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  Day 96


  

  I, Ogrou, set out from the place of my birth, the Great Kudeln Forest, at midday yesterday, along with Dhami, the human adventurer Redhead Shorty, four other humans, and three demon lords.


  Our transport was… unconventional: a massive skeletal centipede, crafted from the bones of a Black Skeleton Knight. As it was, the thing would have drawn far too much attention, so we disguised it as a self-propelled covered wagon. Not that that stopped us from standing out, but it was better than nothing. Probably.


  The ride itself was surprisingly smooth. Almost luxurious, really. There was barely any vibration, and the centipede could keep going without the need for rest. If we had been able to keep moving without stopping, we might already have reached the highway leading to our destination: the defensive city of Trient.


  Unfortunately, things didn’t go according to plan.


  Due to various circumstances, we ended up spending the night in a village nestled in the grasslands along the way. The village, called Clute, was home to about three hundred people. They did some basic farming, but agriculture wasn’t what sustained them. Their livelihood came primarily from crafting and selling uniquely designed musical instruments made from high-quality timber harvested in the Great Kudeln Forest.


  Apparently, the spiritual residue left behind by the elemental spirits that had once gathered near Velvet’s dungeon still lingered in the ancient trees nearby. That residual power, infused in the wood, made it ideal for instrument-making.


  We were shown some of the instruments, and I had to admit it: they were masterpieces. The tone they produced carried a soothing resonance, the kind that settled deep in your chest and left your thoughts a little quieter than before. I could believe the rumor that the rich bought them as status symbols. If you were a Minstrel or had any job class that involved performance, you’d probably jump at the chance to get your hands on one.


  Originally, this place was no different from the surrounding plains: just empty land. But once word spread of the fine wood, skilled craftsmen had begun to gather, drawn by the opportunity. Over time, it had naturally evolved into a full-fledged village. The instruments made in Clute had earned acclaim in several places, and if that success continued, the village would likely grow even larger.


  Security was handled by Disruts, magically engineered guardians made of iron. To put it simply, they were golems. Not especially powerful—stronger than a hobgoblin, yet weaker than an ogre—but they had exceptional durability. There were about five of them stationed around Clute. On top of that, the village had watchtowers, moats, and wooden palisades.


  According to Redhead Shorty and her fellow adventurers, this village was considered one of the safest settlements in this world. At least in terms of security, Clute was doing remarkably well.


  Despite the solid security, though, there had still been a bit of a commotion upon our arrival. Naturally, it was on account of my being an ogre, but that’s not worth going into detail about.


  For what it’s worth, I’d taken precautions before entering. My pitch-black skin, inherited from one of Velvet’s Relics, had been changed to a less conspicuous earthy brown using my Shapeshift Ring. Handy little thing. I plan to devour it later and absorb its ability for myself.


  Normally, a place like this wouldn’t warrant more than a quick greeting. I’d just hand over a Nameplate—a personalized iron tag embedded with a copy of my split body, which acted like a magical business card with a communication function—and be on my way. But this time was different.


  Clute had a problem. A serious one. And the villagers were desperate.


  To summarize, since its founding about ten years ago, the village had maintained a deal with an orc clan residing in the forest. Twice a year, Clute offered tribute—female slaves, food, weapons—in exchange for protection. The orcs, in return, kept the local monsters at bay, allowing the villagers to harvest timber in peace.


  Recently, the orcs had broken that agreement.


  Not only had they stopped protecting the logging parties, but they’d started attacking them. Three young female apprentices had already been abducted. Worse yet, the village itself had come under assault multiple times.


  The Disruts—those iron golems assigned to guard the village—had managed to hold their own, but there were only five of them. That wasn’t nearly enough to cover the entire perimeter. Out of necessity, the villagers had begun arming themselves and fighting back.


  There hadn’t been any deaths. Not yet. But injuries were mounting, the fields were being trampled, and securing the lumber supply had become too dangerous.


  The villagers, bewildered and hurt, kept asking the same question: Why? Why did the orcs, once our allies, turn to barbarism?


  They were beginning to wonder if, in the end, orcs really were just monsters after all.


  Their current stores of wood would last them for a while, but if the situation didn’t change soon, deliveries would be delayed. Clients would stop coming. The village would fade… and eventually, it would die.


  Clute hadn’t been around long. Most of the villagers hadn’t even been born there. And yet, after ten years of hard work, sweat, and soil under their nails, even the older craftsmen had grown deeply attached to the place. Watching it vanish would be bitter beyond words. And no one wanted to lose their livelihood.


  The villagers had already started talking seriously about pooling their money—a lot of money—and putting in a request with the Central Guild Authority to hire professional monster hunters to wipe out the orcs entirely.


  But the truth is… yeah. This whole mess? It’s kind of our fault.


  Our base of operations had once belonged to the orcs. It was an old mining site, one they used to control. Until we killed them and took it for ourselves.


  The ones who survived were simply the orcs who hadn’t been there at the time of the takeover.


  After hearing the villagers’ story, I dispatched a blood replica to scout the area and investigate the survivors. The results were clear: the only orcs left alive were the brainless kind: brute muscle without the minds necessary to wield it.


  Some of them had been killed during their raids on the village—either by the Disruts or by the villagers themselves—but roughly thirty were still alive. With their leaders—both the chieftain and the clan mage—dead by our hands, the chain of command had collapsed. Their roles fell apart. Their supply lines broke down. Food became scarce. The result? Chaos and starvation, most likely triggered by reckless, uncontrolled overeating.


  Orcs were strong, yes. But they were hopeless when it came to subtlety. They had no ability to mask their presence. No tactics. Hunting enough prey to feed an entire tribe without attracting monsters or alerting the forest’s more dangerous beasts? That would have been nearly impossible.


  The orcs I saw through my replica’s eyes were gaunt. Emaciated. They hadn’t eaten anything worthwhile in days. Cornered, desperate, and running out of options, they’d chosen the easier path: pillaging humans. It was faster. Easier. Less dangerous than hunting in the wild.


  So, yeah. This mess? It was our fault. Mine, especially.


  I couldn’t, in good conscience, turn a blind eye and walk away. Not when innocent villagers were being dragged into a problem I created.


  Though, to be perfectly honest, I had a more selfish motive too.


  If the villagers did go through with their plan to hire the Central Guild Authority, then sooner or later, the truth about our base might come to light.


  The orcs’ old mine had produced Spirit Stones—some of which had even made their way to Clute through trade in the past. If human adventurers were sent here to wipe out the orcs, they’d almost certainly investigate the mine while they were at it. Spirit Stones were incredibly valuable. Sold on the market, they’d fetch a fortune. And as high-grade crafting materials, they were in constant demand from anyone making magic items. There was no way the humans would ignore that kind of goldmine.


  Back when the villagers and orcs had a pact, the location of the mine had been a well-kept secret. But those days were over. And if anyone discovered the cave now—before our fortification plans were complete—our entire base could be compromised.


  So, I made a decision and met with the village chief to propose a new deal: I would take over the orcs’ role. In exchange, I would personally guarantee the village’s safety in the forest.


  The sun was already setting by the time our talks wrapped up, so we ended up spending the night.


  Naturally, some of the villagers were wary. What if this ogre turns on us just like the orcs did?


  Redhead Shorty and the other humans vouched for me. Being of the same race, their words were all the more persuasive. That, and the fact that I treated the injured free of charge… that probably helped too.


  In any case, the deal with Clute Village had been finalized.


  For now, it was a provisional, short-term contract; something to test the waters. If things went smoothly, we’d shift to a formal, long-term agreement. I also made sure to secure a renewed promise from the village chief: they would not investigate the origin of the Spirit Stones, as before. That little cave secret of ours would stay buried, literally and figuratively.


  To make sure they understood the stakes, I offered a polite reminder: If you break the deal, I can’t guarantee what’ll happen to your village.


  I’d already made enough concessions when it came to payment. A little intimidation was more than fair in return.


  The next morning, after receiving a warm breakfast, our group departed from Clute. As we were leaving, I caught a lingering sense of unease in the village chief’s expression. He still wasn’t entirely convinced the orc threat was over, so I gave him a reassuring smile and told him not to worry.


  What I didn’t say was that the situation had already been handled.


  Back when it had been clear that the contract would be finalized—last night, to be precise—I’d sent an order to the team waiting back at our base. A few hours later, every last one of the surviving orcs had been turned into roast pork.


  We have no need for half-starved orc slaves. Better to clean up the mess entirely. Plus, orc meat is surprisingly tasty, and likely gave the standby team a decent stamina boost. It was a win-win situation.


  As for the three young women who’d been abducted, they were rescued as well. I’d given instructions to bring them back to the village around midday. Just as I’d suspected—like I’d said when I first called them Oversexed Orcs—orcs really were insatiable in that department. The girls had suffered, but they were alive.


  A few of the women who had been offered up as tribute in the past were still alive, too. We decided to take them in. By all accounts, their lives would be better with us than they’d been before.


  All in all, things were off to a decent start. Real trust could come later—earned slowly, step by step.


  And so, as our skeletal carriage rattled along the path, I popped the Shapeshift Ring into my mouth and ate it.


  
    [Ability learned: Shapeshift!]

  


  First things first, I changed my skin tone again. The red tattoos stayed, of course.


   

  Day 97


  

  We decided not to head straight for the city. Instead, we took our time, exploring the surrounding terrain, hunting monsters, and eating.


  At the moment, we were crossing through a hilly region, just beyond the grasslands. Aside from the Bicorns—those humanoid-faced bulls we’d run into once before—there was something new here. A towering creature, nearly four meters tall. It looked like someone had mashed together a rhino, a buffalo, and a boar. A Borforl.


  There were plenty of new creatures around here… species we’d never encountered before.


  One had the long, coiled body of a snake, about two meters in length, but with a palm-sized red turtle shell fixed to the middle of its back. A Turtle Snake.


  Another looked like an evolved version of a Horned Rabbit, but with a vicious twenty-centimeter blade jutting straight from its forehead. Probably a Blade Rabbit.


  Then there were Harpies, humanoid figures with human torsos but avian arms and legs, flitting around overhead in erratic patterns.


  We’d never crossed paths with any of these before, which meant only one thing: new abilities. I could practically taste the potential already.


  The only downside was that this terrain—open, hilly, and lacking cover—wasn’t ideal for ambushes. Not like the forest. For Dhami and me, sneaking in close might still be doable, but for Redhead Shorty, not a chance.


  So, we adjusted our hunting strategy.


  Dhami and I would launch a preemptive magical strike, throwing the target off balance. While the enemy was reeling, I’d charge in alongside Redhead Shorty, both of us mounted atop Jiro, our Demonic Bear. As for Dhami, she’d be riding Saburo, our Orthrus—a two-headed wolf and one of her personal familiars. Her Triple-Horned Horse, another familiar, had been left back at the base for now.


  If I took out all the enemies by myself, the others wouldn’t gain any experience. This was the plan that worked best for everyone involved. Still… I couldn’t help but notice Dhami eyeing Redhead Shorty with something suspiciously close to envy.


  What’s that about?


  Our first prey of the day was a Borforl herd. Ten of them in total.


  I decided to capture one alive and turn it into a familiar, putting it to work as a draft beast to pull our skeletal centipede wagon. We’d caused quite a stir when we rolled into Clute with that thing, and I figured we could stand to make it look at least somewhat more like a normal carriage.


  Besides, Jiro needed to remain combat-ready, and Saburo was most useful in mobile flanking roles. The Borforl was perfect for mundane hauling duty.


  The hunt went smoothly.


  According to Redhead Shorty, Borforl horns are valuable alchemical ingredients. No reason to waste that opportunity; I stripped the horns without hesitation. The meat was apparently worth something, too, but I wasn’t about to sell it.


  Instead, I ate five of the beasts right there on the spot, for breakfast.


  
    [Ability learned: Bone-Crushing Charge: Rhinoceros Form!]


    [Ability learned: Stunning Dullness!]

  


  Excellent.


  Despite the sheer volume of meat, I only learned two new abilities from the Borforl. Not a bad haul, all things considered. Both were practical and seemed useful, so I had no complaints. And honestly, the taste alone made it all worth it. I grilled the meat, and the moment it hit my tongue, it practically melted in my mouth. Rich flavor, exquisite texture… utterly irresistible. Given how grotesque the creature looked, the fact that it tasted this good felt like fraud. I even found myself shouting, “This has gotta be a scam!” And frankly, who could blame me?


  “Borforl meat is freaking amazing!” I howled.


  Even while eating, I kept my self-replica moving, steadily filling out the mental map in my head. Once breakfast was done, I reshaped the skeletal centipede wagon so our newly captured Borforl familiar could pull it more naturally, and we pressed onward.


  Before long, we spotted a Blade Rabbit.


  It was larger than the Horned Rabbits we’d encountered in the forest and had a much deadlier blade jutting from its forehead. Still, it was just a small fry, not even close to a threat for Dhami or me. I decided to let Redhead Shorty handle it.


  While she moved in for the kill, I sat with the blacksmith, sipping the red tea gifted to us by the elf chieftain, and quietly watched.


  As it turned out, the Blade Rabbit was faster than expected, quicker even than the Red-Eyed Beasts Shorty had slaughtered before. It darted with sharp, erratic footwork, and every time it dashed past, her limbs picked up new cuts—tiny ones, but bleeding all the same.


  The blacksmith gasped. But Shorty? She stayed calm.


  Despite clearly struggling, she didn’t panic. She studied the rabbit’s movements, eyes sharp. She didn’t have any deep wounds, just grazes, which was proof of her daily training.


  After about a minute, she adapted to the rabbit’s speed, narrowed her focus, and struck. Her kukri knife came down hard and clean, cleaving straight through the creature’s neck, flesh, and spine alike. The severed head hit the ground with a dull thump. Redhead Shorty picked up both halves of the monster, turned to us, and met my eyes.


  I gave her a nod. She nodded back and immediately began eating the corpse. Raw.


  She crunched right through the forehead blade as if it were nothing more than a rice cracker. Blood dribbled down her chin and soaked into her leather armor, painting her mouth and chest a bright, visceral red.


  Even the usually unflappable alchemist gasped, her breath catching.


  I explained, helpfully, “That’s just part of managing the side effects of Redhead Shorty’s job, Monster-Eater Warrior. It’s not going to make her sick or anything.”


  “… That’s not why I gasped,” the alchemist replied, a little exasperated. Then she chuckled softly, hiding a smile behind her hand.


  What? What did I say?


  Well, whatever.


  Redhead Shorty was happily shouting, “My stats went up from eating the Blade Rabbit!” so I just gave her a pat on the head and let it go. Watching her beam like that was enough to lift my mood.


  Oh, and the blood soaked into her leather armor? I cleaned it all off, completely, without a trace, using Hydrokinesis. Handy ability.


  Around midday, we discovered the Turtle Snakes’ nest. Apparently, they dug burrows underground like ants or termites. Creepy little things. A quick scan with Echolocation revealed that a good number of them were still inside and fast asleep. So, I decided to wipe them all out in one fell swoop.


  I used Ground Control to blast a geyser of soil straight upward, launching the entire nest like a pressure valve. One by one, the Turtle Snakes burst out of the ground, flailing in midair, and we went to work.


  Dhami, Redhead Shorty, the three demon lords, and I—six of us in total—spread out to decapitate the airborne reptiles before they could hit the ground. We were careful not to damage their shells, since we’d heard those sold for a good price.


  The three demon lords were a gale lord, swift and agile; a flame lord, brutal and direct; and a phantasmal lord, elusive but less suited for melee.


  When the dust settled, we counted eighty-eight Turtle Snakes in total. I had personally killed thirty-eight of them.


  Redhead Shorty shot me a deadpan look and muttered, “You’re way too fast.”


  Meanwhile, the blacksmith practically buzzed with excitement. “That was amazing!” she said, showering me with praise. It felt good.


  The phantasmal lord, despite being a demon lord, struggled with close-range combat and was clearly outpaced by Shorty. She actually ended up with more kills than he did. Then again, we were hunting snakes… so I guess it’s fitting that the phantasmal lord found himself in a nest of vipers.


  We packed up the shells into my Item Box, and as for the meat, I grilled it kabayaki-style in a special sauce.


  Back when we hunted the Night Viper, I hadn’t gotten the chance to try that recipe, and I’d been dreaming of it ever since. And I have to say… it was divine. Perfectly matched with the elven liquor we brought along. I’d like to eat it again. No, actually, I swear I will eat it again.


  
    [Ability learned: Shell Retreat!]


    [Ability learned: Hibernation!]

  


  The taste was top-notch. The abilities… less so. Still, those shells are going to fetch a fortune on the market.


  Truth be told, I wanted to eat one of the Harpies soaring overhead earlier. But… they were humanoid. And letting the blacksmith see me chow down on something that looked that human? Probably not the best move for her mental well-being. I figured it’d be better to wait and save that particular treat for a time when she wasn’t watching.


  Just for now, I’d exercise a little restraint.


  Right before sunset, we wrapped up our detour and pushed past the rolling hills into the mountain paths beyond. Thanks to my doppelganger, my map of the hilly region was already complete. I had no lingering business there.


  Now then, let’s see what kind of monsters the mountains have to offer.


   

  Day 98


  

  According to the blacksmith, the mountain road split into three distinct routes: the shortest, but most dangerous path along the cliffside; a middle-ground trail, moderate in both risk and distance; and the longest route, which followed the river. The riverside path was the safest by far, but also the most time-consuming.


  Naturally, I chose the first option, the hardest one: the cliffside path.


  Why? Simple. Not only is the terrain harsh, but the area is home to some of the region’s most dangerous predators—creatures that put even the Hind Bear to shame. Apparently, a boss-type monster also roams the cliffs. They say it’s stronger than a Red Bear.


  Obviously, I have to eat it.


  The apex predator of this area is called the Four-Winged Giant Eagle, Falaise. It has massive brown feathers, a wingspan over four meters, and, unsurprisingly, four wings. Its average body length is around two meters, and when it soars with all four wings extended, the sight is said to be breathtaking… and terrifying.


  Its speed and aerial maneuverability far exceed what you’d expect from something that size. Worse, its hooked talons secrete a paralytic toxin that slowly saps the strength of anything caught in their grip. The Falaise Eagle’s numbers are few, but anyone traveling the cliffside route is guaranteed to be attacked at least once.


  And leading them… was their variant boss.


  The Four-Winged Giant Eagle Variant has striking jade-green plumage and far surpasses the others in size. On top of that, it bears a Divine Blessing, a gift from one of the gods. With it, it can conjure miniature tornadoes from its beak or turn the gusts from its wings into blades of cutting wind.


  Worse still, it has intelligence, enough to command its flock.


  Since it appeared, travelers have all but abandoned the cliffside path entirely.


  Definitely a pain in the ass. The Red Bear was tough, sure, but it fought alone. This? This is a flock. A coordinated unit.


  Before we entered the cliffside path, the blacksmith practically begged me not to go. She pleaded, tried to reason with me, and even offered alternative routes. I told her I’d be fine and marched straight in.


  As expected, it didn’t take long for the Falaise Eagles to appear.


  Their flight speed was impressive, I’ll give them that, and they had a nasty habit of diving out from the blind spots along the winding cliff. But to me, someone with Aura Sensing, their ambushes were just noisy, predictable lunges. The moment they emerged was the perfect opening.


  All it took was a flick of my silk threads, and they were mine.


  Surprise attacks only work if your target doesn’t know they’re coming, and I always know.


  In total, we captured eighteen Falaise Eagles. I stripped them of anything valuable—feathers, talons, beaks—then deep-fried and grilled the rest.


  Crisp-skinned karaage, smoky yakitori… their lean, clean-tasting meat made for a fantastic meal.


  
    [Ability learned: Panic Voice: Cry of Confusion!]


    [Ability learned: Feather Generation!]


    [Ability learned: High-Speed Flight Mastery!]


    [Ability learned: Wind Reading!]


    [Ability learned: Paralysis Talons!]


    [Ability learned: Paralysis Resistance!]

  


  Not bad at all.


  By noon, we’d reached the widest section of the cliff trail. The terrain here opened up, almost like a plateau, but something felt… off. Bones were scattered everywhere: animal skeletons, broken horns, claw marks gouged into the rock. It wasn’t a road so much as a lair.


  Looking more closely, I spotted human remains, too. Fragments of armor, rusted blades, shattered helms. It was the aftermath of a massacre. Adventurers had tried to clear out whatever lived here, and they had failed.


  Then, a sharp whump-whump echoed overhead. The sky darkened as a gust of wind slammed down from above, ruffling my clothes and stinging my skin.


  I wasn’t surprised; Aura Sensing had already picked it up long before it arrived.


  I lifted my gaze toward the sky. And there it was. The Jade Eagle—known formally as the Judd Eagle—circled above, its massive wings beating slow and heavy like a war drum. Five ordinary Falaise Eagles flanked it, fanned out in formation like knights protecting a king.


  Its wingspan was over twice that of a standard Falaise Eagle, its jade-colored feathers gleaming like polished stone. The sheer power in its flight, the controlled force of every motion, radiated dominance. It was easily more massive than the Red Bear, and its killing intent hit me like a spike through the spine.


  Our eyes met, and a faint prickle ran down my neck, static and sharp. It wasn’t posturing. It wasn’t a warning. That thing had come here to kill me.


  The Jade Eagle was nothing short of majestic—terrifyingly so. Its jade-green feathers caught the light like blades, each one flashing with a lethal shimmer. Its diamond-hard beak and talons twitched with anticipation, as though barely able to contain their hunger to tear into flesh. When those talons scraped against each other, they sparked, literally, shedding fire and shrieking with the sound of honed steel grinding on stone.


  Next, its eyes, those piercing yellow eyes, locked onto mine.


  There was intelligence in them, clear and sharp. A sense of will and awareness. For just a moment, I thought, What a waste it would be to kill something this perfect. The creature exuded such regality that it almost felt wrong to defile it.


  Unfortunately for it, I make a habit of eating every new enemy I encounter. And the Jade Eagle was a variant. If I devoured it, I’d almost certainly gain a Blessing-type ability, just like I had from the Red Bear.


  This wasn’t just an opponent; it was a prize. And it was meant to be eaten.


  I left the protection of Redhead Shorty and the blacksmith to Dhami and the three demon lords, then activated Elytra Generation, sprouting a pair of insect-like wings from my back. They unfurled with a wet snap, and with halberd in hand, I launched myself into the sky to meet the monster head-on.


  The battle raged for what must have been an hour. And in that time, I learned: the sky belonged to the Jade Eagle.


  Its four wings moved like poetry, generating speed and rotational force that went beyond anything I’d imagined. Having just learned High-Speed Flight Mastery, I could understand—really understand—the level of skill behind that aerial maneuvering. This was no wild animal flailing through the air; this was a master of the wind, sculpting turbulence and direction with precision.


  I was completely outmatched.


  I was tossed by crosswinds, yanked by vortices, and lashed by miniature tornado spears it conjured with every screech. My wings were ripped away more than once. Its massive talons tore into my flesh, carving deep gouges through muscle and sinew. Even a single brush from those razor-edged jade feathers was enough to leave me bleeding. I was being dissected in midair.


  By the time I managed to stabilize my flight, I was drenched in my own blood. Flesh was missing, and fluids poured from gaping wounds.


  The Jade Eagle’s adamantine talons sheared off my right arm at the shoulder. My left leg had been bitten clean through at the knee. Worse, the eagle’s saliva had a healing suppression effect, making the bleeding impossible to stop. I had to forcibly constrict my muscle fibers just to slow the hemorrhage, grinding tissue into itself until the flow weakened.


  I would’ve passed out long ago if not for Severe Pain Resistance and Stunning Dullness. Those abilities dulled the agony enough for me to keep thinking, keep fighting. But even so, I was being pushed—methodically—toward the edge.


  In the air, all the martial techniques I’d mastered meant nothing. They were crafted for humans with their feet on solid ground, rooted in centuries of terrestrial combat. Here, in this domain of wind and sky, they were little more than empty gestures.


  Still, I hadn’t come away empty-handed.


  The five Falaise Eagles under the Jade’s command were already dead, each one cut down in mid-flight. I’d made sure of that before giving the boss my full attention.


  I’d managed to sever the Jade Eagle’s right leg with my halberd, punch several clean wind-holes through its four wings, and carve a deep gash across its torso. Its jade-green coat was mottled with red, countless shallow wounds staining the down all over its body.


  It wasn’t that I was losing to it in terms of raw ability as an individual. But the fact that the battlefield was the sky created a disparity far greater than mere strength could account for.


  Buffeted by raging gusts, it was hard to manage both combat and the unfamiliarity of flight at the same time. A faint disturbance crept into my focus, and my flight speed had visibly begun to drop. At this point, to the Jade Eagle, I must have looked like nothing more than an easy target.


  Its assault intensified, and then, at last, my halberd was knocked from my grasp. By sheer luck, it fell near the skeletal centipede and lodged there instead of plunging off the edge of the cliff, but it still wasn’t somewhere I could retrieve it immediately.


  Sensing an opportunity in my disarmament, the Jade Eagle pulled far back, then accelerated. That adamantine beak was aimed straight at me; the eagle clearly intended to skewer me in a single charge.


  The wind erupted in tandem, howling like a storm.


  Riding a violent gale that must have been born of its Blessing, the Jade Eagle unleashed a speed incomparable to anything before. This had to be its true top speed; there was no doubt about it. Even riddled with wounds, it was moving so fast I almost had to admire it.


  On the ground below, screams rang out from Redhead Shorty and the others.


  I’m gonna be pierced through by that beak and die here in the sky.


  For a moment, I could have sworn I saw the Jade Eagle curl its beak in a small, triumphant sneer, utterly convinced of its victory.


  In response, I clenched my teeth in bitter frustration; that was the performance I put on.


  No, to be precise, this whole thing was simply the result of deliberately limiting the abilities I allowed myself to use. As expected, though, this wasn’t the kind of opponent to kindly let me win while I held back, not on its own turf. Given that, according to our respective species, it was far stronger than an ogre, this outcome was only natural.


  Up until now, this had been training to raise my base strength. From here on out, though, I decided to kill it in earnest. So, I timed the Jade Eagle’s charge and began activating the powerful abilities I’d been holding in reserve.


  By devouring my own right arm, still dripping with blood, which I had secretly retrieved as soon as it had been severed, I fulfilled the activation condition for Fluid Regeneration. I stacked Sustainable Regeneration and High-Speed Healing, instantly restoring every wound across my body. The right arm that had been severed and the left leg that had been torn away both regenerated immediately, replaced by brand-new limbs.


  The energy cost hit me all at once, and my stomach twisted with hunger, but that wasn’t a problem.


  After all, my next meal was right in front of me.


  I followed up by activating Exoskeleton Armor, transforming into a form reminiscent of a crimson stag beetle. The exoskeleton didn’t merely boost my defensive power; it also dramatically enhanced my physical strength. On top of that, I stacked Resilience of the Dark Demon and Sturdy Dragon Scale Armor, overlapping their effects to layer my entire body in dragon scales and grotesquely swollen muscle.


  The Jade Eagle’s eyes widened in shock at my sudden transformation, but it still didn’t stop its assault. I responded by ejecting golden silk from my fingertips, ensnaring it mid-charge. Then I invoked Gravity Manipulation: Law of Gravity, generating reversed gravity directly against its trajectory and forcibly bleeding away its momentum.


  The wind blades swirling around its body sliced through some of the golden threads, but a considerable number still clung fast. Unable to resist the invisible force of gravity, the eagle’s overwhelming speed vanished almost instantly.


  With its trajectory locked and escape impossible, I brought both fists down on its head. There was no technique involved, just brute force. I simply swung both arms downward with everything I had. But when strength had been amplified to this extent, the result was inevitable.


  The Jade Eagle was smashed into the ground at tremendous speed, with an impact so violent it carved a small crater where it landed. A normal Falaise Eagle would have had its limbs torn apart and died on the spot. But perhaps due to the exceptional vitality unique to boss-class monsters, the Jade Eagle was still alive. It was really no more than not quite dead yet, but I had to admit it: that alone was impressive.


  I retrieved my halberd and cleanly severed the Jade Eagle’s neck, bringing the battle to its end.


  From the fallen head, I collected the eagle’s gem-like eyes, then devoured the skull and flesh.


  Delicious.


  It felt as though raw vitality itself was flowing straight into me.


  After savoring my meal, I carefully began dismantling the rest of the corpse: peeling the hide and carving up the meat while taking care not to damage the beautiful feathers. As I cut near the heart, a hard sensation traveled up into my hand through my knife. I had hit something, and it wasn’t bone. Curious, I probed deeper and uncovered a jade-colored, spherical object about ten centimeters across… something like a polished stone.


  What is this?


  I activated Item Appraisal, and the answer came immediately: Jade Eagle King’s Spirit Core Stone.


  When I turned around, intending to ask the blacksmith whether she knew what it was, I found that the four members of my party with the peddler job class were already standing right beside me, staring intently at the stone in my hand.


  I hadn’t even noticed their approach; such was the speed of their movement.


  After collecting myself, I asked them to explain properly. Apparently, all Spirit Core Stone–type items are exceedingly rare, classified as Legendary, and only boss-class monsters with a Blessing have any chance of carrying one. Even then, the chance is roughly one in a hundred. The stronger the boss monster, the higher the purity and rarity of the Spirit Core Stone it might hold.


  Boss-class monsters aren’t enemies that can be hunted so easily. Add the condition of possessing a Blessing, and the difficulty increases even further. There’s even a story about how a specific nation’s army once set out to subjugate a famous boss monster believed to carry a Spirit Stone, only to be annihilated with absurd ease.


  In other words, Spirit Core Stones aren’t items you can simply aim for and obtain.


  In fact, putting one up for auction would supposedly fetch enough money to buy a small or medium-sized country outright. That said, they’re rarely sold; most end up being used as materials for overwhelmingly powerful magic items.


  As I listened, vaguely impressed, I hesitated over whether to eat the Spirit Core Stone. The four peddlers immediately gave me flat, exasperated looks as if to say, You’re not seriously planning to eat that too, are you? At least sell it instead.


  So, for the time being, I tossed it into my Item Box.


  Wry smiles crept across the humans’ faces; merchants to the core after all, every last one of them.


  I had probably obtained the Spirit Core Stone at all thanks to Luck and my Golden Order affiliation. I made a mental note to thank the fallen elves and Returner, who had granted me those abilities.


  After that, I tried activating Exoskeleton Armor while wearing the hide lined with jade feathers. The result was much like when I’d absorbed the Red Bear leather armor: it produced and registered a second, entirely new exoskeleton.


  The armor had a distinctive luster, predominantly jade and black. Four jade wings extended from my back, giving an unmistakably avian impression. Sharp protrusions dotted the frame, and adamantine hooked talons were mounted on all four limbs. The talons could be retracted at will, which seemed incredibly convenient.


  When I tested out its flying capabilities, I found I could move much faster than with my insectoid wings alone. Moving the armor’s wings even a little automatically generated powerful gusts, boosting my flight speed. When I tried manifesting my own wings in addition to the exoskeleton, my speed increased even further. A pleasant, yet unexpected bonus.


  This would be invaluable for aerial combat.


  I turned my attention back to eating the meat of the Jade Eagle.


  My verdict was the same thing I’d thought when I ate the head: probably among the top one or two best things I’d ever tasted.


  I’d actually shouted, “This is incredible!!!” without even realizing it.


  
    [Ability learned: Feathered Arrow!]


    [Ability learned: Sky Predator!]


    [Ability learned: Blessing of the Storm God!]


    [Ability learned: Wind and Dust Perfect Tolerance: Storm!]


    [Ability learned: Adamantine Flash Talons!]


    [Ability learned: Sonic Flight!]

  


  [image: 01]

  The abilities I picked up were excellent across the board; this hunt had paid off enormously.


  On a whim, I rummaged through the remains of fallen adventurers that surrounded us to see if there was anything salvageable. I found about five usable storage backpacks. Checking their contents revealed a respectable amount of money, weapons, armor, and even potions, all of which I gratefully accepted. We also collected any other items that looked useful.


  In return, I gathered the bodies together and cremated them in one place.


  May Buddha’s light…


  After offering a silent prayer, we resumed our journey. Still, I couldn’t help but notice the looks the three demon lords were giving me: gazes filled with intensely complicated emotions. They stared at me as though I were a monster… and at the same time, as though they were looking at someone they admired.


  It was a strange mixture, to say the least.


   

  Day 99


  

  It had been raining since morning.


  Fortunately, we reached the main road yesterday, so we were sheltering from the storm inside a so-called rest stop, a massive, single-story structure nearly thirty meters across. The skeletal centipede was being kept in the building reserved for wagons.


  When I entered, a group of peddlers and a band of adventurers who were already there reacted by either shrinking back in fear or demonstrating open hostility. To smooth things over, I casually treated them to a couple of barrels of liquor I’d plundered from the human army.


  For the peddlers who still weren’t biting, I sold Turtle Snake shells, other forest-harvested materials, and belongings taken from adventurers I’d found along the mountain roads to gradually build some rapport. They were cautious at first, but with the calming presence of the blacksmith and other humans, they slowly began to relax.


  Others arrived at the rest stop later and were clearly just as startled by my presence at first. Still, judging from the general atmosphere, they seemed to conclude that I wasn’t dangerous. They kept a wary eye on me, but no one tried anything.


  Which was a little disappointing; I’d been fully prepared to eat them if they did.


  Around noon, I helped the chef sisters and others with the cook job class prepare lunch. After we finished eating, the peddlers invited me to join them in a bit of gambling, and I decided to give it a try.


  It seemed to be a card game similar to blackjack. After getting a quick explanation, I tried my hand at it, using the money I’d picked up on the mountain road yesterday.


  The result? A complete, overwhelming victory, probably thanks to Luck and Golden Order again. I stripped the other players of everything until they were left stark naked. One merchant gambler among them even lost not only his money, but his merchandise as well.


  After laughing triumphantly and basking in my win, I returned their clothes—and gave back all the goods except the items I actually wanted. Seeing a bunch of grubby men naked didn’t exactly spark joy, and I felt a twinge of guilt, almost as though I’d been cheating. Besides, the merchant who’d wagered his merchandise turned out to be a member of a fairly large trading company. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to leave him owing me a favor.


  To the ones I’d gotten friendly with, I handed out some Nameplates as well, so the experience could double as promotion for the mercenary corps. All things considered, not a bad haul.


  ※※※


  


  The rain didn’t let up, so we spent the entire day at the rest stop. The skeletal centipede had a roof installed, so travel was technically possible, but this wasn’t a journey we needed to rush.


  To kill time, we used the training area in one corner of the rest stop. I sparred with Dhami, Redhead Shorty, and the three demon lords.


  Dhami and Redhead Shorty had already found combat styles that suited them, so all they needed to do was keep refining what they had. The three demon lords, on the other hand, were still relying too heavily on brute force and their natural physical abilities.


  For starters, I taught the gale lord, whose footwork habits were particularly bad, savate. To the flame lord, who favored pure brawling, I taught Muay Thai. And to the phantasmal lord, who struggled with close-quarters combat, I introduced jujutsu.


  In my previous life, I’d used specialized devices to imprint a wide variety of techniques directly into my brain. I remembered all of them even after reincarnating, and many were styles I’d personally used, so teaching them posed no real difficulty.


  After we sparred for a while, a few adventurers who’d been watching from a distance asked to join in, so I agreed to a light exchange.


  There were more swordsmen and warriors than brawlers, so I pretended to pull wooden swords and spears from a storage backpack; in reality, I drew them straight out of my Item Box and handed them over.


  I held back a fair bit, but none of my opponents were particularly strong, so it wasn’t exactly challenging. Still, it was good exercise, and we managed to break the ice quite a bit, so I’d call that a win.


  Come to think of it, why had several of the clones I’d sent out to scout vanished somewhere along the way?


  No, no… seriously. I had absolutely no idea.


   

  Day 100


  

  The rain that poured down nonstop all day yesterday finally cleared, and we were once again making our way along the muddy highway. This time, however, we had a few new companions.


  They were the deputy manager of the Falmer Trading Company, Trient branch, his entourage, and the group of adventurers serving as their escorts.


  The deputy manager was a balding, slightly pudgy middle-aged man—the same fellow who’d lost his merchandise to me during yesterday’s gambling. Apparently, he was a gambler to the core, the sort who occasionally put even company goods up as collateral, just like yesterday. I couldn’t help wondering how someone like that could hold the position of deputy manager. Still, according to his subordinates, he was an exceptionally capable individual aside from that one flaw. So capable, in fact, that he surpassed the current branch manager.


  Are you serious? I thought. But he didn’t seem like a bad guy, and it had nothing to do with me, so I let it go.


  Unlike the skeletal centipede, our new companions’ covered wagons needed to stop and rest from time to time, which slowed our pace. The upside was that I got to ask them about all sorts of things regarding the state of the world, making it a worthwhile stretch of travel in its own way.


  At one point, the conversation turned to that infamous princess and the incident that had prompted the human army to invade our forest. Apparently, the princess’s illness had been successfully cured using a secret elixir brought back by the next emperor, marking the first confirmed case of Chrishind Disease ever being cured. There were even rumors that the Empire and the Kingdom were currently analyzing the few remaining drops of that elixir.


  In reality, I’d rigged it so that the remaining elixir would spontaneously combust down to the very last drop, but I kept that little detail to myself.


  Incidentally, tensions between nations were apparently growing unstable, and whispers of an impending war were spreading. Given the circumstances, I was told, no one would have the spare capacity to meddle with the forest again any time soon.


  The day ended quietly and without incident as the sun finally set.


   

  Day 101


  

  We arrived at the defensive city of Trient around midday. The white walls encircling the city looked solid and formidable, packed with all manner of fortifications. Taking this place by force would be an enormous endeavor.


  Just as I was thinking that, my appearance (that of an ogre) caused a considerable commotion. And it probably didn’t help that a Demonic Bear, an Orthrus, and a Borforl accompanied me.


  Things were shaping up to be troublesome enough that we might not even have been allowed inside the city, but the deputy manager traveling with us somehow smoothed it all over. It seemed the Falmer Trading Company wielded considerable influence here.


  For that, I was genuinely grateful. That said, he did use the opportunity to negotiate some bargain prices for our Turtle Snake shells.


  For the time being, I decided to keep the bulk of my body concealed beneath a hooded coat while inside the city. It wasn’t as if I could hide my massive ogre’s frame completely, but it was better than nothing.


  There were plenty of humans in the city, but I also spotted a fair number of demi-humans, such as beastfolk. If I had to guess, the ratio was probably around six parts human to four parts demi-human.


  The main street was lined with shops, and the lively voices of hawkers echoed all around. No doubt there was a dark underbelly lurking somewhere beneath the surface, but all the same, it felt like a city I could enjoy.


  After we entered the city, the day passed in a blur of shopping, searching for lodgings, and various other errands.


  I told Redhead Shorty and the others, “We’ll be staying here for about four or five days. During that time, decide whether you want to keep traveling with me or stay in this city.”


  Personally, I didn’t want to let them go. Still, their wills deserve to be respected.


   

  Day 102


  

  Today, guided by Redhead Shorty, both Dhami and I headed to the facilities of the Central Guild Authority.


  The blacksmith was out exploring the city with the three demon lords acting as her bodyguards. Apparently, she planned to sell the knives and magic potions she’d produced back at our base to fund tomorrow’s shopping. As expected of peddlers, they really knew their way around raising money.


  The Central Guild Authority was massive, a truly impressive structure. Judging from the exterior, it stood three stories tall. The first floor also seemed to function as a tavern; several people were already there drinking.


  Wearing a hood indoors would only draw more attention to myself, so I removed it before entering. A few people were startled by my appearance and even drew their swords, but I ignored them and headed straight for the counter. Anyone foolish enough to swing a blade at me was subdued under the banner of self-defense. Killing them here would have been more trouble than it was worth, so I limited myself to knocking them unconscious.


  I did feel some bones give way under my fists, but that was unavoidable.


  As I approached, the receptionist’s face drained of all color. I tried asking what kinds of quests were currently available; there were notices posted on a nearby board, but it was always easier when someone explained things directly.


  No answer came.


  It seemed she’d fainted while still sitting in her chair.


  With no other choice, I turned to the strange old man standing beside her. He thumped a thick, heavy tome down on the counter. Apparently, it contained detailed information for all current quests, and he began reading through it aloud, explaining anything I didn’t understand as we went.


  I selected quests with conditions that could be cleared using items we already had on hand, such as a delivery of Borforl horns. Since Redhead Shorty was already registered as an adventurer, we had her formally accept the quests, then we collected the rewards. That was the real reason we’d come here in the first place: it allowed us to acquire both information and money at the same time.


  Some of the quests were technically above Redhead Shorty’s rank, but as soon as I produced the very items listed as completion requirements, the old man granted special approval. He was a remarkably reasonable fellow.


  As a result, Redhead Shorty’s rank increased by one. Given her actual combat ability, it was a fair promotion, so no problems there.


  Then, after gathering various bits of information from the old man, we left the guild. I learned later that the elderly man I’d been speaking with was, in fact, the one in charge of the guild—the so-called Guild Master. Why he’d been standing around at the counter like that was a mystery.


  Afterward, I regrouped with the alchemist and accompanied her while she shopped. I couldn’t help but think, Why does shopping with women always take so long? No matter the world, that truth seemed universal.


  I was exhausted.


  Partway through, I noticed someone tailing me. I dragged the would-be stalker into an alley, knocked them out, stripped them naked, and left them hanging nearby.


  Honestly. We’d barely arrived in the city, and had already encountered this nonsense.


  I returned to the inn, did a bit of light training, and went to sleep.


   

  Day 103


  

  At dawn, after finishing some training in an empty lot near the inn, I decided to wander the city alone for a while.


  Dhami said she was going clothes shopping with the blacksmith, so I decided that the flame lord and the phantasmal lord could serve as slaves—ahem, I mean, luggage carriers. As for the gale lord, she was the only female demon lord of the three, so I thought she’d probably enjoy shopping alongside Dhami and the blacksmith.


  I offered a casual salute to the noble sacrifices of those two.


  This time, I used Shapeshift and Metamorphosis to keep a low profile, transforming into a human form that resembled how I looked in my previous life. I wandered aimlessly through the city, gathering information as I went. As expected—perhaps inevitably—rumors about me had already spread quite widely.


  In general, great ogres were known as monsters harmful to the masses, dangerous beings to all around them. Among high-intelligence variants like Mages Ogres, some rare individuals didn’t harm humans, but as a species, ogres were overwhelmingly recognized as dangerous. The commotion at the city gate had stemmed from that perception.


  Reactions to me, a being who seemed oddly intelligent for an ogre, varied, but fear and apprehension were by far the most common. It was only natural.


  After spending about three hours walking the main streets, I stopped at a random shop for lunch. Then I headed into the back alleys. I was wearing fairly decent gear, after all. I figured I might lure in some unsavory types.


  It worked.


  Six thugs appeared, armed with knives and hatchet-like blades. They leered at me with that all-too-familiar snicker of a lowlife.


  There was no one else around, so I beat them down without wasting words. However, I’d forgotten that my current human form was smaller than my usual body, and that threw off my sense of distance. Exploiting an opening I mistakenly left, the last one stabbed me straight in the heart with his knife.


  Of course, while my appearance was human, what lay beneath was still an ogre. It hurt to get stabbed, sure, but the damage was negligible. I calmly pulled the knife out, which left my assailant staring at me in utter shock.


  Whatever.


  I twisted and shattered his neck, then devoured the bodies of all six attackers. Aura Sensing confirmed nobody was nearby, but I ate quickly anyway, just in case someone showed up.


  
    [Job unlocked: Thief!]


    [Ability learned: Silent Stab!]


    [Ability learned: Escape Bomb!]

  


  It seemed the six men had been thieves after all. Each wore a ring engraved with the same emblem, making it highly likely they belonged to the same organization. The fact that they carried such custom-made items suggested they might have been members of a fairly large group.


  I collected everything of value, then dissolved the remaining belongings—along with the uneaten remains of the corpses—using my bodily fluids transformed into acid, erasing any trace of the murders.


  Hoping to lure in more thugs, I continued walking through the back alleys and soon came across a heated argument between five men and a single boy.


  The men looked to be in their late twenties on average. Many had scarred, intimidating faces; they looked like the sort of people ordinary civilians would avoid at all costs. From the metallic scent and the way the men moved, I could tell they had blades concealed on their persons.


  The boy arguing with them head-on was probably thirteen or fourteen years old. Even in the dim light of the alley, his radiant blond hair gleamed brilliantly, and his refined features made it obvious he’d grow into a strikingly handsome man someday. He wore light silver armor, a red cloak draped over his shoulders, and a sword at his waist. A knight-in-training, or perhaps already a knight. Judging from the quality of his gear, he was likely the child of a reasonably prominent house.


  I hid and listened in. Apparently, the topic involved a kidnapping or something along those lines. The boy—clearly a knight, now—looked ready to draw his sword at any moment, aggressively trying to force information out of the men.


  I had no particular interest in the argument and was about to leave when I noticed something familiar: the men were wearing the same rings as the thieves I’d eaten earlier.


  All right… I’ll watch a bit longer.


  The moment I reconsidered, a brawl broke out.


  Individually, the boy was clearly stronger. He didn’t go down easily. But in the end, sheer numbers won out, and he was restrained.


  Just as the man straddling the boy was about to plunge his knife into his chest, I stepped in. I knocked all five men unconscious, then parasitized them with my Self-Replication, planning to use them to locate their hideout.


  Hoisting the battered boy over my shoulder, I left the scene so that he wouldn’t end up killing or capturing the men later. Once we were far enough away, I healed his injuries—for a fee. He shouted at me, demanding to know why I’d let the men escape, so I responded with an iron-fisted reprimand. Then I handed him a communicator, telling him to rest for a bit and then use it discreetly, without drawing attention.


  When he demanded to know who I was, I replied simply, “Just a mercenary,” and left.


  The boy was good-looking, sure, but he was still just a boy. This level of treatment was more than enough.


   

  Day 104


  

  While the city was still wrapped in darkness, I moved through its streets in my ogre form. At my side were Dhami, the phantasmal lord, and the young knight I’d saved yesterday.


  Shortly after I returned to the inn last night, I received a message through the communicator I’d given him. When I told him where I was staying, he arrived almost immediately.


  “Are you really a mercenary?” he asked.


  “I really am.”


  That was enough for him to say, “Then I want to hire you.”


  The request was to rescue the princess he served, an exceptionally tomboyish one, by the sound of it. Apparently, she’d come to the defensive city of Trient incognito, slipped away from her attendants while they weren’t looking, and, predictably, been abducted by a criminal organization. A ransom note had arrived demanding payment, so the boy, acting as the escort unit’s representative, went to the designated location.


  Waiting there were just six low-level members. (There had been one more than when I’d seen them yesterday because someone had already taken the ransom money back.) The argument had started because the kidnappers not only refused to release the princess, but also demanded even more money.


  Under those delicate circumstances, beating the men senseless might have been ill-advised, but the one who had escalated things by striking first had been the boy. Besides, the men I’d already parasitized with my doppelgangers had been instructed to keep things moving as planned. There was no risk of negotiations breaking down.


  Now, we were going to melt into the darkness and raid the organization’s hideout. Thanks to my clones, their internal situation was completely exposed.


  The rest of the princess’s escort unit hadn’t been told anything; they’d only get in the way. The boy alone was the one hiring me, and since he insisted on coming along, I reluctantly allowed it.


  Redhead Shorty and the others, unaware of what was happening, were still asleep at the inn. I’d left bodyguard duty, unnecessary as it probably was, to the gale lord and the flame lord. On our end, the three of us (excluding the boy) were more than sufficient.


  The moment we arrived at our destination, an abandoned former noble’s mansion, I discreetly generated Black Skeleton Assassins, careful not to let the boy notice. I released around ten of them across the grounds, directing them to keep watch so no enemies would slip away.


  And with that, we infiltrated the enemy hideout.


  As for the outcome…


  Before the sun rose, the organization had been completely annihilated.


  We began by assassinating the bandit leader, who had been drunk and asleep. After that, we slaughtered the rest in the blink of an eye, bringing the operation to a close. No one escaped.


  That was the job.


  The tomboy princess was rescued without incident. Contrary to expectations, she was frail, so delicate she looked as though she might shatter if touched. I guessed she was around ten to twelve years old. Her platinum-blond hair gleamed beautifully, and her refined features made it easy to imagine that she would grow into a great beauty someday.


  Iron restraints bound her limbs, and she had been gagged to prevent her from speaking. Fortunately, she’d merely been sedated with drugs, so there were no signs of violence, nor was her clothing disturbed. At the very least, the boy and the escort unit wouldn’t be losing their heads over this.


  While I was at it, I quietly collected the hoard of treasure that had been stockpiled there, along with documents tied to the Kingdom’s darker underbelly, all without the boy noticing. That gave me another card to keep up my sleeve, just in case.


  Judging by the documents, this kidnapping had apparently been intricately planned from the start, but I had no intention of digging any deeper. Getting involved carelessly would only drag me into pointless conflicts.


  I saw nothing. The boy knew nothing. In fact, there had never been a kidnapping to begin with.


  That would be the story.


  I instructed him to report to the escort unit that everything had been the princess’s own planned prank, and that he had reluctantly gone along with it. Sweeping the very idea of a royal kidnapping under the rug seemed like the safest option. Better to say they’d been run ragged by a mischievous princess than to blow this up into a major incident that ended with severe punishments.


  Based on the many tales of the princess’s exploits, the boy had told me, I figured such an explanation would be more than believable.


  Unfortunately, though, the boy stubbornly insisted that everything should be reported truthfully to the king. He refused to budge, so the phantasmal lord used hypnosis to force his acquiescence. I also told him to make sure the princess matched her story to his.


  Honestly, being too upright is a problem in its own way. I didn’t need him causing trouble for me.


  While the boy’s consciousness was still muddled by hypnosis, I went ahead and ate the remaining members of the organization.


  
    [Ability learned: Spider Web of Restraint!]


    [Ability learned: Poison Bomb!]


    [Ability learned: Wiretapping!]


    [Ability learned: Kidnapping!]

  


  All things considered, the results were decent enough.


  Before the sun rose, we withdrew from the hideout. Roaring flames surged skyward from the mansion: evidence destroyed; the truth reduced to ash.


  After that, I slept until midday, accepted the reward the boy brought, and stopped by the Falmer Trading Company branch as I’d promised the deputy manager.


  Tomorrow, we’ll leave the city. I’d received word that children—goblins who would carry the next generation—had been born at our forest base, so I planned to return for the time being.


  I was a little uneasy about what choice the blacksmith would make.


   

  Day 105


  

  The blacksmith decided to keep traveling with me, just as she has until now. It made me happy.


  Or rather—“At this point, of course I am,” was what she said.


  Before noon, we finished packing and were just about to depart the city… when we were interrupted. The young knight and the small tomboy princess were waiting for us right outside the inn.


  The princess, with whom I hadn’t exchanged a single word when we parted yesterday, did at least offer her thanks for rescuing her. Her tone was oddly old-fashioned and dignified, completely at odds with her cute appearance. That was fine, though. I wasn’t about to criticize how someone spoke. More importantly, she showed no fear whatsoever toward me, an ogre, and addressed me directly and clearly. There was a certain regal presence to her; perhaps thick-skinned was the right word.


  When I saw the boy’s furrowed brow, I sensed trouble ahead.


  Sure enough, the tomboy princess issued a request with all the authority of a monarch commanding commoners: she wanted us to escort her all the way to the royal capital of the Kingdom of Sternbelt, Ousvel. Her voice carried a strange charm that almost made me want to agree, but I resisted and pointed out that she surely already had an escort unit. Her response was immediate.


  “Those lot are dull,” she said. “Bringing you all along seems far more entertaining.”


  Far too tomboyish for her own good. I actually ended up giving her a lecture about considering the trouble she caused others, but she merely laughed, amused.


  “You are the first to ever speak to me in such a manner,” she said. She clearly wasn’t listening at all.


  When I looked to the boy, he gave me a helpless, wry smile.


  I asked about the escort fee. It was one gold plate. In other words, one million gold.


  According to Redhead Shorty, escorting an ordinary peddler from here to the royal capital would normally pay one silver plate—ten thousand gold—even accounting for the guild’s brokerage cut. I’d arbitrarily decided that one gold equaled ten yen, so normally that would mean about a hundred thousand yen… This time, it would be roughly ten million. That probably covered expenses like food, but still. Are you kidding me?


  It made me want to ask what they thought blood taxes were for. Don’t waste them.


  That said… well, that said. When you factored in the fact that she was royalty, the risk and reward didn’t feel entirely unbalanced. And going to the royal capital, Ousvel, wasn’t exactly a bad proposition.


  I’d already accomplished what I came to the city to do. I’d only been thinking about returning to the base for the time being, not planning to do so because I absolutely had to. I still had my doppelgangers stationed there, and the education of the newborn children wouldn’t suffer in my absence.


  Wouldn’t it be okay to take the job?


  That was the lighthearted mindset I had when I accepted it. I really should have realized how dangerous this request was the moment they designated the meeting place: outside the city gates.


  ※※※


  


  An hour later, I headed to the gate as promised. Waiting there were the tomboy princess and the boy. The boy was carrying a Storage Backpack, along with a high-end travel bag capable of holding even more items, a Storage Carry Case.


  “What about your escort unit?” I asked.


  “I left them behind,” the princess replied.


  Wait, won’t this look like a kidnapping then?


  Using my information network of clones I’d left behind in the city, I quickly confirmed that people who appeared to be members of the escort unit were actively searching for the princess. Cold sweat ran down my back. Honestly, my head hurt, but the contract had already been sealed. If the client insisted on leaving the escort unit behind, I had no choice but to honor that wish. And she genuinely seemed to be relying on me. So, this time, I decided to grant the girl her wish. It couldn’t be helped.


  We’d just head straight for the royal capital, Ousvel. This was for the sake of our future operating funds, after all. Besides, my Golden Order affiliation and Luck ability were still active; maybe this, too, was a sign that something good was coming.


  If pursuers caught up to us, the tomboy princess would surely do something about it. Worst case, I might have to kill them, but in that case, it would be her responsibility.


  So, then, how many days will it take us to reach Ousvel?


  Swaying with the skeletal centipede’s movement, we set off along the highway.


  Incidentally, the tomboy princess seemed to have taken a liking to my shoulder. She spent a good chunk of the journey perched there as if it were a chair. She was in such high spirits that she even started singing some of this world’s songs.


  What’s with her?


  I didn’t know. I really didn’t. But, well, it was only until we reached the royal capital.


   

  Day 106


  

  At the start of our departure, babysitting the tomboy princess proved to be an exercise in pure exhaustion. For some reason, no one except me ever seemed to notice her impulsive antics, and that made things genuinely dangerous.


  She’d innocently wander up to a giant gray chicken-type monster known as a Big Cocco that lurked near the highway. She’d lean far too far out of the skeletal centipede, nearly falling. She’d sneak up behind the chef sisters while they were cooking and handling knives, just to scare them. And on top of that, she’d strike imperious poses toward the blacksmith—who was already treating her with reverence—and proclaim things like, “Prostrate yourself before me.”


  Those were just a few examples. There were plenty of other troublesome behaviors as well. Though she was genuine royalty, so perhaps that last one wasn’t technically a problem.


  That said, Big Cocco might be a low-level monster that rookie adventurers hunt for experience, but a monster is still a monster. It’s not something an unarmed little girl without a combat-oriented job should ever approach. Normally docile, just pecking at insects, the Big Cocco spread its wings and tried to intimidate the princess when she wouldn’t back off. When she still kept approaching, it finally attacked with its beak.


  Fortunately, I managed to drive it away with Aeromaster before the strike connected, but it was a close call. If things had gone wrong, the princess could have lost an eye.


  The skeletal centipede incident was the same. I could understand a child getting distracted by the rapidly changing scenery, but falling from a skeletal centipede barreling along at full speed would guarantee serious injury. Death wouldn’t even be out of the question.


  And scaring someone while they’re holding a knife could make them cut themselves.


  When a child does something dangerous, it’s an adult’s responsibility to scold them. Royalty? That doesn’t matter. If anything, because she’s royalty—someone meant to lead the people—she should be disciplined more strictly. That’s how I saw it.


  So, when the princess did something wrong, I smacked her on the rear and made her think together with me about what she’d done wrong. When she did something right, I patted her on the head and praised her.


  One more thing: the reactions from Redhead Shorty and the others whenever I spanked the tomboy princess had been extremely entertaining.


  The knightly boy hadn’t explained anything about the princess to me, but watching her carry out her pranks without anyone except me noticing was wrong; I couldn’t help but suspect she possessed some kind of inexplicable power.


  It was also strange and unusual that, for someone of royal blood, she had such a solid grasp of how things worked among ordinary folk. That, too, felt like it hid some sort of secret.


  Either way, the way she approached monsters despite clearly understanding they were dangerous gave the impression that she was trying, with all her might, to savor the outside world for the very first time. Watching her run around as children should, scattering smiles wherever she went, caused an unbidden grin to creep onto my face.


  When she grew tired, she’d come over to me, climb up my back, and settle down on my shoulder to rest.


  In the span of just one day, my shoulder became the tomboy princess’s reserved seat. She clutched my hair tightly with her small hands so she wouldn’t fall, which Redhead Shorty and the others apparently found extremely adorable.


  Frankly, the arrangement was far more convenient than having her dart off all over the place whenever I looked away, so I had no complaints.


  That said, a beautiful young girl riding on an ogre’s shoulder is admittedly far too eye-catching. Adventurers and peddlers of every race we passed along the highway today stared at us with expressions of open shock.


  Still, unfazed by the attention, we continued onward, singing as we went, enjoying ourselves all the same.


  ※※※


  


  As an aside, Dhami and the alchemist found it amusing to teach the princess various gestures and tricks in the category of “how to charm a man.” Naturally, the young knight was used as the test subject.


  The sight of the pure-hearted boy getting flustered beyond belief gave me a good laugh.


  Once again, we camped outdoors for the night.


   

  Day 107


  

  Today, the tomboy princess and the knight joined our early-morning training.


  The boy was a knight, so that made sense, but there was no real reason for the princess to participate. Still, she insisted, saying things like, “I can do it too!” and “No, I want to try!” Her enthusiasm won out, so I let her join in.


  Naturally, her lavish royal attire wasn’t suitable for physical exercise. I instructed her to change into simple, commoner-style clothes made by the chef (and tailor) sisters using my thread. The boy raised an objection, but because the tomboy princess herself gave consent, he begrudgingly backed down.


  That said, the clothes I’d put her in were rigged with clones. Even if she took a solid hit from a wooden sword, the clones would absorb the impact and prevent injury. Without any pain at all, it wouldn’t count as training, so a small amount of shock was allowed through, but the princess had agreed to that as well.


  Once training began, it became immediately clear that the boy was fighting in a way that could almost be called a defining weakness of this world. He relied far too heavily on combat strength obtained through combat arts, levels, and job bonuses.


  Certainly, a powerful battle art can deal serious damage even to a superior opponent. Raising one’s level enhances physical abilities, and acquiring jobs that grant a wide range of bonuses makes it easy to obtain raw power. With just three slightly rare frontline jobs, even an utterly unremarkable boy in his early teens who was barely trained could kill an ogre purely through physical stats alone. On the other hand, possessing even a single magic-oriented job made it possible to blow away a wooden house in one strike.


  That was the kind of power this world handed out with ease. Given how simple it was to grow strong, it was only natural that people would leap at such shortcuts. I could understand that much. But strength gained solely by relying on those things is no better than scrap iron plated in gold. No matter how brilliantly it glitters on the surface, it’s still brittle and rotten at the core.


  What is strength, if not engraving the fundamentals into one’s body through endless repetition: burning the swing of a blade into muscle memory, deepening one’s understanding of the combat arts at one’s disposal, reforging every inch of one’s flesh through pure training, slaughtering countless enemies, devouring lives, and using all of it as nourishment for growth?


  Combat arts, levels, and job bonuses are merely options for becoming stronger. In the end, they’re no different from weapons. If the wielder can’t handle them properly, even the finest blade becomes nothing more than a dull hunk of metal—it’s hardly rare for a novice wielding a famed demon sword to be defeated by a master fighting barehanded.


  What one can truly rely on—what one should rely on—is not combat arts, nor levels, and certainly not jobs, but the techniques, principles, and tactics one has carved into oneself.


  Of course, that’s nothing more than my personal view. Others are free to think differently.


  In any case, while lecturing the boy along those lines, I put him through such relentless training that he passed out several times. Then I turned my attention to teaching the tomboy princess basic practice swings.


  Setting the knight boy aside, I was genuinely surprised that even the tomboy princess put in the work, sweating it out and training seriously. There was barely a trace of her usual mischievousness. Well… that wasn’t entirely true. She was still very much a tomboy, but she looked like she was having fun, and if she was enjoying herself, then that was probably fine.


  Once morning training ended, Dhami, the tomboy princess, Redhead Shorty, and the gale lord headed to a nearby river to wash off their sweat. The rest of us passed the time wiping ourselves down and tending to the boy, whose bruises looked rather painful.


  Later, as we continued along the highway, the tomboy princess, perched on my shoulder as usual, suddenly declared, “We shall take a more interesting road.”


  The peaceful highway wasn’t so bad, with its rivers reflecting the blue sky, grasslands swept by the wind, wide plains full of monsters dotting the distance, and majestic hills where we’d even spotted kobold tribes. Still, for my part, I don’t mind danger. If anything, I wanted to head into areas inhabited by strong monsters I hadn’t eaten yet.


  With the client and her escort in agreement, we chose a route based on the detailed regional map the knight boy carried, selecting the shortest possible path to the royal capital. We would pass through the Cirisca Forest, which is smaller than our own forest but home to a wide variety of monsters; then through Mason Village, said to be famous for its great waterfall and hot springs; cross the Cluster Mountain Range, where a giantkin race known as the Fomorians live; reach the Labyrinth City of Purgatori, which surrounds a mid-tier dungeon known as a Derived Dungeon branching from a Divine Era Dungeon; and from there, head north at last to our destination: the royal capital, Ousvel.


  It’s a route overflowing with danger.


  If we stayed on the highway at a leisurely pace, pulled by the Borforl, it would take about thirteen days. Even switching to the skeletal centipede, which doesn’t require rest, would still take around eight. This shortcut, however, could get us there in roughly seven days.


  According to information gathered by the clones I’d sent out to fill gaps in my mental map, the princess’s escort unit was collecting sightings from adventurers and others who’d seen us, and they were now actively pursuing our trail. Changing routes here was convenient in more ways than one.


  I wanted to avoid any further headaches. An incompetent escort unit almost certainly included some stuck-up, idiotic nobles. This was pure speculation, of course, but I was confident I wasn’t wrong. I decided to ask the boy directly about the composition of the escort unit. He gave me a strained smile.


  Yeah. Just as I suspected. My Intuition whispered as much.


  And so, pushing aside obstructing trees by manipulating the terrain, we left the highway behind and pressed onward, down roads that did not exist.


   

  Day 108


  

  The Cirisca Forest, which we reached this morning, is home to a wide variety of monsters I’ve never eaten before. Perhaps because of its many water sources, including massive lakes and branching rivers, there are especially large numbers of amphibian- and reptile-type monsters, such as:


  
    	Fire Lizards: distinguished by their crimson scales and claws that radiate intense heat.


    	Griforunds: cheetah-like bodies with red flames flickering from their claws and tail tip.


    	Kelpies: horse-shaped creatures with frog-like eyes, slick, pale-blue scales, finlike hind legs, and a thick tail.


    	Crystal Crocodiles: boasting eight-meter-long bodies encased in crystalline hides, complete with massive fangs.


    	Illness Frogs: covered in poisonous patterns of garish yellow and purple.


    	Rock Turtle Frogs: possessing stone-like shells and heads.


    	Silent Mosquitos: ten centimeters long, approaching without a sound to suck our blood.


    	Shelling Grasshoppers: bounding about at high speed and attacking indiscriminately.

  


  —and more besides.


  Since we were technically on the job, I couldn’t go hunting them down and eating them at my leisure.


  That said, if I released Jiro and Saburo—who’d been lounging atop the cargo bed like living sofas—into the forest, they’d return with prey of their own. Kelpies with crushed necks and Fire Lizards bearing massive claw marks torn across their chests.


  Sometimes, the monsters even attacked us in packs of their own accord. Among those that assaulted us, the most troublesome, unexpectedly, was the one that looked smallest and safest: the Shelling Grasshopper.


  When it charged, I could simply take the hit with my ability-enhanced body. Dhami could either sense it in advance and dodge or shrug it off because the attack simply didn’t work on her. But the blacksmith and the tomboy princess were another matter. For non-combatants like them, the grasshopper’s speed made it utterly impossible to evade.


  If it struck the torso, the clones embedded in their clothing could block the impact. But if their heads were targeted, there was a slim chance the clone’s reaction would come too late, and that risk made the creature far more dangerous than its size suggested.


  Fortunately, the pack was small, and because we were traveling atop the skeletal centipede, whose durability was far beyond what the Shelling Grasshoppers could pierce, we managed to handle them. Still, if their numbers had been greater, things could have turned ugly.


  In fact, I’d heard that when they swarmed human-inhabited areas, the damage could be severe. There were even cases in which massive numbers of Shelling Grasshoppers slammed themselves into city walls, ultimately leading to entire cities being overrun.


  It was another sobering reminder of just how terrifying sheer numbers can be.


  The monsters we captured were turned into lunch, and we all enjoyed the meal together. I was the only one who ate the Illness Frog, since it was poisonous. Redhead Shorty looked tempted to try it, but I ignored her hungry glances; there was no way she could neutralize that toxin.


  
    [Ability learned: Plague Diffusion!]


    [Ability learned: Carrier of Pestilence!]


    [Ability learned: Burning Claws!]


    [Ability learned: Flame-Resistant Viscous Secretion!]


    [Ability learned: Affliction Infection!]


    [Ability learned: Stone Head!]


    [Ability learned: Headbutt!]


    [Ability learned: Silent Flight!]


    [Ability learned: Intimidation Vulnerability!]


    [Ability learned: Poikilothermic Incompatibility!]

  


  The Illness Frog’s meat was so tender it practically melted the moment it touched my tongue.


  The Shelling Grasshopper looked… questionable, but its head had a surprisingly satisfying crunch, and the flesh tasted a lot like shrimp or other shellfish. It was unexpectedly good.


  The Fire Lizard, with its vaguely humanlike skeletal structure, gave the blacksmith pause at first. But after taking a single bite, she started saying things like, “Huh, this is actually pretty good,” and kept eating. It really drove home how good food replenishes one’s vitality, body, and spirit alike.


  Kelpie meat was similar to horse meat and undeniably tasty, but there was something off about it. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what was different; only that it was.


  As we chatted about flavors and textures during our lively meal, something erupted from the river flowing behind us. Or rather, a Crystal Crocodile burst forth from the water, lunging straight at us.


  It must have been waiting patiently for just such a moment: a meal, when living creatures inevitably let their guard down, if only a little.


  The inside of the Crystal Crocodile’s enormous maw was packed tight with crystalline fangs, each gleaming with a sharpness that looked capable of killing even me. As a life form, it was probably a step above an ogre. If it had managed to bite down and drag me underwater, things might have gotten out of hand.


  That said, an ambush that’s noticed before it lands is already a failure.


  I’d predicted the sneak attack in advance with Aura Sensing, so I didn’t panic; I didn’t even turn around. Calmly, I drove my halberd deep into that absurdly exposed open mouth and activated Triple Thrust.


  From the spearhead erupted three lances of lightning, rampaging through the beast’s insides. On top of that, the physical blade and the invisible blades generated by the ability pierced and shredded its flesh, reducing the Crystal Crocodile’s interior to a grotesque ruin.


  In my hands lingered the unmistakable sensation of a life being taken. The smell of searing meat rose into the air, smoke curling upward.


  Crystal Crocodile parts fetch a very high price, apparently, so we stripped it of those that would sell well. Lately, Dhami and Redhead Shorty had gotten quite good at processing monsters, so I left that to them. I picked up the comparatively low-value tail meat, roasted it whole, and dug in.


  Yeah, delicious.


  Juices spilled into my mouth, further stoking my appetite. I could even feel my body strengthening slightly from the energy gained through the meat.


  
    [Ability learned: Crystal Crocodile Scale Armor!]


    [Ability learned: Crystal Crocodile Fangs!]


    [Ability learned: Underwater Predator!]

  


  Granting me physical strength and new abilities, this meat had nothing but upsides. Naturally, a smile crept across my face.


  The tomboy princess watched me with evident fascination. She looked oddly restless, so I asked what was wrong.


  “Why do you always eat the beings you kill?” she asked.


  “Because I killed them,” I replied.


  I kill others for my own sake, for survival. And regardless of the reason, if someone dies because of my involvement, I make it a point to eat them whenever possible.


  The strongest reason, of course, is to acquire abilities, but beyond that, it’s also a kind of ritual, a way to steel myself to accept the grudges along with the kill. Perhaps you could call it my way of taking responsibility. One of my personal creeds, even.


  When I explained something similar to a colleague in my previous life, he’d stared at me in disbelief and said, “You’re really something else, you know that?”


  Much like him, the tomboy princess responded with a puzzled, “… Hmm,” her expression tinged with exasperation as she fell silent, clearly lost in thought. And with that, the conversation ended.


  She probably had her own thoughts on the matter. Though the fact that she was still perched on my shoulder made the whole scene feel decidedly unserious.


  After that, we continued onward through the forest, killing the monsters that attacked us and devouring their flesh and blood as we went.


  Today’s synthesis results:


  
    	[Dissonance] + [Panic Voice: Cry of Confusion] ＝ [Death-Inviting Demon Voice: Death Voice]


    	[Shell Defense] + [Shell Retreat] + [Hard Shell of the Diamond Spider] ＝ [Unbreakable Fortress Carapace]


    	[Presence Concealment] + [Perception Interference] + [Sneaking] ＝ [Cognitive Obscuration]


    	[Rising Combat Instinct] + [Survival Instinct] ＝ [Rampaging Black Demon Instinct: Berserker Mode]

  


   

  Day 109


  

  Around the time the sun reached its zenith, we arrived at Mason Village, located just beyond the forest.


  Once again, the fact that I was an ogre caused an uproar. In fact, because this rural village had a higher proportion of humans than the cities did, the backlash was even stronger, but it was swiftly put to rest by the tomboy princess.


  She raised a ring-type magic item symbolic of royalty, causing a crimson sigil to float in the air, and commanded the villagers to accept us. Apparently, that ring can only be used by royalty, can’t be removed by anyone but its wearer, and, if the wearer dies, will inflict a powerful curse on every hostile individual in the vicinity. A truly vicious little item.


  Watching the nearby villagers and tourists alike drop to their knees in unison, bowing their heads with a reverent utterance, felt like a scene straight out of some ancient period drama. It was oddly spectacular.


  Afterward, we were invited to stay the night at the largest and finest house in the village: the village chief’s residence. Still, the chief and his wife remained visibly tense, so in an effort to ease their nerves, I offered them food we’d gathered in the Cirisca Forest: mushrooms, fruit, and the like.


  As an aside, I casually added that if there was any game they wanted, I could have Jiro and Saburo hunt it down for them. It took some time, but the village chief and the others gradually relaxed in their dealings with us.


  Conversation really is important, after all.


  After spending a couple of hours chatting and unwinding, the village chief suggested guiding us to the village’s famed waterfall. I’d planned to see it anyway, and since I intended to take my time enjoying the village’s other attraction, the hot springs, later on, I readily agreed.


  The waterfall lay just a short distance up into the mountains beyond the village. It was enormous, like water cascading straight down from the heavens. Faced with such a magnificent sight, we all found ourselves transfixed. The massive waterfall, plunging from a height of roughly two hundred meters, conveyed both the beauty and the overwhelming power of nature. A rainbow arched through the mist, and the air was filled with a refreshing coolness.


  I’m glad I got to see this, I thought honestly.


  That said, my Aura Sensing picked up the presence of some immensely powerful being slumbering within the basin at the waterfall’s base, though I couldn’t discern exactly what it was. On a whim, I asked the village chief about it.


  Apparently, a guardian-like being protects the surrounding region—a boss-class monster. It’s said to be friendly as long as it isn’t attacked, and moreover, it’s a rare species of dragon. Normally, it sleeps quietly within the depths.


  For a moment, the urge to fight it surged up inside me, but I sealed that impulse deep in my heart. With my current strength, even using every ability at my disposal, I likely wouldn’t stand a chance.


  Someday, I thought, if the opportunity arises.


  After returning to the village, we headed to the famous hot springs. Since royalty would be bathing, the springs were reserved exclusively for us.


  Dhami and the gale lord stood guard in the women’s bath alongside the tomboy princess, while we occupied the men’s bath just next door. Even if assassins were to strike, we’d be able to respond instantly. Thanks to that, I could relax and enjoy the hot springs without worrying.


  Mason Village’s hot springs weren’t quite on par with those at our base, but they were still very good indeed.


  [image: 02]

  Missing the hot springs at our base, I decided that once this job was finished, I would absolutely return there at least once. A lot has probably changed back home, too, and there’s still an endless list of things to do.


  After soaking for about an hour, we headed back to the village chief’s house. There, piled high in front of it, were the spoils Jiro and Saburo had brought back: Kelpies, Borforls, Blade Rabbits, Horned Rabbits—an overwhelming quantity of game. Villagers had gathered and were busily draining the blood and preparing the carcasses.


  The moment I returned, the two familiars bounded over, demanding praise. I indulged them, then turned to the chief and suggested that since there was far too much meat for just us, we should all eat together. As a result, the entire village became a banquet hall that night. Bonfires were lit everywhere, driving back the darkness; roasted meat was washed down with local spirits; people sang and danced in wild celebration.


  With Dhami being a peerless beauty and Redhead Shorty having her puppy-like charm, the women were constantly being invited to dance by the village men. It looked rather overwhelming. I simply watched it all from the side with the village chief. Being asked to dance was just a polite custom. Besides, the chief—who boasted that he still wouldn’t lose to the younger generation—had brought out a special, top-grade batch of village liquor, and we were in the middle of a drinking contest.


  Whenever a cup ran dry, I countered by offering elven wine. The look of shock on the chief’s face after his first sip made me laugh a little, but it couldn’t be helped. Elven wine is even better than the village’s proudest brew.


  Our drinking duel continued, with both of us grinning broadly, until several more bottles of village liquor were emptied.


  ※※※


  


  It was probably about two hours after the feast began that one drunken villager grabbed Dhami’s backside, adding some truly vulgar remarks to go with it.


  The poor fool nearly got beaten to death on the spot by an enraged Dhami, but I stepped in to save him. I healed him, punched him in the stomach with just enough force not to damage his organs, then healed him again. When Dhami tried to finish him off anyway, I wrapped her in a hug to calm her down.


  Honestly, she was a problem; whenever another man touched certain parts of her, she went berserk without regard for time or place. There were times when killing was acceptable and times when it wasn’t. This was definitely the latter, so I whispered that much into her ear.


  That said, since I’d also delivered punishment myself, I couldn’t scold her too harshly.


  When I looked around, everyone around us—meaning the whole village—had fallen silent. Redhead Shorty and the others were pressing their hands to their foreheads, muttering, “Ahhh…”


  To break the steadily growing awkwardness in the air, I pulled a few casks of liquor I’d bought in Trient out of my Item Box and called for challengers to another drinking contest.


  “Beat me, and I’ll give you four silver plates.”


  One silver plate was ten thousand gold, and ten thousand gold was probably worth around a hundred thousand yen. That meant a total prize roughly equivalent to four hundred thousand yen.


  Men confident in their drinking prowess immediately took the bait. You could practically see their eyes light up. The earlier incident had clearly been shoved out of their minds. Four silver plates was a significant sum even at the village level. For a village of this size, with that kind of money, everyone could eat for about a week without working at all. No wonder their expressions changed.


  They probably figured that if they overwhelmed me with numbers, they’d win. I could feel a strange sense of camaraderie spreading among them. And the fact that I’d already been drinking heavily with the village chief was surely encouraging their belief that they could win.


  With the tomboy princess still sitting on my shoulder, I kept drinking, taking on not just villagers, but tourists as well. The princess kept egging everyone on, and I leaned into it right along with her, turning the contest into a full-blown spectacle.


  Let’s just skip to the results: I didn’t lose to anyone.


  I did get drunk, but maybe because I’m an ogre, I never actually passed out.


  A truly vicious case of creating a problem, then selling its solution. Still, since everyone had a good time in the end, I suppose it all worked out.


  
    [Ability learned: Water Guardian Formation!]


    [Ability learned: Blade Bone Generation!]


    [Ability learned: Hard Skin!]


    [Ability learned: Acute Angle Generation!]

  


  Somewhere along the way, while I was munching on snacks, I’d picked up new abilities without even noticing.


  Putting that aside, I got to drink a lot of my beloved alcohol today, so I slept like a log.


   

  Day 110


  

  In the morning, we departed Mason Village and set out toward the Cluster Mountain Range, home to the giantkin race known as the Fomorians. Nothing particularly noteworthy happened along the way. When evening came, we trained, then slept.


  If all goes well, we should reach the foothills of the Cluster Mountain Range by tomorrow morning. Probably.


   

  Day 111


  

  This morning, we discovered something completely unexpected. Both chef sisters were pregnant.


  Apparently, children conceived by an ogre father grow far faster than human children, and the signs of pregnancy are easy to miss. It wasn’t until both of their bellies had visibly begun to swell that we finally realized.


  I contacted Gobjii back at the base and asked what we should do. According to him, once an ogre child causes the mother’s abdomen to swell, it soon begins drawing nutrients from the mother at an extreme rate, rapidly maturing before being born all at once. If the mother were an ogre, the birth would proceed much like a human delivery, but since the sisters are humans with bodies far smaller than an ogre’s, Gobjii bluntly warned me that the child would probably eat its way out through the abdomen.


  The blood drained from my face.


  I immediately urged the skeletal centipede into a full run, desperately searching for a place where the sisters could rest. I didn’t have the bandwidth to look after the tomboy princess right now, so I left that to the boy. She seemed to understand the situation herself and stayed uncharacteristically quiet.


  Dhami, Redhead Shorty, the blacksmith, and the alchemist all worked desperately to encourage the sisters as they endured the pain. As we moved, the sisters were visibly wasting away as the children inside them siphoned off nutrients. I had them drink my blood, which functioned as a panacea, and on top of that, I fed them portions of my own flesh.


  The sisters naturally resisted the idea of eating my flesh, but I forced it on them, mouth-to-mouth. The effect was immediate; their rapid emaciation finally stopped.


  Maintaining those emergency measures, we drove the skeletal centipede onward for another thirty minutes before finally reaching the Cluster Mountain Range. I found a cave of a convenient size and drove the centipede straight inside.


  Several brown bears with four arms each were already occupying the cave, but we slaughtered them without hesitation and secured a place for the sisters to lie down. The cave was thick with a powerful, beastly stench, so I ventilated it by manipulating the air. I ordered the flame lord and phantasmal lord to stand guard outside, while the gale lord was sent deeper into the cave to confirm no hostile creatures were lurking within.


  I told Jiro and Saburo to stay quiet and keep watch nearby.


  I laid the sisters down on beds formed from my doppelgangers and focused entirely on replenishing the nutrients being drained by the children inside them. Redhead Shorty and the others divided up tasks and stayed by their sides without rest.


  With each passing moment, the sisters’ abdomens continued to swell, growing larger and larger. I poured everything I had into healing the sisters’ abdomens—which were swollen to the point that the skin looked ready to split apart at any moment—using every method available to me.


  They should have been writhing in madness-inducing agony, but the anesthetic I generated seemed to be suppressing the pain to a manageable level.


  Even for me, this situation was a first. Sweat streamed down my body, unceasingly.


  ※※※


  


  I didn’t know how much time had passed.


  It might have been less than an hour. It might have been several. I couldn’t tell. But eventually, the moment arrived. Of the two sisters, the elder was the first to begin suffering violently. Our child, having completed its growth as a fetus and now struggling to be born, was tormenting her from within.


  Making a split-second decision, I administered a far stronger anesthetic and used Higher Equipment Manifestation to conjure a sterilized scalpel made from a Spirit Stone alloy. Then I cut into her abdomen.


  A cesarean section.


  I pulled a blood-soaked baby girl from her body and handed her to Dhami. Then I flooded the wound with large quantities of my blood and used every healing technique at my disposal to close it. Enhanced by my Blessing of the Demigod of Compassion, my healing skills performed far beyond their normal limits, restoring her abdomen without leaving so much as a scar.


  The tomboy princess and the others saw the effects of my blood, but since I immediately followed up with healing magic, they probably couldn’t tell exactly what I’d done. I decided to leave it at that.


  Dhami and the others washed the baby and prepared her. A strong, healthy cry echoed through the cave.


  For a brief moment, relief washed over us, but then the younger sister began to convulse in agony. I repeated the same procedure. This time, I safely delivered a baby boy.


  The cries of two newborns reverberated through the cave, and only then did my intense focus finally break. Relief hit me all at once. No one had died. My hands finally began to tremble from the shock of it all.


  Despite being utterly drained, the sisters cradled their newborns and fed them milk with tender, loving expressions. Watching the scene, a single thought filled my mind: Thank goodness.


  I am Ogrou. And on my one-hundred-eleventh day of life, I became the father of two children.


  “That’s way too fast,” I reflexively muttered to myself. But then again, my mental age is around twenty-five. So… maybe it’s not that strange after all.


  The children’s race, both of them, was half-human, great ogre, mixed-blood.


  When a child is conceived between a human and a nonhuman, the result is usually straightforward. In most cases, the child inherits the race of the genetically stronger parent. This time, a great ogre. In rare cases, a human child is born instead. In either outcome, both parents’ genes are inherited, but the race itself is clearly defined as one or the other.


  Sometimes, at an astronomically low probability, perhaps one in a million, an exceptionally rare race can be born. These races are known as Mixed-Blood of Chaos. They inherit the abilities of both humans and nonhumans. They’re nonhuman, yet not wholly; human, yet not entirely. A fundamentally contradictory existence.


  According to what I’ve pieced together from Gobjii and the demon lords, children like these can acquire job classes just like humans, undergo Tier Advancement, and even achieve racial Existence Evolution.


  That alone made one thing clear: if raised properly, they would become extraordinarily powerful individuals.


  Still, upon birth, they’re almost always treated as accursed children and killed immediately. Among nonhumans, their human traits become a hindrance. Among humans, their nonhuman traits make them monsters. A handful of cases throughout history have survived. No doubt many more existed, unrecorded and forgotten.


  When they are raised at all, mixed-bloods must experience being shunned, feared, and isolated. As a result, their personalities are prone to distortion. Many have brought disaster upon their surroundings.


  There were even individuals who destroyed entire nations, remembered in history under names such as the Vice King of Tyranny. There have been rulers who sought to exploit their power, but the majority have feared them. And so, most mixed-bloods have been killed while still infants.


  One might think that in nonhuman societies, where Existence Evolution can drastically change one’s form and abilities, mixed-bloods’ appearances would eventually cease to stand out. But that overlooks two crucial facts: First, Existence Evolution normally requires an enormous span of time. Second, it is impossible without exceptional talent.


  Most nonhumans are born as one race, live as that race, and die as that race. In such a world, an entity capable of both Tier Advancement, a purely human trait, and Existence Evolution is inevitably seen as alien… and threatening. And if that entity shares the same nature as figures who once stained history with infamy, then rejection is all the more inevitable.


  For that matter, even we—goblins, a race known to be comparatively suited to Existence Evolution—have undergone it in absurd numbers and in an absurdly short span of time. That fact alone has been repeatedly described as abnormal.


  And Gobjii, in no uncertain terms, told me this: “Such beings should be killed before they bring calamity.”


  Unfortunately, I didn’t have the faintest intention of killing these children.


  Not even a shred of it.


  How could I possibly bring myself to kill something this adorable? From what I’ve heard, if they’re raised with love, there won’t be any real problems. And if they ever go astray, I can always correct them with a firm fist. Simple enough.


  As for their environment… well, it won’t be that bad. Most of the goblins who make up the core of my mercenary band—those of the same generation as me—didn’t even know that something called a mixed-blood existed in the first place. And if outsiders ever decided to run their mouths, I’d deal with that when the time comes.


  I looked down at the children as they suckled. Each of them had a single small horn growing from their forehead. Their slightly darkened skin bore the same red markings as mine—tattoo-like patterns etched into their flesh.


  There was still the greatest mystery of all. Embedded in the back of my daughter’s right hand was a golden Demon Orb, while in my son’s left hand was embedded a silver one.


  They’re not demon lords. They’re supposed to be mixed-bloods born of an ogre and a human. So, why do they possess Demon Orbs at all?


  That’s something I’d look into later.


  As for their faces, they carried traces of me, certainly, but they resembled the sisters more. My daughter was undeniably adorable, while my son already had a sharp, valiant look. I might just be a doting parent, but I couldn’t help feeling excited about their future.


  Despite having just been born, my daughter was already over seventy centimeters tall, and my son exceeded eighty. Given that size, it was easy to understand why there’d been no other way for them to be born than tearing their way out.


  They might be called accursed children, but I stated clearly that I would raise them. I’d been a little uneasy about announcing it, but thankfully, the sisters felt the same. We vowed together to raise them side by side. Warmth overflowed in my chest. Feeling even a hint of doubt earlier now struck me as pathetic. Good grief.


  After the children finished nursing, I took them into my arms again. Then Dhami and the others each held them in turn. For humans, it might not be proper to pass newborns around like this, but these children carried my blood. Their race surpassed that of humans. There was no problem at all.


  Wrapped in blankets woven from my threads, the infants were gently passed from Redhead Shorty to the blacksmith and the others.


  Finally, the tomboy princess—who had been quietly watching from the wall until now—held them. They were heavy for her small hands, and the boy had to help support her arms. Even so, she gazed intently at the sleeping children's faces, her expression thoughtful… before a small, gentle smile appeared on her lips.


  Perhaps this whole ordeal had been a meaningful experience for her, too.


  After everything that had happened, we decided to spend the entire day in the cave, putting the sisters’ condition first. Rain had started to fall, so in that sense, the timing was convenient.


  Dinner was a bear hot pot. Bear was delicious, very delicious.


  That night, we fell asleep with the children nestled between the sisters and me. My daughter would be named Gold Oro, and my son Silver Argent.


  There wasn’t much cleverness behind the choice; I’d simply taken the colors of their Demon Orbs and used them as names. But, well… they’re probably better than the ones Gobjii would have come up with… maybe, it’s hard to say.


  Because the entire childbirth had been streamed in real time to Seiji, the Half Saint Lord, who was back at the base, I intended to have him establish proper know-how for delivering ogre children even when I’m not present. With his specialization in recovery abilities, Seiji should be able to manage things far more safely. In fact, according to him, it’s possible to perform a cesarean section before the child fully matures, and as long as the proper post-treatment is applied afterward, there’s no real problem.


  I wished I’d known that earlier, but… If this experience can be put to use in the future, then I’ll accept it as something that needed to happen.


  I felt like I would sleep very well tonight.


   

  Day 112


  

  When I woke up, it was still raining. There was nothing to be done about it, so we spent another day in the cave.


  Fortunately, the cave was spacious, and I’d expanded it myself, so there was more than enough room for training. We also had plenty of food stored in my Item Box, so there was no immediate cause for concern.


  By the afternoon, the rain stopped, but then snow began to fall. The wind picked up as well, and the roads would likely be in terrible condition.


  Considering the sisters and the children, it was safer to stay put where we could keep a fire going. We decided to remain in the cave for one more day, resolving to depart tomorrow regardless of the weather.


  With that decision made, the blacksmith apparently chose to pass the time by working on various projects.


  Dhami started reading a novel that the tomboy princess had brought along. Apparently, it was a sordid story about a devoted husband who falls into an affair and is ultimately stabbed by his wife. The ending sounded… unsettling.


  Redhead Shorty planned to train with the demon lords and the boy, and it seemed the tomboy princess would be joining them as well. Lately, Redhead Shorty had been driven by an overflow of vitality and had taken to training more often than not.


  The blacksmith laid out her full set of forging tools, all crafted using Spirit Stones, and began inspecting her everyday equipment. While she was at it, I asked her to take a look at my halberd as well.


  The alchemist, meanwhile, was engrossed in the development of new medicines. There was something distinctly unsettling lurking in her eyes. She looked every bit like a mad scientist.


  The sisters devoted themselves to caring for Oro and Argent while giving their bodies proper rest. Just watching them was enough to calm my heart.


  Alone, I stepped outside the cave.


  We were staying in the mountains for the day anyway, so I decided to hunt some monsters native to the Cluster Mountains and feast on their flesh and blood. Scouting tomorrow’s route at the same time wouldn’t hurt, either.


  So, as the snow fell and violent gusts tore through the peaks, I walked into the mountains. I wore only the leather trousers I’d made myself and a poncho-like garment I’d purchased in town—one with excellent water resistance—but thanks to abilities like Cold Attack Immunity, Water and Ice Resistance, and Wind Resistance, I didn’t feel the cold at all. Being an ogre likely helped as well.


  In an environment like this, finding prey should have been extremely difficult. But my Aura Sensing had been honed through repeated hunts and relentless use. Activating it, I searched for creatures holed up in their dens.


  The first presence I detected belonged to a Four-Armed Bear, the same species we’d encountered in the cave earlier. I’d already eaten bear hot pot, but I hadn’t gained an ability yet—only a boost to my physical strength. One or two more should do it. Smacking my lips, I headed toward the cave radiating that familiar presence.


  Inside was a male and female pair. The female’s abdomen was greatly swollen.


  She was pregnant.


  As I watched in silence, the male stepped forward, positioning himself protectively in front of her. He spread his four thick, powerful arms, bared his massive fangs, and let out a thunderous roar meant to drive me away. In the past, I wouldn’t have hesitated. I would have slaughtered them both, carved up their bodies, and devoured even the unborn cub.


  This time, Oro and Argent had just been born.


  I couldn’t bring myself to kill a pregnant female. And if I killed the male, the immobilized female would likely die soon after anyway.


  My heart simply wasn’t in it. So, I pretended I’d seen nothing and left the cave. I’d already memorized the Four-Armed Bear’s presence. I could hunt something else.


  The moment I turned my back, the male tried to lunge at me, but I immediately conveyed the difference in our power with Aura of Domination. That alone was enough to freeze him in place.


  Life was precious, after all.


  After trudging through the snow for a while longer, I found another Four-Armed Bear’s lair. This one housed a single individual, a male.


  There was no reason for mercy this time.


  Halberd in hand, I attacked without relying on abilities, committing myself to nothing but raw physical strength and combat technique. Compared to the Red Bear I’d once faced, this creature was weaker, but the Four-Armed Bear excelled in both attack frequency and variety. It was troublesome enough that I chose a careful strategy, severing its arms one by one.


  After cutting off its limbs, I took its head, dismantled the body, and ate the flesh.


  
    [Ability learned: Guardian of Bristling Fur!]

  


  Searching for my next prey, I continued through the mountains, where blizzards occasionally surged with brutal intensity.


  That was when I encountered a monster resembling a deer, only with a body nearly five meters long. Its pelt was a pristine white, unmarred like freshly fallen virgin snow. The powerful musculature covering its body was less like that of an herbivore and more reminiscent of a predatory leopard. Its golden eyes burned with a feral brilliance, carrying an oppressive force that made all who met its gaze instinctively shrink back, as though facing a king.


  Above all else, what stood out were its magnificent twin antlers, perfectly proportioned to its massive frame. Bathed in faint sunlight slipping through the clouds, they gleamed with an almost divine radiance.


  The creature looked like something out of a painting. Even without fighting it, I could tell at a glance that this was a boss-class monster.


  I’d been told that the Cluster Mountains were the domain of the giant race known as the Fomorians, so I’d assumed any boss here would be one of them. But this… was something else entirely.


  For now, I decided to call it a White Deer.


  From the nearly three hundred abilities at my disposal, I selected the necessary ones and activated them in overlapping layers. My body and senses surged with power. I clad myself in the red stag-beetle-like exoskeleton, drew my halberd and crimson spear from my Item Box, and faced the White Deer head-on.


  Only with every relevant ability active could I even hope to fight it on equal terms.


  No… realistically speaking, even then, my chances of victory were probably only around thirty percent.


  The danger far surpassed the battle against the Red Bear I’d faced as a hobgoblin. A lethal premonition raced through my entire body, stronger than anything I’d felt in a long, long time. This premonition of death, rather than frightening me, made the sensation of being alive burn all the brighter; before I knew it, I was laughing.


  Oddly, the battle never came.


  The White Deer looked at me with its golden eyes, let out a small cry, and slowly shook its head from side to side. Then, without warning, its massive twin antlers snapped off cleanly at the base and fell to the ground.


  They were heavy, very heavy. The impact kicked up a gust strong enough to send the accumulated snow swirling into the air. Part of one antler even sank into the earth, and yet, strangely enough, not a speck of dirt clung to it.


  I had no idea what the beast was trying to do, and my guard rose even higher.


  Ignoring my caution entirely, White Deer turned away and vanished like the wind. I hadn’t expected it to cross dozens of meters in a single leap, but it did. Its leg strength was utterly abnormal.


  I remained on alert for a while longer. When I judged that no other lifeforms were nearby, I finally approached the antlers the deer had left behind. Trap Detection didn’t react, so it didn’t seem to be a trap.


  When I picked them up, they were astonishingly heavy and emitted a strange, unfamiliar pulse. It felt as though the White Deer was still standing right in front of me. With antlers this steeped in presence, there was a high chance I could gain a new ability by eating them.


  Fortunately, my Intuition whispered something else: Give them to Oro and Argent.


  I undeniably had the urge to eat them myself, but after agonizing over the choice, I finally decided to give them as a gift to celebrate my children’s birth. To keep myself from giving in to temptation, I quickly stored the antlers in my Item Box and resumed my walk through the mountains in search of another target.


  Before long, I spotted something blending in with the snowy landscape. A White Slime, it seemed.


  Its specs were similar to a Gray Slime: magic-based attacks were hard to land on it, and it had resistance to physical damage as well. The difference was its coloration and the fact that it could use second-tier Water and Ice magic.


  In other words, it was weak.


  I slurped it up alive like it was no more than jelly, but all it did was reinforce abilities I already had. No new ones, which was disappointing.


  At that point, I decided to head back. On the return path, amid a fierce wind laced with ice and snow, I caught a faint, unfamiliar sound and weak vibration trembling through the ground.


  Curiosity piqued.


  Sharpening my senses, I moved toward the source of the sound and the tremors. With every step closer, the vibrations grew stronger until the unmistakable sounds of battle reached my ears.


  Someone was fighting something.


  I advanced carefully, closing the distance little by little. Fortunately, the surrounding monsters were either fleeing or hiding in their lairs, holding their breath, almost as if they didn’t want their existence to be noticed at all. My curiosity only increased: who was fighting, and what were they fighting? Drawn by that question, I pressed deeper into the snow-laden mountains.


  As soon as the clash entered Aura Sensing’s range, the information surfaced within my mind: four small blue points, two yellow ones, four massive red points, and a single silver point even larger than the reds. Eleven entities in total, violently intersecting and separating, their movements chaotic yet purposeful. Each collision sent tremors through the air, the roar of battle making the very atmosphere quiver.


  When I reached a suitable vantage point, I suppressed my presence and peered down from the edge of a cliff. Below, just as I had expected, a fierce battle was unfolding. The combatants consisted of four humans, two beastkin, and five giants. The red and silver markers represented the giants, while the blue and yellow belonged to the humans and beastkin. Even the smallest of the red-marked giants stood well over ten meters tall, but the silver-marked one dwarfed them all, its height nearing twenty meters and its presence alone dominating the battlefield.


  The giants—almost certainly members of the Fomorian race—were grotesque amalgamations of man and beast. Their heads resembled those of goats or rams, crowned with horns and with burning crimson eyes. Their upper bodies were humanoid and thick with muscle, while their lower halves were covered in coarse black fur like mountain goats. From the base of each spine extended a massive serpentine tail, and in their hands they wielded stone clubs proportional to their colossal frames.


  The silver-marked Fomorian differed little in appearance, aside from its sheer size and the fact that its left eye remained tightly shut, but the intense aura it emitted was unmistakable. Even at a distance, it was clear that this one stood on a higher tier than the others. For ease of distinction, I decided to call it Balor.


  Opposing the Fomorian were six smaller figures. At a glance, the humans consisted of a swordsman with almost excessively handsome golden hair and clear blue eyes, a plain-looking shield warrior who reliably intercepted incoming attacks, a beautiful young priestess clutching a holy scripture, and a striking woman who appeared to be a mage, staff raised as she chanted spells. The beastkin were a cat-eared, cat-tailed woman wielding a long spear, and a rabbit-eared, rabbit-tailed girl handling an oversized bow with practiced precision.


  The party’s gender ratio—two men to four women—was skewed, but their combat formation was remarkably well-balanced. The swordsman, shield warrior, and spear fighter formed a solid front line, anchoring the giants in place. Behind them, protected by that wall of steel, the priestess and mage provided healing, support, and decisive magic that shaped the flow of battle. Meanwhile, the archer acted as a skirmisher, constantly repositioning as she peppered the Fomorians’ heads with arrows, disrupting their focus and scattering their attention.


  Watching their coordination, discipline, and clear understanding of their respective roles, I reached an unavoidable conclusion.


  Reluctantly, but honestly, I had to admit it: their fighting style was impressive.


  Humans—small, fragile creatures by every instinct and measure—were somehow holding the line against the towering Fomorian giants in a battle that bordered on the absurd. They flowed around the giants’ swings like water, slipping past killing blows by a hair’s breadth. When evasion wasn’t possible, they deflected the strikes with steel and skill, caught the impacts head-on with braced shields and planted feet, and—most unbelievable of all—sometimes pushed back, meeting brute force with sheer technique until the giants actually gave ground.


  Even the priest-class girl and the mage moved with a polish that didn’t belong to the rear guard. Their footwork, timing, and spacing were too clean; they were clearly trained, tempered, and battlefield proven. It wasn’t the clumsy kind of fighting you saw from people who relied entirely on level and job bonuses.


  They used combat arts, sure, but they weren’t slaves to them. No overcommitment, no wasted motion, no panicked dependence on flashy skills. Everything was deliberate. Everything was earned.


  Fascinatingly, the young swordsman’s movements made my breath catch.


  He cut through openings that didn’t seem to exist, reading the flow of combat as if the battlefield itself whispered to him. Among the party, his ability clearly stood a full tier above the rest, just enough to make him look almost unreal.


  Yeah… no doubt about it. These were the strongest humans and beastfolk I’d encountered since coming to this world. If they’d only been facing the four Fomorians, even with the giants’ size and numbers, it was only a matter of time before they would be worn down and slain.


  Unfortunately, Balor changed everything.


  Balor didn’t just fight; he commanded. He guided the Fomorians like pieces on a board, disrupting the humans’ formation at perfect moments, forcing them to react, to reposition, to bleed stamina. Sometimes he strode into the front line and struck at them directly, his presence alone turning the air heavy with pressure. Other times, he slipped back and swung his left arm, summoning a sudden, furious blizzard, then snapped his right to call lightning from nothing, hurling crackling death into the melee.


  Charging into that chaos would’ve been suicide.


  So, I stayed where I was, my presence erased, watching from the cliff above as the battle unfolded below.


  ※※※


  


  My sense of time told me that nearly two hours had passed.


  The first Fomorian died when the young swordsman’s golden blade flashed once—clean and merciless—and the giant’s head spun away. The cut was so smooth it looked polished, the kind of severing strike that only came from monstrous precision.


  The second fell when the shield warrior hacked a leg nearly off at the knee. The giant staggered, its balance collapsing, and in that instant, the lancer, a cat-eared beastkin with a whipping tail, drove forward in a straight-line charge. The spear punched into the Fomorian’s forehead with a wet, brutal certainty. Brains sprayed and hot fragments of flesh splattered the ground and the warriors nearby.


  The beautiful mage claimed the third. She shaped her spell with terrifying composure, weaving it tighter and tighter until it reached completion, and then the air screamed as fifth-tier lightning tore through the giant’s body. Its eyes burst like overripe fruit. The stench of scorching flesh rolled outward in a choking wave.


  Finally… The last Fomorian died to a seamless combo between the rabbit-eared archer and the young swordsman. They didn’t even need words. A single glance passed between them—silent confirmation, perfect timing—and they executed a sequence as if they’d practiced it a hundred times. The archer forced the opening; the swordsman ended it.


  Four enormous corpses bled out into the battlefield below, and the ground became a red sea. A thick, drifting blood-mist rose from it, so dense it looked like smoke. Whatever was in it wasn’t normal. The trees near the carnage withered and died at a pace visible to the naked eye, leaves curling and blackening as if scorched by poison.


  That’s… nasty. Even this crew might struggle with that.


  Still, the humans didn’t falter.


  The young priestess raised some kind of defensive working—an aura, a barrier, a blessing, I couldn’t tell from this distance—and the poisonous haze might as well have been harmless fog. They moved through it as if it wasn’t even there.


  That said, none of them had escaped without injury.


  The shield warrior had taken the full brunt of a Fomorian’s wildly swinging club. His shield had shattered outright, and his body had gone flying through the air as if it weighed nothing, slamming into the cliff wall and partially embedding into the stone. He was barely breathing, clinging to life by a thread.


  Meanwhile, the mage had expended an enormous amount of mana to block Balor’s devastating composite attack of an ice spear fused with a lightning spear, pushing herself far beyond her limits. She had fallen into acute mana exhaustion, her body unable to respond even if her mind still willed it to move.


  The rabbit-eared archer had been kicked away by a Fomorian already on the verge of death. The cat-eared lancer had reacted instantly, catching them mid-flight and shielding them with her own body… but the impact was too violent. Both were sent tumbling hard across the ground, rolling helplessly before losing consciousness.


  Unless treatment was administered immediately, three of the injured (all but the mage) would die. Among them, the conditions of the shield warrior and the rabbit-eared archer were especially critical.


  That left just three still standing: Balor, his body covered in wounds, yet his face showing unmistakably that he still had plenty of strength in reserve. The young swordsman, injured all over, bloodied and exhausted, yet refusing to yield. And the beautiful priestess, desperately assembling healing formulas, her hands trembling as she tried with everything she had to close the swordsman’s wounds.


  Honestly, the humans had fought well. Just picture it: small, fragile humans standing before giants several times their size. The sight was straight out of myth, like a scene torn from a heroic legend. Bodies honed through brutal training. Techniques forged through relentless combat. By stacking arts and jobs atop that foundation, they had shattered humanity’s inherent limits and fought giants—natural-born apex beings—on equal footing or better.


  It was almost beautiful, but that beauty, too, was nearing its end.


  Balor still had strength to spare. The swordsman and the priestess were covered in wounds. The outcome was obvious.


  Balor let out a strange, distorted roar, his voice thick and warped as if his tongue itself were twisted by mana: “Now it ends! By my supreme magic, you will all be annihilated! YAAAAAAH!!!”


  Dense, oppressive mana erupted from him, spiraling violently and distorting the air.


  The young swordsman’s face twisted with rage—not at Balor, but at his own powerlessness. Even so, he never loosened his grip on his sword. The priestess, overwhelmed by regret and despair, lost her strength entirely; the sacred scripture slipped from her hands and fell uselessly to the ground.


  The contrast between the youth who still refused to give up, and the girl who had already resigned herself…


  For a brief instant, something stirred in my mind; a memory, a sensation…


  It vanished before I could grasp it.


  Maintaining my calm, I transformed my left arm—the Silver Arm Airgetlám. Its structure shifted and elongated, reshaping into a long, slender barrel resembling a precision sniper rifle. For the round, I selected a spell I had only recently become capable of wielding through relentless training: a fourth-tier Terminus-attribute spell.


  “Seven Cast Spears of Ruin, Vardun Fleshot Bahl.”


  Within the barrel, a massive black arrow formed and locked into place. Through the silver arm’s innate ability, Attribute Echo, the Terminus attribute was repeatedly reinforced, its destructive resonance intensifying with each pulse.


  This alone was already an extraordinarily powerful strike, but it might still have failed to kill Balor.


  From long experience, I judged that the firepower was likely sufficient, but I didn’t know the exact limits of his defensive capabilities. And if I was going to intervene at all, Balor’s death had to be absolute.


  To guarantee that outcome, I began layering additional abilities on top of it, one after another.


  Failing to kill him would be no laughing matter. But more than that, killing prey that believes it has already won is truly addictive.


  In roughly five seconds, all preparations were complete. I fixed my aim on Balor, who was still in the midst of refining his grand spell.


  The moment arrived…


  Just as Balor burst into a triumphant, arrogant laugh, right before he could unleash the visibly catastrophic high-tier magic he was preparing, I pulled the trigger and sniped his head.


  A thunderous blast roared forth, echoing violently against the cliff face and hammering my eardrums.


  Inside the silver arm, a hydrogen detonation generated the initial propulsion. On top of that, I accelerated the projectile itself using a railgun-like mechanism, then manipulated gravity so it would follow its trajectory rather than resist it. Not satisfied with that alone, I formed a spiraling wind current to stabilize the flight path, just to be absolutely sure.


  That wasn’t all…


  Layered with numerous other abilities, the black flash of destruction tore through the air. Mid-flight, it split cleanly into seven arrows, each one allowing not even the faintest resistance. They punched straight through Balor’s jaw, and they didn’t stop there, gouging deep into the cliff behind him as if the stone were soft clay.


  Massive chunks of rock collapsed, raining down toward the humans sprawled below. I clicked my tongue and hastily altered the fall trajectories of the debris, redirecting the boulders midair to protect the humans.


  These were high-quality humans. Letting them get crushed would be a waste. After all, if they were smashed to pieces, I wouldn’t be able to eat them.


  Of course, I was going to grab the opportunity. Don’t mind if I do.


  Save the humans? Don’t be stupid. Going after truly talented opponents at their best isn’t ideal. Common sense dictates finishing them off when they’re weakened.


  The instant Balor’s colossal body—now missing its lower jaw—collapsed to the ground, I leaped down from the cliff and landed below.


  The timing was almost poetic. The impact shook the earth violently, sending accumulated snow billowing into the air.


  Two humans, still conscious, stared at me in shock, utterly confused by Balor’s sudden death. Ignoring their gazes, I calmly walked over and stored both Balor’s corpse and his massive club directly in my Item Box.


  This was the first time I’d ever tried storing something this enormous, so it was a bit of an experiment, but it went in effortlessly.


  The realization startled me; at the same time, an entirely new combat tactic crossed my mind.


  Still, priorities first.


  For now, I’d switch gears: kill the young swordsman, kill the priestess, kill the remaining four, strip them of their equipment, eat their flesh and drink their blood, and collect the Fomorians’ corpses as well. Then I could head home in a good mood.


  I would probably gain several new abilities from this.


  Hell of a hunt, I thought, already adding up the profits as I turned back toward the young swordsman.


  The moment our eyes met, though, I changed my mind.


  I couldn’t explain why. There was no clear reason, no logical trigger. And yet, despite the humans before me being utterly spent and ripe for slaughter, I couldn’t bring myself to take that final step. To kill them, to tear them apart, and consume their flesh and bone.


  The young priestess stood frozen, unable to react to the sudden turn of events. Balor had died too abruptly. She hadn’t yet decided whether I was an ally… or if I had become the next enemy.


  Not that it truly mattered. As a priestess, her direct combat ability was pitifully low. She was quick on her feet, sure—her evasion was better than average—but if I activated my abilities and swung my halberd, her head would come off cleanly. Even if there were ten more humans just like her, the outcome wouldn’t change.


  No, the real problem was the swordsman.


  He had fought on the front line for a long time, standing beside the shield warrior as they endured the relentless assaults of the Fomorians and Balor. He had clung to his position with desperation, protecting the rear at all costs.


  The price was written across his body. His armor had shattered in places; the rest of his clothes hung in tatters. Blood soaked him from head to toe, mixed with mud and filth. His left arm was twisted at an unnatural angle, clearly broken. There was nothing left of the once neat, presentable youth… only a wreck held together by willpower alone.


  Even his double-edged sword, once gleaming with golden light, had lost its luster beneath a coating of blood. The blade itself was chipped, its edge no longer true.


  Even in that state, utterly broken, he still looked straight at me.


  At a glance, he appeared to be on the verge of death. But the eyes staring back at me through blood-soaked strands of blond hair were not the eyes of a dying man; they burned. They burned like fire. His fighting spirit had not dimmed in the slightest. He looked like a wounded beast, one that had already resolved to tear out its enemy’s throat, even if it meant dying in the attempt.


  He could barely remain standing. And yet, if I approached carelessly, I had no doubt he would take my head. In fact… it was possible he might have killed Balor on his own, even without my intervention. That was the kind of presence he gave off, an indefinable something.


  Trying to devour someone like that while I was still no more than an ogre was far too dangerous. If I’d undergone even one more Existence Evolution, things might have been different.


  Alas, I hadn’t, so I changed course.


  If I couldn’t take their lives, then I’d sell them a debt instead.


  I had already obtained White Deer’s twin horns and Balor’s body, as well. Greed was a dangerous thing. Pushing my luck by going after the humans, too, felt like an invitation for unexpected retribution. Better to compromise here.


  For today, this was enough.


  “Relax, I’m not hostile,” I said lightly as I approached.


  I started with the swordsman, restoring him with a healing skill before moving on to the young priestess. After that came the shield warrior, who looked like he might keel over any second, and then the two beastmen. For them, I supplemented my magic with several Stamina Recovery Potions crafted by the alchemist.


  The beautiful mage could probably have recovered on her own if left alone, but just to be safe, I forced a Mana Recovery Potion—also alchemist-made—down her throat to ease her condition. Mana depletion was caused by the complete exhaustion of internal magical energy; replenish it from the outside, and recovery is surprisingly quick.


  Using my Elixir Blood would have been even faster… but letting anyone learn about that ability was practically begging for trouble later. So, I restrained myself.


  During the process, the skin on the arm I’d used to block the falling rocks split open, but that would heal on its own, so it wasn’t worth worrying about.


  In any case, once treatment was finished, I explained to the group that I was a Mage Ogre and, therefore, possessed intelligence well above the norm. They looked skeptical, but I forced the issue, and they grudgingly accepted it.


  Naturally, the question that came next was: What happened to Balor’s corpse?


  I lied without hesitation. I told them my master had slain Balor and that I’d merely come to retrieve the body. I added that the corpse had already been collected using a magic item.


  Then I had the nerve to press further.


  “Things got messy when we interfered, sure, but I healed you and saved your lives. And in the end, it was my master who killed Balor. The Fomorians aside, we’re taking Balor’s body. From my master’s perspective, he could’ve waited until after you all died before killing him anyway, so this is a fair compromise. If you can’t accept that… well, my master may have to resort to more forceful measures. I’d advise you to think carefully.”


  An outrageous pile of lies, pure fabrication. It was almost impressive, really, and the group had no proof to refute it.


  The priestess and the mage still looked unconvinced, but the swordsman—their apparent leader—seemed earnest to a fault. In the end, he believed me. He even bowed deeply, thanking me for saving them.


  “No, no, think nothing of it,” I replied, exchanging empty pleasantries.


  And so, we parted peacefully.


  They planned to harvest what materials they needed from the Fomorian corpses before continuing on to their destination beyond the mountain range. Getting involved any further felt like an open invitation for trouble, assuming it wasn’t already too late, so I didn’t ask where they were headed and left promptly.


  For the record, I never did eat the Fomorian corpses. They belonged to those who had actually slain them. They weren’t mine to touch.


  Once the presence of all six in the party finally slipped beyond my detection range, I let out a long, quiet sigh.


  Honestly… today had been nothing but trouble after trouble.


  Sure, the harvest had been plentiful, but it left behind an uneasy feeling, like consequences might come knocking later. It was the kind of unease that lingered long after the blood dried.


  For now, I needed privacy.


  I found a place where no one was around and retrieved Balor’s corpse from my Item Box, then began to eat. The body was enormous. Eating it normally would have taken far too long. So, with that in mind, I activated Metamorphosis, transforming my entire body into a slime-like mass. I wrapped myself around Balor’s corpse and began digesting it directly.


  This method was significantly faster. And since I’d already confirmed that consuming prey this way still granted abilities, there was no problem.


  The sheer gap in racial rank and the amount I consumed must have played a role, because I gained twenty-one abilities all at once.


  That alone left me stunned, but more than a few of them made me think, What the hell is this supposed to be?


  The best way to understand their effects would be to actually test them, but time wasn’t on my side. The sun had already set, and I was worried about Oro and Argento, so I decided to head back for the time being.


  On the way to the cave, a Snow Rabbit burst out of the snow in front of me. I tried activating Giant’s Iron Hammer.


  An enormous but indistinct phantom arm formed around my own, and when I moved it as if to strike, it smashed the Snow Rabbit flat with a wet crunch.


  A red flower bloomed against the white snow.


  … That was terrifying.


  Usability-wise? Incredibly convenient.


  ※※※


  


  When I returned to the cave, Oro and Argento had already grown to the point where, though still wobbly, they could stand and move on their own. I scooped them up without thinking, and one of them chirped “Pa, pa” right next to my ear.


  Apparently, the sisters had been teaching them words.


  What’s this about? These kids are way too cute.


  That reminded me: if I went with a good, old-fashioned, simple mechanical design, I might actually be able to build a camera in this world. It would be worth researching later. For now, I contacted the dwarves at the base and the elf guards using our ear cuffs.


  As for the kids’ frankly absurd growth rate… well, I chalked it up to them being my kids.


  After spending some time playing with Oro and Argento, I ground part of the White Deer twin horns I’d brought back into powder, mixed it into the sisters’ breast milk, then fed it to the children. The instant they finished drinking, Oro and Argento’s bodies began to glow faintly. The tattoos covering them pulsed in unison, and an oppressive presence swelled outward.


  Their stats had probably jumped massively. The glow of each child’s Demon Orb was clearly on a different level now.


  Those White Deer horns were insane. At this rate, Oro and Argento were going to turn into something terrifying someday.


  While we were at it, Redhead Shorty and I sampled the horns ourselves. Even after each of us ate a thumb-sized portion, there was still plenty left. I’d resisted eating them when first obtaining the horns, but it looked like even a small amount was more than effective. There would be enough left for future children, too.


  
    [Ability learned: ■ Beast’s Guardian Domain!]


    [Ability learned: Chosen Child of ■■■!]

  


  It seemed I had badly misjudged the gap between myself and the White Deer. Never before had I gained two abilities from eating such a small amount. Not even when I devoured Balor had something like this happened.


  That alone made it obvious. The difference in our strength was immeasurable.


  My supposed thirty-percent chance of victory hadn’t been optimism; it had been fantasy. The real number was zero. If I had fought it, I would have been killed; not eventually, not after a struggle, but in a matter of seconds.


  Most likely, when we faced each other, the White Deer had been deliberately holding back. I hadn’t noticed that at the time—a failure born of my own immaturity. I reflected on that, then renewed my resolve. Someday, I would grow strong enough to kill the White Deer… and eat it.


  To prepare for our next encounter, I clearly needed to become much stronger.


  Besides, the White Deer looked delicious. I found myself genuinely curious about what it would taste like.


  Anyway, of the two abilities I gained from eating the horn, I more or less understood how to use the first one. The other was a complete mystery. I had no idea what it actually did. This was almost unprecedented, but sometimes that’s just how it goes. There’s nothing to be done. Maybe it’s something like my previously acquired title, Kin of ■■■…


  Either way, it’s safer to seal any ability the effects of which I don’t understand. Who in their right mind would willingly use a bomb when they don’t even know how big the explosion would be?


  On a different note, Redhead Shorty had apparently acquired a new job: Sacred Beast Devourer: Stillma Eater. She told me in a hushed voice, making sure the tomboy princess and the boy didn’t overhear. Just hearing the name set off alarm bells, so we agreed it was best to keep that information strictly confidential.


  Oro and Argento had almost certainly gained the same job as well. Once they grew up enough to understand words, I’d have to make sure they knew not to tell anyone.


  From what Redhead Shorty said, I couldn’t help but wonder if the ■ in ■ Beast’s Guardian Domain was supposed to be Sacred. If so… why wasn’t it displayed?


  Well, I’d figure it out eventually. Right now, there were too few clues to investigate properly. Wasting time chasing answers I couldn’t reach would be pointless.


  After everything that happened today, I was exhausted.


  I felt like I could sleep deeply, without a single dream.


  
    [Level has surpassed the threshold. Special conditions 《Massacre of an Army》, 《Pseudo-Divinity》, 《Landlord Slaying》, 《Giant King Slaying》, and 《■■ Declaration》 have been met. You are now eligible to Evolve to [Apostle Ogre, Extinct Species]. Would you like to Evolve? 《YES》《NO》]

  


  Just before sleep finally stole my consciousness, I selected 《YES》 from the choices displayed in my mind.


  And then— my awareness sank into darkness.


  
    [Because Ogrou has undergone Existence Evolution to a designated rank, a True Name has been granted by ※※※.]


    [Ogrou has been bestowed the True Name: Prince of the Night Heavens.]


    [True Name: Prince of the Night Heavens has unique skills assigned.]


    [Prince of the Night Heavens has acquired the unique skill Lord of the Demon Night Parade!]


    [Prince of the Night Heavens has acquired the unique skill Demon Devourer of the Twilight Hour!]


    [Because Prince of the Night Heavens has fulfilled specific species conditions, specific action conditions, and specific individual conditions, five special skills have been granted by ※※※.]


    [Error detected: Two of the five special skills do not yet meet their release conditions. The two unreleased special skills will unlock sequentially once their conditions are met.]


    [Prince of the Night Heavens has acquired the special skill Heretic Nemesis!]


    [Prince of the Night Heavens has acquired the special skill Fate Plunderer!]


    [Prince of the Night Heavens has acquired the special skill Mythological Main Cast: World Epic 『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』!]


    [Special skill ■■■■ is currently locked]


    [Special skill ■■■■ is currently locked]


    [Due to acquiring Fate Plunderer, the destinies of all subordinates are now under the dominion of Prince of the Night Heavens.]


    [Due to acquiring Mythological Main Cast: World Epic 『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』, effects have been automatically activated.]


    [From among the subordinates of the Prince of the Night Heavens, the Eightfold Demon Generals have been selected.]


    [From among the subordinates of the Prince of the Night Heavens, the Principal Consort has been selected.]


    [As there are currently too few subordinates meeting the conditions for ■■■■, selection for ■■■■ will proceed once the requirements are fulfilled.]


    [Those selected as Eightfold Demon Generals or Principal Consort, will receive blessings after undergoing Existence Evolution.]

  


   

  Day 113


  

  When I woke up, I was greeted by a sense of disorientation unlike anything I’d ever felt before. The changes were so drastic that it took me a moment just to breathe and organize my thoughts.


  A lot had happened. No, far too much.


  I decided to start with my body.


  Apparently, my race was now classified as Apostle Ogre, Extinct Species.


  … What was that even supposed to mean? I couldn’t help tilting my head in confusion.


  My height, which had once reached two and a half meters, had shrunk to just under two. My oversized limbs had also slimmed down by one or two degrees. Well, “slimmed down” doesn’t quite capture it. It felt more like everything had been compressed, the mass condensed into something far denser.


  The power overflowing through my body was on a completely different level from before. Compared to this, my old ogre form felt laughably weak, like that of a child. My physical capabilities had likely increased dozens of times over.


  Along with the Existence Evolution, my abilities had evolved dramatically as well. Most notably, my silver arm had manifested a new power known as Curse Shot. From the way it felt, this ability wasn’t finished growing yet, either. If anything, it seemed likely to continue evolving.


  That alone made it worth looking forward to.


  My skin remained jet-black, but the tattoos covering it had changed from deep crimson to radiant gold.


  Then there were my horns, which had increased to three.


  One rose from the center of my forehead, while the other two extended from my temples. Each curved slightly as it grew upward, sharp enough to look like it could pierce the sky itself. They were thicker than before, their edges keener than any ordinary blade.


  Out of curiosity, I slammed my head into a nearby rock. Instead of crumbling, the stone was sliced clean through.


  My hair had changed as well: it was now a silvery gray, reaching down to my waist. This was unbearably irritating, so I tried to cut it off on the spot. The alchemist stopped me before I could, insisting it would be a waste.


  In the end, I tied it back with a golden thread and let it trail behind me like a tail. I had the sinking feeling this was going to make me the alchemist’s new favorite plaything… but that was a problem for later.


  My eyes were the same blood-red color as Dhami’s. When I smiled, knife-like fangs showed between my lips, and my gaze had taken on a sharper edge than before. According to Dhami and the others, I looked better than I had as an ogre.


  Personally, I still thought I looked a bit too intimidating.


  One of the defining traits of my new race was that Demon Orbs were now embedded in my body. I had one in my chest, and others in both elbows and both knees. Their color looked like black, red, and gold swirled together. I’d have no idea what would emerge from them until they were released; whatever it was, it looked dangerous enough that I planned to test them sooner rather than later.


  Another thing I noticed was that the Demon Orb I’d fused with my body back when I was still an ogre had vanished. At first, I worried that meant I’d lost that ability. But when I tried using it anyway, I found I could still summon my equipment, only now it appeared in an upgraded form. That was a huge relief.


  It also seemed that an Apostle Ogre can handle organic armor in the same way a centipede demon can; I could now manifest underwear and pants directly from my body. The pants had a unique shape, somewhere between traditional hakama and work pants. They didn’t restrict movement at all, were well ventilated, and were surprisingly comfortable.


  Out of curiosity, I tried slashing them with a knife made from Spirit Stone. It didn’t even leave a mark. Instead, the blade itself chipped.


  That was some impressive cut resistance.


  Next, I had the gang kick me through the armor. Most of the impact was absorbed. I even tried exposing it to flames, but it didn’t scorch or stain in the slightest. Apparently, this armor is packed with high-performance features.


  If I had one complaint, it was that I could only manifest underwear and pants. My feet remained bare, and my upper body was completely exposed. With my well-defined abs on display, Redhead Shorty and the others were finding it endlessly amusing to poke and prod me.


  I promise I don’t have a fetish for showing skin or something.


  Still, I don’t feel cold, and I’m not really body-shy either. If I need to enter a town, I can always throw a poncho over myself.


  ※※※


  


  The sisters, too, had gained a new job when they woke up.


  It was called Morning Madonna, Mother of Demon Children. Apparently, it upped their physical strength in various ways and applied bonuses that made it easier for them to give birth to demon-type children.


  One of the job’s conditions was to bear the child of a demon one truly loves. When I heard that, I couldn’t help but pull both of them into a tight embrace.


  Meanwhile, Oro and Argento had begun learning even more words: “Pa-pa, pa-pa… love youuu,” they chirped.


  Honestly, how could anyone handle that? These kids are just too cute. Anyway, setting that aside for now…


  The next issue was this: the tomboy princess and the boy had figured out that I was Blessed.


  Well, figured out might be putting it politely. When I went through Existence Evolution, my body color reverted to its original black, and they saw it before I had any chance to hide it. There was no time to react at all. At that point, I gave up and accepted it.


  Letting them discover that I could freely change my body color would have been even worse, so from now on, I decided I’d stay black by default. If being Blessed dragged me into trouble, then so be it. When the time came, I’d deal with it—by force if necessary.


  Apparently, you can tell what type of god’s Blessing someone has by their body color, but the rank of that blessing can only be guessed from how deep or vivid the color is. Unless the person explains it themselves, no one can know for sure.


  So, I lied.


  I told them I possessed the Blessing of the God of the Sea of Death, a blessing said to grant considerable power. That seemed convincing enough.


  Redhead Shorty and the others simply nodded and said, “Oh, I see,” apparently satisfied.


  … Huh?


  Looking back on it, I realized something: I’d never actually told anyone which god’s blessing I had in the first place. And honestly, I probably never will.


  No, this is information that should stay secret.


  Next, about my avatars.


  I’d assumed the changes to my main body would pull along the avatars I’d created before, but that wasn’t the case. The avatars I created after ranking up became Apostle Ogres like me, but the ones that already existed remained ogres.


  [image: 03]

  Since those avatars could still function perfectly well even while remaining ogres, I had no intention—for now—of swapping out the ones hidden inside my ear cuffs.


  Lastly, there was the long list of keywords laid out before me. To be honest, I didn’t really understand them.


  From what I knew, even Akita, the samurai kobold who had obtained a True Name before I did, had never received anything like a Unique Skill. That made it clear that acquiring a True Name didn’t automatically grant one. I could at least understand that these were abilities unique to me, and since they came without drawbacks, I was grateful.


  What I couldn’t make sense of at all were the Special Skills. They seemed to have been bestowed by something in this world, but they weren’t abilities I could activate by my own will.


  What even was an Eightfold Demon General? And what was hidden behind the redaction after Principal Consort? And then there was ■■■■ again.


  The mysteries had piled up to the point that I almost wanted to give up trying to understand them. I wrestled with the questions in silence, alone with my confusion.


  ※※※


  


  That was how the early morning passed.


  After gaining new jobs, the sisters’ stamina didn’t just recover from its previous decline; it surpassed its old limits entirely. They prepared breakfast for us, and after we ate our fill, we decided to climb the mountain.


  Jiro, Saburo, and the Borforl familiar were all clearly delighted to be outside again after so long. We rode atop the skeletal centipede, tearing steadily through the terrain. Naturally, the tomboy princess claimed her usual spot on my shoulder.


  The view looking down from the Cluster Mountain Range was spectacular.


   

  Day 114


  

  Following the sisters, it was now the blacksmith and the alchemist whose bellies had begun to swell.


  Since this was the second time, there was no panic. I replenished their energy while searching for a place where they could rest properly. Unfortunately, we’d already crossed the Cluster Mountain Range the day before, and there were no suitable caves in sight.


  In the end, we stopped moving altogether. I chased away the troublemakers—flame lord included, along with the tomboy princess—and delivered the babies inside the skeletal centipede.


  The blacksmith gave birth to a boy with a body even larger than Oro’s and Argento’s: an Advanced Ogre.


  The alchemist, on the other hand, gave birth to a human girl with blond hair and blue eyes, already in possession of a job class.


  I’d been hoping, just a little, that this time we might get another mixed-blood child. That didn’t happen, but I wasn’t disappointed. This was the normal outcome, after all, and regardless, they were still my precious children.


  This time, unlike with the sisters, we didn’t wait until the last possible moment. We opted for standard cesarean deliveries, which significantly reduced the strain on mothers. Their stamina loss wasn’t severe, either.


  Moving on, the Advanced Ogre boy was named Oniwaka, after a legendary warrior from history. The human girl, being the alchemist’s daughter, was named Nicola, in honor of a great pioneer of the past.


  Naturally, we fed them some of the White Deer’s horn as well. The same phenomenon as before occurred, and it seemed that both Oniwaka’s and Nicola’s abilities increased across the board.


  After settling the four new mothers onto avatar-made beds inside the skeletal centipede, we continued traveling. By early afternoon, we arrived at the Labyrinth City of Purgatori, which was surrounded by walls of special alloy. This time, having become a demon lord–class being, I passed through the gate surprisingly smoothly.


  That said, leaving the city apparently required a rather troublesome set of procedures. The reason is simple: to prevent powerful magic items excavated from the labyrinth from leaking out indiscriminately.


  It didn’t really concern me. I wasn’t planning to challenge the labyrinth this time, and besides, the contents of my Item Box can never be inspected by others. The Storage Backpack I showed the officials contained nothing but food and clothes, so I doubted I’d be detained for long.


  Now then, time to find an inn.


   

  Day 115


  

  It was just as you’d expect of a labyrinth city. People who look like outright ruffians, brawlers, and thrill-seekers, drawn by dreams of gold, artifacts, and fame, were everywhere.


  That impression only deepened when, before sunrise, I was training in the free practice grounds opened to the public by the Purgatori Guild Branch. One after another, challengers approached me:


  
    	A burly beastman covered in thick fur, clad head-to-toe in full plate armor


    	An elderly human woman in robes, leaning on a staff


    	A young cat-eared warrior with a sword strapped to his back


    	A human female rogue with two knives at her waist

  


  It was a truly diverse lineup—people of different races and jobs, all eager for a spar. And probably proof that labyrinth cities attract an abnormal number of battle junkies.


  Counting those watching from a distance, there had to be over sixty people gathered. Apparently, they’d come to the guild early that morning to pick up quests and were planning to challenge the labyrinth afterward. But since they saw us training starting at dawn, their curiosity had gotten the better of them. Normally, people only came to the practice grounds after returning from the labyrinth.


  On top of that, even in a labyrinth city where many races mingled freely, it was rare to see four demon lords together. One of them was even Blessed, though no one managed to guess that I was an Apostle Ogre. That was only natural. We’re classified as an extinct species, after all, and Apostle Ogres were rare to begin with.


  Add to that Dhami—the alluring half-vampire constantly radiating charm—and Redhead Shorty, who’d recently started giving off a distinctly unusual presence, and it was no wonder we stood out. Apparently, the boy and the tomboy princess were eye-catching in their own ways, too.


  I could have taken on all the challengers myself, but this time I decided to let three of the demon lords handle it instead. Dhami was excluded; she wasn’t exactly known for holding back.


  After all, if I handled every challenger personally, the others wouldn’t get enough chances to properly gauge their current strength. Fighting unfamiliar opponents was a valuable experience.


  That said, simple sparring would have been dull, so I added some spice to it.


  Each participant had to pay an entry fee of one silver coin, worth a thousand gold. If they defeated one of our demon lords, they’d receive five silver plates worth ten thousand gold each as prize money.


  The moment I announced that, the adventurers’ eyes lit up.


  I’ve gotta say, money really does make people honest. I don’t dislike that about them. It feels… human.


  Smiling to myself, I turned to our three fighters and warned them quietly that they did understand what would happen if they lost. Even if the training period had been short, I’d personally overseen it. I wouldn’t tolerate a disgraceful defeat. If any of them lost, I’d make their training even harsher.


  They’d be working themselves half to death.


  Oh, right. And as for challengers who wanted to face me, the entry fee was one silver plate. If they somehow won, they’d receive two gold coins worth a hundred thousand gold each.


  ※※※


  


  In the end, the three demon lords finished their matches undefeated, though they were battered and bruised by the end.


  The techniques they’d honed through those short but intense days of training were fully on display. Watching it all unfold, I couldn’t help but marvel. If demon lords, who already possessed physical abilities that far surpass those of humans, were trained seriously…


  The results really could be this dramatic.


  That said, the fact that most high-ranking adventurers chose to challenge me probably played a role as well. The ones who went up against the three demon lords were mostly mid- to low-rank adventurers. There were a few high-rankers who tried their luck against the demon lords, aiming for the prize money with cool heads, but even then, the demons didn’t lose.


  Man… we made a killing.


  The adventurers got valuable training, and we earned a mountain of cash. A perfect win-win.


  Once the training session ended, we were flooded with recruitment offers from various clans. Naturally, I turned them all down. I was already the leader of a mercenary band, and the others were my subordinates. There was no chance I’d accept those offers. I settled for casually promoting our group instead.


  After that, we washed off our sweat in the inn’s baths. Then I took the blacksmith and the alchemist—who’d been looking after the children—out with me to sell goods. Materials we’d gathered in the forest, along with small avatar fragments disguised as “cutting-edge magic communication items,” fetched a reasonable price.


  While we were at it, we did a quick reconnaissance of the labyrinth. I didn’t actually go inside—just passed nearby—but the massive gray tower looming over the city was on a completely different scale from the surrounding buildings. It was impressive in its own right.


  I also noticed that some people were tailing us here, too. So, I picked out the ones with especially strong hostile intent, lured them into back alleys, and poisoned them to death without drawing attention. Then I intended to eat the bodies. (For the record, they were all men.)


  At this point, though, the power gap was simply too large. When I started to eat them, there was no sign that I’d gain any abilities, and the physical reinforcement was negligible.


  Worse yet, they tasted awful.


  I stopped after swallowing a single arm. I stripped the rest of their belongings, then dissolved what remained with acidic bodily fluids to erase the evidence. I hadn’t expected much, but living in a labyrinth city meant they carried a fair number of dungeon-derived items.


  That put me in a good mood.


  So, I did the same to a few more stalkers, selecting only those with clear malice, dragging them into the shadows, killing them, eating what I could, and collecting their magic items.


  Compared to Velvet’s legacy, the loot was pretty underwhelming. Still, there were plenty of usable items: potions, rings imbued with unusual magical energies, and the like. And there was a lot of gold.


  Abilities and flavor aside, when it came to magic items and money, they were a pretty tasty haul. After about five of them, I was satisfied.


  With training, business, and hunting all wrapped up, it was time to go shopping. The first stop was a store that specialized in magic items. It was clearly geared toward adventurers; it had an excellent selection and surprisingly reasonable prices.


  There, we purchased a variety of items useful for both adventuring and everyday life. These included a Storage Backpack, a lantern enchanted with Continual Light, and even a magic item that replicated the same function as the camera I had been planning to make myself.


  Next, we visited a materials shop that dealt in alchemical ingredients and metals. As souvenirs for the dwarves back at our base, I bought ingots of magical metal, along with ingots of a metal I was seeing for the first time. I also stocked up on a large quantity of materials for the alchemist. With these, she would be able to create new potions again.


  When we returned to the inn, I spent some time playing with the children, who had grown quite a bit by now. I enthusiastically took photos of them using the newly purchased camera-like device.


  After that, I shut myself away in my room to quietly test whether it was safe to use certain abilities. I didn’t get much time, though, since the tomboy princess barged in partway through.


  When night came, it was full of fire. Dhami and Redhead Shorty were especially intense. Apparently, the women who hadn’t yet had children were frustrated.


  Tomorrow morning, we’d finally depart for our ultimate destination, the royal capital of Ousvel. I wondered what awaited us there. Perhaps something convenient would happen. Or perhaps more trouble lay ahead.


  I felt uneasy, yet there was a quiet sense of anticipation. Something fun might be waiting for us, after all.


  I smiled to myself.


   

  Day 116


  

  When I woke up this morning, I learned that the blacksmith and the alchemist, like the sisters before them, had also acquired the job Mother of Demon Children.


  Unlike ordinary jobs, which can be obtained immediately once their conditions are met, this one apparently takes some time to acquire. It makes sense. If simply giving birth were enough, then the condition “to bear the child of a demon one truly loves” would not really have been fulfilled. The delay was likely a confirmation period.


  We carried out our usual early-morning training, and once it was over, we returned to the inn. There, the plump innkeeper served us a hearty breakfast piled high with meat, which we ate with enthusiasm.


  Perhaps it was simply because they had more experience than the sisters, but the food these chefs made was honestly even better. Given that we had just finished exercising, everyone dug in enthusiastically, eating heartily and without restraint. I found myself wishing I could savor this cooking for a few more days. Still, delivering the tomboy princess and finishing the job came first. If we had the chance, we could always visit again.


  With a faint sense of regret, we checked out.


  Before moving on, we browsed the street stalls, picking up boxed lunches for midday and a few items I had forgotten to buy the day before. And then it was finally time to depart.


  All the rare magic items that tended to slow down exit procedures were stored inside my Item Box, which others could not perceive at all. Thanks to that, we were through the gate in about twenty minutes.


  On top of that, even though she was technically disguised, the tomboy princess still gave off the unmistakable aura of high nobility. There was no way an ordinary gate guard would subject someone like that to a long inspection. No one wanted to earn the displeasure of a noble—I would have thought the same in their position. Even so, the guard still carried out the minimum required checks properly, which spoke well of him. He seemed earnest and serious, a genuinely decent young man.


  Half jokingly, I suggested to the tomboy princess that she might reward him somehow. She immediately began thinking about it in complete seriousness, which softened my mood.


  When you looked at her calmly, she was really just a normal girl trying a little too hard to act grown-up. It was endearing, like the child of a relative.


  We left the labyrinth city at around ten in the morning. At a normal pace, we would reach our destination tomorrow, so today we planned to travel more slowly than we had before.


  With the tomboy princess along, it was difficult to test the effects of my newly acquired abilities. Still, there were plenty of other things I wanted to do: surveying the surrounding terrain, quietly dispatching my replicas, and so on. Taking it slow suited us just fine.


  Along the way, I sat cross-legged atop the skeletal centipede’s cargo platform and pulled Oro and Argento into my lap. They had grown to just under a meter tall by now. The two of them laughed happily in my arms, full of energy and joy.


  They really were adorable.


  As we were playing, the tomboy princess climbed up onto my shoulder. Apparently, she had completely fallen in love with viewing the world from that vantage point. I was smiling wryly at the realization when she suddenly grabbed one of my horns.


  This usually meant she was about to make some kind of demand. Sure enough, she told me to sing.


  With no other choice, I activated my minstrel job class and sang for her. A clear, beautiful voice flowed from my throat, something no one would ever expect from my rugged appearance.


  The song I chose was a bright, upbeat tune called “Hollow Hope of Ishelund,” which Redhead Shorty and the tomboy princess had taught me. I belted it out at the top of my lungs as we made our way along the main road.


  Being so close to the royal capital, there was heavy foot traffic, and I drew attention in more ways than one.


  From time to time, traveling merchants riding in passing wagons boldly tried to sell their wares as they went by. Nothing particularly noteworthy happened otherwise. Now and then, weak monsters like Big Cocco appeared, and I demonstrated how to kill them properly for the tomboy princess perched on my shoulder.


  ※※※


  


  At this point, I’d like to briefly summarize what the groups who left the base separately from us have been up to.


  The second group, led by Ogrekichi and Asue, was currently challenging a subterranean, multi-layered dungeon known as the Dysis Labyrinth. It was one of the offshoot dungeons located in the Labyrinth City of Purgatori.


  They had only just begun their descent, but during our last communication, Ogrekichi had confidently declared that he would go through Existence Evolution again before we saw each other once more. He even added that we should plan to fight each other then.


  He was as much of a battle junkie as ever. Still, there was something strangely comforting about the straightforward enthusiasm he directed toward me.


  The third group, led by Spellsei and Bloodsato, appeared to be traveling from place to place, purchasing grimoires and renowned magic swords.


  A grimoire is a convenient magic item. You can only read ones suited to your aptitude level, but reading them a few times is enough to permanently learn the spell written inside. Prices vary depending on the magic involved, but they’re expensive across the board.


  Naturally, making such costly purchases raises the issue of funding. The group seemed to have resolved that problem by turning the tables on bandits and kidnappers who targeted elves for the slave trade.


  In other words, they were deliberately acting as bait and eliminating whoever took it.


  It was… unsettling.


  Spellsei’s magical skill is, at the very least, superior to mine back when I was still an ogre. Taking aptitude, technique, and racial bonuses into account, she possesses power equivalent to more than three hundred soldiers from the combined imperial and royal forces we once fought. Her high-tier magic more than compensated for her lack of close combat ability.


  When paired with Bloodsato, who was usually gentle and soft-spoken but became gleefully lethal once battle began, the result was devastating.


  Frankly, I almost felt sorry for the bandits.


  In close combat, Bloodsato controlled dozens of blood-forged swords, sending them whirling through the air in a violent dance. At long range, Spellsei unleashed wide-area annihilation spells in rapid succession. Add to that a force of trained hobgoblins and elves, and bandits or kidnappers never stood a chance. They’re being slaughtered like scraps of kindling.


  Rest in peace. Actually, in this case, it’s more like “lie obliterated without honor.”


  The fourth group, which includes tigerfolk and dragonkin, had a noticeably tense atmosphere when they left. Perhaps it was because they lacked any members in true command-level positions. They had been moving from place to place for over ten days now. Things might have improved slightly compared to before, but there’s still a sense of distance between them.


  That group consisted of two ogres, one hobgoblin mage, two weretigers, two dragonewts, and three humans.


  The ogres and the hobgoblin mage, who joined our group at the same time, are still newcomers. They’ve had trouble gauging how close they can get to the highly capable tigerfolk and dragonkin.


  On the other hand, the weretigers and dragonewts have not yet officially joined the mercenary band. They, too, have struggled to judge their distance from the ogres and the hobgoblin mage, who are already formal members.


  The humans, being at the very bottom of the hierarchy, can’t assert themselves at all and remain silent.


  In short, no one could speak frankly. Conversations never really took off.


  To make matters worse, the hobgoblin mage I had appointed as group leader was, bluntly speaking, among the weakest members of the group. This has created an additional rift between him and the tigerfolk and dragonkin, who place great value on strength. Put simply, the tigerfolk are not truly satisfied with a group structure where their superior is weaker than they are.


  I consider this part of their trial.


  There was nothing to do but let them struggle through it. We would be working together for a long time, and they needed to break the ice sooner rather than later. Even if things were awkward now, sharing meals and time together would eventually smooth things over.


  If the worst came to pass, I would step in myself. For now, though, I was content to wait and watch.


  It’ll probably work out. That’s just a hunch, but still. I offered them my silent encouragement.


  The fifth group, which includes Dodome and the five ogres who were once my subordinates, was focused on gathering information and collecting plant seeds. They’ve consistently provided us with valuable intelligence.


  With diligent Dodome as their leader, there was little cause for concern. As a Hundred-Eyed Demon, her information-gathering ability is exceptional.


  They worked quietly and without complaint. Honestly, I was considering ordering them to take some time off and enjoy themselves somewhere; effort deserved reward. I couldn’t offer anything extravagant, but even a small break would provide valuable stimulation and experience. At least, that’s what I believe.


  That was the situation overall. Aside from the fourth group, things seemed to be going reasonably well. Each group’s atmosphere clearly reflected its leader's personality.


  Since the fourth group would serve as an important test case going forward, I truly hoped they would manage to grow closer.


  We did not reach the royal capital of Ousvel today, because we traveled at a leisurely pace. Still, no matter how slowly we go, we’ll arrive by tomorrow.


  Today’s Synthesis Results:


  
    	[Carrier of Pestilence] + [Affliction Infection] + [Plague Diffusion] ＝ [Black Apostle of Pestilence]


    	[Paralysis Claws] + [Burning Claws] + [Adamantine Flash Talons] ＝ [Blazing Adamantine Paralysis Claws]


    	[Infrared Vision] + [Echolocation] + [Presence Detection] + [Trap Detection] + [Enemy Detection] ＝ [Early Threat Detection Network: Phased-Array Radar]

  


   

  Day 117


  

  It was a little past noon. As we crested a gentle hill, the royal capital of Ousvel came into view in the distance.


  Built on slightly elevated ground that favored defense, the city was surrounded by milky-white outer walls rising over low hills. At its center stood a massive castle that dominated the skyline. The capital appeared to be a layered city, with elevation increasing the closer one moved toward the center.


  From this distance, that was about all I could tell. For the time being, we simply continued forward, swaying atop the skeletal centipede.


  The highway we followed led straight to the capital’s enormous main gate. In front of it, a long line had formed, made up of wagons and people burdened with large amounts of luggage. It seemed no one could enter without passing inspection, so we quietly joined the end of the line.


  According to the tomboy princess and the boy, their presence meant we could enter the capital without waiting. I shut that down with talk about how experiencing common life was important, but the truth was simpler: drawing any more attention than we already had would only court trouble.


  Even with camouflage, the skeletal centipede stood out; it was being pulled not by horses, but by a Borforl, a monster. On top of that, most of our party weren’t human. Dhami, in particular, was striking enough that people couldn’t help but stare.


  Honestly, I hadn’t expected to draw this much attention.


  Looking back, the closer we came to the royal capital, the fewer monsters we encountered. I should have anticipated that our appearance would stand out all the more because of that.


  What a nuisance. Life, or rather the life of an extinct ogre, never went as smoothly as one might hope.


  Still, there was nothing to be done about it, and this level of attention was just barely within acceptable limits. If we were to overtake the line and bypass the inspection entirely, however, our reputation would spread through the capital at a ridiculous speed. Rumors would grow tails, sprouting embellishments that had nothing to do with reality.


  Given how conspicuous we already were, becoming the subject of gossip was unavoidable, but entering the city properly and waiting our turn was the lesser evil.


  We were still short on overall strength. I did not want the Kingdom to take an interest in us. On top of that, this place apparently enforced laws that favored humans while treating demi-humans somewhat lightly. I have insurance for emergencies beyond just the tomboy princess, but I would rather avoid relying on it if I could.


  So, we behaved ourselves and waited quietly in line.


  ※※※


  


  After some time, it was finally our turn.


  Normally, a fairly steep toll is required to enter the capital. However, thanks to the presence of the tomboy princess and the boy, it was waived. For once, it felt like the tomboy princess had been genuinely useful.


  During the inspection, I discreetly attached a small avatar fragment to the gate guard’s clothing. This would allow me to eavesdrop on conversations among the soldiers working in the capital. At moments like this, my blood replicas made excellent spies, which was immensely convenient.


  In any case, we were allowed through the gate.


  As expected of the royal capital, the residential district just inside the walls was densely populated. From the open-air markets selling all manner of goods came lively voices, filling the area with noise and energy.


  The bustle easily surpassed even that of the labyrinth city, the most vibrant city we had visited so far. It felt almost like a festival. Simply being there was enough to make my heart race with excitement. Perhaps it was their first time in the royal capital, because Redhead Shorty and the others looked restless and eager as well.


  As we walked along the main street, I noticed something else. Every house was built from brick. Up until then, most of the villages we had seen consisted mainly of wooden buildings, with brick structures appearing only occasionally. Here, even the roads were paved with stone. And according to what I had heard, the city even had fully developed water and sewage systems.


  From what the tomboy princess and the others had told me, the technology that made cities like this possible had been introduced by a man known as the Sage from Another World, a person who held a special job class and was said to be seventy years old this year. Thanks to him, this kingdom ranked among the more advanced societies by this world’s standards.


  There were many aspects of the region I wanted to ask about in greater detail. In particular, the Kingdom’s darker underbelly intrigued me on a personal level. Unfortunately, with the tomboy princess and the boy around, now was not the time to investigate.


  I had hoped to deliver the princess to the castle quickly and complete the job, but she insisted that we tour the lower districts first. As a result, we made our way up the slope toward the castle slowly, browsing street stalls and shops along the way.


  The oddly shaped skeletal centipede being pulled along by the Borforl naturally drew a great deal of attention. Curious stares flooded in, all clearly asking the same question: what on earth was that? I had long since grown used to it, so I ignored the looks and finished our shopping.


  Before nightfall, we finally arrived at the royal castle. At last, it seemed time to part ways with the tomboy princess.


  We had grown closer than I had expected during the journey, so the thought of separating was, admittedly, a little sad.


  It turned out I was getting ahead of myself.


  Apparently, there was still some time before we would say our goodbyes. We were invited to visit the tomboy princess’s residence within the castle grounds, a place known as the Amber Palace. There, we learned that she planned to exercise her authority to add an additional reward: an extremely convenient item called a Royal Writ of Recognition. Simply presenting it would allow us to pass inspections in any city within the Kingdom and grant a degree of freedom of movement and action.


  To be honest, even when weighed against the potential trouble that might arise from entering the royal castle, the offer was tempting enough to sway me.


  Uncertain future complications versus guaranteed benefits? After weighing the two, I chose the benefits.


  The Amber Palace was a dazzling structure dominated by warm amber hues. Given that its owner was a member of the royal family, it made sense that there appeared to be an enormous number of servants. Naturally, our sudden arrival put the guards on edge.


  A remarkable number of soldiers had gathered. It was obvious we were being watched closely, but because we were formally invited guests of the tomboy princess, we were treated with courtesy.


  I had intended to leave as soon as we received our reward, but apparently, crafting the writ would not be completed until tomorrow. Before I knew it, we were told to stay the night and ushered into a guest wing near the entrance of the Amber Palace.


  The Amber Palace boasted an enormous amount of land, but there was no question of staying in the tomboy princess’s private chambers deeper inside. Even entering this far already felt like the limit. I hesitated for a moment, but we still had not secured lodging, and staying overnight in a room considered high-class even by this world’s standards did sound appealing. In the end, I accepted the invitation and decided to stay for the night.


  Dinner was excellent. The room was luxurious. The bath was deeply relaxing.


  Yes. I was satisfied.


  With no particular trouble to speak of, I slept soundly through the night.


  Today’s Synthesis Result


  
    	[Hawk Eye] + [Wind Reading] + [Momentary Sight] ＝ [Spatial Awareness Sense: Area]

  


   

  Day 118


  

  I woke up feeling refreshed.


  Was it the soft bed that still carried the scent of sunlight, or perhaps a magic item installed to promote restful sleep? Either way, it was a remarkably pleasant awakening.


  Dhami and Redhead Shorty were sleeping peacefully beside me, naked as the day they were born. Their smooth, healthy skin only added to how good the morning felt.


  Well then. Let’s see what today brings.


  Morning training was held in the courtyard of the Amber Palace. Oro and Argento, who had already grown past one meter in height, were put through some light exercise. Jiro and Saburo joined in as well. The young knight seemed especially fired up, knowing this would be our last time training together.


  As we trained, I noticed several palace guards watching from a distance. Since they were already there, I decided to rope them in.


  As expected of those tasked with protecting a royal palace, they were an elite force. They did not quite match the lady knight we had left at the base, but their average combat ability was high.


  This made it a good opportunity to see how Redhead Shorty and the three demon lords, whose physical abilities had skyrocketed after acquiring the Sacred Beast Devourer job, would fare against trained guards.


  The results were encouraging.


  In one-on-one matches, none of them lost to the guards. Against multiple opponents, they did lose on occasion, but even then, the fights were roughly even. It was safe to say the training had been highly beneficial.


  Breakfast afterward was simply delicious. To be honest, it was even better than the chef sisters’ cooking. Then again, expecting food prepared for royalty to be matched so easily would have been unfair in the first place.


  Dhami and the others wore blissful smiles as they ate, saying they had never tasted food this good before. I understood how they felt. If I had not known the flavors from my previous life, I probably would have felt the same way.


  That said, quality was important, but quantity mattered too. Especially after training, the hunger hit hard. Work up a sweat, and your stomach complains; there’s no helping it.


  So, I ordered seconds. A modest mountain of meat and vegetables arrived, and I enjoyed every bite.


  After the meal, just as promised, the tomboy princess informed me that the Royal Writ of Recognition was complete. She also gave me a warning about its use. If it were abused, it would be considered a betrayal of royal trust and treated as a serious crime. There would be no trial; the punishment would be immediate execution.


  Given how convenient the item was, that seemed only reasonable. As long as I did not misuse it, there was no problem. It was clearly better to have it than not.


  Otherwise, there was no sudden summons from the king, no dramatic turn of events. We simply secured the Royal Writ without incident. Along with it, we received the promised payment for the escort job. When I counted it, the amount was about thirty percent higher than expected. When I asked why, the answer was surprisingly casual: apparently, the journey itself had been enjoyable and full of interesting experiences, plus the extra also included an additional reward for helping train the boy.


  Was it really okay to hand out money for reasons like that? I couldn’t help wondering, but I accepted it gratefully all the same.


  For the record, the abilities I had acquired earlier, the ones that increase selling prices by thirty percent and reduce buying prices by thirty percent? They only activate when I personally conduct a sale or purchase. They had nothing to do with this increased reward.


  If anything played a role, it was probably Golden Order or Luck.


  In the end, the tomboy princess, wearing an innocent smile, waved enthusiastically as she saw us off. Once again, she felt less like royalty and more like a relative’s child, which made me smile in return.


  Still, it was a bit anticlimactic. I had half expected at least one final complication.


  Then again, we had already given her a Nameplate, which allowed instant communication with us at any time. Meeting again would not be difficult. If anything, I was a little worried that all this calm meant trouble would come crashing down on us the next time we met.


  There was no point in fretting over things that might never happen. We left the Amber Palace without looking back.


  After that, we spent some time browsing the shops of the royal capital. I noticed it yesterday as well; in Ousvel, the ratio is roughly eight humans for every two demi-humans. That much is unavoidable. What stood out more was that, judging by the conversations I overheard, prices quoted to demi-human customers tend to be slightly higher.


  They were running quite a business model.


  Since that was how things were anyway, I decided not to hold back either. I stacked Sell Price +30%, Buy Price −30%, and my Golden Order affiliation, then added a bit of smooth talking on top. If the prices were being set arbitrarily based on a customer’s race, there was no reason they could not be lowered.


  The result was a sixty percent discount.


  You never know until you try.


  When the haggling finally ended, the shopkeeper stood there looking completely drained, drool practically leaking out of his mouth. I couldn’t help but laugh. It was amusing enough that I decided I would drop by again the next time we came to the royal capital.


  The blacksmith and the others, all of whom held the merchant job class, watched the whole thing with strained smiles. Even though they had stepped away from trade recently, they had all experienced the pain of being bargained down in the past. Apparently, I had gone a bit too far. But I had no intention of correcting that.


  Afterward, we spent about two hours wandering the lively castle town without any particular destination in mind. This time, no one followed us. We used the Royal Writ of Recognition and left the capital without incident.


  I was sure we would come back again. For now, though, it was best to return to the base, adjust our combat strength, and improve our living environment.


  ※※※


  


  Once we left the capital, it seemed someone started tailing us. We stayed on the main road for a while, then broke off at a certain point and took a straight route back toward the base. That was only possible because my mental map of the surrounding region was already complete. Using it, even choosing a return route that passed through unfamiliar territory was not especially difficult.


  Ahead lay a monster-infested forest, and it seemed our pursuers had given up there. Their presence vanished.


  Now that no one was around, we could pick up speed. The skeletal centipede was faster on its own, so I loaded the Borforl onto the cargo platform along with Jiro and Saburo, then had it run at full speed. Even so, it would still take several days to reach the base.


  I looked forward to meeting some new prey along the way.


  As for the darker side of the royal capital and the tomboy princess’s secrets, even the brainwashed spies I had previously planted in both the Empire and the Kingdom had failed to uncover anything decisive. Most of them were low-ranking nobles, so it was difficult for them to obtain deeper internal information. Information gathered by spies alone had its limits. Plus, there was always the risk of being fed false leads.


  Accordingly, I decided to expand my intelligence work beyond human spies and make active use of my blood replicas as well. I would begin gathering information on the Kingdom’s high nobility, and even the royal family itself.


  At the same time, I intended to investigate the four individuals said to be the Kingdom’s strongest force, who had not been included in the allied army we fought. That meant the Four-Symbols Hero, Fox Gald, along with his escorts, and the Sage from Another World, the figure regarded as the Kingdom’s living repository of wisdom. I planned to dig into everything in detail: combat ability, origins, authority, and equipment. The more I knew, the easier things would be. Knowing an enemy’s weaknesses, in particular, made life far more convenient. Researching how best to prepare promising ingredients was an enjoyable pursuit.


  And not just the Kingdom.


  I also wanted to learn more about the Empire’s strongest forces, including the group once associated with Phillippo, the Bone Bug Brave, namely the Eight Great Knight Corps, Rugald Orden, as well as the Oracle Maiden of the God of Observation. I intended to look into them eventually. For now, though, I would start with the Kingdom.


  I had already released a considerable number of my doppelgangers throughout the royal capital. There was no need to rush. I would move slowly and close in carefully. In any case, this was just something to work on in my spare time. It wasn’t anything as dramatic as toppling a nation. At the end of the day, it was still simply information gathering for future ability acquisition.


  Still, I could not help wondering what a Four-Symbols Hero might taste like.


  The thought made me hungry, so I caught a Horned Rabbit I spotted along the way and ate it as I continued traveling.


  ※※※


  


  Then, that evening, a mysterious voice echoed inside my head.


  
    [Ogrekichi, a Sub-Cast Member of World Epic 『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』, has undergone Existence Evolution. Upon clearing Evolution Condition “1,” the title Axe-Annihilation Emperor has been bestowed.]

  


  The sudden announcement startled me. Without thinking, I checked the situation on the other side through my ear cuff.


  And that was when I saw it: Ogrekichi killing me.


  … What?


  I honestly had no idea what I was looking at.


   

  Day 119


  

  Of course, the one Ogrekichi killed yesterday was not the real me.


  Apparently, the “me” I had seen was a monster that had taken my form. Ogrekichi had been enraged by it, fought desperately, and, after undergoing Existence Evolution, managed to defeat it.


  For a moment, I did wonder if he really hated me that much, but it was not the case. I felt relieved.


  Through his rank-up, Ogrekichi received a True Name: Keraunos, Thunderflame Bull Emperor.


  Magically speaking, knowing someone’s True Name created nothing but trouble, so it was not something one normally revealed. Because of that, I decided to follow the same pattern as before and change my name.


  Since I was an Apostle Ogre, I figured “Aporou” made sense. I briefly considered altering it slightly and going with “Apollo,” but that sounded too much like either a spaceship or a sun god, so I restrained myself.


  From today onward, I am Aporou. Not Ogrou. Aporou. Do not get it wrong.


  Next was Ogrekichi.


  After his evolution, Ogrekichi had become something called a Minotaur Demon, New Species, which honestly made me want to ask what on earth that meant. With that in mind, I contacted him, and we talked it over.


  In the end, he decided to rename himself Minokichi.


  It sounds a little dorky to me, but he seems genuinely happy using it, so who am I to complain?


  The first half of “minotaur” is paired with the cute suffix “kichi.” For a brief moment, the dorkiness threatened to overwhelm me. But no, let us stop there. When we met again, I did not want to look at my closest friend with those kinds of thoughts. The matter was best forgotten.


  So, then. Ogrou is now Aporou. Ogrekichi is now Minokichi.


  Having friends who could grow alongside me filled me with a quiet sense of happiness.


  I had assumed Minokichi would immediately suggest we spar again, but apparently, he planned to remain in the Dysis Labyrinth until Asue ranked up as well. He intended to continue his own training in the meantime.


  From what I heard, Asue was already close to level one hundred, so it should not take long.


  Once they return safely, of course, he wants to fight without holding anything back.


  Honestly, Minokichi really is a battle nut. I found myself sighing, but at the same time, I was looking forward to it. Apparently, I had become much the same. Compared to my demeanor in my previous life, I had grown noticeably more aggressive.


  Setting that aside, the day began as usual with training.


  ※※※


  


  During morning training, I finally tested several abilities whose effects I had not yet confirmed.


  I had accumulated quite a few, and using them all while properly understanding and feeling their effects took a significant amount of time. Still, given the monsters I had consumed, every one of them was useful.


  As an example of the more practical abilities, let me start with Lesser Giant Creation. When activated, something like darkness surged up from the ground, similar to how Lower Undead Creation worked. Thirteen seconds later, from within that darkness, a massive monster took shape.


  What I could create were three races: an ogre, standing roughly two and a half meters tall; a troll, boasting a massive frame nearly five meters in height; or a Fomorian, with a body length reaching close to thirteen meters.


  The monsters I generated possessed the same blackened exterior as the skeletons created through Lower Undead Creation, and they were clearly stronger than their normal counterparts. Unlike black skeletons, however, these giants were all astonishingly stupid. Calling them puppets would not have been inaccurate. Unless I issued a command, they did not even move. They simply stood there, rigidly at attention, vacant expressions plastered across their faces.


  I wondered whether they might at least react to external stimuli, so I had Redhead Shorty cut off one arm of the Black Ogre.


  (For reference, she was currently equipped with the so-called General Series, a set of three magic items I had gifted her to celebrate acquiring the Sacred Beast Devourer job. The set consisted of: first, the General’s Great Cleaver, a magic sword resembling a Chinese cleaver, thick-bladed and square, with a pure white edge roughly eighty centimeters long; second, the General’s Kite Shield, which normally took the form of a bracelet but instantly transformed into a kite shield when activated; and third, the Platinum General, a full set of lightweight knight-style armor in white and gold, complete with a red cape.)


  Her slash struck the Black Ogre’s arm cleanly.


  There was no reaction.


  Despite a missing arm and blood spraying from the wound, the Black Ogre continued to stand there, utterly vacant.


  After running several tests, I confirmed that unless I explicitly commanded them, they would not move, no matter what happened. Even attacks that should have killed them outright failed to provoke any response. I also learned that the wording of commands mattered. Simple orders such as “fight” or “keep running” elicited weaker behavior. In contrast, more specific instructions such as “fight with all your strength” or “run at full power until you die” resulted in noticeably better performance.


  Another point of interest was that killing them yielded substantial experience. If I ordered them to fight seriously but not kill, then let my subordinates battle them; they might serve as excellent training dummies. A Fomorian would be far too much, but an ogre should be manageable even for the others.


  That said, the ability has several drawbacks. The first is mana cost. Creating a single giant consumes roughly as much mana as generating fifty skeletons. For someone like me, who can recover mana at night or from darkness, this is not a major issue. Even so, it drains enough mana at once to leave a noticeable sense of fatigue. If I plan to use other magic as well, it would be wiser to avoid repeated use during the daytime.


  The second drawback is that its creation speed is far slower than that of skeletons and similar summons, and only one unit can be generated at a time. That said, whether it’s a Black Ogre or a Black Fomorian, I still only have to wait thirteen seconds. Given that the strength scales appropriately with the wait time, I can’t really call this a serious flaw.


  The third drawback is that issuing commands is mandatory. If I generate one and leave it unattended, it will simply become an obstacle. Worse, it could even interfere with movement. Though, in that case, I could always kill it along with the enemy, so perhaps this isn’t much of a drawback either. The more I think about it, the less it seems like a real problem.


  In short, treating Lesser Giant Creation as an ability that functions much like Lower Undead Creation is probably the correct approach.


  Just like with Lower Undead Creation, there also appear to be hidden conditions governing which races can be generated. Despite existing in this world, Cyclopes, the one-eyed giants, can’t be created. I guess that once I confirm or kill an actual Cyclops, they’ll become available.


  That about covers Lesser Giant Creation.


  Next was Death-Seeing Evil Eye.


  I tested it on a Blade Rabbit that leaped out from a thicket, and true to the ability’s name, the creature died the instant I looked at it.


  I had no idea what exactly had happened. The corpse bore no wounds whatsoever. It was a sudden death.


  I decided to refrain from using this ability. Something that can easily kill allies is not something I can afford to use casually. If it turned out to have a weakness, such as being reflected in mirrors, that would be disastrous.


  Still, as a trump card, it’s more than promising.


  Next came Giant’s Iron Hammer, Crushing Overkill, and related abilities.


  When I activated Giant’s Iron Hammer, the same massive phantom arm appeared as when I had used it in the snowy mountains.


  I generated a Black Fomorian, ordered it to “fortify its defense with everything it had,” and struck it. The blow sent its enormous body flying dozens of meters. Both arms it had used to block the attack were shattered, and its spine was broken as well. Even if it did not kill outright, it was enough to completely incapacitate the target.


  After healing the Black Fomorian, I tried again. This time, I activated every ability that enhanced physical power or offensive strength, including Crushing Overkill, Dominance of the Giant King, and Unyielding Body of the Black Demon.


  Once again, I issued the same defensive command so my target could withstand my attack as best it could.


  I clenched my fist tightly and moved.


  The result was total annihilation.


  The Black Fomorian’s massive body exploded apart. Since we were camping in an uninhabited grassland, the damage caused by the scattered organs and blood was kept to a minimum. Still, seeing part of the green carpet stained red was rather surreal.


  There was, however, a small problem afterward. The dense stench of blood excited Dhami, and calming her down proved difficult. Letting her drink my blood eventually settled her, but the charm-based magic she released into the surroundings while she was worked up was, frankly, dangerous.


  How dangerous, exactly? Let’s just say that even Redhead Shorty and the other women, including the gale lord, were pushed uncomfortably close to the edge.


  In any case, Giant’s Iron Hammer was clearly an ability that would be extremely useful when fighting large numbers of enemies. If I had to point out a flaw, it would be that the phantom arms could only manifest around my own arms.


  While considering effective ways to use my new abilities, I began experimenting with combinations using synthesis, in search of options that were stronger yet still easy to handle.


  Things were going to get busy, I thought, as I continued deeper into the forest.


  I had eaten quite a few new monsters along the way, but since none of them yielded new abilities, I’ll skip the details.


  I did find a suitably sized cave in the forest and decided to use it as our lodging. I released Jiro and Saburo to roam freely and hunt for prey. The Borforl, on the other hand, would likely be eaten by other monsters if released, so I kept him inside the cave.


  We still had plenty of ingredients stocked up, and the tomboy princess had given us a generous supply of spices, so once again we enjoyed a lavish dinner.


  After eating, I held a small study session about the world, and then we went to sleep.


  Today’s Synthesis Results


  
    	[Charge Boost] + [Headlong Rush] ＝ [Battle Cry of the Black Apostolic Demon]


    	[Intimidation of the Strong] + [Giant King’s Dignity] ＝ [Authority of the Black Apostolic Demon]


    	[Blade Bone Creation] + [Acute Angle Creation] ＝ [Sharp Blade Bone Generation]


    	[Crystal Crocodile Scale Armor] + [Hard Skin] + [Fur of Steel] ＝ [Unscarred Black Apostle Hardened Armor Hide]

  


   

  Day 120


  

  By letting the skeletal centipede run unencumbered and sticking to the shortest possible route, it looked like we would reach the base sooner than expected.


  Along the way, as we wove through forests and mountains on our route, I tried eating various monsters:


  
    	A plant-type monster resembling a mushroom, nearly fifty centimeters tall, the Spore Fungus


    	A green-skinned giant wielding an enormous wooden club, the Branch Troll


    	A squirrel covered in iron-like fur, the Iron Squirrel


    	A lizard whose tail had developed into something like a hammer, the Hammer-Tail Lizard


    	And a Water Lizard, distinguished by its blue scales and the trident it carried

  


  I tried consuming all of them, but none granted new abilities. My physical abilities did improve slightly, but the increase was negligible.


  It seemed that the Apostle Ogre race was simply too powerful by nature. My chance of acquiring new abilities had dropped dramatically. From now on, perhaps I should prioritize quantity over quality.


  Then again, I already possess an overwhelming number of abilities. There was no need to rush. If I found a race I liked, I could always focus on consuming that one specifically.


  The day passed without incident. Overall, it was a peaceful day.


   

  Day 121


  

  Around midday, while traveling through the forest, we came across a small village in a somewhat open area.


  The wooden palisade surrounding it obscured the view somewhat, but judging from the number of houses, the population was probably somewhere between one and two hundred.


  As we approached, however, the smell of blood and death reached us.


  My Intuition was sounding alarms, so I left the blacksmith and the others behind with the skeletal centipede and advanced toward the village with only Dhami.


  As a preliminary check, I activated Phased-Array Radar. According to it, only one living human remained, located at the center of the village.


  Just in case, I took out the halberd the blacksmith had made me. I also activated the ability of a black-and-silver bracelet I had barely used until now, Wrath of the Solitary King, Eglusa-Pur, transforming it into a gauntlet that protected my right arm. Maintaining vigilance, I entered the village.


  It turned out that caution was unnecessary.


  The state of the village was horrific. So many dismembered pieces of flesh were scattered everywhere that it was impossible to tell how many people they belonged to. A human torso lay atop a roof. Severed limbs floated in pools of blood. The head of a small child rolled abandoned on the ground.


  A massacre of extreme cruelty had taken place here.


  Several houses had been reduced to splinters, and multiple large craters scarred the ground. From that alone, it was easy to infer that some kind of massive monster had attacked, likely from beneath the earth.


  In any case, the priority was to hear what had happened. We moved toward the point where the lone surviving presence had been detected. There, kneeling amid a nauseating pool of blood mixed red, purple, and silver, was a young man. He was covered in wounds, gazing up at the sky as he wailed in raw grief.


  He was clearly no ordinary villager.


  The silversteel light armor protecting his body was damaged in several places, yet it still caught and reflected the sunlight. At his waist hung a plain, utilitarian sword, devoid of ornament. Draped across his back was a tattered gray cloak bearing the crest of the Kingdom of Sternbelt.


  Ten to one, he was a knight of the Kingdom. Not someone who should have been present in a backwater village like this.


  He might have been part of a knightly unit pursuing the monster responsible for destroying the village. Even so, there were no signs of any other knights, nor traces suggesting a larger force.


  Perhaps he had been pursuing it alone.


  I stopped speculating there. Guessing at the knight’s identity was pointless when I could simply ask him directly.


  As I approached the sobbing knight, I noticed what he was holding so desperately: a woman’s corpse, her lower body completely gone. Fresh blood continued to pour from the remains, staining most of the front of the man’s armor a deep crimson.


  Given the situation, she must have been precious to him.


  It felt wrong to interrupt their farewell, so I let him cry for a while longer. Only when his sobbing began to subside did I finally speak.


  At that moment, he looked up at us as if noticing our presence for the first time.


  His eyes were hollow, glassy. Yet deep within them burned a fierce hatred. Grief was surely there as well, but the emotion boiling strongest in his heart was vengeance.


  When I tried to speak again, the young man suddenly let out a low, animalistic growl. Both Phased-Array Radar and Intuition began screaming alarms. That was when I thought, This is bad.


  I shifted my position to shield Dhami behind me.


  The knight gently laid the woman’s body down on the ground, then drew the sword at his waist and charged straight at us. His eyes remained empty, as if devoid of reason.


  It seemed he had been unable to withstand the mental strain any longer. The young knight had begun to lose control.


  A faintly blackened, tainted mana began to seep from the young man’s entire body. As it did, his speed surged upward, and his physical strength was forcibly amplified. Had he acquired a berserker-type job class?
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  Moving with bestial speed and ferocity, he closed the distance with the single-minded intent to kill me. The moment his blade swept in, aiming to take my head, I moved to deflect it with the gauntlet.


  
    [Prince of the Night Heavens’s special skill Heretic Nemesis has activated. As a result, Prince of the Night Heavens has declared the opening of Eschatology: Conquest War against a hostile aggressor classified as a Heretic / Epic Awakener. Until the battle is decided, all abilities of Prince of the Night Heavens are increased by 300%. The special skill Heretic Nemesis will be released once the conflict is resolved.]

  


  The announcement rang out in my head without warning.


  Before I could even process a single additional thought, the impact of the knight’s strike slammed into me through the gauntlet.


  At that point, stopping was no longer an option. So, I moved. And less than five seconds later—


  [The battle has been decided. The special skill Heretic Nemesis has been deactivated. The Prince of the Night Heavens has won the Eschatology: Conquest War against a Heretic / Epic Awakener.]


  [Rewards have been granted.]


  [The Prince of the Night Heavens has obtained Hesperior, Blade of the Sunlit Soul!]


  Just as the rather objectionable announcement declared, the young man lay unconscious before us.


  It was true that the man’s physical abilities had skyrocketed due to his rampage. However, that power came at the cost of reason. What remained was nothing more than raw speed and brute force. Against such straightforward attacks, the fight was surprisingly easy.


  If anything, holding back enough not to kill him was what made it difficult. To begin with, the man had already been badly injured before charging us. Meanwhile, my body had been forcibly reinforced by Heretic Nemesis, which had activated without my consent. On top of that, my physical strength had already been dramatically increased by Wrath of the Solitary King, Eglusa-Pur.


  If I had struck the knight even once with intent, it would have been a guaranteed instant death. That was something I wanted to avoid.


  So, instead, I stepped back slightly, turning my body sideways, extended my arm toward his abdomen, and simply returned the force of his own charge.


  Put another way, the young man had rushed headlong into an iron pillar and destroyed himself.


  The impact exceeded what his body could endure. With the sickening sound of bone and flesh grinding under strain, all strength drained from him, and he collapsed limply to the ground. It had been a severe shock. He would need quite some time before waking up.


  For the time being, I healed him enough to ensure he would not die from his broken bones, then decided to wait for him to regain consciousness.


  While we waited, Dhami and I began processing the bodies scattered throughout the village. Using my avatars, we gathered every fragment of flesh, dug graves into the earth, and buried the bodies properly.


  In this world, leaving corpses exposed inevitably led to them rising as skeletons or zombies. That was why the bodies of fallen soldiers were normally buried before they could transform into monsters. Personally, I found the thought of the villagers’ remains being devoured by nearby monsters and turned into undead too pitiful to ignore. So, we gathered them together and laid them to rest.


  The work was finished in a little over ten minutes.


  I pressed my palms together. Rest in peace.


  Once the burial was complete, we moved on to salvaging anything in the village that could still be used, such as tableware and everyday tools. Leaving them there to rot would benefit no one. If we put them to use, the tools themselves would be better off for it.


  To be honest, the timing was perfect. There had been various changes back at the base, and replenishing daily necessities had become fairly important. We would simply consider this our payment for the trouble of burying the dead.


  By the time we finished collecting anything of value from around the village, roughly twenty minutes had passed since we started. The young man still showed no sign of waking up, so I formed a sphere of water and splashed it across his face. He bolted upright at once.


  I was ready for him to attack again, but it seemed the rampage had completely subsided.


  For a while, he looked disoriented, clearly struggling to grasp what was happening. I forced the issue and made him properly say his final farewell to the woman he had been holding.


  He embraced her once more, tears streaming freely from his eyes.


  After the two had finished their parting, we buried the woman’s body as well. Only then did I finally sit down and listen to the young man’s story.


  ※※※


  


  To summarize what he told us, the young man was originally a commoner born in this very village. One day, however, his life had changed completely when he suddenly received the Blessing of the God of Sunlight.


  Less than a month later, envoys from the Kingdom arrived. Somehow, word had already reached the authorities. He was taken to the royal capital and enrolled in an academy that trained knights and military tacticians.


  In this world, those who possess a Blessing granted by an actual god wield power that far surpasses the norm. If two people of equal skill were to fight, one with a Blessing and one without, the Blessed individual would win nine times out of ten. Even Blessings granted by the weakest class of deities, the demigods, bestow overwhelmingly powerful abilities. Because of that, nations gather up those who bear Blessings to ensure they never fall into the hands of rival countries.


  In the young man’s case, matters were even more extreme. His was not the relatively common Blessing of a demigod, but a rarer, higher-ranked one bestowed by a full god. That was why he had been taken away so quickly and so forcibly.


  After enrolling at the academy, the young man apparently endured many hardships. He dealt with petty, underhanded harassment from aristocratic youths and constant advances from noble ladies eager to claim a man blessed by a god. However, those details are largely irrelevant and not worth talking about.


  The reason he had returned to the village was simple. He had come to bring back the woman who had been his childhood friend and sweetheart. Even after moving to the royal capital, he had regularly returned to the village to maintain their bond. Eventually, they had decided to marry.


  There were political obstacles, of course. However, through sheer effort, the young man had risen to a respectable position within the military and earned the king’s trust. In doing so, he managed to push aside most of the opposition. Some resistance still remained, but even so, he had been happy.


  Until today.


  When he returned to the village to escort the woman to the capital, he found that nearly all the villagers had already been slaughtered. Unable to comprehend what had happened, he wandered through the village in a daze. Then he saw it.


  The woman, the last survivor in the village, reached out to him, begging for help as he ran toward her. In that instant, a massive monster burst from the ground. It was an Armored Centipede, just like Phillippo’s pet, Artilum. In the blink of an eye, it tore off her lower body and devoured it.


  After that, his memories were unclear.


  Drawing upon the Blessing of the Sun God and the combat training he had received in the military, he managed to inflict significant damage on the Armored Centipede and force it to retreat. However, according to him, he did not believe the creature fled because it feared him. More likely, it had already eaten its fill. Perhaps it decided that killing him would take too much effort and simply withdrew.


  That was when he was left holding the woman’s body as it grew colder by the moment—the state he was in when we arrived.


  ※※※


  


  This may have been a tragedy common enough in this world, but I found no words to comfort him.


  Even as he explained everything, hatred for the Armored Centipede burned fiercely in his eyes. They were no longer vacant as they had been before; a clear, unwavering resolve now dwelled within them.


  He had great potential and bore a Blessing. More than that, my Intuition whispered that he would be useful and that recruiting him was the correct choice.


  So, I made him an offer: I would give him the power to kill the Armored Centipede he so desperately desired to destroy. In exchange, he would devote his entire life to me.


  “And I may know who owns that Armored Centipede,” I added.


  It was almost like he was making a deal with the devil.


  The young man asked me again and again whether I truly meant it, whether I could really give him that power, and whether I truly knew the creature responsible. I answered by whispering that I would not only let him kill the Armored Centipede, but I would also hand him the enemy lurking behind it. I nodded decisively as I said it.


  After several long seconds of silence, the young man finally reached out and grasped my hand.


  If power was the price, if vengeance was guaranteed, then he would pay anything.


  When I offered him the familiar ear cuff, he did not hesitate. He put it on at once. And with that, the contract was sealed.


  I would grant him the strength necessary to kill the Armored Centipede. In exchange, I would gain a powerful subordinate driven by vengeance. Neither side lost anything.


  In fact, this promised to be quite entertaining.


  
    System Notification


    [Prince of the Night Heavens’ skill Fate Plunder has activated. As a result, the fate of the Epic Awakener / Main Cast known as the Avenger (Sigurd Eis Sven) has fallen under the dominion of the Prince of the Night Heavens.


    Accordingly, the Heroic Epic 『The Radiant Back That Leads the Battle』 has been integrated into the World Epic 『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』.


    Due to its incorporation into a Supreme Epic, the Heroic Epic 『The Radiant Back That Leads the Battle』 has been permanently removed from the National Epic 『Sternbelt』.


    As part of the epic transfer, the Epic Abilities / Special Powers possessed by the following title-bearers—

  


  
    
      	Witch of Baleful Flame


      	Guardian Cavalier


      	Usurper


      	Saint of Mercy, Maria

    

  


  
    —have been temporarily sealed.


    The titles Witch of Baleful Flame and Saint of Mercy are already in an awakened state. Once the bearer’s fate is fully bound to the Prince of the Night Heavens, their sealed abilities may be restored.


    The titles Guardian Cavalier and Usurper remain unawakened. To unlock their powers, the bearer must fulfill the designated conditions after their fate has come under the Prince of the Night Heavens’s control.


    Authority over the release of abilities belonging to the Epic Awakener / Main Cast, known as the Avenger (Sigurd Eis Sven), has been entrusted entirely to the Prince of the Night Heavens.


    From this point forward, all ability awakenings for the Avenger will occur solely at the Prince of the Night Heavens’s discretion.]

  


  Something interesting became clear almost immediately.


  Judging from the announcement that had played before the battle, it was safe to assume that the Avenger, like me, was one of those beings tied to the world’s mysteries known as an Epic. There was a difference in scale, of course. Mine was a World Epic, while his appeared to be a Heroic Epic. Still, the nature was fundamentally the same.


  More importantly, his announcement included a designation mine did not: Epic Awakener / Main Cast.


  That suggested he was not merely involved in an Epic, but stood at its very core.


  … Yeah. I had not seen that coming. It was genuinely surprising.


  Once the initial shock passed, I calmed down and organized the information. It seemed that for the Avenger (whose real name I now knew to be Sigurd Eis Sven, though I fully intended to keep calling him “the Avenger”) to unlock his true abilities as an Epic Awakener and Main Cast figure, my will was required.


  When I focused on it, a choice surfaced clearly in my mind: Do you wish to release his abilities?


  Apparently, if I so desired, I could unlock the Avenger’s powers at any time, which was precisely why I chose not to do so.


  It would be a bad joke if releasing his abilities immediately caused the effects of subjugation to be repelled. Trusting the oath of someone I had only just met was unreasonable. I could afford to learn more about the Avenger first. Fortunately, I had all the time in the world.


  Still, it raised an interesting question. Were there others like this? Other Epic Awakeners / Main Cast, or Sub Cast figures?


  … Of course there are.


  From Phillippo’s mutterings, I figured the so-called Heroes and Champions were almost certainly among them.


  Which meant they were probably strong. Very strong. And that meant their flesh was likely delicious.


  Yes. I very much wanted to find enemy Epic Awakeners—whether Main Cast or Sub Cast—and eat them, at least once.


  No, scratch that, I had already decided that I absolutely would find and eat them.


  After all, the rewards granted for victory were something I wanted to collect without fail.


  Incidentally, when I read the information attached to the blade that had fallen from the sky at the moment the Avenger was defeated—Hesperior, Blade of the Sunlit Soul—this is what it said:


  
    Name: Hesperior, Blade of the Sunlit Soul


    Category: [■■ / Bladed Weapon]


    Grade: [■■■■]-Class


    Abilities:


    
      	Hesperior, Blade of the Sunlit Soul


      	Heretic Nemesis


      	Solar Convergence


      	Egg of the Sun


      	Egg of the Hero


      	Ability Expansion


      	[Unreleased]


      	[Unreleased]


      	[Unreleased]


      	[Unreleased]

    

  


  Notes: A ■■■■-Class ■-Blade obtained by the Prince of the Night Heavens after achieving victory in Eschatology: Conquest War against a Heretic / Epic Awakener / Main Cast. This weapon is ■■, one of the three forms assumed by the gods that exist in this world: 《■■ / ■■ / ■■》. Its blade shines as though forged directly from sunlight itself. Only the Prince of the Night Heavens, or those granted his explicit permission, may touch this weapon. Any who lays hands upon it without authorization will suffer calamities beyond imagination. As a ■■, its destruction is, with very few exceptions, absolutely impossible.


  Would you like to view additional information? 〈YES〉〈NO〉


  All I could think was, This is incredible.


  It felt like I had taken a massive step closer to uncovering the true nature of this world’s mysteries.


  If I had any complaints, it was this: at my current level, I couldn’t eat it. No matter how many times I tried biting into it, not even a fragment would break off. That stung my pride more than I cared to admit. Several portions of the information are still redacted, though, so perhaps once I reach the point where I can read everything, I’ll be able to devour it as well.


  For now, I stored it away in my Item Box.


  What bothered me more was the matter of the National Epic Sternbelt.


  The Heroic Epic The Radiant Back That Leads the Battle had been permanently removed from the National Epic. Could it even continue to exist as an Epic in that state? And even if it could, wouldn’t something inevitably break?


  There was a chance I had done something seriously dangerous. But dwelling on things I didn’t understand was a waste of time. If something did happen, I’d help the tomboy princess and the young knight if I could. That much would be enough.


  Yeah. Let’s go with that.


  Honestly, even if calamity were to fall upon the Kingdom, I can’t say I care much on a personal level.


  After that, the Avenger scattered oil throughout the village and set it ablaze. A grand farewell pyre for the villagers, perhaps. Following his lead, Dhami and I prayed once more.


  Rest in peace.


  When we returned to the skeletal carriage, we introduced the Avenger to Redhead Shorty and the others, who had been startled by the sight of the village burning. We ate the lunch they had prepared and then set off once again toward our base.


  True to his sharp, disciplined appearance, the Avenger seemed to be a serious man. At the same time, perhaps because he was born a commoner, there was nothing pretentious about him. He was easy to talk to, and everyone took to him quickly.


  He might make a good instructor for Oro and Argento. I decided I would judge that over time.


  That night, we camped near the mountain summit. It was bitterly cold, far from ideal for sleeping outdoors, but for us it posed no real problem. By reconfiguring the skeletal centipede, we could secure enough space for everyone to sleep comfortably, and the clones coating its frame blocked the wind. Add warm blankets, plus Jiro and Saburo—living bundles of fur—and there was no chance of freezing.


  The moment I lay down, my consciousness began to sink swiftly into sleep—


  
    System Notification


    [More than one-third of the conditions to begin World Epic 『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』 Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution” have been fulfilled.


    With the release conditions met, progression is now possible up to:

  


  
    
      	Section One: The Time of Concealment – Levina Mas


      	Section Two: The Sun of Portents – Luran Vera


      	Section Three: The Song of the Signal Fire – Tiran Chichi


      	Section Four: The Devouring Fang – Guld Belan

    

  


  
    You may begin Chapter Four of the World Epic, “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution,” at this time.]


    Do you wish to proceed? 〈YES〉〈NO〉

  


  … Huh? Yeah, no.


  For now, I selected NO.


  
    System Notification


    [“NO” has been selected.]


    [From this point onward, activation will occur either automatically or at the will of the Prince of the Night Heavens. Each time the remaining conditions are cleared, the success probability of “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution” will increase.]


    [Current success probability: 38%]

  


  … Ahhh. Right.


  For now… sleep.


   

  Day 122


  

  Whatever I saw before going to sleep last night reeked of trouble. I decided to ignore it for the time being. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with it, and there simply wasn’t enough information to make a proper judgment anyway.


  Yes. This felt like the right choice.


  Today, we descended from the mountains and began crossing a vast plain.


  Comparing my mental map with the maps I purchased in the royal capital, the shortest route back to our base in the Great Kudeln Forest would take us from our current location, the Kasdadda Great Grasslands, through the Cirisca Forest, past the defensive city of Trient, then along the mountain road inhabited by Falaise Eagles, before passing through rolling hills and the village of Clute.


  If I pushed the skeletal centipede at full speed, the return trip should take fewer days than the journey out.


  Now then, when I sparred with the Avenger during morning training, I found his basic combat ability to be quite high. However, he relied a little too heavily on combat techniques, levels, and job-based bonuses.


  If I correct that through future training, he might eventually rival that strange young swordsman I encountered long ago in the mountains where the Fomorian lived. Now that I think about it, that guy was probably an Epic Awakener / Main Cast as well. The others with him were likely Sub-Cast.


  … Yeah. If we meet again, I might provoke him and see what happens. I could probably take him now.


  Based on the feel of our sparring, the Avenger ranked somewhere above the Dull Iron Knight and below Dhami in my internal hierarchy. How strong he would become once his Main Cast abilities were unlocked remained unknown, but in his current state, that was about where he stood.


  Still, I hadn’t been wrong about him being useful.


  Today, we crossed the Kasdadda Great Grasslands and made camp just before entering the Cirisca Forest.


   

  Day 123


  

  While we were traveling through the Cirisca Forest, I received a message from the elven chieftain.


  It seemed that the purge of the traitors who had been hiding in the elven settlement had finally been completed. They had conducted a thorough investigation to ensure there were no mistakes, cross-referencing everything with the information I had provided before reaching their conclusion.


  It wasn’t a matter I was particularly invested in, so I listened half-heartedly. Once he finished reporting, I changed the subject and asked for his thoughts on the hot springs we were operating.


  I had already heard from the ear cuffs that the hot springs were extremely popular among those who had stayed behind at the base, but I wanted to hear firsthand impressions from someone who had actually used them.


  The chieftain’s verdict was simple: “It was heaven.”


  Talking about it made me desperately want to soak in the springs myself. I could already picture it. Sinking into the bath with a strong pull of elven liquor. Drinking it in an open-air bath had to be incredible.


  I promised the elven chieftain that we’d drink together once I returned, then ended the call.


  Now I really want to get back.


  Newly determined, I increased the skeletal centipede’s speed. Even deep within the dense forest, I reshaped the terrain to carve out a single clear path. There was nothing left that could stop us.


  Just wait for me, hot springs and elven liquor…


   

  Day 124


  

  We passed by the defensive city of Trient without entering it. While I was in the middle of capturing around twenty Falaise Eagles—I intended to turn them into familiars for aerial reconnaissance and future airborne goblin units—a familiar, mysterious voice echoed in my mind once again:


  
    System Notification


    [Asue, a Sub-Cast Member of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』has undergone Existence Evolution. Upon clearing Evolution Condition “1,” the title Tectonic Thunder Hammer has been bestowed.]

  


  When I checked on her situation, Asue was fast asleep. Apparently, she had been hunting bosses nonstop through the night. Since there was nothing to be done for the time being, I waited about an hour for her to wake up before contacting her again to hear the details.


  It turned out that after camping on the lowest level of the labyrinth and repeatedly hunting bosses, Asue had ranked up and become an Earth-Thunder Lord, Variant.


  Becoming a variant required a Divine Blessing, so I asked which god it had come from. Her answer was the God of Earthquakes.


  Her appearance hadn’t changed drastically from when she was a Half Earth Lord, but her physical strength had increased beyond all comparison. She had also awakened new abilities, and her height had grown to roughly four meters.


  Compared to when she was still a Half Earth Lord, her size had finally reached a good balance, relatively speaking. Because of that, Minokichi said with a grin that nighttime activities could finally resume. Honestly, he really was full of energy.


  I couldn’t exactly criticize him, though. I’m not much different myself.


  Incidentally, Asue’s true name is Terra, Earth Mother Demon.


  She also gained the title Tectonic Thunder Hammer, which seems to be in the same general lineage as Minokichi’s Axe-Annihilation Emperor.


  … Come to think of it, do I even have a title? I don’t think I do. I have plenty of skills and abilities, but no title to speak of.


  I’ll admit, seeing the two of them made me a little jealous.


  Well, whatever.


  In addition, Hobusui, who had been in the same group, ranked up to a Half Saint Light Lord, the same as Seiji. Meanwhile, Shibainu, who had originally been a Foot Soldier Kobold, evolved into a Samurai Kobold.


  Apparently, Shibainu also acquired a true name: Shiunen-no-Suke. But honestly, that couldn’t matter less.


  In any case, I passed the news along to the others, including Redhead Shorty. Everyone except Dhami—excluding the Avenger, who doesn’t know Asue anyway—sent their congratulations to Asue through their ear cuffs.


  It wasn’t that Dhami wasn’t happy for Asue. But among the four of demon lineage who had been together since the earliest days, she alone still hadn’t achieved her third Existence Evolution. That frustration seemed to cast a faint shadow over even her beauty.


  I could understand how she felt, and I wanted to help however I could. When I asked about her current level, she said it was Level 89, meaning she was already close to the required 100 for Existence Evolution.


  If possible, I wanted her to evolve before we returned to the base. With that in mind, after I converted about ten more Falaise Eagles into familiars, we headed to a hilly region beyond the mountain pass. There, I planned to have Dhami grind experience using my Black Ogres, Black Trolls, and Black Fomorians. It was a deserted area, so there would be no collateral damage even if things got violent.


  I also had Redhead Shorty, the Avenger, and the gale lord join in.


  Oro and Argento, mixed-blood half-human great ogres, had also already grown enough that proper training would no longer be premature. But it was important to ensure the training wasn’t so intense as to hinder their growth, yet challenging enough to help them become stronger. I didn’t want them developing any fear or aversion, either, so I focused on making the training enjoyable and something they could continue on their own initiative. Designing training that was both fun and effective turned out to be more exhausting than expected, but that’s just part of being a parent.


  Oniwaka, who had been born after Oro and Argento, had also grown quickly, likely because he was an Advanced great ogre, a higher-ranked existence than a standard great ogre. He was already developed enough to begin training, so I had him join in as well.
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  Nicola will need a few more years before she can begin training. Even if she grows faster than normal because she carries my blood, at the end of the day, she’s still human. That can’t be helped. If anything, the other three are the abnormal ones for growing so quickly. This, too, can be considered part of each child’s individuality.


  Regardless, every one of them is precious.


  From midday until nightfall, we devoted ourselves entirely to combat training. By the end, everyone was undeniably stronger than they had been the day before.


  We honored the giants who fell during training as “noble sacrifices,” but it still felt wrong for them to go to waste, so I ate as many as I could. In total, roughly one hundred giants were generated. Given their sheer size, I could only finish about forty of them before reaching my limit.


  Still, even by my own standards, that was an impressive amount of food. Where all of it disappeared to inside my body remains a mystery even to me.


  
    [Ability learned: Vitality Increase!]


    [Ability learned: Super Regeneration!]


    [Ability learned: Ogre Slayer!]


    [Ability learned: Physical Attack Boost!]


    [Ability learned: Emphasis Blow!]


    [Ability learned: Large Prey Killer!]


    [Ability learned: Armor Crusher!]


    [Ability learned: Luck Reduction!]

  


  Despite consuming forty giants, I gained only eight abilities. Since becoming an Apostle Ogre, Extinct Species, acquiring new abilities has become noticeably harder. It’s frustrating, to say the least.


  By nightfall, everyone was so exhausted they could barely stand. Their bodies were drenched in sweat and caked with dirt. Some had suffered serious injuries during training, but I healed those immediately, leaving only minor scrapes behind. Fatigue, however, was another matter. That kind of exhaustion can’t be completely erased, and their movements had grown heavy and sluggish.


  I was exhausted as well.


  After about four hours, I ended the training sessions for Oro, Argento, and Oniwaka. From that point on, I was mostly just talking with the blacksmith and the others, so I didn’t suffer a single injury, nor did I feel any physical fatigue.


  It seemed I had gotten carried away with my mana usage.


  For the first time since my reincarnation, the mana that had always filled the depths of my body was pushed to the brink of depletion. I had apparently come close to triggering a condition unique to this world: mana depletion syndrome. If it had fully manifested, loss of consciousness would have been inevitable. I was still just short of that point, but my body felt heavy, and an overwhelming drowsiness washed over me.


  The fastest way to recover was the same method I had used before, back when I had encountered that female mage in the mountains where the Fomorian lived: drinking a mana potion. So, I downed one in a single gulp.


  It was actually my first time drinking a mana potion. If I had to summarize the taste in one word, it would be “bitter.” Definitely not something I would want to drink voluntarily.


  Still, learning the limits of my current mana capacity was valuable in its own way. No matter which type of giant I generated, each one consumed mana equivalent to creating roughly fifty skeletons. Now I know that, using only my own mana reserves, the maximum number of skeletons I could generate would be around five thousand.


  … Even I was startled by that number.


  During the daytime, I would need my clones to help process them, but if I truly committed to it, that level of force would be enough to bring down an entire nation. And at night, when I can recover mana from the darkness itself, the implications are obvious.


  Yes. It was a very productive day.


  From accumulated fatigue, the moment I wrapped myself in a blanket, my consciousness slipped away.


  
    [Dhami, a Sub-Cast Member of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』has undergone Existence Evolution. Upon clearing Evolution Condition “1,” the title Glacial Empress has been bestowed.]


    [Status “■■’s Legal Wife” has formally activated.]


    [Because Prince of the Night Heavens has cleared Release Condition “1”: demon lord Ascension, the seal on “■■’s Legal Wife” has been partially lifted. Title “■■’s Legal Wife” has changed to “Demon ■’s Legal Wife”.]


    [Dhami has been granted the title “Demon ■’s Legal Wife.”]


    [Title: “Official Activation of 【Demon■’s Lawful Wife】 Complete. New Title 【Demon■’s Consort Wife】 Unlocked.”]


    [Initiating selection of qualified recipients…]


    [… Selection complete. Title will now be granted to eligible candidates.]


    [Title 【Demon■’s Consort Wife】 granted to Redhead Shorty (Luberia Walline).]


    [Title 【Demon■’s Consort Wife】 granted to the Blacksmith (Emery Fullrat).]


    [Title 【Demon■’s Consort Wife】 granted to Elder Sister (Felicia Timiano).]


    [Title 【Demon■’s Consort Wife】 granted to Younger Sister (Alma Timiano).]


    [Title 【Demon■’s Consort Wife】 granted to the Alchemist (Spinel Fean).]


    [Title 【Demon■’s Consort Wife】 granted to the Lady Knight (Therese E. Eckermann).]


    [Title 【Demon■’s Consort Wife】 granted to the Dryad (Dorianne Dubue).]


    [From this point onward, newly qualified candidates will be automatically granted the title.]

  


   

  Day 125


  

  Last night, eight people—the Dryad included—were granted the title of Wife. And Dhami successfully evolved.


  Well, of course she did. Yesterday, she tore through five Black Fomorians, ten Black Trolls, and twenty Black Ogres. You don’t rack up numbers like that without triggering an evolution.


  Still, the way she did it was… breathtaking. With her divinely blessed ice, she froze the Black Fomorians solid before shattering them into shards. She cleaved through others with her claymore, turned heads into pincushions with a flurry of arrows, and finished the rest off in a spectacular explosion of blood and magic. Under a crimson downpour, Dhami stood smiling: drenched, radiant, and utterly unreal.


  There was something otherworldly in the way she looked at me then, blood-slicked and smiling with such feral elegance. I couldn’t stop the chill that crawled down my spine.


  Back to the important part: Dhami’s new race is officially a Vampire Noble subspecies. Not the plain old Vampire I’d been expecting. No, she’d transcended that and evolved into one of the strongest, most exalted classes among their kind. I’d figured she’d become a subspecies thanks to her divine blessing, but I’ll admit, she still managed to surpass my expectations.


  Much like Asue, her appearance hasn’t shifted too dramatically. The tattoos etched across her skin have spread a little further and darkened, but that’s about the only real change. What truly sets her apart now is not her outward appearance, but what lies beneath it.


  Her physical abilities have increased dramatically, as expected, and more than that, every one of her skills has been refined and reinforced. There’s a new sharpness to her presence now, a polished, almost regal air that clings to her without effort.


  Among the abilities she’s acquired are Blood Dominion (Bloody Herrschaft), which allows her to dominate opponents weaker than herself by drinking their blood. She can also summon up to twelve powerful retainers through Mid-Tier Retainer Summoning, and she’s gained Mid-Tier Undead Creation, the superior version of the Lower Undead Creation ability I possess.


  That last one, in particular, was apparently unlocked thanks to her newly acquired Blessing of the God of the Underworld. And since that means she can now create ghouls—the corpse-eating monsters I’d been dying to get a taste of for ages—I fully intend to have her make one once we return to the base, whenever we find the time.


  I’ve waited far too long already.


  As for Dhami’s newly revealed True Name, it was said to be Hecaterina, Awakened Eclipse of the Moon. When I pictured her standing bathed in moonlight, the name felt uncannily fitting.


  That said, I could no longer keep calling her Dhami. So, we decided it was time for a name change. Unfortunately, sticking to my usual naming sense didn’t exactly inspire confidence: Vampi. Paimi. Iami. Bloomi.


  Every single one of them was painfully meh.


  In the end, we took pieces of her True Name—Hecaterina—, and she decided to go by Kanami instead.


  Sure, there were probably better options out there. But, well… it’s good enough.


  Leaving behind the hill where we’d been camping, which was now thoroughly soaked crimson in the blood of giants, we made a short detour through Clute Village. After confirming at the village chief’s house that our agreement was progressing smoothly, we pressed on into the forest where we had first been born.


  We lost a bit of time along the way gathering materials for crafting magic items, but we still reached the base just as the sun was beginning its descent.


  That was when Kanami and the Redhead Shorty crew fell completely silent.


  Their faces were frozen somewhere between disbelief and confusion, as though they couldn’t quite process what they were seeing. The Avenger, never having known the old base, reacted a bit more slowly, but even he was clearly stunned.


  It was only natural. After all, our base had transformed into a full-fledged fortress.


  Given the late hour, we postponed giving Kanami and the others a proper tour until the next day. Instead, we held a feast that night, with the meat of bicorns we’d hunted along the way and plenty of elf liquor.


  With all our newly joined races added to the mix, it turned into a grand celebration.


  And honestly? Drinking elven liquor while soaking in a hot spring really is the best.


   

  Day 126


  

  A full night had passed since we returned to the base, now upgraded from a mining site to a fortress.


  Just as we ourselves had undergone various changes, it seemed the group that stayed behind hadn’t been idle either. Plenty had shifted while we were away.


  So, before anything else, I decided to organize and review the current situation.


  First, I should start with personnel changes. Before our departure, the number of members officially registered with the mercenary company Parabellum, along with their races, was as follows. Familiars such as Jiro are included, and for those who have evolved—like myself and Minokichi—post-evolution races are listed.


  As it turned out, there were more than a few who had quietly evolved.


  Pre-Departure Roster (By Latest Race)


  Demon Lord: 2


  Half Lord: 4


  Minotaur: 1


  Vampire Noble: 1


  Ogre: 7


  Mage Ogre: 2


  Ghoul: 1


  Hundred-Eyed Demon: 1


  Hobgoblin: 5


  Hobgoblin Mage: 3


  Hobgoblin Cleric: 2


  Hobgoblin Shaman: 1


  Goblin: 7


  Elder Goblin: 8


  Elf: 13


  Human: 98


  ※ Of these, thirty-six are absent due to operating as “plants”—embedded covert agents.


  Samurai Kobold: 2


  Kobold Foot Soldier: 10


  Lower Ninja Kobold: 3


  Kobold: 8


  Elder Kobold: 3


  Triple-Horned Horse: 4


  Crimson-Horned Horse: 1


  Hind Bear: 1


  Demonic Bear: 2


  Orthrus: 4


  Black Wolf: 25


  Incidentally, the Crimson-Horned Horse was the result of an Existence Evolution—Kanami’s former familiar, a Triple-Horned Horse, had ascended to a higher form.


  In addition to that, there were the pending recruits: those who, after being liberated from the human army, chose to remain with us as companions. That group included the flame lord and the dragonewts, among others, and consisted of the following:


  Demon Lord: 3


  Half Lord: 5


  Dhampir: 1


  Ogre: 10


  Giant Ogre Troll: 1


  Redcap: 3


  Dragonewt: 4


  Half Dragonewt: 6


  Lizardperson: 5


  Dwarf: 5


  Dullahan: 1


  Orrorin (ape-person): 3


  Weretiger: 2


  Centaur: 1


  Adding these fifty individuals brought the total number of members, as of just before we left the base, to two hundred sixty-nine.


  At present, those fifty have all been formally inducted as full members. As a result, the internal hierarchy has shifted significantly. But well, I planned to gradually address any lingering dissatisfaction. Our organization is fundamentally built on the idea that strength determines status, so things should work themselves out.


  And if they don’t… Well. I’ll figure something out when that happens.


  Still, looking at it all again, we really do have a surprisingly large number of people.


  And now, to the main point.


  In addition to the two hundred sixty-nine formal members, the following individuals were either newly born or newly recruited:


  Ogre Mixed-Blood: 2


  Human: 14


  High Ogre: 1


  Ogre: 3


  Goblin: 5


  Hobgoblin: 7


  Hobgoblin Mage: 6


  Hobgoblin Cleric: 3


  Hobgoblin Shaman: 2


  Hobgoblin Rider: 4


  Kobold Foot Soldier: 2


  Kobold: 6


  Dragotaurus: 2


  Orrorin: 11


  Dwarf: 5


  Leprechaun: 6


  Insecter: 7


  Insectoid: 2


  Dorianne, Flower-Headed Maiden: 1


  Polevik, Agricultural Sprite: 3


  Green Man: 2


  Cait Sith: 23


  Cat Nail Trooper: 2


  Werewolf: 3


  Black Skeleton Commander: 5


  Black Undead Knight: 1


  Borforl: 1


  Falaise Eagle: 30


  Stamp Boar: 4


  Triple-Horned Horse: 3


  Hind Bear: 1


  Adding those one hundred sixty-seven, the total number of members currently stands at four hundred thirty-six. Not every member is capable of combat, of course, but even so, the numbers are sufficient to field at least two full infantry companies.


  Now then. Why had our roster expanded so dramatically? Let me explain, step by step.


  There’s little need to dwell on why the numbers of goblins, hobgoblins, and kobolds have increased. Like Oro and the others, it’s simply because a new generation has been born. In most cases, the mothers are human women, and some of them have even given birth twice. Among these women, a small number have acquired the job title Morning Madonna, Mother of Demon Children, suggesting that even more powerful offspring will continue to be born in the future.


  That said, if children continue to be born at the current pace, issues with food supplies, housing, and equipment will quickly pile up. As a result, it’s been decided that nighttime activities will be kept somewhat in check. For now, the disadvantages of increasing our numbers too rapidly simply outweigh the benefits.


  As for the elves, they haven’t given birth yet. Apparently, they’re a race with a very low conception rate, so it can’t be helped. Still, when they do have children, they’ll surely be born with abilities befitting the elves. I can’t deny that I’m looking forward to seeing what kind of children they’ll produce.


  Next, about the dragotauruses and insectoids. Most of them were originally part of that former slave unit. They did return to their homelands once, but in many cases, their villages had already been destroyed, or their tribes had relocated elsewhere. Having lost their places to return to, they eventually came back to us.


  There are special cases, too, most notably the cait sith, who make up the largest new group. The cait sith are adorable bipedal cats by appearance, so noble ladies frequently target them as ornamental slaves. Entire villages of cait sith sought protection and came to us together.


  Of these, only two cat nails were originally members of the slave unit. In truth, there are many more cait sith and cat nails beyond that, but for now, twenty-five have been dispatched as advance scouts to assess the situation of our mercenary company, Parabellum.


  In terms of combat power, cait sith are roughly on par with goblins, while cat nails are comparable to hobgoblins. They don’t add much in the way of raw fighting strength, but they’re surprisingly dexterous, making them quite useful for cleaning the base and handling miscellaneous chores.


  And finally: Dorianne, the Flower-Headed Maiden. She is, in fact, that dryad.


  While I (the main body) was away from the base, she had drained one of my ogre clones completely through Absorptive Feeding. As a result, she achieved an Existence Evolution.


  For a dryad, the rule is simple: they can’t stray beyond a fixed distance from the tree that serves as their main body. No matter what, there’s a hard limit to how far they can go.


  A Flower-Headed Maiden, however, is different. In their case, the beautiful flower blooming from their head is the main body. Because of that, they can move freely without restriction.


  As a result, she had taken up residence with us at the base. Or rather… she has demanded that I take responsibility. And it isn’t like there’s much I can do about that, so I’ve already resolved myself to it. After all, she also acquired the title Demon■’s Consort Wife.


  Right. Let’s just go with that.


  Incidentally, the dryad’s true body, the flower itself, was a pink-petaled bloom resembling a hibiscus. Something like one, anyway.


  Next came the Black Skeleton Commanders and Black Undead Knights. These beings had been created experimentally by my clones in an effort to push the potential of Black Skeletons even further. To do so, they had employed a production method reminiscent of the ancient curse ritual known as Isolation. In short, they were Black Skeleton variants that had successfully undergone Existence Evolution.


  The method itself had been fairly simple.


  First, a hole of reasonable size had been dug. Into it, twenty close-combat Black Skeletons—Knights, Butcher types, and the like—had been thrown, along with a single Black Skeleton Summoner, a rare unit that was somewhat troublesome to produce. After sealing the hole so that nothing could escape, the skeletons inside had been left to slaughter one another.


  Since there were only twenty-one Black Skeletons in a single pit, at most only twenty could be killed through mutual combat. However, if the Summoner was given a strict order not to be killed, the situation changed. Thanks to its unique ability to summon Gray Skeletons, fresh prey was continuously supplied.


  The lone survivor simply went on killing the summoned Gray Skeletons endlessly. That had been the trick.


  Admittedly, Gray Skeletons possessed combat ability only slightly above that of a regular Skeleton and below that of a Black Skeleton, so the experience gained from each kill had been unimpressive. Even so, sheer repetition made up for it. And since Black Skeletons are generally equal in performance, the one that emerged victorious gained a substantial amount of experience.


  All things considered, it was fairly efficient.


  As a result of these experiments, six individuals had successfully ranked up, becoming Black Skeleton Commanders and Black Undead Knights.


  As their name suggests, Black Skeleton Commanders excel at group combat. By freely wielding Lower Skeleton Creation, they generate elite Black Skeleton troops and direct them in coordinated battles. Their command ability alone is formidable, but even individually, a single Commander also possesses fighting power equivalent to roughly three ordinary Black Skeletons. Put simply, they can be described as upper-tier Knights that also possess the summoning traits of a Black Skeleton Summoner.


  In contrast, the Black Undead Knight possessed no abilities such as Lower Skeleton Creation, nor did it have any capacity to command or lead a group. Perhaps because of that, though, its individual combat ability had reached an extraordinary level.


  Its height exceeded even that of an average ogre, standing at nearly three meters tall. Most striking of all are its arms, of which it has eight in total: one ordinary pair, another growing beneath the armpits, and two additional pairs of elongated arms extending from its back.


  Within the hollow sockets of its two massive skulls, crimson orbs float, glowing like blood. From the narrow gaps between its bones pours a black, aura-like substance that wraps around its entire body.


  And above all else… it’s thick. Unnaturally so.


  Skeleton-type beings are, by nature, nothing more than bones—flesh scraped away, leaving gaps everywhere. Countless gaps. This is precisely why they’re resistant to slashing attacks but vulnerable to blunt force.


  The Black Undead Knight, however, has almost none of those gaps remaining. Its body is constructed from thick, dense, jet-black bones, so solid they resemble muscle and hide more than skeletal material. The result is a structure so robust that it even overcomes the classic weakness of skeletons to blunt attacks.


  On top of that, the incorporeal biological armor enveloping it—that black, aura-like substance—further enhances its defenses, retaining the skeletal resistance to slashing attacks while also reinforcing resistance to blunt force. Apparently, it even grants durability against magical attacks, and astonishingly, resistance to sunlight itself—the natural bane of the undead. Even under direct sunlight, while its abilities are noticeably suppressed, it does not undergo purification or disintegrate.


  At the very least, it can fight evenly against more than a dozen Black Skeletons at once. Even five well-trained ogres can be matched or, depending on circumstances, slaughtered outright.


  The defining feature of this race, its eight arms, allows it to wield seven living weapons with terrifying proficiency:


  
    	Fish Spike Sword, the Bonebreaker Greatsword


    	Ramul Daoart, the Sacrificial Long Nata


    	Crushing Iron Spiked Star, a Morning Star


    	Right Tower Shield, the Wall of the Right


    	Left Tower Shield, the Wall of the Left


    	Scorpion, an Iron Spear


    	Composite Longbow, forged from bonded materials

  


  Even that alone makes it positively monstrous. Coupled with its twin skulls granting a wide field of vision, there are few openings to exploit anywhere on its body.


  If I’d eaten one before ranking up to Apostle Ogre, I probably would’ve gained some kind of ability. Now, though… I’d likely need to eat several.


  I decided to wait until their numbers increased. If I put my main body to work, gathering enough wouldn’t be particularly difficult.


  Incidentally, the one that became a Black Undead Knight had been a Black Skeleton Knight I’d assigned as a permanent training instructor. Perhaps because it had existed for such a long time after being created, its intelligence had apparently grown to be somewhat higher than usual. Because it has a distinctive cross-shaped scar centered on the right eye socket of its twin skulls—I’m fairly sure that came from training with Minokichi—I decided that from now on, I’ll call it “Scarface.”


  Hmm. Having more reliable pieces on the board is never a bad thing.


  Finally, monsters such as the Stamp Boar had become familiars after the newly joined Hobgoblin Riders successfully used Taming on them.


  That about covers personnel matters.


  Next, time to briefly explain the base itself.


  The current base consisted of the former mining site, now serving as the residential area, with six new facilities constructed around it: the external training grounds, farmland, pasture, workshop, clinic, and hot springs.


  The external training grounds were built because our numbers had grown to the point where I wanted a wide-open space suitable for large-scale live combat drills. It measured roughly three hundred meters long and two hundred meters wide.


  The farmland is exactly what the name implies: a place for cultivating crops. The dryad manages it—no, I should be calling her Dorianne from now on—alongside the Poleviks, an agriculturally gifted race, the green folk, a near-spirit species that forms humanoid bodies from leaves and branches, and humans with the farmer profession. Together, they play a crucial role, providing the mercenary group’s primary food supply.


  By using Spirit Stones, Dorianne and the others have dramatically enhanced their abilities, enabling them to harvest a wide variety of crops in a very short time.


  That’s not all. It has also been discovered that vegetables and plants grown on farmland, such as potatoes (or rather, something similar to them), can have their nutritional value and growth potential directly improved. With food consumption steadily increasing due to our growing numbers, things would undoubtedly be significantly more difficult without Spirit Stones.


  The stones are also used in dwarven smithing, daily water supply, and countless other aspects of life, making everything run far more smoothly. I truly can’t thank Velvet, who led us to them, enough.


  May Buddha’s light…, I prayed quietly.


  No, really. Spirit Stones are absurdly versatile.


  The pasture is an open space where familiars are allowed to roam freely, and where captured edible monsters are raised to increase their numbers. It’ll take some time before tangible results appear there, so for now, it’s something to look forward to.


  Incidentally, Jiro, Saburo, and the rest of my familiars are currently running around energetically in that very pasture.


  The workshop was built as a place where the dwarves and leprechauns could focus entirely on creating their goods. Leather- and cloth-based crafting handled by the leprechauns is one thing, but dwarven smithing inevitably produces tremendous noise. To minimize the resulting disturbance, the facility was constructed some distance from the residential area.


  There’s another reason as well. If we were going to build the kind of full-scale furnaces the dwarves demand, it was simply safer to place them farther away, just in case a furnace ever overheats.


  Incidentally, since the furnaces use large quantities of Flame Spirit Stones and Wind Spirit Stones, the items produced there have apparently begun to carry traces of elemental power. An unexpected outcome, but a convenient one.


  The clinic serves as the place to treat injuries sustained during training, as well as illnesses. This area is staffed at all hours by members of the medical unit, Prayer, led by Seiji. In fact, it has effectively become their exclusive workspace. That wasn’t my intention, but I’ve started hearing a few grumbles from other units.


  As a result, dedicated rooms for the other units are now under construction as well. I would complain about the extra work, but with our numbers increasing, it was something that would have had to be done sooner or later.


  Lastly, the hot springs. On the surface, it exists primarily to extract money and valuables from the elves—but in truth, a large part of it comes down to personal preference. I’ve always wanted to try running something like an inn, and there are various other practical reasons as well to have one.


  Whether due to improved hospitality or something else entirely, use of our hot springs has spread among the elves. Some of them have even become regulars, traveling several kilometers every single day just to visit. The place is now far more successful than I ever anticipated.


  Ideally, I’d like to advertise it to other races too, but unfortunately, in this forest, the elves are the only viable customers. The orcs are gone, thanks to us, and the kobolds still scattered around the area remain wary and refuse to come near.


  All in all, those were the major changes while I was away.


  Today, I guided Kanami and the others around the new facilities, and around noon, I finally had a chance to spar with the members again after a long while, as well as with some I’d never fought before.


  There were the dragotauruses, a race with the lower body of a dragon-horse hybrid and the upper body of a human.


  The insecters, whose hair partially resembles antennae and whose limbs and torso are reinforced with sturdy exoskeletons.


  The insectoids, an upper-tier species of insecter, their entire bodies encased in hardened exoskeletons.


  And the orrorin, a beastkin race resembling baboons.


  All in all, many of our newly joined members belong to races or clans I’d never fought before, so the experience was enjoyable in its own way. That said, the Thunder dragonewts and the boss apes, whom I’d been training using my clones, offered far more resistance. I’d already confirmed it through the aforementioned clones, and sparring with them directly reaffirmed it for me: they’re growing stronger at a steady pace.


  While I was occupied exchanging blows with our members, Redhead Shorty was sparring with her “master,” the Dull Iron Knight. When she came back, happily reporting that she’d become stronger than before, I couldn’t help but let a small smile slip.


  After training ended, I made the rounds, checking in on the blacksmith and alchemist, who were organizing and maintaining supplies in the workshop, playing around with the children who’d taken part in training, holding the baby Nicola in my arms, and then heading to the kitchen, where the sisters were directing operations. With the scale of things growing and manpower increasing, they’d been busier than ever, so I lent a hand.


  After dinner, I rearranged my room. That said, since the furniture I’d purchased was stored in the Interdimensional Storage Item Box, all I had to do was take each piece out and place it where I wanted. It didn’t take long at all.


  All things considered, it was a meaningful day.


  Before going to sleep, Kanami invited me out, saying the moon was beautiful and that we should go on a nighttime stroll together. The two of us went out, but the details are private.


  Today’s Synthesis Results


  
    	[Wrought Iron Exoskeleton Armor] + [Unbreakable Fortress Carapace] ＝ [Unbreakable Fortress Exoskeleton]


    	[High-Speed Healing] + [High-Speed Regeneration] + [Resilient Life] + [Abnormally High Vitality of the Giant Race] ＝ [Ultra-Speed Regeneration]


    	[Kin Slayer] + [Demon Slayer] ＝ [Demon-Slaying Pretender of the Demon Legion]


    	[Roar of the Mountain Lord] + [Roar of the Dark Demon] ＝ [Roar of the Dark Servant Demon]


    	[Guardian of Coarse Fur] + [Resilient Skeleton] + [Tough Skin of the Mountain Lord] + [Flesh and Blood of the Giant King] + [Skeleton of the Giant King] + [Tenacious Body of the Dark Demon] ＝ [Transcendent Adamantine Power Beyond Reason]

  


   

  Day 127


  

  In the still chilly early morning, I equipped my second exoskeleton—Jade King Eagle’s Soaring Wings, crafted from Jade Eagle materials—and took to the sky.


  Flying high above the landscape, I hurried alone toward the location where Minokichi and the rest of the second group were stationed.


  Minokichi and the others had already finished their dungeon boss-hunting training camp and were on their way back up to the surface. Unfortunately, it seemed that along the way they’d run into other adventurers who completely misunderstood the situation.


  Apparently, those adventurers had seen Minokichi and assumed that “the boss surfaced from the deepest level—and it’s no normal boss, either.”


  It wasn’t exactly surprising. Around a dungeon where the boss was supposed to be a Minotaur, having Minokichi, a newly evolved Minotaur variant, wandering around would obviously look suspicious. It was such a simple conclusion, yet Minokichi and the others hadn’t considered it at all until it escalated into an actual incident.


  I’d thought it would be fine since there were humans among the group. But between the dungeon’s complex layout and the fact that the adventurers they encountered were incredibly quick to flee, Minokichi and the others had apparently been unable to explain in time. They’d crossed paths with several other groups, but the moment they were spotted, every last adventurer had bolted. Minokichi could easily have caught up, but doing that would have made things even worse, so he’d chosen not to pursue.


  Realizing that the situation could spiral out of control if left alone, Minokichi and the others had decided to contact me before things reached the point of no return.


  Through the ear cuffs, I ordered the members who’d remained on the surface to stand by, and I headed out myself.


  In theory, Asue and the others could have gone out and explained the situation to the Guild of General Administration, or Minokichi’s group could have had the surface team do it. But there was always the possibility that no one would believe the story.


  Most likely, the Royal Writ of Recognition I’d received from the tomboy princess would resolve the issue. Still, given how convoluted the internal politics of a labyrinth city could be, it was unclear how much authority that writ would actually carry.


  If it doesn’t work… well, worst case scenario, I can just use that ability that spreads a vicious virus for which only my blood can produce a vaccine—Black Apostle of Pestilence—and wipe out the entire labyrinth city.


  … Honestly, it wasn’t such a bad idea. There would be plenty of adventurers worth devouring, I’d gain a fortified, walled city, and I’d even get a natural training ground—a dungeon—to go with it.


  Still… Let’s just keep that in mind as the absolute last resort.


  Minokichi and the others were supposed to reach the surface by noon today. I wanted to have everything settled before then.


  The Labyrinth City of Griffos came into view in less than an hour.


  I could simply have jumped over the wall and entered that way, but causing suspicion later about how I’d gotten inside would have been more trouble than it was worth, so I entered properly, through the front. When I showed the Royal Writ of Recognition to the middle-aged gate guard, I was spared any unnecessary delays.


  Just after entering the Labyrinth City of Griffos, I reunited with the five surface members I’d ordered to stand by, and we proceeded through the streets together. Even this early in the morning, the city was lively in that unmistakable labyrinth-city way, but a faintly oppressive atmosphere hung over everything.


  When I tried Eavesdropping, the cause became obvious: it was Minokichi.


  Of course.


  With that in mind, I picked up the pace slightly.


  After a few minutes of walking, we arrived at the Guild of General Administration, which was buzzing with frantic movement as people rushed back and forth, clearly in response to the “Unfamiliar Minotaur Incident.” The building itself was an impressive three-story structure, roughly the width of three ordinary houses placed side by side. We entered through the main doors.


  The interior was unbearably noisy, so I activated Authority of the Black Apostolic Demon, just for an instant. The air was instantly filled with something heavy and black, and the noise vanished as if it had never existed.


  As I glanced around at the many humans who had collapsed unconscious to the floor, I felt countless fear-laden gazes converge on me. Ignoring them, I called for a staff member.


  A middle-aged man with cat ears and a tail approached, his face pale and trembling. I asked him to summon the Guild Master, the highest authority of the Guild of General Administration. Despite his feline features, he bolted away with the speed of a startled rabbit.


  After sitting down on a nearby chair and chatting casually with my group for a while, the same man returned and guided us into a room deeper inside. The room was lavish yet tasteful, decorated here and there with magic items that looked as though they’d been excavated from the labyrinth itself. It was clearly an expensive reception room.


  As I sipped the coffee (or something resembling it) that had been served, a slightly pot-bellied man in his forties entered, accompanied by a bespectacled woman who looked like his secretary. The man sat down on the sofa across from us, while the woman stood behind him.


  We exchanged introductions, and it turned out that the chubby man was the Guild Master.


  He was far younger than I’d expected.


  The Guild Master of the defensive city of Trient, which we’d visited before, had been an old man, so I’d assumed this one would be similar. I was mildly surprised, but this probably just meant he was exceptionally capable.


  After a bit of small talk, I explained the reason for my visit: The so-called Minotaur in question was one of my companions, so there was no need to be overly alarmed. That was the gist of it.


  The Guild Master seemed somewhat skeptical at first, but in the end, he accepted the explanation. However, it seemed we’d been a little late.


  To hunt down Minokichi and the others as they made their way back to the surface, three of the city’s most capable adventurer parties—with eighteen members in total—had already formed a raid unit and descended into the labyrinth.


  In short, my discussion with the Guild Master had resolved the misunderstanding surrounding Minokichi about halfway. The remaining half lay in the fact that it still hadn’t been proven as truth, and if Minokichi ended up killing any members of that raiding party, things would become even more unnecessarily complicated.


  Within the labyrinth, it was apparently an ironclad rule that killing was forbidden unless the target was a monster. If a violation was discovered, appropriate punishment followed. Whether the raiding party—which currently recognized Minokichi as a monster—would be considered in violation was a very gray area.


  However, if Minokichi and his group killed members of the raiding party, penalties would be unavoidable. Those penalties might include working for the guild without pay for a certain period or being forced to retrieve materials from especially dangerous areas. Since any killings would technically be in self-defense, the punishment would be lighter than usual, but it would be punishment nonetheless.


  The fact that no penalty would apply if the raiding party killed Minokichi instead was infuriating, of course. But rules were rules. I couldn’t approve of it, but I could understand it. The world tended to be unjust by default, after all.


  To be honest, I wanted to kill the adventurers outright and take their gear. But for now, I restrained myself and issued instructions to Minokichi and the others through the ear cuffs: “Don’t kill them. Capture them and bring them back.”


  Yes, taking a few items from their belongings would be enough to satisfy me. And if some equipment happened to go missing, that would just be an unfortunate accident.


  Might as well lay some groundwork now.


  After finishing various bureaucratic procedures, I passed the time doing a bit of business with the Guild Master; materials gathered from the forest sold surprisingly well. Eventually, right on schedule, I received word that Minokichi and the others would be emerging around noon, so we went to meet them.


  I was waiting at the entrance to the labyrinth when they appeared, so we reunited the moment they emerged.


  Nearby stood the Guild Master, his female secretary, their adventurer escorts, and over thirty guild-affiliated combat personnel—all present to confirm whether my explanation had been truthful.


  It was a rather inadequate force to face Minokichi in his current state, and the moment Minokichi emerged, every single one of them unconsciously stepped back. I couldn’t exactly blame them, but seeing so many hardened, intimidating-looking men behaving like that was a little disappointing.


  There were also onlookers, but the instant Minokichi appeared, they kept a safe distance from the scene, choosing instead to observe from afar. Despite some confusion, though, it didn’t devolve into uncontrollable panic.


  Perhaps that was to be expected of residents of a labyrinth city.


  Anyway, seeing Minokichi in person again, it struck me anew: He was huge. Seriously huge.


  He was over five meters tall, more than twice my height. I had to crane my neck just to see his face. A towering presence like that was intimidating in and of itself, so simply by standing there, he exerted pressure on everything around him.


  Plus, beyond his sheer size, everything about him attracted attention.


  Each time he breathed, small crackling bursts of lightning-flame spilled from the massive maw of his bull’s head. His lower body, covered in golden fur, was occasionally wrapped in snapping arcs of golden lightning. His upper body remained the same muscular, reddish-bronze hue as before, but now it bore additional tattoos traced in black and gold.


  Given that he was a Blessed, newly evolved variant, it couldn’t be helped… but he stood out far too much.


  Then there was the sight of the raiding party, slung over Minokichi’s shoulder, groaning. It was surreal, extremely surreal.


  The fact that Asue, large enough to match Minokichi in stature, was walking beside him only added to the uniquely bizarre atmosphere.


  Most of the raiding party members had suffered burns, complex fractures, or even lost limbs. Still, none of them were dead, and since I restored them to their original condition, Minokichi and the others were cleared of any penalties.


  A few members of the raiding party looked like they wanted to protest, but I shut them down with a look—an eye-to-eye conversation, as it were. With the Guild Master stepping in as mediator as well, the matter was officially settled.


  If they planned to try an ambush later… I’d happily enjoy the meal.


  With that, my business in the city was finished. I told Minokichi and the others to meet me back at the base.


  I took off first, flying back through the sky, but only after collecting nearly all of the items Minokichi’s group had gathered. Carrying them out through the front would’ve been a major hassle even with the Royal Writ of Recognition, so this was simply a practical workaround.


  And honestly… I hadn’t expected Minokichi to have obtained a Spirit Core Stone as well.


  He really was top-notch.


  Hm… what’s the best way to use a Spirit Core Stone?


  It was a problem.


  Do I fuse it with the Silver Arm? Do I eat it? Or do I use it to craft a magic item?


  For the time being, I decided it would be best to gather more information before making any decisions. Until then, I stored it away inside my Item Box.


  Today’s Synthesis Results


  
    	[Piercing Tempest Left Arm, Parjanya] ＋ [Roaring Thunder Right Arm, Iratiki] = [Resounding Thunderstorm Twin Arms, Nūarupiri]


    	[Unmatched Heavy Strike] ＋ [Raging Chain Assault] ＋ [Wild Barrage Blow] ＝ [Raging Bone-Crusher Fist]


    	[Holy Cross Slash: Grand Cross] ＋ [Cross Slash] ＝ [Grand Cross Smash]


    	[Silent Stab] ＋ [Piercing Thrust] ＋ [Armor Pierce] ＝ [Soundless Breakthrough, Silent Pierce]


    	[Storm Wind] ＋ [Wind Severance] ＝ [Revised Storm Wind]


    	[Aura Slash] ＋ [Heavy Slash] ＝ [Weighted Aura Slash, Heavy]

  


   

  Day 128


  

  After morning training concluded, I spent the day devouring massive quantities of ghoul corpse flesh that Kanami had generated, all while throwing myself into the production of enhanced Black Skeleton units using the Isolation Method.


  Each of the ghouls created through Mid-Tier Undead Creation possessed its own will, but with a single command from Kanami, they willingly committed suicide. This made the process remarkably efficient. After seven straight hours of nonstop work, during which roughly three thousand Black Skeletons were produced, thirteen Black Skeleton Commanders and four Black Undead Knights were born.


  In addition, a new type emerged.


  With the lower body of a horse formed entirely from black bone, its appearance was best described as a skeletal centaur. Thus, six Black Skeleton Horse Soldiers came into existence.


  Although the newcomers had only just been created, I immediately consumed all of them, except for two of the Black Skeleton Horse Soldiers.


  
    [Ability learned: Soul Eater!]


    [Ability learned: Stench of Decay Tolerance!]


    [Ability learned: Black Undead Knight Cross!]


    [Ability learned: Black Bone Army Commander!]


    [Ability learned: Undead Knight Factor!]

  


  I had eaten over eighty ghouls, yet the abilities I gained from them were limited to just those first two. Still, I’d acquired Soul Eater, the one I’d actually wanted, so I decided that was good enough.


  After that, I experimented with modifying Scarface, the Black Undead Knight that had been created the other day, along with the two Black Skeleton Horse Soldiers, using Bone Fusion and Synthesis.


  First, I reshaped the heads of the Black Skeleton Horse Soldiers to resemble those of dragons. Then I fused the two dragon-horses together. The result was a single massive black-bone steed with two dragon heads and eight legs.


  … I’ve created something truly appalling.


  Next, after removing his lower body, I fused Scarface’s torso onto that new creation. The removed lower half wasn’t wasted; I recycled it as components, supplementing the build with stored black bone materials. In fact, thanks to this modification, the dragon-horse’s lower body gained not only six additional pairs of auxiliary arms along its sides, but also the ability to deploy spear-type biological weapons. Combined with the black, aura-like biological armor constantly erupting from its body, its defenses were rock-solid.


  At this point, Scarface could best be described as a Black Undead Dragoon Knight of the Netherworld.


  The sight of a Black Undead Knight’s upper body fused to a black-bone dragon-horse was overwhelming—and above all else, enormous. Its height alone reached at least four meters.


  The dragon-horse’s lower body provided exceptional mobility. In comparison, the eight-armed upper body and the six pairs of auxiliary arms growing from the lower body created attack patterns that were bizarre, intricate, and nearly impossible to read. There were virtually no openings.


  Hmm. This might actually be really good.


  Since the modification work had been more fun than I’d expected, I figured trying to push the giants through an Existence Evolution next might be worthwhile.


  That reminds me. What would happen if I used Lower Undead Creation and Lower Giant Creation at the same time? Would it create a giant skeleton? Now that would be interesting.


   

  Day 129


  

  After finishing training this morning, I was in the middle of lunch when Minokichi and the others returned. Almost immediately, Minokichi asked to spar with me.


  I had been curious myself about how much he’d evolved, so there was no reason to refuse. We hastily shaped a dedicated arena through rapid construction and busied ourselves preparing for the match.


  The Mystic Woods, Kudeln Great Forest: This was the land where Oberon, the Fairy King (Gufst Genach Mastella), had been born, lived, and died after achieving Existence Ascension, rising to become the Deep Verdant Demigod.


  Even now, twelve hundred years later, the forest still retained the lingering effects of the Divine Power (Idea) released at the moment of Gufst’s ascension. Elves, whose sensitivity to nature far exceeded that of humans, found the forest incomparably comfortable and had gathered there to live peaceful lives.


  Not long ago, due to certain circumstances, the forest had been invaded by a joint army of humans from the Kingdom and the Empire. That invasion had been repelled with the help of the monsters who also dwelled within the great forest, and peace had since been restored.


  Scars from that war were still etched throughout the forest. However, under the influence of the Deep Verdant Demigod’s divine power, the growth of the trees far surpassed normal rates. In just a few months, the forest would swallow those wounds whole, erasing them completely.


  In one corner of that vast woodland stood the headquarters of the mercenary company Parabellum.


  As the sun climbed close to its zenith, two demonic monsters faced one another inside a cylindrical crater—twenty meters deep and one hundred thirty meters in diameter—embedded within the leveled external training grounds.


  One of them was a black Apostle Ogre, bearing a silver arm and three horns, resting a crimson spear—Hunger-Thirsting Impaler of a Thousand Thorns, Garzigrul-Bey—against his shoulder. This was Aporou, true name Prince of the Night Heavens.


  Standing opposite him, shrouded in a ferocious demonic aura, was a new Minotaur wielding two spirit weapons. Minokichi—true name Keraunos, Thunderflame Bull Emperor—gripped the Axe of Absolution, Scorching Soul in one hand, and the Fortress Shield of the Thunderflame Bull Demon in the other.


  The air between them crackled with tension. Yet the expressions they wore were not grim; they were, unmistakably, fiercely eager.


  “Feels like it’s been a while since I last fought you, Minokichi,” Aporou said. “And from the looks of it… you’ve gotten a lot stronger.”


  “It is as you say,” Minokichi said, his voice heavy and resonant. “I fought my own kind in the depths of the labyrinth. Through those battles, I gained strength and skill. I am stronger now, without question, than I was before. And all of it was for one purpose: to defeat you, Aporou, and stand as your equal.”


  “As my equal?” Aporou echoed.


  “Yes,” Minokichi answered without hesitation. “I wish to stand beside you as an equal, to be your true friend. That is why I sought power.”


  There was a weight to Minokichi’s words, a force that made it unmistakably clear to anyone listening that he spoke without deception. These were his genuine feelings, laid bare.


  Faced with such straightforward goodwill, Aporou seemed momentarily embarrassed. His expression shifted ever so slightly as he scratched his cheek with the fingers of his silver arm.


  “I… see,” he said. “Well, you’re clearly fired up. Let’s stop talking and get started.”


  Steadying his breathing, Aporou settled into a low stance, leveling the tip of his crimson spear toward Minokichi’s heart. In response, Minokichi raised his massive axe and shield, both transformed in form and presence by his recent evolution, his imposing figure radiating overwhelming pressure.


  “I am ready at any time,” he said. “But—”


  “But?” Aporou prompted.


  “This time,” Minokichi declared, “I will win!!”


  “Ha ha, now that’s good, I like it,” Aporou laughed. “Then go ahead! Make me fight you at full strength!”


  The two exchanged broad, fearless smiles as they faced one another—kindred spirits standing on opposite sides of an inevitable clash. Then the battle began, heralded by Minokichi’s roar.


  “BUUUMOOOOOOOOO!!!”


  It was an explosive, violently aggressive bellow.


  The sheer volume was so overwhelming that the earth and stone around the two fighters visibly rippled. The roar triggered a cascade of mental and physical afflictions—Fear, Intimidation, Stagger—that assaulted mind and body alike. Those with weak wills would have collapsed unconscious from that single cry alone; even those who endured would find their movements dulled. Against an opponent of vastly inferior strength, the terror itself could prove fatal.


  Aporou chose to answer in kind. From the countless abilities flashing through his mind, he activated Roar of the Dark Servant Demon—and roared back.


  “GRAAAAAAAAAH!!!”


  In a contest of roars alone, Minokichi, the Minotaur, should have claimed an easy victory. As a demon lord, Aporou was at a structural disadvantage when it came to sheer volume. Against a member of the Minotaur race, which treated roaring itself as a form of attack, there should have been no contest at all.


  Should have been.


  However, the ability Roar of the Dark Servant Demon shattered common sense entirely, granting Aporou a volume that no amount of effort should ever have been able to produce.


  It was as if two thunderclaps had collided head-on. Invisible forces crashed together, negated one another, and with nowhere left to escape, the excess energy tore a perfectly straight fissure across the ground at the exact midpoint between the pair.


  Among the other members of Parabellum watching the battle from afar, fully half collapsed unconscious from the shockwave alone, while nearly forty percent were left unable to move.


  Even so, to Aporou and Minokichi, this had been nothing more than a greeting. Neither of them suffered even the slightest status ailment. Their attacks had perfectly canceled each other out, preventing their original effects from manifesting.


  “BUUUMOOOOOOOOO!!!”


  Minokichi cut off his roar and moved.


  Letting out a battle cry thick with fighting spirit, he thrust his shield, emblazoned with a golden bull’s head, forward. As he did so, he hoisted his war axe onto his shoulder and charged straight at Aporou. Given Minokichi’s sheer bulk, it looked like a massive wall surging forward.


  The attack itself was familiar to Aporou. The trajectory, the structure, the form—it was a pattern he knew inside and out. It was his technique.


  Close the distance in a straight charge. Block the enemy’s counter with the shield. Drive forward to break their balance. Finish with a downward axe strike.


  A simple maneuver, basic enough that anyone could learn it with training. And yet, Minokichi’s version differed in speed, weight, power, and scale.


  Within Aporou’s field of vision, the world transformed. Golden lightning erupted from Minokichi’s fur-covered lower body, crackling violently as his massive hooves pulverized the ground and hurled his colossal frame forward. It was like a cannonball tearing through space. White flame blasted from the axe head resting on his shoulder, acting like a booster and violently accelerating his charge.


  Air was ripped apart. A shockwave bloomed, proof that he had exceeded the speed of sound. A storm of destruction scattered outward. A trembling trail of light stretched behind him. Golden lightning and white flame carved blazing arcs through the air.


  Minokichi abandoned sound itself as he closed in on Aporou. This was the fastest strike of a Minotaur who had gained monstrous strength and the power of a new blessing.


  He’s way faster than I expected… By a huge margin.


  Aporo, whose exceptional perception was already heightened by his nature as an Apostle Ogre of an extinct species, further accelerated that awareness through Dual Processing. Even rifle bullets traveling faster than sound fell within his ability to track.


  And yet, even within Aporou’s heightened perceptual world, Minokichi’s massive frame moved at an abnormal speed.


  The roughly twenty meters separating them vanished in just a few steps—no, in less than a single instant. The colossal body loomed before Aporou, and with a thunderous wham, the axe came down in a strike meant to annihilate everything in its path.


  It was like a gigantic slab of stone crashing down from the sky.


  Aporou reacted on instinct, tilting his crimson spear, Hunger-Thirsting Impaler of a Thousand Thorns, Garzigrul-Bey, and barely succeeded in receiving the blow and deflecting it sideways. A shrill, grating shriek echoed as axe and spear collided. Sparks exploded outward, and from the axe head that touched the crimson spear, white flame erupted in a violent surge, ravaging a wide area.


  Aporou managed to divert the axe itself, even as white flame scorched across his head. The bones and muscles of both his arms creaked violently, and the pressure he failed to fully redirect crushed the ground beneath him, sinking him up to his ankles.


  Had Aporou been wielding the blacksmith-crafted halberd instead of the crimson spear, he would have been cleaved apart by that single blow. It was precisely because it was the crimson spear that he had managed to deflect the force to the very end.


  Faced with an attack on an entirely different level from before, Aporou felt not only shock, but exhilaration.


  Haha, this is incredible. Absolutely incredible, Minokichi.


  The axe, its trajectory diverted by the crimson spear, did not stop. It slammed into the ground, carving a deep gouge as the impact sent chunks of earth and stone flying. Those fragments crashed into Aporou’s airborne body, but bounced harmlessly off his toughened hide.


  Aporou felt no pain. He immediately attempted to counterattack, but the lightning-flame erupting from the axe head scorched the area around the fissure, turning it pitch black and expanding the zone of destruction. The sheer scale of it caused his movements to stall for just an instant.


  At present, Minokichi bore three divine blessings:


  
    	Blessing of the Demigod of Flame


    	Blessing of the Demigod of Warfare


    	Blessing of the Thunder God

  


  The white flame and golden lightning he wielded now were the result of the Demi-God of Flame’s Blessing and the God of Lightning’s Blessing acting in tandem.


  Aporou himself possessed the Demi-God of Flame’s Blessing, having devoured the Red Bear in the past. Even so, no matter how much he strengthened it through overlapping ability activations, unleashing firepower of this magnitude was difficult. Minokichi’s ability to wield such overwhelming lightning-flames stemmed from the unique abilities he had gained upon becoming a new species of Minotaur.


  One was the unique skill Axe of Obliteration, which drastically increased the power of all axe attacks. Another was the unique ability God-Slaying Lightning-Flame, which dramatically amplified the potency of lightning-flame-based attacks. And of course, there was also the matter of Minokichi’s beloved axe, the Axe of Absolution by Scorching Soul. One of its inherent abilities, Burnout Criminal, possessed an extremely potent fire-heat attribute.


  That, too, undoubtedly contributed to the devastation.


  [image: 06]

  The power Minokichi had gained in his desire to stand as Aporou’s equal was now being unleashed without restraint. Had his opponent been anyone other than Aporou, the battle would have ended with that single strike. Even if the initial swing of the axe were blocked or evaded, the two follow-up attacks—golden lightning and white flame—would sweep across a wide area, each carrying destructive force rivaling, if not surpassing, a direct hit from the axe itself.


  The Avenger, boasting exceptional abilities as one of the main cast of the Epic, might have managed to withstand the opening blow. Even so, he possessed no means of defending against the lightning-flames that followed. At best, he would have been left barely alive, collapsing onto the ground in a broken heap.


  Aporou, however, possessed Lightning Attack Nullification. No matter how violently the golden lightning surged, as long as it was classified as a lightning-based attack, it could not harm him. That said, neither the Blessing of the Demigod of Flame nor Perfect Flame-Heat Tolerance was sufficient to completely negate the ultra-high-temperature white flame.


  Aporou’s hair was scorched away, and parts of his cheek and scalp blistered and peeled. The stench of burning flesh filled the air as his left eyeball burst. Aporou grimaced, pain flaring from the loss of his eye, then he activated Ultra-Speed Regeneration. The damaged skin healed as if a recording were being played in reverse.


  In the blink of an eye, the burned flesh and destroyed eye regenerated, and Aporou counterattacked.


  “Don’t just focus on your opponent,” he said, slipping into the old habits of a trainer. “Be aware of the entire battlefield.”


  As he spoke, Aporou simultaneously formed ten water spheres and ten earth lances behind Minokichi, while meeting the incoming shield bash with the palm of his silver arm. A dull, heavy impact rang out as his palm struck the wall-like shield. The shock traveled through his body, but even as he absorbed it, Aporou unleashed the rear assault of water spheres and earth lances.


  It was his standard tactic: keep the enemy’s attention fixed forward, then strike from their blind spot to break their stance. For Minokichi, whose physical limitations prevented him from seeing directly behind him, defending against this attack was extremely difficult.


  In the past, it would have been enough to throw him off balance. But now, Minokichi was far stronger than before. Stronger than even Aporou had anticipated.


  And so—


  “—!!!”


  “BUUUMOOOOOOOOO—!”


  Golden and white lightning-flames erupted from Minokichi’s entire body. The surge blasted skyward, instantly vaporizing the water-sphere formation and hurling the earth lances high into the air. At the same time, the golden bull crest emblazoned on Minokichi’s shield began to shine brilliantly.


  Aporou leaped backward on instinct, trying to create distance, but Minokichi’s pursuit was incomparably faster. The moment Minokichi closed the gap, the golden bull’s head depicted on the shield transformed into a tangible phantasmal projection and burst outward from its surface. Twin razor-sharp horns lunged forward, tearing into Aporou’s flesh and attempting to rip his heart free.


  Aporou had been airborne for only the briefest instant due to his backward jump, leaving him no room to dodge left or right. If it couldn’t be avoided… Aporou seized one of the oncoming phantasmal horns with his silver arm. His living right arm was occupied holding the crimson spear, leaving no time to reposition it. And grabbing the horn was no simple matter.


  Minokichi was moving faster than the speed of sound, and the distance between them was less than five meters. Against an ordinary opponent, this would have been an attack that crushed and trampled them before they even registered what was happening. Even if someone managed to grab hold of the horn, the momentum alone would have driven it straight through their body.


  But Aporou succeeded.


  Drawing on the accumulation of countless battles, he caught the horn, and the silver arm’s abnormal grip strength held it immobile, shifting not even a few millimeters. To stabilize himself further, Aporou pressed the butt of the crimson spear against the shield.


  Supported by those two points, the silver arm and the spear, Aporou fully stopped the golden bull’s horn thrust. However, Aporo’s body remained suspended in midair, an inherently disadvantageous position, and Minokichi did not stop.


  “—OOOOOOOOO!!!”


  Minokichi continued forward. He kicked off the ground again with the same terrifying speed as before, driving relentlessly ahead. White flames erupted from the axe head. Golden lightning exploded from his fur. His thick, powerful lower body propelled him to truly monstrous speed.


  Bang. Bang. Bang.


  Aporou felt the violent shock tear through his body as his back repeatedly shattered the wall of compressed air behind him. Using Spatial Perception, he saw it: the solid wall rapidly approaching from behind.


  It seemed Minokichi intended to smash him straight into it. If that happened, Aporou wouldn’t just be crushed between the wall and the shield; the phantasmal horn he’d stopped with his silver arm would impale him completely. Even Aporou would suffer serious damage from an injury like that. And continuing on the defensive like this offered no path to victory.


  In the midst of it all, Aporou let a faint smile curl over his lips.


  “So, there’s no need to hold back.”


  He activated the ability that granted overwhelming physical power: Transcendent Adamantine Power Beyond Reason.


  It was one of his trump cards, something he had sworn never to use against his companions. The choice to do so was both an acknowledgment of Minokichi’s strength and a manifestation of the battle instinct surging up from within.


  In an instant, Aporo’s demonic aura and oppressive presence swelled explosively. He had activated only a single ability, but the pressure radiating from him was enough to make even approaching him feel unthinkable. Minokichi noticed the change and broke into a cold sweat, but he deliberately chose not to hesitate. At this point, retreating was no longer an option. If he was going to act, he would do so with everything he had, pushing forward to achieve his original goal.


  Aporou was still airborne, gripping the horn while suspended midair, an awkward position that made sudden evasive action difficult. That, too, factored into Minokichi’s judgment.


  However, when Aporou used Gravity Manipulation: Law of Gravity to increase his own weight, his feet dipped downward, barely touching the ground. It was an unsteady, tiptoe-like stance, but for Aporou, it was more than enough.


  “—!”


  With Transcendent Adamantine Power Beyond Reason active, he could have stopped the charge head-on through brute force alone. Instead, Aporou lowered his center of gravity and chose to redirect the flow of momentum, using the phantasmal horn he had seized as a pivot.


  “Buoooh?”


  The immense force driving Minokichi forward was abruptly altered, and his gigantic body was flung effortlessly into the air.


  A confused grunt escaped him as his sense of orientation collapsed. His body spun vertically again and again, his perception of up and down dissolving into chaos. Unable to recover midair, he crashed down hard on his back—a thunderous impact that caused a plume of dust to erupt skyward. And the momentum didn’t stop there; his massive frame carved deep ruts into the ground before he finally ground to a halt.


  Aporou did not miss the opportunity to counterattack, which he had once let slip.


  “… Hup!”


  Using Aeromaster, he formed thirty condensed masses of wind. Then, with Law of Gravity, he applied directional gravity and launched them at high speed.


  All thirty slammed into Minokichi’s torso as he lay flat on his back. The compressed masses of wind detonated in rapid succession, dull impacts echoing again and again.


  “Bumoooh—!”


  A groan of pain escaped Minokichi’s throat, but one defining trait of the Minotaur race was their extraordinarily resilient bodies, and Minokichi still stood out among them. Even blows capable of caving in metal armor were greatly blunted by the armor of muscle covering his frame, preventing them from dealing decisive damage.


  The relentless barrage of exploding wind masses kept Minokichi pinned in place anyway.


  Aporou took advantage of the opening to close the distance and thrust forward with his crimson spear. The spear tip tore through the air, accelerating to several times the speed of sound.


  The red flash aimed at Minokichi’s left shoulder was barely intercepted by his shield, sparks scattering violently, and Aporou did not stop. He withdrew the spear and thrust again. This time, a crimson glow gathered along the shaft. Then the red flashes multiplied. Dozens—no, hundreds—of thrusts flickered in an instant.


  
    Aporou, Prince of the Night Heavens, unleashed the combat art: Thousand Spears, Hundred Blossoms!

  


  A combat art that unleashed a dense storm of thrusts so concentrated that the spear appeared to branch into many: Thousand Spears, Hundred Blossoms.


  Only those belonging to the upper echelons of spear-wielding professions, such as Lance Lords or Lance Kings, could ever hope to master it. The art granted power and attack speed that far exceeded human limits, but at the cost of tremendous stamina. Used while already near death, it could even consume the wielder’s life entirely.


  For Aporou, however, whose body surpassed human limits by a wide margin, the stamina drained by Thousand Spears, Hundred Blossoms was negligible. In his current near-perfect condition, it would recover in mere seconds.


  The crimson spear, empowered by the combat art, collided head-on with Minokichi’s shield again and again, each impact producing blinding flashes and ear-splitting shrieks of metal and force. At the sight, nearly everyone watching the duel, excluding only those of the demon lineage who had grown up alongside Aporo, lost the ability to speak.


  The reason was threefold: the razor-sharp brilliance of Aporou’s crimson thrusts, the sheer durability Minokichi displayed as he endured them, and the fact that this was the first time Aporou had ever revealed a combat art before the spectators.


  Combat arts were a form of blessing granted by the gods exclusively to fragile humans, so that they might stand against overwhelmingly powerful beings such as dragons or giants. For that very reason, it should have been impossible for a non-human to wield a combat Art.


  And yet, here and now, Aporou had overturned that natural law.


  “No way…”


  Whose whisper it was, no one knew. It was faint, so faint it vanished without reaching anyone’s ears, yet it had undeniably been spoken. A declaration of naked, honest disbelief.


  The sound of shield and spear colliding in the storm of Thousand Spears, Hundred Blossoms drowned it out completely.


  “Alright, let’s turn it up a notch.”


  Between the sheer number of strikes and the crushing weight carried by each one, Aporou continued to force Minokichi’s guard back, inch by inch. And then, as a finishing push, he stacked the ability version of Thousand Spears, Hundred Blossoms on top of the combat art.


  The result, by simple calculation, was an assist equivalent to nearly double the output.


  His movements accelerated even further. The deepened crimson afterimages carved fresh scars across the surface of the shield, placing catastrophic strain on the arm Minokichi used to hold it. Had it been anyone else, their defenses would have been perforated beyond recovery in mere seconds. That was how savage the barrage was. That was how overwhelming the continuous thrusts of the crimson spear had become.


  But even inhuman endurance had its limits.


  Every combat art was bound to end, and when it did, it always left behind a brief opening. Aporou’s were no exception. And Minokichi was not one to miss such a chance. But—


  “—Hah.”


  Aporou unleashed another ability: Continuous Thrust.


  The ability Continuous Thrust, the effect of which was simply to perform thrusting attacks consecutively, judged Thousand Spears, Hundred Blossoms itself as a single thrust-type attack.


  The result was an impossibility: Continuous Thrust applied to Thousand Spears, Hundred Blossoms.


  Thus, the technique transcended even its original form, becoming a self-created combat art, an original art usable by Aporou alone.


  “BUUUMOOOOOO—!”


  Unable even to perceive the number of incoming thrusts anymore, Minokichi endured the endless assault as best he could. Even so, the savage piercing pressure finally forced a groan from him. Though many of the strikes were intercepted by his formidable shield, the torrent of vicious thrusts still carved relentlessly into his limbs—tearing flesh, piercing bone, and shredding even the scattered fragments that flew free.


  The storm showed no sign of mercy.


  At the same time, a stomping strike was unleashed in parallel.


  The rock masses Aporou had previously generated beneath his feet using Ground Control shattered under the impact. The fragments, some as large as five meters across, others reduced to pieces barely over ten centimeters around, numbered more than a hundred. All of them were lifted into the air by Ground Control, creating a scene reminiscent of drifting space debris.


  “BUUUMOOOOOOO!!!”


  Just as Aporou completed his setup, another roar thundered from Minokichi, who lay braced against the ground. In the same instant, lightning flames erupted violently from his entire body.


  The lightning-flames engulfed Aporou as well, but as before, their effect was minimal. The Continuous Thrust layered over Thousand Spears, Hundred Blossoms did not falter. However, shrouded by the lightning-flames, Minokichi’s figure vanished from Aporou’s sight for a split second, and the wall of thrusts thinned ever so slightly.


  Slipping through that narrow opening, Minokichi sprang upright using nothing but the strength of his back. The crimson spear, having lost its target, plunged into the ground.


  Despite having chunks of flesh torn from all four limbs, Minokichi twisted around with astonishing explosiveness and fixed his gaze on Aporou. Watching him do so, Aporou activated the crimson spear’s ability.


  
    The unique skill of the Spirit Spear Hunger-Thirsting Impaler of a Thousand Thorns, Garzigrul-Bey, Zenpesch, the Bloodstained Crimson Spear Legion has been activated.

  


  Dozens of crimson spears erupted from the ground beneath Minokichi’s feet.


  Their target was his powerful legs; it was an attack designed to strip away the overwhelming mobility granted by his supersonic speed. Defending against a sudden barrage of crimson spears erupting from the blind spot directly below was extraordinarily difficult. In some cases, the victim would be skewered without ever realizing when the attack had begun—a true killing move.


  But Minokichi had anticipated it.


  Just before the crimson spears burst from the earth, his massive five-meter frame leaped with astonishing force, soaring nearly twenty meters into the air.


  The spears pierced nothing but his shadow.


  Aporou looked up. There, Minokichi hung in the sky, axe raised high overhead.


  It took no imagination to grasp the destructive power of the blow that was about to be unleashed. Even Aporou would be in grave danger if struck head-on. But of course, Aporou had no intention of letting that happen.


  “Go.”


  Aporou launched the rock fragments he had suspended in midair toward Minokichi above. All he had done was alter the direction of gravity, making it an attack close to natural free fall. There had originally been another purpose behind lifting the debris, but there was no time to dwell on that now.


  “BUUUMOOOOOOOOO—!”


  Minokichi intercepted the barrage of rocks surging up from below by gripping the handle of his shield with his hooves and maneuvering it like a surfboard. The rocks struck with dull, heavy impacts, but they failed even to scratch the shield’s formidable surface, shattering instead or being deflected off course and flung back into the sky.


  Aporou found himself stunned.


  So, Minokichi can do something that precise now, can he?


  “—OOOOOOOOOOOO!!!”


  Once more, the golden bull crest blazed with light, and a phantasmal bull’s head manifested. Its horns shattered the falling rocks and sent them rebounding—not away, but redirected straight toward Aporou as weapons. Hurled with tremendous force, the fragments ignored the imposed directional gravity and rained down like a storm.


  Aporou responded by releasing golden threads from his fingertips, ensnaring the debris in midair. He gathered the captured stone fragments together, spun them to generate centrifugal force, and hurled the mass toward Minokichi’s flank as he descended. The golden mass followed a trajectory that Minokichi’s shield could not intercept; it was a crushing blow meant to smash him aside.


  The axe cleaved through it effortlessly, but the stone fragments packed inside scattered outward, striking Minokichi’s side. The impact knocked his descent off course, sending him far from his intended landing point.


  “BUUUMOOOOOOOOO!!!”


  Whether from frustration or rage, Minokichi’s roar carried a sharp edge of anger. As if venting the emotions boiling inside him, he brought his axe down in a single, furious swing.


  The kinetic energy gained from the jump, his total weight (on the scale of tons when combined with his equipment), the raw strength of a Minotaur, and the explosive release of emotion… all of it combined to unleash overwhelming devastation.


  “Hey, watch your power!!!”


  When Minokichi landed, the ground quite literally exploded.


  The shield he had been riding like a surfboard was driven deep into the earth, throwing up an absurd amount of dirt and dust. The shock was so violent that even Aporou nearly lost his footing as the ground shook beneath him. Had it been a direct hit, almost any living creature would have been crushed beyond recognition.


  But the true problem was not the crushing force of the shield and Minokichi’s weight; it was the axe, now buried more than halfway into the ground.


  Lightning-flames erupted from the axe head and unleashed its destructive power underground, carving massive fissures through the earth as though multiple gigantic serpents were writhing beneath the surface.


  Had it ended there, it might still have been manageable. But the destruction born of rage—the axe brought down without restraint, and the berserk lightning-flames that followed—refused to stop. Even after ravaging the underground, the lightning-flames seemed unsatisfied, yearning for further devastation as they surged upward. Golden and white light burst from the cracks in the ground, and in the very next instant—whoom—a pillar of lightning-flame erupted violently from below. Its range encompassed the entire cylindrical arena, leaving Aporou with absolutely nowhere to escape.


  The remaining rock fragments suspended in midair were shattered or incinerated by the lightning flames as they vanished into the sky.


  Amid this hellish scene, Aporou fought desperately to ensure that none of the other Parabellum members were harmed. Though the vortex of destruction swallowed him himself, he manipulated the air currents so that the lightning flames converged toward the center of the arena and surged straight upward. Had Aporou done nothing, nearly seventy percent of the members would have failed to escape in time—at best suffering grievous injuries, at worst losing their lives.


  Only after more than ten seconds did the pillar of lightning-flame finally dissipate.


  “Cough, cough. Hey, Minokichi. How about we cool your head for a moment?”


  Even after all that, Aporou remained completely intact. Golden lightning had never affected him in the first place, and any damage from the white flame was instantly healed by Ultra-Speed Regeneration, making it a non-issue.


  “I know it stings a bit, but bear with it.”


  Having endured Minokichi’s assault, Aporou was angry. Being subjected to powerful attacks while fighting Minokichi was nothing to complain about. On the contrary, it was only natural.


  What angered him was that Minokichi had, without thinking, unleashed an attack powerful enough to endanger the other members. As one of the unit’s leaders, Minokichi was supposed to protect his subordinates, but he had almost killed them. That was the problem.


  “… Ah.”


  As Minokichi let out an unguarded sound filled with regret—“I screwed up”—Aporou activated the Evil Eye of the Dark Demon and the Authority of the Black Apostolic Demon. Minokichi’s movements visibly slowed.


  At present, the axe was buried more than halfway into the ground, and the shield was completely embedded at Minokichi’s feet. Under normal circumstances, he would have pulled both free without effort, but with his body suppressed by Aporou’s abilities, nothing was fast enough.


  Stowing the crimson spear in his Item Box, Aporou broke into a full sprint. Already amplified by Transcendent Adamantine Strength Beyond Reason, Aporou’s physical abilities were pushed even further when Roar of the Dark Servant Demon was activated in tandem. The resulting charge accelerated dramatically, ultimately surpassing even the speed Minokichi had displayed earlier.


  The distance between them vanished in an instant. Phantasmal arms manifested over Aporou’s own through Giant’s Iron Hammer. Flesh-Crushing Torrent Fist, an ability whose power increased the more an opponent attempted to defend, activated. Layer upon layer of enhancements and corrections stacked atop one another, until Aporou’s fist vanished from Minokichi’s field of vision entirely, moving so fast it crossed into the realm of the imperceptible.


  Minokichi abandoned his shield and desperately raised the axe he had just managed to wrench free, bracing for impact.


  And Aporou’s assault detonated.


  A massive fist slipped past Minokichi’s guard and slammed into his right flank; it was an absurdly powerful blow that shattered ribs meant to withstand almost anything.


  Another strike crashed into his left chest through his raised arm. The arm itself did not break, but fractured ribs pierced into his lung.


  A third blow hammered down on his right shoulder, crashing through the axe’s guard. The force was greatly reduced, but even so, the broken humerus burst through the skin.


  Then a punch struck his unprotected left temple. His brain rattled violently, and even his horns—among the hardest parts of his body—split with visible cracks.


  Finally, an uppercut smashed into his jaw. Shattered fangs scattered through the air as Minokichi’s colossal body was launched upward with a startling sense of lightness. His massive frame sailed through the air for several seconds, clearing the arena entirely before slamming down with a deep, dull thud outside its bounds.


  The struck areas discolored rapidly. Bones protruded from ruptured flesh, and blood poured freely. By any standard, the injuries were catastrophic. No one could have continued fighting in that state.


  And yet. Minokichi rose as if nothing had happened.


  At that moment, those watching from outside the arena, especially the humans, witnessed a change that left them stunned.


  Lightning-flames erupted from Minokichi’s wounds, and within seconds the injuries sealed themselves shut. Broken fangs were pushed out and replaced by newly grown ones. Protruding bones slid back into place, and fragments lodged in his organs were expelled as everything returned to its proper position.


  Even for a Minotaur, a species famed for its overwhelming vitality, this was impossible. It was proof that Minokichi now possessed regenerative abilities rivaling Aporou’s own.


  Fully restored, Minokichi raised the axe he had never once released—even under that merciless assault—stepped back into the arena, steadied his stance… and charged once more.


  The shield he had recovered mid-charge was thrust forward, completely blotting Minokichi’s massive frame from Aporo’s view.


  I’m not done with you yet, Minokichi seemed to say, a fearless grin splitting his face behind the cover of the shield.


  Seeing through it, Aporou laughed softly and accepted his friend’s resolve without hesitation. Of course, he wouldn’t have it any other way.


  The crimson spear was drawn. The axe came crashing down with a thunderous roar. A red thrust met it head-on.


  Impact.


  A flash of light and a concussive shockwave erupted outward. The indiscriminate aftershocks of destruction tore through the surroundings: earth peeled up in sheets, stone fragments burst like buckshot, and the very air screamed as it was ripped apart.


  The spar between the two monsters had only just begun.


  For a long while after, the thunderous clash of axe and crimson spear, with showers of sparks exploding on every collision, continued to echo through the great forest. They fought all day, without rest. The bout with Minokichi finally ended only after stars and moonlight filled the night sky.


  Exhausted beyond measure, Aporou collapsed in the circular arena of the external training grounds, lying down beside Minokichi, who had likewise given everything he had. Just like that, the two of them fell asleep.


  The starry sky was beautiful.


  It stirred a faint sense of nostalgia; memories of battles once fought in the vacuum of space, in a previous life.


   

  Day 130


  

  Early that morning, while still sleeping in the arena, I was jolted awake by voices coming through my ear cuff: Spellsei and Bloodsato, asking for information on “targets hoarding wealth that could safely be crushed.”


  Wondering what had suddenly gotten into them, I listened groggily as they explained that they had apparently already spent every last bit of treasure they’d gained from counter-raiding bandits and kidnappers.


  There was little doubt as to how that had happened; they had surely gone on a reckless buying spree, snapping up famous swords and grimoires without restraint. Swearing to myself that I would never entrust the mercenary band’s finances to those two alone, I decided to pass along some information—with some conditions.


  Did they remember the goblins who had left the group some time ago? The ones I had given mithril knives to as parting gifts?


  Back then, to demonstrate the blades’ sharpness, I had cut my own finger and used the blood that flowed to attach one of my doppelganger bodies to the knives, supplementing my mental map.


  The truth was that a few days ago, those goblins had been attacked by humans—and killed. Sadly, even armed with mithril knives, they hadn’t been strong enough to take down their enemies.


  The perpetrators turned out to be a fairly capable band of thieves, experienced enough, and sitting on a respectable hoard of treasure. I passed that information along to Spellsei and Bloodsato. It could have been any band of thieves, really, but if we were going to do this, it might as well be the ones who’d murdered people I knew.


  Once the explanation was wrapped up, I went back to sleep.


  When I woke up, Minokichi was already asking for another spar.


  So, the entire morning was spent in one-on-one combat with him. Minokichi wasn’t just fast and heavy anymore; his attacks carried the special effects of lightning-flames, making him genuinely difficult to deal with. On top of that, he seemed to be acquiring resistances every time he took an ability-based attack. The longer we fought, the less effective my moves became, which made him all the more troublesome as an opponent.


  In the afternoon, I headed over to the dwarven forge master and got to work with him on crafting various items. I really wanted to develop firearms that used gunpowder, but for various reasons, I’d been forced to abandon that idea and look in a different direction.


  If I repurpose Spirit Stones or magic, it should be a solvable problem…


  Even if we managed to create spirit guns or magic firearms, things would get messy if those ever leaked outside. I wanted some kind of safety mechanism—one usable only by our members—but I wasn’t sure what form it should take.


  While mulling it over, I spent my break time with the leprechauns, instructing them to begin producing emblem-embroidered coats that would be issued to every member. I had no artistic sense whatsoever, so I left the design to a woman with the painter job class. The result was a stylized crest: the head of a black demon with three horns, fangs bared in a snarl.


  We didn’t have enough materials for everyone, so I sent a group of obedient human men into town to purchase supplies, having them ride on Falaise Eagles. Apparently, with two birds, they could carry not just goblins but humans as well—though the ride was apparently an atrocious experience. I was seriously considering capturing more.


  After dinner, I received a report from Bloodsato. The hunt had concluded successfully.


  The bandit group had been completely wiped out, and Bloodsato and the others had acquired a generous amount of loot, including gemstones. I told him to head back and ended the call. I’d already sent the same message to the other two groups, so everyone should be back by tomorrow. Even the members of the fourth group, who used to be at odds with one another, had apparently started working well together lately. That was one more problem resolved.


  It seemed that when people share meals from the same pot and survive harsh situations together, bonds form naturally enough.


   

  Day 131


  

  It felt like the air had grown noticeably colder. Judging by the change, a season equivalent to autumn—or perhaps winter—was on its way.


  According to Gobjii, this forest didn’t see much snowfall, but with newborn children among us, I instructed the leprechauns and the humans assisting them to begin producing cold-weather clothing.


  In the morning, I shed blood and sweat sparring with Minokichi. In the afternoon, I trained three others: Oro, Argento, and Oniwaka.


  My eldest daughter, Oro, and eldest son, Argento, were not of the demon lord lineage, but Ogre mixed-bloods, inheriting the blood of great ogres. Each of them possessed a Demon Orb corresponding to the origin of their names: gold for Oro, silver for Argento.


  When Auro released her Demon Orb, a massive bow manifested, which fired a golden halberd as its arrow. When Argento released his, a similar bow appeared, this one firing a silver partisan instead.


  Because both weapons were technically classified as bows, they should have been difficult long-range arms to handle. Yet whether by natural aptitude or instinct, the two needed no real training; they could pierce targets with ease from the very start.


  These weren’t ordinary arrows, either. Halberds and partisans—calling them arrows felt questionable at best. Still, they flew like arrows, so for simplicity’s sake, I defined them as such. Their destructive power was correspondingly immense.


  Even more impressive was the fact that these “arrows” could be generated endlessly. There was no risk of running out of ammunition, an absurd advantage.


  They’ll be usable even on a real battlefield.


  With that in mind, I trained them not just as ranged attackers, but as archers capable of close combat. Their melee weapons, naturally, were the very same halberds and partisans they could summon at will.


  Oniwaka, a High Ogre, had already grown to around one hundred eighty centimeters tall. His fully developed musculature formed a living suit of armor, granting him strength rivaling that of an adult ogre. Like with the other two, I drilled him thoroughly in close-quarters combat.


  His favored weapon was a mithril-alloy crushing staff, and in more ways than one, he reminded me of Minokichi in his early days. He also seemed to deeply admire Minokichi.


  As a parent, that left me feeling just a little bit lonely.


  Still, watching children grow stronger with each passing day is a genuinely good feeling.


  Tonight, every group that had been dispatched outside returned safely. With the exception of the human men operating as plants, the entire mercenary band was finally assembled in one place.


   

  Day 132


  

  This morning, we used the arena to hold an all-out brawl tournament and festival.


  Official members and provisional members were separated into different brackets, and non-combat personnel did not participate. Even so, in a base starved for entertainment, there wasn’t a single person who skipped the event. The place was livelier than it had ever been.


  And the results were:


  
    First Place: Aporou (me)


    Second Place: Minokichi


    Third Place: Kanami


    Fourth Place: The Avenger


    Fifth Place: Asue


    Sixth Place: Bloodsato


    Seventh Place: Spellsei


    Eighth Place: Flame Lord


    Ninth Place: Gale Lord


    Tenth Place: Scarface


    Eleventh Place: Dull Iron Knight


    Twelfth Place: Supto (one of the Thunder Dragonkin)


    Thirteenth Place: Ghulfu


    Fourteenth Place: Boss Ape


    Fifteenth Place: Redhead Shorty


    Sixteenth Place: Phantasmal Lord

  


  … and so on.


  That was how it turned out this time. Of course, with different matchups or a different battlefield size, the results would likely change, but for now, this was the outcome.


  It was only natural that the names clustered at the top of the rankings belonged almost entirely to the unit captains. Seiji wasn’t from a combat-oriented race, so his absence was unavoidable, but every other captain had placed within the top ten.


  I had plenty of thoughts beyond that, but they were not really worth sorting through.


  The tournament wrapped up after nightfall, and the celebration that followed was lavish. I served dishes made with meat from Black Fomorians I’d generated myself.


  Yeah… Festivals are really something special.


  Black Fomorian? Delicious.


   

  Day 133


  

  A request came in from the tomboy princess.


  Ever since our parting, she’d been using the Nameplate I’d secretly given her to contact me whenever she had a spare moment—morning, noon, or night—but this marked only the second time she’d made an actual request, following the escort mission to the royal capital.


  The moment she said, “I have something I’d like to ask of you,” the stench of trouble was unmistakable.


  Is it just me, I wondered, or does every request from the tomboy princess come bundled with a disaster waiting to happen?


  No. There’s no way I’m imagining that.


  As for the details of the request, simply put, it amounted to combat training for the guards of the Amber Palace.


  These guards weren’t strangers. I’d trained alongside them before, together with the flame lord and the young knight, and we were already on familiar terms. Some of them were refreshingly straightforward types who’d even asked for instruction across racial lines.


  So, it wasn’t a job I absolutely wanted to avoid. But there was no way that was all there was to it.


  Between sharing meals with the queen—who was apparently deeply immersed in religion—and formal audiences, I could practically feel hidden agendas pressing in from all sides.


  On top of that, through my blood replicas, I’d begun to sense that the tomboy princess was quietly working toward the completion of some major plan. And I had no doubt she intended to pull me into it as well. I hadn’t uncovered the details yet, but I was certain there was something.


  Is it really safe to accept this job?


  Even with our numbers having grown past four hundred, our training was still incomplete, and our equipment couldn’t yet be called perfect. If real trouble broke out, something that required mobilizing the entire mercenary band, could we truly overcome it? My unease lingered.


  That said… The sum she was offering was more than sufficient. If anything, it was outright generous. The reward didn’t quite reach the level of the previous escort mission, but it was still far above the market rate. There was no doubt about it: the tomboy princess was the most generous client I’d had so far. Not that I’d dealt with many clients to begin with, but still.


  I told her I’d need a little time before giving my answer, and spent the rest of the day much as usual, sparring with Minokichi and otherwise keeping busy.


  Tonight, my schedule finally lined up with the elf chieftain’s, so we soaked in the hot springs together, drinking elf wine and dungeon liquor. We’d said, “Let’s drink once we’re back,” but before we realized it, several days had slipped by. We’d both been busy, so it couldn’t be helped, but still, it felt like too much time had passed.


  In any case, the promise was kept in the end, so there was no real problem.


  And honestly… yeah. Elven wine really is delicious.


  Dungeon liquor isn’t bad either, but the varieties I had on hand were limited, and none of them were especially valuable—mostly things that could be obtained without much trouble. Because of that, elf wine won out without much contest.


  Maybe next time, I should dive into a dungeon specifically hunting for a rare-drop premium liquor, I thought.


  With that idle notion drifting through my mind, the drinking session with the elf chieftain carried on. Before long, Minokichi, the Dull Iron Knight, and the other male executives barged in, turning it into the kind of raucous, all-men drinking party that only ever escalates.


  The party ran late into the night, so the elf chieftain ended up staying over.


   

  Day 134


  

  In the morning, I saw the elf chieftain off and then contacted the tomboy princess.


  In the end, I accepted her request. At present, the financial state of the mercenary band Parabellum wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t exactly good either. It sat in that awkward middle ground.


  Between job rewards, selling monster materials, and the treasure Spellsei and Bloodsato had recovered from the bandit group, we’d acquired a respectable sum. Still, money is one of those things where having more is never a drawback. We’re self-sufficient, so it isn’t urgently needed, but when there’s a chance to earn, it’s better to earn.


  Letting a high-paying job slip by would be a waste. And even if some kind of trouble does break out, it might result in a loss… but it might just as easily turn into a gain.


  When I casually probed the tomboy princess about that, she all but admitted she was planning something big. There’s more potential for profit than loss, she implied.


  Taking all of that together, along with the information I’d gathered and my own intuition, I decided to accept.


  That said, if we were heading for the royal capital by skeletal centipede, even taking the shortest, straightest route would still require a fair amount of time.


  Air transport was an option, but we still didn’t have many Falaise Eagles, and the distance from here to the capital was considerable. If we were moving in numbers, the skeletal centipedes were far more practical in several respects.


  I also had to think about who to bring along. For now, Kanami was a given, as were Oro and the other children still in their growth years. Beyond that… yes, bringing roughly twenty people along as insurance in case something happened seemed reasonable.


  The rest could continue training using my duplicates or be sent outside the forest to gain a wider range of experience.


  That was how I spent the day: thinking through the roster of who would be coming.


   

  Day 135


  

  In the end, I decided to form several groups and send them out again. To make that possible, I produced around ten skeletal centipedes, each reinforced and upgraded in various ways.


  
    	Four of them would carry the twenty-four people heading with me to the royal capital.


    	Three would be used by Minokichi, Asue, and twenty others, who would train while collecting dungeon materials in a dungeon city.


    	The remaining three would carry twenty-two people: those who had earned the right to bring their families back as a reward for exemplary service, along with their escorts.

  


  If I adjusted their size, the skeletal centipedes could transport even more people, but this seemed sufficient for now.


  Since departure was scheduled for tomorrow, I instructed everyone to start packing their belongings. This time, the blacksmith and the chef sisters would be staying behind. Each of them apparently had things they wanted to work on here.


  Now then… just what will happen next?


  It felt exciting, and yet not just that. I found myself in a slightly complicated mood.


   

  Side Story: How a Long-Suffering Enslaved Noble Spends His Days


  

  My name is Light Crow Ninda.


  Until recently, I was a member of the Fourth Division of the Keelika Imperial Army—commonly known as the Blue Bull’s Hoof (Gorad Kara)—and the third son of House Ninda, a family of counts.


  Not to brag, but I graduated near the top of my class from the prestigious Order Magi Academy, where the Empire’s finest minds gather to pass down their techniques and accumulated wisdom to the next generation. I also passed the military entrance examinations with exceptionally high marks. After that, thanks to a long-standing friendship from my student days, I was permitted—albeit at the lowest rung—to join the faction of the Duke of Teiran’s household.


  In short, I was a young and talented High Wizard, firmly set upon the fast track to promotion.


  This latest expedition—raiding an elven settlement to obtain a secret medicine capable of curing a princess of the Kingdom who lay bedridden with an incurable disease—was supposed to end in triumph. We were meant to return victorious, bearing spoils of war and earning further advancement.


  That was how it was supposed to go.


  Yet by the cruel whim of the God of Fate, I now found myself far from both my home and the Empire, deep within the heart of the Kudeln Great Forest, gripping not my beloved staff but a hoe, toiling away in a field.


  How had things come to this?


  I could not help but lament the bizarre turn my destiny had taken. And the muscle pain screaming from every joint in my body… was there truly nothing that could be done about that?


  “Don’t stop work over somethin’ that small, it’s pathetic.”


  “—Ggh!”


  I had paused for only a moment, pressing a dirt-stained hand to my brow as I pondered my fate and discreetly straightened my aching back, when something suddenly struck my head.


  The culprit was Dogra.


  Dogra was the Head Farmer, overseeing all the farmers. In the past, someone of his standing would never have dared exchange so much as a glance, let alone words, with a member of a count’s household like myself.


  And yet now… he was my superior.


  His short brown hair stood bristling like a scrub brush. His sun-browned skin, roughened from endless labor under the blazing sun, was nevertheless full of vitality. His rugged, square face could have belonged to a veteran warrior, and he stood a full head taller than I did. Confronted head-on, his presence was overwhelming.


  His exposed arms were absurdly thick, sweat glistening upon them and reflecting sunlight in strange hues.


  Simply standing near him was stifling. He was the type of man utterly incompatible with someone like me—someone who cherished quiet, refined moments.


  No. To be honest, I found him physiologically intolerable. I truly disliked Dogra.


  The blow that came from Dogra’s fist, hardened by endless farm labor and backed by raw, almost animal strength, was devastating. It felt less like being punched and more like being struck by a thrown stone. I clutched the spot where I’d been hit and collapsed on the spot, curling in on myself as I writhed and groaned. Sharp, stabbing pain pulsed through me in relentless waves, twisting my face as tears spilled freely from my eyes.


  “Guh—uuuoooooo…!”


  I was a High Wizard. And not just any; my specialty lay in the Lightning-Light discipline, a rare and elite magical lineage famed for overwhelming power and unrivaled casting speed.


  Because I was specialized, I couldn’t wield other schools of magic. But in exchange, my growth rate in lightning magic surpassed that of ordinary mages, and both my power and speed were exceptional. With barely a second of preparation, I could unleash the first-tier lightning spell Fingertip Lightning Blade, sending a crackling blade of electricity straight into my target.


  I rarely had to let an enemy come within ten meters of me before a fight was decided. Swordsmen and warriors never reached me. Even knights and cavalrymen rarely closed the distance.


  Of course, I hadn’t neglected training during my time in the military, but that training had never been about strengthening my body for close combat; it was about refining my profession. For a mage like me, that meant meditation to gradually increase focus and internal mana, poring over books to amass knowledge, conducting experiments, and developing new spells.


  As a result, yes: my body was weak. Pain resistance, in particular, was practically nonexistent.


  I hate pain. I truly do.


  This wasn’t an excuse; it was simply how things were meant to be. A High Wizard’s role was rear-line support or wide-area annihilation. Frontline combat was the domain of warriors and knights. Based on the very nature of my profession, my body was never meant to be strong.


  A High Wizard with a body as tough as a frontline fighter? Those existed, sure, but only a handful. People on that level were practically heroes.


  So, I wasn’t the strange one. I was normal. Entirely normal. My former colleagues had been the same way.


  Which meant, obviously, that the one at fault here was Dogra, treating a refined, delicate noble like me with such barbaric roughness. That had to be the truth.


  “Hey. How long you gonna lie there?” Dogra barked. “What are you, a pile of fresh-picked veggies? Snap to it. Snap to it.”


  “Damn you,” I spat weakly. “In my proper station, even speaking to me would have been an act of insolence…”


  “Well, sure,” Dogra drawled. “But right now, I’m the one on top. On this here farm, fragile little nobles are at the bottom of the bottom. If it bugs you that much, quit whining and finish it already.”


  “Gnnn… gnnnnnngh!”


  Dogra’s look—the one reserved for idiots—and his weary, dismissive tone made my teeth grind together on instinct.


  Fueled by emotion, I gathered mana at my fingertips, lightning-heat flickering there, and for a split second, I wanted to fire it straight at him. No, the old me would have done so without hesitation, striking him down for his insolence. I had once possessed both the authority and the power to make that possible. But I couldn’t.


  The ear cuff prevented it.


  That accursed device clamped onto my ear—if I even attempted a forbidden action, my body simply refused to move. In fact, it was already happening. My body wouldn’t respond in the slightest. The lightning-heat pooled at my fingertips dissipated into mist before I even realized it.


  “Hey now, don’t give me that resentful look,” Dogra said with a snort. “Get this wrapped up, and you can have some sweets the goblins made. Fruit-based, apparently. Pretty damn good.”


  “Hmph,” I scoffed. “Anyone who thinks that qualifies as delicious must live a blissfully ignorant life, yes?”


  Pouring my frustration into motion, I hoisted the hoe high above my head and brought it down with force.


  Thunk.


  The blade bit deep into the soil. Getting leverage, I pried the earth apart. Beneath the surface lay damp soil, darker than the top layer. I worked the hoe a few more times to loosen it, then pulled it free. Clods of dirt clung stubbornly to the blade before crumbling away and falling.


  I stepped forward. Raised the hoe again. Swung it down. Again. And again.


  I would repeat this process endlessly until I reached the designated point. Only then would today’s labor finally end, and rest be permitted. Unfortunately, the distance I still had to plow looked to be another twenty meters.


  To me, that distance felt endless.


  The unfamiliarity of labor had left my entire body screaming in protest: muscle pain everywhere, exhaustion weighing down both flesh and mind. Worse still, the skin on my palms had split open in several places. Blood seeped out, and simply gripping the hoe sent sharp pain shooting through my hands, forcing me to contort my face despite myself.


  One swing alone was an ordeal. How many dozens more would it take before this was over?


  Time was finite. More precious than ten thousand pieces of gold. Not a single second should be squandered. And yet here I was—someone of my caliber—sweating, filthy with mud, wasting irreplaceable time in a field.


  This is wrong, I wanted to shout. Utterly, fundamentally wrong.


  But the earth waited, indifferent, and the hoe was still heavy in my hands.


  Yes, this was wrong. Completely wrong.


  “Hey. Move it.”


  The instant my hands hesitated, only for a few seconds, the iron fist came down again. And of course, it struck the exact same spot as before. The pain was blinding. I was fairly certain a massive lump had formed.


  “Guuuuooooo—!”


  I writhed once more, overcome by agony so intense it felt as though my skull had been cracked open. This was unquestionably serious damage. Immediate treatment was clearly required. Yes, clearly required.


  If I could just reach Seiji, the Half Saint Lord who commanded the medical unit, Prayer. He was kind. He would surely let me rest.


  I need to go. Quickly. If I don’t, I’ll just get hurt again.


  “Hey now,” Dogra added with a sigh, looming over me. “If you don’t hurry it up, the Polevik folk’ll be comin’ by.”


  A chill ran down my spine.


  Since coming here, my survival instincts, refined through relentless suffering, had grown sharp enough to scream warnings at the slightest provocation. My heart began pounding violently, so fast it felt ready to burst.


  “R-R-Right! Y-Yeah! We’d better finish before they get here! Who knows what they’d do otherwise!”


  The moment I recalled the Poleviks—the agricultural little folk who had voluntarily joined this group not long ago—I forced my battered body back into motion, suppressing the pain and exhaustion screaming through every fiber of my being. Each swing of the hoe sent cold sweat pouring down my brow. Every remaining blister on my palms split open, spilling fresh blood. The handle of the hoe grew slick, stained red, and dangerously slippery.


  I didn’t stop.


  I couldn’t stop.


  I plowed on with blind desperation, dimly registering the blood dripping down and soaking into the earth at the edge of my vision.


  And then, after some time, it arrived.


  “Poporevi? Vii-viikk.”


  The voice was strange—high-pitched, with a peculiar croaking quality, like a frog’s call. I couldn’t understand a single word of it as language.


  And yet, somehow, I understood the intent.


  You had all that time, and this is all you managed? Useless.


  A mocking message. A contemptuous assessment delivered without mercy. Rage welled up inside me. I wanted to snap back, to protest, to defend myself… But the fear carved into me on the day that creature first arrived clamped my mouth shut.


  I said nothing. And the field swallowed my silence.


  That was because, on farmland—or any land resembling it—the Poleviks were terrifying beings, endowed with the power to utterly overwhelm someone like me, especially when I was forbidden from using magic. A Polevik resembles a frog that walks upright on two legs. Its height is less than a meter, and its habitual forward-leaning posture makes it appear even smaller. But appearances can be deceptive.


  Its body is formed of mud and soil, giving it immense weight disproportionate to its size. Grass and small plants grow thickly across its surface, as though it were part of the field itself. Its large eyes are mismatched in color, and its round, thick three-fingered hands grip tools far too large for its frame: a massive sickle in one, a hoe in the other.


  Depending on one’s perspective, it might even seem cute. I had occasionally seen female goblins offer them vegetables with friendly smiles, watching as the Poleviks happily ate.


  Still, that harmless image was a lie.


  Poleviks possess a racial trait that allows them to freely increase their body size. At maximum, they can reach nearly two meters tall—large enough to tower over me, and even larger than Dogra. Their strength is utterly inhuman, compounded by their immense weight. A single serious blow would have reduced a body as frail as mine to mincemeat.


  In fact… it almost did.


  The first time I met one, I had been careless, slacking off during farm work. That alone had been enough to earn its wrath.


  Poleviks, once born, immediately leave their parents and wander the world freely. When they find land they deem worthy, they settle there for life, dedicating themselves entirely to farming until death. Rain or wind means nothing to them. Even if a blood-soaked war raged nearby, they continued tilling the soil without the slightest concern.


  Perhaps because of that devotion, they react with explosive fury to anyone who damages farmland—or worse, who dares to cut corners. Their rage is comparable to the result of tearing away the forbidden reverse scale of a dragon. When provoked, they grow gigantic, wielding a sickle and a hoe with murderous intent as they charge to eliminate the offender.


  Unfortunately for me, I had triggered that fury.


  The restrictions imposed by the ear cuff were the only reason I hadn’t been killed outright. Even so, I had been sent flying nearly twenty meters. I could never forget that experience. The long, helpless flight through the air, and the sheer volume of blood I vomited. My arms, raised in desperate defense, were shattered by a single blow, even several ribs were broken.


  Had Seiji not been nearby, I might truly have died. Even recalling it now made my hands tremble. The trauma was carved deep—deep enough that it would never fade.


  From that day onward, I could not face a Polevik. I knew I couldn’t. My heart had already judged the outcome. My instincts had acknowledged defeat. Once that happened, there was no way to overturn it.


  It was pathetic. I knew that. But no matter how much I understood that intellectually, I still couldn’t overcome the feeling. Just having a Polevik nearby was enough to crush my spirit, as though the world itself were ending.


  “Po—Po-Po-Porevi. Pō-revi-ppo.”


  The strange voice reached my ears as I desperately swung the hoe, driven by fear alone, continuing to till the field so frantically that I no longer even registered the pain. From what I could somehow understand, the Polevik—now beginning work beside me, alongside Dogra—was saying something like, We’ll wait, so hurry up and finish. Then let’s eat some sweets together.


  Why couldn’t they just work somewhere else? Honestly, just having them this close made the shaking refuse to stop.


  When I looked to the right, I saw Dogra working in a completely different manner from me—not advancing forward, but stepping backward as he tilled the land. With each swing, he tore up an enormous amount of soil. His work speed was easily five times mine, if not more.


  When I looked to the left, there was the Polevik, calmly cultivating the earth with its beloved hoe while plucking out tiny weeds with casual precision. Truly, it was a race that existed solely to farm. Its efficiency surpassed even Dogra’s and was easily more than ten times my own.


  They both worked at terrifying speed, as though the world had left me alone behind.


  As I continued swinging the hoe, a single thought was born, and once it appeared, it clung stubbornly to my mind, refusing to let go: Why am I the one being made to do this?


  My efficiency was abysmal. Anyone could see that. So, why was I the one assigned this task? No answer came. And so, without understanding why, I kept swinging the hoe. Again and again.


  ※※※


  


  By the time evening fell, the farm work I had begun at midday was finally over.


  After already exhausting my body with harsh morning training, I had been forced into unfamiliar agricultural labor, and now I could barely move. My body was simply done.


  My palms hurt; they were raw and stained with blood from torn blisters. My arms hurt from endlessly swinging the hoe. My shoulders and lower back ached from unnatural strain. My legs throbbed from standing too long.


  And above all, my head—where Dogra had struck me—hurt the most.


  Finding a place that didn’t hurt was harder than listing the ones that did. Dragged down by exhaustion, I wanted nothing more than to collapse onto the freshly tilled earth and fall into a deep, merciful sleep right there.


  “Alright, you’re done. Let’s hit the hot springs.”


  Apparently, even that small mercy was too much to ask of the giant called Dogra. He grabbed me by the collar and hauled me up by force, treating me like some kind of pet—no, worse, like a stray dog or cat.


  “Guh—!”


  Handled so roughly, my collar tightened around my neck, and a strangled sound of protest slipped out of me as the world lurched beneath me. It was hard to breathe—painfully so. Tears welled in my eyes before I could stop them. I wanted to shout that there were limits to such treatment, but I no longer even had the strength for that.


  “Oh, my bad,” Dogra said casually. “If you don’t like it hurtin’, then straighten up. Can’t walk? Want me to carry you instead?”


  He apologized, technically, but there was no sincerity in it whatsoever.


  Shouldn’t he be kneeling in repentance for his actions? Did a commoner truly believe he had the right to treat a noble such as myself this way? No, of course, he didn’t!


  This should never have happened. And yet…


  How? How did I get so unbearably unlucky?


  Our unit had been driven to ruin by an enemy ambush, reduced to near annihilation. I had been captured, taken as both prisoner and slave. In wars between humans, captured nobles are usually treated with some consideration. Ransoms are negotiated; repatriation is common.


  Unfortunately for me, my captors this time were not human.


  There was no chance of ransom negotiations. Even if the leader of this group possessed high intelligence, it was doubtful he even knew that such customs existed. In fact, it seemed he truly did not.


  And so, I was not returned to my homeland. Instead, I was kept alive in this limbo—neither killed nor freed, but simply kept.


  I couldn’t accept this fate. And yet, bitterly enough, I still found myself thinking that I was better off than one man who had shared a similar fate: Koitsu Canari Tsukaen, of House Tsukaen.


  Koitsu—though it pains me to say it—had been utterly useless. Unlike me, he had no magic worth mentioning. No notable talents. Nothing. And so he had been discarded. Along with others who similarly lacked ability, he had been handed large quantities of explosive magic items and sent in as a disposable pawn meant to sabotage the allied forces from within.


  Koitsu had died in the act.


  His corpse, I heard, had been missing its lower half entirely. What remained of his upper body had been reduced to shredded flesh and charred meat.


  I don’t want to die like that.


  I had goals. Things I still needed to accomplish. Until those goals were fulfilled, I absolutely could not die.


  “Sh… Shut up,” I said hoarsely. “I can… walk. On my own.”


  “Oh, yeah?” Dogra replied with a shrug. “Then fine. As long as you’ve got that much grit, you’ll get used to the work soon enough.”


  His words landed heavily, but I forced my legs to move anyway. As miserable as this was, being alive was still better than the alternative. And for now, that had to be enough.


  Dogra’s laughter boomed through the air, loud, shameless, and utterly unrestrained. He bared his grimy yellow teeth as his massive palm came crashing down against my back again and again. Each blow drove the air from my lungs in a violent rush, leaving me gasping, my ribs creaking ominously beneath the strain. It felt as though they might splinter at any second.


  If I ended up unleashing the anger I’d been bottling up, I really don’t think I could be blamed.


  “Guh—! Gah—!!!” I choked, doubling over as another slap knocked the breath from me. “Th-that hurts, you idiot meathead! Learn to hold back a little!”


  Dogra only threw his head back and roared louder, utterly unapologetic. “Gwa ha ha ha! If you’ve got enough fire left to yell at me, then quit whining and get yourself into the hot springs. Wash that fatigue off. We’re up early again tomorrow.”


  “Hmph!”


  I stormed ahead of the insufferable oaf, ignoring the way he continued to laugh behind me. The hot springs were calling, and I needed relief before my body staged a full rebellion. My legs trembled so badly I could barely manage to walk in a straight line, and—though I would sooner erase this humiliating detail from history—I ended up being hoisted over Dogra’s shoulder partway there.


  By the time we reached the changing area, my clothes clung to me, heavy with sweat and dirt. I stripped them off, grabbed a long towel in one hand, and pushed open the door into the bathing chamber.


  The bath itself lay within a cavern carved from the mountain’s heart. The ceiling arched high overhead, vanishing into shadow, while the hardened earthen walls were studded with great stones and slabs of rock embedded like ancient relics. Flat-cut stones paved the floor beneath my feet, smooth enough that not even the faintest sting accompanied each step.


  At the chamber’s center rested a wide bath crafted from wood and stone, brimming with water that gave off thick white steam. Even from a distance, the liquid shimmered faintly as though some unseen current stirred within it. Before entering, I scooped water from a large jar near the entrance and poured it over myself, letting the warmth soak into my skin. Only then did I stagger toward the bath.


  Hot springs. Water drawn from deep beneath the earth. A liquid infused, however faintly, with star magic.


  It was something even nobles rarely possessed outside of exceptional circumstances… and yet this group had claimed one. Apparently, they’d struck the source while expanding their base and shaped it into something they could use.


  And now, I was soaking in it.


  The moment I lowered myself into the water, my whole body seemed to sigh. The heaviness weighing down my limbs dissolved into buoyant warmth. Pain ebbed from my muscles, draining away in slow, blissful waves. The torn skin on my palms knitted together little by little, while the dull ache lodged in every fiber of my body gradually softened into nothing.


  It felt as though I were being reborn while still alive, washed clean of exhaustion and reshaped into something new. The sensation was so overwhelming that my face slackened without permission.


  “Ahh… this is incredible…”


  What was truly terrifying, though, was the density of power within this spring. It carried far more than the faint trace of star magic found in ordinary hot springs. This was something else entirely. Not just one or two varieties of spiritual energy, but countless different forces intermingled, chaotic yet harmonized, dissolved seamlessly into the steaming water.


  They probably had no idea just how rare this was, how staggering its true value would be, measured by the standards of the wider world. The non-humans who ruled this place likely saw it as nothing more than a convenient luxury.


  If I could carry word of this spring back to the Empire, there was no doubt they would mobilize at any cost to claim this land. That was how valuable this water truly was.


  For now, I pushed those thoughts aside and surrendered myself to the bath.


  “Yeah… it really is a damn fine spring. Makes you feel happy just sittin’ here,” Dogra said suddenly, his voice cutting through the steam. “When I first got captured, I steeled myself for the worst. Thought my life was more or less over. But now? Ain’t so bad. Hell, sometimes I think gettin’ caught was the best thing that ever happened to me. This hot spring alone’s enough to make you feel like you’ve gone and ascended to the heavens.”


  So, much for soaking in silence.


  I didn’t have the energy to respond, and when I kept my mouth shut, Dogra shifted closer. He reached into the wooden bucket beside him, pulled out a small cup, and held it out to me. In his other hand was a bottle—no explanation needed.


  It had been a long time since I’d had a drink. I cast aside my pride without much resistance and accepted the cup. Alcohol hadn’t done anything to me, after all.


  Glug, glug… A liquid the color of polished lapis lazuli filled the cup.


  “Y’know,” Dogra went on, “before the army came and drafted me, I was back home, workin’ my fields all alone. My wife passed ten years back—some damned sickness goin’ around. Left me with our boy, smart kid. Had the knack for magic from a really young age. Lord of the land noticed it and took him in when he was ten—said it was ‘service,’ but really he was workin’ at the manor while learnin’ to be a proper mage.”


  I savored the drink slowly, letting it roll across my tongue as I swallowed.


  In my current position, luxuries like alcohol were completely out of reach—unthinkable, even. Dogra, on the other hand, had earned enough merit working the farmland to receive the occasional reward. This bottle was probably one of those.


  I want to reach that rank someday, I thought hazily. Though it doesn’t look like that chance will come any time soon…


  The thought made me pause.


  Why was I thinking about rank advancement here of all places? I should have been obsessing over escape routes or figuring out how to remove the ear cuff. Something actually useful. Something sensible.


  The realization left a sour taste in my chest; I was slowly, quietly adapting to this environment. To drown that discomfort, I lifted the cup and drank again.


  “The lord was a good man,” Dogra continued, his voice quieter now. “My boy got a proper schooling as a mage. Even now, I reckon he was lucky—luckier than any farmer’s son had a right to be. The pay they gave him, he sent it back regularly. Proudest thing in my life, that kid.”


  Steam curled around us, the spring murmuring softly as Dogra spoke, his words sinking into the water along with memories that hadn’t faded, no matter how much time passed.


  Even sipping slowly, a cup that small could only hold so much. Before long, it was empty, leaving behind a faint sense of dissatisfaction. For a fleeting, dangerously stupid moment, I even wondered if I should just drink the hot spring water itself.


  There have been studies claiming that drinking hot spring water directly is beneficial to the body, so in theory, it wouldn’t be a problem. But when I considered Dogra nearby—not to mention the other men enjoying the bath at a distance, a chaotic mix of goblins, dragonkin, tigerfolk, and more—it became painfully obvious that this water was almost certainly infused with all manner of things that had seeped out of them. Sweat, grime, and who knew what else.


  After a brief deliberation, I decided not to drink it. Some lines didn’t need to be crossed.


  “But… that son of mine died,” Dogra went on. “Four years back. He was about your age when it happened—just like that, gone. Supposedly got cut down by some armed group that attacked while he was escortin’ the lord. When they brought him home, cold as ice… hell, I cried like a damn fool.”


  Tears poured from his eyes like a broken dam as he topped off my now-empty cup with fresh liquor.


  He’s surprisingly deft, I thought distantly, watching him pour without spilling a drop. The moment the cup filled, a distinctive, rich aroma wafted up, tickling my nose. I drank it little by little, letting the flavor linger, while listening to Dogra recount his story in a flat, unembellished voice.


  “I buried him next to his ma’s grave. After that… somethin’ inside me just went hollow. Lived day by day, no feelin’ to it. Still got hungry, though. So, I tilled my field, grew vegetables, ate, and slept. Then I got conscripted.”


  The hot spring’s effects were undeniable. While I drank, the last torn blisters on my palms sealed shut, and the pain gripping my muscles steadily faded.


  That said, experience told me exactly what would happen tomorrow: morning training, afternoon farm labor, and by nightfall, I’d be right back where I’d started, barely able to move until I sank into this water again.


  Even so, being granted relief, however temporary, was a blessing beyond words. If this hot spring didn’t exist, I was certain I’d have collapsed within two days—judged useless, executed without ceremony, and tossed aside as feed. The mere thought sent a chill down my spine.


  Truly, the existence of this hot spring was nothing short of miraculous.


  “And then, well… things went the way they did. A lot happened, and I ended up here,” Dogra continued. “Good things, bad things—plenty of both since I came. But if you ask me what the best thing was…”


  He paused, eyes red and glassy, voice hoarse as it carried through the steam.


  “… might be that you’re here.”


  “… Huh?”


  It took me a moment to process the meaning behind those words. In the meantime, Dogra tilted the bottle up and drank straight from it. Great, I thought sourly. Now it’s contaminated. There goes my chance for another cup.


  Either way, I couldn’t let that remark slide. I had to ask what he meant.


  “Why… why was meeting me the best thing?”


  Meeting me? A good thing? It was absurd, impossible. More than that, it was unsettling. A chill threatened to crawl up my spine, goosebumps prickling my arms.


  When I analyzed it calmly, the truth was almost depressing. Even I, an accomplished, high-ranking mage, wasn’t particularly useful here. During morning training, I was treated a little better than a disposable foot soldier. And the magic I’d once taken pride in? This group had a demon lord who wielded far more advanced spells than I ever could. Even among the other captives, there were those whose mastery of magic surpassed my own.


  If I was contributing anything at all, it was probably limited to occasionally firing lightning-element spells—no more than snacks—to feed the thunder dragonkin who literally ate lightning: that, and nothing else.


  In the afternoon, out in the farmland, I was the lowest of the low. Dogra kept a close eye on me to make sure I didn’t slack off as I painstakingly tilled the soil with a hoe, inch by inch. Sometimes I pulled weeds, but more often than not, the work was already done by the time I got there.


  And this was the person he was happy to have met?


  What—did he have a thing for younger men? The thought alone made my skin crawl. But no, he’d never once looked at me that way. He’d had a wife once, after all.


  So, then… what? I tilted my head, searching for an answer that refused to come, and in the end, I took another drink instead of answering him.


  Dogra, who’d been watching me out of the corner of his eye, stopped drinking. He leaned back, gazing up at the cavern ceiling, and muttered quietly: “You kinda reminded me of my boy. I know you ain’t him, of course I do. But… the feel of it, the way you are. Somethin’ about you just feels nostalgic.”


  “Huh. For the record, I’m from a count’s family.”


  “Yeah, I know that,” Dogra said without hesitation. “Still don’t change how I feel. Makes me wanna look after you anyway. I didn’t do that enough for my son.”


  Lowering his gaze, Dogra said it plainly: this was nothing more than his own selfish attempt at atonement. The vitality he usually carried in his eyes was gone. What remained was the look of a man staring back at regrets he could never undo.


  “… Sorry. That was a real downer. Nothin’ special, just some sad story you hear anywhere. Guess the booze and the hot spring got me carried away. Ain’t like me.”


  “Well… I didn’t know your son,” I said slowly, choosing my words carefully, “but I think it’s good that you feel that way.”


  “Huh? Why’s that?”


  “Because… if it were me,” I answered after a brief pause, “I think I’d be happy to know someone still thought about me after I was gone.”


  To be remembered, even after death… I truly thought that was wonderful.


  “At home, I’ve always just been a spare for my brothers,” I said quietly. “I had talent for magic, so my father acknowledged me as someone ‘useful.’ But I’m the child of a mistress who died from an illness. In that house, I might as well have been invisible. Even the servants avoided me because the eldest brother, the next head of the family, didn’t like me.”


  That was why being remembered after death was a kind of blessing. I didn’t have anyone like that, not since my mother died.


  “… Forget I said that,” I added, averting my eyes. It seemed the hot spring had loosened my tongue. Normally, these memories didn’t even surface.


  “Guess… nobles have it rough too, huh,” Dogra muttered.


  “They do. Nobles are a pain,” I replied. “But sometimes, if you don’t cling to pride—tell yourself I’m a count’s son—you can’t endure the responsibilities, or that suffocating atmosphere. Someone like you, a commoner… you’ll never understand that in your lifetime.”


  “Ga ha ha ha! You got me there,” Dogra laughed, unoffended. “Don’t understand it, don’t wanna either. But here? Family power, past status, even race—it all means nothin’. Look over there, that guy’s an adventurer like you, a High Wizard, and that kid next to him? Young as hell, but he’s a bishop.”


  Where Dogra pointed, a young man named Baen stood, a former bishop of the Kingdom’s army. He had the gentle, mild look one expected of a cleric—soft features, kind eyes. Beside him sat Weissly, an adventurer who’d once shared a deep camaraderie with Baen back when Baen had still been his superior officer. Like me, Weissly was a High Wizard. Frustratingly, his command of magic surpassed mine.


  They were both soaking in the spring after a long day’s labor, just like us, and yet they looked utterly drained. Dark circles hung beneath their eyes, their expressions hollow and worn.


  To look that exhausted despite bathing in this miraculous hot spring meant only one thing: either their training was unimaginably brutal, or they were carrying an immense psychological burden. Which it was—or whether it was both—I didn’t know. And frankly, I wasn’t all that interested.


  “An’ right next to them, you’ve got goblins soakin’ in the same bath,” Dogra went on. “None of the old rules work here. That’s why parts of this place feel… comfortable.”


  “Huh… maybe you’re right.”


  “So, loosen up a little,” he said, glancing at me. “You’re always too damn tense. Dunno how you lived before, but while you’re here, stop worryin’ so much. Rely on people a bit more. Ask questions if you don’t know somethin’. Like how to swing a hoe without wreckin’ your back.”


  “That might be true… wait. Hold on.”


  The moment those words reached my ears, my thoughts ground to a halt. I turned to look at him. Dogra was staring back at me, his expression openly puzzled. Annoying as it was, setting that aside for the moment—


  “A way to swing a hoe without getting tired?” I asked. “There’s really such a thing?”


  “Course there is,” Dogra snorted. “A lot of it’s gettin’ used to it, sure, but the way you swing makes a world of difference. If you’d just asked me, I’d have told you. But you kept doin’ everything on your own, so I didn’t butt in.”


  I didn’t know how to react to that. Should I get angry and snap that he should’ve told me sooner? Or should I swallow my pride and ask him properly?


  My thoughts spun in circles before I finally forced out an answer.


  “… T—”


  “Huh? What was that?”


  “… Teach me.”


  “Gonna have to speak up a bit. Can’t hear ya.”


  Dogra’s face was flushed, probably from the alcohol and the hot spring, and before I knew it, I could feel eyes on me. Curious, unrestrained gazes from the other bathers, watching the exchange with clear amusement.


  I ignored them. Let them stare. Grinding my pride into the dirt, I spat the words out.


  “Teach me how to swing the hoe without getting tired.”


  “Hell yeah. I’ll teach you properly tomorrow.”


  Dogra’s grin was infuriating. And yet… my shoulders felt just a little lighter.


  It seemed I, too, had been tainted by the atmosphere of this chaotic, inexplicable group. With no realistic hope of escape, and no sign of rescue on the horizon, I resolved to survive here—at least for now. Sinking back into the hot spring, I let the warmth seep into me, quietly gathering strength for the day to come.


  ※※※


  


  Several days later, my work efficiency had improved dramatically.


  I’d grown accustomed to handling the hoe, able to work with far more leeway than before. Thanks to both the hot spring’s effects and sheer acclimation, the muscle pain had mostly faded. If anything, it felt like I’d put on a bit more muscle than I used to have.


  Until the day I was freed from this situation, until the moment I could achieve my true goal, I would keep fighting. In every sense of the word.


  [Light Crow Ninda has acquired the profession: Farmer Serf!]
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  Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:


  
    	Facebook


    	Twitter


    	Instagram


    	Discord

  


  Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.


  Sign Up
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. Monsters, é;gag’;ed as they are in a relentless

_+fight for survival, sometimes pose a threat to
““humans. Under the supervision of Gobjii,

the goblin advisor, and Redhead Shorty, the

former adventurer, we present a detailed
explanation of monsters’ previously
unknown abilities and characteristics.
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