." It was the first time I'd seen her laugh with such innocent, childish amusement. Realizing I was staring, Marmi stopped laughing and looked at me.

"…Why are you making such a weird face?"

"You think my face right now is weirder than me being cross-eyed?" Marmi nodded. To get back at her for hurting my feelings, I wrapped my arm around her side and tickled her. She let out a shriek of laughter and started struggling to get away from me.

Listening to her scream-like laughter, I watched her expression. I wanted to see that smile from before again, and before I knew it, my tickling had stopped.

"…Mash?" She looked at me with a puzzled expression.

"Hm? Oh, right, what were you about to say before, Mo?" Her face returned to its usual composed expression at my words.

"…Someone's here to get us." I scanned our surroundings. Around the spot where we had burst out in pursuit of the monster, slightly higher up, I could see a light that looked like magic. The only person in Levante other than me and Marmi who could use magic was Nephi.

I loosened my grip on Marmi, intending to let her go. But she hugged me tighter.

"Hey, let go and get dressed. What are you going to do if Hyattsu or Hattsu is with Nephi?" She buried her face in my chest and shook her head.

"…It's fine if they see."

"I don't want another man to see you naked." While we were arguing, the light descended to the riverbank. There was only one figure. It walked toward us.

"Should I have given you more time?" I shook my head at Nephi's words, still holding Marmi.

"Looks like you were able to take care of the monsters on your end." I called out to Nephi's back as she started to climb back up the steep slope.

"Yeah, Mizuki took one of them out in an instant, so we had the upper hand." Mizuki's special skill must have activated. Come to think of it, she's the strongest of us all. Maybe I don't need to worry. With that thought, I took a step forward.

My foot sank into the leaf mold, and I slipped and fell. I grabbed onto a tree trunk and pulled myself up. I looked back, wondering how I had managed to run down such a slope, and saw Marmi, breathing heavily, staring ahead resentfully.

"But we didn't have time to embrace naked." Nephi turned around and gave a faint smile. I grabbed her outstretched hand and climbed up the slope. She didn't seem tired at all, as if she were used to places like this.

She offered her hand to Marmi as well, but Marmi ignored it and climbed on her own.

Marmi took the lead, with me and Nephi following behind her.

"Do you like doing it outside?"

"Why do you ask?"

"You did it in the last village, too." My body froze for a moment. I started to slide down the slope. A hand pushed my bottom from behind, and I stopped myself.

"I thought no one saw." What kind of face would Myra make if she found out?

"I didn't mean to peek. I just saw the two of you walking…" Despite being the one to bring it up, she seemed embarrassed, her words trailing off into a mumble.

"Don't be a stranger. If you were watching, you should have joined in." There was no reply. Curious, I turned back and saw her shaking her shoulders, breathing heavily as she looked at me.

"We're only about halfway up. You should save your energy." Nephi clearly changed the subject. Until now, she had always tried to entrust herself to my thoughts and actions. For some reason, a sense of superiority washed over me. I wanted to press her further, but I wasn't sure how to handle her myself.

"I have no idea where we're climbing. Do you not get lost, Nephi?"

"I'm leaving markers." She pointed to a tree trunk where a white, thumb-sized stone arrowhead was embedded. It reflected the light of the Light magic, shining white.

"A pebble made with Stone Magic…" She nodded at my words. Marmi, walking ahead, seemed to have noticed it and was using the pebbles as markers.

Whether from Clovis and the other Saviors or some other party, she was clearly used to adventures like this. It made me feel even more that she had no need to travel with adventurers like us.

"What's wrong? Are you tired?" I had stopped walking while lost in thought about her. Prompted by her words, I took a step forward, following Marmi's tracks.

I felt a slight vibration in my back. The unpleasant sensation of the earth shaking.

When I woke up, I was in a world shrouded in white mist. There was no trace of last night's clear, starry sky. I had slept under a tarp, but my hair felt damp.

"It's raining today!" Hyattsu said with a booming laugh. I didn't know what was so funny, but he didn't seem tired from his watch duty and was as energetic as ever. Hattsu, who should have been on duty with him, was nowhere to be seen. He was alone, preparing breakfast.

I poured water into the pot he held out using Water Magic. Just then, the ground shook again. I tried to look for the giant, but with this mist, I couldn't see anything.

"It seems far away, but is the giant out and about…?"

"It seems to be in the direction we're headed."

"You can tell?"

"I can hear a sound along with the vibrations." Hyattsu cupped his hand to his ear and turned toward the south.

"I wonder if it's already started on the fortress."

"Who knows? From the way the tremors are spaced out, it feels like it's still walking, don't you think?" Hyattsu took his hand from his ear and looked down into the mist.

"Thanks to that, we won't get lost, but with this fog, we might miss the markers. So we're not leaving yet." I nodded at his words. I wanted to check on the fortress's situation before the giant arrived, but these were the words of someone familiar with this land. I should follow his instructions.

Just then, a voice mumbled, "Nn…," and Mizuki sat up, rubbing her eyes.

"Morning…" She still seemed dazed, running a hand through her hair and looking around. The sight was strangely alluring. Myra, Marmi, and Nephi, who had been sleeping near her, also started to stir.

"Where are Famu and Hattsu?" I was about to ask Hyattsu when I heard the sound of trees rustling deep in the forest. Soon, they emerged from the mist. Both of them were holding mushrooms.

"Were you out looking for food?"

"This was just on the way. We thought we might be able to see the giant from a gap in the mist if we climbed to the summit, but…" From her expression, it seemed they hadn't been able to see the giant. Still, I wondered if the mushrooms they had picked were edible. As I stared at the mushrooms Famu was holding, her cheeks started to puff out.

"Hmph. I saw how much you enjoyed the matsutake mushrooms in the settlement, Master, so I thought you liked mushrooms and picked these for you. If you're going to be like that, you don't have to eat them!"

"Wait, I haven't said anything yet. At least wait until I say something before you get mad." A raindrop fell on Famu's puffed-out cheek. She looked up at the sky.

"It's raining…"

The pot was boiling vigorously. Inside, the mushrooms Famu and the others had picked were dancing. They were a creepy yellow color but had a sweet scent like apricots. I couldn't imagine what they would taste like. I glanced at Mizuki to borrow her knowledge, but it seemed she didn't know about these mushrooms either. The other members didn't say anything, so I figured they were probably safe.

I took out some vegetables from my storage and, following the instructions of the three dog-eared folk, added them to the pot.

The rain was beating down harder on the tarp. The mist showed no signs of clearing and continued to envelop us. At this rate, our departure might be later than expected. Perhaps because of that, the breakfast preparations were proceeding at a leisurely pace.

"I think the ground stopped shaking," Mizuki murmured. Come to think of it, the constant vibrations had stopped.

"Did it disappear again? Or did it reach the fortress?"

"Who knows? If it reached it, there should be some kind of action, like an attack, so it probably disappeared again, don't you think?" Hattsu answered Mizuki while adding spices to the pot and stirring. It was a thick soup with grain added. The yellow of the mushrooms was toned down by the color of the soup, and it now looked appetizing.

"Why does it keep disappearing?"

"Beats me. I don't know the answer to that." Mizuki's gaze turned to me. Even if she looked at me like that, I didn't have an answer either.

"It might have something to do with mana," Nephi answered in my stead.

"It must take a considerable amount of magical power to keep that body materialized. Without a store of magic, it might not be able to maintain its form."

"That doesn't make sense, does it? According to the myths, there was no mana in this world until the goddess Rishal destroyed the jar of mana. But the Fifty Gods appeared in this world and fought." Nephi shrugged at my words.

"I don't know about that. But I can feel a powerful magical energy from the giant." I turned my gaze to Marmi. She was getting her bowl filled with soup by Hattsu and was busy blowing on it to cool it down. I thought she wasn't listening, but then she looked up.

"…I think it's the same as a monster."

"But Laciel said she couldn't defeat it, and not a single blow was effective."

"…I just thought it was the same in nature. There are various types of monsters." With that, she scooped up some soup and brought it to her mouth. It was still hot, and she puffed her cheeks as she moved it around in her mouth. As I watched her, Hattsu handed me a bowl of soup. I tried to stir it with a spoon and eat around the mushrooms, but my eyes met Famu's. I had no choice but to scoop up a mushroom and put it in my mouth. It was sweet, just as the scent suggested, and with the spices and other ingredients, it had a rich flavor. It was still hot, and I nearly burned my mouth. But my hand didn't stop, and I scooped up another spoonful of soup.

"I wonder what the Crimson Brigade will do. If something like that attacks them…" Mizuki murmured.

"True. I just assumed they would hole up in the fortress and fight, but it would be a problem if they escaped. We'd lose any chance of tracking them." They had lost a lot of their forces in the battle of Miglutt. It was highly likely they would flee. Losing the trail would be a major blow. If that happened, they would probably attack some other village to rebuild their forces.

Soldiers from the One-Land family should be monitoring the fortress. But they could also get caught up in the giant's attack, and we didn't know if we could even meet up with them.

We still hadn't decided how to proceed. I stared into the mist-shrouded forest.



    Chapter 294

    Trekking in the Rain and a Fugitive

    The mist thickened and thinned repeatedly, and so did the rain.

The coats and boots, slathered with beeswax, repelled the raindrops at first, but soon the dampness seeped in, turning them uncomfortably heavy.

In the forested areas, the canopy of branches and leaves shielded us from the rain, keeping us relatively dry. But when we emerged onto an exposed ridge, the wind joined the rain. The wind whipping against our wet bodies instantly dropped our body temperature.

So, every time we returned to the forest, we used laundry magic to dry our clothes and bodies.

Since we could store our luggage in my storage, we didn't have to carry days' worth of food, clothing, and shelter on our backs, so it was bearable. But after reaching the fortress, Hyattsu and Hattsu would part with us and return to their village alone. Without magic and the storage skill, they would have to carry heavy packs back along this pathless route. And they'd have to fight monsters along the way.

Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, the probability of encountering monsters was low. But the journey still seemed harsh.

"If it were just us, we could move faster even with packs, and we could forage for food," Hattsu said with a booming laugh, his eyes bulging. His attitude was still as intimidating as ever. According to Famu, she was terrified at first, too, but you get used to it. And she said they get carried away because I act so scared all the time. It was true, I was the only one in Levante who was scared.

"You need water, too, right? What if the water sources are dried up?"

"We've got multiple spots for that covered," he said, holding his palm up. "And with this rain, there's no need to worry." He stuck out his tongue and moved it as if to catch the rain.

Too much rain would make the water muddy, and it could turn into a torrent, making river crossings impossible. And wet clothes and bodies are uncomfortable, and stepping in the muddy leaf mold would get mud inside your boots. Above all, you wouldn't be able to start a fire. It still seemed like suicide to walk in the mountains for days with the equipment of this world.

As if reading my anxiety, Hattsu's eyes bulged.

"Don't underestimate us. This mountain range is like our backyard." Hyattsu and Hattsu both roared with laughter. I gave a vague nod and walked away from them. Mud and water had collected in my boots, making a sloshing sound, which was unpleasant.

Nephi came up and walked shoulder-to-shoulder with me.

"What's wrong?"

"…No, I just don't understand why a man like you is so afraid of those two." I looked up at her words. She seemed unaffected by the discomfort of the rain, walking with her back straight as if it were a sunny day. I realized I was hunched over and emulated her, straightening my back. I reset my hips, which had dropped completely. The raindrops hit my cheeks, so I pulled my hood down deeper. The hood amplified the sound of the rain and blocked both my sight and hearing.

"A man like me? Anyone would be done for if they were hit with that club. Of course I'm scared."

"You beat Zeno and Clovis one-on-one, didn't you?" My feet stopped at those words.

"…Do you actually think I'm strong?" Nephi's brows furrowed slightly at my question, but she quickly returned to her usual confident smile.

"Hyattsu and Hattsu couldn't beat Zeno and Clovis, and I don't think I could beat those two either."

"I don't think I could beat you. But that kind of strength doesn't make something that was scary not scary anymore, does it?" The corners of her eyes crinkled in a smile at my words.

"That's strange. You must have low self-esteem…"

"Do you think highly of me, Nephi?"

"Hehe, I wonder." I looked at her again. I had thought she was just teasing me, like Hyattsu and Hattsu, but I began to wonder if she might actually have feelings for me.

"There's a way to raise my self-esteem. I'll need your help for that."

"And what way would that be?" It was decided. I would hold her right now and boost my self-esteem. I slowly closed the gap between us.

Just then, there was a splash behind me.

I turned around to see Marmi had tripped on a tree root and fallen.

"Are you okay?" I called out, but she remained face down, showing no sign of getting up.

Nephi and I took her arms and helped her up. Her face, covered in mud, was clearly etched with fatigue. Since only she and I could use laundry magic, we had been sharing the duty, but she had been using it on herself more than necessary. Laundry magic was a rough method of creating a water sphere with Water Magic to wash the entire body, then having the sphere absorb the moisture to dry off, but it had become a surprisingly advanced magic that consumed a lot of mana, requiring control to wash from head to toe, comfortable temperature adjustment with Fire Magic, and drying with Wind Magic to avoid excessive moisture loss.

I used laundry magic on her mud-covered body and washed her clean.

"You're overusing magic, aren't you?"

"…My underwear is sticking to me, and it feels gross." She threw back her hood and fanned herself by flapping the hem of her dress.

"Hey, I can see the tulip embroidery on your panties." I made her stop, concerned about Hyattsu and Hattsu's gazes. Just then, her ears stood up, lifting her hood. Almost simultaneously, Famu, Hyattsu, and Hattsu also stopped.

Hyattsu, walking at the front, held up his hand to halt us. He gripped his club and hid himself in the bushes. We followed his lead, crouching down to be less conspicuous and hiding behind tree trunks. I drew my katana without making a sound. The raindrops hit the blade and slid off.

The sound of the rain hitting my hood was distracting. I pushed back my hood and strained my ears, and I could hear the sound of something running through the bushes mixed with the rain. It wasn't just one. It was multiple sets of footsteps.

The sound didn't seem to be heading toward us, but rather crossing our path.

"Damn it, don't come any closer!" a scream rang out, and a man burst out of the bushes. He fell, and mud splattered. Following him, black shadows burst out one after another. As I strained my eyes to identify them, Mizuki, who had been hiding next to me, jumped out.

"Wait! Make sure who the enemy is first!"

"If I don't help now, he'll be attacked and killed!"

"Kuh!" I chased after Mizuki with a sense of déjà vu. Famu, Hyattsu, and Hattsu followed me. I was about to get stuck in the muddy leaf mold, but Mizuki's speed didn't falter. She slashed at the shadow that had jumped out of the bushes.

"Gyah!" The shadow screamed and vanished. That's how I knew the pursuers were monsters.

"Hey! What were you going to do if they were human?!"

"It's fine! I knew they were goblins, so I cut them." Was she telling the truth? Or was she just rampaging on impulse? Before I could question her, goblins burst out of the bushes one after another. The sound of arrowheads cutting through the air echoed. She deflected the arrows with her shield, and that was the signal for our fight with the monsters to begin. With Famu and the others joining in, we had plenty of people.

"Myra, take care of the fallen man. Nephi, protect Mo. And I need a magic recovery potion."

"Yes," only Myra's voice replied. Nephi was probably nodding silently. I searched for the sniper in the bushes.

The mist was still present, but not enough to block my vision. The enemy should be hiding within my line of sight, watching us. I prepared a stone sphere with Stone Magic and glared into the bushes.

In contrast to the clamor of Mizuki and the others' fighting, the surroundings were quiet. A thick mist flowed with the wind. A raindrop mixed with sweat trickled down my forehead and into my eye. It stung, and I contorted my face. Just then, I thought I saw something glinting silver in the bushes.

I dodged and at the same time threw the stone sphere at it. The sound of something cutting through the air passed through the spot where I had been standing. I started running before the enemy could nock another arrow. At the same time, the grass rustled, and two goblins holding crossbows stood up.

"What! There wasn't just one?!" They were out of my blade's reach. But even if I dodged, the enemy wouldn't miss.

"…Mash, get the enemy hiding in the bushes!" Marmi's voice echoed from behind me. At the same time, an icicle and a stone arrowhead shot past me.

""Gyah!"" The goblins' screams echoed. And the arrows they fired in desperation flew past me, cutting through the air.

I cut down the goblin in the bushes and then slashed at the backs of the two goblins who were trying to flee after being wounded by the magic. The three monsters vanished.

After taking a deep breath, I turned my gaze to Mizuki and the others. The sound of clashing swords had already stopped. Our battle seemed to be over as well.

But Famu was staring at the fallen man with a grim expression.

The man was wearing a red hood.

"The Crimson Brigade…?" Myra stood by the fallen man, just watching. An arrow was deeply embedded in the man's back, and blood was flowing from the wound and his mouth. It was red, but mixed with mud, it was a turbid black.

The man had fallen because he had been shot in the back.

"Is he dead…?" Myra shook her head at my question and looked down at the man.

"No. But…" He wouldn't make it. I didn't feel like asking Myra for any more details.

I nodded at Myra and knelt down. He seemed to have lost awareness of our presence, his lifeless eyes just staring at the mud. He didn't seem to care that the muddy water was getting in his eyes anymore.

Since Myra had given up, I knew he wouldn't survive. But there was something I had to ask. I held a health potion to the man's lips, but there was no reaction.

"Why are you here? Are you alone? Why were you being chased by monsters? Do you know a man named Jinma?" His eyes remained vacant, and he didn't answer. I was about to give up and stand up when the man's lips trembled. I leaned my ear close to his mouth.

"Mon… sters… are over… flowing… from inside the… for… tress…"

The light in the man's eyes faded. I grabbed his wrist and searched for a pulse, but there was no response. I didn't feel like shaking him to confirm his death. In the past, I would have been crushed by a wave of sympathy. I didn't know if it was because this man was from the Crimson Brigade or if I had gotten used to seeing dead bodies in this world that I didn't feel that heart-wrenching pain. But I hated looking at his vacant eyes. I closed the man's eyes and then stood up, mulling over the words he had left behind.

"Did he say something?" Myra had also stood up. She didn't seem too disturbed either. She just let out a deep, sigh-like breath, as if exhaling something.

"He said monsters were overflowing from inside the fortress."

"Was the seal broken? In the sealing shrines we've seen so far, no monsters other than the Area Guardian have appeared…"

"Putting aside the seal in Famu's village, the seal of the stone tablet shrine was broken before we arrived. And in Lily's village, something corresponding to a staff was sealed." Myra gripped her battle-axe at my words. That weapon was the very thing that had been sealed.

"And finally, something corresponding to the 'Jar of Mana' is sealed."

"I heard about that. It's the same kind of jar that the goddess Rishal destroyed, right? Is it related to the appearance of monsters?"

"In my original world, mana was food created by the gods. The golden jar contained a portion of it. In this world, mana is the source of magical power, and it can be said to have the ability to create crystal cores, monsters, and dungeons."

"Do you think the giant broke the fortress's seal? And that the giant used that power to create monsters?"

"I don't know. The transfer Jinma was also at the fortress. If the seal reacts to transfers, he might have been the one to break it." I didn't know anything. But something was happening at the fortress where the Crimson Brigade was hiding. I put my hand to my chin, looking for some clue. Just then, Hyattsu approached.

"Sorry to interrupt, but that's enough discussion. It's dangerous to stay here. We've made too much noise, and there might be monsters or this man's comrades nearby. Either way, we should avoid any careless encounters." I nodded at his words and looked down at the man.

"What about this man?"

"He got what he deserved. I don't feel like burying him." Hyattsu said dismissively and started walking. Hattsu and Famu followed him. The other members of Levante followed as well, so I started walking too.

Mizuki and Nephi were the last to look at the man, but they eventually started walking.



    Chapter 295

    The Fortress and a Farewell

    Ten days had passed since we met the man from the Crimson Brigade.

The same sort of mountain scenery continued, but I had grown quite used to navigating the pathless terrain.

The giant would appear and disappear repeatedly, but it spent more time vanished than visible. While it had no direct impact, like starting a battle, its appearance caused intense tremors that triggered landslides. At most, it just created impassable areas and earned our curses.

I had been prepared to encounter mercenaries from the Crimson Brigade, but that never happened either. In the end, we hadn't gained any information. According to Hyattsu and the others accompanying us, they felt the frequency of monster encounters had increased, but not enough to be truly noticeable.

Up until now, we had been weaving our way along the foothills, but now we were climbing a steep slope.

"Almost there," Hyattsu said between ragged breaths. Not just him; everyone was breathing heavily.

The steep climb ended, and the slope became gentler. The trees overhead thinned out, and sunlight pierced through, creating a pattern of dots. Hyattsu stopped and pointed through a gap in the trees.

As I tried to get a view from there, a hand pressed my head down.

"Don't stick your head out too much. Look at the summit of the mountain across from us." Following his instructions, I kept my body hidden and looked. It was still several kilometers away. It looked small, like a diorama with a matchbox-sized object.

The summit of the green-covered mountain was a flat pedestal, on which stood a collection of gray stone buildings. It was surrounded by a wall, but I could see the structures beyond. Its solitary presence in the isolated mountain range made it look like a secluded monastery. I couldn't tell if there were people there. The walls seemed to be maintained, but the buildings were weathered, and signs of collapse were noticeable. I couldn't tell if it was due to age, the giant's destruction, or the overflowing monsters the Crimson Brigade man had mentioned.

"Is that the fortress…?" Mizuki asked from beside me, squinting as she peered out.

"Can you make out the details?"

"I think I can see better than you, Mash." She didn't sound confident, but her words still had a subtle sting.

"When you get older, you can't see things up close, but you can see things far away, you know."

"Are you farsighted, Mash?"

"I'm not that old yet! I can see just fine, and my memory is solid. If I had something to write with, I'm confident I could draw your private parts exactly as they are!"

"Hmph… Don't say such creepy things. I feel like my eyesight has gotten better since I came to this world." I could see her point. My vision did seem to have improved since coming here. I didn't know if it was because I strained my eyes less or if Laciel had done something.

"So, what do we do from here…" Mizuki turned her gaze to me, so I turned mine to Hyattsu.

"This is as far as we go. We're heading back."

"What?"

"We only came this far to guide you." He clapped Famu on the back forcefully. "We're entrusting the hopes of us dog-eared folk to Famu." Hyattsu and Hattsu laughed boisterously, but they kept their voices down, wary of making too much noise.

"Wait, wait, we can't just be abandoned here."

Hattsu's arm came around my shoulder.

"Listen, there's a river flowing between this mountain and the fortress. A road connecting Miglutt and the old imperial capital used to run along that river. It's been abandoned for a long time, but faint traces of it remain. Head west, and you'll reach Miglutt; head east, and you'll reach the Demon Kingdom."

"No way. I'm not falling for that. This mountain range is the continental divide, right? One of those routes is probably cut off upstream."

"Famu will be fine." I looked at Famu's expression. It was the face she made when she was clutching a map and uncertainly pointing the way. If she did that in these mountains, we would definitely get lost.

Ignoring my anxiety, Hattsu removed his arm. Then, he and Hyattsu stood side by side and shouldered their large backpacks. I wanted to keep them with us. But they might get hurt in a battle with the giant or the Crimson Brigade. They had their village lives.

They had brought us this far. I should thank them and say goodbye. But the words wouldn't come out.

Hyattsu and Hattsu's gazes fell on Famu.

"We can't say it like our big brother would, but we think it was decided a long, long time ago that you would meet the otherworld hero. It was a bit of a rough way to do it, though…" Hyattsu grinned and held out his fist.

"We're entrusting our hopes to you. Fulfill your duty properly. But," he paused and sniffed, "if you're ever in trouble, come back to the village anytime. We think of you as family." Famu bumped her small fist against Hyattsu's, and then Hattsu's. She had her back to me, so I couldn't see her expression. Hyattsu and Hattsu raised their clubs and started back the way they came.

I watched their backs, and Famu's back as she waved to them, for a long time.

"Alright, what now?" I was still watching their retreating figures when Mizuki came to stand beside me and murmured. But my mind was a complete mess. I hadn't come up with any plan at all.

"Honestly. Are you deeply affectionate or just shallow…" Mizuki crossed her arms and sighed.

"What are you talking about?"

"You had the same look on your face at Aidan's workshop when we were leaving Richel."

"Did you overhear me talking to Aidan?" I instinctively looked at Mizuki's face, and she gave an awkward smile and nodded. I remembered trying to invite him on our journey when he was sharpening my katana, and he had gently refused. I thought I had said it after confirming she had moved away, but she had seen everything.

"You think I'm pathetic, don't you?" She shook her head at my words and took my hand.

"Actually, I kind of like that side of you, Mash…" Before Mizuki could finish, Myra squeezed between us and pulled us apart.

"Mash, if we head to that fortress now, it will be night by the time we get there, you know?"

"R-Right. But wouldn't it be difficult to make camp around here? I feel like we'd be spotted by smoke or something. I want to do some reconnaissance, too." But we probably couldn't go any further than this and make camp.

"The things we need to confirm are whether the giant has already attacked the fortress, whether the Crimson Brigade is hiding there, if so, how many are left, and whether it's infested with monsters, right?" I nodded at Myra's words. The fortress didn't look heavily damaged. So, either the giant hadn't reached it yet, or the Crimson Brigade had repelled it. Just then, Nephi raised her hand.

"Shall I go and check things out?" I stared at her face.

"I have acquaintances in the Crimson Brigade. And they don't know that I've joined Levante. Even if I'm found, I can make up any excuse." She had her usual faint smile on her face. That was when she was trying to hide her true feelings. Even I was starting to understand that. Marmi was staring at her intently.

"…After all that fighting in Miglutt, I couldn't understand how you could act as if nothing had happened. To begin with, is there a possibility that you joined Levante as a spy for the Crimson Brigade?"

"I told Mash I would offer him my body. I want you to believe me."

"…But Mash hasn't laid a hand on you." Nephi tilted her head.

"That's true. Well then, shall I have Mash hold me right now?" She turned her gaze to me. Myra stepped in between us. For some reason, she was the one blocking today. It seemed difficult to get past her two mountains.

"Wait. Just because you have that kind of relationship with Mash doesn't mean the suspicion on you will be cleared. And I don't want you getting close to Mash for that kind of proof." Myra looked at Famu as if for help. But Famu, who would usually be the first to get angry about this kind of thing, was quiet now. Come to think of it, she had been rather quiet since leaving Lily's village.

"I'm not sending Nephi on a reconnaissance mission. It would be a problem if she were attacked by the giant while we were separated, and it would be a problem if she were captured by the Crimson Brigade." We had already been traveling with her for several days. It was true that she had been with the Saviors longer than she had been with us. But if you were going to say that, none of the members here had known each other for more than four months. I didn't feel like doubting her now, and I didn't feel like sending her on a reconnaissance mission alone. When I looked at Mizuki, she was pouting slightly.

"I don't want to doubt Nephi either…"

For now, we decided to make camp in a hollow on the opposite side of the fortress.

We set up a tarp to keep off the night dew, but we couldn't light a fire. I had prepared warm food in my storage for times like this.

The night air was getting colder by the day. I wanted to warm up by a fire.

There was still time before the sun set, but we couldn't eat in the dark. I distributed the food, and we had an early dinner. I gave Famu her favorite, grilled corn, but her mind was elsewhere. She ate it, but she was dazed. It seemed to have gotten worse since she parted with Hyattsu and the others.

"Famu… if something's bothering you, please tell me." She looked up and glanced at me.

"I felt relieved when the Crimson Brigade mercenary we met on the way here died. I don't know what to do about the people of the Crimson Brigade anymore. I know it's something I have to decide. But what do you think, Master?" I was at a loss for words at her question. Her village was attacked, her parents were killed, and she was sold as a slave. And she wasn't the only one. Many others had been sold as slaves, like the dog-eared girl we met in Heilon. And Sameim, who we left behind in Miglutt, was the same. I couldn't forgive the Crimson Brigade. At first, I had wanted to kill them all.

That anger hadn't changed. I had the chance in Miglutt. What I could do was summon a goddess. That was to entrust the judgment we had to carry out to Laciel. Both Famu and I had hesitated. And we had stopped it.

Killing them wouldn't bring any comfort, and the wounds Famu and the others had suffered would never heal. But there were those who couldn't move forward without starting from there.

"I still have several options left."

"And every option includes both right and wrong." Famu's eyes widened at my words.

"You're right, Master. I can't overlook it. But no matter which result I choose, the aftertaste will be bad." Famu took a bite of her grilled corn. I took a bite, too. The kernels came off easily. The sweet and savory sauce and the sweetness of the kernels spread in my mouth.

"It would be best if we could capture them all and have them judged in Miglutt…" Marmi looked up at my words.

"…What are you hoping for with that, Mash?"

"Wouldn't giving them the legitimate judgment of this world be the fairest?"

"…Right now, there are a hundred… at most two hundred members of the Crimson Brigade left? Even if we capture them and take them back to Miglutt, it will be a choice between execution and slavery."

"No, it's a fair judgment. There must be those who were forced to do it. We could lighten their sentences, couldn't we?"

"…Let them off with a fine? How would people who have lost their backing pay that fine?" I was stuck at Marmi's words. Even if we let them go, they would just continue to be bandits. I had been thinking of imprisonment, but I realized I hadn't seen any large-scale facilities like prisons since coming to this world. There was no system or余裕 (leeway/capacity) in this society to imprison criminals and rehabilitate them in the first place.

Reed was a noble of the Western Kingdom. That's why he could be ransomed for money. And because I didn't want him executed. That's why he's still imprisoned. What about Yuki? Maryanne, who had become the de facto ruler of Miglutt, also knew that Mizuki and I didn't want him executed. That's why he's being kept alive. What about Mii and Kei from Men in Black? They had lured monsters into the city of Nieren. I had a dark feeling that they might have already been executed.

"Mo, I understand what you're trying to say. This is something we have to decide, isn't it?" Marmi nodded slightly at my words. She knew the power dynamics of the city far better than we did.

"…They might have already been killed by the giant or monsters, though." Just as she answered, the ground shook violently. It was a quake so strong we couldn't stand.

"Mash!" Mizuki pointed at the sky. What had been a blue sky just moments ago was now covered by a black shadow.

"The giant! When did it get here?!" The black shadow, large enough to cover the entire sky, raised its fist. And brought it down on the fortress.



    Chapter 296

    The Battle for the Fortress and Mizuki's Resolve

    The earth trembled, and a cloud of dust billowed up, obscuring our vision. The trees shuddered, and countless birds took flight at once, peppering the brown-tinged sky with innumerable dark spots. We got to our feet and ran back to the spot where we’d observed the fortress moments before. Peeking through a gap in the trees, we took in the scene.

First, a giant covered in black soot dominated our view. Each particle of soot seemed to be alive, constantly writhing and crawling over the giant's body, resembling a malevolent aura. Its form towered over the mountain, but I couldn't even begin to guess its actual size. Compared to this thing, we were nothing more than ants. It slowly raised the arm it had just slammed down.

The trees near the summit had been flattened, revealing the fortress built upon the exposed, bare earth. It seemed to have been protected by a magical barrier; that section alone looked shielded. Even so, the outer walls encircling the citadel had crumbled, exposing the buildings within. The details were hazy, obscured by the dust cloud the giant had kicked up.

"Master, I think I see people..." Famu murmured.

"You can see them?"

She nodded, though she didn't sound confident.

"I might be mistaking them for the dust. Or they could be monsters."

She sounded calm, but it also felt like she was suppressing her emotions.

"That's fine, but..." I muttered indecisively. Hearing me, Famu turned her gaze my way.

"That's a piece of grilled corn you're clutching, you know?"

Famu gasped, stared at the grilled corn, and then her eyes shifted to my own hands.

"You are too, Master!"

"Well, this is... I'm not finished eating it yet."

We both took a bite of our grilled corn. Mizuki, who had been watching us, let out a sigh.

"How can you be so carefree..."

As she spoke, the giant's arm was raised high into the sky, blotting out the sun and casting a shadow over us. Then, it swung down. A blow like a meteor strike slammed into the fortress again. The violent shockwave reached all the way to our mountain, and the ground bucked violently.

The giant was raising its fist to deliver a third strike. The only way to stop it was to summon Laciel. But that would only be a temporary fix. We might be able to repel it for a moment, but after some time, the giant would likely reappear. We might be able to break the fortress's seal in the interim, but it would also reveal our presence and location to the Crimson Brigade. If we had to fight them, we wouldn't be able to use the trump card of Goddess Summon, and there was a chance I couldn't protect Levante. On top of that, there could be unknown monsters waiting in the fortress.

It seemed best to stay hidden and see how things played out. But at the same time, a sense of impatience welled up inside me. I couldn't accept the scene unfolding before my eyes.

"Mash, let's use Goddess Summon and take it down," Mizuki said, glaring at the giant.

"What's the point of helping the Crimson Brigade? Besides, Laciel's power isn't enough to finish that giant off, and we won't be able to use Goddess Summon for two days after this."

Just as she was about to turn towards me, the giant swung its fist down. A deafening roar accompanied the violent tremor that shook us. She lost her footing, and I caught her. In my arms, Mizuki looked up at me.

"There might be people in there asking for help. Are you just going to leave them to die?"

"But even if we save them... they're the ones who attacked Famu's village." They were a bunch who deserved to be punished. Why should I be the one to save them?

Once the tremor subsided, she placed her hand over mine. I thought she wanted to stand and tried to help her, but she just squeezed my hand tightly.

"Mash, I'm not you or Famu. Leaving people to die would leave a terrible taste in my mouth. You feel the same way, don't you? Besides... I have a way to defeat the giant."

Mizuki stared at me, her gaze unwavering.

"Are you serious?"

"If I have Laciel's power and my own... yes."

Though she sounded uncertain, Mizuki let go of my hand and retrieved the sword Laciel had given her from her storage. She gripped the hilt, staring at the dimly gleaming blade.

"I want you to leave this to me."

At Mizuki's words, I glanced at Myra, Marmi, and Nephi. They looked like they wanted to say something but seemed content to watch how my conversation with Mizuki played out. I shifted my gaze to Famu.

"Master..."

She trailed off. She was also unsure what to do. But while we hesitated, the giant would reduce the fortress to rubble. The giant's fist slowly rose. Below it was the sight of the fortress being pulverized. At this rate, it might already be too late. Famu watched the scene, swallowing hard.

"Mash."

Mizuki let go of her sword and gripped my hand and Famu's.

"You and Famu are both being swayed by the word 'justice.' It's something that exists in everyone's hearts, sure. But I don't think it's universal; I think everyone's is different. There are countless versions of it, and everyone is fighting for their own slightly skewed justice. You and Famu might think you're wielding the same justice, but even between you two, it's misaligned. Justice raised to solve something often ends up distorting and breaking the situation instead."

Stared at by Mizuki, I couldn't help but look away.

"I find that hard to believe, coming from the girl who tried to hand me over to a station attendant, claiming I was a pervert."

"Hmph. You're right, Mash. I used to think my justice was everyone's justice. But after that, I went through a terrible ordeal, and no one helped me."

"Hey, what do you mean, 'terrible ordeal'? Are you talking about me attacking you?"

"What else could it be! You didn't have to go that far."

"If Laciel hadn't teleported us away, my life would have been over!"

"You're trying to say that was *your* justice, aren't you? If you had just told me you liked me normally, I would have..." Mizuki stammered. At the time, I had just assumed the magical brat Laciel handed me was meant for that and attacked her. It wasn't like I was punishing her out of a sense of justice, but things were getting complicated, so I decided to keep my mouth shut.

That's when I noticed Famu staring intently at me. It looked like she was about to explain my side of things to clear up Mizuki's misunderstanding. I held my breath, praying she would stay quiet. I don't know if my prayers were answered, but she remained silent. As I breathed a sigh of relief, my hand was squeezed forcefully.

"We're getting sidetracked! The point is, we have to save the people in the fortress right now!"

Feeling Mizuki's intense gaze, I looked at Famu. She gave a quiet nod. Myra, Marmi, and Nephi nodded as well.

"Alright. We don't know the situation in the fortress, but we won't let the giant destroy it any further. Mizuki..."

"It's okay. Leave it to me."

As I heard her reply, I raised my hand.

"Goddess Summon!"

A distortion appeared in the space where my hand was pointing, and a torrent of rainbow light flooded out. The light spread as if to envelop the world, and from within it, the tip of a spear emerged. Then, the goddess herself appeared, sitting upon the spear's shaft. She was clad in a rainbow-colored garment, her golden hair fluttering.

She raised her long eyelashes and looked up at the giant. Her lips were pressed into a firm line. Her gaze slowly lowered and fell upon me.

"Mash..." her cherry-pink lips parted.

"What?"

"Didn't I tell you I cannot defeat that thing?"

"I can't either. I'll just keep summoning you until we beat it."

"Hmph, I'm not exactly free, you know. It's such a waste of time!"

"Don't lie. All you do is watch me and Mizuki all day!" I glared at the pouting Laciel. But she just turned her face away with a huff.

"That's not true. I'm busy right now compiling a highlight reel of your lives."

"What? Like that video from when I cleared my name from the pervert accusation?"

"Exactly! That's why it's so much work!"

"Can I see that footage too?"

"Eh? Ah, yes, if you wish. I'll send it to your smartphone, Mash."

"Really?! In that case, you don't need to do a review of my life. There's nothing in it. Just make a collection of all of Mizuki's masturbation sessions from birth until now and send it to me!"

As I shouted, I felt a blow to the back of my head. I turned to see it was Mizuki.

"Are you an idiot!"

Laciel nodded vigorously at her words.

"He is. If I made something like that, it would exceed the storage capacity and wouldn't fit."

"You're an idiot too!" Mizuki, bright red, glared at Laciel.

"Mash, the time we can keep Laciel here is limited, so let's get on with it!" She gripped her sword.

"Alright. But what's the plan?" Since I'd decided to go along with Mizuki's strategy, I'd leave the execution to her as well.

I looked up at the giant. It still stood before the fortress. It had no face. I couldn't tell if it was even aware of us.

"Answer me, Laciel. Is that giant a god of the apocalypse?"

The moment Laciel's lips began to part, the scenery before me warped violently. A massive amount of my mana was drained. Mizuki had asked a question Laciel couldn't answer.

Mizuki kept her eyes on Laciel, and as if she'd grasped something, she gave a small nod.

"You said you couldn't defeat it. But you were able to damage it with the sword of Akitsuki Uta, which is the same as this one. This sword you gave me—you didn't create it. It's a sword created by a transmigrator you summoned in the past, just like Uta or Okita Soji, isn't it?"

Laciel didn't answer Mizuki's question. The sword Mizuki held was born from the special skills of the three sacred treasures created by a past transmigrator. Her words made sense.

Mizuki pointed the tip of her sword at the giant. It was a black shadow, its true form empty. The inscription on the blade, 'Our Lord God is the One and Only, Without Form, Void Yet Spirit-Filled,' seemed to perfectly describe the giant's nature.

"That thing is like foam. It possesses numerous real forms. Even if you destroy one core, it will simply create a new bubble."

At Laciel's words, Mizuki nodded as if her conviction had been confirmed.

"In other words, we just have to destroy all of its cores."

My eyes widened at her words.

"Wait, Mizuki. Are you saying you're going to destroy all of those black particles?"

She shook her head at my words.

"During the last battle, Laciel pierced the giant's core with her sword. That was one of the bubbles. And with that, the giant disappeared. The giant has many of those cores, like foam, and when it loses them, it vanishes, only to regenerate and reappear. So, now, while it's here, we'll destroy all of the giant's cores."

She looked up at the floating Laciel. Laciel said nothing, merely looking down at us. I finally realized it too. By not answering, she was affirming Mizuki's words.

"The enemy is that massive thing. How do you plan to destroy its cores?"

"That's why I need Laciel. I'll ride her spear and fight the giant. And I will destroy all of its cores."

"What?! If that's the plan, I'll do it!"

Mizuki shook her head at my response.

"As a swordswoman, I'm better than you. So I'll do it." Her resolve was strong.



    Chapter 297

    The Battle for the Fortress and the Duel with the Giant

    Laciel manipulated her spear, descending from the sky. Mizuki leaped onto it, near the spearhead. The impact caused the spear to wobble, and Mizuki nearly lost her balance.

"Whoa...!"

Mizuki quickly dropped into a crouch, spreading her arms to regain her balance.

"Are you out of your mind? Flying through the sky in a skirt that short?"

"Sh-shut up! Don't look!" She held down the hem of her skirt and then glanced at Laciel behind her.

"Are you sure about this? If Mash runs out of mana, you'll fall, you know?"

Mizuki was standing on the tip of Laciel's Divine Spear, while Laciel herself sat further back on the shaft. It was amazing she could even stand on a shaft no thicker than a fist. To think she was planning to fly in that state—it was beyond mere athleticism.

"Laciel... you understand, right? Don't you dare drop Mizuki."

"How rude. My control over the spear is impeccable. You've ridden it before, haven't you, Mash? Besides, I'll protect her with a magical field, so it will be fine."

I remembered flying while clinging to her in the 'World of the Jar of Holy Oil.' I'd been so afraid of falling off that I'd clutched her chest the entire time.

"But," Laciel said, bringing a hand to her lips and leaning close to my ear, "I will play a little prank so I can get some nice candid shots of Mizuki for you."

"Wait, if she falls, Mizuki will die!" When we had exchanges like this, I started to genuinely worry that Laciel might actually drop her. She was a dangerous one. I lifted the hem of Laciel's peplos up to her knees.

"What are you trying to do at a time like this?"

Ignoring her question, I touched her soft, white thigh and slid my hand further up. Then, I grabbed her underwear.

"Mash!"

She tried to press my hand down over her peplos, but I was faster, pulling her panties clean off.

"Kyaaaaaah!"

"If you make even one dangerous move, everything you've got will be on full display, too." This would surely encourage Laciel to fly safely and carefully. With that thought, I clenched the still-warm panties in my fist.

"You're awful! This is just awful! How many pairs of my panties do you plan on stealing?!"

"You're the awful one! Don't you put Mizuki in danger!"

"The one putting her in danger is you, Mash!"

As Laciel and I argued, Famu approached and snatched the panties from my hand.

"Master..."

"I-I know." I turned my gaze back to Mizuki and Laciel. Mizuki looked at each of us one by one before her eyes settled on Famu.

"Famu, protect Mash."

"I will," Famu replied with a nod. Laciel, watching the two of them, let out a soft chuckle.

"Well then, until Mash's mana runs out..."

"Wait, land me before that happens!"

Before Mizuki could finish, the spear shot up into the sky.

The Divine Spear, carrying Mizuki and Laciel, soared through the air, leaving a trail of light particles like an afterburner. It circled the giant, gaining altitude. The giant swatted its arms as if trying to brush away a bothersome fly.

The Divine Spear dodged its arms, dove sharply, and then accelerated again, climbing up the giant's body. Amidst this violent movement, Mizuki held her sword at the ready, crouched on one knee.

"I can't believe it..." She must have been able to maintain that posture because she was protected by Laciel's magic. Still, they were making repeated, sharp maneuvers.

Ignoring my worries, the Divine Spear plunged into the giant's head. The spear pierced through the black vortex. A moment later, the spearhead burst out from the back of its head, and the two riders emerged with it. The tip of the spear had caught a jet-black sphere. It was blacker than the particles covering the giant's body, a darkness so deep it seemed to swallow the surrounding light.

"Vantablack..."

"It's as if everything is being swallowed by it. There's no sense of depth. Is that what it's called? Vantablack? Could that be the core Lady Laciel mentioned?" Myra asked, holding up a hand as she stared at the orb.

"No, Vantablack is a color..." With a piercing cry, Mizuki slashed the jet-black sphere, and the object shattered. The spear reversed its ascent at a sharp angle and charged toward the giant once more. The giant thrust its fist out to block it, but the Divine Spear dodged with the grace of a falling leaf and plunged into its chest.

Mizuki and the others, having vanished into the black particles, emerged from the giant's back and shattered a second core. They then circled halfway around its torso and plunged into its solar plexus.

At that moment, the giant's body wavered. The black particles enveloping it began to diffuse like steam. Its footing started to crumble, and it took a step to support itself. The impact sent a deafening roar and a tremor through the earth. I tried to brace myself, but I couldn't keep my balance. The world began to distort.

Myra and Famu supported me.

"Master... a mana potion."

At Famu's urging, I drank the potion. My vision cleared somewhat. The giant was swinging its arms wildly, trying to fend off the Divine Spear's assault. Mizuki and Laciel temporarily pulled away from the giant, creating some distance.

"Will she make it in time..." Which would come first: Mizuki destroying all the giant's cores, the giant destroying itself, or my mana running out? We had used our trump card, Goddess Summon. Letting the giant escape was not an option. As I clenched my sweaty fists, the giant, which had been chasing Mizuki, turned to face us. Then, it raised its fist.

"It's targeting us! I'll block it with Yata no Kagami!" Famu shouted, about to raise her hand.

"Wait! Using your special skill now would be bad. If the Crimson Brigade attacks, we won't be able to handle it!"

"But!"

Marmi stepped forward, raising her wand.

"...I'll use a Mana Seed and block it."

"Can you do it?" She nodded, but her face was grim. I remembered when she'd blocked Komachi's special skill during the fight with the pirates. I was thinking that if she worked with Nephi instead of Cecily, when I was suddenly lifted into a princess carry. I looked up to see Nephi. She had a refined face. Her sharp, narrow eyes swept over the members of Levante.

"No time. We're running down the mountain, now." Nephi gave Famu and the others a look and started descending the mountain. She leaped down the slope with long strides.

"Hey, why are you carrying me down?!"

"You're running out of mana; you can't even move properly. More importantly, close your mouth and hold on tight, or you'll bite your tongue. My princess." Watching her crack a joke with a faint smile, I was surprised by her strength. I vowed to myself never to pick a fight with her.

Without even looking at me, her eyes darted restlessly across the flowing scenery. I had no choice but to wrap my arms around her neck and look behind us. Famu and the others were following. Just as the space behind them turned black, a fierce shockwave hit us. The blast sent leaves swirling, and the surrounding trees were all knocked down in unison. The earth shook violently, and Nephi missed a step, nearly falling, but just barely managed to stay upright. The giant's black particles rained down around us, staining our surroundings black until we could see nothing.

"Famu! Myra! Mo!" I shouted my companions' names. Instead of a reply, I thought I saw something flicker.

In an instant, that light became a torrent, a flash of lightning unleashed by Marmi. After a deafening roar, the soot that had been obscuring our vision cleared as if a fog had lifted. The mountaintop where we had just been was now a bald mountain, stripped of its trees.

A jet-black sphere floated in its center. It was one of the ones Mizuki had been destroying. Seen up close, it was easily twice the size of a person. The giant's fist was gone, but the core was slowly rising, trying to return to the giant's body. I took Akitsuki Uta's sword from my storage.

"With this, that sphere..." I tried to hand it to Nephi, but Famu grabbed the sword.

"Master. I'll cut it. Nephi, please take care of the Master." Without waiting to see Nephi nod, Famu charged up the slope. All the while, the sphere continued to rise. She leaped in pursuit, soaring through the air.

"Reach it!" The blow she unleashed with a fierce cry pierced the sphere. In that moment, a high-pitched sound like shattering glass rang out, and the sphere broke apart. As she landed, it dissolved into a black miasma and vanished like a heat haze.

"Master!" Her cheerful voice echoed, but as she turned to face me, her expression shifted to one of horror.

Following her gaze, I turned to see the giant swinging its other fist down. Famu started running towards us.

"Stay back! Famu, run!" I screamed. Myra was frozen in place, and Marmi was trying to erect a magical barrier, but it wouldn't be in time. Just as the black shadow was about to consume our vision, Nephi tightened her grip on me.

Just then, the Divine Spear, trailing its rainbow tail, disappeared as if sucked into the black particles. It then burst through the other side. Mizuki destroyed the sphere caught on its tip. At the same time, the black miasma that had formed a fist lost its cohesion and scattered. Only the wind pressure hit us. Nephi grabbed a tree to keep from being blown away, enduring the gale. I tried to cling to Nephi, but my body wouldn't obey. I was reaching the limits of my mana.

"Mash, take this." Myra handed me a mana potion. I drank it, but it only made my stomach churn, and I couldn't feel any of my mana recovering.

I looked at the giant. Its upper body had lost its human shape and was beginning to dissipate. The Divine Spear, carrying Mizuki and Laciel, was now working on its lower half. How many more cores did they have to destroy? Would they make it in time? As I wondered, Mizuki destroyed another core, and the giant fell to its knees. The ground rumbled, but it wasn't as violent as before. It likely had no strength left to fight back.

"Master, from that position, we can attack it from the ground," Famu said.

"Don't let your guard down. It could crush you."

"I know. But we can't waste this chance. We have to finish it off, no matter what." Her turquoise eyes seemed to shine with a powerful light. I didn't know the giant's purpose. There was also the matter of Hyatts and Hatts's return journey. And for the dog-eared race living in these mountains, we couldn't just leave a creature like this, god or not.

"...I'm going too." Famu and Marmi nodded to each other and ran down the slope. I wondered if Marmi could keep up with Famu's speed, but she too had built up her stamina from all the mountain hiking. More than anything, she was light on her feet. She followed close behind Famu, bounding like a deer.

As I watched them go, I noticed Myra looking at me with an indescribable expression. I was still being held by Nephi. The world distorted, and my consciousness began to fade.



    Chapter 298

    The Battle for the Fortress and a Short Respite

    As I drank the liquid poured into my mouth, the sensation of soft lips pulled away. I tried to hug them, not wanting to let go, but my hands were held back.

"Everyone is watching."

Myra's voice rained down on me.

"It's just Famu and the others, right?"

As I said that and opened my eyes, I saw Myra's face looking down at me. Reflected in her dark eyes was my own dazed, half-lidded face. *Does she really like such a pathetic guy?* I wondered. As I tried to sit up, she supported my back. Looking around, I saw a mountain stream and heard the sound of a babbling brook. We were supposed to be on the mountainside overlooking the fortress, but it seemed we had come down to its base. I looked up at the mountain where we had been; the summit, which should have been covered in trees, was now just exposed brown earth.

"The giant...?"

"I believe we defeated it," Myra answered, sounding uncertain. The fact that I had passed out before seeing the outcome meant that Laciel must have left before the giant was truly defeated.

I scratched my head. I hadn't done a thing, and the battle was decided while I was asleep. What a cushy position.

I stood up and looked around. Famu, Mizuki, and Marmi were nowhere to be seen. I was about to ask where they went when I noticed Nephi lying at my feet, tied up.

"What on earth happened?"

She was even gagged. But the sloppy way the rope was tied bothered me. I was also dissatisfied that the rope didn't pass through her crotch. I retied her ropes to better accentuate the swell of her chest—the result of Aira's and my research into the most beautiful ways to display breasts with rope.

"Is this some kind of hobby of yours?"

"Mmph, mmph!"

Nephi seemed to want to say something, so I felt sorry for her and removed the gag. But her jaw seemed to be dislocated, as her mouth remained open. The cloth that had been in her mouth was soaked with her saliva. Looking dazed and vacant, she was more provocative than when she had her usual faintly smiling, bewitching aura.

"Hey, gags are for advanced hobbyists. We're not there yet."

"Like I would do this to myself!" she shot back, as if my words had snapped her back to reality. It was the first time I'd seen her raise her voice.

"So, whose hobby is it that has you tied up?" I shifted my gaze to Myra. Just then, a soldier from the dog-eared race appeared from behind her. The familiar bearded man saw me and bowed his head.

"To think you would defeat the Mountain God that even Okita Soji couldn't. As expected."

It was Trusar, captain of the One-Land family's Royal Guard.

"I didn't do anything. I was just sleeping."

"If you say that, then all commanding officers do nothing."

I thought he was being sarcastic, but I couldn't detect any of it in his dead-serious expression.

"Why are you here, Trusar?"

The civil unrest in Miglutt had subsided, and Maryanne of the One-Land family had effectively seized control of the city. However, despite enjoying popular support, her political inexperience and fragile power base were sources of concern. For that reason, she should have given up on wiping out the Crimson Brigade, who had aided the insurrection, and gathered her forces around herself.

"We knew you would be coming to this fortress, Lord Mash."

Just as he said, after visiting Famu's village, we had informed them that we would pass through this fortress on our way to the Demon Kingdom. That's why Maryanne had dispatched a unit to monitor it.

"It didn't have to be you, though, right?" He was one of the few allies Maryanne truly trusted. But Trusar shook his head.

"Lady Maryanne was concerned that you would stir up some trouble in this land, Lord Mash. That is why she decided to dispatch me and the knights here." He stared at me intently.

"The same goes for us. Even if it's a common-law marriage, we cannot allow Lady Maryanne to become a widow before she bears a child." So her subordinates had their own worries. Even without such pressure, I intended to return to Miglutt eventually.

"Were you watching the fortress even before we arrived?"

Trusar nodded.

"A short while ago, a large number of mercenaries fled the fortress. We captured and interrogated them, and they were saying strange things about monsters pouring out from inside. Indeed, we engaged in combat with monsters shortly after."

"What about the ones you captured?" Trusar silently pointed at the ground. To them, the Crimson Brigade were the murderers of their brethren and criminals who had incited civil war. They were likely no longer alive. Trusar's knights must have annihilated the mercenaries and monsters fleeing the fortress, and we had encountered the mercenaries who had slipped through their net.

"And your men?"

"The road to the fortress has been destroyed by a landslide. I have them creating a new route." Trusar gestured with his thumb towards the mountain behind him. Looking up, I saw the scar of a massive landslide, exposing the brown mountainside. The fortress was visible above it, though from here I couldn't tell if what I was seeing were stone ramparts or the castle walls.

"Famu and the others too?" Myra was the one who nodded at my words. For now, I understood the situation.

"So, why is Nephi tied up?"

"You should know, Lord Mash. This woman was in Clovis Leafkraut's party. There's a warrant out for her. We will take her back to Miglutt to face proper judgment."

"What?!" I looked at Nephi in surprise. She seemed resigned, staring silently at the ground. I couldn't read her expression at all. Next, I looked at Myra. She furrowed her brow and returned a troubled gaze.

"Let her go. I've asked her to be our guide to the Demon Kingdom."

"I cannot. She was a member of the Prophet's party. Unlike Sameim, she played a central and active role in the rebellion that took place in Miglutt. Besides, what do you think your transmigrator companions will think when they learn you tried to let this woman escape?" I had no answer to that. It was true that Hyakka and the others might not forgive her. But even though she hadn't lifted a finger, I couldn't just hand her over as a criminal anymore.

"If you need a guide to the Demon Kingdom, we have several spies deployed. We can assign one to you." Trusar added, driving his point home. Nephi remained silent.

"Please! Just until the Demon Kingdom. She's a valuable asset in a fight. We'd be in trouble without her."

"If you're short on fighting power, then I shall accompany you. Lady Maryanne would be able to carry out her duties with more peace of mind as well."

"Nephi has helped us on our way to this fortress. Please!" I bowed my head to Trusar. He must have known this would happen. Trusar let out a deep sigh. He then leaned his head forward and brought his mouth to my ear.

"I can tell. That woman will betray you." With that, he turned and left. I watched his back and let out a sigh of my own. My eyes met Nephi's. On her lips was that same, unreadable smile. I aimed a light kick at her chest. The tip of my foot met its soft texture. She let out a small, moan-like gasp and rolled over to turn her back to me. I crouched down and untied her ropes.

"To think a womanizer like you would bow his head..."

"It was for you! Reflect on your actions! You could have at least tried to defend yourself!" Nephi just chuckled softly and turned only her face toward me.

"Any unnecessary resistance would have just complicated things. Besides, Mash. I believed that you would surely save me."

"Liar!" In frustration, I started groping her chest.

The sun was already setting behind the western mountains. Evening was approaching. But we couldn't rest with the fortress right before us. We were climbing the route the knights had forged. Trusar's knightly order numbered a hundred in total. Leaving behind support troops, nearly seventy of them followed us. Levante walked near the front.

While they were building the route, there had been no response from the fortress. We had no idea what the situation inside was, but it was possible the Crimson Brigade had been wiped out. Furthermore, there had been no sign of Jinma, who was thought to be their leader.

I climbed, following Mizuki who walked ahead. Her rear was right at my eye level. A beautiful curve extended from her narrow waist. From there, healthy legs stretched out, climbing the mountain with a light step.

"Aren't you tired, Mizuki?"

"I am, but this isn't the time to complain, is it?" The battle with the giant had relied almost entirely on her strength. There was no way she wasn't exhausted.

"Did Laciel drop you?" Mizuki turned around and held down the hem of her skirt. It seemed she'd realized I was talking to her backside.

"She did! It hurt a lot." I didn't know from how high she was dropped, but the fact that she could get away with just that comment meant Laciel must have adjusted the height. Or perhaps her special skill, Super Save, which let her avoid fatal blows, had activated. If so, that meant she could probably jump off a cliff and not die. Come to think of it, the special skills she had chosen were all self-reliant, whereas the ones I'd chosen were all about giving up on self-reliance. You could say it was a reflection of her high self-esteem.

"What are you thinking about while staring at my butt at a time like this?!" Mizuki scolded me.

As we continued, the slope became gentler, and my line of sight shifted to Mizuki's waist, and then to the area around her shoulder blades. Her clothes were damp with sweat and clung to her skin, revealing its color underneath. As I walked while staring at that, she stopped, and I walked right into her.

"What have you been doing this whole time?" Mizuki chided me. It was true that ever since Myra woke me up with the mana potion, my concentration had been scattered.

Holding my nose, I peered over her shoulder. The gray, dull castle walls were dyed red by the setting sun. But that light was weakening, and they were starting to turn the color of black ink.

We reached the fortress gate. The door was closed, but the surrounding walls had crumbled to a height that could be climbed over. The buildings beyond were also visible, but they were severely collapsed.

"It looks like a ruin..."

"It was a ruin to begin with," Mizuki retorted coldly. I thought about groping her butt in retaliation but decided against it, as she would probably get mad at me for not concentrating again. I then noticed Mizuki was staring at me.

"Mash, are you really feeling tired..."

"I'm my usual self, aren't I?" I let out a light breath and checked my internal mana, but it seemed I hadn't recovered enough. I felt like the usual mana potion wasn't working.

"Don't push yourself, okay?" Just as she said that, the knights who had finished positioning themselves around the walls lit their torches. The walls, which had begun to darken, were once again dyed red. Still, there was no response from within. It was utterly silent. Trusar raised his arm to signal the charge.

"Wait."

I stopped him without thinking.

"The fortress itself might have turned into a dungeon." I remembered being swallowed by the pirate ship that had turned into a dungeon in Frucht with Myra. The view from the outside was different from the scene that unfolded within.

"If that's the case, it's dangerous for all of us to go in. We might get separated." Famu and Marmi agreed with me. Come to think of it, I remembered them talking about getting trapped in a mansion that had turned into a dungeon. Famu relayed that experience to Trusar.

"Then what should we do?" Trusar asked us.

"First, Levante will go in," Famu answered with a matter-of-fact expression, looking at me.

"Master, let's go!" Her brave voice echoed.



    Chapter 299

    The Battle for the Fortress and the Battle in the Great Hall

    The moment my hand touched the castle gate, I felt the space around me warp. In that instant, the gate before me vanished, and I realized I was now inside it.

"So it really did turn into a dungeon..." Myra said, gripping her battle-axe and scanning our surroundings.

The scene before us was completely different from the ruin we had seen from the outside. Within the high walls, a magnificent building with several spires soared before us. It wasn't the dull, mouse-gray color we'd seen from a distance, but was coated in white plaster, looking as pristine as if it had just been built.

"Is this what the fortress used to look like...?"

"Probably," I answered Myra. She leaned in close, staring at me.

"Wh-what is it?" For a second, I thought she wanted a kiss, but then I realized it wasn't just her; Famu, Mizuki, and Marmi were all staring at me too, and I faltered.

Mizuki reached out and placed her hand on my forehead.

"Mash, you have a fever, don't you..."

Being looked at with such worried eyes, I became aware that I was sick, and suddenly my body felt sluggish and my head began to ache. I realized that this light-headed feeling wasn't from using Goddess Summon, but simply from being unwell. But there was nothing I could do about it in a place like this.

"...He's an old man now, so the mountain climbing must have worn him out," Marmi muttered from beside Mizuki.

"I'm young! And I don't want to hear that from you, Mo! You were the most exhausted one of all!"

"...I'm young. I recover quickly." She sniffed as if in triumph.

"Grrr..." I was about to grab her for some mischief when Myra smoothly slipped between us and stopped me.

"That's enough. Mash, we've confirmed the fortress is a dungeon. Since the Crimson Brigade mercenaries were able to escape, we should be able to find an exit without defeating the Area Guardian. For now, let's go back outside and regroup."

"You're right." Just as I was about to nod, Famu's dog ears twitched.

"Master, I can hear someone crying."

At her words, we all listened intently. It was coming from inside the building in front of us. It sounded like a woman's wail, somewhere between a scream and a shriek.

"A mercenary...?"

"It could be someone captured by the Crimson Brigade."

"Which means the only way to find out is to go inside." I checked the windows; it looked to be four stories tall. The spires extending from it seemed to add another two stories in height.

Famu started walking towards the door. I began to follow her, but Nephi grabbed my arm.

"Mash has a fever. The party is exhausted. We should turn back."

"But..." I couldn't deny the possibility that the crying person was from Famu's village. I had to check. Famu, who had already started walking, stopped and turned around.

"I'll go check on the situation. Master, you look for an exit."

"No. All six of us, together."

My body felt light and unsteady. But I couldn't let Famu go alone. I passed Famu and placed my hand on the building's door.

The door was heavy, creaking open with a groan. We entered a large, hall-like space. The ceiling was high, open to the second floor. It was a simple room, devoid of decoration. Torches fixed to the walls were lit, but they were too faint to fill the space, leaving it feeling dim. In the center of the room, a single woman was crouched down. From her small frame, I thought she was either a young girl, smaller than Marmi, or an old woman, but since she had her back to us and was looking down, I couldn't be sure. Her long hair was unkempt and messy. A green garment peeked out from under a gray cloak. Her sobbing cries echoed throughout the space. Why was she crying in the middle of an empty hall? The creepiness of the situation outweighed any urge to call out to her.

Famu, who I thought would be the first to rush over, seemed to feel the same way I did. Her initial bravery had vanished. She stared at the center of the room, then looked back at me, troubled. Mizuki and Myra were the same. They were the types to run to someone's aid first, but since they weren't moving either, I had no choice but to start walking toward the woman.

"Hey, what are you crying about?" I called out cautiously. The crying stopped abruptly. A silence so profound it felt like a membrane had formed over my ears enveloped us.

The figure slowly stood up and turned to face us.

Her red, bloodshot eyes, which showed she'd been crying her heart out, took up half of her face. She had no nose, and long fangs grew from her mouth. I thought she looked like a grasshopper or a mantis, but I couldn't even guess what race she belonged to. Her skin was wrinkled and seemed stretched taut over her bones. Her chest was exposed, and her withered breasts hung limply.

"Were you assaulted by someone...?"

As I was about to speak, Nephi passed me and stepped forward. She took a large step and jabbed the old woman with her staff. The old woman went flying backward like a rag doll.

"Heyyyyyyy!" I couldn't help but shout at Nephi. Just then, the building's doors slammed shut.

"Mash, watch out above!" Mizuki's voice rang out. As I looked up, a black shadow shot straight down toward me. A dagger was clutched in its hand, its blade flashing.

"Kuh!" The sharp metallic sound of a fierce clash echoed. I had instinctively drawn my sword and blocked the strike with my blade. I tried to counterattack, but the monster spread its wings and soared back into the air.

Looking up, I saw countless monsters flapping about chaotically.

"Small goblins... with bat wings...?"

"Those are Imps," Nephi muttered. She then pointed to the old woman standing before us. Her eyes were still bloodshot as she let out another wail, a sound so loud it could shatter eardrums.

"And that's a Banshee."

"She's not human?" She relaxed her stance and looked at me with wide eyes.

"Does that look human to you, Mash?"

"Well, I don't know what kind of races exist in this world."

She gave a faint smile and turned her gaze back to the Banshee. A black, stain-like blotch spread across the floor around her, and from within it, Skeleton Soldiers crawled out. I glanced behind me to see Famu, Mizuki, and Myra with their weapons drawn, protectively surrounding Marmi. I drew my sword and stood beside Nephi. More than five Imps were flying wildly, and four skeletons had appeared, encircling the Banshee. With so many enemies, I thought it best for Nephi to provide magical support.

"Can't we do something about that crying...?" I wanted to charge in and silence her with a single slash, but the skeletons guarding her stood firm with their shields up. Breaking through them wouldn't be easy.

"They say that wail prophesizes that someone is about to die."

"Is that so? In that case, we'd better kill her to make the prophecy come true."

Nephi snorted at my words.

"Speaking of which, there's another legend that's perfect for you, Mash."

"What is it?"

"They say if you suckle on those breasts, your wishes will be granted."

"...In that case, I'll just suckle on yours and have you grant my wishes."

Marmi swung her wand. A small spark flashed at its tip, and in the next moment, a brilliant flash of light shot toward the ceiling. A deafening roar of thunder drowned out the Banshee's ear-splitting wail. At the same time, several Imps that took a direct hit fell as if their puppet strings had been cut. Mizuki, waiting on the ground, cut them down one after another with fluid sword strikes. Beside her, Famu gracefully dropped low and unleashed a vacuum wave at an Imp that had dodged the lightning.

"Kikuichimonji!" The attack precisely sliced through the Imp's wing. As it lost balance and fell, Famu delivered the finishing blow. Myra stood in the way of any monsters trying to target Marmi. Though she had switched from a mace to a battle-axe, her centrifugal strikes had lost none of their power; if anything, they were sharper than ever.

Myra glanced my way and gave a small nod. I judged that I could leave the flying monsters to them and turned my attention back to the Banshee and its skeleton guards. The monsters showed no sign of attacking us. However, the ear-splitting wail continued to grate on our nerves. I tried to attack the Banshee, but was blocked by the frontline of Skeleton Soldiers.

The Banshee's mouth opened exceptionally wide. In that moment, a cannonball-like shockwave was fired.

"Here it comes!" Nephi thrust her staff forward as if to catch the projectile. An arrowhead the size of a fist, created with Earth Magic, formed at its tip and was launched at high speed. The two collided in the center of the hall, shattering into pieces with a loud explosion. As smoke enveloped the area, Nephi charged forward. She slipped through a gap in the Skeleton Soldiers and thrust her staff at the Banshee. But the Banshee smoothly retreated, creating distance, and the tip of the staff fell short.

"Damn, not enough reach...!"

"No, this is enough." Her thrust stopped dead right in front of the Banshee. A new arrowhead had already formed at the tip of her staff.

"Take this!" The arrowhead, fired from point-blank range, struck the Banshee's forehead, and the monster was sent flying backward, collapsing to the floor. The skeletons' swords were a moment too late as they swung at Nephi.

"Nephi!" I shoulder-charged one of the Skeleton Soldier's shields, throwing it off balance, and took the other skeleton's sword strike in Nephi's place.

"Damn, this thing hits hard for a skeleton...!" My movements were sluggish, and my reaction was slow, so I took the full force of the blow. As I staggered, a skeleton's kick landed, and as I struggled to keep my balance, another skeleton's sword swung down mercilessly. I dodged the blow by leaning back, then slid in and swung my sword to sweep its legs. With the dull sound of something hard breaking, the skeleton collapsed with a clatter. Before I could even confirm it, another skeleton closed in and swung its sword down. At the same time, another one joined the attack, and a fierce exchange of blows began. The skeletons' sword pressure was heavier than I'd imagined, and being pressed by two at once reduced my offensive options. I was gradually overpowered and forced onto the defensive.

But all the while, Nephi completely ignored the skeletons and pushed forward. Slipping past a blow from a skeleton guarding the Banshee, she followed up on the fallen monster. The Banshee let out an ear-splitting scream and opened its mouth wide.

"It's over." Before it could unleash another shockwave, Nephi unhesitatingly thrust her staff into its open mouth. In that instant, the Banshee's body convulsed violently. The arrowhead pierced through the monster's head, struck the floor, and shattered. As the Banshee dissolved into particles of light, the Skeleton Soldiers it had summoned crumbled into sand and vanished.

I turned to see Mizuki delivering the final blow to the last Imp. I watched the scene and took a deep, ragged breath.

"Managed to clean that up, huh..." I sheathed my sword. I was thinking it would be best to head back for now when I noticed Marmi frowning.

"What's wrong, Mo?"

"...The door won't open." Thinking she just wasn't strong enough, I tried it myself, but the door was shut tight and showed no sign of opening. I thought we could get out through the side windows, but they were sealed shut and wouldn't break even when I struck them with my hilt.

"That enemy was too weak to be an Area Guardian. It seems we've been lured in," Myra said, pointing to a door at the back of the building. The door at the far end, which should have been closed, was now open.



    Chapter 300

    The Battle for the Fortress and a Breath in the Great Hall

    A soft light poured from Myra's palm as she held it over my forehead. The sluggishness in my body faded. She pulled her hand back and checked my complexion.

"I wish I could use the miracles of the church... I don't know the root cause, and it might come back, so please don't push yourself too hard."

"Thanks. I feel a lot better." From her words, it sounded like the illness might be a type of curse. The feverish feeling from before was gone. As I started to get up, she supported my back. I felt fine standing up.

Seeing my condition, Famu began to walk toward the door at the far end of the hall. The other members started to follow her.

"Wait. There's something I need to say." When I called out, they stopped and turned around.

"What is it?" Famu tilted her head.

"It's not 'what is it.' It's about Nephi. She's our companion. Why did none of you help her when she was tied up by Trusar?"

"That's not true. I wanted to help, but he wouldn't have listened to us, and it would have just made things more complicated, so I thought it would be best to wait until you woke up, Mash," Myra answered in her stead.

"Everyone listens to you more than they listen to me, right, Myra? Even I trust your words more than my own."

"Have more faith in yourself! Sir Trusar is, first and foremost, loyal to Maryanne. And you're the one who saved Maryanne, aren't you, Mash? Sir Trusar may come across as a bit overbearing, as befits a warrior, but he truly respects you. And also..." Myra trailed off. I waited, but it seemed she had no intention of continuing.

"Well, that's fine. Anyway, Nephi is our companion. You all saw that in the last battle, didn't you?" I looked around at the party. Only the person in question, Nephi, was watching me with a faint smile, a complete bystander. I felt a little irritated, but I decided to keep my mouth shut, knowing that bringing it up would just make a mess of things.

"Did Sir Trusar say anything to you about that?" Myra's question made me choke. But I had a feeling that if I tried to be vague, it would only make things worse later.

The great hall was lit only by the torches on the walls. They still cast an unreliable light around the room. It wasn't as if someone had prepared and lit them. This was a dungeon. It had always been this way.

"I'm not entirely sure, but he said, 'Nephi will betray you.'"

At my words, Myra sighed. She averted her eyes, as if to avoid Nephi's gaze.

"I don't know what Sir Trusar's intentions were. But, as far as I know, there has never been a demon in the party of a hero summoned by the five goddesses."

"Is that so? Good for you! Looks like you're the first," I said, turning to Nephi. Myra puffed out her cheeks and glared at me.

"Please don't make a joke of this."

"I know. But do you agree with Trusar?" Myra gave a small shake of her head.

"I don't know. But the purpose of the heroes summoned by the five goddesses is to defeat the Demon Lord. The place they are headed is the Demon Kingdom."

"Is the Demon Lord a demon?" Myra glanced at Nephi.

"That's right. At the very least, they are the leader of the demons. And the last Holy War was also a conflict between the human and demon races. She must have made a choice. To betray her own kind, or to betray us." At her words, I looked at Nephi again, but her expression was unchanged. Looking at her now, her features were androgynous. Since she was about the same height as me, she looked like a handsome woman in men's clothing. Though the two horns growing from her head did bring a demon to mind.

"Either way, it's just a promise until we reach the Demon Kingdom, right? Besides, you're jumping to conclusions. I have no intention of fighting the demons."

"Even if you don't, Mash, what about the people around you, or the situation? If you are forced to fight, can you fight Nephi?" I looked at Nephi. As always, she didn't try to interject. I wanted her to say something, but even if she said she wouldn't betray us, it likely wouldn't clear Myra's doubts.

"Nephi, what are you going to do?"

"Even after I part with Mash in the Demon Kingdom, I will never do anything to oppose you."

After her words, I looked back at Myra. As expected, her brow was still furrowed.

"Nephi, what will you do if a full-scale war breaks out between the Demon Kingdom and the Empire?" Myra interjected.

"I am a free agent. I have no intention of siding with either country right now. As for the future, it depends on the circumstances, but isn't that the same for you, Mash?" At Nephi's words, Myra turned her gaze to me.

"Besides, don't you feel something is off, Mash?"

"Me?" Unlike Myra, I don't act with the world's political situation in mind. For now, with Famu's curse broken, we're on a journey to remove the shackle that says we can only live in this world for ten years. Our immediate leads are to collect the mirror, the staff, and the Jar of Holy Oil, which were brought here during the war of the gods. Other than that, Laciel told me to defeat the Demon Lord, so we're simply heading to the Demon Kingdom where the Demon Lord was. I hadn't thought about what would come after, or the conflict between the Empire and the Demon Kingdom.

Would Myra be disappointed if I told her what I was thinking? As I kept silent, she blushed and looked away.

"We've been together for so long, and yet... you still haven't... made a move on her."

"Hey, I've definitely groped her boobs, okay? Besides, I think there's a proper order to these things." I panicked at Myra's unexpected words. I did feel like I should do something with Nephi before she changed her mind. But I, too, had gained a lot of experience since coming to this world.

"What do you mean, you've 'definitely groped' her? And what's this about 'proper order'?!" It was Mizuki, not Myra, who shot back.

"You didn't let me prepare at all when it was my turn!" She was still going on about our first time.

"It was more exciting that way, wasn't it?"

"That's not the point!"

"But we're still together, so it's fine, isn't it? And we went on a date, too."

"Hmph... Don't say it like taking care of me makes it all okay!" Mizuki glared at me. Unlike the others, I wasn't very scared when she got angry. I had a baseless confidence that even if she was mad, she would eventually accept it.

"Alright. If that's what you say, Mizuki, I have no choice. Nephi, it seems they'll acknowledge you as a companion if you kiss me." I turned to face Nephi and opened my arms.

"I was planning to do this when we were alone and the mood was right, but this is to strengthen the bonds of Levante. Let's do it now." Nephi's smile froze on her face.

"What are you planning to do here?"

"Now that it's come to this, I plan to go as far as I can." I took a step forward, and Nephi took a step back.

"You don't want to?"

"To be honest, I have no experience. I don't want to do it in front of everyone."

"You've done it secretly before, right? We're going to be companions, and you were prepared for this, weren't you?" Her plastered-on smile twitched faintly.

"I am prepared. But being told to do it now, so suddenly, is a problem. I have feelings of embarrassment and shyness too... you know. Also, I still don't have that kind of experience..." Hearing her final words trail off, I stopped. Was it really true that she'd never even kissed anyone, let alone had physical experience? I had my doubts, but since she had agreed to be my lover, there was no need to force her now.

"I see. Well, if that's the case, it can't be helped." I turned back to Mizuki. As I spread my arms, it was Mizuki's turn to take a step back.

"Why are you running away too? Don't tell me you have no experience!"

"I don't want to do it in front of everyone, obviously!"

"Why not! We've done it tons of times!"

"It feels like an afterthought, and I don't like it!" I was about to pounce on the fleeing Mizuki, but Myra grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and stopped me.

"This isn't the time for that, is it? Sir Trusar and the others are waiting outside, right?"

"Kuh, right. Then let's all play a get-to-know-each-other game." I held up a finger, and Famu flinched.

"N-no way! N-nip—" She started to say something and then quickly covered her mouth.

"It's not that, Famu. That game is a ritual for two strangers to get to know each other."

"I don't think we got to know each other by playing that game when we first met..." Famu said, blushing and covering her chest. Mizuki was watching her with a look one might give to something indecent. And Marmi, as if thinking it had nothing to do with her, had stepped out of our circle and was yawning. I poked her on the head with my index finger.

"Anyway, that game is for two players. This is a ritual for all of us to get to know each other, so all six of us will do it."

"Does such a game even exist... what kind of game is it?" Myra, following my lead, held up a finger and moved it around uncertainly.

"It's simple. Some animals sniff each other's butts as a greeting and introduction, to learn about each other. Let's all poke Nephi's butt to deepen our friendship."

""Eek!"" The short squeals came from Mizuki and Nephi. They both covered their rears and backed away.

"Why are you running away too, Mizuki? You enjoyed it!"

"I didn't... enjoy it... but..." Mizuki averted her eyes, so I turned my gaze to Nephi.

"I-it would get dirty, wouldn't it?"

"It's fine. I have an anal plug. I tested on Mizuki that it keeps things clean when worn. I'll put it on you too." I took an anal plug out of my storage.

"Stop using my name for everything!" Ignoring Mizuki's words, I held up my index finger and walked toward Nephi. She backed away in time with my steps.

"W-wait. I was wrong earlier. I do want to kiss you, Mash. I want to, now."

Nephi took a deep breath. She stood up straight, correcting her posture. Then, with her usual smile, she spread her arms.

"Come, Mash..."

"Yeah..." I walked toward her. Her arms extended and wrapped around my back, pulling me into a tight embrace. Her cheek pressed against my temple. It was a soft and smooth sensation. Her hot breath caressed my cheek. Was Nephi's face higher than mine because I was leaning against her? Or was it her shoes? As I was thinking about such things, her cheek pulled away slightly, and one of her hands moved to my face. She caressed my cheek and gazed at me.

"...!" This felt less like I was about to kiss her and more like she was pressing a kiss on me.

I tried to voice my unease, but her slender fingertips traced my lips, silencing me.

"Mash..." Her eyes narrowed, and her lips drew closer. I heard someone gasp, and in that moment, a soft sensation covered my own lips.

"Ngh...!" I couldn't tell whose voice it was. Or perhaps it was one of Famu and the others, watching us. Then, slowly, her lips parted from mine. A lingering warmth and the remnant of a soft sensation remained on my lips. Eventually, she opened her eyes and smiled.

"It's a pleasure to be with you again. Mash."

"..." I could only stare at her, speechless.



    Chapter 301

    The Battle for the Fortress and Exploring the Castle

    "I feel like I've just seen something I shouldn't have," Myra said with a deep sigh.

We had left the great hall and were now in a corridor. Torches adorned the walls, so we had no worries about light. On either side were staircases leading up and down, and several doors lined the corridor. Considering its length, the building seemed to be as large as it appeared from the outside.

"So, where do we start exploring?"

Mizuki asked, her eyes widening as she looked at me.

"What's wrong? Your face is red again."

"I-it's nothing!"

I quickly covered my face with my arm. It had nothing to do with what Myra said, but ever since Nephi kissed me, I hadn't been able to look her in the face properly. And my head felt fuzzy, as if I had a fever.

"Well, if you're okay... but if you're not feeling well, let me know, okay?"

I gave a vague nod to her words and slapped my cheeks to steel myself.

"Alright, let's focus our search on the first floor and the basement. We're looking for an exit and a shrine. They shouldn't be on the upper floors."

"A shrine?"

"Did you forget why we came to this fortress? The replacement for the Jar of Holy Oil is supposed to be sealed here. I don't know what's happened to it since this place turned into a dungeon, but..."

"Oh, right. I almost forgot."

Mizuki touched her chin with her fingertips and gave a slight nod. We all started walking and stopped in front of the first door. Famu pressed her ear against it.

"Master, I can hear a woman screaming inside."

"It's fine. I can hear it too."

I figured it was just another Banshee, but I couldn't rule out the possibility that it was someone captured by the Crimson Brigade. With a sigh, I placed my hand on the door.

We finished exploring the first floor after several more battles. From every door we approached, we could hear a scream that could have been either a cry of sorrow or a shriek of terror. Each time, Famu would look at me as if seeking my judgment. At first, her expression was tense, but it gradually turned into one of weary resignation. In response, I couldn't bring myself to say we should just leave it, so we would barge in, and a battle with a Banshee and its entourage would ensue. Each room was of simple construction, with exposed stone blocks and wooden beams. A room that looked like an indoor training ground had a door leading outside, but it wouldn't open. Visually, the door had a solid texture, but touching it only gave the cold sensation of a wall, like touching a fresco. Thanks to this, we managed to get a few Mana Seeds, but the repeated battles were draining our stamina. And since the Banshee had a human-like appearance, somewhere between an old woman and a child, it left a bad taste in my mouth every time we had to kill one. Back in the corridor, we took a breather. I clutched the Mana Seeds we'd collected and offered them to Marmi.

"...Is it okay for me to use these?"

"I'll leave it to you."

As I nodded in reply to her question, I noticed Nephi staring at me.

"Wh-what is it?"

I couldn't help but stammer. Come to think of it, while her skill with the staff was prominent, she was also a mage.

"Can you handle Mana Seeds too, Nephi?"

"No, I'll pass."

She shook her head at my words. Cecily couldn't use them either. It seemed that just being a mage wasn't enough to learn how. You either had to grow up in an environment like Marmi's or learn from someone at a place like a magic academy. Nephi smiled. It was her usual smile, but I couldn't help but overthink what lay behind it. And my cheeks grew hot.

"...Mash?"

Marmi was waiting, her hand outstretched to receive the Mana Seeds. I snapped back to reality and placed them in her palm.

"...So where to next?"

"The basement."

The staircase was also lit. The first-floor corridor had been dim and creepy, and this was no different. But with each step down, a damp, cold air crept up from my feet. We turned at the landing and continued down, a musty smell hitting my nose. We arrived in a long, dim corridor. On both sides, ten statues of knights in plate armor were lined up at equal intervals. They were clad in metal from head to toe. They gleamed with a dull silver light, but some parts seemed rusted, perhaps due to the humidity, giving them an eerie appearance. They held bastard swords in front of their stomachs, pointed toward the ceiling, and were also equipped with large metal shields. At the far end of the corridor lined with statues, I could see something like a stone altar.

"Is that the shrine?"

Mizuki murmured. I gently placed my hand on her lower back and gave her a light push toward the altar.

"Hey! Why are you pushing me?!"

"I think that's the shrine we're looking for, but it's too dark to see clearly, so I want you to go check it out."

"Wait. You have a feeling the armor is going to start moving, don't you? Why are you trying to send me alone?"

"You have your special skill, Mizuki. You'll probably be fine."

"What do you mean, 'probably'?"

I put more force into my push, but Mizuki dug her heels in and refused to go any further. I looked to the other members to see if there were any brave souls among them, but no one made a move. With a sigh, I prepared to go myself, checking my weapon.

"Master, I will go," Famu said, stepping forward.

"No, if it means sending you, Famu, then I'd rather go myself."

"Hey, why is your answer different from when it was me?!"

Mizuki retorted, but I'd be in trouble if Famu got hurt, and I figured Mizuki would be fine, so it couldn't be helped. I drew my sword and prepared for battle. Famu stood in my way.

"Master. I insist, I will go!"

With that, she dashed toward the altar before I could stop her. The sound of her footsteps echoed on the stone tiles. After she passed, just as I'd expected, the rusted metal scraped with an unpleasant sound, and the suits of armor began to move.

"Kuh, so they did move!"

Perhaps it would have been better to advance slowly, taking down the animated suits of armor as we went. I thought as I readied my sword. It was then that a tremendous roar echoed, a flash of lightning ran through the air, and my vision was painted pure white.

The smell of burnt metal hit my nose as my vision returned. There stood Marmi, holding her wand.

"Did you use a Mana Seed to cast that lightning?"

Marmi gave a small nod. The lightning was several times more powerful than usual. All but a few of the animated plate armor knights had been vaporized. The surviving monsters raised their swords and were about to close in on Famu. Mizuki, Myra, and Nephi rushed to support her. Another flash of lightning shot through the gap between them. The bolt struck one of them, and its armor peeled off, revealing a hollow inside. Then, the monster vanished. Famu and the others were now attacking the remaining two monsters. It was four against one. And the monsters' movements were heavy and slow. They wouldn't need magical support, and the cleanup would be over soon.

I poked Marmi on the head.

"You and Famu planned this, didn't you? You should have told me beforehand."

"...Because you've been weird today, or at least, right now, Mash!"

As I listened to her, one of the monsters vanished. It seemed Mizuki's special skill had activated.

"You think so too?"

"...I want to cast that kind of spell on you too, Mash."

"A spell?"

Marmi nodded.

"...Well, it's not really a spell."

Marmi, still holding her wand, started walking down the corridor. The four of them had surrounded the one remaining monster. Famu slashed at it, but her blow was deflected by the thick armor with a dull metallic clang. The monster, having forgone defense, swung its sword down. Famu twisted her body to dodge the blow and spun around, swinging her sword. A high-pitched metallic sound rang out, and the monster's helmet was sent flying. The inside of the plate armor was visible, and as expected, it was hollow. The knight of armor staggered as if to chase after its own head. Nephi thrust her staff into the empty space. The monster's movements slowed, and it collapsed. As its body vanished, sand poured out from within.

"Did you use Earth Magic to fill its body with sand...?"

"Yeah. I was just trying to stop it from moving," Nephi answered with a nod as I approached.

I didn't quite understand the principle by which the knight of armor moved, but then again, I didn't really understand the concept of magic either. And for some reason, I found her incredibly cool. I avoided her gaze and looked around. We had defeated all the knights of armor, and there was no sign of new monsters appearing. I turned my eyes to the altar.

On a stone foundation, golden candlesticks were arranged in a circle. The candles in them were unlit, making the area feel dark. Come to think of it, the lights in the corridor had stopped midway, and only a faint light reached the altar. In the center of the altar was a pedestal, raised a step higher, on which sat a golden jar. It was a plain jar with a thick body and a narrow mouth, about fifty centimeters tall. It was too big to carry around easily, but not excessively so.

"Is this the Jar of Holy Oil?"

Myra asked, coming to stand beside me and looking at it intently. The jar was covered in intricate patterns carved with fine grooves. It looked like a pattern, but also like text, though I couldn't read it. Myra brought her face closer, trying to decipher it, but eventually gave up and shook her head.

"It looks like writing, but it's too dark to see clearly."

"Blaming the darkness for not being able to read is the first sign of old age, you know?"

I meant it as a simple joke, but Myra puffed out her cheeks.

"H-how rude! I'm still young! Are you saying you can read it, Mash?"

"I can't even tell if this is writing in the first place."

As we bickered, a wand with a small flame lit at its tip was extended between us. Marmi began to light the candles one by one. When she had lit all six, the jar reflected the flames, its dull gleam transforming into a golden sparkle. But nothing else happened.

"There doesn't seem to be any writing like what was on the stone monuments in Famu's village or Lily's Village," Mizuki said, walking around the altar and observing it, but she didn't seem to find anything. I wanted to pick up the jar, but I was afraid of traps. The whole thing was gold, but it could just be plated. I also wanted to avoid a situation where I'd poke it from afar, it would break, and something unknown would spill out, like in the myths. As I was thinking, I noticed the floor at my feet was illuminated by a golden light. The golden jar was reflecting the candlelight, drawing a magic circle around the altar.

"Watch out! It's a trap!"

My shout was drowned out as the scenery around us distorted. When I came to, I was standing in an unfamiliar place.



    Chapter 302

    The Battle for the Fortress and the Crimson Brigade

    It seemed the magic circle had transported me to an unfamiliar place. The texture of the walls and the stone tile floor had changed. The dim corridor was filled with the same musty, dusty smell as the dungeons I had entered from the shrines in Famu's village and Lily's Village. I looked around, but Famu and the others were gone. Behind me was a wall, and in front of me, a stone-paved corridor stretched out in a straight line. The far end was dim and shrouded in a haze of dust, making it impossible to see deep inside. Famu and the others wouldn't have just left me behind. We should have all been caught in the same transportation. I couldn't tell if I was the only one sent here, or if we were all sent to different places.

I waited for a while to see if any of the other members would be transported here, but all I felt was the cold from the stone floor seeping up into my body. If this was a straight path leading directly to the Area Guardian's room, I would have to fight alone.

"That's impossible..."

My mutter echoed emptily in the stone corridor. Considering the level of Okita Soji, whom I fought in Famu's village, and the Bishop from Lily's Village, there was no way I could face such an opponent without being able to use Goddess Summon.

I had to assess the situation. There was a chance I could encounter monsters, but even if I was going to wait for Famu and the others, I should gather some information first. If a monster appeared from the front, there would be no escape.

I checked the sword at my side and began to walk.

I don't know how long I walked. The corridor remained a single, straight path, with no monsters appearing and no change in scenery. When I was with my companions, I walked without thinking much, but now the loud sound of my own footsteps echoed in the corridor, amplifying the out-of-place atmosphere and my sense of loneliness, and my anxiety grew. I had intended to keep going until I found something different, but now I felt like turning back and waiting for one of my companions to come find me. It was then that I saw a human-shaped silhouette approaching from ahead. I thought it was one of the members of Levante and was about to let out a sigh of relief, but then a red hood caught my eye, and I reached for my hilt.

"The Crimson Brigade!"

The figures in red hoods were clad in leather armor. They were all men. My heart began to pound like a drum. In an instant, I was surrounded by six mercenaries. They already had their weapons drawn and were ready for battle.

"Tch."

I drew my sword and aimed the blade at the man in front of me. He alone was lightly armored and had a dagger hanging from his waist, but he hadn't drawn it. As I considered whether I should try to take him hostage, the man suddenly vanished as if he had dissolved into mist.

"Don't resist. We've captured your companions too."

A cold voice came from behind me, and I felt the prick of a blade against my back.

"Companions?"

Before I could finish my mutter, one of the mercenaries took my sword. Then, my arms were bound behind my back. Their movements were so fluid and efficient that I was given no time to resist.

"We'll let you see them, so shut up and walk!"

I had no way to defy them. I began to walk, escorted by them.

I was looking for a chance to escape, but no such opportunity arose. Surrounded by six mercenaries, I was led to a large hall with a massive door. Six paths radiated out from the hall. One of them was the path I had just taken. About thirty mercenaries wearing red hoods were there.

"Mmph-mmph!"

A muffled cry drew my attention, and I saw Famu. She was tied up just like me, with her hands behind her back, and gagged. Mizuki, Myra, and Marmi were also tied up and sitting in the same manner.

"You bastards!"

My mind went blank, and I tried to punch the man nearest to me, but I had forgotten I was tied up and just slammed my whole body into him. He then landed a counter punch, and I collapsed to the floor.

"Stay still. You wanna die?"

As the man looked down on me, I pushed myself up to my knees. I spat out what had collected in my mouth; it was mixed with fresh blood. I looked at Famu and the others again. None of them seemed to have any external injuries. Perhaps they hadn't put up much of a fight. But how had they managed to capture Famu and Marmi, let alone Mizuki and Myra? It seemed impossible for the people here to capture Mizuki in particular. Maybe there was a mage who used some kind of sleep or mental magic, or maybe she had given up fighting because she hated hurting people. I stared at Mizuki, and she returned my gaze with a strong one of her own, but I couldn't discern her intent. Then, my gaze shifted to Nephi, who was standing with her arms crossed in front of the door. She was the only one not bound. The members of the Crimson Brigade weren't wary of her. Her usual smile told the story that she was no longer on our side. The Crimson Brigade had been hired as a mercenary group by the Leafkraut family. It was conceivable that Nephi, who had been in Clovis's party, had connections to them.

"Did you know this was going to happen?"

Perhaps because I had been punched, I didn't feel a strong sense of anger at being betrayed. Just a feeling of resignation, like a gaping hole had opened in my heart. I wanted to say something sarcastic, but nothing came to mind.

"Of course I didn't know this would happen. It's all a coincidence."

She shrugged her shoulders playfully. The mercenary who had escorted me carelessly tossed my weapon onto the floor. Famu's and the others' weapons were also gathered there. All I could do was glare at them.

"So why did you capture us instead of killing us? Planning to sell us as slaves?"

Famu's groan overlapped with my words. I turned my gaze back to Nephi, and she glanced behind me. It was the lightly armored man. He was about my height but much thinner. His cheekbones protruded, and from the hollows beneath them, dark, stagnant eyes watched me. He looked old, but his straight posture also gave him a youthful feel.

"That man is the leader of the Crimson Brigade, Jinma,"

Nephi's voice echoed. Come to think of it, Kaima had the same kind of dark eyes. I didn't know which of them had been the original leader, but Kaima had died in the battle of Miglutt. Now, Jinma must be in control of the brigade. His body suddenly vanished. When I realized it, he was standing next to Nephi.

"Teleportation? Is that your special skill?"

He didn't answer my question, just glared at me as if sizing me up. By showing me his skill, he probably wanted to demonstrate that he could use it repeatedly, implying that escape was futile. Famu and the others might have been captured by his special skill as well.

"I want to make a deal. We're stuck in this dungeon and have been staying here for days. We've sent several groups deeper in, but we've had no response from any of them."

His voice was low. Jinma gestured with his thumb over his shoulder. Behind him was a massive door. Beyond it was the Area Guardian's room.

"You can't get out?"

Jinma nodded at my words.

"You're the ones who released the giant in these mountains, right? I don't know if that's the reason, but the shrine in this fortress reacted."

"It's not like we released the giant because we wanted to."

"I know. When we tried to touch the shrine, it shattered, a black hole opened up, and we ended up fighting the monsters that poured out. And when we came to, this fortress had become a closed space."

I guessed from the way Jinma glanced at Nephi. He already had information about what we had done in the dog-eared race's village. For the first time, I felt a real anger towards her. What had her attitude been all about? As if sensing my anger, I noticed the sticky gazes of the surrounding mercenaries on me, which helped me regain some composure, and I turned my gaze back to Jinma. We had met the mercenaries fleeing from those monsters days ago.

"You must have been trapped in this dungeon for days. How have you survived until now?"

"Strangely, we don't get hungry in this space,"

Jinma replied. I figured the shrine must have something related to the Jar of Holy Oil sealed within it. In the original world, the contents of that jar were food. Just as monsters had poured out, the contents of the jar might be filling their stomachs. I tried to rub my own stomach but remembered I was tied up and couldn't move. I contorted my body to check my stomach, but I couldn't tell if I was hungry or full.

"With your teleportation, you should be able to get out of this dungeon, right?"

Jinma just snorted at my question. There must be some kind of restriction, but he had no intention of answering. I let out a deliberately loud sigh.

"So you're telling us to defeat the Area Guardian? Why don't you do it yourself?"

Jinma didn't answer this question either. He should have two other special skills besides teleportation. Maybe he was just cautious, or maybe he didn't have any subordinates he could trust to form a party.

"There must have been writing on the shrine's stone monument. You could read it, couldn't you?"

"What does that have to do with anything?"

"Haven't you heard from Nephi? Only transmigrators can read the writing on the monuments. And the shrines are guarded by Area Guardians related to those words."

Jinma stroked his chin and glanced at Nephi. With the same smile on her face, Nephi gave him a quiet nod.

"Yakumo Tatsu Izumo Yaegaki Tsumagomini Yaegaki Tsukuru Sono Yaegaki wo."

Hearing those words, I looked at Mizuki.

"Could you remove her gag?"

At my words, Jinma jutted his chin. One of the brigade members removed Mizuki's gag. Mizuki coughed and then stared at me. She was probably wondering if it was okay to say everything. I nodded back, using only the movement of my eyelids.

"That's considered the very first waka poem in the country we lived in. It was sung by a god when building a palace after defeating the Yamata no Orochi."

I hadn't known it was the first waka poem, but the rest of my knowledge was the same. Did they teach that in school? Or did she learn it out of curiosity?

"Then the Area Guardian is the Yamata no Orochi, right?"

"Or... the god who defeated it."

At her words, I swallowed hard. The thought of being forced to fight a monster like that black giant in a confined space was unbearable.

"But the item related to the shrine in this place is supposed to be related to the Jar of Holy Oil. And the writing on that monument was about the Kusanagi sword... related to the Staff of Dominion."

The item related to the Staff of Dominion should be the battle-axe that became Myra's weapon.

"But, to defeat the Yamata no Orochi, they prepared eight jars and filled them with sake. And the Yamata no Orochi is also said to be a symbol of the raging river that flowed through that land."

"I see..."

A river's flood could wash away people's lives, but it also carried nutrients for the land. Thinking about it that way, the Yamata no Orochi could be considered the same as the mana created by the one true God. Mizuki didn't say anything more, but she probably thought I understood. I turned my gaze back to Jinma.

"I can't defeat the Area Guardian alone."

"Don't worry. I'll release your companions. Unlike other dungeons, you don't need to destroy a Crystal Core. If you defeat the boss, this dungeon will be released, right?"

Nephi must have told him. I glared at her, but she remained expressionless. It was infuriating to have to grant Jinma's wish, but either way, I couldn't just stay in this dungeon with the Crimson Brigade. I had no choice but to accept his demand. Since we would be the ones to defeat the Area Guardian first, we would be able to leave the dungeon first. Then I could contact Trusar outside and annihilate the brigade. But there was no way Nephi hadn't told him about Trusar's presence. Just then, as if reading my mind, Jinma's lips twisted into a smirk.

"I've taken out some insurance. One, Nephi will accompany you. Two..."

He said, turning his gaze to Famu. One of the brigade members approached her and pulled down her arm cover.

"What?!"

A Slave Mark was carved into her arm.

"We have no intention of staying in this fortress anymore. And we can't show our faces in Miglutt either. We've decided to head to the Demon Kingdom as well. If we make it to the Demon Kingdom safely, we'll remove that Slave Mark. If anything happens to us, that dog-eared girl dies."

"Jinma... you... bastard...!"

"Is it a good idea to direct your killing intent at me?"

"Kuh...!"

My back teeth ground together. I shouldn't be directing my killing intent at Jinma right now. But even after the momentary surge of passion had passed, I couldn't tear my gaze away from him.

"Well, we're companions until then. Let's get along,"

Jinma said with a crude smile.



    Chapter 303

    The Battle for the Fortress and the Eight-Headed Serpent

    Famu and the others were unbound. Silently, they each picked up their own weapons. My gaze, however, remained fixed on Jinma, unable to move.

"Master…"

The voice came from below my line of sight. Famu stood before me. She averted her eyes, clutching the hilt of my sword to her chest. Her shoulders trembled slightly.

"I was teleported somewhere else and found myself alone. I acted carelessly. It was reckless of me."

Famu grit her teeth. It seemed she, like me, had fallen for the golden jar's trap and been teleported. The other members must have suffered the same fate. And then, one by one, they were captured by the Crimson Brigade.

"Famu… it's my fault. I'm sorry."

I reached out and took the sword from her. I leveled its tip at Jinma. He simply watched me with a cold, detached gaze.

"I'll kill you."

"Are you sure about that? The dog-eared girl dies too, you know."

"You're not going to free her anyway, are you? If you want to do it, then do it."

"Dog-ears, protect me."

At Jinma's command, Famu’s body flinched. Then, she stepped into the space between me and him.

"M-Master…"

Famu readied her sword, pointing it at me. The tip wavered. I ignored it and took a step forward. Just then, a hand settled over my own on the hilt, stopping me. It was Mizuki.

"Mash, calm down."

"Stay out of this, Mizuki. This is the second time for Famu! She doesn't deserve to be enslaved and treated like a toy by scum like this! I'm going to cut Jinma down myself!"

But Mizuki didn't move.

"Be rational. Our first priority is to defeat the Area Guardian, isn't it?"

Mizuki shifted her gaze to Jinma.

"We will defeat the Area Guardian. You will then remove Famu's Slave Mark. Once we confirm that, we will let you escape toward the Demon Kingdom. We'll make sure the knights surrounding this fortress don't interfere."

"And you think you're in any position to make demands?" Jinma replied to Mizuki's words with a cold sneer.

"I don't know how many years you've been in this world, but those of us who are transferred here can only live for ten years. The god who summoned you said they'd grant your wish if you defeated those summoned by the Five Goddesses. But there's no guarantee they'll actually keep that promise. You of all people should know that, having worked with Clovis and the others, right?"

She paused. There was no reaction from Jinma. He just stared at Mizuki as if prompting her to continue.

"The clue to solving that problem is in our Storage. If you continue to treat Famu as a slave, or if you lay a hand on any of us, your fate will be sealed as well."

Jinma's eyes shifted to Nephi. As always, a faint smile played on her lips. He scowled slightly before turning his gaze back to Mizuki.

"Are you trying to threaten me? As I've said before, you have no choice in the matter."

Jinma's tone was frigid.

"And you'd do well to remember this: the end of our journey is the end of yours, too. If we have no choice, then our journey ends here. And we'll have no reason to let you people who attacked Famu's village live."

Mizuki narrowed her eyes, her gaze pinning Jinma in place. The grip on her sword tightened. Myra stepped up to stand beside her protectively, and behind them, Marmi raised her wand. The members of the Crimson Brigade also readied their weapons, forming a defensive line around Jinma. Amidst the tension, Mizuki and Jinma remained locked in a silent standoff. Finally, Jinma broke the silence, clapping his hands together with a sharp, dry sound.

"Fine. I'll accept your terms. You defeat the Area Guardian, and I'll remove the Slave Mark from the dog-ears. On that condition, you will ensure our escape from the knights surrounding this fortress and let us flee to the Demon Kingdom."

The tip of Famu's sword, which had been pointed at me, drooped listlessly. Seeing this, Mizuki relaxed her stance and turned back to me. She brought her lips close to my ear.

"Please. Calm down, Mash."

"I owe you a big one…"

"There's no such thing as *'owing me one'* or anything like that."

She gave my back a light pat before walking toward the door. Famu remained in front of me. I pulled her into an embrace. Her body was slender and delicate, still holding the vestiges of a young girl. Her soft hair smelled of a full day's sunlight.

"Master… I…"

"Famu, no matter what happens, we're in this together."

Her hands wrapped around my back.

Mizuki opened the door, and we entered the Area Guardian's room. Mizuki and Myra took the lead, with Marmi and Nephi following behind them. Famu and I brought up the rear, and the door swung shut behind us with a heavy, final thud. As I expected, the space was a circular arena. The floor, walls, and dome-shaped ceiling were all covered in marble-like stone slabs. Despite being a sealed space, the room was illuminated from some unknown source, making lamps unnecessary. I gave Nephi, who was right in front of me, a light kick to the rear. I felt a springy sensation, and it made a nice *smack*.

"What was that for?"

Seeing her turn around without even stumbling, I found myself wishing I'd kicked her a little harder.

"What's with that calm act? Turning on us just like that. If we weren't about to fight, I'd be tempted to give you the enema of a lifetime!"

Nephi's eyebrows rose ever so slightly.

"How rude. I have no intention of betraying you, Mash."

"Huh? Are you saying you can't betray us because you never considered us allies in the first place? I trusted you, you know! My heart pounded when you kissed me! Give me back my innocence!"

Nephi shook her head at my words.

"I have no intention of breaking my promise to go to the Demon Kingdom with Levante. Nor do I plan on reneging on the conditions I presented to you, Mash. You're the one who's been prolonging this."

Her usual smile was gone, and her words were tinged with anger. She let out a small sigh.

"I was hesitating, too. Even after presenting my conditions, I wondered if it was the right thing to do. But when I held you and kissed you, I felt my own emotions surge as well."

She scratched at her faintly blushing cheek. Seeing that, I felt my own cheeks grow warm.

"We're talking about how you betrayed us!"

"And I'm telling you, I didn't. What good would it have done for me to be captured as well? It's better to have someone on the outside who can still move, isn't it?"

"You blabbed all about us to them, didn't you? And yet we were never told the details of your relationship with the Crimson Brigade."

"I don't believe I said anything that would be problematic if it got out."

Nephi shrugged, her usual expression returning. In the end, I couldn't tell whether her loyalty lay with Levante or the Crimson Brigade.

"After this, I have no intention of forgiving Jinma or the Crimson Brigade. I'll make them pay for this."

"Do as you please. I won't stop you. However, you'd be wise not to get carried away and kill the slave trader, understood?"

Nephi glanced at Famu. I had just managed to calm down, but her gesture stoked the fire all over again.

"You handed Famu over to be a slave!"

"It's better than all of us becoming slaves. There was a real possibility that Jinma, not you, would be leading Levante right now."

"The fact that *she* was made a slave is what I can't stand!"

"And it's because it was Famu that it ended with just one person." She touched her chin and averted her gaze slightly. "I will admit, however, that I didn't expect you to fly into such a rage. I thought you were better at controlling your anger."

Just then, Myra pushed her way between me and Nephi.

"Can you please save this argument for after we defeat the Area Guardian?!"

Startled, I looked toward the center of the room. A shower of light particles was raining down, and from within those particles, the form of the Area Guardian was beginning to take shape. As I moved to draw my sword, Myra threw her arms around my shoulders.

"All you do is worry about Famu! You could worry about me a little bit, too!"

Before I could answer her, Marmi hugged me from the other side.

"...It would be nice if you said 'I'll protect you' to me, too."

"Myra… Marmi…"

I patted both their heads. My blood had been boiling over Famu, but I was starting to cool down. Mizuki turned and watched us.

"What's wrong? Don't be shy, Mizuki, you get over here too."

"I'm… fine!"

"No, you're not. Get over here." Then I shifted my gaze to Famu. "You too, Famu."

The two of them came closer and hugged me. I looked over at Nephi.

"That means you, too."

"Are you sure?"

"Don't hold back."

She came over, and I embraced them all. I could hear each of their distinct breaths, but they were all warm. I wanted to listen to them forever. I didn't want to lose this.

"Listen up. No matter what happens, the six of us will get through this. We're going to defeat the Area Guardian, free Famu from her curse, and head to the Demon Kingdom."

I tightened my arms, and they hugged me back just as fiercely.

A form many times the size of a human was emerging from the light. It wasn't as massive as the creature from ancient texts, said to possess eight valleys and eight peaks, but it was still a giant that forced us to look up. Eight serpentine heads, covered in white scales, materialized. Each head was large enough to swallow a person whole.

"Yamata no Orochi…"

Mizuki murmured. From the monster's gaping maws, long, thin red tongues slithered and writhed like antennae probing our position, while crimson eyes like winter cherries looked down on us. The eight long-necked serpent heads were connected to a single, thick, colossal torso. It had no legs, and its underbelly was festering, a blood-like fluid dripping from it to spread like a stain across the stone floor. The light that had been pouring from the ceiling vanished, and the moment the monster's form was fully revealed, all eight heads opened their mouths wide in unison.

"*SHAAAAAAAAAAAAA!*"

The roar shook the entire room. Its cavernous mouths were lined with long fangs like swords. I didn't know if they were venomous, but a single bite would surely be fatal. Myra assumed a prayerful stance. For a moment, our bodies glowed faintly—a defensive blessing. Then, Marmi and Nephi began casting physical enhancement magic on everyone. I glanced at Marmi. It seemed to me she had already used too much magic in the fight against the giant and then the armored monster just before.

"...I'm fine."

As if sensing my concern, she gave a firm nod. I turned my gaze back to the Yamata no Orochi. Far above us, its eight necks swayed back and forth, as if looking for an opening.

"They're all connected to one body. If Mizuki's Super Kill activates, we can end this in a single blow."

"Leave it to me."

I called out to Mizuki's back as she faced the monster. Without turning, her shoulders gave a slight shake.

"Myra and Nephi, support Mizuki. Famu and I will protect Marmi."

As I gave the order, Famu's eyes widened.

"Master, I'll fight on the front lines too!"

"But…"

"I'll be fine. Please, trust me."

There was a clear desperation in Famu's voice. She likely wanted to redeem herself for the failure of being captured and enslaved by the Crimson Brigade. I didn't want her fighting with that mindset. However, I had a feeling that keeping her in the rear while she felt that way would be just as dangerous.

"Myra, switch with Famu on the front line."

Just as I said that, one of the heads that had been coiled back shot forward, its sharp fangs aimed at Mizuki and the others. The three of them scattered at once, and the monster's fangs bit into empty air. But then, a second and third neck lunged at them. I held my breath watching the massive bodies, several times larger than their own, attack relentlessly. Mizuki dodged one of the strikes by a hair's breadth and tried to thrust her sword, but it was easily deflected by the hard scales.

"Mizuki!"

As I cried out, one of the necks descended toward me at incredible speed. Just before it reached me, lightning erupted from behind me and exploded right in front of my eyes. The monster's shriek filled the air, and the smell of burnt flesh stung my nostrils.

"Master!"

Famu leaped toward the head that had been stopped by Marmi's lightning, her sword raised. But just as she was about to bring it down, another head attacked. With a violent crash, Famu's body was slammed to the floor.

"Famu!"

I shouted and tried to run to her, but a hand reached out and stopped me.

"I-I'm okay!"

Just as she staggered to her feet, another attack was bearing down on her. I rushed to her side and supported her with my shoulder. But a new assault came at a speed that surpassed our own movements. I grabbed Famu and rolled to the side. As the monster opened its mouth to bite us, lightning flashed again, exploding against its head. In that moment, I dragged Famu to safety by Marmi's side. She was standing on her own, but her feet were unsteady. I handed her a health potion.

"There's too many of them for a single enemy. At this rate, we'll be overwhelmed by sheer numbers."

"...The Yamata no Orochi has low resistance to magic. I'll use a Mana Seed to drop a super-sized Bunker Buster on its torso."

Marmi replied to my assessment.

"I doubt it'll give you time to prepare something like that…"

The Yamata no Orochi had ceased its attack. Its eight heads swayed slowly, looking down at us as if preparing for a second wave. The only real damage we had inflicted was from Marmi's lightning. Mizuki and the others on the front line had only managed to dodge, unable to land an effective blow. Despite that, they were breathing heavily, their shoulders heaving. The successive battles had taken their toll. As if mocking our desperation, the monster let out a roar, signaling the start of its next attack.
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    Chapter 304

    The Battle for the Fortress and the Eight-Headed Serpent, Part 2

    The eight necks extending from the torso writhed and squirmed, seeming to cover the entire domed ceiling.

"Second wave, here it comes!"

Mizuki tossed aside the shield in her hand and took a two-handed grip on her sword. At the same time, the Yamata no Orochi bared its fangs again and lunged at the frontline fighters: Mizuki, Myra, and Nephi. Mizuki and Myra let the attacks draw in as close as possible before dodging to opposite sides. Behind them, Nephi held her staff horizontally, waiting, its tip pointed at the lead head. A crimson fireball raged at the end of her staff, swirling with violent flames as it waited to be unleashed. She fired it directly at the approaching monster's snout.

"*SHAAAAAAA!*"

The serpent's head, faced with the fireball, opened its mouth even wider. The monster swallowed the ball of fire whole and continued on, aiming its fangs to bite down on Nephi.

"Damn it…!"

Caught off guard by the monster's unexpected move, Nephi's evasion was a fraction of a second too late. There was no room to jump aside, so she fell back. But the monster's fangs pursued her relentlessly.

"Nephi!"

Myra's shout echoed as her battle-axe came crashing down on the monster's skull. The sound of cracking bone echoed through the chamber, and the golem-like monster's movements paused for a split second. Mizuki seized the opening, her sword a blur of motion. The blade flashed brilliantly, then was replaced by a spray of the monster's blood. The head, its neck severed, veered away from Nephi and slid across the ground. The four remaining attacking heads swarmed in, but the women scattered in perfect sync, leaping back to evade the assault. One of the strikes grazed Myra's robe as she landed, but she deflected the charge with a backstep and slashed at the monster with her axe. It was a shallow blow, but the creature disengaged instead of retaliating.

I tore my eyes away from Mizuki's group to get a broader view of the battle. Four necks were attacking them. The head that took Mizuki's blow was still writhing on the ground, but its movements seemed to lack purpose, growing weaker by the second. And the two heads that had been struck by Marmi's lightning were still not participating in the attack. The final head's winter cherry-colored eyes glowed as it looked down upon me, Famu, and Marmi. Its target was clearly Marmi, who was preparing to cast her spell on the Yamata no Orochi's torso.

"Marmi, get ready for an attack!"

My voice didn't seem to reach her; she remained frozen, wand raised, preparing her spell. She was like a real doll. I waved a hand in front of her face. No reaction. So, I placed a hand on her chest and gave it a squeeze.

"…Ngh… why are you doing that *now*?"

Marmi's cheeks flushed red, and her half-lidded eyes focused on me.

"You weren't responding. I thought you might've been hit by some kind of spell."

"…I'm preparing my magic. Leave me be."

"Easy for you to say, one of the heads is coming right for us!"

"…You and Famu can handle it!"

"Don't be ridiculous!"

But she paid my words no mind, once again focusing on weaving her spell. Just then, Famu, her back to us, crouched slightly and swished her tail.

"Master, it's coming!"

The long fangs in the monster's gaping mouth gleamed. Then, it began its rapid descent, aiming straight for us.

"Kuh!"

Neither Famu nor I had the strength to take the monster's attack head-on. Though Famu was injured, I saw her leap sharply to the side to evade. I hoisted Marmi onto my shoulder and ran. The monster crashed into the wall of the room. The impact was like a giant hammer demolishing a building. The intense shockwave pushed at my back, nearly making me stumble. The head dragged itself along the ground, then slowly turned to face me and Marmi. It bared its fangs and lunged at us again.

"Don't you underestimate me!"

I aimed my free hand at the monster and fired an Icicle from my water magic. It struck a fang and bounced off. I fired several more in quick succession, but they were swallowed by the monster, and I felt like I wasn't doing any real damage. All the while, the wide-open mouth was closing in, about to swallow me and Marmi whole.

"Master!"

Famu's voice rang out. I looked up to see she had somehow gotten on top of the monster's head. She raised her sword and thrust it down, but the blow was blocked by the hard scales, the blade merely scraping the surface.

"Tch, again!"

As Famu raised her sword, the monster thrashed violently, trying to shake her off. For the brief moment the monster's attention was diverted from me, I stopped, extended my hand, and took aim.

"Water Magic: Icicle!"

A larger, sharper icicle than before struck the monster's eyeball.

"*GUAAAAH!*"

As the monster screamed, Famu raised her sword again.

"I'll pour my magic into this tip! Pierce through!"

The tip of her sword sank deep into the serpent's head. The snake thrashed wildly and then stopped moving.

"Alright!"

For now, the danger to us was gone. I shifted my gaze back to Mizuki and the others.

Against four necks, the three of them weren't giving an inch. They dodged the log-like charges with the grace of matadors, narrowly avoiding them before launching counterattacks. However, the Yamata no Orochi had changed its tactics. It had stopped its relentless pursuit after a charge, instead quickly retreating to launch its next strike. The attacks were repetitive, but it prevented Mizuki and the others from committing to a full-on counter. They could inflict minor wounds as it retreated, but they couldn't land a blow deep enough to cause serious damage. The Yamata no Orochi was slowly chipping away at our stamina, wearing us down, and waiting for an opportunity to annihilate us. The monster's strategy was brutally effective, and their movements were gradually becoming slower.

"Master, I'm joining them!"

Before I could stop her, Famu dashed off. It was only three months ago that she was crying in a fight. Mizuki was the same, but why did they have to be so aggressive? I pondered this, still carrying Marmi. Her stomach was resting on my shoulder, with her rear on my front side and her head on my back. Her body rose and fell with faint breaths, but otherwise she was limp, completely entrusted to me. She still clutched her wand, but her arm hung down lifelessly. Was she really constructing a spell in this state? Doubting it, I lifted her dress and stroked her small but firm bottom. Her body twitched. Her legs kicked a few times, and then she slapped my back.

The fight on the front line was now four against four with Famu's addition. I kept a wary eye on the two necks that had been hit by Marmi's lightning, but they just held their heads up, observing us, showing no sign of joining the fight. I raised my hand and formed an Icicle with water magic. I aimed its tip at the neck that was attacking Mizuki. It was just pulling its head back after an attack. The monster itself was repeating its simple movements. I couldn't miss.

"Take this!"

The icicle I launched tore through the air and embedded itself deep in the base of the monster's neck. The neck shuddered, and it opened its mouth wide, letting out a scream-like cry. At the same time, Mizuki lunged forward and launched herself high into the air, aiming for the monster's head. Her light blue hair flowed behind her, and I could see her eyes glowing with a red light. Her special skill, Super Kill, had activated. The full-force blow she brought down split the monster's head open. The slash tore through its neck, a clean slice that went straight down. The sword cut even deeper, seeming as if it would reach the great serpent's torso.

"We won…"

That was the moment I was sure of our victory. But then, another head bit into the wounded neck and tore it clean off the body.

"What?!"

I couldn't believe it knew about Mizuki's Super Kill, but it must have sensed something abnormal about the attack. Unfazed by the monster's unorthodox move, Mizuki pulled her sword back and regained her footing. As she landed, the hem of her skirt floated down to cover her thighs. The severed neck was thrown towards us. I ducked hastily as it grazed my hair and slammed into the wall with the sickening, dull sound of crushed bone and a splatter of blood. As if that were a signal, the remaining five heads ceased their attack and raised themselves up.

"Only three of them are still attacking. Just a little more!"

I called out to Famu and the others encouragingly. Just then, the remaining heads began to devour the neck that had stopped attacking.

"What, they're fighting each other… no!"

Mizuki's confusion quickly turned to horror. From the torn stump, a new neck began to regenerate, a new head sprouting forth. It was a grotesque sight, enough to make one sick.

"Damn it… at this rate, this will never end!"

Myra said, gripping her battle-axe tightly in preparation for the enemy's next attack.

"…It's all right. I'll end this with one blow."

The voice came from behind me. It was Marmi. I lowered her from my shoulder and helped her to her feet. She stumbled slightly but then stood tall. Slowly, she raised her wand. At the spot her wand indicated, on the ceiling, a giant metal stake floated, its point aimed at the Yamata no Orochi's torso. It was as large as one of the monster's necks and radiated a heat so intense it melted and distorted the air around it, glowing with the yellow light of a sun.

"…I'll finish the Yamata no Orochi with this one strike! Fire Magic: Bunker Buster!"

With a shout, Marmi swung her wand down. The giant stake, now a bolt of light, shot straight towards the Yamata no Orochi's torso. The monster's eight necks glared at it, but showed no signs of evasion. Then, just as it was about to hit, the Yamata no Orochi's eight tails lashed out violently like whips. A deafening roar and the intense heat of the Bunker Buster. A sharp *CRACK* that split the air. And the stench of burning flesh filled my nostrils. Then, steam erupted, turning my vision white.

When the steam cleared and my sight returned, the Yamata no Orochi was standing there majestically. Its eight tails had been burned by the super-heated stake and were rotting away. But, just like the necks, they regenerated as if nothing had happened. And Marmi's Bunker Buster lay on its side next to the monster. Its remains dissipated and vanished. At this sight, no one in Levante could utter a sound. We could only stare in stunned silence. Everything we had fought for up to this point had been for nothing. All that remained was a sense of futility and the exhaustion from the battle. And the only thing left was the grim stench of defeat. As if to plunge us further into despair, the monster's roar echoed through the chamber.
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