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Chapter 1    
Prologue
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Reborn as a Side Character in a Fantasy Dating Sim

The sun peeked in through the gaps in the curtains, illuminating my features.

I turned my head sideways and was tickled by soft, unkempt hair. Sis’s locks were all over my face. Her plump lips, framed by smooth skin, were open slightly, like the sun just slipping below the horizon, and I could hear her breathing faintly.

I untangled the arm wrapped around me and, offering my stuffed orca Marianne as a sacrifice, slipped out from under the woman- turned-comforter.

After a good stretch, I took the cooling blanket that had fallen on the floor and spread it over Sis.

I had brought it out after hearing it was going to be hot last night, but it had proved useless once Sis decided to use me as her body pillow. My shirt was slightly stained with sweat.

I went up to the curtains and put my hand on them before deciding to keep them closed. After folding the clothes Sis had carelessly tossed to the floor last night, I left my room.

“Morning!”

Ivy called out to me. Second only to Nanami when it came to turning up in unexpected places, the rabbit girl was holding fast to the ceiling for some reason. Somehow, I got the feeling I would be taking her bait by pointing this out.

“Good morning. Thinking of joining in on my morning training session?”

“So, actually, Nanamin asked me to do something for her! We’re going to head out for a bit!” she said, instilling in me a horrible foreboding before she departed.

Whatever they were up to, there wasn’t anything I could do about it, so I simply headed for the washroom to clean my face. On the way, I ran into Ludie and Claris.

“Oh, hi, Kousuke.”

“Good morning.”

“Morning. You two are up early.”

“Well, I have something magic-related to go over with Hatsumi, and she said she’d practice it with me in the morning, but…”

I nearly replied with, “Oh, Sis? She’s asleep in my room,” but swallowed the words before this line straight out of a cheap porno could escape my lips. That would be one hell of a bombshell.

Though for what it was worth, those two already understood Sis had basically turned my room into her own. I mean, why else would a section of my table be dedicated to facial cleansers and body milks?

“I’m guessing she’s still asleep,” I said.

“Oh, thanks. Then I suppose I’ll wait a bit before going to wake her,” Ludie said.

After parting ways with the two of them, I again made for the washroom. When I got there, I saw that someone else was exiting—Yukine.

How unusual. Typically, she would be in the middle of her pre-training warm-up run right now. But wait, she ran as part of her actual training regimen, too, so what exactly was the warm-up run for…?

“Oh, good morning, Yukine. Rare to see you around the house this late in the morning.”

“Hey, Takioto. Guess I was pretty tired. I just felt so sleepy… Haven’t had such a hard time getting out of bed in a while,” Yukine replied, looking slightly bashful.

“I know what you mean. Sometimes you just can’t get yourself up.”

“Gotta get back on track tomorrow… You here to wash up, Takioto?”

“Yup.”

“Yuika’s already in there. She’s not changing or anything, but be sure to knock first.”

I nodded. After Yukine left, I rapped on the washroom door before opening it.

“Oh, Tahkiwoho, hwood mwohning.”

Yuika was in the midst of brushing her teeth.

“Morning. You look pretty beat, too, Yuika.”

Her eyes were a bit droopy. She looked as though she’d been hypnotized in a way that would lead to some 18+ shenanigans in magazines of low esteem.

I stood beside her, picked up my own toothbrush, and began brushing my teeth.

It was at that moment when it really sunk in for me.

Yup, I was back in the Hanamura House, all right.
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“…To be honest, I’m not really sure how to feel,” Marino said while showing me a wincing smile.

Those were the first words out of her mouth after I agreed to give her a detailed rundown of what exactly had gone down during my trip to the Tréfle Empire.

So how exactly was I supposed to respond to that? It was just me and Marino right now. I was the only person she’d called into her bedroom, so I had to say something.

“Um, I wish there was something I could say.”

I could only manage a forced grin.

Marino flashed me a dirty look, as if to remind me who was to blame here, before she took a deep breath and let her kind smile return to her face.

“Well, I suppose I should just be happy everyone came back in one piece.”

“On that front, please let me apologize for worrying you like that.”

I politely asked for her forgiveness. There was no question I had made her worry.

When Marino had come to the door to welcome us back from the Tréfle Empire, she immediately hugged all of us tightly, minus Nanami, and gleefully said how glad she was we were safe.

As an aside, Marino had tried to hug Nanami, but the maid rejected her saying, “I will not give any hugs until Ms. Ruija pays off all her debts.” Never, basically.

“Oh, I was worried all right. Kou, do you know what the elves told me?”

“No, I don’t.”

“They said you all were evacuated to a safe location after you got caught up in a terror attack by the Church of the Malevolent Lord. And then, right after that, they told me you and Ludie had gone missing! You’re unbelievable, I swear.”

She gave a hearty laugh. I could totally understand where she was coming from. If I was in her position, I probably would’ve been up all night.

“Ah-hah-hah…”

“Right as I panicked and was about to send over Hatsumi to help, I get another even more baffling report about Ludie awakening as the High Elf and sending the Church packing… Haah.”

Having someone else relay the story of our trip to the Tréfle Empire made it sound like a much bigger deal. Strange.

“But, I mean, we managed to resolve a bunch of the empire’s problems, so…”

“It might have worked out this time, but one small misstep, and you could have died, you know. There could have very well been an international incident! I’m sure the elves’ blood was running cold on their end, too.”

“An international incident?” I asked.

Marino heaved a big, exasperated sigh.

“I’m talking about you, Kou. Did you forget you’re a member of the Hanamura family? But hold that thought. There are a few things I want to talk to you about first,” Marino said, her face stiffening.

The first topic she brought up was how to handle Ludie.

Now that Ludie had awakened the power of the High Elf, it was possible she would surpass the Tréfle Emperor himself in terms of political importance, so she would need even more protection going forward.

I was well aware the High Elf would inspire more adoration than her father. While there was a strict gag order surrounding Ludie’s awakening, it seemed like the info was bound to leak at some point.

“Is that all?”

“No, I wouldn’t say it is.”

I figured. If that had been all Marino wanted to discuss, she would have been better served bringing it up in front of everyone else. She’d called me here because there was something she needed to tell me that no one else needed to hear—or that she didn’t want anyone else to hear.

“The truth is, Grandfather said he wanted you to make time for him regarding what happened in the elf empire. For you, he’d be your great-grandfather, though.”

My mind froze up. Another part of me, however, felt like this was a long time coming.

Ryuuen Hanamura.

“Got it,” I replied.

“That being said, Grandfather isn’t in Wakoku at the moment, and he’s a very busy man, so your meeting might be several months down the line.”

The former principal of Tsukuyomi Magical Academy, Ryuuen Hanamura, barely appeared in the original game. Despite this, I had been expecting he would show up at some point. I had a few things to ask of him, too, so this was perfect timing, really. Of course, the unknown variable here was whether he would actually tell me anything.

“I’m a little nervous.”

“You’ll be fine. Hatsumi will probably be with you when you see him.”

“I’d only be a little tense if we were just speaking about the Tréfle Empire stuff, but when I think about what I want to ask him…”

“You want to ask him something? About what?”

I stared hard at Marino. I mean, c’mon.

“About the Witch of Tsukuyomi, Marino Hanamura, obviously.”

Clearly, I trusted Marino Hanamura the person. I even felt real love from her. Still, her whole existence was ultimately one big mystery.

Part of me felt like she possessed a secret that could rock the very foundation of Magical★Explorer itself. This was the woman who knew Ms. Sakura was Raziel and had hired her anyway, after all. While I had a number of different hypotheses about Marino, there was no way I could test their validity.

“Tee-hee. Grandfather’s not going to know my three sizes, either.”

I would’ve been more shocked if he did.

“Does it look like that’s what I wanted to ask him about?”

Mind you, I wasn’t uninterested, either. To be honest, if prostrating myself before Marino would get her to tell me, I wouldn’t be opposed to polishing the floor with my forehead to find out.

“Go ahead and ask him. I’d be interested to hear what he has to say about me.”

What in the world was that supposed to mean? In any case, it sounded like I had the okay to ask.

Though, I sensed it was more likely than not that he would keep his lips sealed. There was no way Ryuuen Hanamura didn’t know the truth about Ms. Sakura, too.

“There’s another thing I wanted to ask,” I said.

“What would that be?”

“You…know about Anemone, right, Marino?”

“Hee-hee-hee,” Marino laughed quietly. “Oh, you mean the honors student in the Ceremonial Committee…? Though, a member of that group being an honors student sounds strange, doesn’t it?”

She had a point. “Troublemaker” fit the bill a lot better when it came to us.

“She’s extremely knowledgeable and a brilliant student. Of course I know her.”

“Please don’t try to play dumb—it won’t work. You know about her lineage and what’s bothering her, right?”

Marino nodded.

“Naturally. She came to me for advice about her situation. I was the one who recommended she come to our school in the first place.”

“Really?”

“Yes, it made everything line up much better. Don’t tell me you’re planning on intervening?”

“What would you say if I was?”

At this, Marino flashed a strained smile.

“I wanted to solve her problems myself, you know. But it’s totally impossible for me. You’re saying you can do it?”

“Sure can.”

“And will there be any danger in trying to do so?”

Whew, boy, there sure as hell was! There was no way I would admit as much, though.

Given that, I decided to reply with my best smile.

Marino winced at the sight.

“Haah, I’d be thrilled if you could fix things. I don’t want you doing anything reckless…but judging by that smile of yours, I’m guessing that’s likely?”

“There’s a chance I might cause a bit of a problem again, yeah… Is that all right?”

“I don’t know why you’re asking. You’re going through with it either way, aren’t you? I swear, you are such a handful.”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

“Um, Kou, dear? I’m talking about you. Has all that time you spend with Nanami made her absurdity rub off on you?”

Did it really seem that way? Wow, that was great to hear…NOT! If I didn’t get my shit together, people were going to think I was a freak.

“Haah, I’m supposed to tell you not to do anything dangerous. Not that you’ll listen to me,” she said with a weak smile.

“That might be a tall order, I’m afraid.”

I figured this next event was going to end up being quite life-threatening and all that.

“Forget it. What are you going to do anyway?”

I supposed it would be all right to let her in on some of my plans. If anything went belly-up, I could probably have Marino go around and make sure everyone had their stories straight.

“There’s a whole laundry list of things to get to. It’ll be impossible to solve everything right away, but I thought I’d make the preparations now to do so. Miss Tréfle also asked me for help, so…”

I also had to take care of Iori and Yuika’s events while I was at it.

Marino dropped her smile and lowered her eyes.

“I don’t know what you’re going to do, but saving Anemone really is impossible.”

“Why is that?”

“I almost don’t need to ask, but you know about the curse that’s at the root of Anemone’s troubles, right?”

I nodded.

“The hex she’s been put under is far too powerful. Defeating the person who created it might improve things, but at present, it’s unclear where they are. And even if I did know where they were, I don’t think you could hope to defeat them, either.”

That was normally how it would have looked, sure. Except there was an alternate way to make things right—and it was totally off-the-wall.

“Marino, I’m going to say something a bit weird, but please don’t read into it too much, okay?”

“You’re saying that like you don’t always have something amusing to tell me.”

Ha-ha, she had me there. I couldn’t help but laugh. I guess I didn’t need to worry.

“If there’s no way of tracking down our foe, and they’re too powerful to defeat even if we could find them, then…”

“Then what?”

“You just need to go back to a time when you could defeat them.”




[image: ]




Chapter 2    
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“Sure, I get that it’s all stuff that needs to get done, but it’s still gonna be a little rough,” I commented while strolling through campus. It was still crowded despite school being out for summer break.

I was about to embark on a mad dash to finish all the things I needed to handle on campus. Quite a lot must have happened while I was in the Tréfle Empire, since a bunch of different people had asked me to get in touch with them.

Conversely, there were plenty of people I had business with, so I needed to run all over the place, really.

“Well, it is unavoidable, unfortunately. That aside, Master…,” Nanami said offhandedly, walking diagonally behind me.

“What?”

“Have you noticed the other students are practically staring holes into us? It has been a while since we’ve felt such ire, wouldn’t you say?”

“Huh, you’re right. Been a minute since anyone’s pierced me with their gaze. Heck, in the Tréfle Empire, we were practically honored guests of the state by the end.”

Everyone was watching us with respect, almost adoration, in their eyes. Given what we had done, though, I guessed it made sense.

“These intense glares really are so comforting, wouldn’t you say, Master?”

“You sure all the staring didn’t numb that psyche of yours? Don’t ask me to agree with that.”

She sounded like some sort of depraved, submissive exhibitionist.

“Master, something has been on my mind.”

“What would that be?”

Nanami looked at the male student scowling our way. When she did, he averted his eyes.

“Your esteem—don’t you think it has fallen far too low as of late?”

I mean, sure, but…

“Obviously, it would, right?”

I was part of the Ceremonial Committee, the very enemy of the student population. It’d be strange if my name wasn’t in the mud.

“Your loyal maid Nanami will not—shall not—let this stand.”

“You’re the one egging students on and making my reputation even worse most of the time, though.”

If anything, Nanami was sullying my character more than I was.

“With that in mind, I have concocted a strategy to boost your reputation. If this goes well, you’ll be such a hot commodity that merely walking through campus will make the ladies delirious with fever and faint on the spot.”

Right, she was doing her normal thing where she didn’t listen to anything I said back to her, got it.

“If there really was someone who could do that, they’d be a massive public nuisance. Forget it. I don’t want a good reputation in the first place,” I said.

“Have you heard of the suspension bridge effect?”

“You seriously have no plans to listen to me, huh? Also, that’s related to love and arousal, so it doesn’t have… Well, I guess it’s got something to do with my reputation.”

“Yes, but if I were to ask you whether you wished to be popular with the ladies or not, you would, of course, choose the former, yes?”

When she put it like that, my answer was yeah, duh.

“Sure, I guess. Fine, I’ll hear you out.”

“Then allow me to continue. I’m sure you’re already well aware of the suspension bridge effect, but I will provide a simple explanation just in case. It refers to the phenomenon when someone saved by a hunk in a moment of danger ends up falling in love with him.”

“See, from what I understand, a ‘hunk’ doesn’t really need to do something like that for people to become infatuated with him.”

Those dudes got women to fall for them just by breathing. Forget it.

“Okay, so how does that apply to me, then?” I asked.

“You’re going to stride up to a beautiful young woman who is being harassed by some ruffians or gangsters and gallantly rescue her.”

“Oh yeah, that sorta scene pops up in anime all the time.”

The unrelenting pickup artist trope was a mainstay of fiction.

“Yes, indeed. A classic blueprint will hit home the hardest. In that regard, I have saved the best role for you, Master.”

“How would I look attractive if I wasn’t given the best role?”

The only person in this charade with any redeeming qualities was the guy who came to the girl’s rescue, right?

“Absolutely right. That’s why you’re going to abruptly pull out a knife and lick it menacingly.”

“So, I’m on the gangsters’ side. Hate to break it to you, Nanami, but nothing about that’s going to score me points with the ladies.”

In this day and age, friend and foe alike would recoil at the sight of a sicko licking a knife.

“Now, now, perhaps the young lady being hit on will come to your rescue.”

“Normally, it’s supposed to be opposite—you do get that, right? I can’t even picture this scenario. Heck, in that case, she wouldn’t need to be rescued at all, would she?”

While there might not be a zero percent chance the woman would fall for the knife-wielding ruffian, the odds were astronomically low. Actually, nope, they were zero! Never gonna happen!

“Oh, it is quite easy to imagine. I can readily picture you brandishing your knife and growling, ‘Sure hope this one puts up a bit of a fight.’”

“Now I’m even more confused! Why do I sound like some sort of mini-boss character?!”

No question about it—Nanami was putting me on the side of the enemy! Except since we were both on the Ceremonial Committee, she wasn’t technically wrong to do so…

Our ridiculous back-and-forth continued as we walked to our destination.
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“Sorry to call you out here on such short notice.”

This apology had come courtesy of Ms. Ruija. She was one of the people who had asked to see me.

I normally would have been overjoyed to have a female teacher request I come see her, especially one who looked far too cute to be anywhere near thirty. Unfortunately, this particular teacher often brought me trouble, so part of me remained guarded. Nah, it was nearly all of me.

“What is the matter, Ms. Ruija? You have quite the distressed look on your face. Perhaps you forgot to leave the house without underwear on today?”

Nanami threw out less a light ribbing and more a full-on hadouken.

“Don’t phrase it like I normally don’t! I am very much wearing underwear right now!”

C’mon, why would she look up upset when she was wearing underwear? That was just pervert stuff.

“I would say our suspect is exhibiting an exceedingly dark gray.”

Nanami’s phrasing made it unclear if she was talking about the color of Ms. Ruija’s panties or insinuating the teacher was being dishonest. Might’ve been both.

“Forget about that stuff, it’s not important…”

Depending on the circumstances, I would say this topic could rattle one’s sense of dignity, so was she really okay with dismissing it so easily…?

Though, Ms. Ruija actually looked pretty concerned about something. Nanami must have picked up on it, too.

“…My apologies. What would be the matter, then?” Nanami asked, dropping the act.

“Something is off about Anemone,” Ms. Ruija said before sighing. After a moment’s pause, she continued. “Ms. Sakura seems to know about her situation, but she told me I should hold off on asking Anemone about it until the girl opens up to me herself, or that I should try asking you about it, Takioto.”

“Yeah, I have an idea of what’s getting to Anemone.”

This was likely related to the incident in the Tréfle Empire. Thanks to the Book of Raziel’s influence, Ms. Sakura probably knew a lot about it.

“I’m only aware because I happened to get involved somewhat, but I can agree it’s not the kind of thing you’d want to disclose to other people.”

Anemone’s circumstances were not only sensitive, but they were also related to the Tréfle Empire. They weren’t the sort of thing you’d readily bring up to someone.

“I was planning on speaking with her about it myself, so can you wait until I do?”

“I will, thank you.”

Ms. Ruija was still worried for Anemone, despite how many times the woman had experimented on her. She really did care for her students. When I first enrolled here, Ms. Ruija had also looked after me—wait, no, I think it was more like I was the one looking after her… Anyway.

Even with that in mind, it was clear to me Ms. Ruija was too anxious about this. She had bags under her eyes, like she hadn’t been getting much sleep lately.

“…I know you might not think I’m good for it, but this is something I can resolve myself, so please don’t worry yourself sick over Anemone.”

“Master is right. At this rate, you’ll start to come off as a very kind and thoughtful teacher, Ms. Ruija. I think it would best if you let yourself rest.”

I mean, Nanami also knew—except for that one thing—Ms. Ruija was a good teacher, so surely, she was joking. Yeah. A great teacher, save for that one unsavory part of her.

“…It’d be a good thing for people to see me that way, wouldn’t it?” Ms. Ruija replied with a strained smile.

“Actually, what about Anemone felt off to you, Ms. Ruija?”

Ms. Ruija grew flustered at my question.

“Errm, well, you see…”

If we were in an anime, I imagine she would have spirals in place of her eyes right now. Her eyes were hastily darting all over the place.

“Well, for starters…some…uh…sex toys…showed up at my house,” Ms. Ruija muttered, her face beet red.

“Hm? Ms. Ruija, what did you just say?”

I barely managed to make out what Ms. Ruija had said, but I guess Nanami hadn’t caught it? She brought her ears closer.

“Sex toys were delivered to my house.”

“Hm? Text…what now?”

Nanami had definitely heard her that time, right? She was just trying to get Ms. Ruija to say it louder.

The pressure must have been too much for Ms. Ruija, as she squeezed her eyes shut and winced before…

“SEX TOYSSSSSSS!!”

…screaming frantically. Hearing this, Nanami nodded knowingly.

“I see… How did the vibrating bat feel to use, then?”

“I didn’t use it! Why is that your first question?! And why do you know what was delivered in the first place?!”

In any case, after the sex toy delivery, it seemed Ms. Ruija had rushed to Anemone in a huff to ask what the hell was going on.

“Anemone actually said she was sorry about the delivery. Can you believe it? Anemone apologized to me. She seemed really out of it, too.”

Ms. Ruija claimed Anemone had looked forlorn, too, and that the girl had been vacantly staring out the window instead of gleefully pursuing her weird research like usual.

“I figured something had to be going on, so I went to ask Benito, but he didn’t know what was the matter with her, either. Then I went to Ms. Sakura, and her response made me think Anemone had some huge problem on her hands!”

It was then Ms. Ruija had requested to speak to me.

I thought on how best to proceed for a moment and reached a conclusion.

“How about we all go speak with Anemone together?”

I got the sense things would work out better that way than if I just went alone. Afterward, I could chat a bit with Minister Benito, too. I hoped to get him to cooperate with a few things anyway.

“Huh… Are you sure it’ll be all right?”

“I think it might be better that way. If Anemone allows it, I can talk about everything.”

Ms. Ruija nodded slightly.
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In Magical★Explorer, there are a fair number of characters who believe they will never find happiness or that they are beyond saving.

One of them is Ms. Sakura.

She had tried to sacrifice herself for the sake of the world at large. After asking for everyone’s help, we had managed to find a way to avert disaster and keep Ms. Sakura alive. However, if Iori or I failed an upcoming event and continued with the story from there, she would still end up unhappy. As such, I couldn’t claim to have saved her yet.

Minister Benito was also stuck believing he would never be happy. This mainly came down to him being a member of the Evangelista family, which held an important position within Leggenze.

However, his love for his little sister Gabby was so strong he wanted to prevent her from getting involved in their family’s affairs, which was why he had been happy to allow me to encourage her independence. By doing this, he gained the ability to force Gabby to go off on her own should the worst happen, distancing her from himself and the rest of the Evangelista family.

There was another Leggenze-related person who was convinced happiness was out of reach for her: the Saint. She believed her title made her problems unsolvable, but I was going to save her and even drag the whole world into her mess, too. So I really wanted her to mentally prepare for it.

Finally, there was one last person in Magical★Explorer who believed she would never be happy: Anemone, the girl standing in front of me.

“This lineup and in my lab, of all places? Having me take so many at once… You make me blush,” Anemone said with a smile. Needless to say, we had no intention of doing anything to her.

“Uhhh, yeah no, that’s not what this is about at all.”

Presently, Ms. Ruija, Nanami, and I were in Anemone’s favorite research lab. She had made it sound like this was an unusual place for her to be, but this was her regular haunt.

In fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised to discover she had set some kind of trap for us here.

“I see, I see. Master, a stunningly beautiful maid, Ms. IOU, and a voluptuous elf. With this cast of characters in the room, something wild is bound to happen.”

“Why do you have to make it sound so suggestive?! Nothing is going to happen, okay?! And do you have to be so mean?!” Ms. Ruija said.

Anemone looked on with a smile.

“Hmm, yes, but with this cast of characters, I think it’d be hard not let the imagination wander, wouldn’t you say?”

So Anemone claimed, but the only people who could actually imagine whatever she was suggesting were Anemone, Nanami, and the people who drew pornographic manga for a living. Wait, that was actually a fair number of people, huh?

“No, no, no, we’ve all been together plenty of times before. Nothing is going to happen!”

Anemone chortled in response to Ms. Ruija’s sensible remark.

“Hee-hee, I suppose we’ll stop there for now. Well then, you came all the way out here to see me. Is there something you’d like me to make?”

I shook my head at her question.

“Not this time. We’re here for something else.”

“Hmm, there are so many possibilities that I couldn’t begin to narrow them all. Oh no, did you figure out I’ve been slipping an aphrodisiac into Ms. Ruija’s snacks?”

Ms. Ruija stared at Anemone in blank disbelief. The real question was why she was accepting snacks from someone so shady in the first place.

“Ms. Ruija, that’s just one of her jokes. Don’t let it bother you.”

“Heh-heh-heh-heh, he’s right. I mixed a truly tiny amount, so there’s not much to worry about.”

“You still mixed in something, though!”

Nanami was first to respond to Ms. Ruija’s complaint.

“Ms. Ruija, I would say that is also a joke. Though, were Anemone to mix a dash in, I am confident that you would handle it just fine, so is there really a problem here?”

I dunno, Nanami, that sounded like an issue enough to me.

“Can we get to the reason we’re here?”

“Ah, right, sorry. Go ahead.”

I cleared my throat and got to the point.

“I’m sure you’ve already been informed, Anemone, but we slayed the Arch Elf in the Tréfle Empire.”

This was where I began. Anemone sucked in a breath.

“His Majesty filled me in on what happened, yes. Princess Ludivine even told me about it. I know she awakened as a High Elf, too,” she said with a wincing smile.

Ms. Ruija’s jaw dropped, and she muttered in disbelief, “…High Elf? Like in the legends?”

I didn’t expect she’d tell anyone, but after this, I would have to make sure she kept quiet about that.

“Speaking of that whole affair, I have something to ask of you all. I would greatly appreciate if you didn’t get any more involved in this matter,” Anemone said.

It was quite obvious she didn’t want to talk about this.

“I don’t want anyone else involved,” she continued. “Especially not someone like you, Ms. Ruija. All the more reason for you to stay out of it.”

I could understand why she felt this way. But if I was going to save Anemone, then prodding her more was my only option.

“I’m sorry, Anemone, but I’m gonna have to press you further if I’m going to make you happy.”

“…Ha-ha, ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha, ha-ha-ha-ha-ha… Haah.”

Anemone laughed. She sounded truly amused yet almost sad at the same time.

“It appears I’ve been so uncharacteristically out of sorts lately that even Ms. Ruija is worried. I really do feel bad about that.”

Ms. Ruija shook her head at Anemone’s words.

“I don’t want you to apologize. That’s not the issue.”

She wanted Anemone to cheer up. She wanted to hear Anemone say thank you.

However, that was a very tall order.

“I do feel bad about this, but even so, this isn’t the type of problem I can solve by talking it out with you,” Anemone replied.

“Anemone…”

“Oh boy,” she said, taking in Ms. Ruija’s solemn gaze.

Anemone was right. This was a complicated issue and ignoring it would result in Anemone’s death.

If we kept on going like this without lifting a finger, then she wouldn’t be with us much longer. While her death is never depicted in-game, there’s no question it occurs.

Of course, there was no way I’d let that come to pass.

“I know why you first came to this Academy.”

When I said this, Anemone stared into my eyes…

“The Hanamuras are involved, then?”

…and asked me a question.

“Feel free to think of it that way. Though, Miss Tréfle was worried about you, too.”

Anemone let out a sigh.

“Um, Takioto?” Ms. Ruija said. “You allowed me to come along here with you, so I’m safe to assume you’ll fill me in, even though I don’t really get what’s going on, right?”

Hearing this, Anemone shot me an exasperated look.

“Wait, you didn’t tell Ms. Ruija anything?”

“She’s technically an outsider who wasn’t a part of our Tréfle Empire trip, so I thought I’d get your permission to lay it all out for her.”

“You sneaky devil. After talking this much, how could I possibly stop here?” Anemone said, shifting her gaze to Ms. Ruija. “This wasn’t something I wanted to tell you after you’ve been so kind to me, but…,” Anemone prefaced her confession before continuing. “The truth is, my ancestor was a murderer. One who killed a great number of people at that.”

Ms. Ruija looked at Anemone with disbelief.

“Anemone is purposefully making it sound as terrible as possible, Ms. Ruija. While her ancestor did indeed kill people, they saved far more people than that. They played a significant role in getting Leggenze and the empire to agree to a ceasefire,” Nanami said.

From there, Nanami gave a simple summary of what had happened in the Tréfle empire to Ms. Ruija, along with an overview of Anemone’s blood relation to the Arch Elf.

“I had no idea…,” said Ms. Ruija.

“I have my ancestors to thank for why I was treated like a pariah growing up, and why I still incur so much hate from people. This started from the moment I was born, mind you,” Anemone said, slumping.

She had revealed this like it was no big deal, but being treated like a cancer on the world must have left her with an enormous amount of stress and anxiety.

“Plus, there’s something that still continues to torment me,” Anemone added.

“And that would be…?”

“A curse. You see, the people of Leggenze truly despise me, so they kidnapped me and put a hex on me,” she said, running her fingers across her stomach.

“A curse…”

A dark look came to Ms. Ruija’s face.

She must have been aware someone could have dispelled the curse if it were simple enough. There was a wealth of powerful and talented people within the walls of the Academy, including the Saint and even Marino Hanamura herself. So the fact that Anemone was still suffering from the hex had to mean…

“It must be very powerful, then,” said Ms. Ruija.

“Yup, so powerful there’s no hope of ever getting rid of it, actually. A long time ago, I was captured in Leggenze by a group who held a grudge against me. But that wasn’t enough for them; they also put this curse on me. Are you aware of this, Takioto?”

“I am. The curse robs you of your vitality—years of your life—and transfers it to a demon.”

“Yeah, that it does. As a result, I’m slowly de-aging and growing younger. I’d say I lose several years for every trip our planet makes around the sun. Since I’m an elf, though, no one has really noticed.”

The elves in this world grew and developed in line with humans up to a certain point, and then their aging suddenly slowed to a crawl. Even if the curse had made Anemone grow ten years younger for every year she lived, her outward appearance wouldn’t change much. But this wouldn’t hold true forever.

“Wait, you’re really getting younger?! Just how old are you?!”

Ms. Ruija appeared to have just realized that Anemone was actually much older than her. I figured it would make sense for a teacher like her to know Anemone’s actual age, but apparently, that wasn’t the case.

“Ha-ha-ha, oh, Ms. Ruija. You know you shouldn’t ask a woman her age. It might surprise you to know there are quite a lot of elves who are very sensitive about that question,” Anemone replied.

Ludie’s mother, Sophia, was the same way. If I ever asked her, I imagined my own lifespan would shrink a bit.

“With all that in mind, I’ve grown young enough to not be so far off from the average student here. What do you say, Takioto? Does the thought of this future kid-grandma turn you on? Though, perhaps ‘fledgling-granny’ would be a better fit,” she said, pushing her boobs together and winking. What the hell was a “fledgling-granny” anyway?

“I think you’d have a harder time finding someone who isn’t aroused by your beautiful face and figure. But that’s beside the point.”

Anemone really was that gorgeous. But the issue at hand here wasn’t whether she turned me on.

“Am I safe to assume you tried a bunch of different methods to dispel the curse, and when those failed, you ended up here?”

“Sure, there’s no denying that.”

“The Saint was set to enroll here, and Marino Hanamura is the principal, so you figured you might get one of them to lift the hex for you. And even if those two couldn’t help you, there was another staff member who might know how to keep the effects of the curse under control.”

Anemone nodded at my explanation.

“Yup, that’s right. You pretty much covered everything. Though I do have a slight correction: I always assumed dispelling the curse was pretty much impossible, so I never had much hope when I came here. I mean, you can see the results for yourself,” she said, shrugging. “That’s why I turned to an authority on space-time magic for help. I thought I could stop the de-aging itself with space-time magic…or at least rein it in slightly.”

Ms. Ruija’s expression changed when she heard the term “space-time magic.” She must’ve realized who the expert in question was—her own junior was researching it, after all.

“H-Hatsumi?!”

Anemone nodded.

“Thanks to her, I’ve been able to suppress the de-aging slightly.”

In the game version of Magical★Explorer, it is Sis—AKA Hatsumi Hanamura—who teaches Iori how to use space-time magic. And the person who recommends her to Iori is none other than Anemone.

However, Hatsumi Hanamura’s efforts aren’t enough to completely dispel Anemone’s curse; she only succeeds in slowing the countdown to Anemone’s inevitable demise.

Consequently, the story ends with Anemone never finding happiness… Except, obviously, there’s a way around this.

The developers made sure to put a means of saving Anemone into the game. But the solution to Anemone’s problem is carefully hidden—in fact, it crops up in an event that seems to have nothing to do with her at first glance.

“What would you do if I told you I knew a way to lift the curse on you, Anemone?”

“There’s no way you could do that, though.”

“Humor me here. Hypothetically speaking.”

“If you did know a way to lift my curse, I’d welcome the help. In fact, I’d offer up my body and soul to you in exchange. But it’s impossible, right?”

“You keep insisting there’s no solution to your problem. But when you saw us overcome the Book of Raziel, an unbelievably powerful enemy, what did you think?”

“Hmm, well, I thought you pulled off a miracle.”

I nodded.

“A miracle. We just need to make another one of those happen.”

“Are you a god or something? If miracles happened willy-nilly like that, the world would turn upside down.”

“Well, it just so happens I have the power to make miracles. Though, it only works on people I want to save. And I’ll be the first to admit this case will be real tough.”

In truth, it’s 100 percent impossible to position yourself to save Anemone on the first playthrough. Unlike with Ms. Sakura, the game won’t trigger the events you need to save her unless you’ve seen the credits roll at least once.

If the player wants to save her, they need to get Sis to teach them space-time magic, at the very least. At that point, they learn of the curse afflicting Anemone. By this time, however, it’s already too late to advance Anemone’s story. This is why you can only clear her route on the second playthrough, after choosing to carry over your progress on all the heroines’ routes.

But this world was no video game. There had to be a way to save her.

“You’ve got to change your way of looking at the problem, Anemone,” I said. “By that, I mean you have to operate under the assumption there’s no way to lift the curse once you’re afflicted.”

I just needed to force all the events to trigger somehow. And if no event flags popped up, I would drag everything into place by myself.

“Okay, assuming there’s no way to dispel the hex after the fact, then what?”

“Then all we have to do is go back in time and defeat the asshole who cursed you, right?”

Anemone looked so uncharacteristically befuddled that I wish I could’ve taken a picture for posteriority.
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Chapter 3    
Summer Vacation’s Only Just Getting Started




Magical[image: ]Explorer

Reborn as a Side Character in a Fantasy Dating Sim

What did every Japanese student have to get done over summer vacation?

Their summer homework. This was true from elementary school all the way up to high school. Tsukuyomi Magic Academy sort of had their own summer assignments, too.

The thing was, this “assignment” could be finished pretty easily. So easily, in fact, that a student at the Academy could complete it simply by going about their daily life.

A major reason for the simplicity of the assignment was the fact that the Academy developed students who possessed disparate abilities.

There were some who wanted to grow stronger to conquer dungeons, others who wanted to gain knowledge and perform magic research, and even those who wanted to research magic items.

To ensure no one would be blocked from doing what they wanted and waste their potential, the students had several different projects to choose from. Successfully finishing one of them was enough to complete one’s summer homework.

Out of these projects, I thought the easiest was dungeon clearing. It only required you clear up to a certain floor of the Tsukuyomi Academy Dungeon. Though, you still needed to hand in something to prove you had done so.

A majority of students finished their summer assignments that way.

However, there were some students who marched to the beat of their own drums, without sparing a thought to homework and such. I was, of course, talking about the members of the Ceremonial Committee. Though to be precise, we didn’t stop at homework—we didn’t care about class, either.

This was exactly why I didn’t have to give a second thought to my project and could do what I needed to go back into the past, but…

“Every now and then, I feel a bit jealous of how you get to act however you like, Kousuke,” said Iori.

He had reached out to me earlier, saying there was something he needed to talk with me about. I had wanted to speak with Iori about going back into the past anyway, so the timing couldn’t have been more perfect. It almost felt like fate.

“For real, I’m super jealous of you Ceremonial Committee people. I have way too much shit on my plate to deal with this crap,” Katorina cursed.

At the moment, Iori, Katorina, Nanami, and I were sitting in a café on campus.

Generally speaking, most of the café’s customers were outsiders who had business with the school, but the coffee here was delicious, so it had a decent following among the students, too. The place wasn’t as crowded as usual today, either because we had shown up at the perfect time, or because it was in the middle of summer break.

Iori began to pour sugar from his personal supply into the café latte the waiter had just brought over. Katorina looked on with disgust while Nanami handed him even more sugar. Aha, so he still had more to put in.

After adding in several dozen packets’ worth of sugar, Iori stirred it all in with a spoon. The finished product was so full of sweetener, it wouldn’t have surprised me if a single sip dissolved every tooth in my mouth. Nevertheless, Iori took his first gulp and beamed at us.

It was a weirdly adorable smile, the kind that made you happy just looking at it.

The conversation with Ms. Ruija and Anemone had been heavy enough to give me indigestion, so seeing Iori look so overjoyed made me feel like I was in another world entirely.

Katorina cast us a sidelong glance as she sipped her black coffee. I hypothesized that she had gone with coffee alone to balance out the sweetness overload next to her.

“Guess the Morals Committee and Student Council don’t have any other choice.”

The members of these two groups were supposed to set an example for their peers to follow. They couldn’t simply blow off their homework, so they would have things to do over summer break. On top of all that, they still needed to train, too. Balancing it all must have been tough.

“You moan and groan, Rina, but you still manage to pull everything off. You’re actually diligent deep down.”

Iori’s remark earned a sharp glare from Katorina.

Based on her tone, attitude, and the look in her eyes, she often came across as a cocky, bratty delinquent, but in fact, she was quite a serious, dutiful, and compassionate brat. That was what made her so cute.

Iori seemed to pick up on how Katorina’s expression was a means of hiding her embarrassment.

“Eh-heh-heh-heh.”

Even in the face of Katorina’s snakelike glare, Iori paid it no mind and laughed. If it had been Orange instead of Iori at the other end of her gaze, I was sure he would’ve jumped out of his seat and said he remembered something he had to take care of. Meanwhile, I think my heart would have started pounding for a whole different reason.

“What have you been up to besides the Morals Committee and Student Council stuff?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Hmmm.” Iori placed a hand on his chin and hummed. “Generally speaking, managing the shop and clearing dungeons. Actually, on that note…”

He hesitated to keep going. I figured that this was likely connected to why he had called me here.

“Let me skip straight to the point,” Iori said before taking something out. “Demonoids showed up.”

It was a distorted horn, and while I couldn’t be sure, I surmised that it was from something Iori had fought.

If I wasn’t off the mark here, this particular horn belonged to a demonoid whose dark magic amplified one’s anxieties. It was proficient at tricking people into committing crimes. They also loved research and performed experiments on humans. The creatures showed up during an event for one of the sub-heroines, Class Rep.

They must have been taking care of their own business while I had my hands full with the trip to the Tréfle Empire.

Iori must have gotten much stronger if he’d defeated the demonoid I was thinking of. A half-hearted showing would have routed the monster but wouldn’t have been enough to put it down for good.

“So, we figured we’d tell your group and the rest of the Three Committees about it immediately. Some demonoids showed up before, right?”

“Sure did. Those guys have their claws in a bunch of different places.”

“As for the particulars of it all, um… I’m not really sure if I should get into it since I’ll have to talk about Class Rep a bit.”

It was her event, after all.

“I mean, you don’t have to tell me about it if you have concerns about her privacy. The important part is you told me about the attack.”

Besides, I knew all about how this event went.

From what I remember, Class Rep’s little sister almost gets dragged into a human experiment, and when you trace everything back to the source, it turns out the demonoid is involved. The demonoid then entices the siblings into doing something that fell into a legal gray area. Given Class Rep didn’t want the truth getting out, Iori probably couldn’t go into much detail.

“Anyway, that sorta got us thinking—demonoids have been, like, showing up way too often lately, right?” Katorina added.

I agreed with her.

“There sure have been a lot of them. If finding one made them all come crawling out of the woodwork for us, it would be a lot easier to deal with the problem.”

“Unfortunately, things aren’t that simple. Every demonoid has their own goals and principles they act under.”

Nanami was right.

A super-obnoxious thing with demonoids was that there were many different kinds. Some cooperated with the Church of the Malevolent Lord to do evil, some maneuvered behind the scenes in Leggenze, some just showed up in dungeons, and some were simply searching for a beautiful virgin to ravish. Most of the time, these creatures rarely interacted with one another. That went for the humanoid demons, too.

The best comparison might have been present day Earth. There were likely a great number of Japanese people living and visiting other countries like America, Germany, France, and Italy. But it would be quite a stretch to claim the Japanese people in each country were connected with one another.

Whether they were going on a business trip or field trip, studying abroad, or looking to develop their skills as a soccer player in a foreign country, each person had a different goal in mind.

If, for example, the demonoids working with the Church were exposed, it might turn out they were entirely uninvolved with the demonoids secretly working in Leggenze’s shadows. On the other hand, there were demonoids who were intimately involved with the various affairs of their kind.

Class Rep’s event is a single side story unconnected to anything else in the game, so I didn’t have to worry about anything else on that front.

“Anyway, we talked it over with Vice President Fran, and we decided it would be best to come up with how we’ll proceed and share it with the rest of the Three Committees.”

“Not like we gotta waste any worry on this dude anyway.”

“Ha-ha, good point. It seems like you’ll manage it all somehow, Kousuke.”

Iori laughed as he agreed with Katorina’s remark.

“Hell, I bet a bunch of stuff’s gonna pop off around him anyway.”

She had a point. In fact, part of me felt like I was actively stirring things up myself.

“Whoa, there, that’s not true. Though, I’ll admit things have been a bit dicey lately, sure.”

Iori nodded at my comment.

“I can’t shake this feeling that somewhere totally unbeknownst to us, something big is developing,” Iori said with a solemn look. He wasn’t wrong.

“I’ll fill Ludie and the others in later.”

“Thanks.”

I was pleased to see Iori was still progressing smoothly. Presently, the main story was moving right along on almost the best course possible.

“Oh right, that reminds me. I wanted to talk to you about something, too, Iori. Guess it’s more of a favor, really,” I said.

“A favor?”

“Right, it’s a bit dangerous, but this involves Yuika as well. Actually, it might be more dangerous for her. But that’s why I really want to make sure I get it done at any cost.”

“Yuika’s in danger?”

“Sure is, and it’s something real important that’ll influence the future. And the past, too, I guess.”

Iori took a deep, quiet breath.

“…And what does that mean?”

“Where do I begin?”

I let out a small sigh. Everything I was about to get into here was absolutely absurd. First off, I had to get Iori to believe what I was saying. Yeah, that was going to be a tall order.

“Okay then.”

Still, I figured he would trust what I was telling him. I didn’t really know where this confidence of mine was coming from, but I was convinced.

It would likely make it more confusing, but I decided to work backward.

“I want to save Anemone. That’s the main point of all this. To do that, I need to go back into the past, but…the truth is, both you and Yuika are involved in this, too.”

Katorina furrowed her brows in disbelief at my remark. She must have thought I was talking nonsense.

Normally, I wouldn’t need to mention any of this to Katorina, but depending on how things went, I might have to ask her to lend a hand, so I went over the general outline.

Also, I hadn’t assembled everyone I needed to help clear this event yet, and going into detail now would just mean having to explain things again, so I opted to save that for when Yuika and the others were around.

It took about fifteen minutes to finish my explanation.

“May as well pay and get going. Oh, but first, I’m going to use the bathroom,” Iori said, rising from his seat.

“Hey, you got a sec?” Katorina addressed me.

“What’s up?”

There was a conflicted look on her face—a bit awkward and sort of indecisive. When I stared hard at her, she sighed and began to speak.

“So I talked with Shion…from the Ceremonial Committee.”

Ah-ha, so that was what this was about. I knew what she was getting at.

In the wake of the incident where Katorina’s demonic side had been unsealed, she gained the ability to use dark element magic, something very few humans were capable of wielding. If she wanted to improve her abilities, asking for help from a dark magic specialist would be the fastest way of going about it.

I had messaged Shion earlier, telling her Katorina might come to her for help. I also let Shion know Katorina was a good person who was fun to tease, so it would be worth Shion’s while to lend a hand.

“When she’s doing stuff for the Ceremonial Committee, she can come off as pretty nasty, but she’s actually really nice, right?” I said.

Katorina seemed conflicted as she nodded. She reminded me of a cute squirrel or rabbit.

It appeared that Shion had indeed helped her out.

“…Thanks.”

I couldn’t help but grin ear to ear at her curt expression of gratitude. Boy, oh boy, why did her refusal to be honest with herself make her so damn adorable? She looked at my grin for a moment before narrowing her eyes into a glare and clicking her tongue.

“Tch, that mug of yours seriously pisses me off.”

“Okay, like, you know how when you see a really cute Shiba Inu somewhere, it just makes you smile?”

“I’m not a damn dog.”

“True, part of you is pretty catlike.”

Still, she had this loyal dog aspect to her as well, so maybe she was a hybrid.

“I can easily imagine Shion made a face similar to yours, Master.”

Oh yeah, I could see it, too. I bet Minister Benito and Anemone would’ve done the same. With how cute she looked at moments like this, how couldn’t you?

“…I never really liked the Ceremonial Committee much to begin with, but I feel like I’m seriously gonna hate them now.”

Shion and Anemone, on the other hand, really loved girls like her. Though this was probably hard for Katorina to put up with.

Minister Benito might have actually been the easiest person to talk to on the Ceremonial Committee. The student body hated him more than anyone, but he was the most straightforward and honest person in the whole organization.
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Now that I had talked things through with Iori, my next order of business was to have a one-on-one conversation with one of the girls who would have a leading role in this event.
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“Okay, so what’s this all about? ‘If you’re free, wanna come by the café and talk,’ seriously? Don’t tell me, is all this because you have a birthday present to give me?”

Despite her jests, Yuika fixed me with a glare.

She must’ve been thinking that if this was a normal conversation, we could’ve just had it while eating ice cream together on the couch or something. It must have been bugging her that I’d gone to the trouble of calling her out here.

“Dang, if you’re that excited, I’m really going to have to splurge on something,” I said.

“Wow, yippee, can’t wait. Well, if that’s all, then see ya,” she said, forcing a smile before she got up from her seat. Needless to say, that wasn’t what I had called her here to talk about.

“C’mon, you know what’s up. Just wait a sec.”

“Ugh, excuse me? It’s allllllways like this.”

“It is?”

Yuika nodded back at me.

“Whenever you have this stiff and serious look on your face, it always means something completely obnoxious is about to happen.”

“That’s only like seventy percent of the time.”

“I need you to understand that seventy percent is waaaay too high. I already feel like my luck’s in the gutter as it is.”

Yeah, I thought the same. I had a feeling that Yuika had been getting the short end of the stick a lot recently.

In any case, I decided to try to get her to commit right from the start.

“Oh, so you’re really going to help me out? Thanks.”

“Of course I’m not going to help you!”

“It’ll be fine, just trust me.”

“Okay, Takioto, if Ms. Ruija assured you something was perfectly fine and asked you to cosign it for her, would you?”

“Oh, hell no!”

“This is the exact same thing!”

I could admit my way of framing things may have sounded suspicious, but I really didn’t appreciate being lumped in with Ms. Ruija like that.

“Okay, but this is a pretty important issue.”

When I said this, Yuika heaved a loud sigh.

“All right, fine. After everything you’ve done for me, I guess I’ll at least ask. So, what’s the completely impossible challenge this time?”

“Let’s see…before I get into things, let me ask: Do you ever wish you could change the past?”

Yuika narrowed her eyes.

“What, do you want to go back in time to make yourself super popular with the ladies or something?”

“Of course not! Don’t you start talking like Nanami, too.”

“I mean, it just seems so unrealistic! Ughhh, this is just the worst.”

“The worst? What do you mean, the worst?”

“Well, unfortunately, this is you we’re talking about here.”

“Hey now, where’d that come from?”

I wish Yuika wouldn’t make it sound like I’d dropped something awful in her lap.

She heaved an exasperated sigh.

“Look, you probably haven’t noticed this about yourself, but a lot of the time when you introduce a hypothetical, it ends up being a real thing.”

“A real thing? What do you mean?”

“In this case, I’m talking about the ‘changing the past’ bit you just mentioned. You didn’t bring that up with me because it’s outlandish, but because you have some sort of means of traveling back in time, right?”

She really was quick on the uptake.

“Yeah, you’ve got me there.”

“The past, hmm? I really can’t believe it, but how exactly am I supposed to respond to that? You’re saying you can go back in time? Seriously, are you crazy?”

“Nope, not crazy.”

This sort of plot device shows up in many works of fiction, eroge included. And in Magical★Explorer, you really can go back to the past.

“Fine, assuming I just accept that’s possible, what exactly are you going to do there?”

“…Truth is, there are people I want to help.”

“Help?”

“Yeah, though I don’t mean something ridiculous like saving all of mankind or anything. I just want to ensure everyone around me can wind up happy.”

At the very least, I needed to make sure all the heroines reached their happy ending.

Hearing this, Yuika forced a smile of resignation.

“Well, when you put it that way… All right, then, who are you trying to save this time?”

I stared hard at Yuika.

What a pretty face. Smooth skin and silky hair. Her eyelashes were really long, too.

At first, my attentive staring left Yuika befuddled, but she quickly picked up on what I meant.

“Wh-whaaat?!”

“Well, so basically, one of them…is you, Yuika.”

This event serves as a kind of trigger for Yuika to figure out who she really is.

It also changes depending on how far along in the story the player is. In some cases, she awakens to her powers as a Saint here, but this time, that had all happened during Ms. Sakura’s event.

“Meeee?!”

By the way, in the game, Iori and Yuika end up going back in time without any clue as to why they were doing so.

When they go into the past, a few different events crop up, and as they help out different people, they gradually come to realize they are in fact altering their own pasts.

However, I had decided to reveal that to Yuika now. Not everything, though. I figured I would explain things to Iori before long, too.

“Um, sorry, but I really don’t think there’s anything in my past worth going back and changing.”

“Even if you don’t think it’s necessary, once you go back in time, you’ll realize it is.”

As for why I would even know about that…

“Also, Ms. Sakura told me about this.”

…I justified it with an appeal to authority. I figured I would go see her after this anyway.

“So is Ms. Sakura involved in this whole thing somehow?”

“No, she’s not directly involved or anything, but she can predict many things.”

Future sight and divination. She had lost those abilities, however, so I didn’t know if she could pull that off right now.

There was one thing that made me a bit nervous, though. When you were experiencing Magical★Explorer as just a game, you could just sort of accept you needed to travel in time to clear this event, but a simple “Huh, okay then” wasn’t going to fly in real life.

We were going to be changing history here. I mean, going into the past? How was that even possible? What would happen if we ended up stuck there? Anyone would find it terrifying.

Given all that, I had planned on talking with, um, an expert (?) on the subject. Anyway…

“With all that said, I’m gonna figure out a schedule for everything, so just keep yours open for me.”

“Uh, Takioto? ‘Keep my schedule open’? This isn’t some trip to the neighborhood coffee shop. You being so nonchalant about this only makes me even more worried. Also, it sounds to me like we’re going to get involved in some pretty serious stuff, right?”

“I mean, yeah, probably. What? C’mon, it’ll be fine. Just leave everything to me, and it’ll all go as smooth as butter.”

Or so I thought. So I wanted to think.

Hearing this, Yuika let out an exasperated sigh.

“Takioto.”

“Yuika?”

“Just imagine this for a second. Let’s pretend there’s a really tight-knit group of friends.”

“Got it.”

“They’re all smiling, except one of them is covered in wounds from head to toe, pushing themselves to grin and bear it the best they can.”

“Whoa there, you don’t mean…”

Was that supposed to be me?

“I can’t stand the idea of everybody being all smiles except the one person stuck suffering.”

Yuika glared at me to imply she was talking about me specifically.

“I don’t think I need to say anything more than that, do I? If you’re going to end up miserable, then I’m going to join you. That said, I don’t really want to be miserable, so let’s work to get the happy train rolling, okay?”

I chuckled quietly.

“Well, I’m definitely real happy now. That sounded a bit like a proposal, though—you sure you’re okay with that?”

“Why in the world would I be proposing to you? I’d prefer to be the one being proposed to, thanks. Anyway, forget it. There’s more to this hypothetical.”

“What’s that?”

“All the happy members of this friend group feel the exact same way I do.”

Yuika must’ve meant the part about joining me in misery.

“I never fails to amaze me just how lucky I am to have the friends I do.”

“Right, you and me both.”

We smiled at each other. After a short pause, Yuika broke the silence.

“That reminds me, you said ‘one person,’ right? So who’s the other one you want to save? My brother?”

I nodded.

“Iori’s involved in all of this, too, but the other person might come as a bit of a surprise.”

“Why would that be?”

In a sense, saving her was more important than helping Yuika. She was the biggest reason why I was talking about this with Yuika right now.

It was all to ensure we could save her.

“The other person is Anemone.”

“…Anemone? Can you tell me all the details here? Including the stuff about me.”

“Makes you curious, doesn’t it? I have some things I want to ask you, too, so how ’bout I talk to you both?”

First, I would start with Yuika’s case. I figured she would be more curious about herself anyway.

“Wait, before I get into this, is it all right if I ask about your past? I understand if you might not want to talk about it,” I said.

“I mean, if you’re the one asking, I guess it’s okay, but I don’t really think it’ll be an exciting tale.”

“So you’re fine with me knowing about it?”

“To be honest, I’m still not thrilled about it, but well, you know… I do trust you. Somewhat.”

“C’mon, ‘somewhat’?”

“Look, even that was a compromise!”

If Yuika was willing to tell me, then I supposed it was best to ask. Even though she wasn’t happy about it, I figured it would be best to do so, since it would raise our chances of success.

“I’m guessing you’d not rather think about it, but you remember getting kidnapped when you were little, right?”

“You were totally raring to ask that, huh?” Yuika sighed. Then she took her eyes off me and looked to her side. It seemed as if she was gazing at a faraway place.

“Of course I remember that. Big Bro got sent flying, I was spirited away to a church or something, and I lost all hope. While I was there, this older girl did cheer me up, though… Wait.” As she spoke, Yuika cocked her head to the side. “Now that you mention it, there was this girl there I felt like I had seen once before, yeah. And that silhouette………huh? Wait a minute…”

She turned to me, looking stunned.

“It’s probably exactly what you’re imagining right now. I think that girl was your current self.”

After I said this, Yuika started mumbling to herself.

“No, that’s not right. I mean, it’s not wrong necessarily, but…”

She returned her eyes to me.

“Huh. I get it, okay, right.”

She managed to convince herself. I had no idea what she was trying to say here.

“Hang on… Now that I think about it, did I ever bring up my past with you?”

“Oh, uhhh…Iori must’ve told me about it at some point.”

Yuika side-eyed me.

“Okay, sure, I get it. That’s how it always goes.”

I don’t think I could really do anything about her seeing me this way. Actually, everyone in the Hanamura House probably thought the same. I had only myself to blame, since I was always acting as if I knew everything.

“So with that in mind, do you remember what exactly you did back then?”

When I asked this, Yuika put a hand to her chin and began to think. She was trying to recall what had happened at the time.

“Do you mean what happened to ‘past me’ or the ‘me who traveled back to the past’?”

Whoa, whoa, she figured out where I was going with this already?

“Not like this the first time I’ve thought this, but are you sure you’re not, like, too quick on the uptake, Yuika? And I’m referring to both versions of you, actually.”

It would be a huge help if she could remember exactly what the Yuika who traveled back to the past had done. If I did my best to act in accordance with that, we could minimize our impact on the future.

“I only vaguely remember. When I think about it, though, I guess I was rescued because I went to rescue myself, huh?”

“Yeah, that would be the case.”

“…Nope, sorry, Takioto. My memory of everything is really fuzzy, so…I’ll try my best to remember, but I’ll need some time. Even then, it still might not be perfect.”

“Makes sense. Just remember whatever you can.”

It had all gone down a fairly long time ago at this point, so I wouldn’t be surprised if she remembered almost none of it.

“I should keep everything that happened back then a secret, right?”

“Nah, you can talk about it if you want. I mean, isn’t it going to be hard for everyone else if you don’t?”

I nodded in agreement.

“Sorry,” I said.

Yuika flashed me a strained smile.

“Why is the person trying to save me apologizing? I should be thanking you if anything. Besides…”

“Besides what?”

“No matter what may or may not happen from here, even if we end up stranded in the past, or I turn into some shut-in, you’re going to take care of me for the rest of my life. So it doesn’t really matter. You’ve already given me your word.”

Shut-in Yuika? I’d really like to avoid that possibility, thanks.

“Weird, I have this sudden urge to take all that back,” I said.

“Now, now, no need to think about it too much. The stress will make you go bald. If you do start to lose your hair, though, just give up and shave it all off, okay?”

“I ain’t going bald,” I protested.

But, if I had to use a comb-over to prolong what little hair I had or wound up with the Francis Xavier look, I planned to just get rid of it all.

“Okay, whatever, the bald stuff isn’t important. Although, there is one big thing that’s seriously bugging me: Is it actually okay for me to go back and meet my past self?”

I mean, balding was a very important issue for men. Anyhow, we needed to get back on track.

I had to commend Yuika for that sharp-eyed question I hadn’t wanted her to ask.

“Let’s just trust it’ll work out,” I said, bringing my hands together. Nobody knew the answer to that question.

“…Yeah, now I’m getting, like, actually worried about this.”

“You’ll be fine, I’m fighting against anxieties like that all the time.”

I had been running up against nonstop irregularities lately, and there was always something that cropped up—whether it was in combat, or in those dumbass pervo dungeons.

“Welp, I suddenly feel a shiver welling up inside me,” Yuika said.

“Quaking from sheer happiness?”

“As if that would ever be why! Do you want me to pour soda down your back?”

Anything but that! I felt sticky all over just thinking about it.

“Okay, so just think for a moment. Have you ever gone back in time to change history? No, right?” I asked.

“Of course not, I’m pretty sure no one has.”

Yeah, I thought the same. If everything went exactly as it does in the game, then we wouldn’t have any problems on that front. However, there was no conclusive evidence everything would adhere to the events of the game. If our luck ran out, we might wind up seriously locked out of our original timeline.

“See, that’s why I have faith. At any rate, I’m going to do what I can to ensure we can manage if something unexpected does come up.”

Or so I said, but really, getting advice from Ms. Sakura was about all I could come up with. I doubted she could meddle with anything like this anyway. Maybe if I went to see that time period’s Ms. Sakura, she could do something for us? Actually, wait, no, that would probably make a bunch of stuff in the future go haywire, so it would have to be our last resort.

After listening to my justification, Yuika let out a small sigh.

“Okay, so if, and I really mean if, okay? If we don’t go back to the past, what’s going to happen?” she asked.

Honestly, it was a pretty good question.

“Sorry, but I don’t have a clue about that, either.”

“Excuse me? What kind of answer is that?”

What did she expect? This event always happens as part of the main story, so I had always gone through with it in past playthroughs. In the worst possible outcome, there was a chance something might happen with Yuika, too. However…

“The one thing I can say for certain is that if we don’t, Anemone is going to die. She’s had a curse put on her. One that makes her get younger and younger until she’s dead,” I revealed.

“Wait, for real?! Huh?!”

“Totally for real. Oh, by the way, Yuika.”

“Y-yeah? Ummm…?”

Despite being addressed directly, Yuika seemed to be still stuck on Anemone’s curse, and she gave an absent-minded reply. She looked pretty shaken up, so was it really okay for me to say all this to her? Eh, it would probably be fine.

“You got saved back then, so it didn’t end up happening, but if you hadn’t, you would’ve been used as a sacrifice. Specifically, you would have been sacrificed to summon the demon who put that curse on Anemone.”

“Huh? What?! Huuuuuuh?!”

Her eyes bulged wide in pure shock.

After talking it over with her for a bit, I decided to save the detailed rundown for when we gathered everyone who would be involved in this journey to the past.
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Everything requires preparation. This was especially true when limited time events were involved.

I was dealing with a limited time event the prerequisite for which only shows up at the end of the game and that the player could only access on their second playthrough. So what was I to do?

My only choice was to force it to happen.

Ms. Sakura’s event was recommended to be tackled on the second playthrough, but it could still technically occur on the first playthrough, too.

However, Anemone’s event was different.

“Give me a sec, okay?”

And so, I found myself in the Moon Palace, headquarters for the Three Committees. I was in the section allotted to the Ceremonial Committee, alone with Minister Benito.

Minister Benito had been kind enough to meet with me. It seemed he had started brewing tea even before I arrived, as I only had to wait a second before the water in the kettle came to a boil.

Once he finished brewing the cup of tea, he placed it in front of my seat. Then he placed another cup across from me and took a seat himself.

“Sorry for the wait,” he said.

“Not at all. Thanks for the tea.”

I took a sip, complimented him on how delicious it was, and set the cup back on the saucer. Then I asked the question that had been on my mind.

“Is the Ceremonial Committee on break during summer vacation?” I asked, looking around the room. Minister Benito nodded.

“You’re correct. Though I suppose every day feels like a day off with our group. Ah-ha-ha.”

He laughed.

“It seems like the Morals Committee and Student Council still stop by a lot,” I said.

“The Student Council has an event to host right after summer break’s over, for one thing. Meanwhile, the Morals Committee is tasked with maintaining the peace, so they have to be here. The Ceremonial Committee only gets involved with inspections and special functions.”

Iori seemed extra busy with his Student Council work, though he’d made it sound like he had a lot going on unrelated to the Three Committees, too.

“The last time I saw Gabby, she said she was swamped.”

Minister Benito nodded.

“Gabriella appears to be managing, which is a relief for me. She tends to push herself too hard, so I’m still a bit worried,” he said with a smile.

“She’s definitely a hard worker.”

“That she is, but she seems very fulfilled by her duties, and she’s enjoying herself. I suppose I have you to thank for that?” Minister Benito said with a smirk.

“Nah, she found a goal and her independence on her own.”

After I gave Minister Benito an overview of what had happened in the Tréfle Empire, we got into the main topic at hand.

“The truth is, I came to you because I’m looking for a bit of advice. Actually, maybe I should say I’m looking to work together with you on something,” I said.

“Work together, hm?”

“That’s right. You’re the only member of the Leggenze nobility who I know and can trust.”

“Oh boy,” he said, slumping in his seat. “That is a rather upsetting way to frame things.”

“Yes, you’d be right to think so, since this concerns Anemone.”

Minister Benito’s smile disappeared for an instant before his usual flippant and cheerful expression returned to his face.

“The Leggenze nobility and Anemone. Those two things together form a very powerful combo,” said Minister Benito.

“By that, I can assume you know what I’m referring to?”

Leggenze, the Saint’s homeland, and the empire, where Ludie and her family resided. The story of the two countries’ relations, and Anemone’s ancestor.

“Well, whatever I do know is probably a light overview compared to what you know,” said Minister Benito.

“I think it’s likely we each have access to biased information,” I said.

The internal information that Leggenze and the empire held was likely different, too.

“That’s a good point. I’m assuming this has something to do with what happened in the empire?”

I nodded. Though, it wasn’t related all that much to what happened there, really.

“On that subject…have you been given any details on what happened?” I asked.

“I could probably find out if I looked into it, but if the empire’s seriously controlling the flow of information, then it may not get all the way to me. Though, if you can tell me, I’ll definitely listen.”

I hesitated a bit, unsure about just how much I could reveal.

“I’m not at liberty to speak freely on what happened. It’s pretty complex stuff.” A thought came to me as I spoke. “By the way, how much about all this does Gabby know?”

“I’m positive Gabriella is unaware. Even if she did know, she wouldn’t be able to do anything about it,” said Minister Benito.

That was a fair point.

“There are very few people who have a full grasp on Anemone’s situation to begin with. She doesn’t talk about it herself, and even the fact that she’s a lot older than all of us isn’t widely known.”

“I suppose it would be impossible to be aware of if she never brought it up.”

She was even older than Sis, after all.

“I’m sure if I were in her shoes, I wouldn’t talk about it, either. Though, it’s not something I even could talk about.”

“That’s true… But you’re very close with her, aren’t you, Minister Benito?”

“I’d say that’s because Anemone is mentally mature, or maybe because she has such a philosophical way of thinking. Still, there was a period after we first met when we would have these conversations where it felt like we were sniffing each other out. From a broad perspective, our relationship was mutually hostile.”

Their ancestors had warred against one another, so it made sense.

“I see.”

“Though, I’d say I earned Anemone’s trust as we did more and more Ceremonial Committee work together.”

None of this stuff is really laid out in the game, but I could pick up that a lot had happened between them.

“So if you’re somewhat informed about Anemone’s situation, do you know why she’s here at the Academy?”

“No idea, and she wouldn’t tell me, either. Even if I did ask her about it, I’m sure she would play dumb and tell me it was to research those obscene items of hers.”

I thought the same.

“What if, and I’m just being hypothetical here…,” I prefaced, and Minister Benito nodded. “What if Anemone was deeply troubled, and we found a way to resolve the problem plaguing her…? Would you help me out with that?”

Hearing this, Minister Benito made a show of thinking over my question.

“My simple answer to that specific inquiry would be: I would, as long as I can help.”

“As long as you can?”

“Well, how else could I answer? I would love to say ‘of course,’ but there are facts at play here that make it impossible.”

I had a vague idea of what he was getting at.

“The first major issue is Anemone’s circumstances. She occupies a very special position within the Tréfle Empire. There’s a chance helping her could cause an international incident.”

“Right.”

He wasn’t wrong there.

“The second issue is our physical well-being. Is what you’re trying to do here absolutely safe?”

“Ummm, so I can’t say it’s definitely safe. A stroke of bad luck would probably mean death.”

“So, it’s the opposite of safe,” Minister Benito said with a wincing smile.

“But if I don’t do anything, Anemone is going die. That much is certain,” I said.

“…I see. There’s one last thing I want to ask. Does Anemone truly want to be helped in the first place?”

“She does. That was her reason for coming to Tsukuyomi Academy. Anyway, let’s say I was able to deal with those issues you laid out…?”

When I said this, Minister Benito grinned.

“If you can handle all that, then I suppose that settles things.”

Faint yellow mana began to flow around him.

“I was just thinking I could use some exercise,” I said.

His smile exuded dependability, a slightly different strain from President Monica’s.

“I’m assuming you must already have a plan.”

I nodded.

“The thing is, there are some items I have to get ahold of no matter what. But collecting them all by ourselves would be bit rough. There’s a number of other things I have to take care of besides that, too…”

“Oh, and what are these things you need?”

“Currency that Leggenze used in the past and items for clearing dungeons. For the latter, we’re going to need an extraordinary amount of them…and I’ll pay for them all, of course, but I’m guessing it’s going to make the market go a bit haywire. I don’t even know if there’s enough on the market in the first place.”

I began explaining how much I’d need of each. I gave Minister Benito a slightly bigger estimate for both categories, so I could be prepared for the unexpected.

“Given the quantity I need, I considered collecting them directly from the dungeon, too. I know a place that would make it quite efficient.”

Minister Benito nodded.

“I get it. You can leave that to me.”

“Are you sure?”

“You know very well what I’m in charge of, don’t you?” he said with a smile. “The Ceremonial Committee will handle this.”
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If you were going to make a difficult event easier to clear, what exactly would you need to do?

You’d utilize a secret trick to cheese it, of course. In that regard, there was just one person who came to mind who might be able to utilize a trick like this. That was why I decided to talk to her, even though she has nothing to do with this event in the original game.

“So basically, I’d like to ask for your help.”

Ms. Sakura forced a smile after I said this.

“I’m going to need the details before I can make a decision.”

Ms. Sakura was an upper-rank angel capable of seeing the future. It wouldn’t be out of the question for her to have seen something regarding this trip into the past.

However, if I only explained the bare minimum, she would have no idea what I was talking about. I gave her a simple rundown of the situation.

“…And so, I’m going to head back into the past to save Anemone. But is that going to cause any problems? If you think it might, I’d appreciate if you could lend a hand or give some advice.”

Hearing this, Ms. Sakura stared hard at me before letting out a sigh.

“I swear, you really… Ah, never mind.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’m just glad I took a gamble on you, is all.”

“That didn’t really answer my question.”

Ms. Sakura chuckled.

“I’m saying I now understand very well that you’re a far more special presence than little old me.”

“Well, I won’t deny that.”

“Hee-hee, I genuinely feel grateful you’re here. Anyway, getting back to the matter at hand…”

“Please.”

“I think your plan will work out best if I don’t say anything. I’m not sure how my interference will affect things.”

Which meant…

“So if I just keep going ahead, it’ll all succeed?”

“We can talk about everything, including that answer, the next time you come to visit me.”

Okay then. This meant that for now…

“You’ve determined it’s best not to say anything.”

Ms. Sakura nodded.

“There is one thing I’ll mention, since I think it won’t cause any problems… Have you heard of the grandfather paradox?”

“Ummm, for the most part. It refers to what could happen if someone traveled back in time and killed their own grandfather. There are three potential outcomes, right?”

The first possibility was you would disappear after killing your own grandfather.

If you were to kill your own ancestor, it wouldn’t make sense for you to exist in the future. As a such, the instant you killed your grandfather, you would vanish as well. This scenario, where altering the events of the past changes the present, cropped up in fiction all the time. I think it was safe to say the game version of Magical★Explorer fell into this category.

The second possibility was that it would be impossible to kill own’s grandfather in the first place.

Since a grandchild coming from the future to kill their own grandfather would make the grandchild’s birth a paradox, it would be impossible for the grandchild to commit the murder in the first place. In this type of scenario, the future was immutable.

The last possibility was the parallel world explanation.

This scenario elided the paradox of a grandchild killing their own grandfather by having differences in the timeline create similar but separate parallel worlds. That famous manga, the one where collecting seven balls summoned a dragon to grant your wish, went with the parallel world explanation.

“In that case, this makes the explanation a lot faster. If you travel to the past and end up killing someone, that person’s children will disappear from the future. The opposite works the same, too.”

“So then, anything I do in the past will have an effect on the future.”

“That’s right. You and your friends have had quite a lot of influence, you know. You must exercise the utmost caution if you’re going back to help. That’s all I can say to you.”

I nodded.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Ah, there was one other thing. If we end up not being able to return to the future for an extended period of time, I’ll ask someone to pass that info on to you, so I’ll count on your help.”

An unbelievably dubious smile came to Ms. Sakura’s face.

“That would put me in a terrible spot, but fine.”
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Magical★Explorer was created with the idea the player would go through it multiple times. It isn’t recommended to tackle each character’s true ending and unique events on your first playthrough, and some events don’t even trigger until you beat the game once.

Anemone’s event was one such example.

However, I needed to clear it entirely. It was an extremely difficult event, without a precise method of getting through it like with Ms. Sakura’s. However, I had knowledge on my side. There had to be way.

At any rate, I couldn’t find Sis in her room. Just as I started to wonder where she could be, a location suddenly came to mind.

Yup, here she was. My room. I collected myself the best I could and brought up my reason for seeking her out.

“Sis, can I borrow a moment of your time? There’s something pretty important I want to talk about.”

“If you want my time, I’ll gladly give you the rest of my life.”

Was this a new way of proposing to someone? For now, I decided to ignore it.

“Sorry for imposing on you like this, Sis.”

“Mm-hmm. It’s fine, I’m usually free.”

Or so Sis claimed, but Ms. Ruija seemed pretty busy to me? Though, I supposed each teacher had a different amount of work on their plate. Yeah, let’s go with that.

As for why I was talking to Sis…

“The truth is, I know Anemone’s secret. And I know you’re involved with her, too.”

That was how I began my explanation. As I spoke, Sis only nodded her head from time to time, never interrupting me. She just sat there and listened along.

“…so I was thinking about heading into the past and doing something about the origin of the curse.”

When I summarized everything for her…

“You say some funny stuff, Kousuke.”

…Sis replied without a hint of a smile on her face.

“Except, I’m not joking,” I said, shrugging.

Sis definitely thought I was kidding. I mean, if I heard someone tell me they were going to go back to change the past, I would’ve thought they were joking, too. Heck, back in Japan, I had run into plenty of delusional weirdos before (the type of people who’d say stuff like that), but I definitely didn’t believe they had actually changed anything. Even on the off chance that there was someone who had managed to change the past, the world would’ve been warped with it, altering everyone’s memories without their knowing.

“Normally, what you’re suggesting would be totally impossible. But you can do it.”

“You believe me?”

“Mm-hmm. Of course.”

Sis nodded with a vaguely smug air about her. Was there a chance she was a bit too confident in me?

“Just one question,” she said.

“What’s that?”

“To go into the past, you need a tremendous amount of energy and an aptitude for space-time magic. Where are you going to get all this energy?”

To this question, my only answer was I had absolutely no idea.

“I’ll probably use dungeon energy or something?”

How would I know? The game just sends you to the past without any of this complex stuff! I didn’t have a detailed explanation to go off of, so I could only hazard a guess.

Welp, Sis was glaring at me for that. Her expression had barely changed, but she was definitely side-eyeing at me.

“S-so, anyway, how is Anemone holding up right now?”

When I changed the subject, Sis let out a small sigh.

“About one step away from the worst it can get.”

I couldn’t stop myself wincing and letting out a “yikes.”

“If nothing changes, the curse will kill her.”

I had known as much, since the hex was still doing its thing. Right now, the curse’s effects weren’t visible on Anemone, but apparently, by next year, she would drastically de-age all at once.

“I’m doing everything I can, but I can only slow the curse’s progress. I’m worthless.”

I shook my head.

“Not at all. You’re doing a really good job of slowing it down.”

“I really wanted to do something for her. But with curses, the source is important,” Sis replied.

“Yeah, I guess if dispelling or reversing the hex is impossible, then taking out its source is the only option.”

Sis agreed with me. That was the whole idea behind saving Anemone—if dispelling the curse was too hard, then the next best thing was to prevent it from being cast in the first place.

“That’s why it’s been so hard to treat Anemone. I don’t know where the curse came from.”

I mean, of course she wouldn’t. Heck.

“Anemone doesn’t remember what happened back then, either.”

If the person who was under the hex didn’t have an idea, then obviously no one else would.

“Your proposal has made the scales fall from my eyes. I never considered going back in time to get rid of the curse at the source. Amazing as always. You made the Kousuke fall from my eyes.”

“Sorry, I don’t really have any idea what that’s supposed to mean.”

Why was I coming out of her eyes? That sounds kinda creepy, so please just stick to scales!

Better yet, I was pretty sure my reasoning was “then let them eat cake” levels of nonsense. While I was happy that Sis had taken me seriously despite the absurdity of my proposal, I had to wonder if I should be worried about her. Oh well. Knowing Sis, I figured she would be fine.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked.

“For now, I’d like you to just keep doing what you’ve been doing for Anemone. I’m assuming she’ll still need your magic for a bit, even if we do manage to change history.”

Considering the sheer number of events I had to clear in the past, I wanted to bring a whole bunch of people along with me, Sis included. But since there were a lot of people required for this event, I didn’t have much room for extra travelers.

Sis nodded slightly, and then…

“Kousuke.”

She called me by name and stared hard into my eyes.

“What’s up?”

“Anemone might be older than me, but she’s my student. A student who came to me for help.”

Though it didn’t necessarily show on Sis’s face, her expression was far more solemn than normal.

“I want to protect her if I can.”

“Leave it to me, Sis.”

At this, she reached out and patted me on the head.

“Mm-hmm. I’m counting on you.”
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A few days after I had discussed things with the people involved, everyone gathered together for a strategy meeting.

“Are Big Bro and Anemone still not here yet?”

“Iori’s got Student Council stuff to take care off. Nanami went to get Anemone, so she should be here soon.”

Those of us who had gotten here earlier were waiting inside a room of the Moon Palace, drinking tea.

Iori had told me some Student Council business would make him late. Anemone had been talking about something with Minister Benito, too, but the next thing I knew, the stragglers had arrived.

“Your humble servant Nanami rushed over to get here.”

“Sorry, I ended up running a bit late.”

“Looks like I kept you waiting, Takioto, Yuika.”

Nanami, Iori, and Anemone showed up together, along with…

“All right, everybody, let’s get things moving!”

…Ms. Ruija, who was probably the most enthusiastic of us all, yet who planned on staying behind in the present. While she wasn’t going to the past with us, she had insisted on being part of the meeting, so I’d let her come as well. Perhaps I could ask her for help with something.

“Well, looks like everyone’s here. This is going to be long, so buckle up,” I said, standing up to go prepare drinks for everyone before Nanami stopped me. Apparently, she was going to handle that for me.

Leaving that to her, I looked at all the other faces in the room.

“This is everyone, then. First, we should get an understanding of everyone’s situation, and then we should work out a plan together.”

Iori and the others nodded.

“How about we start with Iori and Yuika? You both remember getting kidnapped when you were younger, right?”

Iori and Yuika nodded.

“I didn’t know you both went through that.”

“They sure did,” I said. “Did the people who saved you seem vaguely familiar?”

“Not that I remember… Though the knight who rescued us was really cool,” said Iori.

“Our rescuers seemed familiar to me. But I would’ve never imagined we were being rescued by our future selves.”

Yuika got straight to the point.

“With that in mind, the first thing we’ll do in the past is work to protect past Iori and Yuika. Also, you’re plenty cool right now, Iori, so obviously, the ‘knight’ who saved you would be cool, too.”

Iori scratched his hand with a bashful grin at my compliment. Uh, actually, maybe the knight was more cute than cool, after all. By my rough estimates, I’d say cutest in the universe, give or take.

Nanami brought me some tea, so I took a sip. Yup, the aroma and taste were sublime. Thanks!

“Sit down over there, Nanami. Getting back on track, are you two aware of why you were kidnapped in the first place? Oh, I guess I may have told Yuika this already.”

“What did you tell her?” Iori asked.

“The truth is, Yuika almost ended up as a human sacrifice.”

“A human sacrifice?!”

Iori looked at his sister in shock.

“Yup, she was supposed to be killed to summon a demon. Your kidnappers wanted to use the demon they summoned to destroy the Tréfle Empire. Every one of them bore a grudge against Anemone’s ancestor, the Arch Elf. I’ll fill you in on what happened in the empire later, Iori, so just sit tight for now.”

Iori nodded. The truth was, I probably needed to get into that stuff with him soon, but it would have to wait. I had to make sure he kept it under wraps when I did.

“Hmm, so it’s my fault Yuika was kidnapped?” Anemone said, looking convinced.

“It’s not your fault at all.”

I quickly clarified things for her. Yuika nodded in agreement. Anemone was really the victim here.

“As a child, Yuika was kidnapped in Leggenze. If no one had saved her, she and Anemone would have been sacrificed, and a tremendously powerful demon would have appeared and laid waste to the Tréfle Empire. I guess we can say all of that was prevented.”

“Wait, but Anemone got cursed back then, right?” Iori chimed in.

“Yeah. Originally, Yuika and the other kids who were kidnapped were supposed to be sacrificed to summon this demon. But when the kids all escaped, the group trying to summon the demon didn’t have enough energy anymore.”

Iori nodded along.

“Looking to make Anemone compensate for the lost energy, they put a curse on her that would wring out every bit of energy she could provide. The effect of this hex is de-aging. It makes her grow younger until she ultimately ceases to exist.”

I found it a little funny it wasn’t aging that was the problem here, but the opposite.

“De-aging?”

“Yeah. This demon gets energy from negative emotions like anger or fear, and I bet cursing someone to a slow death produces a lot of fear for it to feast on.”

“I get it. So by dragging out her death, the curse extracts a lot of energy from her fear.”

“That’s right. And when Anemone fades away in the end, all of that energy gets passed over to the demon. That means it’ll revive completely and go on to destroy cities and towns, right?”

Anemone nodded.

“That was why, if you didn’t propose this plan of yours, I was going to kill myself after I graduated,” she said.

Hearing this, Yuika and the others were at a loss for words.

“I would’ve done the same thing. We’re talking about innocent elves in the empire getting slaughtered by a demon here. But don’t worry, you won’t have to do that.”

After all…

“I’m going to figure it out,” I asserted.

“…I’m counting on you. To be honest, when I came to the Academy, I felt like I was grasping at straws. I don’t want to die, either,” Anemone said, flashing a weary smile. Seeing this made me feel awful for having to bring up this next part.

“I touched on this a little with you before, Anemone, but going to the past like this won’t completely remove your curse.”

“What do you mean by that?” Yuika asked.

“It will definitely give us a chance to help Anemone, but it won’t totally save her from her predicament.”

“Why is that?” Iori asked.

“Even if we defeat the thing that cursed her, that won’t make the curse disappear.”

“Still, it’ll be worth taking down,” said Anemone.

She was right. Since…

“It’ll keep the empire’s cities safe.”

“Indeed. I’m counting on you. Just knowing everyone’s safe will ease my mind,” she said.

“Anemone, I’m not finished,” I said.

“Hm? What?”

“Think of all this as a way of weakening your curse. Completely dispelling it will come in the very near future.”

Anemone cocked her head at the words “near future.”

“When exactly will that be?”

I looked at Yuika. As I stared at her, she grimaced.

“Well, it’ll happen after Yuika awakens to her powers. Ha-ha-ha.”

I laughed at the end to pass off what I’d said as a joke. But the truth was, I was dead serious.
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Chapter 4    
Leggenze City




Magical[image: ]Explorer

Reborn as a Side Character in a Fantasy Dating Sim

In fantastical works of fiction, there are many different methods of going back into the past, with the most popular being the use of a time machine. In Japan, many narratives featuring time machines were popular, including a manga about a cat-shaped robot who used machinery from the future to travel to the past, and a famous foreign movie where someone used a car to go back in time.

However, Magical★Explorer was not one of these time machine stories.

In the game, Iori and Yuika clear a dungeon and are transported into the past when they open what looks to be an ordinary treasure chest. It was a pretty slapdash setup that resembled “The Tale of Urashima Taro,” a Japanese folk story. Given this was just an eroge, I assumed no one really gave it much thought. This was entirely conjecture on my part, but the creators likely felt that changing history would be a cool story beat and just shoehorned it into the plot.

Anyway, that was how you went back in time in the game.

Nanami’s Maid Team had scouted out the dungeon in advance, so we knew its location and enemy strength wouldn’t be a problem for us.

With the dungeon accounted for, there was also the issue of timing to think about. In the game, the event takes place during summer vacation. From the start, I assumed the timing of the trip may be significant and had acted with that in mind.

The fact that this event was coming up after our trip to the Tréfle Empire was convenient for me, too. That was because I could pass off my knowledge of Anemone’s situation as information I had learned from the emperor and the rest of the imperial family.

Basically, this meant that the “timing” problem was more or less solved.

Our real problems were yet to come.

Namely, the things we would do once we got to the past. We were going back in time, but we would get there a few days before the whole affair kicked off. As such, we needed to be on standby until Yuika was kidnapped.

What concerned me was what we would do while we waited. There were several events that only happened after returning to the past and dungeons we could only visit in that time period, so taking care of that would be the best use of our time. I remembered the exact day Iori and Yuika would get kidnapped, so as long as we kept that day open, it would work out. While I had a list of priorities in mind, I wasn’t certain how many I would manage to get to.

Also, while I didn’t think history would just change on its own, when I considered the possibility that Yuika could get captured earlier, I figured it would be best to have someone stick close to her in advance.

The next problem was the enemy.

First, we needed to head into a dungeon to get back to the past, but since this event triggered during summer vacation on the first playthrough, the enemies in it weren’t very strong.

The same would be true when we rescued Yuika, with the enemies at that point in the story not being very difficult.

However, that wouldn’t be the case for anything to do with Anemone. Her event was supposed to only trigger on the second playthrough, and the boss of her scenario was appropriately strong for a new game plus party.

While the Book of Raziel at full strength was far more powerful than this upcoming boss, I had been able to manipulate things to my advantage during that fight, and there had been a ton of people helping me out.

This time, however, I would only have a limited number of people in my party, and the boss was impossible to weaken in advance, so I anticipated quite a grueling battle.

In any case, I had shared all this information with everyone else, so I figured we’d be all set for the time being. I had left out the things I’d learned from the game that I couldn’t talk about, of course.

Anyway, back to the present.

We were currently standing in the boss room containing the object that would send us to the past. My party consisted of the people who were required for the event to trigger—me, Iori, Yuika, and Anemone—along with Nanami, who would also be traveling back in time with us.

Finally, there was the person who could get in touch with Ms. Sakura in case we were unable to return to the present: Ms. Ruija.

“Good job, everyone! I’ve never seen such a strong group of first-years before!” Ms. Ruija said, looking excited.

She had said she would help us out if the boss fight gave us a hard time, but it had been so easy that she’d ended up simply watching the whole thing.

“Compared to the other Three Committee members, we’ve still got a long way to go, though. Especially compared to President Monica,” Iori replied, sheathing his sword after delivering the final blow to the boss, a rabbit carrying a big clock.

“Don’t dwell on Monica too much. She’s got the same X factor as the principal, Ms. Sakura, and Takioto.”

That sounded like one sketchy group, all right. Why was I part of it?

“I’d rather not be lumped into that crazy group. I’m not anyone special, okay? ”

“Man, if Mr. X Factor himself doesn’t see it, then he’s cooked,” Yuika said. Anemone chuckled beside her.

It appeared I was at a disadvantage.

“More importantly, everyone, it would seem the object Master spoke of has appeared.”

We all turned our eyes to the center of the room at Nanami’s words.

The dungeon we were in was a fair distance from school, near Leggenze. Its appearance differed wildly from other dungeons, with stairs showing up on the ceiling, and pictures of large open holes drawn in places. Fittingly for such an abnormal location, it was named the Optical Illusion Dungeon. In the game, this event triggers when Iori and the others decide to check out the dungeon after its name piques their interest. This time, however, I had forced the event to trigger myself.

Once inside the Optical Illusion Dungeon, Yuika had picked out traps no one would normally be able to notice. From there, we then arrived at the hidden boss room that would lead us into the past, and everything progressed smoothly.

We finished off the boss without difficulty, and the treasure chest we had been searching for appeared. Yup, all according to plan.

“So this is it, right?” Iori said, looking at the box.

“Yeah, that’s the box we need to travel back in time.”

Visually, it looked like any other treasure chest. Indeed, it is the box’s unassuming appearance that entices the game characters to open it in the first place.

“It’s a bit strange given how odd the rest of the dungeon looks, but this chest is a lot more normal than I expected,” Yuika commented.

“That just makes it feel off to me,” Anemone said.

“True, the path getting here was anything but normal.” Ms. Ruija nodded.

That was a good point. With how bizarre everything had been up to now, this normal treasure chest felt all too suspicious. And, in this instance, that feeling of ours was spot-on.

Well, then.

“Ms. Ruija, we’re going to travel through time and come back, so it shouldn’t take more than an hour for us to return. If we aren’t back by the time sixty minutes pass…please notify Ms. Sakura.”

Ms. Sakura had claimed she would be “put in a truly terrible spot” if we asked her for help, but I knew she would do what she could for us.

Ms. Ruija nodded meekly.

“You all have to come back no matter what, okay?”

When I’d asked her to come along with us today, I told her we were really counting on her since it was possible we wouldn’t return from the past. That disquieting preface was likely why she had looked a bit teary-eyed as she spoke.

“Ha-ha, that sounds like a final farewell ripped out of a TV show.”

Anemone’s remark angered Ms. Ruija.

“Geez, I’m seriously worried about you, okay?! I mean, when I imagine something happening to you all…”

“I really get where you’re coming from, Ms. Ruija.”

Iori grew a bit teary-eyed himself listening to her.

“Your imagination goes into overdrive when you’re stuck waiting, and that extra anxiety just makes it all so much worse. But don’t worry. We’ll be back, I promise.”

“Yup, my brother’s right, we’ll be fine. We’ll manage whatever comes up,” said Yuika.

Ms. Ruija nodded as she wiped away her tears.

“You make sure you come back safely, too, Nanami!”

“Oh, now color me surprised. I assumed that given my debt collecting duties, I wasn’t particularly well-liked.”

“Of course I like you! Besides, the debt’s my own fault anyway…”

She had a point there. I couldn’t stop myself from cracking a bit of a smile. Ms. Ruija had a slight grin herself. I really didn’t want her looking so sad. If I were able to choose exactly how long it took for us to come back, I would’ve returned as soon as possible, for her sake.

“Shall we? Everybody ready to go? Oh, Ms. Ruija, step back please.”

Ms. Ruija moved away from us as tears moistened her eyes.

After everyone said they were ready, I opened the chest.

“Gulp.”

I heard someone swallow.

If I were to compare the contents of the chest to anything, it would’ve been pure chaos itself. The blackness bent and warped the space around the box. Then it started sucking in all the light around us.

Before long, this distortion had turned the entire floor into a bendy, wobbly mess. The walls, the contents of the floor, and even my companions were distorted, sort of like the entire room was being twisted around and sucked up.

I hugged everyone near me—Yuika and Nanami. Then I grabbed Anemone and Iori with my stole. Everyone else each grabbed onto one another as well.

Then we were all sucked into the treasure chest.

It was black. It was purple. It was red. No, actually, it was white. The whole area around us seemed to be changing dramatically, and yet it was almost as if nothing was actually changing and my eyes were just playing tricks on me.

My emotions had to be going haywire. I glanced at my side and saw Yuika clinging to me tightly, her eyes closed.

“Where are we?” she murmured.

“Hm, somewhere different from where we just were, by the looks of it,” Anemone replied.

“…Seems like we all made it in one piece. For now, let’s check our surroundings.”

Right as we started to move on, a woman in pink panties popped out of a swirling maelstrom of black and white, in the very spot where we had just materialized.

I realized she was going to fall and reached for her with my stole, but I was too late.

“Eeeeeeeeeeeek!”

She fell right on her butt, making the sort of loud smacking sound that only ever popped up in comedy anime.

“It feels like my butt’s going to split apart… Wait, where am I?”

There, rubbing her butt in pain, was Ms. Ruija. The same Ms. Ruija who was supposed to be waiting back in the dungeon for us.

“……”

For a few seconds, silence fell.

“So much for that emotional good-bye.”

“I-I don’t know what happened, either. I was standing by, thinking I could rush to help if anything weird happened. But then, I felt a bit like I was getting sucked up by a vacuum cleaner, and the next thing I knew…”

That was how she’d ended up here.

Oh no, she had an awfully apologetic look on her face. I needed to cheer her up somehow.

“Um, well, there’s a lot of stuff I want to do, so it’s reassuring to have you here. For real.”

After I said this, Ms. Ruija looked at me with sparkling eyes, like I was her personal messiah or something. Unfortunately for her…

“Indeed, if anything goes south, we can deploy Ms. Decoyja and flee to safety.”

Ms. Ruija blew her top at Nanami’s remark.

“What the heck is that supposed mean? You’re just using me as bait! I’ll be running away as fast as I can, got it?”

Nanami must’ve combined the word “decoy” with “Ruija.”

“I suppose I’ll ready a consciousness-clouding drug.”

Anemone produced a conical flask filled with a yellow liquid from her pocket and showed it to Ms. Ruija.

“Am I surrounded by enemies here? Takioto, I need you to tell me how to get back, now!”

“Come now, Ms. Ruija, this drug isn’t scary. Sure, it amplifies your body’s five senses and makes you horny, but I made sure to give it peach flavoring, so it goes down easier.”
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“What, do you think I’m just going to say, ‘Oh goody, I loooove peaches!’ and be okay with that?!” Ms. Ruija snapped.

“That drug sounds way too dangerous to me. Please don’t ever use it, okay?” Yuika said with genuine concern.

“She’s obviously joking.”

“Master is correct. Even if she did possess such a drug, Miss Anemone would surely only use it on Ms. Ruija.”

Nanami’s reply seemed to convince Yuika. Meanwhile, Ms. Ruija moaned, “Why me?”

Anemone looked at me suggestively and smiled, then came over to me. I had no clue what was happening, but I was terrified.

“Let me give this to you. I’ll let you choose when to use it.”

“Bwuh?”

Anemone handed me the conical flask with the mysterious liquid inside. She made sure to pass it to me in front of everyone, too. She got how much of a problem this was for me, right?
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We had been teleported to what appeared to be stone ruins. The place you end up in the game looks the same. Nanami and I stepped outside briefly to check our surroundings and discovered we had been sent where we expected.

I asked about what this place was, and she said it was an imitation dungeon.

Apparently, a detailed explanation would require her sharing a lot of information and getting me to understand some difficult concepts, so she gave me a simple overview.

She told me that since it lacked all the necessary things required to be a dungeon, it essentially failed to function as one.

“This location’s faculties as a dungeon are being wasted; it’s completely and utterly useless. In fact, I get the feeling this was built just to accommodate us traveling back in time.”

Or at least, that was her explanation. In the game, the characters just accept this, but this was real life, where things weren’t that simple.

Dungeon maids were real professionals, so I had a hunch anything they called into question had to be intentionally set up that way.

When I told her I would keep this in mind, she told me I could just file it away somewhere. In other words, Nanami didn’t think it was particularly important, but also agreed it was better not to disregard completely. In any case, I followed her advice and pushed the information into the recesses of my mind.

There was something we needed to do before leaving the dungeon—

“It’s cute on you.”

“Never expected I’d be wearing this robe.”

The first thing we took care of was Anemone’s and Yuika’s disguises.

Especially Anemone. Given her long-lived elven disposition, she basically looked the same as she did in the past. It was bound to be a headache if the two Anemones ran into each other, even if I didn’t think it was likely to happen. With that in mind, we readied the robe of a Leggenze religious adherent and had her pull the hood over her face.

While there weren’t a lot of people who wore clothes like this in Leggenze, there were a few here and there. In other words, Anemone would blend in.

Apparently, this was the first time anyone had seen an elf in these robes, which wasn’t much of a surprise. Why would an elf don the robes of a human supremacist religion?

“Well, Takioto, how do I look?”

Draped in the mostly white robe, Anemone twirled around.

“It looks great on you.”

Anemone nodded at my reply.

“I do hate to rain on your parade, but unlike Ms. Ruija, I am wearing clothes under this, unfortunately.”

“Y’know, the thought hadn’t even crossed my mind, actually!”

I genuinely hadn’t been thinking of that, but wasn’t it funny how once you became aware of something, it was all you could think about?

“Why does everyone insist on making me out to be a pervert?” Ms. Ruija asked.

“It’s fine, Ms. Ruija. There’s no harm in that, right?” Yuika chimed in.

Personally, I thought there was plenty of harm.

Yuika was also wearing a robe, but she didn’t have the hood up. She decided to dress up like this because she remembered the woman who saved her had been in a robe.

In-game, you actually purchase these robes during a mandatory event that triggers after going back in time. When I asked Nanami if she could acquire them for me, she went through Minister Benito to procure them fairly easily, which was a big help. I had gotten enough of them for everyone, but I stored the rest in my subspace bag.

“Hey, Kousuke? Seems like everyone’s finished getting ready, so why don’t we get going?”

Iori made a very good point.

“Right. Can’t get stuck hanging out here when we’ve got so much on the schedule, right?”

With that, we exited the ruins.

This imitation dungeon was located in some ruins on the edge of Leggenze, near the border of the Tréfle Empire. There were monsters in the woods surrounding the dungeon, so almost no one came and went from the area.

There wasn’t any real path to speak of, but since I knew the general position and direction we needed to go, we moved ahead just fine. It was starting to feel unfair how fast things move in the game for the sake of the plot; the player walks around at random, and then the game just plops you in the city where you need to go.

I asked Iori what direction he thought it was best to go in, but he gave the most irresponsible answer possible: He had decided to go this way because the mushrooms were prettiest in this direction. However, this actually lined up with the route to the city. I was sure it was all just a coincidence, but I couldn’t help feeling like fate was at work.

After walking about an hour, we exited the woods and walked for another twenty minutes before arriving at the city.

“Daaaaang, this sure is Leggenze, all right!” Yuika exclaimed, taking in the sight.

“Yeah, it’s been a while since I’ve seen this sort of scenery.”

Iori agreed. If I had to say what place this cityscape called to mind, my answer probably would have been Europe. There were many stone buildings, including the nearby cafés and shops, even the churches. It felt like I was on a vacation in Italy.

“What a pretty city.”

As I made the comment, I felt pure relief inside. We had managed to get into town without undergoing a border inspection. On top of that, Nanami had done her research and found lodgings that would probably take us without any form of identification. Though, part of me wondered if that was safe.

“There really are a lot of humans here,” Ms. Ruija said, looking around.

Owing to their religion, Leggenze had a particularly large human population. We could count on two hands the number of elves or beastfolk we picked out. Anemone would’ve really stood out.

In a slightly more dangerous region, a slum-like area, we could’ve found a lot of the other races, but getting there was a bit difficult. That was the sort of place where Ivy had grown up.

What really drew my attention was Anemone. She gazed out at the streets with a vaguely cold look in her eyes. Iori seemed a bit concerned about her.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Anemone nodded with a slight smile. She ended up steaming right into her usual pervy nonsense, until Iori was left overwhelmed. Ms. Ruija tried to back him up, but it resulted in them both being totally mummified.

“A lot of things are coming back to me,” Yuika said solemnly, watching the people pass us by.

“Does it hurt to be back here?”

She wasn’t only remembering the fun things that had gone on in this city. This was also where she had been kidnapped.

“A little, but I think the nostalgia is a lot stronger… My feelings are sorta complicated. At the time, I was scared. But this time, I’m here to save myself, so I’m not necessarily frightened, I guess? What am I even trying to say?”

I figured her emotions were a mess right now.

“Sorry about this.”

Unsure about what exactly I should say to her, the first thing that came out of my mouth was an apology.

Yuika hadn’t wanted to return to the past, and I was sort of dragging her along. If the trip touched on her traumas, then I was the one to blame.

“Please don’t apologize. If I hadn’t come here, then I probably wouldn’t even exist right now.”

Depending on how this played out, it might’ve ended up that way. If Yuika hadn’t been around, then we couldn’t have saved Ms. Sakura, and Gabby probably wouldn’t have joined the Student Council, either.

“Now then, everyone. We’ve reached the city and confirmed we are in the past, so let’s get to work.”

Nanami urged us along. Our first priority was gathering information and inspecting our surroundings. We needed to figure out if we were really in the timeline we had been shooting for, then meet Yuika’s past self to get a handle on how the event was progressing.

We also needed to get our basics in order, like where we would sleep, and what we would eat. In the game, it’s possible to focus entirely on the event without worrying about that stuff, but it wouldn’t be so simple here.

“Should we split up, then?” I suggested, going over what we had originally planned.

“How are we going to meet up again?”

Anemone brought up a good point. That had slipped my mind.

“It’d be easy if we had a cell phone or something, but without them, this’ll be tricky.”

In the game, your phone gets an error and is rendered useless, but I wondered if it bugged out because there were two people with the same number and SIM cards at the same time? Not that I knew much about the topic or anything.

I placed our cell phones into the subspace bag.

“What do you say to borrowing a phone from the riffraff walking the streets? To save the trouble of returning them, we simply won’t,” Nanami said.

“Wait, that’s not borrowing—that’s stealing!” Iori quipped back at Nanami’s proposal.

“If the Tsukuyomi Traveler still works, we can use that, but… Huh?”

After saying this, Ms. Ruija took out her Tsukuyomi Traveler, which was affixed with a kind of crystal purported to bring good fortune. Seeing her reaction, everyone else besides Nanami took out their own devices. Wait, actually, when had Ms. Ruija bought that stone? Whatever, I could ask her later.

I followed everyone’s example and took out my own.

“Awuh?”

Its communication functions were still working? So this device wasn’t bugging out at all—but why? Did it operate under a different system from a smartphone? Well, this was a world with magic, so maybe it made sense?

“I mean, if we can use these, they should be good enough, right?” Yuika said while gazing at her own device.

After a brief discussion, we decided we would remain in contact through our Tsukuyomi Travelers. The very fact we could successfully contact each other meant our devices were communicating with a server or something like it. In light of this, we figured we may as well give up on hiding our presence in this timeline and use the devices as much as we wanted.

We hammered out a general meetup time and place, and our conversation wrapped up with us agreeing to get in touch if anything came up.
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The adult group consisting of Anemone and Ms. Ruija was in charge of sleep arrangements and securing our food. While we had brought instant ramen and other nonperishables, we all thought that we might as well make this arduous trip worthwhile by enjoying some good food.

Since Minister Benito had given us the necessary funds, we would probably get by. In-game, the player is able to use the money they had on hand for some reason, but since there was no way of knowing how that would go over in the real world, I had asked him to get us some money with older dates issued on them. It felt a bit like money laundering.

The other group—consisting of me, Nanami, Yuika, and Iori—was supposed to gather information while we searched for the Yuika of the past.

“I figured we would return to the day of the whole incident, but we came back a few days early, huh?”

I’d had the same thought myself. This was just my hypothesis, but I figured it made things easier for the devs in some way.

“What’s up? Is it all coming back to you?” I asked Iori as he gazed at the city with a conflicted look.

In the game, there’s a flashback scene right as you enter the city that goes into what happened here in the past. Still, since the flashback is from Iori’s perspective, he naturally isn’t able to recall who kidnapped Yuika and why.

“It is.”

After the flashback ends, the past version of Iori appears right in front of him… Or at least, that was what was supposed to happen, but in a troubling turn, that didn’t seem to be happening in real life. Why could that be?

“Hey, Yuika, Iori, tell me something. You remember seeing a dude wearing a huge stole like this and a woman dressed up like a maid?”

“…Yeah, pretty sure I don’t,” said Iori.

“Me neither, Kousuke,” said Yuika.

In that case…

“Do you think we can’t find past Yuika and Iori because you and I are here with them?” I asked Nanami.

“It’s certainly a possibility. You are a pervert, in the good sense, and not only do I not exist in this world yet, but I am a bit of an irregular maid, too.”

In what sense was being a pervert a good thing?

“Eh, it’s probably still too early to say… Though now that I think about it, a maid outfit would normally stick out like a sore thumb, but you’re not really getting that much extra attention, are you, Nanami?”

“I hypothesize maids are more common in Leggenze than they are in Wakoku. Given how drop-dead gorgeous I am, however, I cannot deny some may feel compelled to strike up a conversation with me.”

“Like to hit on you?”

I looked between Nanami, Yuika, and Iori. I mean, anyone would see them as a trio of unrivaled beauties. Huh, what’s that you say about Iori’s gender? Obviously, he’s one of those girls with a princely personality.

“In such cases, my go-to response is to simply make them regret ever talking to me…”

Nanami was saying some pretty terrifying stuff here.

“The real trouble will come if the police ask us to identify ourselves. In Leggenze, that would be the Knight Corps, yes?”

“I’m assuming that’s never going to happen, but I can’t deny it’s a possibility.”

Normally, we could simply show them our IDs and work something out, but there was no way we could get away with flashing them an ID from the future. So how exactly were we supposed to identify ourselves?

“Should the need arise, I can simply reveal I am a gorgeous covert maid on time patrol duty.”

“Except not being covert at all is what caused the whole problem.”

First of all, time patrols are normally in charge of stopping the future from being changed, right? But changing it was the entire reason we were here.

“Pretty sure that would just make you stand out even more as some dangerous weirdo… Also, if that’s your plan, then what are Takioto and my brother going to do? Neither of them is a maid.”

Yuika’s retort cut right to the point. Seriously.

“As is plainly obvious from a brief glance, these two are essentially a married couple… So if we simply say they are our masters, that should satisfy the average person.”

“Good point!”

“Uhhh, Yuika? Please don’t encourage her. That’s not going to satisfy anyone, and I don’t ever remember getting married to Iori here.”

Hang on, why was Iori bashfully glancing at me like that? How dare he look so adorable!

“In any case, as long as we don’t do anything suspicious and make it look like we’re sightseeing, I feel like we shouldn’t have any problems.”

Fair enough.

“That’s true, but we’ve gone way too off topic here.”

“I believe it would be best if we split into two groups, one consisting of Master and me, and the other consisting of Master Iori and Miss Yuika. This city is quite vast, and this will be like searching for a needle in a haystack. If we must comb the whole place, then would it not be more efficient to split up as best we can?”

She made a good point.

“Yeah, you might be right, Nanami.”

Iori agreed.

“So Nanami and I will go one way, and you two the other.”

With that, we split up at the next crossroads and walked in opposite directions.

After the other two had entirely faded from view, Nanami spoke up.

“Master.”

“What is it?”

“I did not mention this earlier, but I do not believe that it matters who is together with whom.”

“Why not?”

“We have come to change the past, yes? If our actions are going to alter the future, then you would simply be changing their future to be one where you encountered Master Iori and Miss Yuika in their childhoods.”

Yeah, I couldn’t argue with that.

“For example,” Nanami said before looking at the ice cream stand in front of her.

“You gotta be kidding me.”

There stood an elementary-school-aged Yuika and Iori. It seemed today was the day the ice cream stand lowered prices for children, as I saw several other kids around them.

Yuika and Iori seemed to be here for that very reason, waiting in line before handing over their money at the counter and buying their ice cream.

Just then, a small girl nearby bumped into an adult and dropped her ice cream. The adult seemed to be in a rush, only glancing briefly at the child before shuffling off.

“Oh no!”

Witnessing this, little Yuika let out a small shout. She immediately went over to this girl and handed over her own ice cream.

“Yuika’s still Yuika, no matter what time she’s in.”

Even from such a young age, Yuika was herself. I mean, she was Yuika in the first place. Hold up, what the hell was I even trying to say here? Anyway, I walked over to the stall and spoke to the lady running it.

“’Scuse me.”

“…Yeah?”

The old lady appeared to have seen everything that had just happened. I handed her some money.

“Can you give me the same thing that girl had?”

The old lady grinned.

“Well, I’ll be, you’re a lot nicer than you look, sonny. For you, half price.”

Part of me couldn’t help thinking she should’ve just made it free if she really felt that way, but oh well.

“Thank you, young lady.”

I laid on the flattery as I took my change and ice cream before leaving the stall. Then I went over to where Iori and Yuika stood.

“Heya, guys. I accidentally bought too much ice cream, so do you want to take this off my hands?”

“Is it really okay?” Yuika asked, looking at Iori.

“Yup, go for it,” said Iori, nodding.

Yuika accepted the ice cream from me.

“Thanks, Mister.”

Capital C cute. My heart nearly burst in my chest. The lady at the stall must have said something. Replying to Yuika with a smile, I left them behind.

Phew. Now that was a close call. Hearing her call me “mister” filled up my heart so much, it was on the verge of exploding. Little stepsisters really were in a league of their own, weren’t they?

“Master… Sorry, ‘Mister,’” Nanami teased.

“Stop (please don’t). I didn’t ask for that (I could get used to being called ‘mister’).”

Huh, for some reason, my words were completely at odds with what I felt inside? Must’ve been my imagination.

There was something more important at stake, though.

“Nanami, can you follow those two for me?”

“As you wish.”

After I watched Nanami slip into the crowd, I took out my Tsukuyomi Traveler and notified everyone.
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Once we had mostly finished everything we wanted to do on the first day, everyone except Nanami headed to the hotel that Anemone and Ms. Ruija had found for us.

Apparently, most of the accommodations in the city were fully booked, so finding this place had been a struggle. This place probably still had vacancies because it was slightly removed from the main thoroughfare and on the pricier side. Even then, the individual rooms were all fully booked, so we could only grab three double rooms.

As for how we were dividing the lodgings…

“Wait, it’s okay if I room with Iori?”

“Who else would even be an option here?”

Yuika’s quip made me realize she was right. Yet for some reason, when I’d heard I would be rooming with Iori, I had reflexively wondered if that was really going to be okay. Looking at the situation, that was basically the only reasonable choice. I had no clue why I had even questioned it.

After that, I went to a nearby park by myself to get in my daily practice swings. Everyone else said that they were a bit tired, so they only did some light stretching or skipped out on training for the day.

“…Good time for a break.”

I stretched my arms up high. I started thinking about what to do next.

We had a laundry list of things to accomplish in this timeline over the next several days.

“Several days, huh? Yeah, things had to be this way to make the writers’ or game director’s jobs easier.”

Iori had also found it suspicious as to why we had come to the past with a few days’ leeway. I hypothesized this was because the game’s writers wanted to give the players events that could only be completed in the past. Honestly, I enjoyed this part of the game, so I was glad it existed.

One such event was encountering past versions of the Magical★ Explorer characters. Several characters were here in town, doing such things as taking a simple vacation or accompanying a parent on a business trip.

In the game, it’s entirely random who you come across. Sometimes it’s Yukine, sometimes it’s Ludie, and other times, you can run into Minister Benito, President Monica, or even the Saint.

That said, I really wished they had given the player a choice of who to meet instead of making it randomized. That would’ve saved time on a lot of playthroughs.

These thoughts bounced around in my head as I restarted my practice swings, only for a young girl to call out to me a few minutes later.

“You’re funny, Mister.”

I wiped away sweat as I stared at her. I was speechless.

I-it’s Yukine! No, wait, her vibe is off… This isn’t Yukine—it’s her older sister!

Wait, what was she doing here? After all, you meet her here during the game. When I thought about it for a minute, though, I realized Yukine was supposed to be here on a trip with her family, which meant there was a chance of me meeting her older sister, too.

“Whoops, sorry! I was curious about your swordplay, so I talked to you without thinking!” she said, taking out her own wooden sword from her subspace bag and practicing her own swings next to me.

“See, it’s funny, right?”

Though she didn’t say what was funny, I immediately figured it out: Our style of swordplay was basically identical.

“That is pretty funny.”

I immediately understood why, too. My swordsmanship style was the exact same as Yukine’s. Her older sister practiced an identical style, and I was certain Yukine had kept her sister in mind when working on her form.

“Um, Mister? I hate to tell you this, but you have no talent,” Yukine’s sister said after watching me for a bit. This kid was something else. That wasn’t the sort of thing you were supposed to say to someone you just met. She could’ve gotten a real earful had she picked the wrong person.

“Yup, I know I’m not much. But I do have this.”

I sheathed my sword and gathered mana in it before taking a short, deep breath. Then I imagined my opponent and concentrated.

I decided I would be facing off against a demonoid. He was trying to cleave me with his sharp claws. I imagined myself slicing his claws, and the rest of him, with a single sword stroke.

—Flash—

A small wind kicked up around me. Small, but powerful. Yukine’s sister didn’t pay any attention to her skirt fluttering in the wind and simply stared at me in shock.

“W-wow…that was incredible. I really liked that, Mister. Oh, right, I gotta be somewhere,” she said, checking her phone. Then she mentioned something about being thirty minutes late. Was this girl going to be okay?

“Can I come see you again?”

“Sure, I guess…”

She broke into a gleeful smile.

“Great, glad to hear it! Okay, see you later. Oh, right. Next time, I’ll introduce you to my little sister, too, okay?” she said, before waving good-bye and running off.

“Uh, when exactly was she coming back? She never gave me a date or time…”

I figured I wasn’t going to see her again anyway. Instead of dwelling on it, I decided to get back to my practice swings.
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Surely, I wasn’t going to see her again. Indeed, there was a time when I thought as much.

It happened the very next day, when I visited the same park as the day before to get in my practice swings. I found two young girls, one looking between thirteen and fourteen, the other around eleven, dressed in martial arts hakama while they chatted. It went without saying, but they both looked very familiar. In fact, I had just met one of them yesterday. The other was a goddess.

“…Wait, you seriously showed up??”

The middle school-aged girl, Suzune Mizumori, older sister to Yukine Mizumori, looked at me like I was speaking gibberish.

“I mean, obviously?”

“Sis, this guy looks pretty puzzled to me.”

The other girl, a young Yukine Mizumori, looked exasperated as she spoke.

I could clearly see the future Yukine in her younger face, and she wore her hair up in a ponytail, the same as ever. Her silhouette was a bit slimmer than Yukine’s was now. Her chest still wasn’t fully grown yet, so it would still take a while to fill out.

“Nope, I definitely have the right guy. You promised to train with me yesterday, yeah?”

At this, I thought back to the day before. Right.

“You asked me if it was okay for you to come by again, but I didn’t hear anything about a promise to train together. Didn’t even expect you to show up, for starters.”

I tried again to recall promising something like that, but I was sure Suzune hadn’t said anything about practicing.

“See, pretty much exactly what I said, right?”

Suzune turned to Yukine with a smug look.

“Not at all. He just said you only mentioned coming back, not anything about training,” Yukine said in retort. She was absolutely right.

“Listen, Yukine. People? They can make associations. If I say, ‘I’ll come by tomorrow morning,’ it’s only natural for that to mean training, right? You’re smarter than this.”

“And you shouldn’t be nearly this screwy, Sis. Even a genius wouldn’t follow your logic,” Yukine said with a sigh.

“Okay, enough of this pointless stuff. We’re all here in the morning, and we’ll train together—what’s the problem? See, Mister here is getting ready to practice his swings,” Suzune said, looking at me.

“…Sorry about my sister,” said Yukine.

“Nah, don’t worry about it. This is pretty entertaining anyway.”

I was being totally honest. I had never seen Yukine get pushed around like this before. Heck, I had extended my life by a decade just by looking at this adorable version of Yukine. To think this girl had the power to extend your lifespan; she really was a goddess.

“Hey! What’s so funny?!”

Suzune looked displeased.

“…Your whole existence, right?” Yukine grumbled at her sister while looking at me. Truthfully speaking, Yukine here was equally entertaining. Just looking at her made me happy.

“Ugh, who cares about all that stuff? Let’s hurry up and get training. Okay then, ummm… Oh, that’s right! What was your name again, Mister?”

“Huh?!”

Yukine gasped in surprise at her sister’s words.

“Suzune, you forget his name? That’s so rude!”

“Oh shush. Fine then, how about Mr. Redcloth?”

“Never heard a name like that before,” I said.

While I wanted to say something like, “Who the hell is Redcloth supposed to be?” I couldn’t deny the name fit me like a glove.

“Sis! That’s obviously not okay! How could it ever be okay?!”

“No need to get upset, Yukine. I never introduced myself either. Besides, Redcloth works for me. I’ll admit, it does seem perfect for me,” I said, moving my stole, which I assumed was the basis for my nickname. Suzune had been glancing at it over and over again ever since we first met, so I figured she was pretty taken with it.

“Okay then, Mr. Redcloth. Me, my name’s Suzune. This is my kid sister, Yukine. Nice to meetcha, and all that.”

After being introduced, Yukine checked to make sure I was really okay with everything. When I told her it didn’t bother me, she bowed slightly.

“Sorry for everything. Thank you for making time for us.”

“Sure. Ms. Suzune, Ms. Yukine, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Non, non, just use our names and talk to us like normal. You’re older than us anyway.”

“Got it.”

At this, Yukine meekly spoke up.

“Excuse me, but are you really okay with being called ‘Mr. Redcloth’? ”

“Yeah. Doesn’t bother me at all.”

“Intros are out of the way, so show me your stuff!” Suzune said, taking out her sword.

Okay, so. Only perverts would react to someone telling them to “show me your stuff.” Since I only thought about it without doing anything, I guess I was a bit better than that. Actually, no, my soul was filthy.

“That swordsmanship of yours—show it to me again.”

She really got me with that anastrophe. If she had led with the other half of the sentence, I would’ve gotten through this without having to feel like I was filthy. As this nonsense swirled in my head, I refused the sword she handed me.

I took out my own training sword. I got into my stance and swung several times.

Yukine let out a surprised gasp, likely realizing I used the exact same style as her.

“Pardon me, but where did you learn that style of swordplay?” Yukine asked.

“An upperclassman at the school I go to taught me how.”

“Huh, so you have an upperclassman who’s studied our style before,” Suzune commented.

She didn’t stop there. “That said, Mr. Redcloth, you really don’t have talent… C’mon, do that thing again,” Suzune bluntly declared.

Yukine was shocked at her big sister being so direct.

“Sis, please stop, you’re being super rude!”

She pulled on Suzune’s hand.

“Nah, it’s fine. He gets that he has no talent.”

My technique was something I had deeply internalized, born from witnessing Yukine’s skill with the naginata and repeatedly trying to replicate it with the swings of my katana.

Taking a short, deep breath, I returned my sword to my sheath. After enhancing my own body, I sent a vast ocean of mana into my sheath, an amount that the two in front of me could never match.

“!”

“Yesterday wasn’t even at full power?!”

I heard Yukine’s and Suzune’s surprised reactions. However, I couldn’t break my concentration. I wanted to show them—show the person I had made my ultimate goal—the most powerful sword-drawing attack I could currently muster.

I would have an easier time putting everything into my strike if I could come up with an imaginary foe. In my mind, I pictured the strongest opponent I knew: the Book of Raziel. Holding back even a little against her meant death. I was going to show them a sword-drawing slash powerful enough to best such a formidable foe.

I envisioned several tomes floating in the air around the Book of Raziel. One of them glowed before firing off a spell at me, but I blocked it with my stole. Still, she started launching more spells at me one after the other. I slowly closed in, before coming up right in front of her.

Now was my moment. I made the mana in my sheath explode. I visualized the flash of Yukine’s blade.

“?!”

Yukine cried out in shock. Even then, I maintained my concentration and kept staring ahead. Then I carefully returned my sword to my sheath and breathed a small sigh.

I had used the strongest possible sword-drawing slash I could currently manage.

I couldn’t swing my blade with the same intricacy and beauty as Yukine, but I had the power of mana on my side.

“That was terrific… I couldn’t imitate that.”

“……”

The pair fixed me with their astonished gazes.

“I’m not anywhere near as talented as the two of you. I’ve tried out a bunch of things, but with a katana, this is the best I can manage. Still, this is the one technique I’ve tried to perform better than anyone else.”

Suzune nodded with a grin.

“Everybody’s got stuff they’re good and bad at. Hear that, Yukine?”

“…Yes, what about it?”

“You’ve been really down lately, right? You need to develop the stuff you’re capable of. Of course, I’ll admit you have many different talents, but personally, I think you should do something that you can be the absolute best at, instead of working at something you’ll only manage to be second rate in,” Suzune said before turning back to me.

“Okay, everybody, time for some practice swings!”

She began to cheerily swing her katana. However…

“You all right there, Yukine?”

“…Yes, I’m fine. Sorry for making you worry.”

Gloom clouded her face. At this point in her life, Yukine constantly compared herself to her sister and felt unsure of herself. With a brilliant swordswoman so close by, she couldn’t recognize her innate talents.

Amid this uncomfortable atmosphere, we began our practice swings. I observed Yukine and began to think.

Her swordplay really was beautiful. However, I had to admit the version of her I knew in the present was more purposeful in her movements and put a lot more force behind them. Though it was hard to explain properly, her swings were poetry in motion either way. Suzune’s swordplay was also fantastic, of course, but I much preferred Yukine’s.

It was clear Yukine’s technique surpassed my own, even at this point in time, when her craft was still so unrefined.

“Gorgeous.”

“Excuse me?!”

Yukine tensed up at my words. Oh no, I hadn’t meant it like that. Though that was true, too. She was quite cute.

“I was talking about your swordplay. Honestly, I’m jealous.”

“Really?”

“I bet I’ll never reach your level, no matter how hard I try to imitate it. That’s how beautiful and how skilled it is.”

Suzune nodded, as if complimenting me for being able to recognize it.

“Thank you.”

“Why’re you suddenly thanking me?”

“Yukine’s right, I deserve as much of a thank you, too.”

I was grateful to Suzune as well. I had learned a lot from her.

“Ha-ha. For you, or you two, I should say, this might have just been an ordinary training session, but for me, it was more fulfilling than I ever could’ve hoped. So allow me to thank you.”

Perhaps they were confused about where this was all coming from? Yukine was staring at me at me in befuddlement, her mouth hanging open. It was so adorable, I would’ve loved to take a picture and set it as the cell phone home screen for everyone on Earth. No, actually, I didn’t want anyone else seeing this. It was too good to share.

After we trained a bit more, Suzune and Yukine departed to return to their hotel, saying they would come to see me again.
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With the events of the morning over, I moved on to the next item on my agenda—getting ready for the kidnapping event.

The game simply moved you to the necessary location without you having to do anything, so I didn’t actually know much about the layout of this city. In other words, I needed to do some preliminary work.

Nothing would prove more of an issue than me being unable to intervene on the day of the abduction.

“Yup, I’m totally lost.”

The streets were far more complex than I had assumed, and right as I worried about what I was going to do, I heard a voice come from behind me.

“Ohhhh!”

I turned around and saw Yuika’s younger self.

“I was right. You’re the guy from the ice cream stand.”

She pointed her finger at me, then lowered it and approached.

“Long time no see,” she said, her face brightening in a smile.

“Ha-ha, it’s barely been a day since we last saw each other. Where’s the boy you were with?”

“We’re sorta doing our own things today. I have nothing to do, so I ended up wandering around.”

“That explains why you’re all alone.”

“What happened to your maid, Mister?”

“We’re sorta doing our own things today.”

Nanami must have been somewhere nearby, however, since she was tailing past Yuika right now.

“Oh yeah? Looks like we’re in the same boat. That reminds me, Mister. Thank you for the ice cream.”

“Don’t worry about it. If you hadn’t stepped up to help, I would’ve done the same thing anyway.”

“It’s Yuika.”

“Huh?”

“My name. It’s Yuika.”

“Oh, okay. Hi, Yuika. A perfect name for a cutie like you.”

“…Thanks. But I gave you my name because I wanted to ask you to tell me yours.”

Just now, I had blurted out the first thing that came to mind and kinda sounded like I was hitting on her, huh? Ah well. That aside, I had to give her my name. However…

“Me, oh, I’m…”

Was it okay for me to give her my real name? You don’t give her your real name in the game. Though to be fair, telling her you were Iori Hijiri would have instantly blown your cover. I supposed it would be best to go with a fake name, but what should I call myself?

Suddenly, I remembered the events of that morning.

“The name’s Redcloth.”

Yuika nodded, convinced by my response.

“Ohhhh, that explains why you have that stupidly big scarf flopping around.”

“Dang, that stings. But it’s actually pretty convenient,” I said, moving my stole. Yuika touched it and murmured something about it being really impressive.

“You don’t live here, do you, Mister?” she said.

I nodded since, well, she was absolutely right.

“We came here to do some sightseeing. There’s a lot of different places I wanted to check out. Thing is, the crowds are bigger than I thought, and I’ve gotten lost.”

Past Yuika cocked her head and hummed. She needed only a few moments to make up her mind.

“Want me to show you around?” she proposed.

“Whoa, you sure that’s okay with your folks? You’ve gotta keep your safety in mind,” I said, looking at past Yuika.

Oh yeah. I could see present day Yuika in this kid, clear as day. That artificial, shady smile of hers hadn’t changed in the slightest.

“My family won’t care as long as I’m not out late, and I used to live around here, so I know the place like the back of my hand. And yeah, maybe showing you around is a bit dicey.”

“I know I was the one who brought it up, but I don’t know how to feel about you saying that to my face.”

If this was present day Japan, I’m sure a passerby would’ve suspected me of something, and I wouldn’t have blamed them, either.

“I’m sure I’ll be fine. If something happens, I can just scream near one of the guards, and it’ll work out,” she said.

“I’d be the one in danger if you did that. So please don’t yell at them if nothing bad’s going on.”

I was starting to see how people ended up with false charges.

“Hee-hee, just kidding. I can just wait until a car’s driving by and shove you into the road.”

“You get that’s even more dangerous, right? You trying to kill me?”

“It’s okay. I’m skilled at framing people as criminals.”

“At that point, you’re the criminal.”

I was nothing but a victim, I tell you. While we kept up our back-and-forth, Yuika smiled.

“This is kinda fun,” Yuika said.

“Just another normal day for me. Actually, I’m probably having an easier time not needing to follow up on jokes as much.”

“What sort of life do you lead, Mister…?”

Yuika looked a bit taken aback, but just barely. I guess the average person would be.

“Don’t dwell on it too much. More importantly, though, this tour of yours. You’d honestly be doing me a huge favor if you showed me around.”

“Well, I guess if you insist,” she said before her eyes fell on a store selling some expensive brand-name magic accessories.

Though buying one of them wasn’t impossible, I didn’t want to spend much money while I was in the past. I doubted the shopkeepers would check the serial numbers on the bills, but I couldn’t afford to let that cause an issue.

“Too expensive. Can you pick something cheaper?”

If push came to shove, I could rush over to a dungeon and earn some money. I wanted to go anyway, if possible, but while I was seriously mulling this over, Yuika started giggling.
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“I’m just kidding. I don’t think any of those things would suit me anyway.”

She laughed. From where I stood, they all seemed like they’d look good on her.

“Oh, but I expect you to treat me to something pretty good instead.”

“All right, if you insist. Ramen good?”

My reply was met with a very familiar response.

“Excuuuse me? You want to take a girl as cute as me out for ramen? You have to do a little better than that!”

Careful, Yuika—saying stuff like that was going to earn you the Wrath of Ludie.

Once upon a time, ramen shops used to be sausage fests, but these days, there were some shops with a big female clientele. Ones that specialized in veggie ramen or tsukemen and stuff.

“Hey, c’mon now, you never know! There could be an elf princess out there who loves ramen!”

“Yeah, right. A princess, seriously? Her tastes have to be more refined than that.”

“Wanna bet? If I lose, I’ll do anything you want. So about ten years from now, let’s meet up and see which one of us is right.”

“That’s way too far away! Besides, we probably won’t ever see each other again anyway, right? You’re not saying whatever pops into your head because of that, are you?”

“Well, that might be part of it.”

Having come from the future, I knew this was a bet I was guaranteed to win. Incidentally, Ludie’s sister, Lilou, was super hooked on ramen, too.

“Uhhh? Well, I guess that’s fine, but are you really going to do whatever I want?” Yuika asked.

“Yup, you name it.”

“Okay then, I want you to devote the rest of your life to me.”

“Sure. And if I win?”

“The answer should be obvious, shouldn’t it? I want you to devote the rest of your life to me.”

“It’s the same either way! There’s no point in me winning at all!”

Devoting my whole life? Give me a break… Hm, actually, that could actually end up being a reward, if anything.

“Uh, so I just felt this really creepy shiver down my spine for a second… What’s with that gross, lecherous look on your face?”

“How can you be so mean right in front of me?”

“Seventy percent of that was a joke, sorry. So what’s with that gross look on your face?”

“Y’know, that’s the part I most wanted to be a joke.”

“That was another joke. Hmm, then what should you get if you win…?”

Yuika began to think. She didn’t need to, though.

“Eh, what you just suggested was fine with me. I planned on doing just that in the first place.”

I had told her future self I would take care of her for the rest of my life if anything happened to her.

“Why do you seem a little bashful when you say that? You’re not a creep, are you?”

“Way to hurt a guy’s feelings. All I did was open up and be genuine, and you just insult me like that.”

“So that’s a yes—you’re a creep. That wraps up this mystery, then. I’m starting to really regret this.”

“Forget all that, and let’s get back to the topic at hand—the tour.”

Yuika heaved a sigh.

“Now I wish I had turned that part down, too. Fine, fine. I’ll do anything you want if you win, okay? Now then, where do you want to go?”

Wait, did she just agree to anything…? Ah well, I figured it was just a half-hearted verbal promise.

“Hmm, there’s a few different spots. How about the church?”

“…Are you a believer?”

“’Course not.”

If I was going to worship anyone, it would have to be Yukine Mizumori, since I was a YYY member. Speaking of which, I hadn’t really done many YYY activities lately. I spent at least ten minutes praying to her every day, trained together with her, and gave thanks to her before every meal. That was all.

“I just want to admire the architecture.”

I wouldn’t be able to get inside the church before the event started up anyway.

“It does look like it was expensive to build.”

It was incredible of her to be having thoughts like that at her age. When I was in elementary school, I’d only thought about video games. And even as an adult, I had games on the brain twenty-four seven. The big difference, of course, being I now played titles intended for mature ladies and gentlemen.

“All right, lead the way,” I said.

“I expect a generous reward,” Yuika said with a big grin.

We began walking.

“There sure are a lot of people. Is it always like this?” I asked.

“No, there’s an event going on today. Something about celebrating peace or some truce or whatever. Basically, a big festival.”

“Ohh, is that what all this is?”

Hearing that reminded me the festival was the reason Yuika ended up getting kidnapped.

“…You didn’t come here for it?”

Yuika glared at me. She seemed to be asking how the heck I didn’t know about it. I had just forgotten about it, but I figured I could wiggle out of this more easily if I didn’t deny it and just steered the conversation elsewhere.

“Nah, I just came to visit friends. The sightseeing is only an extra bonus while I’m in town.”

Technically, the young girl I was talking to right now was one of those very friends.

“Ohhh, I getcha. Well, if you want to see the sights, do you want to get a look? The parade’s nearby.”

“I would like to watch, but I’m not a fan of these crowds.”

“I know quieter spot. I’ll show you,” Yuika said.

She guided us through the narrow streets without a moment’s hesitation. Eventually, she came to run-down building along the main road, opened a window, and slipped inside. I was quick to support her with my stole as she climbed in. Then I went in after her.

“I’m impressed you even know this place exists,” I said to Yuika as we went up the stairs.

“Apparently, it’s got a dark history, so no one’s ever bought it. The neighborhood kids are scared of it, too, so they don’t come in here, either.”

We ascended the stairs and stepped out onto the roof. The people in the buildings and apartments around us appeared to have had the same idea, as they were all looking down from above on the parade.

“The view’s great from up here.”

Yuika called to me, and when I went over to her and gazed down, I let out a gasp of surprise. There was a very familiar girl in the middle of the parade, and I reflexively commented on it.

“It’s Ludie.”

“…Ludie?”

“Oh, uh, don’t worry about it. Just surprised to see an elf I know.”

Yuika nodded knowingly when she heard the word “elf.”

“Yeah, I remember hearing the elven imperial family was here for the ceremony. That’s why there are so many elves in town and why security is so tight.”

Unsurprisingly, Yuika didn’t think I was personally acquainted with the elven imperial family. But that princess there? She was going to fall so head over heels for ramen that she’d give her life for it. Invite her out for some, and she would come running no matter what—which ended up being pretty often.

Yuika had also mentioned security being tight, but that was really only in this area, and there were spots where it was real thin. That’s what gave the bad guys a chance to kidnap Yuika.

“While it may be in the past now, these countries were still at war with each other at one point, and some part of the population still bear a grudge. Figures security would be pretty tight,” I said.

“That’s true.”

After we chitchatted and enjoyed the parade for a little while longer, I had past Yuika guide me to the place I originally wanted to visit.

“Give me a second to message a friend of mine.”

I went to report in with my Tsukuyomi Traveler, but it seemed that Nanami had already informed the whole group. She also included some nonsense about past Yuika and I flirting, which got a rise out of present Yuika.

That aside, when and where had she heard our conversation? While I was looking at my Tsukuyomi Traveler, a message came in from Nanami.

It seems Miss Yuika is all set with you, so I will go check in on Master Iori. Shall we meet back up together later?

Her timing was too perfect. Was she watching me from somewhere? That didn’t matter, so I immediately give her my permission.

After I sent my reply, past Yuika urged us to keep going.

I had her show me around to several different spots.

“Why would you even visit a place like this?”

This had to be her third time asking me. So far, we had been to a random flower patch, an eatery with a house on the second floor, a movie theater, and the Leggenze church, and now we were at a café. While none of them seemed to be important, they were all locations that would feature in the events to come.

“I told you, these places are personally important to me.”

Depending how everything went down, I might not be able to do all the events, but I wanted to be prepared just in case.

“Along the way, I started to wonder if you were trying to pick up chicks or testing out your date itinerary.”

She had a point; there had been a lot of good date spots along the way.

“If that was my goal, then I’d say I already accomplished it.”

“I’ll be invoicing you for it later.”

“Hold up, you ate nonstop at the café!”

“Thanks for the food!”

Was Yuika supposed to be a rental girlfriend or something? Considering her age, I should probably count myself as lucky to have avoided police questioning.

As this all went through my head while I drank my coffee, Yuika suddenly looked over at the register. A family of four was paying their bill.

A father, a mother, a son, and a daughter. They just so happened to have the same makeup as the Hijiri family.

As Yuika watched them happily chitchat, a hint of loneliness seemed to come across her face before…

“Hey, Mr. Redcloth. So, there’s something I want to ask you.”

…she put down her drink, the second most expensive item on the menu, and told me this. Her voice lowered a bit, too.

“What, you want to know how to be so popular with the ladies like me?” I joked, but she seemed annoyed by my comment. This might not have been the time for kidding around.

“Sorry, just trying to be funny.”

“Like I’d ever want advice about that. I wondered for a minute if I should keep talking at all, you know.”

“Sorry, my bad. What is it you wanted to ask me about?”

Yuika nodded slightly.

“It’s about my family.”

As soon as I heard this, an image of Iori popped into my mind.

“Your family, huh? Sounds like a thorny problem.”

“To be honest, I just don’t know how to interact with them.”

“You gave me so little context that I honestly have no idea what that is supposed to mean.”

“You got me there,” Yuika said, wincing. “My dad remarried, and now I have a new mother and big brother.”

“Oh, so that cute kid, uh, that boy who was with you, he was your brother?”

“He is cute, isn’t he? That’s my stepbrother.”

I knew all this of course, but I was pretending not to.

“And you’re saying you don’t know how to interact with your stepmother and stepbrother?”

Past Yuika nodded.

“I used to be really sickly when I was little, and I’m still not totally healthy, and…I really put a lot of stress on my dad. I saw him agonizing over my condition a whole lot, too.”

“Yeah.”

“I was totally onboard with him remarrying, but once we started living together, it was sorta weird, like I had to be careful and considerate with them, I guess?”

“The reality of the situation set in, basically. I kinda get what you mean, though. It was a little like that for me, too.”

“How so?”

“Well, both my parents are dead.”

Hearing this, past Yuika gave me a sympathetic look before lowering her eyes.

“I’m sorry.”

“Oh no, it’s okay. I’ve gotten over it. Right now, I’m living at Mari—a relative’s house, so I get where you’re coming from.”

Though, honestly, I lived in Marino’s house as if it was my own. In fact, present Yuika did, too.

“Right. When I talk with everyone, a thought crosses my mind: Maybe I was never really needed after all.”

“Never needed?”

“Every dad out there dreams of having an energetic and healthy son, right? When I see Dad having fun with my big brother, I guess it just feels like I’m being left out a bit, or something,” she said.

“I’ve had similar feelings, too.”

“That and my new…my brother’s mother seems to be tiptoeing around me. Plain as day, too. But this also makes me, I don’t know, sad? Anxious? I don’t know if she’s actually concerned about me or not, and sometimes, I wonder if maybe she secretly finds me unpleasant,” Yuika said with a strained smile.

It was natural for any kid going through puberty and dealing with a big change in their family to worry over this stuff. As long as you were confined to the smaller world of a child, you couldn’t help but be overly conscious of your family and the huge space they took up in your life. This was the sort of thing people still agonized over even after becoming adults and going out into the wider world.

“Mind if I give my opinion?”

“Go ahead.”

Yuika was intelligent, and this probably made her worry even more. Heck, her way of thinking about this whole topic was very mature—totally unbecoming of her age.

“Let me ask you something: You’re living a normal life, right? You’re not being mistreated or anything?”

“Of course not. We all live like any other family out there. Things were a bit more hectic, I guess, but ever since we moved…I’d say our lives are normal.”

“Then I’ll get right to the point. Go ahead and take advantage of that as much as you can.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Let’s use a guy like me—the picture of an upstanding adult—as an example.”

“Except you’re not any of that, so this whole premise is bogus.”

“Just let me finish. Suppose I end up having to take care of you. If that were to happen, I think it would be pretty natural of me to feel I had to protect you, no matter what.”

“No matter what?”

“Yeah, I mean…” I reached out and patted her on the head. “You’re smart, Yuika, but you’re still a kid. I think the way your mother treats you comes from her parental instincts or something similar. Since you’re still hurting from losing your own mother on top of that, that would probably only strengthen her desire to protect you.”

“That might be part of it, I agree. But does she truly feel that way?”

“Personally, I think being frank and asking her directly would do the trick.”

I was sure it would be hard to ask about some things, and given that Yuika was an elementary schooler, it was possible her mother was keeping her feelings on the matter quiet. Past Yuika must have picked up on that, too.

“I can only speculate, but I think she doesn’t have any negative feelings for you, Yuika. Seems like she’s sitting on the sidelines and watching your reaction to all of this, too, and that’s why it’s been so awkward between the both of you.”

“I think you’re probably right. I hope so.”

You could only guess at how someone truly felt.

“Anyway, the crux of this worry of yours is that while your mother is being nice, you don’t really know what she actually thinks. So I think you should fully embrace and indulge in your new lifestyle. Your mother’s trying to get closer to you and understand you better. In other words, just go with the flow and live life like normal. She’s not going to reveal her true feelings right away, and she probably doesn’t have them sorted out herself, either.”

“Yeah, but it just feels like this is all bonus time or something. Like, she pities me right now, but eventually as time passes, she’ll start to think I’m a nuisance.”

Perhaps Yuika was too smart for her own good, since she could clearly see the drawbacks of her situation, too.

“Well, if you spend that time together and realize your personalities clash or you two don’t actually want to grow closer, or if you simply hate that you don’t know what she’s thinking, you should head off to a boarding school.”

“You say that like it’s easy.”

Yuika smiled weakly.

“It doesn’t have to be hard. From what I can tell, you seem to have a talent for magic, so I bet you could go anywhere you wanted. That said, I think you’d be just fine spending time at home, too.”

“Why’s that?”

“You and your brother get along, right?”

“Yeah, we do. He’s really kind, adorable, and he sorta gives me this urge to protect him.”

“From what I saw, he seems like a real good kid, so living together wouldn’t feel too bad, right? After that… Oh, I know—make sure to remember me.”

“Where the heck did that come from?”

“If after all that, you still think it’s impossible to make things work with your family, I want you to remember me. I may not look it, but the truth is, I’m actually pretty rich.”

“Why did this become about money all of a sudden?”

Yuika forced a smile.

“Well, basically, if something comes up, I can help you and figure something out, no matter how hopeless the situation seems. There’s just one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I have a condition.”

“What’s the condition?”

“I want you to give it your best try. I’ll only come swoop in and save you when things truly get hopeless, okay? But I will figure out how to fix things. Just you watch.”

“…Except there’s no telling if we’ll ever meet again, right?”

“Don’t worry, I promise to be there. Trust me on this one.”

“Pfft, you sound scarier than a stalker.”

Yuika laughed.

“You’re being pretty candid about all of this, Yuika. I figured you’d try to be more ambiguous and say you were talking about a friend of yours or something.”

“Why would you ever think that? If someone goes to you for advice and leads with, ‘this about a friend,’ you’ll assume they’re actually talking about themselves, right?”

“Fair enough.”

I would’ve found it suspicious, that was for sure. If someone starts talking about “a friend,” the chances are pretty high that they just mean themselves.

Anyway, hearing someone still in elementary school have a thought like that was, like, super-duper amazing (now I sounded like an elementary schooler).

“Thank you for hearing me out. I feel a bit better after talking about it,” she said.

“Glad to hear it. Welp, should we get rolling?”

“Sounds good.”

We stood up and paid for our drinks. Yuika went to pay for herself, but I politely insisted I cover it, and we headed outside.

“Thank you for my drink. I didn’t expect you would give such mature advice, either.”

“What did I tell ya?”

“Well then, as your consultation fee, I expect you to treat me to an expensive lunch!”

“Good point, sometimes you really need to reward someone for their advice. But shouldn’t I be the one getting something here?”

“C’mon, think it over for a second. You got to have a pretty young girl like me come to you for advice, right?”

I couldn’t deny there were probably some guys out there who would gladly pay money to have a girl come to them for advice. They were definitely aiming to pull a Hikaru Genji, though, right?

“Okay, I was just kidding, but where do you want to—huh?” Yuika said, tugging on my sleeve.

When I turned to see where she was looking, I saw a familiar maid.

“Oh, fancy running into you here, Master. Trying to hit on this grade schooler, are you?”

“W-well now, if it isn’t Nanami. Quit spouting nonsense straight from the get-go.”

She really spooked me; how long had she been standing there? Also, she was making me out to be some sort of criminal, so I really wished she would rephrase things.

“…Wait, you’re both acquainted, right? What’s going on?” asked Yuika.

“Hmm, I would say we’ve known each other well enough to pop up on the ‘people you may know’ section of a social media site.”

“There’s a real chance all those people are total strangers, though.”

I seriously wished they would stop automatically searching for acquaintances via phone number like that. It caused heaps of psychic damage to those of us with a lot of cringe in their past.

“Incidentally, Master is also the person to whom I have dedicated my mind, my body, my soul, my past life, and my future.”

“Sorry, that’s a little too clingy for me, thanks,” I said.

I could get the body and mind part, but being offered her soul, past life, and future was way too heavy a responsibility for me!

“Okaaaay. I sort of get it, I think.”

Wow, Yuika, good job figuring all that out, ’cause I was clueless here.

“Indeed, I believe I have properly conveyed that Master and I are of one body and mind. Putting that aside for a moment, have you finished your first look around, Master?”

“Nope, we’re not quite finished. I was just thinking about heading over to the next spot. Yuika, this is my maid, Nanami. Nanami, this girl here is Yuika.”

“Stunningly beautiful maid, Nanami, at your service. It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Yuika.”

“Uh, sure, it’s nice to meet you. Not to be rude, but do you mind if I ask you something?”

“You wish to ask something of this drop-dead gorgeous maid right away? I see, I see. You wish to know my master’s three sizes, don’t you?”

“Like master, like maid, I guess.”

Yuika nodded, looking impressed. Hey, we didn’t resemble each other at all! We were complete opposites, if you asked me.

“Then you must mean my age. I am but a freshly born maidling, not even one year old. As I am sure you can surmise from this information, Master has indeed seen me in my birthday suit, blushies!”

Nanami’s face was bright red, but she didn’t seem embarrassed at all.

“You are quite the character, aren’t you?”

Yuika probably assumed this was a joke, but Nanami was technically telling the truth.

“Believe me, this is nothing,” I said.

“Would you perhaps like to become a maid yourself?” Nanami asked.

“No thanks!”

“Okay, okay, so there was something you wanted to ask, right?” I said.

“I wanted to ask what Nanami thinks of Mr. Redcloth, but at this point, I don’t really care anymore,” Yuika said with a sigh.

“It appears you’re a bit depressed. At times like these, I recommend letting yourself be free. What do you say to wandering around your house in the nude? It feels quite lovely,” said Nanami.

“Why would you ever think I could do something so embarrassing?!”

It did sound like that would feel nice, in more ways than one.

“Not at all! Why, there is nothing embarrassing about walking around in one’s birthday suit.”

“Of course it’s embarrassing, what are you talking about?! Wouldn’t you feel embarrassed to be butt naked?!”

“No, as I was already wearing this maid outfit from the moment I was born.”

She had been dressed in maid clothes at the time. She might have also had a school swimsuit on her, too.

“There’s no way that’s true. Ohhh, yeah, now I get what you were saying earlier, Mr. Redcloth.”

Yuika must have been referring to when she and I were doing our little comedy routine together. Now she had to understand Nanami was usually a lot worse than this.

Though, this was fun, so I didn’t really mind.

“All right, now’s as good a time as any, so how about we head to our next destination? Can you show us around?” I asked.

“Okaaaaay… Hmm, it feels like I’ve seen the Knight Corps out a lot more lately,” Yuika commented.

Her eyes were fixed on several members of this country’s public safety organization, the Knight Corps, as they spoke to a couple with stern looks on their faces. It seemed the couple’s child had gone missing.

“Maybe the parents just took their eyes off their kid for a moment? Actually…I think there was a lost child over by the parade, too,” said Yuika.

Unfortunately, that child hadn’t simply gotten lost. And Yuika was going to end up wrapped up in all of this, too.

“Don’t you go getting lost, too, Yuika,” I said.

“Well, you better keep an eye on me. Hang on, how old do you think I am? I’m not going to get lost.”

“Miss Yuika, age has nothing to do with it. My Master here has become lost in his own life,” said Nanami.

I mean, I couldn’t really deny it.

“If that’s the case, I’ve gotten lost several times before. I might be a bit of a lost child right now, actually,” I mused.

“Don’t make it sound so profound. Actually, how old are you, Mr. Redcloth? How many times have you become lost in life?”

“Man, you sure are quick on the uptake with those quips,” I said.

“Not at all, I’m not even the type to do that sort of stuff… Wait, maybe this is all your fault, then?”

She made it sound as if I was taming her like an animal or something, and I really wanted her to stop.

“Forget it… So where to next?” Yuika said.

“Show me to the big Knight Corps station in this area,” I said.

“Are you finally turning yourself in?!”

“Maybe if I had actually done something. I just want to see what sort of place it is.”

“And if anything happens, I can just turn you in right there, so that might be a good stop. This way!” Yuika said before walking off.

I watched her and called out to Nanami in a low tone.

“What is it, Master?”

“Things are going to kick off soon, so I’ll need your help.”

Nanami nodded.
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Later that evening, after we had parted with Yuika…

I had almost hit every place I wanted to see on Yuika’s tour. That said, there was one location I simply couldn’t visit while she was around.

The place itself resembled a small, individually run eatery, the kind where the owner’s house was on the second floor. It was a truly commonplace establishment.

To be precise, I’d asked Yuika to show me the front of this restaurant on the tour, but we hadn’t gone inside.

That was because this restaurant was a front, the kind that often popped up in fiction.

Right as I psyched myself up to go inside, two familiar faces were just leaving.

“You totally know, you dirty liars!”

“Sis, just calm down, okay?!”

I felt the urge to scream but just barely managed to hold it in. Outside the restaurant stood Suzune and Yukine.

For a second, I considered hiding, thinking that this would get hairy if they spotted me, but I couldn’t put the thought into action. Suzune was looking in my direction.

“Oh!”

“You’ve mistaken me for someone else,” I said before spinning around on my heels, but Suzune rushed over and grabbed my arm.

“I was right! It is you, Mr. Redcloth! This has to be fate!”

“You’re mistaking me for someone else,” I insisted.

I had nothing but awful feelings about this.

“Good evening, Mr. Redcloth.”

“Oh, Yukine. Fancy meeting you in a place like this. Must be fate.”

When I said this to the cute, world-soothing font of energy that was Yukine, Suzune puffed up her cheeks.

“See, I knew it was you, Mr. Redcloth. You have got to hear what just happened to us, it’s unbelievable!”

I didn’t want to hear it. The truth was, I had a terrible feeling about all of this. I mean, there was never an event like this in-game.

In the game, there are technically minor events where you encounter other characters at random, such as a young President Monica or the Saint. Heck, you could even come across Shion and Gabby, too. They all each had their own reasons for being here.

But there isn’t a minor event at this location and at this time of night.

On top of that, I needed to do something very important here that was going to greatly affect my plans from here on out. Having an irregular pair of characters here doing irregular things would introduce an element of unpredictability.

“Mr. Redcloth, are you listening?!”

“Oh, sorry, my hearing suddenly gave out on me, and I couldn’t hear a wor—omph!”

As I was talking, an abrupt force hit me in the stomach. Suzune had struck me.

“Want me to punch you?”

“I-I’m so sorry!!”

Yukine immediately apologized. It really wasn’t her fault, though. I was to blame for almost everything. That said, punching someone and then asking if they want to get punched was a weird order of doing things.

“So, Mr. Redcloth, did you know a lot of kids have been going missing lately?”

For now, I decided to nod.

“I heard a rumor that if we came here, we could get some information about it, but we tried, and they wouldn’t even talk to us…”

The girls were on the right track, actually. But why did these two know anything about that? We were supposed to be doing all this.

“Sis, come on, let’s just stop all this.”

Yukine appeared to be at the whims of Suzune.

“But aren’t you worried? You are, right, Mr. Redcloth?” Suzune replied.

Hmm, what was I going to do here? Maybe it was better to actually reveal a sliver of the truth to them?

“The adults will handle all that, so you both need to head home right away.”

“What do you mean, ‘right away,’ you idiot? If we headed home ‘right away,’ you’d go waltzing into that restaurant, wouldn’t you?”

When I asked myself how the hell she knew that, I worried my surprise might be visible on my face.

“Um, actually… I’m sorry to say, but I feel the same way,” Yukine said, appearing to truly feel apologetic.

I was totally lost.

At that moment, I felt a tug at my neck. Suzune appeared to be pulling on my stole.

“Look, I just know you came here out of some ulteriorly motived sense of justice or whatever. I’ll even pat you on the head and call you a good boy, so take me with you,” she said, moving her hand from left to right.

Seriously? Head pats? For a brief moment, I thought it might be worth it, but nope, I couldn’t give in. Looking at it rationally, I just couldn’t do it. Incidentally, I had absolutely no ulterior motives at all, thank you very much! This was just a really serious event. In some cases, this devolved into a fight, too, so there was legitimate danger involved.

“Nope, not gonna happen.”

I had no idea what might occur if I brought them along with me. I didn’t want to get them wrapped up in this event, either. So, no, it wasn’t happening.

“Awww.Fine, then. What if I do something a little nice for you, hmm?” Suzune said with a seductive smile.

C’mon, there was no way I was falling for that. Or at least, that was what I wanted to say, but she was so cute I thought I was going to lose it—but no touching. And this was also a really serious event and not the time for distractions—but also, no touching anyway. And what did this “nice thing” even mean? Either way, there was no touching, so the long and short of it was a big NO.

“N-not happening.”

I really wanted Yukine to stop giving me that dubious look. Not that it made her any less beautiful, of course.

I coughed to clear my throat and spoke again.

“I promise you I’ll wrap up this whole situation myself, okay? On my honor, I’ll get everyone back home safe and sound. Just roll with me on this.”

There was someone I wanted to help at any cost. I wanted to introduce as few irregularities to the situation as possible. I knew full well Suzune was strong. But she wasn’t strong enough yet. There was a chance I’d be forced to protect her if things went south.

I looked at Suzune as I spoke, and she heaved a big sigh.

“……All right, fine,” she replied with a sour look. Then she approached me and smacked me on the back. “I just figured it would be a good way to kill some time.”

“Thing is, this is seriously dangerous. I can’t afford to have anything happen to you two.”

Suzune nodded slightly. Then she turned away from me.

After walking a few steps, she spun back around, as if remembering something.

“Hey, you get the feeling that we’re going to see each other again? I do,” she said.

“You do? Why?”

“I mean, we’ve bumped into each other so many times that fate has to be at work. Feels like it, right? That’s why.”

“Fate, huh?”

So that was how she saw it. Knowing the future that awaited her, I couldn’t help thinking it was all too cruel a fate indeed. If this really was the work of destiny, then I resented it.

“Yup. Anyway, bye-bye, Mr. Redcloth,” Suzune said, turning back around.

Yukine watched this play out before she bowed and followed her sister.

Fate…

I took out a notepad from my subspace item bag and wrote down the name of a certain female librarian. After that, I folded the paper up. Before Yukine could leave, I called out to her.

“Hey, Yukine.”

“What is it?”

“I want you to pass this to Suzune. If she’s ever in any trouble, I think it’ll help her to have it,” I said, giving her the folded piece of paper.

“Huh? Okay, I can do that…”

“Oh, one more thing.”

“Yes…?”

“If you end up forgetting about this, it’s not a big deal, but if you ever come across someone you take a shine to, I want you to recommend them to take up the katana.”

Yukine cocked her head.

“The katana? Hm, but why me? Shouldn’t you be asking my sister that?”

“Nope, I want to ask you. Hell, my master—”

Now I couldn’t tell her my master was “actually you” obviously, but…

“—is a lot like you. In fact, they’re better with the naginata than the katana, too.”

Maybe it was because I spoke with such a serious tone in my voice.

“…I understand.”

While Yukine didn’t really seem convinced by what I was saying, she still agreed to my request.

She caught up to her sister.

Well, a lot had happened on the way, but it was time to accomplish what I set out to do. I opened the wooden door and stepped into the restaurant.

“My, oh my, what’s a customer doing here this late at night? As you see, sonny, we gotta full house.”

The greeting came from a stoutly built older woman. She must’ve been injured at some point, as there was a scar on her neck. I had come at this hour to avoid the dinnertime rush, yet all the seats in the restaurant were full.

“You got more in the back, right? See, I’m just dying for a glass of milk, if you don’t mind,” I said.

I felt someone in the restaurant turn and stare. Still, I actively made sure to ignore it.

“C’mon, milk, at this time of night? A young guy like you should be drinking better stuff than that.”

“The thing is, I’ve heard it’s gotta be milk.”

After I said this, the older woman took her eyes off me and looked behind her, to the passage leading deeper into the restaurant.

“I’d like the best you’ve got,” I said.

“Hmph, everything we serve’s the finest you can get, sonny. Take a seat and wait.”

I walked past her and opened up the door at the end of the hallway. I felt some sort of mana on the door, and on the other side was a table and chairs for four. In the rear right corner from where I entered, there was yet another door.

I did as I had been told and took a seat.

After a few minutes, a lone beastfolk came in from the other door in the room. He had soft fur with black and white stripes like a zebra. His beast ears were a bit on the smaller side, and one of them had been gouged a bit.

After looking me over top to bottom, he sighed and sat in a chair. Then, crossing his arms and legs, he leaned over the table.

“You came here knowing what this place is, yeah?”

His gaze was sharp and piercing. He was trying to browbeat me as a way of testing me.

“Yeah, I know, all right. I’m not a big fan of this country, either.”

This was one of the resistance groups that opposed Leggenze and their religion. They had the most knowledge of the church among those outside its ranks. They even had access to pieces of information that should have been limited to the upper echelons of the clergy.

Despite this, he gave me a dubious look, making it clear he still didn’t trust me.

“As long as you know. So, why are you here?”

I nodded.

“I want to save someone I know.”

“Who’d that be?”

“You’ve already gotten your hands on the details, right? I want to save the people who’ve been abducted for that ritual. I want to help out the empire, too.”

The man’s face stiffened, likely because I had touched on so much information in my answer.

“…You know where they’re all located, right?” he asked.

“I do.”

“It’s impossible. We can’t do anything about it. Go ask the Knight Corps for help. I bet they’d get off their asses and actually do something about this case. No love lost with those guys, but they don’t want a war, either.”

“If I do that, then I won’t be able to save her. I want to do something about the root of all this, see, so I want to get all the way to the dungeon.”

The beastfolk’s face twisted, as if he couldn’t believe his ears.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I know what those guys are up to, but that place is under tight control, y’know!”

“Make something happen out in the open, and I should be able to sneak in without getting caught.”

I had made all the preparations to do so, too.

“Way too risky. You’re not sneaking into a school here, buddy. Throw in the towel. You could easily get bumped off for doing this!”

He must have used school as an example because he thought I looked like a student.

“Oh, believe me, I know. I also get that depending how it goes down, you’ll be in danger, too. But I still need your help. Please.”

I lowered my head.

“…Kid, are you trying to get killed? Is that how badly you wanna save this person? Just what the hell do you actually wanna do? I’d trust you more if you straight up told me you were a spy for the empire.”

I thought back to Anemone.

I had first met Anemone when Ms. Ruija visited her, bringing some strange machine the woman had made. From there, I’d asked her to make some items to use against Ms. Sakura, then she gave me some aphrodisiac…

Hold on, was I missing something, or was she only involved in steamy stuff? Though, with her around, that was all fun in its own way. She had taken good care of me in the game, too.

Yeah, not having her around really would feel lonely. Letting her die was out of the question.

I slowly raised my head. The scary look the beastfolk had on earlier was replaced with one of concern.

“I just told you, didn’t I? I just want to save her.”

The man heaved a sigh. Then…

“Sneaking in, that’s all you need to do, right?”

“Yeah, four people in total. I have a lead on how to cause problems out front. While that’s going on, we’ll sneak inside.”

“I know a guy for the job.”

From there, we spent another hour hammering out the plan.

Two days later, I got a notification from Nanami saying Yuika had been captured.



[image: ]




Chapter 5    
The Event Begins




Magical[image: ]Explorer

Reborn as a Side Character in a Fantasy Dating Sim

You might be wondering how the trip to the past plays out in Magical★Explorer the game.

It begins with Iori and Yuika hearing about an interesting dungeon and bringing a party of several people to explore it.

They open a treasure chest inside the dungeon, and the next thing they know, they’re in the past.

They suddenly recall the people who rescued them as children. They question if their rescuers had actually been their future selves—the versions of them currently in the past. From there, Iori and the others act exactly as they remember, occasionally playing through sub-events along the way.

This is the premise of the event.

As Iori’s group gathers information, they immediately decide the city church is suspicious. On top of that, they learn it’s a nationally maintained church overseeing a dungeon. However, the scale of the crimes at play were so large that I was concerned that we wouldn’t be able to protect everyone. With that in mind, I had taken several measures to prevent this.

The first was the Yuika-decoy plan. Yuika would serve as a bait, infiltrate the church, and protect the captured children from within. This was why Yuika herself remembered being rescued by a woman who felt familiar.

The other was to ask the Knight Corps for help. What this church group was trying to do—attempting to form a pact with a demon—was clearly criminal, the most heinous act one could commit in Leggenze. As the police force, the Knight Corps absolutely would not stand by and allow such a thing. Plus, if any problems cropped up in the city while Ludie and the rest of the elven imperial family were visiting, a war could break out.

Given all this, if we gathered enough information and made it public, the Knight Corps would move into action on their own.

Incidentally, past Iori requests help from the Knight Corps and is caught trying to charge straight into the church, which triggers a scene where they stop him.

“A happy ending for everyone! Everything’s wrapped up perfectly!” Apparently, some naive guy thought this after clearing the rest of the game.

That guy being me.

This all meant Yuika and Iori would be rescued exactly as they remembered, but it wasn’t enough to save Anemone.

In order to save her, the player needs to sneak into the church using a different route while the Knight Corps are being set loose on the criminals.

Asking for cooperation from the Resistance is an absolutely necessary part of getting on this route. With their more extensive knowledge of the church, we would borrowing their expertise to sneak in. From there, we had to go help Anemone.

Knowing all this, I had mentioned to Iori wanting to split into two groups to make our move if possible, and he volunteered to take care of the Knight Corps part of the equation.

“I’m starting to get a little nervous,” Iori said to me.

We were sitting across from each other in our room at the hotel.

Under normal circumstances, I should have been the one going to get the Knight Corps. In the game, Iori needs to be the one to save Yuika and Anemone, so the leftover characters have to be allotted elsewhere.

However, Iori understood all the different things I knew and had let me have the more important role.

“I don’t blame you… Though, are you really okay with this, Iori?”

“With what?”

“With me taking down the main villain.”

“Pfft, is that what you’re hung up on?”

Iori smiled.

“I really think you should be the one to take them out, not me. You’re the one who planned out all this down to the last detail and worked to make it happen. Honestly, I feel like you need to handle the most important part.”

When he put it like that, I got what he was saying, but still.

“I want to go with you just as much, okay? But considering everyone’s roles here, I think it’d be better for me to go get the Knight Corps,” he said.

Our group had the kidnapped Yuika; Anemone, who was set on saving herself; Nanami, who was proficient in stealthy thief skills like Detect Traps; and uh…Ms. Ruija’s soothing presence? Finally, there was me. I figured if we had to cut someone, it would be me.

“That said, Kousuke…”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t think I would’ve given the biggest role over to anyone else. I know with you leading the way, you’ll save everyone: the kidnapped kids, Yuika, and Anemone, too.”

I nodded.

“Leave it to me. I’ll send ’em all home in better shape than when they were kidnapped, just watch.”

Iori agreed with a smile.

“C’mon, stop exaggerating. When I remember what happened back then, I find myself wishing I didn’t have to rely on the Knight Corps or anyone else and could just charge right into that church myself. Especially when I look at the faces of the kids’ families around town.”

Iori’s gentle smile gave way to a stern gaze.

It had been a few hours since past Yuika had been kidnapped, and when I considered the mental state she had to be in right now, I couldn’t blame his reaction.

“I get where you’re coming from, but just try to endure for now,” I said.

“Sorry, my bad, I know.” Iori sighed. “…Doesn’t make me any less frustrated, though.”

He perfectly understood if he made a move now, there was a chance that everything could go up in smoke.

“Fair enough. We just gotta do what we can right now.”

“Yeah.”

Iori nodded. Seeing him, I couldn’t help myself.

“…Ha-ha-ha!”

I let out a laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“Just had the thought that I’m glad you’re you, Iori.”

“Huh? What’s that mean?”

It felt amazing to get the chance to work together with the protagonist I knew so well, that’s what. I figured the day would come when I’d reveal everything to him, too.

“Eh, don’t worry about it. All right, I’m counting on you to handle everything just like we talked about. Don’t go doing anything crazy, got it?” I said.

“I know. I’m going to kick up as much dust as I can, so you better not do anything crazy, either,” Iori responded.

“Count on it.”
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Shortly after I finished my conversation with Iori, I listened to Nanami’s report on her investigation. The conclusion I drew from it all was…

“Looks like more children are still disappearing.”

The event was progressing smoothly. At this point in time, the biggest anomaly here, namely me, had yet to move into action, so I really would’ve been up a creek if it hadn’t gone as planned.

Nanami nodded.

The kidnapped children reported missing were mostly young girls, with some among them under ten years of age. Their fear and anxiety must have been unbearable. Honestly, I wanted to rush over and save them right this instant, but my preparations still weren’t fully complete.

“Master Iori seems to be quite on edge.”

Iori’s desire for justice was very strong. He was the type to fly to the aid of anyone who asked for help. Of course, I thought it was a wonderful trait for someone to have, but right now, he needed to actively suppress that part of him. The whole situation must have been really hard to bear for him, and heck, it was honestly hard on me, too.

“I can sympathize. But we still have to prepare, and if we sneaked in right now, who knows what would happen?”

Though, seeing Iori’s antsy lack of composure was partly why I could remain so calm myself.

If he wasn’t around, I would’ve probably been the one unable to sit still and raring to go instead.

“Anyway, I’m glad things are going as expected. I guess with the big roles she’s gonna play, I should check how Yuika’s doing.”

“Indeed.”

Yuika was going to be in the most danger for this event. She would be acting as a decoy to protect the other kidnapped children, so she would need to infiltrate the enemy’s headquarters by herself. In the game, she stops a follower before he gets violent with a crying young girl, and she smacks around another who tries to sexually assault an abductee. I anticipated something similar would play out here, too.

“She should be getting ready right now, yes?” asked Nanami.

I nodded.

“Yeah. She’s probably almost done. Knowing Yuika, I’m sure she’ll be fine, but I’m still worried about where she’s at mentally,” I said.

Nanami appeared to be pondering something.

“…In that case, I will leave her in your hands, Master. I will go over to check on Master Iori and Ms. Ruija,” she declared.

I wondered why she wasn’t going to come with me. Did she just determine it was better to go over to the other two instead? Nanami and I went our separate ways and headed to our respective destinations.

When I knocked, I heard Yuika tell me to come in. She offered me a chair once I stepped inside.

“Hey, how are you feeling? Fit and ready to go? You sure you’ll be okay?”

“I’d say I couldn’t be feeling any worse. Think my mood’s bringing down my physical condition with it.”

“I don’t like the sound of that…”

As I agonized over what I should say to her, she was the first to speak up instead.

“Hey, Takioto?”

“What’s up?”

“When Big Bro and I went to gather information, we stopped at the house of a family whose daughter was missing.”

Hearing this, I thought back to what happens in the game. I did recall stopping at a house while gathering information.

“I sorta had a feeling.”

“The father and mother looked emaciated, and they were praying in the hopes anything would help. Apparently, they had gone to the church itself several times to pray for their daughter to come home—all while the very people who abducted her were standing right there.”

It was barbaric, like they were mocking the parents’ feelings.

Recalling this made anger well up inside me, and I tightly clenched my fist.

“The parents keep the lights on at their house no matter how late at night or early in the morning. I really get how they must feel,” Yuika said, turning around to face me.

If I was in that couple’s shoes, I would have probably done the same thing.

“They told me they do this to make sure their daughter can always find her way home. They want to give her a bright and cheerful welcome.”

Yuika came over to me and stretched out her hand.

Then she grabbed my fist. She loosened my grip and opened my palm.

Her hand was soft and slightly clammy.

“It made me remember. When I got kidnapped, there was this girl crying in fear who got hit for being loud. Back then, a mysterious older girl showed up to stop them.”

She squeezed my open hand tight.

While some children had cried in terror, there must have been some who were enraged, too.

“This time, that’s my job.”

Yuika now realized her future self had done all that.

“Sorry for making you shoulder this. You know I wanted to go with you, too.”

I was worried about something going wrong and Yuika getting seriously injured…and with that in mind, I had proposed sneaking in with her while pretending to be the tender young girl, Nanako Takioto. However…

“And I was the one who turned you down. Nanako Takioto was never there. Anemone would have a harder time infiltrating on her end that way, too. It’ll be just as big of a problem if something happens to her, right?”

Yuika had indeed rejected my offer. So there was only one thing I could do.

“It’s all up to you, Yuika.”

Entrust everything to her. Have faith she’d manage just fine.

“Of course. What’s more important here is you, though,” she said.

“Me?”

“That’s right. As far as I can remember, the person who came to save us was brimming with confidence and looked super dependable, okay?”

She let go of my palm. She pinched my cheeks with both hands and pulled them apart.

“He deeeeefinitely didn’t look like some anxious worrywart, that’s for sure.”

She then released my cheeks from her grip.

“Leave the kidnapped children to me. I want you to wallop the masterminds behind this. Pay them back five times over for me and make sure it hurts.”

I smiled.

“Yes ma’am.”

“…Though, honestly, I’m not particularly worried about you. Hell, you could probably stand to get a bit roughed up anyway.”

“A little cruel, don’t you think?”

“It’s more my big brother who I’m worried about.”

I also wanted to protect Iori, and he was the type of guy you wanted to stay around, so I was a bit worried, too.

“Iori will be fine.”

I pictured him in my mind.

“He’ll have the Leggenze Knight Corps on his side, but even more importantly…”

He was the game’s protagonist.

“…that dude’s unbelievably strong.”

—Anemone’s Perspective—

With our big operation on the verge of kicking into gear, everyone was feeling the pressure. This was most evident with Iori and Ms. Ruija. Takioto had just stopped by to check on me, and according to him, Iori was fighting the urge to rush out there immediately. I could imagine him pacing around his room, clear as day.

Regardless, Takioto was quite the scoundrel to come barging into a nubile maiden’s room. Though, I had told him to come in, so it was no surprise he was here. Also, I wasn’t really sure if I could call myself “nubile” at this point, either.

“Are you all right?” Ms. Ruija asked. She was worrying about me too much.

“Yes, I’m fine.”

She had been coming over lately to talk with me out of concern. Takioto told me he had stopped by to see how I was holding up, too.

I had indeed done all sorts of different things, grasping at any straws to dispel this curse.

“Now that I think about it, I don’t think I’ve ever asked what your mother and father are up to, Anemone.”

Next, Ms. Ruija shifted the conversation to my family. Takioto reacted with a jolt. He seemed shaken and unsure whether he should interject to stop Ms. Ruija.

I gave him a look to tell him I didn’t really mind talking about it.

“To tell you the truth, my parents are mentally unstable because of all the hardship they’ve been through. Right now, I believe they are leading a quiet life in the forest together. Either that, or they’ve killed themselves.”

Ms. Ruija was left speechless. I had definitely revealed too much.

“Sorry to dump that on you. It doesn’t bother me much.”

I tried to assure her I was okay, but it was too late. Ms. Ruija was already visibly depressed. While I scratched my head and felt bad about ruining the mood, Takioto patted me on the back. At the same time, he told me to leave the rest to him.

As I looked at Takioto, I recalled the past.

Now that I thought about it, my parents’ mental anguish was likely the fault of their community or society at large. I had just been a child then, so my ignorance insulated me from everything, but anyone would go a bit crazy if they were subjected to contemptuous glares and insults, day in and day out.

Whether it was because they couldn’t stand to watch this mistreatment any longer, or because my parents mustered up the last remains of their conscience, I couldn’t say, but they had placed me in the care of a different family.

The woman who became my guardian was, for better or worse, indifferent to my presence. However, the adult elves who lived around her did not look kindly on me. One of them had a relative who had been manipulated by the Arch Elf and whose corpse was still missing. They spread half-truths about me, so it was no surprise people thought badly of me. The most annoying part was these fools believed they were justified in doing terrible things to me since I was related to the Arch Elf. Others blamed the Arch Elf when anything bad happened.

As I am now, I could easily send some spells flying at them and berate them for blaming their own weak hearts on my ancestor.

It also went without saying that there were a great number of elves who were grateful to the Arch Elf for ending the war. They had actually thanked me personally on more than one occasion. In my childhood, however, I almost never received any gratitude, as my community was mostly in the anti-Arch Elf camp.

The bullying began from there. People treated me horribly. I was forced to learn just how painful and difficult it was to be bullied by adults. Even now, thinking about it made me feel like I was going to vomit. I suppose I had thrown up blood at the time.

Since the person leading the harassment campaign against me had power and authority, parents apparently made their children avoid getting involved with me to ensure they weren’t victimized, too. This was something I had heard from one of the rare elf girls who was actually nice to me. She was a truly kindhearted girl who had tearfully apologized to me over not being able to talk with me anymore. What was she up to now?

My tormentors said nasty things about me behind my back, of course, but they also threw things at me and treated me like I would infect anything I touched. Eventually, however, something happened that made the harassment campaign veer off in a weird direction before suddenly stopping it outright.

It was the sudden, accidental death of the elf who masterminded all the harassment against me. In the wake of their passing, a rumor began to spread that misfortune would befall anyone who bullied me.

Another story materialized about someone else experiencing misfortune because of me, and everyone stopped approaching me altogether. My unique lineage seemed to give these tales an extra degree of credibility.

At that point, I purposefully started acting strangely in order to protect myself. My goal was to make everyone believe my weird behavior was proof of my attempts to curse them.

It started with an experiment. I gathered a bunch of unfamiliar grasses and weeds, threw them in a cauldron, and made a mysterious liquid. I talked the part, too, muttering to myself weird occult stuff or grotesque and erotic musings, and cloaking myself in this “weird girl” persona whenever someone started talking to me. However, talking about the occult had the opposite effect and enticed several occult fanatics to approach me, so from there, I slowly shifted everything toward the erotic. That made everyone recoil away from me in shock and leave me alone.

Thanks to my efforts, people began treating me like a total weirdo.

“Getting involved with me will get you cursed, you know. Some have even died. Go ahead and ask your parents.”

It was almost disappointing this was all it took for the kids who had bullied me to distance themselves completely.

While my memories of this affair were horrible, there was a silver lining: It served as the catalyst for me to start inventing and learning alchemy. These activities were a lot more fun than I expected.

However, in exchange for this tranquility, I became completely isolated.

Even then, I didn’t stop acting like a weirdo. I couldn’t stop. My memories of being harassed and bullied were the foundation of my mind, and I became unable to drop the act.

No, really, that might have just been an excuse.

I wanted to come up with a rationalization for it all.

When I looked at other elves playing happily together, then looked at me, who didn’t have anyone, I would start to wonder why I was all alone. Clearly, I was a freak who couldn’t make friends, so what else could I have expected?

I tried to convince myself I could actually make friends if I stopped being the “weird elf girl.”

Yet I couldn’t stop. There was no telling if I could actually make any friends or not. Above all else, I was scared of destroying the tranquil life I had managed to eke out for myself. I thought there was a chance I might get bullied again.

Looking back on it now, I can call it foolish. But at the time, this was the only way I could keep myself intact.

All I ever wanted was a normal life.

Playing outside with friends, playing games, getting into arguments. The parts of life most people saw as a given were what made me the most jealous.

Thanks to these feelings, I developed a somewhat embarrassing fantasy. To be honest, it was still something I pined for, even now.

I wanted a prince to come to my rescue on his shining white steed. I wanted to be saved from the depths of misfortune.

Others might have found it ridiculous and childish. But it was what I wanted deep down.

A prince who would be on my side, even if it meant going to war against a whole country.

Obviously, I was never saved, and my shining white prince never came.

My relatives in the imperial family, Emperor Marc and Empress Sophia, supported me in various ways, and I had matured into an adult by the time I left their home.

I wanted to travel the world, going to unfamiliar places.

One day, an elf with a high-level position in the empire asked if I would appear in a Leggenze ceremony that Emperor Marc and the rest of the imperial family would be attending.

Honestly, I had been reluctant from the start.

I was abducted when I arrived. I had told Emperor Marc and Empress Sophia I would be joining them, but apparently, someone with a grudge against me informed them I would be arriving late.

I was locked in a cell, and I remembered being led from there to an altar inside a dungeon. However, I blacked out after laying eyes on Reym, the demon who had been summoned there.

When I came to, I realized there was a curse on me. The demon had hexed me in my sleep.

Less than a day later, Leggenze’s Knight Corps rescued me from the dungeon. They told me Emperor Marc and Empress Sophia had grown worried when I went missing, and their discussions with their own subordinates and Leggenze’s Knight Corps were what led to my rescue. I was forever in their debt.

I did find it ironic I now had a curse of my own. It felt like I was being punished.

I mean, after threatening to hex all those children, I had actually ended up with one myself. And it was a terrible curse, too, one that would kill me in a few years’ time.

This episode struck me as all the more reason to avoid involving myself with others. It was pointless to get close to someone who only had a short time left to live.

I continued being a weirdo. So why were the people at this Academy so good to me?

I had been alone my whole life. And yet…

“Anemone, would you like some coffee? There was a time when I thought about opening up my own café, so I’m pretty confident in my brewing skills,” Kousuke Takioto said. “C’mon, taste this! It’s great stuff. Stop sulking over a slip of the tongue and have some hot coffee.”

“I-I’m not sulking!”

…For just this brief moment, I might not have been alone after all.
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The city we were in was quite large, among the three biggest in all of Leggenze.

Part of why this city had developed so much was because there were two dungeons nearby. In this world, magic stones were the most widely used energy source, so it was only natural that settlements would spring up in regions that produced them. On Earth, it would be equivalent to a city developing near an oil field or gold mine.

Another contributing factor was the city’s location. It sat on the border of the Tréfle Empire, and although there was peace between the two nations at the moment, Leggenze and the empire had once been locked in a fierce war. Naturally, Leggenze would want to gather people here in case of emergency. The dungeons near the city also had the potential to be converted into sites for consistent magic stone production. Losing control of them would be a major loss for the Leggenze, and I imagined they had invested greatly into protecting them. Not that I actually knew the truth, though.

As for the dungeons themselves, one of them was situated outside of the city. A knight was stationed at the entrance to guard it, but people were free to go in as they pleased.

The second dungeon was inside the grand church in the city center.

This dungeon was purported to have a wealth of magic stones to harvest, and it was directly administered by the Leggenze government, meaning only a select group of people were allowed to enter. As a result, the general populace were forbidden from entering the depths of the church, where the dungeon began. There was technically one other reason, but it didn’t have anything to do with this event.

The church needed to protect the dungeon, so it was firmly guarded.

The easiest way to slip past these defenses was to get captured on purpose. That’s the first idea the Iori comes up with in the game, too.

One of the pieces of information we had turned up in our investigation was the revelation the church was trafficking people. After giving the correct password, someone looking to sell women or children could give them to the church in return for money. The church would accept children regardless of whether they belonged to the person handing them over.

Once a child reached a certain age, they would realize they were being sold off, but there were some who came of their own accord to help their families.

The church appeared normal on the surface, so the kids who had been sold must have assumed they would be set to work like nuns on the premises. They weren’t wrong to assume this, as there were many other churches elsewhere that did just that.

The children would be tested to see if they were magically inclined and sorted before being led deeper into the church. Little Yuika had a perfect aptitude for magic, so she had undoubtedly been placed into the group of children who would be sacrificed.

A little bit earlier than planned, present Yuika had infiltrated where all the other children were being kept. In the game, she slips in the day before the sacrifice, but I respected her desire to go even earlier to protect all the young girls.

I was prepared to change our plans and rush in if Yuika herself was put in any danger, but according to Nanami and our collaborators, she was managing well.

In any case, I was just relieved things were going smoothly.

“Everybody ready?”

In a shop near the church—a throwaway Resistance safe house— Nanami, Anemone, and I stood on standby, along with the man recommended to us by the Resistance at the eatery.

The time had come for us to storm the church, which had far and away the tightest security of any building in town.

My team wasn’t going to take the meatheaded approach of showing up at the front entrance and fighting our way through. But suppose there was an organization in town with the authority to raid the church, one that the bad guys would immediately see as a problem?

If that was the case, then you pretty much had to use them, right?

“Ms. Ruija just informed me that Leggenze’s Knight Corps have charged in. Master Iori has rescued his past self and is currently following after them,” Nanami reported to me, checking her Tsukuyomi Traveler.

I’d asked Iori to stop his past self from acting recklessly, gather information, and go in person to plead with the Knight Corps to help his kidnapped sister.

“Looks like Iori’s doing everything right on his end.”

Since the elven imperial family and their entourage were in town, there were elf children missing in addition to kids who lived in the city.

Considering the Knight Corps’ duty to protect the populace, they didn’t want the issue to balloon any further, so they had agreed to put their all into solving the case.

“All right, time for us to move.”

Security inside the church was supposed to be thin at this point. But now, we had to address the problem of how we would sneak inside. Though I was confident we could’ve infiltrated the building on our own, I decided to use the same method you use in the game, since it was safer and likelier to succeed.

“Thank you for your help. Let’s go.”

I turned to our collaborator and expressed my gratitude. The Resistance Guild had introduced us to the man who wore a black hakama with a hood, kunai, wrist guards, tabi socks, and straw sandals—an outfit that screamed ninja. The fact he was leaning up against a pillar with his arms crossed only cemented the look. Honestly, if he said he wasn’t a ninja, I would’ve needed to lodge a complaint with the guild.

“As you wish.”

The player is able to hire this character for the church break-in event. Having originally infiltrated Leggenze as a Wakoku spy, he had already obtained much of the information we had.

Additionally, he knew a secret path to get inside the church like the back of his hand, which was why I had requested his help.

The man started walking off, as if silently telling us to follow. He then tapped on the floor in the corner of the room with his feet and looked around the area before using both hands to slide open a floorboard.

“Aha. So there was a hidden passageway tucked away in here, hmm,” Anemone commented while looking at the corridor.

Beneath the floorboard was an underground passage barely big enough for one person to pass through at a time. The ninja slipped inside without a moment’s pause. We followed in single file.

Using Light to illuminate the interior, we walked through the chilly passageway for about three minutes before emerging into the church grounds.

We had exited into what was best described as a stretch of lawn in the garden. The church itself was a stone’s throw away. The building looked magnificent from afar, but up close, it was visibly crumpling in spots, a testament to its age.

We restlessly glanced around the area.

“The enemy could show up any minute. Keep sharp,” the ninja urged, before hiding the hole we had passed through with dirt and leaves. I assumed it was hidden physically instead of with some magic-based trickery to prevent detection spells from picking up on it.

“Sorry.”

I apologized.

“Just stay on guard from here. This way, let’s go,” he said, urging us to follow.

We kept ourselves hidden as we continued through the spacious garden, then entered the decadently luxurious church. Obviously, we didn’t go through the front entrance, but through a window.

“Feels less like a church and more like a castle or armory,” I murmured as we stealthily walked down the corridor.

The interior was pristine and seemed expensive, which was hardly surprising, but the walls also quite ostentatious, with weapons put on display here and there.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if this place fulfills the same function as a castle,” Anemone replied. She did have a point, actually. Leggenze had indeed been at war once.

“Still, it is rather quiet,” Nanami said.

“Most of the guards probably went over to deal with the Knight Corps and Iori,” I replied.

If I had to guess, they were probably out front. Not everyone in the church was complicit in the crimes being committed here, either. Some of the clergy would probably be hiding in their rooms once things kicked off, and I was sure some would have joined our cause if they fully understood the situation at hand.

We progressed a bit further before our ninja collaborator and Nanami abruptly picked up on something.

“!”

“Master, it appears we have company. Three, I believe.”

“Could be an enemy, an ally, or just a regular believer… Can you tell?” I asked.

“Not with any certainty, I’m afraid. Considering they are armed and on guard just from their ostensible allies in the Knight Corps arriving here, I cannot help but feel that they are up to no good.”

She was probably right.

I asked Nanami to ambush the approaching group. She nodded and fired a flat-tipped arrow. It knocked out one of the three, and the other two began looking around in a panic.

“Gotta take care of the rest before they call their friends,” I said, attacking one of the other followers on lookout and robbing them of their consciousness. The last one broke into a coughing fit after being doused in Anemone’s chemicals, and Nanami knocked them out with an arrow.

In the game, encounters like these would start up a normal battle, but in the real world, there was a chance our foes might call for help and make everything a lot more difficult. To ensure that didn’t happen, we needed to make like Hajime Saito and slay evil immediately.

As the ninja continued to guide us forward, more members of the church appeared in our path. Actually, they could have very well been followers of the Church of the Malevolent Lord, but there was no way to tell the two groups apart here. Since there was a small chance these people weren’t involved in the whole affair, I didn’t want to be too rough with them.

The three followers readied their weapons and attacked us.

One wielded a longsword, another a mace and shield, while the final one used a staff to cast magic.

We all scattered as we defended against each attack.

I blew away the spell flying at me with my Third Hand and closed in on the longsword wielder.

Anemone threw a green liquid on the follower with a mace and shield, and the ninja had already gotten in close and forced the staff wielder to put up their hands in surrender.

I turned back to the longsword enemy. They weren’t at all ready to take me on.

I had Nanami’s suppressive fire to thank for that. It was child’s play to smack their head with my Fourth Hand while they attempted to dodge Nanami’s arrows.

After I incapacitated them, I looked around to see how the other enemies were doing.

Nanami surmised our fight was over and shifted her attention to the mace wielder. Given they were drenched in a mysterious chemical, they didn’t seem to be in any position to resist, so I figured we could call this one.

“Doesn’t seem like we’re gonna be losing a fight anytime soon.”

I felt a small bit of relief. Since we had all surpassed the recommended level for this event by a wide margin, it wasn’t a surprise we would have such an easy time. We probably wouldn’t face much difficulty until we saved Yuika and the other children.

“This is a drag! What if we blow down this wall and head forward that way?” Anemone chimed in with an unsettling proposal.

Hold up, smashing open a wall? There was no way we could—actually, wait, we totally could. This wasn’t a dungeon. I might’ve been too used to the game version of this event for her idea to ever occur to me.

“That does seem possible…but it might also make us criminals, so let’s cool it a bit. How about we save that for when Yuika really looks to be in hot water?”

We continued forward until the ninja suddenly stopped moving. There was a large door ahead of us.

“It’s just past there. My mission ends here,” he said before turning in the opposite direction and heading back the way we had come. “Good luck.”

“Thanks for everything.”

After I expressed my gratitude, he quickly ran off. I imagined he wanted to take advantage of this chaos to achieve his own goals. Actually, in the game, his presence adds some extra events later. But it doesn’t have anything to do with saving Anemone, so I would deal with that later. I technically didn’t need to do anything, either. Just wanted to be safe.

When the ninja disappeared from view, we turned back to the door.

“Let’s get going, I’m worried about Yuika,” Anemone said, walking forward before Nanami came up right next to me to ask a question in a hushed tone.

“Who exactly was that man?”

Oh, the ninja. Was it okay to tell her? I guess Nanami wasn’t going to blab to anyone else.

I prefaced my statement by telling her not to let anyone else know, and then I revealed the truth.

“That’s the guy who raised Ivy. She doesn’t know it, but he’s actually her real father, too.”

When she heard this, Nanami’s thoughts were probably along the lines of “Oh, great, Kousuke’s saying some real crazy shit again,” and “Why do you even know that?” or perhaps, “I get the feeling this is going to lead to yet another headache.”

Looking exhausted, Nanami closed her eyes, then stared at the ceiling.

—Past Yuika’s Perspective—

If I had to briefly describe Mr. Redcloth, I think I would go with “sort of mysterious.”

He didn’t say the sort of things other adults always did, and his unique sensibilities made his advice to me really enlightening.

Above all, though, being with him was a lot of fun.

“Hey, Yuika, did something happen to you? You seem pretty happy,” Big Bro asked me, holding the groceries that Dad and Mom had asked us to get.

“Oh, it’s just, I met that guy in the scarf again, and he really is kinda weird.”

I began before talking about what happened with Mr. Redcloth. After a bout of laughter, we finished buying all the items our parents had asked us to get and made our way home.

“I know a shortcut.”

It was a street I had used a lot in the past. There was one section that only one person could get through at a time, but it saved five minutes, so I passed through it often. Practically nobody used the path most of the time, but for some reason, there were several people dressed like church followers around today.

A thought came to me.

Wait, the church isn’t this way, right?

Plus, it seemed like they were trying to block the path.

I was getting bad vibes from the whole thing. I pulled Big Bro by the hand and went back to the main street but quickly came to a stop. Church followers had come up from behind us.

I regretted even using this alleyway in the first place.

“We good to go?”

“That’s her.”

“You sure?”

“Hundred percent. I saw her using healing magic.”

“Then we should be good.”

Big Bro must’ve understood what was happening, too. He stood in front of me as I quivered, readying his fists against the approaching followers.

“You’re not getting near Yuika!”

But it was useless. He got punched and went flying like a ball into a trash heap.

“Deal with her,” a male voice said.

Next to him, a silver-haired woman in a robe said, “Understood.”

For a second, I thought I had heard the voice somewhere before, so I tried to place it.

The woman came up to me and quickly whispered, “Forgive me. Please get some rest for now.”

Before I could say anything, she splattered some kind of liquid all over me.

Unable to resist it at all, I quickly fell asleep.

When I came to, I was on the floor. Not the ground, but actual flooring. I wasn’t outside.

The room seemed to be a gorgeous guest room. There were several others sitting about the room in various places.

“Are you awake?”

The voice came from woman who appeared the oldest out of everyone here.

“I cast some healing magic on you, but are you still in any pain?”

The question suddenly made everything come back to me.

“I-I, I’ve been—!”

Kidnapped?!

“Deep breaths, okay? Deep breaths. It’ll be hard, but try to stay calm.”

The woman soothed me.

After that, we exchanged some small talk before she sensed I had calmed down enough to address the situation.

“Do you want to know the truth behind what’s going on here? I think everyone here should, myself. It would be awful to keep you in the dark just because you’re young.”

I nodded when I saw how solemn she looked.

“We are probably going to be sacrificed to a demon. In just a few days’ time, we’re going to leave this world for the next.”

For a brief moment, I wasn’t able to understand what she was saying.

After about a half hour had passed, a woman dressed like one of the church followers entered the room.

—Yuika’s Perspective—

I was shown into a room. Inside were several women and girls, and they all turned to stare at me when I entered.

Each face looked bleak. One girl was close to my age. She might have been a little bit older, even. There was one older than me, a woman in her thirties or so, but other than that, everyone else was young. Most probably weren’t even twelve yet. One of them looked too young to even be in school. She must have been crying her eyes out, as she was sleeping on the oldest woman’s legs, her eyelids red and puffy.

I spotted my past self among the girls.

“Hello.”

“…Hi, Miss.”

As I stood in front of my younger self, the memories came rushing back to me.

Most of what I remembered was the anxiety. I had concentrated my clumsy young thoughts wholeheartedly on what I could do in the situation, doing the best I could to ease my fears.

“Why are you so calm, miss?”

“Hmm, maybe because I still don’t know what’s going on?” I replied, trying to sound a bit more mature.

The lady from my memories had been refined and friendly. I figured everything would work out even if I didn’t replicate it exactly. I did remember the kind lady’s polite conversation had calmed me at the time. If I could relieve even a bit of my past self’s anxiety, then I figured it was best to act ladylike and refined.

“Okay. Well, a little while ago, all the older guys came around, and I overheard what they were talking about with the lady sitting over there,” my past self said, lowering her eyes. “They said everyone here’s going to be sacrificed by tomorrow at the latest. The lady asked him if that was true, and they hit her. She said she was fine, but she still looked worried. One of the girls who saw everything cried.”

The anxiety must’ve been too much for me to bear. No wonder my memories of that time were so fragmented and jumbled up. Regardless, I had a good grasp on what she meant.

“I see. Sacrifices, you said?”

“…You’re not scared?”

If I had to choose one or the other…

“I’m scared, but I guess not that much?”

“Why’s that?”

“Because I know we’ll be saved, mainly,” I said, patting her on the head.

“Isn’t that impossible?”

“It’s okay. I promise help will come, so just sit tight.”

At this, past me lowered her eyes again.

“I went out with my big brother. Then all these people dressed up like church followers showed up and kidnapped me. Big Bro stepped out in front to protect me, but then…then they hit him…”

My past self had tears in her eyes.

Right at that moment, the girl resting against the wall tried to stifle her voice as she too began to cry. Seeing her, another girl, and then another, continued the chain of tears.

I approached each one, going around to talk to them all. Even then, I couldn’t take their fears…

Before long, my past self became even more upset. I went over to her, rested my hand on her head, and gently patted her.

What did I say to myself back then, again? If I remembered correctly, it was…

“Let me predict the future for you. You’ll be saved. While a lot will happen to you in the future, I know it’ll be okay. Have faith and find hope, okay? If you do that, I’m sure you’ll see light up ahead.”

“I hope you’re right.”

While my past self was holding back her tears, I vividly remembered sobbing on the inside.
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After a few moments, I started chatting with my past self. The main point of conversation was…

“Mr. Redcloth?”

“He wears this big red stole,” she said.

So this was about Takioto.

“I made a bet. With Mr. Redcloth, I mean.”

“…Wh-what kind of bet?”

“He says the elf imperial family loves ramen. Ridiculous, right?”

“Ah-ha…ha.”

Ridiculous indeed. Ludie loved ramen more than anything. Wait a minute, Kousuke had made a bet he was guaranteed to win with a sweet, tender-aged girl? That didn’t really reflect well on him as a person, if you asked me.

“He insisted the imperial family loves ramen. Then Mr. Redcloth said we could compare answers with each other ten years down the line.”

Seriously, what sort of crap had that idiot told her? I had started to wonder if Ludie’s body was made out of seventy-percent ramen broth at this point, and he makes a bet like that? Heck, in a few years, Ludie’s hair might turn into ramen noodles.

“He said that if he lost, he’d devote the rest of his life to me.”

This was totally fraud, right? Why would he even say something like that? He definitely made that bet knowing the answer.

“Okay, so what happens if you lose instead?”

“I promised I’d do anything for him if I lost. We’re not ever going to see each other again, so the whole thing’s pointless anyway.”

Ugh, “do anything,” really? Was he serious? Give me a break! What the hell was he trying to make me do?

“I told him they definitely liked fancier food than that. Stupid, isn’t it?”

“Yup, it’s stupid, all right. Completely, hopelessly stupid.”

“Oh, and after that, we had a chance to see the ceremony parade, and I got a glimpse of the elf princess, I think.”

She must have been talking about Ludie. So she was here in Leggenze at this point in time, too?

“Seeing her convinced me I was totally going to win. There’s no way a girl like that eats ramen. She lives in a different world entirely. It’s impossible to even imagine such a pretty girl slurping down noodles in a ramen shop.”

“Y-you sure you should be so assertive about that?”

I could sure imagine it. Clear as day, an image flashed through my head of her ordering a rich, fatty bowl of ramen topped with heaping mounds of garlic and veggies.

“No way, I know I’m right. After that, I showed him around to a few places, and I actually had a lot of fun.”

“You did?”

After I decided I would be giving Takioto a good wallop later, I continued to lend an ear to my past self. After she had calmed down, I went around to the other children, too.

A little while after I had gotten everyone to calm down, they showed up.

“We got ourselves some first-rate girlies here now, don’t we? A few look like they’ll grow up real nice, too.”

It was a plump middle-aged man decked out in luxurious and ostentatious clothes, along with his attendant. I suspected he was an influential figure in Leggenze.

“Sir, please control yourself. We need as many holy magic users as possible.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Getting a little taste of the goods beforehand won’t hurt, though, will it?” he said with a nasty grin, reaching out toward a girl who looked in her late teens…but right before he touched her, I punched him hard.

Yuck, some of his gross sweat got on me.

Several people quickly came into the room, likely responding to the noise, and surrounded me. When I raised my hands up in surrender, a member of the group hit me.

“Don’t try anything funny, kid.”

This came from a man in his fifties with a piercing gaze. His eyes were wide open, as if he was on some sort of illicit substance, and my gut was telling me he was the ringleader. It was also telling me he would be a pretty tough foe to fight.

The guy I sent flying must’ve been a patron of his. That said, the older man didn’t seem to respect him very much. Anything but.

“What the heck are you doing? Isn’t that guy one of your own?”

In fact, they started tying up their benefactor right there. The man himself seemed just as confused as I was, shouting indignantly about why he was being restrained.

“I just used him because we happened to share the same goals. That, and I had always thought this about him.”

“Thought what?”

“He may be ugly and have the personality to match, but he’d probably serve as the perfect sacrifice.”

The man’s statement immediately drove home how dangerous he was.

I glared at him without saying a word, and he scanned the room.

“I can see you’re strong. Still, it’s going to be hard to protect everyone here, don’t you think?” he said, pointing with his chin to someone behind him, who then aimed their staff at the young girl closest to them.

Unfortunately, he was absolutely right.

“And what if I told you that I don’t care about that girl at all?” I said.

The young girl with the staff pointed at her let out a small yelp.

“If you really believed that, you wouldn’t have lunged at the other guy in the first place—huh?”

As he was talking, one of the men behind the ringleader spoke up to tell him about something, holding what looked like a cell phone.

“Bishop, please pardon the interruption. The Knight Corps have gathered around the church, and several members have already managed to get inside. They are likely headed in this direction.”

“The Knight Corps made it this far? Impossible! Our forces were supposed to keep them back just long enough for us to finish summoning Reym and contracting with her!”

Though the Knight Corps were these guys’ enemies, the announcement told me reinforcements were on the way.

I assumed that things had gone smoothly for Big Bro. That meant Takioto’s group was on their way here.

“What about the elf?”

“We’ve already taken her to the altar, Bishop. I believe the Cardinal has begun the preparations there.”

“…Tch, our hands are tied. Hurry everything along. Have the Cardinal get started without us.”

Now that he had received his orders, the other man began to relay everything he was told into his cell phone.

“Who is this ‘elf,’ I wonder?” I asked.

At this, the man punched me in the face.

“Didn’t your parents ever teach you not to hit a girl in the face?” I spat.

“Shut up. Enough with the meaningless resistance… Hey, you, start by dragging away the kid this chick is shielding.”

On his orders, one of the followers waiting behind the man closed in on my past self. Seeing this, my younger self yelped and backed away. Inwardly clicking my tongue in frustration, I stepped out in front of my past self in an attempt to escalate things.

I checked my surroundings. Unless there were others hiding somewhere, there were ten members of the church in total. I had left my weapons with Takioto, so if this did turn into a fight, I’d probably lose. Taking down the ringleader seemed like it would be a challenge for me even if I was armed.

“Seems like you need to be taught a lesson,” the ringleader said, snapping his fingers.

“Not a big fan of getting hurt, to be honest,” I said.

The man raised his fist, and I tensed up for the impact.

“Hiyah!”

Suddenly, Past Me sent a kick at the ringleader.

“You lookin’ for a punch, too, ya little shit?”

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to affect him at all.

Had my past self tried to protect me instead?

“Oh, um, I promised Mr. Redcloth I’d try my best to do what I can.”

Takioto told her something like that, had he? Later on, I was going to have to ask him what exactly he… Crap. Now the man was going after my past self. Right as I realized this, however, he showed up.

“Who are you?!” the man shouted.

“Figures the hero of the story would show up at the perfect time,” I muttered.

It felt like he had waited for the exact right moment. But to be completely honest, I wish he would’ve come before I started feeling so anxious.

—Takioto’s Perspective—

We opened the door and stepped into what appeared to be a chapel. I could imagine clergy, priests or bishops of some kind, standing in front of the stained glass and delivering a sermon. However, nothing of the sort was happening here.

All the women and girls, Yuika included, were huddled together, and there were ten-odd followers gathered around a magic circle. The timing of the rescue was a bit earlier compared to when it happened in-game, but I figured this would be fine.

“Who are you?!”

The nearest Church of the Malevolent Lord follower pointed his staff at me, but I didn’t owe him any answer.

“Nanami.”

On my cue, she immediately fired an arrow. It pierced into the follower brandishing his staff. I rushed right at him and punched him as hard as possible with my Third Hand. Then I dashed into the center of the room where both Yuikas were.

“Sorry I’m a bit late.”

While I approached, Yuika took down one of the followers trying to grab a nearby hostage. She might not have had her gauntlets equipped, but her bare fists packed plenty of firepower.

“Well, I suppose you’re not too late. Just barely on time.”

I glanced to my side and threw the subspace bag to Yuika.

Punching a follower with my Third Hand as they closed in on past Yuika, I simultaneously used my Fourth Hand to pull her close.

“M-Mr. Redcloth?!”

Past Yuika looked at me in shock.

“Hey, been a couple days. I told you I’d come no matter what, didn’t I? Well, I’m here to save you.”

I smiled. Her nerves must have been seriously on edge, because tears poured over from her eyes. While I would’ve loved to pat her on the head and assure her everything was going to be okay, now wasn’t the time.

I put little Yuika behind me and turned back around to face the boss of the Yuikas’ past storyline. Yuika’s younger self clutched tightly at my clothes.

Instead of trying to force her off me, I called out to the boss.

At almost the same moment, Nanami and Anemone also came to my side. They stood to protect the rest of the girls.

“The Knight Corps will be here soon. This whole scheme of yours is over.”

At this, the boss glared at me.

“You led them here, did you?” he asked.

“I mean, I got a bit involved, sure, but I didn’t do much. You guys have just made way too many enemies for yourself.”

As I spoke, I patted past Yuika on the head. Handing her over to Nanami, I began to gather mana in my stole.

The man sighed slightly, giving a scowl. At this point, he had to know he was finished.

“This is the end, huh? Doesn’t matter. I’ve basically accomplished my goals anyway. Whatever happens after this doesn’t matter a lick to me,” he replied.

“What do you mean?”

“The person I was looking to get revenge on has already been taken to the sacrificial altar. I did all this to kill her and summon a demon.”

“A sacrificial altar?” Yuika asked, and the man smiled.

“That’s right, an altar constructed in the middle of the dungeon. You see, several years ago, I stumbled upon the spot where it was hidden, and that’s when this plan of mine came together.”

“That’s how this started?” Anemone murmured.

“Guess it’s too bad for you, isn’t it?”

“You sure are willing to spill everything to us.”

“I know it’s over for me anyway. I can’t win against an entire army of Knight Corps members, and I had already planned to die here to begin with. I was able to get revenge for my grandpa and grandma, and that’s enough for me. Those damn elves are going to be in for a shock. I’m only sad I won’t get to see it for myself.”

A broken, deranged smile came to his face. He lowered his weapon and howled with laughter.

“Revenge? Did you really succeed, though?”

“What?”

“I mean, look for yourself,” I said, glancing at Anemone behind me. She lifted her hood and showed her face to the man.

He was left speechless, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open.

“Wha—? But…!” The man shouted through clenched teeth. “Whyyyy are youuuuuu heeeeere?!”

“She just did a little traveling back in time—to turn you to dust.”

“Like hell that’s even possibllllle!” he shouted, then ran straight at Anemone. Before he could attack her, however, I punched him square in the face with my Third Hand.

“No way am I going to let you get your revenge. Besides, this whole thing is just directing misplaced anger at someone else.”

I punched him again, and again, and again, and again, and again.

Yuika had told me to make him pay five times over, so I continued laying into him.

“This one’s out of my own anger, this one’s for everyone here, and this one’s for Yuika. This next one’s for Yuika. Oh, and this one, too. In a shocking twist, this one’s also for Yuika. And here’s one more for Yuika!”

Though the man had cast enhancement magic on himself, my chain of powerful punches quickly knocked him unconscious.

As I nudged him with my foot to make sure he was really out cold, a voice came from beside me.

“What’s wrong with you? Who is stupid enough to literally hit him five times?”

Yuika came over to me.

“I thought you were being serious about it, so…”

“My jokes always get through to you otherwise, so why now? Don’t start revealing your pure heart out of nowhere, when we all know you’re rotten to your core.”

“Aren’t you being a little harsh?”

While we were talking, I suddenly felt a tug on my clothes.

When I looked down, I saw…

“Oh, hi, Yuika.”

Little Yuika from the past. Even now, she looked ready to cry.

“Didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”

“Mr. Redcloth, Miss Nice Lady, thank you both.”

With a big smile, I ruffled her hair.
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Chapter 7    
We’re Saving Anemone




Magical[image: ]Explorer

Reborn as a Side Character in a Fantasy Dating Sim

Anemone was kidnapped as a result of several overlapping factors.

First, I needed to explain the state religion of Leggenze, Sacral Legalism. Within the teachings of Sacral Legalism, humans stood above all others. In other words, the religion taught human supremacy. It states elves, beastfolk, and other races are inferior to humans. Nevertheless, after a great many years, there were a growing number of people in Leggenze who had begun to understand elves and beastfolk and who viewed them as equals. Still, there were many who believed humans were the superior species. Though, to be precise, human supremacy wasn’t a part of Sacral Legalism when the religion came about. The same was true of the original scriptures.

Even in Leggenze, there were different branches of Sacral Legalism, which were divided into approved and suppressed sects.

Sacral Legalism was Leggenze’s state religion, and since the city we were in was close to the border of the Tréfle Empire, some of the populace especially resented the Arch Elf.

Their resentment was not baseless; the Arch Elf had used his necromancy to steal these people’s loved ones, homes, and blood relatives.

In addition to hating Anemone for being related to the Arch Elf, they also hated elves in general. They longed to lay waste to the entire Tréfle Empire.

To these extremists, the joint ceremony between the empire and Leggenze was a loathsome affair. And so, they concocted a plot to ruin the ceremony, kill Anemone, and destroy the cities of the empire.

This plot was what we were currently trying to foil.

Their goal was to summon a demon. The linchpin to their plan was summoning this creature and making it destroy the city we were in. In one fell swoop, they would lay waste to the ceremony and anger the empire, abduct a descendent of the Arch Elf, and disgrace Leggenze. They would then use Anemone as a sacrifice to make a contract with the demon, and from there, the demon would honor the terms of their agreement and go on a rampage throughout the empire. It was a grand and terrible scheme.

There was one big problem, though.

None of the extremists possessed any knowledge on demon summoning. Of course, they had discovered a ritual altar in this dungeon meant for summoning demons. However, no one had any idea how to use it. Ensuring no one utilized the altar was in part why they only allowed authorized individuals inside the dungeon.

Despite all of this, they still wanted to summon this demon at any cost, so they joined forces with another extremist group: the Church of the Malevolent Lord.

While that organization generally fought against Leggenze, the two groups shared a desire to destroy the empire, so they began collaborating.

A select number from the suppressed sect in the city were provided knowledge and some soldiers from the Church of Malevolent Lord, and with that, they kidnapped Anemone. However, by sacrificing only Anemone, it was unlikely they would be able to form a strong enough pact to entice the demon to destroy the town. This was why they began kidnapping people from the crowds attending the ceremony.

The story they had imagined for themselves only covered up until the demon was revived and went out to destroy the cities of the empire.

Though, we had already ruined about half their plan as it stood.

In order to resolve the rest of their plot, we headed to the dungeon.

By the way, in the game, if you don’t go on to save Anemone, you burst into the earlier room with the Knight Corps in tow, save Yuika, and end the whole event there. If that happens, Anemone ends up getting cursed. Only a select few within all of Leggenze were even authorized to enter the dungeon we were going into right now. As such, if we had the Knight Corps along with us, they would stop us from going any farther. Given we weren’t in the game, we could have simply sent the Knight Corps packing and go in afterward, but there was no need to go around making extra enemies, so beating them up was the last resort. I didn’t want to have to use it.

“Didn’t think it would be so close by.”

Simply by continuing straight down the corridor after exiting the previous room, we reached the entrance to the dungeon where Anemone was being held. Considering the extremists had planned to sacrifice everyone in the last room, they were never going to keep them that far away from the dungeon itself.

“This looks like…any old church, really.”

The entrance area resembled a large chapel. However, it didn’t have any pews, chairs, or a pipe organ. There was nothing but a magic circle placed right below the stained-glass windows, in the spot where there would normally be a pulpit for a priest to give their sermon.

Whether because this area was normally under tight security, or because the whole church was in chaos, there didn’t appear to be anyone else here at the moment. There was always a chance the original lookout had been mixed in with the groups we had taken out earlier. Well, I mean, no matter who might have been here, our only option was to drive them off and continue forward.

“Let’s go.”

The Knight Corps might have been right around the corner, so we didn’t have time to look around. I urged everyone onward and went ahead.

The dungeon had a ruins-type interior. The surroundings were dark, and the air was thick and gloomy. Most of the monsters that appeared inside were demons.

Figured. It was the same in the game.

After we entered, I had us immediately go down a special route, the path that would take us to where Anemone was located. In the game, you first have to gain the information on how to reach Anemone from one of the followers we had fought back in the other room, but since I already knew it, I’d decided to skip all that.

Fortunately, there were no monsters on the route we took toward Anemone. We just had to walk down the ruined corridor.

After about fifteen minutes, we came upon a suspicious sight.

“What is this place?”

In front of us was a massive magic circle encircled by candlesticks. In the middle of it stood a large, latticed box.

“Is that a birdcage?” Yuika murmured.

There was something resembling a perch inside, which likely gave her this impression. However…

“All I see is a prison of some sort,” Anemone said.

The door inside the box was sealed tight, with so many chains around it that one had to ask if Fenrir from Norse mythology was in there.

“Everyone, please take a look farther inside.”

Following Nanami’s gaze, we saw what appeared to be an altar, with a woman lying across it. She looked…

“Is that Anemone?! Wait, what’s with that pool of blood?!”

…just like Anemone. Her clothes were different, but other than that, she was a carbon copy. Anemone from the past. The ground in front of her was stained with bright red blood.

“That does not appear to be Miss Anemone’s blood. The altar itself isn’t dirtied at all.”

There were several garments in the pool of blood. One piece of clothing looked like something a fairly high-ranking individual would wear. Along with it were the same robes as the enemies we had battled in the abductees’ room earlier, so they must have belonged to a follower of the Church of the Malevolent Lord.

“Let’s just check it out first,” I said, ready to take a step forward.

Just then, I sensed something that sent a shiver down my spine.

It appeared Nanami and the others sensed the same thing, so they readied weapons and looked cautiously around the area.

“Something’s coming.”

As Nanami said this, a black mist began to spread inside the cage. The mist gradually transformed into an oval shape before a single black bird appeared from it.

“Is that a crow?” Yuika murmured.

Visually, it certainly did resemble a crow, except its color was much deeper, or rather, there was profound darkness to its form.

“If only it was just a regular old crow.”

Needless to say, everyone here had surmised this was no ordinary bird. Normally, a crow would never be in a place like this, where the atmosphere was so completely abnormal, but more than anything, it was the creature’s powerful presence that tipped us off.

The crow looked our way, as if it wanted to say something.

“How long are you going to keep up the charade? Just reveal yourself already, Reym,” Anemone said, and the demon showed itself.

“I never expected there would be two of the person I’ve cursed. I may never see anything like it again for the rest of my life. What a wonderful experience.”

It was the voice of a young woman. The air around the crow’s body seemed to fold in on itself for a moment before she began to change form. She seemed to shift into a jellylike sphere, like a slime almost, before a head, followed by hands and feet, began sprouting out of it.

For an instant, it felt as though the air around us got heavier. It hadn’t actually, of course, but was simply the influence of the crow’s mana.

The magical energy washed over Anemone, and her lips started twitching. I couldn’t tell if it was out of fear, tension, or the stress of the situation. This was probably the first time I had seen Anemone look so skittish.

“Hey, Takioto. Just a little proposal, but how about we hightail it out of here?”

“That won’t accomplish what we’re here to do, so I’ll have to reject your proposal. We need to be able to save you.”

I looked at past Anemone lying on the altar.

“I don’t care what happens to me. But when I think about how you all might get hurt? I can’t help but ask,” Anemone said.

I think the last time I fought alongside Anemone was the Inkwash Beast fight? True, compared to that thing, Reym felt a heck of a lot more dangerous. But there was someone even deadlier than Reym sorting shelves in the school library.

“We’ll be fine.”

“I’m not kidding. How could I be, when our enemy’s radiating such tremendous power? I don’t want you all to risk your lives for someone like me.”

The other members of this group had been through a lot by this point, and so I bet they didn’t think anything of this foe, either.

“Just calm down a sec, Anemone. Look at everyone else.”

She turned to the others and saw Yuika looking raring to go and Nanami looking cool and composed.

“I mean, this is usually how it goes with Takioto. Oh, the transformation looks like it’s finishing up,” said Yuika.

A captivatingly beautiful woman materialized before us. She had long black hair and even blacker horns sprouting from her head. While she wasn’t very tall, her huge chest and big butt made it hard to keep the eyes from wandering. For some reason, she was dressed in a swimsuit of sorts, with black crow wings extending from her back. The wings weren’t particularly large, however, so she probably couldn’t fly no matter how hard she flapped them.

“She has quite a nice body, but she cannot compete with me. And we have the queen of size, Ms. Ruija, on our side as well. Though, her lack of maidliness would hand me the victory here.”

“What on earth are you running your mouth about now, Nanami? Anyway, what I really want to know is where those clothes of hers came from.”

Anemone smiled, watching Nanami and Yuika converse like normal. Nevertheless, she was visibly sweating, and her face was stiff as a board.

“Ha-ha, unlike you all, I can’t seem to come up with anything witty to say. This is a new feeling for me. It’s almost as if we’ve swapped places entirely.”

Anemone was always making others recoil with her weirdo antics, so now that she was the one taken aback, it must’ve felt like the world had been turned upside down.

“You’re probably just tired. Happens to me all the time. Being around Takioto is always exhausting. Heck, the dude’s very existence is exhausting.”

How did that make sense, Yuika?

“Forget all that, she’s coming,” I said.

“What do you mean? She’s locked up right now, right? Unless she destroys that cell or birdcage or whatever, she—”

As Yuika spoke, another big oval-shaped black mist appeared, and the demon stepped inside it, her form dissolving into black particles. A similar oval materialized outside the cage, and the demon Reym emerged from it.

“—really had to pull a crazy move like that, didn’t she?”

Reym glanced at the cell and snapped her fingers. The cage instantly vanished, with only the magic circle and candlesticks left behind. With the cage gone, it was easier to get a look at past Anemone. She didn’t appear to be hurt after all.

“Sorry to keep you waiting. I suppose I should introduce myself. That dark elf seems to know of me, but I am Reym,” the demon woman said while looking at Anemone.

This creature was based off Raum, one of the seventy-two demons in The Lesser Key of Solomon, who was also known by the names Reym and Raim. As such, she should have been male, but for some reason, she was female in Magical★Explorer. There were two explanations for this discrepancy. The first was that the director got overheated coming up with all the unique character traits to make her super strong, and at some point in the process, she became female. The other was that they designed her with a certain shrine maiden in mind, one who was associated with the phrase “take it easy.” Obviously, I supported the latter explanation.

“Well, I’m—”

“Oh, you don’t need to introduce yourselves. I never remember things I don’t care about. So, why exactly did you all come to this time period, then?”

Giving your own name and then not letting others introduce themselves was a pretty unique way of going about things, I had to admit. Not that it mattered.

“You’re pretty sharp for figuring out we’re from a different time period.”

“Hard not to when the exact same person shows up, except they’re bearing obvious signs of being in the final stages of the curse I just cast.” Reym was right on the mark. “Feel like answering my question yet? What did you all come here to do?”

“C’mon, you have to know the answer to that.”

“We’re here to kick your butt,” Yuika chimed in, and Reym giggled to herself.

“Hee-hee-hee, oh no, whatever will I do?”

She gave a derogatory sneer without showing the slightest hint of concern.

“The thing is, if I die, I won’t be able fulfill the contract I made with the person who summoned me. Sure, he did have to pay the price of the contract with his life, but obviously I still need to carry out his dying wish, don’t I?”

“Contract?”

“Yup, that’s right. The thing I need to do here, the reason I was summoned.”

We had already heard about this while gathering information, so none of this was news to us.

“We know all about that. You’re going to destroy this city, right?”

She nodded.

“Pretty much, and I figured I wouldn’t mind something like that. It sounds fun.”

“‘Fun’? That’s your reason…?” Yuika replied with disgust.

Hearing this, Reym cocked her head to the side.

“Huh. For someone whose powers are so effective against demons, you really don’t know us very well, do you? Here, let me fill you in on a little secret. Demons? We’re not that different from humans,” she said, stretching her mouth wide in a yawn. “Sorry about that. I just woke up, so I’m still a bit sleepy. They didn’t feed me much power, either. Okay, back to what I was saying. Demons, demonoids, we all have a wide range of emotions and personalities, just like you humans. Some want to kill humans, other want to toy with them, and rarely, there are some who actually want to coexist with them.”

Katorina’s father fell into that last category.

“So, every demon wants something different, okay? I was super bored, so if something sounds fun, I’ll do it. Simple as that. Though, if someone gave me some seriously good sacrifices, or I was summoned by someone strong, then I might do something for them even if it sounded like a drag.”

“Could we cancel the orders you’ve been given now?” Nanami asked, but the demon shook her head.

“Not happening. I already promised I would. A contract is absolute.”

The contracts between angels and demons were totally binding. Nanami wasn’t able to disobey my orders, either…right? She acted so freely that I couldn’t help but question myself.

“I still haven’t gotten nearly enough power, so there’s no way I can destroy a whole city right away.”

She shrugged.

“What do you mean you haven’t received enough power?”

Reym stretched her arms out above her head.

“They didn’t give me enough energy to get me going. I’m after lifeblood and healthy bodies, along with negative emotions, fear, hatred, anger, that sorta stuff. A single dark elf isn’t nearly enough. I’ll admit she has more energy for me than the average person, though.”

“Not enough? You can’t be serious…”

“If you all were with her, it might’ve been sufficient, actually. Though, I would like even more if possible. Especially if I have to take down a whole city.”

“We would’ve been enough?” Yuika asked, and Reym nodded.

“You kids possess such wonderful power, unlike that puny cardinal or whatever who summoned me. The compensation I got was way too low for the contract they wanted, so after I listened to them and agreed to do it, I sucked up the life force of him and everyone around him to tide me over. Have to make up the deficit, and all.”

“Wait, you agreed to their request only to kill them?!”

“Ah-ha-ha. Yup, that’s right. And since they’re dead, the contract can’t be nullified anymore, either. Funny, right? Now I have no choice but to go along with everything.”

“Nothing funny about that at all from where we’re standing. Why did you kill them?” I replied.

“If you were a demon, wouldn’t it piss you off to get bossed around after a tiny little sacrifice like that? The summoning circle they used was really good, I’ll admit, but it seems like it had been here to begin with, and they just used the thing for themselves. Thanks to that, they just barely managed to summon me. A real shame.”

Reym certainly didn’t look like she thought it was a shame.

“The lack of sacrifices is probably because we interfered with their plans. Hate to say it, but they kidnapped a bunch of people for you, and we let them all go.”

My explanation seemed to convince her.

“No wonder their offering was so paltry. I put the curse on you to make up for it, but considering my power won’t return until that woman dies, I’m guessing it’ll still take a few more years,” Reym said, looking at Anemone.

“…A few more years? Is that really it?” Yuika asked. Now that I thought about it, I might not have mentioned the timeframe to her.

“Oh yeah, the hex makes a person cease to exist after a few years. It’s amazing, that thing. There’s an inscrutable fear that comes with the thought that instead of aging, you’ll get younger and younger until you return to nothing. And the curse transfers the victim’s youth, vitality, and negative emotions to me so I can convert them into energy. It does take a minute, though.”

“…I probably don’t even need to ask, but if we requested you stop this all right now, would you call it off?”

“Hee-hee-hee, what a silly question. Nothing on earth could make me stop now.”

Welp, we had seen that coming. We all began to cast enhancement magic and got ready to fight.

“Whoa, what’s with the scary faces and weapons, you all? Is something wrong?”

Reym hugged herself, as if trembling in fright.

“Despite how big your boobs and butt are, it would appear you do not have much space in that head of yours. Is the same true for all of you who fell from heaven?” Nanami asked.

“Well, well, well, I will commend you for recognizing I was once an angel. Though, angels as weak and lowly as you are in no place to be running their mouths.”

As Reym spoke, she began to increase her mana. Before the demon tried anything, I kicked off the ground with my Third Hand.

“Don’t go insulting my angel now, you hear me? Nanami’s more capable than almost anyone I know. I’ll agree that she’s got a rude streak, though.”

When I got near Reym, I spun around and slammed my stole at her like a hammer.

Unfortunately, it came to a halt right in front of her. It felt as if there was an invisible wall blocking the attack.

“That’s quite an interesting fighting style you’ve got there. And so much mana! Why, even I couldn’t hope to have that much. You might have even more than Astaroth.”

Oh wow, hearing her compare me favorably to the big end boss of one of the hidden dungeons felt nice. Wait, did that mean those two had interacted with each other in this world?

“My big mana pool’s all I got, really.”

I quickly jumped aside. From behind me, one of Nanami’s arrows came flying in and scored a direct hit on Reym, exploding with a blinding flash of light. However…

“…So Nanami’s attacks aren’t enough, either.”

There really was some sort of wall in front of Reym, and it had blocked the arrow. She didn’t have a single scratch on her.

“Not too shabby. Still, you’ll never beat me like that. Though, if I may say something—isn’t it a little cowardly to fight me four- on-one?”

If a character whose creed was all about fighting fair and square were here right now, they probably would’ve agreed with her. However, my current party members were some of the quirkiest folks I knew.

Anemone shook her head.

“I don’t think it’s cowardly at all. In battle, winning is everything.”

Anemone spoke the truth. Most things sort of ended up turning out that way.

“Is it, now? If that’s how you want to do things, I suppose I’ll have to beef up my numbers a bit, too.”

As Yuika closed in and Anemone flew at her from behind, Reym stared at her opponents and raised her hand.

With a wave of her palm, several black mists materialized throughout the area.

“Go ahead and give me your best shot.”

The mists spewed out demons right as those words left her mouth. Not just one or two demons, either. It was a massive army, the likes of which I had never seen before.

“H-how many frickin’ demons does she have?”

It was already a massive host, and yet their numbers only continued to swell. Their cries jumbled together into a horrible cacophony. Extremely uncomfortable and sickening, would be the best way to describe it.

“Get them!”

Reym gave her command, and her legion attacked.

Raum, the demon Reym was based on, was a fallen angel, just as Nanami had said. I didn’t know what was responsible for his fall, but there was no question he had been expelled from heaven.

He was also a Great Earl that commanded thirty legions of demons, and perhaps that characterization was why Reym was able to summon a large force of weak, lesser demons in-game. As a trade-off, though, Reym herself was not very proficient at combat. While her defenses were relatively strong, I couldn’t have claimed her attacks packed a punch even if I wanted to. She did possess a sort of ultimate attack to compensate for that, though.

One of the cannon fodder demons used their own body to shield Reym from Anemone’s spell. Another stood to block Yuika’s advance. Yuika punched the demon in front of her, a buff female imp, as hard as she could, and it dissolved into magic particles.

“They’re not very strong individually, but their numbers are no joke,” Yuika commented.

“That’s true, but I made sure Minister Benito gathered all of these just for this occasion,” I said.

Naturally, I had known this would happen and had prepared for it.

“Everyone! Time to use the stones!”

Anemone took out a white magic stone and filled it with mana. A beam of holy magic shot out from it in a straight line at a demon. Blasted by its weak-attribute element, the demon dissolved into magic particles with a loud shriek.

“Hmm. Sigiled magic stones, eh? Quite a nuisance, I must say.”

Yup, they were sigiled magic stones, all right. Specifically, ones infused with the holy attribute, which we could use to exploit our foes’ weaknesses. We couldn’t afford to expend stamina and mana on cleaning up the trash, especially when our party consisted only of an elite few.

It wasn’t hard to see we would end up expending all our energy if we went up against the overwhelming numbers. That was where the sigiled magic stones came in. I’d asked Minister Benito and the rest of the Ceremonial Committee to help farm the monsters that dropped them. And while I was the one who had requested a boatload of the things in the first place, they ended up handing over what was, honestly, a downright unsettling number of sigiled stones. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with them all, but…

“At this rate, we might actually empty our supply.”

There were seriously way too many demons here. While their numbers had dwindled somewhat, Reym was still summoning more nonstop.

“Master, there are a bit too many of them, wouldn’t you say?” Nanami commented, and I had to agree.

“Almost like cockroaches, really.”

Yuika gagged loudly at Anemone’s observation.

“What the hell! Don’t tell me that! Now I can’t see them as anything else!”

Our foes were all black, some of them were pretty shiny, and the bondage gear the imps wore really made them look the part, too.

“I don’t necessarily hate them. There are far too many, though.”

Wait, Anemone didn’t hate those gross creepy crawlies? In any case, unlike with real cockroaches…

“If we smash the summoner, all our problems will be solved.”

I used the moment after Yuika activated her sigiled stone to run up behind the beam of light. My target was Reym herself.

Nanami and Anemone worked in unison to quickly cull the enemies in front of my path, so I only needed to pulverize the few who managed to escape them before arriving at Reym’s side.

“Hiiiyah!”

I tried again to slam Reym with my Third Hand. However, I was blocked by what appeared to be a black feather.

“How dull. Did you seriously think that you could hit me with an attack like that?”

“I mean, not really. That’s why I brought her.”

On cue, Yuika flew out from the shadow of my stole and sent a series of punches, enhanced with holy magic, at Reym.

Her fists collided with the invisible wall and destroyed it with a crash. Then she kept going, and her blows connected directly with Reym herself.

The sort of bang that came from hitting a metal door as hard as possible echoed throughout the area. Reym went flying about thirty feet back before she twirled around to regain her balance and land on her feet.

“…Can’t say I expected you to possess such strong holy magic.”

Something resembling black feather plumes fell from the spot where Yuika had punched her. I wasn’t sure what exactly they were, but they must have defended Reym from Yuika’s attack.

I used this opening to pick up Anemone’s past self off the altar with my Third Hand and start to retreat from the fight. In the game, you can leave the battle periodically without issue, but realistically speaking, if we left her there, she could have easily wound up dead for some reason or another.

“Yuika’s pretty cheeky and tries to be everyone’s friend, but she’s got a sort of Saint-like quality, too. Maybe that’s why she’s so good at holy magic?”

I continued to put space between Reym and myself as I spoke. Yuika truly did have the Saint’s blood in her, but Reym must have assumed I was joking and didn’t respond. Instead, she teleported farther back and waved her hand.

“Get them!”
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A vast number of demons charged at us.

We had cleared out a decent amount of them earlier, but there didn’t appear to be any less. If anything, they were growing in number. Maybe Reym actually could summon thirty legions like the original demon she was based on.

Nanami, Anemone, and Yuika all continued to cut down our foes.

After I placed past Anemone safely in the corridor, I also returned to the fight.

“Yuika, back off a sec,” I called out, activating a sigiled magic stone as I gave Yuika support. Given how many enemies there were, any that slipped through could put Anemone at risk, since she wasn’t great at close-ranged combat. Plus, fighting as one made it easier to hold out against the onslaught.

“Hmm, by the looks of things, there are over a hundred,” Anemone murmured as she swept away some demons with a sigiled magic stone.

“I am growing a bit bored.”

Nanami echoed the sentiment. Finally reaching the rest of us, Yuika stood with us back-to-back and took out her sigiled magic stones.

“Here they come!”

Right as Yuika shouted this, the demons encircling us all pounced at once.

“Keep hanging in there.”

I released my sigiled magic stone, as did everyone else.

Though each of us looked composed at the moment, we wouldn’t be able to hold out forever.

We were truly lucky Reym was too focused on summoning monsters to strike us. Sure, her attacks weren’t too strong, but she did have them.

From there, I lost track of how much time passed. Still, our battle continued at a stalemate.

I wondered how many attacks I had defended against and how many sigiled magic stones I had gone through. Defending against every last enemy closing in and every last spell flying our way was simply impossible.

“Can we actually win against all this?” Yuika asked, casting healing magic on me. I was covered in wounds all over from taking the attacks the encroaching hoards were throwing at us.

Obviously, I’d blocked as much as I could with my stole and prioritized protecting the group while wiping out the weaklings. The problem was, the enemy forces were far too numerous for my defenses to be perfect. Yet we needed to endure. My strategy needed time to work.

That being said, we needed to do something soon, or we’d be in serious trouble. The biggest concerns of all were our stamina and mental focus. While we were still able to battle in the moment, if we continued to exhaust ourselves, we would lose our ability to fight before long. Just the thought of it came with its own mental fatigue, too.

However, our opponent should be feeling as much mental strain as we did. Despite her seemingly endless supply of monsters, we had to keep defeating them with plenty of composure to spare. If we could manage that, she would eventually change tactics and try to bring us down another way.

“…Exactly how many of those stones did you bring with you?” Reym asked us.

“Even I was shocked by the amount, to be honest. Rumor has it, the market for these things in our time has been turned upside down.”

Scooping up everything on the market still wouldn’t have been enough, so I had gotten Minister Benito to collect more in the dungeon, too. Though the amount they had given me had surprised me at the time, this ridiculous number was actually saving our butts.

Nevertheless, our supply was dwindling right before our very eyes. My main role in our approach to this fight was to protect the others with my stole, so I only had a few of the stones on me, but even then, our supply had dropped significantly, with now only about 30 percent left.

I guessed this went for the others, too. Before our fight, however, I had convinced them they couldn’t let that fact show on their faces no matter what. There was a chance this battle could take a turn for the unexpected if they didn’t maintain the charade.

After we went through another 10 percent of our sigiled magic stone stock, it finally happened—

“This isn’t getting anywhere.”

—Reym ran out of patience. Inwardly, I rejoiced the time had finally come.

“Honestly, your nonstop wave of small-fries is a real snooze. I thought you were this great and powerful demon—don’t you have anything flashier for us?”

I tried provoking her just a teensy bit. Reym chuckled.

“Really? If you insist, then I might as well oblige.”

In a rare move, Reym began incanting a spell, and the summoning circles of black mist gathered together in a single spot.

Keeping an eye on what Reym was doing to the summoning circles, Yuika came up beside me and started to whisper, “…Takioto, doesn’t she look wide open? Shouldn’t we attack her now?”

“No, we’ll be in real trouble if that makes her do something weird. Stick to the plan.”

I glanced over at Nanami and Anemone. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say this plan hinged entirely on the two of them.

Nanami nodded to tell me I could count on her, while Anemone gave me a wincing smile and nodded. They looked resolved and ready.

“Phew, sorry for the delay. Are you sure it was wise to give me all that time, though?” Reym asked.

“You’ve been such a boring pushover until now, so I thought you could use the handicap.”

Reym laughed at my jeering.

“Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha. I like you. Don’t worry, though, I’ve created something incredible for you.”

Right after she spoke, a monster’s shriek echoed from inside the black mist. It wasn’t the voice of a single monster or two. It packed a punch, as if a cheer squad comprised of several hundreds of thousands were shouting in unison.

“I’ve combined every last one of my remaining demons for you. I even increased their vitality a whole bunch in the process.”

The thing revealed itself. The instant I saw it I thought, Uh, this is gonna be trouble.

“Aaaugh… Ahhh, auuuuuuuuuuugh!”

The monster cried out, its scream and mana tearing through the air. Its voice was thick with malediction, and I could have easily believed if someone told me it was the sound of an explosion and an earthquake happening at the same time.

I wasn’t the only one scared by the attack, either. Everyone besides cool and collected Nanami had their eyes wide open in shock, quivering as they stared at the enemy.

“…Takioto, do you really think this will go according to plan?” Anemone asked me.

“You know, I think this isn’t about whether we stick to the plan. Feels like our only option right now is to just push through,” Yuika answered in my stead, and she was right. We couldn’t back down here.

“This thing’s even worse than I imagined.”

If I was to pick what it most resembled, it would have to be a lizard or a centipede. Except, it wasn’t a lizard or a centipede.

The monster had four legs like a lizard, but it had three big heads like a Cerberus. The first one resembled a human, the second, a sheep, and the final, a lion. It looked about thirty feet long from tip of its head to its very long tail.

“Bleh, just looking at it makes me sick.”

Yuika gagged as soon as she laid eyes on it. Couldn’t blame her really. Along the enemy’s body, on its back and stomach, were the faces, legs, and hands of a large number of the demons we had been killing earlier.

“The Chimera Devil is a lot grosser than I expected.”

Reym had created the Chimera Devil by combining her every underling together into a single body. I wasn’t sure if Reym was just an idiot, but it was a pretty boneheaded idea to think the raw power of her amalgamated forces would do the trick where numbers hadn’t. There’s an old RPG where seven bosses merge to become the final boss, gaining the ability to attack up to seven times at once, and this felt a bit like that.

“She really just smooshed all her underlings together like that…,” Anemone remarked, her face pale white.

“Its voice is quite unpleasant,” Nanami commented with a taut scowl.

We could hear the resentful voice of the sacrificed demons scream from the Chimera Devil. It wasn’t a few demons doing this, either; every single demon in the monster’s body seemed to be wailing.

“Not too shabby, I’d say. Get them,” Reym ordered, and the Chimera Devil sprang at us with nimbleness that belied its massive frame.

Sensing we were in trouble, I filled my stole with all the mana I could muster and moved to the vanguard to punch one of the Chimera Devil’s faces.

The earsplitting sound of the collision echoed around the area.

It was so loud, I thought I had ruptured an eardrum for a second. The ringing persisted for several seconds afterward.

“Aah, auuuuugh!”

I put all the strength I could muster behind my punch, yet the Chimera Devil didn’t stop in the slightest. In fact, I was being pushed back.

“Erngggggh!”

I lowered my body weight and put all my strength in my legs to stand firm.

The monster was so strong that a strange grunt escaped my lips as I tried to resist. My feet dug into the earth as it advanced, and I felt like I would get blown away if I let up even a little bit.

Right as it occurred to me that I needed to do something to push back the Chimera Devil, the monster stopped applying force to my front and cracked its whiplike tail at my flank.

I instantly blocked this with my Fourth Hand, but since I was focusing all my strength in a different direction, I was sent flying.

I felt like I had turned into a baseball or something. Slamming into the ceiling, I simply fell back down to the ground below. I managed to cover my body with my stole, but I still hurt everywhere.

“Oh yeah, this thing’s no joke.”

Yuika immediately started casting healing magic on me. Nevertheless, I now understood something far too well.

“I’m the only one here who can actually withstand one of that thing’s attacks.”

Yuika must have sensed a direct hit from the monster would kill her, since she seemed to be keeping her distance. In her case, she could probably dodge the attacks to some degree, but she wouldn’t be able to do so for very long.

On the other hand, I had instructed Nanami and Anemone to focus mainly on running away once the demons had fused together, and they looked unharmed.

The Chimera Devil glared at me.

My body trembled. It was as though the pain from a moment ago had returned in spades.

“Master!” Nanami shouted.

She probably had some qualms with me charging straight at our foe, even though it was now perfectly clear to her how dangerous it was. But there was no alternative.

“Focus on your role, Nanami!”

The tail came at me again. Now knowing a direct hit wouldn’t end well, I jumped to dodge it. Next, I attacked the lion head. Yet my blow seemed to have no effect.

As if to pay me back, the Chimera Devil sent its tremendously weighty, powerful arm at me. I barely managed to evade it before backing off and readying for its next strike.

But instead, a different demon attacked me.

“You sure you should have your attention elsewhere?”

It was Reym. She sent a black crow-shaped object hurtling toward me.

I deflected it with my Third Hand, then Fourth, but that left me totally exposed.

“Takioto!”

Right at that moment, Anemone followed up with a wind blade spell, which made the Chimera Devil stop moving for a moment. Thanks to this brief pause, I was just barely able to dodge its blow. Once she saw I had evaded successfully, Anemone rushed to assist Nanami.

“Takioto!”

Yuika healed me, then began casting offensive spells at Reym. Despite Yuika’s efforts to distract the demon, however, Reym appeared to lock on to Yuika.

I quickly got in front of the girl and guarded Reym’s attack head-on.

One attack, two, three, four… How many of its blows had I blocked at this point?

No matter how battered I got, I had to keep my friends safe. My job here was to buy time. I refrained from going on the offensive and continued to guard against the enemy’s assault. If I had to guess, I could’ve probably cut off the Chimera Devil’s arm with my sword drawing technique. However, I had a reason to keep my katana sheathed.

I lost track of how many attacks had come my way.

The Chimera Devil’s barrage had reduced my body and clothes to tatters at this point. I was being kicked and stomped by its legs, slashed by its talons, and pierced by its fangs; I faced a level of violence, both mental and physical, that I had never endured before.

In terms of pure physical strength, this monster was the strongest creature I had faced so far. I continued to guard against the brutal symphony of violence. But just as I felt myself reaching my limit…

…our plan finally bore fruit.

Suddenly, my foe began to grow sluggish. This wasn’t because they were fatigued or because they had been weakened. I turned to Nanami to see relief on her face, and the same feeling came over me, too. Nanami appeared to have been under an intense amount of pressure herself. Though, after watching me get tossed around like a pinball, it was no surprise she’d be worried.

“Hey, Yuika. So, there’s this RPG I really love, right?”

I addressed Yuika as she was casting healing magic on me.

“Where did that come from?! Did you hit your head?”

I told her I was fine.

“So in this game, if you really learn everything you can about an enemy and use your head to figure out how to defeat it, you can get through the whole game at a really low level. And I mean you can succeed no matter how much stronger or higher level the enemy may be.”

“This is kinda going over my head, but I guess I get the gist of what you’re saying.”

“Oh yeah? Great. Okay, so when your opponent is too strong, and you can’t beat them by force, what do you do?”

“I’m assuming that idea led you to our strategy for this fight.”

I nodded. She was right, the tactics I employed for this fight were…

“Forgive me for taking so long, Master. I finally hit it with the confusion spell!”

…status effects. After the Chimera Devil was summoned, I had asked Nanami to focus mostly on using this magic.

In my mind, I pumped my fists in the air. Now that we had come this far, there was only one thing left to do.

“Anemone!”

I called out to the woman who was the key to our plan. I had asked her to assist Nanami and back me up when I got in a real bind. But once the monster was confused, the most important job would be in her hands.

“On it!”

As she replied, Anemone threw several vials filled with a pink liquid. They flew in an arc, with two of them scoring direct hits on the Chimera Devil.

In a stunning twist, the Chimera Devil completely stopped moving. Reym watched this in a panic, shouting in disbelief at what had happened.

“I worried for my chastity when you asked me to make a love potion, but I never thought you’d end up using it like this.”

“You’re the last person I want to hear that from, Anemone,” I replied, voicing what I imagined was the opinion of everyone in my party. The word “love potion” must have clued Reym in on what happened, as she began to shout.

“Impossible! Hey, move! Kill them! D-dammit all!!”

Reym knew—her creation was now head over heels for the dark elf.

“Don’t waste your breath. This big guy’s goo-goo for Anemone now.”

The Chimera Devil turned to Reym and released the same loud roar it had sent our way. In Magical★Explorer, monsters inflicted with the “confusion” status effect are more susceptible to other status effects, such as charm and poison. We could have tried inflicting it with charm from the start, but since it was more effective to do so on top of confusion, I had gone with the more reliable option, even if it was a headache.

That said…

“He was a real terror as an enemy, but boy, is he a real dependable fella now that he’s on our side.”

In a lot of RPGs, monsters would be weakened the instant they joined your team, but that wasn’t the case for this one.

“Why? Why?! How could charm of all things have an effect?!” Reym screeched.

“Oh, pretty simply, really. It’s because you crammed together a legion of weak monsters without any spirit resistances. Sure, they might’ve powered up a bunch, but their resistances are exactly the same. They did have some degree of charm resistance, so we had to confuse them first.”

Supposed you were in a situation where your opponent was far too powerful to defeat, or your direct paths to victory seemed far too costly. Obviously, you still had the option of attacking them straight on. But for this battle…

“If you can’t defeat your opponent in a straight fight, then all you gotta do is manipulate them into losing.”

After I said this, Anemone pointed at the Chimera Devil and said, “Get her.”

The monster instantly pounced at Reym.

“Useless damn legions!”

Reym sent magic flying at the Chimera Devil. Several of her raven-black blades appeared to plunge into the monster. However, the creature merely flinched slightly, not appearing to take much damage from the attack at all.

I used the opening to close in on Reym, then slashed at her shield of feathers. Once the shield was destroyed…

“All right, Chimera Devil: Pound her to dust.”

…Anemone gave an order, and the Chimera Devil slammed its colossal tail into Reym.

Now it was Reym’s turn to be a baseball. She crashed against the wall, and Yuika slammed her fists into the demon right as Reym hit the ground.

The rest of the fight was a one-sided affair. The Chimera Devil took all of Reym’s attacks for us. A few moments later, she shouted for us to stop.

“Wait! I hate to rain on your little victory parade, but I have something to say.”

“What?”

“Your goal is to undue the curse on that woman, right?” she said, glancing at Anemone.

“Yeah, basically.”

The nastiest, most uncanny smile crept across Reym’s face.

“You fools! Did you seriously think that defeating me would remove the curse?”

“…What?”

Yuika gasped, looking shocked.

“The thing with curses is they don’t just disappear because the original caster died. So, even if I went belly-up, you there, dark elf—” She pointed to Anemone before continuing. “You’ll still suffer. Oh, how you’ll suffer. Slowly but surely, you’ll lose the ability to do things you once could, then you’ll lose the ability to communicate, and then you’ll lose the ability to even think at all, then disappear entirely. Ha-ha-ha…”

She broke into a fit of laughter.

“Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

Reym scoffed and jeered. She opened her mouth wide, showing off her sharp, vampiric canines and let out crazed peals of laughter. Then she stared at all of our faces.

“Oh, the despair! I love that look of despair. Do you know what, kids? The most beautiful expression people can make comes when all their hope gives way to despair. Anemone’s curse will linger whether I’m alive or dead. Tragic, isn’t it? You have my condolences, especially after you tried so hard to defeat me.”

Reym was trying to provoke us. Except, obviously, I knew all that. And I had told everyone about this before the fight, too.

“Yeah, we’re well aware, thanks,” Yuika muttered quietly enough for only me to hear.

Reym was convinced we were clueless about this, so she had no one but herself to blame for going off the deep end. But that was fine by me.

“Sure, but the curse should weaken once you’re dead. And then, we can get the Saint to dispel it, yeah?” I said, making it clear it wouldn’t be an issue.

However, Reym’s smile didn’t falter.

“Oh sure, it may get weaker, but nope, dispelling it will still be impossible! So sorry. Not even the Saint is up for the task. But sure, maybe you could pull it off if you had three of them at once! ♪”

I couldn’t hold back my smile when I heard this. Our enemy had effectively given us her seal of approval.

“Well, I’m lucky I got to hear that straight from the horse’s mouth.”

I must have been wearing a huge grin, because Reym twisted her face and looked at me before asking, “Why?”

“Why, what?”

I knew what she was asking but intentionally played dumb.

“Why do you have that stupid, gloating sneer on your face?!”

Pfft, c’mon, there could only be one reason I was doing that, right?

“Sounds like you’re the stupid one to me. I’m gloating because I won. Flawless victory, a happy ending for all.”

My reply prompted Reym to look a bit frantic.

“What are you going on about? Better not let those foolish bluffs of yours get to your head. There couldn’t possibly be anyone out there with the power of three Saints inside them.”

“A bluff? Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! You think I’m bluffing, huh? Ha-ha! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

I let out a big, exaggerated laugh. Actually, it was less laughter and more a cackle of scorn.

Of course I was telling the truth. If we needed the power of three Saints, then hell, I just needed to get three different Saints together. It was as simple as that.

My laughter must have come off as creepy, as a slightly disgusted look came to Yuika’s face.

“Oh, sorry about him, Reym. That expression means Takioto is being totally serious here. He truly believes all that. Kinda nuts, right?”

“That can’t be possible. Has he gone mad over the fact he can’t save the dark elf? That has to be it, right?!”

Reym, you mixed some pleading in with your gloating there. I supposed it still hadn’t sunk in for her yet.

“Fortunately, my Master has always been a bit loony. If anything, I would say this is one of his saner moments.”

What had I done to deserve so many strays? Forget it.

“You—you’re not…”

My over-the-top responses had left Reym speechless. Her sneering guffaws had vanished.

Together with the Chimera Devil, I walked over to Reym. Then I began to fill my katana sheath with mana.

“W-wait! If you kill me, you’ll never be able to undo the hex!”

Oh, she must have believed we needed to keep her alive to make her dispel the curse instead. Except, even if—and that was a big if—she would do something like that, I could understand.

“Sure, but is there any need to keep someone alive if they have no intention of doing that?”

Besides, if we didn’t snuff this demon out, even three Saints wouldn’t be enough to dispel the curse.

“This is good-bye,” I said.

“You’ll regret this!”

“I really won’t. I’ve already got a lead on dispelling it, see,” I said, drawing my katana.

With a look of hopelessness on her face, Reym muttered a string of curses at me as she disintegrated into magic particles, along with the Chimera Devil she had summoned.

I spoke to her in a whisper, quiet enough that only she could hear it.

“You mentioned despair, yeah? Well, you had it written all over your face just now, but I sure as hell wouldn’t call it pretty. You wanna know what expression is actually beautiful? It’s the smiling faces you catch glimpses of during everyday life.”

Suddenly, I called to mind the image of Anemone using some weird new invention of hers and laughing from the bottom of her heart.

“There’s no way I’d let that disappear.”
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I collected the item drops, then fished out Reym’s magic stone and placed it atop the altar where past Anemone had lain. When I returned to where everyone was, Yuika called out to me.

“Hey, Takioto, there’s something I wanted to check with you. Hey, Nanami! Anemone!”

“Say the word, and I’ll be there—Nanami, at your service,” Nanami said, with Anemone following along.

“Nanami, you’re here already,” I said. “So what’s up, Yuika?”

“This is one of those, isn’t it?”

I cocked my head, unsure what “those” could be referring to. Some sort of treasure?

“Takioto, you know what I mean. Those abhorrent weirdo dungeons. Anemone, if you could remember the whole thing with Ivy when we disappeared.”

Oh, the mind-numbingly stupid perv dungeons, got it.

“The idea does intrigue me, but I have yet to come along with you for any,” said Anemone.

“You don’t want to, trust me. And please don’t emphasize your words like that to make things weird.”

Yuika immediately quipped back at Anemone’s double entendre.

“No need to fret, Miss Anemone. Depending on how things go, you might not have long to wait before you get to experience one yourself.”

“Uh, Nanami? Please don’t say ominous stuff like that.”

“Take a moment to reflect, Miss Yuika. It has been rarer for there to not be one, yes? Particularly after cleaning up a major affair like this. The usual trend would thus suggest there is almost guaranteed to be a lewd dungeon up ahead,” Nanami said.

Yuika agreed with Nanami’s assessment, wearing a look of utter disgust.

“Takioto, you must know something, right?”

To be honest, there technically was one coming up. However…

“I will admit that I do in fact know something. Still, we’re not going to end up there this time.”

“What do you mean?” Yuika asked.

“You need to step on a trap to head into the sicko dungeon here. But we’re the only people here, right? As long as there’s no, uh, miracle workers like Ivy around, no one’s going to suddenly trigger the trap and send us there,” I said.

“They still pop up sometimes, though. The sort of person who attracts the inexplicable, I mean. I don’t know how to explain it, but…”

“I’m not following what you’re saying.”

I needed a Rosetta Stone to decipher that. The strange thing was, though, I sort of knew what she meant. Nanami, Sis, Ivy—they all kind of fit the bill.

“What exactly are the conditions to trip this trap?” Nanami asked me.

“Okay, so we just defeated this big bad demon, right? It pops up when we go to leave. Look over by the entrance.”

“…I see, there is indeed a trap over there. Skillfully placed, but not enough to escape my eye.”

She had obliviously stepped on one before, but well, that trap had been impossible to sense without a really high, level Detect skill, so it didn’t really count.

“So like I said, we’re totally fine, as long as we don’t step on it.”

“Pfft, is that all there is to it? We can breathe a sigh of relief, then, since no one’s going to show up here, either.”

““Ah-hah-hah-hah-hah!”” Yuika and I both laughed in unison. Right at that moment…we heard a voice come from the entrance of the room.

“Guuuuuys! Everybooody!”

Hm? Yuika and I both looked at each other. We turned in sync toward the entrance. There was Ms. Ruija, hurrying over to us. Wait.

“Why? Why, why, why, whyyyyyyyy?!”

Hold on, something wasn’t right here. In the game, you’re supposed to trip the trap as you go to leave and get teleported to the sexy dungeon.

But Ms. Ruija was supposed to be with the Knight Corps; she shouldn’t have been able to get this far. So what was she doing here?!

“Takioto, calm down. We need to stop Ms. Ruija’s rampage ASAP.”

“Miss Yuika, I get the feeling she isn’t so much rampaging as she is running to us out of concern.”

“Right now, she’s basically a runaway train to us!”

Yuika flatly rejected Nanami’s precise quip.

“Ms. Ruija, stop!”

“Stay back!”

“Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.”

“I do believe I know where this foreshadowing is taking us.”

“Oh, I’m so glad you four are all safe and sound—huh?! Bwaaaaaaaaaaaaaah?!”

A brightly shining magic circle. Ms. Ruija panicking.

“Uh oh.” “C’moooon!” “Ha-ha-ha!” “I see.”

We all spoke at once.

Ms. Ruija slammed her eyes shut and shouted something at us, but her voice was getting smaller and smaller, so I couldn’t make out a word she was saying. Once she had disappeared completely, Yuika stared us in the eyes.

“Everyone, huddle up. Time for a strategy meeting.”

She gathered us together. Of course, the topic of this discussion was Ms. Ruija.

“Takioto, there’s one thing I want to verify: She isn’t in any danger, right?”

I nodded. Of course not! Hardly any of these dumb sicko dungeons posed a threat. That didn’t mean they weren’t harmful in many ways, though. Naturally, that held true here, too.

“Not at all. If anything, she’ll get some good exercise, and it might have a real cleansing effect on her. For all we know, she’ll go home energized and healthy.”

“Huh. So we’re fine to leave her, then.”

Yuika reached her conclusion, or rather, her heart’s greatest desire, with a relieved smile on her face. As she looked ready to adjourn our little meeting right away, Anemone and Nanami put a stop to it.

“Now, now, Yuika. No need to be hasty.”

“She’s right, Miss Yuika. You know how Ms. IO—Ms. Ruija is. Are you not worried about her?”

Nanami, you were totally going to call her “Ms. IOU.”

“Nanami’s spot-on. Ms. Ruija’s still our teacher. Why, I’m so gripped with curiosity, concern, and inquisitive impulses, that I have to fight back the urge to jump straight into that magic circle after her.”

Nanami and Anemone pressed Yuika in rapid-fire succession. That meant Anemone was doing this mainly out of curiosity, wasn’t she?

Yuika clenched her teeth tight before beginning her rebuttal with a deeply disgusted look on her face.

“I do not want to go. I have been way too mentally and emotionally scarred to handle any more of these things.”

“Not so fast, Miss Yuika. Why, you told me how wonderful it all felt in my dream. Don’t think I’ve forgotten.”

“Why are your dreams the basis for this argument?! You can lie about what happened in them all you want!”

“So it’s true it starts to feel better the more you do it,” said Anemone.

“Anemone, you’re supposed to be an inventor or researcher or whatever, right? Why are you accepting something with, like, negative credibility as total fact?”

“Well, if I am to be honest, it might be worth performing a bit of an experiment if the results are still unclear. How about we all go in together?”

“No experiments necessary, thank you!”

“Now, now, Miss Yuika. I have become a bit peckish myself, so popping on in together might not be a bad idea after all.”

“We’re not a bunch of girls stopping by a café after school, okay?! We’re going into a dungeon! D-U-N-G-E-O-N!”

I got the sense they were gradually losing any concern over Ms. Ruija. Though, I figured Nanami and Anemone were so calm because her safety wasn’t in question.

“What do you think you’re doing, Takioto? Stop standing on the sideline and help me out here!”

Whoops, Yuika seemed to have a handle on the conversation, so I’d accidentally left it up to her. That, and I was probably tired after the last fight.

“I mean, I think she’ll be fine, but I guess I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about her. How about we split the difference and send two of us in after her?”

“That’s right!! If you two are so worried about it, you can go help her!”

Yuika looked overjoyed. I wished she wouldn’t phrase it as though Yuika and I weren’t worried for Ms. Ruija. I was still about 1 percent worried for her.

“In which case, Master and Miss Yuika will be the ones going,” said Nanami.

“How is that your conclusion here?!” said Yuika.

“That’d be the logical choice from a stamina perspective. Anyway, how about we check out the magic circle for ourselves? Maybe there’s a chance her hand got left behind, like a zombie,” said Anemone.

The image she’d conjured was bone-chilling, seriously.

We all went over to the magic circle together. Right as Yuika and I were looking into the magic circle…we both felt a light shove at our backs.

We whirled around. Anemone greeted us with a bright, cheery smile. I braced Yuika with my Third Hand and prepared to be teleported.

The place we ended up was, simply put, a gym. There were monitors on the walls, with treadmills and exercise bikes positioned in front of them. On the opposite side of the room was a bench with dumbbells and barbells nearby.

Finally, in the middle of the room, was Ms. Ruija, looking extremely anxious.

“Twapiopoooo! Wuuikwaah!”

The joy of seeing us arrive must have been too much to handle, prompting Ms. Ruija to let out a muddled shriek and rush over to us.

She went to squeeze Yuika in a tight hug, but Yuika dodged it and left me to get the brunt of it instead.

“You both came for me!”

“We were very worried about you, Ms. Ruija.”

Yuika replied, ruffling her brow and using body language to make it clear how very concerned she had been. She truly was the consummate people-pleasing beauty. To think she’d been ready to abandon our teacher not a second ago.

“Are you all right, Ms. Ruija?”

“I’m fine, Takioto. I’m so, so happy you came for me. I was so anxious that I went over to the middle of the room, thinking some weightlifting would calm me down a bit, when you both…oh!”

Just then, two women appeared in the same spot where Yuika and I had stood moments prior. Anemone and Nanami, of course.

Anemone looked us over to see how we were doing. Her first comment was, “You’re not naked yet? Too bad.”

“Please don’t sound so disappointed about something that unhinged.”

The hell was she even expecting?

“Oh my, Master, I see you’re holding tightly on to Ms. Ruija. Just one woman today?”

“Can you not make me out to be a guy who’s usually hugging two or more people at once?”

Our conversation must have made Ms. Ruija realize she was still clinging to me, as she quickly separated herself. The tight hug made me realize something: No amount of debt could change that aromatherapy effect of hers. I don’t think I’d ever been so sad to be at the end of a hug.

“Sorry about that, Takioto.”

“Please don’t worry about it, Ms. Ruija.”

A slightly awkward moment passed between us. Nanami broke the silence.

“There is no need for alarm, Ms. Ruija. I previously pressed Marino on the subject, and she assured me she would allow Kousuke to marry any of the professors or instructors.”

“T-Takioto?” Ms. Ruija stuttered, looking up at me with doe eyes. I mean, she was still a really cute woman at the end of the day.

“However, she did add that Ms. Ruija would be quite a burden in many ways, and to think long and hard before rejecting her.”

“Why am I the only one who gets that awful treatment?! And don’t think I didn’t notice you made it seem like rejecting me is a done deal!”

Nah, I was pretty sure all that debt would have been a deal breaker for anyone.

“All right, let’s quit it with the nonsense and get out of here pronto, okay? Iori’s probably worried.”

“I did make sure to message him, but alas, Takioto is absolutely right,” Anemone agreed.

“Anyway, there doesn’t really seem to be anything here,” Yuika said, turning to the door at the back of the room.

“Right, let’s keep going.”

We advanced down the corridor that had weightlifting equipment decorating the walls.

“That reminds me, how did you get in here, Ms. Ruija? The Knight Corps didn’t stop you from going into the dungeon?”

“Well, a fight broke out with the Church of the Malevolent Lord’s followers outside of the room where past Yuika was being kept.”

“There are still some left? Are the kids all safe?”

“Yes, they’re fine. Now, back to the battle. I fought together with the Knight Corps and Iori at first…but Iori told me the commotion would be cover enough to slip inside the dungeon if I was really worried about everyone. I told him I was, so I went in ahead of him.”

Ah, so that was why she had come by herself. But how had she known where to…? Though I guess it wasn’t far from the room where the abducted people were being held, and past Yuika could’ve filled in Ms. Ruija.

We continued moving ahead while chatting until we arrived in the next room, which resembled a gym reception area. On the opposite side of where we had entered were two doors with a reception desk between them, one bearing a sign reading LOCKER ROOM, and the other a sign reading EXIT. There was no one at the reception desk itself; instead, a hologram of the word WELCOME floated above it.

Nanami touched the hologram and fiddled with it a bit, promptly changing the screen. Given how often she had to mess around with holograms inside these dumb sicko dungeons, she was quite at home with it.

“So what exactly is this place?” Ms. Ruija asked us all. Right, this was her first time.

“A dungeon that’s come to destroy our dignity,” Yuika replied. Well, she wasn’t wrong.

“Huh?”

Ms. Ruija cocked her head. It was a pretty understandable response. Unfortunately, Yuika really was telling the truth.

“Miss Yuika’s description was a bit too frank, I would say. Some examples of these dungeons include a dungeon where you slap bratty bitches on the ass, a dungeon where you do lewd poses in sexy costumes until breast milk shoots out, and a dungeon where Ms. IOU has to perform acts too indecent to describe in polite company with a man wearing a red stole who would look quite handsome if you swapped out every part of his face.”

Ms. Ruija looked shaken by Nanami’s explanation.

“Wh-what? Y-you can’t be serious.”

Dammit, there had been way too much there to quip back about.

“The Ms. IOU one was definitely a lie. Don’t rope me into this. Other than that, Nanami wasn’t entirely off the—rngh!”

What the heck? When I tried to bring up the memory, my head started to throb. B-breast milk…

Ms. Ruija took one look at me, opened her mouth wide, and screamed.

“Eeyaaaaaauuuuuuugh?!”

“Heh-heh, what a delicious scream.”

Anemone’s comment sounded a bit like something the demon we had just fought would’ve said, but I decided it must have been my imagination.

“Everyone, I have changed the language settings and opened up the instructions, so please take a look.”

Nanami brought up the display. It was an explanation of the rules. At first glance, it appeared to be an image of smiling men and women in swimsuits.

Each of our reactions was different. Yuika stared at it with a dead look in her eyes, Ms. Ruija seemed a bit relieved to see the men and women in the picture looking so happy, and Anemone had been chuckling suggestively to herself for a few minutes now.

When the next image came up, Anemone gave a knowing nod.

“Hmph, I see. So we need to clear the dungeon in bathing suits.”

“Bwuuuh?”

Ms. Ruija’s face twisted in a complete one-eighty from her previous look of relief. Hard to blame her, really.

“This is pretty standard for one of these pervert dungeons.”

Yuika was absolutely right. Among these dumb sicko dungeons, wearing a swimsuit while clearing the dungeon was a very typical set-up. They weren’t messing with the tried-and-true formula.

All that said, this was still a Magical★Explorer dungeon. It would be loaded with perfectly bizarre mechanics in its own right.

“Yuika, what are you saying? This isn’t standard at all! It’d be totally bizarre to think clearing a dungeon in a bathing suit was normal!”

Yuika and I exchanged glances. Ms. Ruija had a point. Our brains might have rotted from one too many sexy dungeon dives.

Incidentally, the game devs had probably come up with this stuff to amuse themselves, but for us, there wasn’t anything amusing about it.

“It looks like we advance down what appears to be an obstacle course, fighting along the way,” Ms. Ruija said while looking at the display.

She had indeed picked up on the basic rules. However…

“…Something’s off about this picture, don’t you think? Is it me, or is the fabric of the bathing suits getting skimpier?”

Yuika never disappointed. Her eyes were sharp. I assumed the explanation for that was coming up next.

The following slide showed an image of a man taking damage, along with an image of a man and a woman who had tripped a treasure chest trap, causing their swimsuits to shrink.

I suddenly felt the intense urge to go home. Who wouldn’t?

“Takioto? You get what’s going on here, don’t you?”

…I briefly met Yuika’s eyes; she was giving me an ice-cold glare. Her eyes were saying, I know you know, so spit it out. But here was the thing: This dungeon wasn’t my fault! Just like all the other ones weren’t my fault! There had to be some way to quell this rage of hers!

“O-okay, um. Well, you know. The thing with bathing suits is, when they cover up a lot, your body gets real hot, so, uh, that’s not really healthy, right? Also, you can’t really get much sunlight on your skin, which is a bit of a waste, and when you tan, it feels less special if less of your body is tan? So—”

As I spoke, a sharp pain ran through my foot. Yuika was digging her foot into mine.

“Takioto, are you aware of the absolute nonsense coming out of your mouth right now, or do you need me to smack you?”

Aha, she was stomping on my foot to make sure I couldn’t escape. Okay, okay, my fault. I’m going to explain it for real, so just lower your fists, Yuika.

“As time passes in the dungeon, or you step on traps and such, your ‘fleshy spillage’ gauge builds up.”

“‘Fleshy spillage’? What even is that? The name of a horror movie?”

No it wasn’t, Ms. Ruija. I wasn’t talking about a D movie slasher flick. I was referring to the thing that you exhibited the most out of all the people here.

“I hate that I have to say this, but it refers to flesh spilling out into the open. Uh, so, if you try to squeeze yourself into underwear that’s too small, a bit of your body comes spilling out around it, right?”

“I think I feel a migraine coming on,” Yuika said, holding her head.

Hell, I was ready to pass out from the stomach pain myself. I probably had a higher chance of dying from stress than meeting my end to a monster.

“Hmm, so this ‘fleshy spillage’ accumulates, and then what?” Anemone asked me.

I really, really, really did not want to say it, but I had to, didn’t I?

“Umm, so… Y-your bathing suit gets smaller while inside the dungeon.”

“Uh-bwuuuuuh?!”

“Oh-ho-ho-hooo!!”

“Hrnauuuugh?”

Ms. Ruija, Anemone, Yuika all reacted to this news in their own special ways. Yuika, please, don’t get so mad! My foot was on death’s door here!

“Master, Master, now would be an excellent time to tell them the advantages of the smaller bathing suit.”

R-right, of course. Nanami had come in clutch with a good idea. Okay, so, the advantage to having a smaller bathing suit was… Uhhh. Wait…

“Um, having it grow smaller like that might make you more open- minded?”

“Might?”

Her tone made me realize I was in trouble, and I immediately prostrated myself on the floor.

“I’m so sorry, there aren’t any advantages in the slightest! Nope, none whatsoever! Why couldn’t there be one?!”

How the hell was I supposed to excuse any of this?! The assholes who made this couldn’t have included some bonus, like “Oh, it’ll help with muscle tension” or “Hey, your skin will get all nice and smooth”?! Why couldn’t the damn devs have thought about what it would be like in real life before they made these dumbass sexy dungeons?!

“Honestly, I wasn’t getting my hopes up. Even if there was some advantage, I’m sure it would be something stupid like, ‘moisturized skin.’ But Takioto? One more stupid excuse, and you’re getting punched, okay?”

“Y-yes, ma’am…”

That was a real close one. Yuika nearly blew up at me over something totally stupid.

“Bwee-hee-hee! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

Anemone chuckled as she watched my back-and-forth with Yuika. Ms. Ruija, meanwhile, appeared totally dumbfounded.

“Well?” Yuika asked.

“Well, what?”

“Don’t play dumb with me. I just knoooooow there’s more to all this, isn’t there?”

Yuika really knew her stuff. Magical★Explorer would never just stop at shrinking swimsuits. But there were times when you didn’t want to say anything, right?

“Sorry, just remembered something I gotta go do!”

I thought I might be able to flee, but of course, Yuika caught me before I could get away.

“Don’t try to steal my technique for running away. Spit it out fast, and I’ll let you off with just one punch.”

“You’re still punching me, though!”

“Srnk, bwah-ha-ha-ha-ha! Ahhhh-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

Damn you to hell, Anemone. She had been guffawing nonstop this whole time.

“Okay, so let’s see. I believe I just mentioned that when your Fleshy Spillage gauge builds up, your bathing suit shrinks, yes?”

“Hee-hee-hee. Oh yeah, you sure said that.”

How long was she going to keep laughing?

“Well, um, about that. So there’s a slight adverse effect from the shrinking.”

“Oh…? What would that be?”

“More and more of your body starts spilling out of the swimsuit…!”

“Excuuuuuuuu—actually, wait, that surprised me, but isn’t that sort of a given?”

Yuika started to ponder something.

Right at that moment, Nanami changed the image on the screen. Yup, that little mechanic was still here. Yuika looked a little mixed up, so I thought maybe if I just told her, she would brush it off.

About the even crazier mechanic I was going to get into next.

“Right, exactly, it’s not even that big a deal. Outside the fact that you’ll enter Ecstasy Mode when your gauge reaches a certain point, just having a bit more of your flesh poking out isn’t that big of a deal at all! Ha-ha-ha!”

“Yeah, you’re right! It’s no big deal, that’s totally manageable… Like hell it is! What was that about Ecstasy Mode?! I’ve never heard a more sinister sounding ‘mode’ in my life!”

The chokehold Yuika had around my neck was making it awfully hard to breathe. So much for slipping it by her.

“H-hey, just think for a second. ‘Ecstasy’ sounds real exciting, like it’d feel really good, right? What’s wrong with that?”

“Everything!”

“Hmm, Miss Yuika, it says here this mode will make it so the slightest touch will make you feel good.”

“E-ecstasy…?

Meanwhile, Ms. Ruija was beet red and hugging herself close with both arms. Now that I thought about it, she was still inexperienced with the sexy stuff, wasn’t she?

“YOU. HAVE. GOT. TO. BE. KIDDING. ME!”

I used the brief loosening of Yuika’s grip strength to pry myself free.

“W-wait, just hold on. There is an actual advantage to Ecstasy Mode, promise. Your physical abilities go through the roof, and you gain the ability to use this super-secret technique that deals massive damage to the enemies here!”

“I don’t need any of that crap! Go have your ecstasy whatever and leave me the hell out of this!”

Yuika had lost it.

“Exus, exsutar, eksushi…”

Uh-oh, had the shock been too much for Ms. Ruija, and she’d forgotten how to speak Japanese?

“Miss Yuika, it says here being smacked on the butt will rapidly fill up the Fleshy Spillage gauge. Isn’t that exciting?”

“No thanks! Why the hell would I purposefully want to build that up?! I’ll admit it would be fun to spank Takioto’s ass, sure, but it’s not worth the risk!”

Why was she trying to smack my ass? That would just put me in ecstasy!

“Well, is there anything else?”

I hastily averted my gaze. But this appeared to be the wrong move. Yuika had already realized there was another secret to this dungeon.

“Well, is there anything else?”

Yuika grabbed my collar and made me look her in the eyes. I couldn’t escape.

“Hmm, Takioto? The screen right now seems to be explaining the next mechanic. It suggests that outside of Ecstasy Mode, once your Fleshy Spillage gauge gets to a certain level, your bathing suit starts to turn see-through, making the curves of one’s body stand out.”

Yuuuuup. Apparently, this allowed the devs to avoid using mosaic censors, so it was a real shrewd bit of pervert ingenuity. The people who thought about ways to show sexy stuff like this, or the manga authors who used random objects in place of the real private parts, they were real geniuses. Yup, great stuff—except I wish they would consider how it would play out in the real world.

As I stood at a loss for what to say next, I heard an aromatherapeutic voice come from beside me to heal my troubles.

“Please, Yuika, hold on a second. This isn’t Takioto’s fault!”

Ms. Ruija separated Yuika and me from each other.

“Cough, hurck, cough. Th-thank you…Ms. Ruija.”

“True, if anyone’s to blame, it would be the person who ignored our frantic pleas to stay still and dashed full speed into the magic circle trap that brought us here.”

Huh, Anemone brought up a good point. If Ms. Ruija hadn’t made a mad dash for us and had listened to us telling her to stop, we could’ve prevented all of this, right?

Everyone turned to Ms. Ruija.

Slowly, it dawned on her she had hung herself with her own words. Her eyes began to spin.

“F-forgive me.”

Ms. Ruija apologized. The sight was too pitiful to bear…

“Siiiiigh… It’s fine, I really don’t think you need to apologize. After all, Anemone was ready to check out this place despite us not needing to. I’m sure she was glad to have the justification.”

…so Yuika offered her support. It was kind of unfair that she had treated me like dirt a moment ago, but was so nice to everyone else, right?

“Hold on, Yuika. A bit cheap to reveal everything, isn’t it? After all, I would’ve forced my way in here whether Ms. Ruija slipped in or not, so there’s really nothing for you to worry about.”

“Y-you guys!” Ms. Ruija shouted, overcome with emotion.

“Indeed, should anything come up, we can simply use Ms. Ruija as a human shield.”

“Why did you have to go and say that?! We had a really nice thing going until you spoke up, Nanami!”

“Furthermore, your curves are always spilling out of your clothes, so I do not believe a bit more poking out will make much of a difference.”

After Nanami said this, Ms. Ruija quickly turned to me.

“Th-that’s slander!”

Sorry, Ms. Ruija. I might have to agree with Nanami here and say that voluptuous chest of yours has been spilling out from the very beginning.

“What’s wrong with that? I’m convinced that you’re the best person to serve as the sex appeal here, Ms. Ruija.”

Anemone’s comment flustered Ms. Ruija.

“Wh-wh-what do you mean, I’m the sex appeal?!”

“Miss Ruija, she is referencing the sort of character you often see in stories that makes the audience go, ‘Ah, I love you so much, smooch.’”

Was a character like that really so common? Hmmm, yeah, maybe she was right.

“Nanami, you know that’s not right. It should be sploosh.”

“You do have a point there.”

“Right?”

Nanami and Anemone laughed as they played off each other. Meanwhile, Yuika’s whole body trembled as she stared at them.

“Takioto, today’s dungeon is going to be a nightmare, I just know it. Honestly, I’m exhausted already.”

Yuika wore the look of someone who had just squared off with an enemy far more powerful than herself.

“Yup, I feel the same way.”

In one corner, we had Sexy Scientist Anemone and her capable maid assistant. In the other corner, we had the innately unlucky pretty girl, Yuika. And then, there was me, half-thinking I didn’t care what happened anymore.

We technically had one more person on our side: the miracle worker and complete wild card Ms. Ruija. Though, Nanami was supposed to be my maid. Why was she on Anemone’s side? Not like it was any different from normal (pure apathy at this point).

“Ugh, forget it, this is all your fault, Takioto.”

“W-wait, why me?!”

“Didn’t you say I could blame you for anything that happens?! You said that you’d support me for life, didn’t you?!”

Well, yeah, I did remember us deciding that at some point.

“Takioto, what does she mean about you supporting her for life? Don’t tell me…!”

Ms. Ruija, please, not right now. Don’t make this any more complicated than it already is.

“Fine, fine, ugh, I get it, we have to do this! Arrrrrrrgh!”

Yuika stormed about for a little bit, but she quickly cooled her head.
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Grumbling and complaining wasn’t going to be enough to get us out of this dumb sicko dungeon. We had to get a move on.

With that in mind, we went into the locker rooms and got changed. Incidentally, there was only one locker room available, so I went in first and changed into my swim trunks. However, I knew this getup would eventually morph into a banana hammock supported by nothing but a thin string.

I realized this in the middle of getting changed, but the Fleshy Spillage gauge showed up on a hologram display floating next to us while we were wearing our bathing suits. How this worked was a total mystery to me, but given this was dungeon stuff, there wasn’t any point in dwelling on it.

“Takioooooto, I’m done.”

Yuika was first to come back out. She was pretty slender and dainty for someone who was always up-close fighting in melee range. Also, her skin was so fair and smooth, without a single wound or blemish to be seen. It was so nice I had to fight the urge to rub my cheeks against it. Finally, Yuika’s slightly unreliable-looking bikini suited her very well, to the point I reflexively wanted to invite her out to the beach with me.

“Huh? I mean, sure, I guess. More importantly, though, my bathing suit. What do you think?”

Whoopsie, I guess my impulse about asking her to the beach hadn’t stayed in my head.

“Sorry, you just look so good, I kinda invited you to the beach without thinking. It looks great on you.”

I smiled.

“That’s a weird way to compliment someone, but, well, thanks.”

“Master, how do I look?”

Next, Nanami came up beside me. Her buxom chest, her plump thighs and butt, her wonderful waistline. In my opinion, her body had the best proportions in the world. The bikini she wore to accentuate it all was just as wonderful, too. I mean, just utterly flawless really. Her face had what I could call ultra-symmetry, and it was so pretty it was as if it had pursued earthly beauty to its absolute limits. There was just one thing…

“You look great, but…what’s with the swim ring and snorkel?”

A swim ring with the worlds LOVE FOR MASTER written on it drew my eyes more than anything else. I got the sense I had seen something like this before… Or better question, why the hell did she bring this stuff? It was obviously just going to be a nuisance, so I had her put it away.

“Takioto.”

Anemone was the next to appear. She was a tall woman, with very long legs and a great figure. As such, when I saw her wearing her bikini…

“You’re pretty enough to be a model.”

She was so beautiful, she wouldn’t have looked out of place walking down the runway for So-and-So Collection’s latest fashion show.

“Pure flattery or not, I’m happy to hear it. Not that I have any idea who would want to see me in a swimsuit.”

Come on, Anemone, what were you talking about? One of them was standing right in front of you. In fact, all of the esteemed eroge players in the world, nay in the whole universe, would kill to see such a sight. I wished she would have more confidence in herself.

“I wasn’t just being nice. It really does look great on you.”

“If I were to hazard a guess, Master’s face is saying that witnessing this alone made coming here worthwhile.”

Well, she wasn’t wrong there. Now, Ms. Ruija was the only one left.

They were pink bombshells. I just had to come out and say it—they were massive. If Yukine was Mt. Fuji, and Sis was K2, then Ms. Ruija was Everest. The pinnacle.

They were just that big. Even if I got my face stuck between them and suffocated, I’d still die a happy man.

The sheer power they held drew my eyes in immediately, but her overall vibe was of a soothing, droopy-eyed older, but still young, woman.

On top of that, given that she was working as a teacher at a magic academy, she was obviously an elite among mages and quite intelligent. If she existed in the real world outside the game, not only could she easily earn herself a secret fan club, but she might’ve been able to make it as an idol. The one fly in the ointment was her nigh unbelievable amount of debt.

“I haven’t worn one of these in a while, so… Um, well, it’s a bit embarrassing. P-please don’t stare at me so much.”

At her request, I burned the sight into my retinas as I turned my eyes away. It was a truly spectacular sight.

There was one thing that had me curious, though.

“Wait a sec, isn’t your gauge bigger than all of ours, Ms. Ruija?” Yuika asked, voicing it aloud.

“Her chest is big to begin with, so that must be because she’s already spilling out a bit, no?”

“Ngh, Anemone, please don’t say that! It’s so embarrassing… I sorta thought the same thing myself.”

“Or perhaps you enjoy smacking your own butt and have already indulged a bit?”

“Of course not! Nanami, you got changed right next to me!”

“Whatever the case, let’s just hurry up and put this dungeon behind us,” I said before walking out in front. I stepped into the magic circle at the other end of the room.

On the other end, floating in midair, was a massive obstacle course.

The closest parallel would have been TV shows where participants have to clear an obstacle course in a limited time. In those programs, arm strength becomes the most important aspect by the end, but this obstacle course seemed like it would test our leg strength on top of that, or even our whole body at once.

There were also slight inclines and stairs here and there, meaning we would ascend into the air as we progressed.

“Looks a bit like one of those adventure courses, if I had to place it,” Yuika murmured, looking out at the wooden structure ahead of us.

“Pretty much.”

The course looked like it would require moving one’s body a lot, so characters without much stamina would be in for a grueling battle.

“Come on, let’s get moving. No dilly-dallying. These swimsuits are going to shrink if we don’t.”

Anemone’s words prompted us to move forward. For now, we put Yuika at the front given she had the most athletic ability, followed by Anemone, who had no faith in hers at all. Then came Nanami and her kunoichi-like physical abilities, while miraculous Ms. Ruija followed behind her, with me bringing up the rear. The end result was a simple intermingling between those who seemed good at this kind of athletic challenge and those who weren’t.

Yuika swiftly bounded up the wooden stairs in front of her. The gap between each step was somewhat wide, so we needed to take care not to fall.

“What would happen to us if we fell from here?” Ms. Ruija asked from in front of me, sounding anxious.

“If that explanation at the reception desk area was right, you’ll get teleported to a nearby save point if you fall. Of course, the catch is that each time you teleport, your Fleshy Spillage gauge will increase, and your outfit will get smaller.”

Ms. Ruija looked above us.

After we went up the current stairway, we navigated a series of floating or moving platforms to continue ascending even higher.

That section reminded me a bit of an old school platformer. The Kong one. That, and those games where you just keep climbing forever. There were a lot of those.

“Isn’t this a bit too high up?”

“An acrophobe’s nightmare, I’m sure,” Anemone said while she nimbly continued up the stairs.

“I’m not scared of heights or anything, but I think I’d piss myself if I fell from the very top.”

“Yuck, Ms. Ruija, could you please not go there?”

Yuika pouted at Ms. Ruija’s reply.

I mean, since I was the last person in line, I was likeliest to end up below Ms. Ruija, so Yuika would probably get out of it unscathed. Meanwhile, I’d be scathed for sure. But would it actually be such a bad thing?

As the thought drifted through my mind, I heard a shriek.

“Yuika? You all right?”

I looked up and saw that something was stuck in Yuika’s butt. A syringe. She probably wasn’t all right on a whole lot of fronts.

“Ow, ow, ow… I’m fine, but I might not be for long.”

Yuika stared at the meter floating next to her as she tossed away the syringe. Her Fleshy Spillage gauge had filled up about ten percent of the way. Yuika’s bikini seemed to shrink ever so slightly, visibly digging into her butt.

“I am very sorry, Yuika. That trap was so high level, it was beyond my powers of detection,” Nanami said in apology.

“It’s not your fault, Nanami. It’s okay.”

“She’s right, you don’t need to apologize for anything, Nanami. It’s always these damn dungeons that have the trickiest traps for some reason.”

More often than not, lewd dungeons contained the highest possible level of traps, even if they were connected to a normal dungeon with beginner-level traps.

We continued onward. Avoiding the previous trap, of course.

However, I began to become aware of a particular issue. In the game, the changes to the characters’ outfits are presented via still images, so the problem hadn’t occurred to me until this moment.

“This is real tough in unexpected ways.”

Swaying boobs and butts. Yuika in particular. Every time she moved her newly accentuated hips, they quaked like jelly. On top of that, I was hearing hallucinatory sounds of plump, squishy flesh coming from Ms. Ruija’s natural bombshells.

Maybe I was just going crazy from holding everything in too much, but I could swear those noises were ringing in my head.

“Don’t worry, Takioto. Let’s keep up the hard work.”

I must have seemed to be in a lot of pain, since Ms. Ruija gave me some words of support that were very much missing the point. Anemone seemed to pick up on what I was actually struggling with, though, and looked at me with a hearty laugh.

“Working hard at what, is the question. Or maybe you’re talking about some nighttime activities instead?”

“Anemone, I’m begging you, please don’t make it sound so suggestive.”

Despite how it may have seemed to her, I was desperately trying to hold out.

After going a little farther, we finished climbing the stairs and arrived at a slightly wider area, so we decided to take a short break. I assumed this spot was meant to serve as both a rest area and a save point.

“This takes a real toll on a researcher like me.”

“If you’re hurting, I can use some healing magic on you.”

Yuika cast a healing spell on Anemone.

Nanami was staring at the road ahead, investigating the next part of the course.

Ms. Ruija wiped her sweat with her arm while searching for a place to sit down. The way the sweat clung to the area around her boobs was super sexy.

I turned my eyes away from Ms. Ruija and looked at the surrounding scenery. Yup, it just felt like a building floating in midair. The area around us looked a bit like an African savannah, and green spread out as far as the eye could see. This would be amazing if the stupid Fleshy Spillage gauge didn’t go up over time. Um, scratch that—it would be awesome if there was no Fleshy Spillage gauge and we were in our regular clothes.

Hmm, but hold on a sec. Something about this spot was vaguely familiar to me.

If it was sticking out in my mind, that meant there had to be some sort of event here.

Wait, wasn’t this the area where part of the structure breaks all of a sudden and sends someone off the course…? Crap.

I blitzed over to Ms. Ruija. More precisely, to the wooden bench she was about to sit down on. There was nothing behind it. If the bench broke, she was done for…!

“Ms. Ruija, stop. That bench is a trap!”

“Hwah?”

Then it happened. The bench beneath her broke apart with a loud snap. I immediately reached out for her hand, grabbing the bench post with my other hand to steady myself.

“Bweeeeeeeeeaugh!”

“It’s all right, Ms. Ruija, just calm down. I got you.”

Anemone nodded to herself after watching everything unfold.

“I see, I see. Her butt was so big that it made the bench collapse.”

“My butt’s not big! Don’t say I have some sort of ass cushion! Don’t give me that ‘Oh, your butt’s so fat that you don’t even need a floor pillow’ crap! Sure, it may not hurt that much, but I still need one!” Ms. Ruija shouted, incomprehensibly snapping back at Anemone.

“Ms. Ruija, um, she didn’t any of that, so please try to stay calm!”

What was that about an ass cushion? Was she traumatized from being called that before?

As I was reprimanding Ms. Ruija for flailing about, disaster struck. I heard a cracking sound from the part of the bench I’d wrapped my hand around.

“Uh-oh.”

I steeled myself and hugged Ms. Ruija close as we plunged down. Given the dungeon we were in, I doubted we would take any physical damage, but I figured it was better to err on the side of caution.

“I-I’m sorry. If only my butt weren’t so big.”

Ms. Ruija squeezed me tightly. This woman really was cute, all things considered.

“No, no, you don’t need to get hung up on it. That bench was a trap, so it was set up to break easily.”

Ms. Ruija, this wasn’t your fault at all—but that butt of yours was huge, and I absolutely adored it.

From there, we began to teleport in midair. We returned to the area where everyone else was. Our trip out of bounds meant both of our Fleshy Spillage gauges had risen considerably. Ms. Ruija’s bikini got quite a bit smaller; at this point, it was less that the fabric was digging into her, and more that the side portion had become a pair of strings. Meanwhile, the area around her butt was practically a thong. The fact that it was slightly moist with sweat was a great touch.

Suddenly, and I didn’t know why, I thought I would gladly let her string me along (in the most literal sense possible).

We rested for another ten or so minutes. We cleared two more courses from there, coming within view of the teleportation circle that would lead to the next stage.

At this point, everyone had either stepped on a trap or fallen off the stage more than once, so our swimsuits were rapidly approaching thong territory. It was no exaggeration to say the succulent flesh that spilled out from the girls’ bikinis was pure art.

I had already reached thong status after trying to protect everyone. It was a real miracle my family jewels were still out of sight.

“Up next is pole climbing, then?”

I looked to where Nanami’s eyes were pointed. There, I saw a pole about one hundred feet tall and a gate at the top that looked like the end goal for this stage. This scene isn’t in the game, so there would be no traps. Or at least I hoped so, but we still needed to stay on guard.

To prevent people from getting stuck here, it appeared the dungeon would teleport anyone who couldn’t climb up the pole to the next floor if they fell on purpose three times. The only problem was each fall would fill the Fleshy Spillage gauge, so obviously, no one wanted that to happen.

After we all consulted with one another, we decided to change up the order at which we would tackle the obstacle course. Now it was Nanami at the front, then Ms. Ruija, Yuika, Anemone, and finally me bringing up the rear. Our strategy was to have Nanami ascend the pole quickly, freeing up Yuika to support Ms. Ruija and me to support Anemone. Of course, the only real support I could offer was letting Anemone rest her legs for a little on my shoulders or giving her a bit of a push.

We all began to go up the pole. To be clear, there was now a tanned butt rocking back and forth right in front of me. Whether she was aware of my current emotional state or not, Anemone made a big show of shaking her ass to and fro.

I really wished she would stop, because she was putting me in all sorts of danger here.

My only option was to climb upward while keeping my head down as much as possible. Everything went smoothly up until I was about halfway up the pole. However, right as I brought up my hand to scale further…

“Trap, everybody!”

…a sudden gust of wind kicked up. It assailed us from above and from the side, as though intent on knocking us off the pole.

“The trap must be set up to blow down from above whenever someone climbs up!”

“Weeeeeeeh!”

I heard Ms. Ruija’s voice from above. I pictured her clinging tightly to the pole.

“Place your legs on my shoulders!”

Yuika was there to back her up.

“Anemone!”

“Takioto, sorry, I can’t keep going. I-I’m going to fall.”

“It’s okay, just place your legs on my sh—”

Right as Anemone placed her legs on me, there came yet another gust of wind.

“Eep!”

Anemone let out a yelp. Wait, “eep”? Anemone, screaming “eep”? And an adorable little “eep” at that? I lifted my face to get an eyeful of her huge ass.

It was the moment before impact.

Then, that big butt…

“Mrph!”

Anemone’s sweaty, shapely behind slipped right onto my face. Gradually, she put more and more of her weight onto me.

“Mrpmgh! Brmrghhhh!”

It was as if a happiness that beggared all description was weighing down on me. The softness, the firmness of her skin, the sweat, the faintly sweet smell—it all combined together into a magnificent bliss.

“Sorry, Takioto. This isn’t on purpose! But I just can’t climb anymore.”

I understood Anemone wasn’t doing this on purpose. Still, I would have really appreciated if she could have lifted her butt a little! I-I wasn’t getting air. I couldn’t breathe!

“Master, the trap will be over soon, so please hang in there a bit longer!”

That was a tall order, given everything above my neck was so encased in happiness that I couldn’t think about anything else. It was warm, and there was an almost honey-like smell, and it was pretty damp, too.

“F-forgive me, Takioto. I thought I had thrown away any shame I had, but this is a little more embarrassing than I expected. Could you, um, hold your breath for a moment?”

“Mrrm, mwrmgh, mwomph, mrngh (Like hell I can, you want me to die)?!”

“Should we stop Master’s panting at the source?”

“Mrmgh, mromph, bwrnngh (Uh, that would still kill me)!”

“Anh, Takioto? Don’t inhale inside my butt like that! It, um, it feels like all sorts of things are going to come out.”
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“Mrmff, mrmph, hrnnnmgh (What do you mean ‘all sorts of things’)?!”

I was in trouble. In trouble on many different fronts. Instead of the pole in front of me, my pole down below was now the real problem—as in, the body part just barely hidden by my swimming trunks, which had been reduced to bikini briefs! My place in society was in jeopardy!

“Master, I have disabled the trap. However, Miss Anemone seems to have run out of stamina. Please push her up from your position a bit more. I’ll pull her up the rest of the way.”

Wait, Nanami wanted me to push up Anemone’s butt? She realized what she was asking, right?

“Master, hurry!”

Argh, it looked like I didn’t have any choice.

“Ah, annnh! Hrngh!”

Anemone, stop making those weird moans and try to climb by yourself, for the love of God!!

I continued pushing her butt up with my head. Finally, after Anemone managed to climb to the top, the first words out of her mouth were: “I feel like I had my first time stolen.”

Believe me, I had never experienced anything like that before, either.
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After those trials and tribulations, we had cleared the first floor and were now at the next course. It was there Yuika immediately picked up on something.

“Okay, so…what the heck is this hole for?”

She was looking at a see-through wall. It had a single circular hole in it that was just large enough for one person to squeeze through.

There was also a sign placed in front of it reading SHORTCUT.

“I’d prefer to go this way if we can…,” Yuika murmured, looking over to the course we were originally supposed to go down.

In front of it was a sign with a message that really set off alarm bells: LIMITED TIME OFFER: EXTRA LOTION BONUS. I knew it was as harrowing as it sounded. If it was just Nanami, Yuika, or me here, we might have been able to manage without taking the shortcut. We still had Ms. Ruija and Anemone with us, though. They would have a hell of a time clearing that slippery lotion-covered obstacle course.

“Hrmm.”

After appraising the hole, Anemone put her hands on either side and slipped through. It looked like her butt was going to get stuck, but she managed to get to the other side. From there, Nanami and Yuika followed suit. When I went to hop through, however, Nanami stopped me.

“I believe Ms. Ruija should go ahead of you. I have a bad feeling about this.”

Part of me wondered what exactly she meant by that, but I didn’t really have any objections.

Agreeing, I ceded the next turn to Ms. Ruija. When she had slipped about halfway through the hole, and I had seared the image of her thick, shapely butt jiggling left and right into my brain, something happened.

“Huh, that’s weird. Um, I can’t… I can’t get my butt through.”

“What? I’ll try pulling you,” Yuika replied, tugging on Ms. Ruija’s arm.

Ms. Ruija still didn’t budge. I felt like I had seen this whole thing play out in an erotic game before.

“Sh-she’s stuck in the wall!”

I never expected this ridiculous setup straight out of an adult manga to occur here in real life.

Actually, wait, this sort of event does happen in the game, but only when a character really raises their gauge. Oh, right. This was a blind spot on my part. In the game, it’s impossible for Ms. Ruija to participate in this event. Also, Ms. Ruija’s butt was one of the greatest specimens of all time. In other words…

“She must’ve gotten stuck because her butt was already so big to begin with!”

Miracle worker Ms. Ruija never let me down. She had surpassed my every expectation.

“T-Takioto, how could you say that?!”

Oh, whoopsie. I hadn’t been trying to insult her or anything. Some women might not have understood this, but rocking a big dump truck was an absolutely wonderful thing. In fact, there were plenty of people in this world who would have loved to get smothered to death by a fat ass. Like me a moment ago, actually.

“Welp, I don’t think this will work. Takioto, can you push her from your end?”

Wait, push her?

I looked once again at Ms. Ruija. Her plump booty, her bulging crotch. Her jiggly ass.

“Wait, you want me to push her?”

“Master, she has been spending frivolously lately, so feel free to spank her if you prefer.”

“I-I haven’t been wasting money at all,” Ms. Ruija said.

“Interesting. Ms. Sakura informed me you have been eating three ice cream popsicles a day, as of late.”

“…”

“Well, you can blame that for why your butt’s gotten so big.”

Yuika, Ms. Ruija was older than us and our teacher. Don’t be so mean to her, c’mon.

“Grrrrr!”

Ms. Ruija began to wriggle about. Yet her sweat-covered booty simply jiggled back and forth, without moving forward in the slightest. Uh, Ms. Ruija? At this rate, my body was going to go out of control here (no joke).

“You really can’t do anything about this?”

The comment made Ms. Ruija’s butt thrash about once more. I heard Yuika and the others putting everything they had into pulling her, but no dice.

I steeled my resolve. Syncing up with everyone else, I then pushed on her butt.

“Nhaah!”

It was incredibly soft, as though I was caressing a newborn angel. I somehow managed to keep my focus away from the bliss at my fingertips and increased the force on her ass. Finally…

“Mwaugh!”

Ms. Ruija’s butt slipped through. She rubbed her body in pain after smacking against the ground. But hang on, it seemed like her butt had gotten even larger? No, that wasn’t it. The string was gone!

“Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeek!”

No, that wasn’t right, either. It wasn’t that the string was gone—it was that she had nothing on down there. Her bikini bottom had disappeared entirely. I glanced at the floor and saw the fabric she had been wearing on the ground. Ah, so she had been squeezed so tightly into that hole that her bottom had gotten pulled off when she finally was pulled out. Anyhow, this sure was one sexy bathing suit. Daaaamn.

“Takioto, what the hell are you doing?! Stop admiring her bikini bottom and pass it through the hole already!”

Apologizing, I picked it up and handed it over to a fuming Yuika. The swimsuit was a little damp, perhaps from the sweat.
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It was all well and good that the shortcut had put us right in front of the goal, but there was still one last course to get through, and it was a bit of a pain. It was called…

“The Whip Imp Zone, huh?”

I sighed, reading the sign.

A large number of enemies spawned in this zone. Bratty bitch imp girls shuffled around with whips, as if here to deliver the final blow to the player’s party members now that their clothes had gotten super sexy.

We would need to send those imps packing as we continued forward. Naturally, in the game I let them whip all my party members on purpose, to activate Ecstasy Mode. There was no way I could do the same thing in real life, of course.

Apparently, these imps were just like us, in that they didn’t take any physical damage. Instead, they would get too aroused to keep on fighting after you hit them a bunch. I guessed they had a Fleshy Spillage gauge of their own.

The imps in this dungeon also wore modified equipment, making them twice as fast as normal. The idea was the player would mistake them for regular imps, only to get the rug pulled out from under them.

“…Let’s do this.”

After we finished strategizing together, we all took a step on to the obstacle course.

The end goal, a teleportation circle out of here, sat in the deepest part of the floor and it was a straight path there. However, there were no walls or handrails on the sides, and below the ledge were tiny silhouettes of the obstacle courses we had cleared to get here. I assumed that any fall would return us to the beginning of this floor, which would really kill our motivation to go on.

As we began to move forward, several whip-wielding imps appeared in front of us.

I did a rough count. One imp, ten imps, a few dozen imps in total. This many seemed manageable for us.

“Heh-heh, how about a taste of this!”

Anemone fired a spell. Generally, we stuck to shooting down the imps from long range, but for those that did get in close…

“Hiyah!”

…Yuika and I would make them feel too good to keep fighting. Nanami collected all the riding crop whips the imps dropped and distributed them among us. Now we had formed some kind of surreal military force that used whips for wands.

From there, we made relatively smooth progress, albeit with some flesh spilling out along the way. As we took down another ten-odd imps that had appeared in front of us, Nanami gave a shout out of the blue.

“Master, a huge number of them are coming from behind us!”

We all immediately turned around and lost hope.

“Uh oh, we’re doomed.”

If I had to compare the sight to anything, it would’ve been our fight with Reym. There were about as many monsters here as we had seen her summon. We couldn’t hope to deal with this many. And they were flying in from both sides, too!

Dammit. What were we going to do? For the time being…

“Ms. Ruija, Anemone, sorry, but since you two are slow, you’ll just hinder us. Please go on ahead. Whatever you do, don’t look back.”

“Takioto… B-but.”

“Come, Ms. Ruija. We shouldn’t let this opportunity go to waste.”

Anemone ran off toward the finish line with Ms. Ruija in tow.

The rest of us drove off the imps coming in from our flank.

However, while I was glad we had managed to get the two members of our group with little to no athletic ability to go on ahead, the imps were still closing in from behind us.

“Takioto, we should just start running.”

At Yuika’s urging, I broke into a sprint. Still, we were up against imps with buffed speed. They gradually began closing the distance.

Crapcrapcrap.

I racked my brain about what we needed to do as we ran away, but I couldn’t come up with a good plan. Right as I thought we were doomed and all hope was lost, Nanami appeared to hit upon an idea.

“Aha! I’ve come up with a way to overcome our predicament. Master, please stop, you need to get on all fours!”

Uh, what? On all fours? Like, right here? Did I actually just mishear her? Maybe it was just a random German word I had never heard before.

“‘Allunfouren’? What’s that, never heard that word before.”

“You definitely heard her, Takioto, she said ‘on all fours.’ Are you screwing with us?!”

“Like hell I am! You’re the ones who are talking nonsense! Get on all fours, seriously?! Why the hell would I do that?!”

I could definitely suss out what was going to happen: They were going to tell me to go into ecstasy and use the ultimate move it unlocked to send all the imps packing, right? Heck, I had considered it for a second, too. Part of me—a very, very, very tiny part of me—thought it might’ve been our only option.

“Master, please think about this carefully. We aren’t near the goal, and the imps will definitely catch up to us at this distance.”

“That’s for certain, yeah.”

They were gaining on us way too quickly.

“At this rate, I fear all three of us will be reduced to a very unbecoming state.”

“Pretty sure we crossed that bridge a long time ago!”

I mean, we all were rocking thongs, right? Thick and jiggling in the wind here. My front side was almost nothing but an I-shaped string at this point, and I already had an I-shaped thing there to begin with, so they were about to merge together on me. Why did I have to be the one to suffer so much? Did Yuika and Nanami not have any love in their hearts?

“Can you two spare me an ounce of mercy?!”

“That’s the stupidest nonsense I’ve ever heard. Besides, you seemed pretty damn happy about Ludie beating you silly not too long ago!”

Oh, welp, I definitely couldn’t deny that! Forgive me! Getting smacked in the butt courtesy of dominatrix Ludie had felt amazing!

“All right, all right. I’ll go. I’ll admit I don’t want you both to suffer, so screw it— bring on the imps! I’ll wipe ’em all out!”

But, right as I was ready to get in the allunfouren position—

“That’s not what I meant, Master.”

“Yeah, that’s right, just watch me, I’ll use the special move you can only use here, Secret Art: Flying Family Jewel Wave Motion Sword… Wait, huh? What did you just say?”

“That’s not what I meant, Master. The enemy is too vast in number to wipe out with that move. Plus, I want to ensure you get away as well.”

W-whoa, c’mon, was Nanami serious here?

“I would never leave my Master to the wolves like that.”

“…N-Nanami!”

Ahhh, her smile felt so warm. It was like the smile of a gentle and kind angel. Nanami, you were a maid among maids. The greatest maid in the universe, no, in all of space and time itself. I loved you.

“If we turn you into an Ecstasy Mode horse and hop onto you, we should all be able to escape.”

Ahhh, her smile looked so contrived. It felt like the sneer of a conniving devil. Dammit. Nanami, you were a dumbass among dumbasses. The biggest dumbass in the universe, no, in all of space and time itself. And yet, I still loved you.

But at least let me get mad about this.

“That’s even worse, dammit! Now I really don’t wanna do this! That’s basically taking my human dignity and smashing it to bits, give me a freaking br— Nwoooooooo!”

As I was talking, I felt a sudden shock run through my butt. Apparently, Yuika had smacked my ass with her riding crop. When had she started swinging that thing around?!

“Can it, Takioto. I promise I’ll do anything you want after this. So quit whining, become our stallion, and gallop us out of here!”

“Stallions aren’t for riding, daaaaaaaaaaammittttttt!”

As I spoke, I got on all fours and pointed my butt toward the other two. Despite my verbal objections, I knew this was our only shot at making it.

Nanami and Yuika both mounted my back and raised their whips to the sky. Their whips? It wasn’t just going to be Yuika hitting me?

“Whoa, hold on, you’re whipping me at the same time?!”

“Heeeeeeere we go!”

The whips came crashing down with merciless momentum on my behind.

Each made direct contact with my cheeks. In an instant, my Fleshy Spillage gauge maxed out.

“God daaaaammittttttttt!!”

I could feel my physical stats soar, accompanied by a feeling of euphoria.

“Make sure you hold on tight!”

After I made sure the girls had a firm grip on me, I abandoned my pride and started to run.

“Don’t let us down, Takioto!” Yuika said, bringing the whip down on me again and again. I could feel myself growing even more elated.

It wasn’t going to take us long to reach the end.
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A few moments after reaching the finish line, Yuika apologized to me and told me she had lost her mind for a minute back there. I apologized, saying I had gone off the deep end, too. Now that I had calmed down, I had been doing some thinking about our method of escape.

“I could’ve just carried you both piggyback or under my arms, right? Sorta feels like getting on all fours wasn’t necessary.”

Yuika didn’t say a word.

“And once I activated Ecstasy Mode, you didn’t need to keep smacking me in the ass.”

Yuika didn’t say a word.

“You told me you’d do anything, right?”

Her lips stayed sealed.
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Chapter 9    
Epilogue




Magical[image: ]Explorer

Reborn as a Side Character in a Fantasy Dating Sim

Once we escaped from the lewd dungeon, we collected whatever items we could, and after taking care of a few more things here and there, we returned to the present. This went without saying, but when we did get back, we didn’t say a word to anyone about the dumb sicko dungeon.

Almost no time appeared to have passed in the present world. However, since we were all quite exhausted, we decided to go right back home and rest up.

There was one thing I wanted to take care of before taking a long nap, though. I met up with Yukine, and we went through our evening training regime. When we decided to take a short break, I brought the subject up.

“Yukine, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“What’s up? Why are you acting so stiff?” Senpai asked me as she wiped off her sweat with a towel. The nape of her neck was as beautiful as ever. Her beauty made the Venus de Milo look like a grade schooler’s art project.

“I mentioned I was going back in time, right? Uh, well, the truth is I met you as a kid in Leggenze city, and I sorta messed with some stuff in the process.”

Yukine lowered her eyes and replied, “…I see. I think I get what happened. You’re Mr. Redcloth, right?”

She flashed a knowing grin.

“You recognize me? Crap, I might have changed the past a little bit.”

I had interacted with her and Suzune a bunch, after all.

“Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

She placed a hand on my shoulder and gave me a somewhat bashful smile.

“It’s a little embarrassing that you saw me when I was still so immature. Guess you also saw me get pushed around by Big Sis, too.”

I had indeed witnessed both of those things.

“But the version of you in the past was so beautiful, and cute, kind, and your nape really was pretty… How can I put it? I guess you seemed a lot like you do now? Anyway, it was incredible. It was honestly pretty novel seeing you get led around by the nose like that.”

“S-stop, too many compliments.”

Yukine blushed, looking a little sheepish. I wasn’t sure if it was because she really was embarrassed, or because I had just met the past version of her, but she came off as a little younger than usual.

“Suzune… Despite everything that happened, it was still a lot of fun.”

She closed her eyes and seemed to fondly look back on the encounter as she spoke.

“Listen, Takioto, if I had to guess, I think almost nothing has changed for me.”

“Nothing at all?”

“That’s right. At least, it seems that way when I think about what’s in my heart. Not that I would have cared if you changed it slightly. I’ll forgive you.”

“Well, what if I laid the groundwork for you to fall madly in love with me?”

“Hrm. I would’ve preferred if you had done that, I think. Why didn’t you?”

“I’m sorry—wait, how did this lead to me apologizing?”

“Ha-ha, my bad. Anyway, like I said, I don’t really care if my future got changed somehow. I’ve been watching you ever since you showed up at the Academy, so I’m confident in my conclusion.”

“And what is your conclusion?”

“Any future you make is bound to be a kind and happy one.”

Looking at her face and hearing her say that made my heart skip a beat.

“Hey, Takioto, I just remembered something.”

“What would that be?”

“You seemed much less uptight around me in the past, even though I’m technically the upperclassman and you’re the underclassman.”

Her words jogged my memory. Yup, I sure had acted differently around her younger self!

“Oh, uh… Well, your big sister seemed to think it was weird for an older person to be acting all deferential to some kids, so I had to go with the flow. I promise I was giving you the respect you deserve by referring to you as Great Deity Yukine in my head.”

“What the hell?”

She laughed. Then she broke into a grin, appearing to have thought of something.

“Well, as the Great Deity, I have a proclamation to make.”

“Ha-ha, your wish is my command, O Great One.”

“From now on, I want you to speak more casually to me. Just like you did in the past.”

“Uh, are you sure about that, ma’am?”

“What did I say?”

“…I’ll try?”

My response made Yukine break into a big smile.

“Fine, that’ll do for now, Kousuke.”

Wait, did she just call me by my first name?

“You changed my past, didn’t you, Kousuke?”

I nodded.

“If anything comes from that, you’d better take responsibility for it. For the rest of my life.”

“Absolutely. Even if nothing happens, I’ll gladly face the consequences.”

“Sheesh, just what the heck are you talking about? Still, I’m happy to hear that. Truth is, I was just a bit jealous of Yuika. She always brags about that.”

Yukine scratched her head bashfully. It didn’t last long, though.

“All right, time to get back to training,” she said, pulling my hand. Her ears were the slightest bit crimson.
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After finishing my training with Yukine, I returned home to see a single woman sitting in the living room.

“Got a good long nap in, Yuika?” I said to her as I joined her on the couch.

“Oh, Takioto. Turns out one nap just isn’t enough,” she said, letting out a big, drawn-out yawn. I could see the entire inside of her mouth.

“Hey, stop staring, it’s embarrassing.”

“Got it, I’ll try not to look, then.”

I stole a sip of Yuika’s smoothie. I figured she’d chew me out for taking a sip without asking her, but she didn’t say a word.

“Hey, Takioto, I think I’ve lost track of how many times you’ve saved me at this point.”

“You say that, but you’ve saved me just as much, so… Wait, back it up, ahem. What I meant to say was, you could stand to feel even more indebted to me.”

“Too late! You already told me how you really feel.”

Yuika gave a weak smile.

“I feel like this time was a pretty unique case, though,” I said.

“That’s true. Still, the thought crosses my mind that you’re protecting me all the time.”

“Hey, I did promise to take care of you for the rest of your life.”

“Ha-ha-ha-ha,” I laughed, playing it off as a joke. In a certain sense, though, I was totally serious.

“I really am trying hard not to be too much trouble,” said Yuika.

“You’re not any trouble at all, and believe me, I know the effort you’re putting in.”

Despite all her grumbling, Yuika trained hard and often joined me on my dungeon treks.

“Yeah, but I still feel like I have a long way to go.”

“That makes two of us.”

She took a sip of her smoothie before looking out the window and sighing. A gentle light was coming in through the lace curtains, but outside, the sun’s rays were bearing down harder than they had the day before.

“Looks nice out.”

“Yeah, the weather was great earlier.”

At a time like this, it would’ve felt amazing to lean back in a chair and stretch out my arms and legs. Along a river or in the mountains—anywhere flush with nature. Yeah.

“It’d be perfect for some hiking or camping.”

Yuika nodded at me.

“Yeah, bringing along some nice cuts of meat and veggies for a big barbeque would be pretty good, too.”

“Sounds like a lotta fun.”

If I mentioned this idea to Marino and Sis, they’d probably get some super high-quality meat together for us. As I got lost in my outdoor fantasy, Yuika called my name.

“Takioto.”

“What?”

“Lately, I’ve soooorta felt like more and more of my real nature’s being laid bare. I’m pretty sure it’s because of the things you’ve dragged me along for, but, well…I will admit being around you puts me at ease a bit.”

“Now isn’t that strange? I feel the same way.”

When I was with Yuika, it felt like I could be myself.

“Oh no, that’s totally a lie,” she said.

“Why would you think that? I was being serious.”

“I mean, you’re not being pushed around or anything, right? Besides, you have way too many secrets, Takioto. You know more about me than I do, for starters.”

“…I mean, everyone’s got a secret or two, or three, or more, right?”

I couldn’t do anything about that. I did feel guilty about knowing Yuika’s secret, though.

“There’s one thing I’ve learned about you.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re someone who gives his all to help out others. Someone who’ll protect the people around him.”

“You think so?”

“Of course I do. That may just be why I feel comfortable in your presence.”

“It makes sense—I mean, I am a pretty broad-minded guy,” I spouted off while folding my arms. I expected a joke or insult to come flying back at me, but I was wrong.

“That’s right. Thank you for accepting me for who I am.”

Yuika replied with such a tender expression that I couldn’t help but be captivated by her.

“What’s with that stupid look on your face?”

Yuika smiled.

Staring at her, I recalled the Reym fight, and a thought came to me. This really was the most beautiful face someone could make.

“Oh, but please don’t get me wrong, I didn’t say all of that just because I wanted to see that stupid expression of yours,” she said, bringing her face closer to mine. “I really am grateful to you, okay?”

Suddenly, I had a realization. These girls’ smiling faces had been the true source of my power all along.
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The day after my conversation with Yuika, I headed to the same campus café as before to meet with Iori. Last time, he had been the one to call for me, but now it was my turn to ask to meet up. On top of that, Katorina was off taking care of something else.

“Heya, Iori. How are you feeling?”

I greeted Iori as I sat down in front of him.

“Hi, Kousuke. After sleeping all day, I feel back to one hundred percent,” he said, flexing his biceps in a muscleman pose. “It really felt bizarre to be saving my past self like that.”

“I bet.”

Talk about a one-of-a-kind experience. Hell, going back in time itself was already bizarre enough.

“When I saved myself like that, actually, something occurred to me,” he said.

“Oh yeah?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever talked to you about this, Kousuke, but I’ve always wanted to join the Knight Corps.”

While I had never actually heard it straight from the horse’s mouth, I knew this about him already—just from my time playing the game, though.

“And this dream of mine is related to us all going back to the past,” Iori said, looking up at the sky as if combing through his memories.

“After Yuika got kidnapped, I slipped out of the house without telling Mom and gathered information…and when I was about to charge in to save her, there was this knight who came to my rescue. I thought they were super cool, and I wanted to be just like them.” Iori chuckled at his own words. “I never would have thought that knight was actually me.”

“No telling what might happen, huh?”

“You’re not wrong, though normally, something like that would never happen. Anyway, after returning to this timeline, I thought long and hard about it.”

At this, Iori’s eyes took on a solemn quality.

“And what did you discover?”

“Now that I think about it, joining the Knight Corps is just one way of accomplishing my goals.”

His goals, huh? I got the feeling this was the moment when Iori would decide what ending he would get.

“Oh yeah? And what are those goals of yours?”

“I want to save people who are in trouble. Save those who want help. Better yet, I want to help the people who I want to help. I wasn’t in the Knight Corps, but I still managed to save them. That sorta made me realize that I don’t need to be in the Knight Corps to achieve my dreams. Eh-heh-heh.”

In his eyes, I saw the resolve to make this happen at all costs. His unshakable will.

“Sorry, I know this isn’t much of an interesting conversation.”

It looked to me like Iori had grown and matured a bit. Though, Iori was always growing, wasn’t he?

“Don’t be sorry. It’s not boring at all. I just thought you sounded a lot like me.”

“I did?”

During this latest event, Iori had grown—not so much physically, but mentally. He had gained a new understanding of his determination to accomplish his goals. It seemed to me these feelings would propel Iori to improve himself and his ability to clear dungeons.

“Hey, Iori. You know I’m gonna become the strongest there is, right?”

“Heh-heh-heh, I’m not so sure about that.”

He was so cute. Wait, no, not important.

“Okay, okay, just hear me out. You know where my resolve to become the strongest came from? The exact same place as yours: a desire to help people. Though, I’m keeping in mind what I can actually manage, so I’m limiting it to the people within my orbit.”

Iori smiled, looking so very happy.

“Hee-hee. Hee-hee, hee-hee-hee.”

“Yo, Iori, what’s going on with you?”

“Sorry, sorry. I was just surprised to hear we’re the same that way. And I guess I was happy to have learned a bit more about you, Kousuke.”

He took my hand.

“Let’s give it our best shot from here on out. That said, there’s one thing I need to tell you.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“I’m the one who’s gonna be strongest of all,” he said with a grin.
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“You’ve kept me waiting. To get right to the point, do you remember what exactly you did on our little escapade?”

“Nope, can’t say I do.”

It sounded like Anemone was going to thank me, so I decided to play dumb for the time being.

“Lying, are we? Then some self-reflection is in order. Put your hand on my chest and think long and hard about what you did.”

“That’s clearly sexual harassment.”

Why did I have to put my hand on Anemone’s chest to think? Normally you put your hand up to your own chest for that. Also, I wish she wouldn’t open her arms wide like that—the view was spectacular. From a certain perspective, she was the one harassing me. Though, if I was being honest with myself, I was fighting the urge to dive in face-first, so I wished she wouldn’t tease me too much.

“Fine, I’ll put my real feelings aside for now. Um, well, how can I put this? I’m grateful for what you did.”

“You’re welcome, but please leave the jokes aside instead.”

I decided to take her sentiment at face value. However, it appeared words weren’t enough for her.

“I’m a bit lost on what to do in return, though. I thought about etching ‘For Kousuke Only’ below my belly button.”

“Absolutely not, please and thank you.”

Hell, even one of those womb tattoos would be… Nah, both were terrible ideas.

“There’s no need to fear. I swear I won’t cover it up at a hot spring or in the pool.”

“Some places might deny you entry for that. Please don’t.”

Everyone would think I was some deranged pervert, too!

“Even so, that’s simply how grateful I am for what you’ve done.”

“Except doing something like that doesn’t really express any gratitude to me.”

Anemone shook her head as if to chide me.

“It gets the point across so well, though—the fact that I’m willing to offer myself to you for the rest of my life.”

“That’s pretty hardcore. Can you think of a bit more casual way to go about it? All I did was reach out to grab an outstretched hand in need.”

“I think you should realize how strange it is that you can talk about it like that.”

“I’ve been forced into even more dangerous situations, so…”

“Later on, I need to ask you about what you’ve been up to until now,” Anemone said with a wince. There was a lull in the conversation.

“Just think about it. If I had never met you, I would be dead in a few years. Now, though, that’s all gone, with the only result being I de-aged.”

“I mean, that might be true.”

“Hence, ‘For Kousuke Only.’”

“You’re going back to that?”

I really didn’t know what to do here.

“In that case, do something for Yuika or Iori. If the others hadn’t been around, we couldn’t have saved you.”

Everyone had been vital to making the operation a success.

“Well, they all had the same reaction as you.”

They must have all turned Anemone down, but that was just the kind of people they were.

“In that case…”

“Nanami was the exception, though. She said something along the lines of, ‘Let’s do our utmost for Master’s sake.’”

C’mon, Nanami, stop acting like the spokeswoman for my inner voice!

“Seriously, don’t worry about thanking me. I just want you to live a normal life,” I said.

“Now, now, do I really come off as such a heartless woman to you?”

“I’d say you come off as a woman who’s always in heat more than anything else.”

“You got me there.” She laughed. “I can’t deny it. Still, there’s no need to fear. Despite how it may appear, I have no experience with the opposite sex.”

She paused for a moment before heaving a big sigh.

“Thanks to you—and that mysterious knowledge base of yours—we were able to defeat Reym. My question is: Just who are you, and how long have you been alive?”

Anyone who knew me well would probably have the same questions. If I were in their position, I certainly would have. Still, I was going to feign ignorance and push past the subject.

“Where did that come from?” I asked.

“There are moments when you seem older than even me.”

“You’re actually not the first person to say that.”

I really didn’t get what it was. Was my old man energy leaking out into the world or something?

“Putting it that way makes a lot of things come together. I suppose that’s fine, though. I can learn more about that going forward.”

Anemone paused again.

“All that remains is this curse.”

I nodded. I was going to have to take care of it from here. Although I had been kind of flippant about it before, the truth was, getting rid of it would be even more difficult than the fight against Ms. Sakura. “Difficult” in many senses of the word.

Still, I would manage it somehow.

“Anemone.”

“Hmm?”

“Let me preface and say, this is assuming we can dispel the curse, okay?”

She nodded.

“How about you drop that sexy act of yours, and we invite our friends all out to a picnic or something? Yuika mentioned she wanted to have a barbeque, and I’m sure all the Ceremonial Committee members would join us.”

Listening to me, Anemone nodded with a look of joy. Then she asked, “You explained all this to me before, but can you really dispel this curse?”

“I sure can. The one snag is that we might need to fight against an entire country to get it done.”

Except there was no “might” about it. That was actually what we would end up doing.

“What’s this, you’d fight off a whole country for little old me?”

“Well, there are some other people I’ll be helping out in the process.”

“What, so it’s not all for my sake after all?” She looked a little disappointed. “So that’s how it is.”

“What’s the matter, Anemone?”

“Nothing, I just felt a bit disappointed.”

She smiled. Still, hypothetically speaking…

“This is just a hypothetical, but…”

“Hm?”

“I did some thinking just now. Even if saving you was the only goal I had in mind, I’d still go to war with another country if I had to.”

“You would?”

A faint joy showed in her eyes. It was like she was mulling over what I’d said. All of a sudden, tears trickled down her happily smiling face.
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She smiled as she cried.

“Anemone…?”

Apparently, this also came as a shock to her, as she seemed surprised to touch her own tears.

“No, what’s all this about? Didn’t even know a freak like me could cry. Maybe my tear ducts have gotten a bit weaker in my old age.”

“Anemone, what do you mean ‘a freak like me’? Don’t be mean to yourself. You’re just a normal elf. Besides, you’ve de-aged if anything, right?”

“You might be right,” Anemone replied, smiling through her tears. “I thought I’d never get to lead a normal life. Figured I would never make a single friend.”

“What are you talking about, Anemone? You’ve got one standing in front of you. Besides…”

I conjured to mind all the faces of the Ceremonial Committee, Iori, Marino, Ms. Sakura, Sis, and above all, Ms. Ruija.

“There are so many people who consider you a friend—you just don’t think they do.”

“…!”

“You have gotten younger. Why not make the best of it and go have fun with your friends? It’s time for you to live how you want to live and make up for all the hard times up until now.”

“You make a good point, but then we’ll definitely need to dispel this curse.”

I nodded to Anemone as she wiped her tears.

“Right. I won’t say I’m not unsure about it at all, but I think it’s possible. No, it will be possible.”

“Please. I guarantee you’ll pull it off.”

She drew closer to my face and flashed an alluring smile. It was a devilish grin, murky like a swamp, yet almost like a drug that made you want to sink down deeper.

“Of course you can,” she said.

I felt her breath on me. It was bitter yet slightly sweet, like dark chocolate, yet at the same time, hot and almost intoxicating.

She brought her beautiful face closer and closer…before passing by my face and stopping next to my ear.

She gently whispered to me, “Since you’re going to become the strongest of all.”

—
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Afterword


Magical[image: ]Explorer

Reborn as a Side Character in a Fantasy Dating Sim

Good day to you, Iris here. Still alive and kicking. There was an incident in my private life that I seriously thought was going to kill me, to the point where you could easily make a movie out of it. This has probably been the toughest year of my whole life.
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