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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.





  

    Prologue


  


  ----- Cedric -----


   


  “I've had enough!” My voice booms through the large meeting room. “We had the chance to ruin that arrogant prince, and we threw it away! For what!?”


  Duke Bradley’s finger taps the tabletop in an uncharacteristic show of anxiety. “I understand how you feel Sir Cedric, but emergency measures must be taken.”


  “Emergency!? We're back in the capital! What possible emergency could supersede the plan you've spent months laying!?”


  “We hadn't anticipated the sudden spread of the Lost Magics. With a single spell, our carefully laid plans could be unwound.”


  “Huh? What do you mean the Lost Magics have spread? Speak details or you will find yourself short a hero in your schemes.”


  It seems Rolf has heard enough because he stands from his chair.


  “And where are you going?” Duke Bradley asks.


  As usual, the man doesn't provide an answer, but his destination is evident to all gathered here.


  “The Assassin's Guild is no more,” Bradley continues. “Destroyed by the False Hero during his visit to the city.”


  “What!?” Even Rolf can't hide his shock at the sudden revelation. “There's no way my assassins would lose to that worthless hero of Chaos!”


  “That worthless hero had gained an absurd amount of power in a short time. But he's no longer in this world, done in by one of the Archfiends.”


  “Infighting amongst their ranks? No, I don't care about that. I'm going to gather what's left of my assassins and let this city know that the night still belongs to us.”


  “Stop,” Collette says just as Rolf begins stepping toward the door.


  Of course, he won't listen to someone like Collette, but the [Earth Wall] that appears in his path forces him to halt his steps.


  “Collette. I'm in no mood to deal with your delusions of power. Either remove the wall or...” Two daggers appear in his hands.


  “I always knew joining forces was a mistake.” I stand from my chair. “With my position as a Great Hero, I'll be able to force the king’s hand after defeating Chaos, even if that king is you, Duke.”


  “You poor fools,” Collette says. “You have no idea where you truly stand in this world.”


  “I've no interest in listening to your ramblings, Collette. We’re—"


  A bright flash of light blinds me, causing my instincts to sound the alarm. But no matter how much I desire it, my body feels too distant to obey. Even my thoughts become muddled, meaning...


  [Teleport]...!


  After an unknown amount of time traveling through this mysterious plane, feeling floods my body. Sight returns to me, showing me the interior of a vaguely familiar room, the walls painted a brilliant white.


  In the center of the floor is a pattern, along with a pedestal. Atop that pedestal sits a large orb, somehow leaking a frightening aura despite showing no signs of activity.


  “An Oracle's Chamber!?”


  Forcibly teleporting someone requires immense power, and the stronger the target, the more mana is needed. No normal Dark Mage would be able to achieve the feat of teleporting the three Great Heroes against their will, meaning Duke Bradley is likely not the culprit. That leaves…


  “Collette! Were you the one who cast the teleportation spell!?”


  “That’s right, Cedric. I’m surprised you managed to figure it out.”


  “You wench! Where have you sent us and why!?” My sword is already pointed toward her.


  “Have you ever wondered why we were chosen?”


  “Why? Of course it’s because I’m the only one capable of leading this world to victory!”


  “That pride of yours is exactly why we couldn’t tell you the truth. As for you…” Collette turns toward Rolf.


  As expected of an assassin, he’s already holding Duke Bradley hostage, a knife to the arrogant noble’s throat.


  “…You’re simply too much of a wild card,” Collette continues. “But the False Hero’s actions have forced our hand. The Lost Magics were not supposed to spread. With them, the people will be able to see the truth.”


  “What truth?” Rolf asks, still holding Duke Bradley hostage.


  “If you think to use my life to bargain with the Lord of this domain,” Duke Bradley says, “then you will be sorely disappointed.”


  “Spill it.” Rolf presses the knife into his throat. “Everything you know.”


  “No need. The truth is about to be revealed.”


  With a creak, the double doors that provide the only exit from this room slowly swing open.


  A creature steps through the open doorway, his pale blue skin covered by a well-crafted outfit that’d look right at home on a royal butler. However, this creature is no manservant. He’s…


  “An Archfiend!? Then…!”


  “That’s right,” Collette says. “We’re in the western Great Cathedral, at the very heart of Chaos.”


  “What have you done, Collette!? You’ve doomed us! No, you’ve doomed this world!”


  My sword now points toward the Archfiend that leads the fiends’ armies. To my horror, five more fearsome creatures step through the doorway, their mostly humanoid bodies colored in various shades as horns and other monstrous body parts poke through their skins.


  One by one, they step aside, three on each end of the doors, as if forming a path.


  “Six Archfiends…!” I glance at Rolf and see he’s lowered his dagger. “Fool! Have you given up!?”


  The assassin merely stares at me with a glare.


  “He must have realized the truth,” Collette says.


  “What truth!?” Not a single soul answers me.


  At the sound of a seventh set of footsteps, each of the Archfiends kneel, their heads lowered so that only the marbled floor fills their vision. Even Collette and Duke Bradley bend the knee, leaving only Rolf and myself standing. Both of us turn our eyes toward the door, where the footsteps approach.


  I-it can’t be…!


  After our failed expedition into the lands of Chaos, the Archfiends returned to the battlefield. Now that I’ve battled one myself, I can say with certainty that they’re formidable opponents. Knowing this, there’s only one reason for creatures as powerful as Archfiends to kneel.


  A figure appears within the doorway, his dark clothing made nearly pitch black from the shadows that fall over his body. The only exceptions are the red that adorns his outfit and the silvery hair that stretches practically the entire length of his body.


  That figure steps forward, and the light within the Oracle’s Chamber illuminates his features.


  He’s … human!? No, s-something’s not right…!


  Although his features look no different than that of a man, the aura that emanates from him can’t be compared to any living creature I’ve encountered during my long life of battles.


  Am I … scared!? M-me, a Great Hero!?


  Gritting my teeth, I shake away the dread that threatens to overwhelm me. “You! Are you the one who’s trying to destroy this world!?”


  The mysterious man-like creature stops just in front of the path the Archfiends made with their kneeling bodies. The generals stand, forming a line behind the silver-haired man in the black and red robe.
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  “I am the one you know as the Lord of Chaos,” he says.


  “G-good! Then after we defeat you, the war will be over!” I look behind me for support.


  Collette is still kneeling while Rolf stands in the back of the room, his two daggers held in his hands.


  “You fool!” I yell to Rolf. “Ready yourself, quickly!”


  “No.”


  “What do you mean ‘no’!?”


  He offers no response other than his focused stare.


  “Tch! Worthless, the lot of you! Do you think we’ll survive the day, even if you surrender!?”


  My eyes fall on Collette once more. She’s obviously betrayed us, probably since the beginning. She’s the one who first suggested we team up with Duke Bradley, and look where that got us.


  “Fine, I’ll run him through on my own, if needed!”


  The Lord of Chaos and I are already facing off near the center of the Oracle’s Chamber, so it’s a simple matter to close the distance.


  He doesn’t even move a muscle, even as my sword blurs.


  “A [Barrier]!?” My weapon hits an invisible forcefield, powerful enough to stop it cold. “Then…!”


  I coat my sword with the anti-magic Weapon Skill, [Arcane Slice]. With it, any barrier can be shredded like parchment. Even an Archfiend would have to deploy several defensive magics to prevent it from finding their flesh. Yet…


  “Impossible! Why won’t it cut through!?” I stare at my sword, which failed to make even the slightest progress, despite cleanly hitting his [Barrier].


  “You ungrateful brute,” one of the Archfiends says. “If you wish to die so badly, then—”


  At the raising of the Chaos Lord’s hand, the Archfiend falls silent.


  “It was inevitable,” the Lord of Chaos says. “It is why I allowed him to retain his pride as the Goddess’ hero. But those days are gone. It is time for you to fulfill your true purpose.”


  “M-my true purpose…?”


  “You are my champion, so it is only natural that you would swing your sword at my behest.”


  “No, it can’t be! I was summoned by the Goddess! Your champion was that worthless kid, the False Hero! The prophecy made that clear, didn’t it!?”


  “Sending out a false prophecy wasn’t easy, but we had to ensure that the Goddess’ chosen hero would be betrayed by the world he was summoned to save.”


  “W-what are you suggesting…!?” I look around, and nearly every set of eyes is focused on me.


  Collette is still kneeling, but her face is turned toward me. “I said you had no clue where you stand in this world. I suggest you learn your place quickly.”


  Her voice has always carried a mocking tone, as if she thought herself better than me. But right now, there’s not a trace of her usual haughtiness.


  My eyes move to Rolf. The assassin always believed himself capable of defeating any opponent, yet his two daggers have vanished back into their sheaths. The message is clear. He doesn’t intend to oppose the creatures standing before us.


  I look back to the Lord of Chaos. He still stands casually before me, even as my sword rests against his [Barrier].


  “It is time. Alterations must be made.” He raises his hand. “When you return, you will kneel, no different from your companion.”


  After the words of the Chaos Lord, a bright flash of light erupts from the pattern at my feet. It quickly vanishes, cloaking me in an impenetrable darkness and taking my consciousness with it.


  



Chapter 1: At the Crack of Dawn

----- Lutz -----
 
With a gentle tug, the thin rope that holds the tent flap closed looses itself from the knot, causing the weaved cloth to sway gently from the remnants of the wind brought on by last night's storm.
My fingers slip into the gap, and dim light seeps in as the outside world is revealed.
Mist rolls in, cascading over the small lip at the bottom of the tent’s opening. The morning dew hits my exposed calves, tiny droplets of water forming on the hair that covers them.
I take the first day’s step into the outside world, my bare feet crunching the leaves and twigs on the forest floor.
A slow, deep breath enters my lungs, carrying the refreshing scent of early morning nature. I hold the breath within me, staring up at the thick canopy that eagerly devours the sun's rays.
Yet not even these massive trees can capture the entirety of the cosmic light that gives life to this world. Luminescence peeks through the gaps, as if searching for a seedling to bring forth youthful growth to challenge the dominance of the ancient behemoths that surround me.
The soft pattering of feet comes to a stop beside me just as I level my gaze. Blue-green hair fills the corner of my vision, the silky-smooth elegance contrasted by the unruly strands that clung a little too tightly to her pillow.
“Good morning, Laya.”
“Mmm. Morning.”
“I’ve always loved the mist that rises with the sun. The cool air mixed with the refreshing smell just can’t be beat.”
“Ancient elven beliefs say the mist carries souls of the departed who’ve finally let go of their worldly desires and are being summoned to the heavens by the rising sun.”
I was almost one of those departed. Just last night, I thought my time in this world had come to an end. My very heart had been ripped from my chest, and I knew there was nothing I could do to heal my body before I died.
But I survived.
Even now, I don’t know how, but each time I place my hand on my chest, I feel nothing but smooth skin, beneath which sits my beating heart.
Tylith comes to a stop beside us. “It’s certainly refreshing to wake up to such a peaceful scene.”
“I know, right? I’m just not a city guy anymore. Spent way too much time in one back on Earth, so I’d like to change it up for my new life here in this world.”
“Mmm. Cities are annoying.”
“Of course you’d agree,” Belle says as she exits the tent.
“Ah, I agree, too.” Alisha just seems to be going with the flow.
Now that everyone’s awake, I send the tent and the rest of our belongings back to my [Inventory]. With them go the final remnants of civilization, leaving us surrounded only by nature. Though there’s one exception.
“That’s the cabin you stayed in?” Belle eyes a deteriorated building that sits in the small clearing.
“Yep. It was home sweet home for a few weeks. Not bad, right?”
“No, not bad—terrible! It’s barely even standing! And there’s not even a door!”
“There’s a door. Look, see those rotting scraps lying on the ground next to the opening? That was definitely a door at some point. Though, even during my several week-long stay here after escaping from the castle, I never bothered trying to stand it back up and jam it into the doorway.”
“It's a miracle you weren't attacked in your sleep,” Tylith says.
“I was. The worst was when I woke up with a giant spider on top of me.”
“Don't tell me that!” Belle says. “You're going to give me nightmares!”
“How do you think I felt? Anyway, I spent most of my time out in the forest leveling. Sadly, the monsters around here are pretty weak. I was only able to get to level 14 despite spending weeks grinding.”
“This was before you acquired the [Inventory] skill, correct?” Tylith asks. “What exactly did you eat during your stay here?”
“I, uh, acquired some vegetables from the city as I fled. After those were gone ... let's just say giant lizard meat is quite tough and leathery.”
I look to a nearby fire pit. The rotisserie I used to roast the lizards over the flame lies broken on the ground, no doubt trampled by the monsters drawn to the lingering smell of the fire pit.
A smile forms on Alisha's face. “Hunting, eating, and sleeping. That sounds great!”
“Hah. I'll admit I did grow to enjoy that kind of lifestyle. I mean compared to the weeks of torture I went through right before, it was basically heaven.”
Normally the mention of my time spent in that dungeon would bring a solemn atmosphere. But certain events in the capital city of Roshar help me bury those dark feelings.
Although I couldn’t make good on my promise to take the king's life with my own hands, I did get revenge on the guards and torturer who put me through hell. Nothing can undo what I went through, and I'll never be who I was before. But I won't be able to move forward if I'm weighed down by the past.
Besides, my recent brush with death has only further solidified my resolve to focus on what's important.
I turn my head taking in each of the girls’ faces one at a time. There's not a hint of worry or sadness in their eyes, only hope.
“Well,” I say, “let me show you around my old house.”
“Really?” Belle gives me a flat look. “Even from out here I can see there's nothing but an empty room.”
“Hey, there's at least one interesting thing inside, but you can't see it from here.”
“Fine, but the floorboards better not break when we step on them.”
“Don't worry, I think I already broke most of the ones that can't hold our weight.”
“You're not really inspiring confidence right now.”
The cabin’s built on a foundation of thick logs, with two simple steps leading up to the small deck. After climbing them, I step through the open doorway, making sure to avoid various pitfalls that litter the floor.
A drop of water splashes onto my shoulder from the decaying roof. “The good thing about having a floor full of holes is that water drains right out.”
“Not a good thing.” Laya seems to find some fault with my reasoning.
“What can I say? I'm a glass half full kind of guy.”
“The glass will be completely full after one stormy night here.”
“Nice one!” For some reason, Belle gives Laya a high five.
“Mmm. Thanks.”
Jeez, don't tell me Belle’s training her in the art of jokes and comebacks. I've got my hands full with the other girls already!
It takes a conscious effort to prevent me from shaking my head as I look around the room. I said there's only one thing of note, but there are, in fact, three separate objects inside.
“That corner right there is the driest spot.” I point toward the far side of the cabin. “Because this whole place is tilted, water won't pool there, and there aren’t too many leaks in the roof above it.”
“Um, Master ... was that your bed?”
“That pile of leaves? Sure was. They're dry and crackly now, but they were nice and soft a few months ago.”
“Ah, I see...” She continues staring at the pile. “I guess that's something to be proud of, huh.”
“Of course. I was able to sleep several hours uninterrupted before having to get up and stretch my stiff muscles.”
“That's very interesting and all,” Tylith says. “But what is that malformed object?”
I look in the direction she's pointing. “Oh, that? Back when I was trying out all kinds of different skills, I crafted myself a set of armor.”
“You, wearing that? No wonder you have such disregard towards armor.”
“It may look strange, but the shells of the giant beetles around here are no joke. At least, they're tough compared to the old wooden spears I used to use when fighting them.”
I turn toward the final object sitting in the room. Actually, there are two of them, and they look quite different from each other, even though they serve the same purpose.
The first is a simple wooden spear I kept leaning against the wall as a backup. But there's another weapon right next to it that brings back a lot of memories.
“Chitrach spear,” Laya says.
“You remembered.”
“Haven't forgotten any of the stories you told me.”
“You little devil.” I give her still-unruly hair a nice ruffling.
“What's a chitrach?” Alisha's head finds its way to my free hand.
“Well,” I say as I muss up her hair, “it's basically a giant praying mantis. The curved blade on that spear is one of its scythe-like arms, while the shaft is made from its leg.”
“Ah, a giant bug! Is it tasty?”
“Can't say I was ever inclined to give giant insects a taste test.”
That's pretty much it for the curiosities inside the abandoned cabin. None of them are of any use to us now, at least not in any practical way.
I reach my arm out toward the chitrach spear, and it vanishes into my [Inventory]. Even if it doesn't have a use anymore, that doesn't mean I'm just going to leave it behind.
Back when I first left this cabin, I was afraid of what everyone would think of me if I were to carry such a wild-looking weapon. But those kinds of thoughts are well in the past.
The spear appears in my hand. “Thanks to this, I was able to level up efficiently during my grind here in this forest. It even helped me get revenge against that Young Salamander. I think it at least deserves a place in my storage.”
“Understandable,” Tylith says. “Just because of weapon has outlived its usefulness doesn't mean it should simply be discarded.”
“Mmm. If it worked hard for your sake, then it's your responsibility to show your gratitude.”
“I've seen far too many of my brethren discarded already. Such callous attitudes towards the weapons wielded by those in power will only ensure that they will one day be turned against them.”
“Perhaps by changing that ingrained belief, you can find the path to your people's salvation.”
Alisha's adamantium sword appears in her hand. “T-thank you, Mr. Sword!”
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The rest of us watch on with smiles as Alisha bows her head to the weapon held in her hands.
Um, Alisha. I don’t think they were actually talking about weapons…
“Anyway,” I say. “Why don't I show everyone around a few more spots before we go.”
We carefully step out of the cabin and back onto the lush forest floor. Turning, I take in the sight of the deprecated building that was my first home in this world.
As the five of us watch in silence, the entire cabin vanishes.
“You didn't,” Belle says.
“Oh I did.”
“What possible reason could you have for putting that old building into your [Inventory]!?”
“Tell you and ruin the surprise? You know me better than that.”
“Ugh...” Belle’s forehead rests in her open palm.
I dump the armor, bed of leaves, and wooden spear to the ground. “Now that everything's taken care of, shall we go?”
Although the trail is overgrown after months of non-use, I walked it so many times that finding it is almost muscle memory for me. After stepping onto it, my feet don't stop until I reach the first major landmark.
"Pretty." Alisha kneels next to the creek and starts running her fingers through the clear water.
"No frogs this time."
“Eh? Frogs?”
“They like to give birth in this little stale pool.” I point toward a still section of water branching off from the creek.
“Ah, I want to see them.”
“Let's keep our eyes out, then. Though I don't know if it's still the right season.”
It was nearly spring when I arrived in this world, but that was several months ago now. In fact, summer officially began just last week. The weather has gotten noticeably warmer, with evening showers becoming much more common.
The girls told me that the first half of summer is typically a rainy season, and so far, their words have been true.
I wonder what would happen if I enchanted some umbrellas with water resistance...
As I ponder the useless question, the five of us turn toward an uninvited guest.
“Cute,” Alisha says.
“Get real, Alisha.” Belle crinkles her nose at the creature. “Name one cute part on that thing.”
“Um, the fangs?”
“How is that cute!?”
“Teehee.” Alisha shows us her own fangs.
“Winner. Alisha.” Laya gives out her verdict.
“Ugh, fine.” Belle admits defeat.
After her friend gives up, Alisha steps toward the kobold. She brings out her backup weapon, a mithril sword, and doesn't even bother summoning her shield or armor. There's simply no need, considering her opponent is level 5.
The more intelligent monsters will flee when outnumbered or outmatched, and the kobold falls into such a category. Although they don't form sophisticated societies like orcs and goblins, they do have a modicum of intelligence and gather into groups.
So, it's no surprise when the creature bolts after Alisha begins closing the distance. But as any cat owner will tell you, fleeing prey only sends their instincts into overdrive. The poor monster barely makes it a single step before its time in this world comes to an end.
Our little predator turns back to us with a smile. As usual, she doesn't care a single bit about the blood that splattered her face.
“Quick and efficient,” I say as I wipe the blood from her cheek.
“Thanks, Master!”
“Anyway, I saw the four of you eyeing that before we were so rudely interrupted.” I motion toward something sticking out from the ground.
“Is something buried there?” Tylith asks.
“It does kind of look like a tombstone doesn't it? Maybe you can say that it’s where I put my old self to rest, in a way. But the real reason I put it there was to remind me.”
“Of what?”
I reach down and straighten the chitrach exoskeleton that makes up the shaft, then bring out a hammer and pound my creation deeper into the ground. Stepping back, I take a good look at the plus sign made of giant lizard talons that are woven and placed onto the exoskeleton.
“Even now, I haven't forgotten. No matter how strong I've become, I need to keep growing. That fact has been made clear to me during some of our recent battles.”
“Ashton...” Tylith says with a complicated face.
“Yes, and the Archfiends. Then there's Arcana and Rena. Each of them are still so far above us.”
“Is it time, then? For another dungeon.”
I motion for the girls to start following me down the creek. “When I spoke to Lumina about the nearby dungeons, she told me there's one to the north that's considered dangerous even among seasoned adventurers.”
“And you believe this dungeon will have monsters high enough level for us to grow stronger?”
“Exactly. It’d be a waste of time to just enter another low-class dungeon. Besides levels, there's also a chance we'll be able to upgrade our equipment.”
“Ah, you did mention that our items were becoming too weak to hold the full power of your enchantments.”
“Yep, and with another round of grinding, they'll definitely be several steps below where I want them. Might as well knock everything out all at once, right?”
We’ve got to get stronger. I don’t ever want to be defeated like that again.
The peaceful walk within the forest continues as the girls and I enjoy the last of the morning dew. As we walk on the creek’s edge, the kobolds that spot us scurry back into the forest alongside the giant lizards they keep as pets.
Although we could cut the trip down to a few minutes if we used our full speed, we're not really in a rush to get there quickly. Instead, we simply enjoy each other's company as we crest small hills and splash across smaller creeks that flow into the one we're following.
After nearly 10 minutes of casual traveling, we reach the animal trail I've been looking for.
“Here it is.”
“Here what is, Master?”
“The path that marked the beginning of my adventures in this world-- and almost the abrupt end.”
“Ah, is this where you fought that salamander?”
“Yep. I had just figured out how the mechanics in this world work, and my excitement to level up nearly ended me.” I turn to a nearby tree. “Also, they like to make their nests here, too...”
Eight brown-furred legs begin scurrying down a tree trunk. These arachnids gave me nightmares during my weeks here while I was low level, and even now, I feel a primal sense of disgust as the creature hits the forest floor and sets its beady, pitch-black eyes on us.
A massive ball of flame wider than my torso roars through the air. With a deafening boom, it erupts on contact with the giant spider.
I look to my right, where an outstretched hand still sits. "Wow. No mercy, huh? Pretty sure you blew each of its eight legs clean off."
“There's no such thing as mercy for creatures that crawl over your body whenever they please.”
“Something tells me you and Lumina would get along very well.”
The animal trail continues for a while, but we eventually end up at the mouth of a cave. It was a foreboding entrance months ago, like stepping into a boss room for the first time. Except the penalty for losing is literal death.
Still, I managed to overcome that fear, which was a huge step that set me on the path I ended up walking to get where I am today. Although that feeling of dread for my personal safety is almost completely gone, it’s been replaced by a fear of losing the ones close to me.
“Well, there’s not much inside except for the rotting body of that Young Salamander, so we can skip the exploration. Instead, we should—”
I end my words when I receive a telepathic communication. It’s not from the [Mental Link] spell but from the [Party Management] Heroic Skill, meaning it’s someone in my party. Since all five of my main companions are right in front of me, that means it’s coming from the sub-party, led by Lumina.
The girls all look to me, having also felt the oncoming message.
I answer her telepathic call, connecting all of us in one shared line. “Hey Lumina, what’s up?”
“Sir Lutz, I require your guidance.”
“Sure, no problem. What is it you need, exactly?”
“About an hour ago, my eldest brother returned from the front lines, alongside the other three Heroes. Sir Lutz ... you were correct in your assumption. Each of the heroes had a Unique Skill called [Blessing of Chaos].”
“I suspected as much, especially after finding that powerful orb at the Assassin's Guild. But you already suspected too, didn't you? So what's the real reason you called me?”
“When I cast [Scry] on the heroes, Colette realized that I uncovered their secrets.”
“Whoa hold on! Are you saying the three Heroes know that you know!?”
“That's precisely what I'm saying, Sir Lutz.”
The girls and I look at each other, and I can see the same thoughts forming in their minds as my own. Lumina’s in extreme danger. The heroes can’t allow her to stand against them, not when she has the position of Prime Oracle. It’s too much of a risk to their power.
For all they know, Lumina could be the only one capable of casting rank 2 [Scry], the minimum rank to see someone’s Unique Skill. Getting rid of her now would vastly increase the likelihood that their link to Chaos would remain a secret.
Knowing that, we have only one choice.
“Lumina and Elise, pack your bags.”
“Eh? What do you mean?”
“I mean we’re coming to pick you up. The two of you are coming with us to the dungeon so we can power level both of you. Hopefully, it’ll be enough to prevent the heroes from targeting you.”
“Eh!?”
“He’s right,” Elise says. “We’ll need that strength to survive now that we’ve made ourselves the targets of the three heroes.”
“That may be so, but Father will never allow it.”
“It’s not up to him,” I say. “Even if he refuses, I’ll just kidnap you anyway.”
“K-kidnap…” Lumina sounds excited, rather than worried. “It can’t be helped, then. I’ll just have to do my best to convince him that this is the best course of action. But can it wait until tomorrow morning?”
“Got something to do today?”
“I’m the main attraction for a masquerade ball that begins in a couple hours. Technically, it’s to honor my rise to the position of Prime Oracle, but it’s also a party to celebrate the survival of our kingdom. It would be in very bad taste for me to miss it.”
“A masquerade ball, huh?”
“Sir Lutz, why do I detect a hint of a plan in your tone of voice?”
“You know Lumina, I’ve been to many professional parties during my time back on Earth. I’d be right at home making an appearance there with you. And since I’ll be at the capital with you, it gives us the perfect opportunity to vanish together.”
The line goes silent for a few too many seconds. Looking at the girls, I can see several excited smiles. Belle in particular is brimming with enthusiasm. She’s always been an outgoing person, but we’ve had to keep ourselves hidden everywhere we go, so she rarely has the chance to express herself.
After several more seconds of silence, Lumina finally returns. “You’re coming to the ball, aren’t you?”
“Yep.”
“How whimsical…”
“Sir Locke,” Elise says. “If you’re going to make an appearance, then please don masks and travel to the Bluehorn Inn. My men will arrive in two hours to pick you up.”
“Awesome, thanks Elise!”
With the plan in place, we cut the connection.
“Well, looks like we got saddled with another sidequest.”
“Alright!” Belle pumps her fist. “I’m going to a royal party!”
“Yay~” Alisha can’t help but get excited alongside her friend.
Laya’s not much of a people person, so her expression remains mostly unchanged. On the other hand, Tylith’s already revealing her fangs, as if imagining some scene within her mind.
“How bout we go ahead and teleport in? We need to buy some masks and find the Bluehorn Inn.”
After a round of nods, Tylith and I join hands. Since the two of us regain our mana back relatively quickly after using [Teleport], we’re often the ones who cast the spell for long-distance travel.
By linking our mana, we can cast the spell together, dividing the mana cost between us and preventing either of us from spending too much with a single cast. Since [Teleport] reduces the caster’s maximum mana for a time, it’s a safety measure to ensure no single person is drained for too long.
“Spell’s complete. Here we go!”
The world warps, cloaking our vision in darkness.




Chapter 2: The Ball

----- Lutz -----
 
“Greetings, honored guests. It is my honor to guide you to the reception hall.”
“Thanks, Natan.”
The man gives me a short look of surprise before realizing that I used [Scry] to find his name. People are still getting used to the fact that their names can be seen with the simple cast of a spell.
But in this case, he's wrong. Elise simply told me the name of her captain that was coming to pick us up. After all, we can't cast [Scry] when hiding our mana.
There’s no telling who will be watching, so we don’t want to reveal our strength. Having a mysterious and powerful group show up at a royal ball might draw too much attention. It’d be better to hide our mana completely, even if it’s suspicious to do so.
Natan motions us toward the open door on the side of the carriage, so we oblige.
The four girls and I step inside, the large interior furnished with plush seats and stocked with all kinds of drink. Even with five of us, there's enough room to sit comfortably. Without a doubt, this is a carriage reserved for only the highest class of nobility.
“Finally,” Belle says. “We're being treated with proper respect.”
“Definitely beats being chased to the ends of the earth, so to speak.”
“Maybe next, we'll be given a reward for saving this city!”
“Woah now, aren't you getting a little ahead of yourself?”
“No way, I'm going to dream big! I want to be a noble!”
“Hey, let's be happy that we can even show our faces here before jumping into the deep end.”
“Not showing our faces.” Laya points out the problem with my figure of speech.
“Ah, you're right. The masks do cover them quite a bit.”
The top half of our faces are currently covered in masks. Not only does it hide our identities well, but it's not the least bit suspicious because everyone else is going to be wearing one, too.
“This ball is going to be so fun!” Belle's uncovered mouth grins. “I’ve always dreamed of going to one, but I never thought it'd be hosted by the royal family of all people!”
“Mmm. Exciting.”
“I know, right!? Aristocrats, nobles, princes...! It's a dream come true!”
“The princes are rather lackluster, and the nobles are likely corrupt.”
“I know that, but it's still a once in a lifetime event, so I'm going to enjoy it to the fullest!”
“True. Julius will be there, so perhaps there will be other worthy nobles attending.”
“If so, I'll sniff them out.”
My lips curl. “What are you, a dog?”
“I'd bite you like a rabid dog for that remark, but you'd like that, wouldn't you?” Belle turns to Tylith.
“I do not bite! I simply partake in a very natural vampiric ritual from time to time.”
“Hey, why is it that you only drink Lutz’s blood?”
“There’s no particular reason. It is merely the result of circumstance.”
“Oh, is it? Then if the circumstance arises, maybe you can drink ours too.”
“Am I going to be a snack?” Alisha somehow equates the conversation to food.
After a rather short and pleasant trip filled with constant conversation, the carriage comes to a stop.
Because we're hiding our mana, I can't sense other people around us. But that's not a big handicap when we have the overpowered [Minimap] Heroic Skill.
Thanks to my recent visit during the siege of Roshar, I've mapped out the entirety of the city. Most of the castle is still blacked out, but I can still see the dots I've marked moving around in the darkness.
Lumina, Elise, Julius, and the King are all gathered in a single room. Without a doubt, many more are there with them, but we won't know just how many until we step foot inside.
The carriage door opens just as I stand from my seat, and I'm the first to step out onto the grounds that sit just in front of the castle. I extend my arm toward the carriage doorway, and Laya’s hand falls into mine.
She raises the hem of her elegant, blue and white dress, placing her trust in me to steady her as her foot makes the long trip down to the step used to get in and out of the carriage.
Belle comes next, and I help her down in the same way, her scarlet red outfit both exotic and elegant at the same time. Among all the girls, hers stands out the most, which was exactly what she wanted.
Tylith follows after, her purple dress highlighting her royal heritage. She wears it like it’s natural, which isn’t surprising considering she is a princess.
Last is Alisha. Her tight-fitting, Chinese-style dress doesn’t provide a hiding place for her tail, but it’s fine since we’re currently changing her appearance with [Transform]. A beastkin entering a royal ball would be a bit too much, so we decided to hide her race.
Of course, I’ve edited all the girls’ status to show that they’re human. I’ve changed our names, too. It’s nice being able to cheat to such an extent, going so far as to even trick the [Scry] spell when people are just now beginning to rely on it.
Natan escorts us to the castles entrance, and after flashing our invitations, a servant leads us to a set of double doors. A pair of guards pushes them open, and the castle’s Great Hall comes into view.
Most of my knowledge of the medieval era comes from popular culture, so I wasn't quite sure what to expect from a room kings use to throw their parties. But if anything, their portrayals in modern media don't do them justice. Perhaps it's simply the fact that I'm standing in a real one, but the ball room somehow seems even more grand.
The dark mahogany tables aren't just constructed to resemble furniture that’s expensive and elegant enough to impress high nobles—they actually are that impressive. That simple knowledge is enough for them to stand out, despite being just pieces of furniture.
The tablecloths that cover them are finely woven masterpieces that nobody I knew back on earth would dare risk ruining. Yet each of the four massive tables in this room are adorned with them seemingly without care.
“Sparkly,” Alisha says telepathically as we step through the doorway.
The chandeliers and candelabras? Yeah, light bouncing off gold and rare gems does sparkle quite a bit, huh?
“It's amazing,” Belle says. “Even more extravagant than I thought it'd be! Look!”
Unlike [Mental Link], our party chat can be used even when hiding our mana. Just another bonus of having these mysterious Heroic Skills.
Speaking of Heroic Skills, [Minimap] recently gained the ability to showcase the strength of every dot on the radar. The brighter it is, the more powerful the person.
Other than the king and his bodyguards, everyone else in this room is too weak to be a threat. There are a few who stand out, but none of them are strong enough for me to even worry about tagging on my map. They're just the best of the worst.
There is one exception, though. A single dot that stands out from the rest, yet I have no label on it. Whoever it is, they’re rather powerful, though not enough to worry me. If I had to use a reference to estimate his strength, I’d say he’s about equal to the king.
As we confidently step into the room, all eyes fall on the five of us. The ball is filled with this kingdom's most powerful nobles and merchants, and here we are, probably the most infamous group in the entire world.
This is going to be fun.
Even though everyone's wearing a mask, they're not really hiding their identity. This ball is just fun and games for them, a way to liven up an otherwise normal party.
But when a mysterious group suddenly appears, their faces covered in masks, it really can prevent them from figuring out their identity. Right now, that group is us.
The nobles are gathered in their factions, whispering amongst themselves as they eye us. Even though I can't detect mana right now, I know they've cast [Scry] to check our names. Unfortunately for them, I'm too much of a cheater to have my true identity revealed with such a simple spell.
A smile forms on my lips. “It sure is nice to be able to edit our names in the Status Screen.”
“Mmm. Won't find us out no matter how much they try.”
“I love it!” Belle says. “We're like a mysterious band of travelers here to steal the show!”
“Not a bad idea.” I nod at her words. “It would be kind of fun to show up all these haughty nobles.”
“In that case, I'm going all out!”
“Count me in, as well,” Tylith says. “When it comes to being at the center of attention, I have more than enough experience.”
Belle and Tylith turn their gaze to each other, both of their lips curled into devious smiles.
While they hatch a plan, the two younger girls flag down a servant. The maid’s carrying a tray full of glasses, but when Laya realizes there's nothing but alcohol in them, she requests a glass of ice water.
Alisha tried to reach for one of the glasses, but Laya managed to stop her before she could grab one.
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In the end, she just asks for a snack.
As for me, I stride toward the center of the room. The area is kept clear of any tables and other obstacles, giving a large place for people to gather and talk.
I don't know any of these nobles or merchants, but if my amateur study of Earth's history holds true here, then they're probably using this party as a way to recruit supporters into their faction, probe for potential business deals, or simply keep tabs on their enemies.
If that’s the case, then I can use this ball as a launching point for one of my new ideas. If everything works out, then I’ll be able to make a few connections and get the idea off the ground quickly.
I’m also interested in laying my eyes on Duke Bradley, but with my magic sealed, I’ll have to rely on Lumina to point him out to me.
Speaking of Lumina, she's on the second-floor balcony at the far end of the room, sitting in an extravagant chair next to the king. Prince Rhys and Prince Lyle are up there too. As the heir to the throne, Rhys looks the part of a ruler, but the young, hot-headed Lyle doesn’t even try to hide his irritation at being here.
There are a few others on the second floor, but the nobles seem to be rotating, as if they're only allowed to visit and must descend back to the first floor to make way for the next man.
This ball is basically an informal party to celebrate Lumina’s rise as the first Prime Oracle, so it makes sense that she'd basically be put on display. The ones visiting her are likely congratulating her for being chosen by the Goddess, which would explain the barely noticeable stiff smile on her lips.
That girl is entirely too pure.
I haven't specifically studied the etiquette of these high-class people, but I do have plenty of experience with executive courtesy thanks to all the meetings with my higher-ups during my time as a manager on Earth.
Our cover story is that we’re wealthy merchants visiting from the far-flung edges of the kingdom, so it shouldn't be too odd if my mannerisms don't match up to theirs.
Since Lumina is the Party Leader of a sub-party, I can communicate with her even with my magic sealed. I activate that ability, and our minds link together.
“Hey, Prime Oracle. Having fun yet?”
“I don’t see what would be so fun about being put on display in such a fashion.”
“Me either. Just sitting there, greeting one guest after the next as they try to worm their way into your good graces. No, thanks.”
Lumina visibly holds back a sigh. “I suppose it’s all part of my new responsibilities, though I hope they don’t overstay their welcome with their false sentiments.”
“Well if you need a break from their rambling, I’ll think of something. But for now, I was hoping you could point me toward a noble who’s aligned with the throne and doesn’t shy away from risks.”
“Risks? Why do I have a bad feeling…?”
“Eh, I can’t imagine why.”
“I suppose you’ll go through with it regardless, so I may as well provide the answer.” Lumina’s eyes pointedly move toward a group of nobles. “Marquis Viktor in the dark-blue suit is known for financing risky endeavors.”
“Sweet! Thanks Lumina, I’ll make sure to give you a pat on the head later.”
“I-it’s not like I want you to pat my head or anything…!”
I close the connection before the conversation pulls too much of her attention. Thanks to the strange look on her face, the noble in front of her already looks worried, probably thinking that he’s offended her somehow.
Before I speak to Marquis Viktor, I stop by a few other gatherings of nobles and merchants. As expected of people from high society, they’re intrigued by a mysterious young man who shows up at a royal ball.
I get many questions, including why I don’t have a mana signature. That one’s pretty easy, as I simply tell them that I used my connections to learn the Lost Magics, and my teacher came up with a method for hiding mana.
Even though it’s only been about a week since Lumina started spreading the Arcane Spell tree, everyone with money and power has already learned the magic. When I show them the method to hide their mana, they don’t have a choice but to accept what I say.
Thanks to that, I manage to build up my reputation, not only as a mysterious outsider but as someone who’s informed enough to learn the Lost Magics alongside them, despite nobody here knowing who I am.
Without a doubt, it’ll spark a lot of interest in these nosey nobles. That’s not really a good thing, but it will come in handy for my new endeavor, so it can’t really be considered a bad thing, either.
After speaking with several groups, I finally turn toward my main target. Marquis Viktor stands with three others, no doubt each powerful people in their own rights. When they realize I’m heading their way, I see a subtle shift in their positioning, as if opening their little group up for my arrival.
“It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” I give them a bow, mimicking the style of a Japanese businessman. “I am Lawrence, a merchant of some renown in the far east.”
Even though I’m using my real name, I changed the name in my Status to match, so anyone who casts [Scry] on me will believe that I’m telling the truth.
The four nobles don't quite know what to make of the oddly stiff bow I gave as a greeting, but they quickly return it with one of their more flourishing counterparts.
“The far east?” Marquis Viktor asks. “You're quite a distance from your normal trading route, are you not?”
“I certainly am. When I heard the capital was in desperate need of supplies, my mercantile instincts dragged me here before my mind could even catch up.”
“I don't see what a single merchant from the edge of the kingdom could hope to provide for us in bulk within a reasonable timeframe.”
“I believe you may be surprised at the speed of our transport. Perhaps you will be even more shocked at the quality of our items.”
“I have no interest in being made a fool of by gambling my reputation on an unknown merchant.”
“Suit yourself. I heard some of the guests here were forward thinking, so I'm sure to find some customers among them.”
Unfortunately for Marquis Viktor, I’ve already gotten the scoop on his personality from Lumina. He can act conservative all he wants, but I know he’s the type of person to double-down on a bet, if the reward is juicy enough.
Perhaps it’s not even the reward itself he’s after. Some people just want to gamble, and a high noble doesn’t need to step into a gambling den to bet his coin. Financing risky endeavors is certainly a valid strategy. Speculators on Earth would do the same, hoping to hit it big with the next MiniSoft or Jungle.
Either way, Marquis Viktor wants to play games. By refusing my initial offer, he thinks he can get me to come crawling to him. He’s probably under the assumption that I came all the way here to make a deal, which means that I’d be starting the negotiation from a disadvantaged position. After all, what other reason would a merchant have for making such a long trip.
With those kinds of thoughts, he’s seeking to solidify his power over me in this deal, like an ape beating their chest to signal their authority to the others. But that only works for someone who truly has the winning hand, and in this case, Marquis Viktor has misread my cards.
“Hey Lumina, guess who it is again.”
“Why would I need to guess when your voice makes it clear.”
“Wrong. It’s me, Lutz! Better luck next time.”
“I didn’t even guess!”
“…Anyway, are there any nobles nearby that Marquis Viktor hates in particular?”
“Let’s see, if I recall correctly, he’s had many feuds with the blonde-haired nobleman to your left, two parties over.”
I tag the man on my [Minimap].
“Check the map. Is that the right guy?”
“Yes, that's him.”
“Awesome, thanks!”
I turn toward that noble, pointedly eyeing him. "I hear that gentleman is quite willing to engage in potentially lucrative business deals, so perhaps I should greet him next…”
Marquis Viktor traces my gaze, and I feel him stiffen when he realizes my next target.
“You’re wasting your time with that fool. He’s capable of ruining a business deal with even the most accommodating of merchants.”
“Perhaps those other merchants just weren’t up to his standards. I won’t know until I speak with him.”
“His standards are as low as they come. I’ve seen the quality of the merchants he contracts with, and not once have I been impressed with their wares.”
“Oh? So you see yourself a capable judge of merchandise?”
“Among the nobility, none can claim to surpass my eye for profitable goods.”
“It just so happens that I brought an item to show off to potential business partners.” I pull a sash from beneath my coat. “It’s made from Giant Spider silk and is enchanted with powerful magic.”
I hold the sash out to Marquis Viktor, and he takes it into his hands. Although he doesn’t let the surprise show on his face, the fact that his eyes remain fixated on it give away his interest.
Nobles like him often wear sashes tied around their waist. It gives their robe-like garments some accent and structure, not to mention giving a place for pouches to be secured for ease of access.
I copied the basic design from one I saw in a nice shop and even made improvements on it. It may not be the most luxurious sash he’s ever seen, but it’s certainly good enough to make him think twice about whether or not he wants to risk losing first pick of my wares to his adversary.
“You say you have more items around this quality?” he asks.
“Oh yes, many more. In fact, that sash isn’t even that special, it was simply convenient to carry and show off. Besides, it’d be rude to bring my best item, only for the rest to disappoint my clients afterwards.”
“In that case, perhaps we should set up a meeting so I can examine the rest of your wares for myself.”
“That’s great news. Ah, I forgot to mention. My wares are actually of elven origin, so you can expect to see some exotic items among them.”
“Elven?” Marquis Viktor looks skeptical. “Even the merchants in the east can’t trade with the elves, so how did you get your hands on them?”
“Haven’t you heard? The elves have set up a trade route at the Azure Springs Resort, near the town of Resta in the far east. A merchant by the name of Kalyn meets with an elven convoy every other week or so, and others are welcome to bring their wares in order to strike their own deals.”
“What!?” He turns to one of the other three nobles standing with us. “Check that information. I want to know where this Azure Springs Resort is and if they’ve truly managed to establish a trade route with the elves!”
Sorry Kalyn. You might get some visitors soon.
But don’t worry, we’ll be sure to make a few things clear to anyone who gets any funny ideas.
It seems the hook has sunk deep, and I’ve caught myself a wealthy client. That’s good because it will ensure that the idea I have forming in my mind will get off to a successful start.
But securing a client was only one goal of mine. Even without him, I’m sure I could make it work. So, rather than spend more time working on this sidequest, I exchange a few pleasantries with Marquis Viktor before bidding him farewell.
After my productive conversation with my future client, I check up on the girls.
Belle and Tylith are engaged with a rather large group, consisting mostly of young men. As expected of our party's most outgoing member, Belle's mouth is moving at full speed, though her words are drowned out by the music and multitude of other conversations taking place.
Still, it's not exactly difficult to imagine what she's saying. It's probably some outlandish stories meant to capture the attention of the infatuated nobles surrounding her.
Suddenly meeting a mysterious girl of unknown origins is too much for the young nobles. They've gathered like bugs to a flame, though the one who's more likely to burn them is Tylith.
She stands beside Belle in the confident pose that I've come to associate with her when she's in one of her domineering moods. The devilish smile on her lips certainly isn't helping to diminish the arrogant air radiating from her.
From the looks of it, Tylith is playing wingman for Belle. The two of them were eagerly looking forward to this ball, and their enthusiasm is quite contagious. Not wanting to miss their engaging discussion, I step close enough to hear their conversation.
“…won’t be disappointed with the selection.” Belle’s words finally become audible to me. “We’ve got a wide selection of styles, some of which were made by my very own hands!”
“You’re a seamstress in the employ of that merchant, Lawrence?” one of the nobles asks.
“That’s right!” Belle lifts the hem of her skirt just a bit, drawing the men’s eyes to her outfit. “This one was sewn by yours truly! Be honest now, how does it look?”
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“It’s flashy and looks to be well-made.”
“The style is modern yet somehow different at the same time.”
“My sister would love to wear a similar dress. Are your wares for sale already?”
“All in due time,” Tylith says. “But rest assured that when the time comes, all of you will be informed with haste.”
In truth, Belle’s dress was made by me. Of course, it was sewn according to her specifications, but Belle herself doesn’t have any real skill as a seamstress. She did say her parents made and sold clothes, which is where she picked up her eye for fashion. But she was never interested in picking up the needle herself.
Stepping away from their little gathering, I make my way through the crowd of nobles and merchants, my eyes on the [Minimap]. When I get close to my target, I finally manage to pick him out from the large group that’s gathered around him.
So that’s the one who’s strength is nearly equal to the king. He definitely looks like he has the confidence to match his level.
The man’s on the older side, probably somewhere in his fourth decade. But his hair is still a dark black without a speck of grey to be seen. The outfit he’s wearing is a step above the others, just like his strength, and he wears it like it’s only natural for him to stand out amongst the crowd.
The more I look at him, the more I feel like he embodies everything about the nobility that I used to hate when I was first betrayed. Even though those feelings are dead, I haven’t forgotten them.
Forgive, but don’t forget, they say. Better mark this guy, just in case. Also…
“Hey Lumina, who is this man with the black hair and extravagant outfit?”
“Ah, that’s Duke Bradley de Reinhold. Even if you’re hiding your identity, I would be careful engaging him in a discussion.”
“So this is Duke Bradley, the man who’s trying to take the crown. Can’t believe he’s really just chatting at this party like it’s no big deal.”
“That’s how high society works. It’s all fun and games during the day, while the blades come out at night.”
“Yeah, I’m starting to understand, which annoys me.”
“Oh? Perhaps you’d be fit for nobility, after all?”
“Hah. No thank you. There’s no way I could deal with these pretentious idiots every day.”
Lumina sends a giggle through our shared link. “Yes, I assumed as much. Ah, pardon me, but I have a guest.”
Now that I think about it, it makes sense. Of course Duke Bradley would be a powerful man, both in terms of authority and levels.
I should consider some countermeasures to make sure he doesn’t mess with Lumina.
He is deeply involved with the other three heroes, after all. That means…
I have a few more things to accomplish here at this party, so I only spare a bit of thought for Duke Bradley. After I get some free time, I intend to come up with a plan and put it into motion, just in case.
But for now, I step toward the stairs that lead to the second floor. Most of the nobles have already greeted Lumina and congratulated her for being chosen as the Prime Oracle, so the little princess is merely looking down at us with clear desire.
Want to join the fun that badly, huh? Maybe I can make your wish come true.
It’s obvious that she doesn’t like being stuck on the second floor, merely as a display piece. This ball was thrown in her honor, yet she can only sit in her chair and watch as everyone else enjoys the party.
I don’t know much about etiquette in this world, nor do I care to learn. All I know is that Lumina is bored out of her mind, and that’s something that needs to be rectified.
When my foot hits the first step that leads to the second floor, several more pairs of eyes fall on me, with Elise and the king being the most notable among them.
My feet continue, step after step, until no more remain.
Many others have come to the second floor, but as a mysterious guest, perhaps they thought I would shy away from following their example. As they’ve now learned, I won’t hesitate just because of something like expectations.
My first stop is to the king. “Greetings, Your Majesty. I’m glad to see you’re in good health.”
“Yes, I’ve been blessed with a hardy constitution.” He manages a swift reply, but his words are a bit stiff.
“Where I’m from, everyone nose the truth of those words.” My eyes fall on the center of his face.
I was surprised when Lumina told me that the king refused healing for the broken nose I gave him. Even now, it’s still healing. From the looks of it, the whole thing may end up a bit crooked at this rate. Not that I care.
“You…” He manages to calm himself before continuing. “It’s good that the eastern edge of the kingdom knows the truth.”
With a final bow—and smirk—I move on to the next one in line: Rhys.
“Prince Rhys, it’s an honor to meet the kingdom’s heir. Allow me to thank you for your efforts in keeping the enemy at bay.”
So that I can have free reign to do as I wish, that is.
“Lawrence, was it? I heard from the nobles that you brought elven goods from the eastern lands. Perhaps one of my men could meet with you later to see if any of them could be useful at the front lines.”
“Of course, Your Highness. I’m confident in the equipment and potions I brought with me, so I’m sure you’ll find some useful items among them.”
“Excellent. Then expect a visit from a soldier soon to browse your wares.”
With a bow, I step over to the third royal, Lyle. He and I have a bit of history. We fought during the siege, when Chaos was trying to destroy this city. But I was using my False Hero persona that day, so my voice was quite different than it is normally.
Thanks to that and the mask, he doesn’t have the least bit of suspicion in his gaze as he looks me over. Instead, all I see is boredom and disinterest.
“Prince Lyle, it’s good to see you’re doing well.”
“Yeah. Everything’s great.”
“Is that so? Then, I hope the future continues to look bright.”
He doesn’t respond, so I move on to the final royal.
“Prime Oracle Lumina.” I give her a bow. “I’m honored to be given an opportunity to stand before you.”
“There’s no reason to feel so strongly about it.” There’s a tinge of embarrassment in her voice.
“That simply won’t do. It’s not every day I get to meet someone hand-picked by the Goddess herself to lead this world to salvation.”
“This is a critical moment for the world, so the touch of the Goddess can be found in many places.”
“True. Perhaps there are others here who were secretly chosen by her in some fashion. Though such a person would have a rough time of it trying to keep it hidden.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised, were that to be the case.”
“Putting that aside,” I say. “This ball is in your honor, yet I haven’t seen you so much as stand from your chair. Perhaps it’s different here in the west, but don’t guests of honor normally move about and enjoy the party as they wish?”
“As you stated, there must be a cultural difference between the two, and that goes doubly so for royals.”
“I see. Still, it’d be a shame to not make at least some good memories on a night like this, wouldn’t it?”
“What exactly do you mean by making good memories?”
I kneel before her, like a knight swearing fealty to his queen. The sudden move raises a lot of eyebrows as everyone atop the second floor waits for my next move.
“Your Highness, Princess Lumina.” I extend my hand toward her. “Would you honor me with a dance?”
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After my request to dance with this country’s only princess—and the first Prime Oracle—audible gasps sound out from within the ball room.
“Sir Locke, this is a severe breach of etiquette,” Elise says telepathically. “Princess, the proper response is to gently decline. This will also serve to dissuade others from seeking the same."
“It's regrettable,” the king says, “but my daughter—”
“Sir Lawrence.” Lumina cuts him off. “I would love to be your partner for a song.”
“What!?” The king nearly stands from his chair.
Elise visibly holds back a groan. “Princess, dancing with an unknown man will lower your reputation in the eyes of the nobility.”
“Who cares about them?” I respond telepathically. “This is Lumina's ball, so I intend to make it one to remember. I know you always try to do what's best for her, but sometimes you have to just say screw tradition and give in to her feelings.”
Lumina takes my outstretched hand, and I use it to help her stand.
I lead her down the steps and to the wide-open floor the nobles have been using to hold their conversations. They've made ample room now, while the musicians have gone silent, waiting for us to ready ourselves.
“Oh, by the way,” I say. “I don't know how to dance.”
“Eh?” Lumina gives me a blank stare.
“Well it's not something we really learn on Earth. But don't worry, I watched a youtube video one time that said even beginners can follow the lead of a practiced dancer. So it should be fine, right?”
“I'd like to complain about this so-called video's argument, but I have a feeling I wouldn't make any progress on the matter.” Lumina sighs in our minds. “I'll take it slow and do my best to guide you.”
“Awesome! I knew I could count on you, Instructor Lumina!”
Lumina’s quite a bit shorter than me, so when I place my hand on her waist, my arm ends up at a steep angle. The other hand clasps her own, and we end up in a typical dancing position that even I’ve been in once or twice. Though that was a long time ago, so I can’t say that I remember anything other than the most basics of the basics.
Fortunately, I’ve got a brilliant girl to lead me. Lumina's first steps are slow and deliberate, making them easy to follow. She guides me with subtle nudges in the direction she plans to move next, allowing me to shift my weight in preparation of her next step.
Thanks to Lumina’s direction, I feel like we’re gliding over the dance floor like an ice skater leisurely enjoying an afternoon in their favorite rink.
Despite my bold words, I was a bit nervous. Acting so arrogant only to embarrass myself would have been a huge disaster. But as one step flows into the next, the anxiety fades, carried away by the slow melody, the notes dragging out as if in time with our casual movements.
There’s a strange sort of relaxation that comes with a slow dance. Just the two of us, focused only on each other as we take one methodical step after the next. No stress, no haste. Only the moment.
“These musicians are good. I would say you picked a dance to match the song, but you started moving before they even began playing.”
“No expense was spared for this ball, so Father hired the best musicians available. It's not that I chose to dance to their song; it's they who picked a tune to match us.”
“Wow, that's cool. Does that mean their music will change if we swap dances?”
“Yes, but you've finally grown accustomed to this one, so wouldn't it be best to stay with it?”
“No way. I won't be satisfied with ending the dance in such an anticlimactic way.”
“Jeez. You sure do have a penchant for flash, don't you?”
“It's not for me, it's for you. I said it earlier, didn't I? I'm going to make this a night to remember.”
“A-ah. I see...” Lumina's eyes break contact, but only for a second.
The gentle nudges she's been giving me suddenly change in their pattern, along with the steps that follow them up. The long, deliberate strides give way to shorter, more pronounced steps, with the gentle turns morphing into quick twists.
Just as Lumina said, the song's beat picks up speed to match our movements, with the simple notes gaining complexity alongside our footwork.
Among the instruments, I pick up the sound of a familiar flute. The instrument is unique enough that it’s easy to pluck the notes from the air, yet it also blends in seamlessly with the rest of the song.
“How is it?” Lumina asks. “Please tell me if it's too much.”
“It’s surprisingly simple. Not only are you a great instructor, but it seems like all the martial skills I've learned over the months lets me pick up the steps with ease.”
“Is that so? As long as you're satisfied with the dance's complexity, then so am I.”
“Hm? Who said I'm satisfied?”
“D-don't tell me...”
“You have to know tougher dances than this, right?”
“Of course, but this is the most difficult dance recommended for beginners.”
“Who said I'm a beginner?”
“You did, just before we started dancing!”
“Ah, you remembered.”
“How could I not!?” Her eyes are drawn to my wry smile.
“Anyway, if this is the toughest dance for beginners, then there's only one solution—something advanced!”
“I should have known it would come to this...”
Despite her reluctance, Lumina gives in to my demand for a more advanced dance. The simple steps transform into a complex pattern, requiring not just proper movement but delicate shifting of balance to allow for seamless transitions from one step to the next.
Like before, she guides me with gentle nudges, but the difficulty of the moves makes it impossible for her to reveal the nuances required. Fortunately, I have other ways to fill the gap.
Although our gazes stay locked, with a quick flicker of my eyes at the right moment, I can pick up on the slight movements of her body, pulling enough information from it to clue me in on the minute details of her upcoming steps.
It's a technique normally used in combat to foresee an opponent’s attacks, but it can be put to use even in cases like this.
Thanks to my high Intelligence stat, I'm able to memorize the dance's pattern after only a few rotations. After that, I'm even adding my own flourishes to enhance the visual appeal.
As expected of Laya and the master musicians, the song flows right along with our movements, the notes timed to the beat of our footwork.
By all accounts, the dance can be considered a success. Even if we don't hit the heights achievable by masters of the art, nobody can claim that we weren't able to put on an adequate showing. However...
It's still not enough.
A smirk falls on my lips. When Lumina eyes it, I see instant recognition in her gaze.
“Sir Lutz, you can’t be considering…”
“Thanks to your lessons, I picked up some valuable tips. It can't be helped that I want to put them to use, right?”
“And how precisely do you intend to do such a thing?”
“By taking the lead in the finale.”
“During your first dance? Isn't that too absurd, even for you?”
“Nope.”
“Hey Laya, give us something exciting.”
The notes from her flute suddenly change, with the new melody reminding me of battle music from an RPG game, rather than something you’d normally hear on the dance floor.
The other musicians notice the shift in musical style but are reluctant to go along with it. They’re probably worried that we won’t be able to keep up with the song’s quick pace.
I’m about to prove them wrong.
I pick up on the beat of Laya’s melody and modify my steps to match, dragging Lumina into my pace. The young princess has had many dancing lessons, but even she can’t suddenly adapt to new footwork immediately.
As the only one who knows the steps, I end up guiding her through them. Though I’m mainly making them up as I go, so they’re a bit rough. But after a few rotations through them, I clean up the messy ones and hone the routine until I’m satisfied with the results.
Through that time, Lumina also gets comfortable with them, and together, we put on a show for the audience, giving them front row seats to a dance that’s never been seen before. Of course, that’s because I just made it up.
However…
“Ready to impress them?” I ask during a slow moment.
Lumina has to wait for the right time to answer. “We aren’t already?”
The quick dance forces silence as we go through a quick motion. “Not enough.”
After another round of steps, she finds an opening to respond. “Then let’s give it our all!”
Drawing on memories from my time on Earth, I recreate an eye-pleasing dance move, twirling Lumina and sending her spiraling out until both of our connected arms are stretched to the max. The tension in our arms stops her in an instant, but she quickly twirls back into my embrace so our dance can continue.
Time and again, we perform exotic movements, interlaced with complicated steps never before seen in this world, or my own. All the while, Laya’s original tune carries us along, making me feel like I’m dancing on a sea of notes. Even the other musicians have fallen in line, playing second fiddle to Laya’s melody.
Beads of sweat are flung to the floor with each sudden change in movement. Despite our high Constitution, something about the dance takes our breath away.
After an unknown amount of time, the moment for the finale feels right. With a quick flourish, Lumina ends up pressed against me, her body angled back as my hand on her waist supports her posture.
For several beats of our hearts, Lumina and I simply hold our positions, eyes locked.
But like everything in life, the moment can’t last forever. Eventually, we separate, putting the appropriate distance between us.
I had blocked out the crowds voices long ago, but now that I open my ears to them, I realize that at some point, it became a useless endeavor. There's not a peep to be heard from any of the nobles and merchants watching from the sidelines.
Finally, a sound fills the large ballroom. Four pairs of hands begin clapping in appreciation of the performance we put on display. Of course, they belong to my companions, but two more quickly join them—Elise and Julius.
After having the silence broken, the rest follow along with the sudden celebratory atmosphere. We give bows to the crowd, who look back at us with conflicted expressions. They can’t deny the impression the dance had on them but neither do they want to admit that they were impressed.
Having a mysterious merchant one-up all the high-class nobles gathered here isn’t an easy pill for any of them to swallow. But I don’t care about that. As long as I can make this boring night into one Lumina will remember, that’s all that matters.
Now that someone has danced for the first time, it seems others want to join in. Several couples step into the still-empty center of the room, and the musicians begin playing a slow beat, easing them into their first dance of the night.
Turns out, I’ve got a few more rounds to make on the dance floor, as well. Alisha’s already looking at me with an eager smile. But before that, I need to say goodbye to my current partner.
“I hope you enjoyed the dance, Princess Lumina.” I give her another bow.
“I did, Sir Lawrence. Thank you for your courage and consideration.”
After a small curtsey, she turns and heads back to the stairs that lead up to her chair on the second floor.
Meanwhile, I’m approached by Alisha. The young catgirl looks up to me, a soft smile on her lips.
“May I have the next dance?” she asks in an unusually mature tone.
“It would be my pleasure.”
The dances continue for a while, with Tylith boldly approaching after Alisha. She’s in an excited mood thanks to all the lively conversations she’s managed to have, so the dance is an energetic one.
Despite Belle’s usual outgoing personality, she always manages to get shy during moments like this. In fact, I was forced to approach her and ask if she would be my partner for the next song. The blush on her face was really cute.
After that, Laya appears. For some reason, she waited until all the other girls have had their turn, as if going last was somehow the best option.
My dance with her was soft and easygoing. It wasn’t so much about the steps or eye-catching moves as it was simply enjoying the time spent together. And enjoy we did, even without a single spoken word between us.
Yeah. It was definitely worth coming here today.




Chapter 3: Departure

----- Lutz -----
 
After we get the dancing out of our system, I shift gears, moving on to the main objective of my visit.
At some point, Lumina added her brothers, Rhys and Lyle, to her party. Since they're just regular members, they don't have access to things like the Party Status Menu like Lumina does. Unless Lumina tells them directly, they'd have no way of knowing that the skill originates from me.
I don't mind if she adds whoever she thinks is necessary, but there is one person that I'd really rather not have partied with me in any shape, way, or form. Lumina understands that, so she would only ask to invite him if it were absolutely necessary. Unfortunately, it is.
“Sir Lutz, would it be okay for my father to join the party?”
Knowing her intent, I can only groan. “Ugh. Fine, but I'm kicking him out as soon as we're done talking.”
“Understandable. Then...”
Lumina leans toward the king and whispers into his ear. Shortly after, Edgar de Eldridge appears in her party screen.
With our mana sealed, the party chat is the only way we can speak telepathically. I've got a couple things I need to say to him, and I'd like to take care of everything here and now.
“I don't like this anymore than you, so let's make this quick,” I say to the king. “I'm going to take Lumina with me when I leave the city.”
“You will do no such thing!” He roars in return. “There are far too many dangers lurking for her outside the castle!”
“You're saying that to the person who's literally being hunted by all of humanity. I think I know a thing or two about dangers.”
“And yet you want to put my only daughter in the same dire situation!? Haven't you endangered her enough already, placing the burden of Prime Oracle upon her shoulders!? It's precisely because of you that she's become such a target!”
“You're right, but what's done is done. We can only move forward with the cards we have in our hands.”
“I've been king for over two decades. I don't need you to lecture me on such matters.”
“Then you should know that the best way for Lumina to protect herself is to get stronger.”
The king frowns. “What exactly are you suggesting?”
“I'm saying that I'm going to bring her to a dungeon.”
“Absolutely not! I will never allow Lumina to step a single foot inside one of those death traps!”
“Those death traps are the best way to give her what she needs right now: strength.”
“It's out of the question. I won't gamble her life on the chance that you will conquer a dungeon when even the most seasoned adventurers lose their lives in them.”
“Have you ever stopped to ask the girl herself what she thinks?”
The king’s eyes flicker toward Lumina. “She's far too young to make such critical decisions on her own. Only those with real experience could hope to weigh the risks.”
“If you refuse to ask her, then I will. Lumina, what do you want to do?”
“I...” She turns to the king. “Father, I want to travel with Sir Lutz. No, it's more than desire. If I don't grow stronger, then I'm certain that I will meet my end before the war is over.”
“Lumina! Do you realize what you're going to step into!? Dungeons aren't just filled with powerful monsters but also deadly traps! With no way to decipher the dungeon text, adventurers can only rely on luck to explore the depths. You want me to send you to such a place!?”
“Sir Lutz can read dungeon text. But besides that, I'm in far more danger here than I would be by his side. Father, I haven't told you yet, but ... the False Hero was summoned by my hand. Or rather, three of them were...”
“Are you alluding to...”
“Yes. With high ranked [Scry], I could see the Unique Skills listed in their status. Each of them had one named [Blessing of Chaos].”
“Oh Goddess, this is the worst possible outcome. And you believe they will target you because of your new position as Prime Oracle?”
“No Father, there's another reason. Collette detected my high level [Scry]. She's aware that I know their secret.”
“What!? I must take measures immediately. The heroes will be banned from the castle, then—"
“You can't do that, Father. You know what will happen if you begin moving against the heroes. The people have nothing left but their faith. By pitting the royal family against them, you will only open the door for Duke Bradley to stage his revolution and take the crown.”
“We're beyond that now. With the Lost Magics, we can prove their allegiance to Chaos.”
“Then let us entrap them first. Conflict before we gain the support of the masses is far too risky.”
The king rubs his blonde beard. “They haven't been seen since their sudden departure when they returned from the front lines.”
“That's because they teleported away shortly after, though I don't know the destination.”
“Surely they went to report their discovery to the Lord of Chaos. Perhaps they won't return at all now that the Lost Magics are spreading.”
“You may be right, but we should prepare, regardless.”
“Yes, I'm in agreement. To think that by activating the summoning ritual, we only empowered our enemies.”
“That's not entirely true.” Lumina's eyes fall on me. “We obtained a Great Hero of our own in the process.”
“One who has only learned to walk, yet we need him to run.”
“That's why he's going to a dungeon, and it's why I want to go with him.”
The king falls silent. As much as I dislike him and was looking forward to forcing his hand on this issue, even I have my limits.
Lumina is his only daughter. I may not agree with the methods, but it's obvious that his goal is to keep her safe. Nobody can blame him for that.
If someone were to ask me to let them take one of my girls into a place as dangerous as a dungeon, there wouldn't be any need to think. I would refuse before they could even finish their sentence.
Yet I'm asking that very thing of the king. In this situation, the least I can do is give this matter the weight it deserves.
“If Lumina does not return to me safely,” the king says, “I will use every sliver of the power at my disposal to hunt you down.”
“Father...”
“I understand,” I say. “The safety of her and my other companions is always my number one priority.”
The king sits back in his chair, as if melting into the backrest. There’s a certain relaxation that comes with making a critical decision, and now that he's decided, the tension fades from his body.
However, there's still a stiffness in his shoulders, as if another weight had just been placed upon them.
“And when will you be departing?” He asks.
“As soon as this ball’s over, we'll be leaving this city along with lumina and Elise.”
“I’ve gotten wind of your dealings with the nobles here tonight. What other schemes are you running beneath my nose?”
“Oh, nothing major. Just setting up a shop to sell off some of my excess supplies. Got a lot of items from my dungeon dive a while back. Figured the people here could use them more than me, especially since I'm about to get a lot more.”
“Dungeon supplies are a rare commodity, but they're regulated by the kingdom to prevent powerful artifacts from falling into the wrong hands.”
“That's why I came here, among other reasons. The common equipment and alchemy ingredients will be on display for anyone to buy, but I have plenty of items that will need approval before I can get rid of them.”
I leave out the fact that I’m going to bypass the restrictive laws for the most powerful items I plan to sell. There's no way I’m letting some bureaucracy decide who can buy the strongest items in my [Inventory] that the girls and I risked our lives to obtain.
Most of the common and mid-class items should make it into the hands of the people who actually need them, and if they ever start confiscating them or restricting too many people from obtaining them—well, I'm not against taking matters into my own hands.
In the end, starting my own shop here at the capital has the potential to provide me with a lot of benefits, mostly in the form of connections. By operating a business that sells high quality combat supplies during a time when the world is on the brink of devastation, my reputation should quickly skyrocket.
“Fine,” the king says. “I can't deny the benefit from having a steady supply of dungeon items sold here at the capital. But how do you propose to set up the establishment when your name is synonymous with Chaos?”
“I've got a few ideas in mind, but for now, it's enough to pick a location for the store and get the paperwork sorted out. When I get back from the dungeon, we can figure out the rest.”
“What a carefree way to start such a powerful business.”
“I prefer to take things day by day. In any case, that brings an end to my visit here, so I think we'll be taking our leave.”
“Thank you for the dance, Sir Lutz. It's certainly one I won't forget for the rest of my days.”
“That so? Well, look forward to more memorable days when we start the adventure.”
“Yes! I can hardly wait until tonight!”
“Let me make something clear,” the king says. “My daughter is not your—"
After kicking the king from my party, his annoying voice disappears from my mind. His face flushes red, while Lumina's carries a stiff smile. Ignoring both of them, I turn to my companions.
The four of them break away from the nobles engaging them, coming back to my side.
We’ve accomplished everything we wanted, and the outgoing girls have had time to enjoy their moment in the spotlight, so there’s no reason for us to stay here any longer.
Besides, a mysterious party arriving late, doing outlandish things like dancing with the princess, then vanishing before they could be thoroughly questioned, would only add to the mystery.
However, it’d be in bad taste to just silently walk out the door without a word. So, after we gather near the exit, I turn to the nobles and merchants who eye us from the ballroom floor.
“Ladies and gentlemen, it was a pleasure.” Each of us give an elegant bow. “Perhaps our paths will cross again at some unexpected point in the future.”
With that, we turn and calmly leave the party.
“Jeez,” Belle says. “Those nobles weren't even trying to hide their intentions.”
“What do you mean?”
“After your dance with Lumina, they really started fighting for our attention. Obviously, they wanted us to give up information on who we really are.”
“Hmph. Human males are far too easy to read. As if I would entertain their advances for even a second!”
Alisha presses her finger to her lips. “We were only surrounded by women, though.”
“Mmm. In a way, even more dangerous.”
“Ah, so that's why you scared them away with your glare!”
“No, that's just my normal reaction when annoying people won't stop talking.”
Now that we've left the castle, the girls are finally able to give their unfiltered thoughts on the nobles and merchants who sought to bring them into their schemes.
It's no surprise that their opinions are largely negative, though other than Laya, they look quite satisfied at being able to play the part of an important guest at a royal ball. Belle in particular still carries a wide smile on her lips.
After motioning to Elise’s guard captain, Natan, he brings our carriage around to pick us up.
“It's nice to be treated with special privilege, isn't it?” I begin helping the girls into the carriage. “How about we visit the beastkin slums while we wait for Lumina to escape from the ball?”
“Master, master! I want to play at the park again!”
“Sure. Let's invite a few of our friends along, too.”
With the decision made, the carriage begins rolling down the cobblestone road toward our destination.
----------
 
“You sure are traveling light.” My eyes take in Lumina's empty hands.
“I'm not going to dignify that with a response.”
“Aw, c'mon. I had a whole slew of hilarious comments lined up.”
“That's precisely why I intend to sidestep the discussion.”
“Heh, guess you win this one. Then...” I hold my hand out. “Here, take these.”
Lumina and Elise pick up the two rings sitting atop my palm. Putting them on, the two girls realize exactly what it is I gave them.
“[Inventory] rings,” Elise says. “The storage capacity is higher than our originals.”
“That's not the only upgrade. Time passes slower inside them, so food and other perishables will last longer.”
“Strange.” Lumina eyes her two inventory rings. “Our storage space is limited to only the highest capacity ring.”
“Yeah, but when you have two on, you can move items between them with ease. Give it a try.”
Their eyes grow distant as the two of them transfer their supplies to their new rings. It's a quick process, so it doesn't take long before their focus returns.
“You can store the old rings inside the new ones. It won't increase your storage capacity any more than putting an empty bag inside another bag, but it will keep them safe.”
“Understood.” Lumina's old ring disappears from her finger. “With this, I do believe we are prepared for our journey.”
“Then let's not waste any time.”
It took several hours, but the ball finally ended, allowing Lumina and Elise to gather the necessary items for their journey. In order to not have our mana and Dark Magic detected, we moved to a working-class section of town, where the Lost Magics have yet to spread.
I'm already holding my teleportation spell at the ready, so with a quick release of my mana, the world around us warps.
As always, the odd interdimensional space fills me with a strange feeling of comfort. It's almost as if the more times I come here, the more I feel at home. Sadly, we arrive at our destination before I can fully enjoy it, the massive trees looming over us like ancient giants.
“Whew,” I say. “There goes almost half my mana.”
“So much?” Lumina asks. “How far did we teleport?”
“Not far, just to the middle of the forest north of the capital, but a large amount of mana is needed to activate the spell, regardless of the distance traveled.” I pull out a map and show her. “This is where I fled to back when I escaped the dungeon.”
“Ah, so you hid within these woodlands. No wonder we were unable to locate you.”
“Yep, spent a couple weeks out here grinding and learning the system. But we've already been down memory lane here, so why don't we start the next leg of the journey quickly.”
I slide my finger along the map’s surface, coming to a stop at a dungeon. By foot, it lies a couple days’ journey north of our current location.
“The Beast Warrens,” Lumina says. “A fearsome dungeon, only for the most experienced adventurers.”
“We can't afford to waste time at another easy one.”
“Yes, I understand now. The other three heroes are so far above us that the greater risk would be to play it safe.”
“Bingo. I intend to get the strength I need all at once. Whether it's the three heroes, the archfiends, or Vampire Lord Ashton, I want to be able to stand against them all by the time we leave The Beast Warrens.”
I catch sight of something unusual. Belle is making a complicated face as she eyes my finger position on the map. She normally says whatever comes to her mind, so it's a bit odd to see her hesitating.
“See something strange, Belle?”
“Ah, no, I just...” Her finger slowly moves to the map, coming to a stop just south of the dungeon. “This is the town I grew up in.”
“Truly?” Elise says. “I believe it would be good to spend the night resting before entering the dungeon, so why don't we do so in your hometown?”
“Sure, I guess. I mean, I basically ran away from home, so I don't know how much of a welcome my family will give us, but I wouldn't mind seeing my siblings again...”
“How many do you have?”
“Three. Two older, one younger. I already told the others this story, but basically, times got rough for the town. With so many mouths to feed, it got difficult to put enough food on the table. After a passing mage told me I have magical talent, I decided to become his apprentice. My parents were against it. Being so close to a dungeon, we've heard many horror stories of what can happen to adventures, so in the end, I just left without even saying goodbye...”
“A difficult decision, but one I can respect.” Elise nods, seemingly impressed with Belle's determination. “Though it won't do to leave them wondering your fate forever. You've become party to the one man who has the potential to save this world, so you should return with your head held high.”
“Yeah, I know. But family matters can be prickly...”
“Eh, but I want to meet them,” Alisha says. “It's the family of my best friend, after all!”
“Ugh, you know I can't deny you when you give me those eyes.”
“They're my secret weapon!”
“I agree with paying them a visit,” I say. “Besides, didn’t you already tell us that you wanted to visit your family soon? It’s the perfect time for it, so no use getting cold feet now.”
“Alright, already. Let's do it, then. Mom and dad, here I come!”
After coming to a decision, Belle finally gets her motivation back. It really brings down the atmosphere when she's not in her usual, free-spirited mood, so we're all glad to see that the trip north will be as eventful as ever.
We've already swapped out our enchantments, pumping up our Agility and adding as many speed buffs as possible. The journey would take several days on foot, but when zipping through the sky at our current level, we can cut it down to a few hours.
Since it's already getting late, our destination is actually Belle's hometown, which sits just south of the dungeon.
But there's one thing we need to agree on before we start the trip.
“So,” I say. “Who's going to carry Lumina?”
“Eh!?” Lumina looks around frantically. “Why am I being carried!?”
“Because you're almost half our level, and Agility is one of your lower stats. If we slow ourselves to your pace, we won't make it to Belle's hometown before sundown.”
“Ah...”
“Logically, Tylith or I would be the best choice. We're taller and both have high Strength. It won't slow us down much.”
Lumina looks between me and Tylith, as if unable to fully commit to either choice.
“Tylith,” Elise says. “Take good care of her.”
“Hmph. It's only a matter of course that she'd be safe in my arms.”
In the end, it took a third party to resolve the matter, and I act like I don't see the disappointment in Lumina's eyes as we take up our positions.
I hop onto an [Air Step]. “Then let's get going.”




Chapter 4: Family Reunion

----- Belle -----
 
“Belle's hometown!” Alisha's the first through the wooden gate.
“It's not that impressive.” I follow my friend with casual steps.
“I'm still happy~”
“Well, I'll admit I'm a little excited to see my brother and sisters again, even if I'm a bit nervous about meeting my parents.”
“It'll be fine! Once they see how strong you've become, they'll be proud! I know it!”
“Maybe, but it's just hard to come back after nearly two years, especially since I basically ran away.”
Now that we're through the gate, I can see that my hometown still has the same problems it had before I left. If anything, it’s gotten worse.
The houses are made of wood, but compared to an average town, a surprising number have tile rooftops. It's rather expensive, so it's rare to see outside of cities. The problem is that they've been patching them with straw, rather than more tile.
The only reason why they'd be opting for the cheaper material is because they can't afford the more expensive one anymore. This is a rather large town, but it's still far from being considered a city. It's simply not capable of generating coin on its own and instead relies on trade to keep the money coming in.
With how dangerous the world has become, and with so many other cities suffering, that trade has dried up.
Lutz turns to me. "Didn't you say this town lacked a merchant's district?"
"Yeah. There are some shops, but most of the stuff the craftsmen make here end up on caravans going to other cities."
“You export most of your goods, so when trade dwindled, so did the town.”
“Pretty much. It was around that time when I started thinking of leaving for someplace better. I always dreamed of going to a major city, and I thought that if I became a mage, I'd be able to do just that one day.”
During the conversation, we pass by quite a few townspeople. They don't look particularly downtrodden, but there's also not much hope in their eyes as they take in our figures.
If anything, they carry a hint of anger. Here they are suffering in this dying village while we walk around in expensive clothes like it's no big deal.
Truth be told, we're not even wearing our best outfits. But compared to the people around us, they can still be considered high-class.
"Seems there's at least one other powerful group here," Elise says. "Adventurers here to challenge the dungeon, perhaps?"
Lumina nods. "Most likely, though compared to us, they're quite lacking. So much so that I wish they'd reconsider their dungeon exploration, if that's truly their goal."
"I feel like there'd be nothing but trouble for us if we got involved," Lutz says.
“That’s the usual result,” Tylith agrees.
As the only person who knows this town, I’ve been leading the way, but it doesn’t take me long to reach our destination. I come to a stop in front of a normal looking house, the wooden fence surrounding it in desperate need of replacement.
It's early dusk, so most people are already in their homes, but to my surprise, a woman and a young girl are sitting outside, washing laundry. Their eyes fall on us, a mysterious group that suddenly showed up at their home, but after a few seconds, I see recognition enter their gazes.
“B-belle!?” The older of the two stands. “Sweety, you came home!”
“Hi mom. I'm back.”
My mother rushes over, then sweeps me into an embrace. I can’t see my own face, but I know my expression must be giving away my embarrassment. Lutz always tells me that despite my antics, I’m weak when it comes to being on the receiving end of things like this.
“Belle, I'm so happy to see you! We were so worried after you left! Are you doing okay? Where did you go? Did you ever visit a city like you wanted? Who are your friends? Can you cast magic now?”
“Mom, one question at a time, please...”
“Hehe.” Alisha let's out a giggle. “Now I know where Belle gets her personality from!”
“Hey, even I'm not that talkative! I think...”
“Like mother, like daughter,” Lutz says.
“Wow,” My mom looks my friends up and down. “Are you adventurers?”
"Yes, ma'am.” Lutz gets a couple weird looks for his respectful tone.
“So you really did manage to become a mage?”
“Yeah,” I say. “I've got some pretty powerful magic.”
“That's amazing! Your siblings would love to hear stories of your battles!” My mom looks down at my little sister.
During the conversation, she came trotting over. In terms of height, she’s somewhere between Laya and Lumina, with a slender face and mid-length black hair.
Guess she’d be 11 now, huh? She sure has grown in the last couple years.
“Big sis Belle fought monsters?”
“That's right. Lots of monsters!”
“Isn't that scary? Fangs and claws are sharp, aren't they?”
“Don't worry. I've got reliable teammates keeping me safe!”
The young girl turns her eyes to my companions. “Eh? Did big sister get married?”
“H-huh!? Why did it suddenly become something like that!?”
“Well, there's a man with you, so...”
“We're partners, okay!? Partners!” I pointedly turn my face away. “For now...”
Taking a peek at Lutz, I see an annoying smirk on his face. He definitely heard my last words, I made sure of it. But it seems he’s going to pretend like he didn’t, as usual.
I clear my throat. “A-anyway! How's everyone else doing? Dad's not too mad, is he?”
“He was furious when you left,” my mom says. “But two years is a long time. I think he'll be more than happy to see you. Come on, let me show everyone inside so you can introduce them to us.”
She leads us up to the house that was my home for the first 14 years of my life. It’s modest, but by the standards of most villages, I guess it can be considered fairly nice.
The inside is just as economical as it was when I left, with the dining area serving as a makeshift living room when needed. Otherwise, there'd be no room for the simple beds that take up a good portion of the house.
There's a single door, behind which is my parent’s bedroom. About a year before Chaos showed up, my dad started talking about expanding the house since our family had grown so much, both in size and age. But after the war started, money got tighter and tighter, until it was all we could do to put food on the table.
Other than the furnishings that fill the house, there’s not much else of note. So, it’s no surprise that everyone’s eyes immediately fall on the people relaxing in the chairs in front of an unlit fireplace. There are three of them: an older man, a young man, and a young woman. In other words, the rest of my family.
“Belle, is that really you!?” My older sister, Celine, comes running over. “Wow, look at you in that fancy dress!”
“It's not really that fancy...”
“Well I'll be,” my older brother says. “You really did come home. And with friends, no less.”
A chair creaks, and all eyes turn toward the source. My father’s scrutinizing gaze falls on us, and the more he sees, the deeper he frowns.
“You went and did it, did you? Becoming an adventurer.”
“Yeah, I joined the Adventurer’s Guild.”
“You know how dangerous it is, yet you did it anyway. With how poorly the war is going, the army will come calling for you in the next draft. What are you going to do when they send you to war?”
“I know, dad. But this is something I had to do.”
“From the looks of you, seems the monster extermination business pays well these days. Hope you haven't taken after the ruffians who frequent this town. I'd sooner label them criminals than adventurers.”
“Of course not. We do our best to help people, not push them around just because we can.”
“I hope so, considering you've teamed up with children even younger than yourself. Can't believe they let such youngsters join the guild.”
“It'd make sense if you knew the full story.”
“Speaking of that,” my mother says. “Why don't you introduce us so you can explain?”
“Ah, right. Everyone, this is the leader of our party, Lutz.”
“It's a pleasure to meet all of you.” He gives them a slight bow. “Belle's been an invaluable member of the team, so I hope you will give her your blessing to continue adventuring with us.”
“Wow,” Celine says. “Are you a noble?”
“No, I'm just a commoner, as is our companion here.” Lutz motions to the person beside him.
“Alisha! It's good to finally meet my best friend’s family!”
“A beastkin?” Celine says. “And you're my sister's best friend?”
“Yeah! She helped me out lots and lots!”
“That so? Well, she was always a softie, even if her mouth tries to claim otherwise.”
“H-hey, Celine!
“Ho-oh my~” Celine gives me the teasing smile that often covers her face when she’s playing around. “You can still make that murderous glare, can you?”
Grr. Why am I so weak against her tactics? It’s infuriating!
As expected of Celine, she manages to successfully squash the awkward atmosphere with her playful teasing. Thanks to that, it will make introducing the next one smoother. Unfortunately, that doesn’t necessarily mean it will be easy.
“Vampire Princess, Tylith von Phyress. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”
“Why is there a vampire in your party!?” my father roars, half in anger and half in fear. “Do you know how dangerous those bloodsuckers are!?”
“Dad, don't call her a—"
Tylith raises her hand, cutting me off. “Worry not, my fangs only sate my thirst upon the express permission of my friends.”
“As if I could trust the words of a vampire.”
“Even in my lands, there are those who can be considered morally just. It's no different than your kingdom. You have bandits and thieves aplenty, do you not? Would you judge your entire race on the deeds of the most unscrupulous among you?”
“Easy to say. Not so easy to live by.”
“W-well,” my mom says. “Even if they're rare, vampires do join the Adventurers Guild sometimes, right?”
Despite her words, my family still looks at Tylith with a tinge of fear. I can't blame them for it, so all we can do is ensure that nothing bad happens while we're here.
On the way to the town, we discussed whether or not we should hide her race, but I wanted to reveal everything to my family.
Lutz doesn't really care anymore. We're already at the point where we can go up against an entire city guard, and after this next dungeon dive, it might be possible for us to beat something like a national army. Maybe not in a full-frontal engagement, but we don't have to play into their strengths in a battle.
At least now that Tylith’s introduction is out of the way, we should be able to jog to the finish line from here.
“Laya.” She breaks the awkward silence in her usual monotone. “Elf.”
“Wow,” my little sister says. “No wonder you're so pretty.”
“Thanks. Common among my people.”
“That's not true at all,” I say. “Now that I've been to your homeland, I can say with confidence that you're not giving yourself enough credit!”
Laya turns her face away. “P-perhaps...”
“Cute!” Celine says. “Blue-green hair and rosy-pink cheeks are such a great combination!”
Lumina steps forward before Laya melts from embarrassment. “My name is Lumina. Your daughter has been a blessing to me and this kingdom. Please accept my gratitude for bringing her into the world.”
She ends her speech with a somewhat subdued bow. Her words were specifically directed at my dad, so he offers his response.
“Lumina? I hear the names gotten mighty popular among the nobles ever since the princess was born.”
“It is as you suspect. I was born among the aristocracy, though I'd be pleased if you treated me no different from my companions.”
The only exception to what we can reveal is Lumina's position as a princess. If word were to spread that she's here with us, it could cause her all kinds of problems later.
The next person speaks up before any more questions can be lobbed at Lumina. “I'm Elise. It's an honor to meet Belle's family.”
Being a normal human without a peculiar name, there's not much reaction from her introduction. This was the plan of course, ending our greeting on someone who can smooth everything over. But I do detect the trace of a pout in her cheek since everyone else had sparked the others' interest.
“Now that introductions are over,” I say, “why don't we get supper started? I don't know about you guys, but I'm starving!”
“Ah, Belle...” Celine says. “Foods a bit slim at the moment, so...”
“No problem! We brought our own. Enough to share with everyone, in fact!”
“Really? Did you leave the supplies at the inn? I'd be wary of just letting them sit there unwatched, though...”
“No, this was our first stop. We've got everything we need right here.” I hold up my hand, displaying my [Inventory]-enchanted ring.
Unsurprisingly, the others don't understand just from that, so I give them a little demonstration.
“Ta-da!” A gold coin appears atop my upturned palm. “Here ya go, dad.”
The coin flips through the air until it's snatched from its flight by my father’s hand.
“Where in the blazes did this gold coin come from?”
“From a magical dimension that I use to store my items and equipment. It lets me do some amazing things, like this.” I snap my fingers, swapping to my combat gear in an instant.
“I've never heard of magic like that,” my brother says.
“Don't worry about the details. Just know that we've got more than enough food to cook up a storm!”
“What exactly have you been doing since you left?” my dad asks. “You even said you went to the elven lands?”
“I've got a lot of things to tell you, but let's get the food started first!”
Since there are far too many of us to comfortably fit into this small house, we step outside. Darkness is on the verge of engulfing the sky, but a few magical orbs of light sprout from our party, illuminating the yard.
Three grills appear, each powered by Fire Elemental Stones. They flare to life, and the various cuts of meat sitting atop them begin to sizzle.
Lutz, Laya, and Tylith decide to do the cooking, telling me that I should spend some time with my family.
Mom and my little sister go back to the pile of laundry they were working on when we arrived. Alisha decides to join them, though whether or not she's actually helping is up for debate.





[image: ]



“Eh?” Her cat ears twitch. “Like this?”
“No no,” my little sister corrects her. “You can't get them clean like that. Here, watch me.”
“Ah, so that's how you do it!” Alisha's hands start moving in a much more efficient manner.
“That's it! Wow, you're a quick learner!”
“It's only because I have such a great teacher!”
Jeez, Alisha. You don't have to pretend to be so clueless just to put a smile on my sister's face
It's a habit of hers, where she plays the fool to bring happiness to the people around her.
We go along with it because that childish personality is her way of recapturing the innocence of youth that she had to give up when she was made into a Forsaken. Of course, it's nice to have that playful energy with us. There were many times when her smile managed to lift our moods.
With how practiced she's become, I'm not surprised to see her technique work like a charm. Even now, my little sister has a huge grin on her face as she proudly keeps teaching Alisha things the beastkin girl already knows.
Lumina and Elise are entertaining my other two siblings. Celine in particular is an outgoing girl, maybe even more so than me, but in a different way.
“Hey, hey,” Celine says. “What's it like being a noble?”
Lumina takes the probing question with a straight face. “It's rather stuffy, only being able to move and act in an approved fashion. Although I never lacked necessities, the freedom to do as I wish is a delicacy sweeter than any cake.”
“Wow, so that’s why you became an adventurer? Because you got tired of being told what to do?”
“It was certainly a deciding factor. I have things I wish to accomplish, and I couldn't do them from the safety of my private chambers.”
“Oh? And what do you—"
“Leave it be already,” my brother says. “It's not nice to pry into her personal affairs.”
“Eh, but I'm interested.”
“Nobody cares. Anyway, will you tell us a story from your adventures? I'm sure you've had many exciting battles.”
“We've had more than our fair share,” Elise says. “Would you like to hear of my encounter with a Basilisk?”
“B-Basilisk!? You mean one of those huge monsters that can turn people to stone!?”
“Indeed, it all started with...”
While my siblings are being entertained, I step toward my dad. I could tell he’s been holding his tongue ever since I got home, but I don’t want to depart with regrets again, leaving so many things unsaid.
“Hey,” I say once I get close. “How’s the business doing these days?”
“Even worse than before you left. Caravans and peddlers hardly stop by the town, so I can’t get rid of the clothes I sew. Can’t get my hands on any good threads to make new ones, either.”
“Guess that’s how it’d go, huh. The roads are dangerous these days, what with all the monsters and bandits.”
“Ain’t much use in crying over it, so all we can do is pray that the next merchant arrives before we run out of coin.”
As a tailor, my dad made a decent living before the war. Exporting the clothing he sewed to nearby cities was easy, and since this town was relatively well off, the people here would also buy from him.
But these days, the people here would rather patch up their old outfits than buy new ones. And with the decrease in intercity trade, no matter how much he sews or how good the outfits are, it doesn’t matter if there’s nobody to buy them.
“How long until you leave again?” He asks.
“…Tomorrow.”
“Figures. Adventurers rarely stay put for long. Where you heading next?”
“The dungeon just north of town.”
“What!? That dungeon is one of the most dangerous in the entire kingdom!”
“I know, but this is something we have to do. Not just for our own sake but for everyone’s.”
Unsurprisingly, he doesn’t understand. But there’s just too much to explain in such a short time, so there’s not much I can do to convince him right now.
Besides, that’s not the main topic I want to discuss tonight. Ever since I left, there’s something that’s been slowly eating at me. I avoided confronting it directly because there was nothing I could do about it for so long.
It was barely a year after I left with my magic teacher that I became a slave. After that, my life hadn’t been my own. Even after Lutz freed me, I could only flee across the country, running from my own country’s army. There was never time to stop and visit my family. Besides, I didn’t want to drag them into my mess.
But after returning here from the elven lands, we’ve grown strong enough that we don’t really have to worry about things like city guards. We can even get the secret help of the king, if things get really bad.
Considering where I’m at now, there was nothing really stopping me from coming back home for a visit. Which means, it’s the perfect time to finally get something off my chest.
“Dad.” There’s not a hint of playfulness in my voice. “I’m sorry for leaving without saying anything. I told myself that it was for the good of the family, but that’s really just an excuse. I just wanted some excitement in my life, so I abandoned everyone…”
“It was hard, not knowing what happened to you after you left, but you were right about one thing. Times were only getting tougher, so I don’t blame you for seeking greener pastures. Maybe I should have sent your brother to the city years ago to look for better work.”
“If you did that, who’d pick up the family business after you? I think you made the right decision to keep training him as a tailor. I’d hate to see the business my great-grandfather started vanish just because times are tough right now. Things will get better, I’m sure of it.”
“I wish I had your optimism.” He shakes his head. “It’d be great if it worked out so easily, but this war is only getting worse. Some say we’re even on the verge of losing. If that happened, we’d have no choice but to flee to another country.”
“That’s…”
I want to tell him that everything will work out, but the fact is that as we are now, we’re still too weak to win. Even a single Archfiend is too much for us, so what could we hope to do against their lord?
We really do need to visit that dungeon. We can’t afford to stay this weak forever.
“Let’s forget about that for now,” I say. “Everything’s fine tonight, so let’s enjoy the delicious meal my friends are cooking for us!”
My dad turns his head toward the meat, just as Lutz takes the first piece off the grill. “It does smell mighty good. Guess we’re eating like kings tonight.”
“Not just tonight! I’m going to do a bit of shopping for you tomorrow morning, so get your shelves ready!”
As the food hits the table, the people end their discussions and pile in. One by one, plates fill with freshly cooked meats and steaming vegetables.
The night has only just begun, and I intend to make it one that my family will remember for a long time to come.




Chapter 5: Questions Best Left Unasked

----- Lutz -----
 
The next morning is a bit slow compared to our usual routine. I'd like to say that we slept in to ensure we're fully rested for our upcoming dungeon dive, but the truth is a little different.
Belle wanted to take her siblings shopping this morning. It's not just good food they've been going without but also other basic supplies. That's just how it is for many of the commoners in this world right now. They can only make do with what they can afford.
After coming into such wealth, anyone would want to help out their struggling family when given the chance. The rest of us told Belle to shop up a storm in her usual fashion, so the four siblings left at the crack of dawn.
Even if there's no merchant district in this town, there are shops. Their selection might be lacking, and their prices might be high, but it's enough for Belle to do something for her family.
Since there wasn’t enough room for all of us at Belle’s house, only Alisha stayed the night with her. The rest of us went to an inn. But Alisha didn't want to be a fifth wheel on their shopping trip, so she met up with us at the inn to give a chance for Belle to be alone with her siblings. Right now, she's currently curled up on my bed in a very cat-like pose, napping away.
As for me, I'm playing around with one of my recent creations. The Spell Orb we got from the Assassin’s Guild can block the [Sense Mana] spell, and by studying it, I was able to create a prototype for a Spell Orb that has a similar function.
But rather than disrupting the presence of mana within an area, it only changes the mana of the person holding the orb. While it’s activated, we can lower the strength of our mana to prevent any suspicion from falling on us for standing out too much.
Unlike when we’re forcibly suppressing our mana, we’ll be able to cast spells when using the orb. There are even some interesting effects I can see myself adding to it in the future.
Well, I have to finish them first, but when I do, they’ll definitely come in handy for moving around—
My thoughts are disrupted by the familiar feeling of an incoming telepathic message. Even before I answer, I know it’s from Belle.
“Heya. We're almost done, so you wanna meet up with us?”
“Sure. It'll give us a chance to say goodbye to the siblings, too.”
“Yeah, and ... well, my older sister keeps saying she wants to talk to you.”
“Celine? About what, exactly?”
“She wouldn't say, but knowing her...” Belle sighs. “No, it's nothing.”
Her words are a little concerning, but I suppose the worst that can happen is a little invasive questioning. There’s not much we’re hiding from them, with the only two major points being Lumina’s identity as a princess and mine as the False Hero. But since I've gotten pretty good at deflecting these days, there's probably nothing to worry about if we get close to either of those two topics.
Before we go, we plan on telling them that I’m the False Hero, but Belle didn’t want to hit them with it immediately. I don’t want to spoil her big reveal, so I’ll just have to dodge the question until then.
Since the other girls are already up, we exit our respective rooms and gather together before stepping out onto the streets. As expected of a town filled with working class people, they've long since begun their day. Men hustle about, performing various tasks, while women and children do their daily chores.
It's a scene I've grown quite used to in this world after having visited so many villages. The abundance people take for granted on Earth simply doesn't exist here, at least not for the commoners. People have to make do with what they can scrape together with their own two hands, which often leaves many of them with barely enough to live on.
Belle's family is no different. The clothes they make were once exported to nearby cities, but after the merchants stopped coming, their market dried up, along with their income. It doesn't matter how many shirts you sew if there's nobody to buy them. It's the most basic rule of economics: supply and demand.
The lack of demand for goods produced in towns like this is causing them to rot away year after year, the craftsmen forced to drastically lower their prices or simply barter them away for necessities like food.
However, it's not really that demand has disappeared, it's just too dangerous for merchants to keep traveling the roads. Monsters have grown out of control, attacking travelers and even devastating entire towns with their hordes.
The bandits that would normally be dispatched by soldiers or adventurers have become bold. There simply aren't enough strong people left to deal with them anymore, and the situation is only getting worse.
In the end, the real issue is that supply can't make it into the hands of those who want to buy the goods. In other words, the supply chain has broken down, and the only thing that can really fix it is to end the war and bring back the soldiers and adventurers to take care of the threats.
We finally reach the road where Belle and her siblings are doing their shopping. They're each carrying a bag full of supplies, paid for from our large stockpile of money.
The influx of coin from outsiders is a welcome relief for their stagnant economy, but it's akin to trying to put out a house fire with a garden hose. This town needs more than a single, large purchase to climb out of its hole.
Unfortunately, there's not much we can do for it. There’s always a chance that we can build a business that attracts outside customers, like what we did with the hot spring resort in Resta, but we simply can't afford to stop and help every single town in the world.
Of course, an exception can be made for Belle's hometown, so we'll be discussing some possibilities during our trip into the dungeon. But for now, we'll have to settle with giving her family some immediate assistance in the form of food and supplies.
“Hey everyone,” Belle says when we draw near. “Hope we didn’t keep you waiting long.”
“Nah, we just used the slow morning to relax for a while.”
“You say that, but you've probably been working on something since the sun came up, right?”
“Haha. You know me too well.”
As soon as I arrived, Belle's older sister, Celine, started eyeing me. She’s still looking at me, even now. I already know that she wants to speak to me, so rather than ignoring her gaze, I step up to her and hold my hand out.
She gives me the large bag in her grasp. “My, how gentlemanly.”
“Isn't it only natural for a man to offer to carry heavy bags?”
“I know, right? I wish some of them around here would learn from your example.”
The soft smile on Celine’s face is nothing like a certain loud and outgoing girl in our party. But despite the difference, something tells me she’s not someone to take lightly.
Not wanting to drag it out, I motion to a nearby bakery. “Care for a treat? It's on me.”
The shop sells a small variety of baked goods, few of which look to be something worthy of a treat. But Celine must have one she likes because she doesn’t hesitate to single it out.
With the large bag of supplies still in my hand, I lead Celine to one of the dining tables so she can enjoy her pastry. Of course, two cups appear on the wooden surface just after we sit down, filling the air with the sweet smell of freshly brewed tea.
“Belle says your family has been tailors for generations now.” It’s always good to start a conversation like this with a topic that’s easy to talk about.
“Yeah, my older brother will be the fourth generation once he takes over. He may not seem like it, but he’s determined to make sure he’s not the last.”
“It’s a bad time to be a supplier in a town like this. If it were me, I’d definitely be looking to move my business to where the customers are, rather than trying to scrape by way out here.”
“That’d be nice, but there’s no way we can afford to move to a city, even if we sold everything we have.”
“True, but Belle has more than enough for something like that. Just keep it in mind, since she may bring it up at some point.”
I soften Celine up to the idea now, in case Belle wants to finance a nice setup for them at a nearby city. It’d be a quick way to put them in a better position to get by, and a city is definitely safer these days, considering how many villages I’ve had to save during my travels.
I expected the conversation about her family to go on for a while longer, but it seems Celine has other plans.
“Hey,” she says. “Are you going to marry Belle?”
I nearly spit out my tea.
“You...” I manage to get out after swallowing. “...Really don't hold back, do you.”
“It's fun to see the reactions~”
“What's wrong with this family...” I shake my head to clear it. “But still, that’s quite a difficult question, for several reasons.”
“Why? Did you fall for the vampire? I have to say, she does have a mysterious charm to her. I think her being a vampire really adds a sense of danger that attracts people, don’t you agree?”
My mind returns to the few times that I failed to fully keep my composure when Tylith went into her arrogant and haughty personality. Usually, there was blood sucking involved.
“I-I suppose so.” I pause while I recover from my temporary embarrassment. “But who said anything about falling for her?”
“Isn’t that how all the stories go? Two adventurers in a party, risking their lives together in battles?”
“I don’t know what kinds of stories you’ve been reading, but it’s probably much different from how our party works.” I deflect the subject again.
“That so? Well as long as Belle gets to keep adventuring, I guess it’ll all work out eventually~”
She’s obviously enjoying the fact that I’ve been drawn into her pace.
Not being one to be outdone, I fire up my mind in search of a way to turn the tables. “Well, there’s bound to be some feelings. It’s only natural."
“What kind of feelings, exactly?” Celine instantly refocuses, awaiting my next words.
“You know, ones like—"
“Hey, punk!” A loud voice fills the shop, interrupting me.
Turning, I see four adventurers strutting our way from the entrance, with the large man in front has a particularly nasty expression aimed right at me.
Of course there'd be trouble...
“You talking to me?” I ask.
“You see any other ugly mugs in this shop?”
I make a show of counting each of them with my finger. “Just four.”
“Tch! Try saying that after—"
“Relax,” the large man's companion says. “I'm sure we can solve this amicably.”
The confident smile on his lips is backed up by his rather high level. Compared to most of the people outside of the front lines, he's basically unmatched. There are exceptions, but most of them are personal guards to high nobles and the like. Someone like him isn't ever likely to run into any of them.
“W-we really should get going,” Celine says in a stiff voice.
Normally, I wouldn’t agree with her. Listening to scum like this run their mouths only makes me want to put them in their place. If it were just me and the girls, flattening these guys would just be an afterthought.
But I don't want to bring trouble to Belle's family. We’ll be leaving for the dungeon soon, so starting trouble just before that seems like a bad idea. Sometimes, de-escalating a conflict is the wiser course of action.
At least, that was my initial thought. But in this case, de-escalation isn’t possible. Although I’m the one they’re harassing, their eyes have been resting squarely on Celine. When I noticed that, I realized that she was their target from the beginning.
“I don't know what you guys are after,” I say in feigned ignorance, “but I highly suggest you give up on it and leave town.”
“My friend,” their leader says, “we're merely after the same as you. From your outfit, it's obvious you're not from this town, so there's only one reason you'd be dining with a local girl.”
“Eh?” Celine says in surprise. “Is that what it looks like?”
“Your mistake,” the big one says, “was picking that girl. She was going to be mine.”
“Shouldn’t that be up to her?” I ask.
“Heh. A scrawny little runt like you wouldn't know. Village girls love big, strong guys like me! They can never turn me down!”
I think it has more to do with fear than anything else...
“Oh, getting scared, are ya? Well I'm an understanding guy. Get out of my face, and I'll let you walk away. Oh, but the girl can stay behind.”
“L-Lutz, I'll be fine. I'm good at talking, so...”
I finally stand from the chair, with Celine’s eyes tracking my every movement.
My steps take me right toward the four adventurers who are still standing at the entrance. They move aside, smiles on their lips.
Those smiles slowly fade as I come to a stop a short distance before them, Celine’s bag still held in my left hand.
“Now that you’ve said that much, I can fight without reservation.”
“Huh? Something wrong with your head? We gave you a chance, punk. There won't be a second one!” The big guy swings his huge fist at me.
My free hand comes up, knocking it aside. More blows follow, each dealt with just like the first. Like a scene from a Kung Fu movie, I stand before the large man, casually thwarting his every attack with a single arm.
“That's it, I'm done playing—“ The man suddenly collapses to the ground.
“Next?”
One of the men begins channeling a spell, but a fist-sized chunk of Mana-Infused ice puts an end to his consciousness before he can finish.
“You bastard!” The leader finally erupts in anger, dropping his cool façade.
“Yeah, yeah. I get called that a lot. Let's just get on with it, can we?”
I'd like to say he attacks me because I kindly asked him to wrap this up, but that'd be giving the man too much credit.
His sword whistles through the air, the man no longer even pretending to care about my well-being. Unfortunately for him, it's not my health he should be worrying about.
“Impossible...!” The man eyes his sword, caught in the palm of my hand. “Hey, what are you waiting for!? Attack him!”
“Hm? Who are you talking to, exactly?”
The man risks at glance toward his final ally behind him. The guy's out cold as a fist-sized chunk of ice quickly melts nearby. After realizing that he's all alone, he finally changes tactics, taking a step back.
“Y-you. Who are you!?”
“Just an adventurer.”
“That can't be, someone of your strength should be at the front lines! You've got to have your hands in the underworld, right? Then we're allies! That's right! This is all just a misunderstanding!”
“Um, no.”
“N-no? “
He must think he's being sneaky, taking small steps back as he distracts me with a discussion. In truth, he probably never intended to make a deal. At least, not one he planned on honoring. He just wants to get out of here alive.
The man continues his slow retreat as he waits for my answer, but it never comes. After reaching a suitable distance, he turns and flees, leaving his supposed allies behind without care.
“Move it!” He yells to the people blocking the bakery's door.
They don't move, though. The man barrels right into them, intending to knock them aside. However...
“Gah...!” He stumbles back, his sword clattering to the wooden floor.
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Belle brings the leg down that she used to deliver a straight kick to the man's nose, the underside of her boot blotched with his blood.
“You think I'll let you get away after everything you said?” Belle glares at the adventurer.
“Are you with him!?”
“Well your brain seems to work a little.”
“L-look, we were just playing around. We weren't going to do anything, I swear!”
“Yeah, sure thing.” Belle takes a step forward, and the man takes one back.
To be honest, the only reason these four guys are still alive is because I didn't want to kill them in front of Celine. But now, not only is she here but also the younger sister.
Hmm. What to do...
A town like this doesn't have the authority to pass judgement on them. After all, they haven't actually done anything wrong yet. They could simply argue that they were arrested for no reason at all, and there's probably not much the townspeople could say against it.
Knowing that, the mayor would likely decline holding them in jail unless they've committed an actual crime.
Should we just quietly get rid of them?
As I'm pondering my options, one of the girls steps forward from the doorway.
“Your attempted actions are truly despicable,” Lumina says. “Adventurers should act with honor and discipline. It's disheartening to see one of the few remaining groups in my kingdom act like mere bandits.”
Uh, Lumina. You're kinda giving away a bit much here.
“That's why.” Lumina snaps her fingers, and the royal dress appears on her body. “As princess, I won't sit idle as you harass the hardworking people of this town!”
“P-princess!?”
Elise stands just behind Lumina, already dressed in her battle-maid outfit. Her hand rests on the pommel of her sword, ready to draw it in a split second.
The adventurer isn't the only one here who's shocked at Lumina's reveal. All three of Belle's siblings stare wide-eyed at her.
Well, now it’s getting interesting.
“Y-you won't fool me!” the man says. “Why would the princess be in a rundown town like this!?”
“Believe what you will. It's of no consequence to me. But speaking of consequences, there will certainly be some for your attempted actions here today. It'd be a shame to lose capable warriors, no matter how despicable they may be, so I will mercifully spare your lives.
“However, you will use those lives to help save the very people you sought to torment. I, Lumina de Eldridge, hereby sentence you to be forcibly conscripted into our national army to serve as soldiers until the war against Chaos reaches its conclusion.”
“Fight fiends!? We'll be killed for sure!”
“If you pray to the Goddess for forgiveness, perhaps she will bless you. I'm no divine being, so asking me for such forgiveness would be a futile effort.”
Lumina motions, and Elise steps forward. The man takes a step back but runs into me. That single step is the last of his resistance before he gives into the fate Lumina laid out for him.
We bind him along with his unconscious companions. By the time we finish, I look around and notice that the baker and Belle's siblings are all kneeling. Of course, they're facing Lumina.
“Please, there's no need to kneel before me. Right now, I'm a mere adventurer, so I'd be happy if you treated me no different than my companions.”
“That's right,” Belle says. “Don't you think it'd be awkward if people knelt everywhere she went?”
“Belle's right. It would make for an incredibly arduous journey.”
“A-are you sure, Your Highness?” Celine asks.
“Of course. And please refer to me by name.”
Celine is the first to stand. “Then, if that's your wish, I will do as you say, Princess Lumina.”
“Much better.”
One by one, the others get back to their feet. Being in the presence of a literal princess is still a bit much for people who’ve lived their whole lives in such a rural town, but they’ll just have to get used to it.
I don’t really want to get involved with the details, so after helping drop the bound adventurers off at the mayor’s feet, I leave the rest to Lumina. The rest of us keep just out of earshot so we can have our own, private conversation.
“Hey Belle,” Celine says. “You were always willing to share, weren’t you?”
“Sure, I guess. But what are we going to share, exactly?”
Having just escaped from a very similar conversation, I break eye contact with Celine to avoid getting dragged into the discussion. She’d been looking at me with a smirk, making it very clear to Belle what she was asking her to share.
As I stand next to Laya, I hear Celine grilling Belle for more answers. She’s quite hungry for information, no doubt bored of the slow life that comes with living day-to-day in a simple village.
“Belle,” Celine says. “How did you end up with the princess of all people?”
“That is a very long and crazy story. By the end, you'll probably say that me traveling with the princess isn't even the most surprising part.”
“Eh? What in the world could be more shocking than that?”
“Well, first I was made into a slave.”
“A slave!? Then...!” Celine looks to me.
“No, Lutz was the one that freed me and Alisha. Anyway, we went to the far east, where we fought some vampires.”
“Vampires?” She looks to Tylith this time.
“This was before we met Tylith. These ones were just your run of the mill bad guys. Oh, and there was a Gorgon, too.”
“A Gorgon!? There are tales about how fearsome those creatures are. I'm glad you managed to escape safely.”
“Escape? No, we killed it.”
“...”
“Moving on, we went to a dungeon called The Twisted Spire. After conquering it—"
“Don't just gloss over something like conquering a dungeon!”
“Oh right, I guess it is kind of a big deal, isn't it? I felt the same way back then, but so much has happened since that it doesn't really stick out to me much anymore.”
Celine shakes her head in disbelief. “What in the Goddess' name could trump becoming a Conqueror...?”
“Let's see.” Belle brings her balled fist up, preparing to count off numerous events by raising her fingers. “We fought Vampire Lord Ashton, went into the elven lands, met some Dryads, spoke to Grand Elder Rena, ran into a dragon...”
Belle trails off, looking at her hand which now has all five fingers raised.
“It's a good thing I have two hands!” She raises her other fist, still balled.
“Stop!” Celine says. “It's too much! Next, you're going to say you were the ones who saved the capital!”
“Ah...”
“No, don't tell me...!”
“Well, after we faced off against an Archfiend—"
“Why is there suddenly an Archfiend!?”
“...Anyway, we teleported back to the capital, where we fought the fiends. If it weren't for us, Roshar would have probably fallen.”
Celine holds her head in her hand, while the other two siblings are too shocked to do anything but stare at Belle, mouths slightly agape.
“It can't be. You definitely made some of that up, didn't you?” Celine looks to me, rather than Belle.
“Nope,” I say. “All true.”
“Belle, you've experienced a lifetime in just two years.”
“It's more than that,” the older brother says. “Not even adventurers have lives that crazy. It's in the realm of heroes.”
“Ah, about that...” Belle looks to me. “You kinda nailed it with that remark.”
Celine turns her face my direction. “No, don't you dare say it.”
“Guilty as charged,” I say. “Summoned by the Goddess herself.”
“But you don't match any description I heard of the heroes...”
“You're wrong,” the brother says. “He does match one of them—the False Hero.”
“Yeah, that's what they call me.”
“Belle, how long have you known?”
“Since the beginning, of course. But he's not the evil villain everyone says he is, so just relax.”
Thanks to my reputation, anybody would be suspicious when first meeting the False Hero. But Belle's siblings have been hanging around me for a while now, and I've managed to build up enough goodwill that they don't immediately recoil in fear.
Still, the prophecy that condemned me supposedly came from the Goddess. That's a very tough argument to refute, but since it didn't actually name me, there's at least some wiggle room for doubt.
For some people, that doubt mixed with my actions can at least sway them enough that they won't immediately run for help. That's especially true when the people in question hear from their own sister's mouth that not everything is as they believe.
Still, I want to erase any lingering doubts, so Belle reaches her hand out, taking Celine’s in her own. After creating the formation for rank 2 [Scry], she directs her older sister to cast it on me.
“[Blessing of the Goddess]!?” Celine yells softly. “Then, that means...!”
“Yep,” I say. “Still don't know why I got labeled as the False Hero, but that's just how it is.”
Belle does the same for her other two siblings, so each of them get a glimpse of my Unique Skill for themselves. I can see a barrage of questions in their eyes, but they'll have to wait until later.
Lumina and Elise break away from the mayor, leaving the adventurers bound at his feet. They come to a stop next to our group, looking satisfied at the outcome.
“I've already informed Father of the events that transpired here. He will send a contingent to escort these adventurers to the nearest squad bound for the front line.”
“Nice. It's good that the [Mental Link]-enchanted ring I gave you came in handy already.”
“Yes, but how many casts do you feel it has before it turns to dust?”
“At this range, maybe a couple hundred. I made it from a ring that uses a pretty rare gem, so it's a lot better than the first one I gave you.”
“Understood. I will refrain from expending the charges unnecessarily, just in case.”
Thanks to my new heroic skill, [Party Management], Lumina is a sub-leader and can form her own party. Telepathic communication between us is possible, no matter the distance, so we don't need a set of [Mental Link]-enchanted rings to speak anymore.
Instead, she paired her ring with one I made for the king, giving them the ability to speak anytime they wish. Of course, the main reason was to ensure Lumina would be able to report to her dad every night so his worries wouldn't affect his work leading the human resistance against Chaos. But it's also nice to be able to have him clean up our messes like this.
I could get used to dumping my work in his hands.
Not as revenge of course. At least, that'll be my response if anyone were to ask.
In any case, we managed to buy Belle's family some supplies and tied up the loose ends rather nicely, so we make the short trip back to their family home.
We physically carried the bags the entire way since I didn't want these normal people to be involved with mysterious magic like [Inventory]. The less questions they have to deal with, the better.
Of course, now that Lumina revealed her true identity, there are bound to be those who want to know more, but the simple fact that they have a connection to royalty should be enough to prevent it from becoming a source of danger for them.
But in the end, perhaps all the precautions are unnecessary. As the siblings retell the story to their parents, much to Lumina's embarrassment, Belle messages me through our party chat.
“Hey Lutz, you were looking for someone to run the shop at the capital, right?”
“Yeah, somebody we can trust. Having mercantile experience would be a nice bonus.”
“In that case, how do you feel about having my family run it? My parents are more craftsmen than merchants, but they've got experience dealing with peddlers. I'm sure it will come in handy when running a shop. Plus, it doesn't get more trustworthy than family, right?”
“Sure, I don’t see a problem with that. In fact, it's perfect as long as they're willing to do it.”
“I'll talk to them. There's no future for them in this town, so a once in a lifetime chance like this is just too good to pass up.”
“Yeah, I agree with you there. Even after the war is over, who knows how many years it'll take for this place to recover.”
“Mmm. But it will be dangerous for them to run a shop that sells powerful magic items.”
“Well, I was thinking after our dungeon run, I could take them out and power level them a bit. Levels and some magic equipment would make them virtually invincible against ordinary criminals.”
“That should work,” Belle says. “Since they'll have the backing of the king, nobles and such would have a hard time threatening them.”
“It's settled then. After we grind, we'll set your family up to manage the shop!”
“And then!” Alisha’s excited voice rings out as she helps explain the recent events. “She gave that bad man the Belle Boot!”
“Hey!” Belle yells. “Don’t call it that! It’s embarrassing!”
“Hehe, but it’s true. Bam! A boot right to his face!”
“Yeah, you’re not wrong. But why is it called the Belle Boot!? I just kicked him!”
I tap her on the shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell us you had such an amazing skill? Now we need to reorganize our tactics to include the powerful Belle Boot.”
“No! Don’t you dare make this name stick!”
“Heh. Too late.”
After our lively conversation, Belle's siblings finish explaining the rest of the events that they went through this morning. For them, it was the most exciting moment of their lives, but for us, it was just a small blip on our radar.
It's strange how quickly people can get used to crazy situations when they happen one after another. Eventually, there's no choice but to accept that more stuff will keep coming, so being surprised would just be exhausting.
Belle's family is about to get a taste of that very feeling because right after the insane events they just experienced, they're going to be bombarded with a ridiculous request.
“And so,” Belle says after giving them a rough explanation, “I think it'd be best if everyone here moved to the capital and ran the shop Lutz is going to open up.”
The expressions on their faces are priceless. It's rare that I get to see so much surprise these days, so I make sure to enjoy it to the fullest.
Eventually, the father regains his wits. “Us, running a high-class shop in the capital? Don’t you think we'll be ridiculed? We're just commoners. Nobles would steer clear.”
“Don't worry about the small details! It'll all work out, right?” Belle looks to me.
“Yep. I’ve already secured a few noble customers, and as long as you're dressed in fine clothes, they won't care that you're commoners if it means they can get their hands on some great items.”
“It certainly sounds like a great deal,” the father says. “But what's the catch? Nobody gets offered an opportunity like this for free.”
“I know it sounds fishy, but there really is no catch. I guess you can say that your daughter already paid for this opportunity with her hard work. She was one of the few people in this world who was willing to give me a chance, despite my title of False Hero. Making sure her family is taken care of is the least I can do.”
“J-jeez. I didn't do anything special, really...”
“I can't agree with that. You girls helped me out more than you realize. But we're getting a bit off topic now.” I turn back to her father. “I guarantee that you won't regret it if you decide to take up my offer.”
He looks between me and Belle, then to the rest of his family. They've been making a meager living here, but there's no telling when even that will dry up.
As the head of the household, it's his responsibility to ensure that his family's needs are met. Part of that means reducing the risk that comes with gambling his family's lives on nothing more from a promise from someone he barely knows. But the other part is knowing when the bigger risk is staying in a clearly deteriorating situation.
This is a decision that I'm leaving up to Belle and her family, so I simply wait patiently for whatever they decide to do. That said, I doubt Belle will let them decline so easily. She's always been an outspoken girl, and she knows this will be a great change for her family.
However, it's not Belle that breaks the silence
“I'm going to the capital,” Celine says. “I'm sick and tired of rotting away in this little town.”
“I-I want to go, too,” the little sister agrees.
The older brother nods at his sisters’ words. “It would be good to start over somewhere with better opportunities.”
After hearing what his kids have to say, the father let's out a sigh. “Fine, we'll accept your offer. I know we don't have much of a future here...”
“Awesome!” Belle says. “It's settled then! Pack your bags because when we get back from the dungeon, we'll be taking everyone to the capital!”
“How long will you be gone?”
“Knowing Lutz, we'll be there for several weeks killing monsters and collecting items, but it really depends on how long it takes us to conquer it.”
“Not even worried about whether or not you'll succeed?”
“Nope!”
The father let's out another sigh. I’ve got a feeling he'll be doing a lot of that once we really start gearing up for their move to the capital.
With their confirmation, all our tasks here are finished. Since it's already late in the morning, we decide to start the journey north, toward this region's dungeon, The Beast Warrens.
Finally, it’s time to gain some levels.




Chapter 6: The Beast Warrens

----- Lutz -----
 
“You were right about this dungeon, Lumina. It's nothing like the first one we conquered.”
After I told Lumina that we were going to this dungeon, The Beast Warrens, she used her position as princess to dig up some detailed information on it. During our journey here, she explained everything she managed to find, and so far, it's turning out to be true.
“Yes,” Lumina says. “Out of the known dungeons, this one is among the most confounding in its structure.”
“I like it,” Laya says. “If there were more dungeons like this, perhaps they wouldn't have such a bad reputation in the elven lands.”
“Of course you like it.” I ruffle up her hair a bit. “What better design for an elf than a forest dungeon?”
Surrounding us is a grassy plain filled with rolling hills and occasional patches of shrubbery. The only exception to that is the forest that's sprouting from the ground like a pile of broccoli on an otherwise empty dinner plate.
It's not strange to see forests in this world. With the exception of cities and roads, nature is largely untamed. But there's something different about the woods in front of us. Something unnatural.
At the forest’s edge, massive trees reach up into the sky. They're some of the biggest I've ever seen, and their trunks are no less impressive in their thickness.
Again, that's not odd, but what is peculiar is that other than simple grass, not a single plant is growing outside the initial tree line. It goes from a flat plain to a monstrous forest in the span of a single step.
To the left and right, the same distinct line exists. It's as if whatever is causing the trees to grow suddenly stops at some point, after which is only grass.
In fact, that's exactly what's happening. And the reason for the sudden and drastic change in terrain is none other than the usual culprit—mana.
“Most people are surprised to learn that a dungeon can take the shape of a forest,” Lumina says. “But you didn't appear shocked in the least.”
“Mmm. Dungeons come in all shapes.”
Of course I already told the girls all about my dungeon experience from video games back on Earth, which is why Laya was able to answer so confidently. I wasn't really expecting to find one in the shape of a forest, but neither was I surprised.
“Not many adventurers brave The Beast Warrens,” Elise says. “It's one of the deadliest dungeons in Orakio. However, some have managed to explore its depths, and they brought back tales of a disorienting fog covering the center, filled with creatures the likes they've never seen.”
I clench my fist in anticipation. “Powerful monsters means juicy experience and loot. I can't wait to reach this mysterious foggy zone!”
“Grinding!” Alisha cheers.
“You got that right my little bloodthirsty carnivore. Lots and lots of grinding!”
“Hmph. This time, I shall join the battles as a true member of the party.”
“And enjoy every minute of it, I'm assuming.”
“Of course! We've been holding back in order to take care of civil matters in the elven and human lands, but now that we're entering a dungeon, we can finally let loose.”
Tylith and Alisha look at each other, their fanged smiles matching so perfectly that I’d forgive someone for thinking ones a reflection of the other.
Not wanting to wait any more, I lead the girls out of the afternoon sun and into the darkness of the forest.
As expected of massive trees with thick canopies, the light quickly dwindles, with only a fraction of it making it to the forest floor. With our high level eyes buffed with [Enhance], it's still enough to see, but just barely.
Lumina in particular is having a difficult time of it, since her level is so much lower than our own. It's not to the point of being dangerous, though. Besides, with [Sense Mana], we can detect monsters long before we spot them.
Speaking of mana, each of the trees contains an absurd amount of it, just like the dungeon walls did back in The Twisted Spire. That's not surprising, but it is annoying because just like the other dungeon, it interferes with our ability to sense mana, making it difficult to pick up the presence of monsters.
Difficult, but not impossible.
“Five enemies just ahead,” I say. “Everyone ready?”
“Mmm.” Laya’s the only one who speaks, but the others all give nods alongside her words.
“Then let's stick to the plan to prioritize leveling up Lumina and Elise while the monsters are easily manageable.”
“Do they sense us, too?” Elise asks. “They seem to be moving toward us with purpose.”
“You're right. I doubt it's just a coincidence, especially since they're rushing at us so quickly.”
It doesn't take long before the monsters burst from between the trees, and now that we can see what they are, a few pieces click into place.
“They must have smelled us,” I say, eyeing the four Dire Wolves. “Or could that one be the culprit?”
“Is that a wolf or a man!?” Belle eyes the curious creature.
“Both, maybe. Werewolves are often said to transform between the two.”
“I vote we transform it into a corpse!”
“Seconded,” Laya says.
The Dire Wolves are between levels 32 and 34, but the Werewolf is level 38. Already, there's a huge difference between this dungeon and the last one we entered.
Other than the bosses, the monsters on each floor of the last dungeon were within one or two levels of each other. But here, there's a six level difference between the Werewolf and the weakest Dire Wolf.
From the looks of it, the Werewolf is acting as a sort of pack leader, which means encounters may not be as straightforward as they were in the other dungeon.
“Whatever,” I say. “They're in range, so go ahead and cast.”
Lumina's [Maelstrom] is the first spell to appear. It's critical that she do damage to as many of them as possible to ensure she gets full experience for the kill. Several other magics follow, blasting the approaching group of beasts with a barrage of AoE spells.
When the fireworks are over, three of the four Dire Wolves lie on the ground. Alisha places herself in the path of the fourth, while I move to engage the Werewolf.
“Oh my, what big teeth you have.” Unsurprisingly, the Werewolf doesn’t fall over in a fit of laughter. “Tough crowd today, huh.”
A claw swishes by my face. “You should really clip those nails, grandma.”
The Werewolf leaps at me, trying to tackle me to the ground. “No, no. I don't need to be tucked into bed just yet.”
The creature lands on all fours, but before it can make its next move, the butt of my spear lashes out, sweeping its hind legs from beneath it. As expected, the Werewolf is an agile monster, so tripping it barely gives me time to land a single strike before it gets back to its feet.
Quick and tough, huh? What's your weakness, then?
I held back during my attack, but the spear didn't penetrate as deep as I expected.
That fur of yours is acting as armor, isn't it? But that’s quite a sizable patch of burnt hair. That must mean...
A [Fireball] erupts, exploding on the Werewolf’s flank as it comes in for another attack. Before it recovers from the shockwave, I jam my spear into the newly scorched part of its body, and it sinks deep.
Easy.
With its weakness made clear, I don't waste any more time on the monster, finishing it with a quick and deadly assault.
After my short encounter, I turn to see the final Dire Wolf lying on the ground like the rest.
“Good job everyone.”
“Mmm. Finally getting experience again.”
“I know, right!? I can't wait to gain my first level in over a month!”
“Monsters here are already stronger than the top floor of the previous dungeon.”
“Yeah, it's crazy how much of a difference there is. If it's anything like the first, then the ones at the end of the dungeon will be several dozen levels higher then these guys.”
“Several dozen...” Lumina says. “You said you can only gain experience from monsters up to ten levels lower than you, correct?”
“Yep. So with some quick math, you can estimate how high our level will be when we leave here.”
“If your assumption is correct, then that would put the final monsters somewhere in the 60s. If we stay long enough to max out our levels, we'll leave here over level 70.”
“Bingo. And here's some bonus information for you. Grand Elder Rena is level 71, and from all the people I've encountered, she ranks second behind Vampire Lord Ashton in terms of power.”
“So we have the potential to reach the height of strength obtained by only the most distinguished warriors.”
“Yep. And although I don't know the full strength of an Archfiend, I'm willing to bet it's not much higher than Rena or Ashton. At the very least, we should have a chance to defeat them even when they're at full power.”
“Amazing. Perhaps we will be able to turn the tide of the war.”
“From what I managed to gather,” Elise says, “the other three heroes are the only ones able to duel the Archfiends in single combat. Though that information is suspect now that we know they're in league with each other.”
“Shouldn't we start calling them the three false heroes?” Belle asks.
“What, and give them my title? No way. If they want it, they can go through hell first, like I did.”
“Jeez. I'll never understand your weird attachment to that title.”
“Heh. There are some mysteries in the universe that simply can't be solved.”
During our conversation, the bodies of the monsters vanish, as if seeping into the forest floor. Their mana goes with them, returning back to the dungeon. Somewhere deep inside, a Dungeon Orb is receiving that mana in order to recycle it and create more enemies for us to fight.
However, the dungeon doesn't just take it without giving us something in return. Experience points are the obvious reward we get for defeating its creations, but another important benefit is...
“Alright, our first drop item!” I hold a pile of fur in my hand. “Tuft of Dire Wolf, huh? Surprisingly, it's used in armor crafting, rather than alchemy.”
“Eh?” Alisha tilts her head. “That's super rare, isn't it?”
“Yeah, like 80% of dungeon drop items are used in alchemy. But my only reference for that is a single dungeon, so maybe this one will be different. If I want to make sure, then...”
I pull a notebook from my [Inventory], along with an inked quill. On the first page, I make a notation of the enemy name and drop item it gave me. Even though I can remember most details easily, it's still nice to have a loot reference sheet to ensure that all the information is correct.
Plus, I can make copies to hand out to others so they can easily farm the materials they need. I gave one copy of The Twisted Spire’s loot reference to Kalyn and the others before I left the hot spring.
Last time I spoke to them, they said it had come in handy for their trips back into the dungeon. In fact, they even added to it after getting drop items from the floors we rushed through during our climb up the tower.
Since this dungeon, The Beast Warrens, is much closer to the capital, Lumina could really find a loot reference sheet handy in case she ever needs to gather powerful materials here later.
“There we go.” I close the notebook. “How bout we move on? I want to grind Lumina up quickly so she can safely join the fighting.”
“Yes,” Lumina says. “I'm eager to continue my lessons from where we left off the last time we fought together.”
“With how quickly you learn, I'm worried I'll run out of things to teach you by the time we leave this dungeon.”
“Impossible. I'm nowhere near as capable as you're suggesting...”
“Actually,” Elise says. “He does have a point. I was surprised at just how much you grew in the couple days we were separated. With a few weeks of such training, you may very well become a more than capable combatant.”
“Eh? There's no way...”
“Confidence,” Laya says.
“Yeah, have a little more faith in yourself,” Belle adds. “I'm just a normal girl, yet even I picked up fighting quickly from his training. I'm sure you'll raise a lot of eyebrows the next time you fight beside your country's soldiers!”
“Perhaps you're right. Confidence is an essential component to success, and many battles await me in the future. I can't afford to underestimate myself.”
“You got that right,” I say. “Which is why we'll be dumping a caravan load of lessons on you soon!”
“Ah, please go just a little easy on me...”
With a smile, I turn from the young princess, looking deeper into this unnatural forest that makes up the first section of the dungeon.
After we start moving again, it doesn't take long for us to run into our next obstacle. Although rather than obstacle, it's more like a curiosity.
“Giant mushrooms,” Laya says.
“They're taller than me!” Alisha adds.
“Just means they're easier to chop down.”
Despite Laya’s words, she doesn't even remove her chain sickle from her [Inventory.] After all, the mana within the mushrooms tells us they're part of the dungeon, not a monster.
Since huge, brightly colored mushrooms don’t exactly make for a friendly looking dungeon environment, we pick a path filled with fewer of the strange fungi. Even then, we end up surrounded by the massive shrooms.
“Hehe.” Alisha suddenly let's out a playful laugh. “My face is all fuzzy~”
“What do you mean fu—wait, why's your face flushed red!?”
“Is it? Maybe because it's sooooo hot. Are we about to fight a lava monster...?”
“There's no such thing. Maybe. But that's not important right now! Alisha, how did you end up getting drunk!? What have you been drinking!?”
“Drinking? Just Master's water, like always!” Alisha's water skin appears in her hands.
“It's normal,” I say after checking the contents. “But you've clearly got a debuff called [Intoxication]...”
*hic*
That hiccup didn't come from Alisha. I turn my head, taking in the culprit with my own eyes.
“Eh?” Lumina let's out a strange noise. “Why are there two Sir Lutz's?”
“Not you, too!”
“Ah, that's right!” Lumina suddenly becomes very confident. “I summoned two of you, didn't I!”
“Since when did you do something like that!?”
“One for me, another for everyone else...”
“Don't just conveniently split me up between—hey, don't gwab muh cheef!”
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“Squishy...”
“Ah, I wanna play~” Alisha grabs my other cheek. “Mushy.”
After several seconds, I manage to free myself from their pinching grasps. “Hey, Alisha! You’re not even intoxicated anymore!”
“Hehe. Oops~”
“Princess, please restrain yourself.” Elise grabs Lumina by the shoulders and pulls her away.
While Lumina’s still-outstretched arms slowly sink to her sides, I turn to the rest and see that nobody else has been hit with the [Intoxication] debuff. Of course, my [Restore] spell is already doing its thing, which is why Alisha’s mild condition cleared up so quickly. Lumina will, hopefully, follow shortly.
It's no coincidence that the members who were affected were Alisha with her low magic defense outside of [Protector] and Lumina with her low level. Elise would probably be the next to fall victim, were it to spread further.
But I haven’t just been sitting idle while we’re under attack. I’ve checked all around us with [Sense Mana], my [Minimap], and even my physical senses, but I can’t detect anything strange.
“Let's retreat and—"
Just as I begin to give out orders, a sudden shift in the nearby mana causes me to end my words.
“Monsters,” Laya says.
“Wait, weren't those mushrooms part of the dungeon?” Belle stares at the fungus that's started moving. “How did they end up as monsters!?”
“We must have triggered something,” I say. “Or maybe this is normal here. Alisha and Elise, guard the drunk one. The rest of you, with me.”
The giant mushrooms, now called Blighted Sporebeasts, have gained the mana of normal monsters. Along with that, they've come to life, using their slimy little tentacle feet to move along the forest floor.
My spear tip has no problem penetrating the squishy shrooms. It sinks so deep that I'm pretty sure I could push it right out the other side if I wanted. But before I can do that or anything else, the Blighted Sporebeast explodes.
The explosion damage is minor, but it came with a dust cloud so thick that it completely blocks my vision.
Could blocking our sight be the goal?
As I leap out of the dust cloud, I scan the area for any monsters that could potentially ambush us while our vision is impaired. In my mind, I can see the trap evolving by summoning creatures that don't rely on sight, giving them a massive advantage.
But as I land outside the dust, I can't see or feel anything approaching. With how weak these Blighted Sporebeasts are in a direct fight, cleaning them up will be a cinch.
Even as I look, I see Laya emerging from her own cloud of dust, even thicker than the one that engulfed me.
Eh? Why does Laya look blurry?
I blink my eyes for a long second, then reopen them. Laya’s back to normal, but during my blink, I realized that it wasn't that Laya looked blurry. I simply had a hard time focusing for a second because...
I'm drunk?
It's just a bit, but I can feel my face flush and my senses numb. Checking my status, I see that I don’t have a debuff. But if the effect gets much worse, it will likely start showing up on my status.
“Don’t breathe in the spores! You’ll get the [Intoxication] debuff!”
“So blast ‘em with magic!” Belle sounds happy to be able to go all out.
“Yeah! Everyone gather up and get your spells ready!”
As expected of fungus that can only slowly crawl along the ground, they’re no match for our explosive onslaught of spells. One spore cloud after the next erupts around us, but we always make sure we’re well away from it.
After just a few minutes of fighting, the last Blighted Sporebeast turns into a harmless cloud of spores. With it, the trap—or whatever it was—is over. As I confidently turn to my companions, a familiar sound enters my ears.
*hic*
“Uh, who was that…?”
All the girl’s eyes flow to one place. It’s the same place my eyes fell simply from following the source of the sound. And standing there is none other than…
“Laya, why is your face so red...?”
“Don't know. Can't feel it.” She steps uncomfortably close and reaches for my cheeks. “They really are squishy and mushy...”
So she can feel my cheeks but not her face, huh?
Or rather, how long are you planning to pinch me?
“Laya,” I say after she finally releases my cheeks. “You've been drunk since you got caught in that dust cloud in the beginning, haven't you? You fought like this the entire battle?”
“I did good, didn't I?” She suddenly looks like she's about to cry.
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“Y-yeah, you channeled magic so well, even like that! I’m proud of you!”
“Really? So that means I'm special?”
“Of course. You'll always be special.”
In a blink, Laya goes from nearly bursting out in tears to smug and haughty.
“Mmm. Special.”
Her eyes are still a bit puffy, though.
Not wanting to disrupt her suddenly good mood, I simply agree with her again. Although she's still intoxicated, my [Restore] spell is hard at work to remove the debuff. This particular magic is paying dividends today.
After our encounter with the Blighted Sporebeasts, we're all in agreement that it'd be a good idea to stay as far away from those mushrooms as possible. Laya and Lumina especially.
Seems the forest has more tricks up its sleeve, as the next section we walk into is filled with thick bushes, many dotted with colorful berries. Of course, nobody reaches out for them considering what we just went through.
Instead, we get ready for the monsters that are charging through the nearby shrubbery. When they burst through, [Scry] tells me they’re Plague Frogs. There are probably two dozen of them, each reaching up to my chest in height.
But the most interesting among them is their pack leader. The Vorpal Elk leading the frogs has a set of glowing and color-shifting antlers. It’s a bit mesmerizing to look at, almost reminding me of an old-school screen saver for monitors.
Either way, I don’t really want to get hit by them, so we quickly put our plan into action. Like the first encounter, we deal with them in an efficient manner, taking time to learn a bit about their strengths and weaknesses in case it comes in handy later.
Just like that, Lumina and Elise's early farming session continues. The levels come quickly, especially for Lumina who's over ten levels lower than the average monster. She goes from level 23 to 29 in barely an hour of dedicated grinding.
Of course, I'm not just mindlessly running from one battle to the next. We eventually need to progress through the dungeon, so I've actually been searching for the boss. So far, I haven't detected his mana, nor have I found an area that looks like a boss room, so I can only keep looking.
Since this is, for the most part, a normal forest, it's kind of difficult to know what to even look for. It could be a large clearing, an abandoned building, or simply just a normal patch of trees like any other.
Just by walking around, I've been filling out the [Minimap]. Thanks to that, we don't have to worry about getting confused or turned around, meaning that given enough time, we'll eventually find the boss just through exploring every nook and cranny of the woods.
But brute forcing through a dungeon isn’t really my style. I much prefer to figure out the puzzle, even if it takes me even longer than face checking every dark area on the map.
Turns out, that kind of mentality might come in handy here because this forest has a special property that would no doubt drive normal adventurers nuts.
“We teleported again,” I say.
“Jeez, how annoying. How are we supposed to explore if we keep getting teleported around!?”
“From the looks of it, anytime we move too far north, we trigger the teleportation. Though I only have three data points, so there could be more to it.”
“Are there any clues based on where it teleports us?”
“It always moves us closer to the edge of the forest, as if it’s teleporting us to keep us away from the center.”
“How is that even possible? If it weren't for your [Minimap], I wouldn't even have noticed we weren't making progress. Even the trees look exactly the same before and after the teleportation.”
“The dungeon probably syncs up the two points so there's no visual change. As for how it teleports us, I've got no clue.”
There’s a burst of mana when the teleportation magic activates, but it's subtle. Compared to the teleport spell, it's far too weak to teleport all seven of us even a single inch, yet it somehow manages to move us around this large forest as it pleases.
So far, we've triggered three teleportations, and it's happened every time we walk too far north—further into the depths of the dungeon. Chances are...
“It's not a coincidence that the dungeon won't let us go deeper. It's telling us that we need to beat this area properly before we can move on.”
“You mean by defeating the guardian?” Elise asks.
“Probably. The other options are solving its puzzle or finding the correct path through the teleportation zone.”
“Which do you think most likely?”
“It's hard to say right now, but I haven't seen anything resembling a path or puzzle. It's just tree after tree. But it's possible we could be missing something.”
“Should we change tactics? Perhaps we could leap into the sky to bypass the teleportation.”
“Good idea. Let's get close to the teleport area and I'll give it a shot.”
After making our way deeper, we eventually reach the edge of the zone I suspect we're allowed to explore. Any further and we'll probably be sent back to a random part of the forest.
Like Elise suggested, I leap onto an air step, cresting the lower branches that grow out from the massive trees. Further and further I go, until I'm deep inside the canopy. Greenery fills my vision, thanks to the thousands of leaves that grow from the spindly limbs this high up the trunk.
That doesn't stop me, of course. My leaps continue, pushing me through the foliage. On and on I go, my eyes unable to see anything but the green and brown of the leaves and branches.
Higher, higher, higher, and higher. Until...
What the hell!? Am I ever going to break through to the sky!?
From what I saw when we were outside the dungeon, I must have traveled several times the height of the trees by now. Yet there's still nothing but leaves all around me, as if I'm not drawing any closer to the sunlight that must exist somewhere above me.
Wait, don't tell me...!
I stop my leaps. Then, I slowly turn my head down. The [Air Step] beneath my feet vanishes, and I begin to plummet. Sure enough, I quickly break through the bottom of the canopy, the forest floor growing in my vision.
This rotten dungeon!
I land beside the girls, and they look at me with eager eyes. That eagerness fades when I let out a sigh.
“Apparently, the dungeon has a teleportation function that extends up. There's no way to get out just by climbing the trees.”
“Unfortunate,” Elise says. “Though I suppose it's only natural, otherwise the dungeon wouldn't be known for its many challenges.”
“Master, can't you just teleport us past it?”
“I've got a feeling it wouldn't be so easy. Besides, that's cheating, and I'm not trying to speedrun the dungeon. I thought maybe going above it would be the intended solution, but it seems the dungeon wants us to find another way.”
“Ah, you really want to defeat it properly, don't you?”
“You know it, so let's beat it the old-fashioned way.” I turn east. “C'mon. Let's stick close to the teleportation zone but not cross it. Maybe we can map out the area's perimeter. We're getting experience points and drop items, so I'm not really in a rush. In fact, we can use this area to level Lumina up and get in some good training.”
“Yes,” Tylith says. “And let's not forget that we need to incorporate both her and Elise into our fighting formations.”
“True. We may end up fighting together even after this dungeon, so we should focus on our teamwork. Then let’s just chop up some monsters while we train. And get loot, of course.”
As we go from one battle to the next, I notice that the dungeon is truly living up to its name: The Beast Warrens.  Nearly every encounter is a ferocious animal, and those that aren’t are always a type of bug or forest creature, like the Blighted Sporebeasts.
Having a theme around a dungeon is a pretty common way to make it stand out, so I’m not surprised to see that whoever built these mysterious dungeons used that same tactic.
We conquer one group of monsters after another, and the one currently before us will be no exception. After a short battle, the final monster hits the forest floor, leaving us as the only ones standing. I move to collect a drop item, but my feet come to a stop halfway to it.
The filtered light coming through the canopy rapidly fades, as if the sky were suddenly turning to night. At the same time, powerful sources of mana begin appearing all around us. Each monster is as strong as the pack leaders we've fought until now, and they're converging on us at this very second.
What a terrible night to have a curse...




Chapter 7: Battle-Maid

----- Elise -----
 
“Seems we triggered an event,” Sir Locke says. “Be ready for anything.”
“H-how exciting...!” Lumina can barely contain herself.
“Well aren't you energetic.”
“It can't be helped! I've always dreamed of embarking on an adventure with a hero!”
“Don't burn through your enthusiasm too quickly, then. Because we're just getting started.”
During the conversation, Sir Locke has been leading us toward the ring of monsters that appeared around us. The worst possible situation would be for all our enemies to converge on us at the same time. Rather than sit and wait, he decided that breaking through is the better option.
“Stay behind me at all times, Princess!”
“Understood, Elise!”
“Visual on three opponents! One werewolf and two Moss Vipers!”
“I’ll use [Scorching Ray] on the Werewolf!”
“Elise,” Sir Locke says, “let's engage the two Moss Vipers. Laya, take the right flank. Tylith and Belle, take the left. Alisha, protect Lumina. Here they come!”
More monsters burst through the trees, seeking to encircle us. We leave those to our companions and focus on the three in front. Breaking through them quickly will allow us to take an advantageous position, making the upcoming battles far easier to manage.
The overgrown Moss Viper raises its massive head, the forked tongue whipping wildly as it hisses. At twice my height, it towers over me like a behemoth and uses its size to send a spray of venom showering down on me. A common tactic among this variety of monster.
Too predictable.
My feet left the ground long ago and now rest squarely on a thick branch.
“Let's test the toughness of that scaly skin!”
I kick off the branch and zip toward the Moss Viper. As expected of such a powerful monster, my mithril sword fails to slay it in a single strike. However...
My new enchantments and recent levels have drastically increased my strength already.
Just how powerful will I become after conquering this dungeon...?
With my sword still stuck in the Moss Viper’s face, I deliver a devastating kick to its jaw. My weapon comes loose at the same time, and I use the force to distance myself from the creature’s counter.
The spiked tail passes a mere hand's width from my body, but the attack leaves my opponent off balance, allowing Lumina’s [Ice Lance] to sink into its body.
After escaping from the Moss Viper's range, I spare a glance at Lumina and see that she and Alisha are no longer battling the Werewolf. Instead, Sir Locke has taken over the fight, the Moss Viper he originally engaged already defeated.
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He defeated it so quickly, and its body is riddled with both physical and magical injuries.
By no measure am I a terrible mage, but neither am I an accomplished one. Casting in melee is an achievable feat for me, but I lack powerful magic and my concentration is best spent on my strengths—namely, melee and weapon skills.
However, once in a while, a warrior will appear who defies the standard. Those warriors will display an unparalleled ability to cast, even while engaged in fierce melee.
I've seen several such warriors like that in my time, so I can safely say that Sir Locke is not one of them. No, comparing him to one of those unparalleled warriors would be doing him a severe injustice.
His spear a blur and his footwork impeccable, the Werewolf seems no more than an inexperienced apprentice facing the full wrath of his master.
Yet despite Sir Locke's display of martial skill, advanced magics erupt from him. Spells that normally take immense concentration seemingly present him no challenge to cast, even as he engages in a melee that seasoned adventurers would gawk at.
For the first time since meeting him, I get a true glimpse at the power granted to him by the Goddess.
No, perhaps it was his innate capabilities that made him the first choice among all the people on his planet.
No matter the reason, there's one thing that's clear. If I want to fight by his side, I'll need to hone my skills to an even greater degree.
I return my attention to the Moss Viper in front of me. It's recovering from the attacks Lumina and I dealt it, giving me an opening to land another blow.
Kicking off the ground, I fly toward the massive serpent. My Beginner-Class Sword Skill, [Shockwave], slices into the creature mid-flight, with my sword following immediately after, enhanced by the Master-Class Sword Skill, [Arcane Slice].
The skill specializes in penetrating magical defenses, but it also increases the force of attacks for its duration, allowing me to dispatch my opponents at an even greater speed.
Although the Moss Viper is a formidable adversary, it's no match for the combined strength of my sword and Lumina's spells. In short order, it falls to the ground, defeated.
“Nice work,” Sir Locke says. “Let's move before we're surrounded.”
I take off, following his lead through the path made available to us by the defeat of these monsters.
Hot on our trail is the next batch of opponents. More Moss Vipers and Werewolves, joined by Vorpal Elks. At least there are no Blighted Sporebeasts with their intoxicating spores.
Fortunately, we manage to avoid the worst-case scenario of getting surrounded by dozens of powerful monsters. Thanks to that, we're able to face off against a more reasonable number of opponents.
Under Sir Locke’s command, the battles go by smoothly. One after another, the monsters fall, reducing the small horde to nothing more than a pile of corpses.
“It’s not over yet,” Sir Locke says. “The big one’s coming.”
As he speaks, the trees themselves begin to move, leaving us in a wide clearing. The clearing is edged with an impenetrable wall of trunks mashed tightly together, preventing our escape. Save for one opening, that is.
However, that path isn’t meant for us. It’s meant for…
“The guardian,” I say. “So it’s finally showing itself.”
“Yep. Looks like we’re making progress.”
“Not until we defeat it.”
After ensuring that Lumina is safely behind me, I turn all my focus onto the creature as it steps through the opening.
The beast is a massive, blood-red wolf whose shoulders are easily twice my height from the ground, with the head rising even further. Its ferocious growl and glowing red eyes certainly help the monster live up to its name of [Daemon Wolf].
What a fearsome creature.
Under any other circumstance, the only thought that would be going through my mind would be to grab Lumina and flee. That would be the only way for us to survive.
But right now, we’re with Sir Locke and his party, ones who’ve already faced powerful guardians and emerged victorious. With their help, bringing this monster down may just be possible.
Still, it won’t be easy to overcome a guardian this powerful. We’ll have to—
“Is that all?” Sir Locke says, disrupting my thoughts. “It’s a little disappointing.”
Disappointing…?
“Mmm. It’s the first guardian, so it’s only natural.”
“True. Guess we can just consider it a warmup for the next areas.”
He considers it a warmup!?
“Formation?”
“Standard. Elise, protect the mages until we get a handle on the battle.”
“U-understood.”
Are they really so confident in an easy victory…?
The mana emanating from the Daemon Wolf is higher than even Sir Locke’s, and my adventurer instincts are warning me of the approaching danger. Yet he and his party don’t show even a hint of hesitation about the upcoming battle.
That tells me all I need to know.
I’ve essentially been given the role to protect Lumina and Belle until the battle is under control. Seeing as how protecting the princess is my primary objective, there’s no reason for me to refuse.
It also allows me to spectate the fight, giving me time to examine both the enemies’ skills and Sir Locke’s teamwork. No doubt that was also part of his plan, and what I see makes clear why they were so confident going into this battle.
The Daemon Wolf has many abilities. Breath of fire, paralyzing growl, and a deadly rushing attack to name a few. Yet it seems that no matter what it throws at Sir Locke’s party, nothing can break their formation.
The massive guardian unleashes assaults that would devastate most adventurer parties in an instant. Yet Sir Locke’s party handles them in an almost routine manner.
As I watch upon the battle, I realize that it’s not just Sir Locke we should be asking to help save this world. Every single one of his companions is an important part of his strength, yet everyone seems to focus only on the hero.
In the past, four heroes were always needed to save the world. Yet now, we can only rely on Sir Locke. Nobody knows if that will be enough.
Perhaps his companions will be enough to fill in for the missing heroes…
As they expected, the guardian ends up meeting its end without ever doing any real damage. All things considered, that would need to be the outcome this early in the dungeon. Otherwise, there’d be no hope for us to conquer it.
After the guardian's body vanishes, it leaves behind one of the most famous and sought-after items in the entire world: a dungeon chest.
“Oh man,” Sir Locke says. “It's been far too long since we've gotten a treasure chest!”
“Mmm. Exciting.”
“Master, Master! Who's going first!?”
“Hmm. Normally we'd duke it out with rock, paper, scissors. But I think we can make an exception this time.”
His gaze is locked on Lumina. With how she's looking at the chest, the young girl's eyes might as well be in the shape of stars.
“Ah...!” Lumina releases an embarrassed sound. “I-it’s not that I've been dreaming of opening my own treasure chest since I was a little girl or anything!”
“Uh huh.” Sir Locke doesn't seem convinced. “Well, the five of us have opened many of them, so we'll leave it up to the two new girls to decide which of you wants to go first.”
My eyes meet Lumina's. “I've no deep desire to open one immediately, so feel free to take the first.”
“I-in that case...” She steps toward the chest. “I wonder what's going to appear. Perhaps I'll get a beautiful amulet. Or maybe there'll be a restoration potion!”
“Restoration potion?” Belle asks. “Aren't those the ones that can heal almost any injury?”
“Yes. They're prized for their life saving nature, but that's not really why I want one.”
“It can restore lost limbs,” I say. “No other known potions or magic can replicate it. Unfortunately, restoration potions are only found in dungeon chests. Even the most accomplished alchemists have been unable to create them.”
“So that's why you want one,” Sir Locke nods in understanding. “But who do you know that's missing a limb?”
“A child,” Lumina says. “From the orphanage I frequent. He lost a leg to disease, but I've been unable to get my hands on a restoration potion no matter how much I desire it.”
“Yeah, I heard that it's hard to even put a price on them. Not surprising, considering that even kingdoms usually only have a few in their entire border. Of course they'll be hoarded by the powerful, just in case they end up needing it.”
“Precisely. And since they only appear in dangerous dungeons like this, I was hoping that we would find at least one.”
“If we do, then it's all yours. But rather than finding them from a chest, I'm hoping we get the right alchemical ingredients so I can craft them.”
“Eh? You know how to mix them?”
Sir Locke gives us his trademark smirk. “Heh, it's child's play for a cheater like me. Of the four ingredients I need, I already have two. The others never dropped in the other dungeon, but this one's already giving me some good material, so there's a chance I'll get my hands on them.”
“That would be amazing! Then I will pray for either one to become a reality!”
After stating her desire, Lumina returns her attention back to the treasure chest that still dominates the center of the forest floor. With a gentle touch, she grasps the latch and pulls it free. Slowly, the lid opens, revealing...
“S-so much gold.” Lumina's face has a yellow tint as she kneels before the open chest.
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“Yeah!” Belle says. “I love how it seems to glow when the chest is first opened!”
“It's just reflecting the light of the glowing orb above our heads, though,” Sir Locke notes.
“I know that! But it's still awesome!”
Lumina reaches her hand toward the coins, and they vanish into her [Inventory].
“Amazing. There were 68 gold, 44 silver, and 71 copper. Also...” A blue-tinted coin appears on her open palm.
“A Mithril coin?” I ask. “I wasn't expecting to see one of them.”
“I suppose it makes sense, considering its value. If they were to appear anywhere, it would be at a dangerous dungeon like this.”
“Eh, do we have any mithril coins, Master?”
“Nope. Never found any in the other dungeon. Since they're worth 100 gold coins, they're actually not very useful. I mean, where would we even be able to spend it?”
“True,” Lumina says. “They're mostly used when purchasing land or powerful equipment and artifacts. Even then, the deal is mostly struck with contracts, with the coin traded securely after the deal is finalized.”
Lumina’s hand comes up, this time holding a spool of fine thread. [Scry] tells me it’s Diamond Weave, which is known for its protective strength once weaved.
“Interesting,” Sir Locke says. “Thread is actually the most valuable crafting material for us, considering how many of us wear cloth into battle.”
“Then we can count this as a success!” Lumina holds the spool out to Sir Locke.
“Sure can. I’ll even make you something from these threads later.”
Lumina’s hand reaches back into the chest, pulling out…
“A set of metal greaves?” Lumina holds them up for us to see.
“Made from a rather powerful adamantium alloy,” Sir Locke says. “Would be really good for a heavily armored warrior.”
“Unfortunately, none of us fit that description. Not even Alisha.”
“Yep, but it can go in the shop!”
Lumina reaches in yet again. But this time, she declares that it’s the final item.
“An axe…”
“Yeah, sounds about right,” Sir Locke says.
“Eh? What do you mean?”
“I mean loot is random, so you can’t count on getting anything useful from a chest. So it’s best to just be happy when you do, like with the Diamond Weave thread we got.”
“You’re right. I guess this treasure chest was a success from that moment on, wasn’t it?”
“Exactly.”
Now that the treasure chest is empty, the trees begin moving back to their original positions, creating a normal looking forest again.
“And with that,” Sir Locke says, “the first zone of The Beast Warrens is complete. Now, let’s see what the next area has to offer.”
He turns north, and everyone else follows. The teleportation zone that kept us from progressing is just ahead, and according to him, it’s likely we’ll be able to pass it now.
Knowing that this was only the first of many challenges that awaits us makes me more than a little nervous for Lumina’s safety. But I’ve finally come to understand why the heroes fascinate her to such a degree.
So, this is what it’s like to fight alongside a hero.
It is indeed quite fun, Princess.




Chapter 8: The Mistborn

----- Lutz -----
 
“And for the final item...!” Belle reaches into the treasure chest. “A chunk of adamantium!”
“Nice!” I yell when my eyes fall on the green-tinted metal. “Upgrades are on the horizon!”
“Who's next on the list? Gonna reforge your spear?”
“Maybe. With the size of that chunk, I think I can rework my spear and Elise's sword.”
“My sword? There's no need to spend such rare material on it. You should focus on strengthening yourselves for the upcoming battles against Chaos.”
“Don't be so reserved. You're a major player in this war now. Who else will protect Lumina when we're not around?”
She looks to Lumina, then back to me. “You're right. With the other three heroes working with the fiends, I need the strength now more than ever. I would be grateful if you'd spare some adamantium for my sword.”
“No problem!” Alisha answers in my stead. “We'll make sure to turn both of you into cheaters, just like us!”
“As lively as ever, aren't you? Even a trek through a deadly dungeon can't dampen your enthusiasm.”
“That's because grinding is fun!”
With the last treasure taken from the chest, it melts into the forest floor just like the boss it spawned from.
After the first zone, we pushed deeper into the forest and eventually hit another teleportation barrier. It warped us to a random spot in the second zone, making the area a near carbon copy of the first.
The rest of it played out similarly, as well. After wandering the woods for a couple hours, we triggered the stampede of mini bosses. When they were defeated, the next boss appeared.
We moved on to the third zone, then the fourth. Each one took a couple hours to beat, during which we killed hundreds of enemies and got some great drop items. Of course, I recorded them all in my loot reference sheet.
The chest we just opened came from the fifth boss. It was a Carrion Beetle, with an expectedly tough shell to crack. It was actually a bit of a pain, mainly because the boss had piercing resistance. Even my spear had a tough time dealing damage.
In the end, he fell like the rest, but the monsters and bosses are getting noticeably stronger with each area we step into. At this rate, we may even have to stop and farm some experience soon to make sure we're not caught in a deadly trap or boss battle.
For now, we're still safe to continue, so we gather ourselves and face north, where the teleportation zone sits. I know from experience that after defeating the boss, it'll let us pass to the next area.
That means stronger monsters but also more experience and better items. The constant progression is a breath of fresh air compared to the stale growth outside of dungeons.
The downside is that we can't help people from inside a dungeon. Whether it's the elves and their demon problem or the capital city of Orakio facing a siege from an army of fiends, there's a lot of good I can do when I'm traveling through the world.
But in here, all I can do is help me and my party. However, even if I have to give up on helping the poor souls who are suffering somewhere out there at this very moment, it's a price that has to be paid to ensure that I have the strength I need to defeat all the powerful enemies threatening this world.
Tch. I'm sounding more and more like him. The king.
They say that with great power comes great responsibility. I feel the weight of that responsibility pressing ever harder on my shoulders.
With each destination I travel to, there are countless others I'm leaving to fall into ruin. How many have died, hoping for a hero to come save them?
After this war, perhaps tales will spread of those who were saved from certain death by a mysterious hero. But what will remain unsaid are all the ones who were left to fend for themselves by virtue of simply not being in the hero’s path. Hardships forgotten, perhaps because the one who endured it didn’t live to tell the tale.
There's a common moral dilemma that movies like to put heroes through. By giving them two groups to save but only time to save one, it can force the hero to decide not only who gets to live but also who must die.
What would I do if put into a situation like that?
It's a question I can't answer. The only way to find out what I would do is to be put into that very dilemma. However, even if I haven't been through it, I have been choosing who lives and dies in another way. Every time I choose a destination, I’m leaving others to their fate.
Even if I can't see the ones I've left to die, there's no doubt they exist. The difference is that I simply don't have to be there to witness their demise.
But that's not true for someone like the king. He has to make clear decisions that he knows will lead to the suffering of some in order to prevent the suffering of others. The most obvious example is allowing death matches in the coliseum to continue, despite the havoc it was wrecking on that area of the city.
How many suffered from the crime and rot that infested the districts surrounding the arena? We'll probably never know the extent, and perhaps he wants to keep it that way.
But one thing is certain. If he had tried eliminating the Assassin’s Guild himself, it would have led to a direct confrontation with Rolf, one of the Great Heroes. That’s something the king couldn’t afford to do, even if it meant a rise in crime within the districts surrounding the coliseum.
At least, that’s what Lumina told me. I believe her, considering how much she’s told me about the schemes of the elites here in this world. I’ve been involved in a few myself, and it’s never fun.
“Here we are,” I say to the group. “One more step and we'll be in the sixth zone. Everyone ready?”
“I'm always prepared,” Tylith says.
“I figured as much. Then if there are no objections, well move on to the sixth area.”
I take the first step past the line that marks the teleportation zone. As expected, the dungeon lets us continue without issue, giving us access to the next area which no doubt contains even more powerful monsters than the ones before.
So far, every single one of the zones has been essentially the same. They've been nothing but forests, filled with beasts and insects of various types.
However, each area has gotten progressively smaller. The teleportation zones prevent us from going too deep, but they don't stop us from walking the edges of the forest. In other words, they ring the dungeon like a series of increasingly smaller circles.
With each one we conquer, we get closer and closer to the center of the dungeon. Of course, the rings near the center would naturally be smaller, so the one we're stepping into will undoubtedly be the smallest yet.
However, it turns out that although my expectations would be correct, they'd also be shattered at the same time.
“The mist,” Lumina says. “I suppose the reports were correct.”
“That's not all.” I step past a final tree and into a clearing. “Looks like things are about to change.”
“No monsters.” Laya bluntly points out.
“I don't sense any, either. But that doesn't mean they don't exist. The mist might be messing with our detection, just like it's doing for my [Minimap].”
Normally, a large section of the [Minimap] will become visible as I move around. Since it's somewhat based on how far I can physically see, it made sense that it wouldn't reveal the map quickly when my vision was blocked by the massive trees.
But right now, there are no trees in sight, just a shadowy landscape covered in a thick mist. Whether the reduction in my ability to reveal the map is caused by that mist or my limited vision, I can't say for certain, so precautions will have to be taken until we know for sure what the mist is capable of.
In any case, an eerie atmosphere covers this part of the dungeon. With each step, the mist grows thicker until it's almost suffocating. Even my party members walking just a few steps from me are now nothing more than shadows.
The swirling mist distorts their figures, making them appear to move in an unnerving fashion. That same uncertain feeling permeates this zone, so it’s no wonder this dungeon has such a feared reputation.
This would be quite a brutal environment for a party that relies on their physical senses.
Fortunately, we have other methods at our disposal. Even if the mist disrupts our ability to sense mana, I can still feel the presence of all the girls around me. That alone is enough to ensure none of us get separated.
But as we step deeper into the misty interior of The Beast Warrens, I still find myself checking my companions’ shadowy figures.
Laya’s outline is just as small as I'd expect, but as I watch it, it begins to shift and grow. Even if the mist distorts their figures, this is the first time I've seen it change shape so much.
“Huh?” I watch Laya’s shadow morph further. “Wait, what are you—gah!”
“Kyaa!” Belle's scream follows mine.
“What happened!?” Alisha asks in a panic.
“I don't know, Tylith’s figure just got weird and then I was bleeding!”
“We're under attack!” I say. “Everyone spread out and use [Sense Mana] to maintain formation!”
Since the mist impairs our vision so much, we've been keeping a tight formation. But that's working against us now that the enemy's using our own shadowy figures as weapons.
The worst-case scenario would be for everyone to start swinging their weapons each time one of our shadows makes any strange movements. Considering how the mist is playing with our eyes, that could lead to a friendly fire disaster.
Now that we're spread out, we can—
“Ah!” Lumina releases a short yell.
“What happened, Princess!?”
“A shadow just appeared, then struck me! It vanished before I could even consider countering!”
Crap. Our mages are vulnerable in this formation. How can I—
My thoughts are interrupted again as a subtle shift in the mana behind me sets off alarms. Turning, I catch sight of another shadow just as it lashes out, and I manage to bring my spear up just in time to catch the attack. Despite clearly being made of mist, the creatures strike is as heavy as a metal weapon.
By the time my counter reaches it, the monster is nothing more than a foggy swirl.
During my encounter, I heard several of the other girls have their own skirmish. From the sounds of it, not all of them were blocked successfully. There's only a fraction of a second between the appearance of the enemy’s mana and their attack, and not everyone here has the physical skill to deal with such extreme efficiency.
How annoying!
Nobody likes invisible enemies, and it's only made worse if that invisibility gives them immunity to attacks at the same time.
But good design necessitates those massive advantages be paired with glaring weaknesses. During my decades of gaming experience, I've fought my fair share of monsters like these, so I immediately concoct a plan.
“Alisha and Belle, stand back-to-back. Elise and Lumina, you do the same. Protect the mages. Belle, ready fireball. Cast it on the next monster that appears. Don't worry about friendly fire, just shoot it at the first mana signature that pops up!”
“A-alright!”
I can feel Belle holding her spell at the ready as I continue leading them northward. Even in this heavy mist, it's impossible to get turned around thanks to my [Minimap]. But I have no idea what the terrain around here even looks like, except the grassy dirt directly beneath my feet.
One step.
The only movement is the ever-swirling mist.
A second step.
No sounds other than the soft pattering of boots hitting dirt.
On the third step—
There's nothing other than the tense atmosphere.
A burst of mana shatters the stalemate with a roar of fire, just as I raise my foot for the fourth time.
I whip my head around to catch a glimpse of a ball of flames just as it bursts on a shadow, with the bright flash of light made worse by reflecting off the uncountable water droplets hanging in the air.
When the fireworks fade, we finally get a glimpse of the misty creature's true form.
A Mantis Assassin?
The giant bug monster tries getting back to its feet so it can swing it's long, scythe-like arms at us, but its intended victim doesn't seem too keen on letting it live that long.
Laya’s chain sickle zips through the air, landing a clean strike on the assassin and sending it back to the ground. Of course, she doesn't stop with one attack. In a blink, the monster is slashed to ribbons.
Although we took a few more wounds, the encounter ultimately ended up in our favor.
“As expected, they're vulnerable when they attack. They even lose their misty form and are easy to take down once exposed. In that case, everyone prepare magic. First tier only. Let’s blast these annoying bugs.”
The trek through the strange and misty interior of The Beast Warrens has begun.
----------
 
“And with that…” I yank my spear from the Mantis Assassin's body. “The battle is over.”
The monster's shadowy body slumps to the ground with a thud, leaving us alone in the thick mist.
Like the forest before, this misty section of the dungeon teleports us around if we get too close to the center. It's only after defeating the boss that we're allowed to pass to the next zone.
While hunting for the boss, we're surrounded by a suffocating mist that never lets up, and from that mist, all kinds of creatures can appear. Though as expected, they're all beasts and bugs.
Fortunately, the Mantis Assassin is the only one that can turn into mist. The others just become normal monsters once they appear. The worst is when the assassins show up when we're already fighting another group. There were more than a few hectic battles thanks to that.
Man, invisible enemies really are annoying.
That very thought has run through my mind more times than I care to admit. I don’t know anyone who enjoys fighting enemies that can’t be seen, especially when the window to punish them is so small.
The fight that just ended would have probably been just as hectic, but after beating three of these misty zones, we were bound to figure out how to take care of them effectively.
In fact, we got so good at it that we stopped blasting the assassins with spells and started using our weapons. Once we got used to their patterns, it became a rather simple matter to take them out.
Speaking of taking enemies out, the third boss fell just a few minutes ago, and we've just passed the teleportation zone that used to block us. Each time we step into a new area, there's no telling what will happen, making this part of the dungeon dive particularly dangerous.
“Is the mist beginning to thin?” Lumina asks.
“I was just thinking the same thing. Which means…”
“Something's about to change.”
“Be ready for anything. Elise and Lumina, stay back until we're comfortable with the new zone.”
“Understood. I'll only cast when I'm sure it's safe to do so.”
The further we go into the dungeon, the more powerful the monsters get, with the most obvious sign of their growth being their increase in levels. They started off in the mid-30s but have grown with each boss we beat.
The group we just defeated averaged in the high 40s, but now that we've moved onto the next zone, I expect the monsters to be a couple levels higher, bringing them to level 50 or so.
In fact, the enemies outleveled us in the area we recently beat. They were in the high 40s while I'm level 46. Since I'm the highest level in our party, the numbers only shrink as we move down the line, with Lumina taking up the rear at level 37.
Since she's so many levels lower than the monsters, she gains experience frighteningly fast, making this quite a juicy power leveling session for her.
Of course, I moved Lumina and Elise over to the main party so they'll get the full benefit of my Unique Skill, [Heroic Growth]. It gives five times experience to me and my party but only provides half that to the sub parties.
We've been fighting through this dungeon all day and I only managed to gain 4 levels, even when facing these powerful enemies. Normally, it'd take five times longer to level, meaning an average adventurer would have to fight as much as I have today to gain a single level.
Considering how dangerous dungeons are for those without cheating abilities to help them navigate the zones, an entire day in a place filled with deadly monsters and traps sounds like a short walk to an early grave.
“I see something,” Belle says. “A huge shadow? No, there's lots of them!”
“Everyone get ready. There's no telling what's coming next.”
“I'm ready. Ready to get out of this thick fog!”
“Well you're going to get your wish.”
With each step, the mist thins and the large shadows in the distance become more distinct. Soon, the shapes become recognizable, and I'm treated to a sight I didn't expect.
“A village?” I say, looking out over houses. “This dungeon just keeps surprising me.”
“No signs of mana,” Laya says.
“Yeah, but there's still a thick mist.”
“Monsters will appear.”
“Exactly. They'll probably just show up whenever it's inconvenient for us. The usual.”
“Please,” Belle says. “No more Mantis Assassins.”
“Ah, I know how you feel.”
Turns out, we're somehow walking on the road that leads directly into the misty village. By somehow, I mean the dungeon teleported us to it just before the fog began to clear.
This dungeon sure loves to toss us around however it pleases.
More like, whoever made it abused the teleportation feature way too much instead of building a dungeon with proper pathing.
As I disparage the dungeons creator in my mind, we finally step into the village.
As expected of a town in the depths of a dungeon, there isn't a single lifeform in any of the buildings. I doubt anyone would want to occupy them anyway, considering the condition they're in.
But the houses lining the street look strange for a reason other than their deteriorated exteriors. There's an exotic architecture to the buildings, as if they came from an era that's long since passed.
The strange part is that I get the feeling the construction methods of these ruins is more advanced than what I’ve seen in this world. Considering the possible origin of these dungeons, that’s not too surprising.
“What an eerie village,” Lumina says.
“Agreed, but I'll take it over the suffocating mist.”
“Yes. Though even here, it's still too thick for my liking.”
“It’ll have to do for a campground, unless you want to walk all the way back through the three misty zones to get to the forest.”
“No, I'll gladly take a haunted town over another trek through that mist.”
Looking up at the sky, there's nothing but a thick layer of fog. There's no way to tell if the little light that makes it through is real or just another creation of the dungeon. Considering my results so far, I doubt I'd be able to find out just by leaping up there and checking.
Although I don't have a watch, I've gotten surprisingly good at estimating the time on instinct alone. It's about two hours after dark, which is fairly late here in this world.
Since we've been dungeon crawling all day, we decide to set up camp as soon as we find a suitable spot. Otherwise, we'd be forced to sleep in the misty zones or go back to the forest. This abandoned village is at least a step up from a blinding mist, so we decide that staying the night here is the best of all the bad options.
To be precise, we set up the tents just outside the town. There's no need to actually stay in the village itself, and it's definitely not because it's really creepy.
“Anyway,” I say to nobody in particular. “This looks like as good a spot as any.”
“Ah, we brought a tent!” A heap of cloth appears at Lumina's feet.
“What? Don't want to sleep in the same room with me again?”
“Didn't I tell you to forget about that!?”
“Nope.”
“Well I'm telling you now!”
“Sadly, I'm a forgetful person, so I hope you'll gently remind me about this agreement next time I bring the topic up.”
“Ah, I'm being picked on again!”
“What? By who?” I look around in feigned ignorance. “Show yourself, you rascal.”
“Lumina,” Belle says, completely ignoring my performance. “Looks like I've got a lot to teach you about this idiot hero.”
While the two girls have a private chat, the rest of us start setting up the tents. However, I can barely get a single stake in the ground before Laya’s voice grabs my attention.
“Visitors.”
“No problem. Let's take care of them, Laya.”
“Mmm.”
Through the thick mist, a handful of figures can be seen. From the strength of their mana, they don't seem especially strong, but this is a dungeon, so there's always a chance things can go wrong.
However, if it's me and Laya, then there's nothing to worry about. She’s by far the most capable when it comes to adapting to unforeseen circumstances.
When the monsters get close, [Scry] tells me that they're Hoarfrost Butterflies. That explains why their shadowy figures seemed to lack legs. Because they're flying.
Flying enemies can be a pain sometimes, but they usually come with a few downfalls like a lack of power or durability. These Hoarfrost Butterflies certainly don't look threatening compared to some of the monsters we've fought here, but one of the most dangerous enemies so far was a mushroom, so we can't let our guard down just because they look weak.
Laya especially takes that mentality to heart. Unless we're specifically holding back for some reason, she always opts for the most direct and effective method available.
In this case, it's slaughtering all these butterflies with her chain sickle.
She’s gotten even better with her weapon lately. Or maybe it’s more accurate to say that she’s gotten more in tune with her Named Weapon, Arc of the Crescent Moon.
The mysterious sixth enchantment, [Crest of Devotion], lets Laya control it with her mana at all times, though she has to be holding it to bring out its real potential.
Currently, she is holding it. And she’s using it to great effect to slay this small group of monsters seeking to intrude on our campsite.
Even though the Hoarfrost Butterflies were nice enough to stay close to the ground, Laya is still fighting atop her [Air Step]. She absolutely loves that spell and will take every opportunity to use it, especially in battle.
Since we were stuck in that blinding mist for hours, she hasn’t had the chance to hop around the skies. She must be making up for that now, as she’s currently showing these flying monsters who really has the advantage in the air.
It’s a mesmerizing sight, as always. Laya’s movements are sharp and decisive, able to catch opponents off guard or strike at their weak spots. Yet the chain sickle often contradicts those sharp angles with its wide, sweeping strikes.
The result is a deadly whirlwind that moves with speed and precision, aiming for anyone labeled as an enemy.
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I’ve said it before, but it’s worth repeating. This girl really is special.
Fortunately, the cleanup goes smooth, and we’ve gained that much more experience. Plus, we found a Shimmering Wing drop item from one of the butterflies. Of course, I wrote it down in my loot reference sheet.
Back at camp, I see things have come together nicely. The tents are up, and the girls are already deciding on the location for the bathtub. I have no choice but to get involved since said bathtub is in my [Inventory].
After finding a suitable spot, I leave the girls to decide the rotation while I set up the tables and chairs, and there’s no need to cook tonight since I have a lot of pre-cooked food in my [Inventory].
I figure having on-demand food that’s hot and fresh will make the dungeon dive that much easier. It’s important to keep everyone’s spirits high, otherwise the dungeon can feel as suffocating as the blinding mist in the zone we recently conquered.
Laya’s the only other one here at the place I’m setting up the tables. Seems she’s not interested in fighting it out for an early bathing spot. She’ll have to make do with going just before me.
“What do you think?” I say. “Should we stop and grind?”
“Mmm. No need to risk it if we can safely level here.”
“Agreed. Based on the shrinking circumferences of the circular zones we’ve been conquering, the center of this dungeon is close. It might be on the other side of this village, even. There’s no telling what it plans to throw at us, so I want everyone to be strong enough to defend themselves before we move on.”
“What level do you think will be suitable for Lumina?”
“Fifty. That should put her about equal to the enemies here.”
Seems the girls have finally started bathing, and the first-place winner becomes evident because every girl except for Elise comes to sit in the comfortable chairs placed around the tables.
“She tried to give it up to Lumina,” Belle says.
“Give it up?”
“Elise won but told Lumina to take her place.”
“Ah, but you weren’t having any of that, were you?”
“Of course not. She won fair and square, and if she’s going to have the nerve to beat me, then she’s going to be punished by going first.”
“Hey, you let the truth slip at the end.”
“That’s just how Elise is,” Lumina says. “The word dedicated seems too weak to describe her.”
“True. Maybe devoted would be a better word for her.”
For some reason, my eyes move to Laya. Somehow, she turns to me at the same time.
There’s only silence between us, but sometimes, that’s all that needs to be said.
The night continues on until everyone’s taken their daily baths and eaten their meals. The only thing left to do after that is go to sleep.
But we can’t all just call it a night at the same time. We never know when a group of monsters will suddenly appear, so we have no choice but to rotate night watch positions as we sleep.
And just like that, the first day of our new dungeon dive comes to an end.




Chapter 9: Night Watch

----- Lutz -----
 
“Wake,” a familiar voice says from my bedside.
Opening my eyes, I take in the sight of a girl standing next to my bedroll.
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“Morning Laya. Our turn already?”
“Mmm. Three hours remaining.”
“Guess I better get up, then.” I stand and stretch my stiff muscles. “Lumina went to go wake Elise?”
“Yes. She'll be heading to bed after.”
“Makes sense. She's gotta be sleepy, having been woken up in the middle of the night for watch duty.”
Before bed, we decided on the schedule and pairings for the night watch groups. Or more specifically, the girls decided. I just sat and listened.
For some reason, the girls were extremely interested in picking who would be staying up together. I didn't see a reason to deny them the chance to choose, so I just kept my mouth shut while they sorted out the details.
In the end, I somehow ended up getting paired with Elise to take the final three-hour shift. I thought for sure they'd just play rock, paper, scissors to see who's going to stay up with me, but it didn't turn out like that at all.
Was I overestimating myself or underestimating the girls?
As for the others, Laya took second watch with Lumina, while Belle, Alisha, and Tylith took the first. Everyone was able to get six hours of sleep, though Laya and Lumina's will be broken into halves.
I expected someone to suggest that Lumina just sleep all night since she's not used to this kind of lifestyle. I also expected the girl in question to fight that suggestion and ask to be included in the rotation.
Not only is Lumina a hard-working girl, but she also has really high Constitution, making her a good choice as a candidate for night watch. In the end, none of my speculations mattered in the slightest. I'm pretty sure all the girls quickly understood the reason for the strange pairings, and after thinking about it logically, I figured it out, too.
Back when Lumina and I were teleported to that bandit’s cave where we met Miri, we spent a lot of time alone together. The circumstances simply demanded it.
Thanks to those couple days, Lumina and I managed to get to know each other. It’s because of that time together that I decided to do what I can to help her out. In other words, we simply became friends.
But to be honest, I've barely spoken with Elise. She's always in Lumina's shadow and just seems content with helping her however she can. Other than a few key points, I don't actually know much about Elise.
The same can be said between Laya and Lumina. Back when I was stuck with the princess, Laya and the others were with Elise. They managed to form a bond with her and got to see her with her guard down, something I haven't yet seen.
Without a doubt, the girls want me to talk to Elise and get to know her better. Laya must have done the same with Lumina these past three hours. If we're going to be fighting together in this dangerous dungeon, then it'd definitely help to maximize the trust between us. I’m also a bit curious about a few things, so this setup works out for me, too.
While I step toward the tent’s entrance, Laya plops back down into her bedroll. She makes a comfy sound as she does so, which is quite unusual for her.
It's about three hours before what would be sunrise, if we were outside the dungeon. After this next lookout session, we'll finally be getting ready to explore the abandoned village that sits just in visual range of our campsite.
The table and chairs I placed here last night are still exactly where I left them. Three chairs, to be exact. There was a trio of girls for the first watch, after all.
As expected of the dedicated Elise, the young woman is already sitting at the table, her back turned to me. Beside her is one of the other chairs, while the third is across the table.
Walking up to the seat just beside Elise, I reach my hand out and place it on the backrest, and it vanishes into my [Inventory].
After that, I walk around the table and take the chair sitting across from Elise. There's only two of us here, so no need for a third chair. Besides that, it makes more sense to sit across from each other if we’re going to be doing a lot of talking. The last thing I want to do is ruin the chance the girls gave us to get to know each other better.
“I would ask how you're doing,” I say. “But you've probably been on many night watches before.”
“I have indeed. The night is our most vulnerable time, and I take my duty seriously.”
“Trust me when I say I believe you. Not a lot of people could take on so many dangerous quests just to get strong enough to become someone's bodyguard.”
“It was the only way forward for me, so I never stopped to think about how absurd it was until I had accomplished my goal. Now you're on the very same path.”
“I am?” The chair beneath me creeks as I subconsciously shift.
“You're here to grow stronger so that you can protect this world, are you not?”
“Yeah, but I don't have any noble intentions or anything. I just want to make sure there's still a world left for Laya and the others to live in.”
“So you risk everything for them, as I did for Lumina.”
“Well, I guess. But I'm not alone. The others are risking their lives too, so the dynamic is a bit different.”
“True, but they're only here because of you, which reminds me of something. I once asked Laya and the others to not follow my example by fighting such powerful monsters, but here I am doing it alongside them.”
I pull a blue orb out of my inventory and place it onto the table in front of me. It's sitting on a small cushion to stop it from rolling all over the table.
“It's like you said. Sometimes, doing something crazy is the only way forward.”
“That's precisely why I've held my tongue.” Elise eyes the Spell Orb sitting on the pillow. “Working on another project?”
“A few, actually. But as for this orb … well, why don't I just show you?” I place my hand atop it. “So, what do you think?”
Elise's eyes slowly widen. “Y-your mana changed? But there's something strange about it…”
“Yeah, there are still a few bugs, but I'm getting there. Once I stabilize the mana signature, we can use these orbs to change how our mana feels to others. In other words, it can fool the [Sense Mana] spell.”
“How fearsome. Simply by activating the orb, you can fool everyone into thinking you're weak.”
“Exactly. Completely erasing our presence is too suspicious, so it'll be nice to be able to blend in with a fake mana signature.” I remove my hand from the orb, bringing my mana back to normal. “Oops, looks like I was a little careless.”
“Hey Laya,” I say to her telepathically.
“Mana?”
“Sorry, I was messing with a new project that can change my mana.”
“Mmm. I understand.”
“Sleep well.”
I should have known that messing with this device would wake Laya up. She's always hypersensitive to my mana, so much so that I can't help but wonder how she got so in tune with it to the point that it can even wake her from sleep.
“Anyway,” I say. “This is what I'll be working on while we keep watch. The mana signature is still a bit unstable, but I'm close to making it feel natural.”
“I would be happy if Lumina had such an artifact.”
“Not even worried about one for yourself?”
“My task won't change, whether or not I have one.”
“Protect Lumina, huh.” I place my fingers back onto the Spell Orb. “There's gotta be some other thoughts bouncing around in that head of yours. Like, you know, ones centered around yourself.”
“Of course there are. I often think that I need to grow stronger, and sometimes, I think about taking proper etiquette training for attendants.”
I look at her with a stiff expression. “You can't be serious right now. Just how dedicated are you?”
The smile on her lips tells me I've been duped. “Lumina told me about how you picked on her. I'm simply returning the favor.”
“So that farce was for her sake, as well.” A sigh escapes me. “Are you sure you're really not too infatuated with her?”
“No, this is normal.”
“I'd really like to know which part about it is normal…”
“You’ll just have to accept it, though there is someone who's infatuated here.” Elise looks toward one of the tents.
“Um, that tent only has two people in it. Alisha and…”
“Lumina,” Elise finishes for me.
“Aren't you being a little extreme?”
“No, I do not believe I am.”
“She just wants a hero. It could have been anyone.”
“In the beginning, yes. But is it still the case today?”
“…”
Elise refuses to let me evade the subject. As the one who looks out for Lumina on a daily basis, it's no wonder she's interested in more than just her physical safety.
This discussion is starting to remind me of a father interviewing the boy his daughter invited over for dinner. But if it's Elise, then I can only think that her wanting to know how I feel about Lumina is only the natural result of her preparations for the future.
While I've avoided this topic as much as possible, it's been thrust to the forefront more times than I care to admit. Touching on it here with Elise can actually have some benefits for me, so I decide to drop the evasive attitude and speak bluntly.
“Lumina might have some feelings, but it's just a crush. I'm sure she'll outgrow it. And besides, she's far too young to be worried about things like that.”
“As someone who was her age a handful of years ago, I can assure you that she is not too young to consider her long term future. In fact, it would be strange if she didn't. I don't know what it was like in your old world, but here, it's common for nobles and royals to get betrothed by the age of 12 or 13, even if the marriage doesn't take place until she comes of age.
“I myself had to fight my father to cancel a potential betrothal when I was 14 years old. Those in power will often trade the hand of their daughter to deepen the bond with an ally's family, and the most sought after would be the royal princess. I can only imagine how many offers the king has already refused.”
“That's … no, I guess it's normal. It was the same back on Earth, before the modern era. But that doesn't change the fact that I'm just too old for her.”
“Are you? You may have been 33 before your summoning, but here, you're only three years older than her.”
“Physically, yes. But I can't get over the fact that mentally, all of them are young enough to be my daughters.”
“Though you may feel like the relationship would be odd, the others surely do not. But you understand that already, don't you?”
My hands rise from the orb and come back to my side. “Yeah, I know how they feel.”
“Then why avoid the topic? Because you don't want to tell them you can't return their affection?”
“It's not that I can't return it. It's just that doing so would definitely cause some friction. That's the last thing I want right now.”
“And after the war?”
“Well, I don't plan on going back to Earth, so if I do end up clearing my name, then of course I'm going to plant my roots.”
“Earlier you said you could return their affection. Does that mean you already have someone in mind?”
“Uh…”
“You do?” Even Elise is surprised by my half-hearted response.
“Saying I have someone in mind is … well, it's not wrong, I guess. But it's not what you're thinking. This is a world of infinite magics, so you can't just assume things will always be as they are now, right?”
“Pardon, but I failed to follow your logic. However, it seems the princess will need to work hard in the future.”
“Hey, do you plan on playing matchmaker?”
“I only want what's best for Lumina. If her feelings align with the future I believe will make her happy, then I will play whatever role is needed.”
Some may think telling the truth to Elise is a bad idea. With how dedicated she is to Lumina, my words could easily spread among the other girls.
But that's half the point. In the end, it'd be best if I could indirectly tell the others. As long as we can maintain the current party dynamics until we win the war, then it will make it easier for everyone.
Though things don't always turn out as I wish.
“By the way,” I say to Elise's stoic face. “Back in my world, if one person shares details about their relationships, it's custom for the other party to do the same.”
“W-what!? This is the first I've heard of this!”
“Well, I wouldn't have been treated to such a delicious look of shock if I had told you earlier.”
I leave out the fact that the real reason I didn't tell her earlier is because I made up that custom just now.
“I-if it's a custom, then it can't be helped…”
“Good! So let me ask you this, Elise. You got your eyes on anyone?”
“If it's interest in marriage, then no. I can't afford to split my focus right now, not while the princess is in such dire need of help.”
“Could it be you're batting for the other team…?”
“Pardon?”
“No, ignore that. Even if you don't have anyone in mind, you still have some preferences, right? So, what would you look for in a partner?”
“That's … quite a difficult question.”
“Do you think I'll let you off with an answer like that?” I pull out a cup of tea for each of us. “There's plenty of time left in our shift, so let's get comfortable.”
Elise peers at the cup in her hand. “Something with a little more kick would really be nice right now…”
And so, my reveng–I mean my innocent questioning continues until I'm satisfied.




Chapter 10: Ghostly Village

----- Lutz -----
 
After a rather interesting late-night discussion, the time finally comes for us to restart the dungeon dive.
We were only attacked a few times during the night. I guess even the dungeon knows how to go easy on people when they're resting. Though considering the other dungeon had an entire floor as a dedicated safe zone, our current dungeon can still be seen as rude.
Ignoring that, we step back into the village nestled deep in this dangerous dungeon. Like yesterday, a thick mist pervades the landscape, cutting our visibility to only our immediate surroundings and leaving anything in the distance as shadows.
It reminds me of an old video game named Quiet Hill that used fog to lower the player's sight distance. The real reason was because the console didn't have the processing power to render the graphics very far, but the fog had the added benefit of making the game feel creepy.
“I don't like this place,” Belle says. “It makes my skin crawl.”
“I-I’m in agreement.” Lumina's walking noticeably close to Elise. “It's as if we stepped into a ruined world.”
“For me, there's just something unnerving about the silence. Towns and dungeons are usually noisy, but there's nothing here.”
“Yet something is bound to attack us and break the silence. Perhaps that's the source of my anxiety.”
“A real life jumpscare,” I say.
“Huh?” Lumina peeks at me.
“No, it's nothing. Anyway, we need to figure out an efficient way to grind so we can level you up a bit.”
“I suppose we can explore this dreaded town in the process…”
Since there isn't even a fence surrounding this place, we all just assumed it’s a small village. With the mist blocking our vision, we had no way to confirm just how many buildings were here during our short visit last night.
But we were definitely premature to assume its size before actually exploring it.
The road we're walking on splits, with houses and other buildings stretching down both paths for as far as my limited vision lets me see. This little village is quickly turning into a small town.
“Which way?” Lumina looks to the path on the right. “It leads uphill, so perhaps we'll find an important structure, like a church. They're often built on high grounds to overlook the town.”
“That so? Well, the left path doesn't look very inviting anyway. The mist gets even thicker that way since that road leads downhill.”
With one path looking like a much better option than the other, everyone has their eyes set to the right, on the road that leads up into a thinner layer of mist. Everyone except one person.
“I hear something,” Alisha says. “From there.”
I follow Alisha's extended finger. “Coming from the left path? What's it sound like?”
“I don't know. I can barely hear it. But it's not going away or changing at all. It's just always there.”
“Interesting. What do you girls think, want to go check it out?”
“Sure, sure,” Belle says. “We'd probably end up down there soon anyway.”
“Well, considering I planned to explore it, I'd say the possibility would have been high.”
After a quick change of plans, everyone now turns toward the left path. It travels down a gentle slope, as if slowly descending into the depths of the dungeon.
As we step into the thickening mist, I notice that the buildings here are covered in even more vines and moss. It certainly compliments their crumbling exteriors.
Nature itself seems to be reclaiming this land, with young trees sprouting dangerously close to the houses. They'd never be allowed to grow if someone were keeping watch, as their roots will damage the building's foundation over the years.
A pile of bricks is strewn across the dirt road just ahead. The house they came from has almost completely collapsed, sending its chimney crashing down and leaving only a few large chunks of bricks stuck together as a reminder of what they once formed.
Although the entire town is void of life, we've already confirmed that monsters roam the area. If they didn't, we wouldn't have been attacked at all last night. Since the mist is still interfering with our ability to sense mana, we can't pick up on the monsters until they're nearly in visual range. Because of that, it's no surprise when a group of enemies suddenly appears in the road ahead.
Although I want to grind, I also want to figure this area out. It's the eternal conflict between combat and exploration which if gotten wrong can completely destroy the fun factor of an RPG.
Random battles are always annoying, often ruining the balance of exploration by slowing it down. Although these monsters aren't technically a random encounter, the way they pop up so close makes them nearly impossible to avoid.
Monsters have their own enhanced senses, like a powerful sense of smell or hearing. Thanks to that, the enemies find us as soon as we find them. In this situation, our only options are to fight or flee.
Unfortunately, things like running from enemies gets difficult when they don't have built-in limitations like a set aggro distance or maximum leash range. They'll follow us for as long as they can. Or until they're dead.
Of course, we choose to eliminate them. Even if they're several levels above us, they're just normal mobs. By themselves, they don't pose much threat as long as we follow our training and keep to our formation.
It'd be a different story if there were a swarm of enemies this strong or if they came with a powerful boss. In this case, there's nothing like that. It's just another group of monsters like the many that came before it.
Just walking bags of experience. Quite delicious.
Oh, and if I'm gonna go through the trouble of fighting, you better give me your drop items.
Even though we rush through the battle, we still make sure that Lumina and Elise land plenty of attacks first. They're the lowest levels here, so it's vital that they engage in the fight for maximum experience gain.
Unfortunately, there wasn't a single drop item afterwards. That’s just how life is sometimes.
“I can hear the sound now,” Lumina says. “It reminds me of…”
“Yeah, I hear it too. Now it makes sense why the sound is so consistent. It's definitely…”
“Are we still going?” Belle asks.
“If we're this close, then we have to at least check it out, right?”
“I guess so.”
The rest of the trip down the abandoned road is a short one. By following the sound, it's easy enough to reach its source. As we approach, the buildings end, as if whoever built them didn't want to risk constructing them any further on. The road itself curves, no doubt for the same reason as the houses.
However, there is a footpath that continues on. Several, in fact. That makes sense, considering the people who lived here would have wanted to make trips down there nearly every day.
We decide to pay a visit as well, so I lead the girls onto one of the footpaths. Like everything else around here, it's overgrown to the point that nature is on the verge of reclaiming the ground. The fact that a simple footpath is still in a recognizable condition is a miracle in itself. Or rather, it would be a miracle if we weren't inside a dungeon where the terrain is under strict control.
Either way, the footpath is a short one. Even though we're only walking at a normal pace, the source of the noise we've been hearing appears before us in barely a minute.
“A river,” I say. “As expected.”
Laya looks out over the water. “Wide.”
“You got that right. Can't even see the other bank. But that’s not really surprising considering the thick mist.”
“Really?” Belle looks between us. “Both of you are just going to ignore the thing bobbing up and down in the water?”
“The ship? I'm not really a fan of the whole ghost ship trope, so excuse me while I continue to overlook its existence.”
This dungeon must have a twisted sense of humor because as soon as I get the words out of my mouth, a loud horn blares through the foggy riverside.
Great. I should have just kept my mouth shut.
“Okay girls, looks like we triggered something. Get ready for anything.”
“Master, the enemies don't look very delicious.”
I peer at a monster’s hazy figure through the mist. “Woah, is that an undead!?”
“Eh? So does that mean undead monsters are real?”
“I don’t think so. Nobody has ever heard of monsters like that, so they probably don’t exist. This dungeon’s creator probably just used a bit of his imagination when making the enemies here.”
Since this whole area is a creation of a dungeon, the undead aren't real. Then again, there's also a chance that things were different in the distant past and these types of creatures actually existed.
Either way, there's no reason to be disgusted by the flesh loosely hanging from their faces, nor is there a reason to wonder how they even move when many of their limbs are barely more than yellowed bones.
Still, even if a dungeon can feel like a video game sometimes, it doesn't change the fact that dying in here has the same consequences as dying outside. That is to say, there is no such thing as respawning.
There are dozens of undead, with more appearing on the river’s bank with each passing second. But only two of them stick out to me as enemies that might actually put up a fight. Though honestly, even those two aren’t anything special. We’ve fought many bosses far stronger than them.
Of the two, one is in the middle of the growing horde of undead, as if he were a commander of the zombie army.
The second one is on the ghost ship. That one must be the captain because he’s even a step up in strength when compared to the one here. It’s not a very big step, though.
“I really hope this battle doesn’t end up being annoying.”
“Didn't you say you wanted to grind, Master?”
“Yeah, but I mean, nobody likes the ghost ship level, right? Can't we just skip it?”
“Okay! After we beat all the enemies!”
“Hey, don't pretend to not know the definition of skip!”
“Teehee~”
“Okay, fine. I’ll admit this battle is turning into quite a unique and interesting event. There’s something different about it compared to just a random monster spawn.”
The undead on the riverbank aren’t just appearing out of nowhere. With each one that shows up here, one vanishes from the ship. It’s almost as if these walking corpses were performing some kind of invasion on this town. Though there’s nobody here but us, so I don’t really feel any urgency to stop them.
As soon as I disparage this event in my mind, the dungeon gives me exactly what I felt was missing.
“What’s this?” Tylith looks around. “Why are there suddenly people in the village?”
“What was that noise?” a townsperson asks, his voice barely audible in the distance.
“I heard it, too,” another says.
“The fog’s too thick. We’ll have to go check it out.”
A handful of villagers start heading this way. Unlike the undead, they’re weak. All it’d take is a single attack from a monster to end their lives.
“Ah, crap,” I say. “Don’t tell me this is going to be a protection mission…”
“Protection?” Tylith asks. “Are you suggesting we should prioritize the safety of the townspeople?”
“They’re going straight toward the horde of undead, so if we don’t do anything, they’ll just get slaughtered. If that happened, I wonder if we’d fail this event.”
“I refuse to fail.” Tylith begins channeling for a particular spell.
“Great idea, Tylith.”
“Hmph. It’s only a matter of course that my plan would be impressive.”
“Then let’s go with the assumption that we’ve gotta protect them. Everyone ready?”
After all the girls nod, we burst into action. Tylith is the first to strike, releasing the spell she’s been channeling. But rather than targeting the undead, she casts it on the townspeople.
A powerful [Hypnosis] hits the villagers, causing them to stiffen with fear. Even if they’re just creations of the dungeon, creatures here obey the same general rules as ones on the outside. Though in this case, it seems the effect is dulled, as the people don’t fully come to a stop, despite the strength of Tylith’s magic.
Is the event forcing them forward?
And it looks like the monsters aren’t just going to sit by and let us do as we please.
The spell acted as a trigger, with the undead finally breaking into a run. Or maybe shamble would be a better word for it. Either way, they’ve started their push up the slope toward the town, making a clash between them and the villagers inevitable unless we step between them.
I skid across the earthen ground, my momentum carrying me several paces before I finally come to a stop and release my spell. Like Tylith, it’s not aimed at the approaching undead but at the villagers who are moving toward the monsters, even now.
From the grassy slope, a wall of stone rises. It’s far longer than any I’ve created with [Earth Wall] before, spanning a wide distance in both directions. Of course, it cuts off the townspeople from the battle. I don’t really want to deal with protecting them while fighting off the undead.
To my surprise, the townspeople start looking for a way around my wall, even as they begin yelling in fear about the monsters appearing at their river’s bank. Most likely, this event has a certain amount of scripting, which will make it more annoying than it should be.
Whatever. Let’s just wipe these zombies out and be done with it. I want their experience, anyway.
Laya’s a step ahead of me. She releases her third-tier Wind Spell, [Lightning], at the charging horde, incinerating several in the process and blasting a hole in their ranks.
Belle follows her up with her own cast of third-tier magic, but it’s the [Flame Pillar] spell instead. It seems especially effective against them, as the ones caught in the spell are burnt to a crisp in a matter of seconds.
Finally, Lumina’s second-tier Water Spell, [Maelstrom], roars into existence. It lacks the strength of the first two spells, but since it has a respectable AoE and slowly moves forward, it can damage a lot of enemies. That’s perfect for her since she needs to hit them in order to gain maximum experience points.
Although a few handfuls of undead have already been exterminated, well over a hundred remain. Add in the ones still on the ghost ship, and it’s probably closer to two hundred.
I don’t really want to drag this out, so let’s change it up a little.
“Let’s split up. Laya, take Alisha, Elise, and Lumina. Board the ship and take out the undead and captain on it.”
“Mmm.”
“Eh?” Lumina looks puzzled. “Shouldn't you be the one to face the guardian on the ship?”
“No need,” Laya says in my stead. “I alone am enough.”
“And that's how it is. Besides…” I point toward a source of mana on the riverbank. “We got our own boss to deal with.”
“That’s true,” Lumina says. “Then I will gladly go to the ship and exterminate the ones onboard.”
Since we’re on a sort of a time limit thanks to the townspeople, Laya takes her group and leads them into the sky, heading toward the shadowy ghost ship on the river, barely visible through the thick mist.
“Is that [Teleport] you’re channeling?” Belle asks.
“Yep.”
“So you’re just gonna hold it in case you need to teleport to Lumina and rescue her.”
“You can’t be too careful. This is a dungeon, after all.”
“So that’s why you sent her to the ship without a second thought.”
Just then, the townspeople finally start spilling out from behind my wall. With the civilians about to be running around every which way, it's going to make this protection mission a lot more annoying.




Chapter 11: Unrivaled Dedication

----- Laya -----
 
The river is slow and constant, yet with it just beneath my feet, I can hear the flowing water over the sounds of Lutz's battle. Much of the reason lies in the distance between us and the shore, as we've already crossed halfway to the large ship anchored in the deeper parts of the river.
Legends of ghost ships are common, even in our world, and the one floating before me matches my expectations. Rotted wood and broken masts are only the start of this ship's problems. There are holes on its side large enough for me to walk through.
Somehow, the ship doesn't seem the least bit affected by the damage. With what I now know of dungeons, there's a good chance it is simply being magically aided by the enormous amount of mana here.
The ship itself is full of that same energy. I suspect that if we try to blast our way through, we won't even be able to put a scorch mark on the decaying wood. Like always when we're in a dungeon, we'll be limited by the rules it puts into place for us.
“Incoming,” Elise says.
“Lumina, stay back. Elise, protect her. Alisha, with me.”
“Understood.”
Lumina falls back a short distance. “Are those giant crows?”
“It appears so, Princess.”
The crows look just as dead as the ship's crew, yet their damaged bodies jump from the deck and take to the skies without a problem. There are at least two dozen, their blackened feathers giving them the appearance of a shadow as they move through the misty air.
Since Lumina is casting [Air Step], she's unable to use any other magics. As a mage, that's a nearly insurmountable handicap. Fortunately, she has her Grimoire, but that should only be used as a last resort.
The aerial battle begins above the flowing river, only a few seconds away from the ship. With my cherished chain sickle in my hands and Alisha by my side, there’s no hesitation as the swarm of dark, shadowy birds engulfs us.
This little assault in the sky is actually beneficial for us. Not only do we get to thin out some of the monsters before we board the ship, but it gives us a chance to activate Alisha's Unique Skill, [Protector]. Without it, she's simply too weak to defend the party against powerful opponents.
“Die.” My sickle blurs.
The mysterious enchantment activates, giving me full control over my weapon, almost as if it were a third arm. It's similar to the Weapon Skill, [Dominion], but it lacks the skill’s speed and power. Even so, the fact that I can use it without restrictions makes it a powerful ability.
The larger of my two sickles traces an impossible path, precisely slaying three of the undead crows as they dive for me. As usual, fodder like these can't defend against the weapon crafted by Lutz's own hand. They fall from the sky, splashing into the river below.
With the crows surrounding us, my attack left me vulnerable to being struck from behind. Even now, I can feel crows diving at me, trying to sink their rotting beaks into my flesh. Despite being flanked, I make no attempt to turn, giving the crows an easy target.
They're simply not intelligent enough to realize that it's bait.
“No sir, Mr. Crow!” Alisha appears at my back.
In order to activate her Unique Skill, Alisha must defend an ally from a powerful attack. The description is vague enough, but in practice, it's even more strange.
The ability will only work if the attack has enough power to actually injure her ally. It also must come from an enemy, with the intent to harm. Otherwise, it won't activate, even if the conditions are seemingly met.
Lutz believes that the one who ultimately decides whether the skill works is Alisha herself. Not consciously, but in some fashion, what she believes to be true can change the outcome, deciding whether or not she acquires her Unique Skill’s effects.
What that means is we have no way of activating Alisha's skill before the battle, as an actively attacking enemy is a requirement. However, that didn't stop Lutz from coming up with ways to ensure its activation.
A crow's beak strikes Alisha's adamantium shield, sending a loud clank through the air. Even if these monsters are weaker than average, we're still in the depths of a powerful dungeon. The attack held more than enough power to get through my defensive stats, if it were to hit me.
Since it came from an obvious enemy, the second requirement is also met, which means…
Protector activated. Then there's no more need for me to play around.
There's no requirement on Alisha's skill that says her ally can't knowingly let an attack threaten them. Just by allowing a single crow to dive at my undefended back, it gave Alisha the subconscious belief that she protected me by thwarting it.
Though I intended to dodge the strike, had Alisha failed to intercept it.
“Good job,” I say to her. “Now, let's get rid of these pests.”
“Yeah! It's only natural for me to hunt birds, right?”
“Mmm. Show them why.”
Taking a glance at Lumina, I see that Elise is easily dealing with the ones that decided to fly by me and Alisha. When it comes to protecting the princess, there's nobody more motivated than Elise. As long as she's here, enemies like these aren't even worth worrying about.
For the entire length of this battle, my chain sickle hasn't stopped moving. Crow after undead crow make their mark upon the water’s surface, vanishing and sinking into the depths.
Quicker than most would expect, the sky clears, leaving the four of us as the only ones remaining.
“Next.” My foot pushes off my air step, propelling me toward the ghost ship.
There are all manner of undead aboard, but only one of them is the boss we need to defeat. Although I can feel his mana, the mass of creatures blurs his location.
Doesn't matter. I'll just destroy everything on the path toward that mana.
Alisha's foot is the first to touch the wooden deck, right in the middle of a pack of half-rotted, living corpses. As soon as she does, she releases her second Shield Skill, [Taunt].
A wave of energy radiates from Alisha's body, barely perceptible to my senses. But for the ones who were the target of the effect, it's a completely different experience.
Nearly every monster around Alisha releases a throaty howl, sounding nothing like a human should. There's a rage leaking from their voices that can't be mistaken, brought out by Alisha's skill.
Lutz calls it an ‘aggro skill’, but he said it functions in the same fashion as the [Hypnosis] magic. By manipulating the opponent's emotions, the skill can instill a large amount of anger toward the user, drawing the enemies’ attacks and allowing allies to capitalize on the opportunity it provides.
Of course, that's precisely the reason Alisha used the skill just now. With all the nearby undead focused on her, Lumina and Elise are able to safely land on the edge of the ship. With their air step cancelled, they're free to cast other magic. That may not be especially useful for Elise, but it's essential for Lumina.
The princess leaps into action, casting her powerful [Maelstrom] directly into the group surrounding Alisha. Normally, such a wide range skill would be bound to draw the attention of the enemies, but the effect of [Taunt] can't be underestimated. Even as the roaring whirlpool of water ravages the undead, their focus remains firmly on Alisha.
Well, most of them.
The few that resisted Alisha's skill decide to hunt easier prey, charging right toward the mage that released the eye-catching spell. Even undead have enough sense to know which opponents are the most threatening.
But in this case, they're wrong.
Leaving Lumina's protection to the capable Elise, I leap over the heads of four shambling monsters. By the time my foot rests atop my next translucent step, all of their bodies have hit the rotting deck.
Alisha may like to fight with her feet on solid ground, but I prefer to do battle in the sky. With my maximum rank [Air Step], I can keep the spell active for over twenty minutes. If all goes well, I won't even need to cancel the spell until this battle is over and we're safely back on the shore.
Spells erupt from below, aimed at me. They fly alongside small javelins hurled by the undead incapable of magic. The quickest way to take down an aerial opponent is to blast them out of the sky. It seems even these undead follow that same strategy, as over a dozen have gathered in an attempt to do just that.
A javelin grazes my cheek as I weave between the barrage of spells. More attacks follow, forcing me to leap around the air in a seemingly chaotic pattern.
But with each step, I draw closer.
More undead meet their end by my sickle, even as I evade their allies’ ranged attacks. The more I defeat, the easier it will be for my companions to hold their ground on the ship's deck. The last thing I want is to have to call for a retreat from them being swarmed with monsters.
A particularly difficult spray of spells erupts from the casters while my sickle is in mid-swing. I've been moving closer to them with each step, so the distance between us can be considered perfect casting range for mages. Far enough that I can't strike them but close enough that dodging the spells becomes especially difficult.
Leaping, I reel my sickle back in. The spells reach me even before my weapon, forcing me to twist in mid-air to avoid a fireball. I squeeze between a javelin and ice lance next, only barely slipping between them.
The Earth Spell, [Shatter], explodes nearby, sending rocky shrapnel my way. The sharp stones can barely give me lacerations, but having magic explode so near makes me flinch just enough to leave an opening. The [Wind Blade] spell tracking me gains the advantage it needs, which will make dodging all the blades a difficult task.
Then I'll use the technique Lutz used back then!
My weapon zips out, clashing with a blade of wind and turning it into a harmless gust. The sickle zips around, intercepting two more blades and eradicating them.
However, my weapon wasn't made to counter spells in such a fashion. Even with the [Crest of Devotion] giving me control over its trajectory, I can't steer the sickle back on course in time to block the final blade of wind.
The second-tier Wind Magic hits me. My crossed arms absorb most of its impact, but the remnants still slam into my body, drawing blood.
I was careless. I should have changed tactics when I entered the enemies optimum casting range.
Getting stuck in a single tactic can be dangerous. Lutz always says that we should be aware of the state of battle to ensure that we can make the most effective decision.
Besides that, competent opponents can observe patterns and move to counter them. These undead don't appear capable of such complex thoughts, but it's still best to make a habit of swapping tactics often.
Then how about I change now.
Ignoring the remaining melee monsters, I make a massive leap toward the spellcasters. Since they just released a volley of magic, there's very little stopping me from closing the remaining distance.
Now, die.
The rotting flesh is cut from their yellowed bones in swaths, my sickle whipping about in a frenzy. Dancing through the sky, the undead casters fall one after the other.
Hitting a mobile opponent with projectile spells when they’re nearly in melee range is substantially more difficult than hitting them from several paces away. Their volley of magic becomes unorganized and sporadic, with each monster simply casting whenever it finishes channeling.
Of the group of undead mages, only two now remain. The distance between us is too wide to reach, even with my weapon’s length. At least, that should be the case.
My arm whips out, and the chain sickle flies from my hand, fully loosed from my grasp. It spins through the air, rotating at tremendous speed as it closes in on the final two mages.
As I watch, the larger of the two sickles sinks deep into the rotting flesh of one undead, felling it instantly. Although my weapon is now stuck inside a monster, the smaller sickle is still free, with every bit of its rotational energy intact. That sickle performs a seemingly impossible change in course, finding the flesh of the final mage and sending it to the deck beside its ally.
My weapon rests embedded in two enemy corpses, several paces below and ahead of me. Retrieving it would be a simple matter, as I could easily leap down and take the chain in my grasp to pull it free. But there’s no need for that.
With my open hands held before me, I activate the enchantment, [Crest of Devotion]. The chain rises from the wooden deck with enough force to pull the sickles free from the undead bodies. It ascends, obeying my will and returning to my grasp.
Now that the nuisances are dealt with, I can take care of the boss.
Looking back at my teammates, I see that they've cleared out most of the undead that had gathered at their landing point. Since most of the monsters rushed there when we arrived, it leaves very few remaining to protect the ship's captain.
Speaking of him, the man is more skeleton than corpse, as if he somehow rotted quicker than his undead companions. His strength is several steps above his minions, but it's still in an acceptable range for me to engage him alone.
After informing the others of my plan, I close the gap between me and the Skeletal Captain. The undead that remain around him quickly meet their demise through the blade of my sickle, leaving only the boss and a scattering of other enemies aboard this ship.
I'll end this before the others even finish their battle.
The rattle of bones marks the start of the final battle as the Skeletal Captain raises his scimitar in my direction. An evil aura rises at the same time, planting an indescribable terror somewhere inside me. However…
This is nothing compared to Tylith’s [Hypnosis]!
The fear fades to the back of my mind nearly as soon as it takes hold, though even I can't eradicate it completely. But with many hours of training under the effects of [Hypnosis], I've gotten quite used to battling through the fear.
I’ll end this quickly!
With my feet still standing atop my [Air Step], I begin to channel a spell. Pain courses through me, enough to make me visibly wince. But I don’t stop channeling.
A bead of sweat rolls down my cheek, and I grit my teeth to dull the increasing pain. Yet second by second, I grow closer to completing the spell formation.
Finally, after what seemed like far too long, the magic is ready. Since holding it at the ready will only cause the pain to increase further, I release it immediately.
With a crack, a bolt of [Lightning] erupts from my fingertip. It passes right through two undead, then slams into the Skeletal Captain, carrying the full force of my immense magical strength.
With the spell released, the pain finally subsides, letting me breathe a sigh of relief.
As usual, dual casting is quite difficult. But its usefulness can’t be denied.
With Lutz’s new [Party Management] Heroic Skill, all the members of his party gained the effects of his Unique Skills. That means his [Pain Resistance] now protects us, allowing me to mimic his dual casting technique.
Unfortunately, the pain is only reduced by about half as much for me as it is for Lutz, so it’s still not a pleasant experience. Yet I’ve practiced dual casting to maintain my concentration, knowing that it may be a necessary skill in the future.
Now, let’s finish this.
As expected of an enemy Lutz refers to as a 'mid-boss', the Skeletal Captain doesn't go down in just a couple attacks. Even my absurdly powerful chain sickle can only chip away at whatever force grants the skeleton life beyond the grave.
The fight goes as I expected, and the Skeletal Captain begins to weaken. His bones are cracked, and the lingering fear has slowly subsided. At this rate, his defeat is certain.
How strange. This entire battle is easier than I expected.
When faced with sudden conditions like splitting the party to rescue townspeople and fight off a seafaring invader at the same time, I anticipated an uphill struggle toward victory simply due to the exotic nature of the battle. Yet if anything, it has done nothing but disappoint.
It seems the enemies are weaker than the average monster in this area, probably to make up for the split focus of fighting while protecting the villagers. But even with that, it seems a bit too easy.
Doesn't matter. Victory is ours!
With a final slice of my chain sickle, the Skeletal Captain's torso is torn clean from his lower half. The two bony parts fall to the rotting deck, the magical energy that powers them vanishing back into the dungeon.
The rest of the undead aboard let out one last howl, then join their captain in the afterlife.
With that, the battle is–
A rumble rocks the ship, nearly knocking Lumina to the deck. To avoid the shaking, all three of them take to the skies, coming to a stop beside me.
“Is it sinking?” Alisha asks, looking down at the ship.
“Don't know.”
“Master's about to fight the strong one on his side. I wonder if the ship will just keep shaking like this until it's dead…”
“Ah.” Lumina lets out a sound. “D-did that corpse just move?”
“Corpse?” I look around and realize that the undead bodies have yet to vanish. They're being tossed around every which way, with many of them thrown from the deck and splashing into the water below.
“What's going on?” Lumina asks. “Shouldn't their mana have returned to the dungeon by now?”
As I scan the violently shaking ship's deck, I catch sight of precisely what Lumina saw. One of the corpses begins to move, as if trying to stand.
Suddenly, the shaking stops. The undead that once lay lifelessly on the deck begin climbing to their feet, their bodies no worse off than before the battle began. Of course, the Skeletal Captain has also returned to lead his minions.
“Is it saying we must fight him again?” Lumina asks.
“Maybe. Or there could be another way to win.”
“Do you have an idea in mind?”
“Not yet. We'll have to look for one as we fight.”
There are less monsters here than there were before the first battle. That will make the second one easier, but we still need to figure out how to win or we'll eventually tire ourselves out.
At that moment, I feel the boss Lutz is facing vanish from my senses. They defeated him, along with all his minions.
Looking through the thick mist, I can see their shadowy silhouettes on the shore. And just like when we defeated ours, the entire ground seems to be shaking. Unsurprisingly, the same events play out on their side, with the boss rising back to his feet alongside a large group of its minions.
“Laya.” Lutz’s voice echoes in our minds. “I've seen setups like this before. Step one is to try defeating both of the bosses at the same time.”
“Okay. So focus on the minions, leaving only the boss until we're both ready?”
“Bingo. Let's take out the trash, then we can call for the garbage truck.”
“Mmm. We're on it.”
I leave out the fact that I didn't fully understand his metaphor. But his idea is a simple one.
“Change of plans,” I say out loud. “Everyone know what to do?”
“Yeah! Take out the trash!” Alisha playfully recites Lutz's words.
“It's a trifling matter to defeat these creatures for a second time,” Lumina says.
“Then.” I ready my chain sickle. “Let's get started.”
The Skeletal Captain seems more aggressive this time. I don't know if he remembers being defeated or if this is just how the battle is supposed to play out, but either way, he's not keen on letting us remove the weaker undead from battle so easily.
As for me, I'm still leaping around on the same [Air Step] spell as before, though its remaining time is finally starting to run out. I don't want to be forced to the ground, so I pick up the pace, slaughtering one undead after the next.
Lutz is going all out, so it's difficult to keep up with the rate at which he's defeating the undead on the shore. If this were a competition, our team would surely lose. But fortunately, we're working together.
“That's the last one!” Lumina yells.
“Mmm. Full power to defeat the captain.”
“Master said he's ready to sync up their deaths, so let's get him!”
As Alisha stated, Lutz has already dealt a sizable amount of damage to their boss. It's frustrating that we fell behind, but this is just how it is when pitted against Lutz. Even with nearly equal levels and a far superior weapon, the strength granted to him by the Goddess puts him in a league above the rest of us.
To think that his Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess], isn't even fully awakened.
Just how powerful will he become when he unlocks it?
Putting those thoughts aside, I put the entirety of my focus on the enemy before me. He fell easily enough, even when I fought him alone, so it's no surprise that it only gets easier when the rest of the girls join me.
Lumina strikes the final blow this time, hitting him with a [Scorching Ray] and blasting his body apart. Bones go flying, hitting the deck and any structures that have yet to fully collapse from rot.
“Did we do it?” Lumina asks.
“Sir Locke defeated his at the same instant,” Elise says.
“Mmm. And no shaking.”
“Alright!” Alisha throws her fist into the air. “Can we do it again?”
“Knowing Lutz, we will.”
“Grinding,” Lumina says, using Lutz's strange terminology for some reason.
“Yes. If we can trigger this event again, it'd be the ideal way to gain experience points.”
The entire area is filled with silence, save for the ever-rushing sound of river water. As Lutz expected, the key to winning was to defeat both of the bosses at the same time.
Just how long would it have taken me to realize that?
I've grown accustomed to things like this simply working out thanks to his mysterious knowledge of what he refers to as the 'mechanics' that make up the systems that govern this world.
But I can't simply leave it to him each time.
I've still got a lot of work to do to catch up. But I swear one day, I'll be walking by your side.




Chapter 12: The Fruits of Victory

----- Lutz -----
 
The battle against the undead ended up being an interesting and fruitful encounter.
Interesting because the battle had fun and unique victory conditions that can't be found outside of a dungeon. In the real world, there's no coming back to life after defeat, making it impossible to establish a win condition that requires multiple bosses to be defeated simultaneously.
Fruitful because if we can trigger the event again, then we have a great way to farm levels before diving deeper into the dungeon.
On top of that, the undead drop one of the four ingredients needed to make Lumina's Restoration Potion. I've already picked up a few of them, but I'm hoping that I can get a lot more if we farm them.
After the battle, a distant bell could be heard coming from somewhere in the town. We weren't sure what to make of it at first, so all we could do is go in the direction the sound came from and hope we find some clues.
The bell tower ended up being right in the middle of town, piercing through the thick mist that permeates the entire area. Nothing happened when we got there, and a quick search of the building didn't lead anywhere.
In the end, we were forced to leave in search of other events like the battle against the undead. Turns out, there were two other areas of interest we had to visit. Like the ship encounter, these other areas acted like mini-boss encounters, and conquering them made the bell tower ring again.
The difference is that after the second event, the bell rang twice. I assumed it would ring three times after the third battle, but I was wrong. It rang twelve times.
As soon as I heard the change, I knew I had to visit the bell tower again. Sure enough, the boss was waiting for us. Obviously, it was the toughest battle yet. But like all the ones before, it eventually fell, leaving behind one of those delicious treasure chests.
The loot in the chest was actually pretty good. We got a new ring, which we gave to Tylith. It had a blood-red gem in it, so it was the obvious choice.
I also got another chunk of adamantium, which means I'll definitely have enough of the powerful metal to recraft everyone's weapons. If I get one more chunk, then I can start adding the metal to our clothes.
How would I add metal to cloth equipment? Well, there's an advanced metallurgy technique to turn metal into thread. The problem is that it's stiff and uncomfortable, so it's not like I can make my entire outfit from it. But I can use the threads in the seams and other inconspicuous areas to enhance my equipment's strength and enchantment potential.
But I'm getting a bit ahead of myself. We have to conquer this dungeon first. I don't know how much longer it'll take to beat it, but we definitely need to do some farming before we go any deeper.
While I loved challenging content in the video games back on Earth–and that hasn't changed here–there's simply no way I'm going to risk the lives of the girls just to make the battles more interesting.
This zone is perfect for grinding. Very few encounters when just walking around but lots of monsters when we trigger one of the events.
The downside is that we can only trigger them once every 12 hours, limiting us to only two boss runs per day. But it's still way more efficient than wandering around the forest or misty areas looking for random groups of monsters.
Because of all those reasons, we decide to not progress to the next zone until Lumina has reached level 50. That'll put her around the same level as the monsters we're fighting, which means we won't have to spend so much of our focus on protecting her.
Elise will undoubtedly maintain the same level of diligence, though.
Anyway, after beating the boss, we thoroughly explore the abandoned town. The atmosphere is more akin to a sightseeing tour than a battlefield, thanks to the limited number of encounters. Though we still manage to rack up some experience and drop items in the process.
My loot reference sheet is coming together nicely, with many of the drops being several steps above what I was able to get my hands on at the top of the first dungeon we conquered. By the end of this dive, we'll probably have the largest and most valuable stock of powerful items and ingredients in the entire world, with the possible exception of some of the more absurd people, like the Astral Dryad.
Finally, after several hours of wandering the overgrown streets and fighting random battles, the boss timer resets on the undead ghost ship encounter. Since it's already late, we don't have time to run the whole gauntlet of events to unlock the battle with this area’s final boss, but there's one particular reason why I want to complete the ghost ship fight again before we call it a day.
“And stay dead!” I yell, crushing the Skeletal Captain's skull with a large, spiked mace to get around its piercing resistance.
“You're not going to say that every time, are you?” Belle asks.
“Of course not. Next time, I'll yell out a different one-liner to keep it fresh.”
“Why are you like this?” Belle cups her forehead.
“Hey, you agreed to yell out cool lines, too. Now that I think about it, when's the last time you did that?”
“I dunno. Probably back before we entered the elven lands.”
“Then you got some catching up to do! I want to hear a one-liner for each of the next ten enemies you defeat!”
“No way! I'm not gonna bark on command like a dog!”
“And here I was, ready to record all your lines.” I reach down and pick up a drop item from the ship's deck. “I'm sure your family would love to hear them, especially your older sister, Celine.”
“Why is Celine's name suddenly coming up? And what exactly did you do to my sister back in that pastry shop?”
“What do you mean what did I do to her? You were the one who wanted me to talk to her privately.”
Belle's canine reveals itself. “Yeah, but I didn't tell you to make her fall for you!”
“Aren't you being a little overdramatic? Celine and I are barely acquaintances.”
“Uh-huh, keep telling yourself that.”
“Anyway,” I say, blatantly changing the subject. “I've got something to share with everyone, so why don't we meet back up with the others?”
“Sure, sure. I'm tired of this stinking ship anyway.”
With that, Belle, Tylith, and I activate [Air Step] and start leaping over the flowing river, heading back to shore.
We kept the same teams as the last time we beat this event so that each person can experience both sides of this battle. While we assaulted the ship and beat the Skeletal Captain, Laya and the others handled the protection of the ghostly villagers.
Since we knew what to expect this time, the event went about as smoothly as I could hope for. In the end, all the enemies became juicy experience points for us. Plus, we got some more drop items.
“Level,” Laya says after we meet up with the others on the shore.
“Nice! I leveled, too. Finally reached level 50!”
“Obtained something important?”
“You figured it out, huh? I tried to hide the smile on my face, too.”
“You're looking around at our faces as if imagining what kind of reaction we'll be making soon.”
“Guess I've still got some tell-tale signs. But anyway! Yes, I got something very interesting.” I pause, looking at each of the girls' faces who are waiting in anticipation. “I unlocked fourth-tier magic!”
“Heroic-Class?” Tylith says. “It's exceptionally rare, even among S-class adventurers.”
“So I've heard. But that won't be the case for us. Most of you will be learning some in the next few levels!”
“Heroic-Class Dark Magic. I've seen my brother Ashton cast it before. I never imagined I'd be following in his footsteps like this…”
“Don't be too surprised yet. You'll surpass him eventually.”
“When that day comes, I will force him to obey alongside the rest of my brethren.”
“Did you already learn a spell?” Elise asks.
“Yup. But I'd rather try it out on a group of enemies, rather than an empty shoreline.”
“So we hunt.”
“Yeah, but let's do it on the way back out of town. That way, we can set up camp right after.”
It's already close to bedtime. We ended up grinding a little longer than usual because of the 12-hour timers on the events. And because I wanted to reach level 50, of course.
Since I unlocked second-tier magic at level 10 and third tier at level 25, I was hoping that the next would be 50. Turns out, that's exactly right.
The dirt roads in this misty town are as overgrown as ever, with the monsters being slim pickings outside of the events. It's a strange emptiness that I'm not used to in a dungeon, but it’s nice when we're just trying to get around. Not so nice when I want to try out my new magic.
Eventually, we find a group of monsters. As usual for this dungeon, the creatures are animals and insects. Virulent Boars and Carrion Beetles to be precise. Though the beetles are the size of boars, while the boars are the size of a small car.
The mist always prevents us from getting a surprise attack, with the enemies' physical senses being good enough to detect us before we can feel their mana. It's one of the more annoying aspects of this particular dungeon, but it was obviously set up this way by whoever created it, so it's just part of the expected difficulty.
“Okay, here it goes!”
My hand comes up, mainly just for show. As soon as it points toward the oncoming group of monsters, I release the power of the spell which I've been holding at the ready.
“[Windstorm]!”
The still, moist air suddenly starts whipping into a frenzy. Nearby plants and debris leap from the ground, pulled into the sky by the intense winds. The storm is so violent that three small tornadoes touch ground and begin rampaging around the overgrown road.
Of course, the spell's power is contained into the area ahead of us. Where the girls and I are standing, the only change is the slight breeze in the air, caused by the tempest raging before our eyes.
The boars and beetles aren't quite so lucky. As the targets of my spell, they're in the very center of the [Windstorm]. Their bodies are tossed about like toys as powerful blades of wind appear from the tornadoes, seeking the monsters' flesh like guided missiles.
Five seconds turns into ten, then fifteen, yet the storm continues to rage. Finally, somewhere between fifteen and twenty seconds after the spell materialized, the winds suddenly die down.
“Well, that was a fun little spell to watch. Seeing those monsters thrown around like ragdolls is somehow really satisfying.”
“Mmm. Want.”
“Let's see. You're level 45 now, so only five more to go.”
“And since you've got that new Heroic Skill,” Belle says, “you can teach me the fourth-tier Fire Spell without having to learn it yourself!”
“Yup. Though I'm tempted to throw one skill point into it myself, since it'd be nice to have some elemental variety. But I'll hold off for now.”
Although the [Windstorm] spell I cast was powerful enough to outright kill about half the monsters, others escaped with various levels of injuries. The magic seems to be a hybrid between damage and utility, as the winds can toss around enemies caught in the storm, destroying formations and leaving them open to follow-up attacks.
It's actually rather similar to the [Maelstrom] spell, except with air instead of water. Its radius is also many times larger, and the tumultuous winds knock enemies around far more effectively. It’s everything I’d expect from a fourth-tier spell. But there is one small problem.
“It sure is mana hungry, though. That one cast took nearly a third of my entire mana.”
“What a frightening cost,” Lumina says. “The channeling time is comparatively high as well, especially for a Wind Spell.”
“True. They're supposed to be the quick casting school of magic, but it took nearly 30 seconds to channel it.”
“I heard Heroic-Class magic has a long gap between casts. Is that true?”
“Yeah. Cooldown is around 15 minutes. Looks like it's gonna be a once-in-a-fight spell, with the possible exception of boss battles and ridiculously large fights, like when we fought that demon army.”
Since I was able to try out my new magic, I can go to bed satisfied with today's progress. Not only did I reach level 50, but we found out how to beat this zone. Can't ask for much more than that in a single day.
On our walk back to the grasslands that surround the village, I take a peek at some other fourth-tier spells and skills that I can now unlock. There are so many I want, but I have to be careful not to waste too many skill points.
Just like in RPGs, it gets progressively more difficult to keep leveling up. Even when fighting monsters around my level, it can take hours of dedicated fighting to gain a single one. I’m halfway to level 100 now, but I expect the journey to triple-digit levels to be an uphill one. Though grinding in dungeons like this should make reaching it a real possibility.
After a brief walk, we step out onto the grassy plain that surrounds the abandoned town, going just far enough that the buildings become a hazy shadow in the distance. Nobody wants to sleep too close to a town where undead live, after all.
“What a great day. Progress in the dungeon, progress on my spells, and progress on Lumina’s Restoration Potion. What more can we ask for?”
“Progress on Alisha’s curse,” Laya says.
“Ah, we definitely can’t forget about that.”
“Master, how much longer do you think it will take?”
“The Astral Dryad said 3 months, and it’s been nearly a month already. But I feel like I’ve made a lot of progress recently, so I’m hoping to be done with it in five or six weeks.”
“I’ll be free that soon…” Alisha can’t hide the emotion on her face.
“That’s right! Just leave it to me, and everything will work out!” I muss up her hair. “But first, we need to set up camp and get through you two’s nightly brushing.”
Laya and Alisha both peer up at me with upturned eyes, no doubt looking forward to the brush strokes on the horizon. To my surprise, a third set of eyes looks at me with a similar desire.
“You want me to brush your hair too, Lumina?”
“M-me!? I-I am a royal princess! Things like having a m-male brush my hair is simply out of the question!”
“Eh?” Alisha tilts her head to the side. “Why does being a princess matter? You should just enjoy the feeling of the brush!”
“N-no, I could never allow something like that!” She looks to Elise for support.
“Hmm.” The princess’ attendant lets out a thoughtful sound. “Perhaps this would be a good opportunity for you to experience something new.”
“Eh!? What are you saying, Elise!?”
“My apologies, Princess. Since we’re traveling as adventurers, I merely wish for you to participate in the cultures of which you’re often deprived due to your position.”
“B-but isn’t it too embarrassing…?”
“Accept it,” Laya says.
“Yeah!” Alisha backs her up. “And next time, you’ll be the one asking for a brushing!”
Lumina looks between the two young ones. “I can’t see myself ever doing such a thing…”
Since it’s already late, we breeze through camp setup, bath time, and dinner as if we were going for an any% speedrun world record. I’m sure it has nothing to do with everyone being eager to see Lumina squirming in a chair as I glide a brush through her hair.
Surprisingly, Laya and Alisha decide to go first, rather than pushing Lumina into the stool immediately. My guess is that they want to build up some anticipation by having her watch their brushing sessions before she has her own.
It seems to work, as the young princess fidgets more and more the closer it gets to her turn. But it’s too late to back out now.
“Thanks, Master~” Alisha stands from the chair, leaving it empty for Lumina.
“You’re up.” I look to the princess. “Hurry while the stool’s still warm.”
“I-I don’t see how the seat’s temperature has anything to do with this…”
“Of course it matters. It’s like the passing of a torch, symbolizing the trust the others have in you to thoroughly enjoy the brushing session.”
“What an absurd analogy.” She takes a seat, despite her rebuttal.
“No need to be so stiff.” I place my empty hand on top of her head, feeling the silky-smooth strands of hair. “Just relax and focus on the brush strokes.”
Raising my arm, a simple brush appears in my hand. Its bristles are tipped with a type of resin to give the feeling of a skull massage as they slide across the skin beneath the hair. Simple and effective for a situation like this.
After a suitable amount of time to build up the tension, I finally lower the brush, straight to the top of her head. Slowly and carefully, the resin-tipped bristles sink beneath the strands of her hair until they hit the soft skin just below.
“Mmm…!” She lets out a sound not fit for a princess.
“Laya, is that you in disguise?”
“D-don’t be ridiculous…”
“Heh.”
That short exchange releases a bit of the tension, with the rest slowly fading with each passing stroke. As the brush glides through her hair, I can visibly see her shoulders relax. In no time flat, the comforting sensation overpowers the rest of her resistance until her breaths become slow and deliberate.
Despite her reluctant exterior, the truth is evident for all to see. Lumina did in fact want to join in on the nightly brushings. Last night, it was obvious that she wanted to try it, but her position as princess prevented her from seeking it out. That’s precisely why the girls and I conspired to get her in the stool.
Now that she’s sitting in it, it looks like she wouldn’t want to be anywhere else but right here.
You really should be more honest. We’ll gladly comply to any selfish requests if it’s coming from you.
And so, the interesting and fruitful day ends on a relaxing note. From tonight on, I have one more girl’s hair to brush before bed.
Maybe I should have been summoned as a hairdresser instead.




Chapter 13: Adventurer Princess

----- Lumina -----
 
“This is it,” Sir Lutz says. “The final boss.”
I'm still unsure how he knows that this is the final zone of the dungeon, but he's often proven correct in his assertions, so I'm more inclined to believe him than doubt him.
After the so-called grinding session in the abandoned town filled with undead, we hurried through the next few areas under his knowledgeable command. Many puzzles and traps blocked our progress, but no matter how difficult they were, Sir Lutz always managed to overcome them.
Back when he and I were teleported into that bandit's hideout, I got a glimpse of just how capable he is. But that glimpse didn't reveal the depths of his competence.
Nearly every adventurer fears the dungeons, even those who often visit them. There are simply too many deadly challenges one after another to ever feel comfortable.
But that's not the case for Sir Lutz. He treats them with caution, but I cannot detect even a sliver of fear in him. His confident attitude is contagious, making me feel as if our trek through The Beast Warrens is just an item on a checklist that must be completed before moving on with the rest of the list.
Despite standing in front of the final guardian's door, there's no panic rising in me. The upcoming battle will surely be the toughest one yet, but as long as Sir Lutz is here, I'm sure everything will go as planned.
Part of my own confidence stems from the levels I recently gained. We fought in the abandoned town until I obtained level 50, putting me on equal footing with the monsters in that zone.
Since then, our path through the dungeon has been fraught with more battles than I care to count, only further increasing my already high level. We even spent more time grinding later, once the enemies' levels began to exceed our own.
Currently, I'm level 58, while the monsters in this zone average 60. As long as we come close to matching their level, the battles become far more manageable.
Ever since Sir Lutz informed me on how the leveling system works in this world, I've thought upon how to best improve an adventurer's leveling ability. And now, I believe I have an answer.
It's as I thought, then. The [Inventory] skill is the key.
Adventurers can't reliably level outside a dungeon. The monsters that roam the world come in all manner of strength, but most are far weaker than the ones found in a dungeon's depths. So much so that an adventurer can hunt for years, yet still be stuck at level 20.
Sir Lutz's second Unique Skill, [Heroic Growth] is deceptively powerful. Not only does it grant him and his allies five times experience for each monster defeated, but it also increases the experience gained from defeating low level monsters.
According to Sir Lutz's tests, anyone not under the effects of his Unique Skill can only gain experience from monsters up to 3 levels below them. Because of that restriction, many adventurers have a difficult time growing stronger, as most of them would rather battle opponents weaker than themselves to ensure they'll walk away from the fight.
At the same time, their skills, spells, and enchantments are far behind what Sir Lutz is able to obtain, thanks to the strange powers of his Status Screen. For most warriors, a battle against monsters of equal levels has a real chance of turning sour. Under those circumstances, it's no wonder that those who solely hunt outside the dungeons find it difficult to grow stronger.
For those who dare step inside a dungeon, the growth of their levels far exceeds the others. However, many end up losing their lives before obtaining the strength they desire. That's simply the risk they take when walking into these dangerous relics of the past.
Only a select few ever conquer a single dungeon, and even fewer will rise to become capable enough to stand against foes as powerful as an Archfiend.
But with the [Inventory] skill, all that can change. After all, one of the most difficult aspects of challenging a dungeon is carrying enough supplies to allow the adventurer group to dive deep and find monsters strong enough for them to continue leveling.
No matter how many they defeat in the first area of a dungeon, if the monsters are more than three levels below the adventurers, it's a useless endeavor.
Most parties will have baggage carriers accompany them whose sole task is to haul the secondary supplies, such as potions and food. After all, the warriors must be wary at all times, fully equipped and ready for battle since they don't have the ability to detect the presence of monsters like Sir Lutz and his group. Though that will soon change.
It's a delicate balancing act between bringing enough supplies to reach a dungeon's depths and being few enough in number to prevent the monsters and traps from having so many targets that protecting them becomes a burden.
But with [Inventory], none of that matters. Items, food, and even equipment can be stored within the magical space, allowing a party to easily carry supplies without the need for baggage carriers. Even things like tents can be carried without issue, allowing the adventurers to sleep in comfort to keep up morale.
I, for one, would certainly not be in such a cheery mood if I could only eat salted jerky while being forced to sleep on hard ground. The effects of morale simply cannot be underestimated, especially when trekking through a dungeon that can take your life at any moment.
Fortunately, none of us have had to pay the ultimate price during this dungeon exploration, but the most difficult battle is still ahead of us.
Within the abandoned town filled with undead was an intricate room, the floor and walls etched with strange markings the likes of which I've never encountered. Sir Lutz can read any language, even dungeon text, but even he was unable to decipher its meanings.
That means the markings weren't a language at all, merely engravings or embellishments. Although their meaning was lost to us, we soon found out why the room was so elaborate.
This dungeon has a propensity to warp us around as it pleases, and that's precisely what the room was for. We found ourselves teleported to a dreary marshland, where beasts and insects of all varieties appeared, seeking our lives. That's not unusual for this dungeon, so we took it in stride.
After finding and defeating two more guardians, we finally arrived at a strange building. It looked more akin to a sprawling alchemist's lab than a home or business, but Lutz referred to it as a 'biological research facility' for reasons that I still don't fully understand. Since he said it with his usual smirk, I could only conclude that it was one of his references, which makes thinking on it too deeply an exercise in futility.
Regardless, the beasts within this facility took on monstrous shapes, as if animals had been fused together in a strange fashion by methods beyond my comprehension. One creature had the body of an ape, the head of a lion, and the tail of a lizard. Another flew with insectoid wings, like that of a dragonfly, but it had the malformed body of a bird of prey mixed with what I could only see as a fish. It was a strange creature, indeed.
But the worst among them was the rat that stood on two legs, its body spindly like that of a goblin. At first, I thought it a simple ratman like those found outside the dungeons. That is, until it began to speak. Sir Lutz said it simply repeated things like 'kill' and 'fresh blood', so perhaps it was a blessing that I couldn't understand it.
We've reached the heart of that so-called 'biological research facility' and now stand in front of an imposing door. As stated, Sir Lutz believes it to be the final guardian in The Beast Warrens. I'm inclined to agree, simply because I don't know what else this dungeon can possibly have in store for us.
“If everyone's ready,” Sir Lutz says, “then I'm going to open it.”
“I'm prepared,” I say, pushing my anxiety down. “One more challenge, then I can call myself a Conqueror.”
“Well, two more, if it's anything like the last dungeon. The secret boss guarding the Dungeon Orb should be hidden around here somewhere, but that's a problem for after this fight.”
Since nobody voices any objections, Sir Lutz puts his hand on the large door and pushes. Considering its size, it swings open rather easily, revealing yet another strange room with markings eerily similar to the ones that teleported us from the abandoned town to the marshlands.
Peering inside, I don't see any other doors or paths, meaning the only way out is back through this door or through the use of teleportation. Unfortunately, teleporting inside a dungeon is impossible, though Sir Lutz once again makes a mockery of standard knowledge with his ability to warp around, even here.
Regardless, the optimum result would be for this to be the final guardian and not another teleportation room leading us to yet another area to explore. If that's the case, we can defeat the secret guardian, then start our final grinding session of this dungeon.
Sir Lutz is the first to step inside. Laya follows on his heels, then Alisha. The rest of us file in after, and we all come to a stop near the center of the room.
This is quite unnerving…
Waiting for the guardian to appear always makes me anxious. Once I can set my eyes on it and estimate its strength, I'll feel more at ease. Perhaps it's simply the fear of the unknown that drives my anxiety.
After several seconds of complete silence, the dungeon finally reacts. However, it's not in the fashion that I expected.
“Careful!” Sir Lutz yells. “We're getting teleported!”
As soon as his words fill the room, a bright flash of light blinds me. It's followed by a feeling of weightlessness, as if I were floating in a calm current to be carried off to some unknown destination.
Ah, here it is again. That strange dimension…
Even putting thoughts together is a struggle, much less actually moving my body in any meaningful fashion. I've long since given up on fighting this feeling, so I simply wait until we reach wherever it is that the teleportation spell is bringing us.
After a brief trip, feeling returns to my body as the world's light fills my eyes. What I see confuses me.
Eh? Didn't we teleport?
The room looks identical to the one we stepped into, down to the strange markings covering the floor and walls. But there is one aspect about it that's different.
“W-where is everybody!?” I yell after looking around.
“We've been separated,” a single voice answers. “But they're not far away.”
I look to the rooms only other occupant, Alisha, and realize where she got her answer. The [Minimap].
Checking the corner of my vision, I see three separate clusters of blue dots. The first is me and Alisha, while the other two are my companions, each group in a room of their own. One of the clusters has three dots, while the other has two. Seeing this, the events that just played out come together in my mind.
“Lumina, are you okay!?” Elise's voice fills our minds.
“Y-yes, I believe so.”
“Thank the Goddess! Just stay put and I'll find my way to you shortly!”
“This dungeon sure is annoying,” Sir Lutz says. “Looks like it has one more trick to play on us.”
“What's going on?” I ask.
“Either it's going to make each group face its own challenge before we can fight the last boss, or maybe this is just how the final battle is set up.”
“Meaning there's a chance that each group will have to fight a powerful guardian on their own?”
“Exactly. Alisha, Lumina, you two take it slow. Your team’s damage output is the lowest among the three groups.”
“Who's with you?”
“Elise. Which means Laya, Tylith, and Belle are together. All in all, the teams are fairly well balanced. The worst-case scenario would be two mages ending up together, so we're lucky it didn't turn out like that. Or maybe the dungeon chose these teams on–“
Sir Lutz’s voice abruptly ends as a change finally occurs. A familiar rumbling sends small vibrations up my legs as a sharp sound echoes through the room.
Directly across from me, a crack forms between two of those strange markings. It widens, leaking a bluish-white light that often accompanies the arrival of the creature that even seasoned adventurers fear: a guardian.
“What manner of beast is that?” I ask, looking at the malformed monster.
Alisha steps in front of me and raises her adamantium shield. “It looks like those weird mixed animals we fought on the way here. But way bigger!”
“Three heads, and they're all from different beasts.”
“A gorgon, a nightmare, and a salamander? And the tail looks like a scorpion!”
“Yes, I believe you are correct Alisha. But the body seems to resemble a large feline, like a lion. What a terrifying amalgamation of creatures.”
The guardian fully emerges from the wall, its wild eyes gazing at us with a rage that sends a shiver down my spine. [Scry] tells me it’s called Dread Chimera, and it certainly lives up to its name.
T-this guardian is quite fearsome…
I had assumed Sir Lutz would be here to protect me, no matter what happened in the dungeon. Yet now, I find myself facing a powerful opponent without him by my side.
“Groaaaar!” All three heads release a howl at the same time.
I instinctively take a step back at the sound of its roar, even if I know there's nowhere to flee.
“Don’t worry!” Alisha says in her usual cheerful voice. “He's just a little cranky because he just woke up!”
“Alisha…”
No, she's right, in her own way. I cannot allow myself to wallow in fear just because things aren't going as I wished. Besides…
I won't be cowed by a mere beast!
Although dungeons are some of the most dangerous places in this world, I've noticed that it never throws a challenge at us that cannot be overcome. If it split our party for this battle, then this is simply part of the difficulty. Knowing that, there's no reason to be unreasonably afraid.
I've seen it many times now, how Lutz and the others help Alisha activate her Unique Skill, [Protector]. Since it's only me and her, I'll have to mimic their tactic for the first time.
With my Grimoire, Ballads of the Unremembered, held in my hands, I begin channeling my first spell.
“Alisha, please allow me to land the first strike.”
“Okay!”
During the last few days, I've learned many new spells, taught to me by Sir Lutz and Belle. But high tier magic has a comparatively long channeling time, making it a poor choice at the moment.
“[Ice Lance]!” A large shard of ice flies toward the Dread Chimera, striking the salamander head.
The guardian lets out another roar, its focus now fully on me.
The same head struck by my spell returns the favor, in the form of fire which erupts from its maw. A wave of heat hits me, but my body is never engulfed by the flames.
“No sir, you can't grill us like we do Mr. Borgar!” Only her shield stands between me and the fiery breath.
As usual, nothing seems to knock Alisha out of her good mood. Though in this case, I suspect she's speaking for my sake as much as anything else.
Fortunately, the maneuver was a success. Blocking the fire was enough to activate her [Protector], meaning the battle can truly begin.
“Leave the damage output to me, Alisha. Just focus on maintaining its attention.”
“No problem!” Alisha releases her Shield Skill, [Taunt]. “All three of your faces are as ugly as a goblin!”
Although I don't believe her words are the root cause, the Dread Chimera does react by focusing its attention on her instead of me. That's all that matters right now, as it gives me the time I need to channel a more powerful spell.
In the meantime, the best course of action for me to take is to simply avoid drawing the guardian's attention as much as possible. Otherwise, I risk making Alisha's task even more difficult.
Since there's nowhere in this empty, square room for me to take cover, I can only move around, keeping Alisha between me and the three-headed beast. After a rather lengthy channeling time, the spell formation is finally complete.
“I'm casting!”
As soon as I speak the words, Alisha steps aside, giving me the opening I need.
“[Waterblade]!”
From my extended hand, a large blade of water erupts. The Master-Class spell, or third-tier as Sir Lutz calls it, flies through the now empty space between me and the Dread Chimera. It lands a direct hit on the head that looks like a Nightmare, leaving a bloody gash.
Although the guardian maintains its focus on Alisha, the head hit by my magic looks directly at me. I thought it may roar in anger, but it seems I was too optimistic. Instead, it releases a spell at me in retaliation.
“Kyaa!”
My body is suddenly coated in the very blood my magic drew from the Dread Chimera. The [Blood Spray] spell isn't particularly powerful, but it does drain the victim's Agility and Constitution, making follow-up attacks that much more deadly.
“Lumina, the heads have their own minds, so attacking can draw their focus!”
“I understand! I'll be more careful!”
Luckily, the Dread Chimera is still hounding Alisha, but if I attack too frequently, I will certainly become its primary target. However, I have no choice but to damage it to bring the guardian down. I just need to pace myself so I don't draw its attention before the [Taunt] skill is ready to use again.
For the next few minutes, I only cast lower-tier spells. But when Alisha confirms that her skill is ready for its next use, I decide to go all-out.
“I refuse to disappoint my friends, so I need you to perish quickly! [Shardstorm]!”
An orb of ice flies across the room, releasing frozen shards in every direction, each containing the power of the [Ice Lance] spell. Fourth-tier magic is powerful, but its mana cost is likewise immense. Even I feel my mana drop by nearly a fifth upon its activation.
On top of that, the frozen orb is a rather dangerous magic to cast, as the shards cannot tell friend from foe. However, Alisha knew it was coming and has already retreated from the spell's effective range, leaving only the Dread Chimera to face the full force of the magic.
Lance after lance sinks into the body and heads of the guardian, littering it with puncture wounds. Once the frozen orb travels its full distance, it suddenly explodes into a shower of shards. It's nearly enough to completely block the Dread Chimeras body from my vision for a brief second.
Finally, the spell comes to an end. Afterwards, blood drips from the numerous injuries on the three headed beast. But this is no mere monster. It's a powerful guardian at the depths of a dungeon. It will take far more than a single Heroic-Class spell to bring it down.
“Careful, Lumina!”
“I'm ready this time!”
Knowing that my extraordinarily powerful spell would draw its focus, I already have my Grimoire held before me. What comes my way is another mouthful of flames, but I don't intend to let this beast roast me so easily.
“[Writ of Storms]!”
Pages fly from my Grimoire, converging ahead of me and forming a wall between me and the oncoming fire. The sizzle of burning parchment fills the room, with the heat hitting me like a warhammer.
But not a drop of fire touches my body.
“Nice job, Lumina!” Alisha steps in front of me.
“Thanks!”
I watch on as my Grimoire's pages are burnt to a crisp, but Alisha's shield catches the remnants of the flame breath, blocking it.
It was unfortunate that the Dread Chimera's counter was fire elemental, the worst element for me to defend against with my Grimoire skill. But in the end, it all worked out.
The battle goes on for nearly ten more minutes. But with our teamwork, the guardian's life slowly evaporates until…
“Kindly become experience points for me!”
A blazing inferno erupts from beneath the battered Dread Chimera, completely engulfing it in flames. The guardian has had all it can stand and drops to the ground, even as the [Flame Pillar] roars around it.
When the magic fades, there's nothing left but a corpse.
“Whew…” I plop to the ground.
“Great job, Lumina! Master will be proud! I'm sure he'll brush your hair for a long time tonight!”
“I-its not like I worked hard for such a reason…”
“Hehe. It's okay to be honest~”
As soon as the guardian's body begins to vanish, a bright light fills the room. Just as before the battle, we're warped to another destination. More precisely, we end up back in the first room we stepped in.
“Alright,” Lutz says. “Mission success!”
Standing, I brush off my dress. “So we were the final group to slay the guardian.”
“Yep, we've been watching the battle from the [Minimap].”
“And you didn't even need to come help us!” Alisha gives him a wide smile.
“Help?” A thought occurs to me. “Ah! You could have teleported to us!”
“I could have,” Lutz says. “But I didn't want to ruin all that determination you had going.”
“Ah…”
“Master, Master! Lumina finished it off with a cool one-liner!”
“Oh?” He raises an eyebrow. “You'll have to tell me all about it later.”
“N-no,” I squeak out. “There's no need to go over it in detail…”
Somehow, I know my plea will be completely ignored, so all I can do is sigh inwardly and await the embarrassing moment that's sure to arrive.
Now that we've all defeated our opponents, the dungeon gives us our reward. In the center of the room is a treasure chest, more ornate than any of the ones that came before it. Without exception, each of us look at it with anticipation.
“Well,” Lutz says. “Why don't we open this thing and move on to the secret boss? After that, it's grinding time!”
As we crowd around the chest, I'm hit with the realization that I, Princess Lumina de Eldridge, have become a Conqueror. Not just any Conqueror, but one who has surmounted one of the most difficult dungeons in the known world.
And I enjoyed every minute of it.
Even though a chest full of world-class treasure is currently being revealed, I find my eyes drifting toward a certain individual.
Traveling with a true hero really is everything I ever imagined.




Chapter 14: The Dungeon Orb

----- Lutz -----
 
“Now, Laya!”
“Disappear.” A burst of mana erupts from a corner of the large room.
With the secret boss pinned to the ground by my spear, Laya's [Windstorm] relentlessly shreds the construct's body, sending pieces of stones flying in all directions. They bounce off the walls and our bodies, filling my ears with a barrage of clanks.
Shielding my eyes from the stones and wind, the seven of us watch on from the other side of the room until the spell plays out to its full effect.
With Laya's Unique Skill, [Child of Magic], the spell's duration and power exceed even my own. Four tornadoes spit heat-seeking blades of wind, seemingly impervious to the gale that rages around the fallen boss.
Finally, the magic begins to die down, with the twisters fizzling out as the air stills.
The fiery, red light leaking from the construct flickers, then slowly fades until there's nothing but a marbled statue sitting in the center of the room. Cracks line its body, and large chunks of stone are missing from its torso, which litter the ground around us.
This secret boss was a tough one, but in the end, it crumbled like all the other monsters before it. Of course, it leaves behind one of the most sought-after things in the entire world: a treasure chest.
“So,” I say as I retrieve my spear. “Whose turn is it?”
All eyes move toward a single girl.
“I suppose I shall do the honors, then.” Elise kneels before the chest.
Unlike the rest of us, she wastes no time with a frivolous buildup of anticipation before opening it. She's always been a straightforward girl, so the lack of a dramatic scene before revealing the contents of the dungeon's most exotic chest fits her perfectly.
“Two Mithril coins and 192 gold, along with a splattering of silver and copper.”
“Nearly four hundred gold in total,” Lumina says. “Enough for the average person to live on for their entire life.”
“Yes, though the average person would find it quite difficult to acquire it from this dungeon.” She pulls out the first real item.
“A pair of adamantium gauntlets. But what are those dark-red gems implanted on the back of the hand?”
“It looks like a Dusk Garnet,” I say. “They can hold a ridiculous amount of mana but only for offensive enchantments, like [Strength Up].”
“I see.” Lumina looks toward Tylith. “It's unfortunate that you don't use a pair of gauntlets.”
“Hmph. Maintaining my elegance is far more important than any single piece of equipment.”
“Lucky you, then,” I say. “Because once I remove the Dusk Garnets from the gauntlets, we can make it into whichever kind of jewelry you consider elegant.”
Elise hasn't stopped her hands, even during our conversation. By the time we look back to her, she's already pulling out the next item.
“Another Restoration Potion. That makes three now.”
“How fortuitous!” Lumina looks at the bottle with a smile. “Imagine all the good we could accomplish for those who are missing limbs!”
“Yes, but we must remember to keep at least one for ourselves. Just in case.”
“About that,” I say. “I forgot to mention that one of the monsters in the swamplands drops the final ingredient for Restoration Potions. Actually, I have enough of them to make a few bottles already, and since we're about to start grinding here…”
“We'll be obtaining many more…”
“Yeah. So prepare to start growing limbs all over the place!”
“Gross,” Belle says. “Did you have to say it like that?”
“Heh. Only because I wanted to get a reaction from you.”
“Ugh. I'll get my revenge, count on it.”
“Oh, I know. That's the fun part.”
There's one last item. Elise's hand disappears into the open chest, then returns carrying a small chunk of metal. “I've never seen ore this shade of purple before.”
“Sagestone!” I say, staring at the exotic metal. “I can't believe we found some!”
“Pardon, but I've never heard of such metal. Just how powerful is it?”
“Hah, in terms of toughness, Sagestone is softer than steel. It'd be ridiculous to make something like a weapon or armor out of it.”
“Then what purpose does it serve?”
“You know Orichalcum? That yellow metal used in a lot of alloys with Mithril?”
“Yes. Your spear is made of that very alloy, is it not?”
“Yep. Orichalcum is even softer than Sagestone, but I still used it in my spear because it can hold a massive amount of mana. And, well, Sagestone makes orichalcum look like common steel by comparison.”
“Are you saying that this purple metal can enhance the enchantment potential of any equipment when used in its construction?”
“You got it. Though there's one problem…”
“Nobody knows how to combine it with other metals,” Lumina says.
I look to the young princess. “You know about Sagestone?”
“My father once gave me a tour of the artifacts held in the castle's treasury. Stored in a nondescript box was a purple metal covered in dust. He said it's only found in the world's most dangerous dungeons, but as of yet, nobody has been able to find a use for it.”
“I'm not surprised. In order to combine it into an alloy, it requires a forge that can maintain a specific temperature for an extended period. Of course, that temperature is exceptionally high, so only a few forges can even hope to reach it.”
“Then if we can find such a forge, I will petition Father to gift us the Sagestone in the treasury. If it's to craft equipment that will be used to save this world, then he won't be able to deny me.”
“Nice! I definitely want to get my hands on as much of it as possible.”
Now that the treasure's been collected, all of us turn toward the final interesting object in the room: a door. More precisely, it's the door that leads to the Dungeon Orb. At least, it did in the other dungeon.
“I wonder if we'll find a vampire inside.” My eyes fall on Tylith.
“I hope you don't expect to meet a Vampire Princess each time you conquer a dungeon.”
“They don't have to be a princess. That would be pretty cool, though.”
“If you want one that badly, perhaps you should consider becoming a noble.”
“No no, that sounds way more annoying than anything else.”
I'm the first to reach the door, so I give it a solid push. What fills my vision is a room that's remarkably familiar. In fact, stepping into it fills me with a sense of nostalgia that I wasn't expecting.
We spent an entire week farming at the top of the previous dungeon, and we always went back to a room just like this to eat, relax, and sleep. It became a sort of retreat from the grind, like coming home from a long, hard day of work.
We had a habit of canceling our [Sense Mana] spell when entering this room, and after confirming that there's no Vampire Princess hiding inside, a few of the girls decide to ditch their mana sensing ability in favor of a calming rest while we wait for the dungeon's bosses to reset.
There are a couple girls who've never been inside this secret room at the core of a dungeon, so I'm treated to a look of surprise when they step inside.
“Preposterous,” Lumina says. “How can so much mana be gathered into such a small area?”
“It's enough to make my hair stand on end,” Elise adds.
“Sir Lutz, when you told me of this room, I thought I had my expectations set properly, but now that I'm here, I realize that I underestimated the sheer amount of mana.”
“I don't blame you. The first time I stepped in one, I was shocked, too. Any idea how the dungeon manages to maintain this enormous sum of mana indefinitely?”
“Ah, well the dungeon reclaims most of the mana from the monsters defeated within it, but no matter how efficient it is, it will eventually run out.”
“Yeah. It needs a raw source of mana to keep it topped off. After all, the impossible events that happen in here are all powered by mana, and it can't be cheap.”
Lumina's eyes wander as she digests my words. “The monsters, items, and spell effects are the result of the dungeon's use of mana. There's no way to recycle the energy of items we obtain or spells cast by the dungeon, such as the teleportation magic that warped us around during our trek here.”
“Exactly. So following that logic, there's only one conclusion.”
“The dungeon has an outside source of mana that it uses to replenish itself. Otherwise, it would eventually run dry.”
“And that source is…”
“A mana spring,” Lumina finishes for me.
The snap of my fingers fills the mysterious room. “You nailed it. Dungeons are built on top of mana springs, which they use as a source of power.”
“Doesn't that mean it's possible to create new, powerful contraptions like this atop unused mana springs?”
“While reverse engineering a dungeon is far too complicated for this world right now, things like powerful teleportation circles aren't out of the question. Imagine connecting the entire continent with a web of teleporters. It'd make traveling from one ocean to the next a breeze.”
“Amazing…”
During our conversation, we've all gathered around the only real object of interest in this mana-laden room, the Dungeon Orb.
The blue-tinted orb glows with a soft, silvery light. With what I now know, it's obvious that the light is the physical manifestation of mana. A similar glow was once leaking from my own body, back when the Goddess filled me with power.
I've learned so much since I last examined a Dungeon Orb, mostly thanks to the time I spent training with the Astral Dryad. Even though she was only teaching me how to cleanse the Curse of the Forsaken, I managed to pick up on a lot of interesting details regarding how these complex mana creations work.
I wonder if I'll be able to solve the mystery of what makes this orb tick…
But first things first.
I look around at the girls' faces. “Who wants to try first?”
“Hmph. If it's a Dungeon Orb, then of course I wish to seek its power.”
“Figures. Then have at it, Tylith.”
Elise watches on as the Vampire Princess steps up to the pedestal holding the mysterious orb. “What does she mean by seeking its power?”
“According to the vampires, Dungeon Orbs can grant power to those who touch it.”
“Does that mean you received a gift from the one you found in The Twisted Spire?”
“No. We tried, but…” My eyes fall on Belle. “In the end, nobody was chosen.”
“Ah, so it only grants it to those who meet its requirements?”
“To be honest, I have no idea. But maybe I can figure it out while we grind.”
Tylith reaches her hand out, and it slowly closes in on the silvery-blue orb. A needle hitting the floor would be deafening in this silence as everyone watches on with bated breaths.
After what felt like an eternity, her fingertips touch its glossy surface, and…!
“Nothing,” Tylith says, letting out a breath.
“Again, huh?” I take a step forward as Tylith retreats. “Let's see how my luck is today.”
“Have fun!” Alisha cheers me on in her typical fashion.
Since the suspense has already been deflated by Tylith’s attempt, I casually place my hand on the orb as soon as I reach it.
“Nope, guess it doesn't like me very much. Well, getting some power here would just be a bonus anyway, so it's not a big deal.”
Alisha is the next in line, followed by Laya. However, neither of the two girls can get a reaction out of the orb. It's starting to look like it'll be a repeat of last time, but there's one person here that all of us have high hopes for.
Belle steps up to the pedestal, clearly anxious. She hasn't said anything, but with the exception of Lumina and Elise, the rest of us know just how much she wants to obtain power from the orb.
She reaches out a hand, her fingers slowly drawing closer to the reflective surface.
Time crawls, and I find myself desperately wishing for the outcome Belle desires. Of all the people here, she deserves this more than anyone else.
“This is…” Belle's soft voice barely reaches my ears. “…Frustrating.”
Unfortunately, the universe doesn't always reward those who deserve it.
“Don't sweat it,” I say. “I'm going to power you up myself now that I've got some top-class material to craft with.”
“Yeah.” She turns, showing us a smile. “Who needs these orbs, anyway?”
She returns to our side, her mood already recovered. Not long ago, she swore to not let her lack of Unique Skill and overall low stats affect her, and she's lived up to those words ever since. There's no doubt in my mind that this failure won't cause her to go back on that promise.
“I shall try my hand,” Elise says.
Like all the ones before her, the orb remains silent, even as her palm rests atop it.
Our expectations are so low now that we're already starting to set up some accommodations for our rest here in this mana-filled room. Tables, chairs, drinks, and food start appearing, with our little carnivore beginning to drool at the smell of perfectly cooked chicken.
“Since it's late, we'll just sleep after dinner so we'll be well-rested when we start our–“
“Kyaa!” Lumina's scream shatters the peaceful atmosphere.
A massive burst of mana erupts from the Dungeon Orb, powerful enough to completely overwhelm my [Sense Mana] spell.
“Princess!” Elise rushes toward her charge.
“Wait!” I yell out. “I've seen this before! She's…!”
The huge outflow of mana envelops Lumina, swirling around her like a whirlwind. The energy contracts, as if being sucked into her body. Within seconds, the overwhelming sensation fades, but the mana didn't simply vanish.
“L-Lumina.” Elise looks at the princess with wide eyes. “Your mana…”
“Ah…” She holds her hands in front of her face. “I feel like I'm bursting with power…”
I'm already checking her Status Screen. “Your stats increased! And … you gained a Unique Skill!”
“Eh?” She cast's Scry on herself. “Ehhhh!?”
A bead of sweat runs down Elise's surprised face. “[Prime Oracle]. Then, does this mean…”
“Probably,” I say. “The Goddess must approve of her new position.”
A lot of interesting things have happened since I came to this world. And it seems that trend is only going to continue into the foreseeable future.
“Well,” I say. “That alone was definitely worth the trek through the dungeon.”
The birth of another Unique Skill puts a smile on my face, filling me with even more motivation to grind levels and farm materials.
Man, I love this world.




Interlude 1

----- Geralt -----
 
“Now, Ron!” I yell to the young boy beside me.
“Yes, sir!”
Ron leaps forward, his silvered steel sword held in a battle-ready grip. The tip sinks into the already wounded Devil Hound, but the kid's strength isn't enough to finish it instantly.
“Don't idle! Retreat!”
Ron's a hair too slow, and the hound's razor-sharp claws close in on the boy. Even if this monster is weak, someone Ron's age would take some serious damage from even a single attack.
Fortunately for him, he's not alone.
A metallic sound rings out as the Devil Hound's claw meets my shield, the steel holding strong against the impact. My intervention gives Ron the time he needs to fall back to safety, where he stands with his own wooden shield held defensively before him.
“[Ice Lance]!” a young girl yells.
The translucent blue shard of ice sinks into the Devil Hound's flank, drawing a stream of blood that flows down the monster's hind legs. Though the spell is weak, the cumulative damage stacked up on the Devil Hound is too much for it, and it finally collapses to the ground in a heap.
“Hahhhh…” Ron lets out a deep breath.
“Good work.” I give the boy a slap on the back. “Just remember that protecting your life is more important than taking the life of your opponent. There'd be no point in winning this battle if you perished alongside the monster.”
“I understand, Sir Geralt.”
“Good.” I turn toward the young girl fighting alongside us. “Nice timing with your spell. Once you gain some strength, I'm sure you'll be a powerful mage.”
“T-thanks!”
The girl's only 9 years old, but she didn't want to be left out of the battles. In fact, every single one of the orphans helping run the hot spring decided to fight in order to grow stronger.
As they no doubt know, this world can be a cruel place. Without the strength to defend themselves, they could very well end up being crushed beneath the feet of those with the power to do as they please.
“Now,” I say, turning west. “Let's meet up with Kymil and get back to the hotspring. I'm sure Kalyn and the others are being swarmed with customers right about now.”
The elven merchant, Kymil, took two boys to hunt monsters out in the wastelands surrounding the hotspring, just as I did. Training the orphans was his idea to begin with, and each time he makes a trip to trade with us, he lives up to his words to help them grow stronger.
I was skeptical about bringing the kids out to battle when they're so young, but it's true that the best soldiers often begin training at their ages. The head start they'll have over other warriors should translate into power and confidence as they grow older. Kymil even said that elven children are taught to fight around the same age, so for him, this is normal.
“Any problems?” I ask Kymil after meeting up with him.
“No. They've still got a lot to learn, but I can't fault their dedication.”
“Good to hear. If we keep this up, we may have a powerful group of adventurers to help gather materials from the dungeon in the future.”
“That would certainly be a benefit for us elves. We have plenty of resources, but dungeon items simply cannot be obtained in our lands.”
“I wonder why there aren't any dungeons there.”
“Some believe the Astral Dryad rid us of them, but there's no proof of that, so it's mere speculation.”
Since we don't travel far during our training, it doesn't take long for the Azure Springs Resort to come into view. Although it began as just a small building with a tall fence surrounding the hotspring, it's since grown to accommodate the ever-increasing rise of customers coming to relax in the magic waters.
I still can't believe Lutz was able to add magical properties to the water. Does that guy not know how to just do things normal like everyone else?
It's only because of him that we're alive to begin with, thanks to his miraculous rescue from a lost battle in the dungeon. Even the orphans owe him big, since it was Lutz who gave them their positions here at the hotspring.
We finally step onto the resort grounds, where we see two carts parked in the large carriage house. One belongs to the elves, while the other presumably belongs to the merchant who came to trade with them.
A recently constructed restaurant sits nearby, with patrons enjoying a hearty breakfast on this fine, early morning. It's become quite an attraction in its own right, with most visitors seeking to wine and dine after their dip in the springs.
Across from our own buildings is a piece of land sectioned off from the rest, where merchants and peddlers can pay to set up their own temporary shops. With the traffic that comes through here, some of them have made quite a bit of coin for themselves. Considering that rich merchants and even nobles stop by to trade with the elves, I guess that's to be expected.
But the main resort has always been the magnet that draws in the crowd. Even now, there are dozens of people inside, relaxing in the water or seeking to clean their bodies in the beauty spa, where they can wash themselves in our original soap that leaves them smelling fresh all day.
However, there's something strange about the people inside the resort. Or to be precise, the way they've seemingly gathered around a single individual. Even the other elves are there, as if this one person is more important than even their business with the merchant they came to trade with.
“Kymil, what do you make of this?”
“I'm not sure, but if there were a problem, my men would have alerted me immediately.”
“I'm thinking the same. But who could be so important that both my companions and yours would stop what they're doing just to gather around them?”
“I do not recognize their mana, but they don't feel especially strong. I suppose it'd be best to just step inside and find out.”
As usual, the door to the resort is open, but the crowd that's gathered inside blocks my vision, not allowing me to see whoever it is that has everyone so interested.
Stepping through the doorway, my eyes are drawn to the figure standing in the center of the reception room. What I see makes my eyes widen with disbelief.
“What!? Why are you here!?”
“Oh hey, long time no see Geralt. Did you have fun training the kids this morning?”
“Lu–ahem.” I catch myself before saying his real name. “Rune, what in the blazes are you doing at the hotspring?”
“I was in the area, so I figured I'd come say hello. Tell you what, though. I sure was shocked to see just how much this place has grown in the past five or six weeks.”
“Yeah sure, but isn't there something even more strange? I couldn't tell it was you until I saw your face. What kind of trickery lets you fool our senses like this?”
“Ah, that.” Lutz pulls a strange sphere from his pocket. “This little guy lets me hide my presence. Or rather, it makes it so I can blend in. I'll give you the details later.”
“Right…”
From what he just said, it seems like that glossy orb can somehow change the feeling of his mana, making him appear like a normal townsperson. Quite a scary artifact against anyone who relies too heavily on the [Sense Mana] spell.
Kalyn, Ina, Devin, and the rest of the orphans have all gathered around him, along with the elves who came along with Kymil. Even a few random patrons are standing here, probably curious about why all the staff have this one young man surrounded like he's some kind of important nobleman.
As for Kymil, he's only looking on with a smirk. The elf doesn't seem the least bit surprised about Lutz's unexpected appearance, though elves do have a tendency to hide their thoughts and emotions, so I can't be too sure.
There are still customers using the resort, so we can't all just stand around in the reception area forever. One by one, the orphans are sent back to their posts, while the elves and merchants they came to trade with move to a corner of the room to begin their negotiations.
That leaves me, my three companions, and Kymil. Oh, and Ron. The little orphan was the kids’ leader, back when they were living on the streets. He had a hard time accepting the fact that Lutz is the False Hero, but it’s been over a month since the two have last met, so I’m a bit curious about his thoughts now.
Seems Lutz feels the same because he eyes the kid with a look of expectation.
“Getting stronger, aren’t you? Went from level 2 to level 9 in just over a month.”
“I guess so…”
“Hey, why the weak reply? Didn’t you used to be loud and full of confidence back when you were thieving from shopkeepers?”
“W-why are you bringing that up!?”
“Hah. That’s more like it. Don’t forget that the kids still look up to you. You should remind them why they used to follow you during their most desperate days.”
“Those days are gone. They don’t need me anymore, now that we work here.”
Lutz puts his hands on the 10-year-old’s shoulders. “That’s not true at all. Leaders don’t become useless just because life got easier. The others are training hard to get stronger, so it’d do them a world of good to have your example to follow.”
“I…” A bit of confidence enters Ron’s eyes. “Will I be able to get strong, like you?”
“The future is what you make of it. You can simply be dragged along someone else’s path in life, or you carve out your own destiny. The choice is yours and yours alone.”
Such a philosophical answer may be difficult for a young child to understand, but Ron seems to be seriously pondering on the meaning of Lutz’s words.
Guess that settles it, then. Ron still respects Lutz, even though he’s the False Hero.
Since we obviously have a lot of catching up to do with Lutz, Kalyn orders the kids to run the resort for a bit while the six of us head to the backroom where Kalyn and Ina sleep at night.
“Explain,” Ina says as soon as the door closes.
“There's no big reveal. I just came through to repower the teleportation circles I placed around here to keep them from disappearing. I didn't want to have to make the trip all the way back here by foot later.”
“You teleported here?” Devin asks. “That's fine and all, but where were you before today?”
“Yes,” Kalyn says. “We heard you simply vanished after the battle against the demons. I was worried sick.”
“Ah, sorry about that. We kinda had an emergency to deal with, so we teleported back to Orakio's capital city. To be honest, half the reason I stopped by was to let everyone know that we're all doing just fine.”
“All the way to the capital? Don't tell me you went to go defend it from the army of fiends that attacked it a few weeks ago.”
“Haha, you nailed it. I had a friend in the capital, so I couldn't just leave her alone in a city full of fiends.”
“Guess we can't blame you there,” Devin says. “Still woulda been nice to leave a note or something, ya know?”
“Sorry, I'll try to keep everyone in the loop next time.”
“Why do you sound so confident that there will be a next time?” I ask.
“Well Geralt, the way things go for me, it'd be a miracle if that was the last time I had to make a sudden, unannounced trip across the continent.”
Now that the mystery behind his sudden disappearance has been solved, we can finally move on to the topic that's on everyone's mind.
Even now, his mana feels strangely normal, no different than an average person in the nearby town of Resta. Considering how much he stood out before, it's essentially a complete reversal of what everyone here has come to expect.
The one to break the brief silence is none other than Ina once again.
“That orb, is it an artifact?”
“Hmm, calling it an artifact isn't quite right, but I guess you can think of it like that.” He pulls it out from his pocket again. “It's actually a Spell Orb enchanted with [Manipulate Mana], though the spell formation is a bit different than what you're used to.”
“And it lets you replace your original mana signature with an inconspicuous one?”
“Basically. It's pretty much mandatory for me and the girls now. If we were to walk around with our mana blaring, we'd attract the attention of every single person with the [Sense Mana] spell. And since the Lost Magics are spreading, that's bound to be a lot of people soon enough.”
“I see,” Kalyn says. “Compared to most, you and the girls are rather strong. I can see why it could cause trouble.”
“Yep. It might have been manageable a week ago, but now that we've conquered our second dungeon … well, we're pretty much at the top of this world's power structure, in terms of battle strength.”
“You've grown even stronger?” Kymil asks. “[Scry] tells me you're level 8, which is obviously untrue.”
“Cheating is great, isn't it? But here, I'll change my status back to its real value.”
Lutz's eyes move around, as if looking at something only he can see. It only takes a couple seconds, then his gaze returns to Kymil.
There's a distinct change on Lutz’s face. He often carries a relaxed, almost playful expression, but right now, he has a full-blown smirk on his lips as he looks around the group.
Don't be surprised. I absolutely can't be surprised.
I tell myself not to let whatever I'm about to see shock me as I [Scry] him. However, I simply wasn't prepared for the number that appears in the box indicating his level.
“Level 71!?” My voice comes out nearly of its own accord.
“Lutz!” Kalyn follows up. “You nearly doubled your level in a few weeks!?”
“Dungeons are amazing.” Lutz is obviously enjoying the looks on our faces.
“You're absurd as ever,” Kymil says with a tired voice.
“It's too early to assume the surprises are over.”
Lutz holds his hand out, the Spell Orb resting on his palm. In a flash, it vanishes into his [Inventory]. As soon as it disappears…
“H-how is something like this possible!?” Ina's strained voice fills the small room.
Lutz's mana has always felt powerful. Even more so than his companions, despite their levels being relatively equal. But right now, the strength I remember feeling seems no more than a creek compared to the raging river of power flowing from him.
As quickly as it appeared, the presence of his mana vanishes, just as the Spell Orb reappears in his hand.
“Heh, I'll never get tired of those shocked faces.”
“I see that habit of yours still hasn't changed.” Even Kymil’s voice is laced with apprehension after feeling his overwhelming mana.
“Nope!” He sounds a bit too happy about it. “But moving on, I also came for another reason.”
“Did you bring something for us?” Kalyn asks.
“You know me that well already, huh? Yeah, I brought a few things…”
A table appears, and Lutz runs his hand over its empty surface. As he does so, various items pop into existence.
Swords, shields, daggers, staves, clothes, potions, and various types of armor all end up piled atop it. There are so many things that it was hard to keep up with them while he pulled them from his [Inventory], but after he finishes, my mind finally catches up.
“H-hey, is that sword made of adamantium!?”
“Good eye, Geralt. It is indeed made of adamantium. Found quite a few of them while farming in the dungeon, so I figured I'd hand some out while I’m here.”
“No way, you're saying these are all ours!?”
“Sure am. Divvy them up as you wish, though it should be pretty obvious which belongs to who. I even brought some for the kids.”
“Ah, so that's why there are smaller equipments on the table.”
“Yep. But there's still more.”
“More items?”
“No, not items. More surprises!”
Each of us look at the others, wondering what exactly Lutz could have in store for us that tops something like an adamantium sword. The answer is indeed a surprise.
“Ready?” He asks as he reclaims the table full of items.
“Ready for–“
My words are cut off as a bright flash of light fills the entirety of the room. A heartbeat later, I find myself floating in a dark space that seems to cut off all my senses, going so far as to muddle my thoughts.
I've never teleported before, but I've heard stories of the strange feeling it gives to those who use the spell. Now I see that the stories are true.
Soon, the darkness fades, and the world reforms around me. What appears in my vision is a sight I've become quite familiar with.
The Twisted Spire.
“I told the girls I'd be gone all day,” Lutz says. “They're just resting in Belle's hometown with her family, so this is a good opportunity.”
“Opportunity?” Kalyn asks. “What exactly do you have in mind?”
“Heh. Grinding, of course.”
“Grinding?”
“Yep.” He doesn't explain the meaning of the word. “You see, once you beat a dungeon, it won't stop you from teleporting all the way to the final boss. And since I promoted Laya to Party Leader and moved the other girls to her group before I left, that means I have a lot of empty slots for new party members. So, will all of you join my party?”
“S-surely you don't intend for us to face the guardians at the top of this dungeon.”
“Surely I do. Or rather, I'll just solo them while you five just relax in the corner. Since my party members gain five times experience, you'll get a lot of levels, even if it's just a single day.”
“Entering a dungeon…” Kymil sounds conflicted.
“Don't sweat it. The vampires didn't actually build them, so there's no need to let it bother you.”
“I trust your word, but hating dungeons is still deeply ingrained in me from a young age…”
“Yeah, I know. But if anyone complains, just send them to Rena. She owes me for saving the forest, so I'll be calling in that favor.”
“Can it really be considered a favor when you’re working to strengthen us in such a fashion?”
“Good point, but don't think about it too deeply. Just accept it.” Lutz suddenly snaps his fingers. “That reminds me! I need to visit the Astral Dryad! I've got two questions to ask her now that I've completed the mission she gave me.”
He suddenly brings his balled fist up, as if restraining his anger. “That bra–I mean that Dryad wiped out all my teleportation circles in the elven lands. I'll have to spend a lot of mana teleporting to her thanks to that!”
From what I heard, using the teleport spell without a teleportation circle vastly decreases the distance traveled per cast, while increasing the mana cost. No doubt that's what Lutz is referring to.
“Anyway!” He continues. “Grinding comes first, so hurry and accept my party invite.”
After a round of everyone saying 'yes' to his question to join forces, we find ourselves grouped up with one of this world's summoned heroes.
Immediately after, he warps us to the very top of The Twisted Spire, where we spend the entirety of the day battling guardians far too powerful for us as we are.
Lutz does all the actual fighting, though.




Chapter 15: Completing the Quest

----- Lutz -----
 
After a day of grinding in The Twisted Spire, Kalyn and her companions' levels went from the low 20s to the low 30s. That's the result when the monsters are high level enemies in a deadly dungeon, especially when some of them are bosses who give massive amounts of experience points per kill.
Kymil was already level 31, so he didn't gain nearly as many levels as the others, but he did end up on level 35 by the end. I'd say that's time well spent, considering how difficult it is to level in this world.
I plan to return again when I have time in order to continue the grind, but I've got a few things I need to do, so I can't spend too long in the far east. Though I definitely intend to make a stop by the Ancestral Glade to meet up with that annoying Astral Dryad.
After saving the elves' forest from the mana draining poison, I completed her quest and earned the reward she promised back when I first met her. More specifically, I get to ask her any question I want and receive an answer. Though I plan to ask her two, since I went the extra mile by defeating the demons and preventing the army of Chaos from teleporting here and wreaking havoc.
I already have both questions in mind. I just hope she's willing to answer them directly, instead of beating around the bush like she's so fond of doing.
Just like I explained to the others, the Astral Dryad obliterated my teleportation circles I had scattered around the elven lands. Guess she wasn’t too fond of having them lying around when their caster was on the other side of the continent.
Considering her mana permeates the entirety of the elves' territories, it was probably an easy matter for her to wipe them out. It's frustrating, but I have to admit that her power and influence dwarf mine in every conceivable way.
Thanks to her actions, I'm forced to make the trek to the Ancestral Glade on foot. Of course, I'm covering as much ground as possible with the teleport spell, but without a circle, my effective range is far more limited, even as the mana cost nearly doubles. The spell is way less efficient when used like that, but I simply don't have a choice.
Still, the trip won't take nearly as long as it did the first time I came through here. I'm actually leaping around high above the ground, away from the prying eyes of the elves below and only touching dirt when [Air Step] is nearing its time limit.
With my newly acquired levels, I can maintain the spell for nearly half an hour. Combined with my heightened speed, the trip from the hotspring resort to the Ancestral Glade can be made in 5 or 6 hours, rather than the 5 or 6 days it took us last time. Though we were slowing our pace back then so Kymil and the other elves could keep up with us.
I'd love to stop by the city of Renalis to say hello to Elder Saevel. It was he who first helped me gain acceptance in the elven lands, so it'd be great to drop in and give him my thanks. But it's currently closing in on midnight, and I still have a lot of traveling to do. If I want to make it back to Laya and the others before dawn, I need to hurry.
So, with a promise to myself that I'll greet him the next time I'm in the area, I continue leaping from one translucent step to the next, high above the city of Renalis.
Another couple hours pass by, bringing the time to well past midnight. But my high speed pays dividends because quicker than most would expect, the Ancestral Glade comes into view below me.
It's dark, but the moonlight at least lets me see the outline of the collection of houses that sit in the grasslands surrounding the Dryad's forest. In those houses are elves who’ve come to pay their respects or seek entrance into the Glade.
Among them is the Conservator, an elf tasked with deciding who is or isn't allowed inside the Dryad's home. I thought he was a grumpy man at first, but he's really just doing his job properly, keeping people from bugging the Dryads with mundane problems.
Technically, I should go through the Conservator if I want to gain access to the Ancestral Glade, but since I'm calling in a favor from the Astral Dryad, there's no need to go through such an annoying process. Of course, I still wouldn't use the official channels, even if I just came to say hello.
Heh. Hope you're ready to answer my questions, brat.
As I disparage the Astral Dryad in my mind, my feet finally touch the grass just outside the Ancestral Glade. The forest is as wild and beautiful as ever, with the lush colors from the wide array of exotic plants sticking out, even in the darkness.
The entrance is a well-worn path, just behind a sign written in the elven language. On it are two simple phrases: 'Wish' and 'Well-being'. That kind of sentiment is common here. The elves may be harsh to outsiders, but they're very protective of each other, as long as they conform to the rather rigid society they've built for themselves.
But let's not go too deeply into that subject.
“Oh, am I that popular?” I look at the Ancestral Glade's entrance. “Didn't think you'd come to greet me like this, Maple.”
“Don't think I'm here because I wanted to see you or anything. I am simply tasked with guiding you to Mother.”
“Right, right. So I guess you don't want to play next time me and the girls stop by for pleasure rather than business.”
“I didn't say that! When it comes to playing, we Dryads are always ready!”
“Yeah, that sounds about right.” I shake my head. “Anyway, how's everything been going around here? Any more problems I should know about?”
Maple motions for me to follow her into the Glade. “No, it's been rather boring ever since you left–but I'm not saying it's because you left, okay!?”
“Sure, I understand. So no more demons or diseases destroying the forest, huh?”
“Correct. The wastelands have been silent since the demons' defeat. Though we've been busy with other tasks to make up for it.”
“Oh? What kind of tasks?”
“And spoil Mother's reveal? Nice try!”
“Hah, you cheeky br–I mean you Dryads really enjoy your games.”
“Don't pretend to accidentally call us cheeky brats!”
“Fine, then I'll just say it with confidence next time.”
“How about not saying it at all!?”
“Eh, what's the fun in that?”
Unlike the first time I came to the Ancestral Glade, there are no tests to pass before I can meet the Astral Dryad. In fact, the path has been completely revamped into a straight line, leading directly to the center.
Thanks to that, the trip only takes a few minutes. Other Dryads join us on the way, though they mostly stay in the thick vegetation that flanks the path. Although I can't be certain, I get the feeling that they really want to play.
We really should come visit again. All of us.
Ah, I wonder if I could bring Lumina and Elise next time.
Just as I finish my thought, the trail opens into a clearing. It's one that's quite familiar to me, since I spent three sleepless nights here training under the Astral Dryad to learn how to remove Alisha's curse.
Speaking of the Dryad's mother, she's already made herself comfortable at a vine-woven table, sitting in a similarly crafted chair. A second seat has been prepared for me, along with a cup of water that I know from experience will be cold and refreshing.
“This is as far as we'll go,” Maple says. “Don't be a stranger in the future, otherworldly human.”
With those parting words, Maple vanishes into a thicket. Her mana slowly recedes, alongside the other Dryads that accompanied me here.
Unlike them, my feet take me into the clearing. I sit in my chair without fanfare, taking a sip of the water in front of me.
“Been a while Miss Dryad. I hope things haven't been too boring around here without me.”
“John Lawrence Locke. When you count your age in millennia, a month of boredom passes in a blink.”
“Guess you have a point. I still don't understand what you can possibly do around here to keep yourself busy. Maybe that's why the other Dryads are always so eager to play.”
“Certainly, the lack of entertainment can weigh on the minds of the unprepared. It's one of the reasons why not all creatures can handle immortality.”
I rub my chin, feeling the stubble that grew during my travels here. “Even the most fun games get boring after playing them long enough. I can't imagine how tiresome everything would get after living for over 10,000 years.”
When I think about it like that, the Dryad's penchant for seeking out entertainment makes sense. They're probably starved for anything that can break up the boredom of their long lives.
Even the Astral Dryad always seems to be looking for things that are new and interesting, hence her cheeky attitude. Or rather, she's the main culprit among them all.
“How rude,” the Astral Dryad says. “My actions are clearly motivated by a desire to make this world a better place.”
“I have no idea what you're talking about, but I'd never dream of thinking rude thoughts about you.”
The Astral Dryad gives me a knowing smile. “Let's pretend that's the case, then.”
“Ahem. So anyways I came here for the reward you promised. Two questions, answered truthfully.”
“Two? I may be over 10,000 years old, but that doesn't mean I've gone senile. The agreement was a single answer for your efforts.”
“A single answer for solving the disease. But I also dealt with the demons, not to mention the Archfiend who was about to summon an army of Chaos to your doorstep. I'd say another question is a fair price for that, wouldn't you?”
“Hmm, I suppose you have a point.” Her voice drips with playfulness, telling me that from the very beginning, she understood why I was asking for another answer.
“Good, then let's start with a little context. The last time we spoke, you said you weren't sure if you could even defeat the Lord of Chaos because you didn't know which one of the Immortal Beings was rebelling against the Goddess. Is that still true?”
“Yes, but that doesn't mean I don't have a lot to say about the matter. Or to put it more bluntly, the fact that he remains an enigma is precisely what's interesting about him.”
“That so? In that case, my first question is: what can you tell me about the Lord of Chaos that might help us defeat him?”
“Know thine enemy, is it? A time-tested strategy, to be sure. But before the long discussion, why don't we have ourselves a little snack.”
As soon as she finishes her words, several Dryad's appear, holding plates filled with various berries, fruits, and nuts.
I was in such a rush to get here that I hadn't stopped to eat since the lunch I had with Kalyn and the others during our grinding session. With my high level, skipping a few meals isn't a problem, but I definitely wouldn't call it a pleasant experience. Knowing the Astral Dryad, she must have seen right through me.
“Thanks. I was quite hungry, to be honest.” My fingers wrap around a fruit that resembles a plum, and I immediately bring it to my mouth. “Man, this thing is delicious!”
“I've grown quite capable when it comes to growing nature's bounty. It helps that the plants heed my will so meticulously.”
“That's an amazing power. Is it a result from controlling the mana spring beneath our feet?”
“Ah, so you figured it out. As expected of you. Yes, the reason I'm unable to leave the Ancestral Glade is because I need the mana spring to sustain myself. Though I hope you don't think that I'll be stuck here for all eternity.”
“Makes sense that you'd have the ability to move, if needed. Though I'll assume that it wouldn't be an easy thing to do.”
“Certainly. Rebuilding my domain from scratch isn't a pleasant experience. But that's not the only way for me to move around, so keep that in mind.”
“I see. Then, if the day ever comes that I need you to help, does that mean I can call on you?”
“Hmm~” The Astral Dryad plucks a grape from a bowl. “Getting personally involved with the war isn't really my intent, but depending on the situation, I may make an exception.”
“Well, let's just hope it doesn't come to that.” I take another delicious fruit from the bowl in front of me. “Anyway, why don't we get down to business.”
“Then by all means, listen carefully because what I've learned about the Lord of Chaos may very well mean the difference between victory and defeat.”
Dropping all pretenses, I focus the entirety of my mind on the Astral Dryad's next words, determined to catch every last syllable to give me and the girls the best chance we have at figuring out the mysteries of the Lord of Chaos.
“The Lord of Chaos,” the Astral Dryad begins, “is not one of the Immortal Beings.”
“Wait, what? But who else has the power to stand up against the Goddess?”
“That is precisely the answer I wish to know. None of the four races could ever hope to challenge her dominance of this world, yet the fact remains that all five of the Immortal Beings that inhabit this world have abstained from this recent war.”
“There are five? That includes you, right?”
“It does, alongside the Dragon Lord, Demon Lord, Phoenix, and Kyuubi.”
“Wait, the Kyuubi is an Immortal Being? But Kiah is only 47 years old, even if she looks 6.”
“Oh? You met her?”
“She had been captured by slavers, and I teamed up with someone who referred to herself as a Valkyrie to save her. How can an Immortal Being even get kidnapped like that…?”
“Well, the Kyuubi is a bit of a special case. She doesn't even consider herself immortal because of her circumstances, but the rest of us disagree.”
“No wonder she knew so much, then. But what about the Demon Lord? We defeated him, didn't we?”
“Oh child, that creature was no more the Demon Lord than you are the Goddess. Ah, but perhaps that's a poor analogy, considering what you truly are.”
“H-hey, don't just say more mysterious stuff like that. You're making me want to ask for the answer…”
“Oh-ho. Tantalizing, isn't it?” The Astral Dryad's teasing smile widens. “But as for the real Demon Lord, he was banished to the Shattered Isles after the first Great War. I've confirmed that he still resides on those barren islands to this day. As for the other Immortal Beings, none of them have made a single move. Were they to be the ones leading Chaos, I would certainly have found traces of their hands holding the reins of war.”
“Then who? Someone powerful enough to challenge the Goddess but not an Immortal Being who lived through the Devastation…”
“I'm afraid that even I do not have the answer, though I did manage to find some interesting details. Surely you realized the fiends' most prominent limitation, did you not?”
“You mean how they lose their power when they're too far from the Lord of Chaos?”
“You're on the right path, but I can't give you full marks for that answer. Care to try again?”
I stare sightlessly at the bowls of food still sitting on the tabletop, going over the information I've managed to gather up until this point. I thought for sure I had their weakness figured out, but it seems I was overconfident in my conclusion.
What is it? Why do they lose their power when too far from their homeland?
No, wait. Isn't there another question I should be asking…?
The Archfiends have an enormous amount of power, yet they can't ravage the continent because of this very weakness. And those fearsome creatures answer to one even higher than themselves – the Lord of Chaos.
If I assume their lord is head and shoulders above even an Archfiend, then I can only imagine how much destruction he could cause if he stepped onto the battlefield.
So … why hasn't he?
With a click, the answer forms in my mind, as if a door had suddenly been opened with the only key capable of unlocking it.
“The Great Cathedral,” I say. “They lose their power when they get too far from the cathedral they use as their base!”
A light clap fills this majestic clearing as the Astral Dryad's small hands softly come together time and again.
“Congratulations. Would you like a reward?”
“N-no, not particularly…”
“Good, because I never planned to give you one.”
“You tease…”
“Teehee~”
“Ahem. Anyway, why does it matter whether their weakness is the distance from their lord or the cathedral?”
“Because the Goddess has absolute control over the Mana Network. And since the Great Cathedrals control the network, only she has access to their power and functions. And yet…”
“And yet somehow, the Lord of Chaos usurped control from her…?”
“I'm glad that you understand quickly.”
“Is that how he managed to summon his own heroes? Because he has control of the Mana Network?”
“Control is a powerful word. If he truly had unfettered access to the Mana Network, there would be no need for him to wage war in this fashion. Such is the depth of influence granted to the one at its helm. But that doesn't mean he can't utilize its power, to some extent. Though how he does so is still a mystery, even to me.
“But there’s another detail you may find interesting.” The Astral Dryad leans onto the table. “The Great Wars aren't the Immortal Beings' attempts to conquer the world. They fought to wrest control of the Mana Network from the Goddess' grasp and free this world from her influence.”
“What? Are you saying that the Goddess is … evil?”
“Oh, no. Far from it. She rarely involves herself in the affairs of mortals, and when she does, it's often to their benefit. But for those who know the true history of this world, we can only see a future where her continued rule leads the four races down the same path of destruction that caused the Devastation.”
“How? The people of this world seem to only hold her in high regard, and I haven’t felt any ill will from her. Rather, she’s done nothing but help me and everyone else, from what I can see.”
“Oh? I thought you hated the Goddess because of what she put you through.”
“Don’t act like you actually believe that joke.”
“Hehe.” She gives me another annoying smile. “Putting that aside, this topic has veered into another subject entirely. Though I wouldn’t mind telling you, if you asked the right question.”
“Tempting, but I already had another question in mind, so I’ll have to pass.”
“That so? How unfortunate. I was looking forward to spilling the truth to someone. Then I’ll leave you with this: Have you ever wondered how the humans came to conquer most of this continent?”
“It’s true they control more territory than the other three races combined. Plus the Summoning Circle is in the human lands, while most of the Great Heroes have been human. Are you saying all that’s connected to the Goddess somehow?”
“Who knows~”
“Gah, how annoying. But that makes me wonder. Why start a war with the Goddess? Why not just target the Great Cathedrals, if that's where her power lies.”
“To be honest, I've greatly simplified the details. The Great Cathedrals are certainly the pillars of her influence, but even if they were to be destroyed, it would only be a temporary reprieve from her rule. Eventually, those pillars would return in some form and her power with it. You are the perfect example of that.”
“Me? How so?”
“I'm afraid we've strayed far from the original question. Perhaps you'd like to ask another to receive the answer?”
“Actually, I have a feeling my next question does relate to this very topic. But I really need to speak with the Goddess. I have so many questions. When I was at one of the Great Cathedrals, I heard her voice. But the fiends were trying to take control of it, and it ended up being destroyed. Do you think she'd be able to hear mine, if I went to a cathedral that's not under the influence of Chaos?”
“If it's speaking to the Goddess, then you can do so anytime. After you unleash the power of your Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess], that is.”
“Seriously? Anytime?”
“Indeed. Though if you wish to unlock it, you will have to seek a Great Cathedral.”
“I see. Well, I think I've gotten all I can from my first question, so how about we move on to the second.”
“Certainly.” The Astral Dryad takes another fruit from a bowl. “Then I'm ready to hear it.”
I follow her example, filling my mouth first with a strange looking nut, then washing it down with a juicy peach. Of course, both of them are absolutely delicious. Although I want to stuff myself even more, I resist the urge in order to ask the question that's been on my mind for a while now. But first, I need to establish some context again.
“When I upgrade a skill, it's the Mana Network that grants me the magic, isn't it?”
“Yes, without a doubt.”
“Then my question is: how do I have access to the network? And … can I tap into it at will?”
“Ah, so that's the angle you're approaching the topic with. As you've no doubt surmised, it is your Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess] that grants you access to the network. Only the Goddess can give such a gift, after all. And it was that very access that worried me back when we first met.”
A scene reappears in my mind. The Astral Dryad's malice, leaking from her, directed at me. It was enough to make me break out in a cold sweat, and I knew that there was nothing I could do, if she decided to act on it.
Fortunately, it didn't come to bloodshed. Very fortunate, as my blood would have been the only one coloring the ground.
“But how?” I ask. “The Great Cathedrals are sitting on top of Mana Springs, but I'm just a person. How can I have access to the same network as them, without that massive amount of mana?”
“I said it earlier, didn't I? You are the perfect example of why destroying the Great Cathedrals won't rid this world of the Goddess. Not while she sits at the networks control room.”
“Control room? I thought the Great Cathedrals controlled the Mana Network.”
“Only the flow of information, like a node that acts upon the commands sent from the Goddess' true center of power. They do not control the information itself. And you are the same. John Lawrence Locke, the Goddess has placed within you the same mechanism that sits within the Great Cathedrals. You are a walking node, able to send and receive information to the network.”
“Me, the same as the Great Cathedrals…? How?”
“It is beyond even my knowledge. Indeed, the Goddess has been very busy these past 10,000 years. To think that she would manage to surpass even the height of this world's magitech to such a degree. It's frustrating. But the reality is sitting right before me.
“However,” she continues. “I have discerned a few key points from your Unique Skill. It appears that something is slowly unlocking its potential. It's scarcely been a month since we last met, yet your connection to the network is far stronger now than it was before.”
“Well, I did get another Heroic Skill recently. They seem to come out of nowhere, so I can't figure out how to unlock them.”
“Hmm.” The Astral Dryad ponders upon something. “I have a few ideas, but if you truly wish to know, you will have to seek a Great Cathedral, as I stated before. Only there can you hope to speak to the Goddess while your Unique Skill is still locked to this degree.”
“I see. Then I'll definitely head to one next. But let's assume I unlock it. Will I be able to wield the power of the Mana Network like the Goddess?”
“Partially, I'd assume. But unless you gain access to the control room, you'll be limited by the functions she placed within your Unique Skill. As for which functions those are, I have no idea.”
Reaching out, I grab the vine-woven cup and bring it to my lips. The cool, refreshing water slides down my throat, quenching my sudden thirst.
“This is a lot to take in. I understand most of it, but there are still so many unknowns.”
“That's just how life is. You can only work with what you have and hope to obtain what you lack.”
“That's true. I just wish I didn't feel like I'm always lacking so much. Anyway, that pretty much answers my questions. Thanks for keeping to the promise.”
“Of course. I wouldn't want to disappoint the hero destined to stand at the apex of this world.”
“Huh? What's that supposed to mean?”
“Ah, so you have another question?” Her teasing smile makes a reappearance. “It's too bad you've used them both already.”
“Jeez, you sure know how to get under my skin.”
“Oh? Not even going to try to seek the answer?”
“A deal’s a deal. Two questions only. Though I'm not against striking another bargain with you to ask another question, if you need anything else.”
“Ah, then if that day comes I'll be sure to contact you right away. As for now, shouldn't you be getting back to your companions? It'll be dawn soon, you know.”
“Yeah. Though I'd have gotten here a lot quicker if you hadn't obliterated my teleportation circles I had in the elven lands.”
“Hehe~”
“Don't laugh!” I sigh, giving up. “But I really should get going. Thanks again, and I'll definitely be coming to see you sometime. I'll bring the girls, too.”
“I'm looking forward to it. Oh, and help yourself to the food. It's my gift.”
I look to the bowls of fruits and nuts still sitting atop the table. We barely touched it, so there are plenty of delicious pieces remaining. Seeing as how it's the best snack food I've ever tasted, bringing it home to share with the others would be amazing.
“If you say so.” I put all the bowls directly into my [Inventory].
“And one last thing…”
I feel a sudden, powerful surge of mana coming from the Astral Dryad. The spell she's channeling seems very familiar, and I simply stay seated as she completes the magic.
“I hope you enjoy the ride.”
With that, she releases the spell, and the world's light vanishes.
That little brat. She really likes to show off, doesn't she?
My body floats along an unseen current, though my destination is already evident to me. Somehow, I can see the world passing around me. Or rather than see, it's more like I can feel it.
Part of me wants to reach out and touch the current surrounding me. Something tells me that if I tried, I could alter my destination, despite being in the middle of a teleportation.
But I've yet to build up the courage to do it.
Soon, I reach my destination, and the light returns to my eyes.
Standing in front of me is a familiar building. The people inside are asleep, but as soon as I appear, one of them begins to stir.
Yep, Laya would wake up when my mana suddenly pops up outta nowhere, wouldn’t she?
The inn we stay at in Belle’s hometown is simple, but it’s still better than the tents and bedrolls we sleep in when camping. Though it’s nearly morning time already, so I don’t actually plan on going to sleep tonight.
Blasted Astral Dryad. How dare she show off her power by teleporting me across the continent in a single spellcast.
It was convenient, though.
“How rude,” the Astral Dryad's voice echoes in my mind. “And here I was doing you a favor.”
“Hey, don't just start a telepathic conversation and pretend to read my thoughts.”
“Eh, but I was right, wasn’t I?”
“…No comment.”




Chapter 16: A New Endeavor

----- Lutz -----
 
“And here it is.” My eyes take in the sight of a large, well-built building.
“This is going to be our new shop?” Celine asks. “Isn't this a little too fancy?”
“Nonsense.” I turn to Belle’s older sister. “Though you might be interested to know that I rejected an even more impressive building when we were deciding on where to set up our new business.”
“Who were you speaking with?”
“The king.”
“Eh!?”
“My father assumed he would want a shop in a noble’s district. But Sir Lutz was adamant that it had to be somewhere that commoners would feel comfortable visiting.”
“Got that right,” I say. “Didn't want those pompous guys hogging all my items just because everyone else was too put off by the shop's location.”
“I guess that makes sense,” Celine agrees. “But I thought you were going to sell some really expensive stuff. Will commoners even be able to afford anything here?”
“Of course. I plan to have an entire selection of lesser goods just for them. Though we have to be careful not to price them too low and put smaller shops out of business. In the end, that'd just do more harm than good.”
Not only are me and my party here, but so is Lumina, Elise, and Belle's entire family. Everyone wanted to come and see what the place looked like, so here we are. It's quite a crowd, to be honest. But with this building's size, I don't feel cramped, even when we all step through the door to have a peek inside.
Even if this isn't a noble district, it's still a high-class area. The castle isn't too far away, so the king and soldiers keep the streets here relatively crime free. At the very least, the coliseum and the criminals around it are far enough away that they shouldn't pose a threat.
Even if they do come to cause problems, Belle's family can easily deal with common thugs themselves. After all, I spent several hours power leveling them in The Beast Warrens this morning.
They nearly had a heart attack when I told them that I'd be taking them inside a dungeon, but there's no way I could let them run this shop while their levels are in the single digits. With the powerful enemies we fought, I managed to quickly grind them up to level 50. Add in their overpowered enchanted gear and they suddenly became some of the strongest people in the city.
As always, cheating sure is nice.
“Wow.” Belle peers around the room. “This place is so much bigger than our old home.”
“It must have been a nice shop before,” her dad says. “Lots of floor space, plenty of shelves for stacking goods, and a long counter for working with customers. Can't ask for much more than this.”
“It'll be nice again soon! We'll have to come up with a great layout for all the different items we're selling. A place for potions, clothing, weapons, armor, crafting materials–there are so many things!”
“If it's clothing, then I'm confident. But for the rest…”
“Don't worry dad,” Celine says. “Lutz said with [Scry], we can easily see what each item's value is so we can make sure to sell it at the right price.”
“That's true, but you're the only one who can cast it right now. Does it really show how much coin something's worth?”
“Yep! Let's see…” Celine pulls a shirt from her [Inventory] ring. “How much is this worth?”
“Easy. It's 3 silver.”
“Uh…” Celine hesitates. “Actually, [Scry] says it's worth 6…”
“Impossible. With the cost of materials and time spent sewing it, 3 silver is a fair price. Asking for 6 would be ridiculous.”
“Ah, there's a reason for that,” I say. “Three silver would be a fair price in your town, but this is the capital city of the Orakian Kingdom. People here will pay more for the exact same item, and the spell takes that kind of thing into consideration, hence the fair value is 6 silver here.”
“I … suppose that makes sense. Gonna take some getting used to the new prices, I guess.”
“Yeah, but it'll seem normal soon enough.”
The shop isn't just one, large room. Behind the counter is a small crafting area, and beyond that is a rather sizable storehouse. The crafting room is nice, as it'll let Belle's family sew clothes from common threads, giving them a constant supply of regular outfits for the average customer to browse through. Her mother even said she wants to make clothes for needy children in her free time, which everyone happily agreed to.
As for the storeroom–well, it's useless. They can keep the bulk of the items in their inventories, along with the ones too expensive to just have sitting out. Because of that, I have a different idea for the storage room attached to the back of the shop.
“A living area?” Belle says after I explain my idea to them.
“That's right. I figure they might as well convert the storeroom into a makeshift house. It's just about the right size, and we can add some walls to it or even expand on it, since there's some unused space behind the shop.”
“It's already about the same size as our old house, so it makes sense.” Belle turns to her family. “But is everyone okay with staying together here? It's fine if you want to live in separate houses, you know.”
Belle's no doubt referring to her older siblings, both of whom are of marriageable ages. I don't know why they never got engaged, and I definitely don't plan to ask. But now that they're in the capital city, their options just increased dramatically.
“I don't mind.” Celine looks to me. “Not like I have any need to move out from my parents' wings or anything.”
“Me too,” the brother says. “At least until I find myself a wife.”
“Ah, I want to stay here, too!” The little sister raises her hand.
“Well, duh,” Belle says. “You're way too young to think of moving out!”
“In that case,” Elise says, “I will send one of my men out to request a renovation to the storeroom from a group who often works on my family's residences.”
“Nice.” I give the hardworking girl a thumbs up. “Thanks for taking care of that.”
“It's nothing of note, compared to what you've done for us.”
“I scratch your back, and you scratch mine.”
“U-um … that's a bit…” Elise looks away.
“Pay it no mind,” Lumina says. “He's just using one of his strange sayings to get a reaction out of you.”
“Ah…” Elise looks back to me, only to be met with a wry smile. “To think I fell for such a tactic…”
“Still got it in me.” I ignore the sigh coming from Belle's mouth. “Anyway, you're free to set up the shop as you wish. Run it like a family-owned business, but feel free to contact me anytime you have a question or need assistance.”
The king told me that powerful items have to be sold with his permission to prevent them from falling into the wrong hands. In practical terms, that means any equipment stronger than mithril-class, though we're still free to sell alloys like mithril-orichalcum.
However, a mithril weapon from an average blacksmith is nowhere near as powerful as one that comes from me. Of course, it's thanks to the absurd enchantments I can place on items.
In fact, a silvered-steel sword with my buffs outclasses a typical mithril one, meaning that technically, I should be limited to selling only silvered-steel equipment and below. But I didn't bother clarifying that with the king. If he complains later, I'll just laugh it off.
Since Belle's family has a lot of setting up to do, we decide to leave them to it. I don't really want to deal with the day-to-day stuff, so it's good that Belle's five family members are here to pick up the slack.
Or rather, I simply don't have time to worry about it. The world's on the brink of disaster, and I'm the one tasked with finding a way to save it. With something like that looming over my head, I have no choice but to delegate some of the work to others.
“Next?” Laya asks.
“I was thinking of paying a visit to Klaus and a few others while we're in the city. What about you, Lumina?”
“I need to meet with Father. He's had a rough time of it ever since I left. Showing myself to the nobles and people of this city would go a long way in maintaining their morale.”
“It's not easy being the Prime Oracle, is it? Well, at least you actually are the Prime Oracle now, so there's no ground for them to stand on to try and accuse you of heresy again.”
“Yes, that's a relief. Though it certainly places quite a burden on my shoulders, albeit one that's lighter than your own.”
“Still a heavy one for a 12-year-old girl to carry. Sorry about that.”
“No need to apologize. This is the path I wished for, so it would be hypocritical of me to complain.”
“I see. We'll contact you once our business here is finished. I was hoping you and Elise would come with me to my next destination. It's an interesting one.”
“Oh? And where do you plan to go next?”
“Heh.”
“Oh lord.” Belle cups her forehead. “You're really going to hold out on us?”
“Well, surprises are a part of life, aren't they?”
“That doesn't mean you should add more to the pile!”
“That so? Then I'll try to do better in the future.”
“Do better now!”
“Eh…”
Lumina looks on with a smile. “If you wish for us to accompany you, then I'll inform Father. How long will this trip be?”
“Only a few days this time. We'll be teleporting there and back, so the travel time will be essentially zero.”
“Understood. Then I look forward to learning of our destination soon.”
With that, Lumina and Elise take their leave, heading back to the castle to take care of some much-needed business.
Since the two girls are level 71 with powered-up equipment, there's not a soul in the city who can threaten them anymore, save for the three heroes of Chaos. But right now, they're gone, probably to the front lines again.
Why fight against the fiends if they're working together? Is it that important to keep up the charade?
There are still a lot of things I don't know. I can only work with what I have and hope to find the answers to the rest before it's too late.
But for now, I put those thoughts aside and say goodbye to Belle's family before stepping out onto the high-class road that sits just outside our new shop.
“I bet Klaus will be surprised to see us again!” Alisha shows us her fangs.
“He'll be even more surprised to learn we brought a gift for him,” Tylith says.
“Yeah! He’ll be happy, I know it!”
“I'm eager to see the shock on his face when we show it to him.”
“Woah now,” I say. “You're starting to sound an awful lot like me.”
“I refuse to dignify that with a response.”
“Ah!” Alisha perks up. “I want to see his shock, too!”
“Alisha, you're playing right into his hands.”
“Hehe~”
The trip through the capital city of Roshar is a long one, considering the distance between our shop and the coliseum. But we're not in a rush, since Lumina needs time to take care of business at the castle.
So, we simply enjoy our leisurely walk, taking in the sights of the various districts as our conversation drifts from one topic to the next. It's peaceful, everyday moments like this that make all the fighting worth it. If I can hand the girls a world where this is the norm, then I'll gladly pay any price.
I never really intended to sacrifice my own life in this war. But now more than ever, I want to make sure that I survive it, no matter what.
I definitely don't want to see their crying faces again, like the time I nearly died by the hand of the Archfiend Vrazruk.
I'll just have to cheat even harder than ever to make sure that even the Lord of Chaos is nothing but fodder by the time we fight him.
After a lengthy walk, we finally arrive at the coliseum. It's no different than before, with gladiators competing for coins and glory in brutal matches. Since it's not even noon yet, all the lanistas and gladiators are inside, fighting or preparing. That includes the Flavian, as well.
As a former finalist in a recent tournament, I could probably walk right in. But the same can't be said for the girls. Rather than coming up with a convoluted method of getting them inside, I decide to call in a little favor.
“Who is it that wishes to speak to me?” the Flavian asks after accepting my telepathic call.
“Heya, it's Rune.”
“Ah, how you been, lad? Don't tell me you've come to fight again.”
“No, I've had my fill of battles here. Well, for now. You never know what the future may hold, after all. But that's not why I came here today.”
“That so? Then what is it that brought you here?”
“I wanted to say hello to a few people. Mainly you, my old lanista, and Klaus. There's a matter I want to discuss too, so I was hoping we could meet up.”
“Not a problem. I'll send a guard to escort you in.”
“Awesome, we're in front of the gladiator entrance. Oh, and let him know my four companions are coming with me.”
“There are five of you? Should I prepare some refreshments?”
“Thanks, but no. We won't be staying long, anyway.”
“Alright. Then please wait a moment.”
I cut the connection and wait patiently for the guard to arrive.
The Flavian wasn't the least bit surprised about having someone casually cast the lost magics, which just goes to show how quickly people are getting used to them. It won't be long before everyone forgets just how rare they used to be.
We don't have to wait long for the guard to show up, and he wastes no time leading us to the Flavian's room, where Klaus and my old lanista are waiting.
“Hey guys, been a while.”
“Good to see you again, Captain.”
“You too, Klaus. Though I'm not really your captain anymore, you know.”
The beastkin gladiator shakes his head. “Nonsense. After what you did for us, I can't imagine calling you anything else.”
“By 'for us', do you mean…”
“The Assassin's Guild,” my old lanista says.
“So you know, huh?” I look to the Flavian.
“It wasn't I who told them. They figured it out on their own.”
“When I thought about it,” Klaus says, “it was obvious. The day you and Rin fought is the same day the Assassin's Guild got wiped out. There's no way it was just a coincidence.”
“Well, you got me there. We were the ones who took care of them, which brings me to my first question. Does the Assassin's Guild still control this coliseum?”
“No,” the Flavian says. “Their influence is only a fraction of what it used to be, and they’ve seemingly abandoned the coliseum.”
“That's good. I don’t know how long that will last, but if they do return, don’t fight them. I plan to rid this city of their influence entirely one day, but I can’t do it yet.”
“While that would be ideal, there's something that would make such a future a near impossibility.”
“Ah, you mean Rolf?”
“So you did know he leads the Assassin's Guild. I assumed as much.”
“W-wait,” the lanista says. “Are you speaking of the Great Hero? There's no way he would be involved with such people, right?”
The tired look flashes across the Flavian's face for an instant. “Unfortunately, it is the truth. It's he who brought this coliseum under the influence of the Assassin's Guild.”
“No way…”
Even though the summoned heroes are despicable people, they often put up a noble front. Alongside their actions on the battlefield, it's enough to prevent most people from realizing just how terrible they actually are.
Or perhaps, the people simply won't allow themselves to consider the possibility that their heroes are evil. It would mean the near complete destruction of the faith that fuels their resistance against Chaos.
“Great Hero or not, it doesn't matter to me. He's trash, and I intend to take out the garbage soon.”
“But Captain, without the heroes, this world is doomed.”
“No, it's the opposite. The heroes will only lead us to destruction. Before that happens, it's my responsibility to stop them.”
“Your responsibility?” the Flavian asks.
“Yeah, as one who was summoned alongside them, this task falls on my shoulders.” I snap my fingers, and my blonde hair returns to its natural brown.
The girls who've kept their identities hidden this entire time also reveal themselves, causing the three men in here to look around in surprise. But their shock only lasts a few seconds before one of them realizes the truth.
“Y-you're the False Hero,” the Flavian says.
“Guilty as charged. Though I prefer for my friends to call me Lutz.”
“Friends with the False Hero…”
“C-Captain, this can't be true.”
I look to the bewildered beastkin gladiator. “This is reality, so you'll have to accept it.”
“But why? Are you really trying to kill the three heroes and destroy the world?”
“Don't be ridiculous. I'm fighting to save the world, not destroy it. But the same can't be said of the other three heroes.”
“I-I heard the rumors of their wicked deeds,” the lanista says. “But most believe them to be spread by Chaos to demoralize the believers. Are you saying that they're true?”
“I'm not here to convince you of anything. You can use your own judgements to make up your minds. But the truth really is as bad as the rumors say. Worse, actually.”
Because of my actions here during my time as a gladiator, I built up enough goodwill to prevent these men from turning on me immediately. Whether that holds true after I leave, I can't be sure. But I'm sick of hiding who I am, especially around those I consider friends.
“Anyway,” I say. “Don't worry about it so much. Just focus on doing what you need to do for the ones around here. I'll take care of the rest.”
“How can I not worry?” Klaus says.
“Because I'm here in this world. And I don't plan on letting the fiends destroy it, even if it means facing off against the Lord of Chaos without the help of the other heroes. Besides…” I look to the girls. “I have my own companions fighting with me.”
“Mmm. Victory.”
“Yeah! There's no way we'll lose as long as Master is here!”
“Hmph. My nails won't be sated until every last fiend has met its end.”
“We'll be ending this war with our own hands,” Belle says.
“And that's how it is.” I turn back to the Flavian. “I'll do whatever it takes, even as the world condemns me.”
The three of them look between each other. Although none of them say anything, I can tell that they haven't become my enemy just because they found out I'm the False Hero.
But I still show them my [True Blessing of the Goddess], regardless. They, like many others before them, deserve to know the truth.
“Oh, before I go…” I remove an axe and shield from my [Inventory]. “These are yours.”
Klaus takes it from my hand. “C-Captain, are these made of mithril!?”
“Yep. And I’m sure I don’t have to say it, but the enchantments on them are no joke.”
“Yeah, never felt anything like it…”
“As for you two…” I pull out three more items and hand them out.
“A ring?” my old lanista asks.
“It’s also enchanted. I figured you wouldn’t want a weapon or armor, so I went with some jewelry.”
The Flavian inspects his own items. “I assume you had the same reasoning for the ring you gave me. But what about the bracelet?”
“Ah, that’s an artifact.” I pull out a matching bracelet. “It’s linked to this one. Activating it will let us speak, no matter the distance. If you ever need something, just cast the spell in it, and I’ll answer.”
“I see. Then I’ll keep it on hand at all times.”
“Well, that’s all I came for. I got some other business to take care of in the city, but I’ll stop by again next time I’m around.”
With our visit complete, the girls and I exit the coliseum. Since I have several teleportation circles set up around here, we can easily meet up with them again.
Our feet take us to a few more places, like the beastkin slums and Julius' residence. It's good to keep in touch with the people we came to know during our stay here. Plus, it's just plain fun to surprise them with a sudden visit.
Eventually, Lumina and Elise finish their work at the castle. They received permission to travel with us again. Or rather, the king couldn't deny her after she showed him all the power she gained during our trip to the dungeon.
From what Lumina told us, his eyes nearly popped from his skull after feeling the strength of her mana. I just wish I could have been there to see it.
“So,” I say, looking around. “Everyone ready?”
“Indeed. But you still haven't told us of the destination you have in mind, Sir Locke.”
“Ah, that's right. There are a few things I want to check up on somewhere nearby, so I figured we could pay a visit.”
“Well don't keep us waiting!” Belle says. “Where are we going?”
“We…” I look at the expectant faces of the six girls. “…Are going to Silvia.”
“Silvia.” Laya speaks as if recalling a distant memory.
“That’s right. It’s where we first met, and where I first started on the path that I’m still walking to this day.”
“Marquis Adel rules Silvia,” Lumina says. “Should we contact him with [Mental Link] when we get near the city?”
“And ruin the surprise? No way.”
It goes without saying that more than a few heads nod. Some in agreement with my plan, others simply acknowledging that this is just how things are when I’m around.
“Anyway.” I turn to Tylith. “You take them to the teleportation circle we have east of Silvia. I’ll be joining you shortly.”
“Don’t tell me…” Tylith looks to the south, where three interesting sources of mana are sitting.
“Yeah. The three fake heroes showed up while we were touring the city. If they’re here, then I at least want to see them again with my own eyes. It’s been so long, after all.”
“Please be careful,” Lumina says. “Even as you are, facing all three of them at once is…”
“I know. If I had to fight them at the same time, it’d be … tough. But it’s not like they’re all sitting in the same room, so I can just single one out and take a peek, right? Besides, I can always flee if things go poorly.”
The girls don’t look pleased at hearing about my dangerous mission, especially since I’m asking them to teleport far away beforehand. But this is for the best. We can’t afford to fight the heroes right now, not while the people still have faith in them.
If I could replace the three heroes as the people’s pillar, then…
It’s useless to think too hard on things that may or may not ever happen. While I’m gaining the favor of individuals with power, transitioning that sentiment to the people is an entirely different matter. It’s not like I can go around showing every single one of them my Unique Skill to convince them.
“Well, I’m just going to take a little peek,” I say. “And maybe give a quick hello.”
“Trouble.” Laya condenses everyone’s thoughts into a single word.
“Maybe. But we can’t avoid the other heroes forever, and there are a few things bothering me about them.”
“Mmm. I also have questions about their methods.”
“Yeah, and a little chat with a certain pompous hero might give me a few answers.”
“We’ll be waiting.”
“Thanks. I’ll definitely meet up with you soon.”
With the plan settled, the girls gather around Tylith. After a final goodbye, she activates her magic, and they vanish.
Now…
I turn to the south, where a powerful source of mana sits.
…Let’s see what he has to say.




Chapter 17: Clash of Heroes

----- Lutz -----
 
I’m currently at the northern section of the city, which is a convenient area for us to use teleport. It’s a commoner’s district, so the chance anyone around here being able to sense the activation of our spell is rather low. Though that won’t hold true much longer.
However, my destination is the major church in the center of the capital, where a certain hero likes to give grandiose speeches about his grand victories over humanity’s enemy. Now that I know it’s just a ruse, it makes sense why he would put so much effort into spreading his name.
Are their actions here in Orakio part of some bigger scheme?
Rolf with his Assassin’s Guild, Collette with her integration into noble society, and Cedric with his speeches and ceremonies.
What exactly are they trying to accomplish…?
Collette’s is obvious. Wrap the nobility around her finger, and she can make use of them when the time is right. Even Cedric’s makes sense, as his actions can help build the people’s faith in the heroes.
But Rolf…
Could it be that Rolf was chosen to subjugate and control the city’s underbelly? But they’re just a bunch of half-baked criminals…
Even before my recent grinding session, I was able to take out the Assassin’s Guild. Compared to the strength of the fiends, they were mediocre at best.
Would they really be worth so much time and effort to get under their control? Especially since the Master Assassin himself seemed unaware that he was doing the bidding of Chaos.
There are still many questions, which is why I want to see one of the heroes for myself. After all, if my suspicion is correct, then…
I finally arrive at the church. It’s an impressive sight with its spires reaching up toward the heavens, making it obvious that no expense was spared in its architecture. In terms of looks, it’s second only to the Great Cathedral I saw in the far east.
I step through the open doors and into a room full of worshippers. It should go without saying that a church frequented by one of the Great Heroes would be a popular choice during these desperate times. So, I’m not surprised that even the aisles between the pews are filled with people who’ve come to have their anxiety washed away with hope.
Of course, the one they expect to deliver that hope is none other than the Great Hero himself. He stands at the grand stage on the other side of the room, giving one of his long speeches. However…
Cedric…
…What happened to you?
The man’s voice contains none of the arrogant, commanding tone I remember from my short time with him during our summoning. He sounds like someone who just lost a fight but is desperately trying to hold onto some semblance of confidence.
His speech is some generic stuff about the Goddess and the war against the fiends, but it’s obvious his heart’s not into whatever he’s saying.
I tune his words out as I make my way toward the stage. It’s crowded but not so much that it’s impossible to squeeze through. Step by step, I draw closer to one of the Great Heroes who betrayed me when I first came to this world.
Of course, I’m fully disguised. Even my status has been completely altered, going so far as to remove all my Unique Skills in case he casts [Scry] on me.
It’d be inconvenient if Chaos found out I was still alive, since they no doubt think I perished when Vrazruk ripped my heart right out of my chest. Even if he couldn’t verify it, the Archfiend must have known I had no way of surviving that.
Unfortunately for him, I’m more of a cheater than even I imagined.
I finally get as close as I can to the stage where Cedric is speaking. On my way, I used my own [Scry] spell on him to check over his information. When Lumina last used it on the Great Heroes, she was too weak to see their actual level, but we’ve grown so much since then, and I’m curious exactly where he stands compared to us.
Level 82, huh? That’s a full 11 levels higher than me. Even after our farming, there’s still this much of a gap…
But his mana doesn’t feel much stronger than my own. Is this the difference between our growth rates coming into play?
Each person will have a different amount of strength, even at the same level. Belle’s a good example of that, as her mana presence feels noticeably weaker than anyone else in our party, despite being the same level as us.
On the other hand, mine has always been a head or two above the other girls, with Laya being the closest behind me.
Something tells me that if I were to gain another 11 levels, this supposed Great Hero would suddenly pale in comparison to me. But sadly, the dungeon we just conquered isn’t tough enough for us to grind for any more levels. We’ll have to find a new one.
Just where did Cedric fight to get to level 82? Or could it be that his level was raised when he was summoned?
I recall the other heroes saying that their physical and magical strength were both enhanced after the summoning. It could have been from the Unique Skill they gained, [Blessing of Chaos], or maybe their levels were somehow padded in the process.
Though the likely answer is that both of them played a part.
Speaking of that Unique Skill, it’s … wait, it’s gone!?
Cedric has two Unique Skills. However, neither one of them is the [Blessing of Chaos] Lumina saw nearly two weeks ago. Although there is a remarkably similar one tucked comfortably in one of his skill slots.
[Blessings of the Goddess]…? Something’s wrong here…
Wait, Lumina said all three of the heroes teleported away right after she found out their secret. Could it be that the Lord of Chaos edited their status, like I can do?
That would explain where they went and why they came back, despite the Lost Magics starting to spread.
This is going to make it a lot more difficult to convince the people that they’re agents of Chaos…
His other Unique Skill is called [Unyielding], which sounds surprisingly heroic. Then again, he is technically a hero, just not one that’s fighting for our side.
As I continue to listen to Cedric’s hollow words, I can’t help but feel like maybe he was punished somehow when he visited the Lord of Chaos. Maybe they messed something up, or maybe they’re just not doing a good job in general. Either way, something definitely happened.
Like I told the girls, it’d be nice to be able to speak with him. I managed to get a few pieces of possible information just by coming here, but now that he’s right in front of me, I really want to take that extra step.
I was fully prepared to have him pick up on my [Scry] spell, but he didn’t even react when I cast it. Either he’s not detecting mana right now, or he’s simply ignoring it because he knows his Unique Skill won’t give him away anymore.
Since I wasn’t able to grab his attention with [Scry], I’ll have to resort to a more forceful method.
I cast a spell, and my mind reaches out to Cedric’s. The [Mental Link] spell must be accepted by the receiver, or else I won’t be able to speak to them telepathically. But if the person on the other end is weaker than me, I can break through their magical defenses and forcefully establish a connection.
Since the man ignores my request, I push harder and feel his magical defenses begin to fight back. With someone as powerful as Cedric, whether or not I can break through is questionable, but it doesn’t look like I’ll be finding out today.
When he felt the strength of my [Mental Link] spell, he either got curious or cautious because he actually answers.
”Who is this?” Cedric asks, looking around.
“Just someone who has a few questions for one of the … ‘heroes’.”
“Where are you?” He gets defensive after hearing me ironically call him a hero.
“Right here.” I raise my hand, a smile on my lips. “Why don’t we take this conversation outside, where we can speak face to face.”
“You dare give me a command!?”
“Hm? Are you saying you don’t want a chance to find out who it is that’s confident enough to seek out a Great Hero, despite knowing that you’re a fake? I wonder what your lord would think about throwing away such an opportunity.”
“Grr!” Cedric accidentally lets his frustrations slip through our shared connection.
He cuts the connection, then refocuses on the believers filling the church. “My apologies, but there’s a sudden task that requires my presence. For those who wish to hear more, come back tomorrow at the crack of dawn.”
With that, he turns and leaves the stage through a back door. Since I can easily track his mana, I have no problem following him, even though I had to leave through the main entrance.
He walked to a nearby back alley. When I step into it, all I see is the large back of a Great Hero whose strength exceeds even my own. He’s fully equipped, which I was surprised to see when I laid eyes on him at the church.
It’s almost as if he suddenly became very afraid to go around in everyday clothing, despite being in the middle of the capital city.
“You will be coming with me.” Cedric turns and meets my eyes. “We’ll get the truth from you.”
“We? You mean the Lord of Chaos?”
“Fool!” He looks around, as if worried someone would overhear. “Don’t think we’ll allow you to do as you please!”
“Don’t worry. I made sure nobody’s in earshot. You should know that, right? Or could it be that you can’t cast [Sense Mana]?”
He returned to the capital just when the Lost Magics began to spread, but he left immediately after. And since he just got back today, there’s a chance he hasn’t had the time to learn the spell.
But that makes me wonder why the Lord of Chaos didn’t give him the ability to use the Arcane tree before now. Even Collette had a high ranked [Sense Mana] spell, even before Lumina started teaching the nobles.
So, why not Cedric?
“I have no intention of answering your questions!” Cedric says, unsheathing his blade. “You were a fool to try and force my hand.”
“No, this is pretty much how I expected it to go.”
“Then you’ll soon pay for your arrogance!”
For a brief second, the two of us just stand in the middle of this abandoned alley, staring each other down. But both of us already know what’s coming next.
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Cedric attacks, his greenish-yellow sword blurring toward me. Unlike most warriors, he’s left-handed, which makes his angles of attack different and allows him to easily catch opponents off-guard. However, I knew that coming into this battle, so I was already prepared to face his rare fighting style.
His sword meets my spear, causing the two weapons to clash in the space between us.
“Adamantium-orichalcum,” Cedric says, eyeing my spear. “Where did you get such a weapon?”
“I’ll gladly answer your question, if you’ll be so kind as to return the favor.”
“Don’t joke with me!” He steps forward, putting an incredible amount of power into his sword arm.
Our weapons are still locked together, but Cedric’s aim is clear. He intends to show his superiority by overpowering me in a contest of pure strength. Perhaps he’s doing it to break my will or maybe just to reaffirm his own ego. Either way, I’m currently being pressured by the full strength of one of the Great Heroes. And…
He’s…
…Stronger than me.
There’s no doubt about it now. I’m resisting him with every drop of strength I can muster, yet…
The grinding of stone enters my ears as my feet slide across the cobbled road beneath me. With each passing second, my arm gives up a little more space, allowing Cedric’s sword to draw ever closer to my body.
His equipment. It’s just as powerful as my own.
No, it’s even stronger…
His level advantage combined with his absurdly powerful equipment is enough to overcome the difference in our growth rates. All things equal, I would be stronger. But things still aren’t equal.
“Is that all!?” Cedric yells. “You dared to challenge me with this level of strength!?”
“Strength…” I say with difficulty, “…isn’t everything!”
I deflect his blade and leap back. But Cedric isn’t keen on letting me escape after everything I’ve done. Vines sprout from the ground as he releases [Entangle], wrapping around my arms and legs.
Tough…!
When cast by a normal mage, this spell can’t even slow me down. But when used by one of the Great Heroes, its strength is on another level. Although the vines can’t immobilize me, they do hinder my movements, forcing me to constantly fight against their entanglement.
Cedric doesn’t waste the opportunity his spell gives him. His arm moves quick as a viper’s strike time and again, seeking to break through my defenses. With each attack, he grows closer to drawing blood.
“[Accel]!” With a single cast, I move to the other side of the alley in an instant to escape the AOE of his [Entangle] spell.
“[Accel]!” The clashing of metal rings out once more as Cedric appears before me.
“You even know the Master-Class Wind spell?”
“What better way to finish off a fleeing opponent?”
“You say that as if you plan to defeat me.”
Cedric’s sword blurs, and the clang of metal fills the alley. “Of course I’m going to defeat you! Nobody can stand against the Great Heroes!”
“Nobody except the Lord of Chaos, right?”
For just a fraction of a second, he hesitates. The weapon that seeks my flesh slows, and I use the opportunity to knock it off course and leap away.
“You bastard. What do you know!?”
“More than you think. But not enough.”
“Who are you!?”
“I told you already. I’m just someone with a few questions.”
“Don’t play the fool!” Cedric prepares to dash at me again, but something stops him in his tracks.
During my retreat, I made it out of the alley and onto the street that it connects to. Because of that, I’m now in plain view of many townspeople who are going about their daily business.
Someone as egotistical as Cedric can’t allow himself to be seen struggling against a kid half his age, especially as one of the Great Heroes. That would be a stain to his pride that would haunt him for a long time.
However, it’s too late to simply bring our battle back into the alley. Even he’s been seen now, and people are starting to gather around, curious why one of the Great Heroes is fighting in the capital city of Orakio.
I give Cedric a bow. “Thank you for sparring with me, Sir Hero.”
He looks back in shock. “W-what…?”
“To think you’d be so kind as to humor my request for a match. I’m humbled, and now I see just how far I have to grow to match your strength. Truly, the Great Heroes are humanity’s most formidable warriors.”
“T-that goes without saying.” He finally seems to realize my intent.
“I don’t want to waste any more of your precious time, so please allow me to take my leave.” I lower my spear.
Cedric follows my example, and we stand before each other, our eyes locked. “Then go. But know that the battle won’t end like this the next time we meet.”
“Is that so? Then I look forward to that day.”
I turn and begin walking down the street. The crowd seems to have eaten up our performance, though they seem disappointed that they won’t get to see one of the Great Heroes in action.
Seems we’ve still got a bit of growing to do to catch up to the other heroes. But now, I’m sure of it. If we all fought Cedric with our current strength…
…We could win.




Chapter 18: Silvia

----- Lutz -----
 
“The previous Great Wars were the Immortal Beings’ attempts to overthrow the Goddess?” Lumina shows us a look of surprise. “Is the Astral Dryad suggesting that the Goddess is negatively affecting this world?”
“It's a bit more complicated than that,” I say. “She said the Goddess' methods are somehow leading the world down the same path that brought about the Devastation, but it's hard to draw any real conclusions from her words alone.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean there's always two sides to a story. We don't know why she's making these decisions. There might even be a logical reason that we simply don't understand. She's a god, after all. We can't just assume ill intent when we're working with limited information.”
“So that's why you wish to speak with her? To clear this misunderstanding?”
“Yeah. I mean, she's obviously trying to protect this world, right? For all we know, her actions may have been necessary for reasons beyond our understanding.”
“Perhaps you're right. We should withhold judgment until we know the truth.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Belle says. “That's interesting and all, but I want to hear more about the other subject.”
“You mean about me being a walking Great Cathedral?”
“Of course! If you can connect to this Mana Network or whatever, doesn't that mean you can gain the power of a god?”
“I'm not sure about that, but I'm hoping it unlocks some powerful options for me. Won't know until I release my Unique Skill, though.”
“Still, wouldn't unlocking it basically make you a demi-god, like the Immortal Beings?”
“Well … maybe? Not gonna lie, I'm really looking forward to finding out.”
Since we had so many things to do and a lot of people around us, I held off on informing the girls about what the Astral Dryad said. But after teleporting near Silvia, we had some time to talk about that subject as we walked to the gate that surrounds the city.
There are still a lot of unknowns, even for the Astral Dryad herself. So, all I can do is tell them what I do know for sure and hope that we eventually reveal the other answers during the course of our adventures.
Of course, I told the girls of my battle with Cedric, too. I got many nasty looks at having fought one of the Great Heroes after sending them out of the city. But I simply had to see what kind of strength we were up against, and I didn’t want it to turn into a full-blown deathmatch.
They understood, but that doesn’t mean they were happy about it.
“Guards.” Laya eyes the gates that surround the city of Silvia.
“No problem. Last time, they let me in without a search after I paid the fee.”
“New lord.”
“That's true. There's no telling what kind of new rules Marquis Adel put in place after taking over this territory. If he's trying to clamp down on crime, they may ask a lot of questions.”
“Cover story?”
“Hmm. Ah, how about this! We're a traveling troupe of entertainers, here to dazzle Marquis Adel with our amazing performance! I'll be the juggler, doing my routine while walking a tightrope. Laya, you can be the acrobatic marvel, aweing the crowd with your perfect display of technique. And Belle … you'll be the dunce who always screws up her routine for a good laugh.”
“Hey! Why am I the only one with a stupid role!?”
“No reason. None at all.”
“Denied,” Laya says.
“Fine, fine. Let's just use our adventurer names and say we're here to visit the guild. I've already changed our information in case they [Scry] us, so everyone alter your mana presences to match the level shown in your status.”
The girls change the strength of their mana so we appear about as powerful as the average adventurer group outside of the front line. It's an easy enough story, and one that's not entirely a lie. After all, I do plan on visiting the Adventurer's Guild here in Silvia.
The guards do in fact ask us a few questions, but since we have everything in order, we have no problem getting in. The most surprising part is that there's no longer an entrance fee. I guess Adel wants to lure merchants back to the city by loosening the restrictions, and that includes the toll to enter.
For the first time since we slew Marquis Lars, I step back into the city of Silvia.
The roadway that leads from the gate is wide, bringing us by homes and buildings of various sorts. The first time I came here, I had to ask a peddler for directions to find my way to a weapon shop. The stall I visited that day sold jewelry, which is where I got my very first piece of enchanted equipment.
Peeking at Laya, I see that ring still wrapped around her finger, though the enchantment on it has been obliterated to ensure it doesn't interfere with her powerful gear. Now, she wears it simply because it was the first piece of enchanted equipment I gifted her.
Unlike back then, there are no stalls here anymore. Thinking back on it, having peddlers set up shop right near the gate is unusual. They'd be nothing but a hassle to people moving to and from the city, calling out to them to buy their mostly worthless trinkets.
Here again, I see Marquis Adel's hand at work, trying to clean up the city and make it more respectable. No doubt he forbade them from setting up shop here, moving them to a dedicated district where only those who are interested in buying goods will travel.
Fortunately, I have no need for directions anymore. Not only do I remember my way around, but I also have my trusty [Minimap] to guide me. So, I walk the streets with confident steps until I reach my first destination here in Silvia.
Pushing open the door without hesitation, I step foot inside a familiar building.
“Hey old man, still sit around polishing blades all day?”
The blacksmith looks up from the sword on the counter. “Kid!? What're you doing here!?”
“What, I can't come say hello every now and then?”
“That's not the problem! Isn't it dangerous to show your face in a major city like this!?”
“Oh, you mean because I'm the False Hero? Yeah, I've run into my share of problems because of it. I don’t care much these days, though. Anyway, I figured I’d come visit since I was back in the city. How’ve things been going around here?”
The blacksmith, Baldrick, finally puts his whetstone down next to the blade. “A lot of things happened after you left. Have you spoken to anyone else in the city yet?”
“No, you were my first stop when I came here last time, so I figured I'd keep that record going.”
“I don't see how that has anything to do with it, but I guess I'll take it as a compliment.” His eyes fall on one of my companions. “Well, well. You're looking even more lively than before, little elf.”
“Mmm. I had a nice visit to my homeland.”
“The elven forest? You went to the far east and back already?”
“Easy.”
“Not many people could call a trip like that easy.” Baldrick shakes his head, but it seems he's already given up on things like logic when it comes to us.
Lumina already explained a lot of the details to me about what happened here after we fled. When she started her journey to search for me, this city was her first destination. Here, she met Marquis Adel and confronted him about his apparent lack of urgency when it came to sending a search party to look for me after I fled the city.
He claimed that the city was in such bad shape that he was simply too overwhelmed, but Lumina deduced the truth. Marquis Adel had delayed the search in order to give me time to escape. Ever since then, the two have been working together as a sort of secret group to help me. Though there wasn’t much they could do, given I had already fled eastward by that time.
But before moving the conversation in that direction, it’d be good to properly introduce the other girls first.
“Alisha! Thanks for crafting the spear Master used for so long!”
“Belle. Lutz here has nothing but good things to say about you.”
“Tylith. Any who craft masterful weapons earns at least a little respect from me.”
“It's been a while, Baldrick.” Elise steps out from the group.
“Well, if it isn't the princess' attendant. If you're here, then that means…”
“Greetings.” Lumina removes her hood. “I'm glad to see you're in good health.”
“Your Highness.” He bows his head all the way to the counter, nearly smacking it against the whetstone.
“Please be at ease. I'm just an adventurer at the moment, so I'd prefer to be treated as such.”
“Understood.” He moves his eyes, looking between Tylith and Laya. “You even joined forces with a vampire? Something's definitely strange about this group.”
“Just how it is, so get used to it, old man. Anyway, Lumina told me a lot of things, but I'd like to hear them from your perspective.”
“Kid, my life was never the same after you left…” He sighs.
“Problems? If so, just point me in the right direction, and I'll solve them.”
“No, not problems, really. Headaches, surely, but it's for the benefit of a lot of people, so I can't complain. But if we're going to have this discussion, we should do so in the presence of someone else so we can get everything out at once.”
“Oh? And who is this other person?”
“Marquis Adel.”
“Figured you'd say that. Alright, we can go meet him. But first, I want to check out your forge.”
“My forge? What's so interesting about that? Is one of your companions a capable smith?”
“No, but I am.”
I'm treated to a look of surprise, though his expression also contains a hint of disbelief.
“You were always knowledgeable when it came to weapons, but I didn't think you were a smith.”
“I wasn't back then, but I am now.” I pull my spear from my Inventory. “Crafted this about a month and a half ago.”
Baldrick takes the weapon from my hand. “You're joking, right? This spear has a level of craftsmanship that even I can't match.”
“That’s just how it is for a cheater like myself. By the way, does it look familiar?”
“Absolutely. The design is nearly identical to the mithril spear you bought from me, with a few changes.”
“That's because it is the same spear!” Alisha says with a smile. “Master's weapon broke, so he had to reforge it!”
“You … broke a mithril spear? I'm actually impressed you even have the strength to accomplish something like that.”
“Well, it wasn't me who broke it. It was Tylith's brother, Vampire Lord Ashton.”
“Vampire Lord!? Hey kid, just what have you been doing these past few months!?”
“Oh you know, conquering dungeons, facing Archfiends. Stuff like that.”
“Hah…” Baldrick shakes his head. “Guess I should have expected that from a summoned hero.”
“All in a day's work. But anyway, the forge.”
“Sure, sure. Follow me.”
Baldrick heads through the door behind the counter, with us on his heels.
As expected, the back of his shop contains a forge where he crafts the weapons and armor he has for sale in the storefront. It's not as large and fancy as the one used by the elven blacksmith, Nasir, but it's a reasonable workshop.
“It ain't much,” Baldrick says, “but it gets the job done.”
“Looks like a good place to make mithril weapons, but it'd be difficult to craft anything out of adamantium here. And you can forget about something like sagestone.”
“Not like I ever expected to get my hands on any adamantium, and the cost to upgrade my forge to be able to craft it just isn't something I can afford.”
“Yeah, makes sense. But…” I reach my hand toward the table where his anvil sits. “Sometimes, the universe shatters expectations.”
“Hey, is that adamantium!?” Baldrick eyes the hunk of green metal that now rests on his crafting table.
“Sure is. Found quite a bit of it at The Beast Warrens, along with plenty of weapons and armor crafted from it. If I smelt them all down, I'd have nearly a cart full of the stuff.”
“You're … joking…”
“Yep, that's the expression I wanted to see.”
“Have you had your fill?” Elise asks me.
“For now. But I'm curious what kind of face he'll make once I upgrade the forge.”
“Saying it out loud will lessen the impact, won't it?”
“Think of it as a challenge. I wonder how far I can push it and still get a look of shock.”
“Hey kid, you really got something wrong with your head, don't you?”
“I just can't fathom why everyone tells me that.”
“If everyone is saying it, then don't you think it might be true!?”
“Hm? That never occurred to me…”
“Oi, are you really the hero that's supposed to save this world?”
“How rude. I'm a proper hero, right guys?” I turn toward my reliable teammates.
“He's a dunce!” Belle says immediately. “Feel free to laugh at his expense anytime you want!”
“Hey, wasn't that supposed to be your job?”
Her only response is the tongue sticking out of her mouth.
“Anyway,” I continue. “We've got some business with Adel, just like you said. Let's go clear everything up with him so we can get started on a few other missions I've got planned here in Silvia.”
There's yet another door here in the forge, and it leads directly into a wide street. Stepping out onto that road, the eight of us turn toward the direction of Adel's estate and take our first step toward this region's lord.
----------
 
“Enter,” a confident voice says from within the room.
The guard opens the door, revealing a study filled with books and documents. They're stacked neatly into piles and on bookshelves, a testament to the owner's meticulous housekeeping.
Speaking of their owner, he sits in a mahogany chair, made comfortable by the noticeably brighter red cushions on the seat and back. The chair is so tall, it rises a good hand or two above his head, clearly stating that this is his seat of power here in his estate.
The desk in front of him is no stranger to the very same documents that litter the room. Or rather, there might even be more parchment stacked on it than anywhere else. Unsurprisingly, it acts as the heart of the study, as the documents need to make their way from one side of the desk to the other, with the man holding the quill scanning them before placing his signature.
But when the red-headed noble that rules this province lays eyes on us, his quill comes to an immediate stop.
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“By the Goddess,” Adel says. “You've returned.”
“Long time no see, Adel.”
He waits until the door closes before continuing. “A long time indeed, Lutz. I heard the False Hero was leading the army of fiends that sieged Roshar, but I didn't place much faith in those rumors.”
“Yeah, I was there. Of course, it was to save the city, not siege it.”
“That goes without saying. But it's still surprising to see you back in the west. Weren't you heading to the elven lands in the far east?”
“We went, we saw, we rescued. Now we're back.”
“Rescued the elves?”
“It's a long story…”
I give Adel and Baldrick the short version of our trip through the elven lands, going over just the most important points. There's no need to drag out the conversation right now, so I quickly wrap it up with our version of the events that transpired in the capital city, along with the recent trip to the dungeon.
“So,” he says. “You prevented the destruction of their forest, defeated an Archfiend, saved the city, destroyed the Assassin's Guild, then conquered one of the most difficult dungeons in the kingdom?”
“Yep, that pretty much sums up the major points. A lot of other stuff happened too, but we can skip those for now.”
“And how much time transpired during the course of those events?”
“Let's see … more than one month, less than two? Something like that.”
“How ridiculous. Any one of those accomplishments would be a lifetime achievement for another man, yet you managed them all in less time than it takes for a season to pass.”
“What can I say? I guess I'd like to speedrun the saving of this world so I can really start enjoying my life here.”
“I see. It seems you've changed quite a bit since the last time we met. I can't detect even a trace of the fire that smoldered in you back then.”
“Yeah. It wasn't easy, but I recently managed to put out those flames. I couldn't justify holding onto them any longer, not with the great life I've managed to make for myself here.”
I turn my head, taking in the sight of my reliable companions. Their soft expressions meet my eyes, making obvious that the feeling is mutual.
“I see you've brought quite a crowd with you.” Adel matches my gaze. “I certainly didn't expect you to be traveling with the princess or to keep company with a vampire.”
“I must admit,” Lumina says, “the allure of traveling with Sir Lutz can only be matched by my desire to fulfill my duty.”
“And I may be a vampire, but I believe you’ll find my motivation to save this world is certainly not lacking compared to any other.”
“If Lutz has vetted you, then I’ll assume your words to be true. Still, the group you’ve managed to gather is unlike one I’ve ever seen. Filled with royalty and commoners, elves and vampires. It’s a spectrum that seems to encompass the entirety of our world.”
“Just how it ended up,” I say. “But anyway, it seems you've been busy, too. Lumina told me all about your efforts to hunt down the fiends in this territory. How'd that go?”
“About as well as I could hope. I recently received authorization from the king to expand my operations, no doubt because of the siege that nearly toppled the capital.”
“Yeah, guess having your home made into a battlefield will light a fire under anybody. But at least you have the resources you need, right?”
“Yes, though it’s never enough. Especially with the recent events in the city that have become a thorn in my side.”
“Yeah, there seems to be a theme of problems everywhere I go. But what is it that’s giving you a headache?”
Adel searches through the pile of papers stacked on his desk. There are so many that I didn’t imagine he’d be able to find what he’s looking for with any kind of speed, but to my surprise, he pulls out a document almost immediately.
“An insurrection, of sorts.” He places the parchment in the center of his desk. “There were many who benefited from Roland and Marquis Lars’ foul deeds. As I’ve been cleaning up this city, I’ve been met with resistance from those who built money and power on the backs of the corruption brought on by those two’s deeds.
“I assumed that resistance would disappear rather quickly, but it seems to have only gotten stronger. My investigations have come up surprisingly short, but we have managed to discern that the culprits are powerful users of Dark Magic. That made me wonder…”
“Chaos,” Lumina finishes for him.
“Indeed. After all, I suspect that Lars was also working with the fiends. If their hand still persists in this city, then there may be a link between the two.”
“Perhaps we could investigate. What do you think, Sir Lutz?”
“Sure, I don’t see why not. We’ll be in the city for a few days, so I’ll see what we can dig up.”
“I’d be most appreciative,” Adel says. “The dark mages have been toying with people’s emotions, causing them to feel anxiety and frustration. It’s led to some unruly riots, and it’s only getting worse. However, they made it personal when they started impersonating me.”
“So, [Hypnosis] to mess with people’s emotions and [Transform] to mimic you. Sounds like they’re all-in on this strategy of theirs.”
“Indeed.” Adel pulls out a map of the city. “Their efforts have been concentrated in these regions, so if you want to conduct a search, it’d be best to start there.”
“Got it.” I mark the area on my [Minimap]. “Oh right, I was wondering about something. Did you go through with the False Hero's demands from back when he slew Lars?”
Adel gives me a questioning look. “Why are you speaking of him in third person? No, never mind. I did indeed begin training soldiers to hunt monsters in the region. I also repurposed a building into a large orphanage. Though I must admit, I tried hard to not follow through on your final demand.”
“Oh? Well, the last one was to place the blame at my feet to take the heat off you. If you got away without having to do that, then I'll just have to congratulate you on your silver tongue.”
As soon as I entered this city, the difference between then and now was immediately apparent. The people seem more lively, and the streets are cleaner. But more than that, there's an atmosphere of hope, as if everyone expects things to continue to improve. Sometimes, that kind of optimistic outlook is more important than any tangible benefits.
“Enough of the city,” Adel says. “There's another important topic to discuss.”
“And what's that?”
“Miri.”
“Miri!?” Lumina voices the surprise I feel. “She came to Silvia!?”
“She did. I'm sure she'd expect a visit from the object of her church's worship now that you're in the city.”
“Worship…” Lumina sneaks a quick peek at me. “She was quite a fanatic, but what do you mean by her church?”
“When she appeared before me, she sought my approval and funding to help start a following. Although I couldn't offer her much, I did repurpose a theater into a place of worship. The ones she gathered there have all had their lives improved by Lutz in one way or another.”
“A church dedicated to Sir Lutz? While I believe the idea noble and justified, I can't imagine it being accepted by those who don't know the truth.”
“That was my concern, as well. But Miri assured me that she knew how to found it without issue, though where she got the idea, I haven't a clue. Regardless, it has operated for over a month now, with only an occasional problem to solve.”
Without exception, all the people's faces are looking in my direction. This news took me by just as much surprise as the rest of them, so I don't even know how to respond. Would anyone know what to say after hearing that there's a church out there dedicated to worshiping them?
“I-I see.” I manage to get out. “So anyway, I was thinking of going to the Adventurer's Guild soon. I'm not sure if my adventurer persona has been compromised, so it's a bit risky. But it'd be good to find out, especially since I need some information from there.”
Silence fills the room as each of the ones here stare at me with various expressions. But after a few seconds, Belle decides to speak up.
“Are you just going to ignore the whole church thing!?”
“Well, what do you want me to do? Wouldn't it be awkward to go there and be put on display like some kind of prophet?”
“Oh, you mean sorta like the role you forced onto Lumina when you made her the Prime Oracle?”
“Gah. You really know where to hit me where it hurts…”
“Responsibility,” Laya says.
“Alright, fine. I'll drop by and see her. But I'm definitely not going when the worshippers are there!”
“Leave it to me,” Baldrick says. “I'll speak to Edwin and set up a meeting for just those who know the truth.”
“Edwin. Now there's a name I haven't heard in a while…”
When Miri's name was brought up, I scanned the city for sources of mana that I recognized. I found hers, along with a few others. Not only did I detect Edwin but also Karina and her younger brother. The most surprising part is that all of them are currently together in a building in the northern section of the city. The church, I assume.
“It's too dangerous for me to get involved with your church,” Adel says. “If it were found out that they worship the False Hero, I would fall along with it. So…”
“So I'm the intermediary,” Baldrick finishes. “I help keep both sides informed of what's happening with the other, through Edwin.”
“Huh.” I rub my chin. “Didn't expect it to turn out like this back when I sent Karina here with Edwin.”
“It's because Edwin and I used to work together before he left Silvia and moved to Reim, the town where Karina revolted and became mayor. Once he returned, he came to me. When I heard he met you in Reim, I brought him to the marquis. And well, the rest is as you see.”
“Fate sure has a way of playing with my expectations…”
“Could it be the work of the Goddess, Master?”
“Knowing her, I wouldn't doubt it. But from what I heard, her power is limited right now, and this seems like a really roundabout way of doing things. So, I don't really know what to believe.”
“In any case,” Adel says. “You should speak with Miri. I felt she was hiding something from me, but I couldn't pinpoint what. If it's you, perhaps she will spill the truth.”
“Last time I saw her, that girl had a hard time dealing with men. Could be that she was just really nervous when talking to you.”
“I did notice her anxiety, so perhaps that's all it was. She does have odd moments of spectacular oration, though. It's almost as if a switch flips in her at times, allowing her to speak with a charisma that even high nobles would find difficult to emulate.”
“I get a feeling this whole ordeal is going to leave me with a headache.” A sigh escapes my lips. “In any case, I'm still going to the Adventurer's Guild first. Laya and Tylith, you're coming with me. The rest of you, go with Baldrick to meet up with Edwin. Once our business at the guild is done, we'll join you.”
“Understood, Master!”
“I'm a little excited to see Edwin and Karina again,” Belle says. “I wonder how those two are getting along these days!”
“I'm sure they've become bestest friends!”
“Hey, hey. Do you think they're like … together?”
“Ah! Maybe! I want to ask them!”
“Me too, but we have to play our hands right. Maybe we can get Karina alone and force her to tell us how she feels!”
I shake my head as Alisha and Belle conspire to dig into the relationship between the two former enemies. Though I have to admit I'm a bit curious myself.
“As for me,” Lumina says, “I'm far more interested in meeting Miri again. Now that I think upon it, she did make some mysterious comment about having her destiny changed by Sir Lutz. I suppose she was speaking of this church, but I wonder just what made her decide on this path.”
“Well, feel free to dig for information while I'm at the Adventurer's Guild.”
“So you don't have to?” Tylith asks.
“You got that right. Anyway, I’ll come see you again when I find out something about these Dark Magic users you’ve got roaming the city. But if you need anything before then…”
I remove two rings from my [Inventory] and put them on Adel’s desk. The marquis places them onto his fingers without reserve, and immediately understands their functions. Of course, one’s a communication ring, while the other is enchanted with [Inventory]. I figured he deserves a few gifts for his hard work at turning this city around, though I have another surprise for him later.
With my business here finished, Laya, Tylith, and I say our goodbyes to the others, then begin the short trek through the city, heading toward Silvia’s Adventurer Guild.




Chapter 19: A New Quest

----- Lutz -----
 
This entire visit to the city of Silvia has been a trip down memory lane. But unlike last time I came here, there are no powerful forces pushing me to keep moving forward.
I may not have the luxury to just sit back and relax, but at the very least, Laya and I can leisurely revisit the important places that helped decide our path.
Of those places, the Adventurer's Guild ranks among the lowest. Joining it gave us access to quests, but there was no deep meaning to completing them. We were simply after the experience points–and of course, helping the forgotten people of this world.
Since leaving the human lands, we haven't made a single visit to one of the guilds. Things like our adventurer rank don't interest me, and we've simply been too preoccupied to take on any quests.
But there are perks to being an adventurer. As a large and powerful organization encompassing the entire kingdom, of course they'd have a horde of information at their disposal. Most of it is off limits to normal adventurers, but that doesn't mean we can't tap into the information that's freely available.
Laya and I normally come here by ourselves, but this time is a bit different. Since it's our first visit since meeting Tylith, we need to add her to our adventurer party, hence why she's joining us today.
“This mana…” Tylith stares at the Adventurer's Guild before us. “I didn't expect to find such a powerful adventurer outside of the front lines.”
“Not an adventurer,” Laya says.
“Oh? You recognize it?”
“Mmm. Guild Master Arcana.”
“Ah, the one you believe suspects Lutz is hiding his true identity. Should we really be entering the guild while she resides inside?”
“No problem. She's no longer a threat to us.”
“True. We do outclass her in strength, but simply by revealing our identity, she can force us out of the city.”
“Arcana is an elf. Were she to try that, I'd put a stop to it myself.”
“She may be an elf, but she abandoned your people, did she not? It's common knowledge that elves who don't conform to your society are quickly deemed as traitors.”
“That's true. But just because she was outcast doesn't mean she holds a grudge.”
Tylith nods in understanding. “Such is the depth of your people's camaraderie. Kymil proved that, working hard for the elves, despite being shunned by the others.”
“Mmm. But there is still a chance that she holds no attachment to the elves, so it's a risk.”
“I'm fine with risks. If anything, a little entertainment would be a pleasure.”
“I don't care much,” I say. “Even if we're run out of the city again, it just means we'll be heading to our next major destination quicker than expected. More than anything, I'm just tired of watching my every step. I'm going to do what I need to do, and if anyone tries to get in my way, we'll gently let them know that they don't have the power to stop us.”
“Caution is necessary,” Laya says. “But there's no longer a reason to fear reprisal.”
“Exactly. We’re some of the strongest people in this world now, including the ones on the front lines. It might really take something like a national army to bring us down. That said, it'd be good if we could be in and out of the Adventurer's Guild without hassle. I'd like to complete my missions here in Silvia before leaving.”
During our conversation, we made it to the guild's door. Without pause, I push it open, revealing a familiar room.
Compared to the last time we stepped in here, there are actually more adventurers. I thought most of them would have been shipped off to the front lines, since the army is in desperate need of new recruits thanks to their recent loss in the campaign to invade the lands of Chaos.
But the reason for the surge in numbers is quite obvious, after examining them for a few seconds.
They're weak. Really weak. Can they even complete the easier missions with their strength?
There are a couple who I'd consider average, but the majority of them are little more than townspeople with cheap gear. Everyone has to start somewhere, but seeing so many newbies gathered in one place really goes to show just how desperate the times have gotten.
When we walk in, many faces turn our way. Seeing a young man like me walking with a beauty like Tylith causes quite a few eyebrows to raise. It doesn't help that our other companion looks like a 10-year-old girl. The contrast must be making them curious.
Of course, we've hidden our identities. Laya and I have a matching set of golden blonde hair, while any elven or vampiric features have been removed from the girls, making them appear as human as anyone else.
Ignoring the eyes, we step up to the counter. I don't know why I'm surprised to see the same receptionist as the last time we visited. It was only a few months ago, so the chances are actually pretty high. Not like the people in this world have the same rotating schedules as most customer-facing jobs on Earth. Their job is their job, and they have to show up for it every day.
Even though I recognize her, the same can't be said of the reverse. As someone who must deal with hundreds of people, remembering one from months ago is a lot to ask. More than that, Laya and I have vibrant blonde hair right now, rather than brown and blue-green from when we last came in here.
“May I help you?” Her eyes move to Laya, and I see the same agitated look as the last time I visited.
I hand her my guild ID, ignoring her displeasure at having a little girl as an adventurer partner. “I've got a couple questions, if you'd be so kind as to answer them.”
“Sure. Go ahead and ask.” She flips through a thin notebook as she speaks.
“I was wondering if you had any quests without rewards for towns or people in the surrounding area.”
“No, Marquis Adel takes all such requests and uses them as training for his new soldiers.”
“I see. That's good, then. As for my other question, I need to know where I can find some–“
“Eh!?” The receptionist cuts me off with a sudden exclamation.
“What is it?” The sudden change makes me a bit wary.
“I-it says here that you're to be elevated directly from D-Class to A-Class…”
“Huh? That can't be right. Are you sure you're looking at the right adventurer?”
“Of course I'm sure.” She looks back up at me. “My apologies, but please wait while I confirm this with the Guild Master.”
Laya, Tylith, and I watch on as the receptionist disappears into a door behind her. Arcana is back there, and I get a sudden bad premonition of what the receptionist is going to say when she returns.
“What a turn of events,” Tylith says. “To think your exploits would be recognized to such an extent.”
“There's definitely something going on. Arcana must have pulled some strings.”
“Mmm. Only she could do something like this.”
“But why? That woman is as mysterious as ever…”
It doesn't take long for the receptionist to return, and when she does…
“Guild Master Arcana has requested your presence.”
“I thought you'd say that…” I hold back a sigh.
“Then, if you'll follow me.”
For the second time since becoming an adventurer, I'm led into a guild's back rooms by a receptionist.
Last time, we were nervous because Arcana's mana dwarfed ours in strength. But it's different now. Even if I were to fight her alone, my chance of victory is basically one hundred percent. Add in my teammates, and the battle becomes nothing more than a speedbump.
She may have been a powerful S-Class adventurer before becoming the Guild Master, but we've already surpassed what's considered normal, even for the top-class warriors in this world.
That said, there are many types of strength. Even if she can't beat us in combat, she does have control of one of the most powerful organizations in the world. If we're not careful, we might find ourselves being hounded by her and her adventurers. It wouldn't really be dangerous to our lives, but it would be annoying.
“Here.” The receptionist stops in front of a door. “Please be respectful. Arcana is the master of the entire guild.”
“Sure, no problem.”
The door opens, and I'm once again greeted with a well-kept room befitting someone of Arcana's rank, though the one here is a step or two below the room in Antara. It also makes me wonder if this is her room or if the branch master just lets her use it while she's in the city.
I don't care enough to ask, though.
“Well, well. Didn't think we'd meet again so soon.” Arcana motions to three chairs placed in front of her oak desk.
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“I feel the same,” I say after taking a seat. “I was even more surprised when the receptionist said we were going to become A-Class adventurers.”
“Ah, that? I must admit that I decided to use your party in a ploy to motivate the new adventurers.”
“Motivate them? You'll have to explain because I don't see how the two are linked.”
“It's simple, really. By highlighting your achievements in defeating the monster plagues that no other adventurers wanted to deal with, the newcomers will see that there is a tangible benefit to helping the people who need it most.”
“I feel like it's more likely to just make them jealous, though.”
“That's true. Though one doesn't exclude the other. It's just that outwardly, you may become an object of resentment. However, I believe you're already accustomed to that, aren't you?”
Once again, Arcana makes a mysterious comment with a smile. It's enough to make me wonder what exactly she knows, but digging too deep into the matter would likely just end up exposing me, so I let it go.
“I see you've brought along another girl today.” Arcana eyes Tylith's long, purple hair. “If memory serves, you haven't added another to your adventurer group.”
“That's precisely why I'm here,” Tylith says. “I've accompanied Rune for a while now, but we've simply been too busy to stop by a guild until today.”
“I see. Then I shall inform the receptionist to create another A-Rank ID for you.”
“Even without a single quest completed? Isn't that a little strange?”
“If you're in Rune's party, then it's fine. It's just one more reminder of the advantages available to those who exceed our expectations.”
I can't help but feel like there's more to it, but if she's willing to equalize our party's rank like this, then I can't complain. Honestly, it's more trouble than it's worth. I don't intend to take on any high-rank quests, so there's no benefit for me, only drawbacks in the form of notoriety.
“Ah, though if you're willing, there is an A-ranked quest I'd like for you to complete for me,” Arcana says. “You see, I've found myself with very few capable adventurer parties as of late. Many were forcibly conscripted recently due to the failed campaign into the lands of Chaos.”
“An A-ranked quest, huh? So that’s why you upped our rank. Is it a powerful monster?”
“Yes, it's a monster. Though it's human, as well.”
“A human monster? So it's a criminal. I didn't think the guild got involved with policing the streets.”
“Normally, we don't. But this is a bit of a special case. You see, I've detected the presence of powerful Dark Magic in the city. If left unchecked, it could spell disaster for the citizens who only just recently got their lives back on track thanks to Marquis Adel.”
“Dark Magic? Did you use the Lost Magics to detect it?”
“Yes, but not in the way you're probably imagining. I heard that the Goddess has appointed a Prime Oracle to spread the Lost Magics through the world, but I've yet to learn them myself. To think that the princess I was traveling with just a few weeks prior would be chosen for such a role. Perhaps I should head to the capital soon to seek training. But as for now, I have other means at my disposal for detecting Dark Magic.”
“An artifact.”
“You understand quickly.”
This could be bad. If she were to use that artifact now…
Currently, all three of us are changing our appearance with [Transform], a second-tier Dark Magic spell. If it can pick up on it, then our cover would be blown in an instant.
With how powerful my [Sense Mana] spell has become, I can detect spells cast nearly anywhere in the city. If someone's really using Dark Magic, then it should be a simple matter of waiting until they cast it again, then rushing to them and taking them into custody.
And since arguing with Arcana about being forced to take this quest would only increase the likelihood of us being exposed, it’d be best to just accept the mission and move on. After all, it’s obvious that the Dark Magic users she’s talking about are the very same ones that Marquis Adel tasked us with finding.
Are the two of them sharing information? I should ask Adel next time I see him.
“Fine,” I say. “We can take care of it.”
“I knew I could rely on you, and my judgment is rarely incorrect.” Arcana turns toward Laya. “Although it seems I was wrong about one thing.”
“What would that be?” Laya asks.
“I assumed you would stay home after your arrival. Yet you're still traveling with Rune.”
“Home?” Laya manages to feign ignorance. “I haven’t been home in a long while.”
Technically, Laya’s telling the truth. We had plans to visit her old village, but they were ruined when we were forced to teleport back to Roshar and defend the castle against the fiends’ siege.
Though it’s odd that Arcana would assume that Laya was on her way home when we were traveling east. Combined with the Guild Master’s mysterious elven lullaby she caught Laya intently listening to the last time we met with her, it can only mean one thing.
She knows. She definitely knows that Laya is an elf.
“Well, no matter,” Arcana says. “All will be well as long as you’re able to complete this quest for me.”
“In that case.” I stand as I speak. “We’ll get started on it right away.”
“A shame for our meeting to be cut short, but I’m sure we’ll have more opportunities to speak. I look forward to hearing of your findings. I hope you’ll share your progress with me as you investigate.”
“…Sure.”
“Excellent. Then please wait in the lobby while we re-issue your new IDs.”
Not wanting to be there any longer than needed, the three of us quickly make our escape from Arcana’s office.
The lobby is exactly like we left it, with weak adventurers filling the seats and crowding around the quest boards. While we wait, we take a peek at them ourselves and quickly realize that most of the ones posted are far too dangerous for the people gathered here.
Chances are, the easy quests are quickly taken by whoever’s lucky enough to be here when they’re posted, which is probably why these people are simply waiting around. But nobody’s foolish enough to take a quest that requires them to fight a tough monster, like the one I’m staring at now.
“A Basilisk has been terrorizing the countryside in the east, huh?”
“Hmph. Such a lowly creature would quickly fall to my nails.”
“True. Maybe you and Alisha can come here later and pick some quests out. It’d be good exercise.”
“Absolutely. And knowing that little predator, she’d be more than happy to join me on a few hunts.”
“Mmm. Though her real reason would be to protect the people these monsters put in danger.”
“That goes without saying.”
The receptionist returns quickly, so the three of us step back up to the counter to retrieve the five, new Guild IDs. Of course, Tylith filled out her paperwork already, using the name Seraphina. It was the alter ego she used during her battle in the coliseum, but she liked it so much that she decided to stick with it as her adventurer persona.
“One last thing. Where can I find some Treants around here?”
“You want to fight some tree monsters? Please wait a moment while I check the monster log.”
This was the second reason I wanted to come here. The Adventurer’s Guild obviously keeps track of which types of monsters can be found within their area of operations. It helps when it comes to things like gathering materials for crafting, and it’s one of the bits of information they freely give out to average adventurers.
“Ah, it seems that many Treants were spotted in the forest Southwest of Silvia.” She points to the area on a map.
“Great, that’s all I needed to know. Thanks for your help.”
“Certainly. I hope to see you again soon. It’s not often that an A-ranked party comes by here these days.”
“We’ve already got plans to come back and take care of some of the tougher quests on your board, so see you then.”
With those parting words, we leave the Adventurer’s Guild and begin heading to the destination that’s been weighing on me ever since I found out about it.
Miri’s church.




Chapter 20: The Hero’s Advocate

----- Lutz -----
 
“So this is my church, huh?” I take in the sight of a building that used to be a theater. “It's a little … lacking.”
“Mmm. Bare minimum.”
“Can you blame them?” Tylith asks. “They've only just founded the church, and they can't very well advertise who they truly worship.”
“You've got a point,” I admit. “But it's still a little disappointing.”
“Agitated?” Laya asks.
“As if I would be annoyed about having to deal with a church that worships me.” Neither of the girls have a shred of faith in my words. “Anyway, might as well get this over with…”
The double doors let out a soft creak as I push them open. Like the rest of the building, they seem to need a little bit of repair and renovation to bring them up to a standard that people would expect from a place of worship.
I don't know how long this former theater was out of commission before it was repurposed into a church, but it's definitely seen its fair share of disuse.
That said, it's obvious that someone's been trying to renovate it. Parts of the stone used in its construction have been completely cleaned and repainted, on both the inside and out. Though they've still got a long way to go before the entire building is completed.
Most large churches are covered in religious decorations. The majesty helps bring a sense of awe, inspiring believers with its beauty. Unfortunately, the one we're stepping into only has a few, sporadic coverings and ornaments.
Buying gold-plated artifacts to show off to believers is a quick way to bankrupt their finances, so it makes sense that it'd be low on the priority list. But the lack of them really makes this church stand out, and not in a good way.
Now that I have a clear view of the inside, I see the trend of only preparing the bare minimum to be recognized as a church continues throughout. The theater's stage is just that–a stage. It serves as a place to give sermons, but the podium sitting atop the raised pedestal looks like part of a play, rather than a place where a High Priest would give a speech.
At the very least, the spectator seats have been swapped out for proper pews, so even if the building is a bit lacking in a lot of ways, it's at least obvious at a glance that this is a church and not a theater.
I guess they've done well, all things considered.
It's still embarrassing, though…
Pointing my eyes forward, they settle on the small group of people who've come to greet us. I recognize all three of them, though it's been a long while since any of us have spoken to each other.
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“How’s it going, guys? I heard you've been a little busy since settling down here in Silvia.”
“Lutz.” Edwin steps forward and offers his hand. “I was looking forward to this day.”
I take the enchanter's hand and give it a firm shake. “Yeah, same here to be honest. I heard you and Baldrick got back into business together, but I was curious how your enchanting shop's been doing.”
“Been a bit busy here, but I've managed to get a few of my customers back. It pays the bills, at least.”
“Good, I'm glad to hear you've gotten it back off the ground. I'll be giving you a bit of a helping hand later, so go ahead and schedule some time off for tonight.”
“What do you have planned, exactly?”
“Grinding, of course.”
“Grinding…?” He looks to Laya after realizing that I won't be explaining further.
“Stronger enchantments.”
“I … still don't understand, but if it helps my business, I certainly won't complain.”
“You'll definitely benefit,” I say. “Now, guess I should greet the person who's been avoiding my eyes this whole time.”
“H-hey…” Her voice is much softer than I remember.
Karina, the previous mayor of Reim, finally meets my gaze. She doesn't seem upset, but she definitely looks like she'd rather be anywhere but here. Considering we were on opposite sides of the battle for control of Reim a few months ago, I suppose that's to be expected. But the same can be said of her and Edwin, yet they seem to get along just fine.
“I heard you got sucked into being Miri's assistant, helping her run this church. A far cry from your old life, isn't it?”
“Sure, I guess. Can't really show my face much these days.”
“Well, that's to be expected. You were executed, after all.”
“Why does everyone always go back to that…?”
“Body double or not, that's the official record of your life. But not just anyone can claim to survive an execution, right? You should wear it as a badge of honor.”
“You may be right, but is it really something to be proud of?”
“Hmph.” Tylith gives her hair a flourish. “If it gave you a chance at a second life, then you should count it as a blessing. Being reborn comes with a certain amount of wisdom, does it not? You already lived through a life that arrived at a dead end, so now you know the paths you must avoid so as not to repeat your mistakes.”
“I don't really feel any wiser, though. In fact, I worry that I've already placed myself in a difficult spot without the skill to get me out if something goes wrong.”
“It's true that your path is a thorny one. The same can be said of any who align themselves with us. But it's one you can assuredly be proud to walk, because you will be helping save this world from destruction.”
“I … hope that's how things end up…”
“Don't worry,” I say. “Just keep doing … well, whatever it is that you do.”
“I do a lot! I'm helpful, right!?” Karina looks toward Edwin.
“Sure are. You always deliver Miri's words with haste.”
“Why are you making it sound like I'm just a messenger!? I help in other ways, too!”
“Haha.” Edwin scratches his cheek.
These two certainly get along, just like Baldrick said.
There's one last person here to greet me. Karina's younger brother, Will, has been listening to our conversation with a smile.
To be honest, the way he seemed so attached to me after I cleansed his [Void Fever] disease always made me a bit uncomfortable. But it looks like he's sorted out some feelings since then because he's not looking at me with nearly as much admiration as before.
That said, he's still far from casual like the others. I wish he'd realize that I'm not really someone worth worshiping and instead see me as just another person in this world, but I'll take what I can get.
“How you been, kid?”
“Great, Sir! I've been helping out here at your church as much as I can!”
“That so? It's good for someone your age to build some work ethic, but don't overdo it, alright? It's important to have fun, too.”
“Don't worry! My sister forces me to take time off, even when I don't want to.”
I look to Karina. “Huh. Guess you always were a brocon, now that I think about it.”
“Hey, what's that supposed to mean!?”
“Nothing, don't worry about it. Anyway, everyone else seems to be in the back of the church. How about we go meet up with them.”
“Yeah, yeah. Follow me.”
Karina leads us down the center aisle of the church, and after taking a set of steps, we enter what would normally be the backstage area of the theater, where the actors would be waiting for their time to step out. Now, it's just an empty hall of sorts, with a couple doors leading to what's likely to be storage rooms.
Of those doors, one in particular seems very popular, as Laya and everyone else are just behind it. Since Karina's in the lead, she's the one who pushes it open, giving me a view of its interior.
I'd like to say that it's decorated with holy symbols that would inspire awe in believers, but I don't live in a fantasy world. Or maybe I do, now that I think about it. But that's not the point.
The point is that although this room is fairly large and could be renovated into a nice holy chamber, it's obvious that they don't have the time or resources to make that happen.
In fact, it's only furnished with the bare minimum needed to rest after a long day's work. A couple small tables, a few chairs, and a full-size standing mirror stick out to me. The rest is just a random assortment of items, as if they were placeholders awaiting their time to be swapped out for something of actual value.
But it's not like any of that is really important right now, not when I'm being stared at by a young woman who took it upon herself to start a church in my name.
Her flowing, pink hair has a vibrancy that can only come from many hours of dedicated care. She's dressed in an outfit that even a noble would find pleasing, and to my surprise, she wears it with confidence.
Compared to her condition when I last saw her, she almost looks like an entirely different person. Those who don't know her origin would never guess that she's a commoner born in a rural village.
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“Sir Locke.” Miri gives me a slight bow. “It's a pleasure to finally meet you again.”
Oh right. She did like to call me Sir Locke, didn't she? Just like Elise…
“Hey Miri. I'm glad to see that you're looking well.”
A smile blossoms on her lips. “Thank you. I did my best to live up to your expectations.”
I didn't really have any expectations, though?
“I doubt anyone could complain about the results,” I say, ignoring my own thoughts. “From what I've heard, you've been quite busy. I definitely didn't expect a place like this to pop up.”
“My apologies for the surprise. I was terrified of facing possible rejection if I said it out loud. But now that I've established it, I intend to follow through with everything I have in me.”
“Speaking of this church, what exactly is it for? I mean, with how dangerous it is to build a place like this in my name, there has to be a reason, right?”
“Though it shames me to admit, we don't openly promote you, even here. If we did so, we would be arrested in an instant. But there's certainly a reason why I've started this church, despite that.”
“Why, then?” I ask. “If you wanted to spread my name, what's the use if you don't even do that?”
“To gather those who've hit upon the truth, whether they know it or not. Some have already come around, and we work on the others by repeating their encounters with you during my sermons, labeling them as miraculous interventions by the will of the Goddess.
“Recall, if you will, a farmer by the name of Simon. Nearly every week, his flock of sheep was being devastated by a Hari. After you defeated the monster, his life turned for the better, as did his fellow villagers. Simon now lives here in Silvia and has become a trusted member of the church. He even spreads our teachings to his old village and any others near it.
“The same can be said of Thom, the former mayor of Carin village, where you slew the infestation of kappas. They, along with many others, now work to inform the people of the many lives you've impacted during your travels through the land. Even if we can't say your name directly, there will come a day when the pieces fall into place. And it's my destiny to bring that day to fruition.”
I can only stare in amazement as Miri describes the roundabout workings of the church she created. Hearing the names of the people I met back when I was first summoned to this world brings back a lot of memories. Some good, some bad. But knowing that they ended up supporting me does fill me with an unexpected amount of satisfaction.
But there's still one thing that I don't understand.
“Why go this far?” I ask. “Even if I helped you, isn't this too much?”
“Perhaps it seems that way to you, but when the Goddess herself hands me a task, it would be sacrilegious to do anything but give it my all.”
“The Goddess?” I suddenly remember something. “M-Miri, are you talking about how the Goddess appeared behind my back when I invaded your mind when we first met?”
“Yes, that is precisely what I am referring to.”
Ah, crap. I really messed up, didn't I?
Back then, I forced myself into Miri's consciousness in order to bring her back to reality. She had retreated into her own mind as a way to escape her terrible circumstances, but now I'm wondering if my methods were misguided.
I created a fake image of the Goddess in order to use her divine name to get through to Miri, but it seems her mental condition was so bad that she made up some kind of discussion with the Goddess that she believes happened that day.
“U-um…” I hesitate, not sure if I should correct her misunderstanding after it's gone this far.
“Yes, what is it, Sir Locke?”
“W-what did the Goddess say, exactly?”
“Ah, it was a short conversation, unfortunately. And she did all the talking. But after your false image of the Goddess vanished, it was replaced by the Divine Being herself. It was then that she gave this task to me.”
“Wait! You knew that image was a fake!?”
“At the time, no. But after seeing the Goddess with my own eyes, the difference was obvious.”
“I left your mind, yet you're saying she spoke to you right after?”
“Yes. I believe it was your creation that allowed her to take physical form in that world, though I can't be certain. In any case, she filled me with knowledge of who to search for and how to found the church. It was far too little information, considering the size of my task, but it was enough to get me to where I am today.
“Of the knowledge she shared, one point was particularly important.” Miri looks deep into my eyes. “Sir Locke, please, I beg of you to stop using your title of False Hero to paint yourself as this world's adversary.”
“Stop using it? Why? Because it's giving me a bad name?”
“Yes. The Goddess was clear about one thing. If you wish to obtain the strength to save this world, then you will need the support of the ones who reside in it. That means becoming known as this world's true hero.”
“That's…”
One of my biggest fears has always been that no matter how much strength I have, it simply won’t be enough. Not because the Lord of Chaos will have a higher level or stronger enchantments, but because he may have access to magic and techniques from before the Devastation.
Was the Goddess suggesting that I need to unite the world against the fiends? Or is there some other reason I need to become a hero?
The Astral Dryad told me that I’m a walking Great Cathedral. Knowing that, I can somewhat understand how I was able to draw the Goddess into that imaginary world back when I rescued Miri. Yet I still don’t know how I did it.
Can I speak to her if I repeat those same steps? Or was there another reason why she was able to appear back then?
I still don’t even know how to unlock my Heroic Skills, but I have a feeling that I’ll need to find out if I want to reach my full potential. I can’t just rely on them suddenly becoming available when I need them.
Even the Astral Dryad said she didn’t know how to unlock them. Could it be connected to the task she gave Miri?
If so, how? How can spreading my name and making the people see me as a true hero have anything to do with unlocking my skills?
No matter how much I think about it, I still can’t find the answers. After our business here in Silvia, I intend to find a Great Cathedral to speak to the Goddess, so perhaps there’s no need to try to solve it on my own.
But things don’t always go as I wish, so I can’t rely on fate dealing me the hand I need.
“Alright,” I say to Miri. “I’ll try not to use my False Hero persona just because it’s convenient. But if it means saving the lives of people in need, I won’t hesitate, no matter what the Goddess said.”
“Thank you, Sir Locke.” She gives me a surprisingly elegant bow. “Of course, the lives of those in need must be protected. I’m sure the Goddess would understand. And if you are forced to take on even more of the people’s ire, that just means I’ll have to work that much harder to repair your reputation.”
“You don’t really have to work that hard…”
“Nonsense. My destiny has already been decided, and I intend to fulfill it with every ounce of my being.”
Seeing Miri’s unwavering dedication, I can’t help but feel bad for her because of all the times I used my title of False Hero to get what I wanted. There’s nothing I can do about it now, so I’ll just have to be more careful in the future.
“Well, I think I understand why you started the church now, for the most part. But if it’s reputation and followers you want, you’ll have to stand out a bit more.” I hold my hand out, and a treasure chest appears on the floor. “Which is why you’ll need this.”
All eyes fall on the ornate chest that glitters in the candlelight, with more than one pair containing a mixture of surprise and expectation. As for my party, they’ve probably figured it out already, which is why I see several nods from them.
“Then…” I meet Miri’s eyes. “How about you do the honors?”
The pink-haired priestess looks a little too happy to be receiving a gift from me, but I do my best to ignore the sparkle in her eyes as she kneels down and opens the lid.
“A thousand gold pieces!?” Miri stares at the chest of coins sitting on the floor.
“Isn't that too much?” Karina adds.
“Accept it.” Laya sums up our opinions.
“We could definitely use the money. We've been getting most of our funding from Marquis Adel, but he can't afford to keep it up as our operations grow. Still…”
“You of all people know how expensive it is to run an organization.”
“That's … true. When I took over as mayor in Reim, I thought the thousands of gold would last forever. Then it started to run out before I knew it…”
“Use it wisely this time.”
“Of course. I won't make the same mistakes again.”
“By the way,” I say. “That's not the only gift I've got for you.”
Various pieces of jewelry appear atop a nearby table. Rings, necklaces, bracelets, you name it. Some apparel is also mixed in, like gloves, shoes, a waistband, and other accessories. Of course, they all have powerful buffs, and some are enchanted with [Inventory].
Beside them is an orb, crafted from a silvery-blue crystal. The material is one of the few capable of being made into a Spell Orb, and it specializes in healing magic.
“You can divvy the jewelry and other accessories up however you want. The enchantments on them are powerful, so try not to lose them.”
“We will take the greatest of care with any items you bestow upon us!” Miri seems to be taking this very seriously.
“Good. As for the sphere, it's a special type of artifact. It has unlimited casts of Restore and Cure All, but their strength isn't nearly as powerful as mine. It's still enough to heal most wounds and diseases, though.”
“Unlimited casts of such powerful spells? Is this a divine object granted to you by the Goddess?”
“No, I made it with my own hands. Though I could only do so thanks to the cheats that annoying woman gave me, so I guess you're not completely wrong.”
“A-ah, I see.” Miri looks a bit confused about the way I referenced the Goddess. “But are you sure it's okay to give us such a rare item?”
“I can make another, if I want. Besides, don't you think having such a mysterious artifact that can heal the sick and injured would help this church's reputation?”
“Yes, that thought immediately occurred to me. Though it may bring scrutiny upon us, as well.”
“It's fine. I plan to power level everyone here tonight so you'll have the strength to deal with most criminals. Even your average assassin wouldn't stand a chance.”
“Power level…?”
“I'll explain later. For now, just see about spicing this church up a bit so it's more attractive to the eye. And maybe convert one of the unused rooms for use with this artifact. Though I'd suggest keeping it in your [Inventory] when not in use. Wouldn't want someone sneaking in at night to get their hands on it.”
There were a lot of items and information dropped on them all at once, so Miri and the others need a little time to sort them out. Since I've got a task I want to do, I figure this is a good opportunity for me to take care of it.
And I'm definitely not looking for an excuse to get out of this church.
“So, anyway. Baldrick, care to join me back at your forge?”
“Oh? You planning on upgrading it already?”
“Yep. I've got some equipment to craft, and I don't like to procrastinate.”
“Hah. In that case, I can't wait to see how you plan to make it capable of forging adamantium. It's not an easy task, you know.”
“True, but I already know exactly how to do it, thanks to the Mana Network.” I turn from Baldrick, leaving him confused. “What about you girls?”
Lumina's the first to respond. “I wish to see this new orphanage Marquis Adel opened recently. Maybe I can help ease some of the pain from the children who lost their parents under the rule of Marquis Lars.”
“Then I shall join you, Princess.” Elise's words come to the surprise of absolutely nobody. “It's our responsibility, as the ones who should have taken care to prevent Marquis Lars from ruining this city.”
“I'm gonna stay here!” Belle says with a devious tone. “I've got a few questions for Karina!”
“Eh?” The former mayor looks at her in surprise. “Why me?”
“Oh-ho. Just you wait!”
“I want to join!” Alisha raises her hand, an innocent smile on her face.
Those two sure are a deadly team when something catches their interest…
“Investigate,” Laya says.
“I'm of the same mind,” Tylith agrees. “I'm interested in who this group is that dares step into the domain of the dark artes.”
“Seems everyone's got their plans settled, huh? Well, we have several hours until sundown, so everyone should have plenty of time for those kinds of tasks. If any of you need anything, just ask. That goes for everyone here.”
I look around and see all of them nod at my words. Since there's nothing else to be said, Baldrick and I leave the church and start the trek toward his shop.
Although Silvia is large, it can’t compare to something like the capital just a day’s journey south of here. Baldrick’s shop is well into the southern section of the city, while Miri’s church is near the center. But despite being several districts apart, it doesn’t take us too long to arrive.
“Renovating a forge is no easy task,” Baldrick says. “Yet you act like you're planning to do it all by yourself.”
“That's right. Of course, I'll be asking for your help, but even without it, I'd be fine.”
“How long do you think it'll take? I've got plenty of equipment stocked, but at the rate they're selling nowadays, I'll need to start crafting more in the next week or two.”
“Oh, you're fine then. After all, I plan to finish within the hour.”
“…”
“Anyway, if we're done, let's get started.”
“Wait a minute! You can't just claim to finish in an hour and not explain how that makes any logical sense!”
“Oh, if it's an explanation, then it's simple. First, I'm going to make some adjustments to the shape of your forge to allow for better airflow. Second, I'm going to enchant it with [Durability Up] and [Fire Resistance] so that it can handle and maintain the high temperature better. Lastly, I'm going to make a new anvil out of a mithril alloy, also enchanted of course.
“As for how I'm going to do it so quickly, it's easy with the magic-enhanced crafting technique I came up with. Simply put, I temporarily change it with [Transform], then hammer it into that shape permanently.
“All objects try to return to their original physical properties when transformed, but when hammered while under the magic's effects, their temporary form quickly becomes their permanent physical shape. Because of that, it's possible to craft large or complex items in a fraction of the time.”
My words are met with silence. Turning to Baldrick, I see that he's simply staring at me with a blank stare.
“Never mind,” he says finally. “Forget I even asked…”
“In that case, let's get to crafting! First, the forge…”
The work would normally be a huge undertaking, requiring specialized knowledge from years of study into the art of blacksmithing. But I don't have time for all that, so I use my cheats to their fullest.
In no time flat, the forge where Baldrick heats up his metal is renovated, allowing for increased airflow and a better retention of heat. After that, the enchantments only take a few seconds, finishing up the first two tasks with fifteen minutes to spare out of the hour I gave myself.
The anvil is an essential part of the crafting process. It has to be able to withstand countless hours of hammering from a high level blacksmith who's using enough force to crack normal steel with each swing. Of course, that means it has to be made of metal that's able to withstand such a beating.
In this case, it'll be a mithril and orichalcum alloy, enchanted for durability. Such a creation should take many hours to make, but using Baldrick's new forge and my cheating technique, I manage it in under ten minutes.
Looking around, I nod at my own handiwork. “That should do it. Then, it’s time to start reforging.”
A chain sickle appears atop the crafting table, the adamantium blades reflecting the light of the coals burning within the forge.
Baldrick reaches out to one of the sickles and runs his finger along the side of the blade. “Something about this weapon is … different.”
“Yeah, everyone with an eye for craftsmanship says the same thing.”
“Who made it? I’d love to meet the one who could forge such a weapon.”
“You already met him.” I look at Baldrick’s confused face. “I crafted it, after all.”
“You made this!?”
“Yep, and now…” A chunk of sagestone appears next to it. “I’m going to upgrade it.”
“This is turning out to be a very interesting day.”




Interlude 2

----- Lumina -----
 
“Hello.” I give a slight nod. “My name is Mina-Lu. I'm a tutor who happens to be in the city and would be overjoyed to spend the day teaching the children at this orphanage.”
“And I'm Siele,” Elise says. “Mina-Lu's assistant.”
“So you're the tutor Marquis Adel told us about.” The orphanage caretaker looks over the two girls. “You're … quite young, aren't you?”
I adjust my spectacles. “I assure you that I am quite capable, despite my youth.”
“The messenger did relay that sentiment, but it's still strange to see a tutor that's younger than even some of the orphans themselves. Your own assistant is several years your senior, too.”
“Think nothing of it,” Elise says. “Once the tutoring begins, I believe you will understand why Marquis Adel agreed to our request.”
“If it's from the one who finances the orphanage, then it's not like I can turn you away.”
The caretaker fully opens the orphanage door, giving us a clear view of its inside. As expected of a building meant to give the most unfortunate children a roof and daily meals, the interior is about as bare as can be.
The only real decorations are simple plants, no doubt picked by the children's own hands. All other items in my view have a practical use, such as furniture and cleaning equipment.
Although the building is rather large, the majority of it is dedicated to bedding and cooking, the most essential aspects of an orphanage. Any other activities the children want to engage in must take place outside where a few, simple play areas are set up.
Since it's located inside a city, the land value is too high for the orphanage to afford a large yard, but there is a nearby park where the kids can go to release their youthful energy. It's the very same park Lutz and Laya visited just before their final battle with Marquis Lars.
Most children don’t like to be forced to stay in a stuffy building, especially if it’s an orphanage that they spend all their nights in. So with the help of the caretakers, we gather the kids and make our way to that park.
Although there's been some landscaping to clean the area up, the park still can't be considered to be in great condition. But one of the large clearings will serve as a good place to hold the tutoring session I have planned.
“Okay kids,” I say to the rowdy bunch. “Class is about to begin, so everyone settle down.”
Unsurprisingly, the children don't listen to my words. Going to the park only to be told that they'll be receiving a lesson won't exactly make them jump for joy.
“Silence!” Elise yells. “Any who show disrespect will be sent back to the orphanage without a meal.”
She uncovers a plate of food, revealing a freshly cooked steak. The smell of the meat quickly fills the air, causing the dozens of kids here to look at it with an intense longing.
As orphans, they're lucky to get a plate of meat a few times a year, and those are likely the bad cuts that most people wouldn't consider a delicacy. But the meat we plan to cook after this tutoring session would be a fine meal, even for my father.
Of course, it was provided by Sir Lutz. Even if my [Inventory] ring can't completely stop time like his original Heroic Skill, it can slow it enough that storing raw meat for a few hours is no problem.
As for the steak sitting beside us, Elise anticipated the kids' rowdy behavior, so she prepared it in advance to motivate them to pay attention during the lesson.
“Good,” I say as I look at the far more obedient children. “Then let's begin the tutoring session! I'm sure this doesn't need to be said, but those who have nothing in this world will only be trampled by the ones with power. Each of you must have felt this simple truth, having found yourself in an orphanage.
“But as a good friend of mine likes to say, 'knowledge is its own form of power'. As young kids who have no coin or connections, knowledge is the only way for you to climb out of your desperate situation. And it is for this reason that I am visiting today, to show you the path that can lead you to a brighter future.”
My words don't exactly inspire them, but I was never under the impression that they'd work hard just because I laid out the harsh truth. I'm only speaking of things many of them already know, but since there's not much they can do about their situation, they can only grit and bear it.
Although the caretakers give basic lessons from time to time, they're not tutors. Many commoners can't even read or write, and of those who can, most can't be described as competent. That holds true, even for the ones who oversee the orphanage. Left as things are, the children will be lucky to receive even the most basic of educations.
But I don't plan to let things stay as they are.
“Let us begin with simple math.” I unveil an abacus. “Those who can answer enough questions correctly will receive a treat and be allowed to play during the next lesson. But those who fail to do so will receive nothing and be required to attend another lesson while your friends enjoy themselves.”
It's a harsh rule, providing all the benefits only to the children who prove themselves, while denying the spoils of victory to everyone else. Yet this is simply how the world operates. Even for adults, failure often means missing meals or losing their livelihoods. If I do not follow the reality in which most people live, then I would only be doing them a disservice in the long run.
I used a similar strategy at the orphanage in the kingdom's capital of Roshar. The children there know I'm the princess of their kingdom, so it was much easier to get them to listen. But even if I had their attention, it wouldn't matter if my method ultimately didn't work.
Even though I keep the lesson simple, most of the children still fail. The few who pass take their treat and begin to play, while I'm stuck looking at the disheartened expressions of dozens of children.
“Focus!” Elise says. “If you wish to join them, then you must perform adequately in Mina-Lu's next lesson!”
“Thank you, Siele.” I turn back to the kids seated on the grassy ground. “Now that I know which of you need teaching, let's begin with how to perform basic addition.”
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----------
 
“This is stupid!” an orphan girl yells. “Who cares if we can't do math!? How will it help us when we're kicked out onto the street!?”
The hot-headed girl stares at me with clear anger. Among the orphans, she's one of the oldest, being 14 years of age. Because people are considered adults at 15, she'll be forced out of the orphanage within a year's time. If she fails to find a job or family before that, then she only has a tough future waiting for her.
“It's true that being able to do math won't guarantee you a better life,” I say. “But being unable to do so means you'll have no advantage over others, who also don't understand basic mathematics. It's the ability to stand out that can open doors for you that will remain closed for everyone else.”
“I'll be lucky to get a job shoveling mud! Do you want me to count how many pounds of mud I move each day to impress everyone!?”
The other children who've failed to get even a single lesson correct mutter in agreement. They're getting frustrated, sure that nothing they're doing will help them get out of their terrible circumstances.
“I believe they're appropriately angry,” Elise says telepathically. “Should we move on to the next phase?”
“Yes. I suppose it's time to throw them a lifeline.”
Rather than directly answering the girl's question, I raise my hand. The kids track my movement, obviously wondering what I intend to do with such a simple gesture.
As they eye my hand, a circular, transparent barrier appears between me and them, coloring the kids with a bluish hue. My fingers close in on the barrier, but rather than touching it, they go right through. It has no effect on physical objects, after all.
“M-magic!” one of the orphans says excitedly.
“Professor Mina-Lu is a mage!?” Another asks.
“That's right. I know lots of magic, in fact.” My telepathic words cause the children to look around in shock. “And the lessons you will soon be undergoing will include magical training. Five days of tutoring, one day of magic, and a single day of rest. That's the schedule the tutor I hired will be using.
“For orphans to receive an opportunity to learn magic is unheard of, but thanks to my connections, I have made it into a reality. For those who try their best, they may even return for the lessons for an entire year after their departure from the orphanage.”
I give the hot-headed girl an open telepathic channel, then urge her to speak.
“S-so I'll be able to become a mage…?”
“That's right. But only if you give it your all.”
“And you're going to teach us?”
“No. Unfortunately, I am far too busy to tutor all of you. But I can guarantee that your new teacher will perform adequately. And of course, I’ll be stopping by to visit when I can.”
Although I haven't met the new tutor, Marquis Adel gave me his word that he had a great teacher in mind. I already paid for her first year's salary in full, out of my own pocket. Elise helped, of course, as did Sir Lutz and the other girls. Everyone wanted to lend a hand, even if it was just a little.
“But forget about all that for now,” I say. “Because it's finally time to eat!”
Turning, I see Edwin, Karina, and Will step into the park. Although they're not carrying anything, grills appear in the grassy opening we're using as a classroom, along with cooking utensils.
“Get ready,” I say to the kids’ expectant faces. “Because after we eat, you'll be burning off your energy!”
Although it was only one day, I feel like I managed to set a good foundation for the tutor to come in and take over.
I hope the next time I stop by, all the children can show me their happy smiles.




Chapter 21: Conspiracy

----- Lutz -----
 
“Wait a minute. You don't plan to arrest the Dark Magic user?” I give Adel a questioning look.
While I was reforging everyone’s weapons, Laya and Tylith went to look for clues on the ones who’ve been using Dark Magic to cause problems in the city. One of the mages was extremely careless and was openly using forbidden spells in the middle of a large crowd.
Although he wasn’t particularly powerful, he was able to use [Hypnosis] to bring out feelings of distress and anxiousness to the people in the area of effect. With enough Dark Mages using that tactic, it can destabilize the morale of the citizens who’ve only just begun to recover from the terrible situation they lived through during the reign of Marquis Lars.
Yet after bringing this information back to Marquis Adel, we’re being told that he doesn’t plan to arrest the mage the two girls worked hard to locate.
“No, I won’t be apprehending the one responsible for casting the Dark Magic,” Adel says. “According to Laya and Tylith's investigation, the culprit is Louis de Salo, a minor noble. The third son of a Viscount, to be exact.”
“I don't see what his noble rank has to do with it.”
“As always, moving against those with power and connections is tricky. If we don't play our hand right, we may find ourselves walking away from the table as the loser.”
“Are you saying you want to set up some kind of trap?”
“Precisely. If we bring him in now, we may be able to get the charges to stick, if he was careless in covering his tracks. But I don't like to rely on the ineptitude of my enemies.”
“I see. Guess I can't argue with that. What do you want us to do, then?”
“Albert,” Adel turns to his trusted attendant. “Please catch everyone here up on the current situation.”
“As you wish, my lord.” Albert puts on a pair of spectacles and picks up a notebook. “The minor noble Laya found using Dark Magic is inconsequential, only acting as support for a much more influential noble named Theodore who oversees Silvia's monthly imports and exports.
“As the one in charge of ensuring our trade with nearby cities remains stable and beneficial for us, he holds a rather substantial amount of power. Before we make a move, we need to know if Theodore is the true culprit or if that minor noble is indeed the mastermind.
“Our imports have been exceptionally poor lately, with much of the merchandise being nearly worthless. At first, we suspected the dire state of the world was the root cause of the drop in quality, but if Theodore is set on ruining this city, then perhaps the bad shipments were by design. And since he was given his position by the former lord, Marquis Lars, we have reason to suspect that he may be working with some … unsavory clients.”
“You mean fiends,” I clarify.
“Yes, though despite our best efforts, we've not managed to find any trace of them within the city.”
“To be honest, I'm surprised this Theodore guy is still in a position with so much influence, considering he had ties to Lars.”
“Politics is a tricky business,” Adel says. “I've been slowly swapping nobles and officials out with ones I trust, but it's not something I can do quickly without a dire backlash.”
“Man, I'm so glad I'm not a noble.”
“Yes. It has its benefits, but it's a far cry from the easygoing life many believe it to be.”
“At least, for those who care. Anyway, you just want us to check in on Theodore, right?”
“Correct. With your abilities, I assume you could find some interesting information, could you not?”
“Definitely. Which reminds me, Guild Master Arcana asked us to investigate the presence of Dark Magic in the city. Are you two sharing information?”
“Indeed. She was instrumental in our early findings to determine that the root cause of our recent problem lies in the use of Dark Magic.”
“[Hypnosis] to manipulate people's emotions,” I say. “And [Transform] to mimic you and ruin your reputation. Definitely sounds like something a power-hungry noble would do.”
“Although the matter is still just an inconvenience, I worry that it will grow into a rebellion if left to fester. The people haven't forgotten how poorly the previous lord treated them, so the tide may turn quicker than any could imagine.”
“Right. Best to nip it in the bud. Don't worry, I'll see what I can do.”
“Do you have a plan already?”
“I've got one forming in my mind at this very moment. It's always satisfying when a dastardly plan blows up in a criminal's face, isn't it?”
Looking around, I see that the girls are in full agreement. They've been taking it rather easy the last few days, so no doubt they're ready for a little excitement. Alisha in particular looks ready to rid this city of the ones trying to bring it back to the disastrous state it was in a few months ago.
“Care to share the details of this plan of yours?” Adel asks.
“Sure thing. You see, I've recently set up a shop in Roshar to sell off some of the items I got from the dungeons. If Theodore is in charge of this city's trade, then he should be very interested in my items.
“But if he's trying to weaken the city by purposely importing worthless junk while blaming it on shady merchants, then he wouldn't want to make a deal with me for a shipment of high-quality items. If I make an offer that has no risks for him and he still refuses, then it's pretty much guaranteed that he's working with the ones using Dark Magic.”
“That makes sense.” Adel nods, looking thoughtful. “But what kind of deal do you intend to make that removes all the risk?”
“Simple. I'll only take payment after the items are delivered and inspected, and I'll take care of transporting it. So with just a verbal agreement, the items will show up at his doorstep. It's only after he can put his hands on them that we'll begin negotiations.”
“That is a very favorable arrangement. If you show him some high-quality examples and he still won't agree to those terms, then there's no other conclusion than malicious intent. I'd like to write you a letter of introduction so you can meet him, but getting involved would be a bad idea.”
“Agreed. If he knew we're working together, he'd accept the deal, even if he wants to reject it.”
“Precisely. Unfortunately, that means I have no choice but to leave this matter in your hands. Though if you need anything, I'll be more than willing to do what I can.”
“Thanks. I can usually make things work out, but like you said, dealing with nobles can be tricky. Although I do have one request. Do you think you can order Theodore to personally oversee any trade deals made with new merchants? It would make it way easier for me to get an audience with him, and it shouldn't be a strange order, considering how much they've been messing up lately.”
“That's true. By placing the responsibility of new deals directly on his shoulders, all you would have to do is convince any of his assistants to agree to trade, and it's a guaranteed audience with Theodore. I'll send a courier with a message right away.”
“Thanks. That should do it for now. I'll keep you updated on how things are going.”
Since we've already gotten the information we came for, we take our leave. It'd be a bad idea to visit too often or stay too long, considering our position in this world. The last thing I want to do is draw suspicion onto Marquis Adel when he already has a plate full of problems.
“Plan?” Laya asks after we exit Adel's estate.
“I need to set up a meeting with Theodore. I doubt just knocking on his front door would be a good strategy. Adel said the minor noble is his assistant, and since that one's definitely part of the scheme, it may be better to go through him.”
“And you already have something in mind, I assume?” Tylith says.
“Yep. Belle and I will take care of it. For now, the rest of you can act on your own. I'll call for you when I need you.”
“Alright. Perhaps Alisha will want to take this opportunity to hunt some of the more powerful monsters listed on the Adventurer Guild's job board.”
“Yeah, and don't forget to place a teleportation circle wherever you end up going. I plan to do some of my own hunting later, so it may come in handy.”
“Consider it done.”
The trip from Adel's estate to the church is a rather short one. Since the city is in much better shape than it used to be, there are no attempted robberies or any other problems involved with our walk, allowing us to step foot inside the church with our good moods undisturbed.
There are worshippers inside this time, so the three of us use the back door entrance, putting us directly in the hall behind the stage. Miri's out front with the believers, but I've already sent her a telepathic message letting her know I was coming back.
To my surprise, she already knew I was returning. But after stepping into the back room where Belle and the others are waiting for us, the reason becomes clear.
“You taught Miri the [Sense Mana] spell, huh?”
“That's right,” Belle says. “Same for Karina and Edwin. I thought it might come in handy for them.”
“Definitely. Might as well give them the whole suite. I plan to increase Edwin and Baldrick's crafting skills while I'm here, too.”
“That part of the so-called grinding you were talking about before?” Edwin asks.
“Kinda. Guess you could say they're related, since I need to level you up before I can unlock your third-tier crafting skills. But we still have several hours before sundown, so that'll have to wait. For now…” I turn, just as Miri steps through the door.
“Welcome back,” she says. “I hope your endeavors proved fruitful.”
“Yep. I reforged our weapons with Baldrick, while Laya and Tylith managed to dig up some interesting information about the ones using Dark Magic. All in all, a good day.”
“I'm glad to hear that. And from the look on your face, I assume you have more tasks planned for today?”
“A meeting with a certain noble. And later, I'll be taking you and all the other low levels in this room to grind for most of the night. You'll at least need to be strong enough to defend yourselves if you're going to run a church on my behalf.”
“I understand. I look forward to wherever it is that you plan on taking us.”
“Yeah, it'll be interesting, that's for sure. But before that, I need to set you up as a Party Leader so we can speak at any time.”
“Party Leader?”
“You'll understand soon. For now, just answer 'yes' to my next question. Miri, will you join my party?”
“Ah, it's the same question as back then. Yes, I'd love to join your party, Sir Locke.”
As soon as she agrees, Miri's name appears in my party. It quickly vanishes, though, and pops up as a Party Leader near Lumina's name.
Lumina currently has Elise, Rhys, and Lyle in her party, but Miri's group is empty. That won't be the case for long, though. After a quick explanation of what it means to be a Party Leader, Miri asks her companions to join her. Karina and her younger brother, Will, pop up below Miri’s name. Edwin’s shows up after, and the next time they meet up with Baldrick, she’ll get him to join.
“Amazing,” Miri says. “To think I'd have one of the honored Party Leader positions. You have my deepest thanks, Sir Locke.”
“Don't worry about it. This is just as much for my benefit as it is yours. Having my own High Priest available at a moment's notice will come in handy, especially after your rise to fame in a few days.”
“Rise to fame? What do you mean?”
“Oops. Forget I said anything.” A wry smile makes its way to my lips.
“Oh, jeez.” Belle sighs. “You're really doing that again? Just tell us what you have planned already!”
“Hey, you'll be the first to know, Belle. After all, you're coming with me to meet the nobles.”
“Eh? So I can get dressed up and enjoy myself in this city's high society!?”
“Exactly. You'll be my partner while we're masquerading as merchants from the far east. Makes sense, don't you think? Not only do you love social situations like these, but your family runs the shop where we'll be selling our items.”
“That's right! Ohhh, when are we leaving!? Should I go ahead and get dressed now!?”
“First, let me hand these out.”
I step up to Laya, and a gleaming chain sickle appears in my hands. It used to be made from pure adamantium, but I’ve reforged it into an alloy. Its green hue has shifted slightly, becoming a bit lighter. But otherwise, it looks nearly identical.
Its strength, however, has greatly increased.
“These enchantments…” Laya’s voice trails off as she takes in her powered-up weapon, Arc of the Crescent Moon.
“Yeah, it’s getting a little out of hand, isn’t it? But that’s just the result of using my cheats to their fullest.”
“[Attack Up: Massive]. It used to be Huge, but it’s grown even more. And there are even more enchantments than before…”
“Five used to be my limit. Six, with that mysterious [Crest of Devotion] that appeared on your chain sickle. But now, I can place eight enchantments, which is why yours now has a total of nine.”
“But two of the enchantments are different than the others. [Magic Weapon: Wind] and [Imbue: Lightning]. What do they do?”
“The Magic Weapon enchantment is the fourth-tier Weapon Crafting skill. It adds elemental damage of the type listed on the buff. In your case, Wind. It’s automatic, so there’s no need to activate it. As for Imbue, it’s the fourth-tier enchanting skill. It lets you instantly cast the spell listed without using any mana. You can use it an unlimited number of times, but there’s about a fifteen-minute cooldown, so it’s best to save it for when you need it.”
“Amazing. It was already so powerful, but now it’s grown far stronger.”
“We’ll need this kind of strength if we want to win this war. Don’t be surprised when even more buffs appear on it next time I reforge it.” I turn to Alisha next. “Here’s your sword. It’s not at the same level as Laya’s but comparing any weapon to hers would be a futile effort. It’s still far stronger than it used to be, though.”
She takes it from my hand. “Thanks, Master! I’ll put it to good use against the bad people!”
“Next is…” I pull a staff from my [Inventory]. “Here you go, Belle.”
“Me? Even though I don’t really use a weapon?”
“It may be rare for you to pull your staff out, but it can come in handy in a pinch. I’ve focused the enchantments on things that will help you hold back an enemy until we can help you, rather than going all-out on offense.”
“I see.” She takes it from my hand. “Wow, I’m getting goosebumps just from holding it.”
“Don’t get all maniacal on me, now. We already have someone like that in our party.” My eyes fall on Tylith.
“Hmph. It seems you don’t understand true elegance, after all.”
“Maybe not, but it might help me figure it out if you wield this.” Another weapon appears in my hand.
“That’s…!”
“Yep. You were so infatuated with the one you used in that arena battle that I decided to make one for you.”
Tylith takes the scythe. “Amazing…”
She runs her finger along the long, curved blade. It’s made of adamantium, so it should be green, but I added just a dash of damascus to give it a blackened hue. With the red gem in the center of the blade’s thickest part, the scythe looks every bit like one that would be held by a reaper.
“Yay, Tylith!” Alisha cheers her friend on. “Now you don’t have to fight with your nails all the time!”
“Yes, though I still have many useful vampiric skills that rely on them. Plus, my vampiric nails grow stronger along with me. They may be lacking in comparison to our new weapons, but they’re not to be underestimated.”
“True,” I say. “And when you quench your thirst, your nails seem to get even sharper. In fact, all your vampiric abilities get stronger as you level, so I’m curious how much strength you’d gain from it now.”
“Oh? Is that an invitation?”
“All good things in time, they say.”
“Then I look forward to the day.”
“Anyway, I reforged my spear, too. It’s several steps up from where it used to be, so I’m happy. But for now…” I turn back to Laya. “Can we see where this noble is?”
“Mmm.” She brings out her [Minimap] orb and places it on a table.
Within the city, she tagged several people in order to easily spot their dots on the map. One of those people is the minor noble she caught using Dark Magic earlier today.
After comparing the location of that man's dot to the ones I see on my own [Minimap] skill, I manage to find and tag him. With this, I'll be able to track him no matter where he goes, even if it's into the darkness of an area I don't have revealed on my map.
“Looks like he's moving around the city,” I say. “This might be a good time to meet up with him and get my plan rolling. Belle, let's get ready. Everyone else, you're on your own for a while, so feel free to do whatever you want.”
“Alright!” Belle does a little hop, her clothes changing while she's in mid-air. “It's time for some fun!”




Chapter 22: Casting the Hook

----- Lutz -----
 
“It's kind of exciting to have so many aliases!” Belle says. “During the day, I'm Belle, party to this world's only real hero. In the public eye, I'm Dawn, an A-ranked adventurer defeating all kinds of powerful monsters. And behind closed doors, I'm Melody, a merchant with a connection to the elves who's founding an up-and-coming shop in the capital!”
As expected of Belle, the difficulty of juggling so many personas is an exhilarating experience that she used to only imagine in her wildest dreams. Yet those dreams have become her reality, and she's enjoying every minute of the excitement it brings her.
“Just remember, we're desperate merchants this time, looking to sell off items that are average, no matter how you look at them. So lay off any mention of elven goods for now.”
“I know, I know. Don't worry, I'll play my part properly! It's you who needs to try to keep up with me this time!”
“That so? Well I'll do my best, Miss Melody.”
Our target is Louis, the minor noble Laya caught using Dark Magic. Considering how the Lost Magics are becoming just another spell school, I have a hard time believing the man is smart enough to orchestrate a takedown of Adel by destroying his reputation. After all, any mage with [Sense Mana] would be able to tell he's using illegal magic.
Then again, maybe he is the mastermind, and he's just that stupid. Either way, it's our job to find out who's truly behind the incident and put a stop to it for good.
On top of that, I've given myself another objective, which I’ve only told Belle so far. I've got a lot of groundwork to lay out, so I'll bring the others into the loop with a full explanation later, once I'm sure we can pull it off.
“Can't believe you're going to do that,”
Belle says. “I mean, I like the idea, but it's crazy enough to only come from a head like yours.”
“Thanks.”
“That wasn't a compliment!”
“Eh? It wasn't?” I turn my smirking face to Belle.
“D-don't give me that look, you devil.”
“It's just my normal face, isn't it? Not sure I can do much about it.”
“Argh. Just you wait, I've got something of my own planned for you when you least expect it!”
“Oh? It's been a little quiet between us lately, so I was starting to think you were getting bored of our games.”
“As if! It's just good to wait for the right moment for maximum damage!”
“In that case, I look forward to whatever it is you have in store.”
Our walk through the city streets has been rather nice, thanks to Belle constantly keeping the atmosphere lively. It's good preparation for our upcoming meeting with the minor noble we need to convince to strike a trade deal with us, really getting me in the mood for the mercantile negotiations.
Speaking of that noble, he's in a merchant district at this very moment. That's anything but surprising, considering his job is to make and oversee trade deals. The most shocking thing about it is that he's actually out doing his job.
Though admittedly, there's a large amount of personal bias in that sentiment.
Regardless, this is the perfect opportunity for us to approach him. If he turns our offer down, then we'll just have to get a little more forceful. That's not something I'd like to do, since it vastly increases the chance of problems, but I don't have time to keep playing games with these nobles, so I'll make my move, no matter how things turn out.
“So he's in an alchemist shop,” Belle says. “That should make things simple, right?”
“Definitely. I've got so many potions on me that I don't know what to do with them all. Not to mention a hoard of ingredients to make more.”
“We're sticking to the original plan, then?”
“Yeah.” A red potion appears in my hand. “Something like this should work.”
After stepping into the alchemist shop, I take a quick look around to gauge the quality of the potions and ingredients sitting on the shelves. Since this district is in one of the better parts of town, I'm not surprised to see that the items here are relatively high quality.
Some of the potions this merchant is selling can even be considered a step above the one held in my hand. Though compared to what I have in my [Inventory], they can only be seen as expendable.
Still, the fact that the minor noble is at a decent alchemist shop to pursue or follow up on a trade deal means his hand must have been forced into ensuring the city can get their hands on some good potions, rather than the garbage they've been importing lately.
I don't know what's been said between the noble and this merchant, but it's obvious from the alchemist's sour expression that he'd rather not deal with whatever it is that's coming out of the noble's mouth. And that's certainly something I can agree with.
Unfortunately, I've got business with him, so I have no choice but to put those kinds of thoughts aside and actually put some effort into entering a conversation with him, rather than looking for a way to exit it like the alchemist is obviously doing.
Now that I'm close to the counter, I can hear their conversation. The fact that the alchemist is speaking loudly definitely helps, his annoyance made clear by the tone of his voice.
As for the noble, the man seems completely unconcerned about eavesdroppers, so I don't feel the least bit guilty as I listen in on their negotiations.
“Like I said, if my potions aren't good enough for you, then we can cancel the rest of the contract. But I'm sure as hell not giving any extras to make up for whatever ridiculous standards you guys expect of me.”
“The contract stipulates healing potions or higher. The ones you sent were obviously lesser healing potions, barely useful at best. Do you really expect us to just let that go?”
“I don't know who you have checking your deliveries, but you need to get rid of him. Sounds like he can't tell the difference between a potion and a bottle of muddy water.”
“We have strict measures in place to ensure the quality of any items received. Perhaps it's you who thinks too highly of your own potions.”
“I don't need some know-it-all noble to come in here and lecture me on my potions. If you don't like them, then after this contract, I'll find another buyer.”
“And who else would be willing to buy in such bulk? Not many peddlers around here anymore, are there? Marquis Adel requires potions for his new soldiers, and only we ship to the front line. Most of the adventurers are gone, too. So who exactly do you plan to sell to?”
“I survived the disaster Marquis Lars put this city through. I'll survive you, too.”
“Heh. I wonder how true that is. Next time I speak to Marquis Adel, I'll let him know just how poor the potions are in this shop. This city would be much better off with an alchemist worth his weight in manure.”
The noble doesn't even give the store owner a chance to respond before turning his back, a smug smile covering his lips.
Since I need to move quickly, I replace the noble at the counter as soon as the slimy man takes his first step away from it. The alchemist doesn't even have time to take a single breath before my face covers his vision, blocking his line of sight of the retreating noble's back.
“What do you want?” He's obviously still upset from the recent argument.
“Hey, friend. I'm a merchant from out of town looking to sell some of my wares.” I place the red potion on the counter. “Got a cart full just like this, if you're interested.”
The alchemist picks up the potion, uncorks it, and gives the contents a whiff. “Not bad, but I can make potions just as strong, if not stronger. There's no point in me buying them since I make them cheaper myself.”
I pick the bottle up after he sets it down. “It might be average at best, but I'll sell them at a discount. It'll be worth the coin, you'll see!”
“No deal. I'm overstocked as it is, what with all the buyers being shipped off to the front lines. You'll have to find someone else.”
“That so? Should have expected that, I guess. Thanks anyway.”
I turn from the counter and see Belle talking to the noble, just as we planned. She's holding a potion exactly the same as the one in my hand. As the alchemist said, it's nothing special. I can find similar ones in any potion shop worth stepping into.
But that's precisely the point.
This noble may be trying to sabotage the city's imports, but Marquis Adel already reprimanded his superior, Theodore. If this man were to recommend a merchant with shoddy goods, it would be obvious that he's not doing his job properly.
On the other hand, if my items were too good, he'd probably just deny me outright. But by showing him something decent and implying that the rest of my wares are just as forgettable, he'll be absolved of any claims that he's purposely making bad deals, while at the same time, the deal won't go against his mission of sabotage.
And since Adel told Theodore to personally oversee any new trade deals, then simply by getting this minor noble to agree to this deal, I can gain access to the one we suspect is really pulling the strings.
But perhaps the most important piece of all this is Belle. While I was pretending to be here to make a deal with this alchemist, she was softening up our real target.
“Pleaaaase!” Belle says. “You won't regret it, I promise!”
The noble turns toward the alchemist whose shop we're still inside. “We will need a new supply of potions soon, but yours are a little lacking in quality, aren't they?”
“You've got a good eye for this, don't you?” Belle butters him up even more. “It's true our potions might not be the best, but we've got hundreds of them in stock, and we can make a lot more!”
“Even so, there are plenty of alchemists in the city. Ones we trust. I'd hate to waste my time with unknown peddlers when I have so many guaranteed options available.”
“Oh, I'm sure you'll agree that it won't be a waste of time.” Belle pulls a bottle out from her dress. “We always make sure to reward our business partners.”
“A bribe? That's against the law, and you try it with a simple bottle of wine?”
“Oh no, we'd never consider offering a bribe.” Belle looks to the alchemist who's still within earshot. “I'm simply suggesting we share a drink as we speak about how much you can benefit from this deal.”
“That so? I guess there's no harm in just talking.”
“Idiots…” I hear the alchemist say softly.
Ignoring that, I follow Belle and the noble out of the shop and onto the street outside.
Well, we got his attention. Now we just need to bribe our way into Theodore’s office so we can pitch the real deal to him.
As expected of a corrupt noble who's been going around casting Dark Magic, bribing Louis is a simple matter. A few compliments, a bottle of fine wine, and a pouch of coins is all it takes to get him to agree to our deal.
Of course, the noble can only get us an invitation to meet with our real target, Theodore. But that's all we needed from him, so this outcome can only be considered a success. As an added bonus, we got to meet the one that Laya and Tylith spotted using Dark Magic.
After being labeled as the False Hero and getting betrayed, I could only see nobles and soldiers in this world as corrupt and power hungry. But after months of meeting many of them, I had to admit that people are people, no matter the world.
Sure, there are those who'd sacrifice their own mother for a gold coin, but there are also those who'd risk their life to save someone they don't know. I've become quite good at determining who belongs to which side of that spectrum, perhaps because I've been hyper aware of people who could potentially put me and the girls in danger.
That's why as soon as we started speaking to that minor noble, I could tell he was trouble. Even if I didn't know he's been using Dark Magic to cause problems in the city, I'm sure my opinion of him would have ended up the same.
But enough about that worthless noble because right now, we're standing in front of the door to Theodore’s office. The real negotiation is about to begin.
“Enter,” a voice says after I knock.
I've seen many noble studies and offices now, so there's nothing surprising or eye-catching about the tidy room filled with subtle decor and paperwork. The only thing of note is the complete lack of chairs for any visitors, forcing me and Belle to stand in front of his desk.
There's another man in the room, but I don't recognize him. He's simply in a relaxed pose behind the noble we came to meet, a carefree expression on his face.
“It's an honor to meet you, Theodore. My name is Lawrence, a merchant from the far east. And this is my partner, Melody.” I give him the fake names we use for our mercantile activities.
“A merchant? I was told you were a mere peddler with an adequate supply of potions to fill the gap in our stocks. Was I misinformed?”
“I can't imagine where they got that idea. We clearly showed off some rare and expensive potions, right Melody?”
“Of course! Just take a look for yourself.” Belle places a sparkling, green potion on Theodore’s desk. “A regeneration potion, straight from the elven lands.”
I walk next to her and place another potion next to Belle's. “Greater healing potion. This is the bulk of our supply, but we do have a box full of regeneration potions like the one Melody placed here.”
“Plus, we've got various other types of potions to treat poisons and diseases! I'm sure you'll be quite pleased with our delivery if you decide to strike a deal!”
Theodore picks up the potions and gives them a quick inspection. “I'm no alchemist, so I'll have to verify the authenticity of these before I can give any guarantees.”
The carefree man standing behind the noble steps forward, making it clear why he's here in the first place. He takes the regeneration potion in his hand and starts a thorough examination.
“It really is a regeneration potion,” he says. “And quite a well-crafted one, at that. I'm inclined to believe that it really was made with an elven hand.”
He checks the greater healing potion next, and he's just as surprised about its quality as the first.
Of course, I crafted them with my own hands, so there were no elves involved. But with the elven reputation of craftsmanship mixed with their relative mystery, it's a good excuse to shield ourselves from any scrutiny on how a pair of youngsters like me and Belle got our hands on them.
Though there's still bound to be some questions, which I can clearly see forming in Theodore’s head.
“How is it that you managed to acquire elven potions and transport them all the way to the western side of the continent? Not only are the elves reluctant to trade, but with the bandits and monsters covering the highways, calling the journey here perilous would be a grave understatement.”
“Haven't you heard? There's been a trade route made with the elves near the town of Resta in the far east. I picked up quite a few carts of goods from them, including these potions. As for how I brought them to the west, I have a reliable method of transportation which makes it much less dangerous.”
“Someone managed to establish a trade route with the elves? I'll have to verify this information. Regardless, the potions are quite good, but the cost of elven items after they've been transported across the continent must be immense. This city simply cannot afford to purchase such luxurious potions at this time.”
Even if they're in desperate need of potions and other supplies, it doesn't mean that it's a good idea to purchase them, even if they're top-notch items. They have to consider the quality versus the quantity obtained. A single elven regeneration potion may be one of the best healing consumables available, but if it comes at the cost of five or ten normal healing potions, then it's simply not worth the cost.
When presented with a merchant who claims to have a cart full of such high quality, he's no doubt imagining the huge pile of gold it would take to purchase them. This reaction was expected, which is why we came up with a countermeasure.
“I'll sell them at the normal market rate for locally brewed potions,” I say. “We'll take responsibility for the delivery, and payment can be made after the contents are inspected. I'm positive you won't find a better deal than this.”
“You can't be serious. If those potions were truly made by the elves, then they're bound to be better than comparable ones made here in the city. You'd basically be selling them at a discount.”
“It's true that it seems like a bad deal from your perspective, but there are many hidden benefits for us.”
“Our shop is so new that we haven't even opened our doors,” Belle says. “Making connections is more important to us right now than pure profit. And we brought so many items from the elven lands that we simply need to get rid of some. If we can do both while also providing potions for the soldiers who are protecting us from Chaos, then there's really no downsides.”
“It's just as Melody said. We intend to use our elven goods to make a splash in the merchant scene here in the west. In the end, we're benefitting just as much as you, if not more.”
Theodore sits back in his chair, contemplating our words. We weaved a deal so good that there's literally no reason for him to refuse. Unless his intent is to weaken the city, that is.
If that's the case, then he could still find a way to deny us. He may think that by simply saying the deal is too good to be true, he can absolve himself of any potential accusations.
Since the deal is taking place behind closed doors, he could even say we demanded payment up-front. If it's an established noble's word against that of a supposed unknown merchant, then it's obvious who would be believed.
Unfortunately for him, I've managed to build quite a web of connections with people much more powerful than him. Were he to try and weasel out of this deal with such a lame excuse, it'd be no different than admitting his guilt.
“This deal,” Theodore says, “is too good to refuse.”
“You're going to accept it?”
“Of course. Such high-quality potions will be a blessing to our men, and if there's no payment until the delivery has been made, then there's no risk on our end. I'd be a fool to refuse. However, if the potions aren't of the same quality which you showed me here today, I'll make sure your reputation spreads, but not in the way you desire.”
“Don't worry!” Belle says without missing a beat. “We guarantee the quality of each potion without exception!”
“I certainly hope so. It's not easy to find quality goods these days, so my patience is beginning to wear thin. How quickly do you expect to make the delivery?”
“We can have them to you tomorrow. How does 20 regeneration potions, 100 greater healing potions, and 100 regular healing potions sound?”
“Those are acceptable numbers. Then I hope to hear news of your arrival tomorrow.”
“You can count on us!”
With the deal made, a servant escorts us back out of Theodore’s estate. The street in front of his mansion is no different than before, save for the longer shadows as the sun descends toward the horizon.
But unlike the road, we are definitely different. Or to be precise, it's our plan that's changed.
“Maybe he really isn't involved with the Dark Magic,” Belle says. “It didn't look like we were putting him in a tough spot. But maybe he suspects this was all a trap, and he's just a good actor?”
“Perhaps, but we still have to make sure. I'll send Tylith to do a little snooping around to see if she can dig anything up. After all, I'll be a little busy now.”
“Yeah, we gotta make the delivery. But you said you had a plan in case he accepted the deal, right?”
I motion for Belle to follow me through a shortcut that leads back to the church. “Yep. In fact, I was actually hoping he would. It really will help boost our shop's reputation, and we get to do a test run on deliveries to make sure everyone understands the process.”
“By everyone, you mean my family who runs the shop?”
“If they're going to be responsible for delivering items, then we need to go through the process together at least once. Of course, I need to craft the potions first.”
“What about all the ones we picked up from the dungeons?”
“I've got a ton in my [Inventory], and I'll be using some of them. But I also want to make sure that the potions are relatively equal in potency. Since the ones in the dungeon are a bit random, it'll be easier for me to pull out what I can use, then brew more myself to match them.”
“Ah, guess that's true. The consistency will make us look better too.”
“Exactly. And I don't mind using up some of my lesser ingredients to help support the soldiers fighting to protect this world.”
We finally make it back to the church, where Miri and the others are waiting to hear the results of our little mission. I tell them that Theodore accepted our deal, so we’ll be going through with the delivery as promised.
That means the completion of a little sidequest, but more importantly…
“You want me to dig up the truth?” Tylith asks.
“Yeah. Check out Theodore and that minor noble, Louis. See if you can come up with anything, like who’s really pulling the strings or what their ultimate goal is.”
“Hmph. Such a mission can only be seen as trivial for someone steeped in the Dark Artes. I’ll show these Dark Mages what it means to compete with someone born in the night.”
“Yeah, just like that. Anyway, Belle and I will be making a little trip to Roshar to get a few things ready. We’ll be back in a couple hours.”
There are quite a few people giving us their goodbye’s. Not just my main party, but also Lumina and Elise, along with Miri, Karina, Edwin, and Will.
Before I knew it, I ended up with a lot of people who support me. With the feeling of not wanting to let them down, I place my hand on Belle’s shoulder and teleport to the outskirts around the capital city of Roshar.




Chapter 23: Test Run

----- Lutz -----
 
“I'm here!” Belle's voice fills the shop's interior.
“Welcome back!” Celine greets us just beyond the door. “Did you enjoy your trip to Silvia?”
“Yeah, it's been really interesting. We met so many people and talked about so many things. It's been super fun!”
“Ohhh, I want to hear some details when we have time!”
“Of course! I've got some steamy info on a certain couple. They started off as fierce enemies, but now … well, just wait until you hear about it!”
I step next to Belle's excited figure. “Why do I feel like things are going to get even more ridiculous around here?”
“You can act like you don't care all you want, but I know you'll be listening in when the time comes!”
“Well yeah. If you went through the trouble of asking Karina about her relationship with Edwin, then of course I want to know.”
The rest of Belle's family has gathered in the shop's main room, where items of various types are on display. Crafting materials, potions, equipment, and even normal clothing are available for purchase for anyone with enough coin.
Looking around, I see that the items have been ordered so that the more expensive sections are closer to the counter. If I had to guess, I'd say it's to help keep an eye on them to protect against shoplifting.
We plan to hire some guards to watch on the shop. It's a necessary precaution, not only against thieves but also other merchants who may want to put us out of business.
Of course, most of the items here were obtained in the dungeons, so every coin earned is just pure profit. And since my party essentially has a monopoly on easy dungeon exploration, we can get more items anytime we want. Thanks to that, going out of business is essentially an impossibility.
But it's still good to guard the things we worked hard to obtain. And it's just one more layer of protection for Belle's family, too. They may be level 50 with powerful equipment, but we can never be too careful in this world.
Since having a name for the shop is a must for marketing, we decided on The Elven Crossroads. My merchant alter ego, Lawrence, supposedly got these items from the elves in the far east, so it plays into the backstory we crafted. Plus, just by referencing the elves in the shop’s name, we should draw some attention.
Huh. I wonder if any elf would want to come here and work at the store…
The elves are a secluded bunch, but there are exceptions. The blacksmith, Nasir, was quite an odd one, as was the alchemist, Thalia. It wouldn’t surprise me if there were many elves out there who’d actually like to come to the human lands. Of course, the problem is finding one amongst their people.
“So anyway,” Belle says. “We have our first delivery!”
“So soon?” Celine asks. “We haven't even opened the shop yet!”
“That's Lutz for you, using the shop for his benefit even before it's properly set up.”
“My benefit? We're doing this for the people of Silvia, remember?”
“Yeah, yeah. But don't try and deny that you're forcing your own shop into the deal as a marketing strategy!”
“Well … of course.”
“At least show some shame!” Belle sighs after seeing the smirk form on my lips. “Forget it. We have something to take care of before the delivery, so we came to pick you up.”
“Me?” Celine asks.
“That's right. As the face of our company's first store, you'll need to get used to stuff like this.”
“Wait, when did I become the face of the store!? Should our dad or older brother take that position!?”
“Sure, they're great at crafting, but you know as well as I do that you're much better with people. And since you'll be dealing with nobles and maybe even royalty, I want to make sure we've got the best one for the job.”
“It's true that I love talking, but how exactly am I supposed to deal with nobles…?”
“Don't think about it too much. Just remember that we outrank them in this world, so if anyone gives you problems, kick them out without remorse.”
Celine’s eyes drift off in a random direction. “I'm starting to get a bad feeling about our future…”
“Relax. If things get really bad, just use your [Mental Link] ring to contact us, and we'll deal with the problem in our usual way.”
“And what way is that?”
“We'll beat them up!”
“You can't do that!”
“Haha. Kidding. I'll just get Lutz or Tylith to give them a stern talking to. That usually works out.” Belle nods at her own words. “If that fails, then we'll beat them up.”
“You're still going to do it!?”
“Oops, it just slipped out.”
“Half-jokes aside,” I say, “you don't have to worry about your lower social position. After this war, your family will be raised to nobility.”
“Eh? We're really going to be nobles?”
Celine and her family look between each other. The father and mother don't look nearly as shocked as Belle's brother and little sister, though. As for Celine, she's already getting excited.
“Of course you'll be nobles. That's the least they could do for the family of one of the heroes who helped save the world, right?”
“I guess that makes sense. When it's over, Belle would be considered a hero, even if she wasn't technically summoned, huh?”
“Yep. I'm going to make sure that all of my companions get the recognition they deserve. Of course, we have to win first. But before any of that, we need to make this delivery.”
“Right. You said I needed to go somewhere with you?”
“To the Adventurer's Guild.”
“We're going to put in a request?”
“Yeah. The Adventurer's Guild has escort missions all the time. They'll post it on the quest board, and adventurers can sign up for it. From what I heard, it's easy to get escort missions completed because when the adventurers get to the next city, they can accept more quests from there until they find one that takes them to wherever they want to go next.”
“How long do we have to make this delivery?”
“Tomorrow afternoon.”
“Eh!? But it takes a full day to travel from here to Silvia! We couldn't make it, even if we left at this very moment!”
“You'll get used to it,” Belle says.
“Used to what?”
“Lutz using his magic to cheat his way through everything.”
“I still don't get it…”
“Don't worry. Just come with us and you'll see.”
After a few quick goodbye's, Celine follows us out of their shop and onto the nice street on which it sits. Even though this isn't a noble district, it does border one. In fact, it's right next to the highest-class noble area in the entire capital city of Roshar, the Upper Vale district.
Among the people who live in the Upper Vale are Julius' despicable uncle, Bradley de Reinhardt. He's the most powerful noble in the Orakian Kingdom and has his eyes on the throne. Although we're not sure how far his connection goes, he's also heavily involved with Cedric, Rolf, and Collette, the three heroes of Chaos.
Speaking of the female hero, Collette, she also has an estate in the Upper Vale district. She's technically not a noble, but when a summoned hero wants to live in a certain part of the city, it's hard to say no.
The positioning puts our shop, The Elven Crossroads, close to the castle, which may come in handy in the future. All in all, it's a great location that we were only able to get because of the king himself.
I won't be thanking him for it, though.
Being such a large city, there are actually multiple Adventurer Guilds in the capital. The closest one is still a bit of a walk when looked at from the perspective of someone who grew up on Earth, but it's extremely reasonable for the people of this world.
The trip there is filled with lively conversation, which isn't surprising considering it's Belle and her talkative older sister, Celine. As a man and someone who's not a part of their family, I'm at a huge disadvantage. After getting teamed up on, it's all I can do to hold my own and weather the storm.
Just as all seemed lost, a savior appears.
“The Adventurer's Guild!” I say, pointing to a large building. “Okay, time to get your game faces on.”
“Hey.” Belle's fang still protrudes from her upper lip. “You're just trying to escape!”
“I don't know what you're talking about.” I deny her accusation with a straight face.
“Fine, fine. So, what's the plan?”
“Simple. We'll all go inside and make the request for a group of adventurers to escort the cart from here to Silvia.”
“We're going in?”
“I'm curious about the process they use, and it'd be good to be there in case Celine needs any help.”
“Yes,” Celine says. “I'd definitely feel better if you were with me since it's my first time.”
“We're just for support, though. You'll be doing all the talking.”
“Alright. I'll do my best!”
I've seen the inside of many Adventurer Guilds now, but this one definitely takes the cake in terms of sheer size. Since we're in the capital city, that makes sense, as do the number of adventurers filling the place.
Unfortunately, the strength of the people here isn't much different than all the other adventurers I've seen lately. That is to say, they're weak. I don't just mean by comparison to us; they're simply young and inexperienced. No doubt they joined recently, though I don't know why there'd be a sudden wave of new people willing to risk getting sent to the front lines during the next draft.
Ignoring them, Celine and I step up to the counter, where a middle-aged woman is standing.
“Can I help you?”
“Yes,” Celine says. “I'm here to make a request of the Adventurer's Guild.”
“Certainly. What is it that you need?”
“I'd like to hire some guards to protect my cargo while it's being transported to Silvia.”
“An escort mission, is it?” The clerk pulls out a piece of parchment. “Please fill this out with all the required information.”
“Alright.”
I leave it to Celine, having been through similar pages of paperwork many times during my time on Earth. But I do keep an eye on what she writes to make sure everything is correct.
“Finished.” Celine hands it back to the clerk.
“Let's see. Celine, here on behalf of a shop by the name of The Elven Crossroads. Transporting a single cart of cargo from Roshar to Silvia. And … B-ranked adventurers or above?”
“Yes, that's all correct.”
“I'll put your request in, but I'd like to inform you that most B-ranked adventurers are currently on the front lines. I'm not sure when the next party will be available to complete this request.”
“It's fine. I'm not in a rush, so I'll wait as long as I need.”
“I see. In that case, there are no problems with the request. However, since this is The Elven Crossroads’ first request with the guild, we require full payment up-front. Costs are determined by the type of quest, distance traveled, and adventurer rank required. Please wait while we determine the fee.”
“Thank you. I'll wait patiently.”
She disappears through a door, but quickly returns and ends up back at the same position as before. However, we've already left the counter to relax at one of the nearby tables, and she must have handed our request off to someone in the back because she doesn’t wave us over.
Since this guild serves as a diner and bar, we go ahead and order ourselves a snack and drink while we wait. Even if we have better stuff in my [Inventory], it's nice to change it up from time to time with local cuisine.
The table next to ours has several young adventurers, no older than us. They're far too green to fight anything other than the weakest monsters, but the same can be said of most of the others in here.
Since I'm interested in why there's been a sudden increase in guild activity as of late, I make a motion to grab the attention of one of the guys.
“Hey man, couldn't help but notice there's a lot of new adventurers around here. There a reason for that?”
“You haven't heard? The kingdom plans to do a draft on all adults in fighting shape. That means it's not just adventurers who have a chance to be sent to the front lines anymore.”
“So anyone can be chosen, even if they've never picked up a weapon?”
“Yeah, so lots of us decided it's best to get some fighting experience in case our name's drawn. Especially now, since the guild is offering free training and basic equipment to anyone that joins.”
“That's why your items look so similar to most of the others here. I guess it's the better option, compared to just praying they won't pick you.”
“That's the idea. Were I you, I'd be looking to get some combat experience, too. You look well off, but unless you're a noble with strings to pull, your name could be picked just like anyone else.”
“I'll keep that in mind. Thanks for the warning, friend.”
I turn back to Belle and Celine and see worried looks on their faces. I've already explained to Belle's family how the level system works, so they understand just how futile it'd be to send random townspeople to battle creatures like Berserkers.
It wouldn't just be a tough battle for the low level soldiers, it'd be an outright slaughter.
What is the king thinking? Lumina explained how the system works, so he knows what the outcome of such a draft would be.
No, this just means that I absolutely have to end this conflict before he can recruit all these people and send them straight to their deaths.
The guild finally completes our paperwork, so we pay the fee they ask. Compared to my current funds, the 50 gold pieces I hand over is a rounding error. Besides I'll be getting most of it back, anyway.
With our little mission complete, we head back to our shop, The Elven Crossroads. They've been so busy setting up the front that the crafting room behind the counter is largely empty. That's good, because I need a bit of space for my next objective.
A large cauldron appears, along with tubs of colored liquids, vials of goop, and bottles of flakes and powders. The once empty room is suddenly quite full of materials and items needed to craft them into something usable.
Next, I walk to the back door and open it up. It leads to an alley, so it's not something we'd want to keep open without reason. That's also why the door is made of thick wood, reinforced with metal. Of course, it can also be barred from the inside.
“Are you going to do some alchemy?” Belle's dad asks after watching me set everything up.
“Yep. I need to make about a hundred potions in the next couple hours. Shouldn't be too hard. It does get smelly though, so I wanted to vent the room.”
I channel raw Wind Magic and a breeze begins flowing through the room. Of course, it's circulating around the cauldron and carrying the air there straight out the door. It might stink up the alley out back, but it's far better than dealing with the fumes in here.
“Can I watch?” Belle's younger sister asks.
“Sure. I'll even give explanations about everything I'm doing, if you want.”
“Yeah! I want to know!”
“Then gather around, ye who wish to witness the art of alchemy!”
Belle shakes her head. “You just cheated to get that knowledge, you know…”
“I've long since given up on feeling any sort of shame for my cheats.”
“These potions are going with the cargo to Silvia?” Celine asks.
“Sure are.”
“How exactly do you plan to transport them by tomorrow afternoon if it takes an entire day by carriage?”
“Oh, right. I bought a cart to load them on and I've already got a horse paid for that we can pick up tomorrow in Silvia. With that, we can pull up to Theodore’s estate with a cart full of potions, like a normal merchant.”
“Wait. The cart is here in Roshar, but the horse is in Silvia. Does that mean…”
“Yep. We're teleporting all the way to Silvia in the morning, picking up the horse, then going to the estate. Simple, right?”
“But then, why make a request with the Adventurer's Guild?”
“Because I wanted this shop to get its first request in to make sure everything goes smoothly. I'll be going by in the morning to pick up the quest myself since I'm an A-ranked adventurer.”
“So that's why you wanted us to choose B-ranked or above. Because you knew there weren't many left outside the front lines.”
“Bingo. Didn't want some random group taking the quest. That'd ruin the plan. Or at least, it'd be a little annoying. I do have a fail-safe just in case we get unlucky and a party takes it before tomorrow morning. But anyway, after I craft these potions, I'll be going back to Silvia. Got some people who need the same power leveling treatment I gave your family. Six of them, in fact. I'll be spending most of the night grinding them to a suitable level in The Beast Warrens.”
“Don't you plan to sleep anytime?”
“I might get a couple hours, but I'll probably just work on something else after the grinding session. I've got a lot of things to do, after all.”
“And that's how he is,” Belle says. “You can tell him to rest until you're blue in the face, but it won't do any good.”
“Heh.”
“Don’t smirk when you should feel bad!”
“Oops. I’ll try to keep that in mind for the future.”
“Then why are you still smirking!?”
After Belle’s noisy outburst, I get to work on the potions. As promised, I explain every step to her little sister. The girl has no idea how to even begin mixing potions, but all interests start somewhere. Who knows, in the future, she may become an amazing alchemist.
As for the rest of the family, they get back to work on the multitude of tasks that still need to be done before the doors to The Elven Crossroads can be officially opened. Of course, with Belle here, there’s never a dull moment.
Fortunately, she keeps most of her antics out of the crafting room. Though it’s probably for the sake of her younger sister, rather than me.
Yeah, it’s definitely not for my sake.
----------
 
The next morning, Belle and I return to The Elven Crossroads, where her family is waiting for us. After pulling the cart out of my [Inventory], we begin the process of filling it up.
Fortunately, my cheats come in handy, even for situations like this. Rather than having to place each potion individually, I just stand in the center of the empty cart and bring every item out at once, putting them in the proper place.
“Alright, that should do it.” My eyes scan the inside of the cart filled with potions.
“You really managed to accomplish everything, didn't you?” Celine says. “Did you ever get any sleep last night?”
“Nope. Grinding everyone to level 50 took a little longer than expected since we got some pretty inefficient encounters. Never know what the RNG gods have in store for you.”
“I don't quite get it, but I somehow still understand.”
“You're getting there,” Belle says. “We all went through the same phase.”
“I see. Then maybe I should count this confused feeling as a good thing, almost like I'm going through some kind of initiation!”
“That's the spirit! If you think about it like that, you'll start getting the better of Lutz in no time!”
“Hey,” I say. “Why are you talking like I'm not right here listening to your every word?”
“Hehe. Oops~”
I return my focus to the cart, ignoring Belle's obvious attempt to stir up trouble. Since I'm finished putting all the potions in their places, there's only one thing left to do.
My hand comes up, and the cart vanishes into my [Inventory]. With my current level, I can barely feel my storage space drop, despite the rather large amount of mass I just added to it.
It's not just my level, though. Each time I gain a new Heroic Skill, my old ones upgrade. So when I unlocked [Party Management] a couple weeks ago, my [Inventory] space increased quite a bit. It also gained a longer range, allowing me to store and remove things from a further distance.
Even though the core function of the skill hasn't changed, it's still gaining in usefulness as time goes on. After all, I could never store something like the old, dilapidated cabin back when I first unlocked it. The building is simply too massive, even if the wood is rotting.
Hmm. I should use this time to go hunt those Treants.
But first, there's one more thing to take care of.
I turn to Belle's family. “Alright, if you need anything, just give me a message.”
“Okay,” Celine says. “Thank you for helping us with our first Adventurer's Guild request.”
“No problem.” I look to Belle. “Speaking of that request, shall we go?”
“If you want my company so badly, then I guess I'll tag along.”
“A simple 'yes' would be enough, wouldn't it?”
“Sure. But what's the fun in that?”
“You and your cheeky mouth. Well, at least the trip won't be boring.”
Just as expected, Belle makes lively conversation as we walk the streets of the capital city. We take the same exact path as the day before, eventually arriving at a large building with many sources of mana inside it.
Stepping into the Adventurer's Guild, we walk straight to the quest board. Thanks to our request requiring B-Class adventurers or above, nobody's touched it. Or rather, they can't touch it because most of the people here are D-Class newbies.
However, we've recently been promoted to A-Class, so I take Celine's request off the board without hesitation and bring it to the same guild employee who helped us set it up yesterday. Since I have just as many disguises as I do aliases, she doesn't recognize me.
Being so young, she gives me a skeptical look when she sees the paper I placed onto the counter.
“This request is for B-Class adventurers or above. I'm afraid you'll have to choose another.”
“It's fine. I knew what rank it was before I chose it.” Belle and I place our Guild IDs in front of her.
Her eyes widen as she takes them in her hands. “A-Class!? How did people your ages manage to achieve such a rank!?”
I watch on as she flips through a thick book. “It wasn't hard. Just kept completing missions here and there. Before we knew it, we made it this far.”
“Rune, leader of an A-Class adventurer’s party.” She looks back up at us. “I can hardly believe it's true. You might be the youngest A-Class adventurer in the guild's history.”
“Well, I am 15 years old, while one of my teammates is 13, so she's got me beat by a couple years.”
“Ridiculous…”
“Anyway, we're heading to Silvia, so this escort mission is perfect for us. Is there any problem with us accepting it?”
“No, though I'll need to contact the issuer to finalize the quest. Alternatively, you can go to their shop and begin the mission from there.”
“It'd be quicker if I met up with them myself, so let's go with that.”
“Alright. It's a shop called The Elven Crossroads, located here.” The clerk points to a spot on a city map.
“Easy enough. Thanks for the help.”
“Here, you'll need this.” She hands me an official guild quest document.
“Thanks.” Belle and I wave goodbye.
The document is a stamped piece of parchment with all the relevant quest information. It, along with our Guild IDs, helps the issuer verify that we're on official guild business. Otherwise, there'd be way more people impersonating adventurers in order to trick people.
Of course, being such a powerful organization, the Adventurer's Guild is very strict on punishing criminals who lie to their clients in such a way to exploit them. From what I heard, execution is common, even for a first offense.
But that's just how this world is. Without the extensive forensic evidence provided by advanced science, they rely on harsh punishments to deter would-be criminals. It's a reality I've come to accept.
“That's it for us at the capital,” I say to Belle. “We still have several hours to kill before the delivery, so I'm going to do a bit of hunting. What about you?”
“I think I'll stay here with my family for a while. Lumina said someone should be stopping by today to look at renovating the storage building next to the shop, so I can help get that going.”
“Alright, sounds good. Then I'll walk you home before I go.”
“Oh? Trying to make a good impression with my dad?”
“I don't see what he has to do with it. It's just normal to walk a friend home, isn't it?”
“Gah. Yeah sure, that's what friends are for.”
After the short trip, I say another round of goodbyes, then activate [Teleport].
A sea of trees spreads out before my eyes. There are forests everywhere, but not all of them contain what I'm looking for. Fortunately, I was able to find the information I needed from the Adventurer's Guild.
Since I gained nearly thirty levels recently, my [Sense Mana] spell has vastly increased in range, allowing me to detect monsters in a radius of several miles.
Unfortunately, I don't know which mana belongs to which type of creature until I set my eyes on them. But since mana signatures differ slightly between monster types, I'll be able to recognize the unique feeling of their mana if I can just find a single one.
Just hope the Adventurer's Guild information was correct…
Putting those thoughts aside, I step into the woods in search of the Treants I need for my next major project.




Chapter 24: Delivery

----- Lutz -----
 
“Drive it into the warehouse,” a guard says.
The man points in the general direction of a large building with doors wide enough to fit the horse and cart with ease.
Before I can even motion toward the warehouse, the cart begins to move. I don't know how to direct a horse, so I'm obviously not the one driving it. Instead, a certain black-haired battlemaid took up the task.
During her youth, Elise was trained to be proficient at many tasks. Since her family basically specializes in espionage, they never know what kind of skill may come in handy for a mission. So, it's important to be able to easily improvise whenever needed.
“This is really exciting!” Celine says.
“Isn't it?” Belle smirks at her older sister. “We do this kind of thing all the time, but I still can't get enough.”
“A couple weeks ago, I was just another village girl. Now I'm running a high-class shop, meeting nobles, and secretly working for a hero. I still worry that I'll wake up and realize it was all a dream!”
“I know what you mean. People like us never make it into the history books, but that might not be true this time!”
“Wow, people might know our names even after we're gone. That reminds me, if we become nobles, what's our surname going to be?”
“Oh, good question!” Belle's face lights up. “It's gotta be something elegant, right? Maybe something that sounds a bit mysterious, too!”
“Yeah! And what about something that feels romantic but pure, like a flower?”
Oi. Aren't you asking a lot for a simple last name?
I keep my thoughts to myself, since I don't want to pay the price later for disrupting their good mood.
A group of men show up and inspect the potions. When the count comes out correct, they hand me a pouch of coins. I check the contents but don't worry about counting it. From the weight, I can tell it's close enough to our agreed upon price.
I was hoping we could meet with Theodore again so I could introduce him to Celine, but it looks like the transaction will be taking place entirely with these nameless underlings.
Although we didn't manage to catch any high-ranking people in a trap, maybe we can see it as a good thing that those in charge aren't scheming to ruin this city. Though I'm withholding final judgment until I hear what Tylith managed to dig up during her investigation.
“What are we going to do with the horse?” Elise asks after driving the now empty cart out of the warehouse.
“I'll just donate it to someone who needs it. Maybe Baldrick or Edwin could use it, though I don't know if they manage their own deliveries.”
“Craftsmen typically hire out their delivery services to merchants who specialize in transporting goods. Though there are exceptions.”
“Yeah, makes sense. It'd be a pain to deal with the upkeep of owning a horse, that's for sure. I might just bring it back to the stable I bought it from.”
“Yes, I'm sure he'd gladly take it back in if you don't ask for a refund.”
“I don't care about the cost. It was just a business expense related to this mission anyway. Either way, Elise and I will take care of the cart and horse, you two can–“
“Stop right there!” A voice yells out from the direction of Theodore's estate.
Turning, we see that minor noble, Louis, stomping toward us, the same one who’s been casting Dark Magic and causing problems in the city. From the look on his face, and the guards he has with him, I can only see a troublesome situation brewing for the four of us.
“How dare you try to cheat us!” Louis says after closing the distance. “Don't think we'll let you simply walk out of here!”
“What seems to be the problem?” My voice is as calm as ever.
“What's the problem!? Most of those potions you delivered aren't qualified to heal a scratch, much less a battle wound!”
“That can't be. I watched your men check several bottles before unloading them.”
“A nice trick, placing high quality ones in front of the cheap ones. And you might have made it out of here if you'd have hurried. But it's too late now. Sir Theodore is calling for you, and he didn't sound pleased.”
The guards have already stepped in front of the horse, while several others surrounded us. They've got their hands on their weapons, but they haven’t drawn them. Yet.
They insist on us following them to the estate, so we oblige without resistance. It'd be good to check up on the potions they unloaded from our carts first, but if we try to force their hand, things could turn ugly.
“Eh?” Celine makes a worried sound. “W-we're going to be fine, right?”
“Something like this?” Belle says. “Just another day for us.”
“Really? Then I'll try to look as confident as possible.”
“You're doing great. And I'm sure you'll get used to it soon, especially since this kind of thing might be a common occurrence for you in the future.”
“I really hope I don't face such accusations too often…”
“Sir Locke,” Elise says telepathically, still sitting on the cart. “I've detected some suspicious activity.”
“What is it?”
“Two of the men who unloaded the cart have been moving around the warehouse with haste, and their buzzing is centered around the area they placed our potions.”
“You think they're up to something?”
“I do. I've been tracking the mana of each person here ever since we arrived. These two’s movements were suspicious from the beginning, but I was willing to overlook it if nothing came of it.”
“Wow. You really kept an eye on all of them? That's some serious dedication.”
“It's simply part of my responsibilities.”
“Then please continue to track them while we meet with Theodore. Whatever you find out could come in handy.”
“Understood. Leave it to me.”
Belle, Celine, and I finally reach the nobleman's door. Last time we stood here, it was as guests seeking to make a trade deal. This time, it's as potential criminals who tried to cheat him out of his money.
Well, let's see how it goes this time.
The door opens, and we’re ushered in. Saying Theodore looks sour would be an overstatement, but it’s obvious his mood has fallen from the last time we saw him.
“What–” Theodore places an open bottle in front of us. “–Is this?”
Even without picking it up, I can tell the potion inside the bottle is worthless. At one point, it was probably a lesser healing potion. But from the faded red color, it’s probably been watered down until it's practically worthless.
“If I had to guess, I'd say that it's someone's attempt to ration a potion by adding water to it and splitting it into multiple bottles.”
“You've got the gall to speak so truthfully about a potion we got from your shipment? Are you unaware of the crime you committed with your lies? We punish fraudsters harshly here in Silvia, so don't expect to get away with just a fine.”
“Yeah, I know you have to deter crime by giving severe punishments to those you're able to catch. I don't blame you for that. However, that potion wasn't a part of our shipment.”
“We found it in the stockpile taken from your cart, along with many others that are just as worthless. Or are you suggesting we're the ones committing fraud?”
“No, I don't think you're trying to trick me. But perhaps there’s another explanation. If you give me a chance, I think I can show you the real reason why this city's imports have been so poor lately.”
Theodore narrows his eyes. “How do you know about the city’s state of affairs?”
“I’ve got a trustworthy source, so I know quite a bit more than you might think. Though I’m curious about one thing.” I look around the room. “Why did you order all your guards to leave before starting the questioning?”
As soon as that worthless noble brought us here, Theodore sent the man on his way. That obviously bugged him, as I’m sure he wanted to be here to see us get punished. But I was caught completely off-guard when Theodore told even the guards to wait outside. That leaves just me, Belle, and Celine in this office with him.
No matter how I look at it, it’s far too dangerous for a noble to threaten unknown merchants with no guards around in case we decide to take our chances with a physical confrontation. Yet here we are, alone in the room with Theodore as he accuses us of defrauding him.
“I’m asking the questions,” Theodore says. “You say this potion wasn’t part of your shipment. That’s the same as saying we’re setting you up. If that’s your defense, then I hope you have proof to back up that bold claim.”
“Proof, huh?” I rub my chain as I contemplate Elise’s words as we were escorted away. “I think I can prove my words, if you’ll follow me.”
“And where exactly do you plan to go?”
“To the warehouse where our potions were unloaded. We’ve already got an idea of what happened, including where our potions are being held.”
This time, Theodore is the one rubbing his chin. “I’ll give you one chance. If you cannot prove your innocence, then I’ll be placing you under arrest for fraud.”
“Fine by me.”
Theodore gets up and calls for the guards. They’ve been standing just outside the door, so they appear in an instant. Together, we make our way back to the scene of the crime.
The inside of the warehouse is exactly the same as it was while the men were unloading the potions. Even the crate they placed them in is still sitting in the same spot, next to one of the walls.
Near that crate is a door. Although I've never seen what's on the other side, when looking at this warehouse from the outside, it's obvious that it's another storage area just like the one we're in now. Though I'm not sure why they'd have the two warehouses separated with an interior wall.
Either way, according to Elise, the men who were buzzing around after we left were moving between these two warehouse rooms. The fact that our potions are sitting so close to that door is also a bit suspicious. But first I want to verify what exactly is inside the crate that should contain our potions.
Not that I have much choice, as Theodore leads us straight to it and opens the lid, revealing its contents.
I pick up a pale red potion, holding it in front of my face. “This thing is practically worthless.”
“That’s precisely the problem. The fact that most of the ones in here are just as terrible makes this delivery nearly a complete waste of our time and resources.”
“Yeah, but I’m not in the business of delivering colored water, so my potions have to be around here somewhere.” I look toward the nearby door. “And I think I know where. What’s behind that door?”
“It’s just another warehouse.” Theodore looks to the door a few steps from us. “We store and prepare our exports in there. Why do you want to know?”
“Ah, so this one's for imports and that one's for exports. Now it makes sense. It'd also be a quick and easy place to hide potions that just arrived, especially if they were just replaced with worthless ones.”
“So that's where you're going with this. However, if that’s truly the case, then finding them will be no simple matter. Besides that, I don’t particularly enjoy having my men’s loyalty questioned, so I do hope you aren’t leading me on a wild chase.”
“I think you’ll be quite surprised, once you realize the truth.”
Theodore gives me a long stare. However, he doesn’t show any signs of anger, making me curious what exactly is going through his mind right now.
In any case, he opens the door, revealing a nearly identical warehouse to the one we're currently standing in. Various boxes and crates line the walls, some stacked on top of others. Inside them are no doubt various goods, waiting to be exported to wherever they need to go.
The only major difference between the two rooms is the cart sitting in the middle of the floor. It's loaded up with armor and weaponry, though the quality can only be described as mediocre.
But we didn't come here to judge the craftsmanship of their exports.
“Elise,” I say telepathically. “Can you lead me to where those two men were taking our potions?”
Certainly. Make a half-quarter turn left from the door, then walk straight.
It's been a long time since I played a game of hot and cold, but Elise is particularly detail oriented, so she quickly leads me to the spot where she believes they placed our potions. Though she was quite confused as to why I kept asking her if I was getting warmer.
I stop in front of a crate that looks no different from the rest. “What would you do if I opened this crate and found greater healing potions and regeneration potions inside?”
“Since we haven't had a delivery of such high-quality potions in a long while, I suppose I'd have no choice but to consider that everything you told me may in fact be true.”
“In that case, get ready to rethink your choice of personnel.”
I open the crate sitting in front of me, revealing…
“By the Goddess,” Theodore says, holding up a regeneration potion. “They’re actually here.”
This settles it. There's no way Theodore would allow us to find these potions if he knew about the scheme to replace them with worthless ones.
But if he's not in on it, then we have another problem…
“Those lying cretins!” Theodore openly expresses his anger. “I knew someone was playing me for a fool!”
“So that's why you were so accommodating to us, despite saying how much trouble we were in. You wanted to find the truth.”
“My apologies for treating you as such. I had to play my part until I could find the evidence I needed. That's simply how noble society functions.”
“I understand. Someone I'm working with thinks the same, which is why we can't confront the culprit yet.”
“What do you mean? It should be obvious which men are responsible for this attempted theft. Given enough pressure, they'll give up their cohorts.”
“The thing is, we already know who's pulling the strings. That's why we're here in the first place. Well, technically we were here to check if you were involved, but I think we can rule that out.”
“Me?” Theodore suddenly looks thoughtful. “Are you saying this entire deal was a setup from the start?”
“Yep. And from someone who outranks even you.”
“Could it be…?”
“Correct,” Adel's voice fills our minds. “I sent them to investigate you.”
Of course I've been keeping Adel in the loop the entire time. He basically got an audiobook version of the events as they played out and has been helping in our decision making.
After hearing Theodore's recent words, we decided that the best course of action would be to let him in on our scheme. After all, if that minor noble were to get wind that his thievery was found out, it could ruin the rest of our plan.
“And so,” Adel says after giving a concise explanation, “I want you to work with the merchant Lawrence and his companions to find out if there's another culprit pulling the strings.”
“Understood, Marquis. I'll expel Lawrence from the premises and pretend that we didn't find evidence of thievery. But what are we going to do about the potions?”
“Leave them. We'll keep watch on anything that leaves the warehouse. If they try smuggling them out, we'll intercept them.”
With that, Theodore becomes party to the plan to catch whoever is really behind the stealing of imports and defamation of Marquis Adel. It’s a good result, though it means that we’re no closer to finding the puppet master than we were when we started.
“I don't want to ruin your reputation,” Theodore says, “but I'm afraid I must make a show of harshly reprimanding you as I remove you from here.”
“Don't worry about it. I'm used to being the bad guy.”
As stated, Theodore makes a small show of running us off the estate grounds. I give the pouch of coins back to him in front of Louis and the workers, though he tells me that he’ll give it to Adel later so it’ll make its way back into my hands.
In the end, we drive out the gate without our potions or our pay. It’s unfortunate that our reputation took a hit, but since the people in power know the truth, it shouldn’t spread to other merchants.
Adel says he’s got a few things to take care of, so we have some extra time before we meet up and discuss our next steps. That’s perfect, as I have a task that I’d like to continue.
It’ll be good to rinse out the sour taste of defeat with some good, old-fashioned manual labor, right?
----------
 
“A forest?” Laya asks after the teleportation.
“Yep. I need some more materials and figured there were two girls who'd like the chance to go on a hunt.”
“Ah!” A cat-eared girl makes a noise. “That's us, right!?”
“Hmph. I suppose I can help out with whatever endeavor you have in mind.”
“Good.” I hold my hand out toward a large section of empty ground. “Because I need something to finish this.”
A large, square chunk of stone erupts from the grassy clearing, rising to the height of a single step on a staircase. At about a dozen long paces across, it takes up a sizable amount of space.
Atop the stone surface appears a familiar, half-rotted cabin. It still has no door, and the roof is littered with holes, but the beams and joists that make up the cabin's foundation are obviously freshly cut, as are some of the studs that rise up from them and form the skeleton on which the walls are built.
“Your old cabin,” Laya says. “You've been repairing it?”
“Yep. Spent a bit of time fixing it up, but it'd take a while if I did all the work myself, so I figured I'd outsource some of it.”
“So that's why you asked the Adventurer's Guild where to find some Treants.”
“Wait,” Belle says. “Don't tell me those wooden beams are…”
“Monster bodies are much better at holding mana than normal wood.”
“So they're the corpses of Treants!?”
“Well … yeah.”
“Master, Master! I'm going to find lots of wood, okay!?”
“That's the spirit! I'll need at least half a dozen more full-sized Treants.”
“Alright! What are we waiting for!? Let's go, Tylith!”
“I've already marked some prey. Shall we see if they're the Treants we're looking for?”
The two girls practically bounce their way into the tree line to begin their game. Meanwhile Laya, Belle, Lumina, and Elise focus their attention on me, waiting for whichever tasks I have in store for them.
Of course, I already have something for each of them to do. I have more Treant corpses on me, waiting to be cut up, and a lot of the old, rotting wood of the cabin needs to be removed. I also need to put up some more freshly cut studs, and I could use some help with redesigning the cabin to better fit our needs.
There are many things we need to do, and with their help, each task gets completed at a rate that would never be possible back on Earth. By the time the two hunters return, the cabin has already started to resemble something other than a crumbling pile of rotting wood.
I step into the interior and nod at the sight of our handiwork. The flooring has been completely replaced, as have all the walls. The roof still needs to be finished, but that’s the last major renovation to get it into a livable condition.
Being a cheater sure is great. Who knew a cabin could be nearly completely renovated in just a single day…
“No more tents?” Laya asks.
“That’s the idea, among other things.”
“Other things?”
“Heh. Just wait. I’m sure even you’ll show some surprise when you see it.”
“I’ll do my best to hide my emotions when the time comes.”
“Oh, a battle, is it? Normally, I’d never bet against you when it comes to maintaining that cool expression, but I wonder if even you can win this fight.”
“I won’t lose.”
Time flew by while we were working on the cabin, so I hadn't even realized it was time to meet with Adel until I get a telepathic call.
“Lutz. I'm ready to make our next move.”
“Good. Let me clean up what we're working on, and we'll be right there.”
“Alright. I'll be waiting.”
“You heard him,” I say to the girls. “Let's wrap this up and see what Adel has in store for us next.”




Chapter 25: Shifting Gears

----- Lutz -----
 
“So,” Adel says after Tylith and I step into his office, “what news came of your investigation?”
Tylith answers the question herself. “I spent last night and this morning checking out both Theodore and the minor noble, Louis. As expected, Theodore seems to have no connections with the Dark Mages. At least, I couldn't find any suspicious activities or documents. It's relatively safe to say he truly is innocent.
“As for Louis. To be frank, he appears to be quite the fool. He openly casts Dark Spells, even as the Lost Magics begin to spread through the world. It would only be a matter of time before his activities were discovered, even if we ignored him.
“That's why I'm baffled by the fact that I was unable to find even a shred of evidence that he is taking orders from a higher power. He meets with his two men without care, discussing matters that would mean a trip to the gallows, were they to be overheard. Yet, there's not been a single moment where he appeared to follow any commands other than his own.”
Adel looks a bit troubled by the report. “Could it be the one in charge is competent enough to stay hidden?”
“Perhaps. But if that were the case, wouldn't he also be competent enough to choose a better candidate than that silly little noble?”
“That's true, unless Louis has been set up to take the fall. Though I can't fathom the reason behind such an action.”
A short silence fills the room as the three of us contemplate all the information we've gathered so far.
Theodore, the one we suspected as the ringleader, turned out to be innocent. Meanwhile, the noble using Dark Magic, Louis, appears to be working on his own. Even his reasoning is fuzzy, with our only clue being that he's trying to harm the productivity of the city and defame Marquis Adel.
There's no apparent master plan, no evil genius behind the curtain, and not even a shred of danger from anyone involved. At least, not to us. They're certainly a danger to the stability of the city, which is why both Adel and Arcana tasked us with dealing with them.
With everything we know now, I can only come to one conclusion.
“I think it's time we admit something,” I say, breaking the silence. “We were wrong. That minor noble really is the mastermind, if you can call him that after all the mistakes he's made.”
“I'm in agreement,” Tylith says. “Perhaps we're so accustomed to dealing with powerful and crafty foes that we forgot some schemes are as simple as they appear at first glance.”
Adel sits back in his chair, as if releasing some pent-up stress. “If there's no evidence of other players, then I suppose we should detain Louis for questioning and trial. He'd likely spill some relevant information, if we missed anything in the investigation.”
“Actually,” I say. “I had another plan in mind. It's a little convoluted, but the end result is the same as arresting him.”
“Oh? If you have such a plan, then I assume there are other benefits, as well.”
“Yeah. For Miri's church.”
Adel looks intrigued at my words. “Let's hear the details, then.”
It's the same plan I told Belle when we went out to set up the trade deal. Until now, she was the only one who knew. But I've already instructed her to tell the others at the church, since it heavily involves them.
At the same time, I let Tylith and Adel know. Albert, too, since he's here with us. As expected of a crazy idea with a spectacular finale, Albert and Adel's eyes slowly widen as I reveal each phase of my plan.
As for Tylith, her eyes shift, too. But unlike the others, hers get narrower. Oh, and her lips curl, revealing the vampiric fangs that are a hallmark of her people.
“How delightful.” Tylith sounds excited. “I couldn't ask for a better role in this scheme.”
“I understand why you'd want to do this,” Adel says. “But are you confident that you can pull it off? If we fail, the situation could very easily spiral out of control.”
“True,” I say. “Even I can't say for sure how it will all go down. But I'm not taking this risk for fun. In fact, as things stand, doing nothing may be the bigger risk.”
“How so?”
“Because after unlocking the Lost Magic, [Scry], Lumina used it to see the information of the other three heroes. That's when she saw that they each had the same Unique Skill, [Blessing of Chaos].”
“What!? Are you suggesting they've been our enemies all along!?”
“Yeah, though I don't know why they've been fighting on our side. The Lord of Chaos must have a master plan that we can't see.”
“This is the most disturbing news I've heard in a long while. But now I can see why you'd want to go through with such a risky scheme.”
“We need to take the initiative, or else we risk a total collapse of morale when the people find out they've been placing their hopes on heroes that are working for the enemy.”
“That day may not be far off. With the spreading of the Lost Magics, it's only a matter of time before their Unique Skill is discovered.”
“About that. You see, I checked out Cedric not long ago, and his Unique Skill had changed. It's now listed as [Blessings of the Goddess].”
Something occurs to Adel. “I can't claim to know much about these Unique Skills, but is changing them even possible?”
“I asked the Astral Dryad about it, and she said it's basically impossible for people to change their own Unique Skill. That means it'd take someone with an immense amount of power and knowledge to do it. Also, the summoned heroes of the past had a Unique Skill called [Blessing of the Goddess]. It's subtle, but there's definitely a difference between the two.”
“The Lord of Chaos. If he has such power, then our situation may be more dire than I imagined.”
“Pretty much. That's why I'm going to a Great Cathedral soon. I might be able to unlock a huge amount of power there. And I get the feeling I'll need every drop of it if we want to win this war.”
There are still a lot of unknowns, but I can deal with them as they come up, as long as I'm strong enough to do so.
Even though I gained a lot of levels recently, that doesn't mean I'm capable of winning the war. The Lord of Chaos aside, I'm fairly confident that me and the girls are now a match for anyone else in this world, and that includes the Archfiends. Though I won't truly know until I face one at full power.
Regardless, unlocking my Unique Skill and gaining access to the Mana Network is more important than grinding levels. I'd much rather have some control over the mysterious power that allows the instant creation of things like Unique Skills, rather than the next tier of magic.
Though both would be preferable.
“Anyway,” I say. “If you're not against my plan, then we'll get started on it right away. I've got a bit of setup to do.”
“Although I have my reservations, I'll leave the matter in your hands. I’ll be ready to play my part, when it arises. And if you need anything, simply ask.”
“Thanks. I'd rather not involve you too much, but since Louis has been using [Transform] to take your appearance, you need to step onto the stage to clear your own name, too. Until then, we’ll try to take care of everything else.”
After some parting words, Tylith and I leave Adel's estate. We walk together for a little while, but the Vampire Princess' role places her in a unique position. And since she's eager to get started, she steps off the road that leads to the church and begins heading toward her own destination.
As I walk the streets on my own, I silently twist my head, taking in the sights of the city.
There are still many problems. Common workers are scraping by, living day to day. Street urchins can be seen in the shadows and alleys, looking for their next purse to steal. Beastfolk slaves are still forced to do grueling physical labor just to earn their next meal.
But despite all that, the city is in a much better place than it was a few months ago. Were it not for the world-ending war engulfing the planet, perhaps even those problems could be resolved.
Unfortunately, that'll have to wait. It may be cruel to the ones suffering every day, but the reality is that we have to prioritize the survival of the four races, rather than each individual.
So this is what it's like to hold the reins of power. Having the ability to decide the fates of men isn't exactly fun…
It's not a power I ever expected to gain, and now that I have it, I can say with certainty that I don't want it.
But the choice isn't up to me.
After this war is over, I'm going to take the girls and go on an adventure. A real adventure.
We can dive into the world's most dangerous dungeons, explore some mysterious places, and even search the world for a new continent.
Perhaps I’ll go around and meet the rest of the Immortal Beings. There’s supposed to be a real Demon Lord in the Shattered Isles, and there’s a Phoenix, too. And let’s not forget about the Dragon Lord. I wonder what they’re like.
It'll be amazing. And fun. Though the girls would no doubt want to spend most of their time doing as much as they can to help the people that suffered the most during the war.
Can't blame them for that, so I might as well join them.
I arrive at the church while I'm lost in thought. As usual, I enter through the back door. Rather than being crowded in the room Miri uses when taking a break from her priestly duties, the girls are all out front, helping place decorations and other various tasks.
There are worshippers out there, too. Since I don't really want to meet any of them, I step into Miri's room. The inside has several new boxes, each filled with religious artistry. I don't really care about them, but I am interested in something else in the room.
“Hey Karina,” I say to the former mayor of Reim. “Having fun with the new decorations?”
“I don't really see what makes you think there'd be any fun in hanging expensive trinkets and the like. Wouldn't the money have been better spent to actually help people?”
“It's important to look the part of a church, right? Especially considering what we're about to do.”
“Hey! Belle told us all about this idea of yours! Are you really insane or something!?”
“Calm down. Don't make me kidnap you again to force your hand.”
She gives me a sigh. “I didn't sign up for this…”
“Sure you did. You should have known a time like this would come. There's no way this church can achieve its goals by playing it safe. I mean, its very existence is already heretical to everything this world believes.”
“Yeah, I know. But do you really think you can fool everyone?”
“Who knows…”
“Don't look away!”
“Haha.”
I think I hear another sigh but decide that it must be my imagination. Yeah, definitely my imagination.
“But to give an actual answer, it's not if I can do it or not. We don't have a choice but to make it happen. If what Miri said about me needing to be seen as a real hero is true, then this church will have its work cut out for it. In that case, my plan is a necessity.”
“You may be right, but I'm just nervous. Nobody's ever done anything like this before.”
“Sure they have. People lie all the time. In this case the lie is just a little bigger than normal.”
“A little, he says…”
“Don't sweat it. Just let the current carry you along.”
“You're that current!”
“Oh yeah. Should I pick you up, then?”
“Absolutely not!”
“Good because I wouldn't want Edwin to get mad at me.”
“Eh…?” Karina's snarky voice suddenly grows softer. “W-what's he have to do with this?”
“Oh, nothing. Just remembering something I heard about you and him.”
“Well stop remembering it, right now.”
“Alright, alright. I’ll wipe it from my memory, I promise.”
“That’s a lie if I ever heard one…”
Karina shakes her head, releasing yet another sigh as she continues sorting through a box of gilded decorations, pulling out amazing looking ornaments that will soon adorn the church’s prayer room.
I wonder what Edwin thinks about all this…




Interlude 3

----- Louis -----
 
“Those idiots thought they could pull one over on me.” I slam the glass of fine wine down onto the table. “Hah!”
“But boss, why did they show you those normal potions when they met you?”
“Fool. It was obviously because if I knew they had such valuable potions, they'd have to increase the size of their bribe.”
“Oh, yeah. Guess that makes sense. They got what was coming to them, then.”
“I just wish that coward Theodore would have arrested them. Letting them go after they returned the money just doesn't sit right with me.”
“Maybe when we regain control of the city, you can get your revenge.”
“Of course I'm going to. If I succeed, I'll surely be given rule of the city. When that day comes, I'll make Theodore pay for everything he's put me through until now!”
As I sit in my modest home with one of the men who's helping our faction regain control of the city that rightfully belongs to us, I can't help but fume at the thought of obeying Theodore for even one more day.
Theodore was given his position by Marquis Lars, and yet when he was overthrown, the backstabbing coward believed every word of the king's lies about Lars.
What a fool! Does he not know where he stands!? Someone like him doesn't deserve to even be called a noble!
Fortunately, I have a plan. I won't sit idly by while our power is diminished. And once I complete the mission, I'll be propelled to my rightful place among the high nobles!
*Knock, knock*
The sudden sound of someone tapping on my front door fills the room. As the third son of a Viscount, there's no way I can afford something like a butler. As embarrassing as it is, I have no choice but to answer it with my own hands. Or rather, that's normally the case.
“See who it is,” I order the man sitting at the table with me.
“Right, boss.”
I wasn't expecting visitors, so I reach for my sword, wrapping my hand around its hilt.
The door opens, and standing on the other side is…
A girl? Who is she?
Her long, purple hair falls all the way to the middle of her back, the gleaming strands showing the meticulous care that must go into maintaining its shine. Although she looks young, barely a woman, there's an unmistakable maturity radiating from her, as if she's seen more years than either of us.
I don't recognize her in the slightest, which only makes my grip on the sword tighten.
“Who are you?” I ask the mysterious visitor.
“Me? I'm simply a representative, come to lend a helping hand.”
“What? Help how? And who sent you?”
“Louis de Salo.” Her voice somehow forces its way into my mind. “I've been sent on behalf of someone who supports your goal. He wishes to see you succeed, and I'm here to ensure that future comes to pass.”
“What the?” I send back telepathically. “Who was it? Who figured out my plan?”
“You already know the answer to that, do you not? Marquis Lars had the backing of a very powerful individual. That man is pleased with you, and he always rewards those who distinguish themselves.”
Duke Bradley. I keep that particular thought to myself. So he's still keeping an eye on this city, after all.
My family owes allegiance to Duke Bradley's faction, just like Theodore's. But unlike that coward, I won't sit idly by while the city we should rightfully govern is taken from us. At first, I was only thieving the imports to sell on the black market and make a handsome profit. But after a few successful thefts, I realized that I could also ruin Marquis Adel's reputation at the same time.
By impoverishing the city and sowing distrust, I could set our faction up to eventually retake control. I planned to bring this to Duke Bradley myself, once my plan had gotten far enough along.
But it seems that's unnecessary.
Either she's telling the truth, or a powerful group has figured out my plan. After all…
I take a long look at her deadly glare and sharp fangs.
…She's a vampire.
Not just any ragtag group can claim to secretly have a vampire under their employ. If such people existed here in Silvia, I'm sure I would have sniffed them out by now. Since the chances of a new group showing up and immediately finding out about my scheme is next to zero, there's only one answer.
She's telling the truth. But there's one thing she doesn't seem to realize.
Vampires are a dangerous tool to use, but so is Dark Magic. We've been playing with that fire here, stoking the feelings of anxiety and hatred among the citizens. It's only natural that Duke Bradley would send someone experienced in those dark artes to help with this show's finale.
To that extent, she would also make a convenient scapegoat, were things to fall apart.
No, it's more than that. Does Duke Bradley want me to use her as part of the scheme?
That must be it! I wonder what the people of the city would think, if they found out Marquis Adel has been working with a vampire all along!
A smile forms on my face as I begin to adjust my plans. Without a doubt, this vampire will become a useful pawn.
What a fool. She's been set up to take the blame and doesn't even realize it. It's almost enough to make even me pity her.
As expected, someone as crafty as myself doesn't belong in the presence of low-born nobles like Theodore.
Feeling confident that I've parsed out the finer details of Duke Bradley's plan, I finally answer the vampire's question.
“Yes,” I say out loud. “I know who sent you and why. I believe if we work together, we can craft a spectacular finale.”
“I knew you'd understand. Now, why don't we sit down and discuss it in more detail. I've brought some very interesting ideas along with me.”
“Don't forget that this is my operation. If you want to help, you'll have to take orders from me.”
“I assure you that I will in no way be taking command. However, after hearing my words I'm sure someone of your esteemed caliber will see the wisdom in them. Especially after you see this.”
The vampire pulls a black orb from somewhere. It seems to pulsate with a dark light, as if subtly warning me of the power held within.
“W-what is that? Some kind of artifact?”
“As expected of you, Louis. You saw through it right away.” She holds it out to me. “Here, give it a try.”
My hand clasps the orb, the smooth surface cool to the touch. I feel nothing, even after grasping it, but the feeling of power still emanates from the dark sphere, forcing me to hold back the shiver that threatens to overtake my body.
Finally, I activate the magic held within the artifact, and…
“It contains [Transform]!? And it's even more powerful than my own spell!?”
“Oh, much more powerful. And that's not all. That orb contains its own mana supply, so it can help power the spell, giving you the ability to change your form for far longer than you could normally.”
“This artifact is like nothing I've ever seen! With this, we can truly bring that arrogant Adel down and regain control of this city!”
“I'm glad that you're able to see the possibilities so clearly. I'm sure you'll also see the wisdom in the plan our patron has laid out for us.”
I reluctantly release the spell held within the artifact. “Fine, tell me what he has in mind.”
“You've done well eroding the citizen's faith in Marquis Adel, and now it's time to take it a step further. Imagine how much public sentiment would turn against him if he were to condemn a newly found church that was simply trying to spread faith in the Goddess.”
“Target a church?” A fantastic idea occurs to me. “Yes, I believe that would work out spectacularly.”




Chapter 26: Believers

----- Lutz -----
 
“Right here looks like a good spot.” I place a black orb down.
The sphere sits in the grasp of a small pedestal, which I secure to the tile rooftop so the wind can't just blow them away. Since I put it right next to a chimney, its figure is mostly hidden from sight.
However, the orb is too valuable to just leave sitting out in the open, so I return it to my [Inventory] for the time being. The pedestal can stay though, since it's just a cheap piece of silvered steel used to hold it.
After making my way back down to the ground, I meet back up with a few of the girls who've been keeping me company.
“This feels so wrong,” Lumina says. “Using such powerful Dark Magic on the roof of a church would normally be a great sin.”
“Normally?” I ask. “So what you're saying is that it's not a sin in this case, huh?”
“W-well, that's not entirely what I meant. And if you add in what you have planned for Miri, then it could really be seen as the greatest heresy a person could commit.”
“Heresy is defined by the church, not the Goddess. So while you may be right that we're all heretics, that doesn't mean we're going against the Goddess. I'd say one is far more important than the other, right?”
“Certainly. That's precisely why I agreed to the lunacy you proposed. But that also means Miri's going to be carrying a lot of burdens afterwards, you know.”
“Yeah.” I look to the girl in question. “But she's the one who asked for the role.”
“I'm willing to do whatever is needed,” Miri says. “No matter how difficult it may be.”
“Just don't overdo it, alright? Don't forget you have allies here to help you.”
“Yes, I've been relying on them to carry a lot of weight. But this is my responsibility.”
Since everyone is on board with the plan, all we have to do is make it happen. That's easier said than done, though. But at least we have the backing of Adel. As the lord of this province, he can influence a lot of events with his words alone.
We can't rely on Adel to do all the work for us though, since it'd be too risky to have him moving the pieces around himself. However, he does play a crucial role. As he's the target of defamation at the hands of that minor noble, Louis, it only makes sense to bring him onto the board at the right moment.
“Tylith is still getting things ready on her end, so we've got some time before the show begins. If anyone has business to take care of, now's the time.”
“None,” Laya says.
The other girls reply in similar ways, except for one.
“There is something,” Miri says. “I know you have reservations about the church, but there are a few believers who know the whole truth. I was hoping you could meet with them before you leave the city.”
“Ah, those guys. You're right that I've been avoiding them. It's just weird having people worship me, you know?”
“I understand. But they've put themselves into a dangerous position to spread your deeds to those who will listen. Even if they can't reveal the truth, they're still doing their best to lay the seeds for your eventual rise to heroism.”
I look toward the church. There are people inside at this very moment. Most of them are here to pray to the Goddess, completely unaware that this church was built to spread faith in me, rather than her.
“If it's just a few,” I say. “Then it's fine.”
“Thank you!” Miri shows us a brilliant smile. “I shall call for the few who know the truth and bring them to the back room!”
“Alright. I'll be waiting.”
I'd rather the others not be there when I meet these church members, so they pile into a different room, while I step into the one we normally use when we come here.
I end up pacing around the floor as I track Miri's dot on my [Minimap]. She's out in the main area of worship, walking around the pews. Twice now, she's stopped next to somebody. Both times, the other dot has begun following her when she starts moving again.
I thought she'd gather more, but it seems she's content with the two she found. Either there aren't any others here who know the truth, or she's simply making it easy for me by limiting how many she intends to bring.
In any case, I stop my pacing just as the three dots make it to this room's door. Trying to look as confident as possible, I watch on as the handle turns and the outside hall appears in my vision.
Walking in are Miri and two familiar faces.
“You're really here.” Simon takes off his hat.
As a farmer, it's not surprising that he's got quite a tanned complexion. Despite being well in the lower half of his 30's, the tough life has obviously taken its toll. Even from just looking at him, I can see how much punishment he's had to put his body through just to survive in this world.
Simon was one of the first people I interacted with after escaping the dungeon. His little village was being terrorized by a Hari, a lion-like monster with a gnarled face. The creature was devouring his flock of sheep, which the town relied on to get through the winter.
I defeated it but was still ran out of town after they realized that I’m the False Hero. It was a moment I wouldn’t forget for a long time, as it was a clear message that overcoming the stigma of my title would be more difficult than simply doing good deeds.
“Hey Simon, long time no see. How’s the village doing these days?”
“After you left, we scavenged everything we could off the Hari’s corpse. Paid for more sheep, with coin to spare. The town was right fine after that. Well, as much as any other village in the area.”
“Guess that’s about as good of an outcome as can be expected, huh? At least there wasn’t some other disaster waiting around the corner.”
“Got that right. The townspeople were more than worried about what would happen to us, given we had the False Hero show up at our doorstep.” A troubled look falls on Simon’s face. “Um, Sir Hero, I want to apologize for the way we all treated you back then. I know it’s not an excuse, but we just didn’t know what to do or what would happen to us…”
“You think being ran out of town is bad? For me, that’s just a normal occurrence, so don’t beat yourself up over it. And just call me Lutz. I’m not too fond being called a hero by people I trust.”
“Y-you trust me, even after what we did?”
“Miri trusted you enough to reveal the truth, so I figured I could put some faith in you, too.”
“Thank you, Sir Lutz. I won’t disappoint you!”
I suddenly recall something, so I quickly change the subject. “By the way, how's your son doing?”
“He's mighty fine. Growing up faster than I expected, though. Me, him, and my wife all live in Silvia now. City life’s way more convenient than the one we were living in our old village, and my son should have a chance at a better life than his dad.”
“That’s true. There are a lot more options for apprenticeships here, so I’m rooting for him. The last time I saw him, he could barely get his words out. I hope he's at least able to speak properly the next time I meet him.”
“Oh don't you worry, he's quite the talker now. At least, when he's not bawling his eyes out like last time. Sometimes too much of a talker…”
“That's kids for you. They should be seen, not heard, right?”
“Hah! Can't argue with that. “
Simon wasn’t the only one who Miri brought here. The other man has been silently listening in to our conversation since the beginning, but I don’t want to keep him waiting to speak for too long. So, I turn to that second man.
“Thom, didn’t think you’d be one of the people who came over to my side.”
“Even back then, I knew you were somehow special. Though I didn’t imagine just how much.”
I never even knew Thom’s name back when I first met him. He was just the old mayor of a village whose nearby lake was infested with kappas. I used it as a grinding spot to get Laya her first major increase in levels and to teach her the basics of combat.
Back then, I still had a lot of anger in me, and I let it control me to the point where I even bullied some random villagers who were just trying to protect their town from the monsters. Thinking about it now, I feel nothing but shame about what I did.
“Thom, I’m sorry for how I acted back then. I know there’s no way to justify it, but I wasn’t quite in my right mind at the time.”
“Lad, we all have times when we lash out in anger or frustration. Considering what you went through and how much strength you had, I’d say it’s a miracle the outcome wasn’t worse.”
“Maybe so, but I still want to apologize.”
“Then consider your apology accepted. I’m sure the men you brawled would forgive you, if they knew the truth.”
“Speaking of, you said you knew I was special back then. How exactly did you figure it out?”
“I was an adventurer in my youth. Been in many battles, though I preferred only fighting ones I was sure I could win. Something about you just told me you were destined for great things. Guess you can say it’s instinct or just the experience that comes with living a long life.”
Thom isn’t an old man, but he’s far past his prime. His hair has streaks of grey, and his skin has the beginnings of permanent sets of wrinkles. That said, he still carries himself with confidence, no doubt due to his years as an adventurer.
I didn’t have much time to talk to him, but Sir Wilhelm also lived an eventful life in his youth before settling down and becoming the mayor of Resta. These two really have a lot in common, huh?
Wilhelm was the only one who lost his life back when High Priest Melina was rampaging through the lands in the far east. It still stings, but he sacrificed his life in an attempt to save others and stand up against Melina’s tyranny. A true hero, just not one whose name will be recorded in the history books.
I shake my head. “Guess I can’t keep avoiding it, huh?”
“Avoiding what?” Thom asks.
“My role. I’ve spent so much time as this world’s enemy that I just accepted it. But there are people who want that to change, people whose lives would be better if the world knew the truth. So, it’s time to start turning things around. For their sake, as much as mine.”
I hold both my hands out and beckon for Thom and Simon to take them. They comply, and I create two spell formations simultaneously. Or rather, I create the same spell formation twice, one in each of their bodies.
When they’re complete, the two men release the spells and take in the sight of my information. [Scry] has always been my go-to when I want to show people the Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess], and this time is no different.
After seeing it with their own eyes, the two men finally have real confirmation that what Miri told them about me being summoned by the Goddess is actually true.
The rest of the meeting goes about as I expected. I tell them about a few of my adventures, while giving a few hints on what I have planned for the future. They hang on my every word, obviously excited to be talking to a hero who’s been summoned to save this world from disaster.
That kind of attitude used to make me uncomfortable. To be honest, that hasn’t changed. But it’s something I have to get used to if I’m going to be recognized as this world’s one true savior.
----------
 
“Looking much better now.” I take in the sight of the fully reconstructed cabin.
“Mmm. Comfy.”
Laya's walking around the interior, probably imagining how much better having a portable cabin with actual beds will be, compared to tents and bedrolls. It even has a fireplace, which will add a whole new level of relaxation to our nights spent out in the wilderness.
There are a few new additions to the cabin, as well. Most notably, a silvery orb that sits on a pedestal near one of the far walls. It's a permanent feature of the cabin. So much so that my [Inventory] skill considers everything here as one object, the orb included.
Although the orb is intriguing, most people's eyes would probably be drawn to the blue, crystalline pedestal on which it sits. The structure refracts the light filling this room, creating a pleasant display of color on the cabin floor around it.
The other girls are still in the city, doing various tasks. But since we're really just waiting on Tylith to give us the signal, Laya and I decided to teleport out to the countryside and finish up the cabin's reconstruction.
“Now,” I say as I walk up to the silvery orb. “Let's activate it and see what happens.”
“Chance of success?”
“I'd like to say a hundred percent, but since it's my first time making something like this…”
“Hope for the best.”
“Yeah, pretty much.” I place my hand atop the orb. “Here it goes.”
The mana within the orb begins to move. From its surface, a current of energy flows out, as if it's being sucked into the cabin's walls. Putting my hand on the nearby wood, I can feel the slow circulation of mana within. Laya is also inspecting my handiwork, and after a couple minutes, she ends up coming to the correct conclusion.
“Did you … create a dungeon?”
“Ah, you figured it out. Though calling it a dungeon is giving me way too much credit. If a dungeon were a full-grown man, then this cabin would be a toddler that just learned to walk.”
“Yes. The scale and power can't be compared, but the mana circulation feels just like when we were inside the room with the Dungeon Orb.”
“Thanks to the Astral Dryad teaching me the basics of Spell Crafting to help remove Alisha's curse, I gained quite a bit of knowledge. So during our time spent grinding at The Beast Warrens, I finally managed to solve a few mysteries about the Dungeon Orb and how it works. Interested?”
“Mmm.”
“If you were from Earth, the easiest way to explain it is to say that it runs off a sort of algorithm or program, though one created with magic formulas instead of a coding language. But that explanation probably won't do you any good.”
Laya stares at me, her eyes showing a complete lack of understanding.
“Anyway,” I continue. “You can think of the Dungeon Orb as a sort of artificial intelligence. Though I couldn't detect any actual life from it, it can see everything that happens within its dungeon and make decisions.”
“So it can think but it's not alive?”
“Basically. It can only react in ways that line up with the parameters under which it operates. In most cases, that means recreating monsters killed by adventurers, setting up traps, reshaping the dungeon after a certain period of time, and other basic operations dungeons are famous for.
“But,” I continue. “Behind the scenes, it has other functions. You've felt the flow of mana from the Dungeon Orb room. It's responsible for sending mana where it's needed, which is crucial for all the other operations I mentioned. It uses that mana by creating custom spell formations as needed, which is of course determined by the orb's pseudo intelligence.”
“So,” Laya says. “The Dungeon Orb makes its own decisions about what it needs to do, then uses the immense amount of mana it has from the Mana Spring on which it sits to cast the spells with its custom spell formations?”
“Pretty much. That's how the dungeons managed to survive the Devastation. They're self-sustaining. Unfortunately, most of that is out of my reach. Like I said, this cabin is just a basic imitation of a dungeon. Though I did manage to add a few interesting mechanics.”
I walk back to my own orb powering the cabin. “Can you feel the flow of mana between the pedestal and orb?”
“Mmm. It flows from the pedestal to the orb, then out into the walls. Next, it seeps into the floor, then makes its way back into the pedestal where the cycle begins again.”
“Yeah. It's a circuit. It has to be complete in order for it to operate properly. But do you know why the pedestal is made out of crystal?”
Laya inspects it, and I can see her mind going into overdrive. “Was it crafted from Mana Crystals?”
“Yep.” A Water Mana Crystal appears in my hand. “These can hold mana, like a battery–or I guess it'd be easier for you if I said it stores mana similar to how a waterskin holds water.”
“So there's mana inside the pedestal? Is it to power the orb?”
“Exactly. As the orb performs its functions, it will naturally use up the mana. Having an excess amount sitting in the pedestal will help power the orb, even as it burns through the supply. The reason dungeons don't have it is because they're powered directly by the Mana Spring beneath them. That acts as a constant source of power, making a battery useless.”
“I see. So the cabin can do what, exactly? Create spell formations?”
“Hey now, you're asking for a lot. This is my first time making something like this. But it's not just for show, of course.” I point to an empty section of a wall. “Go ahead and make a hole.”
“You want me to destroy part of the wall?”
“Only a little hole. Don't go overboard.”
Laya brings out her back-up chain sickle. It's made of simple mithril, but it has my cheat-like enchantments, so it's still a powerful weapon.
With her usual style of not second guessing herself, Laya confidently sends a sickle at the wall. Its tip strikes the wood, but there's something strange that causes Laya's eyes to widen just a hair.
“It didn't penetrate?” Laya reels her sickle back in and looks at the unscathed wood. “Is the cabin protected by a [Barrier]?”
“Yep. It can absorb quite a few attacks, too. There's a reason I rebuilt this cabin with wood gathered from defeated Treants, after all. Monster materials hold mana better than regular trees. That's essential when enchanting.
“[Defense Up: Huge], [Magic Resistance Up: Large+], [Auto Repair: Large+], [Mana Efficiency: Large], [Fire Resistance Up: Large], [Detect Presences: Medium+], [Absorb Mana: Medium], [Barrier: Medium], [Imbue: Teleport].” Laya lists off all the enchantments I placed on the cabin. “T-this is amazing…”
“I know, right!? I was looking forward to this day ever since the idea popped into my head!”
“There are even enchantments I've never seen before. How did you make them?”
“Some of them are pre-built into the enchanting system, like [Auto Repair] which will gradually heal any damage sustained on the enchanted object. However, [Detect Presences] is a custom spell I made by studying that orb we got from the vampires when we fought that Gorgon–the one we gave to Julius.
“Basically, if anything above a set mana strength enters within a certain range, the cabin will automatically activate defensive measures. Right now, that's just a short mana signal to warn us, but I plan to add onto the system later.
“As for [Absorb Mana], the spell actually increases mana recovery by absorbing it from the environment. So by adding it to the cabin, it can replenish the pedestal's mana supply over time. It's slow, so not very useful mid-combat, but it offsets the Mana cost of keeping the enchantments active, so I don't have to worry about refilling them from general use.
“Then there's [Teleport], of course. But that one should be obvious. Since it's imbued, that means I can activate it for free in an instant, but the cooldown is huge–a full day. Still, it might come in handy in a pinch.”
Laya looks around the inside of the room. Just a few minutes ago, she did the same. But now, they're filled not just with thoughts about how much more comfortable it will be compared to our current accommodations but also how much stronger it is.
“You said the mana regeneration isn't useful in the middle of a fight. Does that mean you intend to bring this cabin into battle?”
“It's not ready for that, but you never know what might happen in the future, right? I just like to think ahead.”
“Mmm. I'd rather not wreck our new home.”
“Same here. Though I'm interested to see how well it holds up against an attack. Maybe we can try it against a group of weaker monsters and see.”
“Not a problem. If it goes poorly, we can simply wipe them out in an instant.”
“Yep. Then, next time we're adventuring through the lands, let's plan for it. As for now…”
“We're ready.” Tylith's telepathic message fills our minds.
“Good,” I say. “Then let's get this party started.”




Chapter 27: Setting the Stage

----- Lutz -----
 
“And so.” Miri makes an exaggerated flourish. “The only conclusion is that the hand of the Goddess has been at work, protecting those who've suffered during these difficult times.”
I resist the urge to bury my face into my hands.
Sitting in the pews are people that know the whole truth. Simon and Thom in the front rows. Karina, Edwin, and Will sitting a few aisles behind them. Lumina, Elise, and Belle near the middle. And then Laya, Alisha, and I in the back, near the church's front door.
All the other seats are empty.
I would have been fine just sitting here without hearing a sermon, especially when the topic is all the towns and people I saved ever since getting summoned to this world. It's really embarrassing to listen to, and having Miri go on about how it's divine intervention is like twisting the dagger lodged in my gut.
What's worse is that everyone here knows that I'm really just a normal person, not some godly figure worth worshiping. It makes me want to melt into my seat and become one with the pew I'm sitting in.
Unfortunately, that's something I can only daydream of as I'm subjected to even more ridiculous claims about how my actions must have ultimately been the work of the Goddess through some roundabout way that only religious people could ever believe.
Of course, it's best to appear as natural as possible when trying to pull off a scheme like this, so I have no room to complain. It's already suspicious that Miri's giving a sermon when there are so few people inside, but we couldn't risk getting random worshippers involved so we'll just have to deal with it.
He's almost here, huh? Good. We can finally start the show.
They brought a lot of friends, too. As expected of Tylith. She must have pushed her Dark Magic to its limits in order to gather such a large crowd.
Silence falls over the room as everyone prepares themselves. The moment we've been waiting for is nearly here, and I'm sure a couple of the people are more than a little nervous.
By contrast, my party members only have eager smiles. The only exception is Laya, who has her typical cool expression. The girls have been through so many similar situations that something like manipulating huge crowds with dark magic and committing acts of heresy are just par for the course.
*Crash*
The church's main door is violently thrown open, shattering the silence.
Standing in the opening is a young woman with long, red hair, her pink dress fluttering from the flow of air caused by suddenly and quickly opening the double doors that lead into the church.
Since she’s playing the part of a bad guy, Tylith had to change her appearance. We’re trying to gain the favor of the people now, so we have to be careful when it comes to acting evil.
“Heretics!” Tylith yells. “Come hither into the light of day, so all may henceforth bear witness to your crimes!”
“Pardon,” Miri says from the podium where she was conducting her speech. “But what do you mean by heretics?”
“Don't play the fool! We've been watching your little church! You may pretend to adhere to our faith all you want, but we know the truth!” Tylith points at Miri. “You worship Chaos!”
Behind Tylith, a crowd of citizens stirs at the accusation. I can virtually feel the rippling of their emotions as the ones in front spread her words to the others, who are too far back to have heard her. Considering there are hundreds of people outside, I'm not surprised that they start to get noisy. After all, Tylith already stirred them up with her Dark Magic, bringing out plenty of negative emotions.
Even from here, I can see the sweat still lingering on her face, a remnant of the nausea that comes along with the continued use of [Hypnosis]. Thanks to her Unique Skill, [Master of the Dark Artes], her Dark Magic exceeds even mine in strength. But she has her limits. Affecting these hundreds of civilians for an extended period of time pushed her to the edge.
She's since canceled the spell to activate her [Transform] magic. But the effects will linger for a while, and now that she's hooked them in this far, they'll certainly stay to see what happens next.
Miri has made her way down from the stage and now stands directly in front of Tylith. She contrasts the vampire's arrogant grin with a warm smile, as if she were looking at a sinner whom she intended to set right.
“My dear, I don't know who spread such awful rumors about our newly founded church, but I assure you that we worship the one and only true savior of this world.”
“Then you should have no problems answering the questions of your lord, as he was the one who sniffed out your lies!”
“My lord? Are you referring to…”
On the street just outside the church, a carriage door opens. From its interior, a well-dressed man steps out, his fine boots hitting the cobblestone road with limitless confidence. Marquis Adel motions with his hand, and the crowd begins to part, giving him access to the large front lawn that sits in front of the church.
Although the crowd had been stirred up with negative emotions against Marquis Adel and this city's leadership to bring them here, they still give way to his command. Part of that is due to Tylith canceling the effects of [Hypnosis], but another part is undoubtedly their curiosity on how this new development will play out.
Accusing a church of worshiping Chaos is no small crime. If proven wrong, even a noble will likely find his head separated from his body, especially during a time when the people's faith is the only thing keeping their morale from crumbling.
Only someone with clear evidence would dare to make such accusations, and the people await whatever it is that Marquis Adel plans to show in order to prove his words.
“Don't act innocent!” Adel points to Miri. “I know you're hiding a powerful artifact in the church, given to you by the fiends!”
“Lord Adel,” Miri says. “I give you my word that no such artifact resides inside. Whoever filled your mind with such lies must be–”
“Silence! Words are cheap, Priest! You'll be singing a different tune soon!” Adel looks to Tylith. “Go. Retrieve the artifact.”
“As you wish.”
Tylith steps past Miri and into the church. She walks down the center aisle without so much as sparing us a glance, her eyes set on the podium where Miri conducts her sermons.
Everyone inside the church is on their feet, our faces slowly turning as we follow Tylith on her path toward the stage. She reaches the podium and stands behind it, as if she were preparing to give a speech.
In her usual overly dramatic way, Tylith takes her time looking around the room, meeting the eyes of everyone inside before turning them to the door where Miri still stands. It feels like the hundreds of people in and around the church are holding their collective breath as Tylith reaches somewhere within the podium.
Okay, now’s the time.
“Adel,” I say through our telepathic connection. “Start heading this way.”
“Understood. I'll be there in a couple minutes.”
“Good, that should be perfect.”
“If things do get out of hand, feel free to–”
His voice suddenly cuts off, making me wonder what just happened. Checking his dot on my [Minimap], I see that he's come to a stop. But that's not the biggest problem.
“My apologies,” Adel says. “It seems we've been waylaid by some uninvited guests.”
“Why is there a mob surrounding you!?”
“I would also like to know the answer to that question. Could it be that our plan was seen through?”
“By this idiot?” I shake my head. “No, maybe you're right. We can't rule out the possibility.”
“Should I break through and rush to the church?”
“No. If they do have a plan, a rash action like that could be playing right into their hands.”
“I'm in agreement. In that case, just leave it to me.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I'll simply do as I've always done and use the skills I've honed through my life to their fullest.”
“Well, it's in your hands. We'll try to stretch things out here, but I don't know how long we can drag it out.”
“I'll make it in time, no matter what.”
With that, our conversation comes to an end.
The real Adel was nearby, ready to head to the church at our signal. Yet a mob of angry citizens suddenly descended upon him right when he started heading this way. The timing is far too convenient to be a coincidence, so it can only be the work of this minor noble, Louis. Though how he managed to one-up us is still a mystery. A frustrating one.
Of course, all the girls are aware of the situation. As the current center of attention, Tylith does her best to delay the events by as long as she can, continuing to play up the moment from behind the podium.
But she can only keep the charade going for so long. Adel—or rather, Louis who's using the Spell Orb enchanted with [Transform]—only has so much time. Once the mana held within the orb runs dry, he'll be forcefully returned to his regular body.
Knowing that, Louis obviously wants Tylith to hurry things along. Trapped between two opposing expectations, she has no choice but to delicately balance the situation. But she can't just stare at all of us forever. After only a short while, she's forced to act.
“Ah, it's right where he said it would be.” Tylith's hand comes up, holding a dark orb.
“Where did you get that!?” Miri asks from the doorway.
“So you wish to feign ignorance, even now? Well, that defense will crumble after the people bear witness to the magic that lies within this artifact.”
Slowly, Tylith steps down from the stage and begins her trek back toward the door. Step by deliberate step, she closes in on Miri.
With a quick glance at Louis, I can see a tinge of frustration on his face because of how much Tylith is dragging this out. Fortunately, he probably assumes it's just because she's enjoying this moment.
I mean, she is enjoying it. But she's also trying her hardest to make sure everything still comes together properly, despite the unexpected mob that still has the real Adel surrounded.
Tylith stops in front of Miri, who's blocking the door. “Out of the way, Priest.”
“You never answered me. Where did you get the orb?” Miri tries to delay her as much as possible.
“It's you who should be explaining to us why you had it stashed away in your podium.”
“I won't stand for lies against our church. No such–“
“Move, Priest!” Louis yells, losing his patience. “And bring the orb out for all to see!”
Having no choice, Miri steps aside and lets Tylith pass, who walks toward the crowd that's still gathered on the street and holds the Spell Orb high.
“Let it be known what this church has been hiding! It's time you realize how the priest named Miri has managed to construct a large place of worship in such a short time!” Tylith activates the magic held within the orb.
Hurry, Adel. We don't have much time left.
The Spell Orb sits in Tylith's raised hand as the crowd awaits the release of the magic. The seconds continue to tick by as the anticipation builds to a climax, every onlooker laser focused on the dark sphere.
“Umm.” Tylith's small voice shatters the tense atmosphere. “L-Lord Adel, there's no magic held in the artifact…”
“What!? That can't be! Give it to me!” Louis snatches it from Tylith's hand. “How!? Where's the Dark Magic you used to manipulate the citizens to join your church!?”
“I'm sorry,” Miri says, “but you're mistaken. We employ no such underhanded means here. Each member joined of their own volition.”
“Lies! Where's the real artifact!?”
“Lutz,” Adel's voice fills my mind. “We're on our way. We should arrive in two minutes.”
“Sweet. We'll hold Louis here until then, one way or another.”
Of course there'd be no magic in the orb, since Louis' goal is to ruin Adel's reputation. By accusing the church and being proven wrong, he can get these hundreds of citizens to turn against him and spread rumors that Adel is targeting the faith everyone believes in.
There's a reason Dark Magic is banned, with anyone using it without authorization facing harsh punishment, including execution on their first arrest. Dark Mages can mimic others, play with people's emotions, and teleport wherever they please. Those are very powerful tools for those who want to disrupt society.
With the spreading of the Lost Magics, those tools become substantially less powerful, as the [Sense Mana] spell can sniff out the spells. Without the ability to secretly cast their magic, Dark Mages won't be able to cause nearly as much devastation.
Perhaps Louis is aware that his Dark Magic is about to become obsolete, which is why he's been aggressively using it to end Adel. Were he to wait until the Lost Magics spread, he'd lose the only hand he has to play.
However, the man can't be praised for his bold actions. It's been weeks since Lumina began teaching people the [Sense Mana] spell. Even though it's still mostly nobles and powerful mages who've learned the spell, he should be well aware of the possibility that mages who can cast it are already here in Silvia.
We weren't the only ones who detected him. Arcana caught wind of his Dark Magic, though she did so through an artifact, rather than a spell. Still, his fate was sealed the moment he grew bold enough to expand his operations to target Adel. Simply put, he's way out of his league.
He doesn't know it yet, but we've already got him in our trap. But there's one problem. Adel still hasn't arrived, and Louis is running out of [Transform] time.
“Enough! I'll be back for you, Priest! You may have been able to hide your foul deeds today, but I know the truth!” Louis motions for Tylith to follow him back to the carriage.
“Wait a moment, Lord Adel.” Tylith tries to stall him. “I believe we can still prove her guilt if we conduct a thorough search.”
“Did you not hear me? I said we’re leaving!” Louis gives her a heavy frown.
Because of the operation, Louis had no choice but to have Tylith drive the carriage here. The horse that’s pulling the carriage won’t move unless directed, and of course, a high noble would always ride inside, not in the coach’s seat.
But it seems Louis is considering dropping the charade and driving the carriage himself. No doubt he’s beginning to suspect that something’s wrong, since his accomplice is going against him and trying to keep him here, despite knowing how little time he has left in his [Transform] spell.
“Tch. You can stay here, wench. I’m leaving.” Louis steps toward the carriage.
“Halt!” A voice calls out. “In the name of the Kingdom of Orakio, I demand to know the meaning of this disturbance!”
The real Adel pushes his way through the crowd. The people have to do a double-take once they realize that two red-haired nobles who look exactly alike are suddenly standing side-by-side.
“H-How did…!” Louis nearly loses his composure the moment he lays eyes on Adel.
“You!” Adel points to Louis. “So you're the one who's been impersonating me in the city!”
“Me!? No, you're the fake here!” Louis points back at him.
The scene reminds me of a certain Spiderguy meme, but I put those thoughts aside as I continue to enjoy the show.
“Me, the impersonator? Fool, have you forgotten how easy it is to know when someone is using [Transform] to change their looks? All we have to do is wait, and the answer will reveal itself.”
“I don't have to wait! I know the answer already, so the use of force is justified!”
As expected of someone who's about to be revealed as a fake, Louis resorts to violence. Now that the real Adel is here, his plan is already in shambles. The people will know that his accusations came from a Dark Mage, so all he can hope for is to escape with his identity still hidden.
The little noble is a rather high level, compared to the average person. But I recently took Adel grinding in The Beast Warrens, where I got him to level 50. The level 22 Louis stands no chance against him, especially considering all the overpowered enchantments I put on Adel's outfit.
However…
“Gah!” Adel lets out a grunt after taking a punch from Louis.
Adel returns the favor, slamming his fist into the little noble's face.
Watching the brawl is rather fun, like reaching the climax of a play where the hero finally confronts the villain.
Too bad I haven't found any popcorn in this world yet.
As the useless thought runs through my mind, Adel's fight reaches a stalemate. The entire time, it looked as if both of them have been unable to get the upper hand, making it a great spectacle for the crowd. Watching your lord duke it out with a doppelganger is a once-in-a-lifetime sight.
But for Louis, the battle can only be described as desperate. In fact, the mana within the orb has already run dry, forcing him to maintain his [Transform] with his own power. Meager as it is, his mana won't be able to fuel the hungry Dark Magic for long.
Backed into a corner, Louis plays his final card.
"Help me, you damn vampire!" He yells to Tylith.
“Vampire?” Tylith plays dumb. “Do I look like I have sharp fangs or red eyes?”
“Fool! Even you can't keep [Transform] active forever! Once you're in custody, they'll find out the truth! So hurry up and dispose of this nuisance!”
“Giving up on pretending to be the real one, are you? How disappointing. I wanted to see the game continue until the end.”
“Game!? This is no time to be playing around!”
“Hmph. It seems you simply don't understand the joys of a true theatrical performance. How pitiful.”
Tylith lowers her face, her silky hair falling and obscuring her features. A barely audible sound flows from her lips as her shoulders begin to quiver.
“Kukuku.” Her laugh deepens, allowing everyone nearby to pick up on it. “Pitiful humans. You're nothing but mannequins with which my master has decided to stage a play. To think that such worthless beings would dare give me orders.”
Tylith raises her head, revealing a wicked smile. Two horns now grow from her forehead, while her skin has become a light shade of purple. The vampiric fangs are back, but they're even longer than that of any known vampire.
“A-Archfiend!” Adel yells.
“No way…!” Louis looks at the transformed Tylith. “You're an agent of Chaos!?”
“Are you beginning to understand your folly now, human? To think you would fall prey so easily. It was quite amusing.”
The hundreds of civilians gathered here would have no real idea on what an Archfiend looks like. But a high noble like Adel might, so having him confidently label Tylith as such is more than enough to convince them that it's the truth.
She certainly looks and sounds the part, that's for sure.
As I mentally nod at Tylith's performance, the people here begin to scatter, trying to flee from the powerful general who leads the armies of Chaos on the battlefields.
But we can't allow something like that.
A wave of fear flows out, stopping the hundreds of citizens in their tracks. With my level of 71 and the recently ranked-up [Hypnosis] skill, I'm able to spread my magic thin and still have enough power to freeze them in a panic.
But even I have my limits. To ensure that everything goes smoothly, someone's giving me a helping hand.
My eyes move to the side, where I see Belle standing with her hand inside her skirt pocket. I felt the power of the orb she's hiding when she activated her own [Hypnosis] in order to take some of the burden from me.
Tylith would have been a better choice for spreading fear, but dual casting is difficult, and she's going to need to concentrate on her next spell. This was a necessity if we want the finale to go off without a problem.
That's why not only were Belle and I the ones who used [Hypnosis] in her place, but I'm actually the one who transformed Tylith into an Archfiend. In other words, I'm already dual casting two Dark Spells.
I really hope I don't have to keep them active for too long…
With my new strength, the backlash from Dark Magic has been greatly reduced, but there's still a limit, and it's not fun to be drained of my mana by [Transform] while simultaneously being hit with nausea from [Hypnosis].
Knowing this, the girls shift from stretching out the play to hurrying it along.
Tylith takes to the skies, looking down on the people below. Without a doubt, the citizens can only see their impending doom in her crimson eyes.
“Rejoice,” Tylith says from atop her [Air Step]. “All here will become a feast to sate my appetite for despair. Know that your deaths will be–”
Her words are cut off by the whizzing of a blade. A green blur flies out from the crowd below, zipping toward her neck.
“This is…” Tylith looks at the weapon caught between two of her fingers.
A small figure leaps up, coming to a stop in the sky, just a few paces from Tylith.
“I won't let you.” Laya yanks on her weapon, and the sickle is torn from Tylith's grasp, returning to her outstretched hand.
“A little elf? What do you think you can do against an incarnation of destruction?”
“Overconfidence will be your undoing.”
“Or ignorance, yours.”
It seems the time for words is over. With a flick of her wrist, Laya sends her beloved sickle, [Arc of the Crescent Moon], zipping toward the supposed Archfiend.
The battle between Tylith and Laya has begun.




Chapter 28: Laya vs Tylith

----- Lutz -----
 
Wow, they're really getting into it.
Tylith and Laya's battle was supposed to be the climactic confrontation to really capture the moment–and the people's attention.
Looking around, I see that the citizens are still frozen in terror thanks to our Dark Magic. However, their faces are turned up, watching with obvious hope that Laya will defeat the evil Archfiend and save them from certain doom.
That's what I expected, but what I didn't expect was to see the two girls fighting in such a realistic way. It'd be fine if they just threw out attacks which would mostly be blocked or dodged by the opponent, but Laya's chain sickle has a trail of blood on it, as do Tylith's nails.
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The two of them are putting on one hell of a show, turning their mock battle into a sparring match. We have such training sessions from time to time in order to gain real fighting experience. That's how we got so good battling opponents with chain sickles or vampires who use their nails.
But I didn't think I'd see them going at it here, when this was just supposed to be a show we're putting on for the people.
I guess a more realistic battle is better. They're really eating it up. Even Adel is staring at them with wide eyes thanks to their display.
Belle and I have been hiding behind Edwin and Karina, using them to prevent any potential onlookers from recognizing us. Our main concern is Louis, since we met him a few times already. And since we had to cancel any disguises to use our Dark Magic, we can't rely on [Transform] to protect our identities.
On the other hand, Miri stands out front, essentially giving her front row seats to the show. But her time as a spectator is about to come to an end.
While all focus is still on Tylith and Laya, Miri activates [Air Step] and leaps into the sky. She doesn't head toward the battle but rather the church rooftop.
Once her feet hit the tiles, she reaches out to the pedestal sitting next to the chimney and retrieves a dark orb from her [Inventory]. As it rests gently upon the indentation, a white sheet appears, completely covering it and the pedestal.
With the preparations complete, Miri turns to begin the final act of the play.
The battle raging in the sky shows no signs of letting up. To the astonishment of the crowd, the little elf girl is going toe to toe with one of the most feared creatures to ever exist in this world.
Despite the fear we're forcing on them, some of the onlookers manage to speak in hushed tones, giving prayers that their savior will emerge victorious.
Unbeknownst to them, yet another twist is about to eclipse even the appearance of an Archfiend.
“People of Silvia!” Miri yells from the rooftop. “P-please, do not despair! With the Goddess on our side … we will surely survive!”
Although the words she spoke were supposed to fill the people here with courage, her stuttering and weak voice completely ruined the intended effect.
Tylith and Laya don't even miss a beat in their battle. It's not that they're being rude and ignoring her, they just know that such a weak display wouldn't be enough to stop their supposed life and death conflict. If Miri wants to capture everyone's attention, she needs to make a much better showing.
Miri sweeps her gaze over the crowd. It's clear even from down here that she's nervous.
From what I heard, she often has a difficult time during her sermons, thanks to the watching eyes of the men who fill the pews.
I thought it odd that such a timid person could even begin to gather believers as she has. Yet despite her anxious tendencies, the church has continued to grow in popularity.
Karina said it's because despite her mishaps, she has strange moments of unrivaled charisma, where she can work the worshippers into a near fanatical sense of fervor. Until now, I didn't understand how Miri could simultaneously be such an incompetent and unrivaled speaker at the same time.
But as our gazes meet, I remember something that I had completely dismissed. Her Unique Skill, [The Hero's Advocate]. In Miri's eyes, I can see something stirring. Even though it's just a gut feeling, I still give her a firm nod. It seems that was exactly what she wanted.
“Oh devout children!” Miri begins again, her voice much stronger than before. “Offer your prayers to the hero who fights in the name of the Goddess!”
This time, Tylith and Laya put a hold to their battle and turn to Miri. The rest of the frozen crowd does the same, with hundreds of eyes falling on her as she stands atop the church's roof.
With her hands clasped before her chest, Miri confidently meets their gazes. “Do not succumb to the fear gripping your bodies! Do you not feel it? The warmth of the Goddess' embrace?”
Miri opens her arms, as if preparing to embrace them herself. “He is here. The one who walks this land to bring salvation to those in despair. He is here. Pray with me. Pray for his arrival, and he will surely appear!”
Miri brings her hands back together, closes her eyes, and lowers her face. It's an unmistakable pose, that of which only worshippers take when communicating their thoughts to the Goddess.
It'd be ridiculous for everyone here to suddenly follow Miri's example, despite her suddenly charismatic performance. And yet…
They're praying, huh?
I look around and see that many of the people are offering up their hopes for this savior to appear and put an end to the Archfiend. Of course, the fact that Belle and I have ended the fear from our [Hypnosis] helped. But something tells me Miri herself played a bigger part than it seems.
Guess I should do as she wishes, too.
“Girls,” I say telepathically. “Change of plans.”
“Mmm.” Laya responds immediately.
“This should be an interesting impromptu performance.” Tylith also realizes what needs to be done.
Playing to her role as an Archfiend, Tylith lashes out at Laya. She catches her with a clean strike, and the little elf is sent crashing to the ground.
“You should have been more worried about me than whatever that worthless priest has to say!” She mercilessly mocks her downed opponent.
Seeing the warrior they've put their hopes in get sent flying, the people can only watch with bated breaths as Tylith touches down on the rooftop and steps toward Miri.
“All this talk of heroes and the Goddess has left quite a sour taste in my mouth.” She looms over the pink-haired young woman, her nails raised high. “Though I do believe your blood will cleanse the distaste.”
“You and your brethren aren't long for this world,” Miri says. “He will rid us of you, as surely as he did the despair that once enveloped me.”
“But not before I rid it of you first.” Tylith's hand comes down, straight toward the unguarded Miri.
However…
“Who are you?” Tylith asks, looking at the spear that blocked her nails.
“Sir Hero!” Miri yells from behind me.
With a swoop, I throw Tylith's nails from the shaft of my spear and send her flying away, though she lands casually at the roof's edge and merely stares back at me without a hint of unease.
My [Transform] spell is still active, so dragging out this encounter isn't in my best interests. Besides, I'm covering my body with a cloak, so it'd be difficult to keep my identity hidden during an intense battle. Not to mention that I can't even use [Air Step] since I’ll need to cast a different spell soon enough.
Then again, Tylith can't use it either. After all, she's already channeling for another spell. And since I'm not too keen on damaging the roof of the church in a mock battle, I decide to skip the climactic showdown with an Archfiend and move directly to the finale.
“Me?” I say, still concealed by the cloak's hood. “I'm the one tasked with ridding this world of the foul creatures of Chaos.”
Tylith laughs. “The priest may see you as some sort of hero, but you'll soon find just how out of your league you truly are, human.”
I step next to Miri and secretly reach out to the orb on the pedestal. My hand slides beneath the sheet that covers it, touching the smooth, cool surface. Then, I activate the spell held within it.
The sheet that covers the orb begins to rise. Like a cheap ghost outfit on Halloween, it seems to conceal a person hidden beneath. However, it quickly loses its nondescript look, taking a form with purposeful features and colors.
The transformation continues as the once plain sheet becomes something that not only draws the eye but demands focus. Looking around, I see that every single soul without exception is looking behind me, at the object that now floats above the church's roof.
Despite being freed from our Dark Magic for quite a while, not a single person below has attempted to flee. The lingering effects of our [Hypnosis] can't be underestimated, and now that my creation is complete, the ones below must believe that running now would be an act of absolute heresy.
“I-impossible…!” Tylith says, her eyes turned upward.
“Wrong,” I say. “This is simply the result of your people's actions. Did you really think she'd let you do as you please forever?”
“Who are you!? Not even the heroes have the power to call on her aid!”
“Those worthless heroes aren't the ones you should fear.” I raise my free hand toward Tylith, my fingers outstretched. “Because I'm the one who's reached the apex of this world's power, and I intend to use it to put an end to your vile race!”
The sheet behind me has fully transformed. What now floats behind me is the shining form of the Goddess herself.
Within her figure is a simple orb of light, produced from raw Light mana. They used to only be able to put out as much light as a torch, but with my levels and Light Magic ranks having increased so much, I could probably make it as bright as a spotlight.
That orb of light flares up, making the fake Goddess shine like the light of the sun itself.
“Goodbye.” I close my hand.
From the sky, a dazzling beam of light falls directly on Tylith. The spell is so bright, it completely obscures her figure, save for a shadow that twists and bends from within the beam.
“Gyaaaaaa!”
Although the people below find it difficult, they eventually tear their eyes from their heavenly ruler and take in the sight of the Archfiend as the Goddess smites her with divine power.
After a few seconds, the scream fades, as does the shadowy figure within. Shortly after, the beam of light thins, then fades. When it's gone, not a single trace of the Archfiend remains.
Whew. I can finally cancel Tylith's [Transform].
With one of my spells ended, I can cast another. Even though I risk growing sweaty and nauseous soon, I have no choice but to reactivate [Hypnosis]. Except this time, I fill it with a sense of hope and awe. Belle does the same, and like before, the people below are under the influence of our Dark Magic.
Without exception, each of them fall onto their knees. Prayers of all kinds fill the air, along with the sound of weeping.
As expected, it sure does have a powerful effect. Just like when I used it to bring Miri back from the brink of a mental breakdown.
Still cloaked, I stand next to that pink-haired young woman. She knows that just like last time, this Goddess is a mere forgery. Yet she still looks up at the glowing representation of her divine ruler with a small smile, as if remembering something from the past.
While I give the scene a bit of time to really sink in, I look at my [Minimap]. Tylith is safe and sound in the church interior, relaxing in the room we often occupy when we visit.
The spell that hit her was none other than Lumina's special Grimoire magic, [Balefire of Purifying Light]. Somehow, it can tell friend from foe, meaning Tylith took zero damage despite standing in the middle of that beam of light.
Of course, Laya's already healing from her injuries. She only had minor cuts from her battle and didn't actually take any real damage from her fall. She's also hiding in the same room as Tylith, waiting for the show to end.
Guess it's been long enough. Let's call it here.
I turn toward the fake Goddess and begin the process of turning her back into the white sheet that was used to make her. But to my absolute surprise, the spell won't obey.
W-wait…! Why is the amount of mana suddenly rising!?
I focus on the figure floating above me. I purposely blurred her features with the bright orb, but that light has begun to fade. When it reaches a level where it no longer obscures her details, I realize something.
She's looking directly at me.
I've completely canceled my spell now, yet she still floats before me, which can only mean one thing.
The Goddess herself has descended from the heavens.




Chapter 29: The Goddess

----- Lutz -----
 
For the first time since coming to this world, I have a real chance to speak to the one who summoned me from Earth.
There was that brief moment at the Great Cathedral, but the interference was so high that I couldn't make out her words. Now, no such problem exists. In fact, it feels like all the noise has completely stopped, even more than I'd expect.
Looking around, I see exactly why.
Time has … stopped!?
Miri still stands beside me, her face turned up to the Goddess. However, there's not a shred of movement from her, with not even a single strand of her hair blowing in the gentle breeze.
The breeze itself has also stopped, for that matter. The same can be said of Adel and all the worshippers standing on the ground below. The dots on my [Minimap] are no exception, with all of them remaining frozen in the exact spot they were in when the Goddess appeared.
The only exception is me. My body and thoughts are unhindered, giving me a strange feeling as I look around the unmoving world that's become stuck in a single moment of time.
Oh, and there's the Goddess, of course. But it goes without saying that she'd be unaffected by the time stopping magic. She's the one who cast it, after all.
I can only imagine the power she must have, if she can stop time for the entire world…
And yet, I'm supposed to face an enemy that somehow took control of this world from her?
I return my focus to the divine being. She's floating a few feet off the ground, her form several times the size of an average person. That's how I created her, in order to give her a more dominating appearance. It must have been to her liking, as she kept it when she inhabited my creation. Though she did refine its features, giving her a far more divine appearance.
“Time,” the Goddess says, “has not stopped. It is simply moving at a pace that makes it nearly indistinguishable from such.”
Looking at Miri, I focus on a single stand of her hair. After staring at it for a couple seconds, I realize that it's actually not standing still, though it's moving so slowly that it might as well be.
“You can't stop time, then,” I say. “Makes sense. The Astral Dryad told me you couldn't reverse it, either. Guess even gods have their limits.”
“We do. Otherwise, I would have had no need to summon you to this world.” A shadow falls over her face. “For that, I am truly sorry. You weren't meant to be the target of my summoning spell. Yet because of me, you've suffered tremendously in this world.”
“It's true that I went through hell. I felt powerful emotions that I never thought possible. Terror, hatred, resentment. A lot of terrible thoughts went through my mind. But…”
My mind fills with all the adventures I've gone through during my time here. The excitement, the battles, the good deeds we managed to do along the way. At some point, I really did manage to live the life of a hero that I naively imagined for myself when I was first summoned to this world.
A smile appears on my lips. “You should know, right? I've already put those kinds of thoughts behind me. I may not be who I used to be, but that doesn't mean I can't be someone even better.”
The shadow vanishes from the Goddess' face. “Yes. I've been watching. Witnessing you overcome the darkness brought me a joy I hadn't felt in centuries.”
“But you said that I wasn't the target for your summoning spell in the first place. Who was?”
“I sought a warrior who has stepped on many a battlefield, one who slew foes at an astonishing rate. I asked for a scholar filled with knowledge who could discern the events that were taking place behind the scenes, even without my guidance. I wanted one who, despite their strength and wisdom, had not lost sight of what it is that the average person desires.
“It was with those wishes that I cast the spells into the vastness of space, in search of one who could save this world. I can only assume that the magic was met with interference, accidental or otherwise. Hence, you were chosen and brought forth, completely unprepared to do battle with Chaos.”
“Yeah, that doesn't sound like me at all. Except for the part about being an average person. I definitely have that in the–”
Before I can even finish my statement, an idea occurs to me. It's idiotic. So dumb that it shouldn't be possible. And yet, it would explain why I was chosen by her summoning spell.
“Uh, actually,” I continue. “I think I might really fit all the requirements for the magic you cast.”
Even the Goddess gives me a questioning look. “Though our time is limited, I would like to hear this theory of yours.”
“I'll make it quick, then. I've stepped on many battlefields. Way too many–in a lot of video games. I was really good at efficiently killing enemies in them, too. As for my knowledge, I did okay in school and have a bachelor's degree. By this world's standards, I'm basically a world-class scholar. But I lived an average life, so there's no way I could forget what it's like to be just a normal guy. Considering all that, doesn't it sound like I'm a candidate for your summoning?”
“Video games and a modern education in a scientifically advanced world.” The Goddess gives it some obvious thought. “Perhaps you're correct. The magic reads the recipient's memories, so someone engrossed in a fictional world may very well have fooled it. Seems I was a bit careless in my creation of the summoning spell.”
“Nah, I think it worked out fine. I mean, I wouldn't be in this awesome world of magic if you hadn't made the spell like that.”
For the first time, the Goddess shows me a smile. “Yes. Perhaps this was a blessing in disguise after all. But enough of the past, I have important information to relay.”
“Is it about how to unlock my Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess]?”
“It is. During your summoning, I realized how weak you were and was forced to ready a body for you and create a mana core. Unfortunately, I prepared them in haste and had no time to unlock their potential before the summoning was completed. It is for that reason that you awoke here in such a weakened state.
“Even now, I lack the power to awaken your Unique Skill. As long as my connection to the Mana Network is severed, we'll have to rely on other methods. Which is why … you need to seek the Dragon Lord.”
“The Dragon Lord on the island in the southern ocean? How can he help me?”
“The Dragon Lord did not choose that island on a whim. He reigns over the fifth node, or as the people of this world refer to them: a Great Cathedral. And this node is untouched by the power which binds the others. If you can gain access to it, then you will be able to connect to the Mana Network and unleash the power of your Unique Skill.”
“The Astral Dryad said I could do the same at the other Great Cathedrals, but I'm going to assume that's impossible.”
“Yes. Unfortunately, the others are currently locked. Though if you do travel to one, I can destroy it if you step into the Oracle's Chamber.”
A memory surfaces in me. “So you were the one who destroyed the other Great Cathedral when I fought the High Priest.”
“I was. It's better to demolish them, rather than risk him gaining control over the entire Mana Network.”
“The Lord of Chaos. He must be really strong if he can challenge your control. Even the Immortal Beings couldn't do that.”
“The Lord of Chaos is…” The Goddess shakes her head. “No, there's no time to explain, and I have several more tasks to complete before my time in this world comes to an end.”
Although I really want to hear the answer to who exactly the final boss is, I can't argue against her logic. These tasks she has are probably more important than knowing the answers to the mysteries that are bugging me.
“First,” the Goddess continues, “you need access to the final Heroic Skill. But obtaining it won't be easy, though you've already discerned that fact, have you not?”
“Yeah. But I wasn't sure how hard it'd be compared to the others. I guess it depends on how many believers I need to gather.”
“The fourth isn't so demanding, so you may gain access to it soon enough. But the final and most important Heroic Skill requires the faith of a vast number of believers. You won't be able to obtain it by gaining the faith of a mere city or two. You'll have to spread your name wide, until all the four races see you for the hero you are.”
“That's quite a task…”
Many times before, I'd tried figuring out what conditions I need to meet to unlock my Heroic Skills. It's not levels or any other observable increase in stats or skills because I've gained several of my Heroic Skills seemingly out of the blue.
But after coming here and meeting Miri, I learned one very important fact. The Goddess wants me to be recognized as a hero, going so far as to claim I'd never have the power to save the world unless I have the faith of the people behind me.
After thinking about why exactly I'd need believers, I hit upon an idea. I gained my first Heroic Skill shortly after saving this very city of Silvia back when Laya and I defeated Marquis Lars.
When I unlocked my second one, I had just rescued Miri, who spoke to the Goddess in that illusory world. And it was a couple days after solving the elves' problems with the demons and putting an end to the siege at the capital city that I earned my third Heroic Skill.
In each case, I had recently performed deeds that would turn skeptics into believers. In other words, I had gained their faith. With the speed of information travel in this world, it's no wonder that I wasn't able to put the two together.
The elves, for example, would have to send couriers with news of how I defeated the Demon Lord and stopped his plan to summon an army of Chaos. Something like that would take weeks to travel through the elven lands, so it's no surprise that there'd be a delay between when I perform the action and when I obtain the Heroic Skill.
The only exception is Miri, whose deep faith instantly unlocked the [Minimap] skill as soon as her meeting with the Goddess ended. That means it's not just a binary yes or no on whether or not they believe in me. The amount of faith they have also plays a role.
However, I was still on the fence about this theory, so I hadn't told a single soul. Yet somehow, the Goddess knew that I had figured it out. That can only mean one thing.
She can read minds.
“I can,” she responds. “Though only yours at the moment. The rest are blocked from me, as long as I don't have access to the Mana Network. Although that little princess' thoughts can reach me now, as well.”
“Lumina, huh. So her [Prime Oracle] Unique Skill isn't just for show.”
“Correct. But it's far more limited than the connection between us. In regards to her skill, it will still prove useful as an anchor when the time arrives. But my time grows short, and there's one more task in need of completion before I return.” The Goddess looks out over the crowd of people. “Prepare yourself, for time will once again flow normally.”
After my nod, the world springs back to life. Sounds return, people begin moving, and the gentle breeze tickles my skin.
Turning, I catch sight of Miri still staring up in wonder at the Goddess. Further away, the crowd of people in front of the church all seem to be praying. Even Adel, who should know the appearance of the divine being is fake, seems to believe what he's seeing. The reason why is clear.
A powerful [Hypnosis] fell upon everyone gathered here, save for me. Their emotions are essentially under the complete control of the all-powerful god of this world. I can only imagine the strength of the feelings that must be going through them as they look upon her shining figure.
Well, she's certainly making quite a showing. At least it'll keep the focus off me. Hopefully, I can make a quick escape before I get caught up in anything too annoying, like dealing with these–
The gentle breeze suddenly turns into a gust. It came out of nowhere, so I could only close my eyes and turn my face against the wind.
It left as quickly as it came, and nothing else seems to have happened. Except now there's one problem…
My hood…!
I'd been keeping my face covered by the hood of my cloak, so I didn't have any sort of magic changing my looks. But now that the wind has pulled it off my head, my features are on full display to everyone here.
While it might be an easy enough task to pull it back up before too many people get a good look at me, the gust didn't just come from nowhere. It was powered by mana.
The Goddess is making it clear that this is the path she intends me to walk. Even if there will be a lot of problems from what happens today, going against what she has planned would only make my life more difficult in the long run.
Fortunately, she isn't just going to reveal me and leave the rest in my hands. I feel her mind reach out to everyone gathered here.
No, not just them. She's connecting to every single person in the city, regardless of who they are or their distance from us.
Thousands of minds link to mine, though not a single one can broadcast through the connection. That leaves just the Goddess' voice to fill the silence. And mine, I realize.
“My blessed children,” the Goddess says telepathically. “The time to rid the world of Chaos is nearly upon us. Alas, the three heroes will be unable to fulfill the role of this world's saviors. However, there is one who can.”
I step forward, stopping at the roof's edge and looking down on the crowd below without even attempting to hide my identity. Brown hair, silver overcoat, and a blue spear. Anyone with a shred of knowledge on the False Hero will likely recognize me as I am now.
But I don't have to rely on that.
“The one accused as the False Hero will lead you to victory,” the Goddess continues. “Through him, my will flows, and it is only by his hand that you will find salvation.”
I feel the Goddess urge me. Having come this far, I can only take the final step.
“In the name of the Goddess…” I hold my spear up high. “…I will put an end to the Lord of Chaos and bring peace back to this world!”
Whether I like it or not, my time hiding my identity and pretending to be evil is coming to an end.
The world will soon be forced to choose between me and the other three heroes who they've placed their trust in until now.




Chapter 30: Loose Ends

----- Lutz -----
 
“Ugh, my head.” I rub my temples in an attempt to dull the ache.
“Oh, don't be such a drama queen,” Belle says. “It was only a few hours of greeting your new believers.”
“Yeah, well I got enough of that for a single lifetime. It's a good thing we're about to leave this city.”
“It does get kinda boring when we stay in one place too long. Guess the months of adventures makes a sedentary lifestyle hard!”
“Where do you plan to travel next?” Adel asks.
I take a look at my [Minimap]. “South. Far south.”
“To the beastkin lands?”
“Further.”
Adel raises his brows. “The only territory beyond that is…”
“The land of dragons.”
Everyone in the church's back room has a look of surprise, even my own party. I've yet to tell them about the conversation I had with the Goddess, since I've been so busy dealing with the swarm of fanatics.
Since my party, Miri's group, and even Adel is here, this is a good time to let them in on the details.
As expected, there are many different reactions to my words. Miri is understandably happy to hear that I finally got to have a long conversation with the Goddess, while Lumina is shocked to learn that her Unique Skill, [Prime Oracle] does in fact give her a link to the divine being that rules this world.
The others are a mix of excitement and concentration, or similar such emotions. Although, Alisha gets a special mention. Hearing we'll be traveling through her homeland must be making her both excited and nervous, as her face makes it seem like she can't decide between the two.
I finally finish the details and look around. Of course, there are many questions lingering in their gazes, so I give them a chance to ask away, with Miri being the first to raise her voice.
“The reason the Goddess tasked me with starting a church and gathering believers is to unlock your Heroic Skills?”
“Looks like it. Though she probably wanted me to have the backing of the people of this world for other reasons, too.”
“You mean to lead them in the final battle?”
“Yeah. Can you imagine what disaster would await the armies if the other three heroes were at the helm?”
“Yes, that would be terrible. In that case, I'll do my very best to spread your name through the land while you seek out the Dragon Lord.”
“Be careful,” Adel says. “Even if we gained the undying support of Silvia's populace, there will be many who oppose us.”
“I understand. Nobles, priests, and citizens who weren't here to witness the event will only see it as the work of Chaos, meant to spread lies and divide us.”
“Indeed. I suspect we will have a difficult battle of our own soon enough.”
“Just hold out for a while longer,” I say. “When I unlock the power held in my Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess], I plan to solve all those problems.”
“What will that do for you?” Karina asks.
“I'm not entirely sure, but you can basically assume that I'll gain a piece of the Goddess' power.”
“Wait, you're going to become a god?”
“No. At least, I don't think so. I suspect that I'll have some powers that can be seen as god-like, but the same can be said for the Immortal Beings, right? But even though they have god-like powers, that doesn't mean they can challenge the Goddess.”
“Then…” Laya goes silent for a brief second. “…There's a chance you'll become immortal.”
“Maybe.”
There was one thing I glossed over when retelling my conversation with the Goddess. She mentioned that she made my mana core when she summoned me, but I already knew that thanks to the Astral Dryad.
But what I wasn’t so sure of was where I got my body. That little nine-tailed Immortal Being, Kiah, alluded to the fact that my body was different somehow, but now I know for sure. The reason I'm younger now isn't because she reversed my age. It's because this body isn't even the same one I had on Earth.
That revelation was a bit shocking, but now I know why I was able to survive, even when Vrazruk ripped my very heart from my chest. Though I still don't know any details about my new body or what it's capable of.
In truth, I don't even know how quickly it ages. For all I know, I may already be immortal.
Well, I can sort all that out after the war.
Since everyone's caught up on what really happened during the Goddess' visit to the planet and where we intend to go next, it's finally time to say our goodbyes.
“You really like to come and go as you please,” Karina says. “Guess that hasn't changed about you.”
“Give the lad a break.” Edwin slaps me on the back. “It's not easy to carry the weight of the world, is it?”
“No, it's not. But I'd rather carry it myself than have to rely on someone else, so I guess you can say this is the best possible scenario for me.”
“Are you coming back to visit after you meet the dragons?” Will asks.
“I'll definitely stop by, but it might be an even shorter visit than this one.”
“That's fine. I'll work hard to learn enchanting while you're gone. Edwin said he'd teach me!”
I look to the man in question. “Oh? What a sly fellow.”
“Not sure what you're getting at.” Edwin looks away.
“As for me,” Adel says. “I'll have a lot of explaining to do about the appearance of the Goddess. Fortunately, Guild Master Arcana is in town, so she heard the telepathic message, too. Her cooperation will likely prove essential to convince others that we aren't lunatics.”
“Oh right, her.” I let out a sigh. “She sure was nosey when she came by a while ago. And I still have to go meet her and turn in the quest she gave us.”
“The one to catch the Dark Mage? Why didn't you just reveal your identity as the adventurer Rune while she was here?”
“Because I want to keep them separate. It'll make it easier to take quests in other cities if people don't know Rune and Lutz are one and the same.”
“True.” Adel nods in understanding. “Though I believe Arcana would keep your secret.”
“Maybe. But she gives off a vibe that makes me feel like she's nothing but trouble…”
“Hah. She does have that effect on people, doesn't she? To be honest, I feel the same.”
“In any case, we'll be heading out.”
My party and I gather at the center of the room. That includes Lumina and Elise, since we're escorting them back to the capital.
But we're not heading there just yet.
“Hey,” Adel says. “You're really going to use [Teleport] here in the middle of the church, right after the incident with the Dark Magic?”
“I don't see what that has to do with any of it. I use whichever magic is convenient, regardless of what others think. Besides…” I turn to one of the walls. “I'm not dealing with the fanatics that are waiting for me outside.”
“Yeah, can't blame you there. Then, good luck. I hope to see you again soon.”
With that, I activate [Teleport] and warp us in an alleyway that doesn't have a single soul inside it. Of course, it's conveniently close to the Adventurer's Guild, where we need to meet Arcana one last time.
Since none of the other girls have any business to take care of in there, Laya and I go alone, as usual. The receptionist recognizes us this time. Not as the False Hero and his elven companion but as the blonde-haired, A-Class adventurers, Rune and Maia.
She must have already received word about us because she wastes no time leading us into the back, where Arcana awaits.
The elven Guild Master looks just as elegant as ever, with her medium-length green hair and predominantly blue dress. As usual, I can see the hint of a smile on her lips, as if she just thought up a joke that she doesn't intend to share.
Ignoring that, Laya and I take a seat in front of her desk. Not wanting to be in here any longer than needed, I immediately begin giving a report on the quest she tasked us with.
“As you no doubt heard from Marquis Adel, we managed to find and help apprehend the man using Dark Magic in the city. It was a minor noble by the name of Louis de Salo. He's currently in custody and awaiting whatever punishment Adel decides for him.”
“Yes, I spoke with Adel at a church not two hours ago. He told me you two had worked together to entrap the man. Quite an operation, wasn't it?”
“We had to make sure he didn't have any other superiors or subordinates, hence the convoluted plan.”
“A wise decision. And you even managed to flush out an Archfiend who was working with him. Quite a catch, I must say.”
“Even we were shocked when she suddenly showed up. We thought she was just an accomplice.”
Arcana's hand disappears beneath the desk. “I assume it was even more surprising when the Goddess herself made an appearance to deal with the Archfiend.”
I hear the sound of a drawer sliding open as she speaks. “Yeah. Nobody could predict a once-in-a-lifetime event like that.”
Her hand reappears, carrying a glowing, white sphere. “As the story goes, the hero's young, elven companion did battle with the Archfiend before the Goddess appeared. It's too bad I didn't get a chance to speak with her when I visited the church.”
My eyes remain on the orb. “With your position, I'm sure you'll get the chance eventually.”
“Yes. In fact, I was thinking now might be a good time.” Arcana's eyes move to Laya.
“How long have you known?” Laya asks.
“Since the beginning.” She rubs the sphere. “This artifact only glows in the presence of Dark Magic, so it was obvious even when we first met back in the city of Antara that you were using [Transform] to hide your identities.”
“Then why not say anything? Catching the False Hero would have been a great achievement, wouldn't it?”
“Little Laya. Ah, sorry, may I call you Laya?”
“…Yes.”
“Fantastic. Well Laya, I found myself interested in the adventurer Rune and his little party, so I did some digging. As the Guild Master, you'd be surprised at the wealth of information I have at my disposal.
“I noticed that your party has been created conveniently at the same time and place that the False Hero had been seen in Silvia. It was said that Rune had forced a little elven slave to join his group. As fate would have it, it later became known that the False Hero had done the same.
“Furthermore, you had taken quests in Reim, also at the same time the False Hero appeared there. As a bonus, both the False Hero and Rune had added two more girls to his party almost simultaneously. With those kinds of coincidences, what else could I have concluded?”
“You put the pieces together in such a way?” Laya frowns. “But that still doesn't explain why you didn't try to arrest us.”
“It's simple. It was said that Rune and his party were ideal adventurers, even going so far as to let the townspeople keep the materials from any monsters slain during their quests. And since you were completing quests with no rewards, an outside observer could only conclude that you were a benevolent group. So, with the contradiction between his reputation as the False Hero and his actions as an adventurer, I decided to meet with you to determine the truth for myself.
“It was during our first meeting that I came to a simple conclusion. The False Hero hadn't abducted you to make you fight at his behest. He had done so to bring you home. Hence why you were traveling eastward, toward the elven lands. It's also why I was so surprised to see you here in the west. I assumed you would stay with our people.”
Arcana dropped one revelation after the next. The reason why she made us feel so anxious wasn't because she suspected me to be the False Hero. It was because she knew I was.
“I'm going to fight,” Laya says. “I've already gotten the blessings of Grand Elder Rena and the Astral Dryad.”
“Oh?” Arcana gives us a genuine look of surprise. “Rena's one thing, but you even met with the Astral Dryad? Then does that mean she approves of the False Hero, too?”
“Mmm.”
“Interesting. Though an ancient being like the Astral Dryad probably knew he wasn't evil from the start. I wish she would have shared that fact with us earlier.”
“You know how she is.”
“Indeed.” Arcana seems to remember something. “Ah, right. About the vampires in the east. After you left Antara, I sent some of the few remaining groups of high-class adventurers to gather information and subdue any remnants of vampire activity in the region. I recently received a report on their findings, and it's not pleasant.”
“Vampires…” Laya has a conflicted look.
“Yes. Turns out, they had several more operations set up, and possibly more that we were unable to locate. It seems we were able to sufficiently dislodge them from the area, though we're not quite sure what their ultimate goal was. It seemed they were only there to stir up trouble.
“However, we did run across some disturbing information. It seems the vampires have launched a coordinated assault on the kingdom of Eshia, which sits on the western border of the vampire lands. The timing is quite terrible, as we do not have the forces to spare to help repel the vampires, should Eshia need our help.”
“Arcana,” Laya says. “The vampires are working with Chaos.”
The Guild Master's eyes widen. “One of the races has turned? Are you sure?”
“Yes. Tylith von Phyress told us.”
“Tylith, your vampire companion. To be honest, I was surprised to find out you had a vampire in your entourage. But hearing that she's that Tylith is even more shocking. Sister of Ashton von Phyress, Vampire Lord of the Coven of Dusk. Quite a group you managed to put together, False Hero.”
I shrug my shoulders. “Just how it ended up.”
“I will certainly be taking this new information into consideration. As for you, I assume you have big plans?”
“Got business down south, so we'll be gone for a while.”
“Interesting. I hope to hear more when we meet again.”
“Guess I don't have much of a choice, now that you know the truth…”
“That's the spirit. Though I hope you'll be a bit more enthusiastic next time.”
“Yeah, yeah.” I wave my hand dismissively. “But for now, we're getting back on the road. Got a long trip ahead of us.”
Laya and I stand from our chairs and give Arcana a simple wave. She returns the gesture, a bit more energetically than us.
We receive our reward for completing the A-Ranked guild quest, though we didn't really need the money. Then we meet back up with the others outside the building.
We need to make one more stop by the capital before we start the journey south, so we once again huddle into a group. This time, Tylith helps me power the teleportation.
The light of the world fades, and by the time it returns, Orakio's capital city of Roshar fills our vision.




Epilogue

----- King Edgar -----
 
“The Goddess herself appeared in Silvia!?” I yell in a hushed voice.
“Yes, Father.”
“This was no mere image, but the actual divine being?”
“Correct, although our initial plan was only to use her likeness to fool the people. Even we didn't expect her to show up in person, so to speak.”
“I'd like to speak against your intended act of heresy, but it seems I have no standing if the Goddess herself didn't condemn it.”
“Haha…” My daughter simply lets out a laugh laden with resignation.
“In any case, the church won't sit idle after hearing such a heretical tale. They will seek to levy public opinion against the city of Silvia. In the worst case, it may turn bloody.”
“Yes, we had the same fears. Hopefully, we can stave off such a future long enough for Sir Lutz to fulfill his next mission.” My daughter looks at the plate of food sitting before me. “Is the meal not to your liking, Father?”
I match her gaze. Sitting on the plate is a beef patty between two specialized slices of bread. The so-called hamburger. This food is fairly common among the citizens, though the one we're eating for supper is far different in both looks and taste.
There's been a single bite taken out of it, but since then, I've left it to sit untouched. From the perspective of the ones at the table, it no doubt appears that the food doesn't match my tastes.
But in truth, it's the opposite.
Why does it have to taste so good? Once again, that brat has to show off, doesn't he?
No, I guess I can't call him a brat. He said he was 33 years old before his summoning, making him just 8 years younger than me.
I look to the source of my irritation and see John Locke leisurely enjoying his food. It's enough to nearly put a frown on my face, but I force myself to appear indifferent.
Since I don't want to look at him any longer, I turn toward my daughter just as she takes another bite of her hamburger. The look of satisfaction on her face only brings my frown closer, so I hide my annoyance by picking up my own food.
Dammit. It's good.
I complain internally, even as my face remains unchanged.
John Locke isn't here as the False Hero, of course. He's using his new alias, Lawrence, a merchant from the far east who's setting up a shop here in Roshar, filled with elven goods. It was a convenient story, allowing me to invite him and his party into the castle for dinner under the guise of establishing a connection with the elves, using the trade route he supposedly accesses to transport his goods across the kingdom.
That trade route is really his long-distance teleportations, which allow him to use his massive sum of mana to travel across the continent at will. But even that is unnecessary, as the items he sells actually come from the dungeons he's conquered.
What a fearsome set of abilities. Instantaneous travels and the strength to treat dungeons as mere locations to gather top-class items that even S-Class adventurers need risk their life to obtain.
Although I loathe to admit it, that kind of strength is precisely what we need if we want to turn this war around. Especially since the other three heroes are agents of Chaos. So despite my desires, I have no choice but to secretly join forces with this man from another world.
“This next mission of yours,” I say between bites. “I hope you do not carry the notion that I will allow my daughter to travel to the land of dragons.”
“No, I think she'd be more useful here. With her title of Prime Oracle, she may be able to help prevent conflict between the people of Silvia and the church. Besides…”
“I already informed him that I intend to stay here,” Lumina finishes for him. “I have many tasks that require my attention, and the people need someone who can assuage their fears.”
“That's how it is. She and Elise are far stronger now. So strong that they can probably defend themselves against nearly anything. Though the other heroes are still a wildcard.”
“I will take measures against them,” I say. “They may be powerful, but they are only three people. Keeping track of them shouldn't pose a problem. However, there is one threat that grows by the day. Duke Bradley.”
“Him again? Didn't his plan to set up Prince Lyle backfire? That wasn't enough to put a stop to his attempted civil war?”
“No, not when he answers to the same master as the three heroes.”
“The Lord of Chaos. I suspected Bradley was working with him, but you managed to confirm it?”
“Yes. We trained spies to hide their mana, then sent them to keep watch on Duke Bradley. His faction has begun to crumble, yet he still seeks the crown. A man of his intelligence would know when to cut his losses. The only conclusion is that he's taking orders from someone else. Someone far more powerful than himself.”
“So the three heroes and Orakio's most powerful noble are all looking to ruin the kingdom from the inside.” John Locke lets out a sigh. “Politics sure does suck.”
“As long as you can obtain this power you're searching for, perhaps we can rid ourselves of them without destroying the faith and morale of the people. Until then, I have no choice but to weather the storm. Though I have help arriving in a few days.”
“Help? Who is it?”
“An old friend, one I swore to never contact again. Yet it was a promise I couldn't keep.”
The rest of the supper goes by quickly, with the conversation taking a more casual turn. It ended up being a frustrating time, watching my daughter enjoy the company of him and his companions.
Though even I have to admit that it's good she was able to find the hero she always dreamed of meeting.
Now we just have to survive long enough for her to savor the fruits of that hard work.
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