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      Prologue


      The Onifolk Archipelago was the name given to a cluster of islands that lay west of the mainland, a good one-day trip away from where the majority of the other races lived. The islands had no dungeons or ancient relics, meaning adventurers rarely visited the nation, while their main industries were fishing and mining for precious metals, as well as exporting handicrafts, silk work, and porcelain. But since nothing about the Onifolk Archipelago really stood out, members of the other races didn’t make a habit of traveling there. Likewise, the onifolk rarely ventured to the mainland, since they largely preferred to focus on perfecting their crafts, whatever those might be. In other words, the Onifolk Archipelago was an insular, isolated nation.


      A castle in the capital on the main island was home to the Holy Princess of the onis, who was considered to be the highest-ranking person in the nation, though the position was strictly ceremonial and came with no authority to govern. At this particular moment in time, the young princess named Yotsuha was weeping in her bedroom, which was located in the far reaches of the castle.


      “I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die,” Yotsuha sniffled. “I don’t want to be a sacrifice. Why are they making me go through this? Please save me, mother.”


      Whenever Yotsuha appeared in public, she would wear traditional priestess garb, complete with an outer robe known as a chihaya. But seated as she was on a futon mattress that had been laid across a floor lined with tatami mats, she wore only a simple night-robe. Yotsuha’s silvery hair would usually feature two bunches on either side of her head during the day, but as it was nighttime, her hair was fully down and unadorned. As was common for onis, two horns sprouted from her forehead, and while Yotsuha was known throughout the land for her magnificent beauty, the streams of tears contorted her angelic face into an anguished mess. Yotsuha did her best to choke back her emotions, but her wailing eventually woke up her younger sister, Ayame, who had been asleep on the futon next to her.


      “Sister?” Ayame mumbled sleepily. She wore her hair in a short bob that was usually tied into a ponytail at the back, but much like her sister, Ayame slept in a simple night-robe with her hair down. Although the bedroom was pitch-black, she immediately realized Yotsuha was in tears.


      “Dear sister, are you crying?” Ayame asked, rubbing her own eyes. “Are you hurt?”


      “Sorry, Ayame. I didn’t mean to wake you,” Yotsuha uttered, busily wiping away her tears. “I just had a scary dream, that’s all.” Yotsuha flashed her sister a winning smile, even though inside, she was still shuddering. She was determined to shield her innocent sister from the hellish truth about their lives.


      Ayame stopped rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and leaned over to hug her sister with a smile on her face. “I’ll sleep with you, dear sister. I’ll keep those bad dreams away.”


      “Thank you, Ayame,” Yotsuha said, petting her sister’s head. “You’re very sweet.”


      Ayame hummed as she wriggled up against Yotsuha’s abdomen in a show of sisterly love. She then crawled into her sister’s bedding so they could sleep together as promised.


      “I love you, dear sister...” Ayame murmured as she drifted off back to sleep. “I’ll keep you safe...”


      Yotsuha watched on silently as her little sister slumbered in her arms. She gave Ayame a squeeze, though softly enough not to wake her, and made a silent oath.


      I won’t let anything happen to you, Ayame, Yotsuha vowed. I won’t let you become a sacrifice! I’ve made sure that Shimobashira and Oboro will help us, and what’s more, the Great Witch of the Tower has also promised to help us. Everything will be just fine.


      The glimmer of hope provided by the Wicked Witch of the Tower helped to bring Yotsuha back from the brink of total despair.
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      The warmth emanating from her beloved sister, Ayame—her only blood relative in this world—soon put Yotsuha to sleep, the witch’s promise giving her enough peace of mind to gently doze off. Little did she know that Oboro, one of Light’s mortal enemies but someone who she trusted, was carrying out a task behind her back.


      ✰✰✰


      On the same night and at the same hour, Oboro was leading a group of human children to the tallest mountain on the main island. They were all slaves that Oboro had bought with his own money, and none could escape as they had been strung together like prayer beads, ropes wrapped tightly around their wrists. It was usually forbidden to set foot on the mountain, and sentries were posted at the base of it to enforce this law, but Oboro greeted them with a handful of money like he always did, and he and his child slaves were allowed to pass by the sentry post unbothered.


      After they had been hiking for a while, Oboro and the slaves crested the craterlike summit, then headed for the large bog contained within. Because it was the dead of night, the bog looked especially spooky, and while the outer slopes of the mountain had been covered with vegetation, not a single blade of grass grew in this hollowed-out cavity at the very top of the mountain. The bog itself was exceptionally murky to the point that it was impossible to glimpse anything beyond a meter below the surface, even at noon on a clear day. The water gave off a stench of rancid blood, and the putrid odor hung in the air like a thick miasma.


      Ordinary onifolk avoided this bog, believing its depths to be bottomless and that anyone caught in it would be doomed to sink into the morass with no hope of being rescued. Oboro was an exception, however. He drew his sword—a curved, single-edged oni island blade—and turned to the children he had led up here by a rope in his other hand. The child slaves were exhausted from the nighttime hike up the mountain, but when they saw the blade, they instantly found enough energy to flinch, visualizing what Oboro was planning to do to them.


      “Somebody help!” one kid yelled out. “Mommy! Daddy!”


      “Stay away from me!” cried another.


      “I-I don’t care what you do to me,” a girl pleaded. “Just please spare my baby sister!”


      “Big sis!” the younger girl wailed.


      The children continued to cry and yell out the names of as many family members as they could think of, but Oboro’s expression was flintlike as their desperate screams washed over him, and he silently got down to work. He lacerated the legs and abdomens of the children, making sure that the wounds wouldn’t be fatal and that he didn’t nick the ropes in the process. And in fact, Oboro performed this maneuver so flawlessly, it suggested he had carved up children’s bodies in this manner many times before.


      “Ow, you’re hurting me! Stoppit!” yelled a child.


      “Help!” screamed another.


      “No! I don’t wanna die!” a third kid shrieked.


      Eventually, every child that was tied to the rope was too injured to remain standing, and as one, they collapsed into sitting positions at the edge of the bog. Once Oboro was satisfied, he shook the blood off his sword with a swift swing in a random direction, then heaved on the rope with his left hand and tossed all of the injured children into the fetid bog. Because his power level had surpassed 500 by this point in time, Oboro possessed more than enough arm strength to perform this feat.


      The children screamed as they arced through the air, then landed in a part of the bog that was too far from the safety of the edge. The kids instinctively wriggled around in a desperate attempt to stop themselves from drowning, but due to their wounds, all their thrashing about succeeded in doing was to make them bleed out faster, tinting the water a carmine hue. Soon, their movements grew weaker and quieter due to their blood loss, then out of the blue, the children shrieked again in unison. Just when they’d thought they were on the verge of drowning, a giant creature lurking in the bog had swum up to the surface with its jaws wide to devour its fresh victims in one bite. Then, once the creature had finished gobbling the kids up whole, it returned just as quickly to the depths. A few seconds later, large ripples surged outward from the center of the bog, much like what would happen if a meteor were to plunge into the water, but once the waves had lapped up against the edge, the bog fell silent again, its surface as still as a mirror once more.


      “This should get me ever closer to attaining absolute power,” Oboro murmured to himself, finally showing a modicum of emotion after witnessing that whole scene. He allowed himself the kind of smile that belonged to someone who had spent months—perhaps even years—attentively raising a plant or a farm animal. But at the same time, the smile was dark, unsettling, and demonically grotesque.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Bodyguard Quest


      A little while back, the Beastfolk Federation had put together an army consisting of human slaves alongside free humans they had illegally kidnapped just so they could wage war on the Wicked Witch of the Tower, aka Ellie, my deputy. I had been so thoroughly disgusted with their evil plot, I’d felt the urge to completely wipe out the beastmen army, and to do that, I got Ellie to use the mythical-class weapon known as the Walled-In World to trap the beastmen warriors in this souped-up containment field that none of the soldiers who had shown up for battle could escape from. I believed my team and I would then slaughter the beastfolk ourselves, but as chance would have it, their chieftains activated a pair of magical items that created rampaging vampire slimes that ended up sucking the blood out of all two thousand of the beastmen warriors who had been trapped inside the Walled-In World.


      But although the beastfolk had basically killed themselves, everyone else around the world who heard about the massacre blamed the Wicked Witch for it, and the fact that the witch had managed to rescue every single human forced into military slavery along with all the hostages that were taken certainly didn’t help her case either. This incident prompted the Demonkin Nation to call for an emergency summit to be held at the Principality of the Nine to address the threat posed by the Wicked Witch, and while the next summit wasn’t supposed to be held for another few years, the other eight nations agreed to send their leaders to the snap gathering.


      Princess Lilith of the Human Kingdom was scheduled to attend the summit too, and she had asked me to accompany her there as her personal bodyguard. She said it would be a rare and valuable opportunity for me to see the leaders of the Demonkin Nation and the Dragonute Empire in person, as well as members of their inner circle. Given how helpful this would undoubtedly be in formulating future plans, I readily accepted Lilith’s offer.


      There was one slight wrinkle, however: anyone assigned to provide security for a royal or high-ranking noble had to be A-rank, meaning my party—the Black Fools—would need to complete a high-profile quest of sufficient importance before I could accompany Lilith to the summit. And that brings us up to the present day, where you would find my party and I escorting the Holy Princess of the Onifolk Archipelago. Right in the middle of the job, however, our carriage encountered an army of monsters.


      “Sword Monkeys, Level 150?” I muttered after activating an SR Appraisal card. Whoever named these monsters had been bang on the money, since the simians had furry, bony blades jutting out of them where their hands should have been. According to the Appraisal, these hand-blades were sharper than ordinary swords, and the two-meter-tall monkeys usually attacked in troops. Sword Monkeys generally hid themselves away deep inside forests, rarely if ever being spotted on highways, but I figured we must just have been unfortunate enough to come across a troop that had wandered off course, and as our rotten luck would have it, these monsters viewed us as their next prey, screeching loudly as they attacked us.


      “Sorry, guys,” I said to the Sword Monkeys. “But if you’re gonna attack us, that means I gotta actually act like a bodyguard.”


      The Sword Monkeys poured out of the woods and surrounded my party’s carriage in the vanguard, cutting off all possible escape routes. Gold in the driver’s seat let go of the reins and hopped down to the ground, while I replaced him in his seat in order to engage the monkeys. I was disguised as Dark, a mage known for his ranged attacks, so it would appear odd if I’d attempted to take these Sword Monkeys on in hand-to-hand combat. I pulled on the reins to calm the horse before unleashing my attack magic.


      “Windcutter!” I yelled, releasing thirty R Windcutter cards at the monkeys, who were rushing toward me, shrieking their lungs out.


      The R Windcutter was a fairly weak magical attack, meaning one card wouldn’t be enough to slay a Sword Monkey, so to make sure I got the kills, I released thirty cards at once to make mincemeat of their abdomens. I’d purposely chosen the Windcutter cards because I didn’t want to scare the horse and risk it injuring itself by using a more powerful card. Sure, I could easily have healed the horse with another one of my gacha cards in such a situation, but it was better to just avoid suffering the injuries in the first place. Also, I went on quests disguised as Dark to gather intelligence, and if I were to cut loose with my powers, I’d end up attracting too much unwanted attention. After all, I was here to build up my reputation, not to frighten people, so I hid my true power.


      All done on my end, I thought. I wonder how Gold and Nemumu are doing. I glanced across at my two allies to see how they were faring on either side of the carriage. Of course, ideally, I should have stayed on the lookout for more monkeys that might attack me, but I was curious and it wasn’t like I was completely letting my guard down, because I would have sensed if there was any threat making its way toward me. To my right, Gold was in the middle of killing a bunch of Sword Monkeys by bashing them with his shield, while he ran another few through with his sword.


      “These rotters must realize by now that they stand no chance of besting us, yet they seem unwilling to give up, what?” Gold remarked. “They continue to needlessly attack us instead of the more sensible option of retreating. What their strategy might be, I cannot fathom.”


      Gold’s right, I mused. Who’d stick around after seeing their comrades get wasted so easily? Sure, these monkeys were aggressively hostile monsters, not regular animals, but I couldn’t help wondering exactly why they were so dead set on attacking us.


      To my left, Nemumu was butchering just as many Sword Monkeys as Gold, though the ones still standing all continued to screech their heads off at her.


      “Shut up, filthy apes!” Nemumu yelled, her brow furrowed with displeasure. “Either stop all that noise or drop dead!”


      Nemumu was facing an untold number of monkeys, but she evaded each and every one of them like an elegant dancer, using her two daggers to slice off their heads as they leaped ineffectually past her. Despite the large quantities of blood spurting all around her, she was agile enough to keep even a single drop from landing on her, and even though she was totally surrounded by Sword Monkeys, Nemumu was fully in control of the battle. So much so, in fact, that she was even aware of what the four male oni escorts were doing behind us. As one might expect, the foursome in question had surrounded the Holy Princess’s carriage to protect their charge, but all four were also ogling Nemumu as she fought the monkeys. Nemumu found the monkeys loud and annoying, but she was particularly incensed by how the onis kept ogling her chest, thighs, and platinum-blonde hair that swayed with her every movement.


      I get that it’s hard to take your eyes off Nemumu when she’s battling, since they’ve probably never seen anyone as beautiful as her up here on the surface world, I thought. But what kind of bodyguard allows themselves to get that distracted?


      Because the oni escorts’ attention was firmly glued to Nemumu, they failed to notice that a bunch of Sword Monkeys were sneaking up on the carriage they were supposed to be protecting: the one containing the Holy Princess. In fact, I was willing to bet that the monkeys had concentrated their assault on my party’s carriage up front in order to create a distraction so that this separate group could attack the rear carriage.


      If that is what they’re up to, these monkeys are pretty clever, I reflected. Generally speaking, the higher the power level, the more intelligent the monster, but as the Sword Monkeys were only Level 150, they normally shouldn’t be capable of this level of shrewdness.


      While these thoughts raced through my mind, I whipped out another magical attack. “Earth Arrows!”


      I shot a bunch of Earth Arrows up into the sky from where I was on the carriage driver’s seat, and because they packed more mass than the regular variety, the arrows arced down quickly and scored direct hits on the heads of the Sword Monkeys as if someone had pulled the arrows toward them on a thread. Due to multiple Earth Arrows hitting each monkey, their skulls were quickly ripped apart like overripe fruit, killing the monkeys on the spot.


      The oni bodyguards finally noticed that Sword Monkeys had been sneaking up on the carriage they were supposed to be safeguarding and got spooked. While it was true that my party had signed up to protect the other bodyguards in addition to the Holy Princess, the total uselessness of these oni escorts made me sigh despite myself.


      The Sword Monkeys attacking the Holy Princess’s carriage appeared to have been the last of the horde as I couldn’t sense any more of the monsters in the vicinity, and our charge must have also realized that it was all clear, because I saw an oni girl—the Holy Princess, Yotsuha—step down from the rear carriage with the help of her handmaiden.


      “Why the heck would such dangerous monkeys show up on this highway? I always take this route home, yet I’ve never seen them here until now,” Yotsuha noted. “So you guys are the Black Fools? Did I get that right? It must be your bad luck that’s rubbed off on us.”


      Yotsuha, the leader of the Onifolk Archipelago, had decided to thank my party for defeating the Sword Monkeys by making fun of us. She had silvery-blonde locks that reached way down her back, with two bunches tied up on either side of her head. She was rather short in stature, and even with two horns growing out of her forehead, she was pretty. But because she was the kind of girl who would make fun of people who had just saved her, my impression of her was that she was extremely haughty. Plus, her clothes weren’t the type you’d usually see on the mainland. She wore a short but elaborate-looking robe with long sleeves, and poking out underneath it was something that looked like a scarlet pleated skirt.


      “Still, I’ll admit that you guys did pretty well. For humans, anyway,” Yotsuha continued. “Though you’re not better than my personal bodyguards.”


      “Your Holiness, we beg that you do not make these snide comparisons between us and the human adventurers,” one of the oni escorts piped up.


      “Indeed, you mustn’t,” another escort agreed. “However accurate your words may be, they could take offense to your statement, and as Holy Princess, you must do everything in your power to maintain your dignity and grace.”


      While it might have sounded as if the oni bodyguards were defending us, they were in fact belittling us every bit as much as Yotsuha had. This all sprang from the general prejudice the other races held for humans, so I wasn’t so much incensed at the offhanded mockery as I was sadly frustrated by it. The same thoughts were also running through the heads of Gold and Nemumu.


      “I would jolly well keep my gob shut if I were the one who had neglected my duties because I was too infatuated with this semideveloped waif,” Gold muttered.


      “Hey! Who are you calling a ‘semideveloped waif’?!” Nemumu sputtered in similarly hushed tones. “And I was with you right up until that last part!”


      Thankfully, the onifolk didn’t overhear Gold and Nemumu’s back-and-forth, and after the chiding from her bodyguards, Yotsuha stuck out her tongue in a playful manner.


      “Oh, did that sound mean?” she said. “Well, sorry if I hurt your feelings. Didn’t mean to make you feel bad.”


      I paused briefly. “No, we’re not really bothered by it. Anyway, we’ll start moving again once we’ve cleared these bodies out of the way.”


      I quickly shuffled off to dispose of the dead Sword Monkeys. Even though the materials contained in the hand-blades would fetch a pretty decent price at market, removing each blade would have taken up too much of our time, so my team and I placed the monkey corpses in one big pile so I could burn them to ash with some random spell. Finishing up this quest sooner rather than later will be much better for my mental health than earning a measly bit of extra pocket change, I told myself.


      Once I was done incinerating the bodies, everyone hopped back on their respective carriages and we departed once more for the Dwarf Kingdom port city. Our carriage remained up front, while the Holy Princess rode in the rear carriage. Gold was the one driving our carriage, and Nemumu and I sat inside. Her expression had softened a good deal from before, since she now had me all to herself in this coach, but that didn’t stop her from complaining about the oni princess.


      “I don’t care if she is our employer, she shouldn’t have taken that attitude with you, Lord Dark!” Nemumu huffed. “Just give me the word, and I’ll manifest poison that will leave those onis suffering for three days and three nights before they keel over stone dead. I’ll leave no evidence that it was me who poisoned them, naturally.”


      “I’m afraid I’ll have to pass on that option, since we won’t be able to complete our quest and get promoted to A-rank if the people we’re guarding wind up dead,” I pointed out. “But I appreciate the thought all the same, Nemumu. I’m glad you’re this angry on my behalf.”


      My words seemed to leave Nemumu on cloud nine. “L-Lord Dark!” she exclaimed. Nemumu and I continued our pleasant conversation as our carriage rattled along the Dwarf Kingdom highway, and as we talked, I couldn’t help reflecting on how we came to be on this quest in the first place.


      ✰✰✰


      Once Mei had finished briefing me in my executive office on the bottom level of the Abyss, I took a good, hard look at what was written in the accompanying documents I was holding in my hands.


      “Well, at least we now know what we’re getting into with our A-rank quest,” I said icily.


      “Indeed, though it is certainly not quite what we expected...” Mei said, her expression just as grim.


      Due to the Beastfolk Massacre—which was also being called the “Human Deliverance War” by the residents of the city that lay at the foot of the Great Tower—the demonkin had called an emergency summit, presenting us with an opportunity to have Princess Lilith crowned the new queen of the Human Kingdom. Lilith had invited my party to serve as her bodyguards at the summit, but only A-rank adventurers could provide security for world leaders, and even though my party, the Black Fools, had tried to secure that promotion by presenting recommendations from several nations at a Dwarf Kingdom guild, the guildmaster there had said that these official endorsements and our astounding track record were not enough to upgrade us. The unsavory appearance of yielding to the demands of certain nations was an understandable sticking point, especially if said nations were run by petty autocrats. But the guildmaster suggested a compromise: complete a quest that was worthy of getting bumped up to A-rank. Or to be more precise, complete a quest that the guild would be obligated to keep under wraps, but would still be high-profile enough to justify my party’s promotion. In other words, the quest didn’t necessarily need to be all that challenging. We could just secretly escort a high-ranking aristocrat, for example.


      The guild contacted us a short while later, saying that they had found a quest that was supereasy but could still be presented as “high-profile” to any who deigned to ask. And that quest was escorting the Holy Princess of the Onifolk Archipelago, who was due to return home from the Principality’s School of Magic.


      “So this princess takes time off from school several times a year to visit her homeland, huh?” I said, summarizing the report. “She already has her own set of personal bodyguards who have made this trip countless times, so my party’s job is basically to follow orders and hang around as an extra layer of security. On the face of it, this quest should be a piece of cake...” My brow creased. “But who would ever have guessed that the princess knows Oboro personally? I mean, talk about a small world.”


      “Unquestionably, Master Light,” Mei agreed, filling a teacup with tea and placing it in front of me on my desk. “It was completely unexpected that the employer of your next quest would have such a close connection to one of your sworn enemies.”


      I thanked Mei for the tea and took a sip. “It’s incredible enough that I’m going to be providing security for the head of state of the Onifolk Archipelago, even if she is just a figurehead, but then on top of that, Oboro has managed to become all buddy-buddy with the princess after betraying me.”


      My team had conducted a background check on the Holy Princess, Yotsuha, as soon as we’d received word from the guild about the quest. This undertaking was made much easier by the fact that we had already been picking up bits and pieces on Yotsuha in the process of gathering intelligence on Oboro. But to fully explain what a Holy Princess actually was, I would need to recount the creation myth of the Onifolk Archipelago.


      Long ago, an evil ogre god lived on the archipelago’s main island and spent day after day chowing down on any oni it could get its hands on. This all ended when a maiden, saddened by the deaths of her kind, rallied the other onis to battle and weaken the ogre god so that it could be sealed away inside a mountain. That maiden was hailed as the first Holy Princess of the onis, and she vowed to live near that same mountain for the rest of her life in order to keep watch over the seals and make sure the ogre god would never reawaken. Other onis showed their appreciation for the actions of the newly anointed Holy Princess by becoming her servants, and before long, a social structure based on this took root and formed the nation we knew in the present day.


      At least, that was the widely accepted account of how the Onifolk Archipelago came into being. In any case, this explained why the Holy Princess sat at the top of the onifolk’s social hierarchy. The ruling clan—or as they called it, the daimyo—that actually ran the government and controlled the army, however, was the House of Kamijo. Another daimyo, the House of Shimobashira, served as direct retainers to the Holy Princess, helping her to maintain her lifestyle and assisting her with religious ceremonies.


      In other words, the Holy Princess held no real authority, meaning it was more accurate to describe her as the living symbol of the nation if we were being charitable, or as a mere cipher if we were not.


      For some unknown reason, Yotsuha was, at present, a student at the School of Magic in the Duchy, the top educational institute in the world, and while attending this school, she had been exchanging letters with Oboro for the past three years, according to intel that had been gathered by my surface-world operatives. Somewhere along the line, Oboro had suddenly assumed a high-ranking position in the House of Shimobashira, and this development—along with the knowledge that she was writing regular letters to Oboro—caused some to wonder if Yotsuha had fallen in love with a commoner. Oboro apparently smirked in response to the gossip and allowed officials to review the letters, who determined the contents were innocuous, nipping the rumors in the bud (unfortunately, we were unable to find out what was in those letters).


      My intelligence operatives had been doing their best to find out everything they could about the Onifolk Archipelago, but we still didn’t know all that much about Oboro’s activities as part of the nation’s ruling class, nor why Yotsuha was attending the School of Magic.


      “These onifolk islands are way out in the middle of the sea, and the people there keep to themselves, almost never coming over to the mainland,” I said with a sigh. “Their main industries are stuff they export, and adventurers practically never go to the islands, since there are no dungeons there. It’s next to impossible to get any intel on the inner workings of this nation.”


      “Our intelligence network is based mostly around work performed by human merchants and adventurers,” Mei pointed out. “That would be a major reason why this archipelago is nearly impenetrable to our variety of espionage.”


      Mei placed her hand on her cheek and sighed along with me. We did have the option of deploying some of Aoyuki’s surveillance monsters to the islands, but there was a good chance those monsters would be sniffed out by high-level onis, which would only make the nation tighten its security yet further.


      With that in mind, we persevered with sending merchants and adventurers to the islands in order to gather some basic intelligence, such as the presence of powerful warriors, and we stepped up this form of intelligence gathering when we found out that there were possible Masters on the islands. As a result of this rather limited espionage work, we hadn’t been able to gather much exclusive intel on the Onifolk Archipelago, and we were finding the Dragonute Empire an equally tough nut to crack, due to its similarly secretive society.


      Most of what we had been able to find out about the onis related to what Yotsuha did while attending the School of Magic. She had excellent grades and was very sociable, boasting a large circle of friends. During breaks, she went shopping for presents that she would send to her younger sister back home, while during school, much of her study was focused on sealing magic and related techniques. Occasionally, she suffered bouts of anxiety that could be attributed to homesickness, but other than that, there were no particular issues of note to report.


      “Despite being the symbol of the onifolk nation, she seems like a pretty normal girl,” I summed up. “And I can relate to why she’s so sweet on her little sister.”


      “Remember, Master Light, you must not dote on Miss Yume excessively,” Mei warned. “You must allow her some space for her own good.”


      “I-I know I’m not supposed to baby her,” I said quickly. “After all, that won’t help her to grow up to be a halfway decent person.”


      Mei felt the need to warn me about Yume because, in truth, I always pampered my sister in spite of myself, because, well, she had been through so much! But at the same time, I knew I had to set some boundaries, so I readily agreed with Mei.


      I cleared my throat before swiftly moving on to the next topic. “Anyway, we know that Oboro sometimes joins the security detail that escorts Yotsuha back to her homeland from the School of Magic. We need to be fully prepared for the possibility that we might encounter Oboro while we’re carrying out our quest. We don’t want anyone lashing out at Oboro out of abject rage, after all.”


      If such a violent incident were to occur, it would lead to the immediate termination of our quest, meaning my party wouldn’t make it to A-rank. Besides, the last thing I wanted was for Oboro to have a quick, easy death. I couldn’t stop a sadistic grin from breaking out across my face.


      “We still need one more nation in our pocket before the summit in the Duchy, and the onifolk’s homeland is just as good as any,” I said. “Just like in the Dwarf Kingdom, I can still execute a well-plotted revenge on Oboro after making the Onifolk Archipelago our ally. All I need to do is complete this quest, get myself moved up to A-rank, then think about what I’m gonna do with Oboro. One thing is for sure, though, and that’s if he’s going down, he needs to crash and burn in the most monumental way imaginable.”


      I smiled darkly as I sipped my tea and gleefully thought about how I would pay Oboro back for his betrayal. My ever-faithful maid Mei smiled warmly, then busied herself with brewing another pot of tea.


      But things didn’t go quite as planned, since Oboro wasn’t actually part of Yotsuha’s security detail for this particular trip. In the face of this minor setback, my party refocused on completing the quest and getting our A-rank from the guild.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Reuniting with Oboro


      My party, the Dark Fools, and I first rendezvoused with Yotsuha and her security detail at the official Adventurers’ Guild of the Dwarf Kingdom’s royal capital. Once we’d finished introducing ourselves, we boarded our respective carriages and set out for the port city to the west. On our arrival, we would board a ship that would be waiting for us and eventually make it to the Onifolk Archipelago by nightfall. Ships that often traveled to the islands normally protected themselves from sea monsters by activating a force field around the vessel whenever one attacked, and crewmembers would either kill the sea monsters or flee while the force field was activated.


      It was in the middle of our journey to the port city that we were set upon by Sword Monkeys on the highway, but other than this brief interlude, our trip was fairly uneventful. When we finally reached the port city, we bedded down for the night there, before making our way to the appointed ship on waking the next morning. Other than our vessel, there were cargo ships from the Elven Queendom, the Dark Elf Islands, the Demonkin Nation, and various other nations all moored up at the piers. Dockworkers used pulleys and other machines made of wood to unload the cargo. Many other ships took on cargo at this port with the intention of ferrying it to all corners of the world. In other words, this place was much like many other port cities in that it was buzzing with cargo ships, while passenger ships—like the one Yotsuha was due to sail on—were few and far between.
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