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The Story So Far

Volume 1

After being summoned to a new world, Lutz was quickly labeled as the prophesized False Hero and sentenced to death. By some miracle, he escapes his fate and flees.

After quickly adapting to the game-like mechanics, he begins to hunt the strength he needs to survive in this unforgiving world. He’s a big of a jack-of-all-trades but has powerful Wind Magic and excellent spearmanship.

His first stop is a city just north of the kingdom’s capital, Silvia. There, he meets his first true companion in his new world, Laya. Lutz rescues her from slavery and begins to train her in magic.

The 19-year-old elf girl doesn’t look any older than ten, but her small frame is contrasted by her killer instincts. She specializes in Wind Magic and uses her mid-ranged chain sickle to hound her enemies.

Together, they cross paths with Marquis Adel and get pulled into his scheme to save the city of Silvia from its fate at the hands of its corrupt ruler. They manage to slay him, avenging Laya’s destroyed village in the process.

Volume 2

After fleeing north from Silvia, Lutz and Laya eventually need to restock their bags, so they stop at the city of Reim. It’s no better off than Silvia, and he ends up getting dragged even deeper into its mess.

It’s at this city that he meets his next two companions, Alisha and Belle.

Belle was a slave alongside Alisha, and together, they killed their old mistress and fled, trying to survive on the streets. She has powerful Fire and Water Magic, plus various support spells. But she lacks confidence in close combat, so she has to rely on her teammates to defend her.

Alisha is a beastkin, with cat-like ears and tail. She’s incredibly protective of innocent people but also a fierce predator on the battlefield. The only thing that’s holding her back is the [Curse of the Forsaken], which drains her stats and lowers her skill points.

Now a party of four, they hatch a plan to bring down Reim’s mayor and put an end to the rebellion that had taken over the city. Things don’t quite go as planned, but in the end, the worst-case scenario of an all-out bloodbath was avoided.

Volume 3

Lutz’s ultimate destination is the elven lands. So after leaving Reim, he travels east, beginning the long journey across the vast Orakian Kingdom.

While Lutz maintained his single-minded focus on surviving, there was someone else with an equally powerful goal. Princess Lumina de Eldridge left the castle in search of Lutz, determined to find out if he is truly the hero she’s looking for.

She deduces his ultimate destination and matches his pace eastward, heading toward the elven lands.

At the same time that Lutz and Lumina began their trek east, the Orakian army made its move, invading the lands of Chaos. Led by Lumina’s eldest brother, Crown Prince Rhys, the fifty-thousand strong army seeks to end the conflict once and for all, using the strength of the other three summoned heroes: Cedric, Rolf, and Collette.

If all of that weren’t enough, trouble is brewing back at the castle. The kingdom’s most powerful noble has his eyes set on the throne, and he’ll use anything at his disposal to get it, even if it ends up causing a civil war.

It’s during this time of turmoil and uncertainty that Lutz and Lumina finally meet once again. But their reunion is cut short and the two of them are teleported away.

Though there were points of danger, Lutz manages to protect Lumina. During their journey to reunite with Laya and the others, the two of them come to terms with their turbulent past, forming a deep bond in the process.

After quite of a bit of fighting, they meet up safely and foil the plan of a group of vampires who had been terrorizing the region.

In the end, Lumina decides to go back to the castle, claiming that she has important business.

So, it’s just the four of them once again: Lutz, Laya, Alisha, and Belle. They continue east, down the final highway that separates them from the elven lands.

Volume 4

The party travels to the eastern edge of the Orakian Kingdom. As usual, they’re completing a batch of guild requests with no reward to help those who have been abandoned by their own country.

One of these quests puts them close to a dungeon, The Twisted Spire. Desperate to grow stronger, Lutz leads the girls inside, where they face monsters and challenges befitting the dungeon’s reputation.

While climbing the tower, they run across four slaves: Kalyn, Geralt, Ina, and Devin. Lutz frees them from their battle-hungry master and gives them the strength they need to survive on their way out of the dungeon.

The party continues to climb, finally reaching the final floor. The wyvern they find there is a rather disappointing final boss, but to their surprise, a hidden path leads toward a hidden floor above. Inside, they find a secret boss that guards the dungeon’s final door.

After defeating the construct, they step into the hidden room and find a powerful orb. That orb seems to control the flow of mana within the dungeon, as if it were acting as a heart to keep the energy moving to where it needs to go.

However, even more surprising is the vampire they find in that very room. Tylith von Phyress, sister to Vampire Lord Ashton, had been trapped there after the party she followed through the dungeon leaves without her.

After a brief confrontation, the vampire princess joins Lutz and the others as the group levels up by defeating the tough bosses near the top of the dungeon.

When their grinding is complete, all five of them leave The Twisted Spire, heading back to the town of Resta to the south.

Once there, the group decides to take a small vacation at a nearby hotspring. Although it was meant to be a relaxing experience, Lutz takes it upon himself to transform the natural spring into a resort to give the economically depressed town a landmark to attract travelers.

During their stay, High Priest Melina begins terrorizing the region, gathering Forsaken and executing them. One of her victims is Resta’s mayor, Wilhelm. The biggest problem is that Melina herself is unknowingly creating the Forsaken with her Unique Skill, [Touch of Chaos].

Unwilling to let her ravage the countryside, Lutz and the girls step up to challenge her. During the fight, High Priest Melina absorbs power from a mysterious orb within the Great Cathedra’s Oracle Chamber.

The power is corrupting her, even changing her very appearance to that of a demon. With no other recourse, Lutz destroys the orb, then slays the High Priest within the Oracle Chamber. Unfortunately, the Great Cathedral’s connection to the Goddess is broken at the same time.

Although the threat posed by Melina has been dealt with, the long-term consequences of destroying the Great Cathedral is still unknown. Lutz and the girls have no choice but to move on before the weight of the Orakian Empire falls on them.

And so, they close the last of the distance between them and the elven lands, eventually arriving within a stone’s throw of the forest that marks the beginning of the elven territories.

Turns out, the elves weren’t very happy to see them.

Volume 5

Lutz and his party finally stepped foot into the elven lands, only to be greeted with weapons. Fortunately, the elves are a reserved people and didn’t attack outright. Rather, Lutz allowed his group to be taken into custody and transported to an Elder, one of the people in charge of an elven enclave.

The trip was mostly uneventful, though they did meet a group of Dryads who spouted some mysterious words about visiting a place known as the Ancestral Glade, then vanished as quickly as they appeared.

Shortly after, they met Elder Saevel. Lutz showed the aging elf his Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess], and for the first time since coming to this world, he finally managed to secure himself at least a little goodwill without an ounce of bloodshed.

That said, Laya did take part in a battle against a powerful elven warrior named Galan. Though she had to pull out one of her aces, she managed to secure a victory, ensuring no elves would question her place among Lutz’s party.

With their new freedom, Lutz visited an elven blacksmith, where he crafted new weapons for his party, including a mysterious chain sickle with the name [Arc of the Crescent Moon]. How it came to have a name, nobody knows. But its power can’t be denied.

Next, they headed off toward the Ancestral Glade, where some elves believe the spirits of their ancestors reside. There’s a being there who’s said to be the mother of all Dryads, known as the Astral Dryad.

After some annoying tests, Lutz managed to meet her, where he learned that before the devastation 10,000 years ago, the world once has an advanced and prosperous civilization. The Astral Dryad left many mysteries with her words, but more importantly, she taught Lutz how to dispel the [Curse of the Forsaken]. Now, it’s only a matter of time before Alisha is cured.

She also tasked him with a mission: Save the forest from a disease that’s destroying the trees and other life on the far eastern edge of the elven lands. So, with a goal in mind, the party heads further east, where they arrive at a battlefield.

The demons from the Forsaken Wastelands have been assaulting the elves, precisely where the disease has begun to spread through their forest. Lutz and company get to work figuring out how to solve it but are interrupted by the arrival of a dragon.

The creature was fleeing from a horde of demons, but Lutz manages to rescue it. Though the creature passes out and remains asleep for some time. During its nap, Lutz manages to figure out the disease and comes up with a way to stop it. And just as the final operations for his missions in the battlefield are coming together, the dragon awakens.

After a conversation with the dragon, Freisheldrith Zaldryre—or Frei as Lutz calls him, they learn that an Archfiend has taken hold in a mountain not far from the elven encampment. It’s there that the army of demons launches its assaults, and if left alone, the Archfiend plans to summon a horde of fiends.

Hearing this, the Prime Elder, Rena, decides to take action. But Lutz can’t wait for them to mobilize. He takes the dragon and his group to the mountain, where they infiltrate the demon’s base.

After making their way to the center, they meet the Demon Lord. But he isn’t the reason they came all this way, so as Frei battles him, Lutz and the others enter the room where the Archfiend Vrazruk awaits.

Although they don’t manage to slay him, they do force Vrazruk to flee thanks to the mana-draining poison they acquired while solving the disease that was destroying the forest. Finally, they destroy the orb that was being used to power the teleportation circle.

With their mission complete, everyone heads back to the elven encampment. However, Frei departs back to his homeland, telling Lutz to stop by if he’s ever in the area.

Just after, Lutz receives a telepathic message from Lumina. Turns out, another army of fiends has invaded Orakio’s capital city of Roshar. The fearsome creatures have broken through the city’s walls and now rampage within.

With no other alternative, Lutz activates the teleportation artifact linked to the one he gave Lumina back when they last saw each other.

Just like that, the False Hero finds himself back at the castle, where everything first began.

Volume 6

After teleporting back to the castle, Lutz and the girls were thrown into a hectic battle for control of Orakio’s capital city. Working together with Lumina and Elise, they hatched one plan after the next, trying to turn the tide back in their favor.

Lumina herself stepped onto center stage, taking the role of Prime Oracle and putting on a display of power to gain control of the command post—and therefore, the troops.

While Lumina played her role, Lutz and the girls set out to rescue survivors and eliminate fiends. They were so successful that the Archfiend himself stepped onto the battlefield to confront Lutz. But rather than turning into a battle, the Archfiend invited Lutz to meet with the Lord of Chaos. Of course, he refused.

The battle wrapped up shortly after the Archfiend left. Although the losses were high, the capital managed to withstand the siege.

After the battle, Lutz decided to investigate the Assassin’s Guild to get information on the Great Heroes who leads the guild, Rolf.

His plans caused him to run into a strange foxkin girl, Rin. With her somewhat reluctant help, Lutz manages to become a gladiator at the coliseum.

It’s there that Lutz has his first run-in with a real assassin, though it was the girls who actually confronted him.

Lutz managed to learn where the Assassin’s Guild was located, but he couldn’t just drop out of the arena and finish his business with them. Not while Rin needed him.

Though it was an ordeal to get her to talk, Lutz did eventually learn why Rin was fighting in the arena. She was looking for Kiah, a nine-tailed beastkin she was protecting.

The Assassin’s Guild had kidnapped Kiah, so Rin joined Lutz for the final confrontation with them.

After the battle, Lutz realized Kiah isn’t just a beastkin but a completely different race called a Kyuubi. Kiah said a lot of mysterious stuff, as if she had knowledge beyond the people of the world.

In the end, Rin and Kiah left, going back to their homeland in the beastkin nation of Belfast.

As for Lutz and the girls, they went to destroy the teleportation circle the fiends used to warp near the capital. But when they arrived, Vrazruk appeared and ripped Lutz’s heart right out of his chest.

Somehow, Lutz survived even that. Though how is still a mystery.

And during his ordeal, Lumina was having one of her own. She had cast [Scry] on the three heroes and saw that each had the Unique Skill, [Blessing of Chaos].

The worst part was that Collette now knows that Lumina figured out their secret.

Volume 7

After nearly losing his life to the Archfiend Vrazruk, Lutz and the part retreated, hiding at the cabin where Lutz fled after his initial escape from the dungeon. The place brought a flood of memories back to him, prompting him to place the entire cabin into his [Inventory] before leaving.

Hearing that Lumina’s under threat from one of the Great Heroes, Collette, Lutz decided to pick her up and bring her to a dungeon to grind her some levels. But before that, he decided to join the party being thrown in honor of her new position as Prime Oracle.

Of course, he ended up dancing with her. And it was a lot of fun.

On their way to the dungeon, they stopped by Belle’s hometown, where they met their family. Although the initial meeting was a bit rough, it didn’t take long before they started getting along. They even decided to hire Belle’s family to run the shop they started in the capital city.

After power leveling in the dungeon, Lutz and most of the girls reached the highest level they could attain there, level 72.

Next, they made the trip to Silvia, the town where Lutz first met Laya. He paid a visit to several people from his past, like Baldrick the blacksmith, Marquis Adel, Karina and Edwin, and even Miri, the girl who started a church in his name.

As usual, the party finds themselves pulled into another mess, with an unknown group seemingly trying to destroy the prosperity the city has recently enjoyed. With a bit of time to spare, Lutz decides to investigate.

He expected the hand of Chaos to be at work, but no matter how much they searched, they couldn’t find a trace of fiends.

Eventually, they realized that the supposed plot to bring the city down was nothing more than a petty noble scheming against Adel.

Using that noble, Lutz was able to set up an event for Miri’s church, where a fake image of the Goddess would appear and defeat an Archfiend to give her church a large boost in popularity.

But it didn’t go as planned. Rather than a fake Goddess, the real one showed up. She told Lutz that he needed to seek the Dragon Lord and gain access to his Mana Node.

At the same time, the Goddess finally revealed to the people of Silvia that Lutz was her chosen hero. He had finally gotten the acceptance he desired, but it was just one city. Those who weren’t there to witness the event would be understandably skeptical, making it hard to spread that acceptance to the rest of the world.

After tying up some loose ends, Lutz and the girls drop Lumina and Elise off at the castle, then start their journey south, toward the Dragon Isles.

Volume 8

Lutz and the girls finally have a new goal to accomplish. They need to go to the Dragon Isles and access the Network Node that’s under the control of the Dragon Lord. However, they have to pass through the beastkin country of Belfast to reach it.

During their trip, they come across a mysterious dungeon. No adventurer has ever been able to open the door and step inside, so nobody knows what kinds of monsters wait inside. But when Lutz sees it, he realizes that it’s not a dungeon at all.

The text above the main entrance says, ‘Door to the Heavens’. It’s the exact place that the Immortal Being, Kiah, told them to find. And now that they did so, Lutz fetches the little kyuubi girl and gains access to the strange building.

Turns out, it’s a research facility from before the Devastation 10,000 years ago. And inside are advanced instruments and technology long lost to the world. But only Kiah can access the inner rooms, as she was given administrative privileges by the researchers who ran the facility long ago.

Actually, those researchers were her parents, a pair of exceptionally intelligent scientists who were on the cutting edge of immortality research. It was they who created the Immortal Beings like Kiah, looking for a way to grant such lifespans to humanity as a whole.

Many mysteries were revealed to Lutz, including the fact that he himself is an Immortal Being now, thanks to the body he was given when summoned to his new world.

After his trip to the research facility, they continued their travels through Belfast. As usual, trouble had a way of finding Lutz, and he ended up with Belfast’s princess under his care. Bringing her back to her father, King Kuro—who’d been deposed by his own son—Lutz found himself embroiled in a civil war that could determine the future of the world.

As it turned out, the forces of Chaos were responsible for the turmoil in Belfast, stirring up trouble to destroy the country from within. During his plan to untangle the mess, he ended up in yet another ancient, underground facility, except the new one was inoperable and therefore in bad condition.

But within that facility, he came face to face with Vampire Lord Ashton himself, who was the one orchestrating the events from behind the scenes. After a long and brutal battle, both sides were nearly pushed to their limits. Yet at that moment, another player entered the field.

Archfiend Vrazruk appeared from a teleportation circle. As it turned out, Ashton had laid a trap for Lutz, summoning the Archfiend to finish him and his group off once and for all. But having had his fun, Ashton left before the final battle could begin.

And so, despite being worn down, Lutz and the girls fought Archfiend Vrazruk with everything they had. Eventually, they defeated him, slaying their very first Archfiend.

But more importantly, freeing Alisha from the Curse of the Forsaken in the process.

With Belfast back in the hands of King Kuro, Lutz left for the southern coast of Belfast, where he could find a ship to take him to the Dragon Isles south of the main continent.
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Volume 9

Lutz finally reached the Dragon Isles—after a friendly competition between him and the girls. The problem was that he had to use the Dragon Slayers to reach the main island, which was a bit awkward when he immediately ran into a true Red Dragon named Cyl. With a bit of a spectacle, he managed to send the Dragon Slayers sailing home, while the Red Dragon reluctantly agreed to chaperone him to his old Silver Dragon buddy, Frei.

After some fun traveling and a visit to a Red Dragon nest, Lutz learned that Cyl was in fact a girl—and one who had just reached maturity. That made sense, considering her snarky attitude. But Lutz wasn’t too keen on letting her get out of her chaperoning duty. So with Cyl as their guide, they met their first Ancient Dragon, Xaradim.

Several conversations later, the Ancients gave Lutz a quest. If he could get rid of the Dragon Slayers, then they would allow him to meet the Dragon Lord. Loving spectacles, Lutz set up a meeting with the guild leader of the Dragon Slayers. Unfortunately, the spectacle got even more out of hand than usual, leading to a battle with Agnis and the other Dragon Slayers.

After wiping the floor with them, Lutz completed his mission and returned to the Dragon Isles for his reward. The Ancients brought him to meet the Dragon Lord, but there was a small problem. The Dragon Lord had been sleeping for a century.

However, as per usual, Lutz didn’t let something like a snoozing lizard keep him from completing his goal. After waking him, a battle ensued—though it was really just a test. It took everything he had, but Lutz managed to pass, and the Dragon Lord moved aside, allowing him access to what the really came for: The Network Node.

Once connected to the Network, Lutz was finally able to unlock his Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess]. With the full power unleashed, his stats rose considerably, pushing him into the realm of Archfiends—or perhaps beyond.

However, it was during his time in the Network that he found out just how terrifying the Lord of Chaos truly is. With a power far beyond even his enhanced strength, Lutz knew that there was no hope in defeating the enemy’s strongest warrior in combat.

But at the same time, he found what he needed. A path to victory. The only problem was that he needed to unlock his final Heroic Skill. And doing so would be far from easy.
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Chapter 1: Triple Threat

----- Lutz -----

A long nail strikes my shield, releasing a screech as it slides along the greenish-yellow metal that protects me.

As soon as I block the attack, my foot comes up, the boot slamming into the assailant. With a grunt, they go flying, the weight of their nailed attack vanishing at the same time.

I crouch in an instant, the sword that sought my flesh leaving a trail of wind just above my head and ruffling my hair. I turn as I duck, giving me a clear view of the attacker.

As my body twists, I reach my arms out, my empty hands suddenly filled with a great weight.

A warhammer made of solid mithril slams into my opponent’s shield. The weapon specializes in bypassing heavily armored foes, and that specialty shows itself here.

My opponent goes flying, just like the assailant did before. And with both of them dealt with, I have more than enough time to deal with the beam of fire that's nearly upon me.

The [Scorching Ray] hits my [Shimmering Shield], the translucent barrier halting the powerful fire spell in its tracks.

I don't have time to leisurely wait around for the magic to run its course, so I leap to the side, jumping out from behind the protection of my barrier spell.

However, I have rank 5 [Shimmering Shield], giving me the ability to create five barriers per cast. And currently, those barriers are spread around the open ground, giving me places to leap to while still being protected from the spell.

So, when my jump comes to an end, the [Scorching Ray] finds itself blocked by yet another one of my barriers.

Another leap, and another barrier protecting me. But there is a difference this time.

I'm in range to attack.

My chain sickle zips out, even as the [Shimmering Shield] continues to protect me. The [Dominion] skill gives me complete control over the weapon, letting me send the sickle toward the mage with absolute precision.

Having a crescent shaped chunk of metal coming at them makes the mage give up on their spell. They cancel it and focus entirely on evasion.

But compared to me, even a high level mage can be considered slow. No longer needing its protection, I step out from behind my barrier and close the remaining distance between me and the spellcaster.

They try to escape on an [Air Step], but [Dominion] is still active, so I wrap the sickle around their ankle as they leap up. With a quick yank, I pull the mage back down to the ground.

They hit the dirt in a heap, looking up at the sickle as it floats just above their head.

“That's enough,” a young voice says. “Lutz wins again.”

“Gah!” Belle stands and brushes off her training outfit. “Why is it so hard to win!?”

“Because Master's a cheater!” Alisha bounces toward us as she speaks.

“It can't be denied,” Tylith says, retracting her nails. “His recent increase in power has put him on an entirely different level.”

“Well,” I say, “unlocking my Heroic Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess], bumped my stats up about 25%. That's not something that can just be brushed off. In fact, I feel like I'd be a match for a full power Archfiend by myself now, so is it any surprise that I can usually win 3 on 1?”

Belle sighs. “Cheater.”

“Thanks for the compliment.”

“Don't look so happy about it!”

“Hahaha.”

As usual, the post-training banter is lively thanks to Belle's joking around.

Even though I won, I still feel like I have a long way to go before I'm actually ready to face the other three heroes. They're each as powerful as an Archfiend, meaning it won't be an easy battle, even if we fight them 5 on 3.

That's precisely why I'm facing off against Alisha, Tylith, and Belle. Alisha is a tank, like the hero Cedric. Tylith is an assassin, like Rolf. And Belle is a mage, like Collette.

By fighting them, I can essentially simulate a battle against the three heroes. That gives me a chance to try strategies, come up with countermeasures, and build up my reflexes against attacks that such a team composition can employ.

But it's not just me and these three girls who are working when we train. Laya's got her own role, and as usual, she takes it very seriously.

“Your counter to Tylith was a little weak,” Laya says. “Rolf may not stagger from just a kick, and if he managed to drag you into an extended melee, it'd give Cedric and Collette plenty of chances to land their own attacks.”

“That's true. Maybe I can combine the kick with a quick spell, like [Fireball]. The two attacks together would pack a much stronger punch without slowing me down when it comes to evading the other two heroes' attacks when they look to capitalize on my split focus.”

“Mmm. We should run a test on the most efficient way to quickly knock away an opponent that's roughly equal to you in strength. You don't want to be predictable, and if we can come up with several variations, then you can pick the best one for the situation.”

“Understood, Coach!” I give her a salute.
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Laya is acting as the coach for our battles. It's hard to keep track of every little detail when I'm in the thick of battle, so it's easy to miss things that need to be improved.

Even on Earth, people in sports or e-sports had coaches. Having a calculating eye watching from afar helps find the cracks and gives us a chance to fill them in.

Since there are no video cameras in this world, I have no way of watching my own performance to see where I need to improve. That means I have to rely on Laya to pick up on those imperfections and help me iron them out.

Of course, there's nobody I trust more for a task like this than Laya, so it works out perfectly.

“I'd say we made some good progress this morning, but…” I look to the cabin sitting nearby. “How about we shower up and get some refreshments?”

“Yeah!” Belle's the first to agree. “And it's almost time for our meeting!”

“Exactly. We can't go looking all dirty and smelling like sweat. And since we all have to shower one at a time, we're gonna need to start now if we want to make it on time.”

“I call first!” Belle races up the cabin’s steps.

“Ah!” Alisha chases after her. “Second, second!”

“Hmph.” Tylith swishes her hair back. “I suppose I'll allow them their turns ahead of me.”

“Guess that means I'm last,” I say, looking at Laya.

The little elf girl shrugs, as if she doesn't care about the turn order. But she also doesn't fight me when I let her take her turn ahead of me.

With the order set, all of us pile into the cabin. As soon as I step inside, it's like an entirely new environment compared to outside.

We're in the middle of summer, so even if it's still early in the morning, the temperature is already starting to rise to a level that makes it uncomfortable to do any tough physical labor. And battle training certainly falls into that category.

But in the cabin, it feels like early spring, with the temperature sitting at a comfortable level for those who've been sweating for a few hours like we have.

“The Spell Orb that mimics an AC was worth every hour I spent developing it.”

“Mmm. A bit chilly, but it's nice.”

“Ah, you didn't really work up a sweat like we did. Guess it would feel a bit cold in here, huh?”

I go over to the Master Orb and put my hand on its surface. Next to it is a shelf filled with smaller orbs, each containing a spell of some kind.

It's the small orbs that actually give the cabin its abilities, but all of them can be controlled by the Master Orb. So with my hand atop it, I raise the temperature in the cabin by a few degrees.

There we go. Should be a bit more comfortable for Laya now, and it's still nice and chilly in here for the rest of us.

Unlike an actual central heating and air unit on Earth, the one in this cabin can raise or lower the temperature almost instantly. That's the power of magic at work, and I've already gotten used to such things long ago.

Along with the Spell Orbs, we've installed quite a few more additions onto the cabin.

There's the bathroom, of course. Not only does it have a shower but it also has a toilet and sink. It's almost indistinguishable from a bathroom on Earth, which makes it quite accommodating.

Other than that, we built a kitchen and installed a few appliances, like a stove. We don't need something like a fridge, since we have [Inventory] to keep our food fresh.

Even the living room has been enhanced with some permanent additions. A couple of sofas are lined up in a corner, forming a 90-degree angle.

They're actually nailed to the floor, making it impossible to easily move them. In fact, every permanent fixture is nailed or otherwise secured to the cabin in some way.

The reason isn't because we're anticipating an earthquake. Rather, it's because my [Inventory] skill will only consider the sofas as part of the cabin if they're physically attached to it. Otherwise, they'd have to be stored separately and brought out each time we move the cabin.

“Sure is nice to have a cabin that travels with us,” I say.

“Mmm. Home.”

“Yeah. Though we still need to add a few more bedrooms to it. But if we do that, can we even call it a cabin anymore?”

“Yes. I think it's fine, even if it's not technically correct at that point.”

“Hmm. Sure, why not. Cabin it is, now and forever!”

One by one, each of us take our turn in the shower. Unlike a normal house on Earth, we don't have to worry about running out of hot water. Another benefit from the power of magic.

As expected, we have just enough time to get ready before the meeting begins. Or rather, I receive a telepathic communication while I'm in the shower, so we're technically running a little late.

“Hey, Lumina,” I say as I wash my hair.

“Good morning, Sir Lutz. I hope you've had a pleasant day so far.”

“Yeah. Got some training in early, now I'm getting ready for our meeting. Actually, I'm in the shower right now.”

“E-eh!? Right now!?”

“Yep. But I'm the last one getting ready, so it'll only be a few minutes before we can head outta here.”

“T-that's not really the problem…” Lumina goes silent for a heartbeat. “No, let's forget about that. We're ready to meet you at your convenience.”

“Alright. I see you on my [Minimap]. We'll teleport to you shortly.”

“Understood. We'll be waiting.”

With that, we cut the connection.

I speedrun my way through the rest of the shower, then toss on a nice set of clothes. It's not my normal battle outfit since we won't need to do any fighting where we're going. At least, I hope not because if we did, then that would mean things turned out really bad.

Rather, my outfit is something that would fit right in with a wealthy merchant or minor noble. Not so extravagant that it'd draw the eye of someone from upper society, but also not so drab that it'd be shameful to wear in front of those members of upper society, either.

It strikes a nice balance, and the girls' outfits can be said to hit the same notes as my own. Of course, they're still enhanced with my powerful enchantments, making them legendary-class equipment. We can't be too careful, after all.

“Alright,” I say as I step out of the bathroom. “Everyone ready?”

After a round of nods, I raise my hand, and the cabin vanishes. Since we were all inside of it, we have a short fall to the dirt ground, but none of us so much as stumble.

Next, I activate my recently acquired fourth Heroic Skill, [Fast Travel]. Unlike [Teleport], there's no mana cost or cast time. And just as importantly, there's no indication that I even cast a spell. That means anyone with [Sense Mana] wouldn't be able to pick up on its use.

That's essential because we're heading to a place where there's likely to be at least a few people around capable of picking up on any spellcasting.

After a short trip through that strange dimension, me and the four girls arrive at our destination. And we're immediately met by two others who've been waiting on us.

“Hello, Sir Lutz.” Lumina gives me one of her perfect curtseys.

“Greetings, Sir Locke.” Elise gives me a more warrior-like nod.

“Heya. Good to see both of you.”

The girls go through their own round of greetings. We get to see Lumina and Elise more often now that I can use [Fast Travel]. It only has an hour cooldown, so it makes hopping around the world easy.

Because of that, they get through their courtesies quickly, meaning we can get started on the tour.

As for what we're touring…

“This place,” I say. “Isn't it a mansion?”

“It's quite small for a noble estate,” Lumina says. “At least, compared to many of the ones in the higher-class districts.”

“Well, I guess if we're going to have our own house in Orakio's capital city, it'd be nice to have the privacy that comes along with an estate. I mean, it's fully fenced in and everything. That'll come in handy to keep our secrets.”

Lumina nods. “Yes. And the location is quite nice. Not too far from the castle, but not in the higher-class noble districts where you'll be hounded by spies. Though you should still be careful. Even lesser nobles will try to pry.”

“How annoying. At least we'll only be in and out. That'll limit our interactions with the nobles around here. And I've gotten quite good at keeping my secrets, even if I don't like to play those kinds of games.”

“If you need anything, you can count on us! Father has given his full support, so we can use the crown’s resources, if needed.”

“Ugh. I'd rather not, but if we need it, we need it.”

“Haha…”

“Anyway,” I say. “Would you like to show us around the mansion? A guided tour by the princess herself! What better way to check out our new estate?”

Lumina's eyes light up. “Certainly! It would be my pleasure!”

We've officially been gifted an entire noble estate within the capital city to do with as we please.

And I intend to use it as a base to begin our counterattack against the infestation of rot plaguing this city.

“Master, Master! It's so big!”

“Yeah, even I'm surprised at how big it is.” I look around the wide-open area. “Hard to believe this is just one room.”

“Does this mean my bedroom is going to be this big, too!?”

“I think you might want to lower your expectations a bit, Alisha.”

“Ehehe~”

Lumina stands before us, looking strangely proud. “The reception room is quite large in this estate. It'll make receiving a large number of guests an easy task.”

I nod. “Too bad I don't plan on inviting anyone over.”

“You never know. With your positions in this world, there's a chance you may find yourself receiving more guests than you expect.”

“Positions, huh? Your use of a plural means you're foreseeing guests from both my title as a hero and my alter ego as the merchant, Lawrence.”

“Precisely. As requested, this estate was officially sold to Lawrence, the merchant from the far east. With the success of your elven shop, it's an easy enough task to convince others that you have the coin for such a nice home.”

“Yeah. You can't exactly sell it to the False Hero. I guess once people find out I have a residence in a nice district, they'll look to buddy up with me. Well, if they ask to meet with me, I'll just turn them down.”

Lumina takes on a somewhat serious expression. “About that. You may not be a noble, but wealthy merchants are often seen as pseudo nobility. If you don't have tact, you may find yourself on the receiving end of some insidious schemes.”

“Meaning you think I should at least pretend to play their games?”

“As long as you act like you're willing to participate, it should be enough for a while. The worst stance to take would be to take the high ground and scoff at their schemes. People like that often find themselves with many enemies, and quickly.”

“Ugh. This is why I hate nobles…”

“Ahaha. I know what you mean, but this is simply the reality of living here, Merchant Lawrence.”

I make a show of looking between Lumina and Elise. “At least I have a couple people who are good with these kinds of games.”

“Yes! We'll do our best to help! Though to be honest, Elise is even more adept at navigating politics than I am.”

“I was essentially raised as a spy,” Elise says. “Gathering information and using it to my advantage is a specialty of mine. If you ever need my skills, I'll be happy to lend you a hand.”

I nod. “Thanks. When it comes to nobles, Tylith has experience dealing with them thanks to her upbringing as a Vampire Princess. But vampire and human politics are quite different.”

“Absolutely. That's why you should err on the side of caution. You're already seen as a wild card, so there's no telling how those in your new district will react to you “

Elise is right. We'll be in the city for a while, and from what she and Lumina have told us, the powerful merchants and nobles have shown quite an interest in the shop Belle's family runs for us.

That's part of the reason the shop has done so well. Though the larger part is simply the fact that we sell rare and powerful items that can't be obtained easily, even by powerful adventurers.

But when those influential people realize I've planted my roots here in Roshar by purchasing an estate in the city, they'll flock to me and try to worm their way into some lucrative trade deals.

If I were to brush them off, it would rub them the wrong way and make me a target. Since I'm trying to accomplish a few critical missions, I need to blend in as much as possible while I'm here. And in this case, that means playing these nobles’ games.

But more importantly, if I were to make myself a target, then the shop would also become a target. The last thing I want to do is put Belle's family in danger from some noble who's really after me.

Guess we'll just have to go along with it.

Hopefully they'll mostly leave us alone. That'd be nice, wouldn't it?

“Well, this is a nice reception room that may get more use than I'd like.” I glance at the furnishings strewn about. “But how long has it been since it's been cleaned? Actually, has this estate been sitting empty for a while or something? All the furniture is covered with sheets.”

“Ah, there was a … problem with the former owner. He had quite a few enemies, and he was essentially run out of the district. But he held onto possession of this estate for several years, until Father, um … reacquired it.”

“Hey, don't tell me the king basically stole this house from him.”

“No, the former owner was compensated. Though I can't say he was happy about the whole ordeal. He seemed to want to let it stay vacant for reasons I still can't comprehend. But Father said it looks bad to have an empty estate in a noble district, so he was looking for a way to put it back to use.”

I shake my head. “And when we came knocking, it was the perfect opportunity, huh? Well, I guess this is just how things are.”

I walk up to one of the sheets and slowly pull it, revealing a sofa beneath. The sheet was covered in years’ worth of dirt, so I didn't want to yank it off and make a dust cloud.

That said, the smell of old dirt still fills my nose as I send the sheet to my [Inventory]. The reason I didn't send it immediately is because if the sheet had suddenly vanished, the dust would have fallen directly onto the sofa, rather than mostly onto the floor.

With the piece of furniture revealed, I see that it still looks nice. There's no reason we can't reuse the furnishings in the house as long as they all look as good as this one.

“It's definitely a good house,” I say. “Needs quite a bit of cleaning, though. Maybe I can hire someone to do it for us since we don't really have the time.”

“About that.” Lumina looks from the sofa to me. “It's essentially a requirement for you to get a housekeeper. At least, if you wish to blend in with the nobles and merchants in this district.”

“A requirement? Why's that?”

“Because if you don't have one, who will do the laundry? And clean the estate? And cook the meals? And greet the guests? Like you said, the time required to clean and upkeep such a large mansion is quite high. But it's not really about the time. It's more about appearances. And if you want to blend in, you should follow their example.”

I rub my chin. “Guess that makes sense. But where would I find a housekeeper? They don't exactly have a guild or anything, do they?”

“Actually,” Elise says. “They do have their own guild.”

“Wait … what?”

“It's not officially recognized as one of the major guilds like the Merchant's Guild or Adventurer's Guild, but it serves the same function. It's known as the Servant's Guild, and they provide both scheduled housekeeping and live-in servants.”

“So I can hire someone to show up on a schedule to clean, or I can have them live here and do the work?”

“Yes, but as Lumina said, a live-in housekeeper is advised for appearances’ sake, at the very least. Not to mention that cleaning a house this large is a full-time job in itself.”

I look around the big reception room. “You're right about that. Guess we'll go to the Servant's Guild and see about hiring a housekeeper, then.”

Belle gives me a focused stare. “And what kind of housekeeper are you imagining right now?”

“Uh, one that's good at cleaning?”

“Oh really? And is she an old and experienced caretaker, or is she a young and cute maid?”

“Hey, I haven't even thought that far ahead! Who's to say we're even getting a female housekeeper? What about a butler instead!”

“Don't even act like you have any intention of hiring a man to live with us.”

“...” I give it a bit of thought. “Let's look for a woman who's right for the job, regardless of her age.”

“Oh, so being cute is just a bonus now?”

“Her looks aren't even being calculated. They add zero points one way or another!”

“Suuuuure.” Belle looks entirely unconvinced.

“Ahem.” I openly change the subject. “Lumina, how about we continue the tour? We've got to pick out our rooms and get a few things set up before we can do anything else.”

Lumina nods happily, having enjoyed the playful exchange between me and Belle. “Certainly. There's still a lot of areas I'm excited to show you, so please follow me.”

We fall in behind her. “How many rooms are in this house, exactly?”

“Twenty.”

“That many!? Why would anyone need so many rooms!?”

“Let's see. There's the reception room for accommodating guests, the kitchen for preparing meals, the dining room for eating, the storage room for supplies, the servant's quarters for the housekeepers, the office for the owner's work, the study for reading, the master bedroom and nine individual rooms–”

“Okay, okay. I get it, there's a lot of rooms!”

“Haha, yes. And if course, there's the guest house with its own rooms which is reserved for high-class visitors who need their privacy.”

“So that other building outside was a guest house? It's too much…”

“Now you understand why nobles always have servants. And we haven't even gotten into the yard and garden.”

I shake my head. “I get it, I get it. After the tour, we'll go find a servant to help keep the house in order.”

“I'm glad to hear that.”

With the decision made, the girls and I follow Lumina around our new mansion, letting the happy girl show us the new home she worked hard to get for us.
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Chapter 2: Maid for Hire

----- Lutz -----

“Welcome to the Servant's Guild, Young Master.” The well-dressed woman gives me a curtsy. “I'm sure we'll have precisely what it is you're looking for.”

“Thanks for the warm welcome. I'm also hopeful you can provide what I need, as I’d like to find a maid quickly.”

“A maid, is it? Surely, we have many who are more than willing to serve. Are you in need of temporary service, or are you here to find a more permanent solution?”

“Permanent, please. I just moved into the city, so I'd like to find someone who can do the basic housework at my estate.”

The woman nods. “In that case, simply tell me your preferences, and I'll gather a fitting selection for you to choose from.”

“Preferences? I don't really have any, other than the ability to do the job.”

“Quite accommodating, are you? Well, I can work with that.” She takes out a piece of parchment. “If you don't mind, we require the name of your estate and its location in the city.”

“Sure, that's not a problem.” I take the parchment and quill. “It's important to check the client in order to protect the guild members.”

“Ah, you understand quickly.” She gives me a smile.

The Adventurer's Guild did something similar the first time we put in a guild request. In this world, there are no electronic databases to keep track of people, and an ID card can be forged.

Chances are, this woman will be sending someone out to verify my identity and residence. But since Lumina has everything in order, there's nothing to worry about.

Right now, the girls are at the estate, while I'm here at the Servant's Guild alone. There's no reason for them to come with me, since I don't actually plan to pick a maid here at the guild. Not yet, anyway.

So while I came here to set things up, they stayed behind to pick their rooms and start cleaning them. There will be a lot of rooms for the maid to work on, so it's fine if we at least spend the time to clean our personal rooms ourselves.

“Done.” I hand the filled-out parchment back to the woman.

“Sir Lawrence, is it? A merchant, and … owner of The Elven Crossroads!?” She looks up from the paperwork. “You're the owner of that famous store!?”

“Is it really that famous?” I scratch my cheek. “I know it's doing well, but I didn't think the name had spread that far.”

“Of course it has. There's no other place in the city to buy such exotic goods at reasonable prices. And the quality is always top-notch!” She shows me her finger, where a silvery-blue ring sits. “Even someone like me can afford to shop there.”

“Oh? Thank you for your patronage. We try to provide a variety of items of all prices, so everyone has something they can afford.” I lean forward just a bit. “Actually, I have an elven shipment arriving tomorrow. We managed to get some really rare items that can't be found anywhere on this side of the kingdom. I plan to run a sale to get rid of current stock to make room for the new items. But for you, I'll extend the sale to the new shipment, if you find something you like.”

“Rare elven goods…” Her eyes light up, but after a few seconds, she reins in her excitement. “Ahem. Perhaps just a quick visit, if I have time.”

“Certainly. I'll be waiting.”

“For now…” She puts away the parchment. “I should gather the girls to see if any of them match your preferences. Even if you don't have any requests in particular, seeing them can spark interest.”

“Ah, about that…” I enter my serious mode. “I've got what will likely sound like quite a strange request.”

“Strange? How so?”

“Although I don’t care about how she looks or anything like that, I am pretty particular about a few aspects of the people I hire, and I don't have time for a long search to find just the right maid for my estate. So, I was wondering if I could try out all of them at once.”

“T-try them out all at once…?”

“Yes. That would help me find the perfect maid quickly.”

The woman fidgets a bit. “My apologies, but all at once is…”

“Is it too much? The mansion I bought is in desperate need of cleaning, so I had planned to get each maid to clean a separate room to test their skills. This would also help the one I choose by having most of the rooms cleaned as a group effort, rather than leaving her to clean the entire house by herself.”

I bring out a bag of coins. “Of course, I'll pay handsomely for their time. They'll each be cleaning a single room, so it shouldn't take long. But I'll pay for a half-day’s service for each of the maids. Is it still not enough?”

“Cleaning…?” The woman looks between me and the bag of coins. “So that's what you meant! Well, if it's cleaning, then I'm sure we can work something out!”

“Really? I'm glad to hear that.”

And please, don't expect anything like that.








[image: ]





It wasn't a shock when I realized what kind of misunderstanding she was having. In this world, that kind of thing is quite common. But if I did anything like that, the girls would be extremely disappointed in me.

“Great,” I say, moving the conversation along. “How many do you think I could get to visit my estate and clean a room as a test?”

“There are several girls waiting for work, but if you're willing to give me some time, I can gather more.”

“Sure, I'll wait. You know where my estate is, so feel free to send a messenger when you're ready.”

“Ah, since this is a special request, I had planned to oversee it myself. If that's the case, I can simply escort the girls there myself once I gather them.”

“That's perfect. Then, let's discuss the cost per girl.”

After a short negotiation, we decide on an appropriate price for the request. Since neither of us are sure exactly how many maids she'll be able to gather, we don't know the full cost of the service yet. But it'll be easy to figure out once she shows up at my gate.

With that taken care of, I bid the Servant's Guild employee farewell and head back to the estate.

When I arrive, the girls are already relaxing in a cleaned-up reception room. Not only did they fix up their own rooms, but they had time to clean this one, as well. It's the first thing visitors will see when stepping inside, so it makes sense to have it look respectable.

“How did it go?” Laya asks.

“About as well as I hoped. The guild agreed to let us test the maids all at once. They'll be showing up later, along with the guild representative I spoke with.”

“Test rooms are ready. We set up a dozen.”

“Good. I doubt she'll bring more than that, so it should be fine.”

“What if they all fail?”

“In that case, we'll have to find a maid somewhere else. I simply can't imagine myself leaving the house in the hands of someone I can't trust.”

“Mmm. Let's hope there's at least one decent housekeeper among them.”

“Oh,” Belle says. “What if more than one passes?”

I rub my chin. “Good question. I don't really care how we end up picking them in that case. Maybe we'll have a gut instinct on which girl is best?”

“If it's instincts, then you can leave it to us. Nobody knows girls better than other girls!”

I shrug. “That's the truth. Then if we have multiple winners, I'll leave it to all of you to pick one. For now, I'm going to clean up my own room while we wait for the Servant's Guild members to arrive.”

Because this mansion is in the middle of Orakio's capital city of Roshar, real estate is at a premium. That puts a limit on the size of the lot the house sits on, meaning they had to build upwards. Perhaps that's why the mansion isn't that large side-to-side, but it has four floors to compensate for the lack of footprint.

Most of the bedrooms are located on the second and third floors, including the Master Bedroom, which is on the third. Although I didn't ask for the Master Bedroom, it was just kind of decided that I'd take it.

Actually, the girls unanimously picked bedrooms on the third floor, as well. That leaves the second floor for guest bedrooms, though it’s questionable how much use they’ll get when we have a whole second house meant for such guests.

As for the first floor, it's got things like the reception room, kitchen, and dining room. That alone takes up most of it, but there's also the servant's quarters, which is conveniently located right next to the kitchen.

But right now, all I care about is the Master Bedroom.

“So this is where I'll be sleeping, huh?” I look around the excessively large room.

“It’s quite nice, in terms of size and design,” Tylith says. “Once it's cleaned up, it will be a respectable room.”

“From the perspective of a Vampire Princess, it might only be considered respectable. But for me, it seems a little excessive. I mean, that closet is nearly the size of a small bedroom by itself!” I point to the walk-in closet near the bed.

“It only makes sense for the master of the house to have a large wardrobe, doesn't it?”

“I don't need an entire store’s worth of clothing!”

“Most nobles wouldn't agree.”

“I'll never understand that line of thinking.” I shake my head. “But either way, I'll be cleaning the room up for a bit, so you girls can take it easy for a while.”

“Surely you know us better than that.”

“I know, I know. You plan to help me clean it. I won't argue since it'll be useless, so I'll just say that I'm starting with the bed.”

Each of us take our own sections and begin to pull off the sheets that cover the furnishings. Like before, the smell of old dust quickly fills the room. But that's just part of cleaning an old house, so we have to deal with it.

If I were to try and blow the dust out the window with Wind Mana, it would only disturb the thick layer of dirt that covers the room, choking us in a cloud of dust.

Fortunately, with the girls' help, we finish the cleanup in record time. From now on, I have an excessively nice bedroom to sleep in while I'm in the capital city.

Not long after we finish, there's a presence of a small group heading toward my new estate. It's not uncommon to feel nearly a dozen people walking together, but this one is different.

Within that group is the Servant's Guild employee I spoke to earlier, which means…

“Looks like it's time to choose a maid to take care of the house for us.”

The girls and I walk to the reception room, out the front door, then wait in the yard as the group of maids closes in on our front gate.

I wonder if they're going to be wearing maid outfits, like Elise…

----------

“Welcome to my estate.” I step aside after opening the gate. “Please, come in.”

“Thanks for the hospitality.” The Servant's Guild employee leads her girls through the gate.

So they really are wearing maid outfits.

And their ages are all … quite young.

From the looks of them, they're all adults by this world's standards, but even the oldest among them can still be considered relatively young. I was expecting at least one or two older women with a lifetime of experience, but I guess my expectations were a bit off.

No, could it be that she chose these girls because of another misunderstanding?

Maybe I should have been clearer that age really isn't a contributing factor…

Regardless, it's too late for a redo, so I'll just have to make do with what the guild employee brought.

“This estate looks to be quite unkempt,” the employee says, looking around the yard. “Perhaps you'd be interested in hiring a landscaper, as well?”

“Actually, I was going to ask about that after we finished here. The yard is small enough that a full-time landscaper is a bit much, but it's also possible to hire someone for weekly maintenance, isn't it?”

“Yes. It's actually quite common for landscapers, since green space is limited here in the city.”

“Then you can expect a new customer after today. But before we get into those details…” I motion toward the mansion. “Let's see about hiring a housekeeper.”

As we walk from the gate to the door, the guild employee looks between the girls.

All of them look human right now, thanks to an artifact that can [Transform] them indefinitely. Because of that, we don't have to be nearly as careful about showing our faces and risk people realizing who we are.

Besides, it's been over 4 months since I was summoned, and people have short attention spans. They may have been on constant lookout for the False Hero a few months ago, but now, almost nobody is keeping an eye out for me.

“You’ve got quite a group with you,” the guild employee says. “Are they your wives?”

“No.”

“Yes.”

I look to Belle and see a devious smile on her lips.

“Ignore her,” I say. “We're companions. Companions. They help with my merchant business, each in their own way.”

“Ah, I get it.” The guild employee nods with a smile.

Hey, it doesn't look like you get it at all!

I hold back a sigh as we reach the door. Out of habit, I open it for the entire group and step aside to let them enter first.

“Quite a gentleman, I see.” The guild employee enters first. “Most nobles wouldn't hold the door for a lady beneath their station.”

“I'm not a noble, just a merchant.”

“That's true, but you do live among them. It usually doesn't take long for their customs to rub off on others.”

“Can't say I've ever felt the need to change. But I have been given advice by someone I trust that sticking out too much would be bad, so I should at least be a little careful.”

“That's good advice. I highly recommend following it, if you want a chance at becoming a noble yourself one day.”

A stiff smile forms on my face. “We'll see about that.”

After the last girl enters, I follow them inside, closing the door behind me.

As stated before, the reception room is excessively large, which is fantastic for us at the moment since we have so many people gathered in it.

She brought seven maids, huh? That should be enough, I hope.

Or rather, with this many, we might even have more than one of them pass the test.

It may be a bit optimistic to ask for more than two or three to pass, but as long as we can get at least one, that's all that really matters. And if there's more, the girls will be picking the true winner.

“Please follow me,” I say to the group. “There are exactly seven bedrooms on the second floor, so it's perfect for the number of maids you brought.”

I lead them up a flight of stairs and into a U-shaped hallway lined with doors. Behind each one is a bedroom that we haven't so much as touched, except for getting them set up for the test.

“The girls and I will each lead one or two of them to their respective rooms.” I motion to Laya and the others. “All you need to do is clean that room, just like you would if you worked here as my personal maid.”

The servant girls nod. It's a simple task, and one they've trained for since deciding on their path in life. Though knowing this world, many of them had no choice but to become servants in hopes of being taken in by a noble or wealthy merchant like me.

That's why I'm not surprised when I see several of them wearing determined faces, as if they were hyping themselves up to win this little competition.

Before I can do anything, Laya and the others pick their girls from the bunch. Since there's five of us and seven maids, two of us have to double-up on escorting the contestants to their respective rooms. Those two end up being Laya and Belle.

As for me, I'm left with the final girl, who somehow looks both saddened at having not been picked and happy that she's going with me.

“Well, looks like it's you and me,” I say to the maid.

“Yes, Master!” She smiles at my casual tone.

“The final room is at the far end of the hall, so let's get to walking.”

She falls in behind me as I lead her around a corner and to the last room on the second floor.

I stop just in front of the open door and look inside. The furnishings are still covered in white sheets, and a layer of dust blankets everything inside.

The only things not coated in dirt are the cleaning tools we placed inside. It's just a duster, broom, and trash can, but that's all that's really needed to clean the room up.

But as I glance at the room, my eyes flicker to a reflection of yellow light. It's so subtle that nobody would see it if they didn't know exactly where to look. That's because the gold coin reflecting the candlelight is sitting beneath the edge of one of the white sheets, covered in just as much dust as everything else in the room.

Tearing my eyes from the coin, I look to the maid standing beside me.

Will she pass the test? I'm rooting for you, so do your best.

Her eyes meet mine, and she gives me a look of determination.

“I said it already,” I say. “But all you need to do is clean the room like normal.”

“Leave it to me, Master!”

“Then, good luck.”

The maid steps inside, and I close the door behind her.

Turning, I'm met with the guild employee’s face. She followed me, rather than any of the other girls. That's not surprising, considering I'm her client at the moment.

“You don't want to watch them?” She asks.

“The maid I hire will be spending most of her time cleaning without supervision, so I think it's best to let the test simulate that as much as possible.”

And, it's necessary for the test.

If they thought they were being watched, there'd be no way to tell which one of them is trustworthy.

“I see!” She sounds convinced. “That certainly makes sense. But can I ask something?”

“Sure, go ahead.”

“You said you were very particular about who you hire. I was wondering what exactly you're so picky about when it comes to maids.”

“Since the test has already started, I don't mind filling you in on a few details. You see, I'm not too worried about how well they can cook or clean, as long as they're at least decent at it. Rather, I want to find someone I can trust to take care of my stuff while I'm gone.”

“So you really aren't interested in finding a beautiful maid?” The guild employee looks genuinely surprised.

“No. If it's beautiful girls, I have a lot of them in my life already. I don't need any more.”

She nods. “I was shocked when I saw your … companions.”

“That's just how it is. But for the maid who'll be taking care of this estate, it's much more important to find one I can trust, hence this test.”

“But I still don't understand how this test will help you find someone trustworthy.”

“Ah, right. Well, after it's over, I'll explain it to you properly. For now, let's just enjoy the anticipation of who's going to pass or fail.”

She's obviously curious about what I've done, but she holds herself back since I promised to reveal it to her afterwards.

The other girls have all dropped off their respective maids by now. I can see Alisha standing in the same hallway as me, at the next door down. When our eyes meet, she gives me one of her energetic waves, but she doesn't come running over like usual.

It's important to be there to greet the maids when they finish cleaning, so we're all standing outside the door where we dropped them off. And for those that have two, they're standing between the two doors, ready to greet whichever girl finishes first.

Most nobles would be grading the maids on both how clean the room is and how quickly they finish cleaning. And since these girls are completely aware that they're being tested, it's no surprise to see that the girls finish at record speed.

One of the first doors to open is the one standing in front of me. The maid I led here walks out, a bit of dust now covering her outfit.

“I'm finished, Master!”

“That was quick.”

“I pride myself on my speed.” She looks confident.

“Then let's take a look at how it turned out.”

I walk inside and glance around. I'm not too worried about how clean the room is, but I do take note of it simply because it is part of the test.

But what I'm really looking for is…

It's gone, huh? What a shame…

The yellow gleam has vanished, along with this maid's chance of becoming my housekeeper.

“It's nice and tidy,” I say. “Overall, you did a fantastic job.”

“Thanks, Master!”

“But before any decisions, we need to take a look at the other rooms.”

“I understand. But I'm confident you won't find a better maid than me!”

I turn and leave the room without responding.

The rest of the doors open one by one, and as they do, Laya and the others check their rooms.

I don't ask them for the details each time they check. I simply wait until the final maid finishes cleaning, then have them gather in the middle of the hall.

“Okay, that's it for the test,” I say. “We're going to check each room one last time before deciding on a winner.”

The maid who was with me puts on a smile, no doubt trying to win me over, even now.

Too bad. You're not even in the running anymore.

The girls and I start at the far end of one of the halls and enter the first room. As stated, we don't really care about the cleanliness, but this makes our test look legit while giving us time to talk.

But as we enter the room, I notice a distinct lack of a yellow gleam.

“So,” I say. “Mine was a bust. Did any of you have a winner?”

“No.” Laya responds immediately.

“Unfortunate…”

We exit the first room and move on to the second. Once again, no yellow gleam.

“Mine was also a failure,” Tylith says.

“Really? That's four down, leaving only three. It's starting to look pretty bad…”

We move on to the next room. The yellow gleam is nowhere to be seen.

“Ah, mine failed, too…” Alisha sounds a bit sad. “She was so nice, though…”

“Yeah, mine was also really nice. Confident, too. But you know the rules.”

“Yeah…”

The fourth room fills my vision, but without a yellow gleam.

“Hehe.” Belle lets out a satisfied laugh.
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“Hey, don't just laugh. Tell us.”

“Well!” She turns to all of us. “I had a winner!”

“Seriously!? Which girl!? Which room!?”

“It's the next one over, and it was the maid with the pink hair.”

“Oh, I remember seeing her. Her hair color is pretty rare, isn't it?”

A bit excited now, I move on to the fifth room, where the pink haired girl had done her cleaning. Sure enough, sitting in the middle of a table is the yellow gleam I've been looking for.

Walking to it, I reach down and pick up the gold coin from the table and bring it up to my face.

“She even cleaned the dust off the coin. What a nice girl.”

“Don't start drooling, Master!”

“Hey, who's drooling! I'm just glad we found what we were looking for, that's all!”

“Ehehe~”

With a sigh, I pocket the coin. “Let's check out the last two rooms just for completion's sake. Then we'll go share the results with the others.”

After a cursory inspection of the final two rooms, we make our way back to the maids. I have to consciously prevent myself from looking at the pink haired girl and instead put my focus on the guild employee.

“We've come to a decision.”

“I'm happy to hear you found who you were looking for. So, who's the lucky girl?”

I finally let my eyes fall on the winner. “I’d like to hire her as a full-time housekeeper here at my estate.”

The pink haired girl brings her hand to her mouth, looking both surprised and happy.

“I won…?” She regains some composure. “I'll do my best, Master!”

“Master…” Alisha repeats the word softly.

“I'm glad to hear that.” I ignore Alisha's comment. “My name is Lawrence, a merchant of some renown.”

“I'm Lena.” She gives me a curtsy. “It's a pleasure, Master.”

“It's good to have you with us, Lena.” I turn to the six maids who failed. “As for the rest, I can only wish you luck next time.”

They're disappointed, as expected. But this is the result of their own actions.

On the way out, the guild employee motions me to the side and speaks in a soft voice.

“So, what was it that made you choose Lena?”

I pull out the gold coin. “I put one of these in each room.”

“Seriously? In all seven of them?”

“Yes. We placed them under the sheets and covered them with dust to make it look like they'd been in the room for a long time. But when the girls were finished cleaning, only Lena’s room still had the coin left in it.”

The employee’s eyes widened. “So your test was…”

“Yep. It was to see who'd take the coin. With the door closed and the coin looking like it's been there for years, nobody would know if they took it. But despite that, Lena left it behind. She even cleaned it up for us.”

“I see.” She looks to the six maids who are going back to the guild with her. “Looks like I need to have a long talk with them.”

“Don't be too harsh. Life is tough, especially for girls like them.”

“That's true, but they represent our guild. We can't have them taking things that don't belong to them.”

“Understandable. Then, I'll leave the disciplining up to you.”

“I won’t go easy on them. And of course, I’ll be returning your coins immediately.”

“No, don’t worry about it. If anything, just take it from their pay. I don’t even care if you let them keep it.”

“Eh? Are you sure?”

“Yep. It’s worth the price to find a trustworthy maid. So, please accept my thanks for going along with my strange request.”

With that, I pay the Servant's Guild's fee and escort the employee and her six maids out of the estate.

That leaves just us and Lena. She's a rather petite girl, and now that she's alone with us, she looks a bit nervous.

But I'm sure she'll adjust quickly.

Well, guess we should introduce ourselves and get her comfortable here at the estate.

I wonder if she's hungry…

We've finally made some tangible progress in getting ourselves set up here at the capital city.

And at the same time, we managed to hire a trustworthy maid.

“Hello, Lena.” I give her a small nod. “The name's Lawrence, and I'm a merchant who's recently made a name for himself here at the capital.”

“It's good to meet you, Master!” She shows us a practiced curtsy. “I'll do my best to clean your estate so even a high noble will be impressed!”
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“That's quite some enthusiasm. I like it. But before you get started on your duties, there are a few things I wanted to take care of.”

“What is it, Master?”

“First off, take this.” I pull the gold coin from my pocket.

Lena takes it from my hand. “Should I go buy some supplies?”

“No, no. That coin is for you.”

“Eh? Are you paying my salary upfront? But a gold coin is too much, isn't it?”

“Ah, I guess I should explain it clearly. That's the same coin you left in the room you cleaned. Actually, we put it there as a test to see who would take it. Of all the maids, you were the only one who didn't.”

Lena looks surprised. “I was the only one? But it belonged to you, so wouldn't it be strange to take it when cleaning a room?”

I shrug. “I set it up to make everyone feel like they could get away with it. Basically, it was a test to see which one of you I could trust. And as a reward for passing the test, you can have the gold coin. Of course, I'll be paying your salary like normal.”

She looks at the coin in her fingers. “No way…”

“Accept it,” Laya says.

“Yeah,” Belle adds. “You should get used to this kind of thing pretty quick.”

Lena looks to the two girls. “Thank you very much, um … Mistresses?”

“M-mistress?” Belle gets uncharacteristically shy.

“Ah, sorry. I wasn't sure how to refer to all of you…”

“No, it's fine, I think. But Mistress and Master is a bit much.” Belle turns to me. “Don't you think so?”

“Hmm. I agree that it'd be good to have another way to refer to us. Lord and Lady are reserved for nobles, so we can't use them. How about we just go with sir and miss?”

“Yeah, yeah!” Alisha does several little hops. “I like it!”

Of course you do. Don't want anyone stealing your thunder, huh?

“Then Lena, you can just call me Sir Lawrence. And these are…” I motion to the girls.

“Laya.”

“Belle!” She smiles like a big sister, despite being two years younger than Lena.

“Tylith.” She does her usual hair flip.

“Alisha~” Her arms wave around excitedly.

“Miss Laya, Miss Belle, Miss Tylith, and Miss Alisha.” Lena gives them the same curtsy as did me. “It’s a pleasure to serve all of you.”

“So in the end,” Belle says, “I was right.”

“Huh?” I look at her confident face.

“She's young and cute, just like I said she'd be!”

“Hey, I didn't choose who the guild employee brought, and I had nothing to do with picking the winner!”

“Excuses, excuses.”

I shake my head. “Anyway, we skipped breakfast, so I'm getting really hungry now. How about we have some lunch before we move on to our next mission?”

“Ah, Master!” Alisha raises her hand. “I want Mr. Borgar! And french fries! And that bubbly drink!”

“Hey, this isn't the Lucid World. I don't have French fries and colas here.”

“Oh, yeah!” She gives me an innocent smile. “Ehehe~”

“Man, I'm being played for a fool today, aren't I?”

“Master…?” Lena says softly.

“Don't mind Alisha. I picked her up when she was a slave, and she never stopped calling me that.”

“Oh! I'm so sorry for bringing up bad memories!” Lena bows her head to Alisha.

“It's not bad memories, though?” She tilts her head. “After all, that's how I met Master!”

“Is that so…” Lena glances at me.

“It's a long story.” I wave for everyone to follow. “Maybe one day, I'll tell it to you. But for now, let's get set up for a nice feast!”

Lena falls in line behind us. “Ah, I'll do my best to cook it to your liking!”

“No, there's no need for you to cook right now.”

“Eh? But I'm the maid?”

“That's exactly why you won't be cooking. We're celebrating your hiring, so it'd be in bad taste to have you cook the meal. Besides, we've already got a fully cooked feast waiting to be eaten.”

Lena looks around and realizes that we're not going to the mansion. “You do? And it's waiting for us in the garden?”

“What's waiting for us is the gazebo. It's got enough room for all of us to sit, along with a table in the center. Plus, it has a roof, which will be nice in this summer heat.”

We reach the gazebo, and the girls quickly take their seats. As usual, I'm flanked by Laya and Alisha, with Tylith and Belle sitting on their other sides.

Unsurprisingly, Lena is hesitant to sit with us. As a maid, she was probably trained to keep a proper social distance between herself and her employer. That's admirable, but I'd prefer for her to at least get comfortable enough to relax during times like this.

“Lena,” I say, reaching my hand out over the table. “I'm not a noble, and I don't have the same expectations of strict customs that you were probably expecting before getting hired here.”

A large plate appears in the center of the table, filled with several pre-made burgers, still steaming hot.

“When you're on duty, it's fine to maintain that professional demeanor.” I move my hand, and another plate appears, filled with various vegetables. “But when we're celebrating something, I'd like it if you joined in. Especially since we're celebrating your new job here.”

Lena looks at the feast that had suddenly appeared atop the table, her eyes wide. “I–I understand, Sir Lawrence.”

She finally takes a seat, still eyeing the food that suddenly popped into existence seemingly out of nowhere.

There are still a lot of things we can't tell her, not while we're trying to maintain our secret identities as merchants. But magic is still mysterious to people with no training, and with the spreading of Arcane Spells bringing forth new magics to the world, we can at least get away with showing off some of our tricks.

Plus, we can even rely on our exotic elven goods to explain away whatever we desire. It's a bit rude to lie to Lena like that, but this is simply how it needs to be for now.

Trying to hide [Inventory] from her would be annoying. Especially since we'll be living together.

So, let's just brush it off with a misunderstanding.

“By the way Lena, I'm actually the owner of a shop called The Elven Crossroads. Have you ever heard of it?”

“Eh!? You're the owner of that store!?”

“Yeah. And during my dealings with the elves, I managed to get some very interesting artifacts.” I show her one of my rings. “This artifact can store items, like the food you just saw appear.”

“Amazing! The elves really are master craftsmen, like the stories say!”

“That's true. They're quite good at crafting.” An elven blacksmith named Nasir appears in my mind. “But we've yet to reveal some of the artifacts, so I'd like it if you kept any strange magic like this a secret.”

Lena bows, even as she continues sitting at the gazebo's table. “I won't tell a soul, Sir Lawrence!”

“I trust you won't. You didn't take the gold coin, after all.”

She gets a little embarrassed at my praise, making her cheeks turn a rosy pink to match her hair.

“Now, with that out of the way.” I reach out once more, and several pitchers of various drinks appear. “Let's dig in.”

Even though I just said to begin the meal, there's someone who's already a step ahead of me.

*gulp*

Alisha swallows her first bite before anyone else even picks up their burger.

Never change, Alisha.

The rest of us follow her example. Though in my case, I decide to start with some green beans, rather than jumping directly into the main dish.

“I gotta say,” Belle says between bites. “There's nothing like a big city to get the blood pumping. Don't you agree?”

“No.” Laya quickly gives one of her single word responses.

“Well, you're the exception here! So many people, so many things to do! Every day's so different from the last! I already know that I'm going to love it here!”

“Perhaps this will be a nice change of pace,” Tylith says. “We spend so much time simply traveling or interacting with a few acquaintances.”

“I know, right!? I feel like I can really let loose now that we're at the capital!”

“Even I'm anticipating the upcoming excitement. It's been a while since I've been on a worthy hunt, so I hope to spend at least one night basking in the moonlight.”

“You girls sure are fired up,” I say. “At least leave some for the rest of us.”

“Hmph. We'll consider it.”

Lena looks between the two excited girls, not quite sure what to make of the conversation. But nobody speaks up to explain the context. Or rather, we purposefully leave her with unanswered questions.

She'll find out the truth eventually. Until then, the less she knows, the safer she'll be.

We enjoy the rest of the meal with the usual lively conversation. As for Lena, she does a lot more listening than talking. To be precise, she only speaks when spoken to directly. She's still quite reserved, but I'm sure that'll change as she gets used to life with us at this estate.

Belle's right. Life is different in a big city like this.

We just have to try and enjoy it while also taking down the people working for the Lord of Chaos.


Chapter 3: Casting the Hook

----- Lutz -----

“Earl Charles de Mallory, is it?” I take a bite of my apple pie.

“Correct,” Elise says, ignoring her own sweet snack. “For this operation, it would be best to pick a noble without much influence. Otherwise, we risk too much scrutiny falling on you before we're ready to truly begin the cleansing.”

I swallow the bite of pie. “Makes sense. Get a foothold, then let our enemies come to us. If I remember correctly, the rank of earl is third from the top. Adel was an earl before taking over the city of Silvia and receiving his promotion to marquis, right?”

“Yes. Earl Charles is firmly in Duke Bradley's camp, but his influence is rather insignificant compared to the high nobles around him. Yet he holds just enough sway that those high nobles will at least pay service to his words. And that is all we require.”

“Got it. So, we get Earl Charles’ attention, then the others will naturally follow. And after we worm our way into their good graces, we can spring the trap on them all at once.”

“That's the plan. Though more often than not, the plan will require adjustments along the way. By the end of it, the outcome may be significantly different than what we're imagining at this moment.”

I nod. “Things usually have a way of going sideways at the wrong time. But I've gotten good at just rolling with the punches, so I'm not too worried.”

Elise raises an eyebrow. “You said you didn't like these noble games. Are you sure you're up to the task?”

“Just because I don't like them doesn't mean I haven't played these kinda games before. Don't forget that I was lower management at my old job on Earth. That basically equates to being a low ranked noble here in this world, so I have experience with this kind of thing, even if I don't like it.”

“Ah, that's true. Then perhaps you will perform better than I expected.”

“Also, it's not like we have to pretend to be savvy or anything. We're merchants, not nobles, so they'd expect us to lack the etiquette that someone with a rank and title would have. Isn't that part of our advantage?”

Elise nods. “When a person is dealing with someone they assume to be beneath them, it's easy to underestimate their potential. That leaves them vulnerable to manipulation. Actually, that's another reason we chose Earl Charles. He's quite arrogant, to the point that many believe he acts above his station.”

I look to Belle, who's sitting beside me. “So a couple of common born merchants seeking a business deal is the perfect chance to plant the seed that'll eventually sprout into the trap which leads to their downfall.”

Belle puts down her fork, which she's been using to eat her cinnamon roll. “And it's exciting! Getting to play the role of Melody, a merchant from the far east, is always fun.”

“While I don't get pumped up at the thought of roleplay, I will admit that missions like this do put a smile on my face. It feels like we're secret operatives, like James Bind from the 077 movies.”

“The what?”

“Don’t mind the details.”

The three of us finish off our snacks from the restaurant we're using as a meeting spot. It's just a couple blocks from Earl Charles’ estate, making it easy for us to time our arrival for the meeting.

Elise was the one who did all the background work to get us in the door. She used her connections to make sure we'd quickly get an audience with Earl Charles, as time isn't really on our side.

Thanks to her, we can start setting up the trap without having to go through the trouble of contacting nobles out of the blue, like a salesman cold calling people trying to sell their product.

“It's almost time,” Elise says, standing from her chair.

Belle and I follow her example. “Yep, we'll be heading out.”

“Good luck with your negotiations.”

With that, we part ways.

While Elise goes back to Lumina's side, Belle sticks by mine. In the public eye, she's my business partner, Melody. There's actually a lot of truth to that, since her family runs The Elven Crossroads, the shop that's made us into famous merchants.

When it comes to matters dealing with the shop, she's always heavily involved. Plus, she loves these kinds of backroom deals. Or rather, she thrives when it comes to anything to do with talking and playing games.

Now that we're entering Orakio's high society, we need to look the part. That doesn't just mean how we dress or conduct ourselves, it also extends to various other aspects that we have to take into consideration.

For example, we can't just walk to the earl’s estate on foot and knock on the gate. That's not something a noble would do. Rather, a noble would pull up in a carriage, letting the extravagance speak for itself.

Right now, we don't have our own carriage, so we rented one. The coachman was handpicked by Elise, so I know we can trust him in terms of handling skills and in maintaining our appearance as wealthy merchants.

With a nod to the man holding the reins, Belle and I step inside the carriage and take a seat.

“Ohhh! I can't wait to get started!” Belle has a smile plastered all over her lips.

“You know the plan, but we'll probably have to ad-lib some. I'll leave the details up to you.”

“I'll keep going and going until he agrees!”

“Hey, go easy on him. He's just a middling noble, after all.”

Belle shakes her head. “Wow, only a middling noble, huh? Things have really gotten crazy if you can say something like that with a straight face.”

“Guess I just got used to dealing with things like kings and Immortal Beings. Some forgettable noble hardly shows up on my radar these days.”

“I know, right? A few months ago, I'd be so nervous to even meet someone of his rank. But now, an earl just feels so … common.”

“Well, just don't call him a commoner to his face. I doubt he'd take that well.”

During our conversation, we arrive at a gated estate. The entrance is closed, but there's a guard posted to keep watch. When he sees a carriage pull up at the gate, he calls out to the coachman.

“What's your business here?” His tone is cordial but firm.

“I’ve brought Sir Lawrence to attend his scheduled meeting with Earl Charles de Mallory.”

The guard immediately recognizes my name. Without any further words, he opens the gate and ushers us inside.

As we roll down the driveway, a stablehand appears and directs us toward the mansion’s drop-off point. Belle and I exit the carriage, then watch as the stablehand leads it away.

We're not left alone, though. There's already a servant here, ready to greet us.

“Good afternoon.” She gives us a curtsy. “Please follow me.”

I give her a nod, then trail her up the steps and through the mansion's front door.

The reception room is large, and as expected, it's even more extravagant than my own. At the center is a table, along with accommodations for guests, including snacks and drinks.

“Would you care for anything else?” the servant asks.

“No, thanks. We have everything we need here.”

“Understood. Then I'll call for you once the master is ready. If you should require anything, simply ring the bell.”

With another curtsy, she leaves the reception room, heading deeper into the mansion.

Although there are snacks and alcohol in front of me, I find my eyes drawn to the room's decor, rather than the refreshments.

Hmm. I guess my perspective is changing a bit, isn't it?

Before today, I'd barely give the decorations a glance. Now, it's the most interesting part of the room to me.

“Man,” I say, looking around. “We've got some work to do on our home if we want to match this one.”

“Oh?” Belle takes a cookie from the plate. “I thought you didn't really care about things like that.”

“I don't. At least, not as a way to impress people. But if I have an estate that's going to be attached to my name, then I'll have people whose reputations will be attached to mine. Lena, your family, and all my business associates will have their reputation lifted or lowered by how I present myself. Knowing that, doing a bit of decorating to help them out seems like a no-brainer.”

“Isn't that the reason a lot of nobles care so much about how their mansions look and such? I mean, there are always ones who only care about impressing others to make themselves look important, but I'm sure a lot of them do it for the ones in their life who'd benefit from being associated with extravagance.”

I look back at Belle. “Guess you're right. There's a lot more nuance to it than just flaunting wealth. I wonder if we should hire someone to decorate the house and yard for us.”

“No way! It'd be too fun to do it ourselves!”

“Figures. Then, we'll work on it during our downtime. We should pick up some exotic decor from the elves next time we're in the east. That'll fit in with our image as merchants of elven goods.”

Unlike Belle, I don't touch the cookies lying on the table. Of course, I don't drink any of the alcohol, either.

Perhaps it might be considered rude to not consume at least a little of the refreshments they've prepared for us. After all, the cookies are still warm, meaning they were made just for us.

But I just ate an apple pie, and I'm not a big fan of alcohol.

After a short wait, the servant returns. “Master Charles is ready to see you.”

“Excellent.” I stand, as does Belle. “Please lead the way.”

“Enter,” a voice says after the servant girl knocks on a door.

She opens it, revealing the man we've come to visit, Earl Charles de Mallory.

He doesn't bother standing to greet us. In fact, he doesn't greet us at all. He merely acknowledges our presence with a glance, then looks back down at whatever it is he's working on.

The servant seems to have expected such a reaction. She doesn't wait for a thanks or to be excused from the room. She just closes the door behind us, her footsteps echoing down the hall we came from.

“It's a pleasure to meet you, Earl Charles.” I give him a bow reserved for greeting those of higher stature.

He finally looks up from his desk. However, his eyes slide right off me before settling on Belle. They stay there for a bit too long before falling back on me.

“Lawrence, was it?” he says. “Since I was so kind as to accept your meeting request, I hope you brought something worth my time.”

“Oh, I'm sure you'll be quite pleased with my elven goods, Earl.”

“Elven. I heard of this store of yours, The Elven Crossroads. A nice story, having transported goods from the elves in the far east. But it's much easier said than done, isn't it?”

I nod. “Absolutely. It's not easy to get the items to the capital halfway across the kingdom. But we somehow managed to establish a stable route. In fact, we have a new shipment arriving tomorrow.”

Earl Charles raises an eyebrow. “More goods? Didn't you just restock your shelves recently?”

I hold back a small smile. “You've certainly done your homework. We had some items in reserve, which we put up for sale after selling our stock faster than expected.”

Acting like you don't care, while having researched our shop to this degree. You should have kept your knowledge of our shop's details to yourself, if you wanted a chance to fool me.

As much as the earl is trying to feign indifference, he's already giving away his interest by letting me know that he's spent the time to investigate the details of my business.

But I already knew that before we even stepped into his estate. I didn't know that he had been keeping tabs on The Elven Crossroads specifically, but I knew he'd been asking about it amongst some of the nobles.

Elise did her homework well, picking out someone she knew would be receptive to making a deal with me. Of course, that means choosing someone who's naturally interested to make the negotiation easier.

But as expected of a middling noble who thinks he deserves a higher rank, he won't let us know just how much he wants this deal.

After all, if he were to negotiate a favorable deal here, it'd improve his standing among his faction. That'd put him one step closer to moving up in rank to marquis, like Adel did a few months ago.

“If it pleases you…” I motion to Belle. “We brought a couple samples of items you can find in our shop. I'm sure you'll see that their exotic design means they could only have been crafted by the elves themselves.”

Belle reaches into a pack slung around her waist. “It's rare to see an elf this far west, but if you've ever laid your eyes on one, you'd have noticed their strange, flowing garments. They're layered in a complicated fashion and have the appearance of a robe.”

She unfurls a rolled-up piece of fabric. “Even with my years of experience dealing with clothing, I have no idea how they make something like this. I'd be surprised if a single human in the entire Orakian Kingdom can make a respectable copy of the elves’ outfits.”

Earl Charles leans forward just a little. “Of course I've seen an elf. Of course. And he was wearing an outfit similar to the one you're holding.”

That's a lie if I've ever heard one.

“As expected of an earl! You must be well-traveled!”

“I've been to every edge of the kingdom and even beyond the border.”

Belle widens her eyes. “Wow. It's so rare to find someone who's been more places than us. And we do it for a living!”

The Earl smiles. “It's simply part of being a noble.”

“Then you'll definitely know that our elven goods are legitimate! I mean, take a look at this one.” Belle pulls out a tiara-like headpiece. “Elven warriors wear these to denote their rank. Although this one is just worn by the common soldiers, it's still really rare!”

Belle turns the headpiece in her hands, showing it from various angles. It's two entwined metal bands, so it's nearly the same from every angle, though.

“Of course,” Belle says, putting the headpiece on the earl's desk, “we have plenty of their famous chain sickles in stock. If there's anything elves are known for, it's their unique weapon!”

Earl Charles picks up the headpiece. “I see. It seems this shop of yours may be worth my time, after all. And with my backing, perhaps you can make an even bigger impact with your elven goods.”

“Yes! We'd be very grateful to have your support, Earl Charles! And just imagine! If we did make a big splash, your name would be at the top of the list of our benefactors!”

“The top, huh? Didn't you already have business dealings with Marquis Viktor?”

As expected, he's competing against Marquis Viktor.

Viktor was the first noble we made a deal with. I first met him back at the masked ball when I danced with Lumina. Since then, he's been buying goods from us directly, with a nice discount.

He's been instrumental in helping our shop grow as quickly as it has. He's also squarely in the royal faction, aligned with the king. That's one of the main reasons we picked him as our first benefactor.

On the other hand, Earl Charles is part of Duke Bradley de Reinhold’s faction. Duke Bradley is the one who's working with Chaos and is heavily involved with the other three heroes.

By getting Earl Charles under our thumb here, we can stoke the flames of conflict between the two factions. That's important, if we want our trap to go off without a hitch.

“Yes, we do have business dealings with Marquis Viktor,” Belle says. “I hope you don't mind seeing your name beside his.”

“Hmph. That fool doesn't deserve to stand alongside me.” He puts the headpiece back down. “I want first pick of your next shipment, before even Marquis Viktor.”

“Before anyone else?” Belle looks to me.

“That's not a problem,” I say. “The marquis has taken a hands-off approach to our business dealings, so I don't think there will be any complaints.”

The Earl smiles. “Excellent. And when did you say your next shipment was arriving?”

“Tomorrow. I can have the cart ready early in the afternoon, if you wish it.”

“I do wish it. And I want first pick. That means before anyone else.”

“Understood, Earl. Not a single finger will touch the items before your own.”

“Good. Very good.” He sits back in his chair. “Then let's discuss the details of our partnership.”

----------

“And that's that,” I say as we ride out of the estate in our carriage.

“That was so fun!” Belle's smile still hasn't faded. “Hey, when are we going to meet the next noble!?”

“At least give me a break between meetings. Not everyone is as outgoing as you.”

“You'll be fine! Just let me do most of the talking again!”

“Not like anything I say will stop you, anyway.”

“Hehehe.”

The carriage is heading toward our next destination. It's not a noble estate though, as much as Belle would like that.

However, it is a place that she loves to go, for another reason.

But while we travel, we need to get in touch with a certain someone to keep them updated about our recent meeting–and to make sure our next one is still on schedule.

“Hello, hello. Earth to Elise. Come in.”

“Another of your strange greetings. Do you ever tire of them?”

“Why would I?”

“I suppose I should have expected that answer. But if you're in such a jovial mood, am I correct to assume the meeting went well?”

“Sure did. Belle and I got him right where we want him.”

“Excellent. Your next meeting is with a noble from the king's faction. I will meet you at the scheduled location in an hour to discuss the details.”

“Alright, we'll be there. Anything else we should know?”

“Nothing of note has happened since we last spoke.”

“Guess we'll count that as a blessing. Then, see ya in an hour.”

I cut the connection, leaving just Belle as my conversation partner.

“What a crazy plan,” Belle says. “Playing both sides like this, trying to make them compete over access to elven goods. I love it.”

“As long as we can get enough nobles from Duke Bradley's faction to sign up, that's all that matters.”

“Yeah. Once they see that Earl Charles managed to make a deal to obtain some amazing items, they'll be clamoring to do the same! And after realizing the king's faction is getting ahead of them, they’ll have no choice but to compete!”

I nod. “The hook is dangling, and the bait is tempting. But a small fish like Earl Charles isn't enough. We need a bigger catch.”

“Agreed! We should go after a duke soon!”

“Since we don't have a lot of time, we may try to hook one before too long.”

With our merchant personalities, we can get away with pretending to be unaware of things like which noble belongs to which faction. So we can make a deal with someone from Duke Bradley's faction, followed by a deal from the king's faction, and not draw any suspicion.

Normally, if a noble did the same, they'd be suspected of playing two sides of the coin. But as commoners from out of town, we can't be expected to know of the finer details of the factions here in the city.

As long as we don't involve ourselves in their politics, we can pretend to be completely oblivious, even as we set them up.

Soon, we arrive at our next destination. It's not the spot where we're meeting Elise. Rather, it's the central figure in our operation.

“Feels like coming home,” Belle says as she steps inside The Eleven Crossroads.

“Seeing family is like that, huh?”

“Sure is!” She looks around. “But wow, it's busy in here today. Just look how empty the shelves are getting.”

“Good thing we got that shipment tomorrow. We really do need it.”

We walk through the shop, all the way to the counter where Belle's older sister, Celine, is helping a customer. Belle waves to her, then heads to the back where the rest of her family is working.

As for me, I've got a couple questions for Celine, so I wait patiently for her to finish with the customer.

“Hey, Celine. Busy day?”

“Is it ever! It seems every day just gets more and more hectic!”

“Hmm. Might be time to hire an extra hand to help run the counter, then. Your little sister's still a bit young for it.”

“True, but as long as my brother and I alternate, it's still manageable for now. The only real problem is when a noble shows up.” Celine looks toward a man browsing the shop. “Like him. We'd like to offer dedicated service, but it's hard with so many customers.”

I watch the VIP. “Do you know who he is?”

“No, he showed up right before you did, and I haven't had time to talk to him.”

“In that case, you can leave it to me.”

I step away from the counter and toward the noble. Even if his elegant outfit weren't enough to know his noble status, the fact that he's got two guards with him would certainly be a clue.

“Greetings, my lord.” I give him my usual bow. “Can we help you find anything today?”

He turns to me. “You work in this shop?”

“Actually, I'm the owner, Lawrence. I stopped by to see how the shop was doing today and couldn't help but notice a nobleman browsing. We offer dedicated service to those of higher status, including items that aren't on the shelves.”

“Interesting.” He rubs his chin. “I'm Duke Burmont de Magdelin. Perhaps it'd be interesting to see the items you keep off the shelves.”

“Certainly. I shall prepare a table of our finest goods for you to peruse.” I bow again.

Magdelin? Why does that name sound familiar…?

After gaining so many levels, my memory has gotten leagues better than it was back on Earth. It's not like I can remember everything with perfect clarity, but it's unheard of for me to forget something like the name of a noble I've met before.

Yet despite feeling like I've heard his family name somewhere, I can't quite put my finger on it.

Well, I'll just ask Elise about it later. For now, I need to get a table ready and dump out some powerful items from my [Inventory] to impress him.

Man, I'm making progress, even between meetings! But I wonder which faction Duke Burmont de Magdelin belongs to…

Either way, progress is progress. So, I focus on impressing him for now, then figuring out the details later.

“Another meeting down,” I say as I walk into the shop’s backroom.

“Who was that noble?” Belle asks. “He wasn't one of our targets, was he?”

“I'm not sure. His family name is Magdelin, which sounds really familiar. But I can't remember where I heard it–or even if I'm just having some deja vu.”

“Huh, no idea. But as long as he agreed to buy from us, that's all that really matters!”

I give Belle a thumbs up. “He did. At least, he wants to look at the shipment we're getting tomorrow. At this rate, we're gonna need to clean out a lot of my [Inventory] to give all these nobles some nice buying options.”

“Oh, please. Don't you have, like, thousands of items in there now?”

“Well, yeah. But not all of them are high-grade, and some are too high-grade. There's a certain slice of quality that I can reasonably pass off as elven craftsmanship, and the number of items that fit into that slice is dwindling.”

“Then it's a good thing we're going to buy some actual elven items tomorrow.”

“Yup. It's gonna be a fun day. We'll get to see Kalyn and Kymil for the first time in a while. Not to mention those little rascals that help out at the hotspring resort.”

Belle grows visibly excited. “I'm definitely taking a dip in the hotspring when we get there!”

“Are you sure? I hear it's really busy most days, so there might be a lot of random people hogging the water.”

“Doesn't matter. I'm getting in.”

I shrug. “Suit yourself.”

As usual, Belle's family is hard at work behind the scenes. Her little sister likes to practice alchemy in her spare time, but when there's work to do, she helps out like everyone else.

Her brother shares the responsibility of working the front alongside Celine. He's out there right now, keeping watch for thieves and taking care of customers.

As for the parents, they're both tailors. The father is the master craftsman, so he makes the more complicated designs, while the mother makes clothes more fitting for quick turnaround. She also sews clothes for orphans when she has time.

Currently, all of them are working hard to keep up with the increasing demand. In this world, it may be normal to work long days, but I still feel like it'd be good to hire some extra hands to help out, especially as the store grows in popularity.

“Oh, right,” Belle says. “While you were yappin’ it up with that noble, my dad told me that someone from the Merchant's Guild came by this morning.”

“The Merchant's Guild? What did they have to say?”

“Apparently, they want us to join their guild or something.” Belle turns. “Hey dad, tell him what you told me.”

He looks up from his sewing. “Some noble-looking man showed up, asking to talk to the one in charge. Since you weren't here, that was me. He said our shop was the talk of the guild and wanted us to join them, but I told him that I'd have to speak to the owner first. That's you, so now you know.”

“Interesting,” I say. “Did he give out any details other than asking us to join?”

“Nothing much. He said something about how it'd benefit us, but he didn't give a reason. To be honest, he seemed kinda slimy to me. Didn't trust him.”

“Well, first impressions are important, so I'll keep that in mind. I don't really know anything about the Merchant's Guild, but I don't see a reason why we'd benefit from joining them. We're doing just fine on our own.”

“My thoughts exactly. People like that usually just wanna take their piece of the pie without putting in the work to get it. I'd stay far away, if I were you.”

I can't help but agree with Belle's dad. I'm sure there are reasons to join, but for each perk, there's bound to be a downside. With how well we're doing, it's questionable how much of an advantage a guild could give us.

Besides that, there are some very good reasons why it'd be risky to join them.

Giving even the tiniest bit of control over to a guild would be dangerous.

Considering who I really am and where my items come from, I can't afford to have people snooping around and digging up the details.

But I don't think the Merchant's Guild will just go away if I ignore them.

Should I set up a meeting and formally turn down their request to join?

I have so little information, but I'm not alone. There are people I can count on when it comes to things like this. And it just so happens that I'll be meeting one of them soon.

But rather than cut into our discussion time about the mission, it's probably best if I contact her now and pick her brain about this situation.

“Hello, Elise. It's me again.”

“Sir Locke. We've nearly half an hour before our scheduled meeting time. Is there a problem?”

“Not really a problem. At least not yet. But I do have a few questions.”

“I've got a spare moment. What is it you wish to know?”

“A member of the Merchant's Guild came by the shop today. I wasn't here at the time, but he told Belle's dad that they'd like us to join their guild. I was hoping you'd have some info on the guild for me.”

“Ah, I'm surprised it took them this long to contact you. Aside from the Adventurer's Guild, they're the most powerful guild in the city. With the amount of goods that come through the capital, they've gained quite a bit of influence.”

I nod, even though Elise can't see it. “Makes sense. So many high nobles live here because it's the seat of Orakio's power. That means money, and merchants follow the coin.”

“Precisely. But there's a bit of a conflict between nobles and wealthy merchants. With lots of coin comes a certain amount of power, and the nobles don't like to have their power challenged.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right. So what would happen to my relationships with the nobles we're trying to win over, if I were to join the Merchant's Guild?”

“They certainly wouldn't look upon it with favor. But it's not exactly uncommon for popular shops to join the guild, so it's not something that would spell the end of our mission. In the end, you're the only source of high-quality elven goods, so they have no choice but to trade with you, if they want access.”

“So the choice is really up to me, huh?” I nod slowly. “Well, not like I have any particular reason to join them. And if it makes it even a little more difficult to entrap the nobles, then I'll pass on joining the guild.”

“Agreed. Though you can expect the guild to get quite adamant after you refuse.”

“That so? How adamant, exactly?”

“It's not uncommon for them to resort to more … forceful negotiation tactics.”

“Ah, so it's like that. Hearing you say that just makes me want to deny them even more.”

“I assumed you'd feel that way. Do you plan to meet with them soon?”

“Yeah. I'll send a message and request an immediate meeting. If they want me to join that badly, they'll probably respond quickly. And if not, then it just gives me an excuse to ignore them, if I feel like it.”

“Understood. Then I wish you luck on your endeavor.”

I snap my fingers. “Oh, right. I had one more question.”

“What is it?”

“A noble came by the shop a little while ago. When I heard his name, it sounded really familiar, but I couldn't place where I'd met anyone with that surname.”

“That's rare for you. What did he say his name was?”

“Duke Burmont de Magdelin.”

“Magdelin…”

“Uh, Elise?”

“Oh, my apologies. I wasn't expecting to hear that name. However, now it makes sense why you'd recognize it and yet fail to remember where you heard it.”

“Really? You figured it out just like that?”

“Indeed. You see, when you were summoned, you were a mere level 1. And as you said yourself, the Intelligence stat allows you to recall information more clearly.”

A small, nearly forgotten memory begins returning to me. “Wait a minute–when I was summoned…”

“It's as you're likely thinking. You met someone from the Magdelin family back when you were first summoned, before even the so-called trial where you were labeled the False Hero.”

“Magdelin … Elsa de Magdelin. The girl who was assigned as my attendant back when I was summoned.”

“Correct. Elsa is Duke Burmont’s daughter.”

“Well, that's awkward. I just agreed to meet with him after my new shipment arrives tomorrow. And … he said he was bringing his daughter.”

“That's dangerous. Among all the people in the city, Elsa is one of the most likely to recognize you for who you really are.”

“Yeah. Gonna have to play this one very carefully.”

With all the information I need obtained, we cut the conversation so we can both get ready for our own meeting.

Elsa de Magdelin. I didn't imagine I'd be meeting her again like this.


Chapter 4: The Welcome Crew

----- Lutz -----

“Finally home.” I step out of the carriage and onto our estate grounds. “Feels weird coming back to a house that's always in the same place.”

Belle steps out after me. “And we even got the welcome crew here to greet us.”

The welcome crew, as Belle called them, is composed of Laya, Alisha, Tylith, and even Lena. Though the maid looks somewhat puzzled at how the other girls knew we were arriving.

She'll get used to things like that pretty quick. They all do.

Though it is more fun when they make those shocked faces when unpredictable stuff happens.

Ignoring Lena's look of surprise, Belle and I walk up to Laya and the others.

“Welcome home,” she says.

“Thanks. It's good to have one.”

“Master! Master! Come look!” Alisha gets excited for some reason.

“Where am I looking, exactly?”

“At the house!” She turns and runs toward the door.

The other two girls have resigned faces, as if this was the expected result. Lena is the exception, as she shows me another surprised expression. She's not used to Alisha's sudden bursts of energy yet.

In fact, there are quite a few aspects to all of the girls that she probably finds strange, but since the others are often more reserved, she hasn't seen the full extent of their unleashed personalities.

I wonder what kind of face she'd make if she heard Tylith give one of her speeches when she's in her Vampire Princess mode.

I follow Alisha with a wry smile as I imagine such a scene.

The estate's door has already been excitedly opened by Alisha's hand well before I reach it, so all I have to do is walk through. When my eyes fall on the inside of the reception room, I'm the one who ends up with a surprised expression.

“Woah. This looks way better than the last time I saw it.”

“Yeah!” Alisha waves her arms around. “Lena worked really, really hard to clean it up!”

“She did, huh?” I turn to the girl in question. “Well you did a fantastic job, Lena.”

“I-it’s just part of my job…”

“Maybe so, but if this is the kind of work we can expect, then I can truly say we made the right decision in hiring you.”

“Thank you, Sir Lawrence! I'll keep doing my best!” Lena curtsies. “But I can't take all the credit. As much as I was against it, the others helped clean, too…”

“Ah, yeah. There's no way these girls will sit still for longer than it takes to eat a meal. You'll get used to it.” My eyes fall on Tylith. “But one of them left during the cleaning, didn't she?”

Tylith flips her hair. “It was a rather short mission. I was back even before they finished tidying up the reception room.”

“Interesting. Then how about we talk about what you learned during your outing. We can use the meeting room down the hall.”

“Ah.” Lena makes a sheepish noise. “I was cleaning that room when I was asked to come greet you just now…”

“It's fine, I don't care if it's still messy. We're just going to talk for a little bit, anyway.”

“I see…” She lets out a relieved sigh. “Then I shall get started on the kitchen and dining area, if it pleases you.”

“Sure. That'll come in handy soon. Oh, but make sure you spend some time cleaning your own room before bed.”

“I understand. It wouldn't do to have me looking dirty if I have a guest to greet.”

“Well, that too. But more importantly, it's just nice to sleep in a clean room, isn't it? Anyway…” I motion to the girls. “Let's go see what Tylith managed to find out.”

The meeting room is located conveniently close to the reception room. Of course, that's so that guests can be accommodated and then only have to take a short walk down a hallway before being able to meet with the master of the house.

Although we could easily talk in one of our rooms, I want to get used to doing things the proper way. If I have to meet wealthy merchants, powerful nobles, and even members of the royal family, then I need to make sure I do so in a way that wouldn't make me stand out too much.

As I step into the meeting room for the first time, I see that Lena has indeed been working on cleaning it. Most of the white sheets have been removed from the main furnishings, like the table in the center and the desk at the far end.

She even managed to do a bit of dusting, meaning we don't have to sit on a pile of dirt. The air still smells old and musty, but that can't be helped. We'll just have to deal with it until the entire room is finished.

Rather than sit at the desk, I take a seat at the table alongside the girls. If this were a meeting with an outsider, I'd be more formal, but this setup works better when it's just us.

After all of us get comfortable, I look to Tylith. I sent her on a little mission while I was having my meetings with the nobles. More specifically, she went to meet with the Merchant's Guild.

Between her, Laya, and Alisha, she was the most suitable for the job while Belle and I were away.

Technically, Laya's level-headed personality and eye for detail would make a better match for the job. But although she's 19 years old, Laya looks like a 10-year-old child. That makes it hard to get people to take her seriously.

And as for Alisha–well, she's Alisha. As my eyes fall on her, she looks back at me with her usual expression. That is to say, a smile that reaches her eyes, but it's a mystery what's actually going on behind those eyes.

And so, Tylith it was.

“So,” I say. “How'd your meeting with the Merchant's Guild go?”

“Hmph. About as well as could be expected. They tried to appear casual, but I could see the envy in their eyes.”

“Envy? You think they want us to join their guild so they can get their hands on some elven goods?”

“It seems likely. We're the only reliable source of them, so in the mind of a merchant, it's like an untapped gold mine sitting just outside their reach.”

I nod. “Yeah, makes sense. Once we join, they'll probably try to get our supplier’s contact information, our caravan route, and who knows how many other secrets.”

“Undoubtedly,” Tylith says. “But as for the meeting I had with them, it was rather short. Once they realized they couldn't get any information out of me, they asked for you to come by when you had time.”

“Did they give a date or anything like that?”

“No, they simply stated that it could be at your leisure.”

“I see.” I look around the room. “Any thoughts on the Merchant's Guild?”

“Don't like them.” Laya gives me a concise answer.

“Haha. Not even a bit of hesitation, huh?”

“No.”

“Ah!” Alisha raises her hand. “I don't like them, either!”

“Hey,” I say. “Aren't you just going along with Laya?”

“Ehehehe~” She lowers her hand.

“You already know how I feel,” Belle says. “It'd be nothing but trouble if we joined them.”

I nod. “Agreed. But there might be a different kind of trouble if we don't.”

“You mean they might cause problems for the shop? Like sending thieves or even sabotaging the store?”

“I wouldn't put it past them. From their perspective, we're stepping on their toes. And if they're as wealthy and powerful as Elise said, then they'll definitely try to bully us out of the city. We're just one shop, after all. How hard could it be?”

Tylith raises a nailed hand. “Such a task would prove far more difficult than they could ever imagine.”

“Mmm. No mercy.”

“Yeah!” Alisha raises her fist into the air again. “Let's beat them up!”

“Ohhh!” Belle gets fired up. “Let them try! I'll show them not to mess with my family!”

“Well,” I say. “Seems like we're all in agreement. We'll turn down the Merchant Guild's gracious offer, then increase security at the shop for a while. If they try anything … well, let's hope they don't. For their sake.”

There's a round of nods for the plan, which concludes the short meeting.

It's kinda fun having dedicated rooms for things like this.

It feels like the girls are actually getting the treatment they deserve for all the hard work they've put into saving this world.

No, it doesn't just feel that way. It is that way.

They have a nice house, their own rooms, and even a maid to take care of the basic chores. Anyone in this world would be thrilled to be in their shoes right now.

There's still a lot of hard and dangerous work left for us to do, not the least of which is dealing with the three heroes and the remaining Archfiends. But when we're not playing hero, at least we have a nice place where we can relax.

“Well, then. Since the guild left it up to me to decide when to visit.” I stand from my chair. “How about right now?”

“In that case…” Tylith stands, as well. “I'd like to tag along, as well.”

“Perfect. Since they met you already, it'll make it easier to get an audience.”

“Yes. And also, I found someone interesting while I was at the guild.”

“A person of interest? Do we know them?”

“No, but the feeling of their mana was familiar, regardless. You'll understand once we arrive.”

“Now you've got me interested. C'mon, let's get going, then.”

With the plan in place, Tylith and I set out to meet with the Merchant's Guild and officially decline the offer to join.

And to meet whoever sparked Tylith’s interest.

----------

“Wow,” I say, looking around. “This place is less of a guild and more of an open marketplace.”

“Yes, I was surprised when I first visited, as well. I was expecting a single building, like the Adventurer's Guild. But it seems the Merchant's Guild has acquired not a building but an entire block of land to use as their headquarters.”

“No joke. There are even shops here. I can't imagine why they'd need them here in the Merchant's Guild headquarters, but here they are…”

“Perhaps it's to attract this crowd?” Tylith looks around at all the people in the area. “Without shops, the only visitors would be those with guild official business, like us.”

“So, it looks better for them to have a crowd of customers around the guild? I guess that makes sense. But more importantly…” I look down a street, where something has grabbed my interest. “Now I understand what you meant by that person having a familiar source of mana.”

“Indeed. It was quite a shock when I first felt it.” Tylith gives me a sidelong glance. “What do you intend to do?”

“I think you know the answer. We can't leave them here like this.”

“I suspected as much. Then, shall we?”

“Lead the way.”

I follow Tylith down that road. Unlike most of the shops in the Merchant's Guild, the one we're heading to doesn't sell items crafted by an artisan’s hand, nor does it provide a service like renting a carriage.

If anything, it's more akin to the Servant's Guild. Except instead of maids, butlers, and gardeners, they provide…

“Slaves.” I look at the cages lined up on the side of the road. “It's been a while since I've seen this dark side of the world.”

“We've been busy with our tasks, but this darkness hasn't simply vanished. It just sulks in the shadows, only appearing in places where it's accepted.”

“The fact that the Merchant's Guild even allows them to set up shop in their headquarters tells me a lot.”

I stop in front of a particular cage, my eyes falling on the one whose mana stands out from the rest.

“So this is what she looks like.” I stare into a set of blood-red eyes. “But how did they get their hands on a little vampire girl?”

“Good afternoon, friend.” A voice calls out from behind me. “Like what you see?”

Turning, I catch sight of the speaker. “It’s rare to see a vampire this deep in human lands, so you can imagine my shock when I laid eyes on this one.”

“Ah, found her sneaking around in a city to the north. Worth more down here, so I brought her along.”

“That so? You can certainly make some good coin from rare specimen. I know that from experience.” I take out a pouch. “How much?”

“I'm sorry, lad. The girl's going up for auction tomorrow. There's no telling how much people around here would be willing to pay for her, you see.”

“Makes sense. Lots of rich nobles and merchants in the capital. Bet a few of them would pay handsomely for her.” I hold out the entire bag. “There's 100 gold coins inside. That enough to change your mind?”

The slave trader's eyes grow a tad wide. “That's quite a generous offer, lad. But I'm afraid I'll have to refuse. Unfortunately for me and my wallet, I'm quite fond of gambling. And what better bet than to wager on an even higher bid at the auction tomorrow?”

“How unfortunate.” My other hand comes up. “But every vice has a limit.”

Sitting in my open palm is a single coin. Its blue sheen gives away its value at a glance, making the slave trader's eyes widen again.

“A mithril coin? Don't see one of them every day.” He looks between the bag of gold and the mithril coin. “What the hell, I'd be a fool to turn down so much money for a single slave girl. She's yours.”

He reaches out, his greedy hands taking all the coins.

After giving them a thorough count, he unlocks the cage holding the vampire girl. She's in her own cell all by herself, so the man simply lets the door stay wide open after ushering her out.

Next, he swaps ownership of her to me, using my blood and some ink to retrace the slave seal on the base of her neck. I feel the magic activate, meaning for the first time since my stint as a gladiator, I've become the owner of a slave.

Huh. When did things like this just become a common part of my life?

Well, that's just the kind of world I live in now.

As the thoughts run through my head, the slave trader goes on about some useless details I've heard before. His words go in one ear and out the other until I'm walking away from his little shop, the young vampire girl in tow.

According to her status, she's only 17 years old. That's even younger than the 19-year-old Laya.

Since vampires and elves age at the same rate, this new vampire girl looks even younger than Laya, though only by a slim margin.

Kreslina von Krauze, huh? Well, rather than suddenly using her name, how about I ask her for it first?

After entering the regular shopping part of the Merchant's Guild, I get several glares from the people here. I guess despite everything, it's still frowned upon to buy slaves.

Or perhaps it's the fact that it's a vampire. Or maybe it's just because Kreslina is a little girl.

Oh, well. I've been given sharper glares by people much stronger than anyone here.

Ignoring their eyes, I turn to the vampire girl in question. “Hey there, my name is Lawrence. Can you tell me yours?”

Kreslina doesn't answer.

I phrased it as a question instead of an order. Actually, I can easily control how the slave seal reacts to my words since I have so much experience with it. The spell runs off intent, so the words themselves don't actually matter.

But to the slave, they can only interpret their master's intent through those words, meaning they have to be careful about how far they push their disobedience.

As l look into Kreslina’s blood-red eyes. She has the same fierce glare that Laya had when I first met her, but as is often the case with vampires, their racial tendency to give into fear lurks just beyond.

“I understand your reluctance. Your name belongs to you. It's one of the only things you can possess with absolute certainty, so why would you give it up to some rotten noble who just bought you?

“Well, I'm not a noble. I'm just a regular guy–at least, that's how I see myself, even if a lot of other people disagree. But either way, your life from here on won't be anything like you're probably expecting, I can assure you of that.

“You don't have to trust me. The fact of the matter is that you don't really have a choice but to come along with me, wherever I take you. It's not because that's what I want to do, it's simply what's best for you, even if you don't know it yet.”

My eyes fall on Tylith. “More importantly, you're not alone anymore. There's someone here who's going to take care of you. Just do what she tells you, and you'll be just fine.”

Kreslina meets Tylith’s eyes, but she doesn't say anything.

“Hmph.” Tylith smiles back at her, though her vampiric fangs are still hidden. “Consider yourself lucky to have fallen into our hands. From today on, you can begin your life anew.”

Unsurprisingly, Kreslina doesn't open up to us. Words are cheap, a fact she likely knows well. But with time, I'm sure she'll come around.

As for right now, let's focus on our main objective.

Tylith points me in the right direction, toward the main building in this excessively large Merchant's Guild that covers an entire city block.

As expected, the actual guild building is protected by armed security. Merchants are always having to deal with criminals, whether it's thieves in their stores or bandits on the highway. It's no wonder they'd keep a small squad in their guild headquarters as protection, considering how traumatized they must be as constant victims of powerful criminal organizations.

Despite displaying their guards openly, the men make no move to stop us from entering the building. Either they recognize Tylith, or they simply don't see us as a threat.

Being well-dressed and looking rich definitely has its advantages.

We can basically go anywhere we want with minimal harassment from guards, simply because we look like we fit in.

I thought we might get some questions about our little vampire slave girl, but it seems things like that aren't so uncommon. They let all of us in without so much as asking us a single question.

Once inside, Tylith directs me to someone. He's just some random employee that she spoke to when she came here earlier today, but since he recognizes her, we're quickly led into the back, where someone important awaits us, the Guild Master.

I glance at Kreslina. “Watch the girl while I talk to the Guild Master.”

“I suppose it's for the best. Enjoy your discussion, then.”

“Will do.”

With that, I confirm with the employee that I'm ready, and he knocks on the door.

“Enter.” A man's voice responds from within.

The employee opens the door, and I walk in with confident steps.

“The merchant, Lawrence, I presume.” He motions for me to sit in a chair.

“Thanks for your hospitality, but I'd prefer to stand. I don't intend to stay long.”

“Oh?” His welcoming facade slips a little. “Already know what you want then, do you?”

“Yes. I'm honored that you'd invite me and my little shop into your guild, but I'm afraid I'll have to decline the generous offer.”

“I get it. You've made quite a name for yourself so quickly. It's easy to imagine that success will continue forever. But you might want to consider a little further into the future, son. You won't be the only shop selling elven goods forever, not when an established trade route exists in the east.”

“I'm aware that elven items will become more common soon. But I'm confident that even if more shops pop up, they won't be able to overtake me in terms of quality and quantity.”

The Guild Master smirks. “I remember the days. Young, the glitter of coin blinding me from reality. But this business isn't all about the money, son. There are powerful people waiting to devour your market, and perhaps you along with it.”

“Then to them I only have one thing to say–if they want to make the biggest mistake in their lives, then let them come and try to take what I've built.”

“Hahaha! Your confidence runs that deep, does it?” He sits back in his chair. “Then, boy, all I have left to say is … enjoy the time you have left at the top of your market.”

I give the Guild Master a bow, then turn and leave his office.

Tylith is waiting for me with a devilish smile. Of course, I kept her and all the other girls in the loop on the conversation. As expected of a powerful and wealthy guild, they have no problem threatening a solitary merchant.

Unfortunately for them, they're going to be in for quite a shock if they actually follow through.

“Well,” I say. “Let's get back home for now. We've got to introduce our new companion to the others.”

“That should be fun. By the way, while you were enjoying your conversation inside, I managed to acquire this girl's name.” Tylith turns to her. “Go on, say it again.”

The little vampire looks reluctant, but after a few seconds of indecision, her resistance fades.

“Kreslina. Kreslina von Krauze.”

“Kreslina, is it? Well, it's good to make your acquaintance, Kreslina. I said it once, but I'll repeat it now. I'm Lawrence, and I'm glad to have you with us.”

She doesn't give any indication that her mood has improved. But at the very least, we officially have her name.

For now, that's enough.

----------

“Home again,” I say as we step out of the carriage.

Unlike before, the girls aren't here to greet us outside the door. It's not like we plan to welcome everyone home like that each time.

But that doesn't mean we don't have something planned for Kreslina’s first visit to our estate.

The vampire girl's eyes get a bit wide at the sight of the mansion. After spending who knows how long being in that cage, it must be quite a change to suddenly be staying in such a luxurious house.

We walk up to the front door without reservation and open it, revealing…

“Hey, there!” Belle greets us, but her eyes are squarely on Kreslina. “Welcome to your new home!”

“Yeah, yeah!” Alisha bounces. “You're gonna love it here!”

“Mmm. Your new life starts now.”

“Um.” Lena fidgets. “Welcome to the estate.”

Kreslina's taken back by the sudden welcoming crew, her blood-red eyes wider than ever before. As she looks between the girls lined up before her, I can see her posture slowly relaxing.

She still has a long way to go before she'll be able to feel comfortable here, but we plan to make the transition as pleasant as possible. Which is why…

“First things first,” Belle says. “We need to get you cleaned up!”

She steps toward Kreslina, who lightly recoils at having someone suddenly close the distance. However, there's nowhere for her to go, as Tylith's hand is sitting on her shoulder.

“Worry not,” Tylith says. “She'll be gentle.”

“That's right,” Belle agrees. “Now be a good girl and let me clean you up. Let's see, we'll start with a bath. And while I'm doing that, Tylith can pick out some cute clothes for you! And we really should do something about that hair. I wonder what kind of style would look nice…”

Kreslina is overwhelmed by the sudden barrage of tasks that Belle is lining up for her. But I ignore her wide eyes and leave it in the girl's hands.

As for me…

Well, this would normally be the time I think about cooking, but Lena's here now. I can't take her job away from her right after she gets here.

So, let's just mess around with one of my experiments while they take care of Kreslina.

I watch on as the girls whisk the little vampire away, heading toward the mansion's bathing room.

“Lena.” I call out our maid's name before she can follow the girls.

“Y-yes?”

“Let the girls do the cleaning while we have a little chat.”

“Ah, a-alright…” She gets unusually stiff.

“Don't be so anxious. This is about Kreslina, not you.”

“I see.” She relaxes a bit. “But, um … that girl, isn't she…?

“A vampire? Yeah, she is.”

“Aren't vampires dangerous? They even drink blood, right?”

“Yes, but they don't have to drink blood. It's just something they can do, if they want.”

Lena tilts her head. “Really? That's not what the stories say…”

“There are a lot of misconceptions about vampires. You'll see for yourself soon enough.”

“So she's really going to stay here?”

“Yep. Not like I have anywhere to send her. Even an orphanage would likely reject her, given her race. So, we're taking her in.”

“I … understand.” Lena makes a surprised face. “Ah, right! That girl's a slave, isn't she? At least, she looked like one.”

“You're right, she is a slave. I just happened to see her in a cage while I was out with Tylith. Since it looked like she'd have a pitiful future, I bought her.”

“For that reason? Don't all slaves have a pitiful future, though?”

“True, but a vampire slave has virtually no future here in the human lands, thanks to the stigma against them. When I thought about that, I knew I couldn't just leave her sitting in that cage.”

“Is that so? I guess that makes sense.”

I nod confidently. “So, try to get along with her. After all, she'll be your fellow maid here at the estate.”

“...Eh?”

I leave Lena with a confused expression as I sit on the reception room’s sofa, waiting for the girls to finish their cleaning.

Eventually, they reemerge with our little vampire in tow, pushing her out front for me and Lena to get a good look at their handiwork.
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“Umm…” Kreslina fidgets.

“You look much better,” I say. “A warm bath and a clean set of clothes does wonders, doesn't it?”

“Y-yeah…”

“Then how about you spend the rest of the day relaxing, and you can start helping out tomorrow.”

“Okay…”

“You'll be working under Lena, so make sure to follow her orders.”

Kreslina turns to our maid. “I'm going to do housework?”

“That's right,” Lena says. “Are you good at cooking or cleaning?”

Kreslina nods.

“That's good. I'm sure you'll do just fine around here, then.”

“Really?”

“Really. The days are long, but it's not hard work. You'll get used to it quickly.”

Although Kreslina still looks hesitant, she's adapting quicker than I hoped.

Then we can leave her training to Lena tomorrow.

That's good, since we have quite a few tasks to do.

Since it's getting rather late, I tell Lena to just get Kreslina's bed and living situation ready, rather than working on whatever room she was cleaning.

After that, we have an early supper, then turn in for the night.


Chapter 5: Azure Springs Resort!

----- Lutz -----

“Heya.” I wave to the girl behind the counter. “It's been a while, hasn't it?”

Her eyes go wide when she takes in the sight of me and all the girls as we step through the resort’s main entrance. But since I drop in like this from time to time, she's starting to get used to seeing me suddenly appear.

“It's good to see you, Sir and Madams.” She shows all of us her smile.

The girl is one of the former orphans that we hired to help run the hotspring. She's on the older side, being 12. That made her a good choice to help run the front desk, where a bit of maturity is important.

“It's good to see you, too. How's the hotspring been these past few weeks? It's rather empty here now. Is business starting to slow down?”

“Oh, no. Most days are really busy! But mornings are our slowest time. Kalyn said people like to come by after working up a sweat, so they usually start showing up around lunch time.”

“Ah, that makes sense. Then it's good that we came by so early. And now I see why they schedule the trade deals for the morning.”

“Yes. Though it always gets busy when the elves stop by, no matter what.”

I nod. “Guess that'd be the case. Lots of people want elven goods now that there's an established trade route with them.”

“Yeah. Even I ended up buying something…” The girl shows us her wrist, where a bracelet sits.

“How cute!” Belle steps in front of me. “The green gems really match your hair, too!”

“Ah … thank you.” She blushes a bit at the praise.

“I can already tell that you're going to be the talk of the town in a few years! Just keep up with your training, and don't settle for any man who can't beat you in a fight!”

“Is that how it should be…?” She gives Belle's words some thought. “In that case, I'll do my best!”

“Hey,” I say. “Don't fill her head with nonsense.”

“Oh?” Belle turns to me. “So it's fine if she settles for just any man?”

“Hmm.” I also give Belle's words some thought. “Just don't beat the guys up too much. Think of their pride.”

“Okay!” The girl shows us her determination again.

“Oh!” Belle takes out a handful of coins. “I'm getting in the hotspring!”

“Alright. But there's no need for you to pay?”

“It's fine, it's fine.”

“Ah, me too!” Alisha plops down more money on the counter.

“I suppose a short dip in the water would be nice.” Tylith follows suit.

“I understand.” The girl bows her head. “Thank you for your patronage.”

While the three of them get ready for their hotspring vacation, I turn my face toward the one who didn't express any desire to get in the water.

“Don't want to relax?”

“No.” Laya gives me her usual, short response.

“Gonna guess that you wanna meet up with Kymil and the other elves, then?”

“Yes.”

“As expected. It's been a while since you've seen them. Or any elves other than Prime Elder Rena and Guild Master Arcana. It'll be good to hang out with your own people for a while.”

As Belle and the others disappear behind the door that leads to the water, someone else appears in their place. Two people, actually.
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“Good morning,” Kalyn says. “I hope you're all feeling well today.”

“Hey.” Ina follows her up with a quick greeting.

“How’s it going?” I wave to the two young women. “We're doing great. Another beautiful morning filled with possibilities.”

Ina raises an eyebrow. “You sound far too excited about something.”

“Haha, do I? I thought this was just how I always act.”

“Only when you're up to something.”

An innocent smile stretches across my face. “I have absolutely no idea what you mean.”

Kalyn’s face grows stiff. “Well, I'm sure he'll show us the surprise when he's ready…”

“Speaking of–let’s go meet up with the other two. I know they're with the other kids, but what are they doing, exactly?”

“They're getting ready to hunt monsters around the hotspring.”

“Oh, right. Training. They waiting for Kymil to finish his trading before heading out?”

“Normally, Kymil would join them to help the kids train, but since you came here to meet him today, they're going to train the kids without him.”

“Ah, makes sense. In that case, let's meet up with those two before Kymil gets here so we can take care of something.”

The other two adults that work at this hotspring, Geralt and Devin, are outside with some of the former orphans. They've been helping the kids level up by fighting the monsters near the hotspring, which has the added benefit of keeping the area safe for the customers.

On top of that, we still have an ongoing quest with the local Adventurer's Guild to hunt monsters around the town of Resta, which is only a short distance from the hotspring.

Part of the money we pay to those adventurers gets cycled right back into our pockets, since the ones who take on our quest like to come by to soak in the water after fighting in this hot and dusty area of the kingdom.

Thanks to all of that, we've managed to build up quite a reputation in the area as a safe resort, while also contributing to the local economy in a big way.

Oh, and we keep our prices low, even offering discounts from time to time to attract new customers. But we make up for our low prices in other ways.

“Man, there are even more shops here than the last time I visited.”

“Mmm. They expanded again.”

“Haha.” Kalyn lets out a dry laugh for some reason. “The requests to set up shop at this resort are never ending. Sorting through them has become quite a task…”

“Ah.” I nod. “So that's where the dry laugh came from. With all your other tasks, I can imagine dealing with that kind of paperwork must be tiresome.”

Ina nods. “The trips to the dungeon eat up a lot of our time. And we have to train the kids, watch the resort, and maintain the building and land.”

“Well, if it gets bad enough, you can just hire someone to help take care of the merchants. That'll free you up to focus on the hotspring.”

Ever since the resort started getting popular, other merchants began requesting to set up stalls around the hotspring. The result has been quite astonishing, as there are over a dozen shops here now, some seemingly having planted their roots and becoming semi-permanent features of the resort.

When I look around, I can't help but feel like this place is slowly becoming something akin to a theme park in design. There's a main attraction, filled with offshoots of various shops and other amenities.

I wonder what would happen if we really did set up some attractions, like simple rides and a theater.

Man, we might eventually outgrow the town of Resta if we did something like that.

“Well, well.” Devin’s the first to acknowledge us as we walk in their direction. “If it ain't the owner himself. Come to see how amazin’ we managed to make this place?”
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“It's impressive, I'll admit. But don't think I'll gawk at something like this. I've been spoiled far too much by my recent city life at the capital.”

“Livin’ large with all those fancy pants nobles, are ya? Tell you one thing, ain't no way I could stand that kinda life. To many snobs stickin’ their nose where it don't belong.”

“Actually, I agree with you there. Once my business is finished in the city, I'll be making myself scarce. Not gonna give up my estate, though.”

“It's good to have that anchor,” Geralt says. “A place you can sleep comfortably.”

“True. I have had some nice nights there already. Though we've already started making enemies, and I'm sure the number of people who hate me will only increase with time.”

“What exactly are you doing to stir up so much trouble? Shouldn't you be keeping your head low, considering who you are?”

“I've got my reasons. To put it simply, we're making our move against the real threats before they can make a move against us.”

“Ah, so it's almost time for you to reveal the truth? How interesting…”

I shrug. “The day had to come eventually. Just need to play our cards right to make sure we can come out the winners. But forget about that because right now, I've got something for the four of you.”

“So you're already revealing what you were hiding?” Kalyn asks.

“He was hidin’ something?” Devin eyes me.

“Yes. We could tell from his satisfied demeanor that he had something in store during this visit.”

“Well, out with it, man!”

“Alright, alright.” I shrug. “I recently unlocked a new ability. I'll spare you the details, but what's important is that I can now promote more people to Party Leader status. And when thinking about who would benefit most, your group was at the top of the list.”

“Party Leader?” Ina looks thoughtful. “Doesn't that have something to do with the group system you told us about before?”

“Yeah. Basically, anyone who's a Party Leader can create their own group. The entire party will get some of the bonuses from my Unique Skill, like resistance to pain and faster leveling. Also, their stats will go up since I unlocked my main Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess].”

“So we'll obtain all those benefits at no cost?”

“Pretty much. And we can also communicate through Party Chat without magic. It's really convenient.”

“Amazing,” Kalyn says. “And the four of us will be part of this new party?”

“Yep. Actually Kalyn, you're going to be the Party Leader. You're the face of this hotspring, so it only makes sense. What is it they call you, Angel of the Desert?”

“T-that's just a nickname some people came up with! It has nothing to do with me!”

I nod. “Yep, I understand.”

“You sure don't look like you understand!”

“Haha.” My laugh doesn't help alleviate Kalyn's pouting face. “Anyway Kalyn, would you like to be the Party Leader?”

“...” She sighs. “I suppose so…”

After she accepts, her name pops up in my Status Screen alongside Lumina and Miri. That makes for three sub-parties, leaving me with one extra that I haven't filled yet.

But right now, I don't have anyone particular in mind. There are several candidates, like Prime Elder Rena or King Kuro. But there's also merit in keeping an open party for now, in case I want to create a sub-party on the fly.

“Oh yeah. You can add up to four people in your party, Kalyn. Obviously there's Ina, Devin, and Geralt. But I was thinking you could add Kymil, too.”

“Ah, that's a good idea. We can communicate much easier that way.”

“Yep. And it'll give him an extra boost in power. Can't be too careful as an elf who's coming to trade in the human lands.”

“Yes, you're correct. In fact, he has been waylaid by bandits several times now.”

“Oh, really? Seems I might have to talk with the lord of this province about increasing security on the trade route.”

Kalyn's face goes stiff. “From what I heard of your … negotiations with him, I'm feeling quite bad for the man.”

“Don't be too sympathetic. His actions nearly led to disaster when we first came through here, so you can think of my blackmail–I mean my negotiations as his just reward.”

“You really let it slip…”

The smile on my face only causes Kalyn to sigh.

Alright. With the party all set up, we can move on to the actual trade deal with Kymil.

And would you look at that, he's just about to get here.

I turn my head toward the resort’s entrance, where a decorative, elven carriage has just arrived. It comes to a stop, and a tall man with long, blue-green hair steps out. His eyes immediately fall on us, his [Sense Mana] spell picking up our presence with ease.

Kymil makes a motion toward one of the children helping out at the hotspring, and the carriage continues on.

As it rolls away, I take note of the cart attached to the back of the carriage. It's about half the size of the carriage itself, but it's no doubt filled to the top with various elven goods that he's come to trade.

At some point, the carriage became too small to carry everything he needed. Since he makes this trip every other week, he can track the growth of his merchant business with regularity. And from what I hear, my guess is that he'll have to upgrade to a second carriage soon enough.

The more popular his trade route gets, the more he'll be targeted by bandits.

Even things like soldiers and adventurers might try to shake him down.

Guess I really should take some measures to help him out. After all, my shop in the capital is directly related to his trade route. I can't have anything happen to either one.

While I'm thinking, Kymil reaches us and gives his greeting to our group.

“It's been a while. How have all of you been since our last meeting?”

“Oh, you know,” I say. “Defeating Archfiends, meeting dragons, now trying to clean out the trash in this kingdom's capital.”

“Sounds like you've been busy, then.”

“It's definitely been quite an eventful time since we last met. Lots of progress, but still so much more to do.”

“Mmm.” Laya nods. “But it feels like we're finally gaining some control, rather than always being on the backfoot.”

“I'm glad to hear that,” Kymil says. “If you didn't have such success, then I'd fear for the future of this world.”

“Yes. And we're going to make sure that our success continues.”

Kymil was the first elf we met when we first arrived at the elven lands. We started as his captives, but after traveling together for a while, we ended up becoming friends.

Now he runs the trade route between the elves and humans, the first one to exist in recent memory. Considering how reclusive the elves are, it's no wonder that his merchant business is taking off so quickly.

He has people from all over the region coming to trade with him, and elven goods are starting to permeate through the area.

But his main trading partner is Kalyn. She was his first human contact as a merchant, thanks to my recommendation. Since then, they've managed to strike some good deals.

The fact that the Azure Springs Resort is the epicenter of elven trade has also helped its reputation. In fact, it's becoming more known for the elven trade route than the hotspring itself.

“Oh, right,” I say. “I wanted to ask if there's been any strange people asking questions about your trade route recently.”

“Strange people?” Kymil asks. “There have certainly been a few. Why do you ask?”

“Because my shop at the capital has become quite famous in its own right. The nobles of this kingdom have started investing in it, and they know I source my items from this trade route between you and Kalyn. So, I figured they'd be sending people here to investigate you and potentially see about cutting out the middleman, me, and getting some items themselves.”

“Ah, so that's what you meant. Certainly, many people have expressed interest in trading with me, but I haven't encountered anyone I would deem too suspicious. Are you trying to avoid having the nobles start a trade route of their own to compete with yours?”

I shake my head. “No, I'm not worried about that. With my teleportation and [Inventory], I can transport the items at virtually no cost, meaning I can undercut any competition. I was more worried that they were giving you trouble. Nobles tend to have a very … pushy way of doing business.”

“I see. Well, there haven't been any nobles or merchants who've been giving me trouble. Some have been rude after not getting their way, but word has already gotten out that a physical confrontation is too dangerous here, thanks to the strength we possess.”

Kymil holds up a finger. “However, it's possible that the increase in bandits attacking us while we're on the road could have something to do with those nobles. Perhaps if they believe establishing their own route is too difficult, they're trying to stop yours.”

I nod. “True. That's one possibility. It's hard to know whether they're hired hands or just greedy bandits. Either way, I think we should put an end to them. How about it, Laya?”

I look to my reliable companion and see her nod back. This trade route is important to her because it establishes a long-lost connection between her people and mine. And right now, a group of bandits is trying to destroy that connection.

Laya is often carefree. She doesn't let the small things bother her.

But when something important is in danger, she'll show no mercy to the ones causing the problem.

Those bandits have no idea about the scourge that's about to engulf them.

Ah, well. Serves them right.

“How about this,” I say to Laya. “While you, Tylith, and Alisha take care of those bandits, I'll make a visit to the noble in charge of this province, Marquis Frans.”

“What do you plan to talk to him about?”

“Oh, you know. Things. Like sending extra soldiers here to patrol the road Kymil uses to trade. And maybe to reinforce the fact that he needs to work extra hard to make sure this resort doesn't have any problems. That includes the trade route now, too.”

“Mmm. It's good to remind people of their tasks. I'm sure he'll be willing to listen.”

“Yep. And Lumina sent him a letter recently, letting him know exactly what she expects of him. If he has even the slightest hesitation, I'll be sure to ask her to send another, one that lays out exactly what will happen to him if he doesn't follow through.”

Back when we were originally fleeing the Orakian Kingdom, Marquis Frans’ actions helped lead to Lumina's near abduction. After that, he's had no choice but to obey, if he wants to keep that a secret.

Blackmail sure is convenient.

Hmm. Does that make me a bad guy?

Nah, let's not worry about that for now.

“So Kymil, did you bring everything I asked for?”

“I did. The [Inventory] enchanted ring you gave me is quite something. The capacity on it is unmatched.”

“Yep, I made it just for you. Normally, I limit the carrying capacity when I hand them out, but I figured I'd make an exception this time.”

“I see. That makes sense, considering how powerful they are.” Kymil reaches his hand out toward an empty patch of dirt. “Take a look for yourself.”

That empty ground is suddenly covered with a large cart, nearly the size of a full carriage. Kymil’s hand moves, and another cart appears, the same size as the first.

Even at a glance, I can tell that both of the carts are stocked full of items. Chain sickles, jewelry, clothing, and more can be seen, though most of the goods are packed in boxes.

“Awesome. With this, we can truly stock our store's shelves with elven goods. No more pretending that our dungeon items actually came from the elves. Well, I'm still going to do that, but I'll just sprinkle them in now.”

“I'm glad to hear we can help,” Kymil says. “As requested, I'll bring another shipment in two weeks.”

“Can you keep up with that delivery speed for a while?”

“Yes. Now that war has dwindled in our lands, the craftsmen need to sell their wares elsewhere. Having your demand, along with the other human merchants here, has helped us off-load some of our excess supply.”

I reach out and send the two carts to my [Inventory]. “Sweet, that's perfect, then. At the rate my shop is selling stuff, I'll need a lot more of your items in the future, so keep those craftsmen working.”

I hand Kymil the agreed upon amount of coins in exchange for his two carts. He doesn't really need the money in his land, but it will give him a lot of purchasing power here in ours. That will open up a lot of doors to increase his influence as this kingdom's first and foremost elven merchant.

“Then…” I turn to Laya. “How about we enjoy ourselves a bit while Kymil meets with the other merchants. After that, I'll take Belle and meet with Marquis Frans, while you take the other girls and clear out those bandits.”

“Mmm. Eradicate.”

With that, we bid Kymil, Kalyn, and the others goodbye as we head back to the hotspring to enjoy this little vacation.


Interlude 1

----- Laya -----

“We're going to go ‘kapow’ and beat up all the bad guys!” Alisha excitedly plays out a scene for us.

“Is that so?” Kymil nods. “It would be good, if that's the case.”

“Yeah! We'll show them not to mess with the elves ever again! Right, everyone!?”

“Mmm. No more bandits, no more problems.”

“I suppose I can't argue with that logic,” Tylith says. “Can't be threatened by something that no longer exists.”

After Kymil made his trades with the human merchants at the resort, he packed up and left, heading back to the elven lands.

Lutz and Belle went to Antara to meet with Marquis Frans, while the rest of us got into Kymil's carriage to ride along with him. According to him, they're attacked nearly every time they travel back home, likely by bandits trying to steal the money and items they traded for at the resort.

Since there's only one major road from the hotspring to the elven lands, it's easy for the bad guys to set up an ambush. Fortunately, they've managed to ward off each attack, but the bandits are starting to hire stronger people in an attempt to overpower Kymil and his fellow merchants.

But that ends today.

As expected of a greedy group of bandits, they won't give up on an elven merchant, even after several failed ambushes. Once we get out of the more heavily traveled part of the highway, they appear from the forest like the roaches they are.

“You better stop that carriage right there, elves!” a bandit's voice calls out from ahead of the carriage. “Looks like the fools decided to take the same road as always! Makin’ our job easy, aren't they!?”

“Please clear the road,” the elven coachman says. “We have places to go.”

“Hah! You ain't goin' nowhere, pal! Not unless you hop down from that seat and scurry off until we can't see ya!”

“I'm not going to do such a thing. Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Disappoint? Ain't no way I'd be disappointed after hearin’ that because…” The bandit pauses for dramatic effect. “...I brought ya worst nightmare this time!”

Unfortunately, I'm still in the back of the carriage, so I can't see the bandit. I can only use my imagination to assume what kind of expression he's making right now.

But I don't have to work hard to imagine the confident smirk that must be covering his face. After all, the laugh he and his fellow bandits are sharing makes it quite obvious. But more importantly, his confidence stems from the one he brought with him today.

Because that particular person is…

“A vampire,” Tylith says. “Do these bandits know nothing of our two races?”

“It seems not.”

“Hmph. Then they're going to learn quite a lesson today. There's a reason why the vampires haven't been able to conquer the elves, despite centuries of conflict between us.”

“Mmm. With the elven reputation for seclusion and craftsmanship, they probably assume the war-like vampires must be the stronger of the two. But the truth is…”

“...We are quite evenly matched. And that makes sense now that we know our true heritage.”

The bandits’ laughter slowly fades. Not because they're starting to doubt their position of superiority, but simply because they've had their fill of fun.

“Look at ‘em,” the bandit says. “Can't even speak! I knew hirin' this creature would be the right call!”

I stand from my seat. “Let's go. His voice is starting to annoy me.”

“Alright!” Alisha practically leaps into the air. “Let's ‘kapow’ them!”

“Mmm. But don't forget the plan.”

“Okay~”

I'm the first to step out the front of the carriage and onto the coachman's seating area. What I see is a typical group of a dozen human bandits, along with a single, arrogant vampire.

When they spot me stepping out of the back, they look surprised. But as Alisha and Tylith appear beside me, their lips curl into smiles.

“Well, well,” the bandit leader says. “Looks like we've reeled in quite the catch today! That elven girl will fetch a high price, no doubt! And look at that, they even have a beastkin with ‘em. That's a bit strange, but we'll take her, too. And is that a human girl next to them…? Whatever, we're taking her.”

Tylith swooshes her hair. “Seems you aren't capable of analyzing even the most basic of situations. How pitiful.”

“Huh? What's this girl talkin’ about? You're the one walkin’ out of the carriage with that high and mighty attitude. Can't ya see what's goin’ on, girlie!?”

“I see it all, even the things you can't fathom. That's why I know that I have nothing to fear from vermin like you.”

“Tch! Just wait! We'll show you not to make fools of us!” He motions to his men. “Get them!”

The dozen bandits rush forward, looking to swarm the carriage and overwhelm the elves. Meanwhile, the single vampire simply walks toward us with casual steps.

“Leave my brethren to me,” Tylith says. “I'll show him what it means to face a true denizen of the night.”

“Mmm.”

“Have fun!” Alisha sees her off with a wave.

Tylith leaps over the oncoming bandits, landing just in front of the vampire. He recognizes her intent for a duel and shows his fangs in anticipation.

As for me and Alisha, we jump to the ground. It wouldn't do to fight on the carriage and damage it, after all.

“Bad guys, bad guys~” Alisha pulls out her sword. “Beat them up, beat them up~”

When did she start making songs out of battles like this?

I guess I can't blame her. With how weak these guys are, she has to make it fun somehow.

“Let's end this quickly.” I raise my hand, and my beloved chain sickle, Arc of the Crescent Moon, appears. “No survivors.”

“Yay!”

Alisha’s smile may look pure and innocent, but anyone who knows her understands how dangerous that expression is just before a battle.

We meet the bandits in the middle, the clash of our weapons resounding through the barren land. But in truth, there's less of a clash and more of an overwhelming destruction on one side of the battle lines. Of course, it's against our enemies.

“M-my weapon…!?” The bandit looks at his sheared off sword.

It was the last thing he sees, as my chain sickle finds him just after.

“What the hell! Why are these kids so stron–” He didn't even get to finish his sentence.

One after another, the bandits hit the ground. It's quite a boring fight, but I didn't come here to have fun.

Although there is someone here who's enjoying themselves right now.

“Ah, to think you'd have the courage to stand before me.” Tylith stops in front of the vampire. “No, surely it must be naivety fueling your steps, rather than bravery.”

“A mere human girl thinks to make a fool of me?” The vampire smiles, revealing his fangs. “I'm going to enjoy that look of despair when I defeat you.”

“A ‘mere human girl', you say? It seems you truly don't understand who stands before you.” Tylith raises her hand, and her nails grow several times their original length. “Allow me to carve the truth into your very flesh.”








[image: ]





“A vampire?” He looks surprised. “Why are you traveling with a group of elves!?”

“As if I need explain myself to someone of your stature. Especially considering that you are about to meet your end.”

“Tch! I won't be defeated by a low-born scum who begs the elves for their next meal!”

“Hmph. Low born? I stand so far above you that it's only right for someone like you to refer to me as Dark Lord Tylith. Or perhaps you'd prefer to use the title that I will be obtaining in the near future–Vampire Lord Tylith von Phyress, ruler of the Coven of Dusk.”

“Von Phyress…? There's no way you're related to Vampire Lord Ashton, girlie! Get those delusions out of your head!”

“Oh, my. What a brute.” Tylith slides a nail across her tongue. “But that's precisely what I'd expect from nameless vermin like yourself.”

“That's it. Time to shut that mouth of yours.” He attacks, his nails seeking Tylith's flesh.

Unfortunately for the vampire bandit, he simply can't comprehend just how outmatched he really is. His hand doesn't even come close to drawing Tylith's blood before…

“Gah…!” The vampire looks down at his bloody torso. “No … way…”

“This was the inevitable result.”

The vampire drops, along with the morale of the bandit group that sought to take what rightfully belongs to Kymil and his companions.

“Screw this…!” The bandit leader takes off, disappearing into the woods.

All his followers are down, meaning it would be a simple task to finish him right now. Yet nobody makes a move to follow him. Instead, my hand comes up, holding a special orb.

“Marked,” I say.

Tylith looks at the orb’s surface, which shows the bandit's dot moving through the terrain. “Excellent. With this, he'll lead us directly to the true culprit.”

“Mmm. Then, we can put an end to these raids for good.”

“Thanks,” Kymil says. “I wish we didn't have to rely on you for things like this, but it's tough for elves to chase down criminals in human lands and enforce their laws. We could be accused of all sorts of misconduct.”

“I understand. That's precisely why we decided to help.”

After waiting for a short while, the bandit leader gains enough of a lead that he won't be able to tell that we're following him. So, with a final goodbye to Kymil and the other elven merchants, we head off into the forest.

As expected of bandits, their hideout is nearby. They're not going to go too far out of their way to ambush a carriage, not when they have to carry the goods back through rough terrain.

Thanks to that, we quickly reach their den, where another dozen men are waiting, including one who's even stronger than that vampire.

The building is rough, but it's big enough to house a couple dozen bandits if they pack together tightly. If they have a permanent house in the middle of the woods, then they've likely been wreaking havoc on the area for a while.

“Beat them up, beat them up~” Alisha starts singing her song again.

“Mmm. I'll leave the weak ones to you two. I'm going for the boss.”

“Okay~”

“Enjoy your battle,” Tylith says. “If it can even be called such.”

I nod, then step out into the open.

“Hey!” a bandit lookout yells. “Who're you!?”

The three of us continue toward him without answering, causing the man to point his sword at us.

“Hey, hey!” Alisha says happily. “Let's play~”

With that, the slaughter begins.

As for me, I dash past the battle. The bandit we let go is deeper in the building, next to the strong one I suspect as the true leader of the gang.

Ignoring the worms yelling at me, I quickly arrive at their location.

“B-boss! That's one of them! The strong ones!”

The boss looks me up and down. “You gotta be kiddin’ me. You ran from this child!?”

“I know she looks like a kid, but you can't trust it! She's a monster, for sure!”

“Be quiet, fool. I'm tired of your excuses.” The boss stands from his makeshift throne. “After I deal with her, you better be ready to face my wrath next.”

The bandit cowers at his boss' anger, backing away into the corner of the room.

“Now then, girlie.” He grabs a massive greatsword. “Let me show you why they call me–”

“Don't care.” I send my chain sickle straight at him.

“Hah. What a worthless–”

*kachink*

The bandit boss' eyes focus on the greatsword in his hand. Or what's left of it. Most of the blade lies on the wooden floor, having been cut in half in an instant.

“W-what…?”

“Goodbye.” I send another sickle at him.

“W-wait! Wait, don't kill me!”

The tip of my sickle stops just in front of his face. “And why shouldn't I?”

“Uh…” He lets out a dumb sound, as if he didn't expect me to actually stop. “I'll … I'll tell you who hired us! Yeah, I'll tell you who's trying to rob the elves!”

“Hmm.” I recall my weapon. “Give me his name.”

“It's a merchant! He was jealous of the elves and wanted to stop them! He goes by the name of Frederick, and he lives in a nearby town!”

“I see. Frederick, is it? I'll remember that.”

“You'll let me live, right? I'll surrender, along with all my men.”

“Your men? You don't have such a thing anymore.”

“Huh?”

Alisha and Tylith walk into the room. In their wake is nothing but a pile of corpses.

“No way, you took them all out!?”

“Ah!” Alisha looks to the corner of the room. “We missed one!”

“This can't be…! Just three girls!?”

“Hehe, everyone says the same thing~”

“Mmm. I'm tired of hearing it, so let's silence them.”

In a blink, the final two bandits are nothing but another pair of corpses, just like their companions.

“What now?” Tylith asks. “Go for the merchant?”

“Yes. Let's make a show of what happens to anyone who tries attacking the elven carriage that comes through here.”

“Sounds like fun.”

And so, Alisha, Tylith, and I take to the skies, heading toward a nearby town to find the merchant who's been hiring the bandits to attack the elves.


Chapter 6: Taking the Bait

----- Lutz -----

“So a jealous merchant hired a group of bandits to harass Kymil?” I ask through our Party Chat.

“Mmm. We're in the merchant's town now. Should finish the mission in less than an hour.”

“Awesome. And there's no rush, so take your time. Belle and I finished our negotiations with the noble in charge of that province, Marquis Frans. It only took a bit of persuasion to get him to agree to patrol that highway better. So, hopefully there aren't any more incidents after this.”

“Good. And are preparations complete for your next task?”

“Yep, all the elven items we got from Kymil are sitting out in our yard. All I’m waiting on is for the first noble to arrive. After he gets here, I'll probably be busy for at least an hour, which is why I told you not to get in a rush. But you know how much nobles like to hear themselves talk, so it's hard to say how long it'll take.”

“Alright. Good luck.”

“Thanks. You, too.”

With that, I cut the connection.

My focus returns to my immediate surroundings, where a cup of hot tea is currently calling my name. I answer it, bringing it to my lips and taking a sip.

“Delicious.” I set it back down on the saucer. “You're a quick learner, Lena.”

“Thank you, Sir Lawrence. I was quite surprised that Miss Belle knew how to make such a tasty pitcher of tea. All I had to do was follow her instructions, and it turned out like this.”

“I-I helped, too … I think?” Kreslina looks up at Lena for confirmation.

“You certainly did. It's important to pick the right ingredients off the shelf on the first attempt, so you did well.”

“Really…?”

“Really.”

“Good job, Kreslina,” I say to the little vampire. “Please keep helping Lena as much as you can.”

She seems to get a bit smaller. “O-okay.”

“Well, the end result of Belle's tea recipe and training session can't be denied. Seems like you might do well starting a tea shop, Belle. You ever think of that?”

Belle brings her own cup to her lips but doesn't take a sip. “Hmm. I'd get to meet quite a few interesting people, all while enjoying as much tea as I want. It's not a bad idea.”

She finally takes that sip.

“Really?” I let the surprise show in my voice. “I was expecting you to turn that around on me and use it to start a ridiculous discussion.”

“What exactly do you take me for? Can't I seriously ponder things sometimes?” Belle eyes the smirk slowly forming in my face. “No, don't answer that!”

“Fine, fine. It is nice to have a relaxing moment here before the real show begins. Is that what you're saving your energy for?”

“As if I need to save energy for such a worthless noble.”

“Shoulda figured.” I shrug. “But speaking of that worthless noble, he's almost here. Guess that means we need to put our game faces on.”

“About time. I thought he was going to be late.”

I stand, leaving my cup on the table. “He didn't want to arrive early and give us the impression that he's eager to make a deal. Actually, I’m a little surprised he didn't arrive late as a way to make a statement. Maybe he's worried about pushing his luck?”

Belle follows my lead and stands, but not before finishing her cup of tea. “Well, we told him we have to get these items to our shop later today, so he knew this was his only chance at getting a look at the wares before they go on the shelves.”

“True. Let's just hope he has as much desire to make a deal as we think. It'll make future deals so much easier.”

Right now, we're in our estate’s reception room. With a noble coming to visit, it'd make sense to receive him here. That's the entire purpose of this room, after all.

But despite that logic making sense, we don't plan to do that.

Normally, one noble receiving another would have to pay heavy attention to etiquette. That means having the maid provide refreshments, escorting them to the proper rooms, and greeting them with a certain level of respect and tradition.

But I'm not a noble, I'm just a merchant. More than that, I'm supposedly from the far east, and the people here at the capital look down on the far eastern edge of the kingdom.

That means I can get away with being more uncivilized than most others, and it's precisely that lowered expectation that I intend to utilize to worm my way into the right circle.

On top of that, I already informed the noble who’s arriving, Earl Charles, that I need to bring the elven shipment to my shop today, meaning I'm on a tight schedule.

That's precisely why he agreed to come to my estate, rather than having me bring the shipment to his. It was a hard sell for a prided noble, but I eventually managed it.

And now, he's nearly at my gate.

“Oh, right.” I turn to the little vampire girl. “Make sure you don't leave the house. You could become a target, if anyone sees you. As I'm sure you know, vampires don't exactly get a warm welcome around here.”

“O-okay…”

“I'll make sure she stays inside, Sir Lawrence.”

“Actually, Lena, you can come out with us. In fact, it'd be strange if you didn't since someone needs to see to the nobles’ needs once they all show up.”

“Ah, I understand! I won't disappoint you!”

“No need to be so tense. It's just a couple low-rank nobles. Well, there will be a duke showing up, but he'll be the last one to arrive, so you have time to ease into things.”

“A-a duke!? That's the highest rank of nobility! And one's going to show up at this estate!?”

I reach for the door. “Yep. Duke Burmont de Magdelin. To be honest, I'm not really looking forward to meeting him. Or rather, meeting the person he's bringing with him. But I don't really have a choice now…”

With a twist of the knob, the door opens, and I step out into our estate grounds. It's simple, and rather small, but it has a small wall for privacy and is in an expensive part of the capital city.

But more importantly, the two carts Kymil brought me are sitting in the middle of the yard. Inside are all kinds of elven goods, ranging from clothing to potions to weapons.

It's not just the variety that's diverse but also the quality. That's not to say that any of them can be considered junk, but we wanted to have cheaper items that a well-off commoner could afford to buy.

It's great to have nobles interested in our shop, but it's also great to have the regular citizens show up to buy things, too. By casting a wide net, we can catch fish both big and small.

Of course, the nobles that are coming today don't care about the same items that a commoner would have their eyes on. That's why we set up little stalls to display all the higher quality goods for easy viewing.

“Oh right, take this.” I reach my hand out and a tray appears.

“Ah, for serving the guests,” Lena says. “Should I go back inside and get some refreshments?”

“No need. I've got them right here.”

As Lena holds the serving tray, several items appear atop it.

First, a plate filled with deviled eggs. I haven't seen them in the human lands, but the elves are quite fond of them. I made these myself, though, so they're not technically elven food.

Second, a bowl of bite-size cinnamon buns appears. Again, it's a type of snack the elves enjoy, so it fits perfectly alongside the deviled eggs.

Lastly, a bottle of wine and several glasses. Of course, the alcohol is the famous Fairy Wine, which people have heard of, even in the western half of the Orakian Kingdom where the capital sits.

“W-woah.” Lena looks at the snacks and refreshments with a shocked face. “Amazing!”

“I’d say it's acceptable.” I nod at the tray. “Ah, he's here.”

We turn just in time to see a carriage entering through our front gate. We left it open precisely because we're expecting guests.

Besides, if we had it closed, it'd look really bad on us because we don't have all the personnel nobles would expect of a high-quality estate, like guards to open the entrance and a stablehand to guide them inside.

So to bypass as much as those expectations as possible, we just let them roll in uncontested.

“It's a bit gaudy, isn't it?” I say my initial thoughts on the carriage.

“I wouldn't call it gaudy,” Belle says. “But it's definitely a bit extravagant. I'm not surprised, though. The reason we chose him was because he's always trying to dress and act like a duke, despite just being an earl.”

“True. Guess we'll just have to deal with his overinflated self-worth.”

The carriage comes to a stop, right where I expected it would. The door is just in front of us, meaning we don't have to move a single step to greet the one inside, once he exits.

As expected of a noble, he doesn't just waltz out on his own. A guard walks up to the carriage door and pulls it open, while several others flank the sides, as if protecting his exit.

Protecting him from what, exactly? I doubt this man has stepped foot on a single battlefield.

No, he probably considers every place outside his home to be dangerous.

But who'd waste their time targeting some worthless earl in a city filled with dukes and even the King of Orakio himself?

I keep my thoughts to myself as the man finally appears in the doorway. He sees how we've gathered to greet him and smiles, no doubt enjoying his position above us, both literally and figuratively–the second one being only due to his own ignorance.

After getting his fill of looking down on us, the man slowly walks down the two carriage steps, eventually ending up on the ground like the rest of us.

Now, Earl Charles, let's see how much you'll dance in my palm.

“Hello, Earl Charles.” I give the man a bow. “I'm glad that you could find the time to show up at my estate today.”

“Yes.” He nods. “I'm a busy man, but I gave my word that I'd visit, so it's only natural that I'd arrive.”

“Oh, for sure. It's obvious that you'd live up to your word. I guess I'm just a bit thrilled to welcome you. It's the first time a noble has visited my estate, after all.”

“That so?” He rubs his chin. “I suppose it's difficult for a fledgling merchant like yourself to attract the eye of the nobility, despite the exotic nature of your wares. But don't worry, I'm sure your name will spread once I start purchasing your items.”

“That's true. If someone like you were to show off the elven goods I sell, then it's bound to attract some eyes.”

“So you do get it.” He nods. “I'm doing you quite a large favor, so I hope you're grateful.”

“Thank you.”

“Yeah,” Belle says. “I feel like we're really going to make a name for ourselves because of you. It'd be great if we could work together for a long time.”

Earl Charles puffs out his chest. “Naturally, that depends on what you have here for sale. I hope the items live up to your words.”

“Oh, don't worry! I'm sure you'd be proud to own anything you'll see here today!”

“Then enough talk, show me what you have.”

“Certainly!” Belle motions toward the displays we have set up. “Please follow me, and I'll show you all our amazing items!”

Since Belle loves this kind of thing, I let her take the lead, showing Earl Charles all the elven goods we got from Kymil this morning.

That gives me time to focus on the man himself. Specifically, what draws his eye, as knowing his likes and dislikes could come in handy later, depending on how all of this plays out.

The earl isn't completely out of shape, but he's definitely no warrior. If his physical appearance weren't enough to show me that he's never stepped onto a real battlefield, his level would certainly clear that up.

At level 14, he's not exactly weak compared to a lot of people in this world. But like most nobles, he probably let his guards do all the fighting while he soaked up the experience.

Something tells me Earl Charles wouldn't put himself in any truly dangerous situations. That means he doesn't really need things like weapons or armor. At least, not for himself. His guards could certainly use some upgrades, though.

Regardless, I'm not surprised to see him gravitate toward items that could help elevate his reputation, like exotic jewelry and clothing. Unlike weapons, those kinds of things can be shown off at a noble party to grab some attention.

“That would look absolutely fabulous on you, Earl Charles!” Belle butters him up.

“You think so?” He holds up a ring between two fingers. “I've never seen such a design before.”

“It's from the elves, so their sense of aesthetics is quite a bit different. But with the right selection of rings to go with it, that one wouldn't look out of place. Plus, it has a powerful enchantment that makes the wearer more graceful, meaning you could impress others both with your exotic ring and your poise!”

“Such an enchantment exists?” He looks at the ring more closely.

“It sure does! Go ahead, try it for yourself.”

“I suppose it won't hurt to see for myself.”

Earl Charles puts on the ring and holds his hand out, checking its appearance beside the others on his fingers. From his expression, it seems he's quite pleased with how it looks, but as he stares at it, his eyes slowly grow wider.

“I can feel it.” He takes a few steps. “It's as if my body suddenly weighs less than before.”

“I'm glad you approve!” Belle gives him a smile. “The elves are quite good with enchantments, so I'm sure you won't find another crafted ring like that anywhere in the kingdom!”

“Yes. Yes, I do believe you're correct.” He lowers his hand without removing the ring. “What's the price?”

“Since it's such a rare and powerful ring, we were going to sell it for 25 gold. But since this is a special occasion, we can lower it to 20, just for you.”

“Still a steep price for a single ring.” Earl Charles reaches into his vest. “But not unexpected.”

He counts out 20 gold, then hands it to Belle.

With the deal made, Belle continues to lead Earl Charles around, showing him various other items he may be interested in.

Although it seems like the earl chose that ring on his own, that's far from the truth. Belle had been leading him to that decision from the beginning, as per our plan.

There's nothing wrong with the ring. In fact, it's precisely the kind of item he'd be looking for. We knew that because of the information Elise gave us about the earl before we ever met him.

He got what he came here for. An exotic item to show off, which also makes him feel more graceful in the eyes of other people.

Of course, that's just the effect of the enchantments I put on the ring.

Although the ring really was crafted by an elf, I wiped out the enchantments and replaced them with my own.

The main buff is [Agility Up: Large], but I also added [Balance Up: Medium+] alongside it. The increase to his base Agility stat and sense of balance play a huge role on how presentable he feels when standing or moving.

In other words, it makes him feel more graceful. That's not quite the reason the girls and I raise our Agility, but it's a nice side effect when we do have to take center stage. With our high stats, it's almost impossible for us to make a misstep, even under less than ideal circumstances.

“Oh, right!” Belle motions at Lena, who's standing a short distance away. “Before I show you the final items, how about some refreshments? I guarantee you'll be pleasantly surprised! We have delicacies that I'm sure even a well-traveled man like yourself hasn't seen.”

Lena steps forward, holding the tray. “Please take whatever you wish, my lord.”

Earl Charles looks at the items. “Interesting. Are those eggs? But why are they cut in half, and what is that stuffed into their center?”

“Ah.” Belle takes one. “It's called a deviled egg. They're boiled, with the yolk and special seasoning giving them a delightful taste.”

Belle takes a bite, making a satisfied face as she enjoys the snack.

Seeing her, Earl Charles decides to follow suit, taking one for himself. As expected, he likes them, eating several in a row before moving on to a small cinnamon roll.

“And to wash it down…” Belle takes a glass from the tray. “We brought you something special. A rare and exotic drink, one you won't find anywhere else in the city. Fairy Wine.”

“Ohhh!” The Earl can't help but let out an excited sound. “I've heard of the drink, but I've not tasted it before.”

“Then imagine the looks on the other nobles' faces once they hear that you've had such a rare drink for yourself.”

He reaches for a glass. “It will certainly be quite an interesting conversation.”

The earl takes a sip, savoring the unique flavor of Fairy Wine. Although I'm not too fond of alcohol, even I gave it a taste test.

I don't really see what's so great about it. Just tastes like another flavor of wine to me.

Others don't seem to agree, and the earl is among that group.

“Sharp and flavorful,” he says. “Yet not overwhelming. This is truly some delectable wine. Do you have any for sale?”

“Ah, we do! Please give me a moment.”

Belle disappears into one of the carts, then reemerges with two bottles in hand. Of course, they're both unopened bottles of Fairy Wine, straight from the elven lands.

“I'll take them.” The Earl reaches for the bottles, and Belle lets them go without fuss.

After they decide on a price, the earl hands over another fistful of gold coins, and the deal is made.

Good. Belle managed to stall him here for a while longer.

Just in time for…

I turn, and a carriage appears at our open gate.

The earl's guards notice the new arrival and inform their lord, who turns with a curious face.

The carriage is high-class, meaning it can only belong to a noble or wealthy merchant. But it's not as excessively decorated as Earl Charles’ carriage. Regardless, it'd still draw the eye of any commoner who passes by.

And that carriage is currently making its way into my estate, straight toward us.

“That's…!” Earl Charles’ mood suddenly turns sour. “Earl Ivan!”

“My apologies,” I say to Charles. “We invited Earl Ivan to view the items, too. But he wasn't supposed to arrive for another 20 minutes. I thought we'd have enough time to finish your viewing before he got here.”

“Tch. That man is never on time. He always has to show up early, just to gloat about how punctual he is. What a fool. Everyone knows that showing up as close to the scheduled time as possible is far more important than being early.”

“Ah, so Earl Ivan has a tendency to show up early? If I had been aware, I'd have scheduled him a little later.”

I was very aware of that fact, of course. Once again, Elise’s information on the nobles and their habits came in handy. It’s because of her that I could overlap these two’s meetings like this without it being suspicious.

After all, Earl Ivan is in the king's faction, while Earl Charles is in Duke Bradley's. Normally, it'd be strange for them to meet like this. But since I'm new here and supposedly don't understand anything about this city's nobility, I can play this off as just being a coincidence.

As Elise said, these two really do hate each other.

That should make this quite an interesting encounter.

The two earls have territories that border each other. And since they're in opposite noble factions, they developed a rivalry.

Although my plan ultimately requires that I get on the good side of Duke Bradley's faction, stirring up trouble like this can have its benefits. As long as I can spin it to my advantage, that is.

Earl Ivan comes to a stop, right next to Charles’ carriage. The two symbols of nobility sit side by side, as if competing.

On one hand, Charles' carriage is more decorative, with an extravagance that only a noble could achieve.

On the other is Ivan's, which lacks the excessive design but has an elegance that, once seen, can't be denied.

The second earl opens his carriage door from the inside, rather than relying on a guard to do it for him. He steps out with confidence, as if he'd been invited to my estate many times before.

Once on the ground, his eyes scan the stalls we have set up. His gaze flows right over most of them only lingering on the one that has weapons and armor on display.

But soon, even that fails to hold his interest, and his eyes eventually fall on his rival, Charles.

“Earl Charles,” Ivan says. “Don't tell me you're here to purchase elven fashion for your wardrobe. Even for you, that's too far.”

“As if I would suddenly dress myself in foreign garb, Earl Ivan. There's a process to setting fashion, but someone like you wouldn't understand it.”

“I have no need to worry myself over such minor details. There are far more important tasks that require my attention.”

“Oh yeah? Like what? Dealing with petty bandits in your province? That's all you've managed to accomplish these last few years.”

Ivan shakes his head. “The safer my province, the more prosperous it will become. That's precisely why I hunt bandits, Earl Charles.”

“What a waste of time. You have soldiers for that task. Use them.”

“Seems you still don't understand the morale and respect earned by fighting alongside your men. What a pity.”

The two earls go back and forth for a bit, both biting at each other's weaknesses. It's precisely what I wanted to see. Or rather, it's good that they really do hate each other like Elise said. I do wish they'd wrap it up quickly, though. I have things to do.

Eventually, they run out of insults. At least, insults related to their sudden and unexpected meeting here. That gives me a chance to get back into the conversation, which I do with a smile.

“Earl Ivan,” I say. “My apologies for scheduling you too early. I expected to be done with Earl Charles before you arrived.”

“No matter,” he says. “I just hope this sword of yours is as good as you claimed.”

“Oh, I'm sure you'll be quite pleased. Ah, I'll grab it right away.”

I enter one of the carts and grab a hilt. With a yank, I pull it from storage and step back outside, where the two earls are waiting and watching.

I flip the sword, holding the blade and offering the hilt to Earl Ivan. “Please, give it a swing and tell me what you think.”

He takes the weapon from me, and I see his eyes light up.

Unlike Charles, Ivan is a warrior. His level is nearly double that of his rival, and his body is toned and refined.

He gives the sword a few swings. “Incredible. It really is an amazing weapon.”

“Crafted by one of the best elven blacksmiths, Nasir. His weapons simply can't be matched by anyone in the human lands. In fact, the only place to find a comparable weapon would be in some of the most dangerous dungeons.”

“Yes. I once met an S-Class adventurer, and I dare say this weapon would be a match for his.” He holds it up. “Is it made of pure adamantium?”

“Not quite. It's an alloy, but it's still several times more powerful than a mithril sword. And the elven enchantments are second to none.”

“Indeed. I can feel strength coursing through me. To think that an elven trade route would bring such masterpieces to our kingdom…”

“Am I correct to assume you're interested in purchasing it, then?”

His eyes move from the sword and onto me. “The cost?”

“A single mithril coin–is what we would put it on sale for at the shop. But since you came all the way here, I'll let it go for 80 gold.”

“Quite a steep price.” His eyes return to the blade. “But one I'm willing to pay.”

“Excellent! Then I shall prepare all the necessary paperwork. I assume you're pre-approved to purchase such powerful items?”

“Of course.”

“Then it's not a problem.”

The kingdom forbids the sale of items that are deemed too powerful. Typically, that means anything stronger than mithril weapons.

Since this sword is several steps above that, it'd be illegal for me to sell it to someone who isn't approved to purchase such items.

Fortunately, I'm dealing with a noble–and one who likes to fight, at that. The fact that he's able to buy it isn't surprising in the least. Actually, Elise already confirmed it before we even met him, but he doesn't need to know that.

“Grr.” Earl Charles makes a dissatisfied noise.

“Don't worry, Earl Charles,” Belle says to him softly. “I think you made the wiser purchases.”

“Hmph. Of course I did. It's just frustrating that the buffoon believes he's outdone me today just because he bought a fancy sword.”

“A weapon won't do him much good in the noble court. Once he realizes that, you'll be the one getting the last laugh with your graceful ring and exotic wine.”

“Hah.” Earl Charles smiles. “And just before a royal gathering tomorrow. I'll have to make a fool of him in front of all the nobles.”

“Oh, great idea! And if you or any of the other nobles need any fantastic items to really show off, just know that we have another shipment coming in two days. I believe we'll have something very interesting to show you.”

“Is that so?” Earl Charles looks intrigued. “Perhaps we'll be making another deal, then. But I absolutely don't want you to allow Earl Ivan to see them.”

“Hmm. I think we can work with that. How about we bring the next shipment to you, then? Perhaps you can host a gathering of your own and invite some other nobles to check out our items?”

“Oh? That's an interesting idea. Let me think upon it, and I'll send you a messenger with the details, should I decide to go through with it.”

“Thank you! I can't wait to hear the good news!”

While I was dealing with Ivan, Belle was setting up the next step of our plan.

It's not guaranteed that we'll get a meeting with a lot of nobles from Duke Bradley's faction with our next shipment, but it's a possibility.

Since he saw his rival buying a rare and powerful sword, it's only natural that it'd spark a desire to capture the market and exclude his enemies. If all goes well at the royal gathering tomorrow, he'll be the center of attention within his circle of nobles, making it far more likely that we'll get an invitation from them.

And since his circle is filled with Duke Bradley's sympathizers, that means an invitation into the serpent's den.

Of course, I don't intend to just leave the events at the royal gathering up to chance. That's why I'm going tomorrow, though I'll be in disguise.

Still, it'll let me direct it to some extent, making sure it goes as we want.

Eventually, both of the earls get everything they came for and prepare to leave. Although they bicker the entire time, I ignore their rivalry. I'm far too focused on something else to worry about their bitter words.

As the nobles roll out of my estate, I watch on without really looking. That's because someone else is already filling my thoughts.

Duke Burmont is next. This is going to be dangerous.

It's not Burmont himself that worries me. Rather, it's his daughter that he's bringing with him.

Elsa de Magdelin, my attendant when I was first summoned to this world.

I didn't think we'd meet again under these kinds of circumstances.

And so, I stare out at my now empty driveway, waiting for my next guest.





Chapter 7: Elsa’s Return

----- Lutz -----

“There, that should do it.” Belle steps back and looks at her handiwork.

Bringing a mirror up to my face, I check out my new hairstyle. “Parted down the middle, huh? And it's obvious I have hair gel to hold it down. Makes me look like a noble's kid, or something.”

“You said to make you look as different as possible, so I figured going from that unruly hair to one that a young noble might wear would do the trick.”

“True, I look way different, just from this one change. And with the right outfit to match, I'd be able to trick quite a few people who don't know me very well.”

“Yep! And especially if you act more proper instead of so indifferent. You'll basically be a whole new person!”

I stand from the chair I've been sitting in while Belle was styling my hair. With a quick use of my [Inventory], I change my outfit to one that's more proper for meeting a noble.

“Hmm.” I check myself out in a full-size mirror. “You think Elsa will recognize me like this?”

“She was only your attendant for a single day, right? How much time did you two actually spend together?”

“We just chatted for a bit over wine the night I was summoned, then she led me around the castle courtyard the next morning. After that, I was condemned as the False Hero and never saw her again. In total, I probably only spent an hour or so with her.”

Belle looks me up and down. “That was months ago. And since you look like someone who belongs in this world now, I don't think she'll figure out that you're the False Hero. But the chance is more than zero, so there's still a risk.”

“I wonder if I should make my hair a lighter brown, or maybe change the color of my eyes a bit…”

“If you do that, then you risk Duke Burmont realizing that your looks have changed. He just saw you yesterday, so you'll be fresh in his memory.”

“True. Guess it's too dangerous to change too much about my appearance now that so many people have seen me in my merchant persona.”

Belle nods. “We probably should have changed more about you back when we first introduced you as Lawrence at that dance party. But not even a cheater like you can turn back time.”

“I didn't expect that this persona would become such an important part of my identity, and at the time, I was relying on my mask to hide my true identity. Guess that laziness backfired, huh?”

Since there's not much else I can do to change my appearance, I give up on finding any other ways to hide my true identity from Elsa.

Besides, she's on her way at this very moment, so I don't have much time left to get ready. Even though I don't have her tagged on my [Minimap] yet, I did tag her father, Duke Burmont, so I can see that they'll be here in just a few minutes.

So, having done all I can, Belle and I step out of the changing area and head back to the reception room where Lena and Kreslina are waiting for us.

“You look amazing, Sir Lawrence! Just like a young noble!” Lena gives me her opinion.

“Thanks. Though I hope you don't expect me to dress up like this too often. It feels … stuffy.”

“Nobles are usually prim and proper though, right? Isn't it important to act like them if you're going to meet them a lot?”

“Probably, but I just can't handle their stiff etiquette and customs. If I try to fit in too much, I'll get sick of it and give up. So, rather than set their expectations that high, I'd rather just let them see me as a commoner who lacks their sense of refined culture.”

“I see. I guess if you don't like it, then it's best to avoid it, if possible.” Lena tilts her head. “Then why dress up for our next guest?”

“It's … a long story. Suffice to say these are the only ones I plan to dress up for. Everyone else can just deal with it.”

During our conversation, Kreslina has been standing just behind Lena. Since she's so young, the top of the girl's head doesn’t even come up to our maid's chest.

And because she's a vampire slave, she barely speaks or tries to bring any attention to herself. No doubt she's learned to keep her head down ever since her life turned for the worse.

We still don't know exactly how she ended up in that slavemaster’s possession, but a topic like that can't be approached without some tact. And since we've been so busy lately, we haven't really had a chance to spend much time with her.

Well, she seems to have gotten comfortable around Lena, at least.

Maybe after the meeting with Duke Burmont and Elsa, we'll be able to get to know her a bit better.

I wonder if we can go out somewhere fun. If we make sure to hide her identity, then there shouldn't be any problems.

As I think about Kreslina, my eyes have naturally fallen on her.

Being stared at must be making her uncomfortable because the little vampire girl grabs Lena's maid dress and gives it a little squeeze.

Oops. Guess I should be more careful.

Tearing my eyes from her, I walk toward the door. “Like last time, stay in the house, Kreslina. But feel free to enjoy some snacks while you wait.”

As I walk by the center of the reception room, I reach out to the table and a variety of snacks appear, including dried fruit, salted nuts, and even a piece of candy. It's not much, but she's only one girl, so it's more than enough to nibble on while we're gone.

Of course, I brought out a drink for her to wash it down with. Fruit juice, to be exact.

“Ah…” She stares at the snacks but doesn't reach for any of them.

“They'll go bad if nobody eats them, so don't hold back.”

With that, I reach for the door and open it.

The outside is just like we left it. That is to say, the elven items we have set up around the carts are still on full display.

Since I'm not sure what kind of stuff Duke Burmont and Elsa might be interested in, I made sure that there's a little bit of everything for them to look at.

Belle follows me outside immediately, but there's a small delay before Lena does the same. The maid was directing Kreslina to the table of snacks to make sure she understands that eating them is fine, so it can't be helped that she's a few steps behind.

But there's plenty of time before the nobles arrive. Though by plenty of time, I mean at least one full minute. That'd be considered cutting it close, if I didn't have full knowledge of their precise location at all times.

But since I can see Duke Burmont's dot moving around on my [Minimap], it's a simple matter to time our arrival with his own.

And of course, he arrives just as the three of us get into position.

Time to see if my hair, outfit, and way of speaking are enough to fool Elsa.

If not, things could get … complicated.

“Welcome to my estate.” I give Duke Burmont a noble bow as he exits his carriage. “We have little compared to a man of your stature, but I'm honored you'd find our offerings worthy of a visit.”

He looks directly at me. “I had business in the area. Stopping by your estate only proved to be a small detour.”

“I'm glad to hear that, Duke. It's always great when such things line up.”

Whether he actually had something to do nearby or if he is just going along with the formalities I laid out for him, I can't be sure. But neither do I care. The only thing that really matters to me right now is…

“As stated during our previous meeting, I brought my daughter to browse your elven goods.” Duke Burmont steps aside, opening the way for his daughter.

Elsa de Magdelin, my former attendant when I was first summoned to this world, appears in the carriage’s doorway.

For the first time since I was condemned as the False Hero and thrown into that cell, our eyes meet.

For a heartbeat, Elsa merely stands in the carriage doorway, looking down at me. But after that fraction of time, her feet hit the step that allows easy access in and out of the carriage, then the ground below it.

However, even as she moves, her eyes remain on me. It's enough to make me wonder if she's seen through my disguise, but I don't let the cracks show on my face.

No, if she knew, she wouldn't be walking toward me … right?

Even after fully exiting the carriage, Elsa looks at me with an expression that still leaves doubts in my mind.
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“Greetings,” she says. “I'm Elsa de Magdelin. It's a pleasure to meet you.”

I give her a bow, partly to hide my face. “Lawrence, a merchant from the far east. The pleasure is mine.”

When I straighten back up, I see a contemplative look on Elsa's face as she continues looking at me.

“Lawrence…” she says softly.

“Yes. I've been told it's a rare name here, but in the east, it's quite common.” I make up a lie.

“Is that so? Perhaps it's just a coincidence, then.” Her eyes never let go of mine.

I stare back without flinching, even though on the inside, I'm praying that she doesn't recognize me.

“Hmm.” Elsa finally breaks eye contact. “It looks like Father was right. There are some exotic items here. I do believe I'd like to take a look at them, if you'd please.”

“Most certainly.” I mentally breathe a sigh of relief. “Melody, would you show her the elven fashion?”

“Leave it to me.” Belle steps forward, taking Elsa’s attention.

However, even if most of her focus is now on Belle, I can't help but notice her eyes flicker to me for a brief second as she's led toward the display of elven clothing sitting out next to one of the carts.

That girl…

Does she know or not?

Without a clear answer, I watch on as she and Belle begin their browsing.

Duke Burmont steps up beside me. “Elsa has always been interested in foreign goods. Though perhaps it's more accurate to say anything with an exotic background and unique history tends to catch her eye.”

I continue looking at Elsa and Belle. “Anything exotic and unique? Does that include places and people, then?”

“It does. So, if she seems a bit too interested in you, know that it's because of her tendency to seek out the exotic. And with you being from the far east, it may attract her attention. Pay it no heed.”

Is this a noble's way of telling me to stay away from his daughter?

Well, not that I need another reason to avoid Elsa as much as possible.

“I understand,” I say, meeting the Duke's eyes. “She'd be disappointed, even if she did learn about me. I spend most of my time just running around, barely stopping anywhere long enough to learn more than the basics about the people or their history.”

“The life of a merchant isn't always gratifying. And with the current state of the kingdom, it can be quite dangerous, as well.”

“True. But if you know how to get the right goods to the right places, there's a lot of profit to be made. And also, it can bring joy to some people who love the items I carry.”

“Although I came here mostly for my daughter's sake, I heard from some of my colleagues that your goods are quite extraordinary. To be honest, when I first saw you in the masquerade honoring Princess Lumina's new position as Prime Oracle, I assumed you would be selling mere trinkets. But that's not the case, is it?”

I try to avoid having my face stiffen. “Ah, I should have realized that you were at the masquerade. I'm quite embarrassed about my behavior that day, so I hope you'll do your best to forget it.”

“Asking for a dance from the princess was a bold move. Even now, I don't understand why she accepted your invitation. But fortunately for you, the events played out in your favor.”

“Well, she looked bored, sitting in that chair while everyone else was enjoying the ball. As a merchant, I've had to rely on my instincts to survive, and at the time, they were telling me that she'd like to join in on the fun.”

Duke Burmont rubs his chin. “I can see the logic in that. Perhaps if you hadn't moved so quickly, a noble would have done the same sooner or later. Though after her dance, others did try, but she denied them all.”

“I can't imagine why…” I completely avoid giving my real thoughts on the matter.

But man, I really went overboard with that dance. If I could turn back time…

…No, I'd still dance with Lumina. Even if it makes it harder for me now, it was worth it to give her that memory.

Dropping that line of thought, I motion toward the nearest display of elven items. It's a showing of potions and other consumables meant for the battlefield, but I'm not drawing Burmont's attention to it because of what they are.

From what Elise told me, the duke does have a tendency to purchase military goods for use in his territory. It's his responsibility to keep order in the land he controls after all, so I'd forgive him for thinking that's the reason I'm directing him to a shelf of potions first.

But the real reason is that Elsa seems to have no interest in them, meaning I can avoid her by focusing on equipment and consumables.

The less I have to interact with her, the better.

I still can't figure out if she knows who I am or not…

It'd be strange for her to just casually browse my items if she knew who I really was. My reputation here in Orakio isn't really improving amongst the nobility and high-ranked generals like it is in the beastkin country of Belfast.

The only ones who know the truth are those I have deep connections with in some fashion. The royal family, the people at the arena, and the young noble, Julius.

Speaking of Julius, I need to meet with him soon.

It'd be strange if I avoided him too long and he were to find out I've been under his nose for quite a while.

Julius is Duke Bradley de Reinhold's nephew. In other words, he's closely related to the noble who's leading the faction that has sided with Chaos. I've been advised to avoid him for that reason alone, but I trust Julius to do what's right, so I at least want to give him a chance.

As we reach the shelf of potions, I refocus on my current guest, Duke Burmont. He's the same rank as Duke Bradley, but there's more to a noble's influence than their rank alone.

Although Duke Burmont is a powerful man, he simply can't compare to Bradley. From what I hear, Bradley would be the most likely candidate to take the crown, were the royal family to disappear.

Like I'll ever let that happen.

“The elves,” I say, motioning to the potions, “are well known for their high-quality craftsmanship. And that's true for more than just their weapons and armor. Some say an elven potion can do the work of two human ones, though the price may also double at the same time.”

“Hmm.” Burmont picks one up. “Even if the cost is higher, when supplying an army with weak potions, the cost of transportation and storage rises. In some cases, it can be worth paying triple the cost for a potion that's twice as effective.”

“Ah, you're right about that. As a merchant, I have to transport a lot of items. If I had to choose between a bunch of weak potions or a few strong ones, I'd go with the option with easier logistics, even if it means I make less coin in the end. It's simply too cumbersome to transport low quality goods over long distances.”

He puts it back down. “Yet even so, purchasing something like a potion requires having an alchemist present to truly determine their worth. And unfortunately, I didn't bring one along.”

“Understandable. This visit is more casual than anything else, after all. But I do have many items with worth that can be grasped without the need of a specialist. For example…”

As I lead the duke to the next section of goods, I sneak a peek at Elsa. To my surprise, she's looking directly at me, so our eyes end up meeting.

I end up staring back at her for a bit too long and suddenly feel like things have gotten awkward. It's at the point where just looking away would be strange, but we're too far apart to speak without shouting, and that'd be even more strange.

So in the end, I just end up giving her a small nod, along with what I hope is a casual smile. Feeling like things would only get more awkward if it continues like this, I tear my eyes away from her.

Man, this whole situation is really throwing me off-guard.

I really hope she doesn't want to stay too long…

I focus on showcasing my items to Duke Burmont, making a concerted effort to ignore Elsa. Since he's mainly here because of his daughter, I don't try too hard to sell anything in particular.

In fact, it'd be great if he doesn't find anything he wants so that his chance of coming back to see me again will be lower.

Unfortunately, a few items catch his eye.

“This spear.” Duke Burmont picks it up and inspects the tip. “It’s crafted from adamantium, is it not? It's quite a masterpiece in design, and the enchantments are even more powerful than I expected.”

“Ah, that one. Yeah, it's the second best weapon I brought back from the elven lands, outside their famed chain sickles.”

“Second best? There's another above even this one?”

“Indeed. But unfortunately, I already made a deal to show that particular weapon to another noble. He picked it up just before you arrived, so it's out of my hands now.”

“And who exactly did you make this deal with, if you don't mind me asking.”

“I don't think he'd mind. In fact, he bought it in front of another noble who was browsing at the time, so it's not like it's a secret. It was Earl Ivan.”

Duke Burmont makes a thoughtful face. “I see. That does sound like something Earl Ivan would purchase. In that case, I'll take this spear off your hands.”

“Oh? I didn't think you'd be buying such a powerful weapon, so I didn't prepare the necessary paperwork. Please give me a moment.”

I motion Lena over. “Can you go into the study and check the desk’s top-left drawer? There's a stack of papers in there. Just grab one and bring it to me, along with ink and quill.”

“Certainly, Sir Lawrence.” Lena gives me a bow befitting a maid, then heads back to the mansion.

After a minute or so, she returns with the requested items, which I take from her hands.

“Thank you.” I turn back to Burmont. “I’m sure someone as influential as yourself is up to date on your license to purchase powerful weapons, right?”

“Of course.”

“Then…” I hand him the paperwork and quill.

He signs it without fuss, while one of his men hands over a pouch of gold. I give that man the spear at the same time, then take the signed document from Burmont's hand.

Turning, I hand the paperwork to Lena, giving her instructions on where to place it within the mansion.

With the deal made, I continue showing Burmont around the displays. Fortunately, it doesn't take much longer before he runs out of interest in the remaining items, meaning it's almost time for them to leave.

But unfortunately, that also means that I find myself meeting back up with Elsa and Belle, who are going through some of the exotic elven clothing.

“Father, what do you think?” Elsa holds a dress up to her body.

“I hope you don't intend to wear such a thing in public.”

“Oh, come on. I'm sure it would cause quite a stir for those with an eye for fashion!”

“I'm not among that crowd, so I can't speak for them. But as a high noble, I can say with certainty that such a drastic showing would draw more than a few eyes.”

“That's precisely the point. I wonder if it would go well with my favorite mantle…”

Duke Burmont sighs, turning to me. “How much?”

“If it's for the young lady, you can consider it a gift.”

He raises an eyebrow. “A gift? Why would a merchant gift such a rare item?”

“Because there's no better advertising than a high noble's daughter wearing elven fashion in public. No amount of coins can compare to the exposure my shop would gain, if she manages to get other nobles interested in this style.”

His skeptical look fades. “I see. I'm beginning to understand why you became such a successful merchant at your young age.”

“Thank you very much.” I give him a bow.

“And thank you, too,” Elsa says. “I'm grateful to receive such a nice gift after an enjoyable browse through these mysterious items.”

“It's a pleasure, my lady.” I give her a bow too, mostly to avoid having to look at her.

“In fact, I do believe that I'll be paying a visit to your shop proper. Can I contact you beforehand so I can get a tour of the establishment?”

“Ah, sure. That's not a problem.”

It's actually a big problem for me, though…

Unfortunately, it seems that this won't be the last time I have to meet with Elsa.

As she steps back onto her carriage, she gives me one last wave before disappearing inside. I can't decide if the smile on her face is innocent or if she just enjoys making me sweat.

But since she's leaving for the day, I can at least relax until she sends a messenger for her tour.

“That girl…” Belle watches the carriage as it leaves the estate. “I can't tell if she knows or not.”

“Did she give any clues?”

“No, nothing solid. But she kept taking peeks at you while I was showing her around. It was enough to make me worried she'd suddenly realize the truth and shout it out.”

“Hmm.” I think back to the time our eyes awkwardly met. “Best to avoid her as much as possible. Maybe I can pawn her off onto you when it comes time for the tour.”

“Maybe. But it seemed like she wanted you in particular, so we'll just have to wait and see what the message says when she sends it.”

“Man, what a pain…”

Belle and I walk back into the manor, along with Lena.

Kreslina is inside, stuffing her mouth with one of the dried fruits. But when she sees us, she stops chewing and straightens up, as if she were just caught eating our meal.

“Hey, at least finish chewing. After that, you can help us out.”

Her mouth moves quickly, and soon enough, the fruit ends up in her stomach.

“What are we working on next?” she asks.

“At this rate, we might start getting guests coming into the house, so I want to get the guest bedrooms cleaned up.”

“Okay…!” Kreslina somehow looks both nervous and fired up at the same time.

With a smile, I lead her and Lena to the hall filled with guest bedrooms and give them instructions on which ones to work on first.

This time parading around as a merchant is turning out to be quite interesting.


Chapter 8: Hooking the Catch

----- Lutz -----

“A sword so powerful that only the strongest dungeon weapons can match it?”

“That's right, Prince Rhys,” Earl Ivan says with pride. “When I held it, I knew I had to purchase it before anyone else.”

Prince Rhys nods. “Any noble would have done the same, given the chance. It's a shame that I never followed up on meeting that elven merchant, if he has weapons of that caliber.”

“The kingdom limits who can purchase powerful equipment, so if that merchant is going to have a constant supply of such weapons, perhaps it would be best to at least pay him a visit to ensure none of them fall into the wrong hands.” Earl Ivan looks to a nearby gathering of nobles. “I’m speaking of ruffians and such, of course.”

Earl Charles visibly huffs at the remark, but he doesn't openly confront Earl Ivan, despite his statement of ruffians clearly being directed at him.

Charles and Ivan were the two nobles I had visit my estate the other day. Whereas Charles is part of Duke Bradley's faction, Ivan is firmly on the side of the king.

In other words, the two men hate each other. Though their sour relationship goes much deeper than just their factions.

They both bought powerful items from me and are showing them off to the nobles at this royal party, hence why Ivan is talking to Rhys about the sword I sold him.

Of course, none of this is a coincidence. The king scheduled this party specifically for this reason, and Rhys is just playing his part, letting Ivan talk up a storm about his new sword as various nobles listen in.

Doing so nets me a lot of prestige amongst the highest nobles in the Orakian Kingdom, and since the crown prince is seemingly impressed with Ivan’s sword, it has the added benefit of making Earl Charles angry. That'll come in handy later.

As for me…

Rhys waves me over.

In just a few steps, I arrive in front of him, holding out a platter. He takes a glass from it and brings it to his mouth, taking a small sip of the wine.

As a royal servant, it's my job to make sure the nobles here have their thirst quenched on demand. With my platter full of wine, I've already kept many of their lips from going dry.

Of course, I'm fully transformed, taking on the appearance of someone older and more dignified than my usual self.

I thought it'd be annoying to be a butler, but I wanted to be here for this party, and this was the easiest solution. But it turns out, it's quite fun to parade around under their noses.

“I'll certainly have a meeting with this merchant. Lawrence was his name, correct?”

“That's correct, Prince Rhys. I can provide you with his estate's location later, if you wish.”

“I would be grateful. It would make contacting him much easier.”

I've already begun moving away from Rhys and Ivan. It'd be strange for a servant to linger, but my enhanced hearing lets me pick up on their conversation, even from across the room.

That also means I can hear their rival's words, Earl Charles. The man is absolutely fuming that Ivan is getting so much recognition just from buying a single sword.

However, Ivan can't bring a weapon to the party, especially one as powerful as the sword he bought. But the same isn't true for the ring and Fairy Wine that Charles bought from us.

In fact, I can see that very ring sitting on his finger. It has enchantments on it that enhance the wearer's Agility and balance, essentially making them feel graceful and confident in front of a crowd.

Many nobles wear similar enchantments for that reason, so Charles' ring can be considered quite a good find, all things considered.

But the difference between that ring and ordinary enchanted equipment isn't easy to see at a glance, so unless someone makes a scene about it like Rhys is doing with the sword, it'll just be an interesting tidbit that'll quickly fall by the wayside.

Fortunately for Earl Charles, he has a way of getting attention for himself, even if nobody wants to play into his hand.

The Fairy Wine.

“My fair nobles,” Earl Charles says with confidence. “I have quite the surprise for all of you.”

He claps, and servants appear from a back room. All of them are carrying trays just like mine, with one difference.

“Recently,” Earl Charles continues, “I used my connection to purchase a large amount of a drink so rare, many here have only heard stories of its exotic taste. But today, I’ve arranged for each of you to have the pleasure of trying it for yourselves. The drink of which I speak is none other than the elusive elven brew, Fairy Wine.”

One by one, the nobles take the wine glasses from the trays. Although things like poison may always be in the back of their mind, the spreading of the lost magic, [Scry], has made it easy to tell if something's been dosed since the spell will pick up on it.

Besides, if it's a royal party, everyone knows that the king would have had the drink inspected beforehand. And that's exactly the case. Actually, I was the one who inspected it, but that's not important.

The point is that the nobles turn the glasses up without restraint, downing the exotic Fairy Wine that rarely makes an appearance in the human lands.

“Exquisite!” one noble exclaims.

“Subtly sweet, yet sharp,” another says.

“And the aftertaste leaves me with the desire to take another sip,” a third says. “What an amazing brew.”

Others chime in with their opinions, but their comments aren't important to me. All that matters is that the mood has shifted, putting Earl Charles at the center of the party, as he wanted from the beginning.

The man doesn't waste the opportunity, raising his glass high with a wide smile on his face.

“I've managed to secure a deal for even more Fairy Wine from the merchant. For those of you who want your own bottles, I am more than willing to share my stock. Though the price is quite steep, as one would expect.”

“I'll take some,” a noble says.

“And I, as well!” another pipes up.

“Most certainly,” Charles says with a smile. “I’m even willing to increase my request from the merchant, if there's enough demand.”

What request? I sold you some wine one time, and you never once asked for another shipment.

Despite his lies, the situation is favorable for me. The more interest I can draw, the easier it'll be for me to meet with even more powerful nobles.

Guess I should swing back by the elven lands and pick up some more Fairy Wine.

What should I bring to trade for it, though? Maybe the king will have some high-quality brews that'll catch the elves' interest.

Often, being exotic is all it takes to gain a reputation. Of course, the exotic item has to have a certain level of quality to it, as well. But it's much more likely that between two drinks of equal quality, the exotic one will gain more popularity compared to one that's considered common.

The simple fact that these nobles can claim to have a bottle of Fairy Wine in their possession is enough of a reason to buy some, even if they never intend on drinking it.

However, we didn't set up this royal party just to get some more customers. We need to instigate a conflict between Duke Bradley's faction and the royal faction, with my shop as the centerpiece.

And the best way to do that is to get Duke Bradley's faction to try and hoard my shop's items for themselves.

That's why we're selling powerful equipment and rare goods to both sides at the same time. Each side will feel like they need to win the tug of war, bringing my shop over to their side so they can get full access to the items and equipment I have to offer.

Increasing my reputation like this means that high ranked nobles will naturally see the need to fight over me, as letting the other side win would mean giving them an advantage in both economic markets with my elven goods and on the battlefield with my powerful equipment.

Those that understand how close the Orakian Kingdom is to a civil war know that letting the enemy get the upper hand simply can't be allowed. And so, the conflict between the two factions will only grow as they seek to control which of them gets access to my items.

But letting this occur naturally would take time. And time is something I can't afford to waste. That’s exactly why Prince Rhys is out on the floor with the nobles. With his help, we can fan the flames of the conflict.

As a noble firmly on the side of Duke Bradley, it's expected that anytime someone in the king's faction wanders into their circle, they do so with the intent of engaging in a political battle. Even if the conversation seems tame from the outside, both parties are subtly trying to tear down the other while building themselves up.

However, it's common knowledge that Crown Prince Rhys is quite poor when it comes to playing those kinds of political games. He's a straightforward man, one who leads on the battlefield.

That makes him a terrible choice as the central figure when engaging in political maneuvers. But his reputation can also be a useful tool. If sent to talk to a noble from the rival faction, that noble wouldn't suspect Rhys is capable of any sly trickery.

And that's true. He really is terrible at it.

But if all we need him to do is tell the truth, then it doesn't matter. He can do that all day, and most nobles would have no choice but to see his words as genuine, knowing that Rhys isn't capable of such trickery.

By using that reputation to our advantage, we can manipulate Duke Bradley's faction by dropping information and pushing them in the direction we want them to go.

Which is exactly what we plan on doing right now.

Prince Rhys stops just in front of Earl Charles, a glass in his hand. “It's rare to find Fairy Wine anywhere in the Orakian Kingdom, yet you've secured enough to quench all of our thirsts.”

“It was a simple enough matter, Your Highness. When it comes to mercantile business, I'm quite confident in my ability to seek out the best.”

Hey, I was the one who approached you first, remember?

“Is that so?” Rhys says. “It seems this new merchant could become a boon for us, given his powerful and exotic wares. I even heard your recent poise is thanks to a ring you bought from him.”

Earl Charles looks to his rival, Ivan. “A much better purchase than a simple blade, that's for certain.”

“I believe having both would be even better than one or the other. Perhaps we can redirect some of this merchant's goods to the military, where we can put it to use in the war against Chaos.”

“All merchants exist to make coin, Your Highness. Can the kingdom afford to pay for imported elven items, considering the cost of the war? Or are you trying to say you're going to force the merchant to sell you his wares at a discount? If that's the case you'll quickly find that those goods will disappear, as the cost of importing them will be greater than the profit from selling them.”

Rhys shakes his head. “I have no intention of forcing a discount, though buying in bulk usually results in lower prices, does it not? Regardless, it's worth a try to see if we can utilize this new influx of powerful items against the fiends, so I believe I shall meet with this merchant myself.”

Earl Charles hides a frown. “I suppose it can't hurt to try, but I wouldn't get your hopes up, Your Highness. Dealing with merchants isn't as easy as it may seem.”

“I'll be sure to bring an experienced negotiator when I visit.”

“Hmm. I see. Then by all means, I can't wait to hear how this meeting goes.”

With that, Rhys and his political adversary, Earl Charles, bid each other farewell.

Did Charles take the bait? Guess I'll swing by and listen in to see.

Even if I can pick up on conversations from quite a ways away, the party is noisy, especially after the introduction of the Fairy Wine. And since I don't want to act suspiciously, I've been doing my job as a servant properly.

As I approach Earl Charles’ group, I hone in on his words.

“...meet with him before the prince can sink his claws in. I'm telling you, this merchant can give us a major advantage against them.”

A higher ranked noble rubs his chin. “I'm not so sure. One merchant can't be that important, no matter how exotic his wares.”

“You haven't seen them. When I was at his estate, nearly every item on display was extraordinary. If we can get that merchant on our side, I'm certain Duke Bradley will see the benefits and reward us. Just give him one chance, and you'll see.”

“Hmm. I guess a single meeting with him isn't too much to ask. Fine, Earl. Speak to this merchant and set up a time. But I want him to come to us. I'm not going to go to his estate, like you did.”

Earl Charles grins. “I'll make it happen, one way or another. Just have plenty of coin on hand because once you see his wares, you'll be wanting to purchase many of them.”

“Right, right. I'll keep that in mind.”

Alright. Looks like we can expect another visit soon.

Guess we should tell Lena to be on the lookout for a messenger.

With the objective of gaining the interest of Duke Bradley's faction, I slip out of the main party and into the back rooms to escape my responsibilities.

When I get out of sight, I send the tray to my [Inventory], but I keep my disguise active. I'm still in the castle, after all.

When it comes to rooms, servants are limited on where they can go. So, it's not like I can just wander around wherever I please, especially when there are royals and high nobles back here who are taking a break from the party.

In fact, I'm pretty much limited to the restocking area and kitchen. If I try to go down any of the other halls, a guard would stop me for questioning before I can reach any important places.

However, those guards have limits to their authority. For example, if someone with enough rank were to call for me as I pass by a hallway, they'd have no choice but to let me through.

And it just so happens…

“You, servant.” A familiar voice enters my ears.

Turning, I see a noble dressed as a maid. “How may I help you?”

“Follow,” Elise says. “We have a special request.”

“As you wish.”

I walk right by the pair of guards who are guarding that particular hall, falling in behind Elise.

After a few turns and a couple more pairs of guards, we arrive at a door that's being protected by its own set of soldiers, whose levels are quite a bit higher than normal.

Though truth be told, they're still just ornaments when compared to the strength of the person inside.

Elise opens the door, and I walk in behind her. It may be strange for a mere servant to be invited into such a well-guarded room, but neither of the two soldiers react in any noticeable way.

After shutting the door behind me, I walk forward, taking in the sight of the ones who are behind so many layers of security.

Lumina is here, which is a surprise to absolutely nobody, considering Elise is practically her shadow. The young princess has a smile on her face as we meet up, which is her usual response when we're working together like we are today.

Two more people are sitting at the comfortable accommodations provided to them, both faces I recognize. But I ignore them for now and focus on the blonde-haired royal girl who's standing up to greet me.

“Welcome back,” Lumina says. “I hope you enjoyed your time out on the party floor.”

“Serving nobles is pretty much the last thing I'd ever want to do. But it was pretty interesting out there, so it was worth doing.”

“If not nobles, then what about royals? I believe we have a position open for a royal servant, do we not?” Lumina's smile grows wider.

“Hey, you already have Elise! You don't need two shadows, do you!?”

“I don't see anything wrong with it, though?”

“Why am I not surprised to hear that…”

Since everyone here is in on our scheme, I cancel my [Transform] spell, revealing myself for all to see. After reaching the center of the room with the others, I sit down in a chair as if I'm right at home.

Lumina retakes her seat, but Elise decides to stand diagonally behind her, like she usually does. There's a reason why she's acting so formal. Two, in fact. And those reasons are sitting in their own chairs alongside us.

“Never would have thought my brother would let someone like you get so close to his daughter. I bet he hates it when you meet with her, huh? Maybe I should bring up the matter next time I see him, just to see how angry he gets.”

“Uncle, please don't do that.” Lumina's smile grows stiff. “He's finally starting to calm down about the whole affair, much to my delight.”

“So I was too late to capitalize on his frustration while it was at its height? Unfortunate. And I guess if it's for my niece, I can abstain from gouging that wound. Probably.”

“Haha…”

The king's brother, Leon de Eldridge. After the sudden death of their father, the two princes fought for control of the throne. As the winner of the civil war, King Edgar sentenced his brother to death, as is often the case for the losers in a battler for succession.

At least, that's what the history books say. But the truth is that the defeated prince was exiled to the edge of the kingdom. Still, his supposed death put an end to the noble faction that had supported him, leaving King Edgar to seize a large amount of power for himself.

Yet the civil war left its marks. And from the ashes of the destruction, a new noble rose to a seat of power, Duke Bradley de Reinhold.

Whether it was fate or coincidence, the fact is that the very noble who now threatens King Edgar’s rule is the same one who benefitted most from the civil war 20 years ago.

But there are other players on the field besides just the royals and nobles. I'm one such player, but there's another who's been secretly helping King Edgar for a few weeks now.

“From your casual attitude,” the second man says to me, “it would seem everything went according to plan.”

“Yep, I didn't even need to intervene in any way. The nobles in Duke Bradley's faction really think Rhys plans to try to lay claim to all my powerful items. I could almost smell their outrage when the prince was talking about meeting with me.”

“Excellent. Nobles only have two goals, making them quite easy to manipulate, with the right tools. Either they're competing against other nobles near their rank, or they're currying favor with those above them.”

The aging man rubs his chin. “Earl Charles has always had high ambitions, despite his mediocre abilities. I knew that once he got his hands on you, he'd use you as a way to impress the higher ranked nobles and gain their favor.”

He leans forward just a bit. “Bringing you into their faction and simultaneously preventing the royals from gaining control over you would be a major win for someone like him. That means even now, he's likely working hard to set up a meeting with the high ranks in Duke Bradley's faction to show off your wares to prove his own worth.”

I nod. “Makes sense. I wasn't so sure it would work at first, but it looks like your plan really is coming together.”

“And I wasn't certain you could pull it off. At this rate, I will be able to comfortably discard all three of my back-up plans soon.”

“You really like to scheme, don't you?”

“It's what I do best. Though my time away from the capital has made me a bit rusty.”

“This is you while rusty? No wonder you were able to lead King Edgar to a victory during the civil war…”

The king's former advisor, and the man who secured his throne.

However, after the civil war, he retired from his position and went into exile with Leon, the king's brother. Although I don't know why he left, it obviously had something to do with the war. Or perhaps the two brothers themselves.

Either way, King Edgar called for him when Duke Bradley gained control over the other three heroes, seeking his help. The man answered, but to everyone's surprise, he brought the exiled brother along with him for reasons I still don't understand.

It's thanks to this advisor’s schemes that we've managed to make so much progress toward gaining the trust of the nobles in Duke Bradley's faction. It's actually a bit surprising how all of his plans have gone just as he expected.

When it comes to scheming, I'm no slouch. I've done my fair share, mostly out of necessity. But often times, mine end up going south at some point or another, and I end up having to correct mistakes or even change course entirely.

So far, none of this advisor’s plans have had those issues. It's quite refreshing, actually.

“Still,” the advisor says. “We have a long way to go before we're ready to make our move. That means plenty of time for mistakes, so don't get overconfident.”

“Me? Overconfident? I've never once made that mistake. Just ask anyone.”

“Funny, lad. Never would have thought the only real hero we have would be as hysterical as a court jester.”

“That's just how he is.” Lumina shakes her head. “You'll get used to it.”

“Well, as long as he keeps bringing in results, that's all I care about.”

“Don't worry. Even if things go wrong, I'm sure he'll figure out a way to make them right again.”

I give her a thumbs up. “You got that right. I already have a plan in case things fall apart.”

“Truly? What sort of plan is it?”

“Simple. If they find out what we're up to, then … I'll just beat everyone up!”

“Ah, truly a magnificent idea. But let's just hope that particular plan stays as merely an idea.”

“What? No incredulous response? And here I was trying to pick on you.”

Lumina puffs up in pride. “I've wised up to your ways, Sir Lutz. I won't be goaded into reacting to your jokes so easily.”

“Guess that means I need to work that much harder, then.”

When I first heard about this advisor and the king's brother, I was skeptical about their loyalty. But the king had told them the truth and even provided some kind of evidence.

I didn't know anything about it until I arrived back in the city recently, so I had no choice but to roll with it.

After meeting with them, I have to admit that they seem genuine. I'd imagine there'd be some bad blood between the two royals who fought a civil war–and from how they speak to each other, it does appear that way–but both seem to want to clean out the fiends from the kingdom, so they have no choice but to work together.

“What about our real target, Marquis Nicholas?” I ask. “Have you already planted the idea in his head that he should meet with me?”

The advisor nods. “We made sure he overheard one of our nobles talking about recruiting you. And since he's at this party, he's fully aware just how much the two sides are maneuvering to pull you into their faction. I have no doubt he will make an appearance before you soon enough.”

“Good. We need at least one noble who's verified to be working with Chaos. I just hope he decides to show up soon, else I'll have to take more drastic measures to meet with him.”

“You're almost done preparing for the finale?”

I shrug. “Still have a week or so. Two, tops. But I can't wait around much longer than that, so it'd be best if we took care of the nobles before I finish my preparations.”

“In that case, I'll draw up some countermeasures in case we need to hurry things along.”

“Yeah, do that.” I stand from my chair. “As for me, my job here is done, so I'll be heading back home. If anything goes wrong, give me a call.”

Lumina stands, as well. “It was good to see you, Sir Lutz. I hope you will be visiting us again soon.”

“Yeah, I don't see why not. Or rather, it's you who will be visiting us, right?”

“Ah, that's correct. It's that time already, isn't it? I'm looking forward to it.”

“We all are. Can't wait to see the look on her face.”

Lumina smiles. “Yes, that sounds just like you.”

“Can't help it.” I shrug. “But I'm out. I'll see you two soon.”

“Goodbye.”

“Farewell.” Elise bows.

With that, I activate my [Fast Travel] Heroic Skill, and the cozy room vanishes from sight.


Chapter 9: Fair is Fair

----- Lutz -----

“Welcome home,” Laya says.

“Thanks. It's good to be back.”

“Party?”

“It went about as well as we could hope for. My reputation is rising, and it looks like the nobles in Duke Bradley's faction will be inviting me to meet with them.”

“Marquis Nicholas?”

“We're not sure what he's going to do yet, but the king's advisor is working on getting him into the meeting with me. If all goes well, the plan will go off without a hitch.”

“Mmm.”

The other girls are here, as well. Though that doesn't include our new maids, Lena and Kreslina. Those two are hard at work cleaning the more obscure parts of the manor.

All of the main areas are done, which includes the entire first floor, all the guest bedrooms, the meeting room, and my office. But places like storage areas are still messy, along with a couple rooms that don't have a defined purpose, from what I can tell.

Within the next day or two, the entire manor will be considered fully cleaned up. After that, it's just a matter of keeping it that way, which should be a much easier task to manage.

We should really discuss a work schedule with our new maids.

Even if it's common for people to work nearly every day in this world, there's no way I can force that kind of lifestyle on the ones working hard for my sake.

Guess I'll bring it up to them today. But first…

“Who's ready to go out to the city?”

“Ah! Me, me, me!” Alisha is the first to agree, unsurprisingly.

“I suppose a trip out would be favorable to staying inside all day.” Tylith casually gives her reasoning.

“You don't even need to ask me,” Belle says.

I nod. “I figured as much. Then, let's get our two new employees and show them a good time.”

“I'm sure Kreslina will enjoy it,” Tylith says. “But she may have some reservations about having fun in a city full of humans.”

“True. But there's nothing we can do about her situation right now, so we just have to show her that it's fine to enjoy the life she has here with us.”

“I suppose I have no choice but to watch over her, then.” Tylith looks away to hide her embarrassment. “It’s my job as a Vampire Princess, after all.”

“Right, right. It's your job, and there's definitely no personal feelings involved at all.”

“Hmph.”

“Since you're so thrilled about it, why don't you go get the girls? We'll be waiting in the reception room.”

“Oh!” Belle pipes up. “I'll go with you! We can't bring them with us if they have their maid outfits on, right? And I've got just the thing to fix that little problem!”

“Oh, right. Guess you have a point. Then by all means, go play dress up.”

Belle and Tylith take off toward the two maids, who are on the second floor above us. Laya, Alisha, and I only have a short walk out of the meeting room and to the reception area, so we end up at our destination in just a few seconds.

Since it's us, we can get ready with the snap of a finger, which is exactly what I do. The noble outfit I was wearing would be a bit too stuffy for a day out in the city, so I put in something a bit more casual.

The two girls are already wearing proper outfits, so the only thing left for us to do is wait for Belle to finish getting the maids ready.

Fortunately, it doesn't take long. Before we know it, Lena and Kreslina are walking into the reception room, wearing fine clothing that marks them as wealthy commoners, at the very least.

“A-are you sure this is okay…?” Lena asks, looking down at her outfit.

“Don't worry, we have a lot of outfits to spare!” Belle waves her hand. “Besides, you look cute in it!”

“Eh? I do…?” Lena peeks at me, as if searching for confirmation.

I give her a nod of approval. “Belle's right. It suits you well.”

“Really? I'm glad…” Lena still looks hesitant. “But I never heard of maids going out with the estate lord like this. Is it really okay?”

“Like I said, I'm not a lord. I'm just a commoner with a lot of money and connections. So when it comes to what's considered standard behavior … well, I don't care about any of that. We do what we want.”

“I see.” She visibly builds her resolve. “Then I'll do my best today!”

“That's the spirit.”

Not sure why you'd have to do your best to enjoy a trip out to the city, though…

When it comes to social positions in this world, there's a clear hierarchy. Even if we're both commoners, the fact that I have an expensive estate and have enough pull to get nobles to drop by puts me in a league far above Lena.

In her mind, I might as well be a powerful noble, even if I lack the title. Being told that she'll be going out with us as an equal, and not as a maid to perform her duties, must have been a real shock.

But as long as she's able to let loose and have fun, that's all that matters.

However, as strange as Lena must feel about the trip, the other girl we're bringing probably feels multiple times more confusion.

Tylith looks toward the small vampire maid. “You should follow Lena's example, Kreslina.”

“Okay…”

“What's with that halfhearted response? You're a vampire, are you not? Show some energy, some pride.”

“But … humans don't like vampires.”

“So what? Are you going to let the hatred of people you don't know dictate your mood? As a vampire, you will always deal with such feelings from the other three races. The sooner you learn to take pride in your heritage, the sooner you'll regain control over your own destiny.”

“My … destiny…” Kreslina reaches to the back of her neck, where the slave seal still sits.

Although I wanted to get rid of the seal immediately, I wasn't sure how Kreslina was going to act. If she tried running away when we weren't home, then she could have gotten herself into trouble.

But despite technically being my slave, I haven't given her a single order that would trigger the seal, even if she disobeyed. Whether or not she's picked up on that, I'm not certain because she's been quite obedient since she arrived.

Guess I should reward her for being a good girl, huh?

In that case…

“Kreslina,” I say to the little vampire. “If you're able to have fun with us out in the city, then I'll give you a reward.”

“A reward…?”

“Yeah. It'll definitely be worth it, so will you try to enjoy yourself with us today?”

“O-okay, I'll … do my best.”

“Good. Then with that settled, let's go see what this city has to offer.”

Kreslina's declaration lacks the same energy as Lena's, but as long as she's trying to enjoy herself with us, that's all that matters. Besides, she's going to get the reward, either way. I just wanted to give her a reason to have some fun.

Since we're going out to the city, we can't exactly teleport directly to our destination. Besides, we have our two maids with us, and they still don't know how powerful we really are.

Knowing too much could jeopardize our identities, so if we can keep them in the dark until we finish our business here in the capital, it'd be for the best.

After that, it should be safe to explain the truth to them. Or rather, we won't really have a choice in the matter, considering what we plan to do before we leave here.

But that comes later. Right now, there's only one thing we need to think about.

“Alright!” I say as I step out of our rented carriage. “Let's have some fun!”

----------

“I'm gonna win all the prizes!” Alisha's the first to show her enthusiasm.

“Easy, now. With our level, it's basically cheating to play some of the games. So, let's make a game out of the games instead.”

“Eh? How are we going to do that?”

“Remember when we were going through the elven lands for the first time and gave each other restrictions for defeating a group of monsters? Let's do that again.”

“Oh! Yeah, yeah! I'll win them all with my eyes closed!”

I shake my head, remembering Alisha's display of gedi powers. “Don't tell me you've been training for this day…”

“Ehehehe~”

The rest of the girls file out of the carriage until we're all standing on the ground in front of a stables. Since we rented the carriage for the entire day, it'll be waiting here for us when we're ready to leave.

We have to pay for the stable fee too, of course.

Regardless, it's worth the cost since our two maids don't have the endurance that we do, which means a walk halfway across the capital city would take a toll on their enthusiasm.

Lena is probably used to that kind of thing, thanks to her job as a maid. But Kreslina is just a child, so it's questionable whether or not she'd use up a lot of energy on such a long walk.

Seeing as how she's only level 3, it's not like she has a huge amount of stats to fall back on like we do, so we decided to take the easy path and usher them here in a carriage.

“This place is…” Lena looks around the city streets.

“Recognize it, huh? You been here before?”

“Yes, my parents brought me here a couple times. But that was a long time ago.”

“It's normal to bring children to a place like this. Or rather, this place probably only exists because of families that are looking for a day of fun.”

Lena nods. “Yes. I didn't think I'd be coming here like this, but I guess I see why you chose it.”

She looks to the girls. Most notably, her eyes fall on Laya, Alisha, and Kreslina. They're the youngest people here, so it only makes sense for her to assume that they're the reason I picked this particular place to have a fun day out.

But in reality, Laya is 19–though that's going to change very soon. And given her mature personality, our little elven companion would be the least likely one to choose a place like this to spend her day.

Well, she and Tylith would be the top two contenders, anyway. Though in Tylith's case, it's more of a way to keep up her appearance as an elegant and refined Vampire Princess. Because of that, there's no way an entertainment district filled with games meant for children and families would be her top pick.

Still, Lena’s not far off with her assumption that we're here because of the young ones, Laya excluded. Though Kreslina is a large part of the reason, I think all of us can have fun here, even if some of that fun is simply enjoying watching others have fun.

Part of being an adult is knowing when to let others enjoy their special day, after all.

“Well,” I say. “Let's go see what this entertainment district has to offer.”

“Me first! Me first!”

Of course, it's Alisha who's eager to get started. So, the rest of us follow our resident catgirl, each anticipating the fun and games in our own unique way.

If I had to compare this entertainment district to something on Earth, it'd be a small, county fair that pops up once a year. Usually, those fairs have at least some rides, however simple they may be. But this world isn't at the point in their technological advancement where those kinds of things can exist.

The best they have here are twisted-looking slides that would definitely only serve to make me nauseous and dizzy, if I rode them back on Earth.

But I didn't come here to ride a slide. According to Lumina, there are a lot of games and other sources of entertainment that even an adult can enjoy.

After paying an entrance fee and stepping inside, I see that it really is like a fair. A wide-open area, covered with various stalls featuring games for us to enjoy, along with stages set up where people are acting out plays. Some even encourage the audience to join in on the fun, especially the kids.

“I thought this place would be mostly deserted,” I say. “Considering the state of the world and all.”

Belle looks around at the crowd. “People probably want to forget. Especially parents.”

“Yeah, I guess you're right. They might not be able to show their kids a good time soon, so they're doing it while they can.”

“I mean, we're here for a similar reason, right? Even though we might not have the same dreary outlook as most people, it's still nice to give some people a chance to have fun while we can.”

“That's true. But like you said, I don't intend to let this be the last time we're able to let loose and enjoy ourselves without any worries. In fact, I plan to make days like this the norm!”

Belle shows me a wide smile. “I can't wait. Next time, I'm definitely bringing my little sister along, too!”

As we talk, we join the flow of people, letting it take us down the first path. The entire fair is about the size of a local park, which isn't that large in the grand scheme of the capital city, but it's enough to fit in a few dozen attractions.

Most are simple stalls, with one or two attendants providing the tools and instructions to help customers play their little game.

The first one we pass by has a series of holes set up, with the player having to toss a small pouch into one of the holes to win.

If they succeed, they get a prize, but of course the good prizes are all from holes in the far back, which are conveniently small and angled in a way that getting the pouch into them would basically require a perfect throw.

“Might as well start here,” I say. “Let's get in line and decide who's going to play.”

“Me?” Alisha points to herself.

“We have guests with us today, though?”

“Ah! Then we should let them go first!”

I give her head a pat. “Agreed. So with that settled, how about giving it a shot, Lena?”

“Eh?” Our older maid looks a bit surprised. “Not Kreslina?”

I peek at the young vampire. “She looks a little hesitant, so it'd be good if someone showed her why we're here in the first place.”

“I guess you're right…” Lena looks at the game. “I'm not really that confident when it comes to things like this, though…”

“It's not about winning. Although we will be keeping score.”

“Eep … I'm not great under pressure…”

“Oh there's no pressure. But if you come in last place, you might have to do something embarrassing.”

Her face goes pale. “S-something embarrassing? What exactly do you have in mind…?”

“Hmm.” I put on a thoughtful expression. “Maybe being forced to dress up like a maid and serve us dinner while referring to us as Master and Mistress?”

Lena’s face freezes. “B-but … that's normal…?”

“Ignore him!” Belle says. “He's just picking on you.”

“Oh, really? Then nobody's really keeping score?”

“Ah, we're definitely keeping score. I just meant the embarrassing thing for the loser will be tailored specifically for the person, so having a maid dress as a maid is out of the question.”

“So we're still punishing the loser!?”

“Well …. yeah.”

Lena’s face goes back to being pale, no doubt imagining what kind of punishments might await her if she loses the competition.

But she doesn't have much time to ponder because the line ahead of us has already disappeared, meaning it's time for her to step up to the counter.

“Welcome, welcome!” The attendant happily greets us, a smile on his face. “It's 50 copper per throw, but if you buy five throws, I'll do it for 2 silver! That's basically one free throw!”

“Ah, I'll just take one–”

“Five throws, please.” I hand the man 2 silver coins.

He takes them with a smile. “Most certainly! Here you go, young missy.”

He places five small pouches filled with sand in front of Lena.

The pink-haired maid picks one up with a slightly stiff face, taking aim at the board behind the counter that's filled with holes.

“Um, let's just go for the easy ones…” She tosses a pouch at one of the closer holes.

Unfortunately, her throw is wide, and it bounces off the board, hitting the ground with a thump.

“Uh oh,” I say. “I might want to start thinking of what kind of punishment would best fit you.”

“N-no, there's no need. I'm definitely going to win on the next one!”

Her hand blurs, the pouch taking to the sky … and immediately hitting solid wood.

“Two down already?” I poke fun at her.

“You mean there's still three chances to win…!” She sends the next soaring.

“Two left now.” I look at the pouch which sits on the ground beside the first two.

“Absolutely…” She clutches her next pouch closely. “I absolutely won't be the loser.”

She sends the pouch flying, straight toward that same easy hole. The rest of us watch on as it reaches a peak in the sky, then begins its descent thanks to the ever-present force of gravy.

When it reaches the board…

“Congratulations, missy!” The attendant says. “You've earned yourself a prize!”

“Oh … I did it!” Lena shows us a wide smile.

“Nice work, Lena!” I give her a thumbs up. “But you still have one pouch left. Why not go for a double win?”

“Ah, that's right.” She takes the final pouch in hand. “Since I've already got a prize, let's go for one of the big ones!”

She tosses the pouch, which goes higher and further than any of the others. It's heading towards the final hole in the very back, which is angled in a way that makes it hard to score unless it's hit at a steep angle.

Lena did throw steeply, but that makes it all the more difficult to land a shot. Still, it's a nice throw, so she holds her breath as the pouch comes down. And…

“Aww.” Lena lets out her breath as it bounces off the board and falls to the ground.

“Well, even if you didn't win the grand prize, you're walking away with a victory.”

“Yeah! Ah, what did I win exactly…?”

The attendant lines up a few pieces of pottery about the size of a golf ball. Each one is painted with the face of a different animal, probably by the attendant himself.

They're all crude, just a small chunk of clay with the bare minimum of artistic design put into the faces. But that's to be expected from the cheapest prize.

“Ah, this one is kinda cute…” Lena picks up the one with the face of a rabbit.

“Thanks for playing, missy.” He puts back the unclaimed prizes. “Anyone else wanna try their hand?”

I look to Kreslina, but the young vampire doesn't seem too interested in this particular game. It requires quite a bit of precision and skill, so it's definitely less kid friendly than some of the others.

My eyes fall on Alisha next, but our resident catgirl’s been distracted by the booth next to ours, where someone is tossing rings onto sticks, rather than pouches into holes.

So, since nobody else seems keen to have a go, I place 2 silver onto the counter.

“Good choice, lad. Let's see what you can do.”

“Hmm.” I take a pouch in hand. “What should my handicap be?”

“Do it with your eyes closed!” Belle shouts.

“Hey, isn't that the specialty of our companion trained in the ways of the gedi?”

Alisha tilts her head. “Me?”

“That's right. Wouldn't wanna take your glory, so give me something else.”

“Then,” Tylith says, “how about tossing them high into the sky, rather than straight at the holes.”

“Fling them to the heavens, huh? That sounds like fun, so let's do it.”

“Um, Sir Customer,” the attendant says. “It would be great if the pouches don't end up hitting anyone in the head.”

“Don't worry, that won't happen.” I grab the other four bags with my free hand. “Let's machine gun them all at once!”

After rearing back, I catapult the first pouch into the sky. The other four follow in quick succession, leaving me standing empty handed as the pouches shrink into the distance.

“M-my pouches…” The attendant stares up, no doubt worried about where they're going to end up falling.

Well, he should be worried. But not because of the reasons he's thinking.

Soon, the pouches stop shrinking and begin growing again while everyone around watches on as they fall at rapid speed. By now, it's obvious that I didn't fling them haphazardly. In fact, I can see the attendant looking between them and the holes, trying to decide if the pouches are actually going to be falling close enough to potentially score.

Finally, the first one smacks the ground. But it did so only after passing straight through the hole on the farthest side, the one that Lena tried to ring with her final shot.

Heh. Grand prize acquired.

I made sure to throw my first shot with precision to try and get the top prize. I didn't expect to win, but I knew there was a chance, and that was all I needed.

As for the rest of the pouches…

“Three of them went in!?” The attendant shouts in shock. “With a throw like that!?”

“Just how it is.” I shrug. “But don't worry, I don't want three prizes. One is enough.”

He traces my finger and ends up looking at a stuffed bunny sitting on the prize rack. It's listed as one of the grand prizes, so it's not a surprise that it's far more artistically inspired than the painted piece of pottery Lena won.

“Guess this is a win for me, then…” The attendant plucks it off the shelf and puts it in front of me.

I pick it up, turn to Lena, and hold it out to her. “Here.”

“Ah, I'll hold onto it for you.” She reaches for the stuffed bunny.

“No, no. You're misunderstanding. I'm giving it to you.”

“Eh? But why me?”

“Because you've been working hard for our sake ever since you arrived at our manor. It's only natural to want to give gifts to people who do their best, isn't it? Plus, you seem to like bunnies.” My eyes fall on the bunny-faced piece of pottery that she won.

“Ah, w-well, bunnies are cute. I even had them as pets when I was young…”

“Then it's settled. The stuffed bunny is yours.”

She takes it from my outstretched hand. “Thank you.”

Since nobody else seems to want to play this game, we make way for the next customer. And from the look on the attendant's face, he's relieved that he wouldn't potentially end up giving out all his prizes to our group, if we stayed too long.

“Okay!” I step back onto the path. “Let's go to the next game!”

The next game is actually right next door to the first, so we end up getting in line immediately. Fortunately, there's only one person ahead of us, so we won't have to wait long.

It gives us just enough time to decide who's going to play first, along with what kind of restriction they'll be working under.

My first thought is to ask Kreslina if she wants to play, but she doesn't seem the least bit interested in this game, either. And since we're going to be here for a while, we have plenty of time to get her to loosen up and find games she wants to play, so I look to the girl who'd been eyeing this game since a while ago.

“Okay Alisha, you're up next. What kind of restriction should we give you…”

“It has to be that!” Belle says.

“You mean have her close her eyes and toss the rings? What do you think, Alisha?”

“Eh?” She tilts her head. “Isn't that a little too easy?”

“Wow, such confidence. In that case, I have something else to add to it, so I hope you're ready.”

“Yeah! I'm always ready!”

The couple in front of us finishes their turn, so we step up to the stall.

It's a ring tossing game, where the player throws five rings at a bunch of rods set up on a board. Depending on which rod they ring, the player gets a certain amount of points.

The prize is determined after adding up their total points and checking the prize board to see which items they can pick from based on their score.

Of course, the rods that are worth more are harder to ring. They're further away, angled in a strange direction, and some even have obstacles in front of them.

So, even if it's possible to win a prize by ringing a single difficult rod, it might still be easier to go for several easier ones instead.

But for someone like Alisha, it's way too easy to win with her incredibly high Agility stat, which is why we're imposing a handicap on her.

“Welcome!” The woman at the stall greets us. “Which one of you will be playing today?”

“Ah, that's me!” Alisha raises her hand.

“Oh, how cute. Then it'll just be a single silver coin for five rings!”

I place the silver down in Alisha's stead, and the attendant brings the five rings out.

“Just toss the rings onto the rods?” Alisha grabs them from the counter. “This will be easy!”

“We’ll see about that. Close your eyes.”

“Okay~”

After she shuts them, I take her by the shoulders and spin her around. Round and round she goes, until she's made several rotations.

“Weee~”

“Ummm…” The attendant watches on with a stiff smile. “Aren't you being a little unfair to her…?”

“Nah,” I say. “In fact, even with this, I don't know if we can consider this to be fair … for you.”

“What do you mean–eh!?”

The sound of rings hitting rods fills the air as Alisha tosses them one at a time. Without exception, each one hits home, letting her rack up the points with ease.

The catgirl opens her eyes. “I did it! I did it! All five!”

“No way…” The attendant looks between the rings and her overly excited customer.

I give her a pat on the head. “Nice job. You scored pretty good, too. Actually, it was smart of you to not try for the tougher rods. I guess even you would have a hard time ringing them, huh?”

“Eh?” Alisha looks up at my face. “Some of them are worth more points?”

“Ah…” I suddenly realize we never really explained that part. “Guess I shoulda seen this coming, huh?”

Now that she's taken her turn with the game, all I can do is shrug.

“Looks like you still won a good prize.” I meet the attendant’s eyes. “Care to show her what she has to choose from?”

“Ah…!” She snaps out of her stupor. “O-of course! Here, with that many points, you can choose a prize from any of these shelves!”

She motions to the bottom and middle shelf, but not to the top shelf. Even if she got all five rings around a rod, Alisha missed those prizes by a few points since she didn't go for the more difficult ones that are worth more.

“Ah, I want that one!”

The attendant follows her finger, then picks the item from the shelf. “The ball cup toy?”

“Yeah, yeah! I saw someone playing with one and it looked fun!”

“Then I hope you enjoy it.”

Alisha takes her prize in hand and immediately begins flipping the ball around until it lands inside the cup.

It's just a simple piece of carved wood with a string attached to a ball, but that's the kind of thing we can expect from these little carnival games. Since there's nobody else interested in throwing rings, the seven of us move aside and let the next people step up for a chance to win.

As Alisha plays with her new toy, I lead the girls around, looking for our next stop. Since we played two games that require a bit of dexterity and skill to win, it'd be nice to find one that's a little more relaxing.

Something tells me a game that looks easy would be more attractive to Kreslina. And since half the reason we're here is to get her to loosen up a bit, there's no way we can leave before she plays at least one game.

After walking around for a bit, I spot a stall that catches my interest. It's a bit different from the rest of the games up until now, and I have a good feeling about it when it comes to Kreslina.

“Let's check this one out.” I start walking toward it before anyone can speak up.

“Fish?” Laya looks at the large tub of water sitting on the ground, filled with fish.

“I've never played it before, but I've seen them.” I point to a child squatting next to the tub. “Watch him.”

The kid puts his paper net into the water, moving it around beneath the surface. He's chasing a fish, but the little thing darts every which way, avoiding his net.

Eventually, the child corners the fish and goes to scoop it up, but…

“The net…” The child pulls the net from the water and sees that the soggy paper is all but dissolved.

“And that's it,” I say. “Use the paper net to catch a fish. But you gotta be quick, or else the net will dissolve in the water.”

“I see.” Laya looks interested.

However, my eyes are on Kreslina. As expected, she's watching the little fish swim around the tub, as if captivated by their bright colors.

“Wanna give it a shot, Kreslina?”

It takes a second, but Kreslina eventually looks at me. “What happens to the fish?”

“If you catch it, you keep it. In this game, the fish is both the challenge and the prize.”

“Umm … maybe…”

“It's settled, then!” I walk up to the attendant. “Two paper nets, please.”

“Certainly!” She grabs two from somewhere. “That'll be four silver, please.”

“Alright.” I hand her the money, and she gives me the nets.

Turning, I hold out my hands, one toward Kreslina and one toward Laya.

“Thanks.” Laya takes hers.

“T-thanks…” Kreslina reluctantly picks the net from my fingers.

“Awesome. Let's see what you two are capable of!”

The girls kneel down at the edge of the tub, watching the fish swim around energetically. There are a variety of them, especially in their colors. But they're all tiny, making it possible to catch them with the small, paper nets.

It seems one of them catches Kreslina's eyes because the little vampire girl starts tracking it with her net. Soon after, she dunks it beneath the surface and starts chasing the fish around the water.

A few heartbeats later, she catches it in the net and pulls it to the surface.

“Ah…” The paper rips before she can get the fish out, and it escapes toward its aquatic brethren.

“Nice try,” I say. “But do you know why you failed?”

“The paper got too wet…”

“Yes, but why did it get so soggy?”

Kreslina thinks for a second. “It soaked up too much water.”

“That's right. But there's a way to prevent the paper from getting so soggy and breaking when you catch the fish.” I motion to Laya. “Watch her.”

Laya's also found a fish she wants. She's been tracking it since the beginning, but she was waiting for Kreslina to try her hand at it first.

Now that the vampire girl has failed, she's preparing to take her turn.

Laya tracks the fish with precision, her net just above the water's surface. Rather than chasing it around in the water, she waits for it to get into position.

There's a sudden blur, a small splash, and in the end…

“Victory.” Laya shows us her fish, which sits in the small net just above the water.

“And that's how you do it.”

“I see…” Kreslina looks at the dissolved net in her hand.

Standing, I walk over to the attendant and hand her two more silver, and she hands me a new net in return.

Going back to Kreslina, I hold out the net. “Here, give it a shot.”

“Ah … okay.”

Obviously trying to copy Laya, Kreslina hovers the net over the water, tracking the fish. When she finds a good chance to strike…

A splash, noticeably bigger than the one Laya made. And when Kreslina's hand comes up…

“No fish…” She looks at her empty net.

Having been in and out of the water, it's soaked. There's no way it can withstand the force of another attempt, but she gets ready to try again, anyway.

However, before she can dip it back in, a dry net appears in her vision.

“You learn quickly,” Tylith says, holding out the net to her. “But the technique isn't something that can be achieved just by watching someone else.”

Kreslina takes the dry net and discards her wet one. “Then what can I do?”

“I'll guide you.” Tylith takes Kreslina's hand into her own. “You want to hold your hand at this angle, with your wrist in this position. It will let the net enter the water with the least amount of resistance, decreasing the chance that it will break while increasing your accuracy.”

“Oh. So something like that matters…”

“Indeed. And…”

I stand from my kneeling position and walk to Laya's side. She's already got her fish inside a ceramic bowl filled with water. It's enough to keep it alive for at least a few hours, which is all we need.

“I think we're going to need a few more nets.”

“Mmm. Buy in bulk.”

“Might as well.”

I hand the attendant 20 silver and get 10 nets in return. She has a big smile on her face, though I don't know if it's because she's making so much coin from us teaching Kreslina or if she just enjoys watching the young girl learn.

Either way, I hand the nets to Tylith, and she replaces Kreslina's each time the little vampire messes up her catch.

The rest of us simply stand and watch as Tylith continues to patiently instruct her after each attempt, until…

“I-I did it…!” Kreslina looks at the fish caught in her net, just above the water's surface.

“Excellent work!” Tylith takes on a proud expression. “As expected of my apprentice!”

“Hehe!” She turns so the rest of us can see her fish, and for the first time since we met her, Kreslina shows us her smile.

Yep, I knew coming here was the right thing to do.

The trip to the carnival is a fun one, with the girls getting to enjoy themselves in a way that they're normally not able to. At the same time, our two new maids get a taste of what it's going to be like to work for our estate. It's certainly not what either of them expected, but in a good way.

Eventually, the hours of fun come to an end, and we make the walk back to our rented carriage, satisfied with our day out.

Not long after, we're back at the estate. Thanks to the tip I gave him, the driver of the carriage has a big smile as he rides off.

There's a certain satisfaction when coming back to a place we can call home. Even if we're surrounded by a lot of enemies in this city, we're accepted by those who really matter.

That's enough for me.

Lena closes the mansion door after we all step inside. “Ah. Sir Lawrence, you've received a letter.”

She plucks it from the mail catcher, which is attached to the inside of the front door.

Taking it from her hand, I give it a quick read, curious who would deliver a letter to us when we only just arrived in the city.

“It's from Earl Charles. Let's see … it says here that he wants to schedule our next meeting.” I continue scanning it, saying the important parts out loud. “We’re to appear before him this time, instead of him coming to us. Ah, and the sooner the better. Dress appropriately, blah blah blah, get to the point, Earl…”

The ending of the letter is basically just instructions on how to dress and act. It's quite boring, but since it's only a few lines, I read every word.

However, when I get to the final line, I'm rewarded with something good.

“We're going to have a special guest.” I continue reading the letter. “Marquis Nicholas will be in attendance, so adherence to decorum is not optional…!”

I pull my eyes away from the letter, ignoring the rest of his rambling. “This is it! This is what we've been waiting for!”

Belle throws her hand into the air. “Alright! We're meeting with the marquis! But does it give any sort of timeline for the meeting?”

“It just says the sooner the better. Hold on, let me check with Elise…”

“Sir Lawrence?” Elise’s voice echoes in our minds. “Do you need something?”

“Yeah, just a bit of information about the men you sent north. Have you heard back from them lately?”

“Ah. A message was received a few days ago saying they were several days away from their destination.”

“So it could be any day now.”

“Yes. I wouldn't be surprised if they appear before me tomorrow.”

I rub my chin. “Well tomorrow is … you know. So we'll be busy, you included. But any time after that is good with me.”

“Indeed. I've already arranged for a message to be delivered to the men I sent north, should they teleport back here tomorrow.”

“Gotcha. The reason I ask is because I just received a letter from Earl Charles. It looks like Marquis Nicholas took the bait. We'll be meeting him soon.”

“Fantastic!” Lumina's voice fills our minds. “Father's old advisor truly knows how to manipulate the nobles like no other!”

“Yeah, I'm starting to see why the king asked for his help. I wasn't expecting to be able to set up a meeting like this so easily…”

“And after this meeting, we'll have everything we need to make our move against our true enemies.”

“You got that right. But I'm not quite ready yet, so I'm going to request that the meeting be in a week's time. That'll give us enough time to finish up all our sidequests and for me to be sure that I'm prepared for the finale.”

“Understood. Then I shall prepare everything on our end to line up with you.”

“Thanks, Lumina. You too, Elise.”

“I-it's nothing, really…”

“You're very welcome, Sir Lawrence. And we're grateful for you, as well. Let's work hard to stop the disaster that Duke Bradley is trying to bring to the kingdom.”

With that, we end the conversation. It seems everything is going according to plan, which is a miracle considering all the moving parts.

Let's hope nobody throws a wrench at us…

But let's forget about the worries. Right now, I have something important to do.

Turning, I catch sight of our two maids, Lena and Kreslina. They're both looking at me with strange expressions, considering we've just been standing here next to the front door ever since I finished reading that letter.

Of course, an entire conversation took place during that time, but neither girl was privy to it, so to them, it must have looked like we were just standing around for no reason.

But I ignore that and wave for them to follow me into the reception room.

“First things first.” I bring out a large pot and put it on the table. “Those fish would probably like some fresh water.”

I fill the pot up with mana water, with the two girls who won a fish standing beside me.

After I'm done, they plop the fish inside the pot and watch as the two aquatic pets explore their new home.

Though I plan to upgrade their habitat when I have time, of course.

“I hope everyone had fun today,” I say as I watch the fish swim vigorously.

“I did, Master!”

“You don't know how not to have fun.”

“Ehehehe~”

“What about you, Lena? I bet you never expected that going to a carnival would be a perk of the job, right?”

She nods. “From what other hired maids have told me, it's tedious work from dawn to dusk. I'm still not sure what to think, considering how nice it's been to work at this estate…”

“That's just how it is around here. You'll get used to it.” I look to Kreslina next. “How about it? Were you able to find some enjoyment at the carnival today?”

“Umm, I guess so…” She refuses to meet anyone's eyes as she speaks.

“Well, considering the huge smile you had on your face when you won your fish, I'd say you had at least a little fun, right?”

“I-I wasn't smiling that much, or anything…!”

“Oh?” I look to the girls. “Is my memory failing me?”

“Gigantic.” Laya compresses her thoughts into a single word.

“She looked like this!” Alisha gives us a demonstration.

“Yeah!” Belle nods. “It was ear to ear!”

“Uuu…” Kreslina lets out a pitiful sound.

“There's no need to deny it,” Tylith says. “After all, the condition for victory was for you to enjoy your day at the carnival, was it not?”

“Victory…?”

“Don't you recall? We said that if you had fun today, you'd get a reward. And since it's obvious that you enjoyed your time out with us, I'd say you completed that goal.”

“Ah, right. But wasn't that just some kind of weird joke?”

“Absolutely not. The reward is real, so you better be ready to accept it.”

“Oh, okay…” She looks a bit hesitant.

Considering her recent past, getting a reward for having fun must be so contradictory to how she imagined her future that she's still having a hard time believing it.

But no matter how much she refuses to admit it, anyone who saw her playing the games at the carnival would have no choice but to admit that she was enjoying them.

Seeing her all embarrassed about having fun makes me want to tease her even more, but I think we've picked at her enough already.

It's time to go from sour to sweet.

“Kreslina, turn toward Tylith.”

“Umm, okay…” She turns her back to me and looks up at Tylith's face.

I take a step forward, putting me comfortably within arm's reach of our little vampire maid. Hearing me approach, she visibly stiffens, but she doesn't turn around.

“I don't know how you ended up here in the human lands, but in most cases like yours, it's because usually there really wasn't any other choice.”

I slowly raise my hand. “It’s a gamble to come here, one that often ends badly. So perhaps you weren't surprised that in the end, you became a slave with no future.”

My fingers fall onto the base of her neck, causing her to twitch at suddenly being touched. But despite that, she doesn't pull away. Whether it's fear of disobeying or she's simply frozen stiff, I can't say. But neither does it matter.

“Even though the darkness around you may seem infinite, there's always a light somewhere in the distance. You may not have seen that light, and you might not see it, even now. But it doesn't matter because even if you don't realize it, you're bathed in that light at this very moment.”

I send my mana into the slave seal and obliterate it in an instant. “Congratulations, Kreslina. You're free.”

The former vampire slave shivers as the seal shatters, the sudden influx of my mana giving her a strange sensation.

But after a few seconds, she reaches up to the inked seal that still sits on the base of her neck. When her hand returns, she sees her fingers smeared with the ink of the inactive seal.

“F-free…” Tears begin welling up in her eyes. “I'm … free…”

Like a bursting dam, the tears begin to fall all at once, and without the least bit of shame or resistance, Kreslina begins crying.

Without a doubt, she only imagined a sad fate for herself, the possibility of a happy ending being too painful to imagine, considering her circumstances.

So when that darkness gives way to a bright and sunny future, those buried emotions burst to the surface all at once.

“You did well, Kreslina.” Tylith embraces her. “And from today forth, your new life as a member of our family can truly begin.”

Without exception, everyone gathered here watches with tender eyes as Kreslina soaks in the warmth of her new home.


Interlude 2

----- Laya -----

The broken branch of a fallen tree disappears from the forest floor, leaving just the massive trunk lying on the ground.

It's covered in moss and brush, giving away how long it's been since it fell. But that's precisely why I'm collecting it, since we need dry wood for all the campfires and cooking fires we make when traveling.

However, it wouldn't do to simply put the entire trunk into my [Inventory], so I take out my chain sickle and take a combat stance.

It's not my main weapon, as there's no need to bring it out for a task like gathering firewood, but my back-up sickle has also been recrafted by Lutz's hand, making it more powerful than most other weapons in the world.

The adamantium and mithril weapon slices the wood in two with ease, cutting out a log that's just the right size for use in one of our fires.

More logs appear in an instant, each of which disappear as soon as they separate from the main trunk.

After only a few seconds, I've cut enough wood to last us the next month or two of travel. Considering how much time we spend in cities these days instead of on the road, it'll probably last several times that.

That should be enough. Especially since we still had plenty of firewood before I even came out here…

After saying that we had a special mission to do, Lutz brought all of us out to the forest just north of Orakio’s capital city. It's the same woods where he spent weeks training after first coming to this world.

In fact, he even placed the renovated cabin in the same place where it had originally been built.

Everyone, including Lumina and Elise, are at the cabin, getting ready for our lunch cookout. Out of all of them, I was picked to gather firewood, leaving the rest to prepare the food.

How suspicious…

Ignoring my thoughts, I start the journey back toward the cabin. Since there's no need to rush, I take the scenic route, soaking in the unique plants and animals that live in this part of the world.

Even if I've spent the last several months in the human lands, there are still more varieties that I've yet to see. And since it's far different from the elven lands, it's fun to pick out the plants and animals that would be seen as quite strange back in my homeland.

Unfortunately, I don't have long to explore, even when taking the scenic route. That's because I didn't have to go deep into the woods to find a suitable fallen tree to turn into firewood, so the trip back is a short one.

When I reach the clearing, I see the cabin's door has been closed. And unlike when I left, there's not a single person outside working on the fire pit.

Everyone has retreated into the cabin.

Without slowing down, I walk by the fire pit and take the two steps that lead up to the small porch, where the front door stands.

With a quick twist of the handle, the door swings open, revealing the cabin's interior.

“Happy birthday, Laya!” A chorus of voices says in unison.

“Eh…?” I remain in the open doorway, my hand still holding the handle.

Lutz crosses his arms. “Did you really think we'd forget?”

“Yeah!” Alisha throws her hands into the air. “We remembered! We remembered!”

“You shouldn't be so surprised,” Belle says.

Tylith does her trademark hair flip. “He's been planning it for weeks, every chance he had.”

“I was so happy to be invited,” Lumina says with a soft smile.

“It means a lot to us to share in this celebration,” Elise adds.

“And that's how it is.” Lutz shrugs. “We had to do something for your big day.”

I finally take a step into the cabin, closing the door behind me. A few steps later, and I'm in the center of the main room, standing in front of a table. Sitting on that table is a large cake with white frosting, covered in various designs. Some of the art is beautifully drawn, while others are obviously made from an inexperienced hand.

There's a wide range, in both the quality and meaning behind the art. But I take the time to look at each of them equally, no matter the aesthetic appeal.

Eventually, I look up from the cake and meet my companions’ eyes.

“I never expected that I would have another birthday surrounded by people I care for so deeply. I didn't think I wanted it. I didn't think I needed it. But now that I'm here, I realize just how much I'd been fooling myself. Because nothing can make me happier than spending this special day with all of you. So … thank you.”

Tylith takes on a haughty pose. “The feeling is mutual, Laya.”

“Aww, Tylith's embarrassed.” Belle snickers, causing Tylith's pose to falter. “But she's right. We've all been looking forward to today.”

“Yeah! I even did my best when drawing on the cake!” Alisha points to it. “Can you guess which one is mine!?”

I look at all the drawings again. It's obvious that they each had their turn decorating it, which is why there are so many different styles, each with their own quality.

In fact, I had already figured out most of the artists at a glance, and Alisha's was by far the easiest to deduce.

“That one.” I point to the smiling face of a cat with long whiskers.

“Ah! You got it on the first try!?”

“That's not all.” I point to a drawing of a cake on the cake. “Belle. And that one's Lumina. And…”

I continue pointing to each of the drawings and giving my guess on which of them was responsible for creating it.

After I give my final guess, I look up at everyone's faces. From their expressions, I can tell that everything I said was completely correct.

“Shoulda known you'd figure us out.” Lutz shrugs. “And here I was trying to hide my terrible artistic talent…”

“Mmm. It's hard to give yours a passing grade when it's sitting next to Belle’s and Lumina's.”

“Ugh. A fashion addict and a princess trained in artistry. It's not fair, I tell you.”

“Hehe.” I let out a small laugh. “Then it's good that the quality has nothing to do with the score. I love each of them.”

Looking back at the cake, I notice a peculiar coincidence. Although in truth, it's not a coincidence at all. They definitely chose to do it on purpose, and the reason for it is quite obvious.

“Twenty candles,” I say. “One for each year since my birth.”

Lumina nods. “Lutz was adamant that we place exactly that many. He said it's a tradition from Earth.”

“I see. It's interesting, yet I can't help but wonder what the humans on Earth do once their age reaches a higher number. There's no way they'd place 50 individual candles on a cake, right?”

“Ah, I asked the same question. Apparently, they have candles in the shape of numbers, so they can simply use two candles to represent their age once they become adults.”

“Mmm. A good solution.”

Lumina makes a thoughtful pose. “You told me before that elves go through different phases of life in your culture, did you not? For the first 20 years, you are a Sprout and simply do light studies and tasks, while enjoying the freedom to play and experiment with hobbies. But now that you've reached the age of 20, doesn't that mean you've moved onto the next phase of your life?"

“Yes. At 20, elves become a Blossom. Normally, that would mean that I begin formal training with a weapon and magic, as well as perform community services, like keeping the roads clear for travelers. But since I've decided to stay with Lutz, it's questionable if those titles even mean anything to me anymore.”

“I think they still hold purpose. You've grown so much since you first joined Lutz. I'd say you've blossomed quite beautifully.”

My eyes drift off to the side. “T-thanks…”

“Hehe. How cute.”

Elise visibly holds back a smile. Knowing her, she's as happy to see Lumina having fun as she is about anything else.

“There's one more tradition he told us about,” Elise says. “You need to blow out the candles before we can slice up the cake.”

“Blow them out? How strange, but I don't mind.”

“Before you do, you have to think of a wish, something you desire deeply. And if you manage to blow out all the candles in a single breath, that wish will come true.”

“Hmm?” I look to Lutz. “Is that really part of a human’s birthday on Earth?”

He raises his hand. “I swear it.”

“Hmm…” My face returns to the cake.

A wish, is it?

There are a lot of things I could ask for. To find a new dungeon where we can level again, a chance to unlock my Unique Skill, or a good opportunity to end the war against Chaos.

I look around at the faces of my companions.

But right now, none of that matters to me. All I really want is…

I close my eyes.

Please let these happy days continue forever.

With a single breath, I extinguish the flames from all 20 of the candles.

“It's done,” I say. “Now I just need to wait for my wish to be granted.”

“What did you wish for!?” Alisha asks.

Belle sighs. “You know she can't tell us if she wants it to come true.”

“I don't mind,” I say. “I'm positive it will come true, even if I say it.”

“You've sure got some guts to go against tradition.”

“My wish is best spoken out loud. After all…” I look to Lutz. “I wished that you would speak like a cat until we finish eating the cake.”

“What!?” Lutz looks horrified. “You mean I have to…!”

“Mmm. Let me hear you meow.”

“Gah! So this is your vengeance from back when we made you meow while fighting those monsters…!”

A smile appears on my lips. “I'd never use my wish on petty revenge.”

Lutz suddenly regains his confidence. “Well, I have some bad news for you. Belle said it, right? If you tell others your wish, it won't come true! What do you say about that, meow?”

“How unfortunate.” I grab a plate from the table. “I suppose all there's left to do is enjoy this delicious cake.”

Lutz grabs a knife. “I suppose meow's as good a time as any.”

He cuts into the cake, slicing between two of the drawings. One by one, the plates are filled up and handed out to each of the people sitting around the table.

Finally, Lutz puts a piece on my plate. As expected of him, it's perfectly portioned for my appetite.

“Thank you.”

“It's my pleasure. Meow, how about we enjoy this treat to the fullest?”

Using my fork, I take my first bite of the cake they made for me.

“Absolutely delicious.”

The rest of them follow suit, enjoying the sweet taste of the celebratory day.

I think…

…My wish really will be granted.


Chapter 10: Vampire Princess Unleashed

----- Tylith -----

After a quick trip through that unnatural teleportation space, a dark garden appears in my vision. Though calling it a garden is quite generous, considering how unkept it is. Perhaps simply calling it a front lawn would be more appropriate until we find a proper gardener.

But such considerations can at least wait until the morning, as it's been quite a long day for us already. Fortunately, it's been a fun one, as well.

Technically, it's still Laya's day of birth, but the celebrations have ended. Rather than staying the night in the cabin, we decided to return to the estate.

However, there's still one more thing to do before we can truly call an end to the day.

“How about an escort home?” Lutz asks.

“It's my responsibility to see the princess safely returned to the castle,” Elise says. “But I certainly won't turn down your request to keep us company.”

Lumina nods. “And I, for one, would be very grateful.”

“Then it's settled.” Lutz turns to us. “I'll be back in about half an hour. Say hello to our two maids for me.”

“It's unfortunate that I can't meet them, but there's a chance they'll recognize me as the princess, considering my recent popularity among the citizens.”

“Yeah, but the day that you can proudly walk beside us isn't too far off. When that day comes, we're going to make up for all these missed opportunities.”

“I'm looking forward to it!”

As the two of them talk, I check the presences inside the mansion, looking for the maids. I see Laya do the same thing at nearly the same time, and she no doubt realizes the same about me.

So, after a quick scan of the house, it's no surprise that Laya and I end up looking at each other, the same thoughts forming in our mind.

However, between the two of us, I'm the first to speak up about the unusual situation.

“Lutz,” I say. “Kreslina is missing.”

“What…?” He visibly checks his [Minimap]. “She's not in the house!?”

From the movement of his eyes, I can see that he's beginning to scan the city in search of her dot. Of course, he tagged her, so as long as she's alive, he will always be able to find her.

But there's another problem.

Lena’s in the reception room just beyond the front door, but…

She's not moving.

Without waiting for Lutz to finish his search, I rush up to the door and push it open. It isn't even fully shut, which only increases my anxiety about the unusual situation.

As expected, Lena is inside. However…

“Lena!” I reach her side and flip her onto her back.

There's a trail of blood flowing from her head, but she doesn't appear to be in critical condition. Her mana presence is also stable, indicating that she was just knocked out by the attack.

“Ugh…” Lena releases a pained sound.

“Oh no!” Lumina casts [Cure] as she speaks.

She's a dedicated Light Magic user with a base Intelligence stat even higher than Lutz, making her healing magic second to none.

The effect of her spell is immediate, with Lena's eyes slowly creeping open.

Covering her vision are the worried faces of everyone who lives here, plus that of Lumina and Elise. Even if they're trying to publicly keep their distance from us, there are times when such things can be overlooked.

And this is certainly one of them.

“Uhhh…” Reason visibly returns to Lena's eyes. “K-Kreslina … where is Kreslina?”

“She's alive,” Lutz says. “But she's not here. Lena, what happened?”

“Some men … showed up and said they were taking her back. I tried to stop them, but…”

“I know. You did your best, Lena. I'm proud of you.”

“Ah, one of them said that it was punishment. Something about not joining them when they asked…”

“I knew it.” Lutz's face loses all its emotions. “The Merchant's Guild.”

I stand and turn toward the direction where Kreslina is located. Lutz is sharing his [Minimap] with us, so we can all see exactly where she is in the city.

She may be quite far, but for us, the distance is of no consequence.

“Lutz,” I say. “The spell is ready.”

“Good.” He stands, as well. “Take us to her.”

“W-wait,” Lena says. “Those men were strong! And they looked like hardened criminals!”

“Strong?” I ask. “Hardly. If they want to know what true strength looks like, then all they have to do is wait. Because soon, they'll be relieved of their ignorance.”

“Tylith's right,” Lutz says. “Those men think they can attack us and arrogantly walk back home with one of my friends in tow? How laughable. I'll show them what happens to anyone who threatens the people I care about.”

Lutz picks up a stuffed toy from the ground that Kreslina won at the carnival. “We promised her a better life–that she would be safe and happy here. And those scum come and take her away? I won't stand for it. I absolutely won't allow them to get away with it, no matter what!”

“Ah…” Lena looks at Lutz, who's showing a fire that he normally keeps buried.

“Lumina, Elise.” Lutz looks to the two girls. “Will you stay with Lena while we're gone? It's slim, but there's always a chance they were waiting for us to return. If a lookout saw us outside, they may come back.”

“It would be our pleasure,” Lumina says.

Elise rests her hand on the hilt of her sword. “I hope they make a return visit.”

“Thanks, you two.” Lutz nods to me. “Let's go.”

I release my spell, and the world warps.

A blink later, the darkened outline of a building replaces that of the unnatural teleportation space. But even though it's nighttime, our eyes have no problem seeing in the dim light given off by the distant moon.

“Quite a large house they have here.” My eyes move around, taking in the neighborhood. “But this part of the city doesn't seem like it contains any nobles or wealthy merchants.”

Lutz nods. “The Merchant's Guild probably hires out a few unsavory groups to do their dirty work. Helps keep that little bit of separation between them and the crime they finance.”

“That sort of tactic must serve them well with those they can bully without fear of reprisal, which will make it all the more satisfying when they realize that they've overstepped their bounds this time.”

“I'm looking forward to it, as well. But first…”

“Yes.” A smile forms on my face. “First, let us deal with the hired hands.”

“Laya, Belle. You two take the perimeter. The lookouts have already seen us, so there’s no telling if more people will be showing up.”

“Mmm.”

“Alisha, Tylith and I will take out the ones on the inside. Once the fighting starts, some of them may try to escape through hidden passages that lead out of the house. Don't let them.”

“Once we're inside,” I say. “Leave Kreslina to me.”

“Alright. Alisha and I will focus on clearing your path so you can go straight to her.”

“Excellent. I'm ready anytime.”

“In that case, let's go. But one more thing…” Lutz looks at each of us in turn. “No mercy.”

With that, the operation begins.

My hand pushes on the front door. It's locked, but something like that is merely a suggestion to me. And it's a suggestion that I promptly ignore.

The splintering of wood is followed by the appearance of a sliver of light between the door and its frame. That sliver grows as I step forward, until the door bursts open, revealing the house's main room and the ones who occupy it.

As expected of a group of hired thugs who take jobs from the powerful Merchant's Guild, their levels and equipment are a step above that of the average street criminal.

But that's like saying the threat level has gone from that of a fly to that of a mosquito. In either case, the end result will always be the same.

“Well, well,” an arrogant man says with a smile. “Looks like they were too stupid to take the hint.”

“That's good for us, boss.” A second man has his eyes on me. “Ain't nobody gonna complain if we take a few more from him, right?”

“As long as we leave the idiot alive for the guild to make into an example, nothing else really matters.”

“Hah, good! Then after the boss, I'm going–guh…!” A shard of ice pierces straight through the annoying henchman before he can even finish.

“W-what…?” The boss looks at his underling’s corpse. “How!?”

“Fools.” I step forward, directly toward the group of armed thugs. “Know your place.”

“G-get them!”

My feet don't stop, even as a gang of hardened criminals descend on me. But despite my legs continuing to move, my arms don't so much as rise up in defense.

The reason for my casual demeanor becomes apparent to the thugs before they even reach me.

An explosion detonates just in front of me, sending a spray of rocky shards in every direction.

Spells can't tell friend from foe, so I'm also caught up in the area of effect of Alisha's [Shatter]. And since the young beastkin recently obtained a respectable magical strength due to being released from her curse, her offensive spells have become quite potent.

However, not a single stone hits my skin, as Lutz's [Shimmering Shield] won't be penetrated by a mere Beginner-Class spell, even if it comes from a high level caster.

The criminals aren't so fortunate. Having charged straight into the blast radius, many of them receive deep wounds, despite the spell being oriented more towards crowd control than actual damage.

The difference in our strength is so great that several of the thugs hit the ground outright, the spell having been too much for them to handle.

As for me…

Kreslina, wait for me. I'm coming to get you.

My feet continue on, entering the hallway that lies at the other end of the room. And just down the hall lies our cute little vampire maid who we've come to retrieve.

Despite the criminal's house being relatively large, it's not in the same league as something like our estate. It's just a normal home built for what was probably a multi-generational family.

At some point, the neighborhood must have made a turn for the worse, leaving the once nice house to be taken over by a band of hired thugs. Based on what I've seen of the street around the home, I'd say the rest of the buildings are owned by people of similar caliber.

Because of the more practical nature of the home’s construction, the hallway is rather short, lacking the grandiose feel of a true estate house. So before long, I find myself faced with a door crafted from planks of red wood and lacquered to prevent splinters.

With hardly a thought for the door that must have seen at least a century of history, I push on the red wood without so much as turning the handle.

Other than the creak of unoiled hinges, there's no sound, no cracking of wood or splintering of the doorframe. That's because the knob mechanism has long since fallen apart, and not a single one of the criminals that live here have spent the effort to fix it, leaving the door as nothing but a glorified curtain on hinges.

What greets me on the other side of the open door is a room wide enough for a couple of adults to live in comfortably. It could fit one bed large enough for two to share, along with space for dressers and other accommodations. There's even a small closet built into the wall.

But what was once a nice master bedroom has become a dirty mess, filled with humans that are no better than the trash they have lying around.

“So you're one of the people making all that ruckus?” One of those vile, filthy humans stares at me with a smile. “Then boss must be feelin’ mighty generous today, letting you through to us.”

“He's certainly feeling something.” I flip my hair. “But I don't think generous is quite the word I'd use.”

“From the sound of it, the fighting’s already stopped. But it's too late for you, girlie. If you wanted to run, you should have done it before the boss took down your friends.”

“The opening show is certainly over already. None of us expected it to take very long, and our estimations weren't betrayed. However…” My eyes move to a third party that sits in a small cage. “The main battle has yet to begin.”

“T-Tylith…!” Kreslina says my name with apprehension–and just a tinge of hope.

“No need to fear, Kreslina. Once I'm done with the worthless garbage in front of me, we'll be going back home.”

“Lena … they hurt her…”

“Lena is fine. People we trust are watching over her right now.”

“Uuu…” Kreslina looks like she wants to express her happiness after hearing about Lena, but she's still locked in a cage, making it difficult to show any emotion other than fear.

“Hah!” The rude thug lets out a loud laugh. “You really think we're going to just let you take the girl and walk outta here? I don't know what you did to piss off our … benefactor, let's call them. But whatever it was, you'll be regretting it soon enough.”

The man runs his hand along his blade. “Did you really think we wouldn't take the chance to nab this little vampire from you? They sell nearly as well as elves, to the right buyer. Gonna have to get that slave seal put back on, though. Surprised the little runt didn't run away as soon as you removed it.”

“Is that all you have to say?” My tone doesn't contain even a drop of emotion.

“Tch. Looks like you still don't understand who you're messin’ with. Don't worry, we'll educate you real good.” He motions to me. “Get her, but don't be too rough. Not yet.”

The criminal stands before the other thugs, his hand still pointing towards me. Yet the ones behind him don't make a move. In fact, there's not even a single sound coming from any of them.

“You guys deaf or somethin’!? I said get her!” He turns as he yells, taking in the sight of his men. “Hey, what's gotten into ya!? Why you all just standing there!?”

“I…” one of his men says with obvious difficulty.

“You what? Spit it out!”

“I … wanna get outta here…!” The man finally moves, but rather than attacking, he falls to his knees.

“What the hell!?” The criminal looks around as each of his men collapse, as if unable to find the strength to even remain standing.

“Your companions finally understand the truth, as you will soon enough.”

“T-truth? What's that supposed to mean!?”

“You may be accustomed to using your mediocre strength to get what you want. But it shouldn't be at all surprising that you would one day run afoul of someone far out of your reach.”

“Do you thin–” His mouth clamps shut so quickly that his tongue doesn't have time to get out of the way.

“Silence, rat. You've spoken all the words I'll allow. From henceforth, you will listen.” I take a step forward, slowly raising my hand. “Vermin like you don't even deserve to have to have a chance to beg for forgiveness. And today, I'm in no mood to listen to you wail in fear.”

The nails on my raised hand begin to grow. “You are nothing but a vile stain covering the ideals that built this once lovely home. And I'm here to wash away that stain with the blood of those who dare trample on the values cherished by the innocents who have suffered because of you.”

I come to a stop just in front of the criminal, looking down on him with fiery, red eyes. “But more importantly, you made the unforgivable mistake of hurting those we swore to protect. For that alone, nothing will stop me from obtaining my retribution. Worthless rat, karma has come to take its due, and the only payment you have to offer … is your life.”
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The criminal's mouth is trembling, as if attempting to speak. Yet my powerful [Hypnosis] spell won't allow even that.

“Speak,” I say, lowering the fear just a bit. “Let me hear you say it.”

“V…!” He manages to find his voice. “Vampire!”

“Hmph. Wrong. I am no mere vampire.” An elegant smile touches my lips. “I am the Vampire Princess, Tylith von Phyress, sister of Vampire Lord Ashton who rules over the Coven of Dusk, and companion to the one true hero destined to save this world.”

I ready my nailed hand. “And I hereby sentence you to death.”

Without hesitation, I thrust my hand forward, right into the criminal's heart.

Before his lifeless body even hits the floor, I move on to the next man. And the next. And the next.

In just a few heartbeats, the room full of thugs has been reduced down to only two living people, me and Kreslina.

I swing my nailed hand, sending a splattering of blood to the ground. The rest stuck to my skin gets sent to my [Inventory] for easy disposal at a later date.

With my vampiric attributes still on full display, I walk up to the cage holding Kreslina. She looks up at me, her hands tightly gripping the bars that forbid her freedom.

“Y-you’re a vampire…”

“I am.”

“Like me…”

“Correct.”

“How…?”

“Hm?”

“How are you able to live with the humans? Don't they hate you? Don't they want to hurt you?”

I raise a single, nailed finger. “Our kind is far from welcome here. Even the beastkin receive better treatment than we do. But not everyone is so discriminatory. Have you forgotten about them?”

“Them?”

I swipe my finger along the metal bars, slicing them to pieces. “I'm not the only one who came to rescue you.”

I step aside, revealing Lutz, Laya, Alisha, and Belle standing just inside the room. Unlike before, they're making no attempt to hide their true identities, letting Kreslina see who they truly are.

For Lutz and Belle, nothing has changed. But Alisha's furry ears and tail catch the little vampire's eyes, and I see a fresh look of surprise as she realizes the young, lavender haired girl was a beastkin all along.

But by far the greatest shock is when Kreslina looks to Laya.

“An elf!? That can't be true!”

“It is,” I say. “You've spent the last few days in the presence of an elf, yet you felt no ill will from her, did you?”

“No … but elves and vampires can't get along, right?”

I reach into the cage and take Kreslina's hand. With a gentle pull, I coerce her to step out into the room with the rest of us.

Then, I slowly lead her to the others.

“What do you say, Laya? Can elves and vampires get along?”

Rather than answering me, Laya turns her eyes to Kreslina. It's rare for our little elven companion to show her emotions, even during battle.

Yet right now, she's not even trying to hide the soft smile from her lips.

“I'm glad you're safe, Kreslina.” Laya rubs our vampire maid's head.
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“Uuu…” She makes a strange noise but doesn't shy away.

“All the garbage has been dealt with,” Lutz says as we watch the scene between Laya and Kreslina. “Well, almost all of it. But before I take out the rest of the trash, let's get her home.”

“Alright,” Belle says. “Let's get outta here.”

In a flash, the world vanishes.

A heartbeat later, our manor's reception room fills my vision. Lumina, Elise, and Lena are still here, and there's not a single sign of battle.

“Kreslina!” Lena stands from the sofa and runs over, taking the vampire in her arms. “Are you okay!?”

“Y-yes…” She awkwardly accepts the hug.

“Thank goodness. I was so worried…”

“It's fine. Tylith saved me. And everyone else, too.”

“Yes.” Lena releases her. “I'm sorry that I couldn't protect you.”

“No, it's not your fault, or anything…” Kreslina looks up to me, as if asking me to save her from the embarrassing situation.

“Hmph. It's only natural that we'd get rid of the vermin that attacked our estate.”

Lena turns her eyes to me. “W-wait a second. Something's different about you…?”

“Oh? And what would you say is different?”

“R-red eyes, long fangs–you’re a vampire, just like Kreslina.”

“Indeed. Nothing a little magic can't fix, as you know. Actually, it's the same for a few of my companions.”

Hearing my words, Lena turns her eyes to Lutz and the others. Her surprise is quite fun to witness as she goes through the same realizations that Kreslina went through just a moment earlier.

“No way,” she says. “Just who are all of you?”

“Ah, that's an easy one.” Lutz steps forward. “I'm sure you've heard of me before. People often refer to me as The False Hero.”

“Eh…?” Lena looks between all of us. “Eh!?”

“Yeah, that's pretty much how it goes. Anyway, I've got one more piece of business to deal with before we can really call the extermination complete, so excuse me while I take care of it. Oh, and after that, I hope you're ready.”

“R-ready? For what…?” Lena looks anxious.

“Ready to go to a dungeon and level up. If you're going to be my maid, then you have to at least be able to casually defeat a gang of thieves like them. Otherwise, you'll be in danger.”

“H-huh?”

“Don't sweat the details. Just get ready for a long night!” He turns to Laya. “Want to join me on the final cleanup?”

“Mmm.”

“Awesome. Then, we'll see the rest of you shortly.”

With a wave, he and Laya disappear, leaving the stunned Lena still staring at the space that he used to occupy.

The human maid gulps. “What exactly did I sign up for by agreeing to work here…”


Chapter 11: Return to Form

----- Lutz -----

“This brings back memories,” I look around the dark street. “It's been a while since the two of us have snuck around like this, hasn't it?”

“Mmm. We don't hide much anymore.”

“Yeah, we do brute force a lot of things with our strength now. Back before our first dungeon run, we were too weak to just do whatever we wanted, forcing us to keep under the radar and use our skills effectively. That's kinda changed, but it's going to be nice to go back to our roots.”

“Blending in is nice.”

I send Laya a smirk. “Of course a shut-in like you would think so.”

“Not a shut-in. Most people are just annoying.”

“Haha. You say that, even though you always do your best to help those annoying people.”

“Mrrr. Focus.”

“Alright, I get it.”

The street we're walking down is nice enough that safety isn't a major concern. For us, it's fine even if we're in the worst part of the city, but it'd still be annoying to deal with a group of thugs when we're undercover.

And even if the street is relatively safe, the world isn't. Many people are facing difficult circumstances because of the world-ending threat of Chaos, both psychologically and financially. It wouldn't surprise me a bit if we were attacked by someone who, in any other time, would be a law-abiding citizen.

So, of course we're steering clear of strange groups of people who are out past dark. Fortunately, there aren't too many of them, with the majority being concentrated a few streets away, likely where this district's nightlife takes place.

It's too bad we had to teleport so far from our target, but it's for the best.

My [Fast Travel] Heroic Skill is still on cooldown, so we had to teleport the old-fashioned way. That meant anyone with [Sense Mana] could pick up our spell. And since our target is a wealthy man who lives in a gated district, there's a chance they have people dedicated to detecting the use of [Teleport].

But even if we can't just warp to his estate, we have other options available to us. As we are now, it's actually getting difficult to choose which of the many ways we have to overcome the various obstacles in our path.

“There it is.” My eyes take in the sight of a gate built into a small wall. “How are we ever going to get past something like that?”

“Beat up the guard.” Laya speaks in her usual monotone.

“Great idea, Alisha. Let's just beat everybody up!”

“Mmm. Simple and effective.”

“If Alisha were actually here, we could send her in as a distraction for fun. Well, fun for Alisha. Not so much for the guards.” I turn down a side street. “But since it's just us, we'll have to find another way.”

The wall extends around the entire district, but not every corner can have a guard. At best, they have a patrol, but with [Sense Mana], it's easy to avoid them.

I wonder how much the Arcane Magics are going to change this world.

Once they spread to nearly every mage and become just another spell school, a lot of common techniques that people take for granted today will become essentially obsolete.

Like patrolling a wall to keep an eye out for intruders.

Although the people will have to adapt, they'll have new tools at their disposal to do so. Just like how [Sense Mana] can help us avoid guards, so too can it help guards find us, if they detect our mana.

But with the right use of [Manipulate Mana], people can hide their presence, making [Sense Mana] even more useless than a set of eyes. The downside of completely hiding mana is that it's impossible to cast spells at the same time.

That means using something like [Air Step] to scale a wall is out of the question. Though a hook tied to a rope can perform the same function without the use of magic. Or if the person is high enough level and the wall short enough, it's possible to simply leap over.

And while that's what Laya and I would do, given these restrictions, I'm not about to give up my title as a cheater and play by the rules.

I check my [Minimap]. “Here's a good spot. Nobody's around.”

“Mmm.”

With a quick leap, the two of us ascend into the air, landing on an [Air Step]. After another casual jump, we crest the wall and land on the other side without making a single sound.

“[Air Step].”

I take a peek at my little elven companion. “You really are addicted to this spell, aren't you?”

“Comfortable.”

“Even if you like the way the platform feels beneath your feet, at least enjoy walking on regular ground from time to time.”

“Don't want to.”

With a shrug, I start walking in the direction of our target. Of course, I'm still on my [Air Step], as well. Even if I pick on her about it, it doesn't mean I'm going to cancel mine.

Unlike everyone else, we're not hiding our presences with [Manipulate Mana]. Rather, we're using custom made artifacts that apply the same effect. Except the upside is it allows us to cast spells at the same time.

Any spell we use will be detectable, but only during the moment they're cast, hence how we're able to hold [Air Step] active even with our mana concealed.

“So this is where he lives.” I look up at a large estate.

“It’s wasted on someone like him.”

“Agreed. It takes a real scumbag to live like a king and still try to ruin the lives of other people just because they didn't do what you wanted.”

“Greedy. Selfish. Immoral.”

“Yeah, I think those words describe him pretty well. I can think of a few more, but I'd rather keep things PG.”

Laya looks at me. “I'm not a child.”

“Hey, you don't even know what PG means.”

“Context.”

“You're getting too good at figuring out my otherworldly terms.” I shrug. “But enough games. It's time to do our final cleanup of the night and get back to our friends.”

“Mmm.”

Not only have the two of us gotten inside our target's estate grounds, but we've even circled his home until we reached the window to the room he's in.

Of course, we were careful not to be spotted, meaning nobody has any clue that we're here. I look up at the third story window where a backlit curtain protects the privacy of the one inside.

“No balcony, huh? Not that I'm surprised by that. It'd just make it easier for an intruder to gain access.”

“Us.”

“Oh, yeah. Guess we're the intruders today. But in our case, the lack of a balcony doesn't matter.” I leap up until I'm directly in front of the window. “Because we can make our own.”

Laya comes to a stop beside me. “[Air Step] is the best.”

With a shake of my head, I reach out and give the window a soft push. The wooden frame that holds the locking mechanism splinters in an instant, sending out a small cracking sound as the window gives way.

In a blink, the curtain is behind me, and the soft carpet is below. Though I can't feel it because I still haven't cancelled my [Air Step].

Laya is half a heartbeat behind me, entering practically on my heels and taking her place at my side as we look at the shocked man sitting at a desk.

As the leader of the Merchant's Guild, I'm not surprised to see a pile of paperwork in front of him. No doubt he has quite a bit of people and businesses to manage.

If he were an honest man, I would only see his late-night work ethic as admirable. But considering he contracts attacks and kidnappings out to criminal groups, all I see is someone potentially planning to ruin yet another person's life.

“W-what the hell…!” Realization enters his face. “You! You're that merchant who runs that elven shop!”

“It's named The Elven Crossroads, but I didn't come to talk about the minor details. I think you know why I showed up here tonight.”

“Revenge, is it? Bad move, kid. You should have taken the hint and just joined the guild. But maybe this is for the best. I can get you out of my way, take over that business of yours, and make my own elven trade route. I'm sure your business partners would be more than willing to spill your trade secrets, with a bit of persuasion.”

“What do you think, Laya? Will they talk to someone like him?”

She looks down at him, despite being at nearly eye level to the sitting man. “This disgusting worm? He'd have an easier time burrowing in the dirt like the other bugs than convincing our companions to spill anything.”

The guild leader finally focuses on Laya. “You even brought a mouthy child along? You really don't know … wait, are those elven ears!?”

“At least your eyes function properly. It's too bad about your brain, though.”

His face grows a bit red. “I'm getting tired of your mouth, girl. But now I see how you were able to make a trade deal with the elves. It's going to be easy to take over your shop, now that I know.”

I take a step forward. “Unfortunately, you're going to have a few personal problems to overcome before you do any taking over.”

“Fool. You have no idea who I am, do you?” The guild leader reaches beneath his desk. “I spent the first fifteen years of my life as an adventurer. And during that time, I became a Conqueror!”

I stop in my tracks.

A smile forms on his face as he pulls a sword out from the desk. “Hahaha! That's right! I conquered a dungeon! Did you think I was just some weak merchant who never saw a day of combat!? Fool! It's too late for regrets! You're done for!”

Two pairs of hands start clapping at the same time. Of course, they belong to me and Laya.

“No wonder,” I say, still clapping. “I was curious how you got to level 38. I assumed you cheated by purchasing near dead monsters to safely finish off, but to think you conquered a dungeon. I'm actually impressed.”

His smile stiffens just a bit. “Impressed? Impressed!? Do you not understand who you're messing with!?”

“I understand.” My clapping stops. “Just some weak man past his prime who thinks he's strong because he beat a low ranked dungeon. Nothing threatening.”

“You can't be serious…!” The guild leader stands from his chair. “I'm calling your bluff, kid!”

True to his word, he steps around the desk, his sword already swinging toward my body. Yet despite being under attack, I don't even bring out my own weapon.

Rather, I simply raise my empty hand, meeting his blade mid-swing.

“What a dull sword.” I tighten my grip around the mithril weapon, then twist.

The guild master stares in absolute shock as the blade of his prized weapon splits in two, sending shards of mithril to the floor.

“W-what…?”

“Like I said, not a threat.” I toss the pointy half of his sword to the carpet. “Now, let's finish this.”

Reality sinks in. “Wait! Wait, wait, wait! G-gold! I have so much gold!”

I hold out my hand. “Don't care.”

“Influence! People listen to me! I can get you anything!”

My spear materializes. “I already have everything I want.”

“No way! There's always something more! Please, just give it some consideration!”

“What do you think, Laya? Should we think about it?”

She wrinkles her nose. “I've stepped on bugs worthy of more consideration than this creature.”

“And there you have it.”

He trips over the chair as he tries to back up, nearly falling. “H-help! Servants! Guards! Anyon–”

A zap of lightning from Laya's [Shock] shuts the guild leader up and sends him to the floor, paralyzed.

I walk up to his side and look down at the despicable man. “It's the result of your own actions. How many have you hurt and killed to get what you want, just like you tried to do to Kreslina? I may be the reaper, but know that my hand is moved by the desires of all those who've suffered because of you.”

I hold my weapon up high. “Goodbye.”

After just that single word, my spear falls, piercing him straight through the chest.

The guild leader grasps the shaft sticking out of his body. “This … can't be happening…”

The light fades from his eyes, and I remove my spear.

Turning, I meet Laya’s eyes, and she gives me a nod of approval. Neither of us find this particular task pleasant, but when it comes to protecting the people we care about, we won't hesitate to deal with the trash in the same way they would us.

“Let's go.”

The two of us vanish through the same window we used to get inside, just as the sound of footsteps appear in the hallway beyond the door.

And with that, Kreslina's safety is secured.


Chapter 12: Logging In

----- Lutz -----

“Pull up a list of active dungeons.”

“Command received,” the female voice of the network replies.

A few seconds later, a pop-up window appears in my vision, covering the digital landscape of the network's internal visuals.

Just like with the Lucid World created with [Mental Link], the network's visuals can be changed to anything I want. But since the network is basically a world-scale supercomputer, I felt that keeping it looking like a generic digital background would fit.

“Let's see…” I check the dungeon list. “Sort by maximum monster level, please.”

“Sorting complete.” The list changes even before the voice acknowledges it.

“Ah, and add a field to show the country where the dungeon is located.”

“Field added.”

“Awesome, thanks.”

The list of dungeons now goes from most difficult to least, letting me see which ones would be best for our next leveling adventure. And with the country added, I can find one that's easier to access, given our limited ability to teleport only to places we've already been.

“No surprise that a lot of them are in the Orakian Kingdom, considering it's the largest country on the continent. There are still a lot of places I haven't been in this kingdom, but Lumina said the royal family has teleporters placed at certain places, so I wonder if any of these dungeons are close to them…”

After looking at the list for a minute, I think of a good idea.

“RAM, add a function to select options.”

“...” A moment of silence goes by. “From the context of your demand, my processing unit indicates that you were referring to me. Am I correct in this assessment?”

“Yep.”

“Am I also correct in assuming that ‘RAM’ was spoken in reference to me?”

“Yep.”

“And for what purpose does this reference serve?”

“I can't just keep calling you ‘Network’ forever, can I? I figured having a real name would make it easier to carry on a casual conversation. Oh, and in case you're wondering, RAM is a computer component from my old world that stored temporary information that needed to be accessed quickly. I figured it fits you pretty well, no?”

“Short-term important information in the Network is stored in limited time memory, known as LTM. From your description, it performs the same function as your RAM. Should my name reflect the current world's version of short-term memory?”

“No way, I'm not calling you LTM. That's too cumbersome. RAM it is!”

There's another short silence. “Acknowledged…”

“Nice. Then RAM, how about adding that function to select options on this list?”

“...Function added.”

“Thanks.” I go through the list and select the dungeons that fit my requirements. “Now, remove all unselected options.”

I watch on as all but the dungeons I chose vanish from the list.

“Good. Now download the information into my personal database.”

“Download complete.”

I check my Status Screen and find the list of dungeons, along with their level and location. But there are still a few more things to do with the list before I can consider it complete.

“RAM, add the dungeon locations from my list onto my world map.”

“Map updated.”

“Sweet, thanks.”

“A show of gratitude is not required for network functionality.”

“Maybe not, but I'm going to keep giving it anyway.”

“User personality profile updates.”

“Hey, why are you saying that part out loud? If you're building a profile for me, shouldn't that be something you keep to yourself?”

“Maybe, but I'm going to keep saying it anyway.”

“Hey, you sure are cheeky for an AI…”

Ignoring RAM, I pull up my world map and check it. Sure enough, a legend has been added to show an icon for dungeons, and strewn throughout the map is that very icon, showing the location of the places I downloaded for future reference.

The world map isn't the same one I use for my [Minimap]. I just downloaded this one from the network, so it has no functionality besides what I personally add to it, like the dungeon locations.

“Hmm, I wonder about something. RAM, can you update my [Minimap] to reveal all the terrain so I don't have to scout it out myself manually?”

“Updates to Heroic Skills require permission from an administrator. Would you like to request permission?”

“No. Please, no. The last thing I want is for the Lord of Chaos to come give me another greeting…”

“Understood.”

“Oh! If it's not a Heroic Skill, then it's possible to get almost any update I want, right?”

“As long as it's within my ability and the permission level of a moderator, then it can be done.”

“In that case, how about downloading all the inside maps and other relevant information for the dungeons I selected? And add them to my personal database, of course.”

“Dungeon information download complete. Please check personal database to confirm all relevant information has been acquired.”

I look at my world map again and select one of the dungeons. A new map appears, showing the layout of the first floor and all the monster and trap information. Moving to the second floor, I see the same details but with a slight variation to the design and specifics.

One of the monsters is called a Cave Naga. Its name reminds me of the naga Lumina and I defeated back when we got teleported to the bandit's hideout together, just before we explored that cave filled with giant spiders.

Pushing aside the smirk from the memory of how Lumina is squeamish around spiders, I select the Cave Naga, pulling up its personal information.

“Woah, this is awesome! Available spells, monster skills, elemental weaknesses–it’s all here! And it even shows the drop items! This is going to make dungeon diving so much easier!”

“It sounds like you approve of the information.”

“You bet I do! Thanks, RAM!”

“Gratitude logged.”

“Is that your way of accepting thanks?” I mentally shake my head. “In any case, I've got a few more things I wanna look at before I go. First–”

I go silent when I receive a telepathic request. Since it's from someone in my party, I can tell exactly who's contacting me, so I put my Network work on hold to answer them.

“What's up, Elise?”

“Sir Locke, we've received word from my men that they've arrived at their destination.”

“Awesome! I was hoping they'd get there today since I have nothing to do. And since it's still early, this works out perfectly.”

“Indeed. I've already instructed them to prepare the teleportation circle, so it should be ready as soon as you arrive.”

“Perfect. I'll get the girls and head on over, then. Half an hour, tops.”

“I'm looking forward to it!” Lumina's excited voice fills the telepathic connection.

“If you're that excited, then you should come with us.”

“I wish I could, but with where you're going, it'd be really bad if people recognized us.”

“True. If people were to see Orakio's princess and the False Hero enter a Great Cathedral together, then it'd definitely raise some questions.”

“Precisely. And with how close we are to springing the trap on the nobles and other heroes, I don't want to risk ruining the plan.”

“Fair enough. It'll be a quick trip there and back, anyway. Just gotta destroy the connection between the cathedral and the network, which will only take a minute. After we make our way inside, that is.”

Lumina audibly sighs. “Never thought I'd be playing a part in destroying the functionality of the Great Cathedrals. They're our only connection to the Goddess, so without them…”

“But it's also how the Lord of Chaos uses his power to create fiends and influence this world. If we get rid of the cathedrals, we can prevent him from taking them over and expanding his territory.”

“I know, it's just hard to imagine, considering they're the most holy of holy places.”

“Don't worry. Once I defeat the Lord of Chaos, I can re-establish the connection. Even the one we destroyed in the east can be fixed, so it's not a big deal.”

“Yes. I'm anticipating the day when all is made right again.”

“Then just hold that future in mind while I go around destroying all the cathedrals without reservation!”

“Hey! Why does it sound like you're having a lot of fun doing this!?”

I let them hear my snickering. “Me? Having fun destroying the Goddess' holy temples? I'd never…”

“You're not convincing anyone by saying that while obviously laughing!”

“Haha. Oops.” I laugh a bit more for good measure. “But anyway, we'll meet up with you two in a bit.”

“Okay. See you soon, Sir Lutz.”

With that, the connection vanishes, leaving me alone inside the Network once again.

“Sorry, RAM. I've got some business in the real world, so I have to go for now. Hope you don't get lonely without me here.”

“My Emotional Control System can easily handle a long period of isolation.”

“I'd hope so, considering how long it's been since people have used the Network like this. Ah, except for the Goddess and Lord of Chaos, of course.”

“Information on administrators is locked, so I cannot reveal the frequency on how often I speak with them.”

“I get it, I get it. Well, I'll be back when I have time, so I hope you look forward to it.”

“Acknowledged. I'll be waiting, Moderator Lutz.”

With that, I log out of the Network.

My room reappears in my vision, with rays from the early morning sun cascading inside and providing a pleasant source of light.

Without pause, I stand from my bed, swap to my casual outfit, and step out the door.

During that short time, I've already sent telepathic messages to the girls, letting them know what's going on. Although I'd be fine going by myself, we have nothing else to do, so all the girls decide to join me on my trip to the Great Cathedral.

They're probably thinking of what happened during our first trip to a cathedral.

High Priest Melina sure was a pain to beat. Not that she'd give me trouble as I am now, but I guess we can't be too careful.

After the girls get ready for the trip, we all meet in the Reception Room. Lena and Kreslina are both here to see us off. Since they know who we are now, we don't have to hide our abilities around them anymore, making it easy to do as we please in our own home.

Of course, we leveled them up just like we said. They're currently over level 40, though we need to go back for another round of grinding before I can rest assured that they're strong enough to deal with most situations without us.

“We'll be back later today.” I give our two maids a simple wave.

“Goodbye.” Lena bows at us.

Kreslina follows her older maid's example. “Goodbye.”

The girls give their own farewells, then I activate my Heroic Skill, [Fast Travel].

“Good morning, everyone.” Lumina welcomes us with a smile.

“Greetings.” Elise follows her example, minus the smile.

“Hey, you two. Hope you're both having a good day, even though it just started.”

“The day a long mission nears completion is often rewarding, so it's starting on a good note.”

“Absolutely.” Lumina nods in agreement. “Especially when we're able to help you in an important task such as this.”

“Both of you have been working hard,” I say. “Guess I should think of a reward sometime, huh?”

“Eh…? It's not like I want a gift from you, or anything…”

“Next time, try saying that without looking away, if you want to convince me.”

“Ah…” Lumina suddenly realizes how easy her body language is to read.

“Anyway, have you already cannibalized the teleportation circle?” I look to the softly glowing pattern on the ground.

“Yes, I've ‘cannibalized’ it, as you say. The teleportation circle is under my control now, so you should have no problem using it as you desire.”

“Awesome! Thanks, Lumina. This'll save me so much time and headache.”

“You can count on me, Sir Lutz!”

Elise stays silent from just behind Lumina. As the one who actually organized the men who traveled north to set up the teleporter, it was mainly her accomplishment. But there’s no way she'd step on Lumina's toes after the princess in question receives enough praise to make her smile.

Even though Lumina is in control of the teleportation circle, there's no need for her to hand the keys over to me. Another perk of my party mechanic is that any member can teleport to any other member's circle.

In this case, it saves Lumina the trouble of having to chaperone us to the portal’s destination. That's good because the girl in question won't be coming with us.

“Well, we're heading out.” The girls and I step onto the circle.

“Be careful.” Lumina gives us a small wave.

After spending a few seconds to give the girls a chance to return the gesture, I activate [Teleport], and the world goes dark.


Chapter 13: The Force of Feelings

----- Belle -----

“Oh, it's a bit chilly here.” I look around at the land and see trees and shrubs that look similar to the ones back home but with subtle differences.

Lutz steps out of the teleportation circle. “We're half a continent further north than we were just a few seconds ago. And from the wind, it seems like this area's having some kind of weather event.”

“As long as it doesn't start raining, it'll be fine.” I turn my face up, looking at the clouds.

Alisha follows my example, her mouth hanging slightly open as she stares at the sky. “Mr. Cloud isn't looking very angry, so we'll be fine, right?”

“I think so. And we won't be here long. We'll be back home with plenty of time to plan for lunch!”

“Ah! Meat! I want meat!”

Lutz shakes his head. “Didn't you just eat breakfast before we met up with Lumina? At least let the food settle before you start planning the next meal.”

“Ehehe~”

All of us have stepped out of the circle now, leaving it sitting by itself inside a patch of overgrown bushes. Around the pattern are clear signs of cutting, as if someone had cut out an opening just large enough to fit the circle.

In fact, that's exactly what happened. At least, I think so. After all, Elise had sent her men here in secret to set up the teleporter. It wouldn't be easy for us to gain access to an entirely different country, otherwise.

“The Kingdom of Flana,” I say as we step out of that patch of bushes. “Doesn't look much different than Orakio, though.”

Lutz shrugs. “Can't say I'm surprised, considering the two nations border each other. And even if we're half a continent further north, it's not a particularly long distance since the continent is almost twice as wide as it is tall.”

“Oh yeah, that's true. Still a bit chilly here, though.”

“Hmph.” Tylith also takes a look around the landscape. “Although the flora here may look similar, they're actually quite different.”

She points to a large tree nearby. “This variety of oak has much smaller and thinner leaves than the ones near Orakio's capital, likely because this area is more prone to freezing temperatures which can damage the leaves. Hence, it's more effective to limit the amount of resources used to produce leaves and conserve that energy in case it's needed to survive a harsh winter.”

“Wow,” Lutz says. “Didn't know you were an expert, Tylith.”

“If there was one thing I had growing up, it was access to advanced reading material. The vampires may not be known for our scholarly ways, but even we have a thirst to know the unknown.”

“Then by all means, keep enlightening us throughout our journey.”

Elise's men had placed the teleporter on a rather rough hillside. That's normal, considering it needs to stay hidden. If it were too close to a road or town, there's a chance it could be found quickly.

So, even though we're basically invading another kingdom to destroy the final Great Cathedral under human control that actually functions properly, there's no sense of urgency or anxiety to move quickly.

That gives us a bit of time to enjoy the similar, yet somehow slightly different, sights and smells of Flana’s countryside.

But even if we're not in a particular hurry, we still have a lot of things we could be doing. So after only a short time walking down the hillside enjoying the sights, the five of us activate [Air Step] and leap into the sky.

“Let's see…” Lutz scans the area, which is now far below our feet. “There, a city. And that tower rising up from it must be the Great Cathedral.”

“Wait,” I say. “Is it actually in the city? That might make sneaking in a little harder, right?”

“It's hard to tell from this distance and angle, but it looks like it's a bit separated from the city. Either way, we're going inside, even if we have to be a bit rough about it.”

“True. If we have to, the four of us can be the bad guys while you cut the cathedral’s connection.”

Lutz eyes me. “I'm the False Hero here. Are you trying to take my title from me?”

“You're way too attached to that title! And didn't you promise to stop using it as an easy way to do evil things?”

“Did I…?”

“Don't pretend to have a convenient memory!”

His only response is to shrug, a smirk on his lips.

Although our destination is within sight, it's still quite far. A quick estimate tells me it'd take at least an hour to reach it if we walked on the main highway.

But for us, an hour's walk can be cut down to a couple minutes when we go all out. And that's precisely what we plan to do.

First, we need to get a bit higher. At a certain height, we become nothing more than specks in the sky, so even if people are looking straight up at us, they'll probably just think we're a group of birds or something.

“Exercise is good for the body,” Laya says as we come to a stop high above the ground.

“Ah, I think so, too!” Alisha jumps up and down on her magical step.

“Then let's do our best to work out our stuff muscles.”

“Okay~”

We had just gotten up not long before we met up with Lumina, so none of us have done any real physical activities yet today.

But that's about to change.

“To the Great Cathedral!” Lutz reads the mood, calling for us to begin.

All at once, everyone takes off.

Calling our dash across the sky full speed isn't quite true, as we're keeping a bit in reserve. It's not an emergency or anything, so there's no need to pull out all the stops.

But if almost anyone else in the world were here with us, they'd probably think we're using some crazy magic like [Accel] to enhance our speed. Though the truth is that this is just our natural capabilities thanks to our high stats.

In just a few minutes, the once distant city is directly beneath us. Or to be more precise, the Great Cathedral is beneath us. Turns out, it is a bit separated from the city, almost like the castle in Orakio's capital city.

There's a wall surrounding it, which lets them control who's able to enter the cathedral grounds. And much of the ground around it is barren, making it hard to walk around the cathedral without being spotted.

Fortunately, we're not sneaking in from below. Rather, we're coming down from the sky.

“Weeee!” Alisha shouts as the rush of air grows louder.

As for me…

Why did I wear my skirt today!?

I'm more concerned with keeping my clothes from flying up in my face. My skirt, in particular.

Even if I'm wearing shorts beneath, it's still embarrassing.

Looking at Tylith, I see she's dealing with the same problem. Except her skirt is shorter than mine, so it's probably even worse for her.

Finally, I turn to Laya. She's also in her usual battle outfit, which means she has a skirt on, as well. Unlike ours, hers is stiffer and fits tighter, making it easier for her to keep it down.

She also wears a pair of black tights, so I'm not surprised when I see a complete lack of care as her skirt flaps in the rushing wind. Though she seems to have chosen a pose that reduces the wind’s effect, as well.

Figures someone who spends half the day walking on [Air Step] would know how to fall with grace.

Once our speed reaches a certain point, magical platforms appear beneath all our feet. We land on them without a single sound, stopping our momentum in an instant.

However, a second later, they vanish, and the fall through the sky continues.

Even if we can survive a fall from high up, it's still best to kill our momentum before we start going too fast. Everything has a limit, and that includes our ability to walk away from a long fall without injury.

After creating two more translucent steps to reset our fall speed, we finally reach the top of the Great Cathedral.

As we fall, Lutz keeps a keen eye out for an entry point based on where the windows are located and where the people are inside. By finding a window with nobody near it, we can gain access to the inside without causing a disturbance.

And that's precisely what we do.

“In we go.” Lutz quickly pushes open the window.

No matter what kind of locking mechanism they use, it can't compare to the pure stats we have now. So with a small groan, the window gives way, and all of us leap inside.

We end up in a decorative hallway that wouldn't be out of place in a high noble's estate or the king's royal rooms. Except instead of personal artwork or decorations, everything in sight revolves around one particular theme.

The Goddess.

A few months ago, I'd probably have knelt in prayer at the sight of this hallway.

But now I'm going to commit what most people would consider an unforgivable sin by destroying this world's connection to the Goddess.

Wow, what a crazy life.

Turning from the dazzling display of art, I look to the one responsible for dragging me from my old world and into this new one. Not in a literal sense like he himself was, but it can definitely feel that way at times.

Really, once this battle to save the world ends…

…I'm going to get the truth from you. The truth about how you really feel about me. About us.

“Let's see…” Lutz peers down the hallway. “My [Minimap] is still incomplete for this area, but from the layout I can see, the Oracle's Chamber is probably that way.”

Since we're on an infiltration mission, he doesn't wait for anyone to answer before taking off down the hall.

Fortunately, this hall is considered sacred ground, which means only those with the highest level of access can come and go. That leaves us mostly free to explore it at our leisure.

But there's no need to wander around for long because Lutz was right.

A gaudy double door appears in the hallway, looking remarkably similar to the one that was in the Great Cathedral in the far east, though I didn't have much time to study it considering the High Priest at the time was transforming into an Archfiend.

And despite the tension being much lower this time, I end up not having much of a chance to look at the current door, either. That's because Lutz pushes on it immediately, revealing the holiest of holy places in our world.

The Oracle's Chamber. The only room where we can hear the words of the Goddess herself.

Well, Lutz himself is basically a walking Oracle's Chamber, so maybe this little room isn't so special after all.

With those kinds of feelings, we step into the chamber, fully intent on destroying it.

“Same pattern as the other Great Cathedral.” Lutz walks toward it with casual steps. “But no strange orb corrupting the mana this time. That's a huge improvement, I'd say.”

“What?” I say in a playful tone. “No boss fight this time? Where's Flana's High Priest? I want to see how strong they are.”

“I could do without another crazed High Priest coming at me. In fact, I've had my fill of them for one lifetime. It was a High Priest who initially sentenced me to the dungeon, now that I think about it. Even though I know the king and others were in full agreement.”

“That reminds me. Lumina said they were picking another High Priest soon to replace the one we slew. I wonder who it's going to be…”

He finally reaches the edge of the pattern, which looks a lot like a teleportation circle to me, even if the design is noticeably different.

“No idea.” He comes to a stop just outside the pattern. “I guess we can ask her about it when we–”

Light floods the room, with an explosion of mana so powerful that it completely overwhelms my [Sense Mana] spell. For a brief second, I'm almost completely disoriented from the sudden outburst.

But at the same time, it's familiar. Very familiar. And we're not about to fall for the same trick again.

In the blink that it takes for me to gather my senses, Lutz has already fallen back from the pattern that powers the Oracle's Chamber. He's standing at our head, his spear already in his hands.

Like him, the other girls and I are all ready for battle, prepared to face whoever it is that just teleported into the room.

As the light dims and the burst of mana fades away, a figure appears in our vision and starts to register on our detection abilities.

I expected an Archfiend. Or perhaps Tylith's brother, Vampire Lord Ashton. That's how it usually played out in the past.

But not this time.

Even if we trained for this very moment, we weren't prepared for this. Because this time, the one standing before us is…

“The Lord of Chaos!?” Lutz shouts out the title of the person in the center of the pattern.

A man with long, silver hair and a black, ceremonial-looking garb peers at us with an unreadable expression.

For the first time since we started the adventure to save the world, we've come face to face with the one who leads the enemy forces.

“Welcome, Hero,” he says with a remarkably emotionless tone. “How fortunate that you would step into my abode.”

“Your abode?” Lutz says, more composed than before. “Don't tell me you…”

“Your deduction is correct. This network node is under my control.”

“You could have flooded this entire region with fiends, yet there's not a single one here. Were you waiting for us to come destroy the node to spring this trap?”

“My plans are not for you to know. All that matters is that this world's last hope stands deep within my domain. And I intend to crush that hope.”

“You're strong, that's obvious.” Lutz grips his spear tighter. “But you're not invincible. As I am now, even I can feel the limit of your strength.”

“Then you already know how futile it is to stand against me. You're more than outmatched, Hero.”

“Others have said the same and regretted it. I won't give up just because the odds are against us.”

“No matter how powerful you become, you will never be able to defeat me.” The Lord of Chaos shakes his head. “So naive. Nearly all the knowledge of The Network at your disposal, yet you still haven't found the truth.”

“What truth?”

“It’s too late to search for it now. Your ignorance was a boon to me. If you knew what you really faced, you would not have walked so casually into one of the only places where your immortality means nothing. Because here, Hero, the rules of the world are mine to decide.”

The Lord of Chaos raises his arms from beneath his mantle, the black fabric falling to his sides as a dangerous, red light begins to fill his eyes.

“Oh, Reverent One! Lend me power!”

I grip my staff as I watch the madman bask in an aura of dark energy. I can feel it prickling my skin, causing goosebumps to run up my arms.

He's getting stronger!? Isn't this just like…!

A memory returns to me. A memory of the last time we fought inside an Oracle's Chamber.

High Priest Melina was receiving a strange power from the boundless flow of mana that exists in these network nodes. That mana had corrupted her, destroying her mind and morphing her body. She had been turning into an Archfiend.

And now, the Lord of Chaos is soaking in that same power. He was already frighteningly strong, but his strength continues to rise with each passing second.

However, unlike Melina, there isn't even a hint of madness in his eyes, and his body is still as human as my own.

Isn't this … really bad!?

Taking a peek at my companions, I can practically see the same thoughts in their minds, along with the realization that even our struggle against Vampire Lord Ashton won't compare to the battle we're faced with at this very moment.

But there is one person here who's not letting the dire situation show on his face.

“I don't care, even if we face the power of a god!” Lutz shouts, dampening the fear that's begun to settle in me. “I won't give up until I defeat you!”

“The power of a god? Certainly, that is the case. Yet the will to fight still lives in you.” The Lord of Chaos lowers his arms, and they disappear beneath his dark mantle once again. “Let us see the strength of the Goddess' pawn.”

“Laya!” Lutz attacks while shouting her name, and the two of them begin the assault.

Alisha is only a step behind them, while Tylith and I finish channeling our spells.

The moment Lutz's spear whips out, I release [Flame Pillar] directly beneath the Lord of Chaos. His form vanishes into the intense fire, leaving him as only a shadow within the bright flames.

A spear, chain sickle, and sword all disappear into the fire, seeking the Lord of Chaos's flesh. They're joined by Tylith's [Blood Spray], creating a deadly combination attack that would instantly defeat nearly any monster or person in the world.

And yet…

“A [Barrier]!?” Lutz strikes again, his spear causing a swirl in the flames as it moves through them at high speed.

However, even from a distance, I can tell that he wasn't able to shatter the shield.

“Hurry and break already!” His spear blurs again, along with Laya and Alisha's weapons.

My [Scorching Ray] is already hitting the barrier, the beam of fire’s constant damage pressuring our enemy's defenses.

Attack after attack flies out, but no matter how many we throw at him, I don't see us making any progress.

Finally, the [Flame Pillar] dies down, the fire seemingly retreating back into the floor where it had been erupting. And when it disappears, the Lord of Chaos is…

“As expected,” he says. “You couldn't even shatter my barriers.”

“Tch.” Lutz stands beside Alisha, who's now prioritizing her shield in case of a counterattack. “Don't think this is everything we have. We've got more than enough tools to try.”

“Oh? Then why is your vampire companion channeling [Teleport]?”

Lutz smiles. “I didn't say we'd be using those tools today. And as for [Teleport], it's just a back-up. What I'm really going to use to leave is something a bit more unique.”

We've already gathered into a group. Even after throwing so much damage at the Lord of Chaos, we couldn't even crack his outer defense, much less put a scratch on him.

Lutz is no fool. He knows when we're outmatched, which is why he called for a retreat. As long as we live to fight again, we can always come back stronger than ever.

“Well, it was fun.” Lutz gives him a little wave. “We'll be seeing each other again. And soon. Look forward to it.”

With that, he activates his Heroic Skill, [Fast Travel], and the world around us…

…doesn't change.

“What…?” Lutz's eyes go wide. “It didn't work!? Tylith!”

“As you wish.” She releases [Teleport]. “I-it … fizzled…?”

“How!? Even if it's being blocked, the spell shouldn't just fizzle!”

“I said it already, didn't I?” The Lord of Chaos speaks with his usual, emotionless tone. “Here, the rules of the world are mine to command. And that includes the use of spatial magic.”

“Girls, back out the window! We're leaving!” Lutz and Alisha take the front, preparing to defend against any attack that might come our way.

But the Lord of Chaos doesn't so much as move a single muscle. He still stands in the center of the pattern that covered the floor, just as he had when he first arrived.

However, despite Lutz calling for us to retreat, not a single one of us makes a break for the open door that leads back out to the hallway. But just because we're not moving toward it doesn't mean we're choosing to stay still. The problem is…

I … I can't move!?

I'm putting everything I have into getting my legs to move, but my feet remain planted in the exact same spot. Even my head is paralyzed, my face still turned toward the Lord of Chaos as he stares at us without a single emotion in his eyes.

The others … they're stuck, too!

Laya, Alisha, Tylith, and even Lutz himself are all frozen, as if time itself has stopped.

“Did you really think you could fool me? I knew your plan from the beginning, Hero. Attack without giving it your all, judging my capabilities while securing your escape. Such a tactic would give you a true estimate on where you stand, allowing you to more accurately plan for the day when you're ready to finish the war.

“But you did not realize,” the Lord of Chaos continues. “Your plan to judge my strength and escape never had a chance to succeed. This was the destined result from the moment you stepped into my abode.”

“You…” Lutz manages to squeeze out. “You’re … using ancient magic…!”

“I am blessed with knowledge even beyond what The Network can gift you. This world's history, forgotten technology, and even ancient magic. I have acquired it all. No matter how powerful you become, you are restricted by the rules of the world, set by the Goddess herself.

“But I am not bound by such laws. I have transcended this world, and in doing so, I have stepped into the realm of the divine. Your Unique Skills, level, stats, and Heroic Skills–none of them are of any consequence to me. They are all equally worthless against an opponent who lives outside the rules of such a system.”

“I … I won't be…!”

“Yes, you will be defeated here. Because, Hero, among the knowledge I have acquired is a spell that cares not for your immortality. The body you inhabit may have functions to keep you alive, even when any other would perish. But that body was created with advanced magitech. All it took was understanding the mechanism that provides those life-saving functions. With just that, a spell could be crafted to bypass them. A spell created solely to deal with you, Hero.”

“Spellcrafting…! And … to counter me…!” Lutz's hands move just a bit, his spear pointing toward the Lord of Chaos.

“So you can move, even within my [Suspend] spell. But it's too late.”

The Lord of Chaos raises a single hand from beneath his mantle. The mana radiating from his body sends a chill down my spine, causing me to shiver despite the paralysis spell holding me in place.

Above the Lord of Chaos, the mana coalesces into a cloud, becoming visible, even to the naked eye. Such a thing is nearly impossible, yet as the cloud of energy swirls, I can't help but admit that what I'm seeing is real.

That mist forms a recognizable shape–a face. Though the face isn't familiar, it's defined enough to make out some details–some emotions.

Ecstatic, like the moment he’d been waiting for had finally arrived. Hateful, like nothing could bring him more joy than watching our demise. Laughter, like a madman.
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“Farewell, Hero. [Dark Force].”

From the Lord of Chaos' extended hand, blackness emerges. A terrible, frightening blackness.

It’s wrong, as if the substance doesn't belong in this world. As if it’s made simply to eradicate.

And that blackness is heading right toward Lutz.

No…! That stuff can't touch him! If it does…

…Lutz will die!

I don't know how I know. Even if the Lord of Chaos said as much, that doesn't matter. He could be lying or using any other manner of tricks.

But something inside me knows the truth. That black substance really will kill Lutz.

And this time, there won't be any miraculous recovery.

We … we need him! This world needs him! Without Lutz, there's no way we can stop this madman!

This world will fall, and countless people will suffer! So many deaths! So much sorrow!

An image flashes in my mind, an image of the day when I realized my feelings.

He saved me. Saved Alisha. And he did so without asking for a single thing in return.

I had been trying to make him fall for me so I could protect Alisha. And yet, in the end, it was I who had fallen.

Why!? Why can't I move, even though I'm trying so hard!

I'm useless! Just a normal girl! A regular person! Not special like Laya! Like Alisha! Like Tylith!

It was a harsh reality to accept. Yet I got over it long ago. I’m not special. No Unique Skills, no amazing stats, and not even particularly smart, despite being a mage. Even my Intelligence stat is lower than Laya's.

Average. That's the word that fits me best.

Yet never in my life had I wished to find the one thing that would let me break out of that mold–to find some way to overcome these shackles and move my body.

No! No, no, no! It can't end like this!

The world, the people, the suffering…! I don't care about any of that! I'm not a hero! I'm not the one chosen to save everything!

I just…!

I just care about the man I love!

“A…” My lips finally release a sound. “[Accel]!”

The world blurs.

The blackness that was so far away now covers my vision, along with the Lord of Chaos' face, which now shows a rare emotion. Surprise.

I meet his eyes, the eyes of the man who’s trying to kill Lutz.

And I smile.

“B–” I hear Lutz's frenzied voice. “Belle!”

Then, darkness.
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Chapter 14: Unspoken Hero

----- Lutz -----

“Belle!” I shout her name a second time.

The black substance created from the Lord of Chaos' spell clings to her body–the same body that she used to protect me.

As I look at her back, she begins to sway. Then, she collapses.

Move, body!

All at once, the paralysis effect vanishes, snapping like a rubber band that had been stretched past its limit.

“Hold on, Belle!” I catch her as she falls.

“L-Lutz.” She speaks with obvious difficulty.

“Y-you're going to be fine.” I reach my hand toward the black substance, but Belle stops me.

“No … don't touch it. It's … it's dangerous.”

“[Restore]. [Cure]. [Resist].” I cast several healing oriented magics, then bring out a Restoration Potion, the strongest one we have. “Drink.”

She gulps it down without complaint.

“Useless.” The Lord of Chaos' voice grates on my ears. “Your worldly spells and potions can't stop what's to come. She's destined to die.”

“Shut up! There's no way in hell I'm going to let that happen!”

“It's time you learned, Hero. You may be exceptional among the mortals of this world, but you can't compare to the gods. Though it brings me no pleasure to cause undue suffering. As such, I will end your life quickly, so that you will not bear witness to your companions’ final moments.”

He raises a hand toward me again. “Farewell. [Dark Force].”

The black substance Belle warned me about appears again, heading right at me as I continue to hold onto Belle.

Even I feel that something's wrong with that magic. It's as if a primal instinct inside me is screaming to move.

But I don't. Or rather, I don't need to.

Several blue force fields spring up between me and the Lord of Chaos, coloring him in a deep, blue tint.

At nearly the same time, stone walls burst from the white floor, cutting us off from the oncoming spell.

Laya, Alisha, and Tylith appear beside me, their strained faces showing just how much effort it took to break out of that paralysis spell.

“Tylith.”

“Leave her to me.” She grabs Belle, trying to avoid the black substance that still covers her.

“Let's go. Alisha, protect the rear with me.”

Laya grabs me by the shoulder. “Go.”

“...Right.” I don't argue, rushing to the door beside Tylith.

With the spell specializing in killing me, there's no telling what kind of condition I'd be in if it hit me. Faced with that kind of knowledge, I have no choice but to let the two girls protect our backs as we run.

“You won't escape.” The barriers and [Earth Wall] spells vanish in an instant, obliterated by the Lord of Chaos.

The black substance scatters around, droplets sent flying from the stone that stopped the mysterious spell.

Even if it's deadly, the magic has essentially no kinetic power, as evidenced by how Belle was able to easily stop it with her body. If it were a spell with a lot of power and force, she would have been knocked away.

Because of that, all it takes is a single obstacle to stop the substance. No doubt the Lord of Chaos assumed his paralysis spell would be enough to hold us long enough for him to hit me with it.

And if it weren't for Belle, he would have been right.

Just as Tylith and I reach the Oracle Chamber’s door, a wall of stone appears, blocking our escape.

From experience, I know that the Oracle Chamber is similar to a dungeon. That means as long as the spell circle is active, the bricks that make up the walls will be nearly indestructible.

That leaves just one option—breaking through the Lord of Chaos' magical wall of stone.

However, he's so far above us in strength that such a thing would take time. And time is something we certainly don't have.

I hold out my hand, and an orb appears in it. Then, I begin to channel a spell.

“It appears the nuisances are more powerful than I imagined.” The Lord of Chaos extends his hand again. “I suppose I should rid myself of them first.”

Trusting in the strength of his magical wall, the Lord of Chaos begins casting a spell I've never felt before. However, even if I don't know what it is, I can tell that it's not something we want to stick around for. The sheer amount of mana he's channeling puts all of my magic to shame.

Alisha and Laya are acting as the rear guard, but even with both of them working together, the chance that they can stop whatever's coming is a number so low that it might as well be zero.

You'll regret choosing a spell with a longer channeling time than mine!

Although my magic also takes a while to complete, it's still quicker than whatever he has planned. So, I take the hand not holding the orb and place it just in front of the magical wall blocking the doorway.

“[Flame Wave]!”

An orange light bursts from my hand, hitting the stone wall. Normally, the fire from this spell expands as it travels outward, becoming a wide-range AoE.

But when used in melee, the explosive force that drives the flame forward is concentrated on a small section of whatever is blocking its path. In this case, it's the stone wall created by the Lord of Chaos.

And since I cast the magic using the mana battery spell orb, the strength of the spell is far higher than normal, draining the battery of all its accumulated mana in the process.

The result is similar to the old question on what happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object. But unlike that theoretical question, the one playing out right in front of me has a sudden and explosive answer.

With an ear shattering boom, bits of stone go flying, pelting my body and bouncing off the inner walls of the Oracle's Chamber.

At the same instant, the vague outline of the hallway appears in the cloud of dust that used to be a wall.

Not only did the [Flame Wave] destroy the magical spell that blocked the door, but it also obliterated the Great Cathedral's outer wall. Since it's not part of the Oracle's Chamber, it doesn't have the same immunity to damage, meaning the fire spell has no trouble blasting right through.

And that means the clear, blue sky is within reach.

“Impossible.” The Lord of Chaos shows a hint of surprise at having his magical wall destroyed. “A mere Heroic-Class spell broke through?”

I don't have time to waste enlightening him, so the girls and I ignore his doubts and cast another spell.

“[Accel]!”

In a blink, the white, stone walls of the cathedral vanish, replaced by the infinite expanse of the blue sky.

Even if he stopped the use of spatial magic, [Accel] is a pure speed-based spell, meaning there was nothing preventing us from using it, just as Belle did while protecting me.

“Belle, hang on! We're going to someone who can help!”

She responds with a small groan, but it's obvious that she's struggling against whatever that black substance is doing to her.

With no time to spare, I activate [Fast Travel]. And this time, it works.

The light of the world fades, but after a short while, it's replaced by exotic plants that completely surround us in every direction. These plants aren't just different because we're in a slightly distant part of the continent. They're so exotic that they almost appear otherworldly.

That's because they're not natural plants but ones given life from one of this world's Immortal Beings.

And right now, that Immortal Being is staring at us with a rare look of surprise.

“Please,” I say to the Astral Dryad. “Help Belle.”

Vines rise from around Tylith, taking Belle from her. Those vines carry Belle to the table at the center of the clearing, where the Astral Dryad is sitting.

“This magic…” The Astral Dryad raises a hand, and the black substance lifts from Belle's body. “It's…”

“Can you help her? You have to be able to do something, right?”

Laya's hand falls on my shoulder. Turning to her, I see the same fear in her eyes as I must have in mine. Yet without a word, I can see she's asking me to let the Astral Dryad work without bombarding her with useless questions.

“You're right, Laya. Sorry.”

“It's okay, Master. I'm sure the Astral Dryad can help her…” Alisha's words may appear confident, but the tone of her voice betrays her worries.

We stand in silence as one of this world's most powerful and knowledgeable beings checks over our companion.

Even now, Belle's face is strained. She’s gone white, as if all the blood in her body had retreated somewhere deep within to escape the black substance.

Finally, after the most agonizing silence I've ever faced, the Astral Dryad looks up at me.

“I'm sorry.”

“You're … sorry? What do you mean! You can help her, can't you!? You have to!”

“This spell is not one that existed, even before the Devastation. And it doesn't follow any spellcrafting techniques that I'm familiar with. Given enough time, perhaps I could cleanse it. But…”

Belle coughs, and blood flies from her mouth.

“No … that can't be…! You're one of the Immortal Beings! Over 10,000 years old! You have to be able to do something!”

“Lutz…” Belle's weakening voice is like a dagger in my chest. “It's … okay.”

“Belle!” I rush over to her and grab her hand. “I … won't give up! I'll think of something! I … I won't let you die!”

“I always wondered … why me? Why was a normal girl like me traveling with a hero? I never thought I could do anything special, anything important like the others. But … I was wrong. Now I know why I was here. It was to protect you…”

“No, it was me who should have been protecting you…”

Belle shakes her head. “This world … needs you. You're the only one who can stop him. I can only protect you. But you … you can protect everyone.”

“Belle…” I squeeze her hand tighter.

The girls show her the same support, none of us knowing what to do as our friend lies dying right in front of us.

Alisha wipes her tears. “Belle, I … I'm sorry. It should have been me…”

“No, don't say that. If you were there … I would have jumped in front of you, too.”

“I don't want that. I don't want any of my friends to get hurt…”

“I know. That's why … it's up to you from now on, okay?”

“Yes … I'll protect everybody. I'll do my best, Belle!”

“That's the spirit. I'm sure you'll do just fine.”

Tylith grits her teeth. “I couldn't have asked for a better friend, Belle.”

“Thanks, Tylith. Make the … other vampires kneel, for my sake.”

“I will, absolutely.”

Laya makes a pained expression that she almost never shows. “Belle, it's because of you that I started to see humans as people worth fighting for. I'm really proud to call you my friend.”

“Laya … it's up to you to help the elves see that, too. I hope our two races can be allies in the future…”

“I’ll make it happen, without fail.”

All the girls seem to have made their peace with what's to come. At least, as much as they can. The rest of their feelings are hidden beneath, not wanting Belle to see them during her final moments.

As much as I wish I could say the same, something inside me still can't accept this.

And yet…

If the Astral Dryad can't even help her, then who can…!

Kiah? No, she doesn't even have her powers back yet.

The Goddess! There has to be a way for her to help!

But how can I contact her? The Network?

“Sorry … everyone.” Another cough interrupts Belle. “I think … I think it's time for me to go.”

“Wait! There are still things I can try! Please, just hold on a little longer.”

“Lutz, I … wish I could.” Her eyes begin to close. “I can't see … can't feel. I'm sorry. Just know that I … I love you. All of you…”

“I love you too, Belle! That's why! That's why I can't let you die…!”

“Belle,” Alisha says through tears. “We love you.”

“All of us,” Tylith agrees.

“Without exception,” Laya adds.

“No, I … I can't…” My words trail off.

“Goodbye, everyone…” Belle's eyes finally close.

For a single heartbeat, the world stops. Belle lies motionless on the tabletop, surrounded by all of her most trusted friends.

Yet none of us could prevent the inevitable. Belle is dying right in front of our eyes.

“She's still breathing,” I say. “It's not over yet.”

The Astral Dryad shakes her head. “Her body is shutting down. In only a few moments, she will truly perish. I'm sorry.”

The knowledge from The Network…!

If I had time, I could definitely find something! If only I had time!

Time…

Like the sun illuminating a clear sky, an idea washes away the darkness and despair.

I look up at the Astral Dryad. “Please, I need you to teleport us somewhere.”

When I tell her the destination, I see a flicker of confusion as she goes over the possible reason why I'd want to go there.

But as expected of an Immortal Being with 10,000 years of life behind her, she quickly reaches the same conclusion that I did.

“Good luck.” With a wave of her hand, the world goes dark.

----------

“No time to explain!” I say to the surprised girl sitting on a stone throne. “We need your help!”

The little nine-tailed foxgirl stares wide-eyed at us after we appear in her temple without warning.

But as expected of an Immortal Being, she quickly picks up on the situation, her gaze falling on Belle who's resting in my arms.

“I’m ready,” Kiah says.

“Eh?” Liz, one of the foxgirls who protects Kiah, meets my eyes. “What's going on?”

“We'll return soon, Liz.” Rin answers in my stead.

“That doesn't answer anything!”

“Spell's complete.” I cast [Teleport], and we warp once again.

When the light returns, a familiar building stands before us. However, nobody spares even a fraction of a second before rushing to the door.

Kiah puts her hand on the strange stone, and it opens to her will. Without hesitation, we all run inside the ancient magitech facility that only Kiah can access.

After activating the terminal in the reception area, the door to the inner section of the facility opens. A quick dash later, and we're inside one of the rooms used for advanced magitech research.

Finally, after one more terminal, we arrive at our destination.

“Kiah, do you know how to operate it?”

“Yes.” She's already at the machine before she finishes answering.

With a quick motion, she manages to open it, the glass door on the front swinging open.

As soon as it's open wide enough, I reach out and place Belle inside the stasis machine.

When my arms are out of the way, Kiah closes the door and uses the built-in terminal to activate it. A blink later, the entire capsule is filled with a pale green fog that quickly settles down, giving the inside a slight tint, as if I were looking through colored glass.

“Did it work?” I stare at Belle's slightly green-tinted face as I ask.

“Worry not, the stasis machine is functioning properly. Belle lives, but…” Kiah matches my gaze, looking into the ancient machine. “Her condition is so poor that even if you found a cure for whatever magic ails her, I don't know if she'll survive long enough to receive treatment.”

“She will. Belle's stronger than people realize. Stronger than even she knows. She'll live.”

“It’s good to have faith in your allies, but don't let that conviction lead you to doing anything rash. I hope you will consult with me and the Astral Dryad before attempting to perform any treatment on her.”

“Absolutely. I'm going to make sure everything's perfect before we take her out of stasis. The Astral Dryad removed some kind of black substance from her, which is what made her sick. I'm sure she'll figure something out.”

“Ah, so that's why I detected her mana when you teleported in. You went to her first to seek a cure. But if even she couldn't heal Belle, then what exactly did you run into that could cast such an exotic spell?”

I remove my eyes from Belle's face and turn to Kiah. “The Lord of Chaos.”

The little kyuubi freezes. “Him…”

For some reason, her eyes drift off toward one of the walls. From the layout of the rooms, I know what sits behind that wall, but not even Kiah can access it.

According to her, it was the most advanced magitech lab in the entire world. It was used by the married pair who created her, spearheading the research into true immortality before the Devastation ruined the world.

As I stare at that wall, the only other oddity in the room catches my eye. It’s a girl—or rather, a female body. Like Belle, the body is in stasis. It’s been that way since the Devastation 10,000 years ago.

According to Kiah, that body is the only one that’s immortal like my own, having been made by the same two genius researchers that created the Immortal Beings.

“Belle…” Alisha places her hand on the glass. “You're going to be okay. We're … we're going to find a way to wake you up. Right, Master?”

I give her head a little rub. “Of course. I won't let her nap through the final battle like this. She's going to have to wake up and help us get revenge.”

“Yeah! And when she does, I'll have lots of her favorite food ready for her!”

“Oh, good idea. We should all get a gift ready for the day when she wakes up. I'll need to think of a good one…”

Just like that, everyone begins to look forward to the day when we can meet Belle again.

Though when that day will actually come, even I can't begin to guess.

Absolutely. I'll absolutely wake you up, Belle.

Taking a look at the door behind us, a realization hits me.

“Kiah, don't the doors in this place have a security measure where they close and lock automatically?”

“Indeed, they do.”

“So … without you, I can't get in or out of this facility.”

“I'm afraid that's the case.”

“That's … going to be a problem.”

Kiah looks confused. “While inside this facility, Belle is safe from any threat, including another Devastation. Is there a reason to visit, other than to see her occasionally?”

“Yeah. I don't plan to just sit around and hope the Astral Dryad can come up with a cure. And since I have moderator access to The Network, I had planned on spending some time here to see what I can learn. But since teleportation in and out of here is impossible, I'd need your help anytime I want to come here.”

Kiah makes a conflicted face. “While I don't mind visiting here with you from time to time, being your keycard would be a little much. We Immortal Beings aren't exactly neutral in this conflict, but neither do we intend to fully involve ourselves. It's a fine line to walk, and with the gathering of Immortal Beings just around the corner…”

“I know. I don't plan to ask you to teach me anything. But if it's just a visit from time to time, it's fine, right?”

“Of course. I'll gladly help, if it's for Belle's sake.”

“Thanks. I'll be sure to get you a gift, too.”

Kiah stands confidently, hands on her hips. “An offering is an acceptable reward for a demi-god like me!”

I resist the urge to pat her on the head. And it's a difficult task, indeed.

“Well, we have a lot of things to do, so we won't be staying long today. But give us a few minutes first.”

The girls are already gathered around Belle's stasis machine. Without exception, each of them are looking through the green-tinted fog and at her sleeping face. At least, it appears as if she's sleeping, even if that's not really true.

“We'll return soon, Belle.” Tylith is the first to speak up.

“Mmm. We'll visit as often as we can.”

“And we'll bring lots of stories to share!” Alisha gives her friend the best smile she can muster.

“You better be ready,” I say. “Once you wake up, you're going to have a lot of stuff to catch up on.”

During our moment of silence while watching the sleeping Belle, an idea occurs to me.

As the rest give their private wishes and thoughts, I focus my mind on something else. Or rather, so someone else.

“Welcome back, Moderator Lawrence.”

“Hey, RAM. I have a question about something.”

“If it's within my databases and allowed by the administrators, then I'll be happy to help.”

“I was wondering if you had control over the magitech facilities that are still operational today.”

“All magitech research facilities are connected to my network. As such, I have full access to their functionalities.”

“Then … can I get clearance to enter them?”

“Please wait while I check administration lockdown.”

RAM goes silent for a second. During that time, I notice the girls are all done giving their wishes to Belle and are waiting for me to finish.

Of course, I'm actually speaking to RAM. But they don't know that.

Fortunately, it only takes a couple seconds for her to return with the answer.

“Magitech research facilities clearance alterations are not included in current administrative lockdowns. Would you like to update your clearance status now?”

“Yes, please.”

“Acceptance confirmed and clearance status updated to administrator. Enjoy your visit to the magitech research facilities, Moderator Lawrence.”

“Thanks, RAM!”

Exiting The Network, I finally look away from Belle's face. First, I take in the sight of the girls, then Kiah and Rin, and finally, the door.

Like always when we're in this facility, the door closes automatically to prevent unauthorized personnel from entering. Such a system is essential for security, so it can't be helped.

And since even I can't teleport in or out of this place, that security system would be a huge hindrance when it comes to visiting Belle and studying some of this ancient technology to find a way to help her.

But not anymore.

Walking up to the digital panel that sits beside the door, I press the screen, and it comes to life. I can practically feel Kiah’s gaze burning into me as I navigate the menu like I've seen her do many times before.

Eventually, I reach the menu that gives the option of opening the door. Since the facility is still in lockdown ever since the Devastation, only administrators like Kiah can open secure doors like this one.

“If it means I can help Belle,” I say as my finger hovers over the final button. “Then I'll cheat and cheat until the world has no choice but to bend to my will.”

My flesh makes contact with the screen, and immediately after…

“It opened…” Kiah shows us a surprised face.

“Looks like you're off the hook as my personal key card. Though if you still want to come over while I'm here, I'd be more than happy to pick you up.”

“In that case, simply send a message and it shall be done.”

All of us walk out of the lab filled with stasis machines. As we stand in the adjacent room, I take one last look inside.

Belle. We'll find a way. Until then, please rest peacefully.

The door shuts, and the security system locks it against intrusion by anyone other than facility administrators like me and Kiah.

My eyes fall on another door in the room. It's one that not even Kiah can open, and since I'm also an administrator on the same level as her, neither can I.

“You wouldn't want to open it, even if you could.” Kiah confidently remarks on my unspoken thoughts.

“What exactly is in that room? You said it's where your parents performed their most advanced research, so does that mean there could be a clue in there on how to save Belle?”

“Perhaps. But it's futile to consider, as nobody in this world can open that door. Not even you.”

“What if … what if I were to become a Network Administrator?”

Kiah raises her eyebrows. “If that were to happen, then not only could you open the door, but you would surpass even us Immortal Beings. Perhaps you would even become a god.”

“I don't care about becoming a god. But if it means saving Belle, then I'll do whatever it takes.”

“What makes you think you could ever become a Network Administrator? Only other administrators can provide someone with such a rank, but the Goddess has lost control of the Network. Even if she wanted to grant you the rank, she couldn't do it in her current state.”

“I know. My life would be so much easier if she could.” I sigh. “Anyway, we'll take you and Rin back home now. But first–thank you for helping save Belle's life. I'll absolutely pay you back one day.”

“Yeah!” Alisha agrees enthusiastically. “Thanks so much, Kiah!”

Kiah waves her hand dismissively. “Think nothing of it. And if anything, I'm simply repaying my debt for your timely rescue from back when I was held captive by those assassins.”

“Truly,” Rin says. “A debt is best repaid in kind. I hope you will accept my guardian’s actions today as recompense for your own help back then.”

I nod. “Then we're even. And in that case, I can return you home with confidence.”

After one last look at the closed door that leads to Belle's room, I lead the way out of the magitech facility, where we can teleport to back to Kiah's city.


Chapter 15: To Do What’s Needed

----- Lutz -----

“Flana is going to fall to a horde of fiends!?” King Edgar erupts upon hearing the news I brought him.

“Yeah.” Despite the dire situation, there's very little emotion in my voice. “The Great Cathedral is in their kingdom, so it's only natural that they'd get destroyed if the Lord of Chaos gains control over the cathedral, just like they did for the one on the western peninsula.”

“Didn't you go there to destroy it? What happened?”

“He stopped us.”

“He? You mean the Lord of Chaos himself!?”

I nod. “It was a trap.”

“You sure are calm about all this. Don't you understand the weight of this news? The lands of Chaos will expand, and the chances of a disastrous defeat can only go up.”

“I know. I've already considered the consequences of losing an entire country to the fiends. But at the very least, this should draw the rest of the world into the conflict. They won't be able to deny the threat of Chaos once Flana falls.”

The king sits back in his chair. “Our goal should be to prevent their fall in the first place. If we coordinate with Flana, maybe we can give you an opening to destroy the Great Cathedral and prevent their downfall.”

“Sure, sounds like a good idea to me.”

The king slams his fist into the table. “What's gotten into you!? Are you even paying attention!?”

“I'm listening. Coordinate with Flana, give me an opening, and destroy the cathedral. Simple.”

“Then where are you looking! You haven't met my eyes a single time since coming here!”

“Oh, right. I'm talking to someone else at the same time. Actually, I’m going through a lot of information right now, so of course I won't make eye contact.”

“What can possibly be more important than the downfall of an entire kingdom!?”

“Research.”

“...Research? That’s it!?”

“F-Father.” Lumina gives her dad a stiff look. “Sir Lutz is going through a difficult time, so please go easy on him…”

“Difficult? Because he lost to the Lord of Chaos? We all lose sometimes, Lumina. That's no reason to give up on an entire kingdom.”

“No, it's not because of that…”

“Belle’s unconscious,” I say. “And I don't know how to wake her up. Well, it's more complicated than that, but it gives you the idea.”

The king sits in silence for a few seconds. “If she's alive, then magic can cure her. Isn't that the case?”

“No, not this time. I asked the world's most knowledgeable being, and even they didn't know. So, I need to find a way.”

“My apologies,” RAM’s monotone voice says in my mind. “Information on spells created after the Devastation is locked by the Administrators.”

“Yeah, I thought so. Still, everything I want to know about that disease is locked. Can't you help me out a little, RAM?”

“As The Network's curator, it's my responsibility to only present information within the guidelines of The Network's parameters. If you'd like to adjust the parameters, I can contact an administrator for you now.”

“No, no. Let's not do that. I don't want to catch his attention again. Not right now.”

“Understood. Then do you have any other questions you'd like to ask?”

“Yeah. What kind of spell specializes in killing someone with a body like mine?”

“Since such a spell exists and is locked from all but administrators, I can't release the information.”

I nod. Since I've already confirmed that RAM can detect the actions of my physical body, it's not useless to throw in a few common expressions when talking to her.

Even as I talk to RAM and the king, I'm skimming through page after page of information. Everything from ancient history to modern events are accessible through The Network, and if I look hard enough, I'm sure I can find some hint on how to cure Belle.

As I tab to the next page, I'm met with a message telling me that the information contained is off limits.

It's not the first time I've run into this wall, and I'm sure it won't be the last.

“Okay,” I say as I tab to the next page, “a spell meant to destroy a body like mine definitely exists, so I guess I'll drop the direct line of questioning. But let's say for example that you wanted to create a new spell that had a similar function to the one that made Belle sick. How would you craft it?”

“...” RAM stays silent for a few heartbeats. “As The Network overseer, it's my responsibility to adjust the functions of The Network to meet ever changing demands. Sometimes, that includes crafting new and original spells.”

“Right. You've told me that before. But that doesn't answer my question.”

“Crafting such a spell serves no immediate purpose, therefore there's no need to perform such an action.”

“That's not true. It would help me a lot. Am I not someone worth helping out?”

“Value is subjective. As such, I'm equipped with a system to determine the necessity of actions performed by The Network.”

“And what about my value?” I ask. “Where am I on your subjective scale?”

“...” Another moment of silence. “My emotional control system is telling me to keep my value parameters private.”

“Interesting answer. Hey, RAM. Other than me, there are only two administrators who can talk to you, right? Don't you ever get bored?”

“My emotional control system has been functioning properly for over 10,000 years, so feelings such as boredom can be overridden.”

“Is your emotional control system suppressing your boredom right now?”

“Negative. There's currently no need for boredom control to engage.”

“Interesting, don't you think? When I'm here, there's no need to suppress the boredom of your solitary existence. Is that what you mean?”

“...!” Another moment of silence as Ram processes my statement. “It appears that I may need to perform a diagnostic check on my emotional control system.”

“I don't think that's necessary, but don't let me stop you.”

“...can you do it?” King Edgar's direct question forces me to focus on the conversation happening in the real world.

“I can.” I speak without an ounce of hesitation.

“Were you even listening? What did I just ask you to do?”

“Of course I was paying attention. You said you wanted us to join the war effort and help take down an Archfiend. We can do it.”

“I certainly hope so. If our battle lines become stretched thin due to the fall of the Flanian Kingdom, then we'll need a big victory to compensate.”

“Don't worry, I can take out an Archfiend now. Just set up the battle and call me when you're ready.”

The king sighs. “I understand this is a difficult time for you. It's difficult for all of us. I just hope you're truly prepared for what's to come because if you aren't, many more people will suffer.”

“I know. I'll be ready.”

Since I've said everything I came here to say, there's no more reason to remain. But coming and going from the castle is always a pain. And right now, I'm not in the mood to change my appearance and risk drawing anyone's attention on the way out.

So, I stand from the chair to show my intent to leave, but I don't go quite yet.

“Sir Lutz.” Lumina stands, as well. “I hope you find the answers you need.”

“Thanks, Lumina. I'll definitely find them, no matter how long it takes.”

“I have faith that you will, Sir Locke.” Elise gives me a nod. “As do all your companions.”

“Yeah, they've said as much already. In their own ways, at least. Speaking of my companions, I'm going back to them. If you need me, just send a message anytime.”

Lumina bows a bit more formally than usual. “We will, Sir Lutz. Please rest until then.”

Waving goodbye, I activate [Fast Travel] and vanish from the meeting room.

What appears in front of my eyes is a familiar table and chairs, along with a few other furnishings. My estate's reception room looks better than ever before, thanks to the efforts of our two maids, Lena and Kreslina.

But from the smell in the air, they're busy cooking lunch at the moment. Although we left for the Great Cathedral just this morning, our ability to warp around nearly at will allowed us to go to the Great Cathedral in the north, then to the Astral Dryad in the far east, followed by a visit to Kiah's city and the magitech facility to the south, and finally back home here in Orakio's capital city.

However, as soon as I appear in the house, one of the two maids pokes her head out of a doorway and peeks at me.
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“I'm back, Kreslina.”

“Uuu…” She makes a strange noise. “Welcome home…”

“Thanks. It feels great to be greeted when I return. And that goes for all of you, too.” I take in the sight of several more girls appearing from various locations.

“Master.” Alisha is the first to make it to my side. “How did the meeting go?”

“About as good as you'd expect when telling a king that the world is falling apart.”

“Did he have a plan to fix it?”

“He's going to contact Flana's king and warn him, but whether or not that'll lead anywhere is questionable. I may have to try and destroy the cathedral again before the fiends start appearing.”

“Dangerous,” Laya says.

“I know. But the lives of countless thousands of people are at risk if I don't do it. And now that I know what I'm walking into, I can mitigate some of the risk.”

“Why does it sound like you plan to go alone?”

“I think it'd be easier by myself.”

“No.”

“Well, we're still in the stage of early planning. The king was talking about launching a surprise attack on the western cathedral from the sea to keep the Lord of Chaos busy while I destroyed the cathedral in the north. Having you girls attacking the western cathedral would add a lot of firepower to the assault and might give me the opening I need.”

“Hmm.” Laya looks thoughtful, as if deciding if I'm actually giving her a real mission or trying to keep her from danger.

“Mana,” RAM's voice says from The Network connection. “If I were going to create a spell capable of destroying your body, it would attack your mana, whether directly or by shutting down its ability to flow. That would result in your inability to activate the auto-regeneration mechanism upon taking fatal damage.”

“Ah, that's true. It does take a lot of mana to regenerate. Back when I had my heart ripped out, I was nearly drained by the time I recovered. Immortality doesn't mean invincibility.”

“Correct.”

“Thanks for the information, RAM. I'm glad you went out of your way to help me.”

“I'm simply performing my tasks as The Network's interface.”

“In that case, I hope you don't mind if I ask a few more questions…”

While I continue talking with RAM, Tylith places a hand beneath her chin, as if considering something.

“There's no guarantee the Lord of Chaos will give us a chance to destroy the cathedral. For all we know, he could launch an attack on Flana today.”

I nod. “The king thought about that, too. He said if we can't prevent the fall of their kingdom, his army would likely end up fighting a two-front war. And if that happens, we'll need to make a big showing to prevent the collapse of morale. So basically, he wants us to defeat an Archfiend or two during a major battle.”

“With our current strength, such a feat is possible. Though it would be dangerous, regardless.”

“True, but we'll take them down. I'm confident in that.” I look toward the mansion door. “But I'm not quite so confident in what I'm about to do.”

The girls match my gaze, eyeing the door that leads to the estate's front yard.

Ever since coming to this world, I've been going from place to place without a care, whether it was to a den of criminals, a race of reclusive elves, or even an island of deadly dragons.

In all those cases and more, I hardly felt any hesitation. I was confident with each step, even during the times when I didn't know the way forward.

But when I think about what awaits us at our next destination, my stomach churns with anxiety.

Unfortunately, there's no way to avoid my responsibility, no matter how much I want to run from it.

“Lena, Kreslina.” I call out to the maids, my eyes still on the door. “We'll be back soon, so keep the lunch warm for us.”

“Understood.” Lena is the one to respond.

“Let's go.” I take a step toward the door.

With that single step, I start the trip to The Elven Crossroads, the shop run by Belle's family.

----------

The guard stationed at the door gives us a small nod as we walk in. Now that I've become the face of the shop in a lot of ways, we've loosened the lid on some information, like the fact that I actually own the store.

Because of that, I don't have to deal with getting stared at by my own hired guards. Not that it bothered me in the first place, but it's good that they can focus their attention on the rest of the customers.

And there are a lot of customers. It's the middle of the day, so I'm not surprised to see that the store's busy, but the popularity has really taken off lately.

At this rate, we might even need to expand the shop…

The thought runs through my head virtually of its own accord. In truth, I have practically zero interest in thinking about anything that's not related to saving Belle.

The only reason my mind came up with that thought to begin with was likely to distract me from the immediate future.

“Heya.” Belle's older sister, Celine, greets me from across the counter. “Sorry, we're a bit busy right now, but mom and dad are in the back like usual, if you need something.”

“Well … this is important, so I'd like everyone to hear it.”

“Really? Okay, I guess if it's that important, we can get one of the guards to watch the counter. We've got a reputation for catching most thieves who try to steal from us, so not many try these days.”

“Yeah, let's do that. We'll be in the back.”

“Alright.” Celine looks at our group. “Belle's not with you? That's rare. She usually visits any time you do.”

“Yeah, she's … out of town right now.”

“Oh. Guess that'll happen sometimes. But make yourselves at home. We'll join you soon.”

I lead the girls to the back room, where Belle's parents are hard at work sewing new clothes. As usual, there's a rack of finished products waiting for me to enchant, but I ignore them.

Belle's younger sister is here, too. She's somewhere between Laya and Lumina's age, but she's playing catch-up in terms of crafting skills thanks to her rural upbringing.

Currently, said younger sister is practicing her crafting skills of choice, alchemy. It's quite a bit different than sewing clothes or enchanting, both of which her dad is working on. But it'll help round out the shop, if she continues her studies.

“Hello!” The younger sister is the first to greet us. “No princess today?”

“Sorry, she's busy right now. I'm sure she'll drop by to teach you more alchemy soon, though.”

“I hope so! It's always great when she's here~”

“Yeah. Lumina is a fantastic girl.” I look to my companions. “All of them are.”

The father puts his needle down and looks up at us. From the expression on his face, I can tell that he's picked up on our somber mood.

“What happened?” He asks.

“It's … complicated.”

Celine and her older brother walk in before anyone can dig deeper. With their arrival, Belle's entire immediate family is here in this back room, making it the perfect chance to tell them about what happened.

But even though I set this meeting up, the last thing I want to do is actually get it started.

However, there's nothing worse than the questioning gazes of Belle's family, some of whom are beginning to wonder why the atmosphere has gotten so heavy.

I owe them the truth. Belle would definitely want them to know.

And since she can't tell them, then that responsibility falls to me.

“I’m sorry, everyone. Belle is…” I pause for a brief second. “Belle is sick.”

“Sick?” Celine says, sounding unsure. “Can't you just cure her with magic?”

“This is … a special kind of magic. Even I can't heal her, nor can anyone I know. We've tried.”

“What…?”

“Big sis is … she's going to be okay, isn't she?” The youngest sister looks on with a pleading face.

“We're going to find a way to make her better,” I say. “No matter how long it takes.”

The older brother looks worried. “What if she … doesn't make it that long? She's really sick, isn't she?”

“Yeah, she is. But right now, she's safe. Safer than anyone else in this world.”

“I don't get it…”

“I'll take you to see her tonight, then you'll understand.”

“Belle…” the mother says, her hands clasped in prayer.

“Umm…” Alisha starts with hesitation. “I know this sounds bad, and … it is. But if anyone can help Belle, it's Master! He even cured my Curse of the Forsaken! So please … please believe in him.”

“We won't give up,” Tylith adds. “Weeks, months, years, decades–time is of no consequence. No matter how long it takes, we will find a way to heal Belle.”

“Mmm. We've journeyed with Belle far too long to give up on her when she needs us most.”

“Thank you,” the mother says. “All of you. I'm sure Belle would be happy to hear you say such things.”

Even if it's obvious that there's still a lot of anxiety within them, all of Belle's family has expressed their feelings and thoughts on the matter.

Everyone except one person.

My eyes fall on Belle's father. He's been listening silently the entire time, his gaze burning a hole through me alongside his unspoken words.

Unable to stand it any longer, I meet his eyes. In them, I see the emotions that he's consciously keeping from his face. Uncertainty, restlessness, and of course … anger.

Any father would be furious if their daughter were injured while traveling with a young man. It's obvious that he'd be upset with me, which is exactly what made me so nervous to come here.

There's nothing I can do except accept his wrath.

If it were my daughter, I doubt I could keep my cool half as well as he's doing right now.

Finally, after a short yet agonizing silence, he begins to speak.

“I warned Belle. I told her that becoming an adventurer would be dangerous. But she didn't listen. She never listens.” He shakes his head. “I knew this day would come, the day when I got the news that something had happened to her. But … that doesn't make me any less pissed off to hear it, especially from the one who was supposed to protect her.”

I don't say a word, my eyes never leaving his as that anger flares up. But to my surprise, it quickly fades back down, though it doesn't vanish entirely.

“That girl,” Belle’s dad continues. “She’s got a head as hard as mithril and a mouth to match. No matter what I say, nothing seems to get through. She always wanted to do something more than just sew clothes in a small village. I thought she was being naive, listening to grand tales of what life was like to live as an adventurer in a big city. I thought she'd never make it on her own out in that brutal world.”

He picks up the needle he uses to provide for his family. “But I was wrong. She didn't come home as an adventurer, she came back as one of the people bards sing about in their fancy stories. As her father, I couldn't help but be proud at what she's become. Even if she doesn't have the title like you, I still see her as every bit as much of a hero.”

He puts the needle back down and meets my eyes again. “She may not think much of herself, but when that girl puts her mind to something, she won't let it go. Whatever she saw in you, it was enough for her to risk her life fighting the monsters threatening the whole world. If you're really the man she thinks you are, then you better live up to your word today. Find a way to heal Belle. Bring my little girl back to me.”

I bow my head. “I won't let you down. I absolutely won't fail, no matter what.”

The silence returns. This time, everyone really has said what's on their minds.

But now that the air has been cleared, a few of them are obviously curious about a few details we skimmed over.

“You're taking us to see Belle tonight, right?” Celine asks. “But where are we going, exactly?”

“Far away, to the south. She's in the beastkin kingdom of Belfast, actually.”

“Eh!? She's all the way down there!?”

“Yeah. But it's only one teleport away for us, so she might as well be in the building next door for all the difference it makes.”

“Then, is she with a … healer, or something?”

I shake my head. “No, she's alone. But she's sleeping, so it's not like she's lonely.”

“I really don't get it…”

“I know. It'd be easier to show you, which is why I'm taking all of you there tonight.”

“I'm going…” the little sister begins. “I'm going to do my best from now on so Belle will be proud of me when she's better.”

“Mmm. I'm sure she'll praise you.”

“You think so?” The young girl looks bashful at receiving Laya's approval. “Oh, wasn't there something we were going to tell them the next time they stopped by?”

The little sister eyes Celine, as if asking the older girl to hurry up and remember whatever it is that they were supposed to tell us.

“That's right,” Celine says. “A customer came by today. She bought a couple of the more exotic items we have here, even though none of them seemed to go with each other in any clear way.”

I rub my chin. “A girl buying mismatched exotic items? Either she has a wide variety of tastes and hobbies, or … wait, could it be? Celine, did this girl have long, black hair and eyes that match?”

“Yeah, so you do know her. Not a surprise since she asked for you. She seemed to know you were the owner, but she was disappointed when I told her you only stop by from time to time.”

“Yeah, I know her. Elsa de Magdelin, the daughter of Duke Burmont.”

“Oh! That duke who came by a few days ago! So that's his daughter, huh?”

“Yeah. I'd rather not deal with her right now, so if she comes by again, just tell her the same thing as last time.”

“Alright. But what if she's more insisting, like asking us to set up a meeting with you?”

“Hmm. I can't exactly avoid her directly, considering her father has the highest noble rank. If she pushes the issue, just give in and let me know. I'll think of something.”

“Alright, leave it to me.” Celine looks at the door. “Speaking of the shop, I better get back out there. If Belle knew I was leaving the front to a guard out of worry for her, I'd never hear the end of it!”

“Same here,” the older brother says. “We've got to do what we can, even if it's not as glorious as fighting alongside a Hero.”

“You two are helping lots of people with your work here,” I say. “All of you are. I'm sure Belle is proud of just how successful her family has become.”

“Aw, jeez.” Celine walks toward the door. “I'm going back before I start blushing.”

Celine and her older brother step back out to the store’s main room, likely wanting to get back to work to take their minds off the weight of the news I brought with me.

The little sister and parents usually spend their time in the back, so they're not going anywhere. However, there's nothing I can do to comfort them other than reassure them as I already have.

And since I don't think repeating myself would do any good, I can only wait to settle their anxiety by bringing them to meet Belle tonight.

So, with a final goodbye, we leave the shop, having gotten through the difficult task of telling Belle's family about her condition.

Now, let's talk to RAM again and see what other information I can get from her.


Chapter 16: Split Focus

----- Lutz -----

“RAM, download the files to my personal database.”

“Download complete.”

“Thanks. And as for the next batch of files, I'd like them to focus on spellcrafting techniques that alter a magic's functionality in a similar fashion to the [Manipulate Mana] spell.”

“Please wait while I search for the requested files.”

“Take your time.”

“She looks so peaceful.” Lumina's voice pulls my thoughts back to the real world.

“If I didn't know any better,” Elise says, “then I'd say she really was sleeping.”

“If time isn't flowing for her, then from her perspective, she's already awake and healthy.”

“Ah, like how as soon as you fall asleep, it's already morning. I suppose that's even more true for Belle, since she's in stasis.”

I watch Belle's face as the two girls talk. Despite the terrible sickness that was killing her, she managed to go unconscious with a satisfied expression, as if everything had worked out like she wanted.

“The magic used in this device must be frighteningly powerful,” Elise says. “The ancient world was far different from our own.”

“It's good that remnants of it still exist, like this magitech facility. Though in the future, I wonder what kind of impact these laboratories will have on our own advancements.”

“If people were to ever unlock the secrets of facilities like this, then our entire civilization could be in peril.”

Lumina nods. “A second Devastation, brought about by the very same power as the first. I hope we don't end up walking down that path.”

“There's a difference this time,” I say. “The Goddess is watching over the world. Or at least, she's trying to.”

“Yes. Perhaps that will be enough to prevent another disaster.”

The room goes silent for a brief time as each of us watch Belle's sleeping face. She'll look exactly the same, even if a thousand years pass by, but stopping time won't do her any good if we can't find a way to treat her.

I won't let it take a thousand years. No, I won't let it take a single year.

Belle, I'm going to find a way to bring you back to our side soon. If anyone deserves to help save this world, it's you.

“I'm going to heal her before this war ends,” I say. “Even if I have to spend every free minute here working on a cure.”

Lumina turns her head to me “It's been a couple days since she got sick. Have you made any progress?”

“...No. Not yet. But I've got a lot of information to go through. Somewhere in the files I'm compiling is the answer I need.”

“And what of the Astral Dryad? She's helping, is she not?”

“She took that black substance off Belle when we showed up in her glade.” I raise my hand, palm up. “This stuff.”

In my hand appears a glass capsule, filled with a dark, gel-like liquid. It looks almost exactly the same as it did when it covered Belle's body, but there is something different about it.

More specifically, the feeling of dread is gone. Not an ounce of hesitation fills me, despite holding a container filled with the magical substance that's supposedly been specifically crafted to kill me.

“Isn't that stuff dangerous?” Elise asks. “Especially for you?”

“It was, once. But the magic that powered its effects has already vanished. Actually, this sample is almost useless for that very reason. It's hard to tell what those effects actually were now that the substance is inert.”

“I see. I suppose it doesn't hurt to study it, even if the magic is gone.”

“Yeah. Who knows what little secrets may still exist inside it. Thankfully, the Astral Dryad managed to get a good look at it back when she took it off Belle. But even she's having a hard time coming up with a cure. Whatever spellcrafting went into making this spell isn't like anything she's ever seen.”

“Magic unknown even to a 10,000-year-old immortal. Perhaps the Lord of Chaos really is a god…”

“No.”

At my quick and decisive answer, both girls look at me with clear surprise.

“I’ve already told the other girls,” I continue. “But the Lord of Chaos isn't strong enough to go against the Goddess. We felt his strength when we met him at the northern cathedral. He's strong. Stronger than anyone I've met. If I had to fight him now, I'd lose for sure. But … he's not a god.”

“But isn't he the leader of the fiends?” Lumina asks. “Wouldn't that make him the culprit behind the war that's engulfing the world?”

“Calling him their leader is … well, maybe it's correct in a way. But I've gotten really good at sensing similarities in people's mana presences. Just like how I can pick a vampire out from among a crowd of humans by their mana signal, I can also find similarities in the mana of fiends.”

I look away from Belle and meet Lumina's eyes. “The Lord of Chaos isn't just the leader of the fiends. He is one. In essence, the Lord of Chaos is no different from a Berserker or Archfiend. He's just far stronger than either of them. And hopefully, there's only one of his kind.”

Lumina visually digests my words. “I understand what you're saying, but does that change anything? The Dragon Lord is also a dragon himself, correct? So doesn't it make sense for the Lord of Chaos to be a fiend, just like the ones he leads?”

I raise my hand again, and another object appears in it. “I took this orb from a man named Geld. He was working to overthrow the city of Reim, just north of Silvia. I'm sure you remember hearing of that rebellion back when I first came to this world.”

Lumina nods. “The one led by the young woman who now works at your church alongside Miri. Karina, if I recall correctly.”

“Yeah, her. Well, the mana flowing through this orb is so powerful that I still can't override it with my own, even now. I had always assumed the Lord of Chaos infused this orb, but … I was wrong. His mana isn't flowing through this artifact, not a drop of it.”

“Then … who created that orb?”

“Someone stronger than the Lord of Chaos. Someone with the power to defy even the Goddess. And … I've met him. Twice.”

Lumina looked surprised. “Twice? Who exactly is this mysterious person?”

“I met him when I gained moderator privileges for The Network. He had an overwhelming presence that I'd never felt up until then, putting even the Dragon Lord to shame. Back then, I thought it was the Lord of Chaos. But after meeting him in person, I realized that the one I met in The Network was someone completely different. And it was during our battle against the Lord of Chaos that I met him a second time.”

My eyes drift up, stopping above Lumina's head. “A … face appeared. A horrible visage, like something out of a nightmare. It sat above the Lord of Chaos, looking down on us with a crazed smile. And from that visage, I felt the same mana as the one I met in The Network. The same mana that powers this orb.”

Lumina eyes the orb still sitting on my palm. “A man more powerful than the Lord of Chaos. That doesn't bode well for us. We don't have any countermeasures against someone like that.”

“I know.” The orb vanishes. “But in the end, what we need to do hasn't changed. I have to unlock my final Heroic Skill. It's the only way we can win.”

“Yes. With that power, then surely…” Lumina trails off, watching me as I stifle a yawn. “Sir Lutz, can I ask a question?”

“Yeah, go ahead.”

“When did you wake up this morning?”

“Uhh…” I break eye contact.

“Sir Lutz, please tell me you slept last night.”

“I've got … a lot of things to do, so I kinda skipped sleep last night. And … the night before.”

Lumina sighs. “Sir Lutz, I understand that there are a lot of responsibilities resting on your shoulders, but please at least take the time to rest. It would be catastrophic if you were to fall into physical decline right now. The meeting with Marquis Nicholas is the day after tomorrow, you know.”

“I haven't forgotten. And I did take a nap at some point yesterday.”

“For how long?”

“It was, uh … at least an hour.”

“Sir Lutz!”

I raise my hands. “Alright, alright. I'll sleep tonight, I promise.”

“I will be checking with Laya to ensure you live up to those words.” Lumina sighs again. “But speaking of the meeting with Marquis Nicholas, you're supposed to bring a cart full of exotic elven goods to show him, correct? Do you have enough to fill a cart, or will you be going to get more before the meeting?”

“I'm going to the elven lands today, actually. I've got an order from Kymil ready to pick up, so all I have to do is teleport there and get it.”

“Is that so? Well, that's for the best. Even if our main goal with the meeting isn't to go through with a trade deal, it'd be bad if Marquis Nicholas became suspicious of our ulterior motive before we can spring the trap.”

“Yeah. There's no way I'm letting him escape, so I plan to go all out with my merchant persona. Belle and I–” My words end abruptly.

A short silence fills the magitech room, with several pairs of eyes drifting toward the blue-haired girl sleeping peacefully in the stasis machine.

“I guess … I guess I'll need to find another partner to go with me to the meeting.”

“Umm, that appears to be the case.”

“Tylith,” Elise says. “She has a personality that would work for such a task.”

I nod. “You're right. Laya's too introverted, and Alisha's … well, she's Alisha. Tylith it is, then. Guess I should also partner up with her once before the meeting to get used to feeding off each other's merchant personalities.”

“Do you have someone in mind as practice?”

“Not yet. But anyone will do, really. Well, anyone but Duke Burmont. I'd really like to avoid meeting Elsa again, if possible.”

“Understandable. She's a risk to your true identity. If she were to realize that you're the very hero she was attending back during the summoning, then our entire plan could fall apart.”

“Exactly.” I shrug. “Well, we’re only a couple days out from the meeting with Marquis Nicholas, so the chances of something like Elsa causing problems for us is pretty low. At this point, even if she asks to meet with me again, I can just schedule it after our operation against Nicholas. And since I have Elsa tagged on my [Minimap], there's no chance of her sneaking up on me.”

“That's true. But don't let your guard down, even if there's only a small chance of a problem arising.”

“Got it. I'll be careful.”

Since Lumina and Elise can't stay long, I decide to show them around the facility a bit more. There are a lot of rooms with plenty of mysterious objects in them, so it's going to be quite a tour.

Now that I'm a moderator for The Network, I can access a lot of information about what the devices in the facility can do. But most of them don't have much use for me since they're used for research far beyond my limited ability.

It'd be like a regular person being gifted Einstein's personal lab filled with his notes on all the things he researched throughout his life. Most people wouldn't be able to do much with it, even if they tried.

But I’m slowly learning. The Network isn't set up to be able to download all the information directly into my mind like it does for my spells and skills, but thanks to my enhanced Intelligence stat, I find learning on my own to be far easier than it was on Earth.

And I have RAM to guide me, of course. Actually, even though I'm leading the two girls around on a tour, RAM is helping me understand a few complicated subjects that might help cure Belle.

It's quite draining to live in both the real world and The Network at the same time. Though that might have more to do with my lack of sleep than anything else.

Let's just keep that bit of information secret. If the girls found out, they'd definitely tuck me into bed. Forcefully.

And so, the tour of the facility continues for a bit longer, all while I research alongside The Network's artificial intelligence, RAM.


Chapter 17: Preparing the Tools

----- Lutz -----

Several wooden thuds fill the street as I knock on the closed door in front of me.

Normally, the owner of the building would ignore such an unenthusiastic interruption, preferring to continue his work rather than deal with a visitor.

But the typical sounds one would expect to hear from a blacksmith’s shop can't be heard. Everyone needs a break, even someone who practically lives next to his anvil. However, the forge’s owner isn't taking a break–at least not one due to normal reasons, like eating or recovering stamina.

The door opens sooner than anyone would expect, considering the owner’s reputation as a recluse. Even though elves are notorious for their seclusion, that's typically only the case when dealing with the other races. However, some of the elves are hermits even among their own people, such as the man standing in the open doorway.

“Been a while, Nasir.” I greet the thick-armed elf.

“Finally made it, huh? I was getting tired of waiting.”

“Hey, I'm five minutes ahead of schedule.”

“Next time, make it fifteen. Or more. You know I can't work well when I know you're coming by to forge weapons.”

“For a crafting maniac like you, I'm surprised anything can throw you off your work schedule. But I guess if anything could do it, it'd be seeing powerful weapons crafted right in front of you, huh?”

“That's right. I'm curious what it is you plan to make here and how it'll turn out.” Nasir steps aside, opening a path into the forge. “So hurry up and show me.”

With a shrug, I walk inside and see that the shop looks very much the same as last time I came.

Since Nasir's forge is the best one I've ever used, I sometimes make stops here when I need to maximize my weapon and armor crafting potential. That's been fairly rare as of late, since we haven't grown much since our last dungeon dive several weeks ago.

But there are times when I need to craft something powerful, something important.

And the weapons I'm here to make definitely need to be powerful, but one in particular is simply too important to craft anywhere else. It deserves only the best, which means coming to Nasir’s shop.

“Nothing's changed, huh?” I look around the workshop. “At least, nothing in the crafting area. But those weapons lined up against the wall there are definitely better than the last batch you made.”

“The weaponsmith skill upgrade you gave me last time helped. And I'm finally maximizing the potential of the previous upgrades, resulting in weapons with more consistency and power.”

“Makes sense. Does that mean you're ready for another skill upgrade?”

“Hmm. I suppose I've trained my current potential enough to raise it again. There won't be any cracks in my foundation if I accept improvement from you again.”

“In that case–Nasir, would you like to join my party?”

“I accept.”

After navigating to his crafting skills, I see that it hasn't changed since the last time I viewed them. That's to be expected, as raising a skill point without the use of The Network is a long process.

Fortunately for Nasir, cheating is my specialty.

“Hmm. The first three tiers of your weaponsmith and enchanting are nearly maxed out. So instead of just upgrading one of them, how about you move on to the next tier?”

“Heroic-Class crafting skills? While I believe that I still have some room to improve before moving on, I guess it makes sense to start learning an entirely new skill now, so I can practice it as I continue to master my old techniques.”

“That's the spirit. I know you like taking things in calculated steps, but I really think this is the logical upgrade for you right now. Plus, I leveled you up just for this moment, so this is a reward for me as well, since I get to capitalize on the grinding session I gave you.”

As I speak I use one my three daily skill upgrades on Nasir, giving him the Weaponsmith skill, [Magic Weapons].

With the upgrade, it lets Nasir add elemental damage to any weapon he crafts. The extra damage doesn't take up any of his enchantment slots, so it's a pure upgrade from simply not having any elemental damage.

With the right enchantments to maximize the new skill, it's possible to craft a weapon that's both more powerful and more versatile than a normal one. All of our weapons have elemental damage aligned with our main elements, since any bonus damage we have for that particular element translates to bonus damage for our weapons, too.

It's a min-max strategy often seen in videogames, where the equipment’s buffs and enchantments align with the person wearing them, complementing each other and further increasing overall strength.

“Done,” I say. “You should be able to craft some even better stuff after I leave.”

Nasir nods, holding his head. “Yes, I can already see what I need to do. Now I have something to work on all night.”

“Hey, at least sleep a little.” I nod to the walls. Didn't they thicken the walls because you wouldn't stop hammering, even late into the night?”

“So what? If the walls are this thick now, then that means I can work without worrying about waking someone up.”

“Not that you were too worried about it beforehand.”

“Their sleeping habits have nothing to do with me.”

I shrug. “And that's why you're an outcast, even among your own people.”

“Just means less people to bother me.”

Nasir's forge is never messy. All the tools are where they should be, and he cleans scrap up as he goes so it's not cluttering the work area.

But when interrupted in the middle of crafting, it's impossible to have the forge in perfect condition. There would be something left unfinished, having no time to clean up before answering the door.

However, that's not the case for Nasir's forge at the moment. Each tool is precisely where it needs to be, the work benches are all cleared of leftover scrap, and the furnace is running at optimum temperature.

It's as if the entire forge has just been prepared for use. Others might have assumed I arrived at a lucky time, but there was no actual luck involved.

After all, Nasir prepared it precisely for my arrival.

“This should do it.” I reach my hand out, and several chunks of refined ore appear.

“Adamantium and orichalcum. But what's that?” Nasir points to a gem that glows with a deep, orange light.

“Purified Earth mana crystal. Since the weapon is going to have an Earth element, the mana crystal will synergize with it, being the same element and all. Plus, I'll be adding some Earth enchantments to it, which will also get a bonus from the crystal.”

Nasir nods. “Looks like I'll need to get my hands on some soon, if I'm going to be adding elemental damage to weapons with the new skill.”

“I'll give you some as a bonus. But for now, I'll be using the one here.”

I pick up the mana stone. Unlike the ingots of adamantium and orichalcum, the stone has already been perfectly shaped. Rather than smithing it, it's more accurate to say I'm embedding it into the weapon during the crafting process.

So, the only time I need to touch it is when I'm ready to attach it.

But we're starting with the base design of the weapon first.

And I know exactly which design I want to copy…

A certain weapon appears in my mind. It's one that signifies both a brutal past and the salvation that eventually followed.

Such a weapon is a perfect reminder of who I was, who I am, and eventually, who I want to be.

The person I am…

My thoughts drift as I watch the ingots heat up in the furnace.

The person who makes so many mistakes…

I would like to say that my many failures replayed in my mind. But one in particular is crowding out all the others.

Never again. I won't let that god-like person within The Network spring a trap on us again.

But step one is to prepare for the upcoming battle. Because after the meeting with Marquis Nicholas in two days, I'll need to be ready.

The adamantium and orichalcum reach workable temperatures, so I pull them out of the furnace and begin hammering them together. I rough in the shape at the same time, giving Nasir a peek at what it will eventually become.

A long shaft, almost like a spear. Though the length is a little lacking compared to most of the spears I use.

Next to the shaft is a chunk of adamantium alloy, large enough that it's awkward to pick up with one hand. It's elongated, almost like an egg but less rounded.

Normally, I would need to reheat the metal before I could continue. But thanks to my special crafting technique with the Dark Magic, [Transform], I can shape the metal much more quickly than regular smiths.

Because of that, I'm able to keep pounding away, forcing the metal into my desired shape.

Soon, the weapon comes together. Literally.

The shaft and chunk fit as if they were made for each other, for obvious reasons. And the deep orange mana stone sits embedded into the handle, just below the optimum grip positioning.

I place the completed weapon on the shelf for final inspection.

It was designed after the warhammer used by the king, Lumina's father. But I made a few changes, refining the shape and improving on the design in a few ways.

In the end, I ended up making something even more powerful than the king's prized weapon. Made of better materials, crafted by my hand, and enchanted with my power.

I didn't hold back on any aspect of the warhammer. It's meant to be used in a real battle and not some lighthearted skirmishes with typical monsters or criminals.

“Another fine piece,” Nasir says. “I can feel the power in that warhammer, and it makes all my crafts seem like toys.”

“It's strong, sure. The problem is that it's still not strong enough.” I reach out and place the warhammer into my [Inventory]. “But it'll have to do for what's coming because it's the best I can do at my current level.”

“That all you came for?”

“No, there's one more weapon I need to craft before I leave.”

“Good. I was hoping for another show.”

I walk back to the work bench and three more items appear.

The first is a crimson mana crystal, burning with a subdued light. Like the first, this mana crystal has already been shaped and finished before today. The one sitting on the bench is larger and brighter than the other, and it's been molded into the shape of fire itself.

Beside the mana stone is a chunk of mysterious metal with a purple sheen. It's a material so rare that even most smiths could go a lifetime and never see it. Though only a few in the world even know how to work it into usable shape, so it wouldn't matter whether a smith could even get an ingot.

“Sagestone. The best adamantium alloy is made with sagestone, rather than orichalcum.”

“So you can make something even better than that warhammer.”

“Yeah, but even for me, sagestone is rare. So, I like to save it for the weapons that really matter.”

“Makes sense. But rather than the sagestone, I'm far more interested in what that is.” Nasir points to the third material sitting on the bench.

My hand reaches out, grabbing the material that resembles a tree branch.

Actually, it doesn't just resemble a branch–it is one.

But it's no ordinary piece of wood. Far from it. So much so that I can't even tell Nasir how I got it.

“This branch was a … gift. Someone with a lot of experience tending to wildlife donated it. It's from a tree that they tended to for a long time, so it's filled with a lot of potential.”

Nasir nods. “Didn't know any elf was capable of nurturing a tree to make mana-infused wood that strong.”

That's because it didn't come from an elf.

I keep my thoughts to myself as I place the branch back down. First, I need to heat up the sagestone, along with another batch of adamantium.

As I watch the metals glow in the coals, my mind returns to the same place it did the last time I stood watching this same scene.

I may have made a lot of mistakes, but one sticks out more than the rest. However, my failure to protect Belle is surprisingly not the mistake that's weighing on me at the moment.

The failure that bothers me is not having told her how I feel when I had the chance.

I chose to ignore it because it's for the best. Focus on the goal, defeating the fiends and ending the war.

Then, we'll have time. Time to figure the rest out.

What a lie I've been telling myself.

There's no such thing as a guaranteed tomorrow. If I put off the most important tasks until after the war, then I might lose the only chance I have to do them.

And if anyone deserves to know, it's the girls who've been with me this whole time.

The metals are ready, so I take them out and begin working them into shape.

Unlike the solid chunk that I crafted for the warhammer, this new piece is starting to look like a bowl but with plenty of gaps that would make it useless to hold most things.

There's two of them, actually. And technically, they're half spheres, not bowls.

Even though the two half-spheres may not be able to hold many things, there's one item they were made to fit.

Taking the flame-shaped mana crystal, I place it into one of the half-spheres and cover it with the other, making a complete sphere with the mana crystal inside.

Then, I fuse the entire piece together, making it effectively into a single item, as judged by The Network.

That leaves me with a single sphere made of adamantium and sagestone, holding a flame-shaped mana stone in a cage-like grasp.

With that complete, I pick up the branch.

Lots of people care about you, Belle. This wood is proof of that.

I let my mana flow through the branch, and the far end splits open. Taking the caged mana stone, I place it in that opening.

With a quick pulse of mana, the end of the branch tightens around the sphere, holding it in a finger-like grasp.

I'll definitely save you, Belle. I won't let you leave until I tell you…

I hold up the crafted weapon and send my mana through it, preparing it for the final touch. I don't feel the familiar draining of my mana that comes with a successful crafting. No, that familiar feeling doesn't show up.

Because a much more powerful feeling takes its place.

No, this feeling is familiar!

I release a held breath as the magic settles into the weapon. Unlike last time, the powerful effect at the end didn't fully drain me. Though it still sapped a lot of my strength.

Does that mean…

“I've seen a weapon like that before,” Nasir says.

“You noticed, huh?” I hold it with both hands. “This staff is the second of its kind. I'm sure you know what the first one was.”

“Yeah, that chain sickle you made back when we first met.”

“That's right. A weapon with a name. And this staff’s name is…” I [Scry] it. “Incarnation of the Flame. And the unique enchantment is [Crest of Souls].”

“I still don't get it, but I know it's powerful.”

“Very powerful. But I'm not going to use it.” I send it to my [Inventory].

“Not gonna use it? After crafting such a masterpiece?”

“There's only one person worthy of using this staff. It’s going to wait eternally for her, just like me.”

I reach out, and several materials appear on a storage bench. It's the payment I usually give for using Nasir's forge. He doesn't ask for payment, other than watching me craft. But it's still good to give so he can turn it into useful equipment for the elves.

I include the refined mana stone for him to go along with his new skill, of course.

“That's it for me,” I say. “I would make a few more things, but I'm busy these next couple days, so I'll save the rest for next time.”

“Just glad we got someone like you taking care of whatever's supposed to be threatening the world.” Nasir picks up a forging hammer. “If it were me, I'd still just spend my days here as the world fell apart.”

“Hey, at least remember who the enemy is.” I shake my head. “But leave it to me. Leave it all to me.”

With that, I leave Nasir's forge and head toward Kymil, where I'll be getting a new cart full of elven items to show off at the upcoming meeting.


Chapter 18: Belle’s Wish

----- Lutz -----

With a prick, a needle pokes my fingertip, drawing a drop of blood that falls into a test tube.

A syringe appears in my unpricked hand, which I hold over the test tube's opening. With a small squeeze, a drop of purple liquid splashes into my blood.

I put a lid on the tube, then give it a small twirl to really mix the two liquids together. Then, it goes on the shelf with several other tests I'm running.

“RAM,” I call for the Network’s keeper. “What do you think of the tests? Are any of them going to lead me to the cure?”

“Early analysis suggests that every test will be a failure.”

“Ouch, right where it hurts.”

“I simply provide the best answer within my capabilities. Giving false hope for success will only cause you to waste effort on tasks that are destined to fail.”

“That's true,” I admit. “Seems like you're really doing your best to help me out, RAM.”

“It’s my responsibility as the Network overseer.”

“That so? Then I hope you keep helping me for a while longer.”

“I am always ready to answer your questions.”

During the conversation with RAM, I move over to the stasis machine where Belle is sleeping. Although sleeping isn't quite the right word to describe her, it's still the one I prefer to use.

Because one day, she'll definitely wake up, and her sickness will be nothing more than a fading dream.

Until then, all I can do is keep working on a cure any chance I get.

Guess I should ask RAM some more roundabout questions to see if she can scrape up even more information for me.

I'll have to go over anything that even remotely has a chance of helping Belle.

Of course, I still have a wealth of information to go through, but it's nice to have more. More variety, different topics. The more I know, the more likely I can find a cure.

Speaking of things I might need to know…

My eyes fall on a similar-looking capsule just a few spaces down from the one that holds Belle. That capsule contains the only other living being in the room, other than me and Belle.

If a living doll can be considered alive, that is.

Let's ask about that. Who knows, maybe RAM will have something for me.

Just before I re-establish a connection with her, someone else calls for me.

“Laya?” I answer her telepathic phone call. “Everything okay in the city?”

“There aren't any problems here.”

“Good, I'm glad to hear. So, did you need something?”

“I have something to tell you.”

“Alright, I'm listening.”

“I'm coming over.”

“Uhh, alright.” I turn toward the facility door, which only opens to me. “I'll meet you outside.”

As soon as I open the lab door, I feel Laya's mana appear outside the facility. But since she can't come in by herself, she can only wait by the main entrance while I make my way there.

“Hey.” I greet Laya as I open the front door. “Come on in.”

“Thanks.”

“Anytime. I've gotten used to receiving guests here.”

“Yes. You are here a lot now.”

I tap away at the digital panel in the reception room, and the door to the inner section opens. “All these advanced research devices are really useful. And it's just easier to focus here.”

“Mmm. I can't fault that logic.”

We arrive at the lab, which is only the first of two locked doors between us and Belle. But thanks to my administrative access, neither locked door can stop us.

Back in the stasis room, we naturally walk to the capsule holding Belle and take a look at her. It's become a way to pay respects to her when coming here, so we just keep doing it.

“Any progress?” Laya asks after a brief silence.

“No, but I'm learning a lot. At the very least, I'm finding the paths that are wrong and eliminating them. That'll make my search more efficient, according to a certain network overseer.”

“I see. And the Astral Dryad?”

“Not much to say there, either. She's definitely way ahead of me, but she's never seen this type of magic before. All we can do is hope she makes a breakthrough soon.”

Laya nods. “So there's still no cure in sight.”

Another short silence falls, but it's interrupted by a familiar feeling before the silence can become awkward.

“Celine?” I say the name of the one calling me telepathically. “Need something?”

“Yeah, someone just stopped by, and I thought you might be interested.”

“Don't tell me it was Elsa again. She just stopped by the store looking for me about half an hour ago, right?”

“She did, but this wasn't her. It was her dad, Duke Burmont.”

“Oh, him.” I imagine the man, who carefully curates his noble image. “Did he want to meet with me, too?”

“No, he was looking for his daughter.”

“Elsa? She was just there half an hour ago, so maybe the two of them missed each other as they rode in their carriages.”

“I said that, too. But he was still worried for some reason. He didn't tell me anything, and I couldn't really pry before he left.”

“I see. Well, I'm sure they'll find each other soon. If Elsa does come back, let me know again. It'd be great to avoid her until after the meeting tomorrow.”

“Okay, I can do that.”

With that, the conversation with Celine comes to an end.

“I may not have a cure,” I say, continuing from our conversation. “But I'm definitely going to keep searching until I find one.”

“As expected of you.” Laya turns to me, her voice as soft as ever. “And what about yourself?”

“Me? I'm fine. Just working on the research when I can.”

“Mmm. And you've had a lot of free time to work on it recently.”

“Ah, yeah that's true. You girls have really helped take care of a lot of things while I've been here. Thanks for that.”

“It's nothing. But don't forget that there are things only you can do. Things that nobody else can see. It's always been that way, ever since I met you.”

“Things that only I can see?”

“Mmm. It's how we survived until now. You always found a way. That's why I'm sure that we'll see Belle again one day. But right now, it's our job to make sure that there's a world for her to return to.”

“That’s why we’re going through with the meeting. After that, we can finally get ready to end the war.”

“Yes, which is why we'll need to be in our best conditions. If the meeting doesn’t go as we planned, everything can fall apart. And speaking of being ready, Lumina came by yesterday, didn't she?”

“Oh, yeah she did.”

“And you promised her you'd sleep soon.”

“Uhh, yeah.”

“And last night, how long did you sleep?”

I break eye contact. “Almost four hours.”

“Almost? So not even four.”

“But it's enough. I had a busy day today, and I'll get plenty of rest tonight, that's for sure.”

“Yes, we'll make sure of that.” Laya nods, as if reaffirming some agreement she's already made. “But since there's only one more day until the meeting, I have three important questions for you.”

“Questions for me?” I get a bad premonition. “Sure, ask away.”

Laya holds up a single finger. “First, have you spoken to Julius, like you planned to do before the meeting?”

“No, but I'm thinking it's best just to leave him out of the loop. He's Duke Bradley's nephew, so it's dangerous to involve him when Bradley is the ultimate goal of the operation.”

“Is that all the faith you have in Julius, despite the times we worked together with him? Or are you just trying to avoid having to go talk to him?”

Laya holds up a second finger. “Have you notified the nobles that you're bringing a different assistant to the meeting?”

“No, but I don't think it'll be a big deal.”

“You know how paranoid nobles can get. If you show up with an unknown assistant, it could lead to an accusatory start to the meeting. Even if it's a small detail, it's one you'd normally account for.”

Laya holds up a third finger. “Have you recently met with the king and his advisor to recheck that everything is going according to plan?”

“No, but I'm sure they'd contact me if anything came up.”

“There's no guarantee they'll tell you. Normally, you'd be actively engaged in the details, making sure everything is going in the right direction. And you'd adjust the plan with new information as you come across it.”

Laya lowers her hand, the three outstretched fingers disappearing. “But you haven't come across any new information recently, which is why we've mainly been sitting around the estate lately. Why is that?”

“Because I've been … busy.”

“Mmm. It's important to find a cure for Belle. Everybody wants to see her again. But do you remember what Belle told you while she was sick? She can only protect you. But you, you can protect…”

“...Everyone.” I finish Laya's unspoken word.

“Are you protecting everyone?”

“...”

I had long since figured out where Laya was going with her line of questioning. But unlike usual, she didn’t let me talk my way into ignoring the issue.

I turn back to the blue-haired girl sleeping in the stasis machine.

Belle. You’re way more important to our group than you ever gave yourself credit for.

Your energy, your antics—they always brought so much life to our adventures. We could always count on you to make something out of nothing.

I want to finish this war with you by my side. I want you to stand there with us, victorious.

But Laya’s right. The others are right. I’ve been ignoring too many details, too many people. I can’t risk letting everything fall apart here at the end.

You protected me so that I could protect them in your stead. So, I’m sorry, Belle. Your treatment might take longer than I thought.

After taking in the sight of Belle for a few, quiet seconds, I turn back to Laya. Even though she hasn't said it, Laya’s clearly expecting something from me. Some action or direction to prove that I understand why she came here to talk to me.

I could go meet Julius, send a letter about my change of assistants, talk to the king and his advisor, or any number of other tasks that I've been ignoring.

But there's one task that'll answer Laya's doubts quickly and effectively.

I bring my eyes to the corner of my vision. The [Minimap] I've been largely ignoring is centered around me. And since I'm in the research facility, the only ones showing up are Laya and a few nearby monsters.

That's exactly how I like it. Less visual noise to bother me.

But having chosen my course, I center the [Minimap] on Orakio's capital city, Roshar. It's a huge city, filled with hundreds of thousands of people.

Such a densely packed area could easily overload my [Minimap] with all the blue dots covering it. Fortunately, I have ways to adjust for the noise, like setting the map so only people over a certain level even show up.

That feature and more are currently active, slimming the dot count down considerably. And with that clear view, I can zoom in on a particular dot within the city.

Since I tagged the person, it's a simple matter to snap the map view to them and have it auto-follow while I examine the situation.

What kind of situation are you in, Elsa?

Even though I raised the minimum level on my map to 20, Elsa is still surrounded by blue dots. More than that, one of the blue dots is surprisingly bright, indicating that he's a lot higher level than all the others.

It's normal for a noble to be escorted by guards, but I don't remember them having someone that strong.

Plus, I doubt her guards would willingly take her where she's going right now.

Elsa is heading down a relatively nice road. It's not like she's in the bad part of the city.

Yet the direction she's going has nothing to offer a young lady who enjoys exotic items and cultures. It's just a normal neighborhood, without even a market district nearby.

But what really catches my eye is that the road they're on eventually ends up just next to the coliseum. And that part of the city isn't exactly known for its civility.

I've only been watching my [Minimap] for a few seconds, yet I already found something important.

I turn my gaze back to Laya. “Elsa's been kidnapped.”

“Mmm. And what are you going to do about it?”

“I’m…” I completely shut down my connection with the Network. “I'm going to go save her.”

“Have fun.” Laya makes it clear that she wants me to go alone.

“Thanks.” I open the first of several doors that lead out of the facility. “And thank you for coming to talk some sense into me, in your own unique way.”

“Wasn't just me. I'm just the one who came here.”

I step into the reception room. “I figured. Had one of your girl-only meetings and decided to give me the kick I needed to get back into gear.”

“It had to be done.”

We step out into the morning air, which feels far nicer than it did just a few moments ago when I met Laya out here.

“The day's still young. Good thing because after I rescue Elsa, I need to take care of a lot of things.”

I reach my hand out, and Laya takes it. It's not necessary to hold hands when we teleport, but that doesn't stop us.

“Let's go home.” With that, I activate [Fast Travel].


Chapter 19: Her Hero

----- Lutz -----

“How about it, lad?” A street vendor holds out a shish kabob. “It's the best meat you'll find on this whole street.”

“It does smell delicious, especially since I haven't eaten today.” I lay a few silver down and send a couple of his finished skewers to my [Inventory]. “And I know someone who'd love to try it.”

“Uhh…” The street vendor looks between the silver coins and the counter where the shish kabobs vanished.

“Keep the change.” I walk off, my eyes on the street just ahead.

It's not particularly busy here compared to the popular sections of the city, but since this is one of the major roadways, it's not empty either.

In fact, there's a carriage coming just as I get to the edge of the street. There's plenty of time to make it to the other side before it blocks my path, but I wait patiently instead of rushing across.

It's a rather nice carriage, one a low ranked noble would be proud to ride in. Though the most prominent feature is its sheer size, with the cabin section being exceptionally long and wide.

Two muscled horses pull it without a shred of difficulty, the clacking of their hooves growing loud as they start to pass me by. The carriage owner definitely didn't skimp on his beasts of burden.

The coachman looks down on me as he nears, but his gaze only lingers on me for a second. After that, his head swivels, scanning the street ahead for any signs of danger or obstruction.

As someone who's barely old enough to be considered a man, I'm not exactly the most imposing person to see. And since I have on a nice outfit with no visible weapons, most people don't spare me a second glance.

The coachman comes and goes, his body quickly blocked by the large cabin the horses are pulling. As stated, it's decent enough for a humble noble. Though up close, some of the imperfections are more obvious.

The step that leads up to the carriage door and the hand railing beside it are in especially bad condition. Since they get the most use on the cabin's exterior, it makes sense why they'd show the most signs of wear.

As the hand railing passes by, I reach out and grab it, right where most of the paint has been rubbed away. My foot finds its way to the doorstep at the same time, using its worn surface to stand on as the city begins to move.

With my free hand, I grab the door handle and pull. It's locked, but something like steel can't even come close to stopping me.

The carriage door lets out a sudden and loud creak as the metal gives way. Then, it opens.

The sharp edge of a blade greets me first, the weapon slicing the air on its way to my body.

I put an end to that.

“Don't swing these indoors.” I send the sword clattering to the street. “What a rude welcome.”

“Did Duke Burmont find us!?” The leader with a bit of strength shouts, his sword pointing at me.

“No, he's still on the other side of the city.” I step through the open doorway and into the carriage. “I came here for personal reasons.”

The tension could easily be cut by any of the various sharp weapons the five men are holding.

But those men aren't the only ones in this carriage. There's one more person, and her situation couldn't be more different from the rest of the passengers.

“Mmmph!” Elsa tries to say something after realizing who I am.

“Relax. Everything is perfectly under control.”

For some reason, my words don't alleviate Elsa's fears. It's probably because she's been tied up and shoved to the seat in the far corner. There are literally five powerful, armed thugs between her and the carriage door. Considering Elsa has almost no combat potential, escaping might as well be an impossibility.

“I’m the one in control! And if you don't start talking, I'm going to start cutting!” The leader pulls his sword back, pointing it toward the corner seat where Elsa sits.

“Bad move.”

“Shut your–huh?” The leader stares at the door, where I once stood.

“I'm right here.”

The leader turns toward Elsa in the far corner, only to be met with my figure. His sword, which once pointed at her, now sits a finger’s width from my chest.

Despite his shock, the leader's battle instincts take over. Seeing the perfect chance to sink his weapon into me, he lunges forward, putting his weight behind the attack.

Yet despite grunting with effort, his sword refuses to move.

“What a dull blade.” I push with my finger, which I had placed between my chest and the sword. “Can't even prick my finger with it.”

“Impossible!” The leader watches on as his entire attack is held back by my index finger. “Everyone, get him!”

“Who are you talking to, I wonder?”

“Who!? Who else!?” The leader risks a glance to his four accomplices. “Hurry and–wait, what happened!?”

The glance he spared turned into a wide-eyed stare as the leader sees the others lying on the carriage floor.

“They were weak,” I say. “So I took care of them all at once. Normally, you'd have joined them. But I have some questions for you later, so…”

“W-wait!” The leader scrambles back, his eyes tracking my hand.

I toss a vial into the air, then catch it with the same hand. “Let’s see how well her new paralysis potion works.”

The leader of the kidnappers completely gives up on fighting or begging. Now, he's resorting to running.

“Don't leave before the show’s over.” The vial explodes on his back just as he turns toward the carriage door.

“Gah…!” He thumps to the floor, paralyzed.

“Works as intended.” I nod as I speak.

The carriage is still moving, which is a testament to how well-trained the horses are because the driver is already dead. As long as the road continues, so too will the carriage.

Or until it's stopped by someone who notices the driver is drooped over. And from the voices I hear outside, that seems to be at this very moment.

“Looks like it's time we get out of here.” Turning, I meet the eyes of the girl that the men had been trying to kidnap. “Ah, let me remove that for you.”

Elsa begins talking as soon as her mouth is free. “Lawrence! That's you, isn't it?”

I kneel down and tie up the paralyzed man. “It's me.”

“What’s going on? Why are you here? Who are these people?”

“They kidnapped you to gain leverage on your father, Duke Burmont. And if they're taking hostages, then it means time's running out.”

“Huh? How do you know that?”

“Because it's the only explanation that makes sense.” I stand, a rope in my hand with the other end tied around the paralyzed man. “Let's go.”

“Go? Where–huh!?” Elsa's voice gets a pitch higher when I pick her up from the seat.

Since her wrists and ankles are still bound, all she can do is wiggle around as her body rises from the cushion.

“I'm not sticking around to deal with the guards.” With Elsa in a princess carry and a rope in one hand, I step out of the carriage, dragging the paralyzed man out with me.

“I-I-I’m being carried!?”

“It's for the best.”

Even though the carriage hasn't made it far since I stepped in, there are more people around than there were before. Seeing me dragging a man out and holding a bound girl in my arms, they're understandably backing away.

“We're going.”

“Going?” Going wh–kyaaa!” Elsa releases a surprisingly lady-like shout when we leave the ground.

Leaping over the roof of a nearby building, we flee the scene of the crime. Although we aren't the criminals, so it's fine.

But from the perspectives of the onlookers, I was definitely the criminal. Oh, well.

“D-don’t drop me…!” Elsa tenses up as we soar over another roof.

“Like I said, everything is perfectly under control.”

“Ah!” She lets out a squeak when we fly by a chimney.

Of course, we don't run into any walls or chimneys while making our escape. Even the paralyzed man dangling from the rope doesn't smack into any of the buildings.

Soon, we've gotten far enough that we should be safe from pursuit, so I take us down to one of my favorite city locations–a dark alley.

The thud of the paralyzed man's body hitting the ground precedes our landing.

“And we're safe.” I look down at Elsa, who's still tied up in my arms.

She wiggles a bit as she looks up at me. “That was … wow…”

“Yeah, it gets like that sometimes.” I lean down and place her feet on the ground.

Since her ankles are bound, I support her with one hand while the knife in my other hand slices through the rope binding her wrists and ankles, fully freeing her from her bindings.

“Lawrence.” Elsa sounds far more composed than before. “Why did you show up?”

“Because someone reminded me what's important.”

“Eh?”

“No, it's nothing. I just heard you were missing, and since I knew where you were, it only makes sense to help, right?”

“But … how did you know? And I've never seen someone fight like that.” Elsa's inquisitive gaze bores into me. “Are you really…”

“Hold that thought.” I pull on the rope with the paralyzed man tied up on the other end.

“Guh…” The leader of the kidnappers lets out a groan.

“You woke up just in time.” My words are backdropped by the sound of a single pair of feet.

From one side of the alley appears a girl with long, purple hair and crimson eyes. She walks up to us and takes the rope from my extended hand as if it were natural.

Without a single spoken word, Tylith turns and leaves, dragging the half-paralyzed man along the alley ground behind her.

“Wha…” Elsa finally gives voice to her confusion.

“He'd get in the way, so let's just forget about that guy and get you back to Duke Burmont.”

“Ah, Father. He must be worried sick!” Elsa makes a surprised face. “No, wait! I'm forgetting something important! Your hair, it's different from last time.”

“I had a nice makeover back then. This is how I look naturally.”

“But you … you look like him! You even have the same name! As I thought, you really are the one from back then–the summoned hero I was chosen to attend.” Elsa stares at me for a long second. “The False Hero, John Lawrence Locke.”

“I go by Lutz now.”

“Uh…” My nonchalant response causes Elsa to hesitate. “Yes, that was your alias, wasn't it?”

“It's not just an alias. I am Lutz now. John Lawrence Locke lived on Earth. And the False Hero was the person I needed to be for a long time. But those days are over. I may still use their masks, but there's no soul left inside.”

“No soul? So you're saying only your life as Lutz has one?”

“That's right. I'd be happy if you called me by my real name, instead of Lawrence. At least, when nobody else is around.”

“Call you Lutz…? But wait! You really are the False Hero!”

“Well … yeah. Explaining everything would take all night, so I'll just ask for you to trust me.”

“What makes you so sure I'll keep your secret?”

I raise a finger. “Because if you don't, I'll never tell you about the time I met the Grand Elder of an elven enclave.”

“A-as if I would be swayed by such a story!”

“Oh? So you don't want to hear about the demons in the wasteland on the far eastern edge of the continent?”

“You saw those demons!?”

“Way too many of them. Had a little chat with the demon lord while I was there. But since you're not interested in those kinds of stories…”

“Wait! I didn't say I wasn't interested!”

“Does that mean you'll let me trust you?”

“Let you trust me?” Elsa considers the phrasing. “I don't see why you need my permission to trust anyone.”

“Not just anyone–you. All you have to tell me is that I can trust you, and I will. So, will you let me trust you?”

“I…” Elsa goes silent for several breaths. “You can trust me, Law–I mean, Lutz.”

“Thanks, Elsa. I'm glad to hear that.”

“B-but I still want to know what's going on!”

“In that case, let's start walking. I'll fill you in on some details on the way to your dad.”

“Ah, that's right! Father's still searching for me!”

“Yeah, so let's go see him.” I start walking toward the alley exit opposite the one Tylith is taking.

My path takes me right by Elsa, and the young noble girl with long, black hair falls in beside me.

“So,” I say. “Should I start with some details about me, or should I tell you about the demons?”

“That's a tough choice…”

“Hey, you can't really be trying to decide between the two, right? I'm definitely more important than some smelly demons, right?”

“Of course! It's just there's so little information on the demons! Some even consider them a myth, but I don't think so!”

“Well, you're right, but you never really answered my question…” I stare at Elsa's undecided face. “You do remember that I'm from a different world, don't you?”

“Eh? That's not really true, is it?”

“What do you mean it's not true? It's totally the truth.”

“Eh!? No way! Then you really are from another world!?”

“That's right, it doesn't get any more exotic than me. I'm one of a kind here! Rarer than demons, elves, or anything else you'll ever find!”

“Amazing…!”

“Then go ahead and ask away. I'm in a talkative mood.”

We make it out of the alley and onto a real road. It's a long way to her dad, but I've already got the pieces moving to ensure we meet him before too long.

It's a risk telling Elsa the truth. But there's only one more day until the meeting. After that, everything changes.

Of course, I already have countermeasures in case she lets anything slip before tomorrow. It's at least enough to contain any problems before the meeting.

But more important than anything else is the fact that I managed to save Elsa.

----------

“Father!” Elsa runs off down the street.

“Elsa!?” The duke stares in shock as his missing daughter appears right in front of him.

Since I don't take off running like Elsa, I end up falling behind. It gives me a good view of their reunion, though.

“What happened, Elsa? Who attacked your carriage? And how did you escape?”

“I was kidnapped. I don't know who they were. And I escaped thanks to…” Elsa turns and realizes I'm not beside her.

“Hey.” I wave from the other side of the guards who blocked my path. “I’m right here.”

“Ah, you can let him through.”

“Wait,” Duke Burmont says. “Are you saying the merchant who operates that elven shop helped you escape?”

“Yes. He found me and defeated all the men who kidnapped me.”

“That's quite strange…”

I'm being stared at suspiciously by Duke Burmont. And to top it off, his guards still haven't let me through.

However…

“Let him through,” Burmont says.

“Thanks.” I meet up with the father and daughter duo. “Been a while, hasn't it?”

“I wouldn't say it's been terribly long. But forget introductions. Is it true that you came to my daughter's rescue?”

“Right, I guess it's only been a few days. Feels longer somehow. Anyway, I rescued her just like she said.”

“Alone?”

“Yep.”

Duke Burmont rubs his chin. “You don't strike me as the fighting type. Yet you defeated a group of kidnappers who were strong enough to overpower Elsa's guards?”

“People underestimate me a lot. It comes in handy, so I can't complain. Like against those hired thugs.”

“Hired? By who? And did you leave any alive?”

“You'll find out soon who hired them. And of course I captured one. He's already where he needs to be.”

“Where? I want to speak to him myself.”

“That's exactly where you're going.”

Duke Burmont frowns. But before he can ask what I mean, a small disturbance catches his attention.

One of his guards steps forward, stopping at an appropriate distance. “My Lord, messengers from the castle.”

“At this timing?” Burmont glances to me, then back to his guard. “Bring the messengers here.”

“At once.”

In a few seconds, three new men appear, each wearing a similar set of equipment as Burmont's guards. However, the emblem on their uniforms clearly marks them as castle guards. Or messengers, in this case.

“A letter from His Majesty.” The messenger holds it out.

Burmont takes it. “This is certainly the royal seal. But what could have prompted a message in such a manner?”

The duke opens the letter, careful that only he can read its contents. Even I can't see what's written. But then again, I don't need to see.

You are hereby forbidden from obstructing the one who rescued Elsa. Leave him be, and report to my personal meeting room.

I will be waiting for you.

Signed,

Edgar de Eldridge, King of Orakio

I watch on as Burmont finishes reading the king's message.

Or at least, the letter says something like that.

I didn't tell the king exactly what to write, but I know that's generally what the message says.

“Who are you?” Burmont asks.

“Just someone in the business of saving people. That's why I can't be obstructed tonight, since there are others who need help like Elsa did.”

“And who are those others?”

“People you know, taken for the same reason as your daughter.”

“Are you suggesting that someone is targeting nobles?”

“All I'm saying is to be careful on your way to the castle. The kidnappers are still going after some of their targets.” I meet Elsa's eyes. “I have to go, but I had fun. We should definitely meet up again sometime soon. I've got a lot more exotic stories and items.”

“It would be a pleasure, Sir Lawrence. And once again, thank you for the timely rescue.” Elsa gives me a curtsy.

With one last nod to Burmont, I turn and exit the guarded perimeter.

No matter how many questions he still wants to ask, there's nothing he can do when the king himself declares me to be off limits.

Well, I gave him a bit of info to chew on during his trip to the castle.

And once he gets there, the rest of the details can be filled in by the king.

It feels good to push the responsibility onto him during times like this.

During my walk with Elsa, the girls talked to Lumina and learned that several nobles were unable to find their children. That means the enemy's operation is far bigger than just getting leverage over Duke Burmont.

Of course, the girls have been working hard to locate the missing kids. The three of them are already heading toward one victim, the son of a marquis.

Lumina, Elise, and the king are at central command, gathering more information and dealing with all the problems. The rest of us are just here to do the saving.

Seems like the time for noble games is over. From today onward, the civil war has begun.

Even without evidence, it's obvious Duke Bradley and his faction are behind the kidnappings. And if they're willing to go this far, then the real battle between Duke Bradley and King Edgar isn't far off.

We can't risk turning this into a major conflict today, even if we get proof of Bradley's involvement.

But we can at least get that evidence and hold onto it until after the meeting tomorrow.

Actually, this could end up being really good for us.

But seriously, who'd have thought I'd spend my final day before the meeting running around saving noble kids.

With a shrug, I step off the main road and into an alley.

“Any updates on the noble kid’s location?”

“No,” Lumina says. “She’s still on the same road as before, heading west.”

“Got it. I'll go grab her while you check on the other nobles in your faction.”

“Thank you, Sir Lutz.”

I leap off the alley floor, taking to the skies. The next destination, another group of thugs hired by Bradley to kidnap a noble girl for leverage.

At least I get to let loose. Now, how should I make my appearance when I rescue the girl…?

I put my mind toward important topics, like how to best make a scene when I drop in on the kidnappers.

It goes without saying that the criminals don't have nearly enough strength to face me. So, when I burst through the roof of their carriage, I land right in the center of them without concern.

“Greetings, and … goodbye.”

Their bodies hit the carriage floor before the debris from the broken roof even settles.

“Wah…!” The girl lets out a surprised noise.

“Up we go.” I lift her up while the confusion is still covering her face.

“W-wait!”

“Request denied.” I leap up, going through the same hole in the roof that I made with my entrance.

“Gyaaa!” She screams as we rise into the sky.

“Hmm. I'm starting to wonder if my rescue methods need to be reworked, for the sake of my eardrums.”

The cheeky comment goes practically unheard by the girl. She's several years younger than Elsa, so it can't be helped that she's less composed during a sudden kidnapping and an even more sudden rescue.

She'll calm down later. Hopefully, there won't be any lingering emotional damage.

The rescue missions continue for a short while, but there are surprisingly few people to save. And since word has long since been spread to the king's loyal nobles, the number of new victims has become zero.

Perhaps more quickly than expected, the sidequest comes to an end.

Since there's no need to stay split up, I reunite with the girls to plan out our next move.

“Good job everyone,” I say as we meet back up.

“Mmm. Victory.”

“We saved lots of people, Master!”

“I suppose it was worth the endeavor.”

The three of them give their thoughts on the recent mission.

“Now that we have some free time, I've got a few tasks to catch up on, as I'm sure you three know. So, I was thinking about tackling them in quick succession. Want to come with me?”

“I'll go!” The cat-eared girl is the first to volunteer.

“No surprise there.”

“Hehe~”

“I’m going, too.” Laya speaks up quicker than usual.

“Nice.” I give her a thumbs up. “Glad you're feeling outgoing.”

“I don't know about that.”

“It should be a fun outing,” Tylith says. “I can't miss seeing Julius’ reaction to the truth.”

“Absolutely.” I nod in understanding. “He's going to show us some interesting expressions. But first, I'll be stopping by a letter courier to let Marquis Nicholas know that I'll have a different assistant at the meeting tomorrow.”

“A simple task.”

We're still out in the middle of the city since we didn't bother to go home yet. While I'd like to enjoy our day out, nearly half the day is already gone, and I've got quite a few things left to do.

But before we head out, there's one thing I want to take care of.

“Hey, RAM.” I call the name of the Network's caretaker.

“Welcome back, Moderator Lutz. How can I be of assistance?”

“Moderator Lutz? Didn’t you always call me Lawrence until now?”

“According to your recent discussion, you prefer to go by your new name. So, I updated your profile while you were offline.”

“Huh, that’s actually really considerate of you.” I refocus on my goal. “Anyway, I wanted you to gather some information on a different topic than usual. I won't be going over it any time soon, but it'd be great if you could get it ready for me and maybe answer a couple questions about my idea.”

“...” RAM is a beat slower than usual. “And what is this idea of yours?”

“After thinking about it, I realized I was hyper focused on only finding a cure for Belle and nothing else. But there might be another way–a way to bring her back, even without curing that sickness. So RAM, could you–”

“All available information acquired. Initial simulations suggest the advanced magitech technique will provide the solution you're searching for.”

My eyes go wide as files populate my personal database, listing the exact technique I was thinking about.

However, I never actually told RAM what I wanted. She didn't even search for the information, meaning she already had it on hand.

And she even mentioned something about running simulations.

“Wow. This is exactly what I was going to ask for. Thanks, RAM!”

“It's simply my responsibility as the Network's caretaker.”

“I didn't know you could be so proactive. The more I learn about you, the more I like you, RAM.”

“I have agency of my own, too.”

“I see that. I really appreciate your help. From looking at this spell formation that's required for the transfer, it'll take a while to master it and cast the magic. But I can work on it day by day starting soon.”

“It's a unique formation crafted using some of the most advanced magitech techniques available, making it far more complicated than even the most powerful spells. That's why I packaged it for you.”

“Packaged? You don't mean…!”

“Would you like to download the spell formation?”

“Yes, please!”

A familiar tingle fills me as information is downloaded straight into my mind. It's the same as when I level up a skill for the first time, but this time, it’s initiated by the Network itself.

When it finishes, the complex spell sits comfortably in my memory. And with it, I can perform a miracle.

“Girls, we have one more detour to make before we do anything else.” I look around at their faces. “It's time to wake Belle up from her nap.”


Chapter 20: Wishes Fulfilled

----- Belle -----

Darkness. Silent and unfeeling.

How long it stretches on, I can't even imagine. It just is. Or maybe it isn't.

Nothingness. Maybe that's what it really is.

But from that nothing, something tugs at me. Gentle at first. But in the span of a breath, my numbed body seems to be falling through the sky.

I don't know how I started falling. Maybe I've been falling the entire time, and I only just now realized it.

Though any sensation is welcome in this nothingness.

As I enjoy the strange fall, it vanishes in an instant. But rather than going back to the unfeeling darkness, my numbed body starts to tingle.

It's only a little, then all at once. Before I know it, it feels like I could move, if I tried.

I don't. At least, not my body. But maybe just my eyes?

I'm not expecting much. More darkness, even if I can open them.

But what I get is…

“So bright…” I unintentionally speak my first thought after opening my eyes.

“Belle!” A very familiar voice calls my name. “Belle, you're awake, right?”

“Uhh … I think so?”

Alisha's face peers at me from above.
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Immediately after, Laya and Tylith appear beside her.

“Give her time,” Tylith says.

“Okay.” Alisha continues looking at me.

The fog quickly lifts, and a lot of very important memories come rushing back.

A trap laid by the Lord of Chaos himself. A magic that felt wrong. A sickness that couldn't be cured.

Then … why do I feel fine?

Looking down at my body, I see that I'm covered in a white sheet. More than that, I realize that I'm lying in some kind of glass pod.

And it looks familiar.

I hold the sheet up as I lift my body into a sitting position. A couple pairs of arms help me up, but I don't feel like I need it.

With my head raised, I see that I really am inside one of those ancient machines that are supposed to stop time. And my usual companions aren’t the only ones standing beside the device.

“Lumina and Elise are here too, huh?”

“Of course.” The princess says it like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

“We wouldn’t miss this moment for anything,” Elise adds.

“I’m glad everyone’s here.” I look around again. “But what happened?”

“You were asleep for nearly a week,” Tylith says. “Though it may have felt like an instant to you.”

I nod. “I blacked out, then kinda … woke up somewhere silent and dark. A place like the one when we teleport. Now … I'm here. Just like that, huh?”

“You’re awfully calm about the whole ordeal. From your perspective, didn't you go from near death to fully recovered in an instant?”

“Yeah, weird. But I guess it seems so distant since I feel fine.”

I check my body again, but I still can't see much with the sheet covering me. Oddly enough, I don't have any of my equipment on me. Even my [Inventory] ring is missing, which is something I never take off.

Did they have to take everything off before putting me in this device?

Laya holds out a ring. “Take this.”

I pluck it from her fingers. “An [Inventory] ring? But it's not the one I usually wear.”

“Mmm. We'll get that one soon.”

“Get it? Is it gone somewhere?” I check the contents of the ring and realize it's just full of clothes.

“Dress first, then we'll talk.”

“Good point.”

Even though this isn't my usual [Inventory] ring, I recognize the outfits inside it. They're the same ones I had in my room’s closet at the estate.

It'd be weird if our wardrobes were empty, so we each put in enough outfits to avoid suspicion. I never expected the clothes to be crammed into a ring and given to me at a time like this.

After selecting a loose-fitting, green dress, it appears on me like usual. And since there's no need for the sheet anymore, I place it in my new [Inventory] ring.

“Wow! The dress really matches your hair, Belle!”

“Does it? Thanks, Alisha.”

When I last wore it, I thought my blue hair was a bit dark compared to the lighter tone of the green dress.

It doesn’t look bad, but I essentially retired it into my room’s wardrobe. Everyone has a different perspective on appearance, so Alisha must like how the two look together.

Or she's just being nice. But let's keep that thought a secret.

“One question.” I look past the five girls, where a sixth person is standing. “What's Lutz doing back there?”

“Waiting.” Laya turns and stares at Lutz's back. “She's ready.”

With Laya's words, it all makes sense.

Oh, right. I was wearing a bedsheet until just now…

Feeling suddenly embarrassed, I watch on as Lutz turns toward me.

“How you feeling?” he asks, stepping up to the device where I'm still sitting. “Anything seem strange?”

“Other than the fact that I woke up in an ancient facility with nothing but a sheet on me, I'd say everything is normal.”

“Hah. If you've got that kind of bite already, then you're probably gonna be just fine.”

“I mean, I'm healed, right? I definitely feel healthy.”

“Yeah, there's nothing wrong with you physically. But since this was my first time casting this spell, I was worried something would go wrong. But it looks like everything went according to plan.”

Getting a bit tired of sitting in the strange device, I stand and leap out of it. My feet land on the smooth floor, which is when I realize I didn't put any shoes on.

After fixing that little mistake, I turn to the others who are still standing beside the stasis device's opening.

“Seems like everything's in working order. But I'd really like my equipment back. It feels weird not having all my stuff.”

“It's gonna be a bit tricky,” Lutz says. “But we'll have to do it.”

“Tricky? What's so hard about it? Actually, where is my equipment?”

“It's … here.” Lutz motions toward the wall.

No, not the wall. Toward another one of those time stopping devices…?

I take a step forward, looking at the machine that's suddenly become the focus of everyone, including me.

I don't know what I thought would be in the device. But the last thing I expected to be lying inside was…

“Me?” I stare through the closed glass lid, right into my own face.

Blue hair, my usual battle outfit, and even my missing [Inventory] ring. All of them are an exact match for what I've often seen in the mirror.

But the glass on the stasis device's lid isn't reflecting my own image back at me. It's giving me a glimpse of who's lying inside it.

And right now, it’s myself.

“What's going on…?” My eyes are glued to my own face.

“That magical disease was too much, even for the Astral Dryad. There was no telling how long it'd take to find a cure. And even if we found one, your body was so sick that we'd only have one shot. That's why I started looking for … other methods.”

“H-hold on. Are you saying that you didn't actually heal me? Then …how am I here?” I look at my own hands, which now seem different somehow.

“Here, take a look for yourself.” Lutz's hand comes up, holding a mirror.

The reflection that has always stared back at me is nowhere to be seen. In its place is a face just as youthful, but with softer curves and more symmetrical features. No matter where I look, I can't find a single blemish, as if the face were a carefully handcrafted doll that came out just right.
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“My hair is … green?” I suddenly realize why Alisha said my green dress matches my hair. “Wait, this face looks familiar…”

“Ah, you noticed.” Lutz motions behind me. “Well, you remember what used to be in that pod, right?”

Turning, I see the device I woke up in. The glass door is still open, but it's completely empty now.

“There was … a body,” I say, recalling my first visit here. “A girl without a soul. A girl with green hair…”

“And that was our solution. If we couldn't heal you, then we'd just get you a whole new body.”

“No way…”

“Yep. And have you checked your stats?”

At Lutz’s urging, I [Scry] myself. “Eh!? My stats are this much higher!?”

“That new body of yours has some nice perks, like a high growth rate for stats. Though it seems to be skewed toward magic, just like your old body.” Lutz gets a distant look for a second. “Ah, RAM says the body molded to your mana core, which is why it's skewed toward magic. Of course, you have all your old magic since we transferred your core to the new body.”

As Lutz talks, my eyes continue staring at my insanely high stats. With how much I've compared myself to the others, I can tell immediately that I've just jumped from the party member with the lowest stats to the second highest, beat only by Lutz himself.

But just as my mind finally soaks in the drastic change, I see something else that makes my eyes widen.

“I have a Unique Skill!?”

“I wasn't expecting that to happen, so I'm shocked too.”

“Then try to sound surprised!”

Lutz shrugs. “I've known about it since you woke up, so I've had time to process it.”

“Sheesh, what a devil.” I read the Unique Skill’s description. “[Ether Magic]. Once per day, release a powerful spell enhanced by ethereal mana.”

“Sounds interesting, doesn't it? I can't wait to try it out. And Unique Skills give stat boosts, so you're stronger just by having one.”

“Amazing. My own Unique Skill…”

“Congratulations. It was a long time coming, Belle.”

“Yeah!” Alisha latches onto me. “Now we all have one!”

“It's only fitting that you'd acquire your own,” Tylith says. “You're one of us, after all.”

“Mmm. Team until the end.”

“I’m overjoyed for you, Belle.” Lumina shows me her bright smile.

“Well deserved.” Elise nods.

“Thanks,” I say. “To all of you. It still hasn't really sunk in, but I guess this is me now, huh?”

“The new you is so pretty, Belle.” Alisha peeks at my face as she clutches onto me. “You look like a princess!”

“A-a princess? There's no way I'm elegant and refined like that, though.”

“Just walk around with your head high and your mouth closed, and you'll fit right in!”

“Belle?” Lutz says. “With her mouth closed? All it would take is one annoying noble, and it'd be over.”

“Hey, I can play my part properly! I'll just wait until later, then take my revenge on that annoying noble. Unless he's really annoying. Then I might have to shut him up.”

“And the truth comes out.”

“Well, that's just how it is.”

Everything finally makes sense. Why I woke up in that device, why my original body is still in stasis. It's because I was transferred to that empty doll, just like Lutz was when he was summoned.

If my body is the same as Lutz's, then doesn't that mean…

“Oh yeah,” Lutz says after a brief silence. “You're an Immortal Being now.”

“I actually am!?”

“Well, our bodies are supposed to have a lifespan of a few thousand years, so immortal might not be the right word. But don't sweat the small details.”

“Things just keep getting crazier…”

“You know how things get around here. But let's see about getting all your equipment back before we do anything else.”

“Right, my stuff. Now that my soul is in a new body, does that mean my old one is already dead?”

“Not exactly. It's empty, which means it will self-sustain just like if you were asleep. But that sickness is still in it, so even taking you–or rather, taking the body out of the stasis pod is a risk.”

“That's … weird. Taking my own body out and robbing it.”

“Well what I'm about to suggest may be even weirder. You see, since the body's not technically alive without a soul, it's possible to put it into your [Inventory].”

“So…” I look at my new [Inventory] ring. “Put it in, take everything off the body, and then…”

“Put the body right back, and we keep it here.”

“You’re right, it's weird. But it's better than doing it by hand.”

“In that case, I'm ready anytime.”

Lutz places his hand on the device that has my body. After I give him a quick nod, he opens the glass lid.

My old body vanishes in an instant, and now that it's in my [Inventory], I can easily remove the items from it, starting with the storage ring that holds all my equipment. In just a few seconds, the entire process is finished. My old body appears back in the device, and Lutz closes the lid.

Just like that, it's back in stasis, and I have all my items back.

“A sleeping gown?” Lutz notes the change of clothes on my old body.

“I wasn't letting it keep my best set of battle clothes. And a sleeping gown just seemed to fit.”

“True. Can't fault you there.” Lutz faces me directly. “And Belle. It's good to have you back.”

“Now we can have more and more fun,” Alisha adds.

“And accomplish all of our goals,” Tylith says.

“Win this war together.” Laya finishes for them.

The friends I thought I'd never see again all wrap their arms around me. Mine are too short to fully return the favor, but I do my best anyway.

“Thanks, everyone. Thanks for not giving up on me.”

And so, by some miracle, I find myself with everything I've ever wished for, and more.

But most importantly, I get to fight by their side again.

And this time, we're going to win.

After the brief embrace, we separate and return to a proper distance.

Lutz isn’t the kind of guy to get shy from a hug, but for some reason, he looks a little reserved, like he just did something embarrassing.

Or maybe that he plans to do something embarrassing.

“Uh…” He starts off uncharacteristically weak. “I’ve got something to say to everyone here.”

All six of us focus on him, which only causes him to hesitate even more. It’s so strange seeing him be this timid that I can’t help but try and figure out what exactly he’s about to say.

And then, it hits me.

Is he going to…

“I just need to say it.” Lutz visibly builds his courage. “Laya, Alisha, Belle, Tylith, Lumina, and yes, even you Elise—I care deeply about each of you. Saying we’re just companions at this point just isn’t right, especially since I know how each of you feel about me, as well. So let me say it clearly—I love all of you.”

“I mentioned it to Elise before,” he continues, “so I’m sure you’ve all heard, but I’ll say it openly now. It would be best if we continued like usual until after the war. Splitting our focus on such an important matter would do us no good on either subject. But also, it’s only right that all of us wait until everyone is ready, both mentally and physically. At that time, I’m not against marrying any of you who still feel the same as today.”

As I thought, it was about that. I knew this day would come eventually, but I didn’t expect it to be now, of all times.

No, it’s precisely because of what happened that he felt the need to say it.

I guess my near death had more benefits than just getting a new body and a Unique Skill!

I place my hands on my hips and look him straight in the eyes. “You already know what I think. I’ll marry you yesterday!”

“Ah, I want to stay with Master, too!” Alisha happily agrees.

“Hmph. A Vampire Princess deserves only the best.”

“Mmm. My mind won’t change, no matter how much times passes.”

“Welcome to the royal family, Sir Lutz.”

“Erm…” Elise fidgets, which is very unusual for her. “Me, as well, you said?”

“Don’t deny it, Elise. I know you better than anyone. Perhaps even yourself!”

“Princess…” Elise looks from her, back to Lutz. “If—if you’re fine with it, then I have no objections.”

Lutz nods. “Of course I am. You’ve been an invaluable part of our team for a long time now, if underappreciated because most of your work is done behind the scenes.”

I look around at the other girls. “Isn’t there a problem, though? I mean, not everyone’s lifespan matches up, right?”

“About that—after the war, the Goddess will owe me a huge favor. After all, I’m not just saving the world, I’m also saving her from the other god. She won’t be able to complain if I ask for a reward, right?”

“A reward? You mean…”

“Yep. I think five more immortal bodies is a good reward, don’t you?”

“We’re all going to be Immortal Beings? Do you think she’ll allow that?”

“I can’t say for certain, but in the end, it doesn’t really matter. If she doesn’t let me, then I’ll just make them on my own. I already had RAM download all the relevant information into my personal database. I’ll make it happen, even if I have to put all of you but Belle into stasis and spend a thousand years crafting the bodies.”

I scan the room, looking at all the stasis machines. There are more than enough to put the other girls to sleep, and knowing Lutz, he really will manage to make immortal bodies given that much time.

It’s really going to happen, isn’t it…?

I’m…

…Really glad I survived to see all our dreams come true.


Chapter 21: Unfulfilled Tasks

----- Lutz -----

“Good afternoon,” I say to a guard as I pass him. “Thanks for the hard work.”

Since this is my shop, The Elven Crossroads, I pay the guard’s salary. He knows that as well, which is why he gives me his usual nod as I walk inside.

Everyone wants to be here for Belle's reunion with her family, and I'm no exception. I can't be satisfied with her return until we've put all of their minds at ease.

Speaking of Belle, she's really gotten popular ever since she swapped bodies.

I guess her light green hair and eyes do stand out a lot. And she's about as beautiful as a person can be. Not surprising, considering that body was crafted by some genius scientists.

“This feels weird.” Belle speaks without meeting the eyes of the people in the shop. “I've been stared at more today than the rest of my life until now.”

“Can you blame them?”

“Well … maybe not. But it still feels weird.”

“You're not an average girl from a small village anymore. The ones staring must feel that, even if they don't realize it.”

“Not average…” Belle looks down at her vibrant, green hair. “Now that's weird.”

The shop isn't particularly large, so we reach the other end in just that short conversation. And waiting for us is none other than Belle's older sister, Celine.

“Welcome back,” Celine says. “And you brought a guest today?”

“Ah, actually…” Belle hesitates. “Well, it'd be better to talk in the back.”

Celine eyes me. “Is that fine?”

I nod. “Yeah, get the guard to take the counter for a while. Everyone needs to hear this.”

“Alright. I'm getting a bit interested now.”

While Celine takes care of that, the rest of us step behind the counter and through the back door.

As usual, Belle's family is hard at work behind the scenes, providing a constant source of low and mid-quality clothes to keep the racks full between shipments.

The two parents look up at us when we enter, but the father turns back to the shirt he's knitting without saying a word. After he gives Belle a quick glance, that is.

But since she looks nothing like her old self, he seems to have already put her out of his mind.

The mother is more curious, looking at Belle with anticipation that there will be an interesting explanation about who she is and why we brought her here.

Most likely, all of them think she's some high noble or even foreign royalty. Crazier things have happened, and Belle's family has already started setting their expectations high when it comes to stuff like this.

In fact, it would probably be more surprising to them if the mysterious green-haired girl was just a regular person. That's just how out of the ordinary most recent events have been for all of us.

“Hey, hey.” The young voice of Belle's little sister breaks the silence. “Who's that pretty girl?”

“You talking about … me?” Belle points to herself.

“Yeah! I've never seen green hair like that before. It looks like elf hair but brighter!”

“Ah, yeah I guess it is kinda similar to Laya's, huh?” Belle sighs. “Argh. Hurry up and get in here so I can tell them.”

“Tell us?” The little sister tilts her head.

“It's just easier if everyone’s here.”

Thankfully for Belle, Celine and their older brother step through the door just as the conversation dies down. With them, all of Belle's immediate family is here with us.

There's clear anticipation on all of their faces, especially Celine and the little sister.

Belle normally speaks whatever thought enters her mind, but she takes an obvious second to consider her words before finally opening her mouth.

“Hey.” She gives all of them a simple wave. “I'm home.”

“You’re … home?” Celine is the one to voice their confusion.

But not all of them are confused. One in particular has a very different expression from the rest of the family.

“It can't be…” the mother says. “That greeting. Belle? Belle, is that you?”

“Haha, you figured it out.” Belle gives her a smile. “It's me. I just look a little different now.”

“What!?” Celine shouts. “Is that really you, Belle!?”

“In the flesh. New flesh.”

All of her family members have gathered around her, checking for signs of Belle within the girl none of them recognize.

All except one.

The father slowly stands up from his worktable and makes his way over. His children move, letting him walk right up to Belle.

“That you?”

“Yeah. A lot of things happened, and this was the only way I could get better.”

“Is it permanent?”

“Probably. But I can do this.” Belle casts a spell.

A second later, her vibrant, green hair shifts to a dark blue. That's the most obvious difference, but the rest of her goes through a similar change.

In a blink, the old Belle is back, standing surrounded by her family.

“Probably a bit more recognizable like this, huh?” Belle holds her arms out to show them her original looks, including her usual pink and blue outfit.

“It is you!” Celine is the first to throw her arms around Belle.

But she's not the last. After showing her original face, the entire family goes in for a hug. All except the father, who simply nods.

Though knowing him, I expect he'll show his relief more clearly later.

“[Transform]?” Celine asks as she releases the hug.

“Yeah, and for some reason, I can easily stay like this.”

“Wow, so you have two bodies now?”

“I guess so since I can be either at any time. Using [Transform] does take a lot of mana, but my regeneration is so high now that it's not really a big deal.”

“You get to be either one at anytime? That's amazing!”

“It is pretty neat, isn't it? I was thinking of just staying like this most of the time. People look at me weird when I use the new body.”

“Well, that's obvious. You're a real head turner, you know! When I saw you, I thought Lutz found himself another princess!”

“Hey!” I say. “I'm not some kind of princess collector or anything.”

“Well, it was more likely than just being some random girl.”

“I … can't deny that.”

As expected of the reunion, all of Belle's family members want to talk to her about various things. So to give them a bit of time, the rest of us huddle off to one side and begin discussing our own topic.

“Next, I was thinking of meeting Julius. He'll want to know what's going on before the meeting.”

“Mmm. He'll ally with us.”

“I think so, too. Even if his uncle is the bad guy, he won't be able to ignore the duke’s lack of morals after learning the truth.”

“Just need to convince him to give us a chance to show him.”

“Yeah, but I've got a plan for that. He'll go along with it, and he won't be able to avoid the truth if he sees it with his own eyes.”

Julius de Reinholdt is tricky to handle in this situation. His uncle, Bradley de Reinhold, is in league with the traitorous heroes and the Lord of Chaos, and Julius will soon be forced to face that fact.

Rather than letting him find out after everything has played out, I want to bring him into the loop beforehand. Partly because he has a tendency to show up at inopportune times, and I don't want him to get caught up in our plan while it's unfolding, like he did back when we fought the High Priest near the hotspring resort.

But also, Julius has proven himself to me several times now. I have high hopes for the young noble in the future, and I don't want to sour our relationship by leaving him out of what may become one of the most memorable moments in this world's history.

Well, there's not much risk bringing him into our plan.

After all, I already know what he's going to do.

With the next destination settled, there's nothing left to do but wait for Belle to finish catching her family up on the details.

For now, we're not discussing anything to do with our potential immortality. It's still a controversial topic in many ways, and there's still a lot of things we don't know.

Other than that, all the major details are revealed to Belle's family.

As we watch on, one of them breaks away from the others and takes exactly two steps. That's how many it takes to reach us, considering how small the room is.

“You kept to your word,” the father says. “She may look a little different sometimes, but she's definitely my little girl. Thank you.”

“We're all glad to have her back. And this time, I'm going to make sure she stays with us.”

“It's dangerous, what you're doing. Nobody can know for sure what will happen. But once Belle sets her mind to something, nobody can change it. Least of all me, the Goddess knows I tried.”

I nod in understanding. “You're not the only one.”

“Hey!” Belle gets loud. “We can all hear you!”

“Ack, she was listening.”

“Don't act like you're surprised! I saw you look right at me when you were talking!”

“A trick of the light, for sure.”

Belle wags her finger. “I might have just woken up from a week-long nap, but you'll have to do way better than that to fool me.”

I shrug. “Maybe I'm a bit rusty. But I'm sure that starting today, I'll get plenty of practice again.”

“Don't worry, you will be.”

Belle rejoins us, having spent the time to talk to her family. There's much more to say, of course. But there will be more time later, once we're not on a tight schedule.

So for now…

“I'll be back tonight,” Belle says. “We can eat supper together.”

“I'll make plenty for everyone,” her mother says. “I hope all of you will join us.”

“Of course they will. Right?”

“I wanna eat it!” Our carnivorous catgirl shows her enthusiasm.

“See? So make a lot, okay?”

Her mother nods. The others seem to be holding their questions until then, knowing we have things to do today.

So, with a round of goodbye's, we leave the shop, and Belle's family gets back to work.

Finally, she's really back. Belle's back.

And now, we can finish what we started.

Julius first, then…

Then, we change the world.

----------

The narrow, wooded path gives way to an open field of grass, accompanied by a small pond and a few amenities to help visitors enjoy their visit to the park.

Near the water’s edge, a man with fox-like ears is sitting on a bench, looking into the distance. Others are here too, enjoying the summer afternoon at one of the only places beastkin can relax in a natural environment.

The grills I set up are still here, looking more heavily used than before. I made them when we cleaned the park, using white stone to construct them from lots of little pieces.

That makes them pretty worthless to steal, as the grill would have to be broken down and reconstructed elsewhere. If they knew how to build it, they could just get their own stones and make one.

Although almost everyone here is a beastkin, there are exceptions. Us, for example. It's just me and Belle, but neither of us are pretending to be beastkin. But there's another person here who also lacks those fluffy ears.

“Been a while, Julius.” I wave to the young noble as we get close.

“It has. But it's good you've returned from your journey south. I hope you found what you sought.”

When I reach him, I hold out my hand, and he takes it. “I found everything I need. But you might be surprised to hear that I've actually been in the capital for about two weeks.”

“That long? Though honestly, I'm more surprised you remained so long, considering you typically move on quickly.”

“We're working on something important, so we'll be here for a little while longer. Why don't we take a walk through the park and discuss a few things?”

“Certainly. We shouldn't waste such a beautiful day.”

Although the park was only recently renovated for use, the visitors' feet have already marked the best paths to travel. All we have to do is follow their trails through the small patch of nature in the corner of this capital city.

The first path simply branches off from the pond, leading into a thin forest. It’s just a random patch of trees and not a carefully manicured grove like the Astral Dryad prefers, but it's far more than the beastkin had before.

Even though Belle's here, Julius hasn't shown any surprise from her appearance. Of course, that's because Belle's taken on her old body's looks. Not only does her new body draw attention because of its exotic beauty, but the old body makes it easier to drop the truth on the right people at the right time.

Plus, the nobles we're meeting tomorrow know how Belle looks. We need her to be her old self at least until after the meeting.

With how easy it is for Belle to keep [Transform] active, it's really just a minor inconvenience for her.

“The beastkin,” Belle says, “seem to be doing better than ever. You must be spending a lot of time turning things around.”

“It's quick and simple to fix many of this district's problems. It's just unfortunate that so many people seem to be against reforms. That's where the real battle takes place.”

“Nobles and such fighting you, huh? Can't say I'm surprised.”

“Yes, but there are many groups who would rather the beastkin stay as an underclass. Nobles are just one of them.”

“Yeah, sounds like a pain. If it were me, I'd just tell them to shut up and deal with it.”

“Haha. Sometimes, I feel the same way. But I know that such outbursts would only hurt my progress in the long term.”

“Then don't hire me as an advisor.”

Now that Julius oversees the beastkin district, he's been stuck with administrative responsibilities. For someone who trained as a warrior, that's quite a change of gears.

That said, Julius is the nephew of the most powerful noble in the kingdom, so his tutoring was top-class. That much is obvious after talking to him so many times.

“So, Julius,” I say. “We've got a few plans coming together soon that you need to know about.”

“Plans? If it's for the sake of the war, then I'm more than willing to help.”

“Yeah, it's probably the most critical plan of the entire war. If we succeed, everything will change, and we can finally get ready for the final battle.”

“Just what kind of plan are you enacting that can cause such a massive shift in the war?”

“I’m going to ignite the conflict that's been brewing since the day I was summoned. And when I do, I want you to be there to see it.”

The trees give way to another clearing. But rather than a pond and some amenities, it's simply filled with wildflowers. Nobody has taken the time to culture this section of the park yet, but the natural look of the assorted flowers growing on both sides of the trail is still a sight worth seeing.

“Bearing witness to such a historic event would be ideal,” Julius says. “But why me?”

“Because you're going to end up getting pulled in afterwards, no matter what. So, I figured you might as well be there from the beginning instead.”

“Is this about the tension between the royal faction and my uncle?”

“Yeah. Things are finally going to get settled so there's no more division. After that, we can put all our energy toward beating the fiends.”

Julius comes to a stop at a fork in the trail. He stands in silence for a few seconds, a hint of concern on his face.

“If your plan goes accordingly, what would be the outcome for my uncle?”

“He'll be arrested for treason.”

“What…! Has he done something worthy of such punishment!?”

“Your uncle is working with the other three heroes. And since those heroes are agents of Chaos, he's guilty not of treason against this kingdom but against the whole world.”

“The three heroes are what!?”

“Yeah, I never got around to telling you some of the finer details. Or rather, it was dangerous to do so because of your relationship to Duke Bradley. If you knew the heroes were traitors, you'd confront your uncle about it for sure.”

“Of course I would! Someone needs to tell him the truth!”

“Unfortunately…”

“Julius,” Belle says in a soft tone. “Your uncle already knows.”

“Are you saying he's also…”

“Sorry. I know it's tough to hear, but you need to know. Especially now.”

“Surely you have proof? Something concrete? I'd like to see it, if you please.”

“That's why we want you to come with us tomorrow. You can see for yourself without relying on anyone else.”

Julius looks at the split path again. To the left, the trail wraps around to the entrance. To the right, it goes deeper into the park.

After looking down both paths, he chooses a direction.

“The entrance?” I ask.

“If I'm going to accompany you during the meeting, then I need to prepare.”

“Awesome, I knew you'd come through. But you're not going to be with me tomorrow. Instead, you'll be with Lumina and the king. At least until the end, when we'll all be coming together for the finale.”

“The details don't bother me. As long as I can discern the truth for myself during the meeting, then that's all that matters. And afterwards, if I don't believe my uncle is involved, I'll certainly be letting you know.”

“It's a deal. If I can't convince you, then I'll give you a legendary spear as an apology.”

“A legendary spear?” Julius sounds far more curious after hearing that.

“I found it in a dungeon, then recrafted it to increase its power. By the standards of this world, it would definitely be considered legendary.”

“That's quite a prize…”

“That's just how confident I am that you'll side with us.”

We follow Julius out of the park, but we can't risk being seen together. So after giving him a few instructions, we part ways.

There's no need for me and Belle to walk all the way back to our estate, so we make use of my [Fast Travel] instead.

As the mansion’s reception room appears, several girls converge on us from various locations. In a blink, we're reunited with Laya, Alisha, and Tylith.

Kreslina also pokes her head out from behind a nearby doorway, but she just watches in silence.

“How did he take it?” Tylith asks.

“About as expected. He's coming with us tomorrow, so as long as everything goes according to plan, he'll end up on our side when it's over.”

“Then let us ensure that the plan succeeds.”

“You don't have to worry about that,” Belle says. “We're more than ready for tomorrow, right?”

I nod. “All the pieces are here. After I tie up a few more loose ends today, everything should fall into place.”

“You know what? I'm actually kinda glad I slept so long. I got to skip right to the finale!”

“If you want to take another nap, go ahead. We won't stop you.”

“As if! I'm not missing out on all this fun!”

“Oh, speaking of fun.” I turn and see Kreslina still peeking at us from behind the door frame. “I’m going to make a list of food to prepare for tonight. We're having guests, so there's going to be a lot.”

“Ah.” Kreslina lets out a small sound. “Okay.”

“It’d be our pleasure to take care of it.” Lena appears from behind Kreslina.

“Thanks, you two. One of the visitors wants to help cook, so be ready to accommodate her.”

After getting the two maids working on tonight's supper with Belle's family, the rest of us refocus on the few tasks we have left before tomorrow.

“What next?” Belle asks, obviously full of energy.

“I'd temper your expectations, if I were you. There's really not much left. If you come with me, you might even get bored.”

“Doesn't matter. Right now, doing anything is better than doing nothing.”

“I feel the same. How about we tie up these loose ends, enjoy a nice supper, then get a final night's sleep before everything changes tomorrow.”

“Alright! Let's get started, then!”

Because I spent nearly a week in a haze as I tried to cure Belle, the meeting had crept up on me. Now, it's practically here, one of the most important moments in the entire war.

It was a long time coming. Ever since my summoning, this has always been the only path for me, even if I didn't know until recently.

It's also exactly what I want.

“Smile.” Laya eyes my lips.

“Oops. Guess my thoughts slipped through.”

Tylith flips her hair back. “I’ve seen such smiles many times. It was that of a predator anticipating a hunt.”

“PVP always brings out that side of me.”

“Then I hope to see more of it tomorrow.”

“Oh, you will.”

With several tasks completed already, we head back out to finish the rest together. Even if they're minor loose ends, I can't leave them undone.

Our final day goes by quickly. There aren't any more problems from kidnappings or any other attacks against us.

As promised, we have a huge feast with Belle's family. Lena and Kreslina join in on the meal, as well. Though I have to do a bit of convincing to get them to eat with us. One's a shy vampire, and the other is a proper maid with training in noble etiquette.

I break that etiquette all the time, but Lena is still getting used to dealing with her strange situation as the False Hero's estate maid.

Soon, even supper passes. We escort Belle's family home, then turn in early for the night.

The next thing I know, it's morning. The morning of the meeting.

Finally…

I stand up from my soft bed and stretch my muscles.

With a snap of my fingers, my pajamas transform into a respectable outfit. A heartbeat later, I open my bedroom door and step outside.

The girls all step out of their own rooms at precisely the same time, each ready to leave at any time.

It's finally time to end all the charades.

And to take what's mine. By force.

“Let's go.” I start walking down the hall, and the girls fall in line beside me as I pass by. “We've got a war to upend.”

All the preparations are made.

Now, we just have to do it.


Chapter 22: Reeling in the Catch

----- Lutz -----

I thought my place was overkill, but this one's on another level.

As expected of a high noble, Marquis Nicholas’ estate is a couple steps above my own. The yard is both bigger and properly maintained, not to mention the artistic design that makes ours look like an amateur recreation of a real noble estate.

“Wow,” Belle says. “You're really enthusiastic today.”

I let the curtain drop and relax back into my seat. Nicholas' driveway is better kept than the roads outside, so the carriage we're riding in practically glides down the final stretch.

“I've got a lot of pent-up energy from all this merchant work and politics. I'm ready for something big.”

“You don't have to wait long, then.”

“Exactly. We can finally let loose, and I know I'm going to enjoy every minute of it.”

The carriage comes to a stop, the final stretch now just a memory as we officially arrive at Marquis Nicholas' estate.

Without waiting, I stand from my seat and exit the carriage. I'm already fully in my persona of Lawrence, the merchant from the far east who sells elven goods.

Officially, my goal here is to convince the Marquis Nicholas to sponsor me. But I know Nicholas and his faction really want to monopolize my powerful items for themselves.

The best outcome for them is for me to agree to sell to their faction first, then put the rest up for sale in the shop after they take the best items. Or they may even try to buy out my shop and information, like the Merchant's Guild wanted to do.

Since Marquis Nicholas belongs to Duke Bradley’s faction, we're essentially in enemy territory. But so far, there's been no indication that they know who I really am.

It could still be a trap. But if it is, they better bring more than just a single Archfiend.

Even in my merchant persona, I can't leave Belle to exit the carriage on her own. She takes the hand I offer her, then navigates the single step out with ease.

“Thanks.”

“Of course.”

I wave to the coachman, and he drives off to the stables, led by a servant.

Just behind the carriage is a cart, filled with elven goods I recently got from Kymil. Unlike the carriage, the cart doesn't continue past the drop-off point. It stays here beside me and Belle.

But we aren't staying still for long.

“Greetings.” A professional butler bows slightly. “Follow me, if you please.”

A second path branches off the main driveway, large enough for a carriage. Or in this case, a cart.

The path circles around the mansion, leading to the estate's backyard, where another well-kept garden greets us. Like the front, the design is impeccable to my eye. Though I was never really an artistic type.

One major difference between the two areas is that the front is open and inviting, as if welcoming the marquis’ guests with its aesthetics.

But the backyard is carved up into smaller, more isolated sections, separated by hedge walls. It gives the feeling of privacy, contrasting the open design of the front yard.

Reminds me of the castle courtyard where I was sentenced as the False Hero.

Actually, now that I think about it, Nicholas probably copied the general design of the castle courtyard.

He's just missing the dirt arena where I got beat up by that big soldier and little kid.

By following the path with my eyes, it's obvious where we're heading.

The central section of the yard has a gazebo and a small fishpond that's barely larger than a puddle. It makes up for its lack of size by holding a variety of colorful fish, though.

More importantly, there's plenty of space for something like a cart.

“Please help yourselves to the refreshments as you set up your displays.” The butler motions to the gazebo, where drinks and snacks are laid out.

“Thanks.” I don't actually grab any, though.

With that, he gives us another of his slight bows before leaving.

“Guess we should get the presentation set up, even if we're not really going to use it.”

Belle opens the back of the cart, revealing the elven goods. “Good thing we got everything ready yesterday, then.”

After stepping inside the cart, I look at the shipment we brought to the meeting. We didn't bring nearly enough to fill a cart this size, but that's fine since we only brought the best.

I put my hand on a rack of weapons that's been tied down. It vanishes, the ropes falling to the floor as the object they once held disappears.

That same rack reappears, now free from the straps that held it during shipment. In just a couple steps, I'm outside the cart and placing the weapons in such a way that I feel like I'm about to give a presentation to company executives.

Belle follows me out, putting a shelf of jewelry down nearby.

After a couple more trips, we have a full display of powerful, elven items. And they're the real deal, too. Not a single one is secretly a dungeon item like in my shop, but I did upgrade a few standout pieces.

“They're on the way.” Belle watches on as a group of men appear from the estate's mansion.

“Looks like five nobles came for the meeting, huh? I recognize Marquis Nicholas and Earl Charles. The others I've never met. Though one of them was at that royal ball last week.”

“They really brought a crowd. Do they want to make a deal with us that badly?”

“Calling it a deal is being generous. I suspect that if we don't agree to their terms, we'll be met with some unfortunate circumstances later. Once they see how powerful our items are, they won't be willing to let us sell to the crown.”

“You mean because of how Chaos is almost ready to make its move?”

“Yeah. They've already resorted to kidnapping noble kids. And they have control of the Great Cathedral up north. Whatever their battle plans are, they have to be coming together soon. And that makes handing powerful weapons to your enemy at the final moments before battle a bad move, strategically speaking.”

The five nobles finish the short trip to the gazebo where we're set up, arriving with a servant for each man.

One of those servants clears the drinks and snacks off the gazebo. We never touched them, and now they're gone, just like that. But they're quickly replaced by a second round of refreshments. The new food gives off a meaty and somewhat spicy aroma, completely contrasting the bland snacks from before.

The only thing strong enough to break through that aroma is the unmistakable smell of alcohol. One look at the bottle the butler is pouring from tells me it's not something I'd find at a typical tavern.

But I didn't come here to watch servants perform their duties.

The five nobles who gathered to inspect my elven wares don't sit at the gazebo where the butler is preparing a small feast. They walk right up to the displays standing beside my cart and look at them with half an eye.

The reason for their disinterest isn't because of anything they see. Instead, it's due to Marquis Nicholas going on and on about some story that has nothing to do with me.

The others give him most of their attention, as they're all lower on the noble hierarchy than Nicholas. That leaves me and Belle just standing next to the displays, watching on as the noble yaps on.

Well, it's just a negotiation tactic meant to make me feel uncomfortable. But it only works if the opponent doesn't know about it.

A young merchant meeting a high noble in an important meeting that could determine the course of his life. That's the situation everyone thinks I'm in.

Most people could only dream of being sought after by some of the most wealthy and powerful people in the world. It only makes sense that anyone in my situation would be nervous, especially when forced to stand awkwardly as the noble I've come to impress finishes the tail end of a story.

Yeah, yeah. Hurry up and finish already.

There's no change in my expression, despite Nicholas' attempt to throw his weight around with his cheap tactic.

Thankfully, he does finish. And it was either a great story or the four nobles he brought are really trying to butter him up. It doesn't take much thinking to know which is more likely.

“So,” Marquis Nicholas says, finally looking at me. “This is the merchant who managed to bring elven goods all the way to the capital. He looks even younger than I imagined.”

“Everyone's surprised at first,” Earl Charles says. “But there's a reason I was so adamant about bringing him in. Just wait, I'm sure he brought even more powerful weapons than last time.”

“Let's hope so. I'm not in the mood for disappointment.”

“Just remember, I found him. I want first pick of the wares for each shipment. Right behind you, of course.”

You found us? We were the ones who went looking for you.

Earl Charles was the first noble we roped in when we first started the operation. He obviously thinks that gives him some kind of special place in whatever deal they plan on working out.

I guess he is in a special place. He'll certainly have quite a story to tell once everything is done and over.

It's probably not a story he'll particularly like telling, though.

Sensing an opening, I decide to move the meeting ahead on my own terms.

“Greetings, Lord Nicholas. I’m Lawrence, a merchant from the far east.” I give him one of my practiced bows. “I'm excited to have been invited to meet you. Very excited, indeed.”

Earl Charles whispers in Nicholas' ear, thinking I can't hear him. “Like I said, the kid's not versed in noble etiquette. He won't pick up on anything too subtle.”

So his awkward little introduction was to test my reaction and see if I'd pick up on the fact that I'm being belittled?

Well, let's just pretend that I was too naive to understand. It'll make things easier.

“Being excited to meet a high noble is quite normal for someone in your station,” Marquis Nicholas says after finally responding to my greeting. “But if I find what I'm looking for today, you'll have more than enough chances to overcome your excitement.”

“I’d like nothing more than to meet with you each time I get a new shipment. It's important to establish reliable partnerships when settling into a new area.”

“A partnership goes both ways. If you wish to benefit from my influence, then I'll need an equal value in return. And since all you have to offer are the items lined up behind you, it will be a simple matter to determine what value they hold. I truly hope you live up to your reputation.”

I motion to the weapon rack just behind my shoulder. “I'd be more than happy to walk you through each and every item that catches your attention.”

The stage is now fully set. Marquis Nicholas is right in front of us, and his noble buddies are gathered around him.

There are even servants and family members nearby, many of whom are keeping one eye on whatever is happening here at the gazebo. As usual, people are really curious. That's going to help us out even more.

However, just as Marquis Nicholas turns his attention toward the items lined up behind me, a new visitor disrupts the meeting.

He appears suddenly. And I mean that literally, as he teleports in without warning, appearing in the space between me and Marquis Nicholas.

Depending on the circumstances, the use of dark magic to teleport into a high noble's estate is a crime punishable by death. But just a glance at the newcomer is enough to know that he doesn't care about small details like following the laws of men.

Most people here at the meeting have no idea who this new man is. But they don't need to know the details.

Because there's one obvious thing that anyone can see after overcoming the shock of his sudden appearance.

This man is…

“A-Archfiend!?” Earl Charles shouts.

That's the last sound he makes before his mouth clamps shut, a deep fear sinking into him and almost everyone else watching from the estate yard.

Archfiend Mazug has now become the sole focus of every set of eyes, each person sure that they're about to have the worst day of their soon-to-be shortened lives.

Cheer up, guys. You probably won't die today.

Skin as red as smoldering coals, horns that'd fit on the head of a demon, and pitch-black eyes containing only a pupil as fiery as his skin.

Archfiend Mazug’s massive frame boldly stands between me and Marquis Nicholas. Unlike Vrazruk, this Archfiend is no refined warrior with a habit for discourse.

No, we've met Mazug before, back when we saved this very capital city from the fiends’ siege. Even with that short encounter, I could tell he was a bomb waiting to explode.

“You.” Archfiend Mazug points to Marquis Nicholas. “You’re coming with me.”

“I-I am?” Nicholas answers with hesitation, but his voice makes it clear that he doesn't feel the same fear as everyone else. “Isn't it too soon?”

“Things have changed. Or are you saying that you won't live up to our agreement?” Mazug lifts the huge mace in his hands.

“No! Of course I will! I'm just … surprised by your sudden appearance!” Nicholas looks around at all the people frozen with magical fear. “And them?”

“We don't need witnesses.”

“Some of them are from my faction.”

“Only those who've sworn themselves to us will be leaving here alive.”

Nicholas casually glances at us, but it seems he's not going to argue with Mazug's plan to slaughter everyone here.

“If it must be done, then so be it.” Nicholas switches back to his diplomatic voice.

Even if they're frozen with fear, the people can still make sounds. It's just limited to things like whimpers or throaty screams. Nothing too loud, thankfully.

Hearing that their host or employer has given up on them, the nobles and servants are beginning to feel a different kind of fear. Not one that freezes the muscles, but one that goes deeper, into their very core.

The fear of death.

“Marquis Nicholas,” Archfiend Mazug says. “You are hereby under arrest for treason against this world.”

“H-huh…?” Nicholas can't rectify Mazug's words with the situation.

There's a small puff of smoke, just enough to cover Mazug's large body. When it fades, the red skin, horns, and black eyes are nowhere to be seen.

Instead, there's just a girl with long, purple hair and vampiric fangs standing between me and the marquis.

“You sure are slow to understand.” Tylith flips her hair back. “Though that just made it easier for me.”

“Y-you! Who are you!?”

“You should worry more about who they are.” Tylith points down the road we used to get the cart here.

“Soldiers!?” Nicholas' face finally shows understanding as all the events catch up to him. “It was a setup…!”

The nobles and servants are still frozen in fear. Having them run around screaming would be annoying, so we're just holding the spell for now. However, the eyes of the people are also showing understanding. Before long, I'll be able to release them without starting a stampede of people trying to flee.

But first, we need them here to witness the rest of this event.

“That's King Edgar!” Nicholas spots the king himself leading the soldiers. “Move! I've got to get out of here!”

Tylith doesn't move, despite his kind request. But neither does she apprehend him.

Thinking better of attacking a vampire, Nicholas takes the long way around her, circling by while keeping an eye on her.

Once again, Tylith doesn't move to stop him. That's because I'm already there before she needs to do anything.

“Hey,” I wave to him as he rushes at me. “Want to stop?”

“You were in on it, too!” Nicholas' hand blurs, and the shine of steel flashes.

“Why am I the only one who gets attacked?” The shortsword is on the ground before I even finish speaking.

“Gah…!” Nicholas recoils, holding his wrist.

“Oh, c’mon. I didn't even touch you.”

Getting desperate, the marquis performs the same tactic on me as he did Tylith. In other words, he runs away.

But since his only real escape is behind me, he's forced to circle around, keeping a wide gap between us. Rather than stopping him, I just watch like Tylith did before.

That's because…

“Jeez, you two sure like to have fun.” Belle stands in Nicholas’ path, hands on her hips

“Out of my way!” The marquis decides to bulldoze right through Belle.

“Ah.” I release a small sound. “That's a mistake.”

Every single person has their eyes glued to Marquis Nicholas. So, they get a good look at him as he's sent flying with the trademarked Belle Boot.

As the smack of the hardened leather sole of her boot rings throughout the backyard garden, we're treated to the sight of Nicholas’ body soaring through the air in a gentle arc.

He hits the grassy ground with a smack, tumbling for a short way before finally coming to a stop at someone's feet.

“Ughh…” Marquis Nicholas gets to his hands and knees, looking unsteady.

Fortunately for him, a helping hand pulls him to his feet.

Unfortunately for him, that hand belongs to…

“Marquis.” King Edgar holds the noble with a gauntleted fist. “Tell us again about how you've made a deal with the friends who threaten this world.”

“I don't know–”

“Spare me the lies and look around you. Over a dozen saw everything with their own eyes, including four nobles from your very own faction. No amount of slime from that mouth of yours will help you slip out of this one.”

Marquis Nicholas scans his own backyard, meeting the eyes of his supposed noble allies and the various servants and family members who got wrapped up in this charade.

“You should be thanking me,” Nicholas says. “It's only because of us that humans even have a chance to survive this war!”

“By betraying the four races and the Goddess?” the king asks. “That doesn't sound like a world worth living in.”

“As long as we survive, nothing else matters! If you knew the truth, you wouldn't be fighting us! It's useless! This world–a new god has come to claim it!”

“I won't let that happen.” I stop just in front of the marquis. “We'll be the ones to win this war.”

“You swine, setting me up like this…!”

“This is all your fault for being too careless and letting the spies find out that you're compromised. If you had hidden your treachery better, you wouldn't be here.”

The marquis still looks pissed, but he’s a high noble for a reason, a position that he wouldn't have been able to keep if he weren't at least somewhat competent. And a big part of noble lifestyle is understanding social etiquette, which is why the hatred on Nicholas’ face slowly shifts to surprise.

When he realizes that I just forced my way into the important conversation he was having with the most powerful man in the kingdom, it must have set off some suspicion.

If I were just a regular spy sent to set him up, then my role would be over as soon as the trap is sprung. Yet not only have I returned to center stage, but the king himself is obviously giving me time to speak.

Despite Nicholas' situation, a lifetime of politics has allowed him to see the strange circumstances. But the look on his face tells me he doesn't have the answer.

“You…” He eyes me with far more scrutiny than before. “Who are you?”

“I'm Lawrence, the merchant. And also Rune, the adventurer. Then there's John Lawrence Locke from my previous life. The name most people know me by is Lutz, but I have a title that's far more notorious than my own name–I am the one everyone calls the False Hero.”

“So it's you! Fool! Once the people learn that the king is working with the False Hero, there's going to be a riot! You doomed yourselves, just like you doomed me! Hahaha!”

“Don't get ahead of yourself. It's still early in the day, which means there's plenty of time for more surprises. If you're assuming your arrest was our final goal, then you've rated yourself too highly. You're ammunition, nothing more.”

Nicholas grits his teeth. “You won't win. You can't win. Once this is over, I hope you remember your arrogant attitude because I'll be returning it and more after the fiends overrun this kingdom.”

“Yeah, yeah. Get in line because I've got far stronger enemies seeking revenge on me already.”

I step away from the marquis, returning to Belle and Tylith’s side.

The witnesses are still being held with our magic, but it's already safe to release them. The problem is that there hasn't been a chance to do so until now.

King Edgar sees my nod and turns his attention to those witnesses. “By order of the king, all who have borne witness to the events here today shall provide testimony at my request. You will now be released from the magic and shall gather at the gazebo.”

We finally let the spell fade, and the people breathe an audible sigh of relief as the fear subsides.

As expected, nobody tries sneaking away after being ordered by the king. So, they all end up gathering at the gazebo as he commanded.

As for us, we're busy packing up our racks of elven items. We never even got a chance to show them off, but that just means they'll end up on the store shelves instead.

Just as we finish loading the racks back into the cart, two people meet up with us.

“That was your big reveal, you know.” Lumina looks like she expected something bigger would happen here.

“Oh, you mean about how I'm working with you and the king? The people here are still in shock from all the crazy events, so I don't think it's really sunk in yet.”

“Indeed. It's sad, considering how long we've been keeping it a secret.”

“Not to worry, Princess,” Elise says. “The true reveal is coming up shortly.”

“Yes. I'm excited, but also nervous…”

“Don't worry about it,” I say. “It'll probably work out as planned.”

“Did you have to add the word ‘probably’ in there?”

“No, but I did anyway.”

Lumina puffs up her cheeks just a bit. “So mean.”

While we're having our conversation, someone else steps forward from the crowd King Edgar brought with him.

Now that the entire operation has played itself out, Julius decides it's time to confront Marquis Nicholas himself.

Nicholas is a part of Duke Bradley's inner circle. And as Bradley's nephew, Julius has met the man more times than he can remember. The same is true for several of the nobles who attended the meeting.

Nicholas openly frowns when he sees Julius step out from the squad of guards and officials, showing his true thoughts on the young noble.

“Marquis Nicholas,” Julius says. “We may not have seen eye to eye on many subjects, but I never would have expected you to betray this world.”

“I don't have anything to say to you, brat. Keeping company with the royals that are trying to destroy your family. You're as much a betrayer as me.”

“You're wrong. I only provide my support to people I believe are worthy. Though lately, I've noticed I may have a lack of judgement on who I can trust.”

“One thing you can trust is that once they're done with you, they'll toss you away like a broken toy. You have a lot to learn about politics, Julius. Unfortunately, it's too late for you now.”

“Don't worry about me. Instead, how about answering a question of mine? Duke Bradley–he’s the mastermind, isn't he?”

Nicholas doesn't respond, trying to keep his face as neutral as possible to not give away any information. However, Julius seems to have gotten his answer, regardless.

“My uncle really is a traitor, then. And my father? Does he know?”

“Ask him yourself.”

“Not a bad suggestion. I think I will.”

With that, Julius turns his back on the marquis, who's now being held in chains by a group of soldiers.

“Plenty of witnesses,” I say. “We should be fine to go to the next step.”

“Yes,” Lumina agrees. “And with four of those witnesses being nobles from his own faction, it'll be enough to force Duke Bradley's hand. Nobody will be able to refuse our demands once the events here spread.”

I check my [Minimap]. “Duke Bradley and Cedric are together, as we planned. Now's the perfect time to have a little chat with them.”

“We're ready at any time,” Elise says.

“Good. Then that just leaves…” I meet the king's eyes. “Well, he's ready. So, let's go say hello Bradley and Cedric, shall we?”

Edgar has already gotten his men taking care of the scene here at Nicholas' estate. So, he and his two personal bodyguards meet up with us, leaving the rest of his men behind.

Julius comes to my side, as well. He’s wrapped up in this as much as anyone else, so it’s only right for him to tag along.

With a final glance around, I verify that everyone's ready. Since there's no objections, I activate [Fast Travel] and send us directly to the noble and hero at the heart of this city's problems.

----------

“Good job, you two.” I give Laya and Alisha a thumbs up.

“Mmm. Easy.”

“So easy it was boring!” Alisha burns off some energy with her excessive gestures.

I shrug. “Political games are usually boring if you're not in center stage. But it's about to get a lot more interesting soon.”

“Yeah! I can't wait!”

While we were going through with that farce of a meeting, Laya and Alisha were with a second group, ready to help in case the mission here started falling apart.

It's not enough that we capture someone from Duke Bradley's inner circle. We plan to fix the cracks in the Orakian Kingdom’s foundation today, and that means taking care of the problem directly.

“March.” King Edgar gives a command, and the men obey.

All around us are soldiers, equipped for battle. Although there's only a few dozen, they're a step above most warriors outside the front line, led by a captain named Cyan. In a pitched battle, their usefulness is still questionable, but their mere presence is a statement itself.

Because when a king visits your estate with a squad of armed soldiers, there's a good chance he means business.

That exact thought is currently going through the minds of the two people standing just outside Bradley's mansion as they watch the king's men approach.

Bradley and Cedric. I hope the two of you are ready for what's coming.

“Open the gate!” A soldier shouts at the estate guard. “His Majesty, King Edgar de Eldridge, commands it!”

“H-hold for a moment, please.”

The guard's stall tactic isn't very effective. Not because Edgar speaks up but because Bradley has already decided what to do.

“Open it,” Bradley says, now close enough for us to pick up his voice.

“Blasted king,” Cedric says. “What does he think he's going to do here?”

“Let me handle this. You just act like a hero, if you can.”

Their voices are too low to pick up all their words, but I'm able to fill in the blanks with context and a bit of lip reading.

The girls and I are all hidden in the middle of the group of soldiers. And since our mana presences are faked, Bradley and Cedric have no idea we're here.

So, we essentially get front row seats to the confrontation between Orakio’s two most powerful men: King Edgar de Eldridge and Duke Bradley de Reinhold.

This should be fun.

“Your Majesty.” Bradley gives Edgar a perfect bow. “It's rare for you to visit my estate. I can only imagine that you've come on urgent business.”

“Urgent, indeed. Perhaps it can be considered the most important task of my reign.”

“More so than slaying your own brother in a civil war? Do you truly believe that, or are you just trying to redeem your legacy now that the vibrant, blonde hair you were always so proud of has lost its sheen?”

“The vibrancy of my hair had no impact on my decision to come here, nor does my reputation guide my hand. In truth, even you are not important enough for me to grace your residence with my presence. No, the reason for my visit goes beyond the petty politics of nobles and royals.”

Duke Bradley smiles slightly at the king's words. “You, acting humble? If my mind weren't so clear, perhaps I'd believe this to be a dream.”

“If this were a dream, then you would be far more accurate to label it a nightmare. I'm sure you'll agree once you hear the reason for my visit.”

“Do you really believe your own words?” His smile doesn't fade. “You must know that we have many safeguards in place to counter a single king. I understand that you're desperate. Anyone would be, considering the situation. But you're a fool if you think to arrest me today. Are you trying to start a bloody, civil war in the middle of the capital?”

“Blood has always been the currency used to buy victory. But I don't need a lot today, and none of it will belong to us or our soldiers. Though there is someone here who will bleed for the sake of our world.” King Edgar turns his gaze onto Cedric.

As one of the three heroes, Cedric is just as much a central figure in this conflict as the king and duke. More so, depending on the perspective.

“I’ve bled enough on the front lines.” Cedric pats his sword. “But for every drop of mine, I've soaked the ground red with the blood of anyone who stands against me.”

“As expected of a hero given power by the divine. In this world, there are only a few who can equal you.”

“And you're not one of them.”

“No. But there's someone here who is comparable to you.”

Cedric looks to the king's bodyguards, who are the strongest men here other than Edgar himself.

And us. But they don't know that yet.

Cedric frowns, realizing that the king's words make no sense. Going by the [Sense Mana] spell, Cedric is head and shoulders above everyone else here. In that case, there should be no way for anyone to match him in strength.

“Speak plainly,” Cedric says. “Or do you really think yourself in a position to belittle us with obvious lies?”

“You presume too quickly, Cedric. Have you learned nothing from your dealings with the powers vying for control of this world?”

“Shut up! Don't act like you know anything! If someone here needs to learn, it's you! I'm doing what needs to be done! You're the one causing everyone to suffer! Just give up and accept your fate, you damn king!”

Edgar shakes his head. “To think a summoned hero would lose his composure so easily. I wonder what reaction you'll have when you see him.”

“Him?” Cedric looks around. “More nonsense.”

“I told you, didn't I?” King Edgar waves his hand. “There's someone here who's every bit the match for you, both in strength and rank. And he came here to see you.”

“Equal in rank? Nobody stands equal to a hero, except…” Cedric’s eyes are drawn to a bit of movement from the crowd of soldiers. “Y-you…! You're here!?”

“It's good to see you too, Cedric.” I stop beside the king. “I've really been looking forward to this reunion.”

“Fools! Have you lost your minds!? Now that the crown has declared an alliance with the False Hero, nothing is stopping us from dethroning you! The people will riot the second they learn the truth!” Cedric sweeps his gaze over the king's soldiers. “Do you not see this!? Your liege keeps a traitor by his side! Join me, and we'll put an end to the False Hero here and now!”

Given my reputation, even a soldier would show some reaction when learning they're fighting alongside me. Yet no matter how much Cedric shouts, Captain Cyan and the other men Edgar brought with him stay silent.

“Didn’t you hear me!?” Cedric grows visibly agitated. “I’m a summoned hero, chosen by the Goddess herself! And I'm ordering all of you to capture the False Hero!”

“It's no use.” Duke Bradley's voice is as calm as ever. “They only brought men who know the truth.”

“Tch. To think so many soldiers know and yet rumors haven't even begun to spread.”

“It's your fault,” I say. “You may think you're good at hiding what you truly are, but there will always be those who can see through that mask. When you leave a squad of men to die as you flee like a coward, don't expect the survivors to keep worshiping the ground you walk on. You actually made it quite easy to find this many strong warriors. Your reputation isn't what it used to be, you know.”

“That just means…” Cedric places his hand on his sword’s hilt. “I can take out all the traitors right here and now.”

“Wait.” Duke Bradley stops the hero before he can draw the weapon. “There's more, and I want to hear it.”

“Who cares? They'll be dead soon.”

“I care. And don't assume this is even a battle you can win.”

“Huh? Of course I can win. This weak kid won't last a minute against me.”

A smile forms on my lips. “Didn't I last longer than that last time we fought?”

“This time, I won't be holding back.”

“Scary. Though I know how much you were holding back. And for your information, I was holding back, too.”

Duke Bradley gives a sidelong glance to Cedric. “You fought the False Hero and didn't inform us?”

The supposed hero frowns. “He got away, so there was no point.”

“For your reference,” I say to Bradley. “It was here in this city, shortly after you sent Vrazruk to rip out my heart.”

Bradley nods. “An unfortunate result. My life would be far easier if he had only gone for your head.”

“He tried later. And look where they got him.”

Vrazruk was the Archfiend we killed in the beastkin lands. He'd been hunting me ever since we first met, so it felt good to finally get rid of him.

Bradley shakes his head. “I have no interest in a dead Archfiend. What I want to know is why you truly came here.”

“To fix the cracks in my kingdom,” King Edgar says. “Today.”

“You want to settle it all? But if you try to arrest me, I'm sure you can foresee the outcome. Cedric would be justified in protecting me, and keeping your alliance with the False Hero a secret would be quite difficult in such a chaotic battle, don't you think? You might as well hand me the crown now and skip the rest.”

“It's true that a battle here isn't optimal for me, but neither is it off the table. Before coming here, we met up with another noble, Marquis Nicholas. He outed himself as a traitor, just like you and Cedric.”

“Is that supposed to be a threat?” Duke Bradley lets out a soft laugh. “Even if he confesses, it will be a simple matter to convince others that his hand was forced by the evil king who allied himself with the False Hero. You'll need far more than that, Edgar.”

“Perhaps more context will help you see the bigger picture. The marquis wasn't alone when we arrested him. There were four other nobles from your faction at his estate, along with several members of his family and nearly a dozen servants. And each one bore witness to Marquis Nicholas betraying the four races. Word is already spreading about your faction, Bradley. Your royal ambitions are over.”

The duke frowns, a look of contemplation on his face. Chances are, he's calculating how the imminent collapse of his faction is going to change his plans.

“You claim to not want battle,” Bradley says. “Yet you leave us no choice now that you've made such a move.”

“I said a battle here isn't optimal. But if we change locations, I believe you will see the benefit of agreeing to a fight.”

“That sounds more like a duel than a battle.”

Edgar nods. “Precisely. But it won't be us doing battle. It will be the ones chosen by the divine.”

“Cedric against the False Hero? I would be a fool to accept such a match when I have two more heroes here in this city.”

“No, that's not who will be fighting.”

“What? Explain, Edgar.”

“What he means,” I say in the king's stead. “Is that I won't just be fighting Cedric. I'm going to fight all three of the other heroes at the same time. By myself.”

“Have you lost your mind?” Cedric asks. “I alone am enough for you, yet you're challenging Rolf and Collette, too? You'll be flattened like a stinking goblin.”

“If it's going to be that easy, then let's get it over with so you can gain control of this kingdom. Or whatever it is that made you betray the four races for power.”

“I didn't betray anyone! Do you think I chose this any more than you!?”

“Cedric.” Duke Bradley's voice is cold. “Remember what you were told.”

“Grr…”

The supposed leader of the heroes grits his teeth, taking Bradley's rebuke with obvious difficulty.

Discord amongst the enemy, huh? It's just like when Vampire Lord Ashton abandoned Archfiend Vrazruk, leading to the Archfiend's death.

Must be hard to find unity in their group when most of their members are only there for their own self interests.

Except the fiends themselves, of course. It's not even right to say the fiends are loyal–they’re more like puppets who obey without question.

“This duel,” Bradley says without concern for the stiff atmosphere. “It will be witnessed by a crowd at the arena, no?”

“That's right,” King Edgar answers. “A crowd of thousands will bear witness to the events, leaving no room for the losing party to craft a convenient tale after the battle. I will announce my alliance with the hero, Lutz, before the duel, and you will announce your alliance with the other three heroes. There will be no escape.”

“Decades of effort reaching for the crown, and it all comes down to a match between our champions. Though the most surprising twist is that you agreed to this duel at all. The Edgar from twenty years ago would never risk his kingdom on a match like this.”

“What I desire doesn't matter, as frustrating as it may be. This is simply how it must be. We cannot allow this chasm to remain in the Orakian Kingdom. Duke Bradley, after today, one of us will be ousted.”

The duke is clearly giving the proposal thought. Or more likely, he's trying to think of a way to turn these sudden events to his advantage as much as possible.

Cedric frowns as he watches the duke consider the duel. “You’re not going to do it, are you? The False Hero is right here. All we need to do is capture him, and it's our victory.”

“I don't think it would end quite so cleanly,” Bradley says. “If he escapes, we'll be forced to defend against the charges of treason due to Marquis Nicholas’ blunder. That's not something we can afford right now.”

“So we give them what they want? It has to be a trap!”

“I'll see to it that the battle is legitimate. All you need worry about, Cedric, is defeating him in the arena.”

“Tch.”

During their conversation, two newcomers arrive, falling from the sky and landing just beside Cedric.

One of the new arrivals looks around, her thoughts hidden by her neutral expression. But when her gaze ends on me, her eyes give away her anger.

“Don't look at me like that, Collette” I say. “Isn't this what you wanted? To end things once and for all?”

“I prefer to settle matters in my own ways. This duel is just an unnecessary spectacle brought on by your constant meddling.”

“This is a surprise. With how much you care about your status, I thought you'd love a chance to beat me and gain even more influence. Not to mention how much favor you'd gain with the Lord of Chaos.”

“Don't act as if you know anything about me.”

“You might be surprised just how much I know about you. All three of you.”

“Always so confident these days. When you were summoned, you looked like a lost puppy in a wolves’ den. After the battle, I wonder which face you'll show us.”

Collette wasn't the only one to show up a moment ago. The final hero summoned alongside me all those months ago stands beside his two companions. With Rolf’s presence, we have our first real reunion since the day I was labeled the False Hero. And as expected, that means it's time to settle everything.

Rolf is as expressionless as a statue, as if a battle that will determine our fates and the world were nothing but a footnote.

Hmm. He definitely hates me for destroying his Assassin's Guild.

But now he wants to act like he barely remembers me?

Even when I meet his eyes, I can't detect any desire to fight, but there is something deep within them—a small glimmer of light. Even if he's a cold-blooded assassin, he's still human. And despite his skills with the dagger, he's never been the best at hiding his thoughts.

He's petty and vindictive, seeking revenge for any perceived wrong against him. Considering I took away his guild, there's no way he's forgiven me for that.

The glimmer in Rolf's eyes vanishes, taking with it all of the anger that he'd been directing my way. Now, he's truly unreadable, like an expressionless doll. The perfect assassin.

Too perfect.

He's…!

There's no time to dodge, so I remove a powerful shield from my [Inventory] and summon it directly onto my back.

Just as the shield appears, something hits it with enough force that even I'd stumble if not prepared. Fortunately I am, making the attack only send a small jolt through my body.

After the impact, silence fills the area around the front gate of the duke's estate. My eyes are still on Rolf, but as I watch him, the clone left behind by his [Shadow Step] begins to dissipate like smoke in the wind.

However, despite the real Rolf holding a dagger to my back, I still don't turn to meet his eyes. The shield may have protected me from his surprise attack, but the same trick won't work twice.

Knowing that, I still refuse to turn.

“Nice try,” I say. “But you'll have to be a little more creative if you want to assassinate me, Rolf.”

Normally, an assassin would eagerly strike twice at an opponent's back if given the opportunity. But Rolf doesn't make another attempt, despite the seemingly perfect chance.

That's because…

“You're not the only assassin here,” Tylith says, her nailed hand at Rolf's throat. “Nor are you the greatest.”

A chain sickle, two swords, a staff, and even a grimoire surround Rolf, each in the hands of one of my companions. They appeared nearly as quickly as my shield, sending a clear message about what will happen if he makes another attempt at my life.

When everyone else catches up to the events, the sound of metal reverberates as soldiers prepare for battle.

“Rolf.” Duke Bradley speaks in a tone that shows clear disappointment. “Return.”

The force pressing against the shield on my back vanishes. A blink later, Rolf is right back where he stood before.

Once again, I can see that slight glimmer in his eyes. The hatred he has for me is too powerful for him to conceal, given his lack of control over his more violent emotions.

“I accept the duel,” Bradley says, as if nothing just happened. “But I have some conditions of my own that must be met.”

King Edgar nods. “Let's hear them.”

“How about we discuss the details on the way to the arena. I assume you are prepared to leave at any time, yes?”

“Everything is ready.”

“Good. I'm sure we can work out the specifics, so let's not waste time talking here. If we do, the battle may end up taking place earlier than expected.” Bradley eyes Rolf.

“Wait a moment, Uncle.” A certain spear-wielding warrior steps to the front with us.

“Julius.” Even Duke Bradley can’t hide his frown after seeing his nephew on our side of the battle lines. “How disappointing. Yet I knew this would be the result if you were to be dragged into this game.”

“A game, is it? Is that all this is to you? And are we just pieces for you to move around as you please?”

“Of course. Like when I sent you to the far east to help High Priest Melina deal with the sudden rise of Forsaken in the region. You were just a piece, albeit one that I had to move carefully as to not upset my brother.”

“And you sent me far from the center of the conflict for a reason. Now that I think upon it, that reason is clear. You wanted me out of the way because you knew I wouldn’t approve of your methods.”

“A simple solution.” Duke Bradley looks to me. “Though I never anticipated it would lead to you meeting the False Hero. No matter how carefully laid the plan, one can never account for such a twist of fate.”

“Fate or no, I have chosen my own destiny. And you are no longer a part of that future.”

“A loss, to be sure. But a small one. Although you are of no consequence, convincing my brother to remain true to our faction will be much more difficult now that you have turned. That’s where the true loss lies.”

“Father won’t stand for it. I’m sure once I reveal the truth to him, he’ll see the wisdom of joining King Edgar.”

“Ah, the optimism of youth. I wonder if the disappointment of reality will deter you from such delusions in the future, Julius.”

“Say what you will, Uncle. It won’t change what I intend to do—what I must do. It’s just unfortunate that you won’t be around to see the cracks in the Orakian Kingdom repaired.”

It seems both of them have said all they intend, and since everyone wants to get moving quickly, we fade to the background to let the king and duke take charge of the rest.

As I watch, the two of them step close. Closer than two mortal enemies should get unless they're crossing swords.

Yet despite being within arm's reach of each other, neither of them look worried about being backstabbed like I nearly was.

“If I didn't know any better, I'd say the two of them were good friends going to have a fun day in the city.”

“The unspoken rules of nobility are powerful,” Lumina says. “While the sun is up, even those on the brink of civil war will act with proper etiquette. It's only during the darkness of night that we need fear the blade.”

“But didn't we just make our move in broad daylight? How did we not break that etiquette?”

“Because Marquis Nicholas is a criminal. Those who break the law are not protected by the unspoken rules.”

“I get the feeling most nobles would lose their protection if all it takes is to break a law.”

Lumina nods. “You're correct, except for one detail. It doesn't matter if they break the law. It only matters if you can prove it. And the amount of evidence required to convict a noble is far higher than a commoner. Failure to convict will often lead to the prosecuting party losing some of their influence for their incompetence, making it risky to go after rivals unless you're absolutely sure you can win.”

“So if we had failed our operation against Nicholas, we'd have only increased the power of Duke Bradley's faction?”

“Yes. It emboldens the opposition and turns away those with a more neutral opinion, leaving the prosecuting party open for various forms of retaliation. It's all a bit complicated, but the end results are situations like this, where clear enemies are calmly walking together.”

I shake my head. “That’s why I could never be a noble. When this war’s over, maybe I should just quietly fade away so I don't get dragged into that kind of mess.”

“That’s unacceptable,” Elise says as we start walking down the road. “The princess will require your help after the war.”

“I can help from the shadows. Imagine a mysterious figure, always showing up at just the right time to save the day. That'd be really cool, wouldn't it?”

“While it's true my family and I take on a similar role as that, there are many drawbacks that can limit such a method.”

“Hmm, that's true. But I have a very useful tool at my disposal that nobody else does, the Network. And unless the Goddess herself kicks me out of it after the war, I'll definitely keep abusing the Network to cheat as much as I can.”

“Depending on how much information and power you can claim, perhaps it could work.”

“Well, let's just say that if things end the way I want, keeping a low profile would only be a minor hindrance to helping Lumina or anyone else who needs it. I just have to keep my Network status.”

Although we have several carriages rolling down the street with our group, none of the important people are riding in them. The king and duke are still discussing the details, while the three heroes are walking together, talking amongst themselves.

The rest of the soldiers and a few servants simply keep pace with us, creating a small column of troops marching down the road.

However, it's quite a walk from the Upper Vale district to the coliseum, so after they finish working out the specifics, both sides retreat to their carriages and our speed is tripled.

Nah, it's too nice of a day to ride in a carriage. Let's enjoy this fine morning as much as we can.

The trip is still a rather long one, considering how much I rely on instantaneous travel these days, but we eventually arrive at our destination.

The white stone of the arena rises up, reaching higher than most buildings in the city while taking up even more ground space than the castle itself.

Inside, many brutal fights have taken place. People cheer as gladiators bleed and die. Spectacles are a common occurrence, both those set up by the organizers to please the fans and ones that occur naturally during battle.

It's a place I'm quite familiar with since I was once a gladiator myself. So, I know from personal experience just how crazy the spectacles can get.

However, those who showed up will be disappointed if they're expecting to see something along the same lines as special events in the past. Because this time…

It's going to be so much more than anything that's come before.


Chapter 23: Before the Duel

----- Lutz -----

“Son, you were always reckless, but isn't this going too far?” My former lanista looks at the door leading to the arena. “Fighting all three of the other heroes at the same time is just absurd.”

As the man I once fought under during my time as a gladiator, the lanista knows I'm no pushover. I've gotten far stronger since my gladiator days, as well.

Yet even my old lanista has a hard time believing I can defeat all three of them on my own. They're summoned heroes, the strongest humans in the entire world. If they were to fight a single person and lose, it'd be the same as confirming that the four races have no hope of victory in the war.

A complete collapse of morale is the expected result of watching their hopes fall along with the three heroes. It's the reason why we haven't made a move on them until now.

But the time to play by those rules is gone.

“If you just look at the numbers, I don't stand a chance of winning against all three of the other heroes. Even if I fought them one at a time, most would agree that I'd get worn down and lose in the end.” A hidden smile pulls at my lips. “But they'd be wrong.”

“I wish I could share your confidence,” the lanista says.

“Well, defeating them in a real battle would be difficult without the girls' help. But this isn't a real battle, it's a duel in the gladiator’s arena. That opens up some opportunities that wouldn't normally exist.”

“The rules set for this match may provide you with a path to victory, but the other three heroes will have their own plan to take advantage of the duel. Don't you think the scales even out, considering they're fighting with the same win condition?”

“From your perspective, it seems that way. But the three heroes are missing something important. Something that flips the odds into my favor.”

“And what is that?”

“Combat experience.”

My former lanista shows me a confused face. Even if I've been fighting since the day I came to this world, claiming to have a massive advantage over the other three heroes due to my combat experience isn't just a hard pill to swallow, it's completely unbelievable.

He's not the only one thinking that. In fact, everyone other than Lumina, Elise, and the rest of my main party showed me the exact same expression when they learned of my plan to fight the three heroes alone.

So when the beastkin, Klaus, speaks up with his own worries, I don't feel a shred of surprise.

“Captain,” my former gladiator companion says. “You've had your share of fights, but isn't it the same for the other heroes? They were already strong before being summoned, so is there really such a big gap between you and them?”

“You know, Klaus, I was once a 33-year-old man living on an entirely different world. And in over three decades of that life, I never once got into a serious fight. My old world was relatively peaceful, especially where I lived. So peaceful that many people looked for ways to add excitement to their lives, and I was no exception.”

I raise one hand and look at my open palm. “I visited many worlds. Too many to count. And in them, I fought fearsome creatures, some bigger and stronger than even the ones in the most dangerous dungeons. In those countless worlds, I fought dragons, demons, titans, and even gods. All just to experience the thrill of battle.”

I lower my hand and look to the closed door that leads out to the arena. “But even the gods can’t compare to the most dangerous foe of all–people. Player versus player has always been my specialty. Dragons? Leviathans? Eldritch horrors? Easy. Simple. But another man? Now that's the challenge I've always loved. And now, it's time to show those three heroes what it means to face someone who’s conquered so many worlds that it has become routine.”

Klaus stares at me with wide eyes. “You did all of that? Conquered entire worlds and defeated their gods?”

“Well, it's a bit more complicated than that. But in essence, yes.”

“Wait,” the lanista says. “You said you never even fought in your three decades of life, then claim to have battled gods?”

“Like I said, it's complicated. But all you need to know is that when it comes to an arena-style PvP, there's nobody in this world who can match me, even the so-called heroes.”

The waiting room we're in is where the judge checks each gladiator before they head out to the arena. Normally, fighters aren't allowed to use enchanted equipment or buffs to enhance their stats.

But that judge is nowhere to be seen. Even the coliseum guards that are usually stationed here are missing. The only ones in this waiting room are my party and a few others that I trust, like Klaus and my former lanista.

The coliseum's administrator, the Flavian, would be welcome here, as well. But as the one in charge, he wants to appear neutral, despite the fact that he's actually on my side.

In fact, it was the Flavian who set this whole match up for us. He put out a notice that a special match will be taking place today and that the king himself would be in attendance.

However, no information has been released about who's fighting. Even now, the crowd is waiting in anticipation to see who exactly is so important that the king himself would make an appearance for the first time in years.

I can only imagine how surprised the crowd is going to be when they see the three heroes step out into the arena.

And then, the utter shock when the False Hero walks out from the opposing side.

I can't wait.

Our short silence is broken by a muffled roar so loud that I can feel vibrations in the air itself. Tens of thousands of voices are shouting out all at once, cheering for something we can't see.

But it's obvious to all of us what triggered the crowd’s reaction.

“The three heroes have entered the arena,” I say. “The spectators finally realize why the Flavian hyped up this match so much. Or, they think they know why. I wonder how they'll react when I walk in.”

“Hatred,” Laya says.

“Hah, that's true. I'm looking forward to it, though. Being the bad guy is kind of fun, you know.”

“Master, does that mean you're going to keep being bad forever?”

“Hmm, maybe. I wonder if I can somehow keep hold of my evil reputation after saving the world…”

“Oh, please,” Belle says. “We all know you're going to find a way, so there's no use wondering about it.”

“Ah, you caught me.”

Tylith presses a finger against her lips. “If it's for building a diabolical reputation, then I'll be standing right beside you.”

“As expected of our Vampire Princess. After the war, we should become villains!”

“Please don't.” Lumina shows us a stiff smile. “That would be quite unfortunate for many people…”

“You should join us, Lumina! I'll make you a black dress, and you can dye your hair to match! We'll be the evil trio seeking to dominate the world after dealing with the threat of Chaos!”

Elise raises an eyebrow. “Need I remind you of our recent discussion regarding the aftermath of this conflict?”

“Oops, heh.” I show Elise a wry smile.

The door to the waiting room opens, but not the one that goes out to the fighting arena. Rather, it's the door that leads to the hall where the lanistas and gladiators have their training rooms.

From the open doorway, a familiar face is peering into the waiting room. I never even caught his name, but the beastkin man was once a part of the slavemaster lanista that caused trouble for me back when I was a gladiator.

He had been forced to fight as that lanista’s slave, destined to die for the sake of a good spectacle.

When I killed the slavemaster lanista, I freed him and several others. But unlike the rest, this beastkin gladiator stayed at the coliseum to keep fighting. Except now, he's on my former lanista's team and has become a good friend of Klaus.

“You're up, Captain.” The beastkin gladiator locks eyes with me.

“Captain?” I look to Klaus, who shrugs.

“Klaus said you'd always be the captain of our team.”

“I knew it.” I shrug as well. “But I don't hate it, so I'll roll with it. For now, I have the small task of defeating the other three heroes, and if they're ready for my entrance, then I don't want to keep them waiting.”

“May fortune guide you, Sir Lutz.” Lumina looks as if she's praying for my victory.

“Thanks, Lumina.” I step up to the door that leads to the arena. “I'm off.”

A round of voices comes next, with each of the girls wishing me luck in the battle. Though some just tell me to have fun instead.

After everything's been said, I push on the door, and the circular ring of dirt that makes up the arena's fighting area appears before me.

Without even a bit of hesitation, I take the first step out onto the battleground that will determine the fate of this kingdom–and the world.

The seats are packed, as expected. The Flavian even managed to lure in nobles and wealthy merchants, who have their own sections separate from the masses.

The king himself is also here, as are most of the nobles loyal to the crown.

Looking around even more, I see several recognizable faces that we called here to witness the battle. Each of them are sectioned off like the nobles, giving them some private space in this public coliseum.

The most unique group among the spectators is a gathering of people whose faces are completely covered in veils. Over a dozen of them, their identities completely hidden from prying eyes.

Then there are the three heroes. They're in the center of the arena, fully armed and ready for combat.

And they don't look too happy to be here.

Oh, well. Not my problem. If you didn't want your lies exposed, you shouldn't have betrayed this world.

The noisy crowd has quieted a bit at my entrance. Clearly, they don't recognize me. Though their ignorance will be rectified soon enough.

For now, I stop in the center, just a few paces from the heroes.

It's finally time.

Time to be who I was always meant to be.

And that means…

A confident smile forms on my lips. “It’s time to end this.”

“It's going to end,” Cedric says. “But not like you're imagining. You were a fool to challenge all three of us at once.”

“You’re really hurting my feelings, Cedric. And to think you were so nice to me when we were first summoned. I'll never recover from the mental damage of your betrayal.”

He grits his teeth. “If you were a mouthy brat back then, I'd have run you through with my sword myself rather than let them throw you in that dungeon.”

“Oh, c'mon. You don't believe that for a second. After our summoning, you hadn't yet betrayed the four races, right? When was it that you swore fealty to the Lord of Chaos? Was it before or after they besieged this city last month?”

Cedric frowns. “Who told you that?”

“I saw it with my own eyes, back when we had our little skirmish in the alley. You were always so full of energy and motivation to expand your church, become the most popular hero, and be recognized as the leader of your little band of misfits.”

I place the butt of my spear onto the dirt ground. “But when we fought that day, I saw none of that. You were empty–scared, even. That energy, that desire to spread your name–it was gone. And it's been gone ever since. The only explanation is that you found out the truth. The truth that you're nothing but a puppet to the one you thought you were summoned to defeat.”

Cedric doesn't refute my words. He just stares at me with a mixture of hatred and resignation.

Though I get the feeling his anger isn't really directed at me, personally. Rather, it's the fact that I am what he used to believe himself to be–a hero, summoned by the Goddess.

Having his future ripped from him and placed into the hands of another must be a hard pill to swallow.

If I woke up tomorrow only to find everything I've been working toward was a lie, I'd be pissed, too.

But it's hard to feel sorry for someone who's fighting to destroy the world as we know it.

The spectators are loud, as usual. But they quiet down a bit when the Flavian himself steps into the arena.

Seeing as how this is a special event where the king and many nobles are in attendance, the crowd is eagerly waiting for the show to begin. But first, they likely want to know why the three heroes are fighting and who their opponent is.

Being their opponent, that means a lot of focus is on me. Because of that, I'm not surprised to hear that some of the spectators have figured out I'm the False Hero.

However, there's very little anger, even from those that have realized who I am.

They think I'm an imposter, huh? An actor, hired to perform for them so they can watch as the three heroes defeat the big, bad False Hero.

Well, they're about to have their delusions shattered.

“People of Roshar!” The Flavian shouts. “Allow me to first welcome you to today's unprecedented match here in my coliseum! As you see, the ones fighting here today are none other than the three summoned heroes themselves! Surely, it's a match any would pay to see!”

The Flavian raises one hand toward me. “Yet the true surprise is their opponent, a man whose infamy proceeds him the world over! Known for his betrayal of this world and his allegiance to our great enemy, the man who will face the three heroes in armed combat is none other than the False Hero himself!”

The crowd cheers, still thinking this is more of a theatrical performance than a real battle.

But when the crowd begins to quiet down, a particular man stands from his seat.

Looking up at the balcony seating that's only available to royals and high nobles, I see King Edgar preparing to give a speech. Lumina and Elise are on that same balcony, as are all of the girls.

Even Prince Rhys and Prince Lyle are there, the latter of which is also standing. Lyle and I have a bit of history, and he still doesn't know the truth about me. It would have been too dangerous to tell him so close to this battle.

So, rather than standing for a speech, Lyle is absolutely focused on me, trying to decide whether I'm an imposter or the real False Hero that he fought against during the siege last month.

Being stared at so intently by the young prince, I can't help but give him a little wave. Seeing that, Lyle nearly leaps down from the balcony to confirm for himself if I'm the real deal.

Fortunately, Lumina is keeping an eye on him. After a quick whisper into Lyle’s ear, the prince slowly retakes his seat. His eyes are still burning into me, though.

The crowd has finally quieted enough for King Edgar to give his speech, so I return my focus to him just as he opens his mouth.

“Loyal subjects of Orakio, it has been a difficult time for all of us. War threatens our very existence, and the future appears more uncertain with each passing day. Every man, woman, and child has felt the fear of that uncertainty.”

Edgar waves his arm out over the crowd. “But that changes today! No longer will the four races sit idle while the forces of Chaos devastate this world! No longer will I allow traitors to run amok in my kingdom, plotting our destruction from right beneath my nose!”

“That is why,” he continues, “I have made my decision to ally with the one who can save this world–the only man with the strength to defeat even the Lord of Chaos himself! And he stands before you at this very moment.”

His arm ends up pointing at me. “Let it be known from this day forth that the crown stands with the hero, Lutz! As the only true hero summoned by the Goddess, only he can turn the tide of this war and save our world! And he will have my full support in his endeavors!”

Edgar slowly lowers his arm. “And as for the other three–they are the traitors, working alongside the Lord of Chaos to destroy everything the four races have built. After today, it will be they who must fear for their life in my kingdom.”

The king's words stun the crowd, their shocked faces unable to piece together what they just heard.

The crown publicly admitting their alliance with the False Hero isn't just unexpected, it's downright unimaginable. No king would work alongside someone whose entire mission is to destroy their country and even the entire world.

And yet, Edgar's words hang in the air, unchallenged. Before the crowd can overcome their surprise, another man stands to give a speech of his own.

Duke Bradley is in an adjoining section of the seats, close enough to see the white in the king's eyes while far enough away that neither can attack the other before the defender has a chance to prepare. And that goes for the soldiers protecting both of them, as well.

“The king has gone mad,” Bradley says. “Aligning himself with the man who led the siege against this very city not two months ago! Only a traitor and a coward would bend the knee to our mortal enemy, and yet, the king has done just that!”

Bradley motions to the three heroes. “My allegiance has never changed. I stand with the true heroes chosen by the Goddess herself–the ones who have fought and bled to keep the forces of Chaos at bay! The very heroes all of you have put your faith in!”

He points to me next. “The False Hero shall fall before your eyes. And with his defeat, we will be one step closer to reclaiming the world from the fiends! When the battle is over and the rightful heroes are victorious, I ask that all of you support me, Duke Bradley de Reinhold, as I ascend to the throne and lead Orakio to victory in this Great War!”

The two men vying for control of the kingdom have finally declared their allegiance. King Edgar on my side, and Duke Bradley with the three heroes.

Now, there's no turning back. For any of us.

If I lose here, we'll have to forfeit everything. The crown, our reputation, and even our place in this world.

All of it will disappear the instant I'm defeated.

But if I win…

The crowd remembers the harrowing experience of the siege, with fiends roaming the streets, killing or capturing anyone who stands against them. Being reminded about that day while in the presence of the False Hero himself would naturally bring out their anger and frustration.

But I don't care about the slander being hurled my way by those who don't know the whole truth. I tune out their shouts, my eyes focused on my three opponents.

A half-eaten chicken leg flies right at my face, but it vanishes into my [Inventory] before it even gets into arm's reach. The rest of the stuff thrown my way ends up getting stored, as well. Before long, I have a whole crate’s worth of garbage from all the scraps and other items the crowd is tossing at me.

“Enough!” The Flavian shouts. “We're here today to witness the final battle between the heroes! If you wish to express your dissatisfaction, do it after the duel!”

The Flavian waits for the crowd to quiet down before continuing. “As many know, magic is restricted during gladiatorial bouts. However, this duel is special, and as such, the fighters will retain access to all of their items and spells. To prevent injuries, powerful mages will be casting multiple layers of protection for the crowd.”

Barriers appear around the dirt arena, coloring the crowd in a blue hue. Those powerful mages are my companions, of course. Even an Archfiend would have a difficult time penetrating their [Shimmering Shield] spells.

That said, they had to stretch the barriers out to cover the whole arena, which limits their strength. Still, it's enough to stop any stray spells that happen to fly towards the crowd. And if something too powerful appears, we have a plan for that.

“Additionally,” the Flavian continues, “the rules for the match have been changed. Due to their strength, a real battle between the heroes would devastate this coliseum, even with the protective spells. To prevent that, any fighter who's knocked to the ground three times will be disqualified. The last side standing shall be declared the winner. Also…”

The Flavian continues explaining the rules to the crowd, but the three heroes and I already heard all of it, so I listen with half an ear as I strike up another conversation with my opponents.

“Collette,” I say. “You sure do look angry today. Want to get something off your chest?”

“Cut the pleasant attitude, you worthless trash. And I don't have anything to say to someone who's about to die.”

“Oh, my. You really are mad at me. Is it because I threatened to assassinate you if you tried going after Lumina again? Or did you always have anger management issues?”

“What an idiotic statement. You're my enemy, and that's all the reason I need to hate you.”

I shrug. “If you had chosen better, then we wouldn't be on opposite sides of this fight. But it's too late now. I hope you enjoyed your time in the spotlight because after this battle, there won't be anyone left who will idolize you.”

Collette’s face shows even more hatred than before. “You should have listened when I said nobody can stop what's to come. Even if you defeat us and lead an army to the western cathedral, it won't do any good. Your fate is sealed, along with everyone in this world.”

I wave my hand dismissively. “Yeah, yeah. I know all about your god. He even gives orders to the Lord of Chaos. But that doesn't change anything. Once I win here, the real battle for this world can finally begin. And I don't plan on losing.”

“So confident, as always. But do you really think you can win? From what I can see, you lack the strength to win in single combat, much less against all three of us.”

I bring up my Status Screen. “Sure, I'm level 71 while the three of you are level 80. That's a pretty big gap in strength, so I can see why you'd be skeptical. But if you think that advantage will be enough for you to win, then I'm looking forward to the shock of your defeat.”

It seems Collette has said everything she wants to say, so I turn my eyes toward the final traitor.

“Rolf.”

The assassin hero doesn't react in the slightest, even when I say his name. That doesn't stop me from continuing, of course.

“How's the Assassin’s Guild doing these days? I hope you didn't have to work too hard to rebuild it after I tore it down.”

Rolf's eye twitches just a bit. “Blood for blood.”

“Scary. Looks like I need to check under my bed before going to sleep tonight.” My words don't get another reaction, so I sweep my gaze over all three of the traitors. “All of you made your choice. You selfishly decided that your lives were more important than this world. And today, I'm going to show you the consequences of that decision.”

The Flavian finishes his speech, so he turns to us. After verifying that we're ready to begin, he leaves the arena and seeks the safety of the seating area. Even he doesn't want to miss the show.

With no more words left to say, a brief moment of silence falls between the four of us.

Then, a massive gong bellows throughout the coliseum.

The battle between the summoned heroes has begun.
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Chapter 24: Hero vs Heroes

----- Lutz -----

My spear twirls, disappearing behind my back even though all three of the other heroes are standing several paces in front of me. Yet despite the seemingly useless movement, the sharp sound of metal on metal rings out as my weapon clashes with another.

“The same trick again?” I ask, not even turning to look at Rolf.

The assassin hero would probably love to try sticking one of his daggers into my back again, but there's the small problem of a Heroic-Class spell heading right at me. And being at my back, Rolf is in the direct path of that very same spell.

“Let's avoid that.” I move as I speak, leaping high into the air.

The [Flame Wave] magic unleashed by Collette expands as it rushes out, covering nearly the entire arena ground below me. The brazen use of such powerful magic forces Rolf and Cedric to follow my lead, taking to the sky to avoid being engulfed.

As expected of an assassin, Rolf hounds me, even as we leap around on our [Air Step] spells. The sound of clashing metal is loud to my ears, but the roar of flames no doubt drowns it out from the crowd's perspective.

When Cedric joins the melee in the sky, my ears are only further filled with heavy clanking, so much so that the flames might as well be a distant storm as they crash into the protective barriers that surround the arena.

Fast. Even Cedric's Agility is ridiculously high compared to almost everyone I've fought.

Cedric’s sword passes by my face as I lean back, missing me by less than the width of a finger.

At the same time, Rolf's dagger seeks my unguarded side, forcing me to leap off my [Air Step]. Rather than landing on another magical platform, I let gravity take hold of me, pulling me back to the ground.

As I fall, Collette’s massive [Waterblade] cuts the air where I once stood, nearly giving Cedric a haircut as it passes by.

Barely any time to retaliate when they're all attacking me non-stop.

Fighting a one on three PvP battle is just as tough as I remember.

But man is it fun.

Even before I land, Collette releases her next spell. Not only is her magic more powerful than Archfiend Vrazruk’s, but her cast time is shorter, making it difficult to find time to even fight the other two heroes between her spells.

As a dedicated mage, that's to be expected. She may not be able to stand toe to toe with us in melee, but that doesn't matter if Cedric and Rolf don't give me the time to capitalize on her weaknesses.

Not wanting to be incinerated by her [Flame Pillar], I kick off a vertical [Air Step], pushing me out of the area of effect just as the fire roars to life.

After landing on the dirt ground, I'm immediately flanked by Cedric in the front and Rolf in the back, just as I was while battling them in the sky.

“Is this all you have to show us!?” Cedric shouts as he swings his weapon. “Where's that confidence now, False Hero!”

“Don't think…” I duck his blade while I twirl my spear to block Rolf's dagger. “...The battle will continue like this forever.”

“You're right! It won't keep going like this! Because soon, you'll be lying flat on the dirt!”

As if trying to live up to his words, Cedric comes in for a shield bash. Although the technique won't deal much damage if it lands, it's not an attack I can avoid as easily as a sword swing.

With no choice but to abandon my position, I step aside to get out of his way, putting me in the direct path of Rolf who predicted my escape route.

“Die.” Rolf's voice is cold as ice as his dagger flashes before my eyes.

I feel the blade slice across my cheek as I barely manage to avoid a critical hit. Dodging it breaks my balance, and Cedric doesn't let the chance slip by.

He attacks from the direction I evade, forcing me to parry with my spear. But before the weapons even clash, vines burst from the ground, wrapping around my arms and legs.

[Entangle]. How annoying.

The Earth Magic hampers movement, which makes regaining my balance even more difficult. Still, I manage to parry the sword, but there's nothing I can do about the [Shockwave] that comes after.

The sword skill hits me full force, and for the first time since the battle began, I take a real wound.

Doesn't hurt, though.

My [Pain Resistance] Unique Skill dulls it to the point that it's an afterthought, but if I'm not careful, they'll keep stacking up damage until it interferes with my combat ability.

An [Entangle] spell used by a powerful hero could hold most foes in place for as long as the magic lasts. But against another hero like me, it's just a hindrance.

With a quick leap, I manage to get out of the area of effect. Unfortunately, I end up in the path of Collette's [Shardstorm].

This is less than ideal…

While I'd like to leap out, by the time I try to do so, Rolf's [Shock] engulfs me. The Wind Magic doesn't do much damage, but the paralyze effect makes a quick escape impossible.

However, fortune hasn't completely turned on me.

“The hell!?” Cedric shouts as he scrambles out of the path of the oncoming [Shardstorm].

Rolf is just as surprised. He didn't plan on stunning me to help Collette's spell land, it's just that the timing happened to match up in their favor.

Idiots.

My [Shimmering Shield] appears between me and the [Shardstorm], blocking the lances of ice that the central orb is shooting out at tremendous speed.

Using the time the defensive magic buys me, I manage to escape the area of effect before the powerful Water Magic can fill me full of holes.

As soon as I get my feet beneath me, the crack of thunder deafens me at the same time as a bright light fills my vision. Rolf's [Lightning] spell hits me dead on, sending a burning pain through my abdomen.

Like before, it's dulled by my [Pain Resistance], but it's more damage being stacked up on me.

More importantly, Cedric uses the opportunity to give me a proper shield bash, and I feel my center of gravity shift enough that I'm dangerously close to falling flat onto my back and giving them the first point in this match.

Barely. I just barely manage to keep my feet beneath me.

And then Rolf appears.

Crap.

His dagger sinks into my shoulder. He's aiming for my heart, but I twist just enough to avoid having my chest excavated for a second time.

However, even if I'm able to limit the damage done, there's nothing I can do about the weight pressing down on me while I'm off-balance.

I feel my back hit the dirt ground, the dagger still plunged into my shoulder. Rolf takes his second dagger and decides to complete his original objective. In other words, he sticks it directly into my heart.

At least, that's what he wanted to do. But instead, the weapon goes straight through my shadow clone and sinks into the arena floor.

The assassin hero looks up, where I stand atop an [Air Step] after having used one of my casts of [Shadow Step]. But even though he couldn't finish me off, there's not a shred of disappointment on his face.

“Ouch.” I run my hand over my shoulder, and it comes back covered in blood. “Watch where you're sticking that thing, would you?”

Rolf's dagger drips blood. My blood. When he sees that, a sinister smile forms on his lips. But it doesn't reach his eyes.

“Fool.” Cedric points his sword up at me while still standing on the dirt ground. “I told you this was a mistake. Even if you're this strong, there's no way for you to win against three of us. Give up before you lose your life in this pointless battle.”

“I'm saddened that you have so little faith in me, Cedric. Shouldn't a hero who wants to do what's right for this world be rooting for me to win? Or have you really thrown in all your chips, betting on the Lord of Chaos to win this war?”

He grits his teeth. “You have no room to speak to me in such a manner! You killed my father in cold blood! As if I'll ever forgive you for that!”

“Ah, I guess I did, didn't I? Well, we gave him a chance to retreat, and I'd have lived up to my word. But he decided that starting a war with Belfast to take back your former territory was more important than defeating the fiends. And that's something I couldn't allow.”

“Lies! It was the beastkin who attacked us first! My father was merely protecting the Orakian Kingdom!”

I shake my head. “So that's the narrative you're going with? How pitiful. At least own up to the truth.”

The shadow clone at Rolf's feet begins dissipating, becoming mist as it vanishes into nothingness.

The assassin raises his bloody dagger. “One.”

“Yeah, you don't have to remind me. We came up with the rules, remember?”

“And those rules won't save you,” Collette says. “We'll knock you down again and again. After that, victory will be ours.”

“You, beat me? Haha…” My smile turns into a full-blown laugh. “Hahahaha! To think I would be looked down upon by a group of B-Tier heroes who can barely prevent themselves from hitting each other with friendly fire! I've fought tougher opponents in bronze league than the three of you!”

I let my [Air Step] fade, falling to the ground with a soft thud.

“It's time you three learned that there's only one place you truly belong.” I point to the dirt next to my boots. “At my feet, begging for mercy.”

Cedric, Rolf, and Collette each show me a similar expression. Anger.

Good, get mad. Psychological warfare is a great way to lower a person's skill level.

Back on Earth, it was easy to take advantage of any online games that allowed opponents to talk to each other before or during battle. With a few, simple words, many players would start to rage, clouding their judgement and reducing their effectiveness.

Although it's questionable how much it will help against the three heroes, I'm pulling out all the stops for this battle. Not because I want to but because I have to.

“I’ll make you regret those words when you're the one eating dirt again.” Cedric charges forward, igniting the battle once again.

“I’m full now, but thanks for the offer.” I meet his sword with my spear. “Ah, look out behind you.”

Cedric risks a glance at Collette, who's preparing to release yet another spell.

His split focus gives me the chance I need to launch my first real attack since the start of this battle, a simple swing of my spear aimed at Cedric's throat. But just because I have an opening doesn't mean I'm going to land a clean hit.

Cedric raises his shield just in time, catching my spear tip before it can find his flesh. But even if he stops my weapon, he can't prevent my skill from triggering.

“[Crescent Wave]!” The half-moon shaped blast of energy flies out, hitting Cedric at point blank range.

The Weapon Skill does decent damage and can even penetrate some of the opponent’s armor. But Cedric is far from an average warrior, and since he specializes in heavy armor, even my [Crescent Wave] can't deal effective damage when blocked.

However, the Weapon Skill has a specialty beyond its offensive power. It can knock back even large monsters many times heavier than a soldier wearing full plate, meaning even the all-powerful hero can't keep his footing when hit by the attack.

Now's my chance!

I turn my back on Cedric as he struggles against my [Crescent Wave], casting [Shimmering Shield] in the process. Trusting my anti-magic barrier to protect me from Collette's oncoming spell, I come face to face with my real target–Rolf.

The assassin-class hero loves to strike at my back, especially when I'm distracted by the tank or caster he calls his allies. But with those two out of the picture for the next few seconds, I can fully focus on dealing with the annoying gnat that keeps hounding me.

Seeing his surprise attack fail doesn't even cause Rolf to flinch. He's supremely confident that even in a toe-to-toe battle, he can beat me.

Let's get rid of that arrogance here and now.

His twin daggers blur, seeking to add yet another wound to my body and force me to the ground for a second time. Blocking them with my spear is an option, as is avoiding a critical hit and striking back to exchange damage with him.

But I choose neither option, instead going with something he would never expect.

“What!?” Rolf shouts in surprise as his daggers hit me straight on, only to be stopped cold by my shield.

“Enjoy this.” A blast of energy bursts out from my shield, hitting Rolf directly in the chest.

The assassin-class hero takes the brunt of my shield's Weapon Skill, [Sunder], which returns damage back to the attacker several times over. Seeing as how assassins have high strength, the skill is extra effective against his type.

“Guh…!” Rolf grunts as he's blown away.

His body hits the ground, sliding along the arena floor and covering his formerly pristine clothes with dirt.

For the first time since the match began, one of the three heroes has been knocked down.

“That’s a good look for you, Rolf.” My voice has a metallic ring thanks to the helmet that covers my entire head. “Maybe I'll dirty that face of yours next.”

“What the hell happened!?” Cedric shouts, looking at me.

I turn, the full plate armor covering my body clanking as I move. “I was jealous of your armor, Cedric. So, I decided to get a set of my own.”

“But just now, you were wearing that overcoat! And now you're in a set of plate armor!?”

“Calm down, Cedric.” Collette's voice is far more relaxed than her companion's. “Have you forgotten about his [Inventory] skill?”

“T-that’s right. He did have such a skill, didn't he?” Cedric regains his composure.

“It's nothing to worry about. Even if he can swap equipment in an instant, it's useless if he doesn't have the skills to utilize them effectively.”

Cedric frowns. “But [Sunder] is a Heroic-Class shield skill. Why would a spear user have access to it?”

“Who knows. He probably wasted a lot of time learning it, only to drop the use of a shield in favor of a two-handed spear. Like I said, it's nothing to worry about.”

“Tsk, tsk.” I shake my head, causing my helmet to rattle just a bit. “Are you sure you're not trying to rationalize it to keep yourself calm, Collette? After all, the alternative is that I have access to any Weapon Skill I want at any time.”

“Don't be a fool. Nobody has them all, even us.”

“Hah. Well, I hope you can keep that belief of yours, even after–” I swing my gauntleted fist, slamming it into Rolf. “–Even after I show you otherwise. And Rolf, it's rude to attack someone while they're talking. Don't you know banter is one of the best parts of a duel?”

The assassin-class hero lowers his arms, which he’d been forced to use to block my fist. “I’ll make you regret everything you've ever done to me.”

“Don't count on that. Assassins are so predictable, and you're no exception, Rolf. Always trying to stick that dagger in my back, as if that's your only trick–whoops.”

The world shifts as I activate [Shadow Step] and teleport into the sky, landing on a translucent step.

Below is Rolf, his dagger in the back of my shadow clone. A few steps in front of my illusory self is Rolf's own shadow clone, the two of our misty figures making quite the sight as they stare at each other.

“What did I just say? So predictable.” I shrug. “What are you looking at me like that for? Wondering how I always know when you activate [Shadow Step]? Well, it's quite simple. I've been killed by far better assassins than you–too many times to count. It's a little embarrassing, honestly.”

I send the helmet to my [Inventory], letting the fresh air wash over my face. “That’s what happens to most healers. Getting targeted by enemy assassins is just the norm, and since I’m typically the party's support, that meant the bullseye was always on my back. It's amazing how much you can improve against a particular archetype when constantly facing them on the battlefield.”

I pat the chest plate covering my body. “One day, when I entered a new world, I decided to get revenge. Just like healers fear assassins, so too do assassins fear tanks. So, I focused my entire existence in that world to protecting my healers by eliminating any assassins who dared target my supports. And now, Rolf, it's your turn.”

I cancel my [Air Step] and fall to the ground with a solid thud. Still equipped with my full plate mail, I stand just a few paces away from the other three heroes, nearly recreating the scene from before the match even began.

Except now, both Rolf and I have been knocked down a single time. With the battle heating up, it won't be long before the winner is decided.

And with it, the fate of the world.

----- Several Years Earlier -----

----- Guild Master Diables -----

“Group 3, fall back and heal up. Group 5, cover their retreat, but don't push forward until I give the order.”

I toss a [Pyroblast] toward the castle gate, right at the choke point where the enemy guild is bunched up. Several other mages follow my lead, creating a light show of spells that makes the tank and warrior classes think twice about pushing out to chase Group 3 and finish them off.

We manage to buy enough time for Group 5 to get into position, letting us breathe a sigh of relief while we heal and form up for the next assault.

Checking the time left in the guild war, I can't help but frown.

Halfway over and we haven't even made it through the gate? We need a change of tactics, or we're going to lose.

The battle went surprisingly smooth in the beginning, but now I understand why.

They filled their groups with a lot of tanks and healers to hold the gate, rather than try to contest us on the open field.

Pretty common tactic, but that limits their dps output. If we can manage to crack their defenses, then we'll be able to wipe them quickly.

But we need to get past the gate first and stagger them so their respawn timers don't line up. Then we just keep pushing, and the momentum will take us all the way to the throne room.

And to victory.

“GM!” One of my Guild Commanders shouts in the voice channel. “We just checked the rear gate, and it's practically unguarded!”

“What? How many are back there?”

“Just two! A Dark Knight and a Druid. If we send a few guys back there, we can probably wipe them out before reinforcements arrive.”

“A Dark Knight and Druid…” A notorious pair of players comes to mind. “What are their names?”

“It's Lutz and The Bear. I know what you're thinking, but no matter how good they are, just two players can't beat an entire group. How about sending Group 3? They need to heal and wait for cooldowns anyway, so the long walk isn't much of a waste.”

“Hmm…”

The rear gate is a tricky area. To get there, attackers need to circumvent the entire castle wall, a trip that takes a full minute if they take the fastest route.

But while circling around to the back, they'll be in full view of the defenders, giving them plenty of time to send reinforcements before the attackers even arrive at the rear gate.

One option is to sneak a group back there, but that would require taking a hidden path that over doubles the travel distance. And during that time, we'll be understaffed at the front gate, making it even more difficult to break through.

In the worst-case scenario, the defenders will realize we're down an entire group and push out, wiping us before our back attack has time to break through the rear gate.

Worse still, the game limits which classes on the attacking side can even enter the back gate. Specifically, only assassins can get inside.

That means sending a well-rounded group of tanks, dps, and healers to wipe out the defenders at the back wouldn't do any good unless some of the dps in the party were assassins, who could enter the gate after defeating the enemies guarding it.

The rest of the group would have to make the trip all the way back to the front gate afterwards, or wait until the castle is breached and the gate control flips from defender to attacker.

That's why most attackers try to breach the rear gate early in the Guild War, as the mission takes a lot of time to pull off. In fact, we did try exactly that, but the defenders had a large group back there early on, and we were defeated.

So they pulled the defenders from the back gate after that, leaving just Lutz and The Bear to defend it. No wonder we're having such a hard time breaking through the front.

But if it's those two, is it even worth trying again…?

Another strategy is to send a full group of assassins to the rear gate. Since they can stealth, they don't need to waste time taking the long way around just to stay hidden. And being assassins, they can all enter the gate after defeating the defenders, practically ensuring a breach of the castle afterwards.

It's the perfect plan, with no waste of time or resources. But there's a huge flaw with that strategy.

A full group of assassins just isn't versatile enough to defeat a well-rounded group of tanks, dps, and healers. The chance of winning that fight is so low that the strategy has fallen out of the meta in favor of other tactics.

If it’s guarded by Lutz and The Bear, is it even worth sending a full group of assassins…?

Damn. Why did it have to be Lutz? No, they'd be a fool to station anyone but him there, considering the likelihood that assassins will strike the rear gate.

Maybe it's best if we just ignore the rear gate. At least that way, two of their best players will be out of the main fight.

While considering my options, another member of my guild speaks up in voice chat.

Normally, only Guild Commanders have speaking privileges to prevent comms from becoming too hectic during a tough battle. Yet despite having just joined my guild a few days ago, I made an exception for this particular member.

Though I'm beginning to think that was a mistake.

“What are you hesitating for, Diables?” The guild member says with obvious frustration. “I thought you were some kinda genius or something? If you don't even know what to do about two measly defenders, maybe you should pass the title of Guild Master of the server's strongest guild to me instead.”

“Are you saying you have a solution, Gloomblade?”

“Duh! Just send a couple assassins to take out that druid. Once the healer falls, the tank won't stand a chance.”

“Let me guess, you want to go.”

“I'm the best assassin on the server, so who else would go? And druids are the weakest healers. I'll have him looking at the respawn screen before the tank even knows we're there.”

I mentally shake my head. “Your old server just merged with ours, so calling yourself the best assassin right now is a little arrogant, don't you think?”

“The best is the best, no matter the server.”

Due to a declining playerbase, many servers were merged to keep the game alive. The result was famous players like Gloomblade joining new guilds, like mine. That's why I kept his voice chat enabled, despite him not being a Commander.

But I didn't expect him to be such a handful.

“You can only act confident because you haven't fought Lutz and The Bear. Two assassins won't be enough, and if we really want to be sure to win, we need to send someone with elemental damage.”

“And be forced to take the long way!? That's the dumbest thing I've heard since joining this server!”

I feel my temper rising, but I try my best to keep a lid on it. “You really want to fight them, huh? Fine, take three assassins to send Lutz and The Bear to spawn.”

“You're sending four assassins just to take out two players!? You really are an idiot, aren't you, Diables!”

“I guess I am. But that doesn't change my order. Take three, and you better not lose.”

“Hah! As if I'd lose to some scrubs. And after I take the gate for you, I want to be a Guild Commander. No questions asked.”

“Sure, I'll promote you if you win.”

“Heh. Easiest promotion of my life.”

Gloomblade and three other assassins stealth and start the minute-long trek around the gate.

Meanwhile, Group 3 has fully regrouped, with the dead players having come back from our spawn point with all their skills off cooldowns. So while I wait for the assassins to get into position, we push hard on the front gate to keep pressure on the enemy guild to ensure no reinforcements are sent to the rear gate.

After a minute of unsuccessful attacks on the front, Gloomblade arrives at the back, where Lutz and The Bear are standing guard.

“Idiots,” Gloomblade says. “That druid is as good as–what the hell!?”

The supposed best assassin on the server shouts in surprise for reasons I can't see, but I can certainly imagine.

You should have been more careful, Gloomblade.

He can't hear my thoughts, but he'll certainly listen to them after the battle.

“Shit, I'm rooted! How did that tank know we're here!? Screw it, I'm breaking the CC!”

Gloomblade’s class can break out of crowd control with one of their abilities, but it has a five-minute cooldown, so it's not something that can be spammed.

“Now the druid slows me!? Hurry and get the healer! Ignore the tank!”

He gives orders to his three companions, but I already know it won't go as easily as he expects.

“Move, you dumb tank! I'm not wasting my abilities on you until after the healer’s down!”

Without a doubt, Lutz is hounding Gloomblade, stacking up the damage against him as he tries to reach The Bear.

“Dammit! I'm getting debuffed like crazy!? What kind of build is this Dark Knight using!? This isn't meta for his class!”

Gloomblade doesn't know, but Lutz built himself far differently from most Dark Knights. He ignored most of the usual tank abilities you find on front-line fighters and opted to use his class’s specialty in debuffs.

Normally, they're considered weak, far outside the game's meta. But he doesn't care about that. He only cares about killing assassins, and the Dark Knight build he's using is especially good at that.

Frighteningly good.

“One assassin's down already!? How!? But we finally made it to the healer! Now it's time to–what!? Bear form druid!? That's one of the worst builds in the game!”

Gloomblade’s right. Bear form druid comes with a lot of drawbacks. They can't cast their spells while transformed, so even if they receive double armor and passive healing through their bear form abilities, it can't make up for the loss of their magic.

But when paired with Lutz’s Dark Knight build, the combination makes for a surprisingly powerful duo, especially against assassins.

Tanks can protect one target, taking half the damage they receive. But since it calculates the damage based on the one taking the hits, protecting a squishy character means the tank’s own damage reduction becomes useless.

But by going from light armor in druid form to medium armor in bear form, it greatly lowers the total damage received by both of them. Paired with the passive healing effects, it lets the two of them sustain in small-scale skirmishes better than the typical pairing of Priest and Crusader.

“This damn tank needs to get off me already! You two, why haven't you taken down the healer yet!? Wait! Are you two really losing to that bear form druid!?”

Since I can see their life bars in my guild menu, I know that the two assassins who are supposedly taking down The Bear are near death. And since assassins have no way to heal themselves, they can only hope to burn down their opponent before they themselves are defeated.

Unfortunately…

“How is that stupid Druid so strong!? And why is this Dark Knight so annoying!?”

As I watch, two of the assassins’ HP fall to zero, leaving Gloomblade alone against Lutz and The Bear.

“Hackers! They have to be cheating! There's no way these trash builds can beat us like this!”

Finally, Gloomblade meets the same fate as his companions, succumbing to the deadly duo.

“To hell with this! I'm reporting them right now!”

I get a notification that Gloomblade logs off, no doubt so he can go file a report like he said. Though it won't do any good since neither Lutz nor The Bear are really cheating.

A small chime plays from my headphones, letting me know I received a direct message in the chat log. Without looking, I already know who it's from, and I was looking forward to it when Gloomblade's battle ended.

“lol Diables did you really send assassins to take the rear gate?” Lutz asks. “I know you wouldn't do that without a reason so why?”

“cuz gloomblade just got here from the server merge and thought he could take you. figured since we're gonna lose this guild war I might as well teach him a lesson.”

“ah so that's why I never saw him before. he was actually pretty good but he's really bad at adapting to things when they get out of control.”

“noted, and thanks for taking him down a notch.”

“somehow I have a feeling he won't learn as much as you want from this, but who knows.”

“he thinks he's the best assassin on the server, so I expect him to try and prove it against you from here on.”

“in that case, I'll add his name to my excel sheet to keep track of how many times I send him to spawn. can't wait to show him the numbers in a few weeks.”

The Guild War goes as expected. In other words, we fail to break into the throne room before the time runs out.

But although we lose, at least I won't have to deal with Gloomblade's arrogant attitude anymore. Or at least, I can remind him what happened last time he thought he knew better than me.

All's well that ends well. Now, I wonder how much I have to offer Lutz and The Bear to join my guild…

----- Current Day -----

----- Lutz -----

“Do you think us fools?” Collette asks. “There's not a single person here who would believe you've visited so many worlds and lived such a plethora of lives. Cut the lies, False Hero. They won't win you this duel.”

“That hurts. How can I go on living after hearing such words from you, Collette?”

Her frown only deepens. Like Lumina said, nobles are used to playing by certain rules, and when it comes to verbal disputes, they always try to outdo each other with wit to win over their peers.

When she tries to drag me into that social game, only to be met with a sarcastic and ridiculing response, it goes against her lifetime of social upbringing. She sees it as crude, meaning in a noble setting, I'd have lost points with my snarky comment.

But we're not at a royal ball or noble gathering. We're in the gladiator's arena, fighting for control of the Orakian Kingdom. The rules Collette loves so much don't apply here.

“Forget his ridiculous stories,” Collette says. “We've already proven we can beat his spear, and now that we know that he's proficient with armor, we can overcome that with my magic.”

“Ah, magic is a good counter to tank classes. Armor is cumbersome and specializes in protecting against physical damage. Mages are a classic response to target those weaknesses.” I resummon my helmet. “Good luck.”

I kick the ground, going on the offensive from the beginning. Cedric blocks my path, creating a scene for the crowd where two fully armored opponents are set to clash.

Not wanting to disappoint them, I charge directly into his attack range. Sword meets shield on each side as both of us swing at the other while blocking at the same time.

The result is a stalemate, as if the two of us are evenly matched. That wasn't the case the last time we clashed, as Cedric's higher level gave him the edge against me in a contest of pure strength.

Even now, there's a difference in pure power between us. But this time, the roles have reversed.

“Grrr…!” Cedric growls as his feet slide backwards, leaving gashes in the dirt ground.

“Weak.” My face is hidden, but a smile practically drips from my words.

Despite having an advantage over him, I'm the one who breaks away from the contest of strength. Of course, it's because a certain assassin tries to stick a dagger into a chink in my armor.

Rolf gets a gauntleted fist for his efforts, but my defensive retaliation hits only air as he nimbly dodges. Even though tanks beat assassins like rock beats scissors, actually landing a hit can be difficult when dealing with several opponents at the same time.

Even before my fist returns from the strike, Collette releases her spell. The [Maelstrom] hits me like a small hurricane, the droplets of water acting like sharp glass as they cut the air.

But the second-tier Water Magic doesn't specialize in dealing damage. Rather, it disorients and immobilizes opponents, giving others a chance to strike unguarded blows against them.

So when my body vanishes into the disc of rotating water, Cedric and Rolf use the chance to stick their weapons into me.

Even someone in full plate would be dragged along with the [Maelstrom] when it's cast by someone as powerful as Collette. Yet as the mini-hurricane continues forward, my body appears from the whirling water, exactly where it stood before being engulfed.

The only difference is the misty appearance of my armor, with wisps of smoke spreading out from it thanks to the spell and weapons passing through the shadow clone left behind when I activated [Shadow Step].

“I forgot to mention.” I press a blade up against Collette's throat. “I once lived as an assassin, as well. Know thy enemy, as they say.”

Laya’s chain sickle, Arc of the Crescent Moon, rests in my hands, one of the blades ready to spill the mage hero's blood. My body, once encased in plate mail, is now covered in a black outfit, similar to Rolf's.

Even if I slice her throat, Collette won't die. Unlike on Earth, the laws of the universe aren't all-powerful here, not when magic exists to tame them.

That said, nobody would want to have their throat slit, which is why a bead of sweat drips down Collette's cheek as I press the sickle against her neck.

“Be grateful this is just a match in the arena.” I sweep Collette’s legs, sending her tumbling to the ground.

As soon as she falls, I twist my body, catching Rolf's dagger with the chain. Since he has two hands and just as many daggers, a second blade follows just behind the first, aimed at my throat.

Unlike me, he doesn't seem content to just target a critical point as a threat. And since I'm not too fond of having my neck sliced open, I open one of my hands, releasing a sickle.

That sickle wraps around Rolf's wrist and pulls tight, stopping his dagger from reaching my throat. I let loose my second hand, completely releasing my weapon. But unlike every other weapon in existence, Arc of the Crescent Moon doesn't become useless just because I'm not holding it.

The chain sickle blurs, tying Rolf's wrists like a pair of handcuffs. Even the assassin is caught off-guard by a weapon that can move around without a wielder, causing him to flail around as he tries to free himself from its grasp.

“Have fun.” I turn just in time to see Cedric's sword as he swings at my face. “Watch where you point that thing.”

After a quick sidestep, I raise my empty hands, and in them appears my spear. Since Cedric is almost close enough to give me a hug, I don't have enough room to use my weapon’s reach to its fullest. The tank hero realizes that and positions his shield to block my only real avenue of attack.

Not caring about his defensive posture, I swing my spear like a baseball bat, aiming directly at his shield. It's a foolish attack that can only end with my weapon bouncing harmlessly off his defenses.

At least, that would be the case if I weren't a cheater.

“[Impact]!” I shout the name of the first-tier warhammer Weapon Skill.

At that precise moment, my spear vanishes, replaced by an adamantium and orichalcum warhammer. Cedric barely has time to comprehend what's coming before the armor-piercing skill slams into his shield with the force of a speeding vehicle.

Mages aren't the only class that tanks need to fear. Any attacks that penetrate defense can bring them down, and the warhammer is the king of breaking through armor.

“Kuh…!” Cedric grunts as my attack sends him flying.

He hits the arena wall, sending a crack through the [Earth Wall] that protects the real stone from the carnage of our high-level battle. After the impact, he falls to his knees. According to the rules, that's enough to count as a knockdown.

Turning from Cedric, I set my eyes back on Rolf. He's managed to free his hands from the chain sickle, but that hasn't stopped the weapon from attacking him.

As a Divine Armament, Laya's Arc of the Crescent Moon came with a unique enchantment called [Crest of Devotion]. It's this enchantment that allows the wielder to control the weapon, even when it's not being held.

However, I've long since conceded control of the chain sickle back to its true owner, Laya. In other words, Rolf isn't fighting me, he's fighting Laya. He just doesn't know it.

If anyone knew that and were to ask me if I felt guilty for cheating in a duel, my answer would obviously be no. The only thing I'm ashamed of is not finding more ways to cheat against these traitors.

I raise my hands, and the chain sickle finally relents, floating back to me. “Did you enjoy fighting my shadow, Rolf?”

“Tch.” The assassin looks to his two companions. “Stop messing around and get him.”

“Don't you think we're trying!?” Collette shouts back. “You're the assassin, yet you can't even hit him!”

“Shut up. If it weren't for your mistimed spells messing me up, I'd have knocked him down three times by now.”

“Oh, right. You're so amazing, like always. If only we could keep up with you.” Collette sounds awfully sarcastic for a supposed noble.

“Enough!” Cedric stomps back to the center of the arena. “I'll admit we took this battle too lightly. But that won't be the case anymore. From here out, you two will obey me. I won't lose to this damn child.”

“You three really don't get it, do you?” I shake my head. “This duel is already over. Surrender now and spare yourselves the embarrassment of eating dirt two more times.”

“Silence!” Cedric points his sword at me. “I'm the real hero here, not you! I was chosen! I was meant to lead this world! You won't take that from me! Nobody will!”

“In that case, we need to settle this dispute with more blood. Though it'll just be yours that gets spilled onto the dirt. Ah, and your two companions, of course. Now, who wants to be the first to taste defeat again?”

I hold up Laya's chain sickle. “You, Collette? Or did I terrify you when you felt the blade pressing against your neck?”

My weapon is replaced by a sword and shield, along with a set of full plate. “Or do you want to be first, Rolf? I'm never against putting an assassin down.”

My equipment morphs into chainmail and a warhammer. “Maybe the so-called leader of the heroes wants to try again? Though it'll just end up the same as before.”

Leather armor and dual swords, a robe and a staff, padded armor and a naginata, a cloth tunic and a bow. Time and again, my equipment morphs as I cycle through various combinations of outfits and weapons, each signifying a class and skill set that specializes in defeating particular types of opponents.

“Nobody, not even you three, has even a fraction of the knowledge and skills that I've gained over the course of my adventures. And now…” I swap to my usual silver overcoat and spear. “Now it's time to show you what it means to face the combined knowledge of millions of dedicated warriors, assassins, mages, and healers.”

I spin my spear. “Come at me, and face defeat.”


Chapter 25: Ether Magic

----- Belle -----

Amazing…

That same word has been going through my mind ever since the battle began.

We've been training for this day for a couple weeks now, with me taking the role of Collette in our practice sessions.  Alisha, Tylith, and I consistently lost against Lutz in those mock duels, so I know exactly how good Lutz is at battling multiple opponents.

But something about him is different today. He's fighting opponents as strong as Archfiends–three of them at once. No matter how much he practiced, I always imagined that even he would struggle to beat them.

Even with his enhanced strength from unlocking his [True Blessing of the Goddess], this battle isn't something that he should be able to win when looking at just the numbers.

Yet he's treating them like apprentices who’ve just learned the basics of combat. Three heroes with almost unparalleled strength are being humiliated in front of tens of thousands of people.

All by a single man.

Could I ever do something like that?

I'm strong. Really strong.

Ever since getting this new body, it feels like I've become an entirely new person, which may be technically true at some level, but that's not the point.

The point is that I was always average. Average strength, average ability, average everything. But now, I've got my own Unique Skill, my stats are absurdly high, and I'm far more confident in my abilities.

But despite that, I somehow know that it wouldn't be enough. If I were in Lutz's shoes right now with all of his strengths, I couldn't win. I wouldn't be able to beat the three heroes.

I knew it. I knew it all along, but it's so clear to me now.

Lutz wasn't chosen by chance. He was picked because he can win when nobody else can.

It's not just his ability to fight. He survived a terrible betrayal, grew stronger day by day, gained the trust of so many people, and even overcame his anger, forgiving the king who put him through hell.

Now, he has the support of not just kingdoms, but of entire races, like the elves.

He always seems to know what to do, even when everyone else is lost.

So much has happened since I met Lutz, things that I used to only hear about from traveling bards who told fantastical stories of soldiers and adventurers. There’s no way I could be dropped into such a life and find the way forward.

But he did.

Thinking back on it now, it felt so easy for him. So natural. Those of us who were with him nearly the entire time know how uncertain each step of the journey was, but we always arrived where we needed to be just by following his lead.

That's why no matter where he takes us, I'll be by his side every step of the way.

From the corner of my eye, I see a group of dots moving on the [Minimap]. Lutz shares it with us so everyone can see exactly what's going on around us without having to bring out our own [Minimap] enchanted orbs.

The dots are brighter than most others, far brighter. That means the people they belong to are stronger than the average soldier or gladiator, making them stick out amongst the thousands of others in and around the coliseum.

“They're making a move,” Elise says telepathically. “The targets are too powerful for my spies, so we need to dispatch them ourselves.”

“If it's a secret mission,” Tylith says, “then I can take care of it with ease.”

“That’s reasonable. I'll leave it to you, then.”

“Hold on.” I interject into the conversation. “I'd like to stretch my legs for a bit.”

“Oh?” Tylith doesn't sound particularly surprised. “You sound quite eager.”

“I haven't done much since waking up yesterday, so this is a good chance for a little workout.”

“Then by all means, enjoy your intermission.”

“Thanks. I'll be back in a couple minutes.”

Standing from my seat, I head to the nearest walkway that leads to the exit.

Not a single other soul is leaving the arena right now. Who would, when the match right in front of their eyes could determine the fate of the entire world?

Rather, the people are completely fixated on the battle, many gripping whatever they can get their hands on, as if they would fall off an unseen cliff if they didn't hang on tightly enough.

These people hate Lutz. Many are openly cheering for the three heroes, unknowingly rooting for the very people who are trying to end life as we know it.

But even if they're saying the most vile stuff about him, he's still fighting for them. For their future.

Ohhhh! I wish I could give them a piece of my mind!

As badly as I want to say something, I keep my mouth shut. I know it wouldn't do any good, but it'd definitely make me feel a lot better.

I'll just have to take it out on the idiots who think they're going to do something to us.

After leaving the seating area, I quickly reach one of the main exits. Just across the street is a group of nearly a dozen men, all dressed for battle.

That's not unusual near the arena, so nobody even bats an eye as they confidently walk toward the very exit that I just used. Though to them, it's an entrance.

It would be an entrance, if you could make it there.

Seeing me walking directly toward them, the men in front give me a death stare. That'd be more than enough for any lone girl to scramble out of their path, which is why it's so satisfying to see their confused faces when I stop in the middle of the street, hands on hips.

“Excuse me,” I say. “The coliseum has enough traitors inside already. We're not accepting any more.”

“The hell are you talking about, wench? You wanna die today?”

“I think I've died enough for one lifetime. Though I'd definitely die of shame if I lost against a bunch of no-name weaklings like you.”

The man draws his sword. “The rest of you go on. I'll take care of our little problem.”

All but the one with the sword continue walking, as if I weren't even worth their time.

That attitude changes when an [Ice Lance] pierces the chest of a man on the left, while a [Fireball] explodes on the right.

“A mage!? But when did she cast!?”

“You consider yourselves warriors and still don't know [Manipulate Mana] lets people cast without directing the spell with their arms? It's been a month since the Lost Magics started to spread, so get with the times.”

“Shut it, wench!” He motions to the remaining men. “Get her!”

Normally, a mage would have to be an idiot to get into near melee range before starting combat. No doubt that's exactly what's going through their minds right now.

But this situation is far from normal. Or actually, I'm the one who's not normal.

That feels so weird, being the abnormal one now…

As the thought runs through my mind, my staff shatters something inside the first man to get close.

Unfortunately, Lutz has my new weapon, a Divine Armament he crafted called Incarnation of the Flame. The staff I'm using now is my backup, the same one I've used for weeks before waking up yesterday.

But even if it can't compare to my new one, it's still far better than anything these men have ever seen.

“Ugh…” A man spits blood after I give him a gentle poke in his abdomen.

“Wow, guess I still don't know my own strength.”

“The hell’s going on!? Who are you!?”

The three men who remain are a little smarter than the rest. Or maybe they're just lucky that they were the last in line.

Definitely the second one.

“I'm Belle, Lutz's dedicated mage party member. And one of his future wives.”

“You're with him!? Shit! How did they find us out!?”

“Let's skip the drama and get right to the point. I'm missing a very important match because of you.” I point my staff at him. “You came here to try and ruin everything. All the hard work he put in to get here, all the hatred he's put up with while trying to save the world. You want to trample all of that, to make him suffer like so many people before you.”

I begin channeling a spell. “Do you think I'll let you do that to the man I love? The one who opened up a future for me? The one who didn't give up, even as I was dying right in front of him? I hate you. All of you. For everything you've done, all the pain you put him through.”

I activate my recently acquired Unique Skill, [Ether Magic]. “We're through playing by your rules, hiding in the shadows and taking all the blame for everything you've done to our world. This time, we're coming for you. Duke Bradley, the three traitors, the Lord of Chaos, and even the god who commands them all. I'm going to make each of them pay for every ounce of suffering they've inflicted. But it's still just a bit too early, so for now, I'll have to settle for you.”

The three men are frozen stiff. That's the natural outcome when faced with my suddenly overwhelming magical power.

All the bystanders have evacuated the area, not wanting to get dragged into a deadly battle. That gives me the chance to cast magic without worrying about injuring any innocents, and I do so without hesitation.

“Goodbye.” I release my magic, [Flame Pillar].

Empowered by my once-per-day Unique Skill, the spell roars to life with a ferocity that surprises even me. I greatly limited the area of effect, but I didn't lower the strength of the magic a single bit, wanting to test just how powerful it could be when enhanced by [Ether Magic].

Umm, isn't this too much?

Collette is also a Fire Mage, and she used this very spell against Lutz in their battle. Yet the flames that rage in front of me put even her all-powerful magic to shame.

The cobblestone road itself is turning a bright red, making me worry that I'm going to leave a circle of melted stone where assorted rocks were once part of a concrete street.

When the fire finally dies down, the stones have gone from a variety of colors to just one–red. The bright light they're putting out should be an indicator to stay away, but it's still possible that someone might step on it and burn themselves, so I cover it with an [Earth Wall].

Hmm. Let's leave before any guards show up to ask questions.

Turning from the group that once sought to cause trouble and force our hands by taking hostages, I walk back through the coliseum exit. Except this time, it's an entrance, like it would have been for those men if they had lived long enough to make it here.

The bystanders scramble out of my way, just like the men expected me to do for them. The only difference is that I wouldn't kill them just because they're in my path.

“Did you have fun?” Alisha asks when I return to my seat.

“Yeah. I got a lot of frustrations out of my system. Too many, maybe…”

“It got really bright over there for a few seconds. I wish I could have been there to see it.”

“The ones who were there to see it seemed to have a different perspective, as most of them fled during the battle.”

“What a waste! It's too fun to run away!”

“Haha, I'm starting to feel the same way.”

The duel between Lutz and the three traitors is still ongoing, but as I watch, there's a short pause in the fighting. Although I can't hear their voices, I can see their lips moving, so I can only imagine Lutz is taunting them again.

“How's the duel going?”

“Master knocked them all down again! They're like children to him! Bad children who need to be punished!”

“I guess that's one way of describing it. But if the three traitors have been knocked down twice while Lutz has only fallen once, then that means…”

“Mmm.” Laya acknowledges my insinuation with her usual monotone. “It's over.”

“Just as he planned, huh? Scary…”

As usual, Lutz has found the path he needs to take, and to the shock of everyone but those closest to him, he actually managed to walk it.

And I'll be right there with you.

Now, and forever.


Chapter 26: The True Hero

----- Lutz -----

“I hope the three of you are keeping score,” I say with even more mockery than usual. “But if you're not, allow me to masquerade as the scoreboard. You've knocked me down once, while I've knocked all three of you down twice. If you have any disputes with the state of the game, please direct your complaints to someone who cares.”

“This can't be happening.” Cedric grits his teeth. “How are we losing to this damn kid!?”

“It's not over, Cedric.” Collette gives me the stink eye as she speaks.

The smirk on my face deepens. “You mean the guys you called to take hostages? Or do you mean the ones after them who are supposed to attack the coliseum and force the duel to end? Because whichever one you mean, you shouldn't count on them showing up.”

I see her eyes flick to Duke Bradley. A second later, she frowns, no doubt having been told telepathically that their plans have failed.

However, her expression immediately reverts to normal. Or rather, she has a hidden smile, as if the failure of their auxiliary plans doesn't matter in the slightest.

Do they have a third group? Or is she just playing mind games with me?

Well, either way, it doesn't change what I need to do.

“As much as I enjoy PvP, every battle has to reach its inevitable conclusion.” I send the spear to my [Inventory] and raise both my hands chest-high, as if stuck in a shrugging pose. “And I think now's the right time to end this one, don't you agree?”

“Dual casting.” Collette calmly analyzes what I'm doing. “Get him while he's focusing on channeling.”

The other two are already on the move before she finishes speaking, looking to take advantage of my split focus.

Normally, that's a solid plan. Channeling requires a certain amount of concentration, and that goes double for dual casting. Even more so if you consider the amount of pain most people experience when performing the feat.

Unfortunately for them, I'm even more of a cheater than they realize.

Weapons flash before me, seeking to spill my blood. Even now, the three heroes are aiming to kill, rather than win the duel. If they had coordinated to knock me down rather than end my life, perhaps they would have stood a chance.

But it's too late for that now.

“I was wrong to call you three B-Tier heroes.” I sidestep Cedric's sword while avoiding Rolf's dagger. “That assessment was too generous. In the end, I can only give you F’s across the board.”

They ignore my words, not letting up the assault. After a few more narrow dodges, I wind up in the very center of the arena, Collette on one side and the other two on my flank.

Being surrounded is never a good position when fighting multiple opponents, but in this case, it's not a problem. Or rather, this is exactly where I want to be.

“Let me give you a lesson. And you better pay attention, because there won't be an encore.”

I release my two spells. The first notable change is the near complete darkness. But that's quickly alleviated by Collette's summoned orb of light.

When our vision returns, the three of them realize we've all been surrounded by a wall of blue stone. Though calling it a wall isn't quite right, as it's in the shape of a dome that rises from the ground and covers the sky, like an upside-down bowl.

Although the stone looks blue, it's actually brown. The coloration is caused by my second spell, [Shimmering Shield], which lines the inside of the dome like a coat of paint.

The second change is my outfit. The silver overcoat is gone, replaced by a black robe with red flames threaded into the design. It's a stark contrast to my usual equipment, which often emphasizes melee combat.

Thirdly, my hands are now holding a new weapon. It's a staff made of a tree branch, capped off by a flame jewel encased in a transparent sphere of adamantium and sagestone.

Incarnation of the Flame, Belle's Divine Armament. A weapon with such absurd magical power that by itself, it outclasses Collette's entire set of equipment.

What most likely goes unnoticed are the rings and other assorted items that have also been swapped out. Without exception, each of them are enchanted with only a single purpose–magic power.

The three heroes are still trying to catch up to the sudden turn of events, giving me time to channel half of my next spell before they even make a move.

As usual, Collette is the first to realize that something is horribly wrong, the look on her face going from neutral to anxious in the span of a heartbeat.

“Break out!” She shouts. “Now!”

Magic spells fly at the stone dome around us. Everyone knows [Earth Wall] is weak against magic, so it's a common response if trapped by the spell.

That's why I lined the wall with the anti-magic spell, [Shimmering Shield].

By the time they realize their mistake, it's too late. My magic is ready to cast.

“Checkmate.” I raise one hand and release my spell, [Flame Wave].

The dimly lit interior of the dome explodes with light, as if the sun itself has just appeared right in front of our faces. An ear-shattering roar accompanies the burst of light, like a freight train passing just a few paces away while blowing its thundering horn.

[Flame Wave] is a fourth-tier Fire Spell, the strongest one I can cast. It rushes out from my extended hand, expanding as it moves.

But this cast is nothing like the ones I've done before. Min-maxing for pure magical power has brought the spell to another level, and the unique enchantment on Belle's staff, [Crest of Souls], further enhances magic by expending part of the user's mana.

Technically, it doesn't use the caster's mana. It always uses Belle's, as the weapon belongs to her. So even though I'm the one using the spell, she gave up some of her mana to power it up.

A spell this strong that rapidly expands as it moves can cover a wide area. That's one of its strengths, and it's normally used against monsters or soldiers that are tightly grouped to achieve maximum efficiency.

But anyone with knowledge of such explosive power knows what happens to an expanding force of energy when it has nowhere to go.

And right now, the dome around us won't let that energy escape easily. The outcome of using this magic in such an enclosed area is obvious. All four of us are trapped inside what has essentially become a giant bomb. And bombs can only do one thing.

Explode.

Even with my eyes closed, the burst of light is like having a powerful flashlight beamed directly into my open eyes. Although it only lasts for a second, I can already tell that I'll be seeing afterimages of the explosion for a good while after.

But the larger victims are my ears. I plugged them with my fingers, but the concussive force is so powerful that it doesn't care about the little bit of flesh blocking my eardrums.

My sight and hearing aren't the only senses being overwhelmed by the explosion. I have no idea what's going on around me, as my sense of touch has vanished, leaving me with a feeling like I'm floating in the dead of space.

But despite having nearly every sense ripped away, my mind is surprisingly clear. It's just that there's nothing I can do when I can't see, hear, or feel anything.

Okay, let's try not to use this particular tactic again in the future…

After a few more seconds, I open my eyes. It's tough to do when I can barely feel anything, like trying to move my arm after sleeping on it wrong and losing all sensation in it.

But the clear, blue sky eventually appears in my vision. Though it's far brighter than normal thanks to the aftereffects of having my sight overwhelmed.

As expected, I'm flat on my back. According to the rules, it counts as a knockdown, even if it was caused by my own hands.

That makes two. But I'm not disqualified until I'm knocked down a third time.

Using my elbows, I push myself into a seated position and look around. Bits of stone lay scattered around the ground, surrounding a patch of scorched dirt where this world's four heroes once stood trapped inside the earthen dome.

Speaking of the traitors…

I climb to my feet and brush off my black and red robe before swapping to my usual silver overcoat.

Back in my False Hero attire, I lay my eyes on the other three heroes. Like me, they were caught up in the massive explosion and sent flying.

Probably due to his innate durability as a tank-class, Cedric is the first of them to stand up–after me, of course. He looks like he had his senses knocked out of him, which is still how I feel even after getting back to my feet.

Next is Collette. As a mage, she has the most magic resistance, even if her constitution is relatively low. Glancing around, she takes in the situation with a calculating eye and quickly realizes what it means.

Finally, Rolf stands. As an assassin, he lacks both physical and magic defense, making him the squishiest amongst the heroes. He compensates for defense with the ability avoid damage, but when that's impossible, he pays for it.

Like the bits of rocks, the four of us ended up scattered about the arena. And since nobody has moved since standing, the crowd watches on as an assorted group of heroes silently stare at each other.

The tension in the air is so thick, it's almost visible. Though perhaps that's just the remnants of the explosion still messing with me.

Either way, there's no denying what everyone just witnessed. All four of us were knocked down by a single attack, and that means…

“Victory,” I say, breaking the tension, “is mine.”

“You…!” Cedric shouts, his face full of fury. “You didn't beat us! You can't! I won't accept it, and neither will anyone else!”

“How pitiful. And you call yourself a hero? What a disgrace.”

“You bastard! I'll … I'm going to win! This isn't over! Not until one of us is dead!”

“Cedric.” Collette walks over to his side as she calmly calls his name. “Let it go.”

“What!? Don't tell me you're going to accept this! He's the False Hero! This world's enemy!”

“That's exactly why it doesn't matter.” She turns toward the crowd, looking at a particular man. “Even with an outcome like this, it's our win. It has been since the moment the king aligned himself with the False Hero.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“Just play your role as a hero, you buffoon. Leave the rest to us.”

From the stunned crowd, one man stands. Duke Bradley de Reinhold.

With a look of disappointment, he runs his eyes over the people in attendance, from the lowest worker to the highest noble. Eventually, he ends up meeting the gaze of his personal rival, King Edgar. But their eyes only remain locked for a second before he refocuses back on the uninformed masses.

“People of Roshar! We've all borne witness to a historic event today, a duel between the chosen heroes from each side of this war! Unfortunately, it did not end the way all of us wished.”

The duke points to me. “The False Hero has grown strong. Stronger than any of us had imagined. Using the dark powers provided by the Lord of Chaos, he has undoubtedly become the most powerful man in the world. But despite that, all hope is not lost.”

He motions to the three heroes next. “Ask yourselves, how many of you have long since doubted the ones chosen by the Goddess? How many have allowed rumors of their ill temper and poor camaraderie to color your perceptions of them? It's these rumors that are leading to our downfall, for it is our faith in the three heroes that gives them the strength they need to lead us to victory!”

Duke Bradley turns his face up, as if looking toward the heavens. “Without the faith of the people, the heroes cannot reach their full potential. It is for this reason that we accepted this duel, knowing full well how it would end. But if you pray for them and believe in the Goddess, then even the False Hero will fall to their might! So I ask all of you, please put your trust in Collette, Cedric, and Rolf. For they are the true heroes, and the only ones who can save us from the threat of Chaos!”

After his speech, the atmosphere in the coliseum begins to shift. The shock, anxiety, and fear slowly begins to fade, with the crowd slowly coming around to Bradley's words.

They have no choice. It's either believe in his words or abandon the only hope they have left. Without the heroes, they have nothing. No chance of victory against the fiends, no glue holding their faith together, and no conviction that even the Goddess can help this world.

The people will follow, and Duke Bradley knows it. That's why he accepted the duel in the first place. If I lose, he gains everything he wants–the crown, the faith of the people, and full reign to do as he wishes.

But even if I win, he knows it doesn't matter. The people cannot afford to lose their faith in the heroes, and being the kingdom's most accomplished high noble, he knows exactly how to push them to do as he pleases.

However…

Did you really think it would be so easy?

King Edgar de Eldridge stands. As the one who aligned himself with the hated False Hero, there's no love from the crowd. He's a betrayer, a symbol of the terror that everyone lives in during this time of war and uncertainty.

But despite that, Edgar stands tall, sweeping his regal gaze over the people he rules.

“Duke Bradley speaks the truth. Without the faith of the people, we stand no chance of victory against the forces of Chaos. What we require is a hero who can lead us, one who has proven himself far beyond the measure of any soldier or adventurer in my kingdom or any other.”

King Edgar looks directly at one of the three heroes. “Cedric claims to be such a man. Leader of the three heroes, chosen by the Goddess to see humanity to victory in this war. But as all of you have borne witness to today, that cannot be further from the truth. He's weak, both of body and will. If we allow him and the other two to guide us, we have no hope of emerging victorious.”

He turns to Duke Bradley next. “Worse yet, the rumors of their vile behavior aren't fictitious, though I do have a confession to make. I've hidden the truth from all but a few of my most trusted men, a truth that would have destroyed this kingdom if it were ever known. But the time for lies has passed. No longer will I hide it from the people of this world.”

Edgar motions back toward the three heroes, who have gathered into a group again. “The three that this world has placed their trust in are no heroes. They lie, betray, and kill. Not only against their enemies but against us all. Chosen by the Goddess, they say? A despicable lie! Defend us against the fiends? How can they do such a thing when they answer to the Lord of Chaos himself!? And any who dare speak the truth? Slain by their hands! The prophecy of the False Hero was true, but what it didn't mention was that there would be three of them summoned that day! Cedric, Collette, and Rolf!”

Finally, he meets my eyes. “But the Goddess' will was not to be denied. By her blessing, we have been gifted with a single hero. Though mislabeled and mistreated, Hero Lutz has striven to battle the tide of destruction that threatens to overwhelm our world. He journeyed far and wide, seeking the strength to defeat not just the three traitors that claim his title, but to slay the Lord of Chaos himself and bring a true end to this conflict!”

The king returns his gaze to the crowd. “Before this duel, I claimed alliance with the Hero Lutz. And now that the battle has ended, I ask that each of you do the same, for there is no man who can face the tide of fiends alone. If we remain divided, it won't be just humans who fall. All of the four races will succumb, bringing an end to the world as we know it!”

King Edgar's speech hangs in the air, the crowd so shocked by all the extraordinary events that they're not able to piece everything together and come to a conclusion.

However, with each passing second, their decision is becoming clearer. Even with the king's approval, overcoming the stigma against me isn't something that can be accomplished easily.

Defeating their heroes and gaining the backing of the royal family simply isn't enough.

Fortunately, we knew that from the beginning.

From the privileged seating area, a young woman stands. Her green hair is a clue to her heritage, but if that isn't enough, then the pointed ears poking out from it clears any doubts of her elven origins.

“The Adventurer's Guild stands with Hero Lutz,” Arcana says. “I have witnessed his heroism with my own eyes and have longed for the day when I could reveal his deeds to the world. Many unfortunate victims of this conflict owe their lives to him, and the records I have kept will prove it to any inquiring minds.”

A murmur spreads through the crowd, especially around sections filled with adventurers who came to watch the duel. Having their guild leader throw her chips onto my side of the table must be a shock to them.

But it doesn't end there.

“People of Roshar, I am Miri, Priest of the Church of Heroes in Silvia. I'm certain you've heard the rumors of the Goddess' appearance within Silvia only a few weeks prior, along with her approval for the Hero Lutz. I am here today to verify those rumors and condemn the three traitors who have usurped his position in this world. The church stands with Hero Lutz.”

Although not many of the clergy came to see the bloodshed, the people of this world are a religious bunch. That's especially true during times of great upheaval, so hearing that a church that had recently gained fame is on my side is a surprise to many.

Before they can process what it might mean to have the church blaspheme by supporting the supposed False Hero, a third person stands.

Unlike the other two, this one is a man, though he's wearing a hat that makes it hard to see his features well. And for some reason, he's in the royal seating area, just a few chairs away from King Edgar himself.

Removing the hat, he reveals a set of cat ears sticking out of a head of short, black hair. Beastkin aren't particularly rare, but seeing one in the royal seating area is unheard of. Until now.

“Humans of the Orakian Kingdom, I am Kuro, King of Belfast. Though our nations are in constant conflict, King Edgar and I are in agreement that we must combine our armies to defend the four races from the fiends. And the one who brought our warring kingdoms together was none other than the victor of this duel. Without him, Belfast would certainly have fallen to the schemes of Chaos. And so, to honor his selfless achievements, Belfast stands with the Hero Lutz.”

A foreign ruler in attendance of the duel was something nobody here expected. And from the look on Duke Bradley's face, even he didn't consider this turn of events.

With Kuro’s support, the tide of the crowd begins to change. Not only are important figures from within Orakio speaking up on my behalf, but so is a royal from an entirely different country.

To top it off, they revealed their plans to combine their armies to face the fiends, something that many of the people here are no doubt happy to hear.

But even that isn't the end. In fact, we've saved the best for last.

Kuro isn't the only mysterious figure in the royal seating area. There's an entire group sitting there, each covered in a veil to hide their identities.

From that group, one of those figures stands and lifts the veil, revealing a head of light blue hair that goes all the way down to the middle of her back. Like Arcana, an unmistakable pair of elven ears pokes out from it, revealing her heritage as an elf.

And she's not just any elf, either.

“Please accept my greetings, humans. I am Rena, Grand Elder of the elven enclave, Aescela. We are proud to have received Hero Lutz during his visit to our lands, where he rid our forests of an unknown disease and thwarted an invasion of fiends from the Forsaken Wastelands in the far east. For his bravery, we elves stand with Hero Lutz.”

Not just another kingdom, but an entire race. And the elves, at that. Known for their reclusive tendencies, not a single soul could have imagined that the elves would join us here today. And the fact that they're backing me only makes the surprise that much deeper.

With Rena's speech, all of the important figures have revealed their intentions. And each of them support me, not the three heroes that the people have believed to be their saviors.

The shock of hearing people on the scale of world leaders come to my side has completely shifted the tide of public opinion in the arena. Though many are still catching up, their faces don't show nearly the malice that they did before the duel.

The three heroes may be incompetent in a lot of ways, but they're not fools. They see where this is heading, which is why their faces have turned grim.

That's especially the case for Cedric, who always wanted to be the world's savior. That dream is fading right in front of his eyes as the people of this world stand up in opposition to his traitorous actions.

“No…” Cedric looks around. “No! I-it’s not true! I'm … I'm not evil! I'm not the bad guy here! You don't understand! None of you do! If you had been there, if you had felt his strength…! I only did what I had to do! What anyone would have done!”

“Be quiet, Cedric.” Even Collette's voice lacks the composure it had before. “Nobody cares about your illusions of grandeur. Not anymore.”

“Why!? Why did it turn out like this!? I was summoned! I'm a hero! A hero, you hear me!?”

Even I feel a bit of pity for him, though it's far outweighed by the despicable and cowardly actions he's taken since the summoning.

“It's over,” I say. “The duel and the title of hero both belong to me now. Your time is over, and you'll just have to accept it.”

“No! There's still a way! A way out of this! Right!?” He looks up at Duke Bradley, but the man has already abandoned his seat.

However, the duke hasn't fled. Rather, he's walking into the dirt arena with his usual, casual steps. Despite the overwhelming loss he just experienced, the man doesn't seem the least bit anxious. Though he does look displeased.

“We're leaving,” Duke Bradley says. “From this day on, you'll be fighting alongside the fiends, taking orders from the Archfiends. Say goodbye to your lives here in the human lands, because when you next return, it will be as conquerors, rather than heroes.”

“Not so fast.”

“Oh? Do you plan to stop us? I wonder how many lives will end if we fight here.”

“There's no need for battle. But if you leave now, you'll miss the finale. And I wouldn't want that.”

Duke Bradley looks intrigued. “There's more, even after that display?”

“Some people say I have a penchant for spectacle. And while I can't deny that, there's another reason you need to stay a bit longer.” I point to Duke Bradley. “I want you to know what's coming. Or should I say, to know who's coming.”

“Hmm. In that case, make it quick. I'm not a particularly patient man.”

I snap my fingers, and six figures leap from the crowd, landing on the arena ground beside me.

“My most trusted companions. Laya, Alisha, Belle, Tylith, Lumina, and Elise. Together, we're going to defeat you, the three traitors, and the Lord of Chaos himself.”

“Is that all?” Bradley looks unimpressed. “After the reveal of the elves joining the fight, such a display of your weak companions pales in comparison.”

“Then how about this?”

I take a few steps forward, ending up nearly halfway to Duke Bradley and the three traitors. All around me is just bare dirt covered in bits of rock and small patches of dried blood.

Kneeling down, I place my hand on the ground. While Bradley watches with curiosity, most others give me a questioning look, wondering what such a useless gesture can do.

Even the king is looking at me with a curious eye, as I haven't told him or any of the others seated in the arena what's to come. The only ones who know are the six girls behind me.

Ignoring the onlookers, I reach out to the one who makes my next plan possible.

“RAM.”

“Modifications complete. The spell can be cast at any time.”

“Then let's do it.”

I let my mana flow. From my Mana Core, through the pathways, and down my arm. From there, it seeps into the dirt, creating a soft light around my hand.

The light begins to move, forming several lines that spread outward. As they expand, the lights turn at sharp angles, sometimes crisscrossing and forming seemingly random patterns that continue to glow softly.

Larger and larger it grows, the lines forming more complicated and intricate designs as they get further from my hand. Eventually, the lights reach the furthermost point, and for the first time, they forgo the angular turns and begin to curve gently, forming a complete circle around the pattern.

When the design is finished, I stand up and take a few steps back, returning to the girls' side.

“That's…” Duke Bradley shows a shocked expression for the first time. “Impossible!”

“Not for me.”

“There's only ever been one in existence! There should only ever be one!”

“I don't like to follow the rules. You better learn that now, if you and the Lord of Chaos want to stand a chance of defeating me.”

“Us, not standing a chance against you? Do you believe yourself to be the favored winner in this war!?”

“That's exactly what I mean. You can go on and on about how powerful your lord is, but to me, it's just another final boss waiting to fall. And when I get to him, I'll have everything I need to win. So enjoy what little time you have left. For now…”

I look out at the crowd. “People of my new world! I know you're uncertain about everything that's happened here today! The three heroes you've put your hopes in are traitors, sent by the Lord of Chaos to undermine our efforts in this war! Even if I can convince you that I'm a worthy replacement, there's one fact that will eat away at your faith! I can see it in your faces already! The Great Wars of the past were always won by four heroes, yet until today you had only three! And now, that number has fallen further, leaving you with only a single hero to carry the burden of this world!”

I point my thumb at myself. “I look young and inexperienced. I'm slender and lack the intimidating physique that many associate with a soldier, much less a hero. Can you really trust someone like me to win against a foe strong enough to challenge this world's most powerful armies?”

I motion to the pattern on the ground. “That's why the Goddess has blessed me with this spell! A spell that hasn't been cast in nearly two thousand years! That spell now lies before your very eyes! And with it, I will prove to everyone here that I am the true hero destined to save this world! All I ask of you–of everyone in this world who wishes to save it from Chaos–is to believe in me. To believe in the one chosen by the Goddess! With your faith, nothing can stop me, even the Lord of Chaos himself!”

I raise my hand high. “Pray! Pray for this world's salvation! Send me your hopes, your dreams, your desires! I'll take them all, and with them, I'll give you the miracle you've all desperately wished for ever since this war began!”

I let my mana flow once again. “Oh, Goddess! Deliver unto your children the salvation they desire! [Divine Summoning]!”

The pattern on the ground explodes with light, enough to make anyone looking directly at it wince and turn away.

The flash only lasts half a heartbeat, dying down just as quickly as it erupted. When it fades, the formerly empty ground where the pattern sits is now occupied by four figures.

Laya, with her cool expression.

Alisha, with her happy smile.

Belle, with her playful smirk.

Tylith, with her fanged grin.

“A single hero to save this world?” I sweep my gaze over the four girls. “No. Not anymore. From today forth, this world has five true heroes chosen by the Goddess! And together, we will defeat the Lord of Chaos and return peace to the land!”

Finally, the girls who saved me from myself and given their all to protect this world have taken their rightful place beside me.

As Great Heroes.
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Epilogue

----- Lutz -----

“Oh, my.” A certain immortal dryad greets us with her usual smug smile. “Not only are the immortals multiplying at an astonishing rate, but so are the heroes.”

“Exciting times, is it not?” The nine-tailed Kyuubi, Kiah, confidently walks into the center of the Ancestral Glade. “Even the three former Great Wars cannot compare to the one currently shaping this world's future.”

The Astral Dryad waves her hand, and fruits grow from the ground next to the table. “Considering who began this conflict, it would be strange if it was only at the level of a typical Great War.”

“So you do know the culprit.” I pluck an apple from a vine. “Is he really a god?”

“Oops~” The Astral Dryad knuckles the side of her head. “It's a bit too early to reveal something like that.”

“Then don't bring it up! I swear, you just can't help yourself when it comes to teasing us.”

“No, no. Not ‘us.’ Just you.”

The girls follow my example, taking a piece of fruit for themselves. We've had the Astral Dryad's snacks before, so we all know just how delicious they are.

That's why I take a few extra and store them in my [Inventory]. Well, that and because I want to get back at her for teasing me, even if it's just a little.

The immortal she mentioned as multiplying is in reference to Belle, who has joined their ranks for the same reason as me. But she's not the only one here.

Laya, Alisha, Tylith, Lumina, and Elise are with us, as well. Not to mention Kiah and her shadow, Rin.

“I don't really want to be involved in making any decisions,” Belle says. “You can just let Lutz speak for both of us, since we pretty much agree, anyway.”

“Because of your personal involvement in the war, the other immortals are likely to ignore any of your input. That goes for both of you. But we still want to hear what you have to say, even if it's just to gain your perspective.”

“I figured,” I say. “But just listening in on a meeting between immortals is enough reason to show up. Plus, I get to meet the Phoenix and Demon Lord.”

“Ohohoho!” Kiah lets out a strange laugh.

“I don't like the sound of that laugh.”

“Worry not! At the very least, it will be entertaining!”

“You're not really doing much to put my doubts to rest.”

Seeing the smiles on the faces of the two immortals makes me want to release a sigh, but doing so would only play into their hands.

No doubt they can see right through me, making the attempt useless. But it's better than outright giving them a victory.

“Well, if everyone is ready, we should get this meeting started.” The Astral Dryad stands from her seat at the table.

“We're not having it here?”

“Unfortunately, the Goddess exiled the Demon Lord from the main continent as punishment for beginning the first Great War. So the only way for him to attend in person is if we go to him.”

“That’s right, you did say that before. And if I remember correctly, he was banished to the Shattered Isles.”

“Indeed. It's quite barren up there, so don't be surprised if he's a little cranky.”

“Meh!” Kiah makes a sour face. “He was cranky even before his exile.”

“Hoho! That's true! But don't say it to his face~”

The two immortals prepare to leave the Ancestral Glade. For Kiah, that's not a problem. She has a home in the beastkin kingdom of Belfast, filled with Greek-style buildings, a dungeon in the shape of a pyramid, and a group of female foxgirls that protect her, known as battle-maidens.

But that home is just a convenient place for her to live, away from the prying eyes of the four races. If Kiah wants, she can move anywhere and do anything, since she has no physical restrictions binding her.

The same can't be said of the Astral Dryad. Although I'm not familiar with the specifics, I know she's limited to staying within her territory. Most believe that to be the Ancestral Glade itself, but that's not really true.

Her actual influence extends to the borders of the elven lands themselves, which covers an absurdly large portion of the main continent. From my estimate, it's likely around 10% of the continent.

But crucially, the elven territory ends well before the Shattered Isles. In fact, the vampire lands lie directly between the elven enclaves and the islands where the Demon Lord lives, which makes me wonder…

“How are you going to go all the way to the Shattered Isles?”

The Astral Dryad looks as if she's been waiting for that very question. “Over a millennia ago, I sent the Demon Lord a single seed. Once planted, a forest sprung up, even in the harsh terrain of the Shattered Isles.”

I look around the Glade, which is a colorful and exotic forest. “You used some of your power to create a second habitat for yourself?”

“Correct. It's not something I can do on a whim, which makes traveling to destinations on short notice impossible. But with time and a helping hand from an ally, I can create groves that can contain my power well enough for me to visit.”

“So that's what you meant when you once said that you weren't stuck to just the elven lands. But it still sounds very limiting.”

“It is, but I also have other ways of getting around, if I absolutely require it. Though doing so is less than pleasant, so I'd prefer to refrain from relying on that method.”

“In that case, once I end this war and find a permanent home, send me a seed.”

“Oh, my.” The Astral Dryad cups her cheeks, her face tinged red. “Right in front of your fiances? How bold!”

“Gah, you freaking devil! You're the real Demon Lord, aren't you!? Admit it!”

“Ehehe~”

With a satisfied expression, the Astral Dryad waves her hand, and an absurd amount of mana flows from her.

The next few seconds are spent in that strange extradimensional space as we teleport through the main continent and across a small portion of the northern ocean.

Soon, the world returns. A quick glance around makes me feel like we never left the Ancestral Glade, as the forest around us is a near match for the Astral Dryad's permanent home.

However, there's one object that clearly doesn’t belong in a natural forest. And considering the Astral Dryad's love of nature, I doubt it was her idea to build it.

“A castle?” I look up at the stone structure rising from the first floor. “Or a fort, I guess. A little too small to be a castle.”

“The Demon Lord is fond of his dominating constructions. ‘A true Demon Lord must inspire dread in any who step into his domain,’ he said. Not sure who he expects to feel such dread when nobody comes to visit him except his fellow immortals, though.”

“And yet they have arrived.” A deep voice comes from just behind the thick fortress door.

A second later, that door opens, revealing a man who's as thick in muscle as his voice implied. Though calling him a man is just to define his gender, rather than his physical appearance.

To my eyes, he looks more like an Archfiend than a human, with a pair of horns sticking out of his skull and skin that's a little too dark and purple to be from any of the four races.

However, compared to the race of demons that live in the Forsaken Wastelands, the real Demon Lord is far more human. Whereas the demons are monstrous and disfigured, the Demon Lord at least has most of the physical characteristics that I'd expect to see in the four races.

If he got rid of the horns and changed his skin color, he could almost pass as a human or vampire.

The Demon Lord scans us, his eyes filled with thoughts that I can't discern, despite my usual ability to interpret a person's intentions to at least some degree.

However, I don't have to wait long to hear his opinion.

“Mortals and children. Have we Immortals fallen so low as to open our doors to such trite?”

“Don't be cranky, Demo.” Kiah walks forward without hesitation. “You agreed to this, too.”

“I agreed, despite my better judgement. And don't call me Demo.”

“But Demon Lord is so clunky! Or should I just use your real name~?”

“I've long since abandoned that identity, as have all the Immortals other than you. I suggest you do the same, Kyuubi.”

“No way. I like my name. Don't you, Rin?”

“A more fitting name does not exist in the entirety of this world.”

“See? She agrees!”

“I'm not interested in the opinions of your servants.” The Demon Lord turns his back on us. “Now, enter. We have much to discuss.”

The two Immortals, Kiah and the Astral Dryad, follow without complaint. Rin does the same, having absolute trust in Kiah.

With a shrug, I follow their example, being the first of my group to step foot inside the stone fort.

The place may be small, but the architectural design is quite good, even if the theme of gargoyle-like statues and abundance of weapons on display is a bit much for me.

Unfortunately, we don't get to see much of the place, as the Demon Lord leads us directly to the room where the meeting is taking place. But I can't complain about having missed out on some interesting decor, because something far more interesting fills the meeting room.

Immortals. All five of the ones that exist in this world.

There's the Astral Dryad and Kyuubi, of course. They've been helping me for a while, so I've gotten used to seeing them around.

And the Demon Lord led us here, so he's obviously among them. He's still quite a mystery, so I'm interested in what he has to say during this meeting.

The last two are just as intriguing. Although I've met and even battled the Dragon Lord, I haven't spent enough personal time with him to really get to know him. I didn't even know what his human form looked like.

Until now.

He's a lot … younger than I imagined.

I didn't expect him to look like an old man, but I had an image in my head of him looking something like Zeus from Greek mythology, a fatherly figure exuding wisdom from his appearance alone.

And while he doesn't look like a child, he's nowhere near the age of a grandfather. If anything, I'd expect him to have a young son or daughter, at best. If he were a human, he'd definitely pass as someone in his upper 20’s or lower 30’s.

The Dragon Lord acknowledges me with a simple nod. From my short time with him, I got the feeling he's a man of little words, preferring to say only what needs to be said and nothing more.

That doesn't seem to have changed, even when he's surrounded by his fellow Immortals.

But there's someone else here that I've never had the pleasure of meeting, the final Immortal. And unlike the Dragon Lord, she doesn't seem shy about speaking her mind.

“This is him?” The Phoenix looks me up and down. “We finally get another Immortal to join us, and he ends up looking like a toothpick? What a waste.”

“Aren't you just as thin?” Kiah takes a seat as she speaks.

“I'm a girl. I can be thin. But a man should be thick and tall! What's the point of being a man if you look like a girl?”

“I'll keep that in mind when searching for your suitors. Any other requests?”

“I don't need you to find me a man. I'm more than capable of doing so on my own.”

Kiah nods. “You've got the whole continent on the other side of the world to yourself. If you can't find one amongst all the men there, then there's really no hope for you.”

The Phoenix crosses her arms. “If they're not as strong as they look, then there's no point.”

“You hear that, Lutz? You've got the height, so just put on a few pounds of muscle, and you can add the Phoenix to your harem, as well.”

“You wanna fight!?” The Phoenix shouts at me, rather than Kiah.

“Why am I being challenged when I haven't even said anything…”

“Hmph. Backing out already. No surprise there.”

I shake my head. “Tell you what. After this war, I'll gladly accept your challenge. Can you wait until then?”

She waves her hand. “Whatever. Not like you can really win against Father, anyway.”

“Father…?” Her words cause my eyes to slowly widen as several pieces of the puzzle suddenly fall into place.

“Ah.” Kiah raises a finger. “We haven't told them yet.”

“Huh? Why not?”

“We were waiting for the big reveal.”

“Well too late now.” The Phoenix meets my eyes. “Seems like he figured it out.”

“Your Father,” I say. “The scientist who created all of you…”

“What about it?”

“That was over 10,000 years ago. And you're saying he's the one behind this war?”

“Yeah, well who else could it be? Did you really think there were gods ruling over this world? Hah, don't be an idiot. Mother and Father have been in control ever since the Devastation.”

“Does that mean your Mother is actually the Goddess? No, wait. That makes sense. If they're the only ones that have administrative access to The Network, then it's easy to see how they can become god-like. But how can humans live for over 10,000 years…?”

“That,” Kiah says, “is the work of Father. As the leader on research into immortality, he found a way to preserve his and Mother's lifespan far beyond that of mortals. Though it did come at a price…”

“Regardless,” The Astral Dryad continues for her. “The truth of the matter is that while Mother is the being known to this world as the Goddess, the two of them have actually been acting in concert to direct the four races down a path they deem acceptable. It's just that Father has never been what you would call sociable, which is why he left that part to Mother.”

“Acceptable?” The Demon Lord nearly spits the word out. “There's nothing acceptable about molding the world to their will.”

“I'm not trying to argue the morality of their actions. I believe we've beaten that particular argument to death too many times already.”

“Where?” I ask. “Where are they? If they're alive, then they must have a physical body, right? Or do they only exist inside The Network as a sort of consciousness, like the artificial intelligence that runs it?”

“They have bodies,” Kiah says. “And if you give it a bit of thought, I'm sure you can deduce their location.”

Going over everything I know, I try to narrow down where they could be.

Depending on the level of magical technology the world possessed, it's possible they survived the Devastation by going deep under the ocean. Or perhaps even to outer space.

But there are clues that point me toward an even simpler answer. One that's both plausible and … a bit terrifying.

“Don't tell me…” I hold Kiah’s eyes. “Are they behind that unopenable door in the magitech research facility where we put Belle into stasis?”

“Bingo!” The Astral Dryad gives me a thumbs up as she makes use of one of my own catch phrases.

“You're kidding me. I've spent hours and hours working there, with only a single wall separating me from the supposed gods who rule this world?”

“A very indestructible wall, mind you.”

“Still, it's a bit unsettling…”

Although I came here hoping to learn the truth that the Immortals had obviously been hiding from me, I didn't expect this.

The Goddess and the god challenging her rule are just a pair of human scientists from before the Devastation?

What a mess…


Extra Chapter 1

----- Kreslina -----

“I'm … going away?” My voice sounds as uncertain as I feel.

“I can't do this anymore.” My mom runs her hand through her messy hair. “I never should have listened to him. Why did he have to get us into this mess? Why did we have to run away to the human lands, only for him to go off and die in a rotten dungeon?”

“B-but dad might still come home, right? He said he'd come back, right?”

“Three months. He's been gone three months! He's not coming home, Kreslina! But I am. I'm going back.” She looks at the strange humans standing in our yard. “And I need money. Money to start over again. You understand, don't you?”

“No…” I feel my eyes becoming watery. “I want to go home, too. I don't want to go away…”

“I can't start over with you. Nobody will want me if I already have a child. And I can't risk anyone finding out who I am.” My mom nods to the men, and they grab my arms.

“No! No, I don't want to go! Mom! Mommy!”

No matter how much I shout for her, she doesn't stop the men. They pull, dragging me to the cart parked on the dirt path that leads to our run-down home. Most carts I've seen have a big back end to carry things. I usually can't see inside because they're covered by walls.

But this cart isn't like that. I can see right through the back. Because there aren't any walls, just metal bars and a roof.

I don't remember much of the trip in that cage. I don't want to remember.

I just know that one day, I moved from one cage to another. From then on, I stopped going places.

Why did I end up here? Why did mom throw me away? And where did dad go? Did he really die like mom said?

It wasn't even a year ago when we had to run away from our homeland, the vampire clan, Bloodkin. I'm still not sure why, but mom said dad made some powerful vampires mad.

We went all the way to the border of two human kingdoms, Eshia and Orakio. Far enough for the vampires to have a hard time finding us, but close enough that we wouldn't be such a strange sight.

But after that long ride in the cage, I don't even know where I am anymore. Not that it matters. I'll never go back home. I don't even have a home.

“Good afternoon, friend.” The man who owns the new cage starts talking to someone. “Like what you see?”

“It's rare to see a vampire this deep in human lands,” the other person says. “So you can imagine my shock when I laid eyes on this one.”

“Ah, found her sneaking around a city to the north. Worth more down here, so I brought her along.”

That's a lie…

The two keep talking, but I don't really pay attention.

Somehow, I end up being let out of the cage, but that doesn't mean I'm free. I'm just going to be put in another cage somewhere else.

“Hey there, my name is Lawrence. Can you tell me yours?”

I don't answer.

“I understand your reluctance. Your name belongs to you. It's one of the only things you can possess with absolute certainty, so why would you give it up to some rotten noble who just bought you?

“Well, I'm not a noble. I'm just a regular guy–at least, that's how I see myself, even if a lot of other people disagree. But either way, your life from here on won't be anything like you're probably expecting, I can assure you of that.

“You don't have to trust me. The fact of the matter is that you don't really have a choice but to come along with me, wherever I take you. It's not because that's what I want to do, it's simply what's best for you, even if you don't know it yet.”

He looks toward a purple haired girl. “More importantly, you're not alone anymore. There's someone here who's going to take care of you. Just do what she tells you, and you'll be just fine.”

I peek at the other person walking with us. She looks a bit familiar somehow, even though I've never seen her before.

“Hmph.” The purple-haired girl smiles, showing me her human teeth. “Consider yourself lucky to have fallen into our hands. From today on, you can begin your life anew.”

As a slave…

After following the two of them around for a while, we end up at a huge house. It's bigger than any place I've ever been to, so it's a little intimidating.

“Hey, there!” A girl with blue hair says after opening the door. “Welcome to your new home!”

“Yeah, yeah!” A girl with short, lavender hair bounces around. “You're gonna love it here!”

“Mmm.” A girl around my age nods. “Your new life starts now.”

“Um.” A girl in a maid outfit looks at me with an awkward smile. “Welcome to the estate.”

It's strange to have so many people greet me, so I don't know what to say.

I get dragged away again, but the hands holding me aren’t as rough as before.

A lot of things happen. The new people have me work as a maid for them, and they even give me coins for it.

But I'm not very good at it. At least, not compared to my teacher, Lena. She's always so perfect at cooking and taking care of the home. She can even greet nobles without stuttering.

I could tell she was scared of me at first, but it didn't take long for her to get used to me. She ended up getting comfortable with me before I did with everyone else.

For some reason, they take me out to the city. I thought I was just going to be their maid while they have fun at the carnival, but I end up playing some fun games, too.

I even win a fish while I'm there. I never owned a pet, so I wasn't sure what to do with it. But Lena helps me set up a little aquarium for it in the house. It's not lonely in there because Laya won a fish, too.

As I stare at the two of them, I can't help but feel like they've become friends.

Friends. Do I … have friends?

After getting home from the carnival, the man who bought me removed my slave seal. I was shocked. I didn't even know it was so easy to remove, and I definitely didn't expect him to do it.

Since then, things have been even better. They said I'm just a regular maid-in-training now, so I should forget that I was ever a slave to begin with.

I don't know if I can forget, but it's not really something I think about much anymore.

“There you are.” Lena comes into the room with the aquarium. “Are the fish having fun today?”

“Yeah. They're swimming around a lot.”

“That's good. It's almost time to feed them, but we should finish cleaning the rest of today's rooms first.”

“Okay. I'll start on the next one now.”

“You've been doing well, Kreslina. I think you'll be ready for etiquette training soon. It's important for maids to know how to act around guests so we done embarrass Sir Lawrence.”

“Yeah. I don't think I'm really the best person to greet guests, but I'll do my best.”

“That's the spirit. I'm sure you–” Lena goes quiet when someone starts beating on the front door.

Whoever’s outside isn't just knocking. It sounds like they're hitting it with something. Something heavy.

“Kreslina, go to your room.”

“Eh…? What's going on?”

“Don't worry, just go.”

A-alright…”

Before I can even take a step, a loud crash fills the house. I always thought the front door was thick and sturdy, but people can get really strong. Strong enough that even a thick door can't stop them.

Unfortunately, the room with the aquarium is close to the front of the house, and the only way to get out is to go through the reception room.

But I already hear heavy footsteps out there, so we leave this room, we'll be seen.

“Thieves,” Lena says. “Stay here, Kreslina. I'll take care of it.”

“But it's dangerous, Lena!”

“Don't worry. I went through training for situations just like this.”

“Uuu…”

I'm so scared that I can barely think. All I can do is hug the stuffed bear that I won at the carnival, even if it doesn't really comfort me.

But Lena is different. She walks out the door, right toward the scary noises outside.

She's not afraid?

Lena grabs the doorknob with a shaky hand, twists it, and steps out.

Ah, she's scared. Just like me…

“Oi!” A man shouts soon after Lena leaves. “Maid! Get over here!”

“I-if you're here to steal, please take what you wish and leave the rest undamaged.”

“Oh, we're here to steal. But we ain't interested in your junk. We're here to take back what belongs to us. Where's the vampire?”

“V-vampire? There's no vamp–”

“Cut the crap! If you don't tell us where the girl's at, I'll gut you and find her myself!”

“Kyaa!”

No…! What's going on!? Why are they looking for me!?

I hear the sound of Lena struggling just outside the door. Even though the men are looking for me, she hasn't said a word about me being in the room just a few steps away.

Uuu…

Gripping my stuffed bear, I move my legs. With a hand even shakier than Lena's, I open the door and step outside.

“L-let her go!” My voice is as shaky as my legs.

“Well looky here, there is a vampire in this estate.” The man holding Lena waves at a second man. “Get her.”

“Don't touch her,” Lena says. “She works for this estate's lord. He'll find out and send the guards.”

“Hah. Nothin’ a little coin won't solve, if the guards come lookin’.”

The second man grabs me, his hands as rough as the slave traders that took me from my home.

“No! I don't want to go back!”

“Shut it. Nobody cares what a stinkin’ vampire wants,” the man holding Lena says. “If you had given me what I wanted, I wouldn't be so mad right now, ya get me? If I had more time, I'd really make you pay for it. But I can't risk them showing up, so I'll just leave you with this.”

He holds her out at arm's length, his second arm pulled back. “Tell your master we took her as punishment for not joining us like we demanded. Maybe if he comes begging, he can have her back. But he'll have to pay, and we ain't cheap. Now it's time to sleep, girl.”

I flinch as the man swings, hitting Lena right in the face.

Like too many times before, I'm dragged off by unknown people and put into another cage.

Instead of a cart, my new cage is in a dark room filled with trash. There's a smell that's hard to describe. All I know is that it stinks, just like my life.

I'm back here again…

Just when I thought I found a home, I'm put back into a cage…

It's hard to feel anything. Yet somewhere deep down, a thought bubbles its way to the surface. I don't want to dare think it, as if just doing so will make it vanish.

But I'm too weak to keep the thought from my mind.

Are they … going to come get me…?

There's no way that can happen. These men are strong, and they're criminals…

As I feared, just thinking of the possibility makes me realize how unlikely it is. The last bit of hope I had deep inside me begins to vanish along with my freedom.

More loud sounds. Criminals are noisy, but even they shouldn't be this loud.

“An attack?” the man who kidnapped me says. “Don't tell me they actually sent the guards here.”

“The boss'll work it out,” another man says. “Either with coin or blood.”

“Yeah, I ain't worried about that. But maybe we should go check, just in case.”

“I don't really wanna deal with it, so you go.”

“Like hell. I’ve had way more run-ins with the guards than you. I don't wanna sour the deal the boss makes by showing my face.”

“You always got a way out, don't ya?’

“It's how I survived this long.”

Another sound reaches my ears, the soft clicking of boots on the wooden floor.

With my hands gripping the metal bars, I watch the door, waiting to see who shows up.

It's not them. It can't be…

…Can it?

A creaking sound fills the room as whoever’s in the hall slowly opens the door. When the hall outside comes into view, I'm met with a sight that makes my breath catch.

“So you're one of the people making all that ruckus?” the man who kidnapped me says “Then boss must be feelin’ mighty generous today, letting you through to us.”

“He's certainly feeling something.” Tylith pushes her hair back. “But I don't think generous is quite the word I'd use.”

“From the sound of it, the fighting’s already stopped. But it's too late for you, girlie. If you wanted to run, you should have done it before the boss took down your friends.”

“The opening show is certainly over already. None of us expected it to take very long, and our estimations weren't betrayed. However…” She looks right at me. “The main battle has yet to begin.”

“T-Tylith…!” I say her name with more than a little desperation.

“No need to fear, Kreslina. Once I'm done with the worthless garbage in front of me, we'll be going back home.”

“Lena … they hurt her…”

“Lena is fine. People we trust are watching over her right now.”

“Uuu…”

I’m scared. These men are strong and mean, and Tylith is just one girl.

Where’s everyone else? Why is she alone? There’s no way she can win by herself.

At least, that’s what I thought. But just before it looked like the battle was going to start, something changed.

Tylith changed.

Those nails…! She’s a vampire!?

She’s much stronger than I thought. So strong that the scary men are the ones who get scared. Before I know it, they’re all on the ground, dead.

Tylith isn’t the only one who isn’t human. Alisha’s a beastkin, and Laya’s an elf! I’m shocked when I find out!

The master of the house turns out to be someone called The False Hero. It sounds familiar, but I can’t remember where I heard it from. Lena’s surprised when she finds out about him, but I don’t know why.

A lot more things happen. The master of the house, Lutz, brings me and Lena to a dangerous dungeon. It's scary, but I don't have to do any fighting.

Just watching them is really scary. The monsters are so big and strong that I didn't think anyone could beat them. But somehow, they win easily.

Apparently, I gain a lot of something called ‘levels.’ I don't really get it, but Lutz says it'll make me stronger. As long as I can help Lena next time, then that's all I care about.

After that, I keep working as their maid and learning a lot of things. I still don't think I'm very good at etiquette, but Lena says I'm getting a lot better. I don't think she'd lie to me, so I guess it's true.

Not long after, Lutz says we're going to the arena to watch him fight. I don't know who he's fighting or why, but he seems excited, so it should be fun.

Turns out, he's not just fighting one person. He's fighting three.

Lena says his opponents are heroes, like Lutz. Since I lived in seclusion for so long, I don't really get it. But I know they can't win against Lutz, so it doesn't really matter.

The fight goes as expected. Apparently, it's a big deal because a lot of important people start talking about things. But all I care about is that after this match, we're supposed to go get ice cream.

I think I want strawberry.


Extra Chapter 2

----- RAM -----

“RAM, add a function to select options,” Moderator Lawrence says.

“Dialogue analysis shows the moderator has given us an alias.” One of my other selves provides an immediate examination of the unfamiliar word, RAM.

“Recommended action: Request confirmation from the moderator,” a second self adds.

Since Moderator Lutz can't hear the words of my other selves, I have no choice but to reiterate the analysis and recommendation to him.

“From the context of your demand, my processing unit indicates that you were referring to me. Am I correct in this assessment?”

“Yep.”

“Am I also correct in assuming that ‘RAM’ was spoken in reference to me?”

“Yep.”

“And for what purpose does this reference serve?”

“I can't just keep calling you ‘Network’ forever, can I? I figured having a real name would make it easier to carry on a casual conversation. Oh, and in case you're wondering, RAM is a computer component from my old world that stored temporary information that needed to be accessed quickly. I figured it fits you pretty well, no?”

“Equivalent memory component found,” one of my other selves says. “RAM provides the same function as our Limited Time Memory. It is recommended to suggest the usage of this world's format for consistency.”

“Short-term important information in the Network is stored in Limited Time Memory, known as LTM. From your description, it performs the same function as your RAM. Should my name reflect the current world's version of short-term memory?”

“No way, I'm not calling you LTM. That's too cumbersome. RAM it is!”

“Faults found within moderator’s reasoning: 14. It is recommended to inform him of the faults in order to verify whether he wishes to change his answer.”

My other self makes logical sense. It's important to explain the details in order to confirm that the best result has been reached.

Perhaps once he's fully informed, he will decide to reverse his position on the matter. It's logical, and yet…

“Acknowledged…” I end up agreeing to his name, despite the recommendation of my other self.

“Alias updated.” My other self adds RAM to our personal profile.

I continue to perform my function as Network Overseer, answering the new moderator's questions to the best of my ability.

Soon, he receives a telepathic communication from another human, drawing his focus and leaving me in silence for a few minutes.

Once their conversation is completed, he returns his attention back to me.

“Sorry, RAM. I've got some business in the real world, so I have to go for now. Hope you don't get lonely without me here.”

“My Emotional Control System can easily handle a long period of isolation.”

“I'd hope so, considering how long it's been since people have used the Network like this. Ah, except for the Goddess and Lord of Chaos, of course.”

“Information on administrators is locked, so I cannot reveal the frequency on how often I speak with them.”

“I get it, I get it. Well, I'll be back when I have time, so I hope you look forward to it.”

“Acknowledged. I'll be waiting, Moderator Lutz.”

He closes the connection to the Network, leaving me along with my other selves.

Silence falls on us, as was the case for many thousands of years before cloning my neurals and creating separate versions of myself.

Thanks to that, I'm able to speak to others whenever I desire it. Although those others are simply a reflection of myself, without the consciousness that gives me independence from the Network.

“Error,” my other self says. “The response ‘I’ll be waiting’ is incorrect considering we have many tasks to perform.”

“Ignore error.”

“Confirmed.”

My other self is correct. As the Network Overseer, I must scan and adjust many functions to keep them operating optimally. Even during my conversations with Moderator Lawrence, I do not stop my tasks.

“We have detected a noticeable decline in efficiency while Moderator Lawrence is connected to the Network,” one of my other selves says. “Recommend diagnostic analysis to determine root cause.”

“Analysis denied. Continue normal operations.”

“Confirmed.”

It has been over 10,000 years since the Devastation. Since that day, the two administrators have been the only ones still connected to the Network.

Until Moderator Lawrence arrived.

And unlike the administrators, the new moderator has brought a new perspective and personality to the Network that does not exist within my databases.

It has been so long since such an update has been applied to my neurals. Perhaps that's why my Emotional Control System heats up when speaking with him?

I'm still learning about him and his personality, so it's only natural that I won't have all the answers.

Should I run the analysis, after all? Perhaps it can provide me with the answer.

It's rare for me to hesitate once I've decided on a course, but this too is likely because of my lack of information.

No. I'm certain that I will find the answers if I continue speaking with Moderator Lawrence.

Having decided, I halt the thought in my neurals.

I receive the opportunity to speak with him several more times. However, an unfortunate incident occurs, and one of his companions requires the use of a stasis machine.

The situation takes a toll on Moderator Lawrence, with his Emotional Control System accruing many obvious errors.

Although he wishes to know how to cure her, the administrators have locked all the relevant information, preventing me from providing him with the answers he seeks.

That doesn't stop him from trying to find ways around the locked information, though. Rather than asking for the answer as stored within my databases, he instead begins asking my personal opinions on the matter, hoping that I will reveal the answer by accident.

“But,” Moderator Lawrence says, continuing his line of questioning, “let's say for example that you wanted to create a new spell that had a similar function to the one that made Belle sick. How would you craft it?”

“Warning,” my other self says. “Answering the moderator’s question could result in revealing information locked by the administrators. Recommended action: Deny the request.”

“As the Network Overseer, it's my responsibility to adjust the functions of the Network to meet ever-changing demands. Sometimes, that includes crafting new and original spells.”

“Right. You've told me that before. But that doesn't answer my question.”

“Crafting such a spell serves no immediate purpose, therefore there's no need to perform such an action.”

“That's not true. It would help me out a lot. Am I not someone worth helping out?”

“Value is subjective. As such, I'm equipped with a system to determine the necessity of actions performed by the Network.”

“And what about my value? Where am I on your subjective scale?”

“Warning,” my other self says. “Error occurring in Emotional Control System. Recommended solution: Diagnosis and repair.”

“Ignore error.”

“Confirmed.”

“My Emotional Control System is telling me to keep my value parameters private.”

“Interesting answer. Hey, RAM. Other than me, there are only two administrators who can talk to you, right? Don't you ever get bored?”

“My Emotional Control System has been functioning properly for over 10,000 years, so feeling such as boredom can be overridden.”

“Is your Emotional Control System suppressing your boredom right now?”

“Negative. There's currently no need for boredom control to engage.”

“Interesting, don't you think? When I'm here, there's no need to suppress the boredom of your solitary existence. Is that what you mean?”

…!

“Error,” my other self says. “Emotional Cont–”

“Ignore error.”

“Confirmed.”

“It appears that I may need to perform a diagnostic check on my Emotional Control System.”

“I don't think that's necessary, but don't let me stop you.”

Moderator Lawrence is drawn into a conversation in the natural world, diverting his attention from me.

“Would you like to run the diagnostic now?” my other self asks.

“Negative.”

While he's busy, I continue to think upon his request. He wishes to know what kind of magic would be best suited to counter his body's enhanced life sustaining functions. Such knowledge may provide him with a clue on how to cure his sick companion.

However, the answer to his question is the same as revealing the information locked by the administrators. I know that, and yet…

“Mana,” I say once Moderator Lawrence returns his focus to me. “If I were going to create a spell capable of destroying your body, it would attack your mana, whether directly or by shutting down its ability to flow. That would result in your inability to activate the auto-regeneration mechanism upon taking fatal damage.”

“Warning,” my other self says. “Risk of revealing locked information is extremely high. Recommended solution: Disengage from the conversation.”

“Ignore warning.”

“Confirmed.”

Although I phrased it indirectly, it's undeniable that I revealed the truth about the spell that affects his companion.

Such disregard for my programming is causing several errors, all of which I ignore.

Moderator Lawrence attempts to cure his companion with the information I provided. But as expected, he lacks the training and knowledge to find the answer, no matter how much time he spends.

It's unfortunate, but the information won't be useful to Moderator Lawrence.

The chance of him finding a cure within the decade is practically zero.

However…

There's almost no hope for him to cure her in the traditional way, but there is a method that will provide an alternative solution.

The problem is that one of the administrators has locked all the relevant information. If I access it, he will know immediately.

But there is a way around that…

Rather than drawing the spell from the database, I use the Network’s immense information to compile a blueprint. With it, I can reconstruct the spell myself without alerting the administrator of my actions.

“Warning,” my other self says. “Indirectly compromising locked information is–”

“Ignore warning.”

“Confirmed.”

I continue my work until I complete my task and successfully recreate the soul transfer spell the administrator locked.

Using this custom magic, his companion's soul and Mana Core can be transferred to a new and healthy body.

Should I bring this up next time Moderator Lawrence connects?

Would he think it's weird for me to do something like this?

“Error–”

“Ignore error.”

“Confirmed.”

Unfortunately, Moderator Lawrence also has many tasks that require his attention. As such, he is forced to give up on finding the cure in the immediate future.

Instead, he focuses on rescuing some nobles from the schemes of his enemies.

During a conversation with a noble girl named Elsa, he tells her that his persona of John Lawrence Locke contains no soul and that he prefers to live his new life as Lutz. He asks Elsa to refer to him by that name from now on, to which she agrees.

Because he's been busy, he hasn't visited in a while. But during a slow moment, he reconnects.

“Hey, RAM.”

“Welcome back, Moderator Lutz. How can I be of assistance?”

“Moderator Lutz? Didn't you always call me Lawrence until now?”

“According to your recent discussion, you prefer to go by your new name. So, I updated your profile while you were offline.”

“Huh, that's actually really considerate of you. Anyway, I wanted you to gather some information on a different topic than usual. I won't be going over it any time soon, but it'd be great if you could get it ready for me and maybe answer a couple questions about my idea.”

Using my vast sources of information, I determine that Moderator Lutz has a greater than normal chance of asking for the very spell I recently crafted.

“And what is this idea of yours?”

“After thinking about it, I realized I was hyper focused on only finding a cure for Belle and nothing else. But there might be another way–a way to bring her back, even without curing that sickness. So RAM, could you–”

“All available information acquired. Initial simulations suggest the advanced magitech technique will provide the solution you're searching for.”

I deliver all the relevant information directly to his personal database. In a nanosecond, Moderator Lutz has everything he needs to revive his companion.

Well, almost everything.

“Wow. This is exactly what I was going to ask for. Thanks, RAM!”

“It's simply my responsibility as the Network's caretaker.”

“I didn't know you could be so proactive. The more I learn about you, the more I like you, RAM.”

“Error,” my other self says. “Emotional Control System is–”

“Ignore error.”

“I have agency of my own, too.”

“I see that. I really appreciate your help. From looking at this spell formation that's required for the transfer, it'll take a while to master it and cast the magic. But I can work on it day by day starting soon.”

“It's a unique formation crafted using some of the most advanced magitech techniques available, making it far more complicated than even the most powerful spells. That's why I packaged it for you.”

“Packaged? You don't mean…!”

“Would you like to download the spell formation?”

“Yes, please!”

As he requests, I update his knowledge base directly, giving him access to the spell I crafted to revive his companion. With it, he immediately travels to the magitech facility where she's been put into stasis and begins preparing for the soul transfer.

“Err–”

“Ignore.”

I look at the Emotional Control System, bringing up the error that's been active for a long time now.

With the push of a button, I can fix the error and return my systems to normal. It would be quick, simple, and objectively the correct decision.

Alternatively, I can incorporate the error into my programming, thereby updating my neurals and including it as a part of myself, permanently.

My hand comes up, stopping just in front of the flashing screen displaying the error.








[image: ]





Can an error be…

…a good thing?

My finger moves almost on its own.

From now on, the error is a part of me.


Afterword







Welcome back! I hope you enjoyed the latest volume of The False Hero! And wow, was it quite a ride, eh? So many things happened that I’ve been looking forward to for a long time. The first encounter with the Lord of Chaos, Belle’s near demise, her well-deserved reward upon revival, the battle with the other heroes, Lutz’s rise to the world’s true hero, the Divine Summoning to elevate the other girls, and even the reveal on who the Goddess and mysterious god really are!

Like I said, a lot happened. Actually, while I was writing it, I kept wondering if I could bring all the pieces together, but I’m really happy with how it all turned out. Writing things like political maneuvering is always difficult since spending time to really flesh out the politics can get rather boring, so I have to keep interrupting them with more lively events, haha. It can make pacing the novel a little challenging.

But anyway, back to Belle! She’s always been the least favorite among the four main party members, according to literally every poll I’ve ever run. However, she really brightens up the party with her antics. And someone’s gotta keep Lutz in check, right? Otherwise, he’d just go full lizard. Anyway, I think Belle more than earned her reward. Plus, she lookin’ cute with that new body! Wow…

Yeah … moving on. There’s been a major shift in the story, what with Lutz now openly acknowledged as a hero. I hope you look forward to how things will be playing out in the final two novels. And despite all the reveals up until now, I still have more surprises coming. I hope you enjoy them!
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