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      Prologue: Reincarnated in Another World


      I woke to white sunlight streaming through my closed eyelids. When I opened my eyes, though, I found myself in a forest I didn’t recognize.


      “Huh?”


      My mind was slowly clearing. The cogs of my brain began to turn, and a very important question popped into my head.


      “Where am I?”


      I sat up and glanced around, but I couldn’t place the forest at all. I didn’t even know why I was lying there to begin with. A little panicked, I desperately searched for any memory of what had happened.


      “I think...I finished work, had dinner, and then...huh?”


      I couldn’t quite remember. The more I strained to recall anything—anything at all—the more it all faded from my grasp.


      What was this haziness I felt? I could remember the planet Earth, Japan, and even the name of the place where I’d lived, yet I couldn’t remember who I myself was.


      “What’s my name again...?”


      Even my name was only a vague memory. I feel like my given name was pretty common and my family name somewhat uncommon...


      “It’s no use. My memories are all blurry. I guess I should get out of this forest and find a hospital or something.”


      I let out a sigh, heaving my weary body off the ground and onto my feet—only to realize something about me felt off.


      “Huh? Did I own clothes like these?”


      I looked down and took in what I was wearing. My clothes were pure white. First off was a snow-white robe with threads of gold woven through it here and there, giving it a strangely noble aura. I’d seen something like it in films from the West. Underneath, I wore another white garment with exotic decorations. It kind of resembled what monks or priests wore in fantasy novels.


      The pants were so tight they seemed to cling to my skin. They were akin to black skinny jeans, and they had an elongating effect on my legs—or something like that. I didn’t know much about clothes.


      I was fully decked out in white—white and gold, hammered home for all they were worth.


      “This is practically cosplay...”


      I’m like a wizard, or maybe a cleric who works at a temple, I quipped to myself as I spun around on the spot. The hem of the robe billowed out, fluttering in the breeze. This costume really made me feel like I’d transformed somehow.


      “Maybe I was a cosplayer in my past life or something?”


      The memories I could recall involved anime, manga, and light novels. In other words, I had been the kind of person you’d probably call an otaku. My past was too fuzzy to say for sure, but if I had been wandering in the forest dressed like this, I was probably either some kind of weirdo or a cosplayer.


      “This sucks... Am I really going to have to go to the hospital dressed like this? They’ll definitely think I’m a total nutcase.”


      If I were the doctor treating me, I wouldn’t have been able to believe what I was seeing. Everyone was free to dress how they wanted, of course, but people were also free to be shocked when someone in cosplay suddenly showed up out of nowhere. An unbearable self-consciousness began to well up inside me.


      Just as my cheeks began to turn hot, a translucent screen popped up right in front of me. It was a small pane, like a browser window on a computer. Across the blue pane, white text began to flow.




      Reincarnation complete. Welcome to another world.




      “Huh?”


      The abrupt announcement that I had left my old reality made my head spin.


      “Re-Reincarnation? Another world?” My voice cracked as I let out a little yelp and blinked several times in confusion.


      What was this weird blue panel even talking about? And how did I have a semitransparent window floating right before my eyes when this wasn’t even a game?


      I lowered my gaze, frantically darting my eyes side to side to scan my surroundings. There had to be some kind of device at my feet projecting a hologram or something...


      But no matter how much I searched, no matter how hard I squinted, there was nothing there. Then the text on the blue window whooshed away and was replaced by fresh white text.




      This is not the Earth you know. It is a world in a different dimension. Your fading life has been reincarnated in a new body.




      “‘Fading’...? Wait, it can’t be...”


      The text had tossed it off so casually, but the moment I read that line, my heart began to pound in my chest. If I wasn’t misinterpreting it, then...I had died back on Earth.


      The idea was absurd—easy to deny outright. But with most of my memories gone, I didn’t have enough solid information to say anything with absolute certainty. I couldn’t find a reason to believe it...but I also couldn’t find a reason this message would bother lying to me.


      What was going on? What was this?


      One impossible piece of information after another had kept slamming into me, and my brain simply couldn’t keep up. I stared unseeing at the blue window for a while, mind completely blank. Minutes trickled by as I just stood there, stunned.


      I didn’t have enough evidence to accept the claims or to reject them. My thoughts hadn’t even been given time to settle before the next absurdity had arrived. In the end, with no other choice, I reluctantly accepted that this was my new reality.


      “If something’s watching me, then prove it,” I tried. “Prove this is really another world.”


      Who am I even talking to? I didn’t know. But I spoke to the translucent window as though addressing someone on the other side—and immediately, new text appeared in response:




      Please say, “Display Status” aloud.




      “Display...status?” I repeated the words almost instinctively. The moment the phrase left my mouth, a new blue window popped into view, bigger than the message window. Written on it was:




      Name: Merlin


      Sex: Male


      Age: 29


      Character class: Human


      Level: 10,000


      Stats


      Strength: 10,000


      Endurance: 10,000


      Speed: 10,000


      Mana: 10,000




      “Uh... Whaaaaaaat?”


      What in the world? It looked exactly like a video game status screen. If this really was my status, then something was horribly off; the numbers were way too high. Aren’t there at least one or two extra digits in there? Unless having ten thousand points in everything is just normal in this so-called other world?


      I had nothing to compare it to, so I couldn’t say either way. But at this point? Denying the blue window’s claims was starting to sound more far-fetched than believing them.


      “Did I...actually get reincarnated in another world?”


      I didn’t know why. I didn’t know how. But it seemed the place where I was standing now was not Earth. My knees wobbled, and I dropped to the ground with a thud.


      “What am I supposed to do now...?”


      In web novels, the protagonist usually regained their past memories at this point and awakened some hidden power. Or they were born into a poor or abusive household and immediately decided to strike out on their own.


      But I was just...me. I’d woken up in the middle of a forest with no identity, no memories, and no clue. The status screen said my name was “Merlin,” but that didn’t ring any bells. Sure, it was the same name as a famous wizard...on Earth, at least. And since there’s a “Mana” stat, maybe magic exists here in this world too.




      Magic exists in this world.




      “Whoa! Hey, don’t read my mind!”


      The message window, which had been quiet for a while, had suddenly replied to a thought I’d never spoken aloud. It was actually reading my mind...which meant the thing sending these messages wasn’t human—or at least not just human. Something like a god, maybe. Otherwise, how could it possibly peek into someone’s thoughts? Maybe if I learned magic, I could do something like that too?




      Unfortunately, magic for reading minds does not exist in this world.




      “Tch.” I appreciated the answers, sure, but did it have to crush my dreams so fast? Couldn’t it at least have pretended to let me hope?




      Let us focus on more immediate matters.




      “Immediate matters?”




      You, Merlin, have been reincarnated. From here on, a free life awaits you.




      “A free life, huh...”


      Sounded nice on paper. Or on...screen. In reality, it felt like I’d been thrust into a different world against my will. I mean, I was grateful for being given a new life...probably. But with my memory as jumbled as it was, I couldn’t feel that gratitude on a sincere level.


      For all I knew, I was being used for something sinister. Whoever—or whatever—was sending these messages might have their own motives. I wasn’t going to blindly trust them, but at the moment, they were all I had. After a brief consideration, I paused to await the next message. It came almost immediately, as if it had only been waiting for me to calm down.




      All necessities for your immediate survival have been prepared. Since you showed interest in magic, let us try using it.




      “Magic? I can already use magic?”




      Correct. Your body has been granted the power necessary to live in this world. Particularly magic talent.




      “Magic talent, huh...?” I stared at my right hand. Could I actually shoot flames or something?




      Using fire magic in a forest is dangerous. Please use nonelemental magic.




      “Nonelemental?”




      Nonelemental magic refers to spells that do not fall under the six elements: Fire, Water, Wind, Earth, Holy, or Dark.




      “I see... So what should I try?”




      It is recommended that you start with interdimensional storage magic.




      “Now there’s a dramatic-sounding name.” Judging by the phrase, this was probably a classic fantasy staple, like an “item box” or “inventory” skill.




      Your understanding is correct.




      Okay, now that was suspicious. How would you know anything about fantasy tropes? But if it had read my memories, it would know about games and anime.




      First, imagine a different spatial realm. Then, imagine opening a hole into it and retrieving something from inside.




      “A hole...different space...retrieving...”


      I muttered to myself as I tried to build the mental image. It was surprisingly easy. I’d seen enough anime and games to know exactly what an item box should look like. A circle of blue light expanded in midair. The rim glowed faintly blue, while the inside swirled with a murky black haze. The haze warped the air, shifting like smoke.


      “So this is interdimensional storage magic?”




      Yes. Please put your hand into the dark mist and imagine the item you wish to retrieve.




      “I don’t even know what’s in there,” I objected.




      When your hand enters, the contents will automatically appear in your mind.




      “Huh. All right.” I cautiously slid my hand into the swirling darkness. Instantly, an image of a brown pouch appeared in my head. I sensed that it held money. I focused on the image and pulled my hand out. There in my hand was a pouch of coins. “Wow. Okay, that right there was something out of a fantasy novel.”


      I untied the string and peeked inside. Gold, silver, and copper coins glinted back at me. 




      The gold coins are worth ten silvers each. The silver coins are worth ten coppers each.




      “Nice and simple. I appreciate that.”




      There also exists a larger gold coin called a Great Gold Coin, but those are rarely used.




      “So basically, I can live off this for a while,” I guessed.




      These funds will eventually run out. Please find employment before that happens.




      “Seriously?” My shoulders slumped a little. According to the status screen, I was twenty-nine years old. Same as before I died, probably. On Earth, a twenty-nine-year-old would have been expected to work, and dying and reincarnating apparently didn’t exempt me from that responsibility. Money made the world go round, even in another world.




      Your recommended profession is Adventurer.




      “Adventurer?”




      Adventurers take on tasks such as slaying monsters, gathering herbs, and escorting important individuals. Like a type of general-purpose contractor.




      “So there are monsters in this world...? Like actual living creatures?”




      Correct. Monsters differ from humans and animals. They are native to this world, very aggressive, and often attack other life-forms.




      “Yikes, okay. That’s scary.”




      By the way, the forest you are currently in contains monsters.




      “WHAT?!” I yelped. “Then why would you reincarnate me here?!”


      That information should’ve come way earlier! If you were going to reincarnate me, couldn’t you have picked somewhere safer? Like a nice empty field? Or a town square?




      A person suddenly appearing in the middle of a town would cause panic. A secluded area was chosen for the convenience of everyone around you.




      “Please also consider my own convenience when choosing the location...” I muttered. Now that I knew monsters were nearby, even the chirping of a small bird made my shoulders jolt.




      Stay calm.




      “I really can’t!”




      Your body is extremely powerful. With your high magical aptitude, nothing in this area can harm you.




      “Still doesn’t make unknown monsters any less terrifying!”




      Then let us leave. There is a human settlement nearby.




      “Oh! So you did think about my safety at least a little.” But honestly, dropping me right outside the town would’ve saved me a lot of anxiety. I stood up again, and instantly a new window appeared.


      “A map?”




      Correct. The nearest town is called Sennion. Let us head there.




      “Convenient.”


      Following the glowing marker on the map, I strode off through the dense, overgrown forest. My body felt incredibly light. After years spent overworking myself, having a fresh new body made a world of difference. Even though my apparent age matched my past life’s, I felt no fatigue whatsoever. Maybe that was the high stats at work.


      I brushed aside tall grass as I made my way forward when suddenly, a piercing scream ripped through the forest.


      “EEEK!”


      It was the voice of a young girl.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: What the Hell is Going On?!


      A girl screamed nearby. Startled, I raised my own voice.


      “H-Hey, screen thing! What’s going on?!”




      A human and a monster are approaching from ahead. Please be careful.




      “‘Please be careful’ isn’t gonna cut it! Tell me things like that sooner!”




      I am merely a guide. I will explain things, but I will not take care of everything for you.




      “Oh, is that so...” Tch. Looks like I’ve been saddled with some kind of defective model.


      Faint footsteps became audible, along with branches snapping underfoot. Ten seconds later, I could make out silhouettes. Someone really was being chased by a grotesque creature. The instant I caught sight of both figures, my shoulders jerked violently.


      “Yikes!” The monster was a hideous little goblin.


      The person being chased was a girl; she looked to be about middle or high school age. The monster, slightly shorter than the girl, had a distinctive appearance: Its entire body was green, its bloodred eyes gleamed, and it brandished a blade in its right hand while flashing a wicked grin lined with uneven teeth. It was humanoid, but clearly not human.




      You have encountered a goblin. Please eliminate it.




      This stupid screen! “Eliminate it.” Like it’s no big deal...


      Honestly, as an utterly ordinary guy, my first instinct was to turn tail and run for my life. The only reason I didn’t was pure sympathy for the girl being hunted. My legs trembled, but I forced one hand out toward the girl as she reached me.


      “Grab on!”


      The honey-blonde girl looked confused for a moment, but she seized my hand in hopes of survival. I felt a small hand, delicate and slender. Then I yanked her behind me.


      According to the screen, the creature chasing her was a goblin, your classic fantasy monster. The goblin paused in frustration as its prey was pulled away, then noticed me—its new prey—and grinned widely.


      “Ha...ha ha... So I’m next, huh...?”


      The screen had said my stats were pretty high, that nothing in this area should even be able to harm me, but still...this was absolutely terrifying! The thing that had been trying to maim a young girl was now coming for me. My legs wouldn’t stop shaking.


      But running wasn’t an option. Letting a little girl be attacked while I fled? That would’ve been beyond pathetic. Sometimes, guys do stupid things just to show off and look cool.


      Gritting my teeth, I planted my feet firmly in the goblin’s path. The goblin raised its sword overhead and leaped, and I instinctively brought up my arms to shield the girl.


      Please don’t let it hurt! I begged, but fear had glued my feet to the ground. The goblin’s attack landed squarely upon me.


      “Huh?” Did it hit me?


      My eyes were squeezed tight, jaw clenched to brace for agony, but after several seconds, all I’d felt was the faintest impact.


      I opened my eyes. The goblin’s blade was pressed against my arm, creasing my shirt—but the blade hadn’t even cut the fabric. I felt no pain at all.


      “Wh-What’s going on?”


      The blue window answered:




      Merlin possesses an Endurance value far exceeding the goblin’s Strength. You will not take damage.




      “S-Seriously?”


      It wasn’t kidding. My Endurance was off the charts. Even if the attacker was small, the fact that I was impervious to a weapon of any size was wild. Even my clothes were untouched, without a single loose thread.


      “Nngh! Gah!” The goblin panicked, slashing two, three more times—but not once did it so much as scratch my clothing, let alone my skin. My trembling eased. I stepped forward to counterattack.


      “Take this!” No stance, no technique—it was just a desperate full-force kick at the goblin in front of me. If I’m so durable that a blade can’t hurt me, then with the same stat backing my strength...what kind of power does my kick have?


      I learned immediately, though, that experimenting with my power was a bad idea.


      The result was simple. The moment my foot touched the goblin, a massive shock wave tore through the area. With a thunderous roar, the goblin and the surrounding terrain were blown to smithereens. The ground, grass, flowers, and trees ahead of me all vanished, while a deafening explosion ripped outward for dozens of meters.


      The goblin? Not a trace left behind. All that remained was a gaping crater where the forest had once been, me sitting flat on my butt in shock, and the girl still hiding behind me.


      My whole body trembled. “Wh-What...in the world just happened...?”


      The words that slipped out were directed at the screen. But no reply came. You bastard! Just how strong did you make me?! This is total overkill! One kick and the place looked like Godzilla had stomped through it.


      Well...at least the goblin is gone. Resultswise...this has all worked out. If I think too much about this, I’ll end up spiraling. More importantly—


      I glanced back.


      “Eek!” The blonde girl flinched violently the moment our eyes met. I hadn’t meant to scare her, but given the situation, I couldn’t blame her. I desperately tried to look nonthreatening.


      “Uh...hello. Are you hurt anywhere?” Ugh. Too suspicious! If I were her, I’d press a panic alarm and cry for the police.


      But the girl just stared at my face, completely frozen—and not from terror.


      “G-God...?” she whispered.


      “Huh?”


      It was the first thing I’d heard from her, apart from her screams. Her voice was pretty, though just now she was using it to say something completely nonsensical.


      “God?” I repeated. “What are you talking about?”


      “A-Are you...a god?” she asked.


      “Me? No way! Look at me! I’m just an ordinary person.”


      “I am looking, and all I can see is a god!” she countered.


      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked her, truly baffled by her insistence. She seemed puzzled by my lack of comprehension, but my confusion far surpassed hers.


      If she’d decided I was a god just from seeing that kick earlier, then maybe I’d gone too far. Maybe she thought I was some kind of evil deity. I do not like the thought of that. I’m kind of afraid to hear her answer.


      But her response took the conversation in a completely unexpected direction.


      “You look exactly like the god illustrated in an old storybook I read,” she replied.


      “I do?”


      “Yes.” She nodded firmly.


      Inside, I mentally screamed at the screen, What does that mean? What does that mean? What does that mean?! Explain, explain, explain!


      Perhaps answering my plea, the silent blue window lit up.




      When constructing Merlin’s body, I used my own appearance as reference. It is not identical; please do not worry.




      “How am I supposed to not worry?!” I shouted.


      “Eek!” the girl squeaked. “What’s wrong?”


      “O-Oh, sorry. Nothing.” Crap. I’d scared her by shouting. I covered my mouth and lowered my voice. “Sorry, but I’m not your god—just a human.”


      “But your hair and eyes are exactly the same...” she said.


      “Y-Yeah, no, really, I’m not.” Hey, God! Just how carelessly did you design this body? Did you ignore your own influence just to do whatever you wanted?


      Furthermore, now I knew for sure: The one sending me messages was the god of this world. Was that good news or bad news? It was hard to say. Well, at least I saved the girl. Let’s focus on that.


      “Anyway, you’re not hurt?” I asked her again. “Being chased by that monster must’ve been awful.”


      “U-Um...just some scrapes on my arms and legs,” she said.


      Now that she mentioned it, I noticed red swelling and small cuts on her limbs. Scratches from tree branches, probably. If only I had a healing ointment in my inventory...




      There is no ointment, but you can use healing magic.




      “Healing magic?” I repeated.


      “Hmm? Wh-What did you say?” She sounded confused.


      “Oh, sorry. This window says I can use healing magic.”


      “What window?” The blonde girl tilted her head, eyes searching the air as if she couldn’t see the screen at all.


      No way...


      “Can you...not see the blue floating panel?”


      “N-No. There’s nothing there...”


      “I see.” So this window is visible only to me. A divine cheat ability, I suppose.




      Not an “ability,” but yes, something similar.




      Thought so. I should avoid talking to it aloud in front of people unless I want to seem crazy.


      “You can see something, can’t you, Mister God?” the girl asked.


      “I told you, I’m not a god. My name is—” I stopped just on the verge of saying my old-world name...probably. But nothing came out because I couldn’t remember it. The name in my status screen must have been my current one, so I introduced myself properly using that.


      “Merlin,” I finished. “My name is Merlin.”


      “Lord...Merlin.”


      “You don’t need to add ‘lord,’” I told her.


      It felt overly formal. But she shook her head.


      “You saved my life,” she said. “I need to show my respect for you. Please allow me to call you Lord Merlin.”


      “O-Okay...sure.”


      She could’ve just used “Mister,” but I decided not to argue. Then something hit me—something really important.


      “So...what’s your name?” I finally asked the girl. “You don’t look human to me.”


      “Oh!” The girl instantly grabbed her hood. “M-My hood!”


      Her ragged clothes did have a hood, but it had slipped off while she was running, exposing ears far longer than any human’s.


      “S-Sorry!” she stammered.


      “Huh?”


      Suddenly, she had gone pale and begun bowing, nearly pressing her head into the dirt. I hurriedly told her to raise her head.


      “Why are you apologizing? I’m not angry,” I assured her. I had just asked her name. Why was she so panicked? She didn’t lift her head, and the awkward silence began to feel unbearable.




      She belongs to a long-eared class called elves. In this world, they are considered “demihumans” and are despised.




      Wh-What?! So they’re persecuted, like minorities back on Earth...?




      Correct. Because their appearance resembles monsters or demonfolk, they have come to be feared. To clarify, they are humans, just visually distinct ones.




      Meaning this girl has suffered just for being an elf—so much so that revealing her ears terrifies her.


      The screen didn’t answer that thought, but its silence was answer enough. My fist clenched. To be persecuted because of others’ misconceptions...how awful. Her shabby clothing was probably a result of those difficult circumstances. But my anger wouldn’t help her now. I calmed myself, gently placing a hand on her shaking shoulder. She flinched just from being touched.


      She’s been through so much. But I won’t let that continue.


      “Please raise your head,” I urged her.


      “B-But...”


      “It’s okay. I don’t hold any prejudice against elves. I won’t hurt you.”


      “Lord...Merlin...” She finally raised her face, her eyes seeming to tremble along with the tears that filled them. I used my sleeve to wipe away her tears.


      “Could you tell me your name?” I asked.


      “Sophia,” she said at last. “My name is Sophia.”


      “Sophia,” I repeated. “That’s a beautiful name. Hold still a moment.”


      “Huh? O-Okay...”


      Sophia closed her eyes, for some reason. I wasn’t going to hit her, just cast magic. I asked the screen how to use healing magic.




      All magic is reliant on creating images in your mind’s eye. Picture the wound healing.




      Healing...huh. Storage magic had been easy. I had plenty of references to draw from. But healing? I had nothing to go off of. If only I had a hint...


      I wished for guidance, and suddenly an image formed in my mind—of inflammation reducing, cuts sealing—vivid and clear. Nice, God. I knew you’d help...




      Incorrect. I didn’t do anything.




      What?




      Your high Mana stat makes it easier for you to create mental images.




      So that’s it. Well, it’s still worth thanking the god who gave me the stats.




      Then here is a bonus tip.




      A bonus tip?




      Unlike storage magic, healing magic must be applied directly. You must learn to control the flow of mana.




      Control the flow of mana?! How’s someone from a nonmagic world supposed to—




      It is simple. Imagine magic flowing from your heart to your right hand. Like blood.




      Got it.


      I tried it out. Warm light blossomed in my palm. The light wrapped around Sophia, healing her wounds in seconds.


      “Whoa...so this is healing magic,” I murmured.


      “Healing...magic?” Sophia opened her eyes. She gasped when she saw her unblemished skin. “H-How...? Did you just cast healing magic, Lord Merlin...?”


      “I just happen to be able to.” I waved her questions aside. “How do you feel?”


      “I’m okay...but...”


      “But?”


      She hesitated and then burst into tears.


      “Wh-Whoa!” I stammered, panicked. “Sophia? Are you in pain?!”


      “N-No!” she cried through her tears. “It’s just...this is the first time anyone has ever healed me... Me, a filthy demihuman...”


      Her tears flowed uncontrollably. She’d suffered so much—that was painfully clear. A paternal instinct surged within me. Naturally, I reached out and stroked her shiny blonde hair.


      “You’ve had it hard,” I murmured. “You’ve suffered so much. But you can’t call yourself a ‘filthy demihuman.’ Not when you’ve got such a cute face.”


      “Lord Merlin!” Her emotional floodgates burst, and she threw herself at my chest, sobbing hysterically.


      “Oof—” I caught her and held her gently. “It’s okay. Cry as much as you want. You can use my chest for as long as you need.”


      “Th-Thank...you...!” Her voice was all nasal and scratchy, but her feelings were clear. I rubbed her back until she finally calmed down.




      I had no idea how long Sophia cried. The screen didn’t show time, and the forest canopy hid the sun. I stared up at the leaves blankly until Sophia finally let go, stepping back with a flustered gasp.


      “I-I’m s-so sorry! A filthy elf like me got your clothes all—”


      “Deep breaths, Sophia,” I cut her off. Her panicked stuttering was like a broken radio. Her face had been pressed into my chest for ages, yet my clothes were spotless.




      The clothes granted to Merlin have divine protection. They do not become dirty.




      Wow, God spoils me so much! Except for the whole being sent into the middle of a dangerous forest thing...


      “See?” I showed her. “Doesn’t stain at all. You can cry all you want.”


      “Is...is this an Artifact?” she asked.


      “An Artifact? What’s that?” I asked, tilting my head to the side.


      “A tool with special power,” she explained. “Equipment Artifacts are super rare. One outfit costs enough to build a mansion in the royal capital! My sister told me.”


      “You have a sister?”


      “Yes! She’s sick now, but I love her dearly!”


      “Hmm.” Sisterly love. How sweet.


      “She used to look after me, so now I’m doing my best to take care of her,” she told me, then added, “Though without you, I wouldn’t have survived back there.”


      “By the way,” I asked, “why is a little girl like you in a dangerous forest? Monsters show up here.”


      “I...need money to live,” she said simply.


      “You’re working? Wait, are you an adventurer?”


      “Yes,” she told me. “I may not look it, but I am an adventurer.”


      “Ohhh, impressive.”


      God had told me about adventurers, and that they hunted monsters. It sounded like a dangerous job. She was probably a gatherer type; otherwise she wouldn’t have run from a lone goblin.


      “I-It’s not impressive!” she objected. “You’re far more amazing, Lord Merlin!”


      “Ha ha. Thanks, Sophia.” I didn’t particularly love being praised for ridiculous brute strength...but when the praise came from a pretty girl, that was another story.


      “So Sophia, do you live in a town called Sennion?” I asked.


      “Huh? Y-Yes, I do.”


      “What a coincidence. I’m heading there now. Want to go together? I can protect you on your way back.” I’d rather avoid fighting, though. Monsters were scary, and if I kicked something again, I might take out the whole world along with it.


      “I’m sorry... I have something I need to do—to survive.” Sophia looked down apologetically.


      “What do you need to do?”


      “Gather medicinal herbs,” she said. “I dropped everything I had while running from the goblin...”


      “I see. Then let’s gather herbs together.”


      “What?! N-No! I can’t trouble you any further!”


      “It’s no trouble,” I told her. “In fact, leaving you alone would trouble me far more.”


      “B-But...” She hesitated.


      Such a good, humble girl. Likely thanks to her sister, despite all the discrimination she’s faced. I smiled and added a condition she could accept.


      “If it makes you uncomfortable, then...could you help me with something?”


      “Help? With what?” she asked.


      “I don’t know anything about this area,” I explained. “Could you guide me and teach me about Sennion?”


      “Th-That’s all you need?”


      “Yep. That kind of information is really valuable to a newcomer like myself. So yes, if you’re willing, I’d love to go with you.”


      “Lord Merlin...” She still looked conflicted...but seeing my smile, she swallowed her words.


      I extended my hand. “Partners, okay? Let’s stay friends from now on, Sophia.”


      “Yes! Thank you so much, Lord Merlin!”


      And Sophia gave me her brightest smile of the day.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: Sealing...Myself?


      Not long after I was reincarnated into another world, I’d saved an elf girl named Sophia who’d been under attack from a monster called a goblin. For someone like me, who didn’t know left from right in this world, the chance to interact with a local was invaluable. Honestly, meeting her before even reaching the town of Sennion had been a huge stroke of luck.


      Proof of that came in the form of the many conversations we had while I helped her with her work. In exchange, she answered all sorts of questions for me. For example, she told me what kind of people lived in Sennion, what the town’s local specialties were, and how safe the town actually was.


      They were the sort of small mundane questions that I wasn’t even sure the god of this world would have bothered answering, but Sophia never once showed any sign of irritation.


      Thanks to her, I’d built up a decent base of knowledge, along with a healthy sense of caution. Before I knew it, about two hours had passed—at least that was how it felt to me—and Sophia had finished gathering all the medicinal herbs she needed. With that, we headed to town.


      Incidentally, all the herbs she’d picked were stored in my interdimensional storage magic. Apparently, she’d originally brought a wicker basket for gathering them, but she’d dropped it while being chased by a goblin. Anyway, carrying them like this was much easier.


      Sophia had been pretty surprised by my magic at first. According to her, people who could use this kind of storage magic were rare. Bits of magical common sense like that—things I had no way of knowing—were incredibly helpful. Even on the way to town, I kept peppering her with questions, trying not to overdo it.


      “Ah! Please look, Lord Merlin. That’s Sennion!”


      In the middle of one of these many question and answer exchanges, her gaze suddenly shifted toward something up ahead. In the direction she pointed, I saw the sky, dyed deep orange by the setting sun, and a massive stone wall, easily over five meters tall.


      “Ohhh,” I said. “So that’s the outer wall surrounding the town.”


      “Yes. Most towns are enclosed by walls like that. Could it be that you came from a very distant land, Lord Merlin?”


      “Huh? Ah...something like that. It was so far away I’ve kind of forgotten.”


      “Wow...and you came all the way to Sennion without passing through a single city?” she asked.


      “I stopped by a few villages,” I lied.


      “I see. Then this must be exciting for you.”


      “Definitely.”


      There was no way I could tell her I was from another world. I didn’t know how reincarnated people were treated here, and miracles tied to life and death tended to elicit one of two reactions: worship or fear. Either option sounded unpleasant. Better to stay quiet about things I don’t need to say. That’s important for keeping relationships running smoothly.


      Dragging along a faint sense of guilt, I continued straight down the road with Sophia. After a short while, the main gate of Sennion came into view. There was a small line in front of it, along with a few horse-drawn carriages—probably residents and merchants coming and going. Sophia didn’t bother explaining, so it was clearly nothing suspicious. We simply joined the line.


      “Huh?!”


      “Whoa!”


      The moment we lined up, a man and a woman ahead of us in line who looked like a couple widened their eyes and stared straight at me. It wasn’t just them. The man in front of them, and even the women farther ahead, all turned and looked at me with obvious curiosity.


      What? Did I do something?


      I glanced at Sophia beside me, but when our eyes met, she just tilted her head with a question mark practically floating above it.


      She’s so cute... No, that’s not the point. I want to know why they’re staring.


      Sophia, who apparently was a victim of discrimination in this world, had her hood up, hiding her long ears.


      I don’t even know these people. Why are they staring at me?


      Oh. Wait.


      It had finally hit me.


      When Sophia had first seen my face, she’d mistaken me for a god. If that was a common reaction—if everyone knew what the gods in picture books looked like—then of course people would stare.


      Sophia had said I had flashy silver hair and golden eyes. Even without the god thing, that was enough to draw attention.


      I quickly pulled my own hood up, copying Sophia.


      Safe. Thank goodness this mysterious robe came with a hood. As I let out a relieved breath, Sophia at last noticed what I’d been concerned about.


      “Oh! Were you getting a lot of attention?” she asked.


      “Probably...unless I’m just being overly self-conscious.”


      “I’m sorry. Even though I was the one who said you look like a god, Lord Merlin, I didn’t notice...”


      “No, it’s fine,” I assured her. “I just didn’t expect people to stare this much.”


      Is religion really that prominent here?


      “Did you not stand out in the villages you stopped at before?” she asked.


      “Uh... I guess I didn’t?”


      The lie I’d casually told earlier was starting to tighten around my own neck. Sophia was too pure to doubt me, at least. While we were talking, our turn came. Two soldiers in armor, spears in hand, stood before us.


      “Welcome to the town of Sennion,” one said. “To enter, please present identification or pay the entry tax.”


      “Identification...” I murmured.


      “Yes, here you are.” As I hesitated, Sophia smoothly pulled a card from her pocket and handed it over. The soldier took it, then narrowed their eyes at her as though glaring at her ears through the hood.


      They know. They know she’s an elf, a demihuman.


      It wasn’t surprising. She’d lived in Sennion for a while, so she must have gone in and out of the town countless times. Even with a hood, the guards would remember her face, especially if they already disliked elves. Sensing how uncomfortable she must have been feeling, I spoke up.


      “Hey, Sophia.”


      “Yes?”


      She’d been shrinking under the soldier’s glare, but she responded immediately when I addressed her.


      “What was that card just now?” I asked.


      “The card...? Oh, you mean my adventurer card.”


      “Adventurer card?”


      “You didn’t know?” she asked. “An adventurer card is—”


      “Save the chitchat for later,” one of the soldiers barked over her explanation. “Next!”


      That attitude... Do they think I’m an elf too? Changing your behavior based on who you’re dealing with is messed up. Judging by the voice, the soldier was a woman, but her disposition was awful. Suppressing my irritation, I pulled out a small pouch of coins.


      “I don’t have anything to prove my identity,” I explained. “I’ll pay the tax.”


      “Hmph,” she snorted. “Two silver coins.”


      “What?” I nearly jumped at the casual demand. Two silver coins... That’s twenty copper coins. Sophia had just explained their value earlier. A few gold coins were enough for a commoner to live on for a month. Two silver coins could last several days, maybe a week. That was a steep tax. In my previous life, that would have been around two thousand yen.


      At first, I’d almost thought it was cheap, but this wasn’t Earth. Prices and wages were completely different here, and this was a fee charged every time you entered or left the town. Sophia hadn’t paid anything thanks to her adventurer card. Without identification, I’d be paying this every single time. Painful. Very painful.


      Maybe people in this world didn’t really have a concept of casually going outside. For now, I handed over the two silver coins. And then, once again, I was blindsided.


      “Remove your hood,” the soldier demanded. “You may be a filthy demihuman, but we still must confirm you’re not a criminal.”


      “What?”


      I instinctively took a step back. After all that effort to stay unnoticed, I still had to show my face? Letting out a heavy sigh, I reluctantly removed my hood.
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      The evening sun illuminated my face, and the moment I pulled the hood down, both soldiers visibly stiffened.


      “What?!” one of them cried. “He’s got sacred silver hair and golden eyes!”


      “Just so you know, I’m not a god,” I told them. “I just look like one.” Saying that should stop them from prying...right?


      Uneasy, I quickly pulled my hood back up. As my face disappeared beneath the cloth, the soldiers let out a thin regretful “Ah...”


      “That’s enough, right? I’d like to enter the town quickly, please.”


      “Well, but...why would someone as noble as you associate with a demihuman...?” the original soldier asked.


      A demihuman?


      “Who I’m with is none of your business,” I told her. “I don’t appreciate people poking into my affairs.”


      With that, I turned my back on them and walked through the gate with Sophia. I heard the female soldier call out after me, but I never once stopped walking.


      “So this is Sennion,” I murmured as I took in the city at last.


      Once we were far enough from the gate that the soldiers’ voices had faded away, we were swallowed instead by the noise of the town. Ahead of us were three roads branching out in a cross. Behind us lay the road back to the main gate. The road to the left was sparsely populated. Straight ahead, toward what seemed to be the town center, buildings were packed tightly together on both sides, a sight that reminded me of a shopping street from my previous life.


      The road to the right had fewer people than the main street, mostly what looked like housewives returning from shopping. They were heading away from the main thoroughfare, probably toward a residential district to the east.


      But more than anything, what amazed me was the sheer number of people.


      “Hey, Sophia. When you have time, could you show me around the town?”


      “Me?” she squeaked.


      “Yeah. I want you to be my guide. Forget what those soldiers said.”


      Compared to people who would discriminate against someone like Sophia, who looked almost identical to a human and had the same level of intelligence, I greatly preferred Sophia herself. Honestly, I was starting to feel disgust toward humans instead. Sophia’s face flushed slightly as she looked down.


      “But if someone like me stays by your side, Lord Merlin, people might misunderstand—” she murmured.


      “Doesn’t matter.” I cut her off firmly. “I’m asking you, Sophia, as a person. Your class doesn’t matter to me.”


      “Lord Merlin...”


      “So I’d be happy if you’d guide me.”


      Changing deeply ingrained beliefs wouldn’t be easy, but I could at least protect and support one friend. As she took in my words, Sophia gradually brightened. She ended up smiling broadly and nodding.


      “Y-Yes! I’ll do my best!” she declared.


      “Though for today,” I mused, “we should probably find an inn first.”


      It was already evening, just shy of nightfall. There wasn’t time for a proper sightseeing tour, and I didn’t want to drag a girl who looked like a middle schooler around town at night anyway. Finding a place to stay for at least one night came first.


      “I know a cheap inn,” Sophia told me.


      “Really? You’re so reliable, Sophia.” I gently patted her honey-colored hair. She grinned happily.


      “You’re too nice to me, Lord Merlin.”


      “By the way, you know where the Adventurers’ Guild is, right?” I asked.


      “Hmm? Yes, of course. I’m an adventurer, after all.”


      “Then that makes things easy. I’m thinking of becoming an adventurer too.”


      “What?!” she cried. “Y-You, Lord Merlin?”


      “Yep.”


      She stared at me in shock as I nodded.


      “Paying a tax every time I enter town would be a waste of money,” I pointed out.


      “Well...I guess that’s true. And...I guess it’s only natural that you’d become an adventurer, Lord Merlin.”


      “Only natural?”


      “You know...because you’re incredibly strong!” she explained.


      “Ha ha... Strong, huh?” Strength that could turn dozens of square meters into wasteland with a single kick wasn’t exactly what I wanted, but for adventurers, strength seemed to be everything. If I could just learn how to hold back, my absurdly high stats might actually come in handy.


      “In that case, leave it to me,” Sophia announced. “I’ll guide you to the Adventurers’ Guild.”


      “We should go the next chance we get. When are you usually free, Sophia?”


      “Um... I’m usually doing adventurer stuff during the day, so I’m not in town then.”


      “I see,” I said, considering it. “Then how about you help me register as an adventurer, and I’ll help you with your work in return?”


      “No, no! Just helping me gather herbs today is more than enough payment!”


      “Oh, right. We did do that.” I’d completely forgotten. If she was going to deliver them to the guild anyway, the timing was perfect.


      “Are you heading to the guild to turn them in now?”


      “Yes.” She nodded.


      “Then I’ll come with you. No sense making two trips.”


      “Okay! I’ll show you to the inn afterward.”


      “I am in your debt.” I bowed my head to her in a deliberately exaggerated gesture of politeness.


      “Happy to help!” She giggled. Just looking at her smile made me feel at ease.




      Sophia led me to the Adventurers’ Guild in the western district of Sennion. It was a huge building, bigger than anything I’d seen on the way here. It looked to be three stories tall.


      “That’s this town’s Adventurers’ Guild,” Sophia explained. “Apparently the guilds in most towns are built pretty much the same way.”


      “Huh. It’s impressive.”


      “The first floor has the reception desk and the monster dissection area. The second floor is a tavern. The third floor is for staff.”


      “There’s a tavern in here?” I asked.


      “It’s often used as a place to reward adventurers for working hard,” she told me. “There are people there at all hours.”


      “That’s...something.” Is it really okay for adventurers to drink first thing in the morning? Then again, maybe I should be happy it’s that chill of a profession.


      With my thoughts full of such nonsense, Sophia and I made our way inside. I pushed open the double wooden doors and stepped through them.


      “Oh.”


      The first floor of the Adventurers’ Guild was packed. Men and women in gear were chatting animatedly everywhere I looked. The pungent smell assaulting my nose was probably coming from the tavern upstairs—the stench of alcohol was intense.


      “So? What do you think of the Adventurers’ Guild?” Sophia asked.


      “I feel kind of overwhelmed,” I admitted. “Where do I go to register?”


      “Over there at the reception desk. There’s no registration fee the first time.”


      “That’s a relief. I’m already getting drained by taxes and lodging costs. If they charged me just for working on top of that, I’d be in trouble.” I shrugged, half joking. Sophia giggled. Standing shoulder to shoulder, we took our places in line at the counter she’d indicated. The line wasn’t very long, so it would be our turn soon.


      But of course—because of course—the prejudice against Sophia was alive and well here too. I could hear whispers all around us.


      “Hey, isn’t that Sophia?”


      “That demihuman’s still pretending she’s an adventurer?”


      “I heard Sonia got sick and collapsed. So she’s bringing in her filthy elf germs now too.”


      “Seriously? That’s terrible.”


      They were keeping their voices low, just barely loud enough to reach my ears. I glanced at Sophia beside me, but her expression was still calm. Apparently she hadn’t heard them.


      I was just letting out a quiet breath of relief when, all at once, it was our turn. We stepped up to the counter, where a female staff member greeted us with a practiced smile. She’d probably been working hard from morning to evening, but her voice was crisp and energetic, showing no fatigue.


      “Welcome to the Adventurers’ Guild. How may I help you today?” A true pro. Both Sophia and I had our hoods up, but she didn’t so much as blink.


      “Hello,” I greeted her. “We’d like to sell medicinal herbs, and I’d like to register as an adventurer.”


      “Selling herbs and registering as an adventurer,” she confirmed. “First, please fill out this sheet with your personal information.”


      She handed me a sheet of paper and a pen.


      When I looked it over, it was basically like a résumé. Name, sex, age, skills—I guess they record it all for management purposes. Nothing looks especially suspicious.


      “Huh?” Halfway through, a strange thought hit me. Why was I writing in this world’s script like it was the most natural thing in the world? I was surprised enough that I could read it, sure, but more than that, it had felt so obvious I hadn’t even questioned it until now.


      The reason was right there on the page.


      It was Japanese.


      From my perspective, every character on the sheet the receptionist had handed me was a familiar hiragana or kanji. It’d have been harder not to read it.


      Why is it in Japanese?




      I made accommodations so that you can live comfortably in this other world. All languages in this world are converted into Japanese through your five senses. This applies equally to sight and hearing.




      Ohhh...but doesn’t that mean you’d have to change the language depending on who I’m talking to or what country I’m in? Hearing it is one thing, but what about writing? Are you adjusting it every time?




      Correct. Adjustments will be made as needed.




      No way. This god is surprisingly diligent. So it’s basically a built-in autotranslation feature. I won’t have any trouble reading or writing. Even as my hand moved, I was quietly impressed. Reincarnation rules!


      While I was writing, the receptionist spoke to Sophia. “You’re handling the herb sale, Sophia?”


      “Ah, yes. Lord Merlin. Could you take the herbs out?” Sophia requested.


      “Oh, right. Um...”


      “Hmm? Take the herbs out?” the receptionist repeated, tilting her head.


      I understood why a second later. I set the pen down on the counter and used my interdimensional storage magic. The herbs Sophia had spent so long gathering appeared all at once, spread across the countertop.


      It was a lot.


      “Y-You can use interdimensional storage magic?!” the receptionist yelped. Just like Sophia had said, it must have been rare—because the woman behind the counter was staring, dumbfounded, at the sudden mountain of herbs.


      Now that I thought about it, she didn’t seem to have any bias or prejudice at all. She’d been talking to Sophia normally. They were probably acquaintances from before Sophia and I had met. The fact that there were other people besides me who treated demihumans kindly made me genuinely happy. But we still needed a proper appraisal.


      “Could you please assess them?” I put on a bright smile as I made the request. Even though she couldn’t see my face under the hood, the receptionist nodded rapidly and stood.


      “J-Just a moment, please!” she said, then carried the herbs into the back room.


      How long is “just a moment,” exactly? I’d love it if it were faster than me finishing all this paperwork, but... Probably not, I thought, and went back to writing.


      As expected, I finished the registration forms first.


      “Thank you for waiting. We’ve finished assessing the herbs.” The receptionist had returned from the back. About thirty minutes had passed. Considering they’d checked all of those herbs, that was pretty fast. “Thanks to the interdimensional storage magic, they were in excellent condition, and the total comes to...this amount. How does that sound, Sophia?”


      She placed several gold coins in front of Sophia. The instant the young elf saw them, her shoulders jolted. The color drained from her face.


      “Oh my goodness! G-Gold coins?” she stuttered. “This much for gathering herbs?!”


      “Yes. You’re very skilled, Sophia,” the receptionist told her. “And there were a lot of them too.”


      “That’s great, Sophia,” I told her. “You’ll be able to eat tasty food for a while.”


      “N-No, no, no, no! This is only because Lord Merlin carried them with magic! And he even protected me! I can’t take it all!” For some reason, Sophia stubbornly shook her head.


      I blinked. “Uhh...even if you say that, I’m not an adventurer yet, so I can’t accept a reward from you when you’ve received the proper payment.”


      “N-No, I won’t accept that!” she cried.


      “It’s fine, it’s fine,” I reassured her. “Besides, you taught me a lot. Honestly, I would’ve been in trouble without your guidance.”


      “All I did was tell you a little about the town...”


      Sophia wasn’t backing down. Not bad. But neither was I. No way was I taking money from a little girl who was already struggling. I refused just as stubbornly. After about five minutes of back-and-forth, Sophia finally caved.


      “Ugh... Lord Merlin, you’re surprisingly stubborn...” she complained.


      “I don’t want to hear that from you. You’re the stubborn one. And kind too.”


      “I-I’m not kind...” Maybe she was embarrassed by the praise because she turned her face away with a little huff.


      Watching on with a gentle smile, the receptionist said, “That’s wonderful, Sophia. Why don’t you treat Sonia to something delicious?”


      “Natalie...thank you.” Still looking bashful, Sophia accepted the gold coins and carefully tucked them away in her pocket, like they were precious.


      “Ah, me too, please,” I quickly said. “I’m done filling these out.”


      That was close. I’d nearly forgotten why I’d come here in the first place, watching that wholesome moment. I handed the paper to the female staff member—Natalie, as Sophia had called her. She skimmed it, then smiled.


      “Everything is filled out properly. With that, the registration procedures are complete. Now all that’s left is for us to issue your adventurer card, Merlin, but...”


      “What is it?” I asked.


      “May I confirm one thing?”


      “Confirm?”


      “To ensure criminals cannot operate as adventurers, we ask to see your face before registration,” she said. “Please remove your hood.”


      I went completely speechless. H-Here? Inside the guild? In front of everyone? The memory of the reactions I’d gotten at the main gate flashed through my mind.


      According to Sophia, I apparently looked extremely similar to the god worshipped in this world. Of course I did. That same god had built my body using himself as the model. Even a child like Sophia knew about God. There was no way the adults here didn’t.


      My heart pounded violently. Seeing me frozen in place, Natalie looked at me with a suspicious frown.


      Th-This is bad! If I just stand here, she’ll think I’m some shady creep or a criminal who’s luring children to me for dastardly purposes! But if I take my hood off in a crowded place like this, just how much attention will I draw?


      Either choice would be hell.


      And if it was hell either way...then obviously it was better to pick the option that let me register as an adventurer.


      I let out a deep sigh and steeled myself. With Sophia watching anxiously, I slowly removed my hood. My silvery hair fell free, and I looked at Natalie with my golden eyes.


      “Th-That face...” Natalie reacted exactly as expected. She brought a hand to her mouth, eyes opening as wide as dinner plates. A loud murmur rippled through the guild. I felt almost every gaze stab into me. Fighting the itchy, squirmy feeling crawling over my skin, I spoke with a slightly trembling voice.


      “Um...is that okay?”


      “Y-Yes. It’s fine...”


      I’d practically forced the permission out of her. I hurriedly pulled my hood back up and hid my face again, but it didn’t matter how fast I covered up. It was too late. A whole roomful of adventurers had seen my face. So that’s what he looks like, they were probably thinking.


      Logically, wearing a hood after that was pointless, but if I didn’t, the embarrassment would have made me explode. Even now, I was completely on edge.


      “Then...I’ll go issue your adventurer card right away...” Natalie said in a daze and disappeared into the back room again.


      Beside me, Sophia tugged timidly on my sleeve.


      “I-I’m sorry, Lord Merlin. I forgot you’d have to remove your hood...” she apologized with tears in her eyes. I shook my head.


      “It’s not your fault,” I told her. “Checking people’s faces is important, and even if I’d known in advance, I couldn’t have avoided it.”


      This was just one of those things. It had been insanely embarrassing, but now that it was over, it could become a funny story. Sophia still looked like she’d taken a serious blow, so I rested my hand on her head and gently patted her.


      Then two female adventurers suddenly came up from behind us and started pestering me.


      “Hey, why are you hiding your face with a hood?” one asked. “You’re so handsome!”


      “What a waste,” said the other. “Can’t you show us...a little more?”


      Both of them were wearing revealing outfits, and since one had a staff and the other a sword, they were definitely adventurers. I made my voice as calm as I could.


      “I have nothing worth showing off,” I told them. “And I’d rather not stand out.”


      That was the truth. Maybe I’d been like this in my previous life too, but when strangers talked to me out of nowhere, I got tense.


      “Aww, what a waste,” said one of the women.


      “Mm-hmm,” the other agreed. “If you don’t mind, how about coming with us and having a little chat? And not with that...girl.”


      Their sharp gazes slid over and stabbed at Sophia. So they’re also the type who dislike demihumans. Then I had even less reason to talk to them.


      I pulled Sophia closer and gave her a light hug, then spoke to the women in a slightly lower voice. “Sorry, but she’s an important friend to me. I won’t let you look down on her. Please chat with someone else.”


      “Ugh!” Rejected that cleanly, the women glared hard at Sophia one more time, clicked their tongues, and disappeared into the crowd.


      Once they were gone, I quickly let Sophia go.


      “Sorry, Sophia,” I apologized at once. “Did I squeeze too hard?”


      “N-N-N-N-No...” She went stiff, then... “A-Ah! Thank you very much...”


      “Sophia?!”


      After pulling away from me, she turned bright red, like steam was about to puff out of the top of her head. Wobbling on unsteady feet, she staggered backward.


      “Watch out!” I quickly reached out and took her hand. Sophia’s temperature seemed to rise even higher.


      “I-I’m f-fine... I’m fine...” she stammered.


      “You don’t look fine at all. Come on, let’s step outside for now. Once you get some air, you’ll feel better.”


      “O-Okay...”


      She didn’t resist at all. Still holding her hand, I guided her away from the counter. I wanted her to cool down before my adventurer card was issued. As I walked across the creaking wooden floorboards...


      “Hey. You.” A shadow drifted in front of us and blocked our path.


      “Who are you?” I asked.


      There stood a hulking man, so big I had to look up at him—a male adventurer with a rooster-like mohawk hairstyle. His bulging muscles practically screamed their existence through the gaps in his armor. He looked strong, at least. A bit like some postapocalyptic thug, though.


      When I stopped and responded, the rooster guy narrowed his eyes and looked down at Sophia, his low voice rumbling. “You,” he said. “That’s a filthy elf woman. You know that, and you’re still hanging out with her?”


      “Ugh. So you’re prejudiced against elves too.” I let out a deep sigh. Not him as well.


      Ever since I’d stepped into human society, this had been nonstop. Everyone’s discrimination toward demihumans was awful, like they were saying demihumans didn’t deserve to exist. At this point, I could almost imagine someone claiming it wasn’t a crime to kill a demihuman. If that really was the “common sense” here, then no matter what, I wasn’t going to accept it.


      I glared back at him.


      “Prejudice?” he spat. “Demihumans are the reincarnations of demons. They’re basically demons themselves! Demons are our enemies! What’s wrong with hating enemies?! GWAAAH!” he bellowed, screaming at the top of his lungs.


      The lively atmosphere of the guild snapped into silence. Yet no one stepped in to contradict him. Everyone simply watched in silence, as if they all agreed with him.


      What a ridiculous set of values.


      Then again, humans here seemed to loathe “demons” with a passion, so maybe it wasn’t surprising. Still, seeing them force that hatred onto my new friend made my skin crawl.


      “Even if that were true, it has nothing to do with me or her. If you hate her, then just keep your distance.” I cut it off there and started walking again, planning to slip past him.


      “Hold it! We’re not done!” The rooster guy raised his fist. I tensed instinctively.


      Oh, this is bad. If a fight breaks out in a place this crowded, my excessive power will turn everything into chaos.


      The goblin incident flashed through my mind—the mess I’d made when I saved Sophia—and without thinking, I forced my body to hold back. Even as I did, his fist came flying toward my face.


      I simply tilted my head to the side and avoided it. His punch connected with empty air.


      “Tch! Don’t just dodge!”


      “Please stop this violence,” I requested.


      “Shut up! This is what you get for spitting on my kindness!” What part of this interaction was kindness?


      Forcing your values on someone and then throwing punches when they didn’t obey—this was textbook idiot behavior. A delusional wannabe delinquent. Even fictional delinquents were smarter than this.


      Cursing him internally, I stepped backward. If this continued, Sophia might get caught up in it too.


      While I was trying to figure out what to do, a loud voice rang out from the reception area.


      “Hey! You lot! What do you think you’re doing?!” The air vibrated with a powerful female voice. At the sound of it, the rooster guy’s assault came to a halt.


      The one who’d shouted was Natalie, the receptionist who’d handled my registration. With her arms crossed, she glared at us.


      “Huh? And what’s a mere guild receptionist got to say to me?” the rooster guy sneered.


      “Do you not even know the rules that ‘a mere guild receptionist’ knows, big shot?”


      “Tch. You...!” A vein popped on the rooster guy’s forehead. That was a vicious line.


      “Violence is prohibited inside the Adventurers’ Guild,” Natalie stated. “And of course, fighting between adventurers is prohibited too. They teach you that first thing, don’t they?”


      “Don’t screw with me!” yelled the rooster idiot. “This guy’s still in the middle of registering! He’s not even an adventurer!”


      “Oh, what a shame. In that case, your argument’s over before it even began. His card has already been issued. He’s officially an adventurer.” With a bright smile, Natalie held up a card for the rooster guy to see—my adventurer card.


      “Y-You damn bitch!”


      “More importantly, were you even listening?” Natalie continued. “An adventurer laying hands on a civilian is an even more serious offense. If anything, it’s worse because he wasn’t registered yet...” Natalie shook her head, looking genuinely exasperated.


      “You bastards... I won’t let you get away with this!”


      Bastards, plural? Why am I included? I haven’t done anything.


      He hurled filthy insults at me, Sophia, and Natalie, then stormed out of the guild with heavy violent footsteps. The moment he left, silence descended upon the room. It was an awkward atmosphere.


      Natalie sliced through it without missing a beat. “Merlin, thank you for waiting. Here is your adventurer card.”


      She spoke as if nothing had happened, and I stared at her, mouth hanging open in disbelief. Turning on my heel, I walked back to the counter to receive it. I looked down at the small card she handed me.


      “Was that really okay?” I asked her. “Now that strange guy’s going to hold a grudge against you.”


      “It’s fine,” she assured me. “Even an idiot like him knows what happens if he lays hands on a guild receptionist.”


      “R-Right...”


      What is a guild receptionist in this world, anyway? The question flashed across my mind, but something about Natalie’s smile made me decide not to ask. For now, I’d just be happy I’d become an adventurer.


      “Thank you for the adventurer card,” I told her.


      “You’re welcome. I look forward to seeing your accomplishments, Merlin. And good luck to you too, Sophia.”


      “Thank you very much!” Sophia called.


      Together with Sophia—who kept bowing over and over—we waved to Miss Natalie and left the Adventurers’ Guild.


      Outside, the sky had fully turned a deep nighttime navy blue.


      “It’s already night.” We’d spent more time there than I’d thought.


      “Let’s find an inn quickly before they close,” Sophia said.


      “Sorry, Sophia. I kept you out so late.”


      “No! I’m indebted to you, Lord Merlin. And besides, this is also proper work!” With a proud humph, Sophia puffed out her chest.


      “Work?”


      “You said you wanted to hear about the town, remember? Guiding you to an inn is part of that.”


      “Is it...?”


      “It is. Heh heh,” Sophia laughed.


      Still gripping my hand tightly, she started off at a brisk tap-tap-tap. Her light but insistent movement tugged my body along behind her.


      “Come on, Lord Merlin!”


      “O-Okay,” I relented. “But if you rush too much, you’ll trip.”


      “I’m not that clumsy! Wait, eek!”


      “See? That’s exactly what I meant...”


      Leaning forward as she hurried along, Sophia had caught her toe on an uneven spot in the road and had nearly fallen. If I hadn’t pulled her hand in time, it would’ve been bad. Looking embarrassed and a little shy, she turned bright red.


      Even that face somehow made her look cute. It was unfair. With the night sky stretching overhead, we walked through the lively streets, searching for a place to stay. Until we reached the cheap inn Sophia had recommended, we never once ran out of things to talk about.




      “Phew...”


      I let my whole body drop onto the bed with a thud. Even the faint creak of the mattress felt pleasant.


      “I even managed to walk Sophia home safely. I guess that covers the bare minimum of what I needed to do today.”


      Staring up at the grain of the wooden ceiling, I pictured Sophia waving goodbye just a short while ago. It had been quite the day.


      I was suddenly reincarnated into another world. I saved a girl being chased by a grotesque goblin. I defeated that goblin. I gathered medicinal herbs together with the aforementioned girl. We came to the town of Sennion. I learned about the horrible discrimination Sophia faces. I visited the Adventurers’ Guild. I registered as an adventurer. I got harassed by some strange guy... And finally, here I was, able to stay the night at an inn.


      I was the one who’d saved Sophia from the goblin, but after that, it had been Sophia who’d saved me. She’d guided me carefully when I knew absolutely nothing.


      Unlike a certain god somewhere...




      I must request a correction. I was supporting you.




      A translucent blue window popped into view, floating in front of me. White text—clearly a complaint from the god—was displayed on it.


      “Didn’t you say that you’re just a guide, and you can’t fix everything for me?”




      Yes. However, your remarks made it sound as though I was of no use whatsoever. I find that deeply upsetting.




      “Oh...so even gods get mad, huh?”




      Gods are living beings too, you know.




      That was a pretty wild statement to drop so casually. Still...yeah, that one was on me. I decided to apologize honestly. “Sorry. But if you’re willing to help me, there’s something I want to ask you.”




      What would that be? If it is within my ability to answer, I will do so.




      “I’m like...way too overpowered. Can’t you tone it down a bit?” Honestly, even calling it “too strong” felt like an understatement. Who goes around reshaping terrain with a single kick?




      That is not possible.




      “Huh?”




      If I attempt to tamper with or revoke the blessings already given to you, you may end up dying.




      “Dying?!” No way. Were stats really that critical?




      Blessings granted by a god are deeply intertwined with the recipient’s soul.




      “So if you rip those blessings out at the soul level, the soul itself takes damage?”




      Correct. Therefore, rather than adjusting your abilities directly, sealing them with magic would be the safest and most ideal approach.




      “Sealing them...with magic?” I tilted my head at the suggestion. What exactly did that mean?




      There exists a category of magic known as Sealing Magic. It is typically used to suppress another’s power. I suggest you apply it to yourself.




      “So if I do that, my stats will go down?”




      Exactly.




      “Huh. That does sound safe and convenient. By the way, can the seal be removed freely?”




      Yes. As long as it is removed by the original caster.




      “Then it’s settled.”


      I didn’t fully understand what it meant to seal myself with magic, but if it let me dial down these ridiculous abilities, that was good enough.


      I immediately began forming an image in my mind.


      Magic was a power driven by imagination. As long as the image was clear, even a spell that sealed my own self should work. What I pictured was a classic seal—binding myself with chains, maybe with talismans attached to suppress my power. As soon as the image solidified, my overwhelming mana filled in whatever I lacked.


      “Huh?!”


      Purple chains, seemingly made of mana, wrapped themselves around my body. They were almost certainly formed from my own mana. There was no sense of constriction. The chains simply coiled naturally around me, then—whoosh—slipped into my body.


      “Um...did that mean the sealing magic worked?”




      Yes. Please check your status.




      A large translucent window appeared before my eyes, displaying my stats.




      Name: Merlin


      Sex: Male


      Age: 29


      Character class: Human


      Level: 10,000


      Status


      Strength: 5,000


      Endurance: 5,000


      Agility: 5,000


      Mana: 5,000




      “My stats got cut in half!” It really had worked. My level hadn’t changed... Maybe levels were excluded from the sealing magic? “But these are still crazy high. What’s the average stat value in this world anyway?”




      There are no humans whose stats are uniformly high like yours. Normally, living beings are given parameters suited to their nature.




      “So basically, there are people with abnormally high agility or abnormally high mana? Things like that?”




      Yes. You, Merlin, are exceptional in that all your stats are at their maximum.




      “That’s just overkill...”




      For reference, a value of around 300 would already be considered fairly strong in this world.




      “Excuse me?!” What are you talking about, you idiot?! Even 300 is high, and I’m still sitting at 5,000?!




      If you wish to lower them further, simply layer the sealing magic.




      “Huh? You can stack it on the same target?”




      Four times is the limit. That should be sufficient.




      “Got it. As expected of a god...very reliable.”




      Even though you just insulted me and called me an idiot...




      “Sorry.” Right. You can hear my thoughts.


      I apologized sincerely and cast the sealing magic on myself again. Once more, those eerie purple chains wrapped around me and slipped inside. I repeated the process three more times in total.


      The stats of 5,000 dropped to 2,000, then to 1,000...and by the fourth seal, my stats had finally reached an ideal range.




      Name: Merlin


      Sex: Male


      Age: 29


      Character class: Human


      Level: 10,000


      Status


      Strength: 500


      Endurance: 500


      Agility: 500


      Mana: 500




      “All right! Sealing myself four times felt a little questionable, but that brought things down nicely.” The numbers were still on the high side, sure, but I shouldn’t be blowing up my surroundings anymore. At least, I hoped it wouldn’t interfere with my daily life.


      With the biggest ticking bomb defused, I sighed out a deep breath of relief. I let my body fall back onto the bed and exhaled heavily.


      “I should probably test how much I can actually do now... Maybe tomorrow.”


      I was an adventurer now, and adventurers had to take on jobs. The money God had prepared for me wasn’t infinite either.


      Honestly, I was still scared of monsters. When I closed my eyes, the memory of saving Sophia resurfaced, and the face of the goblin I’d defeated so easily was burned vividly into my mind. My shoulders trembled every time I recalled it. There was no guarantee I’d win again.


      Statwise, I definitely could, but that wasn’t the issue. What mattered was my heart. My heart belonged to an ordinary Japanese guy who’d never known monsters. Being thrown into a brutal world like this—it was only natural I felt afraid. And yet...


      And yet, there was another feeling mixed in with that fear. This sense of excitement—this curiosity—was telling me to enjoy this world to the fullest. Either way, I needed money to live, and the best way for me to earn it was by defeating monsters. That was what this power was for.


      “Even if it’s just one step at a time, I’ll keep moving forward.”


      I’d never get another chance like this. Locking myself indoors and living on autopilot wasn’t an option. I clenched my fist, then let the sleepiness washing over me take my consciousness with it.


      I wonder if I’ll get to see Sophia again tomorrow...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: The Beastgirl


      Chirp chirp.


      Birdsong drifted in from outside. The murmurs of people followed, tugging my consciousness up from the darkness.


      “Mm... Nngh...”


      When I opened my eyes, blurry brown wood grain filled my vision.


      Where am I...?


      I paused for a moment, and yesterday’s memories came rushing back.


      “Oh, right. I got reincarnated in another world.”


      Muttering to myself, I pushed my body upright. Sunlight streamed in from outside, brightly illuminating the room since there were no curtains to block it. I threw off the blanket, got out of bed, and moved toward the window.


      Peering down through the gaps in the wooden lattice, I saw crowds of people moving along the street below.


      “I guess being on the second floor just barely keeps my privacy intact,” I murmured, then flicked a glance behind me.


      Near the door, a white robe hung on the wall. Golden thread was woven into it here and there, giving it a noble aura. I grabbed it and slipped it on over the priestlike clothes I was already wearing. Now I looked just like I had yesterday.


      After stifling a yawn and rubbing my eyes, I opened the door to my room. The floorboards creaked beneath my feet as I made my way down the hallway and descended the stairs to the first floor.


      Downstairs, things were already fairly lively. I wasn’t the only one staying at this inn. There were many other guests down here, eating and chatting boisterously. I had no intention of getting involved with anyone, though.


      Entering the dining hall without a word, so that I could enjoy my meal peacefully, I sat down at an empty table in the center.


      At once, something felt off.


      “Huh?” Why are people staring at me?


      It wasn’t just the guests. The staff—especially the women—were practically drilling holes through me with their eyes. Wearing a puzzled expression, I glanced around while picking up the menu and considering what to order. Then, all at once, the reason hit me. I nearly blurted it out loud. I’m not wearing my hood!


      I’d only realized it when my hand had absently reached up and touched my hair. Unlike yesterday, my fingers hadn’t brushed against fabric. That was when it had dawned on me—I hadn’t pulled my hood up.


      No wonder the entire dining hall—again, especially the women—was staring. As embarrassing as it was to say it myself, apparently my appearance, which had been modeled after a god’s, had a way of catching the opposite sex’s eye.


      Sophia had stared too, and when I’d entered the town of Sennion, people had paid an unusual amount of attention to me. The Adventurers’ Guild had been the same. I’d even been accosted by some very provocatively dressed women yesterday. All things considered, it wasn’t wrong to consider myself popular in this world.


      I hadn’t wanted to stand out, so I’d kept my hood up all day yesterday. But I’d taken the robe off to sleep, and while I’d put it back on this morning, I wasn’t yet in the habit of pulling the hood up. That was how I’d ended up in this situation.


      Panicking, I hurriedly pulled the hood over my head. Somewhere nearby, some women let out faint sighs of disappointment. Still, it felt too late. Almost everyone in the dining hall had already seen my bare face. I couldn’t relax. Suppressing the restless feeling in my chest, I placed my order with a female staff member in a subdued voice.


      “Excuse me. I’ll have this, please.”


      “Y-Yes, of course! I’ll have it right out!”


      The girl who took my order had pink hair and an oddly high level of enthusiasm. In this world, girls who looked about middle- or high-school age worked perfectly normal jobs. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure whether schools existed here in the first place.


      Seeing her smile so earnestly, I felt my heart settle in a strange way.


      It’s always so lovely to see young people work hard. Wait. That sounds a bit like something an old man would say.


      I gave a self-deprecating smile and, as I waited for the food to arrive, silently and methodically thought through my plans for the day.




      Having polished off the food in no time, I spoke to the smiling staff member. “Thank you for the meal. The food here is delicious.”


      “Thank you very much!” she said. “I think my mom will be happy to hear you say that!”


      “Oh? Your mother made it?”


      “Yes! My mom’s cooking is the best in all of Sennion!”


      “I can believe that.”


      We chuckled together. The pink-haired server had been the one bringing food to my table, and she’d chatted with me about this and that. I wouldn’t have gone so far as to say I needed complete silence while eating, but I still found it unusual for staff to strike up conversations with me midmeal.


      I’d enjoyed it, though, so it was fine by me. With all the staring eyes around me, the mood had been awkward, after all. More importantly, she was a kid. There was no way she’d fall head over heels for me just from my looks. In that sense, too, it had felt safe.


      “All right, I’ll take the bill, then,” I told her.


      “Um, let me see... How many coppers...?”


      The pink-haired girl worked hard at calculating the cost of the meal. Once she gave me the total, I handed over the money and quickly stood from my seat.


      Next stop was the Adventurers’ Guild. Hopefully there’d be some simple requests, something even I could handle. I’d just turned, robe fluttering, and headed for the exit when a loud voice called out from behind me.


      “Sir! My name is Camellia! Have a great day!”


      I stopped and glanced back. The pink-haired girl was waving energetically.


      Smiling faintly, I raised my hand in return.


      “Yeah. Thanks. I’m heading out.”


      I wanted to tell her my name too, but I didn’t feel like introducing myself in front of so many people. Carrying a small sense of regret, I left it at that and made my way out of the inn.


      *


      After finishing my meal, I stepped outside with my hood properly pulled up.


      The weather was nice. Though the sun beat down from above, the hood served as decent protection from the glare. Thanks to that, no one stared at me too intently, and after walking for a while, I arrived at the Adventurers’ Guild in the western district.


      The guild was lively as ever, even in the morning. A handful of adventurers loitered out front, and cheerful voices spilled from inside. Feeling the occasional glance from people who probably recognized my face, I headed straight into the building.


      Pushing open the pair of wooden doors, I was greeted by the same scene I’d seen yesterday.


      All right...where are the requests posted?


      I looked around, scanning the room. The first floor of the guild was split roughly in half between the reception area and the dismantling hall. On the reception side stood a large bulletin board.


      That must be it. A sizable crowd of adventurers had gathered nearby.


      I followed their lead and lined up in front of the board. As expected, it was plastered with papers, each one detailing a job request for adventurers.


      Roughly sixty percent were monster-subjugation requests, mostly dealing with creatures that lived near the royal capital. Another thirty percent were resource-gathering jobs—herbs, ore, and the like. That was the kind Sophia had been doing.


      The remaining ten percent were escort missions, and those featured clearly listed rank requirements and other conditions.


      “Come to think of it, yesterday I didn’t really get a proper explanation because of that mohawk guy.”


      I pulled the adventurer card I’d been issued yesterday out of my storage magic. On the front were my name, gender, and age, along with a bold E-rank marking. This was presumably what they meant by an adventurer’s rank, and it clearly played a major role in whether you could take escort jobs. Basically, it was your track record, a measure of trust. Given that escort work involved protecting people’s lives, it made sense that the bar would be higher than for other requests.


      “Maybe I should ask about the rules and how things work, just in case.”


      But honestly, I’m terrible at that sort of thing.


      Personally, I wanted to get outside as soon as possible. Today was also meant to test whether I could actually hold back my strength. As I mulled things over internally, something tugged at the hem of my robe.


      “Hmm?”


      I wondered who it could be and turned around. Standing behind me was a black-haired girl with her doglike ears perked straight up. Yes, she had ears—animal ears—right on top of her head.


      Could it be...?


      “Is she some kind of dog...?” The words slipped out of my mouth before I could stop myself.


      “H-Hello!” At my muttered comment, the girl’s shoulders twitched in surprise, but she quickly recovered and greeted me in a bright energetic voice.
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      The reaction was immediate—and ugly.


      “Hey, Noise’s here,” someone muttered.


      “Man, she’s as loud as ever,” another voice complained.


      “Beasts really do stink, huh?” commented another.


      Other adventurers snickered under their breath, clearly mocking the black-haired girl. Even whispered, their voices carried enough that I could hear every word.


      So could she.


      With ears as prominent as hers, there was no way she could’ve missed it. Her energy visibly drained, her posture shrinking as her ears drooped in tandem. Looking closer, I noticed she also had a tail—a fairly large one, fluffy and expressive. An instinctive urge to touch it rose up in me, but I forcefully suppressed it. She was very clearly a woman, after all, not a dog.


      Keeping myself calm, I returned her greeting in a light, even tone. “Hello. Did you need something from me?”


      “Ah, um...well...” she murmured. “I have a favor...to ask...”


      “A favor?”


      That caught me off guard. This was our first time meeting—at least, I was sure I’d have remembered someone this distinctive. She looked a bit older than Sophia. By my old-world standards, she might have been a high school senior or a college student. She had black hair, black dog ears, and a fluffy tail to match. Her outfit was light and a bit revealing, with a brown pouch and a dagger hanging at her waist. Judging by her gear, she was definitely an adventurer and looked like the type who fought on the front lines.


      “Um...would it be okay to talk outside?” she asked. “This isn’t really the place...”


      “Ah...yeah,” I agreed. “These guys are pretty annoying.”


      Even now, insults and jeers were still being hurled in her direction.


      So it’s not just elves. This world has deeply ingrained prejudice against beastfolk too. Savage, smelly, stupid—the sheer volume of venomous words I heard was nauseating.


      I accepted her suggestion without hesitation, and the two of us stepped outside the guild. There were still eyes on us, but it was far better than staying inside. Once we’d put a bit of distance between ourselves and the building, she stopped, drew a breath, and spoke with determination.


      “I’m sorry for stopping you so suddenly...and for dragging you out here,” she said.


      “It’s fine,” I told her. “You went out of your way to talk to me, so I figured it was something important.”


      “Y-Yes... This is a very personal request, but...w-would you...form a party with me?”


      “A party?” I repeated. She looked deadly serious, but my response came out flat because I hadn’t fully grasped what she meant. The first thing that came to mind was a birthday party. But inviting a stranger to a celebration would just be creepy. That’d be straight-up flirting...or worse.


      She nodded repeatedly, then clarified. “I mean forming a team! Adventurers working together. You’re Merlin, right? You’re still a beginner, so it’s understandable that you didn’t know.”


      “You know my name?” That surprised me more than the request.


      “I was at the guild yesterday too,” she explained. “That’s why I spoke to you.”


      “Noise? Is that your name?”


      “Yes. Sorry for the late introduction. I’m Noise. I’m a beastgirl.”


      Right. Beastgirl.


      Unfortunately, I had no idea what that meant. It was probably common knowledge in this world, but I was an outsider. Internally, I called out to God. Immediately, a familiar blue window appeared before my eyes.




      Beastfolk are a type of demihuman, characterized by their possession of animal traits.




      That explained the doglike features. And honestly, she’s cute. Clearly quite feminine too.




      Beastfolk are born with high physical abilities and keen senses as racial traits.




      That sounded borderline overpowered.




      However, Beastfolk generally have low intelligence and cannot acquire magic skills, which is a significant drawback.




      Ah...yeah. That’s rough. Even in my old world, wars hadn’t been won without smart people. Pure strength alone just led to disaster. And if they couldn’t use magic, they’d be vulnerable to ranged attacks before ever closing the distance. A well-balanced world, I had to admit.




      For reference, elves excel at learning magic skills but have low physical ability and poor reproductive capacity, preventing them from overwhelming beastfolk unilaterally.




      I see. That explained Sophia too. No race was outright dominant. Good to know, even though I had no intention of fighting a war.


      “Merlin?” Noise’s voice cut across my thoughts, and I snapped back to reality.


      Whoops! I was so focused on the screen I wasn’t listening to a word she was saying!


      “Hmm? Sorry, what?”


      “You just seemed super spaced out,” she said.


      “Sorry, I was just thinking about something. Can you repeat what you just said?”


      “Yes. My request is for us to form a party,” she repeated. “I usually hunt monsters alone, but it’s inefficient. My weapons break, and...at this rate, I can barely make a living.”


      “So you approached me?”


      “You didn’t seem to have any prejudice against demihumans.”


      She had said she’d seen me yesterday, so that made sense. And she was right—I didn’t discriminate. If anything, I found demihumans charming. I didn’t have any reason to refuse. Besides, if someone was clearly struggling right in front of me, I couldn’t just turn my back on them. That was what being a decent person meant.


      After a brief pause—just for show—I smiled and nodded. “Sure. If you’re okay with teaming up with me, I’ll help, though I’d appreciate it if you could help me with something too.”


      “Th-Thank you! Truly, thank you so much!” Noise bowed deeply, her head snapping down in a clean practiced motion.


      Unfortunately, her outfit was...skimpy—very skimpy. With her chest already...generous, the angle and the exposure combined into a very unfortunate view. Too close. Way too close. I quickly averted my eyes, suppressing the heat rushing to my face.


      “N-No, thank you...” I rushed to say. “Having you around makes me feel more at ease too... I’m still new at this.”


      “You’re very humble, Merlin.”


      “Not at all. I mean it.”


      She lifted her head. I cautiously returned my gaze to her. Once you start being conscious of something like that, even neutral movements feel dangerous. I might have stared at her face a little too long.


      “By the way, what are you looking to do, Merlin?” Noise asked.


      “Me? I just want to fight a monster, at least once.”


      “Only once?”


      “There’s something I need to test,” I told her. “You don’t need to worry about it.”


      “Understood,” she said. “Then let’s take a request and head out right away! If there’s a monster you want to fight, let me know!”


      “Yeah. Thanks.”


      Smiling brightly, Noise led the way back into the Adventurers’ Guild. We accepted a monster subjugation request, carefully ignoring the stares all around us. In the end, I hadn’t run into Sophia, but thanks to Noise, I didn’t feel lonely at all.


      *


      Noise and I headed out beyond the walls of Sennion.


      The moment we stepped into the forest, crushing weeds underfoot with the steady crunch crunch of our footsteps, Noise’s expression sharpened. Her large ears twitched, reacting to something—again and again.


      God had said beastfolk had exceptional senses. Maybe she was picking up even the faintest sounds. I stayed quiet and watched her. The monster-subjugation request we’d taken was for goblins. Apparently they were the kind of monster you could find anywhere in the world, so weak that not only rookie adventurers but even ordinary civilians could take them down.


      And that made what I’d done yesterday all the more absurd. I’d used enough force to pulverize the terrain against something like that.


      What the hell am I, exactly? I wondered as the bitter memory flashed through my mind.


      While I wrestled with that uncomfortable feeling, Noise kept scanning our surroundings. Then she stopped.


      “Noise?” I called.


      “I found a monster,” she answered immediately, her voice lower than before. My throat tightened, and I swallowed hard. A monster was nearby. My body trembled despite myself.


      Calm down, me. I’m way stronger than any monster. With what God gave me, I’m not going to get hurt that easily.




      Affirmative. Compared to this creature, you are far more monstrous.




      Hey, watch it! You’re the one who made me like this!


      Hearing God encourage me like it was none of their business made a string of profanity rise in my throat. And then—


      Rustle.


      A sound came from nearby.


      “Ah!”


      Both Noise and I reacted. Noise slipped her dagger free from the sheath at her waist. The bushes a few meters ahead shuddered again.


      “Grah!” A goblin emerged with a growl.


      “There it is! A goblin,” Noise said. “What would you like to do, Merlin? It looks like there’s only one. Would you like to take it?”


      “Can I?” I answered her while keeping my eyes locked on the same hideous face I’d seen yesterday. In the corner of my vision, I saw her nod once.


      “Of course,” she told me. “You said you wanted to fight at least once, didn’t you?”


      “Thanks, Noise.”


      It was an ideal situation: one enemy, Noise close by. There probably wouldn’t be a safer chance to test my strength than this. I clenched my fist and started to take a fighting stance, then froze as a thought hit me.


      “H-Hey, Noise,” I said.


      “Yes?”


      “Your weapon... Could you lend it to me?”


      “Huh?” Noise made a blank sound of disbelief, and I couldn’t blame her. One moment I’d been stepping forward like I was ready to fight, and the next I’d asked to borrow a weapon.


      Normally you’d have your gear prepared ahead of time. I’d even known, on some level, that I’d need something, but I’d been reincarnated from a world where “buying a weapon” wasn’t an everyday concept, and the idea had simply slipped right out of my head. I turned back to her, feeling acutely apologetic.


      “Sorry. The thing is...I’ve never used a weapon before.”


      “H-How are you still alive...?” she demanded.


      “I guess I’ve just been lucky.”


      I couldn’t exactly tell her the truth—that I was basically a newborn in this world. With a strained smile, I accepted the dagger when she stepped closer and offered it to me.


      “Here,” she said. “It’s cheap, but it’s better than nothing.”


      “Thanks. I’ll win,” I assured her. “Leave it to me.”


      “Do your best.”


      Noise’s tone had the warm maternal concern of someone seeing a kid off on an errand. I forced my eyes away from her, then refocused on the goblin, which hovered warily just outside striking distance. It was holding a club. I had no idea where it had gotten it, but if our reach was about the same, then it would come down to skill and stats.


      A faint anxiety lingered as I charged forward, making the first move. I was faster than I’d expected. In an instant, I was right in front of it.


      “Yikes!”


      Even as my all-500 stats threatened to throw my body out of rhythm, I swung. The dagger cut through the air and closed in on the goblin. The goblin couldn’t track me at all. Its eyes at least were moving by instinct, desperately trying to follow, but the rest of its body failed to respond. Naturally, my attack connected. The dagger sliced through the goblin’s body—clean through.


      “Huh?”


      Having met no resistance, my knife had made a diagonal slice through the goblin, splitting it in two. The pieces tumbled to the ground with a dull thud, spurting out a bright red pool. But the dagger had only cut the goblin. The ground wasn’t sliced; nothing had been pointlessly shattered. It seemed I’d successfully held back.


      Yet the fight had been anticlimactic. My strength stat was probably so high that even Noise’s cheap dagger had been more than enough to cleave clean through. On top of that, my speed had let me strike before the monster could even react. It wasn’t the result I’d expected, but it was still a good result. Winning was what mattered. If I could control my strength, that was enough.


      In the heavy silence that followed, I glanced back at Noise. She was trembling, eyes wide in shock.


      “M-Merlin...that movement just now...”


      “Ah ha ha... I kind of...killed it, I guess you could say.”


      I get it. I really do. I myself was reprocessing my stats all over again. It had been my first fight with all-500 stats, and honestly, if my dynamic vision hadn’t been able to keep up with my own movement, I might’ve been in trouble. And my mind wasn’t exactly fine either.


      I remembered my first goblin, the one I’d obliterated right after arriving in this world. Back then, it had been so completely destroyed that I hadn’t felt sick. This time, I’d cut it open with a blade. The body was still there in its original form, just...split. When I looked at it properly, nausea crawled up my throat.




      Proposal: I can make you mentally stronger, Merlin.




      No. I’ll pass.




      Query: Why?




      It was rare for God to ask me a question. Did even God have things they didn’t understand? The answer to their query was simple. If I had monstrous abilities and a monstrous mind to match, I was scared of what I’d become. Maybe I wouldn’t even feel fear anymore, and maybe nothing would bother me...but it would be over for me at that point. A literal monster—that was what I would be. To avoid that, I wanted to stay as I was, normal enough to feel sick after killing something. That level of “ordinary” felt right.




      Acknowledged. I cannot agree from the bottom of my heart, but your reasoning has merit.




      I laughed silently. A very godlike answer. With two perspectives to draw from—my plain human thinking and God’s mechanical logic—I probably wouldn’t get too lost. Maybe that was a form of balance too.


      As I chuckled inwardly at my own thoughts, a little time passed, and the nausea eased.


      Godlike repression skills? Ha, right...


      As I made the stupid joke in my head, Noise came closer. I handed her dagger back.


      “Here. Thanks for the dagger, Noise.”


      “N-No, um... Merlin, you could’ve defeated a goblin easily even without it, couldn’t you?” she asked.


      “I probably could have, but...punching that face with my bare hands doesn’t really appeal to me.”


      A blade was sharp, which meant it spared you a lot of unpleasant sensation. A fist, on the other hand, would absolutely come with gross tactile feedback. So yeah, borrowing her dagger had been the right call. Kicking was an option too, but I didn’t want to risk demolishing the landscape again. Better to avoid blunt force whenever possible.


      By that logic, a sword—or dagger—was ideal. The way force transferred was different, and it was easier to control. With stats like mine, brute power alone would carry me, unless a truly powerful opponent showed up. I’d keep that in mind.


      “For now, that’s one down!” Noise announced. “That’s a good start!”


      “Yeah. If you want to fight the rest, they’re all yours. But I can help out if you need.”


      “I’ll do my best! Leave it to me,” she told me. “We beastfolk love battle!” She let out a snort of determination.


      I almost wondered what the point of forming a party had even been, but there was no denying that having more people increased safety. Maybe that had been her real reason for asking. Just in case, I decided I’d practice magic while she fought. If I could use magic well, I might be able to support her even without a weapon.


      As Noise sheathed her dagger, we headed deeper into the forest. Her steps were light.




      Recommendation: Avoid using fire magic in a forest. I suggest Holy Magic.




      “Holy magic, huh...”


      A little over an hour of walking later, Noise was absolutely dominating nearby monsters. Maybe she’d been born with high Strength and Speed stats, because she sprinted through the woods, dagger in hand, ignoring all obstacles and cutting down one monster after another. As I watched her, I practiced magic and exchanged messages with God.


      “By the way, how useful is holy magic, exactly?”


      I kept my voice low enough that Noise wouldn’t hear. I could talk in my head, but saying it out loud was just...human nature, I supposed.




      Holy magic has powerful purification effects against monsters. It is also a weakness of undead-type enemies that resist physical attacks. Additionally, it can be used for support and healing.




      “Oh...so it’s insanely useful.”




      Yes. However, it is not necessarily higher in raw firepower than other attributes, and without stats on your level it cannot be used properly. Few individuals can use holy magic at all.




      “I see.”


      So it wasn’t a universal solution, but it was rare and valuable, meaning if you could use it, it was a major advantage. This world really was balanced. In my case, it sounded like I could handle it perfectly because my stats were absurd. I tried it as instructed, forming a light in my palm.


      A soft glow, about the size of a light bulb, flickered into existence.


      “Hmm. Holy magic... So the key image is light.” Muttering to myself, I flicked the glowing sphere toward a nearby tree. It shot forward like a beam and bored a small hole into the trunk with its heat.


      Whoa. With my stats, that could probably pierce a human body just as easily. Maybe I should never ever use this on people.


      “Was that holy magic just now?!”


      Noise came running back, soaked in blood. Apparently she’d finished wiping out whatever she’d been fighting. Crap. She’d seen me practicing. It wasn’t like it was a problem, exactly, but if someone who already knew what I looked like found out I could use holy magic too...wouldn’t that make me seem even more godlike?


      Wait. Don’t tell me God suggested holy magic because they wanted me to look godlike? God?




      Incorrect.




      The response was immediate—suspiciously immediate. But Noise was more important right now, so I put God on hold.


      “Good work, Noise,” I told her. “Sorry you caught me doing something weird.”


      “It’s not weird at all!” she declared. “I was just shocked to see something as rare as holy magic!”


      “Is it really that unusual?” I asked.


      “Yes. Apparently almost no one has the aptitude. I’ve heard recently that the Fourth Princess in the royal capital can use holy magic, but...”


      “Huh...”


      The Fourth Princess—someone a commoner like me would never have anything to do with. I filed that away and slammed the mental drawer shut. Surely not relevant to my life.


      “This is the first time I’ve ever seen someone use it in person!” Noise continued. “Beastfolk aren’t good with magic, so...”


      “That’s what I’ve heard. But your physical abilities are incredible. And your senses too.”


      “Being praised by you, Merlin...eh heh. I’m gonna blush.”


      Noise scratched the back of her head, cheeks flushing red. She looked like she was about to melt. It was an adorable reaction—age-appropriate, maybe, if that wasn’t rude to think—except for the fact that there were monster corpses scattered behind her and she was covered in blood.


      “Noise...what are you going to do about all that blood?” I asked. “Are you going back to town like that?”


      “I’d like to wash it off somewhere... I think there should be a lake around here!”


      “Then let’s go. Can you guide us?”


      “Probably!” she said.


      “Probably, huh...?”


      The enthusiasm was nice. The word choice was terrifying. But if she walked into Sennion looking like this, there was no telling what people would say. She already got enough hate just for being a demihuman. Any more and my heart might break. I used storage magic to clean up the goblin corpses she’d felled, then asked her to lead the way to the lake.


      Please let it be nearby...


      Whether it was God answering my wish or Noise simply having a good memory, we found the lake surprisingly easily. It seemed we’d come fairly deep into the forest. We emerged into a wide, open area with no one else around, and there it was: a large lake.


      “We found it!” cried Noise. “Now I can wash the blood off!”


      “Yeah. Let’s start with your face—” I began but cut myself off mid-sentence. Why? Because Noise had suddenly started stripping right in front of me. I whipped my gaze to the side so fast I was pretty sure I pulled something. Heat flooded my face as I shouted, voice cracking, “N-Noise! You can’t just take your clothes off when I’m here!”


      “If I don’t, I can’t get clean,” she pointed out.


      “I mean, yes, but...I’m a guy!” I objected.


      “If it’s you, Merlin, I don’t mind! You’re a good person!”


      She said it with absolute confidence, without a hint of embarrassment. Maybe she was fine with it, but I wasn’t! I’d turned my eyes away in time, but the instant she’d pulled off her top, I’d still caught a glimpse of—


      No. Stop. Don’t think about it!


      Thankfully, I hadn’t seen anything beyond that. I’d only managed to cling to my last shred of sanity thanks to quick reflexes and, apparently, very high stats. I should probably thank God for that too.




      I did not grant you power for that purpose.




      Yeah, I know!


      Anyway, back to where we were. Noise had already jumped into the lake. I could tell from the splash alone. If she was submerged, it would probably be safe to look again...but “probably safe” wasn’t exactly comforting.


      I kept my back to the water, fighting off the indecent thoughts trying to surface, and held my position. She’d finish washing up soon.


      In the meantime, I should just...practice magic or something. Giving up on anything else, I formed another sphere of light in my palm.


      And then...


      “Grah?”


      “Huh?”


      Two goblins stepped out of the bushes, and I made eye contact with both of them. We all froze.


      Then—


      “GRARRR!” yelled the goblins.


      “AHHH!” I responded.


      The goblins had shrieked like they were threatening me, and I’d screamed because I was genuinely terrified.


      “Huh? Goblins here, of all places!” came Noise’s voice. “Let me handle them!”


      She sprang out of the lake at once, dagger in hand, and positioned herself in front of me, completely naked.


      “AHHH! Noise, what are you doing?!”
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      At least try to cover yourself! I screamed internally. I can handle a couple of goblins, seriously!


      My face felt so hot I could’ve breathed fire. But while I was busy panicking, Noise stayed cool. Within barely a minute, she neatly took down both goblins.


      “Whew! I got covered with goblin blood again,” she said. “Just as I’d finally washed off in the lake too...”


      With her dagger sunk into a goblin’s neck, Noise muttered as she wiped the splattered blood off with her hand. By some stroke of luck, the blood was doing a decent job of hiding her nakedness—at least, nothing critical was visible.


      Still keeping my eyes stubbornly averted, I thanked her for literally putting her body on the line. “Thanks for fighting in my place, Noise. How about you wash off one more time before we head back to town.”


      “Yes. And the bodies. Merlin, could you—”


      CRACK.


      “Crack?” I heard a sound I didn’t like, and before I could stop myself, my gaze snapped toward it.


      There was Noise—having just pulled her dagger free from the goblin’s neck—and in her hand was a dagger that had lost nearly half its blade. In other words, that sharp sound had been her weapon breaking.


      Noise stared at the jagged stump in silence for a moment, and then...


      “M-My dagger!!!” she screamed so loudly the air itself seemed to vibrate, the sound stabbing straight into my ears.


      I was stunned too. That dagger couldn’t function as a proper weapon anymore. Noise might still be able to handle weak monsters bare-handed, but—


      I glanced at her face, and my eyes widened. Large drops spilled from Noise’s eyes, rolling down her cheeks and darkening the ground where they fell.


      “Th-That was my last weapon!” Wailing in a childish, tear-choked voice, she slumped down into a crouch right there, shoulders shaking. I hovered uselessly, not knowing what to do. There was no way I could repair a dagger like that...right?


      I shot a question at God. The reply came instantly.




      You can repair weapons with magic.




      Oh? So it’s possible?




      However, without new materials the quality will degrade further. Repairing the broken weapon belonging to Noise would be essentially meaningless.




      What the hell?! Don’t get my hopes up like that. So buying a new one is the better option.




      Affirmative. However, rather than purchasing a new weapon, it would be cheaper for the individual designated Merlin to create a new weapon using magic.




      M-Me...make a weapon?


      The suggestion was so out of left field I could only tilt my head in confusion.




      Unlike ordinary smiths, you can use all forms of magic and therefore craft a weapon of higher quality yourself.




      So...I could make Noise a sturdier weapon. Or rather, is God telling me I should?




      The choice is yours.




      The messages stopped there. I thought it through. First of all, making a weapon myself didn’t sound like a bad option. If it really would cost less, that was even better. And there was another clear benefit: I could tailor it to Noise.


      She was obviously a power-type—her fighting style practically screamed, Might makes right. A simple dagger simply couldn’t withstand her strength. She needed something bigger, something like...a greatsword. But weapons got more expensive the larger they were: more materials, higher price. It was that simple. However, if I could make one at minimal cost, that would solve the problem.


      I had no idea what magic for forging weapons even looked like, but it was worth trying. Even if I wasn’t sure I could do it, making the offer might at least comfort Noise in the midst of her devastation.


      I steeled myself and placed a hand on her right shoulder.


      “Noise, can I talk to you?” I said.


      “M-Merlin...”


      Her voice was painfully nasal. Tears were still pouring from both eyes, and her nose was running like a faucet. I wanted her to go wash her face in the lake as soon as possible, but calming her down came first. A good man didn’t ignore someone in tears. I kept my expression gentle and spoke slowly, trying to settle her down.


      “Your dagger... It looks like it broke.”


      “Y-Yes... I’m not good at controlling my strength...” she sniffled. “I formed a party with you to reduce how much my weapons wear down, but I ended up doing most of the fighting anyway...”


      “No, no. This isn’t your fault,” I assured her. “The weapon just wasn’t durable enough. You just need something sturdier.”


      “That’s...hard because that’s too expensive... It costs so much money just to live, so I can’t afford an expensive weapon...”


      “I see. Then, yeah, money is a consideration.”


      She clearly didn’t want to say much more, but she’d obviously had a rough time. Which meant...maybe I actually could offer her a way out.


      “So, how about this?” I said. “I think I might be able to use magic to make a weapon.”


      “Huh?” Noise looked genuinely shocked. Her tears stopped midstream.


      “I’ve never made one before, but when we get back to town, we could buy materials, and I could try making you a weapon,” I continued. “Something sturdy. A greatsword might suit you.”


      “Y-You would do that for me?”


      “I’m not completely sure I can do it yet.”




      You can. Your capabilities are sufficient.




      Yeah, yeah. Relax, God. I’m just cautious by nature.


      “If you made a weapon for me...I’d be so happy,” Noise said. “I’ll cover the cost of materials, and once it’s finished, I’ll spend my whole life repaying you!”


      “A whole life is a bit much. It’s not like I’m using some special legendary material or making some sword of destiny.”


      The plan was to just buy ore sold in Sennion and make something with that—no mythical metal, no sacred artifact.




      Negative. The individual designated Merlin can also use enchantment magic.




      Enchantment...magic?


      God had suddenly dropped something completely new on me.




      Enchantment magic allows you to grant an object special attributes or effects. Simply put: a sword that breathes fire, a spear that releases frost, an axe with enhanced sharpness, and so on.




      Seriously? So it could become one of those “special weapons” I just dismissed?




      Affirmative. Normally, enchantment magic is a specialty of the dwarf class. Among humans, only a select few can use it.




      That sounded like the kind of magic that attracted trouble. If I used it where anyone could see, rumors would spread instantly. But if I was only making a weapon for Noise, maybe it would be enough to simply warn her to keep quiet. While I felt hesitant, my desire to help her hadn’t changed.


      I spoke again, more firmly this time. “So, in that case... I’m sorry to ask, but it would really help if you let me use this as magic practice.”


      “Not at all! I’m just grateful!”


      Noise clasped her hands before her chest and bowed her head like she was praying. Honestly, I wanted her to stop. I didn’t like being treated like some kind of deity, especially with this face of mine.


      Scratching my cheek, I helped her stand, collected the broken dagger, and then had her wash the blood off again in the lake before we returned to Sennion.


      Could I really make a weapon Noise would love? I wasn’t confident, but strangely, my chest felt light, excited even.


      *


      We returned to Sennion together. It was already evening. The sky, which had been bright blue earlier, was slowly taking on streaks of orange from the setting sun. I had no idea how long weapon-making would actually take, but I hoped we could finish before night fell.


      Walking side by side, we passed through the town’s main gate and headed straight for the blacksmith’s shop. Apparently, you could buy ore there.


      “By the way, Noise,” I said.


      “Yes?”


      “Are there any dwarves in this town?”


      “Dwarves...?” She paused, then said, “Not that I know of.”


      “I see.”


      So dwarves weren’t everywhere, and if they weren’t human, they’d count as demihuman—meaning they probably wouldn’t find it easy to live in a human town like this. Which brought me back to my original plan: I’d have Noise keep my magic to herself. There was no reason to attract unnecessary attention.


      “Then, Noise, there’s just one promise I want from you before I make your weapon.”


      “A promise?” she asked.


      “That you won’t tell anyone about my magic,” I told her. “That’s the promise.”


      “Do you want to hide your skills and talents, Merlin?”


      “Sharp, aren’t you?” She’d understood my intention perfectly from just that. I nodded. “I don’t really like it when things get all hectic and intense. It’s not that I’m desperate to stay unknown, but...when things get too lively around me, it’s a bit much.”


      And with my appearance, attention was the last thing I needed. I wanted her to keep her mouth firmly shut. Noise smiled and gave a thumbs-up.


      “Understood! I’ll never tell anyone about you, Merlin!”


      “Thanks. That’s a big help.”


      That was one worry off my shoulders. Knowing Noise, she might let something slip someday, but asking her to keep it perfectly secret forever would be unreasonable and unfair to her. If it got out, it got out. I’d deal with it then.


      For now, all I needed to focus on was making her a weapon that suited her. Before long, a building with a blacksmith’s sign hanging out front came into view. Even from outside, I could hear sharp metallic clangs ringing from within.


      They’re still hammering iron at this hour? How diligent.


      Listening to the strangely soothing ring of metal, I opened the blacksmith’s door. Immediately, a man’s booming voice thundered from the back.


      “Hey, Louis! Harder! More precise! You’ll warp the iron if you hit it like that!”


      “Y-Yes, sir! Master!” a second voice responded.


      What lungs. Even from that distance, the words had come through crystal clear.


      “Welcome. Are you looking for a weapon or armor today?” With a faint smile and a wince at the shouting in the back, a male clerk—probably one of the staff—approached with a pleasant, friendly expression.


      “No, actually,” I replied. “I was hoping to buy some ore.”


      “O-Ore?” The man tilted his head, puzzled. Maybe people didn’t often come to a blacksmith to buy raw ore. Well, unless you were a smith yourself, it wouldn’t make much sense.


      “Yes,” I responded. “Enough to make a greatsword.”


      “A greatsword... How long, exactly?”


      “Maybe...a little taller than she is.” I glanced back at Noise standing behind me.


      The clerk looked at her too, but there was no contempt, no mockery, and no condescension in his eyes. He studied her seriously for a moment, then turned on his heel.


      “Understood. Please wait a moment. I’ll bring it out.”


      With that, he disappeared into the back. Maybe he was the craftsman type—so focused on his work that he didn’t care much about demihumans and such. Either way, I was relieved we weren’t about to end up in a tense situation.


      After a short wait, the clerk returned carrying a box filled with a large amount of ore.


      “This is the ore you requested. It’s quite a lot. Will that be all for you?”


      “Yes. Thank you.”


      I placed coins on the counter—nearly wiping out my entire stash—and calmly accepted the heavy-looking box from him.


      “Y-You’re strong...ah ha ha.” He gave a strained chuckle as he watched me lift the box as if it were nothing. My Strength stat was several times that of an ordinary person. I could barely feel the weight. When I stored the box away in my inventory, the clerk’s eyes widened again.


      “W-Was that...a storage-type skill?!”


      “Yes.” I nodded.


      “Man...I’m jealous. That’s the kind of skill merchants would kill for.”


      “Makes hauling goods a lot easier,” I agreed.


      “It really does.” The clerk nodded emphatically. The ore itself had been affordable. The expensive part was the processing. Even so, my purse was basically empty now.


      Waving to the clerk as he bowed, Noise and I left the blacksmith’s shop.


      “U-Um...is this enough?”


      As we walked down the street, Noise pulled several gold coins from inside her clothes. It was probably everything she had. Her hand trembled slightly.


      “Hmm... One gold coin is fine,” I told her.


      “E-Eh? B-But...”


      “In exchange, I’d like you to keep teaming up with me and taking jobs together. Having you around makes me feel a lot safer.”


      “Merlin...” When she looked at me, there was clear trust—and something close to reverence—in her eyes.


      There wasn’t much point in taking her money right now. If anything, it was more useful to build a bond and keep working together. I had my reasons for preferring that. Noise might not like hearing it phrased that way, but...I didn’t want to let go of a friend I’d only just made. Besides, if we kept taking adventurer jobs, the expense wouldn’t be ruinous.


      In the end, I accepted only a single gold coin from her and headed back to the inn where I was staying. By pure coincidence, Noise was staying at the same inn. We were in different rooms, but still, I couldn’t help thinking that there was something fateful about it.


      My weapon-forging needed to happen somewhere out of sight. I decided to do it in my room, so we headed there together.


      After opening the door and sitting down at the center of the floor, I pulled the ore I’d bought out of my inventory.


      “All right...I’ve never used forging magic before, so how am I supposed to do this?” I asked God, as though speaking to myself. Then—




      All magic is the same. Visualize it. Melt the ore with magic power and shape it into a greatsword.




      “Hmm.”


      I did as instructed.


      First, I poured my mana into the ore. The moment I built the image of “melting” in my mind, the ore turned into a thick viscous liquid. The key was making that liquid float in midair. Forging magic required complex layered imagery and several steps at once. Yet, somehow, I could do it. Maybe that was thanks to my high Mana stat...or maybe God had granted me the blessing to use magic effortlessly.




      Both are correct.




      Thought so. Personally, I appreciated the consideration. I melted the rest of the ore the same way and suspended it in the air. Multiple pools of liquid swirled together, spreading and growing.


      Next, I shaped the liquid into a sword. The important part wasn’t the appearance but the performance. To withstand Noise’s strength—to last a long time—I made the blade thick...but also long.


      The massive amount of ore I’d bought turned to liquid, one lump after another, forming the greatsword’s body. Maybe I had unusually fine control over my mana because the sword’s shape came together faster than I’d expected.




      Once the shape is set, visualize turning the liquid into a solid. More simply: visualize returning it to ore. Harden it.




      You say that like it’s easy. But basically, make it a rigid sword, right? That doesn’t sound too hard.


      I pictured the finished blade in my mind. My mana moved almost on its own. The sword-shaped liquid compressed tightly, solidified, and densified.


      About a minute later, I tapped the hardened blade with a finger. Cling. A faint metallic ring answered.


      Perfect. The sensation told me that the material had returned to its original hardness—no, more than that. It felt like the blade had become even harder than the raw ore, coated and reinforced by magic.


      I didn’t fuss much over ornamentation. I’d copied the general style of the weapons displayed at the blacksmith’s, so it probably looked normal enough.


      “I guess it’s finished...for now?” I cut off the flow of mana and grabbed the hilt of the sword that had been floating in the air. “Yeah. The weight isn’t bad either.”


      Weight could be a measure of durability. Heavier often meant sturdier, and it also meant more power behind each swing. But if it was too heavy, it would be difficult to handle.


      So I moved on to the final step: the enchantment magic God had told me about. If enchantments could add different effects to an object, then it stood to reason that I could reduce the sword’s weight too. I planned to apply two enchantments because...




      The ore used in this sword cannot endure more than two enchantments.




      Apparently, the material had limits.


      The effects I chose were lightening and hardening. Lightening reduced the weight. Hardening increased the object’s toughness. With those two, Noise would have a weapon that was both easy to wield and durable enough to survive her strength.


      Holding the sword, I layered the images for the enchantments onto it. The enchantment took easily. The blade glowed faintly as magic settled into it.


      “A-Amazing... It’s shining.” In the face of the almost fantastical sight, Noise sucked in a breath of awe.


      I was surprised too. The glow didn’t fade until the magic had fully settled into the blade. When the enchantment finally fused completely, the light gradually weakened and disappeared.


      That should mean it’s done. I lifted the sword slowly. It felt...absurdly light...probably. Honestly, it had been light to me even before, so I couldn’t tell the difference. I handed it to Noise to test it properly.


      “Here, Noise. This is your new weapon.”


      “Th-Thank you very much!” She accepted it cautiously, seeming almost afraid of it. At my request, she gripped it with both hands and raised it into a mid-level stance.


      “How is it?” I asked. “I added lightening, so it shouldn’t feel as heavy as it looks.”


      “Y-Yes! It doesn’t feel that different from the dagger I used before... I-I’m shocked.”


      I laughed. “Well, it’s not going to be the same as a dagger. But that’s a pretty good result.”


      Now I wanted to test the greatsword’s durability. Maybe we should go cut down a monster tomorrow.


      “Let’s go hunt again tomorrow,” I suggested.


      “I’ll do my best!” she cried. “With this sword, I can defeat anything!”


      “Don’t get careless, Noise,” I cautioned. “That sword doesn’t make you stronger. Your actual ability hasn’t changed.”


      I needed to make sure she didn’t get ahead of herself. I understood the excitement of finding the right weapon—but this world was brutal. People died easily. Carelessness was the enemy. Arrogance could close off Noise’s future in an instant. Maybe she understood that too because she lowered the sword and apologized.


      “You’re right... I’m sorry. That was stupid.”


      Her ears and tail drooped. It was obvious she felt crushed. I smiled, softening my expression.


      “As long as you understand,” I told her. “I don’t want you to die, Noise.”


      “Gotta be careful, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      She raised her head, her usual energy returning. That settled it. I clapped my hands twice to shift the mood.


      “All right, the weapon’s finished, so now we just need a sheath— Ah.” And then it hit me: my own carelessness.


      “I didn’t buy materials for a sheath!”


      “Oh,” Noise said. “Right. I forgot too.”


      We looked at each other...and laughed at the same time.


      “It can’t be helped. I’ll go back to the blacksmith’s now. You can wait in your room, Noise. I’ll buy what we need.”


      “Th-Then...would it be okay if I stayed in this room for a little while?” she asked.


      “My room? I don’t mind, but...”


      That was a strange request. From an efficiency standpoint, sure, it made sense. There was no point in her moving. Still, I’d been trying to be considerate, assuming she might not feel comfortable in someone else’s room. Maybe that didn’t bother her, though.


      “Well, whatever,” I said.


      Without thinking about it too deeply, I left her in the room and headed back to the blacksmith’s.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Four: Big Sister


      I poured nearly all of my remaining money into forging Noise’s greatsword and its scabbard. I’d even added magical enchantments, so there was little chance of her sword breaking anytime soon.


      After I’d seen off Noise—who’d practically danced back to her room, clutching the massive blade—a strange sense of accomplishment washed over me.


      The next day, as promised, after breakfast the two of us left the inn together and headed for the Adventurers’ Guild. We planned to pick a subjugation request at random and test the sharpness and handling of the sword I’d made.


      Noise must not have slept much from excitement. She was absurdly high-energy from the moment morning broke. She bounced around from place to place with no apparent rhyme or reason, completely ignoring the discriminatory looks aimed her way at the guild.


      From my perspective, that made things easier to deal with, but...wasn’t she burning through her stamina a bit too fast? Did beastfolk really have that much excess Endurance?


      Pushing those doubts aside, I accepted a monster-hunting request at the guild along with Noise. Once we left town, she eagerly took the lead, scanning the area for monsters. But—


      “There really aren’t any, are there?” Noise complained. “Monsters, I mean.”


      Just like yesterday, we didn’t run into anything right away. The forest was eerily quiet.


      “Have you heard anything about monsters decreasing around here lately?” I asked.


      “Hmm... It feels like there are fewer, but I haven’t heard anything specific.”


      “I see. Then let’s go deeper. Maybe they’ve moved farther away from town.”


      “Got it! Leave the fighting to me!” she proclaimed. “With the sword you made, Merlin, I can do way more than before!”


      “Just don’t push yourself.”


      You haven’t forgotten that I told you not to let your guard down, right? I was a little uneasy, but behind her bright smile, Noise was clearly paying close attention to her surroundings. She was overflowing with motivation and high spirits both. At this rate, things should be fine.


      As she briskly trampled through the undergrowth, I followed close behind, keeping my own senses sharp. That was when we finally spotted a monster.


      “GRAH!”


      I noted green skin and a humanoid shape—goblins, the same kind we’d fought yesterday.


      “There they are! Monsters!” she crowed.


      There weren’t many of them—only three. Noise could handle that many on her own, I decided, so I stayed back and watched. She drew the sword from the massive scabbard on her back. Unlike pulling out a dagger, simply revealing a greatsword carried an overwhelming sense of intimidation. The goblins instinctively took a step back.


      Huh... I thought goblins were just mindless creatures, but it seems they can feel fear too. Realizing they couldn’t win against Noise, they turned tail and fled all at once.


      “Ahhhhh! You’re not getting away!” Noise leaped forward, giving chase. Despite wielding a blade nearly as tall as herself, she moved incredibly lightly. She caught up to the goblins and swung. The falling blade split the air, and with a dull heavy sound, the goblins’ bodies were cleaved in two. Blood sprayed everywhere. The goblins, who had been fleeing in a neat horizontal line, had all been killed in a single strike. Three bodies collapsed to the ground.


      “Oh. That was impressive, Noise.” I clapped while desperately suppressing the wave of revulsion rising in my stomach.


      That was way too ruthless, Noise. They’ve been cut clean in half! Yuck!


      I might have been reincarnated with godlike specs, but my mind was still that of an ordinary human. Just looking at goblin corpses made me feel sick.


      “Heh heh heh. It’s all thanks to the weapon you made for me, Merlin!” Noise declared. “This sword is easy to swing, light, and absolutely amazing!”


      Her eyes sparkled as she spoke, like she was proudly showing off a treasured possession.


      I made it for you, after all. Glad you like it.


      The disgust I felt toward the goblins eased a little. Still, leaving the bodies behind would have been a waste. Fighting the urge to vomit, I averted my eyes and shoved all three goblins into my inventory. Ugh... I got blood on my hand. It stinks...


      “What do you want to do, Noise? We’ve still got plenty of time, and I bet you don’t feel like you’ve swung your sword enough yet. Want to hunt more monsters?”


      “Yes! I’ll defeat lots of them and earn money to repay you, Merlin!”


      “You’re really fired up.”


      I’d asked just in case, but it had been a pointless question. She shook the blood from her blade, slid it back into its scabbard, and started walking again.


      From there on, it was a one-sided massacre. We ran into more goblin groups, and Noise tore through them like a storm. She crushed even the weakest slimes without mercy, smashing them with the flat of her blade while muttering, “Aren’t there any stronger monsters around?”


      She was completely consumed by her thirst for battle. Considering how rarely we were encountering monsters to begin with, it was unlikely we’d suddenly run into anything stronger than goblins. As far as I was concerned, there was no problem. Even just hunting goblins and slimes earned us rewards, and if the enemies were weak, Noise wouldn’t get hurt. I could only hope things would continue peacefully like this.


      But reality rarely cooperates with our wishes. As if answering Noise’s wish, a massive black dog appeared before us.


      “Grrrrrrr!” Like the other monsters, it had crimson eyes and drool dripping from its jaws. Its bared fangs embodied pure killing intent.


      “Th-That monster is...” I stuttered.


      “A Rank-3 species!” cried Noise. “A Garm!”


      “Garm?” I’d never heard that name before.


      “It’s stronger than Rank-4 monsters like goblins and slimes,” Noise explained, never taking her eyes off the beast.


      “I see. Do you think you can win on your own?”


      “With my old dagger, I’d definitely have lost,” she replied. “I’ve never fought one before either.”


      “Then want me to help? If we work together, we can probably win.”


      If it’s only one rank higher than the goblins and slimes, it shouldn’t be that strong. I wasn’t planning to be careless, but with my stats, it wouldn’t be a problem. All I needed was Noise’s permission.


      I glanced at her. After a brief pause, she drew her greatsword and spoke. “No! I’ll handle this one myself!”


      “All right.”


      I was worried. Was it really okay to leave this to her alone? But she had chosen to fight the Garm herself. No matter how concerned I was, I had to respect her decision. Besides, I had healing magic and ranged attacks. I’d watch carefully, and if things got dangerous, I would intervene. Accepting her choice, I stepped back, even as Noise herself moved forward.


      “Here I go!”


      She dashed toward the monster, her speed instantly reaching its peak. Slipping into the Garm’s range, she swung her greatsword horizontally—but the Garm tracked her movements. A blow that should have been nearly impossible to dodge was avoided with a powerful backward leap. As expected of a beast... Its reflexes far exceed those of a human.


      “Tch! I’m not done yet!” Noise shouted as her blade sliced through empty air, never slowing for an instant. She ignored pacing entirely, focusing solely on speed and offense as she pursued the Garm. The Garm barely managed to keep up with her movements, unable to find any opening to counterattack. It was completely on the defensive.


      Either Noise’s stamina would give out first, or she would overwhelm the Garm’s focus and reflexes. The moment either side lost momentum, the fight would be decided.


      Which one would win? I could no longer guess. They looked evenly matched, and if Noise took even a single hit, she’d likely be gravely injured. The size difference alone made that clear—the Garm’s Strength stat had to be enormous. Watching the exchange made my heart race, but fights fought at full speed don’t last long.


      The first to lose focus was the Garm. It left just the tiniest opening. As it tripped on a tree root beneath its feet, its momentum faltered for an instant. Normally, such a small slip wouldn’t have mattered. Even I couldn’t have exploited that opening.


      But Noise did.


      “Take this!” Her scream echoed as the greatsword carved into the Garm’s body. Its front leg was severed. At that moment, I knew Noise had won.


      How?


      Because while the Garm had been slightly superior to Noise in terms of raw stats—that was why it had been able to dodge her attacks—it had now lost its agility. With its leg cut, there was no way it could continue avoiding her strikes.


      Sure enough, Noise stuck close to the now-slowed Garm. It couldn’t shake her off, and it couldn’t escape the reach of her greatsword. The Garm grimaced in agony and attempted a counterattack—a solid decision, but—


      “Haaa!”


      Noise read its move perfectly, dodged its snapping jaws, and plunged her blade into its exposed neck. Unable to even cry out, the Garm collapsed in a pool of blood. Noise didn’t let her guard down. She pulled the sword free and, aiming to ensure death through blood loss, finally severed the Garm’s head. A dull thud echoed as the severed head rolled across the green carpet of grass.


      The fight was over.


      “Phew... I won, Merlin!” As she looked my way, Noise’s murderous expression vanished, replaced by her usual bright smile. The contrast brought a wry smile to my own face. I waved back and told her what a good job she had done.


      “That was an incredible fight. I can’t believe you kept moving like that the whole time.”


      “I was completely focused,” she said. “I knew it was over if I got hit, so I swung my sword until I hit my limit!”


      “Are you tired?” I asked. “You can rest for a bit.”


      I approached the corpse—more than twice my size—and stored it in my inventory.


      “Yeah... I don’t think I could fight again even if you asked me to.”


      Noise collapsed onto the ground, sprawled out like a starfish. She didn’t even have the strength to put her sword away.


      “Can’t blame you after taking down something that big.”


      “It’s all thanks to you, Merlin,” she said. “This greatsword is the best weapon I could ask for!”


      “I’m glad you think so. But if things ever get bad, drop the weapon and run, okay? I can always make you another.”


      “Mmm... But I would rather fight to the end than abandon my sword.”


      “No,” I cut her off sharply. “Your life matters more than any weapon. Promise me you won’t die.”


      “Merlin...”


      Her face turned noticeably red. The emotion in her eyes seemed stronger somehow. Was it respect? Affection? I couldn’t tell exactly, but if she trusted me more, I had no complaints. I repeated myself.


      “Promise me you’ll run, even if it means dropping your sword.”


      “Okay.” This time, she nodded obediently.


      Satisfied, I smiled. “Good. After you rest, want to head back to town?”


      “I can still fight!” she protested.


      “You’re energetic, but...will we even find any monsters? After all that commotion, it sounds like everything has fled,” I pointed out.


      “Normally, goblins and slimes would be swarming us by now...”


      “Do you think something happened in this forest?”


      It was just a casual remark, but an unpleasant premonition crept over me. All I wanted was a peaceful life. Yet it felt as though something in this forest threatened that peace, leaving me with a vague, inescapable unease.


      Still, I shook the thought away. It was probably just my imagination.


      ***


      While Merlin and Noise were searching the forest for monsters, another group was doing the same.


      “Hey, how’s it going over there?” a large man clad in the heavy armor of a knight called out to a lightly equipped man ahead of him. The agile man, who wore a black cloak, shook his head while examining the ground.


      “No good. No tracks, no presence. There aren’t any monsters nearby.”


      At that response, the large man let out a sigh. “Damn, again? There really haven’t been many monsters around Sennion lately.”


      “If we go deeper, we should still find some,” said a woman dressed in white robes like a priestess. She absentmindedly twirled her chestnut-colored hair, looking bored. “But something does feel off.”


      “Who knows. Maybe a species with a higher danger ranking showed up,” the armored man muttered.


      “A Rank-2 species?” the priestess replied. “If that’s the case, even we couldn’t handle it.”


      “Y-Yeah...that would be pretty rough,” said a black-haired woman in a purple, witchlike robe, nodding vigorously in agreement. Her reaction spoke volumes about how serious that possibility was.


      “That’s not the only possibility, though,” the big man added. “Could also be that a large number of Rank-3 monsters are hunting all the Rank-4 ones.”


      “I doubt it.” The man in the black cloak sounded unconvinced. “If that were the case, we’d still be running into something.”


      “True enough.”


      “So what do we do?” the priestess asked. “The guild’s going to issue an investigation request any day now. If this drags on, our income’s going to drop hard.”


      “Well, it’s a great environment for people gathering medicinal herbs...” the black-haired woman said, letting out a strangely eerie giggle.


      “Oh, right,” the chestnut-haired priestess said, as if something had just come back to her. “There are a few people like that in Sennion. Especially that demihuman girl... What was her name again?”


      “Sophia,” the big man replied. “She’s doing her best even though her sister’s having a hard time. She’s a good girl.”


      He nodded emphatically. The chestnut-haired woman shot him a sharp glare.


      “Don’t call her a ‘good girl.’ You’re a grown man. That sounds creepy.”


      “Huh?! What’s wrong with that?! She’s a good kid, and she’s cute!”


      “She’s treated coldly by the townsfolk just for being a demihuman,” the man in the black cloak said quietly. “But she keeps working hard anyway.”


      He, like the armored man, was clearly fond of Sophia.


      “Life’s cruel,” the big man muttered. “What did the elves ever do to humans anyway?”


      “Th-That’s just how it is for demihumans,” the black-haired woman said gently, trying to calm him. “No matter what we think, it won’t change things.”


      Their party held no prejudice against demihumans. To them, demihumans looked just like people—no different from them at all. But the world was harsh toward them. They were shunned because they resembled an ancient evil race that had once nearly wiped out humanity.


      “Wait. Enough chatting,” the man in the black cloak said suddenly, peering deep into the forest. “Something’s coming.”


      The others followed his gaze. The big man immediately drew his sword and raised his shield. The rest of the party shifted into their battle stances.


      “A monster?” the big man asked.


      “Most likely,” replied the smaller man.


      “Finally...something to fight,” the priestess muttered.


      “I-I’ll do my best!” the black-haired woman declared, bracing herself.


      All four focused their attention on battle. About a minute later, multiple shadows emerged from the trees.


      “Wh-What?! Th-Those things are—!”


      The sight before them left everyone stunned. Eyes wide, the armored man shouted the monster’s name.


      “An Aranea?! A Rank-3 species...”


      Aranea were giant spider monsters. On their own, they were Rank-3 threats that this party could have defeated easily through coordination. So why were they so shocked?


      The answer was painfully simple.


      “So that’s it...” the armored man said. “They’re the reason most of the Rank-4 monsters disappeared!”


      “This is bad, leader,” the priestess said urgently. “If Aranea are here, then that means...”


      “Yeah. No doubt about it,” the big man growled. “That thing is here. A Rank-2 species—Arachne.”


      At his words, the three other members of the party grimaced, their faces twisting as if they’d bitten into something bitter. If their assumption was correct, this was far beyond what they could handle alone. The decision was immediate.


      “All units, retreat to town!” the leader barked. “No matter what, we bring this information back!”


      “Roger!” the other three responded instantly. They broke formation and ran, all four turning and sprinting away at once. Naturally, the Aranea chased after them.


      “If we fail to get the message to the people, Sennion could be wiped out!” the leader shouted. “No matter what, we’re getting this information back!!!”


      With grim resolve, the group ran. From within the forest, the sounds of clashing steel rang out intermittently.


      ***


      “A G-Garm?!”


      Natalie stared in shock at the hide of a Rank-3 species that had been dropped in front of her with a decided thunk.


      “Y-You two defeated this...?” she asked.


      “No. Noise did,” I replied. “She took it down by herself.”


      “Eh heh heh!” At my words, Noise puffed out her ample chest and struck a smug pose. That only served to shock Natalie even more.


      “A-Alone...? She defeated a Garm, something even mid-rank adventurers struggle with...”


      “With this greatsword, it was easy!”


      Noise proudly flaunted the blade before Natalie. Needless to say, all that did was leave the receptionist looking even more bewildered. I gently patted Noise on the head and guided her behind me, then calmly made my request.


      “So, we’d like the materials appraised.”


      Still looking dazed, Natalie agreed weakly and had the massive Garm corpse taken to the dismantling area. If all we’d wanted was an appraisal, we could have taken it straight there ourselves, but I’d intentionally shown it at the counter so other adventurers could see what Noise had accomplished. After all, proof of subjugation was required anyway.


      The result was exactly as expected—the Adventurers’ Guild was abuzz with talk of Noise.


      “Th-That demihuman took down a Rank-3 monster all by herself?!” someone muttered.


      “No way,” someone else said. “Even if beastfolk have high physical stats, she was only hunting Rank-4 monsters until recently!”


      “You don’t just get that strong overnight... It’s gotta be that guy in the robe.”


      “Yeah, she didn’t have that greatsword yesterday.”


      “So that sword’s the secret...”


      They were whispering, supposedly keeping their voices down, but given how loud they naturally were, every word carried clearly. Noise had heard them too. Her doglike ears twitched upright, and a smile spread across her face. She looked delighted to have surprised the same people who had once looked down on her.


      “This is great, Noise,” I murmured. “Your reputation might’ve improved a bit.”


      “Eh heh heh... It kind of feels unfair to you, though, Merlin,” she said.


      “Hmm? Why’s that?”


      “Because the only reason I beat the Garm is thanks to the greatsword you gave me.”


      “No, no,” I quickly protested. Honestly, what’s this girl even saying? I shook my head. “I did give you the weapon, but it doesn’t increase your Strength. At best, it lets you draw out the power you already have.”


      That’s a completely different thing.


      “You beat the Garm with your own strength,” I continued. “You should be proud. You were amazing, Noise.”


      “Merlin!” Noise’s face brightened even more. I could practically feel the reverence radiating off her. It was intense—almost overwhelming. At this point, she’d probably have done anything I asked. But I’d grown fond of Noise too. Traveling together had naturally built an emotional bond between us.


      There was only one other girl I knew of who was as adorable and earnest as she was. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen Sophia lately. I wondered how she was doing. As I let my thoughts drift toward Sophia, Noise and I chatted while waiting for the appraisal to be finished.


      About thirty minutes later, Natalie returned. “Thank you for waiting. This is the payment for the Garm materials, along with the monster-subjugation reward.”


      She placed dozens of gold coins on the counter, then began stowing them in a pouch. I was internally stunned. Th-This much?!


      Noise was stunned too, but she said it out loud. “Th-This is so much money!”


      “Here you are.” Natalie handed me the now-heavy pouch.


      “Thank you.” Instead of putting it away, I immediately passed it to Noise. “Good job, Noise. You earned all this in one go.”


      “Huh?” Noise froze, staring between the pouch and my face. Then her eyes widened so far they looked like they might pop out. “Wh-Wh-Why are you giving this to me?!”


      “Because it’s your money,” I told her. “You earned it. It’s not mine.”


      Noise was the one who’d ventured outside the city and fought the monsters. I’d only watched. Taking a cut after doing nothing would’ve felt wrong—but Noise didn’t see it that way.


      “No!” she cried. “I only beat the Garm because you were there, Merlin! I can’t just take all of it!”


      “Uh...”


      “I’m not backing down!”


      I was at a loss. Noise stubbornly shoved the pouch back toward me, refusing to give in.


      What to do...? If I accepted everything, it’d feel wrong. But if I refused outright, she’d never let it go... Fine. I’ll take a tiny amount.


      I accepted the pouch, took out a few gold coins—about thirty percent of the total—and returned the rest to her. “Here. This is more than enough for someone who only watched. The rest is yours. Use it however you like.”


      “B-But—”


      “Nope. I’m not taking any more. If you really can’t accept that...then how about this?” I smiled slightly. “Let’s eat together after this. You can treat me.”


      A meal wouldn’t even cost a single gold coin. It felt like a fair compromise. Noise hesitated briefly, then sighed and gave in.


      “Mmm... You’re surprisingly stubborn, Merlin,” she told me.


      “Ha ha. Not as stubborn as you.”


      We exchanged smiles and turned away from the counter. The stares were still intense. Some were openly hostile—directed mainly at Noise—but I was already used to demihuman discrimination. I rested a hand on her shoulder, and together we left the Adventurers’ Guild.


      We searched for a restaurant with a casual atmosphere. There was a tavern attached to the guild, but it was full of people with strong prejudices. Taking Noise somewhere quieter would be better for her mood. With that in mind, we turned down a side street—


      And that was when I spotted a familiar girl. She was kneeling on the ground, staring blankly at the sky. Through strands of her golden hair, I could make out tears quietly slipping down her cheeks.


      “Sophia?” I murmured the name of the first girl I’d met in this world. She noticed me too then, and her tear-filled eyes turned toward me.


      “What happened?” I asked, hurrying to her side and kneeling down to meet her gaze. “Why are you crying?”


      In a hoarse voice, Sophia answered, “My sister...”


      “Your sister?”


      I remembered. Sophia had said she had one older sister. Something was very wrong. The air itself felt heavy.


      “My... My sister is going to die...”


      “What?” My heart lurched. I knew her sister hadn’t been well, but I’d assumed it was just a cold. I’d never imagined it was this serious.


      “What happened, Sophia? Tell me.”


      “She’s been coughing up blood since this morning,” she told me. “Her face looks worse than ever, and she can barely speak anymore... What do I do, Merlin? Is my big sister going to die?”


      Despair consumed Sophia’s expression. Her sister—her emotional anchor, likely her only family—was on the brink of death. And Sophia was completely breaking down.
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      A closer look showed that the soles of her feet were filthy, proof that she’d been running all over town, desperately searching for a way to cure her sister’s illness. Yet, judging by her state, she hadn’t found anything at all. After all, not many people were willing to lend a hand to a demihuman like Sophia, someone already subject to discrimination.


      But what could I do? My healing magic only worked on external wounds. To kill pathogens inside the body, medicine was required. The fact that Sophia was this desperate meant that there were only two possibilities: either the cause of her sister’s illness was unknown, or Sophia couldn’t afford the treatment.


      “Calm down, Sophia,” I said gently. “There’s no medicine for your sister’s illness?”


      “There isn’t,” she replied, shaking her head. “I was told it’s a disease that can’t be cured yet. A priest might be able to purify it, but...the priests in this town aren’t strong enough. And even if they were, I could never afford that much money...”


      “A priest...purification?” This was new information. I turned my gaze away from the sobbing Sophia and looked toward Noise behind me. She had the knowledge I needed.


      “Illnesses are treated the same as curses,” Noise explained. “They’re considered impure.”


      “So a priest could cure Sophia’s sister?” I asked.


      “If they can use high-level holy magic, yes. But people with holy magic are rare. And someone powerful enough to cure a disease like that...” She hesitated. “You’d probably have to go to the capital.”


      “Holy...magic...” My heart thudded heavily in my chest. I silently asked the god on the screen, With my holy magic, could I cure Sophia’s sister?


      The answer came immediately.




      Answer: With the Mana stat you possess, there should be no issue.




      I see.


      A grin slipped onto my face before I could stop myself. I turned back to Sophia, placed a hand on her shoulder, and spoke gently. “Sophia, listen to me.”


      She lifted her face.


      “I can use holy magic,” I said. “I should be able to perform high-level purification.”


      “M-Merlin...?”


      Sophia stared at me in shock. Her tears stopped completely as she looked straight into my face. She knew about my holy magic—I’d shown it to her as healing power when we’d first met. But she must never have imagined I could use purification as well. Her ruby-red eyes shimmered with a faint spark of hope.


      “I can’t guarantee I’ll cure her,” I said honestly. “But even so...will you entrust your sister to me?”


      “I... I’ve always believed in you, Merlin.” Sophia’s voice trembled as she answered. “Even if it fails, I won’t resent you. No matter what happens, I’ll be grateful. So, please...please try and save my sister!”


      The tears she’d stopped holding back spilled over again, dropping onto the ground beneath her where they formed small dark spots. Sophia grabbed my clothes, gripping them so tightly they wrinkled. She was desperate, and no wonder—her sister’s life was on the line. I met her resolve with my own, speaking seriously, sincerely.


      “Thank you, Sophia,” I said. “I’ll do everything I can. After that...all we can do is pray.”


      I took her hand, and together we stood. Just in case something went wrong, I brought Noise with us as we headed for Sophia’s home. Every second mattered now.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Five: Let’s Form a Party!


      I headed for Sophia’s home with Noise in tow. Right now, her sister was hovering on the brink of life and death. As things stood, I was the only person in Sennion who could save her.


      Sophia ran all the way home, somehow pushing herself onward despite being out of breath.


      “H-Here! This is it!”


      The place we’d rushed to was in the eastern district of Sennion. Her house stood near the outer wall of the city. It was a rickety old place—maybe that was rude to say, but it barely looked capable of keeping out the rain and wind. The two sisters were living in a ramshackle structure that seemed like it might collapse at any moment.


      Still, when I looked around, there were plenty of other buildings just like it. This district was probably where the city’s poorest residents lived.


      “Take me to your sister, Sophia,” I requested.


      “Yes!”


      There was no time to catch our breath. I urged her forward, and we hurried inside. In the room at the very back lay Sophia’s sister. When we opened the door, we found a single small bed sitting alone in the battered room and on it, a blonde girl who looked a great deal like Sophia.


      “So...phi...a...?” a weak voice called.


      “Sis!”


      One glance was enough to understand. She was teetering right on the edge. Her cheeks were sunken, her face tinged with blue. Her voice was hoarse, and even turning her head seemed to be painful. She seemed more dead than alive—the air hung heavy with the weight of imminent death. I finally understood why Sophia had been wandering the city in tears, begging for help.


      Sophia dashed forward as if she’d been shot from a bow, kneeling at her sister’s side and speaking through her tears.


      “It’s okay now! You don’t have to worry anymore! I brought someone who can use holy magic!”


      “Sophia... It’s...fine...” Her sister rejected her efforts outright. There was no light in her eyes. “I...don’t...have long... I’ll only...be a burden...to you...”


      “So you’re saying you want to die? No! Don’t speak that way!”


      Sophia finally broke down, sobbing as she scolded her sister. I stepped up beside her.


      “You’re really gonna leave me, your little sister, alone in this world?”


      Don’t say such sad things!


      I knew purifying disease was something only high-ranking priests could manage, but I believed in this world’s god and in my own status. I had no other choice. It had to work. I wanted to save her, no matter what it took—even if I had to twist this absurd reality—all for Sophia’s sake.


      “Who...are you...?” the girl on the bed asked.


      “I’m an acquaintance of your sister’s. I’m not a priest, but I’m here to heal you. Please don’t give up. Illness starts in the mind. As long as you don’t abandon your will to live, you won’t die!”


      That wasn’t really true. The odds of her dying still seemed pretty high. But just for now—just this once—I wanted her to say she wanted to live...for Sophia.


      “I...want...to live...” As I began to gather my mana, Sophia’s sister slowly reached out her hand. Even that small motion must have been agonizing, yet she stretched it toward Sophia all the same. Her right hand, thin as a dead branch, gently brushed her little sister’s cheek. Tears spilled from Sophia’s eyes. “I don’t...want to die... Not yet... I want...to protect...Sophia...”


      Heat surged through my body. I felt as though my veins might burst from the intensity. My heart was racing. Emotion drowned out all reason.


      I’m going to save her. I’ve got to save her.


      That single thought filled my mind completely. I thrust both hands forward.


      “You’re right,” I told her. “You’re not ready to die, not yet.”


      Focus. The most important part of casting magic was visualization. With healing magic, the key was imagining the body restored to its original state, focusing on the postrecovery result.


      But illness wasn’t something you could see. The problem lay inside the body. A different image was needed—not healing, but recovery itself. I pictured something like an antibiotic erasing the malignant pathogens within her body and cast forth my magic with everything I had.


      If my current level wasn’t enough, then I’d unseal my power—that was the resolution I made as I poured holy magic into her. Her body began to glow.


      “Sis!” Sophia clasped her sister’s hand and shut her eyes in prayer. I did the same, praying to God despite myself.


      Please, give these girls hope to live.


      Time stretched unbearably. I didn’t know how long it lasted. Then the light faded, and Sophia’s sister suddenly sat up.


      “No way... I was in so much pain before, and now it’s gone, just like that?!” Her voice was clear. Her expression looked healthy. The only thing missing was the flesh she’d lost, but that wasn’t something magic could fix in an instant. Still, she was cured—truly cured.


      “Sis...”


      “I’m sorry, Sophia. I caused you so much trouble...”


      “No! You’re wrong! I’m the one who’s always relying on you!”


      Sophia stared as if witnessing a miracle. Her sister, who had looked moments from death, was now smiling gently. That was it. She couldn’t hold back anymore. Sophia threw her arms around her sister and burst into tears.


      There was probably a lot they wanted to talk about, so I glanced behind me. Noise was there too, smiling just as happily.


      “We should step outside,” I murmured.


      Noise nodded, and we quietly left the house together.


      The sky was dyed a deep crimson. Normally, a sunset like this would feel melancholy, but not today. Today, it looked strangely bright.


      “That was wonderful,” Noise said. “Her illness is gone.”


      “Yeah. It was my first time using purification, but I’m glad it worked.”


      “You really are amazing, Merlin,” she told me. “I can’t believe you can even use purification magic... Were you a priest somewhere?”


      “Not a chance. I’m just a traveler. I’m no holy man.”


      “Just...a traveler...?” Noise tilted her head thoughtfully.


      I knew how suspicious it sounded. Holy magic was rare. I could also use high-level purification and weapon enchantment—something dwarves specialized in—and on top of that, I had enhanced physical abilities. Anyone would doubt me.


      But I really was just a newly born traveler. I didn’t know any other way to define myself.


      “With your looks, you’re more like a god than a traveler,” Noise said lightly.


      I nearly choked. “A god? Come on, my face just looks a little similar.”


      “Oh no. It’s not just that,” she continued. “You helped us when we were in trouble. You made us weapons. You saved Sophia’s sister from illness. That level of kindness is...godlike.”


      “Godlike kindness...”


      It was such an over-the-top compliment that I didn’t know how to respond. I just wanted to help people in need, nothing more than that.


      “Besides, you’re kind to demihumans like us,” Noise added. “Most people hate us.”


      “I guess,” I conceded. “Being in Sennion made me realize how much hatred comes your way. But where I come from, there are no demihumans. You can’t learn to hate people who don’t even exist. That’s probably why it’s so easy for me to help you all.”


      “Whatever your reason, it doesn’t matter at the end of the day. We’re happy. That’s what matters,” Noise said, smiling warmly.


      “You’re too nice to me, Noise.”


      Being mistaken for a saint was embarrassing...but I couldn’t deny it made me a little happy. As I wrestled with those feelings, footsteps sounded behind us. Slowly, the door opened.


      “Lord Merlin! Noise! I’m sorry for making you wait.”


      Sophia stood there, eyes red. She must’ve been bawling her eyes out. I smiled and shook my head.


      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “We’ll head back now. You two spend some time alone together.”


      “N-No! You can’t! My sister still hasn’t thanked you properly!”


      She grabbed my arm tightly, stopping me.


      “Hmm? Your sister?”


      “Yes!” she said. “She wants to thank you right away! Please stay a little bit longer!”


      “Well, how am I supposed to refuse that?”


      I turned back with a wry smile and followed her inside with Noise. Back in the room, Sophia’s sister looked at me from the bed.


      “I’m sorry for not thanking you earlier,” she told me. “You must be Lord Merlin. Sophia’s told me all about you.”


      “You don’t need to call me ‘Lord’—really...”


      “Tee hee. You’re humble, just like Sophia said. But I want to show how much I respect you. I owe you my life, you know.” She smiled softly. She looked stable now. There was no sign of pain. “Thank you. Truly. For listening to Sophia’s wish...for saving me. I’m grateful from the bottom of my heart.”


      She bowed deeply.


      “Please, don’t,” I rushed to say. “I just helped because I wanted to. And you should lie back down! You need to rest.”


      “Lord Merlin...thank you again.” She lay back down, still looking apologetic.


      “Well then, Noise and I should—”


      Gurgle.


      A loud growl from the bed interrupted me. Sophia’s sister turned beet red, looking utterly mortified.


      Yeah. I’d probably want to die of embarrassment too if my stomach growled like that, especially with a guy around.


      But it was understandable. She’d clearly been starving, and illness would’ve kept her from eating properly. I scratched my cheek and spoke up.


      “Before we leave...how about we get you something to eat? If you don’t eat, you might get sick again.”


      “Eeep!” She yanked the blanket over her head.


      “Then I’ll go shopping—” Sophia began, but I cut her off.


      “No, stay with your sister. Noise and I can handle it. Right?”


      “Don’t be silly!” Noise declared. “I can carry things no problem!”


      “Thanks, Noise. Then we’ll go buy food. We’ll get lots of nutritious stuff.”


      We left the house before she could argue further. She probably needed time to calm down anyway. Thankfully, we had money now. We should get meat too... Well, not for Sophia’s sister just yet.


      “So, what should we buy?” I asked.


      “Fruits and vegetables!” Noise said. “And of course, meat!”


      “That might be a bit heavy for her sister’s stomach...” What a typical beastfolk response.


      Following Noise’s recommendations, I bought a mountain of ingredients and stuffed them into my inventory. Maybe I could even re-create some dishes from my previous life. Somehow, this had turned out to be kind of fun.


      *


      “We’re back.”


      After Noise and I finished our shopping, we returned to Sophia’s house. Sophia’s sister already had color back in her face, though she wouldn’t quite meet my eyes. Maybe she was still embarrassed. I stifled a quiet laugh as I began pulling an absurd amount of ingredients out of my inventory.


      “Welcome home, Lord Merlin, Noise,” Sophia said.


      “There’s stuff we can eat right away, so nibble on that while you wait,” I told her. “I’ll cook.”


      “Huh? Lord Merlin, you can cook?”


      “Sure, if it’s something simple.”


      I didn’t have memories of cooking, exactly, but I remembered recipes. Give me a knife and ingredients and I can manage. With Sophia’s permission, I stepped into the kitchen.


      Looking around, I saw walls so thin and worn they looked ready to crumble. Even though Sophia’s sister had recovered, it felt wrong to leave them living in a place like this. It wasn’t sanitary either. If possible...I wanted them to move somewhere else. Even an inn would have been better.


      I was pretty sure the inn where Noise and I were staying had an empty room. A few guests had checked out recently—I remembered that much. That inn was cheap too. It was shabby, sure, but still far better than this place.


      Maybe I’ll bring it up once I finish cooking.


      “Anyway, I’d better get moving,” I told myself. “Looks like I can only re-create one dish from my previous life...”


      If we’d had eggs, I could have done a lot more, but apparently they were a luxury in Sennion. The ingredients we did have were pork and beef, and that meant hamburger steak. If I could have minced the meat, it would’ve been easy. I wished I had a mincer, but of course no such thing existed in this world. Still...maybe I could make one someday using knowledge from my old life. If I could forge swords, a mincer would be nothing.


      I used wind magic to grind the meat down into mince. According to what God had told me, I had the aptitude for every type of magic, meaning I could use them all. Actually trying wind magic for the first time, though, was surprisingly easy. Holy magic was usually more versatile and convenient, but you couldn’t exactly use it to mince meat. Being able to use any magic I want really is incredible.


      After that, I also used magic to chop the vegetables and heat ingredients, and the prep was over in no time. All that was left was shaping the patties and cooking them.


      First, I purified the frying pan with the same purifying magic I’d used to heal Sophia’s sister, removing the grime and residue. Then, I lit a fire using wood I’d stored in my inventory and started cooking with gusto.


      Yeah. This is harder than using a stove back home. I found myself wishing for a gas range.


      Still, I managed to cook the patties through. I made four hamburger steaks—one for each of us, including Sophia’s sister—and carried the plates out. I hadn’t planned to give her meat at first, but it felt cruel to leave her out. Hers was about half the size of the others, but I hoped she’d forgive me.


      I also whipped up a quick ketchup from tomatoes, poured it over the steaks, and set everything on the table.


      “This is...a lump of meat?” Noise asked, sounding unsure.


      The three of them tilted their heads at the sight of the steaks. Apparently, they’d never seen one before.


      “It’s called a hamburger steak,” I explained. “It’s a common dish where I’m from.”


      “It smells amazing...” Sophia said. “I-I think my stomach’s gonna growl...”


      “Ha ha. Then let’s eat before it does.”


      Sophia’s face went red. Her sister flushed too, but I pretended not to notice and sat down at the table. I picked up a fork and handed out the knives I’d bought for everyone. This house barely had any tableware, so I was glad I’d thought ahead.


      “All right, then! Bon appétit!” I said, clapping my hands together.


      The other three didn’t have any premeal customs. Well...mine wasn’t really a custom so much as a simple gesture of gratitude. I waited, watching as they took their first bites. As the chef, I wanted to know how it tasted. Heart pounding, I stared at their faces as they ate almost in unison.


      “I-It’s so good!” All three reacted the same way, eyes shining as they snapped their gazes toward me.


      “It’s thick and filling but somehow really easy to eat!” said Sophia.


      “I love it!” Noise announced, in between mouthfuls.


      “I-It’s been so long since I had meat...”


      Sophia and Noise were one thing, but Sophia’s sister was crying. She’d really been through it. She probably hadn’t been able to eat properly at all, let alone meat. Of course she would cry. Relief flooded through me, and I smiled.


      “I’m glad,” I told them. “Go on, eat up. If it’s not enough, I’ll make more. But...you can’t overdo it. You’re still recovering. Think of your sister, um...” I tripped on my sentence, realizing I didn’t know her name.


      “It’s Sonia,” she told me.


      “Sonia?”


      “Yes, Sonia,” she said, wiping her tears.


      “Miss... Sonia. Got it.”


      “No ‘Miss,’ please. Just Sonia.”


      “But...aren’t we about the same age...?” In Japan, I would only have dropped her title if she’d been younger than me.


      “Oh ho ho,” she laughed. “You know you’re not supposed to bring up a woman’s age?”


      I sucked in a sharp breath. Wh-What was that?


      For a split second, Sonia’s smile had radiated something like pressure. Her mouth was smiling, but her eyes absolutely weren’t. My instincts screamed at me to retreat.


      “Y-Yes! I didn’t say anything at all!”


      “Thank you, Lord Merlin,” she said. The pressure vanished, and she resumed eating as if nothing had happened.


      That was close...


      Sophia was so soothing and sweet that I’d almost forgotten, but yeah, talking about a woman’s age was a major faux pas. Compared to Sophia, Sonia had a mature, slightly scary vibe. Still...I rather liked this warm, lively atmosphere.


      “Merlin! I want seconds!” shouted Noise.


      “M-Me too... When I’m done...can I have another one?” asked Sophia tentatively.


      “Of course. Eat as much as you like.”


      Noise thrust her plate out eagerly. Sophia looked a little shy. I smiled and stood, heading back to the kitchen to start cooking again. Sophia’s house was small enough that even from the kitchen I could hear everything they said, so I ended up listening in when Sonia suddenly started talking.


      “Huh?” came Sophia’s voice. “Really, Sonia?”


      “Yeah. I’m going back to being an adventurer—once I put a little more meat back on these bones.”


      “You used to be an adventurer, Sonia?” Noise asked casually, clueless as ever.


      “Yes. It was probably before you began adventuring, Noise, so it’s no surprise you didn’t know.”


      “Oh! Then we’re coworkers!”


      “B-But...it’s too dangerous!” Sophia protested.


      “You’re saying I should let my little sister put herself in danger while I stay home and take it easy?” Sonia asked.


      “A-Ah...”


      Sophia couldn’t argue with that. If she was out adventuring, there was no way Sonia, the elder of the two, could be told to sit quietly at home—especially not with how close they clearly were.


      “It’s fine, Sophia. I won’t push myself anymore. Besides...you’ve got him now.”


      “Sonia...”


      “In that case, can I make a suggestion?” I stepped back into the conversation, carrying two fresh plates of hamburger steak.


      “A suggestion?” Sonia repeated.


      “It’s not complicated. If you’re going back to adventuring anyway...why not team up with us? Me, Noise, Sophia, and you, Sonia—a four-person party.”


      “What?!”


      It wasn’t just Sonia—Sophia looked stunned too. Noise, meanwhile, accepted her plate and ate in silence, like she’d known all along I was going to say this. No complaints—that was clearly her answer.


      “That’s... I already owe you so much, Lord Merlin,” Sonia said. “I can’t possibly trouble you even more...”


      “Exactly because you owe me, I want you to help us out.”


      “Help...you?”


      “I don’t know what kind of adventurer you were, Sonia, but Sophia has knowledge of medicinal herbs,” I explained. “That’s something neither Noise nor I have. And if we think about the future, four people is safer and more efficient than two, right? This isn’t a bad deal for any of us.”


      Plus, according to God, elves were naturally gifted in magic. If Sonia joined, maybe I could learn more about magic from her going forward. Also, having another magic user around would help Noise. If I relied on my own magic too much, there was always the risk I’d overdo it.


      “Hmm...”


      “You seem hesitant, Sonia.”


      She didn’t accept right away. She seemed to be genuinely thinking about me, worrying, and weighing the options.


      “Of course I want to help you two,” I added. “We’ve got a bond now. But that’s not the only reason. I...want to be by your side.”


      “Lord Merlin...”


      That one sentence decided it. The sisters exchanged a look, then turned back to me and bowed deeply, so deeply they were nearly prostrating themselves.


      “We’ll accept your kindness, Lord Merlin!”


      “W-We’re looking forward to working with you!”


      Sonia and Sophia spoke one after the other. I nodded.


      “Same to you. And, hey, drop the ‘Lord.’ You don’t need to be polite with me. Talk however is easiest.”


      Just like that, my number of companions had increased. With Noise, Sophia, and Sonia, I was the only human. It was shaping up to be a lively party.


      While I was at it, I recommended Sophia and Sonia move. They resisted at first, but I convinced them that party members should stay close to each other, and in the end, they agreed to stay at the same inn as us. We’d pool our money as a party, and once Sonia’s body was fully healthy again, we’d start adventuring.

    

  

  
    
      Intermission: A God To Sophia


      Sophia’s life had been hell—not from the moment of her birth, no, but the turning points that define a life rarely give warning. In Sophia’s case, life had taken a dramatic turn for the worse just a few years earlier...




      One day, Sophia and Sonia—elves living in a settlement built by many of their kind—heard screams echo through their village.


      It all happened so quickly.


      Monsters suddenly appeared inside the settlement. They fell upon the elves, cutting them down one after another. Resistance was utterly futile. Friends and neighbors were slaughtered before the girls’ very eyes.


      Sophia and Sonia ran, screaming, back to their home. They knew that if they stayed, they would be killed too. There, they found their parents, and the four of them fled the village together.


      No one knew how many monsters had invaded, but with screams rising from every corner of the settlement, the conclusion was obvious: At the very least, it was a large force, well over ten.


      Sophia and her family ran with blind desperation. Thoughts of anyone else vanished from their minds. They could only choose whatever might let them survive.


      But the monsters blocked their path. Several dangerous beasts bared their fangs before them, and the young sisters froze in terror.


      “Sonia, Sophia! You two go on ahead! Leave this to us!” their father shouted bravely.


      Alone, he wouldn’t even have been able to slow the monsters down, but with their mother fighting at his side, they could buy just enough time for their daughters to escape. Their mother, face set with grim resolve, shoved the two girls forward.


      Of course, neither Sophia nor Sonia could accept that choice. Leaving their parents behind to save only themselves was unthinkable. But their parents wanted them to live—so desperately that they were willing to wager their own lives in exchange.


      Again and again their parents ordered them to run. Their mother begged them to save themselves. And as the monsters closed in, inch by inch, Sophia and Sonia finally made their decision. They obeyed their parents and fled.


      Surely, Mom and Dad would escape and meet up with them later...


      As the fighting began, their parents’ magic blew the monsters aside, opening a gap for the two sisters to dash through. The girls trembled at the ferocious roars behind them as they ran with all their might.


      Before they realized it, the sounds of battle had faded. Sophia and Sonia were still running, tears streaming down their faces.


      “Dad... Mom...”


      Even at their young age, they understood: Their parents were gone. Elves were known as a race gifted in magic, but that didn’t mean every elf was strong. In fact, the elves living in their settlement had been among the weakest—people who valued peace, who built defenses so they could live quietly. Once those defenses had fallen, the village’s fate had been sealed. It would be devoured.


      Sophia and Sonia understood that too. That was why they cried as they fled. Their gentle parents had acted with nothing but their daughters in mind right up to the very end. There had been no fear on their faces—only relief that they could buy their children’s escape. Remembering their parents’ final expressions, Sophia and Sonia couldn’t stop their sobs.


      Why? Why did this have to happen to us?


      For a time, they even cursed the gods themselves. But unwilling to let their parents’ sacrifice have been in vain, Sonia resolved to protect Sophia in their stead. With burning hatred for monsters in her heart, she led Sophia to the nearest human-ruled town.


      But life in Sennion was its own kind of hell.


      Compared to being devoured by monsters, it was merciful, sure, but the world was still cruel to the two demihumans. They were beaten for simply walking down the street. Some shopkeepers refused to sell to them at all.


      With no money, they couldn’t stay at inns. They became adventurers to get by, but the only weapons they had were birthday gifts from their parents the year before. They were nowhere near enough to fight monsters properly. And they couldn’t afford better.


      Sonia agonized over it. Protecting her little sister, Sophia, would require money.


      I’m the only one—the only one who can protect her.


      Clinging to that thought, she went out day after day, soaking her resolve in blood and sweat. She chose to fight monsters, even as Sophia wept and begged her not to go.


      Their days became a storm of hardship. Wounded and wounding others, scraping together just enough money to survive, Sonia supported Sophia. Every time she returned home battered and broken, Sophia tried to stop her from going out again, offering over and over to help her.


      But Sonia refused every time. She had to protect Sophia in their parents’ place. She would uphold that promise, no matter what.


      In the end, disease crept into her weakened body. Sonia was confined to a bed, unable to live as before.




      That was when Sophia’s true hell had begun: days spent earning money in her sister’s place. Becoming an adventurer herself and facing the same discrimination, violence, and cruel words. Though she finally understood how hard Sonia had fought, Sophia still lacked the strength to battle monsters herself. Instead, she desperately gathered medicinal herbs.


      She trembled alike in the presence of monsters and in the presence of humans. She trembled at the sight of her sister growing weaker and weaker. Sophia’s body and mind began to break.


      Wouldn’t it be easier...if I just died? The thought came to her more and more often. If only I could pass away in my sleep... But I can’t leave my sister behind.


      The clash of those conflicting feelings tore her apart even further.


      And then, at long last, a new turning point arrived—a hope, unmistakable and radiant.




      “Are you...a god?”


      Sophia met a mage named Merlin. Though he called himself a mage, his physical abilities were absurdly high.


      Meeting Merlin changed Sophia’s fate. First of all, he didn’t have the least bit of prejudice against demihumans. Even when he learned she was an elf, he simply smiled, ruffled her hair, and treated her kindly.


      Drunk on a warmth she had almost forgotten could exist, Sophia found herself drawn to him. Thanks to Merlin, she was also able to obtain a decent sum of money—more than enough reason on its own to be grateful.


      But in the end, Merlin erased her greatest fear of all: her sister’s illness. Merlin, who wielded holy magic, healed Sonia’s incurable disease using a purification magic said to be granted only to the chosen.


      When Sophia saw her sister sit up, alive and well, and speak normally, she sobbed from the depths of her heart for the first time in ages. They were tears of unadulterated joy.


      “Thank you, Lord Merlin...”


      To Sophia and Sonia, Merlin was without question a god—a light that had pulled them from the darkness. From that day on, Sophia began to pray to Merlin...and to the god who had led her to him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Six: The Queen of Spiders


      “Lord Merlin!”


      One week had passed since Sophia’s older sister, Sonia, had been healed. Having accepted Sonia’s insistence that she had rested enough, Noise and I were waiting to meet up with the two sisters in front of the inn. From the entrance emerged two women with the same golden hair. They waved cheerfully as they approached us.


      Noise and I waved back in greeting. The four of us—Noise, Sophia, Sonia, and I—were all staying at the same inn.


      “Sorry to keep you two waiting,” said Sonia.


      “No worries,” I assured her. “We just got here ourselves.”


      “We didn’t wait at all!” Noise announced with a grin.


      From here, we were planning to head outside the town of Sennion together as adventurers, to help with Sonia’s recovery. But before that, we first had to take care of reregistering Sonia as an adventurer.


      Apparently, if an adventurer didn’t accept a certain number of requests within a set period—which was determined by their rank—their qualifications would be revoked. Back when she’d first fallen ill, Sonia had been a Rank-3 adventurer, the second-lowest rank, so her qualification had long since been invalidated.


      Reissuing an adventurer card cost about three silver coins, and your rank started over at the lowest level, Rank 4. That said, Sonia didn’t seem particularly bothered by it since everyone else here was Rank 4 anyway.


      Well, Noise and I—or at least Noise—will probably become Rank 3 pretty quickly. She soloed a Garm, a Rank-3 species, after all.


      Adventurer ranks were basically determined by whether you could defeat enemies of the same rank. By that standard, Noise already met the requirements.


      But she’s a demihuman. She might not be allowed to rank up that easily.


      At least, so Natalie had warned us, and she didn’t even have any prejudices against demihumans. This world really was rotten, right to the core.


      “All right, since everyone’s here, let’s go!” called Noise. “Our fun adventure starts now!”


      She waved her right hand overhead and started walking. The rest of us followed after her. Our destination was the Adventurers’ Guild in the western district.


      We arrived before long. When we pushed open the large double doors and stepped inside, the adventurers around us began to murmur in surprise as they noticed Sonia.


      “H-Hey, isn’t that Sonia?” someone murmured.


      “Huh?” another person answered. “I thought she got sick and was bedridden somewhere.”


      “She recovered?” someone else was saying. “I heard it was pretty serious...”


      “More importantly, look at the guy she’s with,” another voice muttered. “He’s practically surrounded by demihumans.”


      “Elves and a beastgirl...” someone said. “Ugh, disgusting.”


      We were surrounded by exaggerated whispers. At this point, their words were just outright insults. I felt deeply irritated, but I’d already expected this to happen if I brought them here. I really wanted to punch someone, but I restrained myself. If I did hit someone, I might end up killing them by accident.


      More than that, I was worried about Sophia and the others who were the actual targets of those heartless words. I glanced over at them.


      “So, what kind of request should we take today?” Sophia asked.


      “I’d like to take a subjugation request,” said Sonia.


      “I want to complete a gathering request!” Noise said, bouncing on the balls of her feet.


      Noise, Sonia, and Sophia all seemed surprisingly unfazed. None of them looked bothered at all.


      It seemed I was the one overreacting—those most involved had already come to terms with it.


      Good. As long as they’re not hurt by it, that’s fine. If they ever end up getting upset, though... I might not be able to hold my fist back.


      Letting out a quiet sigh of relief, I joined the three of them in heading toward the request board. Even there, we were subjected to some unpleasant remarks, but we ignored them all and focused on the posted jobs.


      “I see some gathering requests,” I muttered. “Subjugation jobs too...though, actually, there aren’t that many of them, now that I look at it.”


      From what I could see, gathering requests had increased, while monster extermination requests had decreased. The girls nodded in agreement.


      “It seems that way. So the rumors about fewer monster sightings lately were true...” said Sonia.


      “Yeah...when I went outside the city walls with Merlin before, there really weren’t any at all,” Noise said. “This area’s supposed to be famous for having lots of monsters, but...”


      “So what should we do?” Sonia asked. “I want to fight monsters, to help me get back into the swing of things...”


      “I want to see how much you can do too,” I said. “If we’re taking everyone’s opinions into account, wouldn’t it be best to accept a gathering job and an extermination one?”


      Sophia and I weren’t particularly fond of combat. On the other hand, Noise and Sonia were very particular about monster extermination. Noise liked fighting, which was very beastfolk of her. Sonia, meanwhile, was fixated on monster hunting because it paid quickly. Given her circumstances, that was only natural.
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      With opinions split evenly, choosing to do both was the most efficient option. There were four of us, after all.


      “Then let’s take that one and that one—”


      Bang!


      In the middle of Sonia’s sentence, the doors of the Adventurers’ Guild burst open. Everyone’s gaze snapped toward the entrance.


      A battered group staggered in. At the front was a man with chestnut-colored hair. On his back he carried a blood-soaked woman with snow-white hair.


      “H-Help us! Hurry! Potions—give us potions!”


      He laid the injured woman on the floor and shouted at the top of his lungs. The guild erupted into commotion. A female receptionist rushed over first.


      “What happened?!” she asked.


      “Aranea—those bastards got us!”


      “A-Aranea? That’s the monster reported earlier...”


      “Yeah,” he said grimly. “And there were tons of them... No mistake about it! An Arachne has appeared near this town!”


      At the man’s cry, the guild fell completely silent. Everyone seemed to have lost the power of speech.


      “Aranea? And... Arachne?” I was the only one unfamiliar with either name, so I muttered my question quietly. Sonia, standing right beside me, heard.


      “You don’t know them, Lord Merlin?” she asked. “The Rank-3 species Aranea and the Rank-2 species Arachne?”


      “Not at all. I can tell one of them’s a spider monster, at least from the name...”


      Arachne was a monster from Greek mythology, right? Upper body of a woman, lower body of a spider?


      But Aranea didn’t ring any bells.


      “Aranea are spider monsters as well,” she said. “They’re like Arachne’s children.”


      “I see. But why is everyone this freaked out?”


      “If large numbers of Aranea appear, that means an Arachne is present. It’s said that one Arachne can produce as many as a hundred Aranea.”


      “A h-hundred?” I blinked repeatedly at the impossible-sounding number.


      “A Rank-3 species is something mid-tier adventurers can take on,” Sophia chimed in to explain. “If a hundred of them appear near a town like Sennion, which doesn’t have many high-ranking adventurers, that spells almost certain doom.”


      “That can’t be...!”


      This was an emergency! When Sophia put it in terms of not just adventurers but an entire town possibly being wiped out, I finally grasped how serious the situation was. Just then, several male staff members rushed out from the back room.


      “Bring potions! Now!” one of them called.


      They gathered healing potions while issuing orders and then used them on the battered adventurers.


      But—


      “H-Her wounds are too deep!” one man said. “The potions we have here at the guild aren’t enough to heal them...”


      “What?!”


      Most of the adventurers injured by the Aranea had been healed. But the white-haired female adventurer—the one I’d guessed was the leader’s companion—seemed to be an exception. Her wounds were too severe, bordering on fatal. Ordinary potions weren’t strong enough.


      “We’ll have to call a priest from the church,” one guild employee said. “Even then, there’s no guarantee...”


      “If they can use holy magic, they should be able to heal her,” another said. “But the cost would be enormous...and someone with the level of power necessary to heal a wound this severe would be...”


      The air grew heavy. The atmosphere was now practically that of a wake. The white-haired woman lying on the floor suddenly convulsed. Foam began bubbling from her mouth.


      “This is bad!” the chestnut-haired man cried. “Aranea venom! Where’re the antidote potions?!”


      “Th-That’s...” stammered the man from the guild. “We used the last one yesterday on another adventurer...”


      “Damn it! Even if we heal her wounds, if the poison remains—!”


      “I’ll heal her,” I cut into their discussion. I couldn’t just stand by anymore.


      “A-And y-you are...?”


      The chestnut-haired man—the apparent leader of the wounded group—stared at me in shock, recognizing my face...or more likely my clothes and hood. Then his eyes shifted to the demihumans behind me, and his expression tightened slightly. It wasn’t one of disgust, but of caution. He probably held prejudice against demihumans and was wary of what they might do.


      That didn’t matter to me. I dropped to one knee and examined the patient. She was convulsing, foaming at the mouth. The potions had slowed her bleeding somewhat, but they hadn’t stopped it. Factoring in the poison, she’d be dead in minutes. I would do what I could.


      First, the poison. The bleeding wouldn’t be immediately fatal, but the toxin could kill her within a minute if left alone. I activated my holy-attribute purification.


      “Lord Merlin, we’ll help too,” Sonia said, kneeling beside the patient as Sophia quickly followed suit.


      The chestnut-haired leader tried to say something, but the intensity of the two women’s demeanors overwhelmed him into silence. Sonia and Sophia placed their hands on the floor simultaneously, closed their eyes as if praying, and released their mana. They seemed to be performing some kind of magic.


      As I focused on purging the poison, flowers formed from their mana began to blossom around the patient.


      The flowers had a soothing effect. The woman’s convulsions stopped instantly. The foam ceased pouring from her mouth. So this is their magic. It’s healing oriented, I guess.




      Answer: This is a power known as “nature” magic, which is unique to the elf race. It does not possess the strong healing properties of holy magic, but it is highly versatile. It is currently exerting a calming effect on the surroundings.




      So elves have their own unique type of magic. Impressive. But “unique” means I can’t use it, right? Too bad.




      Negative: Merlin can use all forms of magic, nature magic included.




      Ah. Right.


      Once again, I was reminded just how absurd the specs God had given me were. In any case, things were progressing smoothly. Thanks to Sophia and Sonia’s nature magic weakening the poison’s effects and slowing its circulation through the patient’s body, purification was easier than I’d expected.


      Within five minutes, I’d completely removed the toxin. Color had returned slightly to the patient’s face. But the fatal wound remained. Though stabilized by the elf girls’ magic, it could start bleeding again at any moment. I released the purification spell and activated healing magic in its place. Mana covered the woman’s wound, gradually restoring her flesh.


      This part didn’t take long. After about two minutes, the injury had vanished completely. Holy-attribute healing required intense concentration, so by the time I’d finished, I had broken out in a light sweat.


      As I watched the woman’s breathing settle into a steady rhythm, I let out a deep breath of my own.


      “It’s...done.”


      The moment I muttered that, the Adventurers’ Guild erupted into a thunderous commotion.


      “WHOAAAA!”


      “That’s insane! How did he manage to heal someone that injured?!”


      “He even erased the poison! Does that mean he can use purification?!”


      “This is nuts. And the demi—no, the elf girls were supporting him with magic too, even after all the crap they’ve been put through...”


      “What the hell have we been doing all this time...?”


      Some rejoiced. Some lamented. Others praised us. All kinds of voices echoed through the guild. What caught my attention most were the lamenting ones—the very people who had bullied demihumans now seemed ashamed after witnessing Sophia’s and Sonia’s efforts. I had only wanted to save an adventurer, but in doing so, I’d raised the standing of demihumans in this place. Even those who normally spat venom were applauding this time.


      Of course, one incident wouldn’t erase everyone’s prejudices. But if even one more person stopped discriminating against demihumans, that was enough for me. I clapped as well—for Sophia and Sonia, who had worked so hard.


      “Thank you, Sophia, Sonia. Thanks to you two, we were able to save her,” I told them with a smile.


      “It was nothing,” Sophia said. “We were just focused on supporting you, Lord Merlin.”


      “She wouldn’t have survived with only our help,” added Sonia. “It was your holy magic that made it possible.”


      They both shook their heads, downplaying their own contributions.


      “That’s not true,” I told them. “You weakened the poison’s spread and kept healing her. That’s why I was able to save her. She probably won’t experience any aftereffects, right? It’d be best to let her rest in bed as soon as possible.”


      I glanced toward the guild staff.


      “Does the guild have beds?” I asked. “Or at least a rest area?”


      “W-We do, technically...” one of them said.


      “Then please carry her there. Leaving her on the hard floor would be cruel.”


      “Then I’ll—” The chestnut-haired man said, reaching for her, but Noise, still standing at my side, stopped him.


      “I’ll carry her,” she said firmly.


      “Yeah. Good idea,” I said.


      Without waiting for approval, Noise scooped the woman up in a princess carry. Keeping one eye on Noise, I spoke to the man.


      “You may feel uncomfortable with a beastgirl—a demihuman—carrying your companion. But please bear with it. You’ve all been through a lot fighting Aranea, haven’t you? And she’s just recovered. You should rest too.”


      “No...I don’t object,” the man said. “Thank you...for saving her, and for caring for us. We were mistaken all this time. We thought demihumans were frightening, filthy people.”


      After having been saved by Sophia and Sonia, a new perspective had taken root in him. He bowed deeply to them.


      “I’m sorry!” he said. “I know it might be unpleasant to hear apologies now, but I have to thank you and apologize. I was a fool trapped by prejudice. Demihuman or human—it makes no difference. You’re good people. I’m so sorry.”


      “P-Please raise your head!” stammered Sophia. She was panicking at the sudden apology, but Sonia remained calm. Perhaps she couldn’t fully accept the man’s words, but she would at least accept his gratitude. Both Sophia and Sonia had likely endured severe mistreatment. One apology couldn’t erase that. Still, I hoped this could serve as a first step forward.


      Noise, who had paused to listen, spoke then without turning around. “I’m not angry either. Right now...I’ve been saved too.”


      And with that, she headed into the back room of the guild.


      “I’m truly...sorry...” In the suddenly noisy guild, somehow the man’s pained murmur echoed clearly. Other adventurers around us voiced praise for Sophia, Sonia, and Noise, who had stepped forward to help despite everything they’d suffered as demihumans. At the very least, within the Sennion Adventurers’ Guild, discrimination against demihumans probably wouldn’t get any worse...I hoped.


      Rising to our feet, Sophia, Sonia, and I followed after Noise. The rest of the injured party followed behind us.


      *


      “Arachne...huh.”


      After we’d healed the adventurers who’d been attacked by the venomous spiders, information about the Aranea and Arachne spread through the Adventurers’ Guild in the blink of an eye.


      The parent specimen, Arachne, was a Rank-2 species—something only high-ranking adventurers could handle. The “children,” Aranea, were Rank-3 species that mid-tier adventurers would form parties to deal with.


      The Aranea were especially troublesome because the Arachne could produce them in seemingly endless numbers. Left alone, they could apparently become an army large enough to destroy the town of Sennion.


      After receiving his employees’ report, the guild master visited the room where the adventurers attacked by Aranea were resting to hear the details directly from them.


      He didn’t seem to care that outsiders like me, Noise, Sophia, and Sonia were there too. Naturally, that meant we ended up hearing everything about Arachne as well.


      “How many Aranea did you run into?” he asked.


      “Three at first,” the group’s leader said. “We killed them, and then five more spawned. That’s how we ended up like this. If Merlin and the others hadn’t saved us, we would’ve been done for.”


      “Hmm...so at least eight Aranea have appeared so far,” the guild master mused. “Combined with what the party that first reported the sighting told us, there’s no doubt an Arachne is nearby.”


      “Yeah,” the leader said. “If we’re going to protect the town, we’ve got no choice but to gather adventurers and wipe them out.”


      “And that means mid-tier adventurers and above...” sighed the guild master.


      “If you send rookies out there, they’ll die. They’ll just become Aranea fodder,” said the leader.


      “However...there are very few adventurers in this town with mid-tier strength or higher. To be honest, this is a pretty big gamble.”


      The enemy were Arachne and Aranea—in other words, a massive army of giant venomous spiders. Each one had plenty of combat power on its own, yet we could only rely on whatever adventurers happened to be in this small town.


      Since I was planning to make this place my base of operations for a while, anxiety pricked at my chest too. To be honest, I didn’t know how strong an Arachne actually was. It might have even been stronger than I currently was. But I’d sealed my full strength through the effects of my magic. If I released those limitations, winning probably wouldn’t be difficult.


      The problem was what came after I unleashed that monstrous power and defeated the Aranea and Arachne. How would I look to the people here? Even in the best-case scenario, being praised as a hero would have become a headache. It wasn’t that I hated being admired, but when you combined my appearance with my common-sense-defying abilities, I could pretty much guess how the public would react. They’d almost certainly think I was a god—or some kind of prophet, at the least.


      At my age, being worshipped as a hero, a chosen one, a god, or a prophet—that would have been embarrassing. And I didn’t want to be chained down by excessive fame either. The second life I was aiming for was supposed to be freer than that.


      In short: I didn’t want to stand out. If I had no choice but to draw some attention, I wanted it to be as little as possible. Using healing magic and getting a Whoa, amazing! was plenty of fame. And so, I couldn’t bring myself to tell the guild master and the others, I’ll go defeat the Arachne myself. As I listened to them talk, I kept my mouth tightly shut.


      “By the way, you’re Noise, right?” The guild master’s gaze flicked toward Noise, who was sitting to my left.


      “Yes,” she answered immediately.


      “I’ve heard that you recently subjugated a Rank-3 species, a Garm, solo.”


      “Eh heh heh!” She grinned. “It wasn’t that big a deal! With this greatsword, it’s easy!”


      Touching the greatsword that was propped beside her, Noise puffed out her chest.


      I could already see where this was going. Ahhh, crap. At this point, there was only one possible direction this conversation could take.


      “Truly splendid. From what I’ve checked, you’re still only a Rank-4 adventurer, aren’t you? That’s a waste when you can hunt a Rank-3 species alone.”


      “Hmm? I don’t really care about rank, though,” Noise said. “The reason my rank is low is because I was weak until I got new equipment.”


      “No need to be modest,” the guild master told her. “If you can hunt a Garm solo, you more than qualify as a Rank-3 adventurer.”


      The guild master nodded to himself as if satisfied. Noise still didn’t understand what he was getting at, but Sophia, Sonia, and I all looked positively drained. He was obviously planning to make Noise a so-called Rank-3 adventurer and bring her along on the coming Aranea and Arachne extermination campaign. It wasn’t just Noise—they probably wanted every capable fighter they could get their hands on right now. We’d likely get dragged in too... Well, since we’re using Sennion as our base, we weren’t planning to just stand by and watch the Aranea wreak havoc anyway.


      “So basically, you want to raise Noise’s rank and have her hunt Aranea, right?” I asked.


      When I outright stated what he’d been implying, the guild master’s sharp eyes—like a hardened veteran’s—turned to me this time. “And you are?”


      Inside my hood, I squeaked a little out of fear, but I took over the conversation from Noise.


      “I’m Merlin. I’m in the same party as Noise.”


      “Ah, yes. I’ve heard about you as well. You’re a peculiar one who doesn’t care about race. And they say you can use holy magic.”


      “I’m just the party’s support, though,” I told him. “Noise is the one who actually soloed the Garm.”


      “And? Do you have something you want to say?”


      “Yes. If all of this about raising her to Rank 3 goes ahead, then we’ll be assigned the extermination of Aranea, won’t we? Since this is an emergency.”


      After a brief pause, he said, “Mm-hmm. To be honest, we want as much help as we can get right now.”


      Despite the pause, the guild master had readily affirmed my suspicions. He wasn’t trying to cover it up. That made him a fairly likable opponent. Still, you could never be too careful. I gave a small chuckle and continued.


      “Then, as the one leading this party, I’ll accept the Aranea extermination,” I said. “Aside from Noise, the rest of us are Rank-4 adventurers, but I’m confident we can handle Rank-3 species. We were about to head outside the town anyway.”


      “You would take on such danger?” he asked.


      “Ha ha. You’re the one who said you wanted as much help as possible. Besides, we can’t live unless we earn money by defeating monsters.”


      “I see... I’m sorry, then, for pushing trouble onto you young ’uns.”


      The guild master bowed deeply, seeming truly apologetic. Even though he was in a position of authority, he was a humble man. I shook my head—hood and all.


      “It’s no trouble. We want to protect this town too. Right, you guys?”


      “Yes! The stronger the opponent, the more fired up I get!” said Noise.


      “I’d be in trouble if we lost our place to live. I’ll help,” said Sonia.


      “Leave it to us! I’ll show you I can be useful!” said Sophia.


      “Thanks, everyone,” I said. “In that case, we have no objections to subjugating the Aranea. But there’s just one thing I’d like to ask.”


      “A request? If it’s something within my power, I’ll hear you out.”


      “I don’t think it will be difficult. Depending on our achievements, I want you to raise their status—the demihumans’, that is.”


      “What do you mean?” he asked.


      “You understand what kind of position demihumans are placed in—in this town, this country, this world—don’t you?”


      “Mm,” he hummed. “I can’t say it’s good.”


      He was hedging, downplaying the severity of the discrimination demihumans faced. It wasn’t a situation that could be summed up with “not good.” I wanted to change that, at least within the scope of my own abilities.


      “But even I can’t add a rule like ‘discrimination against demihumans is forbidden.’ That’s our overlord’s job,” the guild master pointed out.


      “I know. What I mean is...I want you to loudly spread word of the girls’ accomplishments.”


      “I see,” he said. “You’re aiming to improve demihuman standing little by little.”


      “That’s right.”


      I wasn’t expecting to suddenly transform the circumstances of demihumans on a grand scale. Just witnessing people’s attitudes had made it obvious that wouldn’t be easy. So my proposal was this: to use the guild master—or the Adventurers’ Guild itself, with its influence and connections—to broadcast how hard demihumans had worked.


      Right now, after the commotion with the healing earlier, a small amount of attitude change toward demihumans had already begun inside Sennion’s guild. I wanted to press the advantage—to follow up and drive it home. If we did, then at the very least, people’s view of kindhearted demihumans like Noise, Sophia, and Sonia might change. They might be accepted as ordinary people.


      And on top of that, what would happen if we racked up a large number of victories against Aranea, a Rank-3 species? The girls’ strength would be acknowledged as well. The best way to shut up obnoxious idiots was to show results. It was a perfect win-win.


      “Very well,” the guild master agreed at last. “That’s easy enough. I’ll instruct the staff to spread the word...but only if you produce results worthy of that effort, of course.”


      “Great,” I said. “A results-based approach is the most straightforward. That helps.”


      If it came down to it, I could always release my power, annihilate the Aranea, and then hand all the credit over to Noise and the others. I would support them from the shadows.


      “Then we’ll be going,” I announced. “If we keep chatting like this, it’ll get late.”


      I rose from the sofa. Noise, Sophia, and Sonia stood up as well. We bowed lightly and left the lounge.


      Now then...our first emergency quest in another world has begun! Quest Name: Aim for the Improvement of Demihuman Standing! Or something like that.


      *


      We left Sennion as a foursome. Once we entered the nearby forest, Noise, who had taken the lead, was clearly on guard.


      “Noise, you doing okay?”


      When I spoke to her, she answered in a calm voice despite her severe expression.


      “Yes,” she said. “We might run into Aranea today, so I’m just being more cautious than usual.”


      “Got it. Just so you know, don’t go doing anything reckless on your own, okay? Right now we’re a party of four.”


      “I know,” she said. “You mean I should rely on Sophia’s and Sonia’s strength too, right?”


      “Yeah. Sophia, Sonia—are you both fine with that?”


      I glanced first at Sophia, walking at my side, and then at Sonia, who was on my other side. Neither looked displeased; they nodded readily.


      “Of course. I can only really provide support to begin with,” said Sophia sheepishly.


      “I want to fight an opponent that’s manageable, partly to help with my recovery,” said Sonia. “If I don’t break out of this rut now, I’ll regret it when it matters.”


      Sophia was looking at me with an expression full of modesty, while Sonia met my gaze with eyes that held a quiet confidence.


      Just as Sonia had said, we needed to let her fight monsters on her own first. Noise surely understood that too. Even so, I decided to say it out loud, just in case. Noise had taken point to scout ahead, making use of her sharp senses.


      “Sounds like that’s the plan, Noise,” I called. “If something weak shows up, let Sonia have it, okay?”


      “Okaaay. Hmm? Something’s nearby. Judging by the smell...it’s probably a goblin.”


      “Already, huh?”


      Noise had stopped dead in her tracks. Her gaze was fixed deeper into the forest. There was probably a goblin—or something—up ahead. A faint tension ran through Sophia and Sonia.


      Sophia aside, Sonia was outside the town walls for the first time in forever. If it had been a long time since she’d had to face monsters, then it had been just as long since she’d fought them. Considering that what was about to happen could be a life-or-death exchange, the fact that she could move at all was impressive.


      I looked down at Sonia, worried. She reached her right hand toward the slender sword at her waist. That slender blade was, apparently, a keepsake from her mother. Sophia had a magical staff which she had also received from their parents. The weapons were gifts entrusted to the girls by their parents before their deaths.


      Of course, it was a weapon she’d been using for years. It had been heavily worn, but I’d managed to fix that with my blacksmithing magic. Now the blade shone a beautiful silver, like it was brand-new.


      “The opponent’s a goblin. You think you can handle it, Sonia?” I asked her.


      “Leave it to me. I’ll show you what I can do.”


      With one corner of her mouth quirked up, Sonia drew her sword. Seeing that she was prepared, we moved deeper into the forest—and about ten meters ahead, we spotted a goblin.


      “Noise, any other monsters nearby?” I asked.


      “None. Unless there’s one that’s weirdly good at hiding.”


      “Then do your best, Sonia. Sophia, be ready to support if anything happens. Noise and I will act immediately if we judge that it’s dangerous.”


      “Understood.”


      Sophia and Noise nodded, and Sonia raised her slender sword. Even though it was her first real fight in a long time, there was no hesitation in her movements. She was tense, but her steps were light as she propelled herself forward. She burst from the brush and closed in on the goblin with minimal motion.


      “GRKKK?”


      Sonia was halfway to the goblin when it noticed her approach. Its bloodred eyes caught her face, and it immediately prepared to counterattack. It raised the club in its hands and brought it down.


      But Sonia had read the attack in advance. She stopped just short of the club’s striking range, leaving about three fists’ worth of space, and waited until the goblin’s club fully completed its downward swing.


      The club smashed into empty air. With a dull thunk, the tip struck the ground. Numbness reverberated through the goblin’s arms, and it couldn’t evade Sonia’s follow-up as she stepped forward. She struck with her fastest attack—at a speed the goblin couldn’t avoid.


      A thrust: The slender sharp point—this rapier’s greatest strength—drove straight into the goblin’s head, aimed at dead center. Her aim was perfect. There was not even the slightest deviation as the point pierced right between the brows.


      A goblin’s body structure was extremely similar to a human’s. Its heart and organs were in almost the same locations as well—that was one of the things Sophia had taught me before.


      Sonia’s attack destroyed the monster’s brain in a single blow. In a fight between people, it would have been a sure kill. It was a terrifying strike.


      But monsters didn’t die instantly, even if they lost part of their brain. Their vitality far exceeded that of humans.


      “Grkkk... GAH!”


      It let out a pained sound and swung its club. The blow—coming from below and arcing up diagonally to the left—missed its target when Sonia hopped backward, as though she’d predicted that too.


      It was the goblin’s last resistance. Its small body trembled, shivering in short bursts, then it slowly fell backward. The shaking faded, and finally, it stopped moving altogether.


      “Whew... Mission complete.” Looking down at the goblin’s still and silent body, Sonia exhaled the words along with her breath. She slid the slender sword back into its sheath and turned toward us. There was no longer any anxiety on her face.


      “Good work, Sonia. That didn’t look like the work of someone who hasn’t fought in years.”


      She didn’t match Noise, a beastgirl, in speed, but her thrust had been precise. The way she’d read the goblin’s actions and slowed—then stopped—was incredible too. I clapped, praise resounding in every beat.


      Sonia’s cheeks flushed red with embarrassment.


      “I-It wasn’t that impressive. My movements were slower than before, and that fight drained my stamina. I need to move my body more.”


      “I think you did more than enough,” I assured her.


      If she could one-shot a goblin, it wouldn’t take long for her to regain her former ability. I approached the goblin’s corpse and stored it in my inventory. The body vanished in an instant, and we all set off again, searching for more monsters.


      Along the way, Sophia—who was well-versed in medicinal herbs—gathered several growing wild at our feet. Those would go toward one of the requests too. We alternated between taking breaks and earning money as our adventure steadily continued. Then, once again, Noise stopped.


      She sniffed audibly a couple of times. “This smell...”


      “What is it, Noise?” I asked. “An enemy?”


      “Yes. It doesn’t smell like a human. It’s that distinctive smell monsters give off...but it’s a smell I have never encountered before.”


      “Oh? Then maybe...maybe it’s that?”


      “There’s a good chance.”


      What Noise and I meant was Aranea—the Rank-3 species whose name we’d heard at the guild. According to other adventurers’ predictions, a highly vicious monster called an Arachne had taken up residence in the forests near Sennion, and large numbers of its children, Aranea, were being born. To investigate whether Arachne and masses of Aranea really existed, we’d been quietly searching for them—and if this was an enemy unknown to Noise, we’d probably found them. We all moved carefully toward the monster.


      Then—


      “There it is.”


      Noise stopped for the third time. In the direction she was staring stood a huge spider—big enough that it could probably have eaten an entire human. It was profoundly disgusting. Even from a distance, a raw biological repulsiveness seemed to ooze from it.


      “So that’s an Aranea... It looks strong.”


      In general, larger monsters were stronger. The same went for animals—bears, elephants, sharks, orcas. Size matters!


      “For now, I don’t sense anything else nearby. It should be just that one,” said Noise.


      “The adventurers we helped said they were attacked by multiple Aranea... Are we just lucky?” I muttered.


      “Probably. So, can I fight it?” Noise asked.


      “Of course. Sonia, no objections?” I asked her.


      “None. Unfortunately, as I am now, I couldn’t beat that thing if I challenged it alone.”


      “Then it’s decided. I’ll stay at the ready in case more Aranea show up. Sophia and Sonia—support Noise if anything happens.”


      “Understood.”


      “Understood.”


      The two of them nodded almost simultaneously, and Noise—greatsword on her back—shot forward without hesitation, rushing the Aranea at a speed even faster than Sonia’s earlier charge.


      The Aranea noticed her immediately.


      “Kishaaaahhh!”


      It opened its mouth and let out a grotesque sound—probably a threat. I could see Noise reflected in its red eyes, her vicious grin clearly visible.


      “HAAAAAAAH!”


      With a massive expulsion of air from her lungs, Noise released a loud bellow. At the same time, she brought her greatsword down, tearing through the air as it slammed toward the beast. The monster sprang backward in an instant. Noise’s greatsword cleaved into the earth; about a third of the blade buried itself before the momentum stopped.


      So she was planning to brute-force it by using raw power from the first strike. That was very Noise, but Aranea looked like a trickier, more tactical type—almost like this would be a bad matchup.


      How far can she take this?


      “Don’t run from me!”


      Noise yanked the sword free and charged again the moment she missed, closing the distance with speed so the Aranea couldn’t pull away. The monster, meanwhile, made a clicking sound with its mouth and fired something white—


      Thread?


      The thread flew straight toward Noise’s face. She avoided it with a quick tilt of her head.


      “A very spiderlike attack,” she quipped, smirking.


      The thread lost its momentum, and gravity carried it to the ground. When it landed, it just stuck there, no reaction at all, like ordinary thread. From what I could tell, it didn’t have any hidden properties. In that brief space of time, Noise had gotten into the Aranea’s range. The fact that she could grin and walk right up to something that disgusting was amazing. That’s beyond me.


      “Kishaaaahhh!”


      Annoyed at how close Noise had drawn, the Aranea bared its sharp fangs and tried to counterattack.


      That’s what got those adventurers!


      When we’d saved the female adventurer, I’d noticed the bite marks. Like an ordinary spider, Aranea used its fangs to inject poison into its prey. Noise knew that—so there was no way she’d have gotten hit. The Aranea lunged in with a biting attack, but Noise wedged her sword in front of her body and blocked it with the flat of the blade. A sword I’d forged wouldn’t break so easily. With a shrill clang, it perfectly defended against the beast’s strike.


      Then Noise twisted her grip. She angled the edge toward the Aranea and swung up in one smooth motion.


      Slash.


      The greatsword cleanly bisected the Aranea.


      That blade really is something.


      The greatsword I’d worked so hard to make had cut straight through the Aranea’s carapace without hesitation, splitting its body in half. By closing in, the Aranea had actually authored its own defeat. If anything, a Garm—fast enough to dodge attacks—was a tougher opponent for Noise. Noise herself looked like she hadn’t expected it to be so easy. As the creature’s corpse hit the ground with a dull thud, she just stood there, mouth hanging open blankly as she stared down at it.


      I called to her from behind, “Good work, Noise.” Then I reached out and patted her shoulder.


      Since Noise had bisected the Aranea at close range, her face and the front of her body were splattered with a huge amount of purple blood. In that gory state, she glanced back at me and let out a pathetic little voice.


      “It’s...over...”


      “You crushed that, Noise. I expected nothing less,” I said.


      “Defeating a Rank-3 species that easily is amazing!” Sophia said.


      “Your rough fighting style is cool—very different from mine. Congratulations,” said Sonia.


      The elf girls clapped too, following my lead. The only one who looked unconvinced was Noise, the one who’d actually killed the monster. She stared down at the greatsword in her right hand and gave a crooked self-deprecating smile.


      “It’s all thanks to the greatsword.”


      “The sharpness of the blade helped, sure, but you couldn’t have done it without your physical ability and skill,” I told her. “You should be proud, Noise. This is merely a measure of how much stronger you’ve become. It’s what you’re supposed to be able to do.”


      Weapon performance meant nothing if you couldn’t land the hit. The fact that she could swing around such a big sturdy sword so freely really showed just how high Noise’s specs were.


      “That’s right! If I’d tried to hit it with this staff, I absolutely couldn’t have defeated it!” Sophia said.


      “Sophia, why don’t you just use magic?” Sonia asked. “You’re better than me anyway.”


      “Ah.”


      Sophia went wide-eyed at her sister’s deadpan retort, as if to say, Oh yeah. Sonia and I—and even Noise—snickered. Maybe that helped Noise regain her confidence too; the cloud lifted from her expression.


      “Still...now I have to store this...”


      Two halves of Aranea’s carcass lay before us, purple blood seeping out.


      Yeah. Gross.


      With storage magic, you didn’t have to touch the target as long as you were close enough. That made the revulsion a little more bearable, but the thought of storing this alongside my other items didn’t exactly excite me. Corpses were corpses—Garms and goblins were the same in that sense—but dealing with one shaped like an insect was rough.


      “Do your best, Lord Merlin!” Sonia called. “Aranea carapaces are hard and in high demand, so it’ll sell for a lot!”


      “And its thread is famous for being strong and beautiful!” Sophia added.


      The sisters tried to encourage me from behind, but no matter what they said, I couldn’t get excited at all. Still, it was far better than if they’d told me, Actually, Aranea is a delicacy! Even if it had tasted amazing, I’d never have eaten it.


      With a weary shrug, I activated my storage magic. The Aranea’s body—about as big as I was—was enveloped by light and vanished.


      That should do it.


      “All right, done. We still have time, so let’s look for other monst—”


      Before I could finish, Noise whipped her head to the right. Panic rose in her expression.


      “I-I can smell multiple Aranea getting closer! I didn’t notice before! The smell of the corpse distracted me!”


      “Multiple Aranea...?”


      The adventurers we’d helped had said they were attacked by multiple Aranea. I’d also heard that these things normally moved in groups. Given the monster’s speed, Noise and I could probably outrun it, but Sophia and Sonia wouldn’t make it. Carrying them... We wouldn’t be fast enough.


      While I was weighing our options, three Aranea vaulted over the brush and landed in front of us. Every one of them was just as grotesque as the last.


      “Wh-What should we do, Merlin?!” cried Sonia, panicking. “Even Noise fighting multiple at once would be—”


      “I’ll handle this,” I said.


      “Y-You will?”


      I nodded. After seeing Noise take down the last Aranea so easily, I’d already decided that if a situation like this happened, I’d have to step up. Noise’s combat power was far lower than mine, so with my overwhelming stats, I should be able to win even if they came in a pack. I pulled Noise back and stepped forward.


      “It won’t take long. I’m going to be a bit flashy, though.”


      I thrust my right hand out and shaped my mana, activating a spell. I used holy magic, said to be effective against all kinds of monsters. It wasn’t just for healing and purification. It could also fire light—in other words, heat itself—as a beam.


      Imagining a typical energy beam, I constructed multiple spells at once. Exactly as I had pictured, baseball-sized spheres appeared around me, and as if they had wills of their own, each fired a beam of light. Multiple rays pierced the spiders’ bodies. One of them managed to evade my first round of attacks, but the lights kept firing endlessly. Dodging once or twice wasn’t enough to escape.


      The spheres flashed brightly, and pure heat punched holes through the Aranea. Golden lines arced through the air, and glittering particles rained down like dust. It was a sight so fantastical that everyone fell silent, transfixed.


      The remaining Aranea, on the other hand, lost its mobility, had its defenses ignored, and in the end, was pierced through the head—killed outright.


      “Mission complete...I guess.”


      The spheres floating around me left faint afterimages as they melted into the void.


      The fight was over in an instant. Some trees had been damaged by the beams, but the heat was so intense they hadn’t even caught fire. Just to be safe, I sprinkled water to extinguish...anything that might still be smoldering.


      “Well, that went better than I expected,” I said. “Magic really is convenient.”


      Having finished everything that needed doing, I turned around. But Noise and the others—who I’d assumed had been watching the fight—were instead frozen in place. They didn’t even respond.


      “Guys? H-Hey, what’s wrong?”


      Only when I walked closer and waved my hand in front of their faces did they finally react.


      “Ah! I-I was so shocked by how powerful you are that I almost fainted!” said Noise.


      “F-Fainted?”


      I’d put a fair amount of mana into it, but that spell’s output had still been less than a quarter of my true power. Even with my current stats, I could have made it far stronger if I’d gone all out.


      “I-I knew from the start that you were strong, but...you can even use offensive magic to that extent?!” Sophia cried.


      “Honestly, it’s at a level where you don’t even need us...” said Sonia.


      Noise and Sophia were getting excited, but Sonia alone wilted, looking downcast. The sheer difference in our abilities had hit her hard.


      “That’s not true, Sonia,” I denied her words. “Yes my Strength is high, and maybe I’m stronger than everyone else. But there are limits to what one person can do. And besides, I don’t really want to stand out. I was able to use that offensive magic because you all were here, and it’s not a lie that I want to be with you. You’ll get strong soon too. I’ll help.”


      “Lord Merlin...”


      The thing with magic was that it split your focus, so it wasn’t particularly suited for solo play. With stats as high as mine, that wouldn’t become a drawback, but it still wasn’t something Sonia needed to be depressed about. The three of them would become strong enough to wipe out Aranea in no time.


      What would have made me sad was for them to get scared and start keeping their distance. It was a clumsy excuse, but Sonia didn’t read into it—she trusted me, and the light returned to her eyes.


      “In other words, you’ll take us on as your disciples!” she cried.


      “Huh?”


      So-Sonia? What are you talking about?


      As I watched her enthusiasm climb—and saw the other two girls’ eyes widen in response—I shrugged. Somehow, the conversation had taken a very strange turn...


      *


      We returned to Sennion after that. As for the whole disciple thing, I decided to put it on hold. I did intend to help them grow stronger, but I had reservations about suddenly being called “master.”


      Once in town, we headed quickly for the western district. Our destination was the Adventurers’ Guild. We were going to show off the Aranea corpses.


      “F-Four Aranea...”


      Calling over the receptionist, I took out all the Aranea corpses I’d stored. Seeing the giant spiders laid out in a row, the staff all swallowed nervously.


      “We didn’t find more than four, but I think this should help a little, regarding the Arachne,” I said.


      “Yes,” a receptionist said. “We’ve received reports from other adventurers as well that they saw multiple Aranea, so it’s almost certain that an Arachne is nearby. I think a summons to an extermination campaign will be issued within the next few days.”


      “An extermination campaign?”


      “Yes. In other words, a decisive battle to subjugate the Arachne. We’d like to borrow the strength of as many adventurers as possible, but...”


      I already knew there weren’t that many adventurers in this town. And she was probably hesitating to tell us she wanted us to take part in such a dangerous fight. She clenched her fist tightly, her expression dark. If there was no way around it, then the answer was already decided.


      “Of course,” I said. “We’ll participate too. I think we can be of use.”


      “R-Really?!”


      The female staff member’s face brightened all at once. The other staff members looked the same. Noise had high combat ability, and Sophia, Sonia, and I could use healing magic and skills. We were like a firearm cocked and ready to take aim. I could understand why they were rejoicing.


      “We’ll do our best,” I said.


      “Thank you! If skilled people like you join us, Merlin, we can win this!”


      “I’m not so sure,” I hedged. “In war, the most important thing is numbers.”


      You couldn’t win any war with only one or two heroes who could fight a thousand men apiece—if you wanted to beat numbers, you had to meet them with numbers.


      Well, if I fully released my abilities, I might have been able to crush the advantage of sheer numbers...but what came after would have been hell. There were only two possible outcomes: I’d be worshipped as a god’s prophet or feared as a monster that could destroy all creation. Neither was something I needed. I wanted a slow peaceful life—which meant I had to conserve my strength as much as possible, and even if I did use it, I had to be careful to keep others from noticing.


      “I hope many adventurers will participate and make names for themselves. In the meantime, we’ll step outside until the appraisal is finished.” I gave a quick wave and turned on my heel, leading Noise and the others away from the monster dissection station.


      “Hey, everyone.”


      As soon as we’d put a little distance between ourselves and the dissection station, I addressed the three of them. All of their gazes turned to me at once.


      “It looks like things are about to get busy, so there’s something I want to take care of first. Is that okay?” I asked.


      “Something you want to take care of?” Sonia tilted her head. The other two looked like they had question marks floating above their heads as well.


      “Yeah. We’ll probably get a decent amount of money selling Aranea materials, and before the extermination campaign starts...how about we go shopping?”


      “Shopping? Is there something you want?” asked Noise.


      “Not for me.” I shook my head. “For Sophia and Sonia.”


      “Us?” Sophia murmured blankly, and I nodded.


      “Yeah. You two recently moved into the inn, right? And even before that, it didn’t seem like you had many daily necessities. You don’t have much clothing either. If we miss our chance now, it’ll get lost in the chaos of the Arachne situation. Depending on how things go, there might even be fewer shops open.”


      From what I’d heard, the Arachne and Aranea problem was pretty serious. Some people would probably run or evacuate at least temporarily. If the population dropped, nobody would be in a position to keep doing business. We might not have time to go shopping later either, so this would also serve as a good breather.


      To be honest, I want cute little Sophia and Sonia to get some nice clothes!


      And...this was completely my own problem, but...I wanted them to start wearing underwear... The truth was, none of my companions wore underwear. They wore panties at least, but there was no bra or anything supporting their chests. Because of that, whenever the three of them moved around, I sometimes didn’t know where to look. So, I suggested shopping before any intense fighting broke out.


      “What do you think? We should go while we’ve got time. Tomorrow, maybe?”


      “Daily necessities...” Sonia murmured. “You’re right, Lord Merlin. Neither Sophia nor I own much at all.”


      “We finally have some money too, so I think it’s a good idea,” agreed Sophia.


      “I can accompany you as a guard! There’s nothing I want to buy, though!” said Noise.


      Good. All three of them were enthusiastic about shopping. I’d like Noise to buy underwear too, but maybe it’s a beastfolk thing. I couldn’t force her, but I’d at least ask when we stopped by a clothing store.


      “Then it’s decided. Tomorrow, let’s visit the main street.”


      “Huh?!” Sophia suddenly exclaimed, her eyes widening. She’d reacted strongly to something. “D-Does that mean...?”


      “Sophia? What is it?” I asked.


      “Ah...n-no! It’s nothing. Please don’t worry about it, Lord Merlin.”


      “Okay?”


      Sophia forced an obvious smile and turned her gaze aside, as though she didn’t wish to be pressed. Then she tugged at Sonia’s clothes.


      “Hey, hey, big sis.”


      “What is it, Sophia?”


      “About tomorrow’s shopping...” She leaned close to Sonia’s ear and whispered something that I couldn’t hear. If we’d been somewhere quieter, I might’ve caught her words, but the surrounding noise drowned her out completely. The last word I did catch was “shopping,” so it sounded like they were discussing what to buy tomorrow.


      But when Sophia finished whispering, Sonia let out a loud cry. “A da—?!”


      What did she just say? It was an infuriating way to cut off a sentence when I so desperately wanted to know what was being said. Sonia’s face went red as she lowered her voice, then whispered back into Sophia’s ear. Sophia kept nodding over and over.


      Just what had Sophia said to get that reaction? When someone reacts like that, it’s hard not to be curious...


      I swallowed down the restless itchy feeling and spent the time until the appraisal was finished just watching the two sisters. Strangely enough, I didn’t even feel left out...


      *


      It was the following day. We really ought to have headed outside the city as soon as possible and started subjugating the Aranea that seemed to be multiplying, but today was a day off. No adventurer work today.


      A short distance from the inn, three women stood side by side, waiting for me. I raised my right hand in greeting.


      “Morning, everyone.”


      “Good morning, Lord Merlin,” called Sophia.


      “Good morning, Merlin,” said Sonia.


      “Mornin’, Merlin!” crowed Noise.


      It seemed all three had left their rooms earlier than I had and were already waiting.


      The four of us were going shopping. Since we were staying at the same inn, I’d assumed we’d leave together...but for some reason, all three had insisted we should meet up outside. When I’d asked why, I’d gotten an incredibly vague answer: “Because that feels right!”


      Feels right? What? They seemed to have some shared understanding between them, but they stubbornly refused to tell me. Something important “between girls,” apparently. Once it was put that way, there wasn’t much a guy like me could do. I couldn’t stick my nose into it—so here I was, meeting them outside.


      “Let’s go right away,” Sophia said. “What should we buy first?”


      Noise hooked her right arm through mine, and Sophia wrapped herself around my left. Only Sonia took up a position behind me, latching onto the hem of my robe with a tiny tug.


      “Um...before that, isn’t it going to be hard to walk like this?”


      I had a girl on each arm. With my past-life memories hazy, this was basically a first-time experience. Any guy would’ve been happy in this position, but it had happened so suddenly, I didn’t know how to react.


      “I’m fine!” said Noise.


      “I’m fine too,” said Sophia.


      “I-I see...”


      They were so straightforward. If I’d replied that it was difficult for me to walk like this and asked them to let go, I’d have ended up hurting them. And Sonia had an “It’s fine” kind of look on her face too, so it wasn’t like I could be the only one to complain. I’d just endure the slight awkwardness.


      No. If anything, I should enjoy this situation.


      With that decided, I looked forward and started walking as I spoke. “Okay then. First, we’ll just stroll down the street and look for anything that catches our eye. After that, how about we stop by a clothing shop?”


      “Clothes?” Noise asked. “Do you mean work clothes?”


      “No, Noise.”


      I wasn’t about to spend our money on work clothes. If anything, work clothes were basically equipment, and you didn’t buy equipment at a clothing shop—you got it from a smithy or the Adventurers’ Guild.


      “The clothes I mean are everyday clothes,” I explained. “Normal outfits you can wear casually.”


      “I’m not exactly struggling to find things to wear, Lord Merlin,” declared Sonia from behind me in a puzzled tone. Sophia and Noise apparently felt the same way; they stayed silent, looking at my face.


      “That’s not true,” I said. “You hardly have any clothes at all. I would understand it if you had special clothes like mine that don’t get dirty, but you three are wearing ordinary clothes. They get dirty. They wear out. There’s no harm in having more new outfits, right?”


      No matter how much they bought, no matter how many they owned, it wouldn’t be too much—because they had me. My storage magic could hold everything without taking up any space. It would be better for them to have a few outfits apart from the ones they were currently wearing. That was what I’d thought when I’d suggested it, but all three showed slightly awkward reactions.


      “Hmm...I never really thought about it like that,” said Sophia. “Clothes are expensive, and they wear out gradually, so I always buy them at the last possible moment.”


      “I’m the same,” said Noise. “I always thought clothes were a waste of money, so I’ve never really invested much in them.”


      “And besides, there are a lot of shops that won’t sell to demihumans,” Sonia concluded.


      “Ah...”


      At Sonia’s words, unpleasant memories surfaced. The three women beside me were demihumans—people who were oppressed in this world. Violence and verbal abuse were normal for them, and some people wouldn’t even sell them goods. Since many adventurers treated them normally, it was easy to forget that many ordinary citizens didn’t. The guards at Sennion’s gate were a good example. I bit my lip, troubled.


      “That throws off my plans...”


      “Most people will sell to us, though,” Sonia reassured me. “It’s business, after all.”


      “Then we should still buy clothes,” I decided. “You’re definitely going to need them.”


      “Need them, huh?” Sonia murmured as if she couldn’t believe it, then immediately went, “Huh? Wait... Could it be...?” and pressed a hand to her chin, thinking hard.


      “Sonia?”


      When I called her name, she jumped, cheeks reddening faintly.


      “Wh-What?!”


      “Nothing...you suddenly got all thoughtful, so I figured something was up.”


      “N-No! It’s not like there’s someone I want to look good for or anything!”


      “Huh?”


      I didn’t really understand, but I had noticed that she was suddenly buzzing with energy for no apparent reason. As I tilted my head in confusion, she let go of my clothes and—in a mirror image of yesterday—Sonia leaned in to whisper something into Sophia’s ear. Then Sophia shouted, “I never would’ve thought of that! Good idea, big sis!” and clapped her hands excitedly.


      What thought are you talking about, exactly?


      “If that’s the case, then just like Lord Merlin said...” murmured Sophia.


      “Yes,” Sonia agreed, then said in a voice so low I couldn’t catch all her words, “It’s a good chance to improve our... Let’s choose something as...as possible...”


      “Me too! You two should...for Merlin...” said Noise.


      Ugh. The street was too noisy, so I couldn’t catch a lot of the conversation. They were whispering too softly. Still, putting together the fragments I could hear...their shopping appetite—so to speak—seemed to be increasing. It felt like they were coming around to the idea that buying clothes wasn’t such a bad thing. They’d probably agree now.


      I quietly waited for them to finish talking, gazing around us in the meantime. After a while, the three of them lifted their faces, apparently having finished a long discussion. The moment they looked at me, Sophia spoke up as their representative.


      “Lord Merlin! Let’s go and buy some clothes!”


      “So you’ve decided?” I asked.


      “Yes! I want clothes right now!”


      “Right now? What about other shops? We could always—”


      “Let’s go right now! The clock is ticking, Lord Merlin!”


      “I agree!” Noise pitched in. “The early bird gets the best deals!”


      “Exactly,” said Sonia. “Merlin’s on board too, so let’s go somewhere we’ve bought clothes before, okay?”


      Almost dragged along, I was led away by the three girls.


      My plan had already fallen apart, but...if they were going to get serious about choosing clothes—today’s main event—then that was fine. I obediently followed as Sonia and Sophia guided us toward the shop.


      *


      We arrived at the shop they’d mentioned. It was an utterly ordinary clothing store frequented by common townsfolk. Though the interior wasn’t very large, it wasn’t a street stall but a proper building. Even so, the prices were reasonable. Inside, most of the customers were women, picking up items of clothing and agonizing over their choices.


      “Lord Merlin, please wait right here! We’re going to choose our clothes now!”


      “Huh? W-Wait—!”


      Abandoning me near the fitting rooms, Sophia, Sonia, and Noise all scattered into the shop at once. The clothes displayed near the fitting rooms were, of course, mostly women’s clothing. Naturally, there were only female customers nearby. Being left there felt incredibly awkward. I received sharp curious stares from all around, so I pulled my hood down farther and stared at the floor.


      Just standing around in hostile territory like this is harder than I thought...


      I almost felt like crying from embarrassment. Enduring the surrounding gazes, I quietly waited for Sophia and the others to come back. About ten minutes passed. First, Sophia and Sonia returned, carrying several outfits.


      “Please wait a bit longer, Lord Merlin,” Sophia said. “We’ll do our best!”


      “Do your best? At trying on clothes?”


      “Half-hearted efforts are unacceptable in front of you, Lord Merlin!”


      “What...?”


      We came to buy clothes, right? Not to fight a battle, right? And wouldn’t it be fine if you showed each other instead? It doesn’t have to be me...


      Those questions never made it out of my mouth. Somehow, I felt like if I suggested that, they’d just reply, “That would be pointless!” And before I knew it, both of them had disappeared into the fitting room. There were only a few fitting rooms, and since only one was currently available, Sophia and Sonia went into it together. Each booth was fairly spacious, so it was probably just barely okay...maybe?


      I was a little worried, but I could hear the rustling of them changing, so it was probably fine. Now all that was left was to wait for Noise to return and for the sisters to finish changing.


      “Hey, can you move a bit more to the side, Sophia?”


      “I can’t! Big sis, you move back. I can’t get this off properly...”


      I could hear their voices from inside the fitting room. The shop was relatively quiet, so their hushed conversation reached my ears. Apparently, there wasn’t enough space for two people to use it at once. I didn’t know why they were in such a hurry, but they could have just waited until someone else finished using another booth—


      “Ah!”


      My thoughts were cut short the instant I heard Sophia’s short scream. She must have lost her balance. Through the thin curtain, I saw Sophia falling outward. She made a reflexive grab for the curtain, but it wasn’t enough to stop her momentum. The curtain was ripped from its pole and fell to the floor along with her.


      The fall probably hadn’t hurt much. The impact had been brief. The real problem was her appearance—and that of Sonia, who had been behind the curtain. They had been in the middle of changing, so naturally both of them were nearly naked—no, barely clothed. Can’t forget to mention the underwear...


      “Eek!”


      Sonia’s face flushed bright red. She’d clearly not expected her underwear to be seen. She hurriedly crossed her arms to cover her chest and groin, but it was already too late. Their indecent figures were burned clearly into my memory.
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      “S-Sorry!” I yelled.


      I immediately averted my gaze. But even so, the image of the two of them in their underwear lingered vividly in my mind—Sophia’s blue underwear and Sonia’s red. Perhaps because she was younger, Sophia’s figure wasn’t very full—if anything, she was quite thin. Sonia, on the other hand, was just as slender, but her chest was noticeably fuller. Even sisters can differ in build due to age. That’s only natural for living beings...


      The issue was that both of them looked cute and beautiful enough to stir my desires. In short—because I was a healthy man, I was as aroused as you might expect. It was embarrassing to admit. According to my status information, I was the same age as in my previous life. I wasn’t particularly young, but perhaps by divine providence, the deadly sin of lust was still very much intact within me. My body didn’t react strongly, but if it had, my feelings would’ve gone beyond mere awkwardness. I’d have wanted to hang myself out of shame and guilt.




      Warning: With your body’s resilience, even hanging yourself will not result in death. It will just be uncomfortable.




      A dutiful response came from God.


      No one asked you! And besides, even if it didn’t hurt, wouldn’t hanging cut off the airway and cause loss of consciousness and death? This feels less like a matter of level or physical toughness.




      Answer: You may appear human, but you’re not.




      Hey. Cut that out.




      Even if your breathing is restricted and oxygen fails to reach your brain, death will not occur easily.




      I really have been turned into a monster, haven’t I...? But wait...so I can die?




      Affirmative. However, it requires a considerable amount of time. Considering the prolonged suffering involved, it is reasonable to conclude that death is effectively impossible.




      Right. Thanks for that...really.


      Once again, I was forced to confront the reality that being reincarnated in another world had made me something inhuman. I didn’t particularly resent it. At worst, I wished it had been explained beforehand. But if I thought of it as a god granting me a second life, I should probably be grateful.


      “Ugh...that hurt a bit...”


      Sophia, who had fallen, groaned as she sat up. Then she slowly lifted her face toward me.


      How did I know that, when I was supposed to be looking away? The reason was painfully simple.


      “L-Lord Merlin?!”


      After hearing Sophia’s embarrassed voice and her barely suppressed high-pitched scream, anyone could have guessed the situation. She bolted back into the fitting room like a startled rabbit. She rehung the curtain, and as the fabric sliced through the air, reality finally returned to normal. When I looked forward again, the paradise—no, it was more a kind of hell—that had existed moments ago was gone. I sighed in relief.


      “Whew... What a disaster...”


      Maybe that wasn’t the best phrasing, but I really had been through something awful. After they finished changing, how was I supposed to face Sophia and Sonia? It was going to be unbearably awkward—for both sides.


      As I stood there with my arms crossed, agonizing over what had just happened, Noise returned carrying a huge pile of clothes. Completely oblivious to the chaos that had just occurred, she beamed at me with a smile as bright as the sun.


      “Look, Merlin! There were so many interesting-looking clothes!”


      “Noise...”


      “Interesting-looking,” huh?


      “You can’t afford that much, you know? And I think it’d be better to choose clothes that ordinary girls would wear.”


      “Ordinary? You think so?”


      “Yeah. So you won’t regret it later.”


      I smiled wryly and helped Noise pick out clothes. In the end, having found underwear they liked, Sophia and Sonia selected and purchased several outfits without once making eye contact with me.


      Sooo incredibly awkward!


      *


      The shopping trip—full of laughter, tears, embarrassment, and awkwardness—finally came to an end. I’d heard that shopping with women could take a while, but we’d started before noon, and it was already edging toward evening when we finished. We still had an hour or two before sunset, but rather than push on, we ducked into a café located along the main street. It was late, but this would be our lunch...or maybe dinner.


      We took seats at a large table that could comfortably fit all four of us and looked over the menu together. Unfortunately, the culinary arts in this world were still fairly underdeveloped. Even in town eateries, most dishes amounted to little more than grilled meat, simply plated salads, or lightly salted soup. There were no noodles, no curry, no omurice—nothing of the sort.


      We all chose meat dishes and waited for them to arrive. Things were still a little awkward between me and Sophia and Sonia, but we’d at least managed to exchange a few words here and there. That was when, out of nowhere, a conversation from a nearby table caught my ear—two adventurers talking quietly.


      “So, what’re we gonna do?” one murmured.


      “About what?” replied the other.


      “About the Arachne situation. If something like that monster’s shown up near this town, shouldn’t we just move on to another city?”


      “You’re saying we should run without even dealing with the Aranea?”


      “What choice do we have?” the first adventurer asked. “They’re Rank-3 monsters. That’s way beyond us.”


      “Yeah,” the other agreed. “If we’d just end up dragging everyone else down, it’d be better not to be there at all.”


      “Exactly. If we lost to an Aranea, we’d probably get eaten alive. I’m not dying like that.”


      Eaten alive, huh.


      I’d been trying not to dwell on it, but once again I was reminded how unforgiving this world was. The monsters here were far more vicious and dangerous than any wild animal from my previous life, and now that threat was looming right over the town we lived in.


      I...


      “Lord Merlin? Is something wrong? You don’t look well.” When I lowered my gaze to the table, Sophia noticed and spoke up. I gave an exaggerated smile—and then it hit me. Maybe...just maybe, it wasn’t too late.


      “It’s nothing,” I reassured her. “More importantly, can I talk to you all about something important?”


      “Something important?” Noise tilted her head, seeming puzzled.


      Looking around at their curious faces, I steeled myself and spoke.


      “About the upcoming Arachne and Aranea extermination campaign... I want everyone except me to stay out of it.”


      “What?!” Noise slammed her hand on the table and shot to her feet. “What do you mean by that, Merlin?”


      She looked ready to bite my head off, but I forced myself to stay calm.


      “I mean exactly what I said. I want the three of you to stay in town. Sophia and Sonia can use healing abilities, so maybe you could help out as a medical unit. Noise, you’d be their guard.”


      “That’s unacceptable!” she shouted. “Are you saying you’re going to fight the monsters alone?!”


      “Yeah. That’s the plan.”


      Truthfully, I’d decided this the moment I’d heard about the extermination campaign. Noise aside, the difficulty was far too high for Sophia and Sonia. The danger was real. I didn’t want anyone to die, and with so much risk involved, the strongest one among us should be the one to step forward.


      “I won’t accept that!” Noise yelled. “I can’t stand the idea of waiting around in town while you risk your life!”


      “I need you to understand,” I told her. “I don’t want any of you to die.”


      “So you think we can’t beat the Aranea?”


      “You heard what they said, didn’t you? We’re talking about numbers that could wipe out the whole town. Today we only ran into a few by chance, but if that number multiplies by twenty or thirty...do you really think you’d all survive?”


      “Hmmm...”


      That question brought even Noise’s anger-fueled objections to a halt. Her strength visibly drained away. According to what we’d heard at the Adventurers’ Guild, the number of Aranea spawned by an Arachne could exceed one hundred. There was no guarantee we’d come out alive against a horde like that. There was a limit to how much I could protect them on my own. And if someone died, even with my holy magic, resurrection was impossible. I’d confirmed that directly with God.


      “I understand how you feel, Lord Merlin. It’s true that we’d likely become a burden.” Sophia accepted my reasoning calmly, smiling gently.


      “Sophia! You’re okay with this? And Sonia too?” Noise gasped, looking to them for support—but both sisters shook their heads.


      “No. We’re not,” Sophia said firmly. Then Sonia followed.


      “We’re joining the extermination campaign,” she said, “no matter how much you tell us not to.”


      “What?!” This time, it was my turn to raise my voice.


      “Just like you don’t want us to die, we don’t want to keep relying on you forever,” Sonia said. “We want to think for ourselves, grow stronger, and repay you. That’s what being comrades is all about, isn’t it?”


      “Even so, there’s no need to force yourselves,” I said. “You don’t have to throw yourselves in the path of danger. You can grow stronger carefully over time.”


      Life was precious—irreplaceable. Levels and equipment could be built up over time. I or other adventurers would handle the Aranea. That was why I wanted them not to push themselves.


      “This isn’t about logic,” said Sophia. “We hate the idea of being able to help and still just waiting safely for everyone to come back.”


      “Sophia’s right!” cried Noise. “I’m definitely joining! I’ll defeat the Aranea with my own two hands and get stronger!”


      “I need to work on getting my strength back too. I’ll do my part and hunt them down,” said Sonia.


      Sophia, Noise, Sonia—none of them would budge. They knew accepting my proposal would have been far easier, yet they followed their own hearts. My words really had been clumsy. At this point, I couldn’t argue back. Treating them like fragile treasures would only keep them from ever growing. Had I been too overprotective? Had my kindness gone too far?


      I didn’t have an answer to those questions. But regardless, they had no intention of backing down. In that case, my own role was clear. I’d protect them, no matter what.


      Our food arrived. After a brief silence, I spoke again.


      “I’m sorry,” I apologized quietly. “I think I got too nervous. You’re adventurers—you can protect yourselves.”


      “Yes!” crowed Noise.


      “I’m not that strong, so I’ll rely on my sister to protect me too,” said Sophia.


      “I’ll do my best!” Sonia declared.


      Each answered in turn, their voices full of resolve. I should’ve prepared myself from the start. I picked up my fork and smiled softly.


      “Then I’ll make sure I can protect you all when it really matters,” I promised them. “So just...do your best not to die, okay?”


      Everyone smiled, and our meal finally began.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Seven: The Extermination Campaign


      I’d had a bit of friction with Noise and the others regarding the Arachne hunt, but in the end we’d managed to reach the best possible conclusion. Everyone had agreed that we needed to wipe out the Aranea and had even volunteered to take part. That, in turn, had helped me firm my resolve as well.


      After two days of preparation, the large-scale Aranea purge—along with the subjugation of the Arachne—was finally set in motion by the Adventurers’ Guild.


      “Wow, there are so many people here!” cried Noise. “I had no idea there were this many adventurers in Sennion!”


      She couldn’t hide her excitement, her tail swishing back and forth as she looked around.


      “Looks like some adventurers who just happened to be passing through town decided to join too,” I observed. “With this many people, we should be able to clear out the Aranea at least, even if the Arachne may be tougher.”


      More than thirty adventurers had gathered at the town’s main gate. Every one of them was strong enough to take on Aranea as part of a party. In terms of overall combat strength, we definitely weren’t lacking. On top of that, an elite unit had been organized specifically to deal with the Arachne, a Rank-2 species—though apparently even they weren’t fully confident. I would need to step in myself if it came to that.


      “By the way, are you two really joining the fight?” I glanced at the elf sisters flanking Noise. Sonia and Sophia were both fully equipped. “You’re not staying back with the medical team or something?”


      “Correct!” Sophia said with a smile. “My combat ability is low, but I’m good at restraining enemies, so leave that to me! I can support you!”


      “I used to be able to take down Rank-3 species, you know. No need to worry,” Sonia told me.


      “I am worried, though. Sophia doesn’t do combat, and Sonia, you’re still just recovering,” I pointed out.


      “You’re such a worrywart, Merlin,” Sonia scoffed. “We’ve been exercising nonstop in the forest for two days—I’ve gotten the feel for fighting back already. And how long are you planning to treat me like an invalid anyway?”


      “About a month?” I replied.


      “That’s way too long!” she protested loudly.


      Even if she felt fine, she tended to freeze up at critical moments—and in battle, that kind of hesitation could be fatal.


      “I’ll keep an eye on my sister, so it’ll be fine, Lord Merlin,” Sophia said firmly. “He’s absolutely right, Sonia.”


      “Fiiiine,” Sonia said, rolling her eyes.


      Sophia really was reliable—she had Sonia completely under control.


      Of course, I wasn’t planning to let my guard down either, but having Sophia keeping an eye on her gave me some peace of mind.


      “Oh!” Right on cue, Noise pointed toward the guildmaster. “They’re about to announce the party assignments! Let’s head over there!”


      To compensate for small party sizes, this operation would send out groups of at least two parties to search wide areas together. These large groups would spread outward in a ring from Sennion, hunting for the Arachne.


      If we’d only been looking for the Arachne, we wouldn’t have needed to divide up at all, but the Aranea were already scattered across a huge area. We couldn’t just let them be, so eliminating them while searching for their mother was the safest approach. That meant that we too would be teamed up with several other adventurers for scouting and extermination. Ideally, I wanted partners who weren’t hostile toward demihumans, but...we’d see.


      We moved close enough to hear the guildmaster’s voice and waited for our names to be called. When we heard them at last, we learned that we’d been assigned to work with a four-person party—all men.


      “Ugh,” one of them muttered. “We’ve gotta party with demihumans?”


      “Yeah, it reeks like beasts over here,” a second said.


      “Useless elves too?” scoffed a third. “Talk about dead weight.”


      “Tch...”


      It was blatant discrimination—something I hadn’t seen much of lately in this town’s guild. Worst of all, these were our assigned teammates who were hurling vile words at us. The girls weren’t weak enough to be hurt by words alone, but listening made my blood boil. I wished we could change assignments, but now wasn’t the time to burden the guild. As long as the Aranea got wiped out, that was all that mattered. Noise and the others seemed to think the same—they lowered their eyes and said nothing.


      “Move it already,” the tallest of the four, a man with a red bandanna wrapped around his forehead, said and started walking toward the forest. I considered giving them a warning about their attitude, but the operation had barely begun. It’d just make them less likely to listen to me going forward. We followed them in silence.


      “Looks like we ended up with some real characters,” Noise muttered beside me.


      “Seriously,” I agreed. “If the other adventurers heard them, they’d get chewed out.”


      Ever since we’d saved that female adventurer who’d been attacked by Aranea, Noise and the others’ reputation had skyrocketed. Technically, I’d done most of the saving, but to everyone watching, it had looked like demihumans stepping in without hesitation to save humans despite the discrimination they’d faced—something unheard of.


      Since then, adventurers had quietly banded together to make sure at least Noise and the others weren’t discriminated against anymore. It meant my goal of creating a space where people like Noise, Sophia, and Sonia could live a little more easily was being achieved.


      It wasn’t perfect—the change was limited to Sennion, and not everyone had changed—but it was a start.


      “Try not to get too close to those guys, okay?” I warned. “I don’t trust them.”


      This world was brutal toward demihumans. Despite their intelligence and similar appearance, their very minor differences from humans sparked hatred. From my point of view, it felt like a complete waste of time and emotion.


      However, it’d be a problem if they did anything to the girls. If they so much as pointed a blade toward them, I wasn’t sure how I might react. I went ahead and warned them about that as well.


      “I won’t leave your side, Merlin!” Noise said with a grin.


      “Neither will we. Right, Sophia?” Sonia said.


      “Yeah!” Sophia chirped.


      “Good,” I said. “Then all that’s left is to take down the Aranea.”


      As long as we could take them down safely, that was all that mattered. Even as unease gnawed at me, I followed the men. After walking through the forest for a while, we at last encountered some Aranea. Several giant spiders emerged ahead of the four men leading our group.


      “Nice!” one of them called. “Aranea spotted. Get ready. Don’t let the demihumans steal our kills.”


      “Yeah!”


      For some reason, the men were unnecessarily eager to compete with us. Each readied his sword, spear, or bow and began the fight. I thought about offering some support, but—


      “Don’t you touch this!” they shouted. “They’re our prey!”


      I got yelled at. What was the point of forming parties, then? I rubbed my temples.


      “What should we do, Lord Merlin?” Sophia asked hesitantly.


      “We’re equals in this,” I told her. “We don’t have to follow their orders...but honestly, if they want to do the work for us, let them.”


      “Right,” Sonia agreed. “If they’re willing to finish the job, all the better.”


      “Just stay ready,” I added. “Keep an eye on our surroundings.”


      “Got it!”


      To be fair, the men weren’t all talk. They certainly lived up to their boasting. With decent skill, well-coordinated teamwork, and steady positioning, they were one-sidedly beating the Aranea to a pulp.


      They can probably handle this many Aranea alone. This might actually be an easy day after all.


      “Ha! Is that all you’ve got?!”


      “Pathetic!”


      They shouted loudly, wasting energy, but they were still fighting well. For a moment, I let myself believe that the mission would actually be easy. But then, the problem I’d feared arose. Noise stiffened.


      “Merlin! More Aranea are coming!”


      Beyond the men—from even deeper within the forest—more and more spiders began to emerge.


      “Ten! No, more than ten?!”


      Even the men hadn’t anticipated this situation. They halted their fight and retreated.


      “Damn it! How many of these things did that Arachne spawn?!”


      Now it was clearly our turn.


      “Looks like we’re up,” Noise said.


      “Finally I get to move my body!” Sonia called excitedly.


      “Leave the support to me!” Sophia declared.


      “Let’s fight smart, okay, girls?” I said.


      Noise hoisted her greatsword. Sophia prepared her magic. Sonia drew her blade and took up her stance. And I gathered my mana.


      “Let’s pace ourselves,” I told them. “But don’t spread out too far.”


      “Yes!” They all nodded.


      Noise and Sonia charged first. Noise’s massive sword swept through the swarm, and several Aranea went flying in one blow.


      So much for pacing herself.


      “H-How is she so strong?!” I heard one of the men mutter.


      They stared in shock at Noise’s chaotic swordplay. Noise had leveled up fast during our adventures. I’d basically left most combat to her for a reason.


      Sonia moved in next, precise thrusts piercing spider legs with perfect accuracy. Unlike Noise’s, her moves weren’t lethal, but crippling, leaving the enemy helpless for Noise to finish off. Piercing the Aranea’s slender legs wasn’t easy. It required skilled hands and exceptional concentration.


      “Impressive,” I murmured.


      “She works really hard,” Sophia said proudly. She seemed most joyful when talking about her sister. Then, Sophia cast her spell. Vines erupted from the ground, binding multiple Aranea in place.


      My spells were too powerful, and since I’d only just learned them, I hadn’t mastered control of them yet. I didn’t have the luxury of using them in the heat of battle, so I kept my magic on standby for emergencies.


      “Nice one!”


      It was an elven spell—one I could apparently use too, according to the god of this world—but I’d yet to test it. Too risky.


      The Aranea fell one after another.


      “Thanks, Sophia!” called Sonia.


      “That was a huge help!” Noise crooned.


      Noise was pleased that the opponents were now easier to defeat, while Sonia was delighted by her sister’s growth. One by one, the Aranea fell. I’d been anxious at first, but Noise aside, Sonia’s movements weren’t bad either. They were the movements of someone who clearly understood what she could and couldn’t do.


      The group of four men who had paused their own fight were also momentarily overwhelmed by Noise and Sonia’s display.


      “Damn demihumans!” they cried.


      Snapping back to reality, they started moving before Noise and Sonia could take all the credit. Though their methods were somewhat rough, the Aranea steadily fell. Still, something felt wrong.


      “No matter how much we fight, it doesn’t feel like their numbers are going down!” Sonia cried out.


      After twenty or thirty minutes of combat, dark clouds began to form over what had seemed like a smooth battle. Just as Sonia had said, the Aranea weren’t decreasing in number. Every time a few fell, more emerged from deeper in the forest. Already more than twenty bodies littered the ground. Just how many were there?


      “Isn’t this way too many?” I asked. “Does an Arachne really produce this many Aranea?”


      “I’ve never fought one before either, but this is far beyond what I expected...” Sophia spoke anxiously while continuing to manipulate her plants.


      Counting both the corpses and the living monsters, nearly thirty had appeared already. Fatigue showed on everyone’s faces—Noise included—and even the men were starting to look worn down. If this continued, Noise and the others would collapse from Stamina loss alone.


      “Like hell I’m staying here!”


      Finally reaching their limit, the men retreated hard, running past me.


      “H-Hey!”


      I tried to stop them, but they sprinted straight back the way we’d come. But right in their path, more Aranea emerged.


      “Wh-What?!” I heard them yell. “Why are they coming from behind too?!”


      At some point, we’d been completely surrounded. The spiders clacked their fangs in front of the fleeing men, cutting off their escape.


      “This is bad... This situation is really dire...” I muttered.


      Should I use my ability now?


      But the men were too close. If they’d managed to escape, I could’ve gone all out and dealt with the consequences later, but now...


      Noise and Sonia were still fighting, but their faces were pale.


      I really might have to step in—


      Then I heard a loud noise echo through the trees. “Wait. What was that?”


      Something massive was approaching, shaking the forest itself—something that would make the Aranea seem puny by comparison. Trees shattered as it emerged.


      Before us loomed a massive spider body with the upper torso of a woman growing from it. Multiple round crimson eyes glared in every direction. Oh, that’s a spider all right.


      “A-Arachne?”


      It matched the description we’d heard at the guild perfectly.


      “Why is it here?! It should be nesting deeper in the forest!”


      Our prediction had been wrong. According to the guildmaster, Arachne usually stayed in their nests while producing Aranea, keeping far from human settlements. There was no reason for it to have paused its egg-laying to emerge. Unless...


      Unless it had already finished laying enough eggs. Perhaps it had cunningly hidden the Aranea until humans ventured deep enough inside the forest.


      “Kee hee hee hee...” The Arachne let out a grotesque laugh.


      Noise and Sonia rushed back to me, sweat pouring down their faces.


      “This is bad, Merlin,” muttered Noise. “In our current state, we’ll definitely lose to the Arachne.”


      “We need to run,” Sonia panted. “We have to regroup with the other adventurers and overwhelm it with numbers!”


      I was about to agree, but before I could, the Arachne spread thick webs all around us, as if declaring that it had no intention of letting us escape.


      “H-Hey! We’re trapped!”


      Even the men panicked, despair plastered across their faces. Thick white threads wrapped around us in a widening circle. The sky disappeared piece by piece until the webs formed a complete dome.


      “Looks like it doesn’t plan on letting us get away.”


      The timing, the caution—this was exactly the kind of methodical hunting Arachne were infamous for. With my power, I might be able to break through the dome... It wouldn’t be easy, but escape was our priority now.


      I began gathering mana, but the Arachne sensed it instantly and made its move. It sent a massive swarm of Aranea straight at me, completely ignoring Noise and the others. Countless giant spiders rushed forward. Then, it fired webs.


      I dodged instinctively, and the threads formed a wall inside the dome, perfectly splitting me off from the others. It was fast—incredibly fast. And with Aranea swarming me, I couldn’t cast my spell.


      “Out of the way!”


      I kicked them aside. My stats were overwhelmingly higher than theirs.


      But by the time I cleared the pests, Noise and the others were already gone from sight.


      “Crap. It went after them!”


      This was bad. The Arachne was a Rank-2 species—far more dangerous than the Aranea. It was almost certainly beyond what Noise and the others could handle. If I didn’t reach them fast, they might die. But if I unleashed my power blindly, I could hit them through the wall.


      For now, I had to thin out the Aranea and break that barrier. I’d have to test how tough it was by force.


      “Hang in there, girls...”


      Trusting in their strength, I glared at the spiders closing in around me.


      ▼△▼


      Separated from Merlin, Noise and the others stared up at the massive body of the Arachne—far larger than any Aranea’s—wondering what they should do.


      “Sonia! Lord Merlin is—!”


      “Get a grip, Sophia,” Sonia told her. “Merlin will be fine. He’s stronger than any of us.”


      “If anything, we’re the ones in trouble here...” Noise muttered.


      Unlike the panicking Sophia, both Sonia and Noise remained calm, carefully thinking through how to deal with the monster in front of them.


      “You men are going to fight too. It’s not like you can escape anyway,” said Sonia firmly.


      “Sh-Shut up!” one of them shouted. “Don’t you dare order me around, demihuman!”


      Even now, the men refused to cease their discrimination—it was almost impressive in its awfulness. A single moment’s thought made it obvious that cooperation was the only option. There was no way they could defeat an Arachne while fighting separately.


      “Kee hee hee hee...”


      Letting out a grotesque cry, the Arachne moved. In a blur, it appeared right in front of the men.


      “Damn it!”


      Knowing they had no choice, the men raised their weapons—-but fear froze their legs. In that brief moment of hesitation, one of them was caught in the Arachne’s web.


      “Shit!”


      He struggled violently, but the web was unbelievably tough. No matter how hard he pulled, it wouldn’t tear. Even slamming his weapon against it did nothing. The thread was yanked back. The man was dragged straight toward the Arachne’s lower body—toward its fanged mouth.


      CRUNCH.


      The spider opened its jaws and swallowed him whole.


      “David!”


      The bald spearman named David was gone. A sickening cracking sound echoed from the Arachne’s lower body.


      The situation had become catastrophic.


      “Sophia, support! Noise, let’s go!” Sonia yelled.


      “Roger!” Noise answered and followed Sonia as she sprinted forward.


      The men couldn’t move. Terror had broken their spirits. But Noise and Sonia could still fight. Propelling themselves forward, they rushed the monstrous Arachne from behind. Noise swung her massive sword. Putting her entire body into it, she unleashed her strongest blow. But the Arachne stopped it with one hand.


      “Wh-What?!”


      Its slender, humanlike arm had caught the blade effortlessly. No matter how much Noise pushed or pulled, it wouldn’t budge.


      “Now!”


      But that arm was pinned for the moment. Sonia dashed past Noise and thrust forward. She aimed for the Arachne’s head—the human upper body. If she pierced it, it would deal massive damage. Her blade didn’t stop. It drove straight through the Arachne’s head.


      “Yes!”


      Following up, she pierced its wrist to force it to release Noise’s sword. The two of them jumped back—


      “Kee hee hee hee...”


      The Arachne moved casually. The wound in its head began to heal right in front of their very eyes.


      “N-No way... It can regenerate?”


      Regeneration: the terrifying natural healing possessed by higher-rank monsters. Even with its head pierced, it wasn’t dying. It barely seemed injured. They had assumed the humanlike upper body would have humanlike anatomy.


      But that resemblance was only cosmetic. The Arachne didn’t have a true weak point—and even if it did, its regeneration would outpace their damage.


      “How are we supposed to beat this thing...?”


      Sonia and Noise froze.


      Then Sophia’s voice rang out.


      “Don’t give up!”


      “Sophia...”


      “We just have to hold on until Lord Merlin comes! Lord Merlin will definitely win!”


      Their only hope was Merlin.


      Sophia, especially, knew his true power. With abilities like his, she was certain the Arachne could be defeated. Sonia and Noise nodded.


      “You’re right... It’s too early to give up.” Sonia lifted her blade again.


      Fixing her eyes on the Arachne and steeling herself—to protect the other adventurers, to protect Sennion—she took her stance.


      “Let’s buy time, Noise,” she said.


      “Got it!” Noise called back. “I’ll use my secret move!”


      “Secret move?”


      “It won’t last long, so I’ll leave the rest to you!”


      With that, Noise pushed off the ground. She swung her greatsword wildly, spinning it with centrifugal force, pouring in every ounce of strength she had. Naturally, she still couldn’t match the Arachne’s power. Her blade was knocked aside. Webs shot toward her as it kept its distance.


      “I can barely keep up with blocking the attacks!” Noise yelped.


      Time passed while she dodged and deflected. Her Stamina was drained further and further. Maybe she couldn’t even buy enough time—


      Then Noise roared.


      “Grrrr... Beast Mode!”
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      Mana engulfed her body. A blinding light burst forth, and when it faded...a four-legged beast stood there.


      “N-Noise?”


      Sonia stared in disbelief. Noise nodded.


      “So that’s her secret move...the beastfolk’s hidden art.”


      Sonia had heard rumors. Some beastfolk possessed the ability to become actual beasts—unlocking their true power and gaining overwhelming combat strength. Neither she nor Sophia had known Noise could use it.


      Black fur covered her massive body, and bright purple eyes gleamed fiercely in her face. She resembled a wolf—but far larger than any normal animal. Baring her fangs, she charged the wary Arachne.


      “GRRRAAAH!”


      Guided by pure animal instinct, she assaulted it with blinding speed.


      “Amazing!” cried Sonia. “She’s faster than its webs!”


      The Arachne couldn’t land a hit on Noise, who moved with rapid agile steps. Meanwhile, Noise’s claws and fangs tore into its body again and again. But the monster still wouldn’t fall. Each wound regenerated before the next strike landed. Still, she was buying them time. Noise was laying her life on the line to protect Sophia and the men. Even the men found themselves staring in awe.


      “Sh-She’s protecting us...” one of them whispered.


      “Move, now! Noise can’t keep this up forever!”


      Sophia and Sonia stepped in front of them.


      Though their expressions and voices were sharp with irritation, everyone understood. Without teamwork, none of them would survive.


      Sophia summoned magical plants around them—a calming spell. The tension they had been feeling began to ease, and simultaneously, the male adventurers regained their composure.


      “Damn it... We really have to fight that thing...?” one of them groaned.


      “But isn’t it pathetic that we’re being protected by women?” another said.


      “Normally, we should be the ones protecting them,” agreed the third.


      One by one, they raised their weapons. Their prejudice hadn’t vanished. They still thought demihumans were dangerous. But even they couldn’t deny this: In a life-or-death battle, you don’t mock those risking their lives.


      They steeled themselves.


      “Fine. Let’s show them.”


      “Yeah. We’re not losing to monsters...or demihumans.”


      Noise was slowly being pushed back. Her transformation constantly consumed mana. And unlike Sophia or Sonia, she didn’t have high reserves of mana. The cost was enormous. She couldn’t maintain her transformed state for long. Unable to deal fatal damage, she was taking blow after blow.


      When her remaining mana dropped into the danger zone, she leaped back.


      “I’m sorry, Sophia, Sonia...” she panted. “My mana is almost gone...”


      “You’ve done more than enough,” Sonia called. “They’re finally ready to fight.”


      “Step back,” one of the men told her. “From here on, we’ll handle it. You focus on support.”


      “Yeah,” said his companion. “Demihumans and women should stay in the safe zone, right?”


      The men’s words were still sharp, but there was concern in their tone now. Noise blinked.


      “Did something happen to them?” she asked.


      Sophia and Sonia exchanged dry smiles.


      “They probably feel ashamed after watching you fight,” Sonia said, smirking.


      “Convenient timing, after all that nonsense they spouted,” Noise snorted.


      “But still...it’s a little reassuring,” said Sophia.


      “Yeah,” Sonia agreed.


      “I guess so...”


      Noise didn’t fully understand, but as long as they were fighting, she had no complaints. The fatigue from Beast Mode crashed over her body. Her legs buckled, and she collapsed onto the ground.


      “C-Can you guys...?” she panted.


      “Rest for now, Noise,” Sophia told her. “Lord Merlin will come soon. And if we work together, we might even beat the Arachne.”


      “I’ll take the front,” said Sonia.


      Sophia cast a spell to ease mental exhaustion. Sonia stepped forward, thin blade in hand.


      “Ugh...sorry,” muttered Noise. “Beast Mode really takes a toll on me...”


      “But thanks to you, we can see a glimmer of hope now.”


      Sophia smiled softly as she supported from afar, coordinating with the men to intercept the webs. With the Aranea gone, they could focus entirely on the Arachne. The problem was its overwhelming regenerative abilities. To break through those, they’d need holy magic—purification skills—something capable of nullifying healing. Which meant...


      We might still need to wait for Merlin.


      Just as that thought crossed Sophia’s mind, a massive sound rang out nearby.


      “What was that?”


      “It came from Merlin’s direction.”


      Beyond the web wall separating them, a violent shock shook the ground, and a piercing sound echoed from the dome.


      BAAAM!


      ▼△▼


      I’d been separated from Noise, Sophia, and Sonia.


      In front of me stood a wall of tightly woven white thread. Around me were the offspring of the Arachne who had built the wall, the Aranea. The situation was pretty bad. I’d be fine, but I was worried about Noise and the others, who’d ended up fighting an Arachne—a foe overwhelmingly superior to them.


      “I need to break this wall fast...”


      I clenched my fist. Right now, my stats were all at 500 because I had four layers of seals imposed on me. I didn’t know how high the Arachne’s level was, but I figured I should be able to destroy a wall made of thread. I could slash it apart with magic, but it’d be bad if I fired something off carelessly and hit Noise and the others. And over there were those male adventurers too, who weren’t much help. Smashing it bare-handed would have the least impact on my surroundings.


      Just as I was about to rush forward, the Aranea surrounding me launched an attack. Their amassed bodies slammed into me.


      “Tch! Get out of my way!”


      I couldn’t dodge in time and took the hit. There was basically no damage, but I felt myself getting pissed off. More importantly, it had cost me time. I had to break that wall already.


      Grinding my teeth, I used holy magic to burn the Aranea around me to death.


      Just as I’d expected, the Aranea were low level. With all my stats at 500, I could subjugate them easily. But—


      “Damn it! There are way too many of them!”


      They were weak, but there were a lot of them. They must have already been inside the enclosure before the Arachne surrounded this area with its webs. Even just in my immediate vicinity there were about fifty.


      Burning them down and kicking them away, I closed the distance to the wall bit by bit.


      Soon, I was right on top of it. I’d taken out every Aranea in front of me. Since I’d prioritized those, the only ones left were the ones chasing from behind.


      I can do this. I can hit the wall.


      This time, I drove my tightly clenched fist straight into the white web-wall. No one was left to get in my way. My fist landed squarely on the barrier the Arachne had built. And yet—


      “What?! I-It won’t break?!”


      Even though I’d punched it head-on with full force, I’d only produced a thunderous impact sound. The threads hadn’t even frayed.


      What insanely tough thread! At the very least, I could tell that the Arachne’s stats were pretty close to mine...which only made me worry even more about Noise and the others.


      “Should I just slice it apart with magic?”


      Even factoring in some risk, it felt more efficient to hit it with a spell that had good compatibility. While burning the Aranea coming up behind me with holy magic, I punched the web-wall a few more times, just to be sure. But of course it didn’t break. Only a few strands snapped and fluttered down.


      “I guess I have no choice...”


      Steeling myself, I shone the light of my best holy magic straight ahead—at first, keeping the power as low as possible. But the rate at which the web burned was far too slow. At this pace, Noise and the others would die before I could reach them. I absolutely refused to let that happen. Even now, my impatience and stress felt like they were choking me.


      “If that’s how it is...!”


      I cut off the holy magic, kicked an Aranea aside, and made my decision.


      I would lift a seal.


      Honestly, I hadn’t wanted to resort to this when I still didn’t fully understand just how strong I was, but I didn’t have a choice. With the Aranea still rushing in to interfere, I muttered quietly.


      “Fourth seal, release!”


      These were the restrictions I’d placed on my own level and stats right after being reincarnated in this world. This ability’s original purpose was to weaken enemies—or, literally, to seal them away. But I’d been using it to suppress my own excessively high stats. Now I released that seal—the fourth one, the last one I’d applied. With that, all my stats rose to 1000, double what they’d been.


      A strange sense of omnipotence surged through my whole body. The weight called “seal” fell away, and power flooded into me.


      “Begone.”


      The instant the seal released, I flicked my hand. The tremendous kinetic energy I generated became a shock wave that blasted the Aranea beside me away. Wind roared, and several Aranea were obliterated at once.


      Incredible. Even a casual swing can deal this much damage?


      Even as I marveled at my own power, I was certain now: With this strength, I could break the wall.


      I shoved off the ground again, clenched my fist, and threw a punch. My fist tore through the air and struck the web-wall. Then a sharp, high-pitched crack rang out as the white threads snapped, bursting spectacularly forward.


      “Yes. It worked!”


      The wall the Arachne had made to separate me from itself shattered. Straight ahead, the Arachne’s gigantic body came into view.


      “M-Merlin...!”


      I heard Noise’s voice. I snapped my gaze to the side, and there in front of the Arachne were several figures. I didn’t need to look closely to know—Noise and the others were down, battered and torn.


      “Noise! Sophia! Sonia too!”


      They were all bleeding, but it didn’t look life-threatening. Nearby, the male adventurers were also there. Unexpectedly, it seemed they’d fought hard—they were unconscious and bleeding as well.


      But the important thing was that my companions were alive.


      Thank goodness. Thank goodness!


      Sighing in relief, I glared at the Arachne. It stared back at me.


      “Arachne. I’m ending you here.”


      The male adventurers were unconscious. No one was watching now. I gathered my mana at full power, and several golden spheres floated up around me.
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      Really, I wanted to smash the Arachne with my bare hands for what it had done to Noise and the others—but that would’ve been a waste of time. To kill it more efficiently, more reliably, I activated holy-attribute magic. Countless condensed spheres flickered and fired beams.


      “Krrriiik?!”


      Even the Arachne couldn’t hide its shock at the overwhelming volume of high-powered fire. It leaped backward, frantically avoiding the rays. No wonder it was designated a Rank-2 species—it was fast.


      But I didn’t stop. No matter how many times it dodged, the beams kept firing without end. Little by little, I forced it to lose its rhythm, slowed it down, and started aiming to take out its spidery legs first, one at a time.


      A sharp, high-pitched sound rang out as the first shot clipped the edge of one leg. The section seared by that firepower turned to ash instantly. The Arachne’s expression tightened further. It must have understood that taking a hit in a vital area would be disastrous.


      Such a realization was meaningless, of course. As it sharpened its focus, I responded by increasing the number of my holy spells. My barrage thickened. Golden light filled my vision. With my current Mana stat at 1000, my finesse in mana manipulation was better than when it had been 500. I could deploy dozens of spells simultaneously.


      The Arachne was cornered. Next, a beam hit its left arm, which blew off. Then the spider’s face was pierced. The spears of light inexorably bored holes through the Arachne’s body from the outside and finally, they punched through the center of the human upper body’s forehead.


      “Krrrrk—!”


      “It’s over,” I said.


      I didn’t know whether there was a brain in there or not, but the Arachne froze completely. I didn’t miss the opening. All at once, the beams converged on its entire body. Overwhelmed by the sheer heat energy, the Arachne was erased without leaving even a fragment behind. Great scorch marks were gouged into the surrounding forest as well, but compared to subjugating an Arachne, it was a small loss. If that monster had been left alive, it would have absolutely brought disaster upon Sennion. Best to be thorough...


      “Phew...” My extermination complete, I turned my head sharply to the side.


      “Lord Merlin...”


      Beside me, Sophia and the others—who’d been watching the fight—were standing there with their mouths hanging open. Only then did it hit me.


      Oh no! D-Did I overdo it? Maybe that was too intense for the three of them.


      Power that is too strong breeds fear. And fear is more than enough to shatter bonds. I was afraid—afraid they’d come to hate me. But—


      “Lord Merlin, you’re amazing! You totally overwhelmed that Arachne!”


      Sophia, Sonia, and Noise—all three—burst into cheers, shouting their praise. None of them looked afraid.


      “Huh? W-Was that okay? With all of you?” I asked.


      “What do you mean?”


      I’d blurted it out, but it was too late to dodge the question. Once again, cautiously, I asked. “I mean the fight just now. Seeing my power...didn’t it scare you?”


      “Scare me?” cried Noise. “No, not at all. The light was so beautiful!”


      Noise shouted her denial as if it were obvious. The other two nodded along vigorously, affirming her words. Apparently, the only one who’d been freaking out was me. They were tougher than I’d imagined.


      “S-Sure... I guess it was...” I muttered.


      Exhaustion poured through me, more than just the weariness from fighting the Arachne. My knees gave out, and I sat down on the ground. Thank goodness! I felt another surge of relief wash over me.


      “Merlin?! Are you okay?!”


      The girls rushed over to my side immediately.


      So they really aren’t scared of me...


      “I’m fine,” I assured them. “I just relaxed once I realized it was all over.”


      “I see. Then I will lend you my shoulder!” Noise offered.


      “No, I’m fine. More importantly, we need to get them back to town quickly.”


      “And we have to report the Arachne subjugation too,” Sophia pointed out. “Lord Merlin might become famous overnight.”


      “Ah...right. That.”


      Yeah. Right. The report. Good thing I remembered now.


      I slowly stood up.


      “Sorry, but I have a request for you,” I said.


      “A request?”


      All three tilted their heads in unison. I nodded.


      “Yeah. When we get back to the front gate, I want you to say that the ones who subjugated the Arachne were you three and the male adventurers—and no one else.”


      “Wh-What?! Why?” Noise demanded. “You practically beat the Arachne by yourself!”


      “I don’t really want to stand out.”


      I already drew enough attention with this appearance. If I added the title of “hero” on top of that, the headaches would never end.


      “I don’t need honor or anything,” I told them. “Protecting everyone is enough for me.”


      “B-But...”


      “Understood.”


      Half muffled by Noise’s protest, Sophia voiced her agreement.


      “Sophia? You’re okay with that?” Sonia asked.


      “Yeah. He’s done so much for us, and I understand how you feel. It doesn’t feel great, like we’re stealing credit...but this is for Lord Merlin’s sake!”


      “Sophia’s right,” Sonia said, accepting my request too.


      “Ugh... I hate taking someone’s credit! But if it’s for you, Merlin...” Noise, who loved fighting, clearly found it hard to accept, but in the end she nodded up and down vigorously and agreed. I patted her head gratefully.


      “Thanks, Noise. It’s fine. I’m sure you’ll all become strong enough to beat something like that soon.”


      We must’ve gotten the Arachne subjugation experience points from that fight. From here on, I had nothing but high expectations for them. Simply surviving the Arachne was quite the feat.


      “All right, let’s go,” I said. “We’ll carry these guys, okay?”


      “Understood,” said Sonia.


      “Leave it to me!” Noise crowed.


      “Sophia and Sonia, you can rest,” I told them.


      Excluding Sophia and Sonia from the reckoning, that left two men for each of us. Noise and I each shouldered a pair of unconscious male adventurers and headed for the front gate.


      Come to think of it, the Arachne’s materials...


      I’d gotten heated and turned it all to ash, but if we’d brought it back, could we have sold it for a lot?


      I don’t regret killing it, but I do think I overdid it with the method. Well, not leaving a corpse does make it convenient when you need to come up with excuses...

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: Rumors


      We had all joined forces and successfully subjugated the Arachne.


      With their mother gone, the Aranea quite literally scattered like baby spiders, fleeing into the forest around us. It then took several hours for all of the adventurers to pursue them in a follow-up attack.


      After it was confirmed that the Aranea were gone from the forest surrounding Sennion, our subjugation quest came to an end.


      We carried the adventurers who had lost consciousness to the town’s main gate, and from there we circulated as members of the healing team. The reason it took so long for the mission to end was, frankly, also my fault. Because I had turned the Arachne’s body to ash with holy magic, we couldn’t bring the corpse back, so there was no actual proof that I’d killed it.


      Fortunately, the adventurers scattered across the area reported that the Aranea had suddenly started running away, and because it had been confirmed that a large number of Aranea had been eliminated, the subjugation of the Arachne was also at last acknowledged.


      It was a big help as well that the male adventurers who had been knocked out explained to the guild master that they had seen the Arachne and fought it. They also said that they’d been robbed of consciousness, and that if Noise and the others hadn’t been there, they would definitely have died.


      They’d been a surly bunch at first, but after being saved by Noise and the elf sisters, they’d honestly confronted their own feelings. That alone was commendable.


      As a result, the request had been marked as fulfilled. Our party would receive an enormous reward.


      “Whoa! I-Is it really okay for us to receive this many gold coins?” Noise squeaked.


      She lifted her bag of gold coins with trembling hands. Sophia and Sonia were making similar gestures with their own bags.


      “Well, it’s because the reward matches how hard we worked. I think it’d actually be rude not to take it,” I said.


      “B-But...the one who defeated the Arachne was...” Noise stuttered.


      “Hush.”


      Just as Noise was about to say something unnecessary, I pressed my index finger to her mouth with a tap to close it. I thought it might be a little too cheesy, but when Noise saw that my finger was touching her lips, her face turned bright red. Maybe I just got away with it.


      “We’re a party, right?” I pointed out. “And when you’re in a party, you have to share the rewards. We’re comrades, after all.”


      “But suddenly having this much money makes me anxious,” Sophia muttered quietly.


      “Anxious?” I asked.


      “Yes. When demihumans carry a lot of money, in most cases it gets stolen from us.”


      “That’s not good...”


      I didn’t think there were many people inside the Adventurers’ Guild who would have committed that kind of outrage against Sonia and the others, but out in town it was a different story.


      There were people everywhere who cooked up unscrupulous schemes. Even back in my homeland, Japan—which had been called one of the most peaceful countries in the world—we had never been without crime.


      “If the three of you are okay with it, I could hold on to your money for you,” I suggested. “With storage magic, there’s no fear of it being stolen.”


      “Please! I would love that! Carrying it around is scary!” Pushing in close, Noise was the first to thrust her bag toward me. It made my chest feel warm and full, like she found me trustworthy.


      Next, Sophia and Sonia also held out their bags without any hesitation.


      “I’m sorry for the imposition, Lord Merlin,” Sophia murmured. “But this really is the best option.”


      “Thanks, Merlin,” Sonia said.


      Smiling softly, I accepted the money from them as well. I put the three bags of coins into my storage space. Now, it was impossible to take the money out without my permission.


      “So then, what do we do after this? Since we’re here, should we have a victory celebration or something?” I asked.


      Thanks to the subjugation of the Rank-2 Arachne and the mass subjugation of the Rank-3 Aranea, our purses were fattened to a frightening degree.


      I think it would be fine to splurge just for today, but what about everyone else?


      “Sounds great! Let’s do it!” Sonia said with a grin.


      “I want to eat lots of meat!” Noise licked her lips and rubbed her stomach enthusiastically.


      “Th-Then I’ll...join too...” Sophia said, raising her hand modestly.


      That settled it.


      “All right, then which place should we go to? I’m not familiar with Sennion. I’d like to hear everyone’s opinions.”


      “Let’s see, let’s see. What do I like...?”


      “Somewhere with good meat!”


      “Hmmm...a place that serves delicious food...”


      They lined up beside me one by one, and we set off. We left the Adventurers’ Guild—which was livelier than usual—while carefully discussing the best place to go for food.


      The townscape spreading out before my eyes looked even more beautiful than before.


      *


      Several days had passed since the Arachne incident in Sennion. In a white stone temple in the royal capital, a silver-haired girl was offering prayers before a gigantic statue of a god. She closed her eyes, knelt, clasped both hands together, and prayed quietly.


      After some time, she suddenly heard a single set of footsteps approaching from behind. The silver-haired girl exhibited neither haste nor surprise but continued praying. Then the footsteps stopped slightly behind her, and a low voice split the silence.


      “Princess Auriel. There is something I would like you to hear.”


      At the voice of an elderly man—deep and dignified even in its roughness—Auriel, the silver-haired girl, opened her eyes for the first time.


      She rose slowly, and when she turned around, a gentle smile formed upon her lips.


      “What is it, Cardinal Kyrillos?” she asked.


      “Do you know of a town called Sennion?” the man asked.


      “Sennion... It’s south of the royal capital, isn’t it?”


      “Yes. I heard a story that there is a man in that town who has beautiful silver hair like Your Highness’s.”


      “Like mine... That’s rare.”


      Auriel’s eyes narrowed slightly. Those ruby-red eyes kept Kyrillos firmly pinned as she waited for his reply.


      “This is unconfirmed information, but apparently that man has...golden eyes,” he finally said.


      “Wha—?!” Auriel’s jaw dropped, and her eyes widened. “Could it be...? Is that person...?”


      “Yes, if what I heard is true. Silver hair and golden eyes—the same as our Lord.”


      Kyrillos, too, nodded with a deeply moved expression. Auriel’s face cracked open into a gleeful smile.


      “Well, well, well! What a miracle!”


      Auriel wrapped her arms around her body and hugged herself. As she wriggled this way and that, she lifted her flushed face and gazed up at the stained glass window set near the ceiling, where angels and gods were depicted.


      “I must confirm it with my own eyes!” she declared.


      “That would be for the best.”


      “Then I will explain it to father myself,” Auriel said. “Cardinal Kyrillos, please prepare the holy knights.”


      “Understood.”


      Nodding, Kyrillos turned on his heel and left the chapel. Auriel stared at his departing back for a long time, and then, with a rapturous expression, she murmured one last line.


      “Please wait just a little longer, my Lord...”


      A faint darkness lurked in the depths of her scarlet eyes.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for purchasing volume 1 of Starting on Hard Mode: God Levels, Got Problems!


      Lately, I’ve been releasing books so often that I’ve basically become a living, breathing example of what not to do as a light novel writer. This is already my fifth book this year! Honestly, I never imagined that someone like me, a mere web novelist, would end up publishing this many books. You really never know what life has in store.


      I released four books in July and August alone! The insane deadlines combined with the summer heat had my body on the brink of collapse! How did everyone else survive this summer? No matter the job, I think it’s best to work hard only within reasonable limits.


      Then, after all that chaos, suddenly it’s October! Before I knew it, the year was already almost over! Throughout this year, I’ve basically done nothing but work on books. My “web novelist” signboard has completely rusted over. But thanks to that, I was able to rewrite every book from scratch and carefully rework the settings.


      This series, too, has changed quite a lot compared to the web version. The broad storyline is the same, but Sophia’s and Sonia’s backgrounds have been altered, monster names have changed, and the story now shines a bigger spotlight on demihumans... I think even readers of the web version can enjoy this as a fresh experience.


      Volume 1 has only just been released, but I’d be really happy if you’ve already grown fond of at least one of the characters. Personally, my favorite is Sonia. I tweaked her character the most. She even has a different name compared to the web version! Her personality has changed too, making her even more distinctive.


      On the other hand, some readers might be thinking, “Wait, where did this other character go?!” But if this series continues, they might show up eventually, you know? I want to treasure the web version’s elements as much as possible. And if I can make the book version even more interesting on top of that—well, that would be ideal.


      Lastly, my heartfelt thanks to DRE Novels for turning a slow-life story (something I rarely write) into a published series; to my editors who worked with me across two projects; to illustrator Rinrinra for creating such wonderful artwork exactly as I imagined; and finally, to all the readers who picked up this book!


      Merlin and his gang’s laid-back slow life is only just beginning. I’d be delighted if you continue watching over them.


      See you again in volume 2!

    

  

  
    [image: Bonus1]
  

  
    [image: Bonus2]
  

  
    [image: Bonus3]
  

  
    [image: Bonus4]
  

  


  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters (like Vol. 2 of this series!) by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:


  J-Novel Club Membership


  
    
      Copyright


      Starting on Hard Mode: God Levels, Got Problems Volume 1


      by Hanmenkyoushi


      Translated by Jessica Speed


      Edited by Rhys Martinez


      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


      © 2024 Hanmenkyoushi


      Illustration by rinrinra


      All rights reserved.


      Original Japanese edition published in 2024 by Drecom Co., Ltd.


      This English edition is published in arrangement with Drecom Co., Tokyo


      All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property.


      J-Novel Club LLC


      j-novel.club


      The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


      Ebook edition 1.0: May 2026


    
  

OEBPS/Images/Bonus1.jpg





cover.jpeg
Author Hanmenkyoushi
lllustrator: rFirinra

GOD LEVELS 0T PROBLEMS





OEBPS/Images/Insert7.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Insert1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Insert8.jpg





OEBPS/Images/jnovelclubCMYK.png





OEBPS/Images/Insert4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Color3.jpg
CA strange sense of

omnipotence surged
through my whole 7
body. The weight called
© “seal” fellaway, and
power flooded into me.
W |

==





OEBPS/Images/Insert3.jpg
— [






OEBPS/Images/Insert2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Color2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Insert6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Bonus4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Color1.jpg
The goblin? Not a trace eft
behind. All that rem:a.medE
was a gaping crater where 8
the forest had once been,
me sitting flat on my butt in
shock, and the girl still
hiding behind me.-

> / == X / 1 3 :
= \ moment my oot 3
My whole body trerrlbled. 7 ‘D / uched the goblin, a |

ssive shock wave tore

o { ; B Y y hrough the area. 1th
“Wh “ ata-aln(theuvgorld , 7 ilhdegous oaf GEGOLIY
justh El ned-..:?” . ; ) nd the s@ﬁmg terrain
% ; were blow: L mithereens
The ground grass, il
and trees ahead of ﬁal
vanished, while a deafen n
explosion rlppedo tward
for dozer}s of meter

TAD,





OEBPS/Images/Insert5.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Bonus2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Bonus3.jpg





