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The Story So Far

Volume 1

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

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

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

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

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

Volume 2

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

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

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

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

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

Volume 3

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Volume 4

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Volume 5

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Volume 6

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Volume 7

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Volume 8

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


[image: ]

Chapter 1: A Day at the Docks

----- Lutz -----

"What a beautiful morning." I step to the side but continue holding the door open.

"Beautiful?" A blue haired girl walks out of the building. "It's pitch black out here."

"There's more to beauty than just looks, Belle. The nip of the cool air, the smell of the ocean, and the sound of distant waves. Isn't that worth admiring?"

"Don't just use a convenient definition when it suits you."

The smirk on my face causes Belle to sigh.

"There's a certain beauty to be had from progress, as well." Tylith comes to a stop beside us. "We're finally at the southern ocean, a mere ship ride away from the Dragon Isles."

"I'd like to know why you two expect so much from just one word." Belle shakes her head.

It's so early that the sun isn't even visible on the horizon, though that won't be the case for long. Yet despite the darkness that still covers the land, the beastkin who live in this port city are already hard at work.

In this world, people usually get an early start to the day. But in most large cities, they at least wait until there's enough light to see.

It seems that's not the case here. Even before we left the inn, I could feel the people moving about, hard at work despite the darkness.

"We need to find a ship soon," Laya says, looking toward the port.

"Yeah. If we wait too long, they'll start setting sail."

The inn we stayed at last night is right next to the port. That's precisely why we chose it. But there is a bit of a walk through some streets.

The girls spent most of the day here yesterday, gathering supplies for our trip today.

While they did that, Alisha and I did some grinding for Lumina's family. Prince Lyle, Prince Rhys, and even the king took part in the farming session.

We spent half the night there too, so they gained quite a few levels each. Especially Lyle, who wasn't even level 20 when we started.

But now I'm back in the beastkin lands, on the southern ocean. And once we find a ship, we'll be off to the Dragon Isles to meet an old friend.

But first…

"Master, Master!" Alisha points to a street stand. "He's cooking fish!"

"He is, isn't he? Guess that's to be expected from a port city."

"We ate lots of seafood yesterday, but I want more!"

"You and that appetite. But since we might not have time to stop and eat later, I guess it won't hurt to grab something here. And we're still celebrating your release from the curse, after all."

"Yeah! Let's celebrate every day!"

"Woah now. Every celebration has its limits, you know."

Alisha stops in front of the street stand. "Eh? Does that mean no more delicious food when it's over?"

"Hey, I never said that." I look around at the cooking food, suddenly hungry. "We'll just need a new excuse next time."

The stand's owner is also its cook. He's not ready to serve anything yet, but that doesn't stop him from advertising the food grilling over the flames.

"You young 'uns really know the best food when you smell it! How about it? Looking mighty good, isn't it?"

My eyes fall on the tentacled creature skewered on the tip of the man's poker. Maybe it's my imagination, but I think I see the octopus-like arms still moving, despite them being half-charred.

Kalamari isn't really my thing…

Though that looks more like an octopus than a squid.

"Looks tasty!" Alisha says.

Hey, don't start drooling over a half-cooked octopus.

Fortunately, no drool appears.

After waiting only a couple minutes, food finally starts hitting the stand's counter. There's fish, shrimp, shelled creatures, and of course the kalamari.

As soon as I hand over the coin, Alisha's hand darts toward one of the fried octopus, plucking it from the counter.

I'm more conservative when it comes to food, so I pick up what looks like a normal fish. Like Alisha's, it's skewered on a short stick, giving me something to hold as I nibble on my breakfast.

Turning, I see Alisha's already hard at work converting her meal into a memory. With a crunch, she bites off one of the tentacles, and it disappears into the depths of her stomach.

Just how much food can really fit in there?

It's a mystery that even science can't explain, so someone like me has no hope no matter how much I think about it.

By the time I finally finish my own fish on a stick, the sun is finally providing enough light for us to see. At the same time, we arrive at our destination.

"So this is the city's port." I scan the waterline, where boats of all sizes are docked. "It's pretty busy. I really didn't expect there to be so many boats here."

"I have to disagree," Tylith says. "There may be a lot of boats, but it appears many of them will be remaining docked for today."

I check the port again and realize what Tylith means. "Only some of the boats actually have a crew preparing them for launch."

"Indeed. I suspect the rest have no available work and will simply sit idle for the day."

"Guess even big cities like this aren't immune to the terrible economic situation the world is in."

Although there are plenty of huge rivers, this continent has no large inland seas. That means most long-distance trading has to use ships that circumnavigate the coastline.

But ocean-faring ships have to be larger and tougher to withstand the violent storms that plague the open seas. That means the ships are expensive to build, maintain, and staff. Without valuable cargo to transport, it's simply not worth even leaving the port.

Some ships are preparing to leave, though. I'm no sailor, but even I can see that not every ship is setting sail for the same reason.

Some are armed with weapons, others are loaded with cargo. Many of them have fishing equipment, and some even seem to be loading passengers. There are a lot of things that need to be done by ship, so it's not surprising to see such a variety of them docked here.

"We'll need to pick the right ship to ferry us to the Dragon Isles," I say. "I doubt something like a passenger ship would risk going to a place infested with dragons."

"Mmm. The other passengers would never agree to that."

"Right? I mean, a military vessel would be the best candidate, but there's no way we could convince one of them to carry us over."

"King Kuro?"

"Yeah, we could get his help. But let's leave that as Plan B for now. It'd be best if we could just quietly pay our way onto a ship instead of dealing with things like nobles and royalty."

After we helped the beastkin king, Kuro, regain his crown, we left Belfast's capital city and rushed south to this port city. Since we can easily outpace things like messengers meant to deliver news to outlying areas of the kingdom, the people here still think Kuro's son is the ruler.

Even if we brought Kuro himself here with us, I'm not sure whether the city's administrators would see him as their king or as a rebel. Information takes a while to travel through a medieval society like this, so until it becomes common knowledge that Kuro is the king again, using his influence would be a pain.

The less political messes I get pulled into, the better.

Dealing with nobles and such is just too annoying.

"Which ship?" Laya asks.

"That's a good question. I think one without valuable cargo would be more likely to agree to ferry us. If they have passengers or expensive items onboard, it's not worth risking a trip near the island."

"Fishing ship."

"Yep. Each passenger or piece of cargo is a reason to avoid the island. But fishing ships only have equipment and crew, which means negotiating a trip would be much easier, as long as there's enough coin in it for them."

With that thought in mind, we walk the port, looking for the ship that will be taking us to the Dragon Isles.

It has to be a decent vessel, of course. Not just the boat itself but also the crew. It'd be inconvenient to be stuck with men who smell so bad that it makes walking the plank sound like a pleasant alternative to sharing a ship with them.

My amateur study of history dispelled many of the romanticized depictions of seafaring. Handsome pirates chasing adventure and treasure on the open seas just isn't how it works in reality.

Conditions on the ships are rough, even by this world's standards. A life aboard vessels like these would be dangerous, dirty, and exhausting. It's not something an average person would willingly sign up for.

Even with a cursory glance as we pass by, I can see many crews are filled with the kind of people best avoided in a dark alley. There's no way I'm embarking on a several hour long trip with them out into the ocean.

"Master, Master! I can smell them from here!"

"Gross, gross, and gross," Belle says. "Maybe we really should just use [Air Step] to get there."

"I know what you mean. It's too far for us to make it in a single cast, but if we bought a raft to land on while the cooldown resets, it's doable. I'd still rather take a ship, though."

"Yeah, yeah, I know. Something about an adventure should include a voyage on the open sea, right?"

I nod at Belle's words. "That's precisely it. It's just not complete without at least one ride in a ship, right? Of course, the same's true when it comes to riding dragons."

"Already rode one," Laya says.

"And it was dreadful," Tylith adds.

"That doesn't count. Just wait. Next time, it'll be a whole different experience."

After walking along the docks for a while, we run across our first potential ride. Unlike most of the others, the men aren't covered in a layer of dirt. Even their clothes look like a step up from the other sailors.

The ship they're getting ready to sail looks decent, too. It can't compare to many of the cargo ships in terms of size and craftsmanship, but it's obvious they at least take care of it. That tells me more about the ones who sail on the vessel than any of their words ever could.

Well, might as well start here.

"Hey fella." I call out to one of the men standing on the dock where the ship is tied off. "Got a minute?"

"Depends on what you want." He doesn't look like he's willing to deal with any games.

"Then I'll get right to the point. We need a ride to the Dragon Isles and are willing to pay handsomely for one."

"Are you insane!? Ain't no way we're going anywhere near that island!"

"Like I said, we'll pay well. And all we need is to see the island on the horizon. You don't have to actually drop us off on the shore."

"I don't care what kinda money you're offering, the captain ain't dumb enough to go there."

The sailor looks toward the ship, yelling to one of the men on the deck. That man meets our eyes, and I clearly see a frown form on his lips.

"Cap, set these kids straight, would ya? They've lost their damn minds."

"What're they trying to get out of us?"

"Said they wanna go to the Dragon Isles. Told them how stupid they sound, but they're still here."

"You wanna go where!? You're a damn fool, son! It's one thing to go off and die on your own, but you're taking all these people with you? No way in hell I'm gonna take you somewhere like that."

"Well," I say, "there are two things you should know before you decide. First, we'll be paying you 100 gold for a trip that won’t even take a day. And second, we just need to get close enough to the island to see it on the horizon. You don't have to actually go near it."

The captain shakes his head. "Even if I wanted to take the deal, I ain't gonna risk the guild finding out I took anyone to that island. They keep close eye on it."

"The guild? As in the Adventurer's Guild?"

"Them too, I'm sure. But I was talking about the Mariner's Guild. They control the waters around the island, and they don't like to be crossed."

I look to the girls. Just that is enough for them to understand what I'm thinking.

Since I don't see any opposition in their faces, I switch gears as I turn back to the captain.

"This Mariner's Guild," I say. "They got a headquarters around here?"

"You don't get it, kid. The guild controls the waters, but they're not the ones in charge. You'd best stay away if you know what's good for ya."

The captain waves the second man back to work, then turns to do the same. However, he leaves us with one last piece of advice.

"You keep asking like this, and you won't have to worry about finding them. They'll find you."

With that, he leaves us standing on the dock.

"Hmm."

"Don't just 'hmm' to yourself," Belle says. "We all know exactly what you're going to do."

"True, but I'm still trying to decide whether I want to go through the guild or 'accidentally' ask the wrong people and get them to come to me."

"Both." Laya gives me an easy answer.

"Great thinking, Laya. Let's go with that. We'll need to split into two groups. First to secure a ride wins."

"Wins?" Alisha tilts her head. "What do we win?"

"How about the winning group gets to ask one thing of the losing group. Like getting them to say embarrassing one liners after each kill for a full day."

"Ah, so we can ask anything?"

"Sure, whatever the winning group wants."

The girls look at each other. Somehow, I get the feeling that I just accidentally stepped onto a dangerous path.

"The teams," Laya says. "We've already decided."

And so, the competition to find a ride to the Dragon Isles is on.

And the girls look really fired up for it.

Maybe this was … a mistake.





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Finding a Ride

----- Lutz -----

My feet come to a stop, and I turn my head up, looking above the large door.

A plank of wood has been carved into a ship, complete with water beneath. The carving shows the ship tilted on a large wave, as if the crew were fighting to keep it from capsizing.

"Yep, this is definitely the Mariner's Guild."

Not a single soul responds to my words. That'd obviously be the only logical outcome, considering I came here by myself.

I didn't think the girls would pick such lopsided teams.

Isn't it unfair for them to gang up on me like this?

With a sigh, I push open the guild's door and step inside.

It's a rather large building, just a few streets away from the warehouse district where a lot of the incoming and outgoing items are stored. Those warehouses are of course right next to the port, meaning this Mariner's Guild is rather close to the part of the city that they control.

Unlike the dirty men I saw at the port, the guild members are clean, with clothes that look a step above a typical worker. They still look rough, though. The kind of people you wouldn’t want to associate with on a regular basis.

"Heya." I greet the man behind the counter. "Got a couple questions, if you don't mind."

The guild employee looks me up and down. "You're not looking for work on a ship, are you?"

"No, I'm not cut out for that kind of life. I'm new to the city, and I was interested in the Dragon Isles. Figured the best place to get my questions answered would be here at the Mariner's Guild."

"Yeah, we control the Dragon Isles. But that doesn't mean I'm going to just tell some kid our guild secrets."

"I don't want anything like secrets. I heard dragons sometimes fly over from the islands. What happens when one shows up near town?"

The guild employee relaxes a bit at my question. "Send adventurers to deal with it."

"Dragon materials are really valuable, so I'd imagine there are a lot of people who come here to find one, right?"

"Sure. Lotta guys with big heads and small swords."

"Guess that'd be the case, huh?" I nod at his words. "But having them come here looking for dragons means your guild has a large supply of adventurers to choose from when making trips to the island to hunt dragons, so it's for the best right?"

"..."

The man just looks at me. It's not a secret that the Mariner's Guild makes trips to the Dragon Isles, but it's obviously not a topic he wants to discuss.

Unfortunately for him, I'm in a competition with the girls for the right to ask one thing of them if I win. The same is true of them, so they're no doubt working hard to find a ride before me.

"Anyway," I say. "I'm really interested in the islands filled with dragons, and I'm sure we can come to some agreement that will benefit both of us."

The man looks me up and down for a second time, a frown covering his lips. "I don't know what noble family you belong to, but money alone won't get you on one of those ships."

"That's fine. I have more than money, and I'll gladly give a demonstration of what I can do. Is the Guild Master in today?"

"I don't see why the Guild Master would agree to meet with a kid like you. Big head, small sword."

"Ouch. But I'm used to that kinda reaction." I reach toward the counter, and two items appear. "I'll pay this much gold and even throw in this piece of enchanted equipment."

The man opens the pouch, and his face takes on a yellowed tint thanks to the gold coins in the bag. That causes him to raise his brows, but the real surprise comes when he puts on the ring sitting on the counter.

"This ring…!" He holds his hand up to his face and examines it.

"I'm an enchanter, you see. But I need some exotic materials for my next item. Couldn't find them on the market, so I wanted to get them straight from the source. Dragons."

It's all true. Dragon type monsters are rare, even inside dungeons. The best we could find was a wyvern, and those are about as related to dragons as giant lizards.

I've met a real dragon before, and the difference between him and a wyvern is as wide as the ocean that separates this continent from the Dragon Isles.

The guild employee looks back to me. "Someone your age can cast such powerful enchantments? Kid, where did this ring really come from?"

"I told you, didn't I? I don't mind giving a demonstration. But in that case, I'd like to do it in front of someone with the power to give me passage to the island."

"Tch." The man takes the ring off, with obvious reluctance. "I'll let the Guild Master know."

Alright! I'm one step closer to getting a ride! And more importantly, winning the competition!

The man disappears behind a door, leaving me standing at the counter alone. Not wanting to stare at the wall in front of me for who knows how long, I turn and take a good look at the rest of the guild.

Or, that was my intention. But it seems someone's not going to let me just leisurely wait for the guild employee to return.

"A little runt like you wants to go to that island?" a large man with an eyepatch asks. "Some crew is going to have to babysit a dumbass enchanter who only came to rob the materials. Prolly gonna get men killed while you're at it."

"No, I doubt it'll turn out like that at all."

The eyepatched man steps toward me. "Not many can go to that island. Those that are picked worked their ass off to get there. And you show up with gold to buy a seat?"

Could it be he wants to go?

The eyepatched man is strong. Stronger than most adventurers I've seen outside the front lines. But going to the Dragon Isles would still be dangerous, even with a dozen men his strength.

With high risk must come an equally high reward. I don't know what kind of compensation the adventurers get for going there in search of wyverns and dragons, but it must be juicy if this man is getting so upset about a newcomer buying his way aboard.

Hmm. Should I use this man as a demonstration of my strength?

I wonder what's the best thing to say to really get under his skin…

"I'm afraid you–"

The guild door bursts open, cutting me off right when I think of something good.

The eyepatched man turns to see who it is that entered the guild so violently, but his anger fades as soon as he sees the man standing in the open doorway.

"Wulf," the newcomer says. "We got a job."

"Damn." He looks back to me. "When I get back, I better hear that you decided to do the smart thing and leave. Else I'll be paying you another visit soon."

With that, the eyepatched man leaves the guild with his partner, going off to whatever crooked job they have in the works.

Of course, I tagged them on my [Minimap].

What a grand welcome.

Fortunately, that little show passes just enough time, with the guild employee returning as the eyepatched man leaves.

"The Guild Master will see you."

"Good, then lead the way."

In a fashion reminiscent of the time I was first brought to meet Guild Master Arcana, the beastkin man takes me into the back area of the Mariner's Guild to meet the one in charge.

Unlike the Adventurer's Guilds I've seen, this one is rather run down, and that same lack of care extends to the back area. While there's nothing particularly bad, the walls and decor are in serous need of renovation. At the very least, it needs a good cleaning and a fresh coat of paint.

But I didn't come here to inspect the condition of their headquarters.

The guild employee opens a door without even a shred of formality. Inside is a single beastkin, his floppy ears the same ashen black as his greying hair.

Since things are way more informal here than the Adventurer's Guild, I don't hesitate to walk into the room as soon as the door opens. I hear the click of the door shutting behind me, the beastkin man who led me here returning to the front.

There's no chair. Or to be precise, there is a chair, but it's in the far corner of the room, behind the Guild Master's desk. Two chairs, in fact.

Doesn't look like those chairs belong in the corner. Did they move them so I'd have to stand the entire time?

The ashen-black beastkin is in no hurry to greet me. He hasn't even acknowledged my existence, instead preferring to fiddle with a wooden pipe that's been taken apart into two pieces.

After a handful of seconds, he screws the two ends back together and sets it down on his desk. A pouch appears from his coat pocket, which he uses to fill the bowl.

Finally, the beastkin brings the pipe up to his lips. From his index finger, a small flame flickers. He touches it to the bowl, and the unmistakable smell of tobacco fills the room.

As he exhales a plume of smoke, the Guild Master finally decides to take a look at me.

"I didn't expect much." He takes another puff. "Good thing, too. Cuz you ain't nothing to look at."

"I rather like how I look, but thanks for the review."

"Funny, kid." He exhales in my direction. "What ain't funny is asking us to take you to the Dragon Isles. We don't run a daycare here."

"I'm more than capable of taking care of myself. A fact which I will gladly prove, if you want."

"I got a better idea. But first, I want to see this ring you brought."

I hold my hand out, the ring sitting in my palm. He takes it without a word, placing it on his finger.

"Well, I'll be. This thing's the real deal. It's rare to find something this powerful around here." He brings the pipe back to his lips, still eyeing the ring. "Tell ya what, kid. I got a deal that'll do you just fine."

"Oh? I'm listening."

"Forget this whole going to the island mess. Too dangerous, you'll just get yourself killed. But we always need more financing. Slaying dragons ain't cheap, you know. With the coins and this ring, it's enough to get you in on the spoils for the next trip.

"I'll even do you a favor, kid. Tell me what material you're looking for, and you'll have first pick of it the next time we bring back a dragon. You'll have to pay for the materials when you pick them up, of course."

"So," I say. "You want me to hand over my money and ring to help finance your next trip, then I still have to buy the materials off you when you get back?"

"Here's the thing." He dumps the bowl into an ashtray. "Where else you gonna find dragon materials? Nowhere, that's where. And you know how many people want them? Everyone, that's how many. But there's never enough to go around, you see. Never enough."

Well this pretending to be an enchanter really isn't paying off for me, is it…

I really should have just shown off my strength a bit to make convincing him easier. Now there's nobody to beat up…

I ignore the fact that I've come to rely on such a crude method to get what I want. It's simple and effective, after all.

"I think you'll agree that I can pull my weight in battle, even against a dragon. I already beat many wyverns and even ran into a dragon once. Here, let me–"

I cut my words, a sense of dread filling me at the same time.

The worst possible events are currently unfolding. Namely, I'm still here trying to buy my way onto a ship, while Laya is reaching out to me through our always-online shared connection.

The only reason she'd be contacting me is because…!

"Hey, Laya." My telepathic voice is filled with anxiety. "How are things going on your end?"

"Ship secured."

"Gah, I knew it!"

"I hope you're ready for what we have in store!" Belle sounds far too excited.

"Please, go easy on me."

"Not a chance!"

"I'm done for…"

With a sigh, I cut the connection, hanging my head in defeat.

Having lost, I have no choice but to do whatever the girls ask of me. I can only pray that it's something reasonable.

"Hey kid." He takes a drag on his repacked pipe. "Don't look so down. If you take my offer, you get first pick on your materials, and you don't die like an idiot trying to fight a dragon. I'd say it's a fine deal."

"Yeah, yeah. Thanks for the consideration. But I think I'll refuse."

"That so?" He hands me back the ring. "Well like I said, we always need financing so if ya change your mind, you know where we are."

Turning, I open the rickety door, stepping out with heavy feet.

"What's got his sails in a knot?" The Guild Master's soft voice barely reaches my ears.

Well, time to meet the reaper.

I leave the guild, taking the most direct path to Laya and the others.

Although I lost the competition, we did manage to book our ticket to the Dragon Isles.

It's a short walk from the Mariner's Guild to the place Laya and the others are, so I use the time to ask the girls a couple questions.

"How did you manage to find a ship so quickly?"

"Easy," Laya says, sounding happy. "It'd take too long to ask around and wait for them to find us. So, we split into pairs and went looking for them."

"Yeah, that makes sense. But how did you find them?"

"If they fight dragons, they're strong."

"So you just went around the port district, checking out all the strong guys until you found someone who goes to the island. A gamble, but I guess it worked out."

"Mmm. First try."

"You picked the right people on the first try!?"

I can't help but sigh. I don't know if I just have bad luck or if they have good luck, but either way, their first choice secured them the victory in our competition.

No, I doubt luck had much to do with it. Laya probably took a lot of factors into consideration before choosing her first target.

Chances are, that was really the reason they won.

A nondescript building sits in front of me. Laya and the others are inside, but they're not the only dots on my [Minimap] that I recognize.

Those guys, huh? It makes sense when I think about it, but it's still a surprise for them to be here.

Of course the girls would let the others know when I arrive. Thanks to that, I don't even have to knock on the door.

"Who're ya?" A man asks from the sliver between the door and its frame.

"Rune."

That's all the girls told me to say, and it ends up being enough.

The door opens, the man standing aside. He gives me a scowl as I walk in, but I completely ignore it, heading straight toward the back room as if I owned this building.

Of course, I know exactly where the girls are, which is why I can confidently walk in with a smile.

"Good job, girls," I say before anyone else can speak. "You definitely set a record for the fastest time securing a ride to the Dragon Isles."

"Got that right!" Belle lifts her head high. "And we got even more good news!"

"Oh? Spill it."

"We're leaving port in just a couple hours!"

"Nice! We're on schedule, then!"

A man takes a single step toward me. His left eye is covered by an eyepatch, and the sour look on his face is an exact match from the time I spoke to him at the Mariner's Guild.

"You," the eyepatched man, Wulf, says. "I'm going to crush you."

"And why would you want to do something like that?"

"He's referring to an arm wrestling contest," Tylith says.

"Arm wrestling?" I look at Wulf and see him rubbing his wrist, as if it were sore.

"After he arrived, he challenged us to a match, saying anyone who couldn't defeat him would be forbidden from boarding the ship."

"Ah, so that's it. And after losing every single match, he wants to redeem himself, huh?"

The eyepatched man loudly sits at a table, with a chair conveniently sitting across from him. Since I have no reason to refuse, I take a seat and grab his readied hand.

"You should have given up like I told you," he says.

"Still this confident, even after losing to them?" I nod toward the girls.

"This and that are different matters!"

"Ah, is that so? Then I guess I'll just say good luck, have fun."

Another man taps the table with a piece of wood, and the match begins.

It's really not much of a match, though. The eyepatched man's face is already going red with effort, but it's still not enough to make my hand budge.

After giving the man several seconds to exert himself, I push back. It goes without saying that his arm is lying flat in an instant.

"Let's enjoy our trip together," I say as I stand.

"Damn freaks, the lot of you!"

"Relax, Wulf," another man with a thick beard says. "Why do you think we're taking them along?"

"This ain't some puny wyvern we're going after! It's a Red Dragon! And we're bringing a bunch of kids!?"

"They sure ain't look like kids when they were pinning your hand to the table."

"Dammit! Freaks don't count! Ain't nobody here who could beat them, even you!"

"Why do you think I told ya to give up?" The bearded man shakes his head.

Unlike Wulf, his bearded companion seems to have given up on challenging us. Either it's because he saw a girl as young as Laya beat this man in a contest of strength, or maybe…

"Hey girls, how exactly did you get these people to agree to take us?"

"Master, Master! I beat up the strongest one!"

"The strongest?" My eyes fall on the bearded man. "So that's why he gave up so completely."

"Yeah! And when the one-eyed man showed up, he didn't believe us and wanted to play that fun game!"

"So that's how it all went down. Guess one way to prove your strength is to beat up the strongest person in a group. Though that's a rather brutish method, isn't it?"

"Oh, please," Belle says. "You do it all the time!"

"Me? I'd never stoop so low as to think about beating someone up just to prove my strength and get what I want."

For some reason, nobody pipes up in agreement with me.

"Anyway," I say. "You said you're going after a Red Dragon, didn't you?"

"Damn right." Wulf is the one to answer, for some reason. "Bastard made a nest at one of the best coves on Dragon Island. Wiped out half the crew of another ship when they went in to hunt."

"Ouch. Surprise Red Dragon when you're just trying to park the ship."

"And this ain't no normal one, either. The men who lived said it could have killed them all, if it wanted. But after flattening the strongest men, it flew off like the rest weren't even worth its time."

Huh, it almost sounds like that dragon knew exactly what it was doing…

If my hunch is right, then finding this Red Dragon could be the easiest way for us to meet with the ones who rule the Dragon Isles. The ones who are powerful, intelligent, and even speak the common tongue.

"So we help you defeat this Red Dragon, and we get our pick of the materials?"

"One item each," the eyepatched man says. "A fang, a nail, a handful of scales. You want anything else, you gotta wait til we get it back and decide who gets what."

"Kind of a weak reward, isn't it?" I shrug. "But it's good enough. There are five of us, so that's five items we get before anyone else."

"And don't go thinkin' you can cheat us out of any of the important parts! I get final say on what you can and can't pick for the reward!"

"Fine, fine. Doesn't really matter to me."

Not like I'm after the reward, anyway.

The men lead us out of their little headquarters. Or whatever this nondescript building is to them.

Since we're leaving soon, they have a lot of things to prepare, so we're heading to the port where the crew has been hard at work getting the ship ready to sail.

Turns out, these guys have been planning to take this Red Dragon out for the last couple weeks. They've gathered some of the strongest members of their dragon expedition parties just to go take care of it.

We just happened to show up at the right time. Now, we get to tag along with them after promising to use our absurd strength to help them.

There is one problem, though.

"It's going to take an entire day to sail there?" I take in the sight of their ship as I ask.

"That's how it is, so deal with it," Wulf says.

"Guess we'll see how it goes."

"There ain't no seeing. I'm telling you how it is."

"Right, right. I don't doubt you for a second."

"You're sure sounding like you do!"

Ignoring his retort, the girls and I find a nice spot by the water and bring out our usual table and chairs. It's busy on the ship's deck as the men get it ready, so we're just enjoying the ocean while we wait.

There are snacks for our more carnivorous members, of course.

"Plan?" Laya asks.

"You mean when we find this Red Dragon? I plan to talk to him first. If he's capable of speech, then we can talk him into working with us. Peacefully, I hope."

"If not?"

"Then we'll just give him a little spanking and send him on his way."

"Agreed," Tylith says. "While a battle would be welcome, it'd be bad manners to slay a dragon on our way to meet the Dragon Lord."

"Exactly. Really, I just want to meet up with Frei. With him chaperoning us, hopefully we can get an audience with the Dragon Lord without a problem."

"If he's anything like the Astral Dryad, then his strength will be overwhelming. We should be ready, just in case."

I nod, remembering the time the Astral Dryad considered attacking me. "True. We'll need to have all our escape magic prepared to cast before we meet him. We might not have time to channel it if he decides to attack."

Fortunately, there aren't any delays with the ship. After a little over an hour, it's ready to set sail.

We're the last ones to board, and it doesn't look like anyone's been given the task to guide us to wherever the resting quarters are, so we decide to stay on deck.

Not like we wanted to go below, anyway. It's probably dirty and smelly down there.

After a short delay, the ropes that tie the ship to the dock are loosed, giving us the freedom to finally set sail to the open sea.

Since the port city sits in a natural bay, the waters here are pretty mild, making it easier to get in and out. But soon enough, those calm waters are behind us, and the ocean opens up.

An endless sea of blue stretches south for as far as I can see. Somewhere past the horizon is the island inhabited by a horde of dragons. And soon, we'll be landing on its shores.

Not soon enough. I really don't want to spend the night on this ship.

I look to Laya, and she nods. At the same time, I place my hand on the giant mast that rises up from the ship's deck.

Mana flows from me, seeping into the wood. More and more gushes out, until the entire ship is humming with a subtle power.

Checking with [Scry], I see that I managed to place the [Durability Up: Large] buff on the vessel.

Enchanting a boat this size is a little draining, but I doubt it would be able to handle what comes next without some extra durability.

As soon as my enchantment appears, Laya releases her magic.

A small gust blows across the deck. It's barely enough to ripple our clothes, but the same can't be said for the massive sails that rise from the deck.

Those sails are stretched tight, as if just above our heads was a torrent of wind pushing on the cloth.

Actually, that's exactly the case.

"What's going on!?" Wulf yells, looking up at the sails. "Where did this wind come from!?"

I point to Laya. "She's going to get us to the Dragon Isles before sundown."

"What!? Are ya saying she's making this wind!?"

"Yep, but don't worry about the details. Just relax."

In truth, Laya's not using a spell. She's channeling raw Wind Mana. For most mages, that just means a gust of wind. But for a powerful Wind Mage like Laya, she can create enough force to drastically increase the speed of a mere single ship.

Now, let's enjoy this little boat ride, shall we?


Chapter 3: The Red Dragon

----- Lutz -----

"Land, ho!"

"You did not just say that." Belle shakes her head.

"What else would I say when we finally catch sight of the Dragon Isles?"

"How about something less ridiculous?"

"Tsk, tsk. You know me better than that."

The land has actually been visible for a little while, but I've been stuck next to the masts channeling Wind Magic to push the ship forward. Because of that, there wasn't anyone around until Belle walked by.

And I can't say such an iconic phrase without at least one person in earshot. When Belle came wandering over, it made the perfect opportunity.

The other girls are on deck too, but they've been making their rounds here and there, trying to pass the time. Turns out, life at sea is rather boring.

Even though Laya could have kept the ship going at full speed the entire distance, we swapped halfway through. When it comes to Wind Magic, I'm the only one who can match Laya, and there's no need to make her do all the work when I can easily fill in for her.

As expected of an island the size of a small nation, the horizon is filled with land from one end to the other.

Just gotta hope this Red Dragon is as smart as the Dragon Slayers are making him out to be.

With each passing minute, the land mass grows larger and more detailed. Checking the sun, I see we have a few more hours of sunlight, giving us more than enough time to meet the Red Dragon.

Although I'm powering the sails, I'm not steering the ship. All I can do is look at the quickly approaching shore, trying to find this cove where the Red Dragon is nesting.

I saw the captain's map, so I know generally where it should be, but coves have narrow openings, and we're still too far out for me to spot it.

Since we're close to the island, the captain tells me to stop powering the sails. The area around here has underwater dunes that can cause the ship to run aground.

With a slower speed, he can more easily navigate the treacherous waters and make it to the cove.

I'm not going to complain, since it means I get to relax on the edge of the deck with the other girls.

Alisha's standing on the railing, watching the island draw closer.

Tylith is sitting on that railing watching Belle and I as we approach.

And Laya is leaning over the railing, staring into the water's surface.

"So," I say as I come to a stop. "Anyone gonna tell me what you want as a reward for winning the competition?"

"What?" Belle smiles. "And spoil the surprise? You know us better than that."

I feel like I've heard her reasoning somewhere before, but it's probably just my imagination.

"So you're gonna hold it over my head until you're satisfied. What a brutal method."

"Oh, please. You're just finding out how it feels to be on the other side for once!"

"Enjoy it while you can. I'm going to win next time."

A brief silence falls over us as one by one, all our faces turn toward the island. When they look back to me, I can see the same question in each of their eyes. After all, something interesting just appeared.

More precisely, the Red Dragon has entered the range of my [Minimap]. We can see now that it's nested right where the cove should be. It'd have no problem spotting any ships that try to anchor in the safety of the inland lake.

I scan the shoreline again, looking for the cove's entrance. Eventually, I see it. A break in the rocky land, where the water fills an inlet.

"Nearly 7 hours on a ship is enough for me," I say. "So why don't we go meet this angry dragon."

"Mmm. Warm welcome."

"Let's hope it's not too warm. Dragons are known for their fire breath, after all."

The original plan was just to get close enough for us to leap to the island with [Air Step]. Things changed since we're supposed to be working with these Dragon Slayers, but it'd still be nice to meet with the Red Dragon on our own before we reach land.

The captain is obviously busy directing the ship through the treacherous waters near the island, so I find the next best option. Wulf.

Back when I first met him, I thought the eyepatched man was harassing me because he was jealous that I was buying my way onboard a ship to the Dragon Isles. But that wasn't the case at all.

Wulf is a Dragon Slayer, and he's made the trip here many times already. Although I haven't asked him why he got angry at me back in the Mercantile Guild, there are a few clues.

This Red Dragon recently devastated one of their ships, and he was part of the crew who was getting ready to get revenge and clear the cove they use to dock their ships.

I distinctly remember him saying that a weakling like me would just get men killed if I bought my way onto the ship. And he challenged each of us to a competition of strength before agreeing to let us board.

He was just trying to make sure the Dragon Slayers don't pick up any dead weight that could compromise them.

With how dangerous it is to sail all the way out here to an island filled with dragons, I guess that kind of gatekeeping will keep him and his men safe.

There'd be nothing worse than some nobles underestimating the danger of these trips and putting a bunch of dead weight on their shoulders. That could be the difference between life and death for them.

"Wulf." I wave to the eyepatched man.

"What do you want?"

"Since we're so close to the island, we were thinking of scouting it out before we land."

"Well tough luck. We ain't got no extra boats sitting around for you to take scouting so you'll have to wait like the rest of us, unless you plan to swim to shore."

"No, I'd rather not get soaked right now. But there's a third option, which is what we'll be using."

"What else is there in the middle of the ocean?"

The girls gather around, and we release our spells at the same time.

"See ya on the shore." I leap into the sky.

"Hey! Isn't it too far for [Air Step]!?"

"Nope."

With that, we take off toward the island covered in dragons.

The ocean is a blur beneath us, the land mass growing noticeably larger with each second that passes. After only a few minutes, we finally reach the once distant land mass, leaping between the rocky cliffs that flank the cove's narrow entrance.

The water opens back up, forming a small inland lake. The relatively calm waves and small cliffs provide protection against storms and other threats, making this the perfect place to park a ship while you hunt dragons.

At the far end of the lake is a beachhead. No doubt it's where the Dragon Hunters would assemble after getting on dry land.

It's also where the Red Dragon set up its nest.

"Ah." I look at the red dot moving on my [Minimap]. "Looks like we woke it up."

"Is he going to be grumpy?" Alisha asks as we land on the beachhead.

"Well, considering its track record so far, I'd say it's quite likely."

"Yay! I get to fight a dragon!"

"Hey, isn't this supposed to be a diplomatic mission?" I shake my head. "Though some say it's best to let your fists do the talking."

"Then that means I do a lot of talking!"

A round of nods sweeps through our group.

Now that we're on land, we're just standing around, waiting for the inevitable confrontation with the Red Dragon.

It's not a coincidence that it started moving toward us right when we entered the cove. It sensed our mana and is coming to defend its territory, just as it did when that unwitting group of Dragon Slayers docked here.

In the near distance, a stone cliff rises. There are many around this beachhead, but this one is of special note because it's where the Red Dragon has set up its nest.

Without exception, all of us are watching that stone cliff, waiting for the dragon to emerge from the many crags that cover the rock formation.

We're rewarded with the somewhat distant sight of a huge creature leaping from the darkness of a shadow and taking to the skies. It releases a bestial roar at the same time, shattering the otherwise peaceful atmosphere of this natural beachhead.

Just as the final echo of its roar fades, it's replaced by the beating of its massive wings. Closer it draws, until we can see the finer details of its body.

Frei, the dragon we met in the elven lands, is a Silver Dragon. His silver scales are smooth, looking almost like a mirror and giving his dragon form a refined and elegant appearance.

But this Red Dragon is nothing like that. Its skin is rough and leathery, with scales that end in sharp points, clearly suggesting that other creatures not get too close.

It lives up to its name, with most of its body being one shade of red or another. Even its eyes are glowing a violent crimson, though it's probably just the reflection of the sun's light as it creeps toward the horizon.

This beast sure is big. Bigger than Frei, even.

In his dragon form, Frei is about the size of a school bus. Big enough for the five of us to ride on his back, with room to spare.

But this Red Dragon is a step up from that. Side by side, I bet Frei would be nearly a head shorter than our oncoming guest. And a dragon's head, at that.

"Ah, it really is going to give us a warm welcome." I stare at the light leaking from the Red Dragon's mouth.

"This pup should learn its place," Tylith says.

"Let it have its fun. Maybe it'll put it in a better mood."

None of us even attempt to flee as the dragon swoops over our heads, releasing a torrent of flames down on us.

The attack has such a wide scale that it manages to engulf all of us in a single pass. For a few seconds, the only thing we can see are the bright fires raging around us.

Soon, the crackling roar of the flames die down. Our [Shimmering Shield] spells are still holding strong, ready to block the next breath of fire.

As expected, the Red Dragon turns, lining itself up for a second swoop.

But giving it one free attack against us is enough. It's time to make a move of our own.

"Girls," I say. "Unleash your mana."

All at once, our mana camouflaging artifacts vanish into our inventories, revealing our true strength to the Red Dragon diving down on us from above. It’s getting ready to give us another one of its warm welcomes. But as soon as it feels the strength of our mana, the beast opens its mouth. Not to breathe fire, but to roar.

Unlike the fearsome noise it released when it first appeared, this new sound comes off more as a yelp than anything else.

At the same time, it turns its nose up, like a fighter jet when the pilot yanks back on the control stick.

It's quite a spectacle to behold a huge Red Dragon shift so quickly from predator to prey.

But I didn't come here to scare it away.

"Hey." I break through its magical defenses and establish a telepathic connection. "I just came to talk."

"You can speak Draconic!?"

"Yep. And I've got a lot more surprises."

"That settles it! I need to warn them!"

"Uh, I just want to talk, though."

Rather than responding, the Red Dragon looks inland, presumably where it intends to escape to.

Sorry, but I can't let you just fly out of here. We've got a few questions for you.

The dragon was so close to us when it was diving that it has no choice but to pass right over us. There's no fire, of course. It's only thinking about escaping now.

So, I have the perfect opportunity to hitch my second ride on a dragon.

My feet leave the translucent step and land on the red scales that protect the dragon's back. They're some of the toughest monster material, being both resilient and capable of holding a massive amount of mana.

That's to be expected from a legendary creature. But they can still be considered soft to someone like me.

So, how do I bring it down without hurting it?

Since my goal is to talk to it, I'd like to be as gentle as possible. But taking a dragon down from the sky isn't exactly easy.

"Get off me!" the dragon roars at me.

"After you land," I say back.

"No way! I'm getting out of here!"

The dragon spins in mid-air, going completely upside down for a brief second.

The rotational force pulls at my body, but I don't go flying off. Unbeknownst to this beast, this isn't my first time riding on a dragon's back.

To top it off, it seems dragon's can't fly upside down, as it goes back to a normal flying position after a single spin.

More importantly–it works!

With these, we can ride on a dragon's back with ease!

Attached onto two of the dragon's scales are handmade clamps. Between the clamps is a rope, which I'm currently holding.

The worst part about flying on a dragon is the lack of handholds. Trying to keep ahold of their smooth scales with gale force winds hitting your face isn't easy.

But with this rope secured to the clamps, I can easily keep myself from falling off, even when the dragon goes upside down.

"I'm coming for you, Frei! Hahahaha!" My laughter bounces with the wind.

"What are you doing back there!?" The dragon sounds more frantic than before.

"Nothing. Nothing at all."

"That's a lie!"

Since the dragon is still trying to escape, I have no choice but to bring it down. And I came up with a great way to do so.

How much weight can you carry, I wonder?

I hold out my hand, and a massive boulder appears. It's so large that if we don't include the wings, it's wider than even the dragon's body.

I picked it up mostly on a whim, but it came in handy a couple times to create an [Earth Wall] in the sky, where it's normally impossible to use the spell.

Speaking of [Earth Wall]...

Stone grows from the boulder, wrapping around the dragon's body like a loose blanket.

"What is thiiiiis!?" the dragon yells.

"Gravity is a fearsome opponent."

"Gaaaaah!" It struggles against the huge weight on its back.

It seems even dragons have their limit, as it only takes a few seconds before it loses the battle and starts plummeting toward the ground.

Holding tight to the rope, I stick along for the ride as the ground grows closer. Finally, the boulder vanishes, as does my [Earth Wall].

But it's too late for the dragon.

The huge beast hits the rocky ground with a crash, leaving a trail of dust and sediment as it skids along the stone.

The impact is too much for my makeshift clamp. It's torn from the scale, taking away the handhold I've been using to keep myself on the dragon's back.

Oh cra–

The world spins as the rough landing sends me flying through the air.

It's always disorienting when something like this happens, but I've been sent flying way more times than I care to admit. Somewhere along the line, I just started naturally reorienting myself in the air, almost like how cats always manage to land on their feet.

As my legs hit the ground, I'm treated to the sight of the dragon skidding to a stop.

"Owies," Alisha says, looking at the dragon.

"I'm sure it'll be alright. Besides, this is its own fault. If it had just listened, then we could have had a peaceful conversation."

"Hehe, that's true!"

The girls came to my side as soon as I landed, so we're all just watching as the dust settles around the downed dragon.

As expected of a legendary creature, something like a fall from the sky isn't enough to do any real damage. It shakes its massive body, like a cat drying out their wet fur.

"Well, we can't let it get away after all that. How bout we see if it's a little more open to talk now."

The dragon finally stands, the ground beneath its clawed feet cracked and scraped. When it looks around, it realizes that the five of us are standing right in front of it, looking up at its head that sits in the air at several times my height.

"Hey," I say. "It's me again."

"You monster! What are you doing here!? Have you come to slay us!?"

"Don't just assume why we're here without listening to us first. I mean, if we really came to fight, would we just be standing here like this?"

It looks like the dragon is finally coming around to my request to talk. Either that, or it just realizes that running is useless.

"...Fine," the huge beast says, as if trying to scrape together some sense of dignity.

"Awesome! You won't regret it!" I give the girls a thumbs up as I translate the conversation for them. "You see, we were invited here by another dragon, and we were hoping you could lead us to him."

"What? It's rare for us to leave the island, yet you met one of us already?"

"Yeah. He said he'd always been considered strange by the other dragons. Oh, he's a Silver Dragon who goes by the name of Frei. Oops, I mean Freisheldrith Zaldryre."

As usual, I struggle to say his full name. But that doesn't stop the Red Dragon from recognizing it.

"You met Freisheldrith!?"

"So you do know him."

"That idiot always wanted to fly to the mainland, but I didn't know he actually did it."

"Idiot? Something tells me that you two don't really get along…"

"It's because he's always talking about getting involved with the mess on the mainland. We just had a war with your people two centuries ago, yet he wants to pretend like it never happened."

"Ah, so that's it. He did say something like he's not supposed to get involved with us too much."

"It'd be better not to get involved at all! Look what happens when humans and dragons meet."

The Red Dragon looks out toward the cove, where a familiar ship is sailing through the narrow entrance.

"The Dragon Slayers, huh?"

"Dragon Slayers?" The Red Dragon snorts. "Wyvern Slayers would be a far more appropriate name."

"Ouch. Though I agree that they don't stand a chance against someone like you. Why are you nested here and protecting this cove, anyway?"

"Why do you care? All you need to know is that I’m not going to let those beastkin do what they want."

"Guess I can’t blame you there. But anyway, those so-called Dragon Slayers came here to fight you."

"Good! I'll show them that we dragons aren't to be taken lightly!"

"Actually, I had another idea. One that might help you out even more than sinking their ship."

"What? If you want me to talk to them, then I'm going to refuse."

"No, nothing like that. But what do you think of this…"

I give a short explanation of my plan. The girls are nodding along the entire time, while the dragon just stares at me, its eyes slowly getting wider with each word that comes out of my mouth.

"And then," I say, wrapping it up. "The men set sail and never return."

"Do you really expect something like that to work?" The dragon is obviously skeptical of my idea. "And why do I have to go along with this plan of yours?"

"You want to protect this cove, don't you? Well, I think this is the best way. I mean it can't hurt to give it a try once, right?"

"Grr…"

While the dragon makes up its mind, I turn back to the ship.

The people on board may slay dragons–or wyverns, most likely–but they don’t seem like criminals. Adventurers do the same for other types of monsters, so a Dragon Slayer could really just be considered a specialized adventurer.

Plus, wyverns and other creatures from this island do show up on the main continent quite regularly. It'd be hypocritical to point to either side as the aggressor when both of them are doing the same thing to each other.

"One time," the Red Dragon says. "But the next ship that comes here is getting a fresh breath of fire!"

"Alright. Can't ask for anything more than that. Then, let's get started."

----------

From behind a rock outcropping, the girls and I watch as the ship anchors itself in the cove. It can't come to the shore, obviously. The hull would run aground well before making it close enough for the crew to disembark.

So, Wulf and the other Dragon Slayers do what we did. Four men leap into the air, standing on translucent steps. Even if they haven't ranked up their [Air Step] much, they're still fairly strong warriors. If it's just the distance between the ship and the shore, they can easily make it.

"Alright," I say. "It's time."

"You better be prepared," the Red Dragon answers.

"Of course I am. Just stick to the plan, and everything will be fine."

Stepping out from the large stones that hide our figures, I run to the sandy shoreline. There's an urgency in my steps, as if I were running from an unseen threat.

The Dragon Slayers have just landed and are looking around for any signs of danger. Of course they spot me quickly, first raising their weapons, then lowering them once they recognize me.

"Stop!" I yell to Wulf. "Get out of here!"

"What happened!?"

"We found it, the Red Dragon! But…!"

A roar erupts from nearby, shattering the tension. The beating of wings comes next, with each of the Dragon Slayers looking in the direction of the sounds.

From behind a rock, the Red Dragon appears. Its massive body is so large that the shadow it creates covers each of us with room to spare.

"It found me…!"

"That's the Red Dragon!?" Wulf shouts. "It's even bigger than they said!"

"And stronger! We tried to fight it, but we didn't stand a chance!"

"What!?" Wulf pales. "If even you couldn't beat it, then…!"

"You and your men will just get slaughtered! There's no way we can take this thing down, so forget about ever using this cove again!"

"The hell cares about that! We gotta get out of here!"

It seems Wulf realizes just how much he underestimated the Red Dragon. Or rather, I'm hyping it up so much that his imagination is starting to go wild.

I stand in front of the men. "If we go to the ship, the dragon will sink it!"

"What else can we do!?"

"Go. I'll hold it off."

"You can't be serious! You just said you don't stand a chance against it!"

"I know, but everyone only came here today because of me. If I hadn't showed up, maybe none of you would have ever met with this dragon. That means it's my responsibility to make sure you get back safely."

"Rune…" Wulf says my name for the very first time.

"There's no time. Get going."

"You heard him, men. Get back to the ship, now."

"Hey, I was talking to you, too."

Wulf smirks. "You weren't the only one pushing to come here."

A blast of fire breath shoots from the Red Dragon's mouth, coating the sky in bright red. My [Shimmering Shield] stops the flames, but they still lick at our sides, reminding the men of what exactly they're about to face.

"Who do you think I am?" I say to Wulf. "I'm not going to get killed by this overgrown lizard! Now go, so I can lure it away and make my escape!"

"Dammit, fine!" Wulf joins his men. "But you better not die on me!"

The cooldown for their [Air Step] must have reset because the men all leap back atop their magical platforms.

After one final look at me and the approaching dragon, they turn and begin fleeing toward the ship.

As for the Red Dragon, it seems rather happy to be able to pounce on me while swinging one of its clawed front legs.

Hey, you're enjoying this a little too much, aren't you?

Since I'm supposed to be fighting to protect the ship, the dragon and I have a little scuffle on the beachhead. We're in plain view of the ship for a while, giving the people aboard a good show of its strength.

Hopefully, the dragon's size, ferocity, and blazing hot fire breath will make them think twice about coming back to this cove anytime soon.

It'll take a while for the ship to get through the narrow entrance, and I don't really wanna keep this fake fight going on the whole time. So, acting like I'm leading the beast away from the shoreline, I take to the sky and head inland, the Red Dragon hot on my trail.

Soon, we're far enough from the ship that we don't have to keep up the act, so we land back down on the ground, the girls already by my side.

"Well that went pretty good," I say. "Though you seemed to be enjoying yourself a bit much."

"I don't know what you mean."

"Right. Anyway, the cove should be safe for a bit at least. Then again, they might be back in a few days. Who really knows…"

"Make up your mind. Did it work or not?"

I shrug. "People are full of surprises."

In either case, the immediate threat is gone, which means we can finally get back to our main objective. Meeting with the Dragon Lord.

"So," I say. "How about showing us to wherever it is you dragons call home."

The Red Dragon's tail smacks the ground, as if releasing the final bit of reluctance.

"I'll take you to Freisheldrith. He invited you, so he can deal with the consequences."

"Awesome! And we get to ride on your back, right?"

"Don't even think about it!"

"Haha. Okay, I'll let you off for now. But later…"

"The answer won't change."

The Red Dragon spreads its wings and takes off into the sky.

Ah, well. At least I'll get a chance to ride Frei.

I'm definitely not giving up on that one.

The girls and I follow the dragon's example, and just like that, we're on our way to our old buddy, Frei.


Chapter 4: Dragon’s Nest

----- Lutz -----

"So," I say while leaping through the sky. "Can I ask a few questions, Cyl?"

"Since when did I say you could refer to me by name? And my name is Cyldraynth, not Cyl!"

"My bad, my bad. I don't mind if you use my name as retaliation. But can I ask those questions, Cyl?"

"...We do have some time before we arrive."

"I'll take that as a yes. Alright, first I'd like to know if dragons have a social structure like the other four races. Things like kings, nobles, and other classes."

After our little showing at the cove, we started following the Red Dragon, Cyl. That was only a few minutes ago, so we haven't really had time to talk.

If I want to increase my chance of befriending the race of dragons, then it'd help to at least know the basics of their society. And since I have one of them here with me, this is the perfect opportunity.

"We follow the Dragon Lord," Cyl says. "The most powerful of all living beings."

"Most powerful? That's really interesting, but I'll have to come back to that. So there aren't any rulers other than the Dragon Lord?"

"Of course there are."

"Well, don't keep us in suspense."

Cyl flaps their wings several times before answering. "It's simple. Each of the four broods follows the wisdom of the Ancients."

"Ancients? How does a dragon become an ancient?"

"With age, of course."

"That's it? Just live long enough and you become an ancient?"

"Is there something wrong with that?"

I think about all the types of governments I've seen in this world and my last.

I was surprised at the democratic nature of the elven government. Compared to the monarchies that exist in the human and beastkin kingdoms, it can be considered quite advanced.

It's not without its faults, as I saw firsthand when I visited, but the elves definitely have the most modern form of governance.

Compared to that, being ruled over by the ones who just happened to be older than everyone else seems primitive.

No, there are still a lot of things I don't know about them. Maybe this kind of governance makes sense for reasons I don't understand.

"What happens if one of the ancients isn't fit to lead? An outcast, or something similar?"

"I just ignore them."

"Huh?"

"If someone says something stupid, you ignore them."

I look around at the girls and see the same confused look in their eyes as they likely see in mine.

Tylith is the one who asks the question on everyone's mind. "How are they supposed to lead if you can simply choose to ignore them?"

"That's not my problem. As long as I obey the Dragon Lord's commands, I don't want to hear any complaints from them."

"So it's essentially a monarchy, with the Dragon Lord being king."

"It's nothing like that," Cyl says. "The Dragon Lord barely even gives commands. One or two per century. But he's asleep right now, so it's useless to wonder what he might think about us."

"Asleep? I do recall dragons having long slumbers. Hopefully, it won't impact our reason for visiting your land."

"I don't care about any of that. Once we meet up with Freisheldrith, I'm leaving!"

This Red Dragon is quite different compared to Frei. Whereas Frei was cordial and accommodating, Cyl is fiery and distant.

Is it the difference between a silver and red dragon, or do their personalities just happen to be opposites?

The sample size is far too small to form any real conclusions, but I'm hoping to rectify my lack of experience with their people soon. Maybe I can learn enough about them to understand their culture, as I did when I was in the elven lands.

"Hey, hey," Alisha says. "What do dragons eat?"

"We eat anything we want, of course."

"Ah, me too! But do you eat in your dragon or human form?"

"Both. Either. Doesn't matter, as long as you eat."

"So we can cook some good food and all enjoy it together!"

Cyl gives her wings a huge flap. "As long as you don't bother me, you can do what you want."

As expected of Alisha, she wants to make friends by sharing a meal with Cyl. But it seems she's gonna have an uphill battle trying to get past this Red Dragon's cold shoulder.

It'd be nice to be on good terms with as many dragons as possible, but I really came here to meet with the Dragon Lord, so I don't intend to go out of my way to win their favor.

Something tells me the war against Chaos is reaching a tipping point. I don't know how much time I have before I'm forced to fight in a final battle to determine the fate of this world.

With so many things still left to do, I absolutely have to be in and out of the Dragon Isles as quickly as I can.

Now that I've battled a full-strength Archfiend, I can say for certain that we're not strong enough. Vrazruk couldn't regenerate his mana when we fought him, yet it took all of us to beat him.

Then there's Tylith's brother, Ashton. He's a step above even an Archfiend, taking everything we had just to match his strength. It felt like fighting a raid boss.

I really need to unlock the full power of [True Blessing of the Goddess].

If I can't do that, then anything else I do might not even matter.

Even the Goddess told me that meeting the Dragon Lord was a necessity if I want to win, and I have no reason to doubt her. Or rather, it's the special node the Dragon Lord rules over that I need access to.

With it, I should be able to tap into the Mana Network to some degree. What I find in there may just give me what I need to win.

I hope.

The sun's starting to get low in the sky, but there's still plenty of light to see. And since we're leaping through the air on our magical platforms, I have a good view of the terrain that makes up this section of their island.

The rocky landscape continues for as far as I can see, but it doesn't have the same desolate feel of the wastelands just east of the elven lands. This island has plenty of life on it, both plants and animals. It's just sparser than what I'm used to on the main continent.

Rocky cliffs and spires are a common sight all around me, similar to the one Cyl was using while guarding the cove. Those kinds of places are nesting grounds for wyverns, and that seems to go for dragons, as well.

"Groaaaar!" A green dragon lets out a roar.

The creature is nested in one of the cliffs, looking ready to take to the skies. We must have wandered a little too close to its territory, and it's deciding if it wants to attack or just growl as we fly by.

Well that one's definitely not a true dragon like Cyl.

If it were, it'd know not to mess with us with the strength it has.

Fortunately, we don't have to worry about these lesser dragons nipping at our heels. After all, we've got the real deal leading us around.

After hearing the green dragon's roar, Cyl releases one of their own.

Looking around, I see all the girls are plugging their ears. I'm doing the same, as Cyl’s roar is far beyond safety regulations.

This isn't the first time Cyl has had to put a lesser dragon in its place, and this green one has the very same reaction as the others. More specifically, it runs and hides.

Fight or flight from a dragon, huh? Guess even these mythical creatures aren’t an exception to one of nature's most fundamental survival instincts.

Our trip through the dragon's land continues, constantly running into monsters that would be considered major threats on the main continent.

There are wyverns, salamanders, lesser dragons and there was even a powerful creature stronger than Cyl, although just barely. I couldn't help but wonder if that last one was an intelligent dragon or just a regular one.

Checking my [Minimap], I can see we're heading in Frei's general direction, toward the center of the island. But our trajectory isn't quite right. If we keep going in a straight line, we'll pass right by Frei's location.

I don't usually tell people about my [Minimap] skill. It's such a useful tool for information gathering, but most people probably wouldn't like knowing that I can track their location, no matter where they go in this entire world.

Hmm. Guess I'll just ask Cyl and see what they say.

"Hey Cyl, how exactly do you know where Frei is?"

"How would I know where he is?"

"...Yeah, that's kind of what I'm wondering about." I shake my head. "Then how do you know we're going in the right direction?"

"Huh? Of course we're going in the right direction. And we'd probably already be there if you didn't talk so much."

"I don't see how the two are related, but–"

The sudden appearance of some rather powerful mana makes me stop mid-sentence. It's not just one source, but several. Focusing my [Sense Mana] spell in that direction, I realize that there are dozens of dragons packed into a small area.

None of them are especially dangerous, but there's definitely something different about them compared to the random monsters we've been encountering until now.

"A trap?" Tylith asks in a private connection.

"Cyl knows how strong we are. Even this many dragons can't defeat us, so I don't think it makes for a good trap. But there could be other traps waiting for us that might change things, so be careful. After all, there's already something strange about where Cyl is taking us."

"Not going toward Frei," Laya says.

"Exactly. Why bring us to this dragon nest instead of going straight to where Frei is? And the way Cyl dodged my question is a bit concerning."

"Prepare countermeasures?"

"Yeah. Everyone get your artifacts ready in case we need to make a quick escape."

Calling this place an island is a bit misleading, since the land mass is large enough to fit a small kingdom. It'd take most of the night to reach Frei, even if we went in a straight line.

But Cyl is taking us somewhere else. Somewhere with dozens of powerful dragons.

"There it is." I point to a stone tower in the distance. "I can even see a dragon standing on a cliff edge."

It's not a tower made by human hands but rather one made by mother nature, making it more like a small mountain than an actual tower.

Sheer cliffs and shadowed entrances to caves cover the tower's surface. From the outside, it hardly looks different from the many other stone cliffs and spires that erupt from the rocky landscape.

Except its massive size, of course. Oh, and the dozens of dragons that inhabit the inside.
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Just how big is the cave system in there? Dozens of full-grown dragons would need a lot of space to live.

Somehow, I doubt something like an intelligent dragon would be okay living in a dark, cramped cave. It makes me curious what exactly I'm about to step into.

Though I can't let my mind wander too much. It might be a trap, after all.

As expected, Cyl is heading straight toward that stone tower. The Red Dragon knows that we can sense mana, so it's not like they can surprise us with a horde of dragons that we can't see coming.

There's always a chance more can teleport here. In fact, there's a growing trend of powerful enemies teleporting in on us at the worst timing.

But that also means we've gotten a lot of practice dealing with unexpected visitors showing up at inconvenient times.

"By the way," I say to Cyl. "Why are we stopping by this dragon's nest?"

"Because I'm not flying you all the way inland."

"Does that mean you're going to hand us off to another dragon?"

"That would be great."

We arrive at the stone tower without any clear answers. Since the top is filled with rocky spires and uneven terrain, Cyl lands on a wide ledge that looks a little too convenient to be formed naturally.

Landing beside the massive Red Dragon, I peer over the edge. There's no doubt the stone tower is just a huge, weathered rock protruding from the ground, with the base widening as it nears the surface and giving it the general shape of a mountain.

However, there are signs of a hand at work here. The aforementioned landing pad large enough to accommodate a dragon is one, but that's not the only thing that catches our eyes.

"Carved," Laya says looking at the shadowed entrance to a cave.

"Wow." Alisha turns her head up. "The ceiling is so high, even a dragon can fit inside!"

"Mmm. It seems they knew exactly what size it should be."

As Laya said, the cave entrance isn't naturally formed. That's clear from the deep scars on the rock that look to be from a crude, but effective, tool.

The fact that this huge cave sits on a landing pad that's perfect for a dragon just seals the deal. The intelligent dragons have set up a nest here, carving themselves a home in this rocky little mountain.

Why, though? They're definitely smart enough to build something like a city, so why live inside a natural rock formation?

There are a lot of unanswered questions, and Cyl isn't exactly forthcoming with answers.

Hopefully, we'll be able to find someone a bit more accommodating inside. Assuming we receive a warm welcome, that is. And not the fiery kind.

"How odd," Tylith says as we step into the cave's entrance. "I've never felt so small before, as if I were a child walking through the halls of a grand castle."

"I feel the same way," Belle says. "It's like we're in a land filled with giants."

"I suppose that's not far from the truth, considering the size of an average dragon."

"I guess so. Makes me wonder if they even have cities here. You know, normal ones they use while in their human forms."

Tylith glances to Cyl. "Another question for which we don't have the answer."

The Red Dragon doesn't bother to answer, and we don't have time to pursue the topic.

Cyl comes to a stop. This hallway is large enough to fit two dragons side by side, but that's only if they stay in their lanes.

Right now, a second Red Dragon stands in the middle of the hallway, blocking us from going any deeper. Its eyes sweep over all of us, but they soon settle on the one who led us here, Cyl.

"Cyldraynth," it says in a rumbling voice. "You know it is forbidden to get involved with the four races, so why have you brought them here?"

"Wrong," Cyl says. "It's only forbidden to get involved with their politics. There's nothing stopping me from befriending a group for personal reasons."

Befriending, huh…

Not quite the term I'd use, considering the cold shoulder you've been giving us.

"You feel their strength," the other dragons says. "They must be here on behalf of one of their kings, seeking to use our power to conquer their foe. I don't know how they learned of us, but we won't be drawn into their wars."

"Open your eyes, Father. Haven't you seen it?"

"Hm?" The other dragon turns his eyes back to us.

It's quite a surprise to learn that this other dragon is Cyl's father. Thinking about it, I guess it's not too unlikely. It could be that they have a whole family unit here, though I don't feel the presences of anything like baby dragons, so I can't be too sure if this is a home, outpost, hunting area, or any number of other possibilities.

As Cyl's father looks over us, I feel a familiar spell activate. After a few seconds, the massive Red Dragon's gaze settles onto me.

"So that's it." Understanding dawns on the dragon. "He's one of the Goddess' pawns. It's no wonder he's reached this level of strength. But isn't he a little lacking compared to the ones who came before him?"

"No idea," Cyl says. "I didn't fight in those battles."

"Either way, his title might sway some of the others into hearing what he has to say, but many still detest those summoned by the Goddess."

Although I'm not sure how long a dragon's lifespan is, it at least goes well in hundreds of years. Maybe even a thousand, though that might be pushing it.

The last Great War was only a couple hundred years ago, so there are still a lot of dragons who were alive back then. Since the heroes were summoned in order to fight the dragons, there's already a bloody history between me and them, even if I wasn't actually one of those heroes from the war.

I hope it doesn't cause me too much trouble when it comes to getting permission to meet the Dragon Lord.

If I have to sneak in to see him, things might get out of hand…

Since I have no idea what the Dragon Lord is like, I can't assume he'll be as understanding as the Astral Dryad or Kyuubi. Suddenly showing up at his doorstep might not be the smartest way to introduce myself.

Well, I can see about getting the Astral Dryad to introduce me.

Though I'd really prefer to not ask that brat for any favors, I might not have much of a choice.

Then again, Kiah's an Immortal Being, too. Maybe I can get her to put in a good word for me.

But getting permission to take her out of her home when she's still in her weakened state might be tough. Especially since I'd need to take her to an island filled with deadly dragons.

There are always obstacles in my path. That's just the natural result when treading ground nobody's ever walked before. The only thing I can do is navigate them, looking for the best solution that I can turn into a reality.

"The first thing we need," Cyl's father says, "is someone who speaks the common tongue. It'd be simple if there were any Silver Dragons here, but none have arrived lately."

"Oh, it's fine," I say telepathically. "I can speak Draconic."

"What!?" Cyl's father reels his head back in shock. "How did someone from the four races manage to learn our language? Did a rogue Silver Dragon teach you?"

"No, I could speak it before I met any Silver Dragons. As for how–well, the Goddess basically crammed it and every other language into my head."

"And she sent you here? To meet with us?"

"Yeah. With the Dragon Lord, actually."

The Red Dragon's tail smacks the ground, as if releasing a sudden spike of agitation.

"We do not take commands from the Goddess," he says. "Only from the Dragon Lord."

"Makes sense. You're not included as one of the four races recognized by the Goddess, so I guess there's no need to obey her. But isn't it dangerous to be on such bad terms with an actual god?"

"You don't have to worry about us. The Dragon Lord is all we need. And none are allowed to meet him unless he desires it."

"Then can I request a message be passed on to him? Once he hears it, I'm sure he'll at least want to listen to what I have to say."

Cyl's father shakes his head. "Impossible. The Dragon Lord is sleeping, and I doubt even the Ancients would dare try waking him."

"Oh yeah, I do remember Cyl saying he was snoozing. How long has he been asleep? The Silver Dragon I met slept for days. I hope it doesn't take that long this time…"

"Days?" Cyl's father snorts. "The Dragon Lord has been sleeping for over a century."

"A…"

"...hundred years!?" I shout out loud.

"A century is nothing to the Dragon Lord," Cyl's father says. "Though it is rare for him to sleep this long."

"This might be really bad." I completely ignore what the Red Dragon was saying. "How are we supposed to meet with him if he could be asleep for another hundred years?"

"Still a chance," Laya says in our private chat.

I've been translating for the girls, since they can't understand Draconic. It's a bit inconvenient, but it looks like it was the right decision since Laya seems to have a solution.

"What's your plan, Laya?"

"We only needed to meet the Dragon Lord to gain access to the Mana Node he controls. If he's asleep, then he can't complain if we make use of it."

"Ah, completely ignore the Dragon Lord and go straight to the goal. Makes sense, but I doubt the other dragons would be so accommodating as to show us to the Mana Node. If they knew that's what we were after, I wonder how they would react."

"Mmm. Best to keep it a secret."

I rub my chin. "The Dragon Lord probably lives near the node. So if we can get them to bring us to him, we'll likely find what we're looking for."

"Then it's just convincing these Red Dragons to take us to their lord."

"You can leave that to me. But for now, let's start with getting an invitation to enter this nest of theirs. Looks like we've got quite a few dragons waiting to meet us."

Not far behind Cyl's father are several more dragons. They're out of sight, but it's clear they're either here to see what's going on or they're preparing for battle, in case it comes to that.

The dragons aren't the only interesting sources of mana in this stone tower. There's one more, tugging at my attention. A spell of some kind, but one I don't recognize.

I look up a bit, where that strange mana signal is radiating at a constant pace. It's at least two levels above us, maybe three depending on how high the ceilings are.

It feels a bit familiar, but it's definitely not a spell from any of the schools of magic I know.

Though I guess there's a chance it's a tier 5 spell. I haven't seen anyone cast magic that powerful yet.

Since there's no use thinking too much on it, I turn to Cyl's father and finally continue the conversation we were having until he dropped the fact that the Dragon Lord's been napping for over 100 years.

"Even if he's asleep," I say, "I still need to meet with him."

"What purpose would that have? You'll only be talking to yourself if you go. And the Ancients won't be so keen to let one of the Goddess' pawns near our sleeping lord."

"I'm confident that once we get near him, he'll wake up."

Cyl's father raises his head. "And why would you think that?"

"It's just how things work out for me. You're aware of the other Immortal Beings, right?"

"Yes."

"Well, I already met two others and managed to get on good terms with them. When it comes to dealing with Immortal Beings, my confidence is at an all-time high. The Dragon Lord probably already knows I'm coming and is just waiting for me to show up."

The Red Dragon looks skeptical. "He may be the most powerful being on this planet, but even the Dragon Lord can't know something like that when he's asleep."

"Then you're going to be really surprised when he opens his eyes right when I walk up to him."

"Still plan on making the trip, even knowing how useless it is?"

"Of course. If I want to save the world, I absolutely need to visit the Dragon Lord."

Cyl's father swishes his tail, as if annoyed. "With your strength, nobody here can stop you, even if we wanted to."

"I'd rather be a guest than an invader."

"But you're willing to be either."

I shrug. "I don't have a choice. Either I succeed, or we all die."

"The fate of the four races isn't our problem. Maybe your enemies would be more accommodating to us dragons."

"True. Dragons do have a bad reputation, but from what I've seen, I doubt the fiends would be willing to work with you."

"With the Dragon Lord sleeping, it's up to the Ancients to decide how to handle the arrival of a Goddess' pawn. Though none reside in this nesting ground."

Cyl's father turns, facing deeper into the stone hall. "You may enter, but know that some dragons aren't quite as understanding as me. Especially those who fought in the war."

The heavy thump of his footsteps reverberates through the rocky ground as he walks into the darkening tunnel.

I turn to the girls and give them a thumb's up. It was a bit messy, but we managed to gain access to this nesting ground, as Cyl's father called it.

We start walking so we don't fall behind, but after only taking a couple steps, I turn and look behind us.

Cyl hasn't moved. Well, they have moved, just not in the direction that the rest of us are going. As if trying to silently fade away, Cyl is slowly turning back toward the hallway's exit, where the sun's light permeates the darkness of this stone tower.

"Cyldraynth." A Red Dragon's voice booms through the hallway. "Where do you think you are going?"

"Hunting, of course."

Cyl's father turns his head back. "You bring them here, then expect us to deal with the problems?"

"It's not like I had a choice!"

"I'm not interested in excuses. This is your responsibility now, so you'll stay and work hard to help our new guests while they're here."

"What!? Why do I have to do something like that!?"

"Because…" He turns his head forward. "I'm not going to do it."

The thumping of footsteps returns as he starts walking again.

As for Cyl, I've been around enough animals in my lifetime to know when one's agitated. In this case, the swishing tail is the main giveaway.

"Hmph." Tylith swishes her hair, as if the family matter we just witnessed is none of her concern. "Looks like we have an attendant for our stay, at least."

"We can have Cyl show us around," Belle says. "I bet there's all kinds of amazing things in a dragon's nest!"

"Indeed. It would be a lie to say I'm not excited to see more of their land."

"Hey, hey. Do you think they have a mountain of treasure, like in the stories?"

Tylith nods. "I also heard similar fantastical tales, though I never spent the time to research their validity."

"Ohhh, how exciting! C'mon Lutz, let's get going."

Belle–and Alisha, of course–wave for me to follow them before Cyl's father gets too far ahead.

Well, it is pretty exciting. A small kingdom of dragons with their own unique culture and history.

I really wonder what kind of crazy things we'll find here.

Although I've only seen empty land and a stone tower so far, that doesn't mean this is all they have to offer.

In the human lands, elves are known as forest dwellers who live in small towns and villages. But once you get past the woodlands that surround their enclaves, the landscape opens up to rolling hills and sprawling cities.

It's a complete contrast to what most people think of when they envision the elves. The same could be true of the dragons. As we get closer to the heart of their land, there's no telling what we'll find.

As for Cyl, the Red Dragon isn't trying to escape anymore. But neither are they eagerly walking deeper into the stone tower like Belle and Alisha.

Cyl doesn't speak the common tongue, so they have no idea what the girls were just talking about. And since speaking Draconic is hard with human vocal cords, I spark up a conversation telepathically.

"Aren't you going to escort us?"

"I'm not your servant. You can find your own way around."

"Ice cold, as usual. Guess it beats the warm welcome you gave us when we first met, though."

Cyl finally begins walking, passing by me before finally answering. "I thought you came to hunt us, so what did you expect?"

I fall in line, a few steps behind the Red Dragon. "Yeah, about that. Were you guarding that cove so they couldn't hunt wyverns and salamanders?"

"Huh? Why would I do that?"

"Then why guard the cove? Were the Dragon Slayers a threat to true dragons like yourself?"

Cyl shakes her head. "Not an adult dragon like me. But our young are only as strong as an average wyvern."

"So there are youngsters near the cove?"

"..." The only sound coming from Cyl is the thumping of footsteps.

"How interesting," Belle says.

"Why interesting?" I ask.

"Cyl is kinda young for a dragon, right? The status says 154 years old. Frei was like 500-something, right? And he still seemed young."

"True. Depending on how they develop, a hundred and fifty year old dragon might still be considered rather young. But Cyl did refer to themselves as an adult."

"Yeah, well I'm an adult too, you know." Belle stares pointedly at me. "Yet some people still treat me like a child."

"I wonder who would dare do such a thing."

"Yeah, I wonder." Belle looks back to Cyl. "But when those two dragons were talking, it seemed an awful lot like the dad was talking to a rebellious teenager, didn’t it?"

"Sure, I can see that. But I'm still not sure how that makes it interesting that they were protecting the cove."

"Well, just think about it!"

"Uh, I have been, but the dots aren't really connecting."

"You're really gonna make me say it? Fine, she’s trying to make a nes–"

Cyl comes to a sudden stop. Ahead, several more Red Dragons are blocking the hallway. But rather than doing it to get in our way, it looks like they just gathered to see what was going on.

Cyl's father is also there, giving the others a quick rundown of who we are and why we're here.

Of course, their eyes have been on us ever since the beginning, but when the others hear that I'm a so-called pawn of the Goddess, most of them settle on me.

I've gotten used to being the focus of everyone's attention, so I just roll with it like usual.

"It's good to finally meet the mysterious dragons that live on this island. I hope we can get along."

One of the Red Dragons lets out a loud, steamy breath. "We're not interested in helping you. Leave, and never come back."

"The four races are nothing but trouble," another says. "And that goes double for her pawns."

It'd be nice if Cyl stood up for us, but our attendant merely stands there, watching on as if none of this were their concern.

"I know I showed up out of nowhere, but I'm not here to cause problems. I'll be in and out as fast as I can."

"The last time we met one of her pawns, it was on the battlefield. I wonder if it will end up the same this time."

"No way. I'm not very popular on the main continent, and I don't want to end up being hated here, too. That'd just make my life way harder than it has to be."

Even though I have a lot of skeptics here, none of the Red Dragons do anything crazy, like attack us. Though that's probably because they know how much stronger I am compared to them.

Wait. Why are there only Red Dragons here? Do the broods all live separately?

There are still so many unknowns when it comes to true dragons, and I'm a bit excited to find out the answers during my trip through their island.

Eventually, the hall starts to clear. But not before several more dragons voice some more complaints. It seems I really do have an uphill battle if I want to earn any kind of trust from them.

Maybe Red Dragons are just hard to handle. Please don't tell me there's another brood that’s even more abrasive than them.

Speaking of…

There's finally a clear enough path for us to continue down the hallway. At some point, the walls began to glow with a soft light. Not from any flames or other sources that I can see. The walls themselves put out just the right amount of light for us to walk down this path with ease.

It's some kind of enchantment, but I don't know how they did it. Unfortunately, I don't have time to stop and study it, so I can only hope I get a bit of free time to check out that and any other mysteries I might run into here.

But for now…

"Hey Cyl," I say as we start walking again. "You said there are four broods, right? I know of Red and Silver Dragons, but what are the others?"

"Blue and black."

"So red, blue, silver, and black. Are there any other broods here in this nesting ground or is it for Red Dragons only?"

"We don't care if other broods come here."

"That so? Then I hope I get to see a blue or black dragon while I'm here."

"Who cares about them? They're annoying, especially blue dragons!"

I pass by a four-way intersection. "I care. Or rather, if I'm going to be meeting dragons, I at least want to see all the variations."

The light radiating from the walls isn't the only difference this deep into their nest. We pass by branching paths and rooms that were obviously made with purpose.

It feels almost like I'm walking down the hallways of a castle, with its stone walls and various corridors and rooms. Except the ceiling is several times taller, and the same is true for the width.

I think about asking where Cyl's taking us, but I'm too late. We arrive before I get the chance to spark another conversation.

"Woah!" Alisha looks around the massive space that opened up before us. "I've never seen a room this big!"

"Same here," I say. "We could probably fit a skyscraper in here with room to spare."

"I wonder if we can find something fun in here."

"They're dragons. There's bound to be something interesting."

"Yeah! I can't wait to find it!"

I look up. The ceiling is so high that I can't help but wonder how this room even fits inside the stone tower we entered.

Guess things do tend to look bigger from the inside.

Below us is a pit, where the room continues down for several more levels before it hits the ground. All in all, it really is about the size of a hotel in the center of a major city.

Other halls can be seen in the rocky walls that make up the massive room, along with walkways like the one we're standing on now.

It's like this is the heart of the nesting grounds where all the different passages eventually end up. A central hub, of sorts. Though I'm not sure if it's a natural formation or if the dragons carved it themselves.

Well, just one more mystery added to the pile.

Though I think it's about time we start solving them, rather than gathering more.

And so, my visit to the land of dragons is finally starting to get interesting.


Chapter 5: Dragon Guide

----- Lutz -----

"Well?" I say to Cyl.

"Well what?"

"Well aren't you going to show us around? You're our escort, right?"

"I'm no such thing! You're lucky I even decided to stay, so don't think I'll just do whatever you want."

"But our first real sightseeing tour in your land would be so much better with a guide." I snap my fingers. "Oh, I know! You can show us around in your human form! Wouldn't that be great?"

I look to the girls and see a series of nods. Walking around with a huge Red Dragon is really cool, but it'd probably be a lot easier to get on Cyl's good side if we share a similar form.

That's what it felt like when Frei transformed for the first time, and I'm hoping to repeat that with Cyl.

"Absolutely not."

Unfortunately, it seems the Red Dragon in question has other plans.

"C'mon. I'm really curious what you look like. And it'll be fun, right?" I snap my fingers again. "Oh, I know! Let's have a competition!"

Cyl's head perks up just a bit. "A competition? What kind?"

"Red Dragons are fearsome hunters, aren't they?"

"Of course! Among the four broods, we Red Dragons are the greatest hunters!"

"Then how about that? We'll have a competition to see who can hunt the most wyverns in a 15 minute time limit. Of course, only one of us will be competing, and if we win, you have to show us around in your human form."

Cyl's tail swishes. "And if I win?"

"Then we'll ask your dad to let you go back to the cove."

"Done." There's not a hint of hesitation in Cyl's response. "But why stop at wyverns? Let's hunt everything!"

"Woah, are you trying to destroy the ecosystem around here? Besides, having a specific target adds an extra layer of challenge."

"Whatever. Let's just get started already!"

Since only one of us can compete against Cyl, we have to decide who gets to go. Right off the bat, the choices are narrowed down to a pair of girls known for their love of combat and competition.

Namely, Alisha and Tylith.

"Okay, so which one of you two wants to hunt? Or are you going to play rock, paper, scissors to settle it?"

"Hmph." Tylith gives us her usual, haughty hair flip. "While it would be a fun excursion, I'm currently intrigued by some of the mysterious sights in this nesting ground."

"In an exploratory mood, huh? Well, you are a princess, so it makes sense that you'd want to see the culture and society of this world's hidden, fifth race." I slowly turn my head. "Then that leaves…"

"Me!" Alisha's hand shoots into the air.

"You. Feeling up to it?"

"Yeah! I'll find all the wyverns!"

"That's our little predator." I give her head a rubbing. "And don't forget to collect the bodies for future scavenging."

"Okay~"

I turn back to Cyl. "Then if you're ready, we can start the match anytime."

"Hah. You may be strong, but strength isn't everything in hunting! I'll make you regret challenging me!"

"Got it, got it. I'll take that as confirmation that you're ready. Remember it's wyverns only, 15 minute time limit." I raise my hand. "Three, two, one…"

My hand falls. "Begin!"

A rush of air makes my coat flap as a pair of massive wings propels Cyl into the sky. The Red Dragon flies nearly vertically, reaching the rocky ceiling in the span between blinks.

Rather than slamming into the stone, Cyl's figure vanishes into a shadowed tunnel. Looking to my [Minimap], I see that they're quickly approaching the edge of the stone tower.

Another exit, huh? One that you can fly through at high speed.

Guess Cyl really wants to win. Unfortunately for them, Alisha's not holding back.

Our little catgirl took off the same time as Cyl. Since we don't have this place mapped out, she opted to go out the same way we came in. She made it outside even before Cyl, which isn't surprising considering the raw stat difference between the two.

But like Cyl said, strength alone isn't enough to win a hunting competition. Though it certainly helps in many ways, especially if two competitors are equally skilled.

In the end, none of that matters because it's Alisha. With the massive difference between their stats, Cyl would have to be some kind of prodigy to beat her when it comes to hunting.

"Now then." I turn to the three remaining girls. "Want to check out a few things while they're gone?"

"You know we do," Belle says. "Like how there's a waterfall in the middle of this stone tower."

"Ah, that."

The unmistakable roar of water is a constant in here, thanks to the waterfall that's casually sitting at the other end of this huge cave. It's not particularly large, so it almost acts as white noise. I quite like the sound of water, so I can't complain.

But as Belle said, there's something strange about a waterfall inside this cavern. More specifically, I have no idea where it's coming from.

It's not like this is a mountain with a snow capped top that produces water as the snow melts. It's a stone tower jutting out from a rocky landscape. I didn't see anything out there that could produce a constant stream of water near the top of this nest.

"The waterfall is odd" I say. "And it's not the only thing that has me confused."

"Strange mana," Laya looks toward a seemingly random rocky wall.

"Yeah. I'm really interested to check out whatever magic spell that's sitting behind that wall. But there's also the glowing stone that lights this place up, not to mention the subtle enchantments that I feel all over."

"Wildlife." Laya stares down at the cave floor.

From our vantage point a few levels up, we have a clear view of the ground below. The waterfall lands in a small pool, keeping it filled with fresh water. The animals must love that because despite the dragons walking around, several creatures can be seen drinking and resting near the pool.

Animals and monsters, huh?

I always thought the differences between them were weird, but now I know the truth.

Kiah told us that monsters were a creation of the ancient civilization that existed 10,000 years ago. They had many advanced magical technologies, things that far surpassed even what I had on Earth.

They even created the Immortal Beings, including the Dragon Lord I'm here to meet. And if the Dragon Lord has been around since those ancient times, he must know many of those secrets.

Kiah and the Astral Dryad also know way more than anyone else, including me. They won't spill everything, but I like to think they're giving me what I need to make the right choices.

Chances are, I won't have any more luck prying anything but the bare minimum from the Dragon Lord. And that's assuming he's willing to even talk to me.

No use worrying about it right now. Especially when we have so many mysteries to explore right here.

We've already dropped to the cave floor, doing our best not to disturb the animals. They might be used to having dragons walking around, but humans are another thing entirely.

As expected, the aforementioned dragons are curious about us. Or they're keeping an eye on us. Either way, we've got many watchers all over this gigantic, open cave.

But we just ignore their gazes as we step up to the pool of crystal clear water.

"Enchanted," Laya says.

"Yeah. Not surprising, and I can see why regular animals would make their way in here."

"No monsters."

"That, too. No predators and refreshing, magical water. As long as you're not afraid of dragons, this is the perfect place to relax."

The animals aren't the only surprising lifeforms in this cave. Growing around the pool are various plants, and I'm not talking about fungus or other things I'd expect to see in a cave. I mean real plants with brown trunks and green leaves.

"How do they grow when there's no sunlight?" Belle asks.

"Strange indeed." Tylith scans the area. "Perhaps that is the answer."

Belle follows Tylith's finger. "The cave wall? Oh, I guess it is glowing, huh? But things like light from a fire can't make plants grow, can it?"

"No, it cannot. But we can't assume our current knowledge will hold up when faced with creatures who wield unknown magic."

Tylith's theory is helped by the fact that the cave wall has a thick layer of plants, as if they're trying to soak up the light coming from the stone. From the looks of it, the only thing keeping these plants from taking over this part of the cave is the lack of topsoil, limiting their available nutrients.

"That's one mystery solved," I say. "But I'm still curious where the waterfall is coming from."

"Mmm. Investigate."

"We still have over ten minutes, so why not."

As we leap up the waterfall, I check my [Minimap] and see both Alisha and Cyl darting around outside the stone tower, looking for wyverns.

There are plenty of red dots near the tower, but the two competitors are ignoring every single one of them. Of course, it's because none of them are wyverns, and that's exactly why I chose them as the target for this hunting competition.

Some monsters really are smarter than others.

Wyverns know not to try to compete with a real dragon's nesting ground.

The area around this stone tower is almost completely void of wyverns. At least, I couldn't see or feel too many around when we arrived.

The same was true for the sky around lesser dragons. Wyverns seem to avoid any area claimed by an apex predator, meaning finding one around here is no easy task.

That'll make the competition between the two even more interesting. I wonder how it'll affect the results.

Our feet land on a slick, rocky surface. Well, Laya stays on her [Air Step] instead of canceling the spell, but that's normal for her.

"It just…" Tylith starts. "...Emerges from the stone?"

"That's a little weird," Belle says. "But it looks really familiar…"

"Yes. The Mana Crystals Lutz often uses for his creations. The blue one can create water from mana, like a Water Mage."

"But this looks like regular rock, not those weird crystals."

"It's an enchantment." I slide my hand across the stone's surface. "Never seen it before, but it's not complicated. In fact, I think I can recreate it…"

I pull an aquamarine from my [Inventory]. It's a low rank gem, only useful for experiments like this. Oh, and the blue color fits well with the enchantment's effects, which is really why I chose it.

With one hand on the stone producing the waterfall and the other holding the aquamarine, I copy the enchantment's formation. As soon as it's complete, I fill it with my mana.

"Awesome," I say as the water spills from the aquamarine. "And just when I was getting thirsty."

I lift the gem over my head and gulp down several mouthfuls of the cleanest and most refreshing water in the world. I always fill our waterskins with mana-created water, so I'm always drinking water this good, but it tastes even better when it comes coupled with a new enchantment.

"How about we explore a couple more mysteries before the competition ends?"

As the clock ticks down, we check out a few other things that stick out to us, like a strange platform that rises just a bit from the ground. It's flat, smooth, and made from a darker stone than the rest of the cave floor.

Turns out, it's a heating pad. The stone radiates a subtle warmth, barely noticeable from a few steps away. But once I get on it, it feels like being tucked under a thick blanket.

I guess dragons like their warmth.

After a couple more little discoveries, we hit the time limit for the competition. Looking at my [Minimap] I see both Alisha and Cyl are heading back toward us.

Although Alisha is much further out than Cyl, she's also moving more quickly. From the looks of it, the two of them should arrive at about the same time.

Standing by the pool, the four of us wait as their two dots close in on the stone tower. Soon after…

"Master, Master!" Alisha comes to an abrupt stop in front of us. "I'm back!"

"Good job." I give her hair a ruffling. "Did you have fun?"

"Yeah! The wyverns were hiding really good!"

"As expected of any that make their nests near dragons." I look up. "Ah, here's the other one."

Cyl appears from the same shadowed hole they used to leave, descending on us in one smooth maneuver.

The Red Dragon lands nearby, the impact much softer than I'd expect from a creature the size of a school bus. They strut over with confidence, sitting in a cat-like pose after reaching us.

"It was a good hunt today," Cyl says. "Those pesky wyverns can't hide from me."

"Oh? And how many did you manage to get?"

"I can smell a wyvern from across a canyon. They always have such smelly nests! That's how I managed to find five in only fifteen minutes!"

"Nice. One every three minutes is really good, considering how few there are around here."

Cyl visibly puffs up with pride.

As for Alisha, she's still got the same smile on her face that she always has.

"Well," Cyl says to Alisha. "How many did you find? One? No, don't tell me you managed to find two or three. That'd be ridiculous."

Alisha looks to me as I translate.

"Ah, how many was it again?" Alisha tilts her head, her index finger resting on her chin. "I didn't count. Hehe."

"At least keep track of your score in a competition!"

"Eh, but I can count afterwards, right?" Alisha raises her hand, and a small mountain of wyvern bodies appears. "It was this many."

"Whaaaaaaaat!?" Cyl's dragon eyes go wide.

"One, two, three…" Alisha ignores the Red Dragon as she counts the bodies. "...Fourteen! Aww, I was hoping for one per minute, but I failed."

"One per minute! That's impossible!"

"Next time, I'm going to do my best to get it!"

All eyes settle on Cyl. As the loser, the Red Dragon has to accept the conditions we set for the competition. Namely…

"So, we have ourselves an official guide," I say. "That's going to be very convenient."

"And don't forget," Belle adds. "You have to do it in your human form."

"I remember!" Cyl's tail swishes violently. "But only when I'm guiding you! I'm not going to entertain you outside of that!"

I nod. "Sounds good to me. But we need a guide to show us around right now."

"I know!"

Cyl's tail makes another violent pass. After that, there's a nostalgic puff of smoke, completely obscuring the dragon's body.

That smoke fades quickly, revealing the human form of the Red Dragon, Cyldraynth.

"You're…" I say after a few seconds, "...a girl, huh?"
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When I call Cyl a girl, I mean it. Visually, she doesn't look any older than Belle, despite being nearly ten times her age.

No, she looks even younger than Belle. Guess she was right when she said it sounded like Cyl's father was disciplining a teenager.

The crimson scales Cyl has in her dragon form are gone, save for the ones covering her tail. But they've been replaced by a head of fiery red hair.

Though she keeps it cut short, like Alisha.

Her outfit isn't nearly as elegant as Frei's was, either. It looks more rugged, like it's meant to be practical instead of showy.

The single fang sticking out from her upper lip tells me she still hasn't gotten over her loss in the competition. Or maybe she just always looks like she's ready to bite someone.

Definitely don't wanna get bit by those fangs. Aren't they a little too long for a human?

As I examine the clearly draconic canines Cyl is showing us, the girl decides that she's had enough of us staring at her.

"What are you looking at?" She speaks out loud, rather than telepathically.

"Just curious why some of your dragon features remain, like your tail and fangs."

"You sound like a Silver Dragon, asking questions nobody cares about. No wonder you're friends with Freisheldrith."

I snap my fingers. "That reminds me. It's strange that you'd know Frei, isn't it? He's just one dragon among many."

"I know him because I know him. He's an idiot, anyway. Always wanting to go to the mainland when the Dragon Lord told us not to get involved with them."

"But only their politics."

"I know that!"

It seems like Cyl's the kind of person–or dragon, rather–who doesn't enjoy word games. She's always saying what's on her mind, no matter how the other person might take it.

It's refreshing, compared to things like nobles that hardly ever say what they actually mean. In a way, it reminds me of Belle. Though the thought of having another Belle running around is quite terrifying.

Fortunately, Cyl's too straightforward to do things like secretly formulate a plan to achieve victory over me in a competition where the winner gets to force the loser to do one thing.

At least, I hope so.

Too bad Cyl doesn't speak the common tongue. It'd be much easier for the girls to get to know her.

I'm translating, of course. But it's still a barrier between them. If I weren't around, they wouldn't even be able to talk to her.

"Speaking of Frei," I say. "You said you were going to bring us to him, so why are we here in one of the Red Dragon's nesting grounds?"

Let's forget about how you tried to sneak away when we first arrived.

"Because I'm not flying all the way to the Silver Dragons to look for him."

"Okay, I can see your point there. But that still doesn't explain why we're here in particular."

Cyl looks up, her line of sight pointing in a very interesting direction. "Because this way is much faster than flying."

I match her gaze. "Is it? I was curious what that strange source of mana is, but it looks like I'll be finding out soon, huh?"

Rather than answering, Cyl sprouts a pair of red wings from her back. After giving them a good flap, she takes off into the sky, heading toward that source of mana.

"Wow!" Alisha points at her. "She's flying!"

"Huh. Didn't think they could grow wings like that. Does that mean she could get rid of her tail, if she wanted?"

"Eh?" Alisha wags her own tail. "Why would she want to do that?"

"No reason. None at all."

The rest of us take to the skies, as well. Though we have to use the [Air Step] spell to catch up to Cyl.

Hmm. Could I make a pair of wings with [Transform]?

It's a question I've asked myself before, but there's no way a normal set of wings could be used to fly like Cyl. That was made even more clear to me when I felt her take off.

Magic is involved. Even now, I can feel a bit of mana leaking from her, no doubt to keep her airborne.

But if I can figure out how they do it, maybe I can copy it.

Another thing to work on. Though my plate is already too full…

I jot it down in a corner of my mind. If there's ever a good opportunity, it'd be worth pursuing, even if only for fun.

For now, we have to put our game faces on. Not only are we heading to a strange source of mana, but it seems the other dragons were expecting us to go there because many of them are waiting nearby.

We land on a ledge that overlooks the large room with the magical waterfall. In the rocky wall is a single path, lit by the enchanted stone that makes up its walls.

But what draws our eyes isn't the strange magic they use here. Rather, it's the Red Dragon that stands in the center of that path, as if guarding it.

Cyl looks to us and releases a sigh, then turns back to the dragon.

"Father, I'm requesting permission to use the gate."

"We know," he says. "Not all would agree to giving access to outsiders, but we managed to reach a compromise."

"What kind of compromise?"

"That you will first seek the Ancient Dragon, Xaradim. He will be the one to decide whether we will allow this hero to meet the Dragon Lord."

"Xaradim?" Cyl frowns. "I don't like him. He just goes on and on. Why do I have to sit and listen to his ramblings?"

The Red Dragon's tail smacks the ground with a bit more force than usual. "Show respect to your Ancients, even if they are from the Silver's brood."

"I know, alright? But why him…"

"Because Freisheldrith is in his care."

"Huh?" Cyl looks to me, then back to her dad. "How did you know he was looking for Freisheldrith?"

"He mentioned a Silver Dragon, and it so happens that when Freisheldrith last returned, he spoke of his meeting with a strange hero. Since then, he's been told to stay within Xaradim's territory."

"Did Frei get punished because of what he did?" I ask.

"He involved himself in the internal affairs of the elves, something expressly forbidden by the Dragon Lord himself. He's been ordered to stay on the island until the battle against the fiends is over."

"I didn't know any of that," Cyl says.

"That's because you've been spending your time secluded on the island's coast. Perhaps you'd be more informed if you managed to find a proper nest already."

Cyl puffs up. "That's not important right now!"

A nest? I thought this was their nest.

Or do all dragons have their own personal nest, and this one is some sort of community nest that they share?

It seems there's always new questions popping up faster than answers I can get. That's just how it is when visiting an entirely foreign land like this.

But it's also what makes it worth it to come here.

"So," I say. "This gate. Can we see it?"

"Yes. Many of us have gathered, some in opposition to your request."

"So don't be surprised if they get mad at me again."

Cyl's father turns, facing the path that leads to the gate. "Those who fought in the war won't forget as quickly as the other races."

His footsteps echo as he starts walking down the gently lit tunnel.

Something tells me you fall into that category, too.

The rest of us follow him. As with all the paths in this place, the ceiling is high and the walls are far apart. It reminds me of walking through an airport as I search for my terminal number. Except an airport usually has lots of people to make the pathways feel smaller than they are.

Here, it's just a bunch of empty space surrounded by glowing stone. But as I look past the Red Dragon in front of us, I see that our destination looks quite different from the hall that leads to it.

Hm? Is that some kind of crystal?

In the center of the room is a platform, raised only a hand's width from the stone floor. But the material it's made from is reflecting the wall's subdued light, like a gemstone.

It's nearly the same color as Laya's hair, a vibrant blue-green. The strange source of mana is coming from the platform, making me wonder what kind of spell could be enchanted onto it.

As we finally step into the room, I look around and see that very same crystal adorning the walls. It grows from them, as if they're natural formations instead of being put there for any real purpose.

As Cyl's dad said, there are other Red Dragons in here. In fact, there's even a Black Dragon. It's a little smaller than the red ones, but it looks more menacing. Though that could just be because of how dark the shadows are on its black scales.

It's hard to tell what a dragon's thinking just by looking at it, but I can clearly pick up on some animosity being thrown our way. But from which of the surrounding dragons, I don't know.

Now that I've got a clear look at the crystalline platform, I can see the pattern that's been carved into it. I've never seen that particular design before, but it does remind me of something.

They called it a gate. Does that mean…

"Hurry up." Cyl's already standing on the platform, looking at us.

"You're in a rush all of a sudden."

"The sooner we leave, the sooner I can get back to the cove. So hurry up."

"Don't we at least get an explanation on what this thing is?" I step on the platform as I speak.

"Gate. Takes you other places."

"It's as I thought, then. It's a teleporter. But it's not actually using the [Teleport] spell. Is it a custom spell formation?"

Cyl looks around to make sure everyone's standing on the platform. "The Dragon Lord gave it to us. It's better than the one you use."

"I see. Then I hope to have time to study it while I'm in your lands."

"We're leaving." Cyl speaks to her dad, rather than us.

"Remember, seek Xaradim first," he says. "And only return if he gives you permission."

"What? Why do I have to get his permission?"

"Because he may have a use for you."

"That old Silver better not make me wait around just because he feels like it." Cyl turns from her dad.

As soon as she ends the conversation, Cyl casts a spell. It resonates with the platform beneath our feet, and the world vanishes.

Well, it's more accurate to say the world just isn't visible from inside this strange dimension we always go through when teleporting. It's just a tunnel, like what's often seen in sci-fi shows with ships moving at warp speed.

But the world still exists beyond the borders of the tunnel. It's just a bit, but I can feel it.

Like every time before, I let the spell take me without interfering. And when the world's light returns, my vision is filled with a brilliant blue-green.
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That crystal again. But it's everywhere in here.

Turning, I see all the girls are also looking at the mysterious, sparkling mineral that covers the cave walls.

"Come on." Cyl steps off the platform. "Xaradim's nearby."

Our guide is taking her job seriously now that the end of her mission is in sight. If Xaradim agrees to let her go back, that is.

Well, this should be interesting. I wonder what an Ancient Dragon will look like.

The hall outside the teleportation room looks just like the one from the nesting ground we came from. The only exceptions are the blue-green crystals that grow from the rocky walls.

"I wonder what that weird mineral is," I say. "I don't recognize it at all."

Belle turns to me. "I'm sure you'll find some in your possession before we leave the island."

"That's the plan. Just need a bit of freedom to check out a few things that have caught my eye."

"Well just don't let it distract you. We're about to meet an Ancient Dragon, remember?"

"Hm? Oh, yeah. What was his name again…?"

"Don't act dumb!"

A smirk falls on my lips. "Xaradim. But I wonder how we should refer to him? I think 'Ancient One' might be a good title, right?"

"Why are you making up titles? Just ask Cyl."

"Yesh, I could do that. But I feel like she'd bite my head off just by asking."

"I wouldn't do that!" Cyl turns around, her fang shining in the subdued light.

"Oops, I forgot I was translating our conversation for you."

"You really are an idiot, aren't you!"

"Haha. Why does everyone keep saying that?"

"Because it's true!"

"Anyway." I completely shift the mood with a single word. "What about the title?"

Cyl's turns forward, speaking in a small voice. "We call them Ancient Ones…"

"So I was right!" I look to Belle and see her sigh.

Wherever we teleported to continues to look a lot like the nesting ground we came from. There's even a big room with a waterfall and everything.

The dragons must have a method to building their nests that they stick to, just like how two human cities look generally the same, even if they're far apart.

We don't have much time to admire the view because two Silver Dragons are blocking our way forward, demanding our attention.

We're not hiding our mana, so it's obvious that these dragons would know the moment we arrived. That's why Cyl's been speaking to them telepathically.

But it looks like they're not gonna just let us wander around as we please.

"Xaradim has requested the human's presence," one of the Silver Dragons says.

"I know." Cyl's as curt as ever.

"Follow." He takes to the skies, followed by the second Silver Dragon.

"Don't lag behind." Cyl sprouts wings and leaps up.

"You're lagging behind, too…" My comment fails to reach her ears.

Since we don't have wings, we have to use our trusty [Air Step] spell. But it's functionally the same thing, just with a time limit attached.

After catching up to the dragons, we follow them through a wide tunnel near the cave's ceiling. It's straight enough for the dragons to fly through at high speed, with the path slowly turning up, like a ramp.

It goes on for longer than I expected, but soon enough, natural light appears ahead. The tunnel levels out, and I can see the sky at the other end.

Cyl and the Silver Dragons kick it into high gear, hitting a speed that even most adventurers wouldn't be able to match.

We're not average adventurers, though.

"Weeee!" Alisha yells as we shoot from the exit at high speed.

With nothing but sky all around us, we're finally free to move freely. But we're still following the Silver Dragons, so there's not much choice but to shadow them.

While we follow, I take a look around. Lush greenery covers the ground far below, a stark contrast to the rocky landscape at the cove where we first landed.

That isn't to say it's gently rolling hills around us. In fact, it's still rough and hilly. We just shot out of the side of a small mountain, after all.

But this part of the island is far more hospitable than the shore. Though it's still not a place most people would look at and consider building a city.

The Silver Dragons we're following lower their left wings, starting a deep turn that continues until we've done a near 180 degree turn. Because of that, we're now facing the very launching tunnel we just used to exit the nest.

From out here, the hole is barely even visible. If I didn't know where to look, I probably wouldn't even have seen it.

But that's not the most interesting object we're looking at.

"Tall." Laya sums up our thoughts with a single word.

"Yeah. We're already so far from the ground, but that mountain rises even higher." I tilt my head up, looking at its tip.

"Xaradim's strong."

"I'd put him around the strength of an Archfiend. Depending on how many Ancient Dragons live in this island, they could have far more strength than all the other races combined."

"Mmm. Even the adult dragons are powerful. If they attacked the mainland…"

"It'd be devastating." I look to Cyl. "Makes me wonder why the Great War against the dragons wasn't more cataclysmic."

The Silver Dragons lead us toward that towering mountain, rising higher as we go. We reach it quickly, and our destination becomes clear.

If I didn't know to look for it, I probably wouldn't have seen it. There's a cave entrance on the side of the mountain that looks suspiciously similar to the one we used to exit the other.

And we're heading right for it.

In a flash, the sky vanishes, replaced by the rocky walls of an underground tunnel. The dragons entered at nearly full speed, confidently soaring through the dimly lit path.

Eventually, they turn their wings against the wind, letting the air slow them. When they reach a suitable speed, their feet hit the stone ground, the claws scraping the rock.

After a few seconds, they finally come to a stop, standing in a wide room filled with claw marks that make complete sense after seeing how these two Silver Dragons entered this nest.

"That was fun!" Alisha looks back at the tunnel. "Can we do it every time?"

"Please no," Belle says. "Let's just do things normally sometimes."

"Eh? But it's normal around here, isn't it?"

"That's … true. But normal is subjective, too!"

"So let's subjectively be normal like the dragons!"

"Hey, aren't things getting a little mixed up here!?"

While the girls discuss our future exit strategy, we follow the two Silver Dragons out of the scratched up room and into another tunnel.

Although calling these dragon nests castles isn't quite right, they do share some similarities in both design and function. It's just they're built into mountains and stone towers, rather than constructed by hand.

There's also scale, with these nests being nearly the size of a city. Though compared to how big they are, it feels like there aren’t enough dragons.

But that's only when contrasting them against a human city, where thousands and thousands of people can fit into a relatively small area.

Dragons are big, and they seem to like their space. So of course there'd be less of them, even in a major nest like the one we're at.

That said, there a few hundred dragons here. Enough to be a threat to any of the major powers on the main continent. Especially if the Ancient Dragons were to step onto the battlefield.

Speaking of Xaradim…

We step into an extra tall and wide tunnel, with those mysterious crystals making their return. They're only growing sporadically, but they make the passage seem somehow more important than the others.

I've mainly seen the crystals around the teleporter rooms so far, but they tend to grow randomly all throughout the dragon nests.

But more importantly, the crystalline passage leads directly to a doorway. There's no actual door though, so we can see inside as we approach.

I should have known he'd be even bigger than other dragons.

As we get closer, it becomes obvious why the path leading to this room is wider than the others. The massive Ancient Silver Dragon, Xaradim, stands head and shoulders over even the adult dragons leading us to him.

From what I've seen so far, Red Dragons have a fierce and aggressive appearance. Their scales, horns, and general body shape make them look wild and untamable.

Compared to them, Silver Dragons are sleek and majestic. With far more curves than sharp edges, they look softer and more approachable. Their demeanor seems to reflect that, as well.

But Xaradim doesn't look like either of those two types of dragons. He's silver like the rest of his brood, but the sleek look is gone, replaced by a sharp edge.

Bigger, thicker, more horns, fierce eyes, and a powerful aura. Xaradim looks just like I'd expect when playing a videogame and evolving my dragon to the highest tier.

If I didn't know any better, I'd think I'm standing in the presence of the Dragon Lord himself.

Just how impressive will the real Dragon Lord be? I can't wait to find out.

The two Silver Dragons who lead us here flank Xaradim like guards, leaving me and the girls standing before the three of them, craning our necks to maintain eye contact.

Oh, and Cyl's with us, too. She looks more annoyed to be here than anything else, though.

"Welcome, young hero," he says telepathically. "I am Xaradim, one of the Ancients who watches over the Silver Brood."

"It's good to meet you, Xaradim. I'm Lutz. As you noted, I was summoned by the Goddess to fight in the Great War. And thank you for speaking the common tongue, it'll make it much easier for my companions."

Cyl doesn't seem to care that she has to rely on my translations. Or rather, she probably wouldn't even care if I didn't translate.

If I didn't, she'd probably use it as a chance to complain, though.

"I wasn't expecting to meet another of your kind again. It seems this world is in constant need of correction to reach the Goddess' vision for its future."

"It seems so, though that vision is beyond my understanding. All I know is that there's a powerful enemy that I need to defeat, which is why I've come here."

Xaradim takes a long breath. "The treaty prevents us from interfering with your people, but it seems that same luxury isn't afforded us. Though whether or not you find what you're looking for here, we will decide."

"Diplomacy often changes with circumstances, doesn't it? I'd be happy if you would at least hear us out."

"I brought you here with that very intent." Xaradim lifts his head high. "Now speak what you wish to gain, and pray to your Goddess that we will grant it."

I look up at Xaradim's raised face, getting myself ready to try and convince him to let us visit his sleeping Dragon Lord.

"From what I've heard so far," I say, "it seems like the dragons know way more about this world's history than the other races. Do you also know what it was like before the Devastation?"

"We dragons have a long memory. For others, history fades to story, then to myth and legend. All within the lifespan of a single dragon."

I shake my head. "When I was wondering how long dragons live, I thought a thousand years was an overestimation. But I was wrong. It's even higher than that."

Xaradim is nearly 2,000 years old. Even if only Ancient Dragons live that long, it still means they're only five generations away from the Devastation.

With so few ancestors between them and now, it's no wonder they know so much about the world. All the other races had to start from almost nothing, with countless generations muddying the past until it's impossible to tell history from myths.

"So you know this world's history. But do you know what's happening on the main continent?"

"Your Great War is none of our concern. From our perspective, it will soon be just another tale, filled with as much fiction as there is truth."

"Maybe," I say. "Or maybe this one is different from the rest."

Xaradim is silent for a bit longer than usual. "In which ways does it diverge from the other Great Wars?"

"For one, the other three heroes were summoned by the enemy. I'm the only one who's actually working for the Goddess. Also, the Lord of Chaos managed to block the Goddess' power, so she can't affect the world like she used to.

"Oh, and I'm not actually from this world. Since the Goddess lost her power here, she summoned me from another planet. That goes to show how desperate the situation is. Don't you think it's at least worth letting the Dragon Lord know all this?"

Xaradim didn't move a muscle during my short explanation, making it hard to know if he cares about anything I'm saying. Even now he's just staring at me, as if waiting for me to get to the part that will spark his interest.

Finally, the Ancient Dragon's massive tail scrapes across the stone and crystal that make up the room's floor, coming to a stop after only a single back and forth.

"And who is this Lord of Chaos that has managed to usurp her control?"

"We don't know. He just showed up about five years ago and has been waging war ever since."

"A battle between gods for control of the world." Xaradim's tail swishes across the stone-crystal floor again. "Perhaps this will be the final Great War."

"What makes you think he's a god?"

"Because if even the Immortal Beings cannot challenge the Goddess, there's no hope for any of the mortal creatures in this world."

"Yeah, I agree. But one of his minions told me the Lord of Chaos was mortal, like me and you. He might have been lying, but I can't be sure."

I leave out the fact that I might be an Immortal Being myself.

Ignoring that, Ashton did say quite a few interesting things when we fought him beneath that Temple of Origins. Most importantly for now, he claimed the Lord of Chaos wasn't a god. Though it's tough to take his word for something like that.

Still, I can't think of any reason why he'd lie about it. If anything, spreading word that he is in fact a god would likely be more beneficial. Dictators and monarchs throughout Earth's history have claimed to have a divine right to rule, so I don't see why the Lord of Chaos would purposely spread the opposite.

"This is very intriguing news," Xaradim says. "But it changes nothing. As long as the Dragon Lord remains sleeping, we will not interfere."

"That's why I need to see him. The Goddess herself sent me here, so maybe the Dragon Lord knows something that even we don't. Something that might change everything. I can tell you from experience that the one who's trying to take over isn't an angel here to save us from the Goddess. I don't know what he's after, but he's not afraid to use any means necessary to get it."

Xaradim does a lengthy exhale through his nose. "It seems this matter may indeed be worth discussing at length. But before that, we need to move to another location."

I was surprised to hear him say we're going somewhere, so I'm a little slow to realize that the only exit is behind us.

As I step aside to let the dragons pass by and lead us to our next destination, a voice speaks up from beside me.

"Hey, Xaradim!" Cyl stands right in front of the Ancient Dragon. "Since I brought him here, I can go now, right?"

"Cyldraynth. Because you stood in silence, I thought perhaps you had learned restraint. But it seems I judged too quickly."

"I did learn restraint. That's why I waited until now."

Xaradim shakes his massive head. "Your perspective on these matters always confounds me. But I see no use for you here."

"Alright!" Cyl turns to me. "The deal's done! So don't come asking me for anything else, okay!?"

"But we haven't actually met up with Frei yet…"

"He's in this nest, so go find him." Cyl points to a wall, far beyond which sits Frei's mana signature. "And I don't want to hear any complaints!"

Cyl looks at the other girls for a second, her eyes lingering on Alisha for a bit longer than the others. Then, she runs off.

What an energetic girl.

Cyl may be gone, but now we have an Ancient Dragon leading us around. Although that can be considered an upgrade, I'm definitely going to miss messing around with that fierce little Red Dragon.

Xaradim's next, followed by his two Silver Dragons. We bring up the rear, just following along, curious where it is we're going.

Though if I had to guess, there's a particular place that's likely to be our destination. Or rather, a particular dragon.

The extra wide tunnel ends, putting us back in the main room with the large open space and magical waterfall. Many other paths go to different parts of the nest, but they're all normal size, built to allow two adult dragons side by side.

Of course, Xaradim can fit in the regular tunnels. Otherwise, he'd have no way of getting around the nest. It's just that it doesn't leave much room for a dragon to pass him when coming from the opposite direction, making me wonder what would happen if one shows up.

Unfortunately, that doesn't happen. We arrive at one of their launching pads without incident, Xaradim still in the lead.

Without waiting to see if we're ready, the Ancient Dragon spreads his wings and takes off.

Once we're out of the nest and in the air, I see that the sun is nearing the horizon. I was hoping that we'd have somewhere interesting to sleep tonight, but so far, everything has been a bunch of caves.

Dragons might like living in a mountain, but it's not really an appealing living space for a human.

Looks like we'll be spending the night in the cabin.

Our little home is great, and it's getting better all the time. But it's still fun to sleep somewhere unique when we're exploring a new place.

"It appears we're in for a reunion," Tylith says. "I hope we receive a warm welcome."

"But not too warm." My joke makes Belle sigh.

As we leap through the sky, we gently descend as we round the mountain. As Tylith said, our target is clear now. As expected, it's the same one I put my bet on just before we left the nest.

The ground approaches, a green landscape nestled in a valley between two rising cliffs. It's a lush area, but looks wild and untamed. Also, it's not exactly our destination.

On the side of one of the cliffs, a flat plateau overlooks the valley. The unnaturally flat land was definitely made by hand. It's just too perfect to be natural.

But if that wasn't enough to make it obvious that someone created the plateau, then the buildings sitting on its surface would likely do the trick.

Xaradim takes us soaring above the human looking village. Looking below, I see many humanoid shapes walking among the buildings. The only things that differentiates them from regular people are their scales tails.

Our trip through the air comes to an end at an empty section of the plateau. Xaradim lands first, with the usual two Silver Dragons following shortly after.

Finally, I touch the stone ground, looking around at all the scratch marks around us.

"Enchanted," Laya says.

"Yeah. They made the stone tough enough to handle the landing of even an Ancient Dragon."

"Magical enhancements are all over their land. And it won't be long before the rest of the world catches up."

"You're right. With the Lost Magics spreading, the four races will be able to do things like this soon. I wonder how fast the world is going to advance…"

During our short conversation, we made it off the landing pad and to the edge of the town. The buildings are straight out of ancient history, in terms of their design.

Crude isn't the right way to describe them, as they seem sturdy and well-built. But much like Kiah's greek-style city overlooked by an ancient pyramid, this dragon village would fit right in somewhere in Earth's ancient history.

But Xaradim didn't bring us here to admire the architecture. My eyes fall on the real reason for our visit, a man with short, silver hair and a blue mantle.
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"Hey, long time no see." I give him a wave. "How you been, Frei?"

"I had a feeling you'd show up one day." Frei shakes his head. "You always seem to go wherever you please."

"Can't have an adventure if we avoid all the interesting places, right? I mean, my visit has already paid off in a lot of ways, and I haven't even gotten close to getting what I came for."

"If you're here, then I can only imagine you came to visit the Dragon Lord. But I'm sure you already know…"

"Yeah, he's asleep. But I still want to go. I just need to convince this one." I look to Xaradim.

The Ancient Dragon merely stares at me in response.

"If Ancient Xaradim brought you to me, then it's a good sign."

"Yeah. So how bout we get this negotiation started before dark? Oh, and where will we be staying tonight? Do you have a guest house here or something?"

"We have many vacant homes, as they're only used sparingly. If it's fine with the Ancient One, I shall lead the way."

Xaradim nods, so Frei turns and beckons for us to follow.

Who'd have thought they have homes for both their dragon and human forms.

This world never stops surprising me.


Chapter 6: Frei

----- Lutz -----

As we approach the dragon village, I notice that the main path through the center of town is extra wide and clear of any obstacles. The reason being obvious, of course.

Xaradim and his two Silvers are still in their dragon forms. From a rough estimate, I'd say two adult dragons can walk side by side with plenty of room to spare. Though it's questionable if three dragons could fit, especially when one's an Ancient.

But it seems my curiosity about how they'd fit in the wide road isn't going to be answered.

With a puff of smoke, Xaradim's massive dragon form vanishes, followed by his two Silvers. As I look on with curiosity, the smoke clears, revealing how the Ancient looks in human form.

Is he going for the wise old man look?

Calling him old is going a bit far, but compared to the two Silvers he brought with him, the difference in age is obvious.

Nice beard, though.

It's well-kept and goes down to the middle of his chest. Though the silvery sheen seems a bit lacking next to his two guards. Even an Ancient Dragon isn't immune to the unending march of time.

We step off the landing pad and into the village, where a small crowd has gathered to see who it is that their Ancient is escorting.

I expected to see a lot of shocked faces, but the humanoid dragons don't seem surprised at all. They share information with each other much more freely than the other races, so they likely put the pieces together after seeing Frei with us.

Soon, we stop in front of a house that looks like any other.

"Ah, please be careful," Frei says. "The wall is still drying."

"What is that?" I look to the moist section near the door. "Some kind of paint?"

"No, it's a type of plaster we use to cover our homes. Great at regulating moisture and temperature, but it needs to be replaced every century or so."

Checking Frei's hands, I see a bit of dried plaster on them. "Were you working on it yourself?"

"Of course. I'm using this home, so it's my responsibility to upkeep it."

The house's ancient design makes me feel like I'm standing in front of a classical Greek building. It's simple, but effective and easy to maintain.

The other races have moved on from this particular style. Though I did see traces of it at some of the historical sights, like the Temple of Origins where we fought Ashton.

But nowadays, the other races use a medieval construction style. It's more versatile and advanced in a lot of ways, but the complexity means there are more things that can break, and fixing them requires specialized expertise.

Stepping inside, I see the basic furnishings I'd expect from a standard home. Other than the necessities, there's not much else, but that doesn't mean the place is cheap. Quite the opposite, actually.

"Hey, that looks like a really comfortable bed."

"I do prefer to sleep peacefully," Frei says.

"Me too!" Belle says. "Which reminds me. When are we getting our own beds?"

I meet Belle's eyes. "I need to expand the cabin a bit to fit full size beds, but if we're going to be here a while, then now might be a good time to do it."

"Hehe. A nice bed is going to make the nights so much better."

The back wall of the house has two doors, both closed. From the size of the building, there can't be enough room behind the doors for something like a full size bedroom.

Besides, Frei's bed is in the main living area. Curious, I decide to simply ask.

"So, what's behind door number one?" I point to the closed door nearest his bed.

"Just a simple closet and storage room." Frei looks to the second door. "And a bathroom behind that one."

"Seriously? Does that mean you have plumbing?"

"We do."

"Oh, man. Frei, I have several ideas on how to get basic plumbing to work. In fact, I have a sink already, though its design wouldn't work for a toilet. But I plan on fixing that soon.

"Hey, do you think I can study your plumbing? I won't break it, probably. I wanna know how you did it so I can see if my ideas will work. If I have time soon, I'm going to build my own. What do you say?"

Frei stares at me for a long second. "It's not like it's a secret. If you can figure out how it works, then you can copy it."

"Alright! Thanks, Frei!"

Everyone's piled into the house now. It's not crowded, thanks to most of the floor space being free. But I definitely wouldn't want to stay cooped up in here too long.

Fortunately, Xaradim doesn't seem the type to waste time. Once everyone's standing in a loose circle, he skips all the fluff and immediately gets to the point.

"Freisheldrith, you are tasked with watching over the hero while he is in our lands. Wherever he goes, you go."

"I understand. I'll act as his guide for as long as needed."

"Once I've spoken to the other Ancients, I will return with our decision. Until then, do see that he stays out of trouble."

"Certainly. Does that mean we're to stay in this village?"

Xaradim looks to me. "He's free to go where he pleases. Though I would suggest he choose his destinations carefully."

"Don't worry," I say. "I can stay out of trouble if I have to. Right, girls?"

"Y-yeah." Alisha lacks even a hint of her usual excitement.

None of the others pipe up, choosing to avoid my eyes and pretend like it has nothing to do with them.

"How long will this decision take?" I ask.

"I will be gathering the Ancients tomorrow, and I suspect we will have a verdict by the next day. Surely you can avoid trouble for at least two days."

"That's not a problem. I've already got a list of things I can do, and not one of them carries a hint of trouble."

"Good. Let us hope that is the case." Xaradim turns toward the door. "You will be informed when a decision has been reached."

With that, the Ancient and his two guards leave the house.

It's been a while since we've had a chance to talk to Frei, so there's a lot of catching up to do. Last time, we were in such a rush to stop the demons from summoning an army of Chaos that we never really had an opportunity to just chat.

After the battle, Frei left before we even got back to the elven warcamp. At the time, I didn't know why he left so quickly, but after coming here, it's become clear.

"So," I say. "You got involved with the four races a bit too much, huh?"

Frei shrugs. "I let my curiosity get the better of me. Even for us long-lived dragons, a Great War is a rare occurrence. I couldn't just sit here and let it pass by without having a look."

"You had a little more than a look. But if the war was what drew you to the mainland, why were you so far east, in those desolate wastelands?"

"I did begin my journey in the west, where the fiends have taken hold. But that was two years ago, and during that time, I noticed that the fiends had been infiltrating the four races' lands in secret."

Frei takes a seat, so we do the same. "Since going into the fiends' territory was too risky, I traveled east, looking for signs of their influence. Their hand could be seen all over the continent, stretching as far as the desolate wastelands, where they intended to summon an army against the elves."

I pull out a pitcher of tea. "And that's where you met us. You sure got bold there in the end, though. Investigating that mountain full of demons and running into an Archfiend was a bit much, huh?"

"As I said, I let my curiosity get the better of me. I thought I was sufficiently far from the four races and wouldn't be drawn into their politics. But you know how they turned out."

"Mmm." Laya slowly spins the cup of tea in front of her. "But thanks for your help back then."

"It is, of course, my pleasure. Though I must admit that it wasn't my original intent."

"It's fine. When given a chance to help, you took it. That's more than enough."

We're all relaxing with drinks and snacks now, with the light from the windows slowly fading as the sun begins dipping below the horizon.

It's still too early to sleep, but it's too late to get started on any major tasks. That means renovations on the cabin will have to wait until tomorrow.

"Hey, since there doesn't seem to be much to do around here, why don't you help us with our cabin tomorrow?"

"I'll have you know that I have many tasks I could be doing." Frei brushes a piece of dried plaster from his finger. "But I don't mind putting them aside for now."

"Awesome! Thanks, Frei. I really wanted to pick your brain about a few things while we worked. I've got quite a few questions."

"As do I. I'm sure we'll both gain the information we seek."

"Then…" I look to Alisha. "Why don't we eat and turn in early. After I check out the bathroom, of course."

----------

"I was thinking of knocking this wall down." I motion to the cabin's back wall. "That'll give us space to add a bathroom and it'll make it easy to fit five beds in here when we sleep at night."

Our cabin is empty right now, save for the Master Orb and the Spell Orbs that enhance it. That's because we need to do a bit of destroying before we can add onto the cabin.

"We only need to knock down half the wall," Frei says. "Since the bathroom will be enclosed."

"True. And with you here, adding the plumbing will be a cinch!"

"Didn't you study it for over an hour last night?"

"Yeah, I pretty much figured it out. You're still helping though, right?"

"I have no real reason to refuse."

With that settled, we get to work. Since all the girls are here, we have plenty of hands to help. Too many, actually.

There's only so much space to work in, and a few of them aren't exactly the most adept at handiwork. I avoid looking toward Alisha and Tylith while the thought runs through my mind.

Thanks to being a vampire princess, Tylith had quite a privileged upbringing. She only knew how to perform basic housework, with tasks like setting up tents being out of her comfort zone.

Since joining us, she's made a lot of progress. Now, she can do all the tasks necessary for adventurers, like setting up camp and cooking delicious food. But she's still several steps below me, Laya, and Belle in competence.

As for Alisha…

My eyes fall on the young catgirl. As she looks back at me, I can't help but imagine a giant question mark floating above her head.

"Feeling energetic today?" I ask her.

"Yeah! Every day!"

"I thought so." I turn to Tylith next. "Feel like making a trip with her?"

"I'm always ready for an adventure."

"Good because I got nothing for you two here, but there is someone who could use you."

"Lumina!" Alisha's the one who says the name first.

"That's right. You remember what she said a few days ago. We can't let something like that slide."

Tylith's hand comes up, her nails growing longer. "To think one of the supposed Great Heroes would seek Lumina's life. Perhaps we should put an end to them sooner than we planned."

"I … agree." I shake my head. "But let's start with an investigation. And perhaps a little interrogation."

Tylith smiles. "Yes. I believe I can make that work for now."

"Then take these, just in case." I hold my hand out, and a bag appears in my grasp.

She takes it, then peeks inside. "Spell Stones? And quite a variety."

"I put in some Piercing Crystals in case you need to teleport through interference. And since neither of you have strong healing magic, there are some gems with restorative spells like [Cure All]. Those ones have limited uses because I set the spell to a high strength, so it's for emergency use. The rest will be obvious when you check them out, so make sure to inspect them before you start your mission."

"Jeez," Belle says. "There he goes again."

"Master's a worry wart!"

I sigh. "I get it, I get it. They'll be just fine. But still, message me if you run into any problems."

"Worry not for me," Tylith says. "Worry for my prey."

"And mine!" Alisha raises her hand.

"Yeah, I've seen what you two can do to your prey." I check my Status Screen. "Then let's see what Lumina's doing right now."

I contact the young princess using the [Party Management] Heroic Skill. It has unlimited range, so the only reason for her to not answer is if she's busy.

"Lutz?" She answers immediately, as always.

"In the flesh."

"How strange. I'm looking around and don't see you here."

"Hey, don't take it literally. But speaking of being there in the flesh, you're about to have two of them."

"From the sound of it, you won't be one." She deduces it quickly.

"Yeah, I'm stuck in a city of dragons while their Ancients are setting up a meeting to decide if I can meet the Dragon Lord. So I kinda need to stay here in case they call for me."

"You've already made that much progress? And what are the chances they'll reject you?"

"To be honest, it's hard to read the dragons. And since I've only met one of the Ancients, I don't know what the others think about me. So, I really have no idea.

"And as for the progress we've been making…" I continue. "Well, you know how we are when we're on a mission. In fact, I wanted to have met the Dragon Lord by today, but it doesn't seem like it's going to happen, so things are going a bit slow in my opinion."

Lumina goes silent for a few seconds. Not because of what I said, she's simply dealing with something in real life. It's quite common during these long distance conversations, especially since we can't let anyone know we're talking.

Now that people can sense mana, they can detect the activation of the [Mental Link] spell, so if they knew she was speaking telepathically without it, there would be a lot of questions.

"Sorry," Lumina says, getting back to the conversation. "But I'm sure you'll make it work out somehow. As for the two who are coming, who are they?"

"It's me!" Alisha says.

"And I shall be joining her."

"Ah." Lumina seems to understand. "Are you making a move against the other heroes?"

"Yes," I say. "And I could use your help. Or more specifically, we need Elise."

"Understood," Elise replies. "My resources are already mobilized. I can move at any time."

"Good. Then listen up because I have something I want to know…"

The girls and I have a short discussion about what Tylith and Alisha are going to do. Neither Luminor nor Elise are surprised by the plan, as it's not exactly revolutionary.

But it should be effective.

"I understand," Lumina says after the explanation. "When will they be arriving?"

"I'd say…" I look to Tylith. "Right now."

"I'm absolutely shocked." Lumina's voice doesn't contain a hint of surprise.

Tylith and Alisha vanish. They can't teleport directly to Lumina, not when people can sense the spell's activation. Instead, we have a hidden teleportation circle set up in the countryside near Orakio's capital city of Roshar.

I'm leaving it up to Tylith and the other girls to meet up and discuss the plan in detail, so with a quick goodbye to Lumina, we close the telepathic connection.

Back with my focus in the real world, I see Frei patiently waiting. He was listening in on the conversation, but I figured Lumina and Elise would want to meet him in person, so we decided against introducing him telepathically.

"You really do seek trouble, don't you?"

"I've learned that starting trouble early means I have less troubles to deal with later."

"Proactive troublemaking. A good tactic for a merchant trying to keep another from taking his customers."

"And also for a hero trying to keep another from taking his believers."

Frei nods. "Yes, though aren't you the one doing the taking?"

"Don't think on the details too deeply."

With only the core members of the remodeling crew remaining, we can finally get started on expanding the living area and adding a bathroom.

Several tools appear, each ready to assist us in making our little home that much more comfortable.


Chapter 7: Setting the Stage

----- Tylith -----

"Cities are amazing!" Alisha skewers a slice of steak with her fork and brings it to her lips.

"Really, I'll never understand how you devour so much meat in the morning."

"You gotta eat it early in case you can't eat it later!"

"That's just the sort of logic I'd expect from you."

"Hehe~"

I bring my tea to my lips, the morning light reflecting off the liquid's dark red surface.

It's not like I chose it because it's the color of blood. It was simply a coincidence.

"Ah, they're almost here." Alisha perks up, looking over my shoulder.

"Indeed. It's good that we didn't have to wait too long." I place my teacup on the saucer.

After another half-minute, I see Alisha's eyes light up. She's doing her best not to wave her arms excitedly and make a scene, though it appears to be difficult to contain.

Considering we're going undercover, gathering attention would be a hindrance. Not to mention the ones we're meeting must have their identities kept secret.

"Hello," Lumina says. "It's good to see the two of you again."

"Hey, hey!" Alisha greets her twice for reasons only she's privy to.

"Apologies for the delay," Elise says. "One of our matters dragged on for a bit longer than we hoped."

"It's not a problem." I stand from my chair. "The timing is still within my estimation."

"Then to prevent any further delays, why don't we get moving."

"That's precisely what I desire."

The open-air restaurant shrinks into the distance as the four of us begin walking down the street filled with high-class shops.

There's only one district between here and the castle, and it's filled with the capital's most powerful nobles. Among them is our target, who spends most of their days in and around that particular district.

"Our target is on the move again," Elise says. "If we can deduce the destination, perhaps we can change course so our paths cross."

"Let's see…" Lumina goes silent for a second. "If I'm correct, then we can make it if we hurry."

"I'm not against picking up the pace," I say.

We can't run, but we can walk briskly. According to Lumina, it should be enough to make it in time.

The only wild card is the gate between the two districts. Although commoners can go inside a noble district, the guards will turn anyone away that looks like trouble.

It's for that reason that Alisha and I are wearing rather nice dresses, rather than our usual attire. A group of young noble girls walking between these two districts must be a common sight.

The guards' gazes fall on us as we approach, noticing our intent to walk through the open gate. Their eyes follow us, even as we pass by them.

But none of them call for us to stop.

"Walking around my own capital in a disguise never gets old!" Lumina shows us a small smile.

"Yes," Elise says. "Espionage is quite thrilling."

"I'd imagine you've grown quite used to it, considering your family's history."

"I have. The anticipation before a mission has practically vanished, but even I can feel the excitement of a mission as critical as this."

"You don't look it. Guess that comes from experience, too."

The houses in this noble district are massive. Each one is practically a mansion, which is no small matter considering this is the most valuable land in the Orakian Kingdom, perhaps even the entire world.

The ones who live here can apply immense pressure to the course of the kingdom. Using their wealth and power, they influence the king's decisions or even force his hand, if they can get away with it.

Individual nobles seeking to further their own selfish agendas is bad enough, but it's inevitable that factions will arise. Nobles who share a similar ideology gather into groups, their combined influence nearly rivaling that of the crown itself.

At the head of the most powerful nobles faction is none other than Duke Bradley de Reinhold. And that powerful man is working with the fiends.

As the one in front, Elise leads us down a small street between two estates. Something like a dark and dirty alley may not even exist in this district, limiting our ability to move around out of people's sight.

But every place has its unused areas, and with [Sense Mana], they're easy to find. Add in the fact that this district is sparsely populated because of its high class and it's surprisingly easy to find gaps where we're reasonably alone.

"We're almost there," Lumina says. "Should we get started?"

"Yes." I snap my fingers, and my outfit changes. "How do I look?"

"Wow!" Alisha looks at me with wide eyes. "You look just like him!"

"It's only natural." I try to flip my hair over my shoulder, only to find no hair.

That's only natural, since I've taken the form of someone else. Depending on who you ask, perhaps they'd even say this form didn't belong to a real person to begin with. Perhaps he was more of a monster, like the fiends he commanded.

"Archfiend Vrazruk, was it?" Elise looks at my new form. "I wonder what he would think of you using his form for a task like this."

"I'm sure he'd be furious. Too bad we won't be able to see his angry face."

"Indeed. It still amazes me that you managed to defeat one of the Archfiends. Perhaps we're not far from turning this war around."

"We can only hope that Lutz finds what he's looking for within the Dragon Isles."

We've finally reached the point where I need to split from the others. It's a rather remote part of the district, but there is a street that people often use to cut through the area.

Our target walks on that street, alongside a few others. Fortunately, the others don't seem to be of any consequence. At least, from the strength of their mana.

However, we can't be too sure that one or more of them isn't using an artifact to change their mana signature.

I'll just need to decide when I see them with my own eyes.

The other girls grow more distant as I walk down a deserted street on my own. After turning onto another path, I see that it ends in a T-intersection. And walking on the road that this path meets us none other than…

She's certainly enjoying herself.

I watch our target from the corner of the T-intersection. She's walking my way, along with her small entourage. As for the others…

Insignificant, as expected.

It's just a gathering of noble women, leeching off our target's supreme status in the social hierarchy.

Then it should be a simple matter to get her alone.

With the [Transform] still active, I step out onto the same street as our target. Not a lot, just a half-step, keeping my back to her.

Even though I can't see her, I sense her mana signature come to a stop. If I didn't know any better, I'd say I can even feel her gaze burning into my back.

Now, follow.

I step forward, back onto the deserted path where I emerged. Almost immediately, our target takes the bait.

She makes it to the T-intersection in a blink, looking down the path where I'm walking. However, my back is still to her, and my lazy pace remains unchanged.

"Vrazruk!" She yells softly as she draws near. "You're supposed to be dead."

I stop, but I don't turn to her.

"The one who told me doesn't often make mistakes," she continues. "Which means…"

I finally turn. Collette's eyes bore into my own, the supposed Great Hero looking quite displeased at having been lured in such a fashion.

"...you're not Vrazruk," Collette finishes.

"Ah, my little Collette." My voice is a complete mismatch for my face. "Did this ruse upset you? Or could it be you were truly hoping to see him alive?"

"As if I care about that creature. You, on the other hand, I care about very much."

"Why, thank you. I'm honored a Great Hero would hold me in such high regard. For that, perhaps a reward is in order." I snap my fingers, and my [Transform] vanishes.

"I knew it." Collette's eyes narrow. "You're that vampire, the one working with the False Hero."

"Bravo." I give her a soft clap. "I'm glad to hear my reputation has spread so much that you recognize me on sight."

"And that one must be your beastkin companion." Collette looks over my shoulder, where Alisha is approaching. "But just the two of you isn't enough to win. You're fools for coming here."

"I don't intend to fight. There's another who's destined for that future. We simply want to discuss a certain event that recently took place."

Collette raises her wand. "You'll be doing a lot of talking soon enough."

"Oh, my. Or should I say, it's as he expected."

"He?"

"She's talking about me," a familiar voice says from nearby.

Looking up, I see Lutz standing atop a nearby building, looking down on the path where Collette and I stand.

"You!" Collette looks around, noticing a little elf, and a blue-haired human girl.

Then her eyes fall on Princess Lumina and Elise, only adding to the powerful warriors that have suddenly surrounded her.

Lutz leaps down, landing beside me. The other stay above, watching and waiting.

"It's been a while, Collette." Lutz keeps to his casual tone. "How about we have a little chat?"


Chapter 8: Word of Warning

----- Lutz -----

"Hah!" Collette lets out a confident laugh. "What a fool, coming here like this. Do you think you have the advantage just because I'm surrounded? The other heroes are in the city, and no matter how strong you think you are, you can't defeat all of us."

"You're right," I say. "Even 7 on 3, it'd be tough. But didn't you hear Tylith? We didn't come here to fight."

"Then you shouldn't have come at all. Do you really think I'll let you escape?" Collette activates an artifact.

A barrier envelopes us, one that I've only encountered a few times since coming to this world. An anti-[Teleport] field.

"We know what you're trying to do," Collette says. "You want to be recognized, for people to see you as a hero. I wonder what they would think of you if they saw you fighting the Great Heroes in the center of Orakio's capital city."

"Your information network is as good as ever. But there's one thing you're forgetting…"

Lumina and Elise land beside me, drawing Collette's attention. With how they're looking at each other, the two might as well have sparks flying between them.

"You see," I continue. "You made the terrible mistake of trying to take Lumina's life. From that moment on, this meeting was inevitable. You simply didn't know until now. Oh, and speaking of your assassination attempt…"

I drop my casual tone. "Don't think for a second that I won't end you, even in front of the entire capital city. Worshippers? Reputation? Like I give a damn about something like that. I can always fix it later, long after your corpse has gone cold.

"Anyone who becomes a threat to the people I care about will be eliminated. That includes you and the other so-called heroes. The only reason you still breathe now is because I'm generously giving you a chance to stop. I am a hero, after all."

Collette listens in silence, her expression hardly changing during my monologue. She and the other heroes are as hard-headed as they come, so this is the expected reaction.

But I'm not done yet.

My hand comes up, the fingers curled around an object resting in my palm. I slowly loosen my grip on the object, my fingers uncurling in the process.

Sitting in my hand is a white orb, made of a magical material. Activating the spell within, the power bursts out.

There's no change to any person here. No buffs or debuffs. No damage or trickery. Nothing has changed.

Except for one thing.

"The barrier…" Collette narrows her eyes. "Where did you get an artifact capable of piercing through an anti-[Teleport] barrier?"

"I made it."

"You … made it?"

"It's dangerous to get stuck in one, so of course I'm going to come up with a counter. And that's not all…"

I activate my own artifact, and the anti-[Teleport] barrier returns. This time, however, it's under my control.

Collette frowns. "You took Vrazruk's artifact."

"You got it. Was nice to be able to study it. Otherwise, I'd never have completed my Piercing Crystals so quickly."

I lower my hand and put a smile back on. "Now, how about we have that chat?"

"So arrogant. I remember how it felt, being summoned and filled with power surpassing that of even the strongest warriors."

Collette shakes her head. "But it's not enough. Not even close. Against him, the power you're so proud of is no more useful than the ant crawling on your boot."

She holds my eyes, but there's no fury in them. "That's why you're a fool. You simply don't understand that nothing you're doing matters in the least. Not against him. Even if you gained power ten times–no, a hundred times greater than me, you'd still be nothing but a naive fool."

Collette spoke with an unexpected amount of conviction. She may be great at playing games with the nobles, but something about her makes me think she actually believes everything she said.

I can't win, even if I get a hundred times stronger?

There's no way the Lord of Chaos is that strong, right?

Buried anxiety threatens to surface within me. A voice that tells me exactly what Collette is saying.

It says that what I'm doing isn't enough. I'm too weak, too uninformed. I can't win like this.

What is really going on? What don't I know…?

Now's not the time to reflect on that line of thought again, so I toss it aside and get back to business.

"If you're so confident in victory, then I suggest you put your personal vendetta against Lumina aside and let the battle play out to its inevitable conclusion. Because even if I'm destined to lose, anyone who threatens my companions won't live to see the end of this war."

Collette still looks unphased. "What's the point of promising anything to you? If I intend to strike again, I would simply lie."

"This isn't about a promise. This is a warning." A piece of rolled parchment appears in my hand. "If we catch even a hint of you moving against Lumina, we'll be back. And next time, it won't be to warn you."

My fingers open, and gravity begins dragging the rolled parchment to the road.

But I never see it hit the ground.

After a short trip through that strange dimension, light returns to my eyes.

Laya, Lumina, and all the other girls are here, at the hidden teleportation circle I have near Roshar.

Oh, and there's one more person with us.

"Not a hint of trouble," Frei says. "Isn't that what you said last night?"

I look at our Silver Dragon buddy. "It's true, right? Sure, we threatened a Great Hero in the middle of Orakio's capital, but think about how far we are from the Dragon Isles. There's no way we're causing trouble for anyone there."

"While that may be true, I'm beginning to understand why so few supported your claim to know how to stay out of trouble."

"Don't sweat the small stuff." I motion to Lumina. "Instead, how about I introduce you to Orakio's princess and her attendant."

While they introduce themselves, I look to Tylith. She spent the better part of the morning setting up this meeting for us. Her and Elise's men.

Of course, the biggest threat was getting attacked by all three heroes at the same time. Even as we are, it's not a battle I want to take unprepared.

That's why Tylith tagged all three of the heroes on her [Minimap] enchanted artifact. It allowed us to track them, even if they hid their mana.

Which is exactly what they did.

"I bet they're still confounded," Tylith says. "Wondering how we knew the other two heroes were setting up an ambush."

"I just wish I could be there to see the looks on their faces."

"Do you think Collette will refrain from seeking Lumina's life? Perhaps it would be best to simply put an end to even the possibility of her trying again."

"I agree. But this was what Lumina wanted. She thinks it will work, so I'll just put my faith in her "

"I suppose that's as good a reason as any."

Frei finishes up his introduction, and the girls get to ask him a few questions about the dragons. I'm always excited to meet a mythical creature, and that feeling isn't lost on Lumina.

But a more detailed conversation will have to wait until next time. I have somewhere to be, and so does Lumina.

Since I teleported them here outside the city, it's only right that I escort them back to the castle before leaving. Thanks to the heroes being visible on my [Minimap], avoiding them is a simple matter as we walk through the city.

When we reach the gate that surrounds the castle, Lumina and Elise stop and turn to me.

"Thank you, Sir Lutz. I believe this will get Collette to stay her hand."

"I'll contact you right away if she shows up again," Elise says.

I nod. "Please do. There won't be a second chance for her, no matter how many problems it causes in the future."

"I agree." Elise nods, as well.

"Anyway, enjoy all those meetings and stuff. I'm sure they'll go well, or something."

Lumina puffs up her cheeks. "I want to go to the Dragon Isles, too."

"Hmm. I don't see why not. The next night we both have free, I'll come pick you up."

"Really!?" Her pout vanishes. "I want to see it! Dragons living like humans? That's so amazing!"

"Yeah, and wait until you see their cool nesting grounds, with their unique enchantments and mystical crystals. It's like nothing you've ever seen."

"I'll simply have to visit soon." Lumina turns toward the gate. "But for now, I have tasks. Thank you again, and I'm sure we'll meet again soon."

"Yeah, take it easy, you two."

Elise gives me a subdued bow as a goodbye, then the two girls turn and step through the castle gate.

Well, that was an interesting sidequest.

My eyes fall in the direction of the other three heroes. Collette secretly got them to ambush us while we were talking, but we saw it coming from the beginning.

Now they're left standing in that noble district empty handed, no doubt fuming at having lost such an opportunity.

I really do wish I could have seen the looks on their faces when we vanished.

Ah, well. Can't win them all.

I turn from the other heroes direction and begin the trip back out to meet up with my party.


Chapter 9: Paranoia

----- Collette -----

The False Hero opens his hand, and the parchment in it starts falling to the ground.

As it falls, a soft whistle fills the air. Not from the parchment, but from the dagger that's zipping toward the False Hero's back.

The weapon's blade flashes in the late morning light, the coating of poison giving it a purple hue.

With a thud, the dagger sinks deep, nearly up to the hilt. But there's a problem.

I lift my eyes from the ground, where Rolf's weapon sits embedded in the road.
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"Teleported," Rolf says, retrieving his dagger.

"Curse that coward." Cedric practically spits the words out. "We should rally the troops and hunt him down."

I reach down and pick up the parchment. "Don't be foolish. There's no telling how far they teleported, and our options are limited here in the capital."

"Damn." Cedric sheaths his sword, then looks to me. "Why didn't you have your artifact active? You could have stopped him from teleporting."

"I did. He shattered it and set up his own anti-[Teleport] field."

"Then you should have shattered it and reactivated your artifact when we arrived! He could have got him!"

"I did, Cedric." I look at the Piercing Crystal still sitting in my hand. "But he shattered it as soon as I put it up. He already knew what we planned to do."

"And how is that? We hid our mana all the way here. There's no way he knew we were coming, so how was he able to time his teleportation like that?"

I remove the band that keeps the parchment rolled up. Uncurling it reveals a page of text, though it looks more like a list than a message.

Starting at the top, I begin to read whatever it was the False Hero left behind.

'Five hours past midnight, Collette leaving residence.

'Ten minutes post, arrives at Duke Bradley's estate.'

I stare at the lines, the implication sinking in.

They're tracking me? How are they getting past our detection?

My eyes continue down the list, but the third line is a bit different from the first two. It looks as if someone scribbled in a note between two passages.

'There's a high chance of a successful ambush if we attack her on one of the more deserted roads before she reaches Bradley's home.

'With enough anti-[Teleport] Spell Stones, we can prevent her from escaping, even if she brings a couple Piercing Crystals.'

My hand tightens, crumpling the bottom of the parchment.

What the hell is this? They're drawing up plans for my assassination!?

I read on, with the list continuing to go through every single thing I did yesterday. Each destination and time recorded for every movement I made.

And from time to time, someone would scribble in more methods to capture me. All ideas, possibilities with varying levels of success.

But there were many.
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"Well?" Cedric says, breaking me from my thoughts. "What's it say?"

I tear my gaze from the parchment and look into Cedric's eyes. "Nothing important."

A small fire roars to life, covering the entirety of my hand. Black smoke rises from it, the remnants of the parchment that I once held.

I brush off my ashen hand. "Let's go. We need to speak with Duke Bradley."

"Tch."

Ignoring Cedric's annoyed grunt, I turn and walk casually toward Bradley's estate.

As I step down the street, I find my eyes wandering, looking for whoever it is that's been keeping track of me.

I'm getting paranoid?

No, there's no way I'd be scared by his idle threats.

Your time is coming, False Hero. When his plans are complete, nothing will be able to stop what's coming.

Not you, not the Immortal Beings. Not even the Goddess herself.


Chapter 10: A New Quest

----- Lutz -----

"And we're back." I take in the sight of our cabin.

It's still under construction, but we finished installing the toilet and shower already. Now it's just a matter of putting up new walls, including an interior one around the bathroom.

"Finishing." Laya walks inside, heading straight back to work.

"At least take a second to breathe after the teleportation…" I follow her with a shrug.

The work goes as planned, with the walls appearing frighteningly quick.

While we're building on the cabin, there's a sudden development in our situation, though it's one we've been expecting.

"Wow," Alisha says. "Lots of powerful dragons."

"The other Ancients have arrived." Frei looks in the direction of the nearby mountain.

Near its peak is Xaradim's chamber, build specifically to accommodate for an Ancient dragon's massive size. He had been sitting in that chamber since this morning, but when the other Ancients appeared, he started moving.

"He said they'd reach a decision by tomorrow," I say. "So we still have half a day to kill, at least."

"And the cabin renovations are nearly complete." Frei looks to the Master Orb. "Though I did want to ask a few questions about this building."

"Ah, finally asking about it, huh?" I place my hand on the Master Orb. "You know how Dungeon Orbs control their dungeons? It's basically like that, except far less complex."

"I'm surprised you managed to create such an advanced artifact, even if it's simple compared to a Dungeon Orb." Frei looks to a shelf full of spheres. "And those?"

"I couldn't fit all the magic inside the Master Sphere, so I linked more Spell Orbs to it, each containing a different element or specialized magic. Of course, I can cast them straight from the Master Orb."

"I see. So you turned your cabin into a magically enhanced fortification. It certainly comes in handy when traveling."

"Exactly. Keeping watch at night is a thing of the past for us now. And with this new floor space and bathroom, we'll really be living in comfort."

The renovations are practically complete, with Laya finishing off the last section and Alisha acting as her helping hand. Though when I look at the young catgirl, she's more focused on a small lizard on the cabin's window than anything else.

"I had a few questions, too." I look back to Frei. "There's this mysterious blue-green crystal around your teleporters. I've never seen it before and was wondering what it is."

"Ah, that. I'm not surprised you've never seen it. As far as I know, the only place you can find it is here, thanks to the Dragon Lord."

"What, does he create it for you?"

"Yes, though not in the way you're likely imagining, as he only makes it when he sleeps."

I turn to the nearby girls and see that they look just as confused as I feel.

"Why only when he sleeps?" I ask.

"It's a crystallization of his mana, but it only forms if he remains immobile for several years. Normally, that's only when he's sleeping."

"Crystalized mana? Isn't that similar to Mana Crystals?" I look to the Spell Orbs that are the source of the cabin's magic.

I made them with a type of crystalized mana, which is the best material to use when crafting Spell Orbs with unlimited casts.

"Yes, it serves the same purpose. Though if you're considering using it to craft more orbs, you should know that the chances of obtaining any are slim."

"What, I'm not allowed to take any from the teleportation rooms?" A thought occurs to me. "Wait, why is that crystal in the teleportation rooms to begin with?"

"Under the right conditions, the crystal will grow on its own. Those arriving through a gate after being near the sleeping Dragon Lord may bring some crystal dust on their body, which can form the patches of crystal you saw.

"However," Frei continues, "when grown in such a way, it loses its potency as a magical material. You might as well stick with one of your typical mana crystals, as they will prove more useful."

"Well, that's unfortunate," I say. "What are the chances that I can get a little piece from the Dragon Lord? Nothing crazy, just the size of my fist … or maybe a little bigger. What would you say is too big? Or is there such a thing?"

"You sure like to go off on tangents about the strangest things." Frei shakes his head. "But removing a piece of crystal while he sleeps would be beyond rude, so I don't suggest you try."

"I figured. Though I'll keep my hopes up about getting some from the Dragon Lord once he wakes up."

"Do you really believe he will simply awaken when you approach? Such an outcome sounds far too convenient."

"I guess we'll just have to wait and see. But I wouldn't bet against me just yet."

Frei nods. "I'm sure that no matter the outcome, the results will be interesting to witness."

Unlike a certain young Red Dragon, Frei is actually interested in things like the Great War and what his Dragon Lord will do once he hears what I have to say.

He's been that way since we first met him, getting involved in things that he knows could spell trouble for him. But he does it anyway.

From what I've seen and heard, Silver Dragons are more inquisitive than red ones.

I wonder if that explains the difference between Frei and Cyl. Or maybe they're just naturally opposites, regardless of their scale's color.

Speaking of Cyl…

"Hey, what do you think about the beastkin that raid your islands to kill monsters?"

"Ah, the Dragon Slayers, as they're known. They've become somewhat of a problem within the last century or two. Actually, we're awaiting the awakening of the Dragon Lord before deciding what to do about their assaults.

"Fortunately," Frei continues, "the war has drained the Dragon Slayers of their most powerful warriors, as they've been sent to fight against the fiends. Personally, I believe some conflict is inevitable, though I would prefer to limit it as much as possible."

I nod. "Even though they call themselves Dragon Slayers, they actually end up fighting salamanders and wyverns, not dragons. I mean, when they ran into a real Red Dragon, they got wiped out."

"It's true that just one of us is sometimes enough to thwart a raising party, but that's not always the case. Right now, the war has drained their ranks, with the most powerful among them fighting the fiends. However, as the four races grow stronger, they are quickly becoming a threat to us."

"You mean because one day, they'll develop the magic to easily traverse the ocean separating you from them. And by that time, the average level of their warriors will be far higher. Enough to threaten even an adult dragon."

"Precisely. Do you know the reason why we inhabit this secluded island, rather than living on the mainland?"

I give the question some thought. The obvious answer is that they fled after the previous Great War.

But the dragons are strong compared to the four races. Now that I think about it, it's strange that they didn't cause more devastation during the war against them.

Wait, the Astral Dryad said the other Great Wars were the Immortal Beings rebelling against the Goddess.

So why would the Dragon Lord start a war, yet hold back during the fighting?

Could it be the war was just a way to get something from the Goddess? A way to force her hand?

From my perspective, they didn't seem to gain anything. They used to live on the main continent, but now they're on a secluded island. I wouldn't really call that an improvement.

"It's to maintain peace between our races," Tylith says.

Frei looks to her. "That's correct. At the Goddess' request, we migrated to this island to limit our contact with the four races.”

"Starting a war to keep peace," I say. "Not exactly sure I follow the logic there."

"Remember what I said about the Dragon Slayers becoming more of a threat as the four races grow stronger? Well, the same was true back when we lived on the mainland.

"Our nests, once safely tucked away in distant mountains and unexplored caves, were beginning to be discovered by adventurers pushing the boundaries of their exploration. As the centuries passed, we had no choice but to retreat to more and more barren lands to escape the encroaching adventurers.

"Seeing more of our land vanish each year, the Dragon Lord spoke to the Goddess. However, they weren't able to agree on a solution. And so, war was the result."

Listening to Frei's explanation, a few pieces of the puzzle fall into place. I thought it odd that the Immortal Beings would go to war against the Goddess, but it makes more sense now that I've heard some of the details.

So the four races expanding and getting stronger is putting pressure on the other intelligent beings that aren't recognized as one of the races chosen by the Goddess.

But there's one thing that bugs me…

"Why didn't the Goddess just make you the fifth race? Wouldn't that solve everything?"

"Not exactly. You see, the Goddess is adamant that the four races develop naturally. With our lifespans, we were able to maintain much of the knowledge from before the Devastation, as you no doubt realized."

I nod in understanding. "So if the four races had too much contact with you, they'd learn those secrets. That's why you're not allowed to get involved with their politics."

"Indeed. Though, it's best to not get involved with them at all. Something which I am unfortunately very poor at adhering to."

Hmm. It's no wonder Kiah and the Astral Dryad don't influence the world. They're probably under the same restrictions.

That means the true Demon Lord and the Phoenix are likely working from behind the scenes, too.

As for me…

I think about all the influence I've had on this world already. Teaching them the Lost Magics, giving out [Inventory] enchanted rings, putting powerful enchantments on people's equipment, and even explaining how a lot of the world's hidden mechanics actually work.

Yep, she's gonna be pissed at me when this is all over.

Oh well, not my problem.

Laya and Alisha have already finished the last section of the cabin. It looks perfect, as expected.

With the renovations complete, the six of us stand in the center of the large living area, looking at the interior wall that separates us from the bathroom.

"So," I say. "Who wants to go first?"

Unsurprisingly, not a single hand rises into the air at my little joke.

"Alright, then if there aren't any takers…"

Fortunately, there aren't any problems with the septic system. We tested it after installing it, but I was still a little nervous that it'd break on its first real use.

"And there we go." I dry my hands on a towel as I walk out of the bathroom.

With that demonstration, everyone should understand that I put a noise reduction effect on the bathroom walls. They couldn't even hear it flush.

And with this new addition, our little cabin has become quite a comfortable home.

Since we're just relaxing now, I take out a table and chairs, along with the usual refreshments. Most of us take a seat, but there's one person who decides on another course of action.

"By the way," I say as Alisha bounces toward the bathroom. "Is Xaradim meeting with Ancients from other broods, like the Red Dragons?"

"Yes, each brood should be present in the discussion."

"Well, when we first got here, we spent some time with a Red Dragon. She was, uh, quite the character. She barely seemed interested in us at all and kept talking about wanting to go back to her nest.

"I guess what I'm trying to say is, will the other broods be more likely to vote against me meeting the Dragon Lord, or was the Red Dragon I met just an oddity?"

Frei nods. "It's true that the red and black broods are more hostile toward the four races, but I wouldn't say they're more likely to turn you away. However, I'd expect them to demand something in return, especially the Black Dragons."

"I can work with that. Though I guess it depends on what they ask for. If it's something that will take too long, I might not have the time to do it."

"Then let us hope it doesn't come to that." Frei takes a sip of tea. "Ah, how did you get to this island? Did you use [Air Step] to bridge the ocean?"

"Oh right, we used one of those dragon hunting ships to get here. They were going after a Red Dragon that had set up a nest at a cove they like to dock at. The same Red Dragon I told you about before."

"Using the hunters as a ferry. It sounds like something you'd do."

"I managed to put on a fun show, too." I sit back in my chair. "I wonder what that eye-patched man is doing right now. He definitely thinks we died, so it'd be fun to show up in front of him again some day."

The day's barely halfway over, but we've already accomplished everything we needed to do. And since we can't leave in case we get called to meet the Ancients, we spend the rest of the day relaxing for the first time in quite a while.

----------

The next morning, we get up at our usual hour. That is to say, we have just enough time to eat breakfast before the sun declares the beginning of another day.

Currently, that new day has begun, with the first rays of light cascading over the rocky horizon.

The cabin is already back in my [Inventory], leaving us alone in a small clearing. Not far away are homes, used by the Silver Dragons who like to stay in their human forms.

It's not a big village, but dragons have a low population density to begin with. Between the birth of a dragon and its reaching adulthood, several human generations would have passed.

This island may be the size of a small kingdom, but it's only thanks to their slow population growth that they can all live here in relative comfort. A human population would quickly outgrow it and look to expand.

"Waking up in the land of dragons," Belle says. "It just hit me how crazy that is."

"Mmm. Normal, now."

"I know, right? Nothing's off the table for us anymore! We'll go anywhere and everywhere!"

"Ah!" Alisha grows excited alongside Belle. "Do you think we'll visit the Goddess, too!?"

"Oh, now there's a thought! Imagine us mortals stepping into the realm of the Goddess!" Belle looks to me. "Hey, hey! Let's go there sometime!"

I begin walking, heading toward the massive valley that cuts through the land. "Why are you saying that to me as if I have any control over it?"

"Because you're obviously going to say something crazy later like 'Oh by the way, I found out how to go to the divine realm. Do you think we should go?'" Belle stops mimicking my voice. "And I'm saying right now that the answer is yes."

"You sure do have a wild imagination." I pick up a loose stone near the ravine's edge. "I have thought about it, though."

"See! I knew it!"

Tylith watches as I throw the stone into the valley. "The other Immortal Beings have a way to speak with the Goddess. Perhaps they also have a way to meet her."

I catch sight of the stone splashing into the river that carved the canyon. "I'm definitely going to ask that next time we see Kiah or the Astral Dryad."

The Immortal Beings are still secretive about a lot of things, even to me. They said that since I'm deeply embroiled in the war, I don't have the same objective viewpoint as they do.

The fact that the Goddess hasn't asked for any of their aid must mean she doesn't want them to get involved. Even if her connection to the world is severed, she could have found a way to speak to them by now.

Turning from the canyon, I look over the landing pad the dragons use when coming to this village. On the other side are the houses, including the one Frei stays at.

Like us, he got up before the sun. Also like us, he's now stepping outside his house for the first time today. Though I can't actually see him from here.

"Well," I say. "Let's go meet up with Frei and see if we can help him with anything. There's no telling how long it'll be before the Ancients call for us."

Since there's no dragon flying nearby, we walk straight across the landing pad and into the village on the other side.

"Hello~" Alisha happily waves to a humanoid dragon standing outside their home.

The woman returns the gesture, though she doesn't make any attempts to actually meet with us.

Alisha isn't disappointed in the slightest, keeping the cheerful smile on her lips as she waves to the next person.

We spent most of yesterday with Frei, but we did go out a bit in the afternoon. However, most of the dragons are waiting for the Ancients' decision, just like us.

Since there's a chance we'll be kicked off the island, they're keeping their distance until we're in the clear.

That said, they can't hide their interest. Silver Dragons in particular are an inquisitive brood, so I can see a host of questions waiting for me if I get a favorable decision today.

Apparently, they've already quenched their curiosity by asking Frei a barrage of questions. Both before we arrived and, especially, after. He was probably up late last night answering them.

But as expected of Frei, he's already working this early in the morning. From the bucket of plaster in his hand, it looks like he plans to continue the renovations on the house he's staying in.

"Morning." I wave as we get close. "From renovating our home, now back to yours. That's all you do these days, isn't it?"

"Actually, that's not too far from the truth." Frei motions to the house next door. "Until a few days ago, I was staying there. But after finishing the renovations, I moved in here to start again."

"You've just been going from house to house, fixing them up?"

"It gives me something to do while I think. The reason I'm living in my human form is because of its versatility. Intricate tasks that would be impossible for my dragon form are simple for me like this. And so, it's a good way to pass the time while I ponder on the past and future."

Frei saw a lot of things during his time on the mainland, but he still doesn't have all the answers. He's probably been thinking about all of it while under house arrest.

"I'm going to have some solid answers soon," I say. "At least, I hope so."

"The Dragon Lord?"

"Yeah. Put it this way, either I get the answers I need and go finish this war, or I don't and probably have no chance of winning."

"What makes you so certain?"

"I'm not really that certain, but it's a growing feeling. And a few things I heard recently only reinforced those feelings."

"I see. Then let us hope for a favorable–" Frei goes silent.

He turns toward the nearby mountain that towers over the village, looking at its peak. After a few seconds, he meets my eyes again.

"The Ancients have decided. We have been instructed to appear before them in Xaradim's chamber."

"It's time, huh?" I look to the girls. "Let's see what they have to say."

Since we're only going a short distance, Frei doesn't bother transforming. He simply brings out a pair of wings and takes to the sky.

"Mrr." Laya looks up at his winged form.

"I can probably make you a great pair of wings." I meet Laya's eyes. "You won't be able to fly with them or anything, but they'd look cute, right?"

"Rejected." She takes to the sky using the old, reliable [Air Step].

The rest of us follow, and Frei leads us back to the Silver Dragon's nesting ground inside the mountain.

The rocky path has been heavily reinforced to prevent cave-ins and damage from the weight of the dragons' massive bodies. But even with that, claw marks can be seen etched into the stone from the centuries, or perhaps millennia, of use.

From where we entered, Xaradim's chamber is just a short walk away. Since we can feel the mana of the Ancients waiting on us, we know there are four of them here.

I know there are more than four, so I'm curious about which ones came and why.

We've only got a bit of time, but I decide to fill it with a question for Frei.

"Hey, Frei. Do you know which Ancients came here for the meeting?"

"Yes. All of them."

"All? But there's more than four, right?"

"There are. And one from each brood is here to represent their people. But for a decision like this, I have no doubt the other Ancients took part."

"Telepathically, you mean."

Frei nods. "It's a simple matter for them to speak, no matter the distance."

"More mysterious magic. Though in this particular case, I can't complain since I can do that, too."

We arrive at the room, and the two Silvers that were guarding Xaradim are standing outside his room in their dragon forms.

Since we've been summoned, neither of them try to stop us from entering. Though they don't take their eyes off me until I step through the door.

I already knew from their mana, but four Ancient Dragons are waiting for us inside, their dragon forms towering over us.

Although not here in the flesh, there's no telling how many other Ancient Dragons are listening in. Perhaps every single one is here with us.

Well, time to find out if we'll have to take drastic measures.

All of us stand in a single line, looking up at Xaradim as the Ancient Dragon lifts its head high and prepares to speak.

"A decision has been made. You brought with you news that none of us expected to hear. We know little of the war, but I believe it to be worth investigating. Passage to meet the Dragon Lord should be granted.

"And yet," the Ancient Black Dragon says. "There's no proof to back up your words. And your claim that the Dragon Lord will awaken upon your arrival is just worthless rambling. I see no reason to allow you passage any deeper into our lands."

The Ancient Blue Dragon speaks next. "Any being capable of directly challenging the Goddess is one we cannot overlook. If a new god gains power over the world, they could seek to erase all of the dragons."

"As long as we have the Dragon Lord," the Ancient Red Dragon says, "then even a god must concede, as the Goddess did before. We don't need to involve ourselves in their war, not when their fall brings only benefits for us."

Xaradim lowers his head just a bit. "Two for, two against. After further discussion, we settled on a solution. A task that if completed will guarantee you access to the Dragon Lord."

"But if you cannot," the Ancient Black Dragon says. "Then you never step foot in our lands again."

"I understand," I say. "What is this task?"

"To rid us of the beastkin invaders," Xaradim answers.

"The ones who come here to hunt dragons?"

"Correct. We do not care how you accomplish that task. If you wish, you can slaughter all of their warriors and burn their ships. As long as their attacks cease, that is all that matters."

"Got it. Though I'd rather not use such a brutal method."

"Whichever method you choose, Frei will be there to witness it."

"I am to accompany them," Frei says. "Even into the beastkin lands?"

"You will hide your race and be our eyes. When he returns, you will report the events to us, and we will determine if he has accomplished the task."

"As you wish." Frei bows to his Ancient.

"You've been granted access to the gate," Xaradim says. "But your destination is not for you to choose. Now go, and return only once you have succeeded."

We give the same bow Frei did, then turn from the Ancients.

On the way out, the two Silvers eye me again. But they stay put in their positions.

As for us…

"Looks like we're going back to the mainland." I rub my chin. "Maybe I'll get a chance to meet Wulf again, after all."


Chapter 11: Sinking Feeling

----- Lutz -----

As Xaradim said, we don't have any say over where their teleportation gate takes us. However, it's not like we don't know our general destination.

So, when we step out of the gate, I'm not surprised when I check my [Minimap] and see that our assumption was correct.

Alisha lifts her nose into the air. "The air smells different here. It makes my nose feel weird."

Unlike our catgirl companion, I don't have an enhanced sense of smell. But even without it, I can pick up on a strange odor.

We're still in the teleportation room with the gate, so the only thing we can see is the rocky wall of a cave that's been carved out from within a mountain.

Truthfully, I don't know if we're in a mountain, a stone spire, or underground. But so far, all their other gates have been inside their nests, so I'm going to assume the same for this one until proven otherwise.

"Maybe it's just the air is stale in this mountain," I say. "But it does have a peculiar odor."

"There is a reason for that," Frei says. "It may be more clear once we get outside."

The dragons already knew we were coming, so we don't have to do anything annoying like explain everything from the beginning.

What's a bit surprising is that we only see Red Dragons on our way out of the nest. The broods obviously work together to some degree, but I was still expecting to be met with Silver Dragons.

"The red brood enjoys these sorts of nests," Frei says. "They say it's comforting, but they're the only ones who enjoy the smell and heat that permeates the air."

"Yeah, now that you mention it, the temperature does feel a bit higher here."

"It's not so bad near the gate, but if you were to go deeper into the nest, it would become quite uncomfortable."

After leaving the nest through one of their many exits, I turn and look at the dragon nest that we teleported to. As expected, a mountain fills my vision, the carved paths within filled with Red Dragons.

What I wasn't expecting to see was the clear, blue sky where the mountain's peak should be. It looks as if some massive explosion blew the tip off, leaving it as a wide, jagged plateau, rather than a pointed peak.

However, calling their nest a mountain isn't quite right. There's a more accurate name that most people use to refer to things like this: a volcano.

"Red Dragons living in a volcano," Belle says. "That's so typical!"

"Because they're red?" I ask.

"No. Because they're resistant to fire."

"Wow, I thought for sure you were going to make a joke about how they should live here because Red Dragons are the same color as lava."

"Well that's obvious, so it goes without saying."

Shaking my head, I fall in line beside Frei as he takes off to the north, toward the ocean.

Zooming out on my [Minimap], I see that we're about an hour east from the cove where we first landed and met Cyl. However, there's no need to go there since we won't be using a ship to get back to the mainland.

If it were on the way, then I'd definitely want to swing by. After all, Cyl is there at this very moment. I wonder what she'd say if we showed up with Frei and told her about our mission to stop the Dragon Slayers.

Sadly, it's not to be. Though while she's on my mind, I can't help but remember that I never got an answer as to why she's so insistent about protecting that cove.

The other dragons seem to stay away from the north shore specifically because of the Dragon Slayers.

So why is Cyl there?

It's not that the dragons are afraid. From what I've seen, they could easily wipe out the entire beastkin city the Dragon Slayers use as their base. The reason they haven't is because they're not allowed to get involved too deeply with the four races.

If they were to start a war with them, both the Dragon Lord and Goddess would likely have some choice words for the dragons involved.

That's why they sent me. I'm not bound by the same restrictions as the dragons. Xaradim said it himself. He doesn't care how I put an end to the Dragon Slayers, even if it means the destruction of their entire operation.

"So," Tylith says. "Is there a reason we're not teleporting to the main continent? We've got a teleportation circle near the city where the Dragon Slayers reside, which would make the trip a simple matter."

My eyes meet Tylith's. "But I have an idea?"

"No." Laya flat out refuses. "Mission."

"Alright, alright. We are on a bit of a time limit, so I can't complain. Guess I'll just have to find another chance to try out this great idea of mine."

"Let me guess," Belle says. "You're not going to share this idea of yours."

"And waste the surprise? Not a chance."

Since we've decided to teleport, all of us gather on a rocky ledge protruding from the base of the volcano. The spell's channeling time is rather long, so I have time to take in the view of the landscape one more time before it's ready.

The land is rocky, but there's plenty of greenery covering the ground. It's just a bit patchy compared to most of the main continent.

Good for dragons, maybe. But life here would be a little harsh for humans, unless there's a hidden oasis somewhere they could use as a central base to claim the land.

Of course, that was exactly why the dragons came here. Or rather, that's why the Goddess exiled them to this island, to keep them from influencing the four races during their rise to reclaim the world after its near destruction 10,000 years ago.

The other reason, and likely the main reason they chose this island specifically, is the Mana Node that exists here. Apparently, it has the same functions as a Great Cathedral, meaning I can connect to the Mana Network through it.

But that will have to wait until we deal with the Dragon Slayers.

"Alright," I say. "Spell's ready. Everyone good to go?"

"Let's do it, Master!"

"Then I'll assume you speak for everyone." I release my magic, and the world warps.

A moment later all six of us arrive on the main continent.

"The ocean!" Alisha runs to the edge of the cliff that overlooks the water.

Even though we spent several hours crossing the ocean not long ago, Alisha still finds a way to get excited about seeing it.

"We'll be smelling this salty air for a while," I say. "But hopefully not too long."

"Mmm. Accomplish mission and return."

"I hope it's that quick and simple."

"Plan?"

I turn in the direction of the coastal city that's home to the Dragon Slayers. "I'd really like to avoid the destruction route for this quest. I've got an idea to solve it peacefully, but I'm not sure how realistic it is."

"King Kuro?"

"If we have to, then I'll talk to him. I'd rather not use that card, but I might not have much of a choice."

We can't exactly put our teleportation circle within stone's throw of a major city, but with our speed, it'll only take us a few minutes to get there. Since there's nothing for us to do here, we start the trip immediately.

But even if it won't take long to arrive, there's still time to have a short conversation. And there's one thing that's been on my mind for a bit.

"Hey Frei, that Red Dragon we met, Cyl, knew you by name. Are you actually famous or something?"

"Cyldraynth," Laya adds.

"Yeah, that." I shake my head. "What's up with dragon names, anyway…"

"Cyldraynth." Frei says her name with uncertainty. "It sounds vaguely familiar, but I can't recall meeting her directly. But if you must know, I do have a bit of a reputation. Mostly for my desire to explore the main continent."

"Yeah, I figured. And with such a low population density and long lifespan, it's no wonder people you've never met would at least know you a little." I think back to another question I had for Frei. "Oh, right. When we were with Cyl, she kept trying to ditch us and go back to the cove where we met her. She didn't have hardly any interest in all the crazy stuff I was saying."

Frei looks thoughtful. "How old is Cyldraynth?"

"What was it? 150 or so?"

"Ah, then there's your answer."

I give him a sidelong glance. "I'm going to need more of an explanation than that."

"At that age, dragons reach maturity. And during that time, certain biological instincts tend to override other interests."

"Biological instincts? Like what?"

"Really?" Belle says. "You still don't get it?"

"Wait, are you saying you beat me to this realization?"

"Don't say it with a shocked face!" Belle shows me her fang. "But not only did I beat you, I figured it out before we even met Xaradim."

"What!? That long ago!?"

Belle puts on a confident smile. "When it comes to a girl's heart, I never fail."

"A girl's heart…" Understanding dawns on me. "Is Cyl … looking for a guy?"

"Oh, he finally figured it out!" Belle claps. "Actually, I tried to tell you back when I realized, but we got interrupted. And … I kinda forgot."

"To be precise," Frei says. "Cyldraynth is securing her nest. It's only after she makes a safe home that she will seek a mate. Most female dragons do the same, though the Reds have a tendency to make their nests more distant than the other broods."

"So that's why she chose to build a nest on the edge of the island," I say. "And it also explains why she wanted to get rid of the Dragon Slayers."

"Reds are particularly prideful. She likely chose the nest without realizing that it was a landing spot for the beastkin. After they arrived, she felt they were a threat to her nest and attacked."

"That makes a lot of sense now. And if we stop the Dragon Slayers, then she can build her nest at the cove without worry." I turn to Alisha. "Do you think she'd thank us for that?"

"Yeah!" She agrees immediately.

"No." Belle chimes in right after.

"Hah." I look at the city as it quickly grows larger in my vision. "I really want to stop by and find out when we get back to the island."

For now, I return my focus to our current objective as we take our first steps into the port city that doubles as the base of operations for the Dragon Slayers.

As expected, not much has changed in the city since we left. It's only been a day, after all.

A lot of things happened yesterday, huh?

That's pretty typical for us, using our high speed and teleportations to finish our objectives quickly. And it's also why I'm a bit nervous about our next task.

We've got a time limit, but we're not sure when we'll hit the deadline. It all depends on how long the humans and beastkin can fend off the fiends.

For all we know, we could receive a message from Lumina tomorrow, telling us their battle lines have crumbled.

With the other three heroes being traitors, a heel turn just as their armies are getting routed would be the nail in the coffin for any sort of organized resistance.

Ideally, I want to reach the battlefield while the people's morale is still high, fully prepared and ready to end the war myself. But being forced to travel all over the known world in search of different ways to power up is eating a lot of time.

And now, I have to put an end to a small nuisance of an organization that could easily be dealt with by the ones who gave me the task, if they weren't bound by so many restrictions.

Should I just wipe out their ships and call it a day?

It'd at least take them weeks or months to secure and outfit new ships. Is that good enough?

…I doubt it.

The dragons see time differently than us, living up to 2,000 years old. If I told them their problem was solved for a couple months, it'd probably be the same as telling them I did nothing at all.

The beastkin themselves are the problem. As long as they have money and powerful warriors, they'll always be looking to get rare dragon materials from the island.

So, do I cut off the money…?

It has to be expensive to recruit powerful warriors willing to sail across the ocean to fight dragons. If I can find a way to eliminate their sources of funding, then the whole operation should fall apart.

For how long, I can't say. But if I get King Kuro to work some magic behind the scenes, maybe we can stop the funding from flowing back.

But how many rich merchants and nobles are backing the Dragon Slayers?

I don't have time to hunt down each one and force their hand. Plus, I'm not supposed to use my False Hero persona if I can help it, which means I'd have to go about it another way.

There's got to be a better solution…

The center of this city is fast approaching, but I still haven't decided on how I want to complete this quest.

Rather than having my mind keep going in circles, I decide to hear what a few people have to say before settling on a plan.

I push a door open and step inside a familiar building. There are tables sitting around, as well as a man standing behind a counter.

The Mariner's Guild is technically in charge of the Dragon Slayers, so any official communication would probably be done through them. Though from what I've gathered, the investors behind the Dragon Slayers are really the ones calling the shots.

The reason we're here is to speak to the official leader, the Guild Master. If I can probe him for some answers, maybe I can find the best path to solving this quest.

But the Guild Master isn't the only interesting person here.

"Hey." I stop next to a table where a single man sits. "How's it goin'?"

"Wha–" Wulf looks at us in shock, his one good eye opening wide. "Weren't you all dead!?"

"Hey, don't go killing us off without our permission."

Belle crosses her arms. "Seriously. How rude."

Wulf looks to Belle. "You gotta be kiddin' me. Nobody would expect you to survive alone on that island. Wait, how did you make it back? There's no way Agnis got back already."

"Who's Agnis?"

"She's a Dragon Slayer, like me. When we docked last night, she was waiting for us, and when I told her we lost against that Red Dragon…"

"She set sail for the island?" Belle looks to me.

Wulf nods. "Right then and there. She should be getting to the island about now, so there's no way she already picked you up and came back."

"Well, we never met this Agnis person, but we have our ways of getting around."

Wulf eyes Belle, and I see understanding fill his face. "So you dabble in that kind of magic. Listen, you may be strong, but there are people out there that can take you down with one arm. You best be careful."

Dark Magic is banned in Belfast, just like in Orakio. If others knew we were using it to get around as we please, we'd have a lot of powerful people looking to get rid of us.

One day, I plan on getting an official exception to all the restrictions in this world, such as the ban on Dark Magic. But I'm still not in a position to demand something like that.

Most people still think I'm this world's enemy, so if Edgar or Kuro were to use their royal authority to openly support me, it would likely be the immediate end of their rule. There's just not enough support for us to overcome the vast number of people who don't know the truth.

It's for that reason that I don't like to rely on their support, unless I absolutely need it. Each time we work together, there's a chance we'll be found out. And that's even more true now that I'm openly claiming to be the False Hero as I help people in order to clear my name.

If I do end up having to get King Kuro involved to solve this quest, then I have to make sure nobody figures out who I am. Or at least, none of the major players with money and power.

I don't really mind if someone like Wulf finds out. Though it'd be great if he learned the truth a little later, since there's a chance he might do something that messes with our plans, intentional or not.

But if we feed him some information about how we're using illegal Dark Magic, he'll probably think he's in on our big secret. In reality, he's only scratching the surface.

"Anyway," I say. "I wanted to ask you a few questions about the Dragon Slayers."

"Still thinking of joining, even after what happened?"

"I haven't decided what I'm going to do yet, but I think I'll find my answer if I can talk to you and the Guild Master."

"I already know what the Guild Master is going to say." Wulf shakes his head. "But guess listening to him say it is better than sittin' out here downing another mug."

He lifts his cup and takes a huge gulp, obviously enjoying the drink. From the smell, I can tell it's a rather strong brew, and Wulf's already a bit red in the face.

He's resistant to alcohol because of his rather high level, so he must have emptied a couple mugs already. Since it's still mid morning, that seems a bit excessive to me, but this world often has different views on what is or isn't acceptable.

Still, drinking at a table by himself this early in the morning is still unusual for most people.

I wonder if he's upset that they failed to get rid of Cyl at the cove?

No, he's definitely not happy about the outcome. Nobody would like to be instantly routed like that.

Maybe I should avoid bringing that particular subject up too much.

With Wulf leading us, the man at the counter isn't much of an obstacle. Soon, we find ourselves walking into the Mariner's Guild back hall, where the man we came to see is waiting for us.

Wulf doesn't even knock, pushing the door open as if he has no care in the world. From what I've seen of the man, I don't think it's the alcohol making him this bold.

"Now I know what you're gonna say." Wulf stops just in front of the Guild Master's desk. "And I just wanna let you know that you're wrong this time."

"Shut it, Wulf. You've done drunk yourself into a stupor already." The Guild Master shakes his head. "You lot are going to be the end of me."

He looks to me next. "And I thought you were stranded on the island. The hell'd you get back here?"

"Oh, it was easy. Instant, too."

"You're playing with fire, kid." The Guild Master shakes his head again. "And I hope you don't think you can get back to the island the same way. We tried. The circles always seem to vanish for some reason."

Ah, that's definitely because the dragons are getting rid of them.

I don't share my insight with the Guild Master.

Because all the true dragons can sense mana, hiding a teleportation circle would be difficult. It's because of that reason that I went ahead and asked to place one in that town where the Silver Dragons live as humans.

It's considered rude to go around placing circles in other people's territory, so I didn't hide any on the island. I can't afford to get on their bad side when they're the ones who are deciding whether or not I can meet the Dragon Lord.

That means we can get back instantly, but we're limited to only the village. From there, we'll have to travel the old fashioned way. Or if we're lucky, we can use the dragon's gates.

I wave my hand dismissively. "Forget that kinda stuff. I came here because I had a question for you."

The Guild Master nods. "I know. You want to join the Dragon Slayers. But I'll tell ya right now kid, you should thank your lucky star you survived against that dragon and go home. This ain't a job where you can make mistakes like that and live."

I'm not really interested in joining, though…

"I knew you were gonna turn him away," Wulf says before I can speak up. "That's why I said you're wrong."

"I don't care how strong you think he is, rushing off before the ship's anchored is the fastest way to get everyone killed."

I did it to save your men's lives, though…

"So we show him the ropes. I'll do it. Been a while since I had someone worth training."

The Guild Master leans back in his chair. "Tell ya what. I'll add him to the crew, just for you "

Rather than looking happy, Wulf's face hardens. "If?"

The Guild Master smiles. "If he can beat Agnis in battle."

Wulf slams his hands down on the desk. "You're kiddin' me! Why don't you just say no and get it over with!?"

I can probably beat up Agnis pretty easily, though…

Wulf stands back up straight. "If her claim that she used to spar with Grand General Riona is true, then you'd be lucky to find a handful of people in this whole kingdom that can beat her."

Riona…

Riona is the general in charge of Belfast's national army. She's strong, even by my standards. Though she still lacks in comparison to us.

But any other warriors who can stand toe to toe with Riona would have to be powerful.

Really powerful…

And right now, isn't Agnis…!

My eyes move to Frei and the girls, and I see that they're making the same connection as me.

"This is bad," I say.

"Huh?" Wulf looks to me. "What's bad?"

"I don't have time to explain. Belle, will you?"

"On it."

I feel Belle begin channeling for a spell. Unfortunately, it has a rather long cast time, meaning we have to wait here for a couple dozen seconds.

"What's going on?" The Guild Master watches us with a cautious eye.

"We have a sudden emergency. I don't know when I'll be back, but we'll continue the conversation then."

"You sure like coming and going whenever ya want. If ya wanna join us, ya gotta start by being here when we need ya. And ya can't–"

His voice ends abruptly, as does all the world's noise. Belle used [Teleport] as soon as she finished channeling, bringing us to the only circle we have on the Dragon Isles.

"I'll speak to Xaradim," Frei says as we appear near his village.

"Good." I look to the mountain rising in the distance. "We need to use the gate."

As Frei establishes a telepathic connection with his Ancient, all of us take off toward the mountain.

As we leap through the sky, my eyes move to the [Minimap], where a blue dot is moving around at that cove where we first landed.

It belongs to Cyl, of course. She went back to the nest she was building near the cove. But there's a problem.

The dot isn't sitting in her nest. It's at the cove's shore, where the Dragon Slayers like to anchor their ship. And on that ship is…

Agnis. A warrior strong enough to stand against Riona.

And strong enough to beat a young dragon who just reached maturity.

Our feet land on the stone mountain, already having been given permission to use the gate.

As we rush through the dragon's nest, my eyes fall back on the blue dot darting around the cove, as if the one the dot represented were in a battle.

Cyl, why are you fighting her?

We finally reach the gate, and we all step inside. Frei activates it, and for the second time in a few minutes, we teleport to a distant destination.

The lingering smell of sulfur hits us as we step out of the gate. The volcano we teleported to is the closest nest to the cove where Cyl is fighting Agnis.

But even after getting as close as we can using the gate system, we're still nearly an hour away. That's a long time for Cyl to hold out against such a powerful person.

Fortunately, we have several aces up our sleeves for situations like this.

Alisha pulls out a pitch black Spell Orb, holding it close to her chest.

"Ready, Master."

I nod, and my vision goes dark for the third time.

When light returns, Laya and Tylith are beside me, all of us standing atop our translucent steps high above the ground.

The volcano rises in the distance, letting me estimate how far Alisha managed to teleport us.

Not very far.

Alisha used an artifact, and she's the weakest mage in our party. Without a teleportation circle, those limitations are really showing themselves by the distance she was able to send us.

She didn't come with us, as the more people being teleported, the shorter the maximum distance. That leaves her and Belle back at the volcano with Frei.

Of course, Belle used her teleportation spell already, which is why she's not with us.

Even before we arrived, Laya had her own spell orb ready. She started channeling as soon as we left that strange dimension, and now…

"See you soon." Laya releases her magic, warping us for the fourth time.

When the light returns, it's just me and Tylith remaining.

Checking the horizon, I can't find the volcano in the distance. Thanks to Laya's exceptionally high Intelligence stat and the boost from her Unique Skill, [Child of Magic], she was able to send us noticeably farther.

Still not far enough.

"Even after I teleport you," Tylith says. "You won't even be halfway to Cyl."

"Yeah. I'll have to run a good 15 minutes after using my teleport."

"Do you think she can survive that long?"

"I don't know."

I pull a sphere from my pocket. Not from my [Inventory] but from a real, physical pocket.

"You're going to use that?" Tylith looks at the transparent sphere.

"I don't want to, but…" I cut off my words and nod.

With a look of approval, Tylith releases her spell, and my body is sent to that other dimension for the fifth time.

When I reappear in the world, I check the [Minimap] and see that Tylith was right. Even after teleporting so many times in a row, I'm not even halfway to Cyl.

Looking down at the crystalline sphere in my hand, I feel the concentrated mana flowing within.

Well, it's not a waste if it helps me make it to Cyl in time…

The energy within the sphere begins to flow into my body, as if it were being sucked into me.

For the past week, I've had this sphere in my pocket. During that time, I've been feeding it my mana, like how a rechargeable battery fills with energy when plugged in.

It's a slow process, but over the week, I managed to fill the sphere up about three-quarters of the way. I was hoping to save it for an emergency, but life doesn't always go the way I want it.

I guess it'll make a good test, at least.

The energy within the sphere runs dry, just as I finish channeling. That's not a coincidence, as I used the mana to power my spell.

The orb goes back into my pocket, fully drained. I'll have to start charging it from scratch again, but at least I can now say with certainty that the artifact works properly. It's my first time testing it at nearly full power, after all.

Well, let's see how well it works.

I cast the spell I'm holding at the ready, [Teleport].

Before I warp, I have to choose a destination, and without a teleportation circle, my distance is limited. From where I am, I can't even cover half the distance between me and Cyl.

Normally, that'd be the case. But right now…

Woah! I can teleport this far!?

The range of my spell has been dramatically increased, letting me warp several times further than I can normally.

No time to waste, then. Let's go!

My vision goes black, and for the sixth time in just a few minutes, I find myself in that mysterious other dimension.

Soon, light floods me, and I see that my first real test run of the artifact is a success.

I've seen it many times–powerful orbs that can soak up mana and be used to cast spells more powerful than any mage.

By copying their design, I was able to recreate such an artifact. Unfortunately, I don't have time to sit around a Mana Spring and wait for my artifact battery to fill with energy. That's why I kept it in my pocket, so I could charge it myself.

After a week it was about three-quarters full. By using it to power my teleportation spell, I was able to teleport to my final destination in a blink.

Looking down, I see a massive Red Dragon on the ground, attacking in a frenzy.

Cyl's surrounded, her wings shredded from attacks that were definitely meant to stop her from flying away.

Although many men lie on the ground, many more are still fighting. Among them, one in particular is leading the battle against Cyl. Or rather, without that one person, they wouldn't stand a chance against a true dragon.

So that's Agnis.

She's … weak.

When I heard Agnis had sparred with Riona, the Grand General in charge of Belfast's army, I had my expectations high.

Certainly, Agnis is powerful. Very powerful by the standards of this world.

But for me, she's rather lacking.

Well, I probably should have thought this through a little more…

I'm still in my normal combat gear. Silver overcoat, white undershirt, and black pants. But this outfit has long since been associated with the False Hero, and I don't really want to use his persona here.

Then what to do…

Ah! That's a good idea!

I snap my fingers, and my entire outfit changes. The silver overcoat is gone, replaced by one similar in design but black and trimmed with red.

My undershirt has become a vest, just as dark as the coat layered atop it. Unlike my usual outfit, this one has the overcoat unbuttoned, letting the fabric flap in the breeze high above the ground.

Yeah, this will do.

I nod as I look down at the noble outfit I made for the masquerade party we attended a few weeks ago. The very same party where I danced with Lumina.

Although I can't really see it, I can certainly feel the mask that covers my upper face, hiding my identity from anyone who might happen to recognize my face.

A tuxedo and a mask. Now I just need a rose to seal the deal.

The thought of using a rose to fight Agnis is a little tempting, but I have enough sense to know when to rein myself in.

Most of the time.

Let's just go with this.

An ice-cold sword appears in my hand, the frozen weapon crafted from my very own mana. Though rather than a sword, it's closer to a rapier.

I've grown even stronger since the last time I used a Mana-Infused weapon, which means my sword can now be considered legendary-class. It's still weaker than my actual weapon, but being able to create it in an instant is quite useful.

Maybe I overdid the design a bit, though…

I made the hilt and handguard of my weapon in the shape of a rose, with the blade taking on the appearance of its thorny stem.

It seemed like a good idea in my head, but holding the exotically designed weapon in my hand makes me second guess my decision.

Ah, well. I'll just go with it.

Although I've done a lot of thinking and even changed my entire outfit, only a couple seconds have actually passed since I teleported in.

Cyl's still fighting against an overwhelming force, led by Agnis. But it looks like there's about to be a decisive shift in the battle.

Agnis has leapt into the sky, the Dragon Slayer's vibrant red hair nearly a match for Cyl's scales. The other members of her guild can't really stand against a true dragon, but they can distract an injured one long enough for their leader to land a decisive blow.

And it looks like that's exactly what's about to happen.

The stage is set, so we might as well start the show.

With my focus on a specific point in space, I utter a single word.

"[Accel]."


Chapter 12: Dragon vs Dragon Slayers

----- Cyldraynth -----
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A torrent of flames bursts from my mouth, centered on the red headed beastkin, Agnis.

The little woman is really annoying, never staying in one place long enough for me to pin her down. Even as my firebreath closes in, Agnis just leaps away to safety with ease.

But that's what I expected.

Die!

My fire engulfs the mage that was behind Agnis. The man's third tier Water Magic, [Waterblade], really hurts. And if he's going to make himself vulnerable, then I'm going to take him out.

The flames that engulfed him begin to scatter, and I realize that the fire isn't roasting him at all.

A [Shimmering Shield]!? But he used that spell already!

Did someone else use it to protect him!?

A sharp pain in my leg forces me to turn from the flames. In the distance, I see a man grab another arrow and take aim.

These pests! I won't let you come into my home and do whatever you want!

Normally, I would simply take to the skies and land atop him, crushing him in an instant.

But I can't do that right now. These Dragon Slayers made sure to target my wings when the battle began, and they've been shredded already.

Another beastkin gets too close, but my tail sends him flying.

"No wonder Wulf lost!" Agnis says with a satisfied smile. "But this beast isn't that strong! Riona could take it down in her sleepwear!"

"Nobody is taking me down!" My yell only sounds like a roar to their ears.

"A noisy one, too~" Agnis twirls her scythe. "Let's quiet it down a bit, boys."

My claw comes down, but the annoying little redhead isn't there when my nails hit the stone.

"How about here?" Agnis swings her scythe, and a wave of dark energy slices into my clawed hand.

With a roar, I bring my front leg back in, dripping fresh blood.

More pain, like needles pricking me. Spells, arrows, and even the same man I knocked away coming back with his sword.

The barrage of attacks never stops. Every time I look one place, they attack another. It's frustrating beyond belief.

I'm ending this right now!

Ignoring the weak ones, I leap directly at Agnis. My massive dragon body impacts the ground right where she was standing.

"How feisty!" Agnis says as she leaps away. "But the poor thing just can't seem to–"

With a massive swoop, my tail lashes out in a blink.

Agnis is caught off-guard by the sudden attack, holding her scythe as a shield as the tip of my spiked tail slams into her.

There's no shout of pain, no yell of surprise. But I did hear a small grunt during the impact.

Take that, you insufferable woman!

I give chase without pause, leaping at Agnis again. She was sent flying by my tail swipe, and now I intend to crush her in my jaws before she can recover.

You're mine!

As Agnis' body tumbles through the air, she vanishes. Not because she teleported, but because I can't see anything.

As soon as the darkness covers my vision, I crash face first into something solid. The object is tough, but the weight and momentum of an adult dragon is enough to demolish nearly any obstacle.

I burst through the object, and my sight returns. Chunks of rock and stone are all around me, letting me know what it was that had blocked my vision.

Someone used [Earth Wall] to blind me!?

It had the added effect of disrupting my attack, which was their main goal to begin with.

When I look around for Agnis, I can't find her anymore. Sensing her mana, I turn my head up, where she stands on top of an [Air Step].

My leap comes to an end, the claws on my feet hitting the ground and scraping along the stone until my momentum ends.

"Close one." The smile on Agnis lips doesn't show a hint of unease. "How about I return the favor?"

She readies her scythe, no doubt activating one of her Weapon Skills.

Like I'll give you the chance!

As I prepare to leap, something slams into me from my left. Something with enough power to make even me stumble.

That blasted [Waterblade] again!

These Dragon Slayers know that Red Dragons are weak against Water Magic, and it's no coincidence that he uses it just when Agnis is getting ready for a powerful attack.

And that mage isn't the only one using this chance to attack.

Get off me!

I swing my tail, knocking away two beastkin. Even as I attack, spells and arrows hit me, some sinking into the soft flesh beneath my shattered scales.

But my focus is on a man holding a greataxe. He thought to strike at my hind leg, but I twist my body, coming face to face with him.

I'll crush y–guh!

Pain courses through the very hind leg he thought to attack. My body slumps hard, almost dragging me to the ground.

These guys! They were targeting my leg to slow me down!?

The man with the greataxe is already gone, as are all the other close range beastkin.

With a sudden realization, I understand why they all fled at the same time.

Agnis…!

Looking up, I see the red headed beastkin warrior twirling her scythe, a wide smile on her lips.

"You should be happy!" she says. "It's not every day I fight someone worthy of showing my ultimate skill~"

As I look at the disgusting smile on her face, my anger begins to cool. But the only reason my temper is returning is because my hatred is being replaced by another emotion.

Fear.

T-this was a mistake…!

I shouldn't have gotten into this battle with her!

As Angis breaks out in laughter, I focus on something else. Channeling a spell.

I can't finish [Teleport] before her attack is ready!

But it's fine! I'll survive it! I have to survive it!

I look up at Agnis, my jaw clamped shut.

Her scythe comes to a stop, the tip of the blade pointed right at me.

"Now be a good little dragon…" Agnis' mana bursts from her body. "...And die!"

Agnis goes upside down, pushing off an inverted [Air Step] and zipping right at me.

With my injured leg, there's no way I can dodge her attack. Giving up on evasion, I raise my two front legs to meet her straight on.

"Don't think you can defeat me with this!"

My words are just a roar to Agnis, but that's often enough to shake any beastkin opponent. Not so for her.

The mana leaking from her rises even more, a red aura now covering her scythe. She pulls her weapon back, as if she intends to let loose a massive swing.

The distance between us shrinks, my claws ready to meet her bloodied scythe.

A shadow appears, blocking Agnis from my sight. Within the shadow, a shining, blue streak of light zips around, drawing my eye.

Wait! That's not a shadow!

It's…!

The blue streak hits the red scythe, the two colors flaring up as they each struggle for dominance.

"Who are you!?" Agnis yells through the roar of their clashing skills.

"Me?" The shadowed man says from atop an [Air Step]. "I'm just someone who doesn't like to see a maiden in distress."

Why is that hero here!?

"What the hell are you talking about!?" A torrent of fire erupts from Agnis. "Then you die, too!"

"Are these flames an expression of your passion for me?" That hero raises his free hand, and the sky above us turns a strange shade of blue. "Apologies, but I can't accept your burning desire. I'm already taken, you see."

The sword in that hero's hand still holds back the glowing scythe, while his [Shimmering Shield] blocks the [Flame Wave] Agnis unleashed.

What the hell is he talking about!?

Not only is that hero dressed in a strange outfit, but even his upper face is covered by a mask. And with his strange words, I can't help but feel like I'm looking at an entirely different person than the one I traveled with.

The clash of skills and magic reaches its climax, with Agnis shouting as she puts everything she has into the attack.

However…

"Why can't I break through!?"

That hero swings his sword and knocks the scythe aside, making another blue streak within the backdrop of red. That's when I notice that what he's holding isn't a sword at all.

Is that a rose!?

Both Agnis and I are surprised, but for very different reasons.

"Perhaps your passion is simply misguided," that hero says. "Have you tried funneling it toward someone more receptive to your feelings?"

"I don't need anyone to accept it, you freak!" Agnis swings again.

Rather than parry, that hero cancels his [Air Step]. Since he was right above me, that can only mean one thing.

"Woah!" He fights to keep his balance after landing on my head. "You sure are frisky today, aren't you?"

"Who wouldn't try to shake someone off after they land on their head!?"

"Sure, nobody would like it if some stranger did that." He meets my eyes. "But it's fine if it's me, isn't it?"

"Ah….!" Despite my desire, my shaking stops.

"Hahaha!" Agnis laughs from above. "Fool! Dragons won't care about you, even if you fight to protect one! I'm going to enjoy watching it devour you! Hahahaha!"

That hero and I stare up at Agnis as she continues her diabolical laughter. A second goes by, then two.

Finally, after the third second, her laugh begins to fade.

"..." She stares down at us in silence.

"My apologies, my lady," that hero says, still standing on my head. "But things got a bit awkward, didn't they?"

"How!? Are you controlling it!?"

"Tsk, tsk. I wouldn't do something as uncivilized as forcing a maiden's heart." He holds his rose sword out and gently runs his fingers down the thorny stem. "Love should be free and pure."

No, really! What are you talking about!?

"Enough!" Agnis waves one arm. "You lot, keep the dragon busy. That man belongs to me!"

The Dragon Slayers have already regrouped, with even the injured beastkin back on their feet and ready for battle.

"As always…" That hero shakes his head, as if pondering on past events. "...Love isn't easy."


Chapter 13: Love and War

----- Lutz -----

The view from atop Cyl's head is pretty nice, and she's even keeping it steady instead of trying to shake me off.

It's good that she became obedient. It would have completely ruined my entrance if I fell off while my [Air Step] was on cooldown.

Plus, now I can look cool while standing on the head of a dragon!

I consider the fact that I'm currently masquerading as a mysterious and romantic man wielding a rapier in the shape of a rose.

I look cool … right?

My internal question goes unanswered.

Ah, they're almost ready.

"Hey, Cyl."

"W-what!?" Her voice sounds a bit flustered.

She's probably still processing everything.

"Let's go with their plan. You beat up the small fry, and I'll take Agnis."

"Hmph. If it's the weak ones, then I'm more than enough."

"Good, because I want to have a little chat with Agnis."

Below, the beastkin have finally gotten into position, surrounding us. Or rather, surrounding Cyl.

I activate [Air Step] but don't leap from Cyl's head yet. "By the way, it'd help me a lot if you tried your best to not kill the beastkin."

"Huh? Why should I go easy on them?"

"It's just a suggestion. You can do whatever you want."

It'd be nice if Cyl held back. But…

I don't expect her to listen. She's a headstrong girl, and she's a bit fanatical about protecting this cove and turning it into a nest to build a family.

Well, maybe I can work some magic and save some of them, at least.

I jump into the air, landing on a translucent step. Agnis is still above me, but she doesn't seem eager to attack, letting me leap up until I'm at eye level with her.

"If it's a dance you wish for." I give her a flourishing bow. "Then I'm more than happy to be your partner for a song."

"Tell me who you really are, you freak." Agnis points her scythe at me. "A Dark Mage working for the humans, using foul magic to control dragons?"

"Control? Madam, haven't we danced to the tune of this song already?"

"Enough!" She readies her weapon. "I'll slice that mask right off your face! Then we'll see what you really look like!"

True to her word, Agnis attacks. From the moment I laid eyes on her, I got the impression that she was the kind of person to act first and think later. Talking to her has only solidified that impression.

"Such haste." I parry her scythe with my rapier. "Aren't you interested in why the dragon isn't attacking me?"

"Like I care!" She leaps over me, her blade whizzing toward my head.

The ringing of metal fills the air as I block all three of her attacks.

"If you could do it…" I shift my body, dodging her attack by a hair. "Then you could get as many dragon materials as you want."

Agnis twirls her scythe, forcing me to abandon my current air step.

She gives chase as I land atop another. "And give up my chance to hunt dragons!? I'll get rid of you here and now so nobody will ever find out how to control them!"

Ah, so she just wants to protect her hunting ground.

That might make things a bit complicated later…

Agnis' scythe closes in on my neck, the blade poised to take my head right off its shoulders.

As always, my trusty mana-infused rapier comes up, acting as a nearly impenetrable barrier for the weapon.

The sound of metal, and the blur of Agnis' body as the woman's momentum carries her right by me.

As she passes by, a shadow grows larger in the corner of my vision. Focusing on it, I realize it's not a shadow at all.

Huh. Maybe she's not so dumb after all.

The shadow is Agnis' hand, and now that I understand her goal, I realize this was her plan from the very beginning.

Well, I guess she deserves a reward.

Her fingers wrap around the strap that holds the mask to my face. With a yank, she pulls it free.

In a blink, Agnis passes by me, her scythe deflected. But despite not being able to draw blood, the fiery woman lets out a victorious laugh.

"You fell for it, idiot!" She looks at my mask resting in her hand. "Now, let's see what you really look like."

Her face rises, her eyes tracing a path from the mask to my feet. Her gaze continues up my body, until our eyes lock.

As soon as she gets a good look at me, her arrogant smile slowly transforms into surprise.

"You…!" Agnis grips her scythe, suddenly getting angry. "Why are you wearing another mask!?"

"Oh, this?" I reposition the mask on my face. "Isn't it common sense to wear a second, smaller mask under the first?"

"In what world is that common sense!?"

"Could it be that I was wrong?" I rub my chin. "Yes, I see now. Madam, please allow me to express my deepest of gratitudes for enlightening me."

I reach up and remove my second mask. "I shan't need this anymore."

Now, both Agnis and I are holding a mask in our hands, each staring into each other's faces.

Like before, Agnis is shocked by what she sees. "Why!? Why is there a third mask!?"

"Hm? Just in case the second one comes off, of course." I reach up and remove the third mask. "And the fourth one is just in case the third comes off."

My hand comes up again, removing the fourth mask. "And the fifth one is–"

"Stop!" Agnis raises her hand, squeezing the mask in a tight grip. "You really are a freak!"

My hand stops before removing the fifth mask. "An arrow to the heart would hurt less than your words, Madam."

Of course, I was never wearing that many masks. I just equip one with my [Inventory] each time I remove the one I'm wearing, making it look like I had one on underneath the whole time.

In fact, I'm even reusing the same masks by sending it to storage after removing it, then bringing it back out again when needed.

If Agnis had been paying closer attention, she would have realized one of the masks is larger than the other and would be visible beneath the smaller one if I were wearing them at the same time.

"I've got something better than an arrow to the heart." Her scythe starts glowing. "And it's going to hurt a whole hell of a lot more!"

During Agnis' little speech, I focus on the Mana sources fighting it out on the ground.

There were over a dozen Dragon Slayers setting up to attack Cyl before this little skirmish with Agnis, but over half of them are on the ground already.

That's not surprising, considering how much stronger Cyl is compared to them. But what is surprising is that all of them are still alive.

Huh. I wonder why she became so obedient all of the sudden.

Agnis' scythe reaches me, coated in the aura of her Weapon Skill.

As I dodge, I establish a mental connection with Cyl. "How's it going down there? Are you ready yet?"

"I want to keep teaching these idiots a lesson." Cyl's front claw sends one of the beastkin flying. "But I guess this is enough."

Agnis' battlecry is a little loud as she unleashes a multi-hit combo, so I leap away.

"Good. Then let's do it."

My opponent has been throwing a lot of attacks at me, but she hasn't cast a single spell. That's obvious, since using [Air Step] means she can't cast until she cancels it.

Since we're several stories in the air, she has no choice but to keep the spell active. Not because she'd get hurt from a fall this high but because she'd have no way to fight me from the ground.

However, that same restriction doesn't apply to me.

My arm comes up, a tell-tale sign that I plan to cast.

For a brief second, Agnis frowns. But after seeing the translucent step still active beneath my feet, her frown turns into a smile.

Ignoring her, I release the spell. "[Fire Wall]."

The roar of flames accompanies a blast of heat as a raging fire appears, streaking across the sky.

Agnis eyes the magical flames with a look of utter shock. No doubt she's tried her hand at dual casting at least once. Most mages have.

And after just one attempt, nearly every single one swears to never try again.

Without a doubt, Agnis knows just how painful it is to cast two spells at once. Yet not a single bead of sweat rolled down my cheek as I channeled [Fire Wall].

"How…!" Agnis grits her teeth.

"Don't you know?" I brush off my suit jacket and straighten the collar. "For those with a pure heart, there's no pain when dual casting."

"Don't give me that crap! And if you're going to cast, why put the fire behind you! Are you an idiot!?"

As Agnis said, I placed the [Fire Wall] behind me. Normally, the spell is used to control a battlefield by putting it in front of charging infantry. They'd either have to take the damage as they run through or stop their charge and go around.

Putting it behind me has little tactical value in a duel, as it blocks off my escape without hindering Agnis in any way.

But I don't care about the way the spell is typically used.

"Looks like I really need to take you down." Agnis prepares another Weapon Skill. "Someone like you is too dangerous to let live!"

She leaps from her translucent step, straight at me.

I flip my rapier upside down, holding the stem and letting the blue, crystalline rose draw Agnis' eye as the Dragon Slayer draws near.

My eyes shut, I bring the rose close and take a breath. "It seems you've underestimated the power of love."

The flames behind me burst to life, as if something exploded within the [Fire Wall].

Agnis' eyes move up, where a massive shadow emerges from the flames. With her scythe already cutting the air as it seeks my flesh, the beastkin Dragon Slayer is in no position to dodge.

So when Cyl's gigantic dragon body bursts through my [Fire Wall], the only thing she can do is look at the approaching dragon in utter shock.
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"Wh–guh…!" Agnis is caught in Cyl's massive jaw before she can even express her surprise.

With the roar of flames as a backdrop, I watch on as Cyl nosedives toward the ground at a frightening speed, Agnis clamped in her jaw.

Um, Cyl. You're looking mighty angry there.

The Red Dragon dives even faster, as if she intends to take out a personal grudge against the Dragon Slayer.

No, I'm sure Agnis will survive.

…Probably.

I've already cancelled my [Air Step], but I'm just letting gravity do the work, meaning I'll hit the ground long after Cyl.

Speaking of, there's a deafening boom as she crashes into the stone, sending a plume of dust into the air.

Right where I'm falling.

Ah, I really didn't think this through…

Channeling my Wind Magic, I create a gust around my body, like a barrier. The dust and debris is deflected away by the winds, letting me fall straight through the plume without dirtying my suit.

Hitting the ground, I brush myself off, just in case. With a quick readjustment of my mask, I step toward Cyl's huge frame.

She has Agnis pinned beneath one of her massive legs, the Dragon Slayer's scythe lying out of reach.

The beastkin that are still standing can only watch on, knowing there's nothing they can do against us in their injured state.

Agnis coughs, covered in blood and dust. "Bastards."

"No need to be so crude," I say, still holding the rapier by its blade. "We're all friends here, aren't we?"

"What kind of freak can still say that right now!?"

With the rose rapier held before me, I cancel the magic that powers it. The ice melts, turning into a stream of water that splashes onto the ground.

I pick up Agnis' scythe and inspect the blade. "Adamantium. And quite well made. You don't see a weapon like this every day."

I actually do, though. And others that put it to shame.

"So what?" Agnis is still defiant, despite her situation. "Gonna put it on your wall?"

"I have no need for a trophy like this." I toss it toward Agnis.

It hits the ground, skidding to a stop near one of her hands. She reaches for it, trying to grab the handle.

Cyl opens her mouth, and a crimson light begins leaking from her throat.

Pinned just beneath the Red Dragon, Agnis can only stare up at the famed dragon breath that she's getting ready to unleash.

"I'd give up on the scythe, if I were you."

It sits so close, just a thumb's length from her hand. But she can't reach it.

Agnis pulls her arm back in, taking my advice to stop her resistance.

Immediately after, the light in Cyl's mouth fades.

"What the hell do you want? If you're gonna kill me, do it quickly!"

I step close to Cyl and look down on Agnis. "They say love and war are two sides of the same coin. Perhaps that's why I understand warriors like you who have such a passion for battle."

Though the truth is that I have two battle maniacs in my party…

"Huh? What're you going on about now?"

"But although I may admire your fighting spirit, I can't condone your actions here." I place my hand on Cyl's scaly leg. "Dragons deserve better than to be hunted for their fangs and horns. And so I've come to put an end to your invasions."

"And who are you? A human down here, controlling dragons this powerful. There's no way Belfast's king will let you do as you want."

"I have faith that he will see the wisdom of leaving this island alone." I pat Cyl's leg, and she lifts it from the ground.

The weight pressing Agnis to the ground vanishes, freeing the Dragon Slayer.

In one quick motion, Agnis grabs her scythe and stands. But she doesn't attack.

Rejoining her men, Agnis looks around at the ones who are still lying on the stone ground. It looks like a bloody battlefield covered in corpses, but the truth is that most of them are still alive thanks to Cyl holding back after I arrived.

"Tell your Guild Master that the Dragon Slayers aren't welcome here any longer." I leap up, landing on Cyl's back. "And despite admiring your passion, I won't hesitate to protect the maidens living on this island."

Cyl stiffens as I clamp down the rope onto her scales. Grabbing it, I look down at Agnis one last time.

I give her the same flourishing bow as before, then hold on tight.

Cyl spreads out her massive wings spread out and takes to the skies.

----------

"How long are you going to stay on my back!?"

We've long since lost sight of the Dragon Slayers, meaning there's no need to keep up the charade. Despite that, I'm still dressed in my suit and mask, though the crystalline rose rapier is gone.

"What's wrong with riding back here? The amazing view, the wind in my hair–who'd want to give that up?"

"There's no way I'm letting you stay back there all the way to the nest. Absolutely no way!"

"Don't be like that. Isn't it cool having someone riding you like this?" I bring out my spear and make a pose.

Cyl's long neck turns until she's peering at me with one eye. "You look ridiculous in that outfit! What were you even thinking, acting like a crazed lunatic!"

"It seems you don't understand romance." I adjust my mask. "Isn't it every girl's dream for a mysterious hero to rush in and save them from certain doom?"

"T-that's not true…!" Cyl quickly turns her head back forward.

Removing my mask, I take this opportunity to feel the rush of cool air as it whips my hair around in a frenzy.

Wyverns and lesser dragons come and go, their mana first appearing in the distance, then vanishing after they realize that a true dragon is flying in their airspace.

Despite her complaints, Cyl doesn't pursue the topic of me riding her anymore. Either she's given up or she's decided to give me this moment as a reward for coming to her rescue.

As much as I enjoy it, I don't want to spend the next hour or so just standing here holding a rope clamped down to her scales. We've got a lot of things to do, and we had to put off our main objective to come save Cyl.

That said, beating up one of the strongest Dragon Slayers will come in handy later, once I get back to the Mariner's Guild.

"I wonder if they'll be more accommodating after they realize even Agnis couldn't win."

Cyl's face turns my direction again. "Who are you talking about?"

"Ah, that's right. You don't know what's going on."

I give Cyl the rundown on what happened after she left. Namely, the quest the Ancients gave me to get rid of the Dragon Slayers.

"So that's why you were being so weird!" Cyl says. "It's part of your plan!"

"Uh, I was just having some fun, actually…"

"Huh?"

"Well, one thing led to another, and I just kinda ended up in that personality. But of course I'm going to use what we just did to the fullest. I've got a plan forming already."

Cyl snorts. "At least pretend like that was your plan from the beginning."

It seems Cyl's given up on getting me to get off her back because she simply glides through the sky, high over the rocky land.

But even though riding a dragon can only be described as exhilarating, there are a lot of people waiting on me. So after one last look around, I snap my fingers and swap into my usual outfit.

"Let's get back to the others," I say.

"Are you going to teleport us?"

"I would, but mine's still on cooldown. Fortunately, I'm not alone."

"Fine, I can do it. But we won't end up where you want."

I nod. "Only the mage who placed a teleportation circle can warp there, so you can't take us to the one I have in that dragon village. At least, that's normally the case."

"What? Are you saying you have a way around it?"

"Hey Cyl, do you want to join my party?"

"Huh? What kind of question is that?"

I gently pat one of her spiked, red scales. "Just accept it."

"Hey, what are you doing back there?" Cyl turns her head, her eyes falling on my hand.

"I'm surprised you can feel that."

"I don't feel anything. But I had the feeling you were doing something strange!"

"I have no idea what you're talking about." I stop my hand and stand back up. "Anyway, just accept my offer."

"Alright already. I'll join your party if you want me to that badly!"

As soon as Cyl agrees, her name pops up on my Status Screen. That means she can hear the party chat that I've been using to keep Frei and the girls updated about what was going on.

"Welcome back, Cyl!" Alisha's the first to greet her.

"Eh? What kind of magic is this?"

"It's Master's super long range telepathic spell!"

"Hey, what exactly did I agree to!?"

"Don't worry," I say. "They can't read your thoughts or anything. Only I can do that."

"WHAAAAT!?" Cyl gives her wings a massive flap.

We hit a bit of turbulence in the form of Cyl seemingly forgetting how to fly smoothly, forcing me to hold onto the rope with a bit of extra force.

"Are you trying to throw me off?"

"Who wouldn't when they learned that person is reading your thoughts!?"

"Just ignore him!" Belle says. "He can barely read his own thoughts, much less ours!"

"I was tricked!?" Cyl gets feisty again, even going upside down for a brief second.

Despite her attempts, my feet remained planted on her back. If she wants to throw me off, she'll have to be a little more serious than this.

"Right," I say, as if nothing just happened. "Once you cast [Teleport], you see that you have access to our teleportation circles. One of the many perks of being in my party."

"I'm starting to wonder what else you might be hiding…"

Despite her complaint, Cyl starts channeling [Teleport].

With my face against the wind, I close my eyes and wait until the spell is complete.

I don't see the light fade when we enter that strange interdimensional space when we warp, but I can still feel the moment we enter it.

Even here, I can feel the rope in my grasp and the hard scales beneath my feet. Though the sensation is dulled.

Soon, we reappear back in the world. Looking around, I see that we did indeed teleport to the village filled with humanoid dragons. Though Cyl is still in her dragon form.

"Hey, hurry and transform to a human. It's gonna get crowded here soon."

"I know that!"

There's a puff of smoke, which clears to reveal a girl with short, red hair looking at me with distinctly sharp glare.

Yeah, she's definitely thinking about all the stuff I said to mess with her.

I ignore the moody Red Dragon and check my [Minimap]. Alisha, Laya, and Tylith had been stranded out in the middle of nowhere because of the chain teleportations we used to reach Cyl as quickly as possible.

But as I fought Agnis, the girls were meeting up and making their way back to the volcano where Frei and Belle are waiting.

Right now, they're just a few minutes out, meaning we have just enough time to make it to our meetup spot.

"Alright, let's go to the nearby gate." I look to Cyl. "But you're going to have to do the explaining."

"Fine. Let's just get it over with."

The two of us take off, heading toward the peak of the mountain that rises in the near distance.

Thankfully, we don't get harassed on our way in. Frei explained a little when we came through here earlier, so they knew we were off to help Cyl. And since she's with me now, I couldn't ask for a better person to confirm my story.

We reach the room with the gate, and after a short wait…

"We're back," Laya says, stepping off the platform.

"It's always good to see all of you again." I give her hair a small ruffling.

"Cyl, Cyl!" Alisha runs up to the Red Dragon.

"W-what?"

"Hehe. I'm just glad that we made it in time!"

Cyl waits for my translation before responding. "It's not like I'd have died or anything … probably."

Frei steps up the the young Cyl and looks her up and down. "Yes, I do remember meeting you before. You sure have become a handful, from what I hear."

"So what? I do what I want."

"Not uncommon for the Reds, sure. But I hope you can keep up that tough attitude as you speak to Xaradim."

Cyl looks toward the direction of the Ancient Dragon's chamber. "What? He wants to talk to me?"

"He does. It seems he's very interested in what you have to say."

"Ouch," I say. "We'll be here for you when you get out, so do your best."

"About that." Frei turns to me next. "We are all to appear before him."

"Ah. Well, crap."

With a feeling like I'm being summoned to the principal's office, I follow Frei through the tunnels until we reach one that's larger than the rest.

The two Silvers are still on guard, giving me the same scrutinizing look as every other time I've come through here.

Ignoring that, we step up to the door, and it opens seemingly on its own.

"Ancient One," Frei says. "We've gathered to hear your wisdom."

"Oh, jeez…" Cyl speaks soft enough that Xaradim can't hear him–hopefully.

"Cyldraynth," Xaradim says. "Recount in detail all of the events that lead up to your rescue today."

"There's not much detail. Some Dragon Slayers showed up at the cove, and I attacked."

"Yes, I have heard. But what I'm not hearing is why you decided to fight such a powerful beastkin instead of retreating."

"She's not that powerful. I could have beat her if she didn't have all those annoying weaklings around."

Xaradim shakes his head. "You still have much to learn when it comes to a real battle. There's more to victory than just having more strength than your opponent. I suggest you take today's lesson to heart."

Cyl turns away, her cheeks puffed.

"From henceforth," Xaradim continues, "You are to stay away from the coast until the hero has completed his objective."

"What!? But my nest is on the coast!"

"It will be there after the Dragon Slayers have been dealt with."

Cyl looks to me next. "And what if he can't stop them?"

"Then I suggest you find a new place to nest, else you may find yourself in another hopeless battle."

Cyl looks incredibly annoyed by the Ancient Dragon's ruling. I just wish she wouldn't take it out on me with that piercing glare.

Hey, it's not my fault. I don't want to deal with it, either.

"As for our guests," Xaradim says. "Allow me to first give my thanks for rescuing Cyldraynth. Though she may be disobedient, she is still one of our own."

"Yeah, I do what I want…" Cyl speaks softly again.

"It wasn't anything special," I say. "In fact, it was kinda fun, so I wouldn't mind doing it again."

The Ancient Dragon turns back to Cyl. "Let us hope that she's wise enough to listen."

'I get it, already. I won't go back there, okay! But I've decided!" Cyl points to me. "I want to go with him to stop the Dragon Slayers myself!"

"Absolutely not." Xaradim shoots her down without hesitation.

"What!? Why!?"

"You lack the maturity for a mission of this nature. You will only be a hindrance."

Cyl grits her teeth. Even she can't deny Xaradim's words. Especially after she had to be rescued today because of her rash actions.

Hmm. I wonder if something like that would work…

An idea forms in my mind. It's still questionable. Very questionable. But it's a possibility that I can have in my back pocket to help solve the mission the dragons gave me.

But in order to do it, I need…

"Actually," I say. "I think I could use Cyl."

"What!?" Cyl herself is the one to shout in surprise.

"A plan that requires Cyl?" Xaradim looks thoughtful. "Very well. I shall allow it."

"What!?" Cyl spins to look at Xaradim this time.

What a lively girl.

With Cyl rescued and part of our operation to stop the Dragon Slayers, the seven of us head back to the gate to warp to the volcano.

From there, it's a relatively short teleportation back to the main continent, where the beastkin's port city awaits us once again.

Now, let's go continue our little meeting with the Guild Master, shall we?


Chapter 14: Another Meeting

----- Lutz -----

I wasn't expecting to have to make so many trips to this beastkin port city, but at least we can teleport here in an instant.

Compared to us, Agnis has a long trip across the ocean before she will arrive. That gives us time to set some things up before she gets here.

Although we'd normally walk into the city with casual confidence, one of our teammates isn't so used to going to a city filled with one of the four races.

From our vantage point on a nearby hill, Cyl looks out over the city. Even here, we can pick up on the hustle of the beastkin within.

The thousands of working people give off a certain energy. Ambitions, dreams, and necessity all compressed into the walls of a city.

There will naturally be friction from all the different and opposing desires from such a large population. People argue, fight, and even die on a regular basis.

But despite the problems that often accompany a large city, there's a massive advantage to be gained from packing so many people together in a small space.

Progress.

Whether it's new techniques to forge steel or a new cast net design that catches more fish per throw, getting people together and consolidating new ideas and inventions can spark the progress the world needs.

Even the Dragon Slayers can be considered progress in the same way.

From what I've heard of the world, dragons were once so feared that even powerful adventurers would avoid them.

But back then, those adventurers were far weaker than they are today. As each generation delves deeper into the world's dungeons, they gain higher levels and find more powerful items.

The world's strongest will then pull up the next generation by teaching and training them, allowing them to grow even stronger than the last.

By repeating that cycle, the people of this world have been getting stronger. Now, there are people from the four races who've achieved levels higher than 70. The Grand Elder Rena is one example of such a person.

Ashton von Phyress is another.

At some point, even adult dragons were being forced to flee from the strength of the adventurer parties. And since they weren't allowed to interfere with the four races, they could only flee deeper into mountain ranges and other inhospitable areas.

It was that chain of events that led to the previous Great War, where the dragons were forcing the Goddess' hand to stop the four races from taking their lands.

Somehow, they ended up on that island in the end. The ocean that now sits between the dragons and the four races certainly kept them safe from the adventurers.

For a while.

But now even the ocean isn't enough of a barrier. The four races are getting stronger at a faster rate than ever, and technology is advancing alongside their levels.

Now, there are quite a few people with a high enough level that forming an organization like the Dragon Slayers isn't only possible–it's profitable.

And that's the problem. As long as there's money to be made hunting on the Dragon Isles, there's no way to stop them. Even if I slaughtered everyone involved, it would just make way for the next man looking for that same profit.

"Too many people." Cyl frowns. "How annoying."

"Is this your first time on the main continent?" Frei asks.

"Yeah. Never really cared about coming here."

"Then perhaps you should treat it as a chance to learn."

"Why? The Dragon Lord doesn't like it when we get involved with the other races."

Frei nods. "True, but that may not always be the case. Great Wars can bring sudden and unexpected changes. It wasn't long ago when we were soaring above this mainland, feared and respected. Who knows where we will stand once the dust settles this time."

"Alright already, I get it. You Silvers really like to go on and on!"

Cyl turns, her cheeks looking a little puffier than usual.

"Then if that's settled," I say. "Let's go see what the Guild Master has to say this time."

Our feet take us down the very same path through the streets that we walked this morning. At the end, we're met with the door to the Mariner's Guild, where two people are waiting for us.

Saying they're literally waiting is a bit of a stretch, but they're no doubt expecting us to show back up at some point and explain a few more things. We left them quite suddenly, after all.

After pushing the door open, I turn and see Wulf sitting at not only the same table, but also the same chair as before. Of course, a mug of ale is resting comfortably within arm's reach.

"Hey!" Wulf stands. "Where the hell did you go!? And who's the new girl!?"

"You know the drill." I look toward the door that leads to the back of the guild.

"Yeah, yeah. The Guild Master."

The man behind the counter gives us a questionable look as we approach. We came in here about an hour ago, but we never came back out.

That's because we teleported, of course. But from this man's perspective, we just entered the guild twice without ever leaving.

Although I haven't checked, there's likely a back exit somewhere. Perhaps that's our saving grace because the man doesn't question us as Wulf walks us right by him.

After stepping through another door, I see that the Guild Master has a pipe in his mouth. Smoke is rising from it at a constant pace, but when he sees us, the pipe stops smoking.

That's because he's currently inhaling it himself as he looks us over.

Many indoor places are filled with tobacco smoke, so we've already found a way to limit the girls' exposure to it. By channeling Wind Mana, we can create a pocket of clean air around our bodies, preventing the smoke from reaching us.

It's the same technique I used to prevent my clothes from getting dirty when fighting Agnis.

"Back again?" The Guild Master lets out a puff. "And you went and added another one."

"Things just ended up like this." I shrug.

"Kid, you sure are relaxed considering you just used Dark Magic right in front of the Guild Master of this city's most powerful guild. You know what kinda trouble you'd be in if I told our lord?"

"Even I'm not usually so open with my use of [Teleport], but emergencies are always an exception."

"Yeah? Well I don't suppose an excuse like that would swim with the lord."

"No way. It'd definitely end up bad if that happened. Which is why I'm glad we're on such good terms, right?"

The Guild Master takes another long draw on the pipe. Soon after, the room is blessed with another puff of smoke.

None of it reaches us, though.

"The only reason I haven't sent word is because I didn't get to hear what you had to say. But if you leave like that again, I can't promise I'll do the same."

"I don't think we'll get two emergencies in a row." I think back to several other events since I came to this world. "Well, let's not rule it out entirely…"

"Leave or no, it won't change my mind about you. I don't need a wildcard. Either you give up, or you face Agnis when she gets back. No matter how strong you are, I can guarantee you won't beat her."

"I'll take your word for it, then. And actually, that's not the reason I've been trying to talk to you. You see, when I was on the Dragon Isles, I ran into an enemy that can't be beat."

The Guild Master ashes his pipe. "The Red Dragon? Agnis already left to take care of it."

"No, the dragon is strong, but there was someone stronger. Someone I doubt even this Agnis person can beat."

"Impossible." The Guild Master waves his hand dismissively. "If there's an adventurer on the island, Agnis will take care of him along with the dragon."

Checking my [Minimap], I see Agnis is already on the open seas, heading back this way. Unfortunately, it takes almost an entire day to go from the island to the mainland, so she won't arrive until tomorrow morning.

Since she's become a piece of the puzzle, I can only wait for her to arrive before I can really get the show started.

"When you see Agnis, ask her if she met a man with a black suit and mask. If she has, she'll probably want to talk to me."

"Whatever, kid. I'll mention it, but Agnis would likely care more about a fishing ship without a single catch than a noble kid like you. She ain't too fond of that type."

"I see. Then I'll just hope that she didn't run into him, for both her sake and mine."

The battle's already happened, though…

"Anyway," I say. "We're staying at a nearby inn, so if you need us, we won't be hard to find."

Since the seed has been planted, there's nothing else for us to do here for now.

With a quick goodbye, we leave the old fashioned way. Through the door.

Wulf is disappointed that we won't be joining the Dragon Slayers, but he seems to have a bit more faith in my words than the Guild Master. He even says he expects me to come back when Agnis gets back.

I expect it, too. And I know generally when she'll be arriving.

"Which means…" I look around at the girls and dragons. "We have some free time. I've got a few things to do, but I'm open to ideas."

“Ah!” Alisha gets a sparkle in her eyes. “Is it time!?”

“Time…?”

“Hehehe.” Belle lets out a mysterious laugh. “I think it is.”

I look between the two smiling girls, then at Tylith and Laya who’ve also begun to show rare expressions of anticipation.

As I watch them, a sudden memory returns to me. It’s one that I pushed to the back of my mind because of how hectic things have gotten. But now that we’re talking about how to pass the rest of the day, that memory resurfaces.

“Don’t tell me…” I say with a wince.

“That’s right!” Belle points her finger at me. “It’s time to use our victory over your in the contest to force you to do one thing!”

“Gah! I knew it…!”

“Huhuhu.” Belle’s laugh changes to something a bit creepier. “I hope you’re ready because we want you to…”

She reveals the decision they reached for their victory reward in the contest. When I hear what they want, I can only stare at them wordlessly. Not because I’m in shock—though there’s certainly a bit of that—but rather, I’m simply impressed.

I see. So that’s what they want, huh?

Guess I should have seen this coming. The girls are far more mature than they normally act, after all.

A smile forms on my lips. “To think you’d use your unconditional command on something like this.”

“Don’t underestimate us.” Laya sums up their respective thoughts.

“Ah!” Alisha perks up again. “And … and … can we invite the Astral Dryad, too!?”

“Her, huh?” I stroke my chin. “Not a bad idea. Actually, I think it’ll work out really well. In that case…”

I activate an artifact, and I feel it connect to the person on the other end.

"Lutz?" a familiar voice fills my mind. "Is there a problem?"

"Hey, Rin. And there's no problem. I was just wondering if you and Kiah wanted to come with us to see the Astral Dryad."

"Ah, it's true Kiah did say she wanted to visit her, so perhaps–"

"I'm going!" A tiny voice says eagerly.

"Ah, hey Kiah," I say. "Looks like you're fired up already."

"It'd be a waste to remain here. An afternoon with two other Immortal Beings is bound to be entertaining!"

"I figured you'd say something like that."

The Immortal Beings are restricted from getting too involved with the four races. That's the real reason why they seclude themselves.

But I'm not one of the four races. Even if my actual lifespan is still questionable, Kiah already recognizes me as an Immortal Being. The Astral Dryad has alluded to the same sentiment, as well.

That means I'm on the same playing field as them, or near enough. As long as I respect the boundaries and limitations they have imposed on them, then it's fine if they just meet with me as a fellow immortal.

Or at least, that's the angle I'm going with.

After all, it'd be great if we could meet more often and have fun.

"Then everyone pack your bags because we're going to the elven lands.”

----------

"Greetings!" Kiah walks into the center of the Ancestral Glade, one arm raised high. "I've come to join in the festivities!"

"Oh, my." The Astral Dryad takes a sip from a vine-woven cup. "How energetic."

"It's been centuries since I've come to visit, so it can't be helped that I'm excited."

"Hmm. I would tell you to act your age, but I suppose you're doing a good job of it already."

Kiah puffs up in pride. "If I'm going to be as useless as a child, then I might as well leverage the advantages provided only to the young."

"In other words, you just want to play."

"Exactly!"

Hey, at least try to act like you had another reason for coming here.

Kiah's already taken a seat at the vine table, with Rin standing behind her like an attendant.

"Rin, it's fine to drop the formalities here." Kiah pats the seat beside her.

"If you wish." Rin takes a seat without argument.

I bet Elise would have objected at least once.

I look to the girl in question. We picked her and Lumina up on our way here, telling them that we're planning a huge gathering with some interesting guests.

As usual, Lumina was excited to come with me, while Elise said something about vacations being necessary for mental health.

As for me, I just wanted them to come enjoy what I have planned.

The rest of us have filed into the clearing, following in Kiah's footsteps. We brought quite a group with us this time, but the Astral Dryad already knew that.

The previously small vine-woven table is now several times larger, with just enough chairs for everyone here.

And the Astral Dryad isn't the only one here to greet us. Several other dryads are scattered around, including one I recognize at a glance.

"Hey, Maple." I stop near her as I pass by. "Anything fun happening around here lately?"

"Unfortunately, not much has happened since we last met."

"It's been boring, huh? Well we've been thinking of new games to play, if you're interested."

"New games?" Maple perks up. "When and where!?"

"I was going to ask if some dryads wanted to join in on what I have planned. Looks like you've already decided."

"Of course I'm joining in! Now hurry up! You don't want to keep Mother waiting!" Maple turns me around and pushes me toward the table.

"You just want us to start so we can play…"

"I have no such intentions!"

I find myself forced to my seat by Maple's small arms. With no reason to refuse, I take a seat alongside the rest of the people who came with me.

My party, Lumina and Elise, Kiah and Rin, plus our two dragon companions, Frei and Cyl. There's quite a crowd today, but that'll just make things more fun.

"I'm happy to hear my cute daughters will be able to enjoy themselves so thoroughly today." A twinkle appears in the Astral Dryad's eyes. "Just try not to lose so badly this time, would you?"

"Hah, just you wait. I'm confident it'll be a great match. Even if the dryads are hundreds of years old, it won't matter if it's a game they've never played before."

"Hundreds of years old? I wonder if that's really the case~"

The Astral Dryad gives me a tantalizing hint about something.

They're not hundreds of years old? But that's what their status says.

Could it be that the Astral Dryad edited their status? If the dryads are older than it says, then does that mean they're actually immortal?

No, wait. There's someone else here whose status doesn't show her true age.

My eyes fall on the young nine-tailed foxgirl busy enjoying a snack in the form of a peach, Kiah.

Although she's currently snacking, her eyes are on me. In them, I see a twinkle, as if she somehow knows what I'm thinking.

"Reincarnation…" I say. "Or some kind of rebirth mechanism?"

The Astral Dryad claps softly. "You are essentially correct, though there's likely one matter on which you are still mistaken."

"Which one?"

"As everyone here knows, I was a product of immortality research from before the Devastation. However, all the other dryads only appeared after I awoke to the decimated world where the four races had nearly wiped themselves out."

"They appeared?" I look around at the dryads. "Or did you create them?"

"I did indeed grant them life. However, perhaps it's more accurate to say that they've been alive all along. After all, every dryad was created from a piece of my own soul."

"So that's what you meant when you said they're older than they look. They're a piece of you, and you're over 10,000 years old. But does that mean they have a lifespan?"

The Astral Dryad shakes her head. "They're as untouched by time as I am. Yet without fail, each dryad eventually yearns to sleep once more."

"Sleep? You mean like … rejoining with you?"

"That's precisely what I mean. Immortality is not so easy, especially for those who carry only a sliver of a soul. Sometimes, they simply want to rest."

"But don't worry," the Astral Dryad continues. "The dryads don't simply vanish when they return to me. After their sleep, I can awaken them and bring them back out to this world once more."

"So it is a reincarnation type of system." I turn to Maple, who's still standing nearby. "Do you keep the memories of your past lives?"

"I do. Though rather than memories, it feels as though I'm recalling a vivid dream. But upon waking, the world feels so fresh and lively that I can't help but be excited about my next rebirth. And since it helps Mother, there's no reason to avoid it."

"I see. So it really is like taking a long nap, except you wake up and your former life was the dream. But does that mean you start over at level 1 each time?"

Maple makes a confident pose. "I've reached level 50 over a dozen times since the Devastation."

"Wow. You must be really good at grinding by now. But what did you mean that it helps the Astral Dryad when you're reborn?"

"It's not the rebirth itself. It's the knowledge I acquire through my life that helps her. After all, when I return to her, all my memories become hers, as well."

I look to the Astral Dryad. "You're collecting their experience–I mean their actual life experiences, not experience points."

The Astral Dryad nods proudly. "Maple works hard, as do all the dryads. It's thanks to them that I've gained so much knowledge."

"You're essentially living hundreds, maybe thousands, of lives all at once. Experiencing what they go through, learning through their successes and failures. All for 10,000 years?"

"Indeed. Such things do much to ease the stillness of time."

She's mentioned many times that immortality can take a toll on those who aren't prepared. It must be especially tough when living under the rules imposed by the Goddess.

Just like with the dragons, the Astral Dryad can't get involved with the four races.

That means she needs other intelligent beings around her, ones that aren't off limits to interact with however she wants.

Like the dryads.

Chances are, the Astral Dryad needed a way to end her solitary existence and fill it with something more exciting. Hence why she created the dryads.

The other Immortal Beings I'm familiar with are the same. Kiah has her city full of battle-maidens to keep her sane. And the Dragon Lord has his intelligent dragons.

Without those personal interactions from time to time, I wonder if the Immortal Beings would be as relaxed and friendly as they are.

But that does leave one question.

"To think all of the dryads were really a part of you," I say. "Does that mean they don't have any actual independence?"

"Don't be mistaken. All of their actions are their own. I do not control them, other than imposing the same rules on them as I have on me."

She must mean the restrictions put on her from the Goddess.

"Mother never asked us to protect the Ancestral Glade from monsters," Maple says. "But we do it anyway because we want to."

I nod. "I think I get it now. You're part of the Astral Dryad, so by helping her, you're really helping yourself."

"Exactly! It's fun, and it's a great way to gain experience!"

"Ah, that reminds me. What happens to the experience points when you take your deep sleep? Do they just vanish?"

The Astral Dryad smiles. "I'd never let such delicious experience simply slip from my grasp."

Realization hits me. "You're farming experience."

Her only response is to smile more deeply.

I look to the two dragons at the table. "I heard the Dragon Lord was the most powerful person in this world, but is that still true?"

"It's true that I wouldn't want to battle him alone, but I wonder how it would turn out if he came to my domain~"

I shake my head. "We don't need the world to end a second time, so please try not to make him mad enough to do that."

With the initial conversation having played itself out, I grab one of the apples sitting in front of me and take a bite.

As always, the food here is absolutely delicious. My party learned that the last time I brought back some snacks from here, but it's easy to forget after eating so much regular food since then.

However, despite being some of the best tasting food, our party's most voracious eater has hardly touched it.

Alisha's been biding her time, waiting for everyone to get comfortable. She's got something important to tell the Astral Dryad, and it looks like she's ready to say it.

"Miss Astral Dryad," Alisha says in a far more mature tone than normal. "I want to thank you for teaching Master how to remove the curse. If it weren't for you, I wouldn't be free right now. No, I probably wouldn't be here at all."

"It was my pleasure, little Alisha. I don't normally remove the curse, and I'm certainly not in the habit of showing others how to do it. But after seeing your cute face for myself, I decided to make an exception."

"Hehe~" Alisha shows the Astral Dryad one of her trademark smiles. "And now I can help even more, so if there's anything you need, just ask and I'm sure we can do it. Right, Master?"

"Of course. Whether it's demons invading again or diseases killing trees, we've got a variety of experience now."

"The only thing I ask is that you not share the technique I showed you. The world isn't quite ready for it." The Astral Dryad looks thoughtful. "Ah, and perhaps you could reveal the so-called plan you have that required all of us to gather like this?"

A smile forms on my lips. "Yeah, I can do that. First, let me ask you something. Your territory includes all of the elven lands, right?"

"It does."

"According to my map." I take out an actual, physical map of the world. "The elven land extends all the way to the southern ocean."

"Correct again."

"And you said before that you're not just limited to staying in the Ancestral Glade. You can move around, right?"

"Ah." The Astral Dryad seems to realize where I'm going with this. "As long as it's within my domain, I can move there in an instant. Though there are some restrictions."

"I thought so. But I think you'll be able to easily do what I have in mind."

"Yes, I do believe so." She nods along with me.

"Then in that case, we should…"

"The Astral Dryad stands. "Go to the beach!"


Chapter 15: Beach Episode!

----- Lutz -----

"Master, Master!" Alisha gives us a little twirl. "How do I look?"

With the centrifugal force, the frills on her lavender swimsuit rise into the air, only falling back down once her twirl comes to an end.

I give her a thumbs up. "Cute, as always."

"Teehee~"

"Wow." Belle looks out over the ocean. "This beach is amazing."

"Why, thank you." The Astral Dryad puffs up in pride. "I do visit sometimes, so the dryads keep it clean."

"Yeah!" Maple picks up a piece of flotsam that recently washed up on shore. "And we can use it when we come here to clear it!"

Vines sprout from the arm Maple's using to carry the flotsam, entwining the soggy wood with new, green growth. The vines keep growing until not even a single speck of the flotsam is visible through the cracks.

The vines contract, like a boa constricting its prey. In seconds, the flotsam is crushed.

Or that should be the case. But after the vines untwirl, there's not a single splinter of wood remaining within.

I give her a small round of applause. "I know who to call when I need a fallen tree removed."

"I don't work for free."

"Don't worry, I'll pay you. How does one hour of playing per tree sound?"

Maple gets haughty, crossing her arms and turning her nose up. "I suppose if you want to play that badly, I can do a bit of work for you."

Hey, isn't your reasoning a little flawed?

Like the others, Maple is in a swimsuit. It's not one of mine, though. She just saw what Belle and the others were wearing and copied the design.

And she's not the only one wearing swimwear that would be a common sight on Earth. Every single person here is in such an outfit, including…

"Eep…" Lumina's face disappears behind Elise's body.

She's using her attendant as a shield to block my line of sight. Even if these kinds of swimsuits are common on Earth, the people of this world usually wear looser outfits that cover more skin.

And that goes double for a princess. In fact, I doubt she's ever gone swimming with a guy outside her immediate family.

Well, she'll get used to it quickly, I'm sure.

Rather than focusing on Lumina when I can't even see her, my eyes remain on Elise.

"Good choice. Black really suits you."

"Thank you for the compliment." Elise speaks without a hint of embarrassment.

I turn to Laya and Tylith next, both of whom are still standing near where we teleported in at.

Laya's swimsuit is a one-piece with an attached skirt. Of course, the color is one of the shades of green that she's so fond of.

As for Tylith, she's refusing to meet my eyes, which isn't unusual when she's wearing her swimsuit. Hers is the most daring, being the only two-piece among the girls. Though on Earth, it would just be considered normal swimwear.

"Both of you look great." I answer their unasked question. "Though seeing all the new swimsuits the Astral Dryad made for everyone else makes me want another set for variety."

Speaking of the Astral Dryad, she's also in swimwear, as are Frei and Cyl. My eyes glide over all of them, taking in the designs of their outfits for future inspiration.

At the end, my gaze ends up settling on a particular person. She wasn't with us during our chat at the Ancestral Glade, but I made a special request to have her join us.

"Is that what a real elven swimsuit looks like, Rena?"

"Approximately." She fiddles with the loose cloth that overlap each other like dragon scales. "Though it seems the Astral Dryad added a bit of flare to the design."

A constant breeze flows from the ocean, ruffling the layered cloth on Rena's swimsuit and revealing the tight fitting inner layer, reminiscent of what all the others are wearing.
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"Well it suits you," I say. "And I'm glad you decided to join us. It's been a while since we've had a chance to talk."

"It has. Which is why I was so surprised to hear that you figured out my secret. When did you realize?"

"I always suspected something was strange. You're level 71, and since you can only gain experience from monsters up to 3 levels lower than yourself, that means you've fought monsters with levels upwards of 68. And lots of them."

A smile forms on my lips. "That can only mean one thing. A dungeon. But the elves hate dungeons, right? So who would have enough influence to convince an elf to enter a dungeon?"

My eyes fall on the Astral Dryad, and I see the same smile on her face as I have on mine.

"Every rule has its exceptions," the Astral Dryad says. "Even ones imposed by the Goddess. I am allowed to pick champions from among the elves to ensure that the balance of power between them and the other races is maintained."

"And Rena is one of those champions." I look to the Grand Elder in question. "But how much do you really know about what's going on?"

"I know much, yet I feel as though I know painfully little at the same time. Though perhaps that can be rectified today?"

"As long as the Astral Dryad doesn't mind, then I don't care what you learn."

"I'm allowed to tell my champions whatever I please. And if it's Rena, then I don't mind."

"Thank you very much." Rena bows to her.

Wow. I almost forgot the elves actually worship the Astral Dryad.

Seeing someone actually treat her as the demi-god she is feels strange after getting to know her so personally.
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"Anyway," I say. "We can save the talking for later. For now, how about we have some fun?"

I look out over the beach. Several girls are already running around on it. Of course, Alisha is included in that bunch, along with several dryads.

As for Rin and Kiah, the two are standing close together, as usual, with the young kyuubi looking eager to begin playing.
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While I take note of the two girls, a soft voice comes from nearby.

"Um…"

Turning, I see Lumina peeking out from behind Elise's back once again. She's looking my way, but she doesn't continue with whatever it was she was going to say.

"Oh right. How you doing over there, Lumina?"

"I-I'm fantastic. I love the beach…" She looks around at the other girls, then down at herself.

From my perspective, her white one-piece can only be called modest. But from the perspective of a sheltered princess who hadn't even had a male enter her room until I teleported in a month or so ago, it's anything but modest.

I figured the best way to get her comfortable would be to ignore her until she starts having fun. By then, she should be getting used to things like a beach party with friends.

"Glad to hear you like the beach so much, Lumina. Because I have a few games you might like. Such as…"

I walk to the center of the beach and raise my hand. In it appears two stakes, similar to the kind that hold the ropes on a tent, except several times longer. Attached to both stakes is a netting, which droops down to the sandy ground.

I drive one stake deep into the sand, until the bottom of the netting is about waist high. After a few steps, I stick the second stake into the ground at a similar depth.

Walking back, I look at the net and see that it's roughly the right height. Which means the last piece of the puzzle is…

I hold out my hand, and a soft ball appears in it. "Alright. Who wants to be the first to try a game known as beach volleyball?"

"Me, me! Pick me!" Alisha waves her arms energetically.

"Alright. Alisha's on team one. Since it's two vs two, we need three more players."

Alisha runs off toward a certain girl before I even finish speaking. "Laya! Let's team up!"

"Mmm. Sounds fun. But who are our opponents?"

Many pairs of eyes move around, each trying to decide who wants to play and whether they themselves should join in.

However, when it comes to playing, there's one group that simply can't contain themselves.

"I'm joining too!" Maple says with a smile. "I don't care what kind of game it is, as long as it's fun~"

"I think you'll be happy with it." I motion the players over, with Maple bringing a second Dryad as a teammate. "Maple, your team takes that side. Alisha, your team takes the other."

I watch on as they take their appointed sides. "Now, a few rules. First off, no [Air Step]."

Laya's face slowly turns in my direction, as if she couldn't believe the words that just came out of my mouth.

When her gaze finally meets mine, I point at her feet which still rest atop a translucent step.

The spell fades, and Laya's bare feet sink into the soft, warm sand.

"Alright," I say. "And as for the rest of the rules…"

I only have to explain them once. After that, the girls start a volleyball match that looks more like a battle than anything else.

Of course, we limited Alisha and Laya's strength, while buffing the dryads. Actually, it was the Astral Dryad who buffed them, and it had a really powerful effect.

As expected. She's not an Immortal Being for nothing.
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Since it's just for fun, there's no need for a referee. And since I have something else in mind, I leave the volleyball court and walk to the open beach.

In my hand appears a string, along with a diamond-shaped tapestry of sorts. I hold my hand out, giving the string to one of the dryads.

"It's a kite. When you catch the wind right, it'll start flying."

"Ah!" Her eyes sparkle, looking at the fabric. "Let's try it!"

Since I practiced while making the kites, I've become quite proficient at flying them. All it takes is a small demonstration, and the dryad is running along the beach, her kite high in the sky.

Two more dryads follow after, each taking a kite of their own. Since I have five kites, there's still two more to go around.

First, I give one to Belle. She gives me a flat look, as if I expect her to start running along the beach with the dryads. But kites can be fun, even for adults.

With the other in my hand, I motion her to the center of the sand, where we can fly them without worry. She's never flown one, so I have to show her just like I did for the dryads.

"This is how things should be," I say as I give Belle a quick demonstration on how to get the kite airborne. "Having fun, enjoying what life has to offer. We need more days like this."

She watches on as my kite takes to the skies. "Then hurry and beat up the bad guys."

I tear my eyes from my own kite and look at Belle's. She mimics my movements, and a few seconds later, hers is flying beside mine.

"I'm gonna beat something up for sure." I ram her kite with my own.
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"Hey! Don't hit my kite!" She tries to return the favor, but mine has already fled the scene.

"You gotta be faster than that."

"Grr!" Her kite speeds up, chasing mine in a circle.

There's a clash of wood and fabric as the two meet again, then silence as they separate into another game of cat and mouse.

"Ah, at this rate…" As soon as the words leave my mouth, the kites begin to move erratically.

"Hey!" Belle pulls on her string. "Get off me!"

"Me? You're the one who's been chasing me around in a circle. Of course the strings would get tangled."

"Well, it's your fault for hitting my kite."

Both of our eyes track the pair of tangled kites as they slowly drift back down to the ground. They land in the sand without fanfare, tumbling over the beach until the strings are pulled tight.

"I won, obviously." There's not a shred of doubt in my voice.

"As if! My plan was to drag you down all along, so this is clearly my victory!"

"The only one you're convincing is yourself."

"I don't need to convince you." Belle pulls on her string until the kites are in her hands. "I'm just going to do it again to prove it."

The long-awaited beach vacation gets off to a fun start.

----------

"Stand back, Princess." Elise's sword appears in her hand. "Allow me to handle this in your stead."

"Um, Elise..." Lumina looks to her attendant.

"Yes?" She looks back with conviction.

"No, it's nothing. Do your best."

"Understood. I won't fail you."

Elise walks up to a line in the sand, then pauses. Spreading her feet, she enters what can only be called a combat stance, her sword ready to strike.

Aren't you getting a little too serious about it?

I shrug my shoulders as I raise my hand. In it appears a large, green fruit about the size of a bowling ball.

I toss the watermelon gently into the air, catching it in the same hand on the way down.

"Are you ready?" I meet Elise's eyes from several paces away.

"I've trained my entire life." Her grip on the hilt loosens just a bit, her gaze focused on the melon. "I won't be defeated."

"Then have at it." I lob the melon at her.

Elise tracks it with laser focus as it arcs straight at her. Unmoving, she waits patiently for it to enter the range of her sword.

When it passes that threshold, the singing of metal fills the air as flashes of reflected light dance off the sword's metallic surface.

A heartbeat later, several wet thunks replace the sword's melody.

"Victory." Elise sheaths her sword, still coated with the watermelon's blood.

"Not even going to wait until we count the pieces?"

"There's no need."

The opposing teams aren't so willing to take her word for it. They scour the sand, picking up all the watermelon pieces that are scattered about.

The goal of the game is to slice the melon into as many pieces as possible, with the winning team earning a point in the competition.

So far, we've played nearly a dozen such games, each requiring a specialized skill or group effort to win.

As for the current watermelon cutting competition, I already knew the results before the others even started collecting the pieces.

"Drat." Tylith holds up a tiny slice of watermelon. "It's frustrating to lose by a single piece."

"There's nothing I'm more confident in than my blade."
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"Oh?" Tylith takes on a teasing tone. "Even more so than your dedication to the princess?"

"Ack…" Elise looks between her sheathed sword and Lumina. "Two hands. One for the blade, and one for Lumina."

Elise nods at her own words, as if she somehow stumbled upon a revelation.

"Anyway," I say. "That's all the games I had planned. I hope everyone enjoyed them."

"I did, I did!" Alisha voices her opinion.

"They were quite a treat!" Maple says. "We'll be taking some of them for ourselves!"

I nod. "I expected as much."

Rena steps up from the sidelines. "As for the score…"

I turn, looking out over the water as the waves crash in a predictable rhythm.

It was a competition, so of course everyone was keeping score. But Rena ended up becoming the de facto referee, in a way.

I already know which group won, but the score was never important to me. In the end, we all won since everyone was able to fully enjoy our afternoon at the beach.

Unfortunately, our time here is coming to an end soon. But…

We're definitely coming back again.

And next time, we're gonna have even more fun.

Even though we don't have too much time left, there are a couple more things I have planned before we leave.

"Alright, next on the list is…" I look toward the ocean. "...building sand castles!"

"Sand castles?" Tylith asks. "Are you saying we're going to construct such a thing from sand?"

"Yep. But there's a catch." I point along the beach, just beyond the reach of the waves. "The tide's rising, so if we build near the water, our castles will be engulfed by the waves soon enough. Which is why we're going to make this a competition."

I turn to the girls and pull out a small flag, the pole barely longer than my index finger. "We're all going to build our own and put one of these flags on top of it. The last flag to fall to the waves is the winner."

"Ah." Tylith nods. "I suppose I could grace the beach with my creation."

The usual crowd joins me as we step toward the water. My party, Lumina and Elise, and the dryads all stop beside me, just out of reach of the waves.

The Astral Dryad, Rena, and the two dragons haven't been participating in the games directly, though each has helped in some ways.

It seems they decide to get comfortable and watch, as they move a few chairs over near where we're building.

"Since we don't have much time before the tide reaches us, let's limit the size of the sand castles to around this." I take a cheap sword and draw a box in the wet sand. "And even though I say castle, you can make any kind of building you want."

"I'm going to make a boat!" Alisha runs beside me and makes her own square next to mine.

"Sure, whatever floats your … no, nevermind." Even I couldn't bring myself to finish that one.

The others pile in, carving out their own part of the beach to build their creations.

I thought for sure Laya would grab the square on my other side, leaving me sandwiched between her and Alisha like usual. But when it comes time for her to pick a spot, she doesn't seem the least bit interested in taking it.

Instead, another girl ends up beside me. Though I don't know if it was planned or if it just ended up this way.

"Already got an idea in mind, Lumina?"

She begins to pile up sand beside her square. "Yes. It should be quite obvious, no?"

I follow her example. "So you're going for that. Guess I shouldn't be surprised."

"I've seen it all my life, so recreating it with sand will be a simple matter."

I watch on as Lumina confidently starts the foundation. "I'll be making something similar, but don't expect a masterpiece."

Fortunately, Lumina adjusted quickly. She's been playing all the games alongside the rest of the girls, fully enjoying her time here at the beach.

"How's your brother? The younger one, I mean. He was glaring at me so much when we were grinding the dungeon that I thought he figured out who I was."

Lumina finishes her foundation and moves on to the main construction. "Ah, Lyle. That's not a glare, that's just how he normally looks."

"Man, that kid needs to lighten up."

"I agree, but he has improved a bit as of late. Perhaps his new strength has finally enabled him to get past whatever was holding him back."

I mold a chunk of sand into a solid block. "That's good. I wonder when we'll be able to tell him the truth."

"Ah, perhaps after the war would be best?"

"Hey, have some confidence in your brother." I think back to all the interactions I've had with him. "On second thought, let's hope we can keep it a secret for as long as possible."

Lumina moves on to building spires on her castle. "While it may be best to leave Lyle in the dark, I believe my eldest brother should know. I've felt his anger at the other three heroes, so hearing the truth from me and Father will likely be enough to convince him."

"Rhys, huh? He is the general of your army, so we definitely need him on our side before the final battle. If you think he's ready, then we can reveal it anytime. Just say when."

"Alright. I'll have Father set up a meeting for us."

My hands continue moving, bringing the image in my head out in the form of a sand castle.

That said, I was never good at this kind of artistic creation. When crafting, I usually copy designs from other sources, rather than making up my own.

Without a picture of a castle as a reference, my creation has definitely suffered. But anyone who looks at it can tell what it is, even if it's not a masterpiece.

And since this is a competition, of course I'm trying to win.

Encircling my castle is a wall, meant to protect it from the rising tide. The water will have to wash away the wall before it can even reach the real target.

But that's not all. A moat surrounds even the wall, serving to redirect the water away from the actual construction, meaning the water needs to rise that much higher to start eating away at the foundation.

I step back and look at my creation. It's a typical European style castle, with a wall and moat. I'm happy with it, though in terms of artistic expression, it's lacking compared to most of the others.

Even if I've gained a lot of knowledge on how to craft items, that doesn't mean I'm suddenly an artistic genius. In fact, I don't feel like I've improved much at all.

Sitting next to Lumina's masterful recreation of the castle she grew up in, mine is definitely lacking.
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But the true test is whose flag will fall to the waves first.

One by one, all the others finish. From my position next to Alisha, I was able to watch her build her boat the entire time.

It's certainly … something.

It's definitely not a castle. Of that, I can be sure.

The most surprising creation among them all is the sans castle sitting in Laya's square. Or rather than a castle it's actually…

She recreated our cabin, huh?

That's definitely something Laya would do.

However, the surprise at seeing what she made is nothing compared to the shock of what she does next.

With her hand atop the cabin's roof, magical energies flow from Laya. The sand visually hardens, becoming something closer to stone in strength.

Of course, magic is off-limits in a competition like this. It goes without saying that buffing up the castle is grounds for disqualification.

All eyes fall on Laya, curious to know why she decided to do something like that.

However, the girl in question simply turns and walks away, satisfied with her sand cabin.

I swing my gaze across the beach, taking in the sight of everyone's creation. All of them have their own little flag poking up from the roof, intent on being the last one taken by the sea.

But in the end, my eyes fall back on Laya's cabin.

Hmm. Buffing the cabin will definitely let it outlast all the others, but that's not why she did it.

In that case, what's her real reason…?

Even before I finished my castle, the waves were hitting it. It was only filling the moat by the time I stood up, but it's already beginning to eat away at the wall. Soon, it'll tear that down and hit the castle's foundation.

Unlike me, Laya didn't build a wall or moat. I thought it was strange that she'd leave the cabin so vulnerable, but now I see why she didn't worry about it.

But that still doesn't tell me the reason for disqualifying herself before the water even had a chance to tear it down.

She doesn't grace us with an explanation, preferring to watch on as the waves start to destroy everything we spent the past half hour making.

Soon, the first castle falls, its flag dragged out to sea by the wave that felled it. Fortunately, it wasn't mine.

Unfortunately, the next to go is.

Even Alisha beat me?

I look to the girl in question and see her cheering on her boat, as if it were fighting a battle.

Eventually, hers also succumbs to the rising tide, along with most of the others.

Soon, there's only two still standing. Laya's cabin is one of them, of course. The other is Lumina's castle.

Technically, that means…

"Congratulations, Lumina."

"Thank you." She gives me a bright smile. "I had a lot of fun, but I never expected to win."

With a crash, her castle topples, the flag disappearing beneath the water's surface. Although she won, it was inevitable that her creation would meet the same fate as the others eventually.

The only exception to that future is Laya's cabin, which still looks just as it did before the first waves hit.

Laya scans the beach, which is now filled with her cabin, surrounded by lumps of sand that used to be our creations.

It seems now that all the others have fallen, she's finally ready to reveal why she disqualified herself by using magic.

"Everyone else followed the rules, and now their castles are gone. But our home…" She turns to me. "...Our home is still standing."

I watch a wave crash against the cabin and fail to topple it. "Using cheats to keep our home safe, even against an unstoppable tide…"

My eyes meet Laya's, and I see the same unrelenting conviction she's had since the moment I met her.

"If it's cheating," I say. "Then we have nothing to worry about. I've got cheats lined up around the block."

"Mmm. Let's cheat as much as we can."

With that, our day at the beach truly comes to an end.

We played a lot of games, had a lot of fun, and melted away our built-up stress. All in all, it was a very successful event.

I look out over the beach one last time. The tide is still rising, slowly erasing the footprints we left in the sand during our time here.

A wave crashes, submerging Laya's sand cabin. Even the flag atop it disappears beneath the water's surface, the tide having risen too much even for it.

But when the water recedes, the sand cabin remains untouched by the forces trying to destroy it.

Absolutely. I'll absolutely protect my home.


Chapter 16: Future Plans

----- Lutz -----

"So," I say as we walk a trail through the forest. "How much of the Ancestral Glade is actually natural? Or are the plants here not natural at all?"

"They're as real as any other on this planet. I merely … suggest where and how they should grow."

The Astral Dryad holds up her hand, and a nearby sapling worms its way out of the ground. The vulnerable little sprout grows right before my eyes, becoming a young tree in seconds.

"Suggest doesn't seem like a strong enough word." I shake my head. "Anyway, I was thinking about something I learned about when I first came to the elven lands. It's hard to get entry inside the Ancestral Glade, isn't it? There's that Conservator just outside, ready to deny access to everyone."

"Yes, only elves who've exhausted their options from among their own people are allowed to visit. This way, they won't come to rely on me for every little difficulty they face."

"Yeah, I can agree with that. But there's an exception to that rule. At 10 years of age, all elves are encouraged to come to the glade." My eyes fall on Rena. "Could it be you're looking for future candidates to make into your champion?"

"Nice deduction. I certainly check every child that steps inside, making note of those with potential. But that's not the only reason I encourage them to visit. I've cured many ailments from them before they became an issue in their lives."

I stop at a small pond and look out over the water. "Guess that's one way to help without attracting attention."

Rena and the Astral Dryad stop beside me. We're the only ones walking the trail, as the others have all gone off on their own exploratory adventures with the dryads.

But there's a reason I'm with these two in particular. I have several questions, and I'd like to hear what both of them have to say.

"First off…" I meet Rena's eyes. "I met with Guild Master Arcana back when I was in Orakio. She got rid of a lot of the vampires that were causing trouble between their country and yours. But … you already knew that, didn't you?"

"Yes, I was informed of Arcana's investigations and successes against the vampires."

"I thought so. As the Guild Master of a human kingdom, I thought she had abandoned the elves. But that's not the case at all, is it?"

Rena shakes her head. "Arcana was always an adventurous girl. The elven lands couldn't contain her spirit, so it was only a matter of time before she became an outcast. Rather than that, I gave Arcana a mission, one that I never imagined she would accomplish."

"To become Guild Master," I say.

"Yes. Though that is only a necessary formality. Her true mission is to use her position to positively influence the humans' perception of elves. If we can gain a bit of cooperation, perhaps we can break the barrier that separates our people."

A certain elf appears in my mind, one that Rena also gave a mission in the human lands.

Even now, Kymil makes his biweekly trip to the Azure Springs Resort, the hot spring that Kaylin and the orphans run just outside the elven border.

"So that's why you were so eager to get Kymil to start trading with humans, even using the tree disease as an excuse to get the other elves to see the necessity of it."

"Yes. I believe that if we continue to close off our borders, we will find ourselves falling behind as the world advances around us. Even now, the Astral Dryad must choose champions to keep us equal to the other races. That can't go on forever."

I nod. "Agreed. And if it's increasing your reputation in the human lands, I have a good idea."

"Do you? I'm certainly open to hearing it."

"I started a shop in Orakio's capital city named The Elven Crossroads. We advertise that our items come from the elven lands, but that's not entirely true. We get most of them from a dungeon near the city."

A typical dungeon drop item appears in my hand. "They're powerful compared to what most people have, so we've gotten away with claiming they're of elven origin since your goods are known for their quality. But it's only a matter of time before people start to realize how similar most of our stuff is to most other dungeon items."

"So," Rena says. "You wish to obtain some real elven goods to make the shop appear more exotic."

"Exactly. And I was thinking of getting Arcana to visit and verify that the items really were made by elven hands. Her word and a shipment of real elven goods should be all we need to cement our shop as a real place to buy elven items."

I hold up two fingers. "The second reason I like the idea is that the elves would be seen as providing powerful equipment and potions to the humans in the midst of a Great War. That kind of thing can really bump up your reputation, don't you think?"

Rena visibly considers my words. "Certainly, I can see the benefits. Should I gather some goods for your next visit, then?"

"Please. Especially chain sickles. Just having a section of the shop filled with them will give it an elven feel since that's the weapon that defines your warriors."

"Understood. With the war against the demons having ended, we have an excess of unused weapons. Perhaps you can take some off our hands."

"That's perfect. And I'm also going to put an order in with a specific craftsman. His name is Nasir, and he lives in the city of Renalis. I'll tell him to send the delivery to you when he's done."

With the agreement made, I've managed to accomplish one of the sidequests I had in the elven lands. There's still more to do here, but I've finished everything I wanted to at the Ancestral Glade.

Though I do have another destination in mind after we leave here.

As I've been talking to Rena, a singular source of mana has been heading our way. It was quite a surprise when I felt her separate from the others she was with, since she's always accompanied by a dedicated protector.

The girl appears from the very same path we just walked, slowly making her way toward us.

"What's up, Kiah?" I say as the nine-tailed foxgirl reaches us. "Never seen you without Rin by your side."

"Yes, I keep her near at almost all times. But there are exceptions."

"If this is one of those exceptions, then I'm more than a little curious why."

"As am I," Rena says. "But since it's a private affair, I'll excuse myself here."

"How accommodating." The Astral Dryad gives Rena a sweet smile. "Please make yourself comfortable with the others for a while."

With that, Rena bids us goodbye before heading back down the path Kiah just came from.

When her figure disappears into the vibrant forest, the only ones remaining are me, Kiah, and the Astral Dryad. I can't help but notice that we're all Immortal Beings.

The two immortal girls look at each other, as if they were reaffirming something before starting. With no real clue on what they plan to talk about, I can only wait until they're ready.

Finally, Kiah turns to me. "To tell you the truth, I have recently spoken to the Astral Dryad, along with the Phoenix and Demon Lord. I suppose you could say we had a meeting to discuss what, if anything, we should do about this war."

"A meeting between Immortal Beings," I say. "Though there's one missing from your list."

"Unfortunately, the Dragon Lord is sleeping. The only one who can reach him right now is the Goddess herself."

"Yeah, the fact that he's asleep is quite a thorn in my side, actually…" I shake my head. "But if you met with the others, does that mean you decided on something?"

"This war," the Astral Dryad says, "is different from the ones before. Kiah believes she has found the truth of who started the conflict and why. After hearing her explanation, I'm inclined to agree."

"And if I'm correct," Kiah continues for her. "Then you have no hope of defeating your enemy with strength alone. Even if you conquer the strongest dungeon and unlock skills and equipment many times more powerful than what you currently possess, you will still find yourself lacking."

"And that's why," the Astral Dryad picks up where Kiah left off. "We will be hosting our own gathering, with all six of the Immortal Beings being present."

I feel my eyes widen. "All of them? And you're including me?"

"You're one of us now," Kiah says. "Mostly. Though you won't be involved in the decisions, of course. You're too embroiled in the war to be impartial."

"Decisions? What exactly are you deciding?"

"The world," the Astral Dryad says, "is on the brink of rediscovering many of the advanced magical techniques that were lost 10,000 years ago."

"And this war is the turning point." Kiah continues for her. "Or more precisely, you are. The knowledge you've been spreading to the four races will become the spark that ignites the flames of change."

"Our time living in the shadows will soon be coming to an end, for once the four races begin discovering the truths of this world, it's inevitable that we will become targets of immense curiosity, as we were in the past."

"And so we must decide," Kiah says. "How we will use this opportunity to secure a better future for ourselves in the new world."

Thinking on what I've learned about the Immortal Beings, the intent behind their words becomes clear.

They were created in an attempt to unlock immortality.

Once the people of this world start down that same path, the Immortal Beings would be the first target for their research…

The Astral Dryad is powerful. Immensely powerful.

Other than her, the strongest person I've met in this world is Tylith's brother, Ashton von Phyress. Even all five of us working together could just barely match him.

But if Ashton were to go up against the Astral Dryad…

It wouldn't even be a contest. Ashton would get annihilated.

Yet despite her strength, this powerful being was once under the control of humans. And after the four races unlock the true power of magic, that could very well be the future that awaits her again.

No matter how strong she is, she's just one person.

What can she really do against millions and millions of humans enhanced by the advanced magic that once gave them the strength to overpower even someone like her?

"I get it," I say. "You've probably been preparing for this moment for a long time, haven't you?"

"We have. My dryads have been hard at work obtaining experience from the Mana Network these past ten millennia."

"Yeah, I figured that was why you were farming it. Of course, I'd love to go and listen, even if I can't vote. But isn't there one problem?" I look between Kiah and the Astral Dryad. "The Dragon Lord is still asleep."

"That," Kiah says, "is why you're in his territory. When you finish waking him, we will schedule the meeting and inform you of the time and place."

"Yeah." I nod. "Sounds great. Except for one, little thing. When it comes to waking up the Dragon Lord, I have absolutely no confidence in being able to do it."

"Is that a problem?" The Astral Dryad asks. "Because I can only see it becoming quite an entertaining spectacle. I wonder how you will manage it…?"

"Don't act like this isn't your problem! What about the meeting!?"

"We have a few centuries to decide, so what's the rush?"

"Your sense of time is warped beyond repair."

"Don't worry!" Kiah gets all haughty. "I know his weakness! It's sure to wake him up in an instant!"

"You don't mean…" The Astral Dryad looks at her with wide eyes.

"Indeed, I do mean that."

The two Immortal Beings stare at each other, a sparkle in their eyes.

"A weakness that will wake him up?" I look between the two. "Well don't keep me waiting. What is it?"

Kiah turns back to me. "It's simple. The Dragon Lord hates being ridden, so all you have to do is climb on his back. No matter how deep his slumber, he will surely awaken."

"Um…"

I think about the times I tried to get Frei and Cyl to let me ride them. Even that was a struggle, and they didn't seem to hate it, they just have a lot of pride.

If it's the Dragon Lord, I can assume he will have even more pride than a regular dragon.

And if he actually hates being ridden, then…

"I'll be killed!" I shout. "They'll definitely try to kill me for that!"

"That's part of the fun," the Astral Dryad says.

"Fun for who!?"

She knocks the side of her head with her knuckles, her tongue playfully poking out from between her lips.

"You Immortal Beings…" I shake my head. "But I already plan to wake him up, if I can. So I guess this is just another reason to try."

"Excellent!" Kiah nods. "It's settled, then. Wake the Dragon Lord, and we shall have our meetings. I'm getting a bit excited already!"

It looks like that was all the things they wanted to talk about privately, as the Astral Dryad begins leading us back toward the center of the glade.

Some of the girls are already waiting, while others are still out enjoying their time here.

Unfortunately, we can't stay much longer. Not if we want to make the last stop we have planned for the day.

So, after sending out a telepathic message that we'll be leaving soon, I turn to the Astral Dryad.

"Since you can basically warp us around your territory for free, would you mind sending us somewhere?"

"Not going back to the beastkin lands?

"Not yet. There's one place we have to go."

I tell her where we plan to go next, and she nods in understanding.

"If it's for that purpose, then of course I will teleport you there. In fact, the others can stay here with me while you're gone, if you wish."

"Yeah, I think that would be best. Thanks."

The missing members arrive over the next few minutes, until everyone we came here with is standing in the clearing.

After hearing where we plan to go, Kiah, Rin, Frei, and Cyl decide that staying here would be best.

Lumina and Elise are coming with us, of course. Even if they don't always travel with us, I still consider them as members of my main party. Everyone agreed that they should go.

"We'll be back soon," I say.

With that, we exchange a few, temporary goodbyes.

Then, the world goes dark.


Chapter 17: Past and Present

----- Laya -----

A tree stands before me, its gnarled trunk dominating the small clearing in which it grows.

It still lives, even with those wounds.

My eyes fall on the blackened bark and various injuries that have disfigured the once pristine tree.

Celia would probably say it's fine since the injuries give us more footholds when climbing.

Celia is one of the few who survived the attack on my village. She's a friend who lives in a different world than me. Not physically, but our paths have diverged so much that it feels like I don't even belong with her anymore.

But even if I don't live in Celia's world, I can still visit it from time to time.

"This ancient tree was the centerpiece of this little park," I say. "My parents said it's been here ever since my grandparents moved to this village."

"An ancient watcher." Tylith looks toward the tree's peak. "Unwilling to sleep, even now."

"With the Astral Dryad's influence, it will likely watch over the town for many generations to come."

Turning from the ancient tree, I start walking deeper into my village. Or what was once my village.

When the humans and vampires attacked, they set ablaze many of the homes and trees. By the time the fires burnt out, most of the village had been turned to cinders.

"Has someone been working here?" Belle looks at a half-burnt home, which has been partially torn down.

"Mmm. Cleaning up."

"Does that mean the elves plan to rebuild your old village."

"Yes, I believe so. But I don't expect it to be repopulated anytime soon, even if it's rebuilt."

Belle looks to her. "Why's that?"

"Because compared to humans, there aren't many elves. That makes it hard to grow and expand, so even if there are plans to found a new town, it can take many years to get enough elves willing to settle it."

"Ah, I see your point. Humans are always trying to expand, but elves seem to like to stay put. I guess they do have it much better than the average human, so there's not much need to move around in hopes of finding a better life."

I lead the others through the streets filled with partially deconstructed houses. Although the village has been devastated, I could still find my way around with my eyes closed.

That's Celia's home.

She lived only a few houses down from me, so I naturally saw her often. Among the elves, Celia has always been quite outgoing, often dragging me around on her little adventures.

Maybe when the war's over, I'll be able to step into her world more often.

Soon, my feet come to a stop. Ahead of me is a house like any other.

At least, that's how it must look to everyone else.

But even with the roof collapsed and the walls charred black, I can never mistake the place I lived for the first 19 years of my life.

"This is … was my home. I've gone on a couple journeys in my life, even before meeting all of you. When I was 10, my parents took me to the Ancestral Glade. We walked there and back, which took over a month.

"It felt like a really long journey for me back then. But I always knew that I would return here, and our home would be waiting for us. Life would go back to normal, as it always did. I thought it would be like that forever."

I turn around, where my companions are standing. As soon as I lay my eyes on them, I'm enveloped by many pairs of arms.

"I can't give you your old home back," Lutz says. "But you were right back then. Your home will always be waiting for you, even if it's not the same one you grew up in."

Alisha squeezes me from behind. "We'll play lots and lots."

"And go on even more adventures," Belle says.

"To help as many people as we can," Tylith adds.

I stand in silence for several seconds, enjoying the warmth of their embrace.

"Thank you. All of you." After a few more seconds, they release me. "I'm looking forward to all the adventures we're going to have. We'll have a lot of fun for a very long time."

After one last look at my old home, I turn and continue down the street.

Our next stop is near. Every village has one, but each is unique in their own way. Even human villages often have one, but the ones in my land are quite different from theirs.

The plaza in the center of the village appears ahead of us. Though town squares are often seen in human lands, ours are more like parks.

At the center is a small hill, which can be seen within, even though we haven't stepped inside. It's a small village, so the plaza isn't as grand as the ones in the bigger cities.

The fires claimed some of it, but it's had months to regrow. From how it looks, it wouldn't be long before it could be cultured into a beautiful plaza again.

More importantly, it has what we came here to get.

"So many flowers." Alisha looks around the plaza's entrance.

"Mmm. Flower garden. Though it's overgrown now."

"Still a lot of choices," Lutz says. "How about we split up and take a look."

Everyone spreads out amongst the garden and goes down their own rows, each lined with a different variety of flower.

The only exception is me. Rather than going into the flower garden, I walk to a row of nearby bushes.

It's still early in summer, but the flower garden was planted to ensure that it would always provide a colorful sight throughout the entire blooming season.

And I know from experience that this is the right time to find the flower I want.

My hand reaches out, carefully plucking a pink magnolia from a bush. The petals are thick, with a distinctly round shape to them.

It smells amazing, like always.

We had a row of these very bushes in our yard. They would always bloom right when summer began, as if luring me out to play.

I reach out and gently pluck a few more from the bush. Soon, I have a small handful of pink magnolias, holding them by their long stems.

The others are still walking through the flower garden, so I simply wait in silence as they find whichever ones that catch their eyes.

Eventually, everyone gathers up, holding their own fistful of vibrant blooms.

"Let's go." I turn and start walking back out of the plaza.

The location of our final destination is a mystery to me. It can't be helped since it didn't exist back when I lived here.

But even if I don't know where it is, I have an idea of where they would have put it.

After walking down a couple streets, we end up at the edge of town. Ahead of us is a clear field, where Celia and I would often play.

Over the years, many elven children had come here for the very same reason.

But that won't be the case anymore, even if the village is rebuilt.

I take my first step into the graveyard, the recently laid stone path crunching slightly under my feet.

So many names. People I lived near my whole life.

The tombstones come and go, the names bringing back memories I thought buried.

My feet come to a stop. Rising from the ground is a pair of tombstones like any other. But even if they're only two of many, they're still special to me.

"Sarya and Aywin Sylphrena," I say. "My parents."

For a brief time, all of us simply stare at the tombstones.

Although we're silent, I'm sure each of them are saying a lot in their thoughts, just like I am.

In an atypical turn, Tylith is the first to step forward, her crimson flowers held in both hands. She stops at the feet of the two graves, looking at the dirt that still shows signs of recent digging.

"I apologize for my impudence," Tylith says to the graves. "It was my people who brought this tragedy to bear, yet here I am, a vampire standing before you."

Tylith kneels and lowers her head. "I'm sorry."

After a brief silence, she reaches out and places her crimson flowers on the graves. "I swear that I will do everything in my power to help your daughter, no matter the consequences."

After spilling her feelings, Tylith stands and comes back to our side. On her way by me, she places her hand on my shoulder and gives it a gentle squeeze.

Next is Belle. She places her fistful of yellow flowers down first, then rises back to her feet.

"I recently remembered how important family is," Belle says. "There's nothing better than being around people who care about you. So you don't have to worry about Laya. Because we're here for her."

She closes her eyes. "Please rest peacefully."

After a short silence, Belle returns to us.

Alisha takes her place. She often makes decisions based on things she's familiar with, so I'm not surprised to see that she chose lavender flowers that match her hair.

Alisha sniffles. "Laya is … Laya is such a nice and amazing person. She's always helping me out so much. And she's dependable. And nice. And such a good person…"

Alisha wipes her eyes with her forearm. "Thank you…"

After putting down her flowers, she comes back to us, walking much slower than her usual energetic pace.

Lutz steps up next. He chose the white zinnia flower, which is said to transfer thoughts and affections to those who receive them.

"Mr. and Mrs. Sylphrena. Even though we never met, I know that you were great and caring people. Not because Laya told me, but because that's the only kind of people who could raise such a dedicated and selfless girl.

"You did everything you could to protect her that day, and she's only here with us now because of you. And for that, I can't express enough gratitude. Because without her, I don't know where I would be today.

"So, thank you. Thank you for bringing her into this world, and thank you for protecting her."

Lutz puts the flowers down next to the others. "From now on, I'll protect her in your stead. No matter what, I'll make sure she has the happy ending she deserves."

Having said everything he wanted, Lutz returns to our side.

Finally, it's my turn to step forward. There were many things I wanted to say. Thoughts to share, feelings to express.

But now that I'm standing here, the words won't come out. Not because I can't speak, but because I already know how to express everything in a single, short sentence.

"Mother, Father, I love both of you now and forever."

With that, I lay my pink magnolias atop their final resting place.

Please watch over me.

I'm going … I'm going to do my best.


Chapter 18: Let the Dance Begin

----- Lutz -----

"Here you go, Alisha." I hand her my half-eaten sausage.

"Thanks, Master!"

*munch*

She takes a bite immediately.

Turning from her just as she begins to chew, I look back over the beastkin port city. The sun just broke the horizon, making it easy to see details, even in the distance.

And since we're standing on a balcony several stories up, we have a decent view of the streets below.

However, I'm not really looking at the city. I'm looking at the [Minimap] in the corner of my vision.

"Agnis is finally meeting with the Guild Master."

"It won't be long, then," Tylith says.

"Yeah. Once the Guild Master hears about that mysterious masked man, he'll know we were telling the truth about meeting him."

"Correction." Belle holds up her finger. "He'll think we were telling the truth."

"Ah, that's true. But what better way to live a lie than to pretend it actually happened?"

"A sticky web," Laya says.

"Don't worry, I've gotten pretty good at navigating a web of lies."

"Don't look so proud about it!" Belle finds fault with the smile on my face.

"Oops." The smile doesn't fade. "Anyway, Agnis must have told him about the masked guy who can control dragons because Wulf is high tailing it this way."

We told them that if Agnis confirmed my story about the masked man, we'd be in a nearby inn. If they're smart, they would have done their research on us the first time we came through here.

Who we are, why we came here, where we're staying. There are a lot of questions they'd want to know the answers to.

And it seems like they're not fools because as I watch Wulf's dot on my [Minimap], I see that he's ignoring all the other inns around the area and heading straight here.

"Ah, there he is." I point to a fox-eared man with an eyepatch. "Shall we save him the trouble of looking for us?"

"Yeah! Let's go, let's go!" Alisha jumps onto the railing.

"Lead the way, then."

Alisha leaps from the balcony, letting the ever-present pull of gravity take her. She lands on the city street without breaking her fall, but the impact isn't even enough to break her stride.

The rest of us follow along right behind her, some choosing to let gravity do all the work, while others decide to descend a little more gracefully.

For reference, I chose the former.

After Laya finishes descending on a series of translucent steps, we start down the street, heading toward Wulf.

Ah, Laya's still walking on her [Air Step] spell, though.

"Hey!" A rough voice calls out. "Hey, Rune!"

"Oh, hey Wulf. How's it going?"

Wulf shakes his head. "How's it going? It's going bloody great. Just great, I tell ya!"

"I'm detecting a healthy amount of sarcasm in your response."

"Just wait until you hear what Agnis said. Once everyone finds out, all hell's gonna break loose in our guild."

"Let's go see Agnis before that happens."

Wulf turns and takes off down the same path he just ran through.

I'm not really in a rush. It's too nice of a morning to be stressed out over something like the potential collapse of the Dragon Slayers due to their strongest member being soundly defeated in battle.

Or rather, I'm in quite a good mood precisely because of that.

Still, it'd be awkward if Wulf runs off ahead of us while we casually walk all the way there. So, we have no choice but to keep pace with him.

"Any last minute changes to the plan?" Tylith asks in our group chat.

"Not yet. For now, we simply emphasize how hopeless it is to try and fight that masked man to try and break Agnis' spirit as much as possible, while making the Guild Master anxious."

"And once they're questioning their own ability to continue hunting on the island, we show them true despair."

A smile creeps onto my lips. "I'm really looking forward to that moment."

"You're just excited that you get to beat people up," Belle says. "What a barbarian."

"I am what I am. But I'm not going to beat anyone up. Well, maybe a little. Oh, and maybe a lot for Agnis…"

"I'd like to point out that we've gone from not beating anyone up to beating someone up a lot!"

"Hey, it's not my fault. Agnis is just the kind of girl that won't stay down. I already know she's going to come at me with everything she has."

"Just don't let her find out who you are," Laya says.

"Trust me, that's the last thing I want. Can you imagine trying to explain the situation if they were to find out? No thanks. Better to let them think it was a mysterious masked man who lives on the Dragon Isles."

The plan hinges around my masked persona. The sudden appearance of a powerful foe that's able to control dragons isn't something that can be taken lightly.

When said masked man appears in the middle of the city and defeats Agnis and all the powerful Dragon Slayers by himself, it would send shockwaves through the whole guild.

The adventurers would think twice about going back to the island, knowing that someone more powerful than even Agnis is waiting for them.

And the more dangerous a job, the higher the pay has to be to motivate people to do it. There's a chance the cost of trips will skyrocket as some adventurers leave, while the ones who stay ask for more coin to compensate for the increased risk.

At the same time, the last few trips to the island have been complete failures, with the loss of many warriors without bringing back even a scrap of loot.

The financial backers for the Dragon Slayers may enjoy the risk and reward of financing trips to the island, but they're not dumb. If the risk starts to far outweigh the reward, they'll pull out.

And without their money, the whole operation falls apart.

With those two factors combined, I can make some big cracks in their organization without having to destroy anything.

Except for someone's pride.

A small price to pay, all things considered.

After a short jog, we arrive at the Mariner's Guild. Wulf barges right in, as he's prone to do, and this time, the man behind the counter watches us more with curiosity than suspicion.

The Guild Master's door is the next to fall victim to Wulf's stiff arm, swinging open hard enough to smack into the doorstop with an audible thud.

As I walk in, I can't help but notice that the doorstop is quite robust.

Did he install it because of Wulf?

Or maybe it's because adventurers are just a rough bunch in general.

Thinking back to some of the adventurers I've met in this world, I conclude that there's a high likelihood that a doorstop is simply a good investment when dealing with them.

Ah, and I bet she's no better than Wulf.

Other than the Guild Master, there's another person in this room. Agnis.

Her crimson hair is a good match for the fiery glare that's burning a hole through me at this very second.

But what really makes Agnis stand out isn't the girl herself. It's the massive scythe she has slung over her back, the crescent blade poking out from behind her body.

How does she even walk around with that thing back there?

Or rather, how much damage has she caused from her weapon smacking into things?

While the thought runs through my mind, Agnis has finished her quick assessment of our group.

Since we didn't bring Frei or Cyl, that just leaves me and the girls. Of course, we're all beastkin at the moment, letting us avoid any suspicion that would come if they knew how diverse our group really is.

But that's not enough to appease someone like Agnis.

"This little brat's the warrior you were talking about?" She looks me up and down, and I see the look in her eyes change just a bit. "No, you're no brat. Now I see why Wulf lost so miserably."

"H-hey, I didn't lose that badly!" His retort falls on deaf ears.

"You can see my strength just by looking at me?" I ask.

"If someone's strong, I'll find them." She runs her fingers along the scythe blade poking out from behind her. "And fight them."

I look at her battle-frenzied smile. "I'm sure the match wouldn't be nearly as exciting as you're imagining, so please don't get too worked up at the thought."

Because if we fought for real, you'd be a speed bump at best.

I keep the thought from my face.

"Like I care about you," Agnis says, still toying with her scythe. "I want to find that masked man and put his ass on the ground. So spill it, everything you know."

"Sure. Wulf went to defeat the Red Dragon at that cove, and we went with him. When we got close, we decided to scout ahead." I look to Wulf. "I was worried about what would happen if it attacked while we were sailing into the cove. I've fought a dragon before, and the last place you want to be during the battle is on the open sea."

I look back to Agnis. "We found the dragon. It was huge, even bigger than I thought. And it was strong. We fought it while Wulf and the others escaped, which went surprisingly well."

I shake my head. "Until he showed up. A human in a strange, black suit. But what stood out the most was the mask that covered the top half of his face. And then there was this weird icy rose he used as a weapon. Never seen anything like it."

The fire in Agnis' eyes grows brighter. "That's the bastard. He came out of nowhere, protecting that damned dragon right before I took it down!"

I nod at her outburst. "Yeah, exactly. We didn't stand a chance against him, and I thought for sure we were all about to meet our ends. But strangely enough, he let us go. Even the Red Dragon just watched as we ran away."

"And? Did he say anything?"

"Oh, yeah. He said he was letting us go just that once and that if we came back, he wouldn't be so nice next time. That's why I've decided to give up on the Dragon Isles, and I suggest you do the same."

Agnis' anger comes alight. "Give up!? A coward like you might run and hide just because you lost once, but there's no way in hell I'm letting him get away!"

She sure is hardheaded.

Though that's exactly what I expected.

Fortunately, Agnis isn't the one who ultimately decides on whether or not the Dragon Slayers will be continuing their operations. It's the people with the money who get to decide.

And the one with the most connections to those rich backers is…

"Guild Master," I say. "This is just my opinion, but if I were you, I'd give up on the island. I've fought strong people before, but none of them even came close to that masked–"

"Like hell we're giving up!" Agnis interrupts me. "Once I call in my old companions, that annoying man is done for!"

"Companions? Oh right, I did hear that you used to spar with Grand General Riona. Guess you'd make some strong connections around someone like that."

I look back to the Guild Master. "Still, I don't think the kingdom can spare many strong fighters right now, so getting a powerful group together would be–"

"Hey." Agnis interrupts me again. "Who did you say you were, exactly?"

"Me? I'm just an enchanter in need of some dragon materials for research. Since I'm pretty strong, I figured I could go get them myself. But, well, there's that guy and all."

"Noble kid," the Guild Master says. "Best I could figure, at least. Acts like one, too."

Agnis wrinkles her nose. "I smelled that from the second he stepped in the room. Been around too many nobles to miss it."

"It may not look it, but Agnis is a noble."

"Damn right." Her glare sharpens. "But you didn't answer me. I don't remember hearing about some noble kid strong enough to fight dragons. And your group…"

She scans the girls. "Too young."

Something tells me Agnis isn't mentioning their ages just out of concern for their safety.

Well, this was expected, too.

Of course they're going to want to know more about us now that we're embroiled in the same situation.

"I don't mind telling you who we really are. My real name is–"

Out of nowhere, Agnis blurs. In an instant, her scythe is off her back and arcing through the air, straight at my chest.

From pure instinct, my hands come up, catching the blade between my palms. The weapon stops dead in its tracks, the razor-sharp tip a mere finger's length from my chest.

"I already know who you are," Agnis says. "You're him!"

"Oh…" I look around the suddenly hostile room. "Well, this went poorly. Who'd have thought my disguise would be seen through? Maybe I should have just put on a pair of glasses instead."

"You were a fool to think I wouldn't notice." Agnis pulls on her scythe, tearing it from my grasp. "A strange man here, as well as on the island. I've been watching you since the moment you stepped through the door!"

"I thought that burning gaze of yours was just how you normally look. But what was it that convinced you I was the masked man?"

"Both young, slim and tall, with that arrogant and casual way of talking. But your biggest mistake was leaving your hair uncovered."

"My hair, huh?" I run my hand through my medium-length, unruly hair. "Didn't think my dislike of headwear would come back to bite me like this. And to think I completely changed my personality and way of speaking to avoid suspicion…"

Despite how much we beat Agnis up yesterday, there's not a hint of fear on her face. Or rather, she's smiling.

But the two people behind her are each having their own reactions to the revelation.

The Guild Master has a frown that's nearly a complete inverse of Agnis' smile.

As for Wulf, he still hasn't gotten over his surprise. But when our eyes meet, it acts as a trigger, releasing him from the shock.

"Rune!" Wulf calls out. "What the hell's goin' on!?"

"Sorry, Wulf. The whole story's a bit complicated, but the truth is … I need the Dragon Slayers to disband."

"Like hell!" Agnis yells. "Once we get rid of you, I'm going right back to the island!"

"That's a problem for me, Agnis. One that I can't let slide."

"I don't give a damn what you think." Agnis readies her weapon. "You're finished!"

She swings the scythe again, but rather than an overhead attack, she opts for a horizontal one aimed at my neck.

Well, this plan backfired hard…

Ducking beneath her attack, I look back to the girls behind me. None of them have their weapons out, which is to be expected. It's not like we can just slaughter these people, after all.

Technically, they're our enemies. But just because someone's an enemy doesn't mean they're evil. We just happened to have different priorities, and since neither of us are willing to compromise, the people of this world do what they do best.

Fight it out.

But that's a big problem for us. A mysterious masked man living on the Dragon Isles is one thing, but now that they know we're the ones who've been disrupting their trips to the island, there's a good chance we'll end up being hunted by this kingdom's Adventurer's Guild.

Without a doubt, they expect us to be adventurers. And since rogue adventurers are typically dealt with by members of their own guild, we may become wanted criminals for reasons completely different from the usual accusations that come along with my title of False Hero.

What to do…?

After dodging Agnis' attack, I straighten back up and look around the room. Although it's a rather large office, there are eight of us inside, leaving very little room to fight.

Let's get out of here first.

I motion to the girls behind me, then hear the only door in this room open. Despite the sharp blade Agnis won't stop swinging around, the girls don't rush out the door.

It's not like they're being slow, they're just moving normally. We wouldn't want to damage the door like Wulf almost did.

"Hey," I say as I catch her blade again. "You should really calm down. Can't you see we're trying to leave?"

"And you think I'm going to just let you escape!?"

"Well … will you?"

"Get real!" She yanks her weapon free, then immediately puts it to use again.

"Lighten up." I sidestep an attack. "It was a joke. I just want to take this outside. Is that so bad?"

"Like I care!"

"I don't know if I should be annoyed by your inflexible attitude or if I should admire your tenacity."

All the girls are out of the room, so rather than blocking or dodging Agnis' next attack, I simply backpedal out the open door.

I quickly take a few steps down the hall, catching up to the girls.

Agnis follows us, which surprises absolutely nobody. But what did come as a bit of a shock is seeing her scythe slice right through the door and even part of the doorframe.

How rude. Couldn't you see that the Guild Master was trying to prevent damage to the guild by people like you?

Agnis appears in the hallway, looking like a typical movie villain who's chasing a fleeing group of kids. The hilariously big scythe she's holding in her hands only further imprints that image in my mind.

In narrow places like this, it's hard enough to fight with my spear. I can only imagine how annoying it'd be if my spear had a wide, crescent shaped blade that's almost long enough to go from one wall to the other when held horizontally.

At least she can't really swing that thing in the hallway, so–

Agnis raises her scythe as high as the ceiling will allow. Magical energies begin swirling around the blade, while the smile on her lips only grows.

Hey, are you trying to bring the whole building down?

The girls have already made it out the door that leads back to the Mariner Guild's main lobby, leaving me as the only one left in the hall.

While I have several options to escape Agnis' weapon skill, doing so would be a bad idea.

Turning, I see the guild employee that always gives us the evil eye when we come through here. Since I'm standing between him and Agnis, he doesn't seem to realize that she's about to send a powerful weapon skill down the hallway.

"What a pain." I turn back to Agnis just as she begins her attack. "[Accel]."

The scythe stops mid-swing, the magical energies still swirling around the blade.

"Get off me!" Agnis struggles against my grip.

"Don't yell in my face, please. And I'd like to complain about your choice of words…"

"Like I care about your complaints!" She pulls on her weapon, but… "Let go!"

My hands only squeeze tighter the more she pulls on it.

Okay…

Now what?

Glancing around, I see my salvation in the form of a square beam of light. Or rather, it's the glass that makes up the square window that's actually important.

Just behind Agnis, that light shines through, illuminating the hallway.

My bad Guild Master, but I think you'll agree that a broken window is better than a wrecked hallway.

"You…!" Agnis takes one hand off the scythe and thrusts it toward me.

Rather than hitting me with it, she simply opens her hand, giving me a clear view of her palm. But as soon as that palm appears…

"Hey!" Agnis yells again. "Let go of my hand!"

"So you can cast magic at me? No thanks…" I look between my hand on her scythe and the one around her palm. "If you wanted to dance this badly, then you should have just said so."

In a blink, my outfit changes. A black suit, fitting for even the highest noble gatherings, topped off with a mask that covers the upper half of my face.

It's the same outfit I wore back when I danced with Lumina, so it's only right to bring it out for Agnis if we're going to be dancing.

"Who'd ever want to dance with a freak like you!"

"Don't be like that. Here, let me show you the steps." Still holding her hand and scythe, I pull her close.

"W-w-what the hell are you doing!!!!"

"Part of dancing is showing your trust in a person by giving up some of your personal space."

"What trust!?"

I spread her arms out, as if we were about to start our dance routine. With a quick motion, I step around Agnis until my back is against one of the walls.

I force her to turn with me, positioning the scythe's blade so that it's pointing toward the window.

The hall isn't particularly wide, so there's not much space for Agnis to backpedal before she runs into the wall behind her.

Of course, that's why I had to pull her so close before I could turn us like this. There's simply not enough room for two people to stand side by side without invading each other's personal space.

It definitely has nothing to do with wanting to pick on her. That would be extremely childish.

Hey, don't look at me like that. This is all part of my master plan.

At least, it will be once I figure out what my master plan is…

The girls are watching through the open door at the end of the hall.

Laya has her usual deadpan expression.

Alisha is smiling and cheering me on.

Tylith is looking on enviously since she hasn't had a good fight in a while.

And then there's Belle. The way she's sighing tells me that she's expecting another rival after this battle.

But that won't be the case since it's obvious Agnis doesn't like me. She's a prideful girl, so being bullied by a man several years younger than her will only cause that dislike to grow.

Looking back at Agnis, I see her face flushed with anger as she continues struggling against my grasp.

Yeah, there's no way.

…Right?

With a mental shrug, I leap from the ground. Still held in my grasp, Agnis is pulled along with me.

The first thing to hit the window is the scythe blade, shattering it and sending a spray of glass through the air.

Pulling Agnis even closer, the two of us fly through those shards of glass and out the window.

"Let go already!" Agnis' feet start kicking out as we tumble through the air.

She manages to kick her way into regaining some of her personal space. As soon as she has just a bit of room, she plants her foot on my stomach.

"Eat dirt!" She gives her foot a massive push.

Rather than fight back, I simply let go just as she starts applying pressure.

Oh, and I also made an [Air Step] appear behind me. That means rather than going flying when Agnis kicks me, I end up being pressed into my magical platform.

But as the third law of motion states, every action has an equal and opposite reaction.

In this case, that reaction means that every bit of force Agnis is applying to me is also being applied to her. But unlike me, she doesn't have an [Air Step] behind her, which means…

"Kyaa!!" Agnis yells in surprise as she pushes off an unexpectedly hard surface and goes flying backwards.

With the pressure of her foot gone, gravity once again gets to work, dragging me to the ground. We were only on the guild's first floor, so I hit the ground in a blink.

I land on my feet, of course.

As I stand there, I watch on as Agnis arcs through the air, the force of her push still playing out its effects. Like me, she's already gotten her feet beneath her, even if she hasn't hit the ground yet.

The girls appear beside me just as Agnis lands.

"Plan?" Laya asks.

"Still working on it."

Belle gives me a mischievous smile. "Just swoon her and be done with it."

"I have absolutely no idea what you're talking about."

With her feet back on solid ground, Agnis readies her scythe.

I expected her to attack right away, but that's not the case. She merely stands several long paces away, watching us.

She's not quite as rash as she seems.

The reason she's not attacking is obvious to anyone with [Sense Mana].

A Dragon Slayer appears from around the far corner of the Mariner's Guild. Compared to Agnis, he's weak. But he's not the only one rushing here.

They're calling for all the Dragon Slayers to deal with us, huh?

In that case…

"Well," I say to the girls. "The original plan might have fallen apart, but that doesn't mean we can't still go through with it."

"You mean defeat all the Dragon Slayers here and now?" Tylith asks.

"Yeah. Even if we lost our anonymous nature when they found us out, it shouldn't matter in the end. If we can shatter their morale, then that's all that matters."

"Hmph. If it's a battle, then I'm always ready."

"In that case, let's have ourselves a little fun, shall we?"

The Dragon Slayers continue to gather around Agnis, the girl in question looking more eager by the second.

She must really love to dance.

"You're being a lot more passive than I expected," I say to Agnis.

She slides one hand up, then down her scythe's shaft. "The anticipation will make the battle that much more exciting."

"That so? And here I was thinking you were having second thoughts after our little dance."

"There wasn't any dancing!" Her face flushes with anger again.

"Really? But I wanted to go for round two. It'd be nice if we had some music to go along with it, though."

"Don't worry, I'll make sure they play something fitting." She points her scythe in my direction. "At your funeral!"

Despite her aggressive words, Agnis still doesn't attack. It's quite a shock, actually.

But her reserved attitude works out in my favor.

"It's a bit crowded here, isn't it?" I look around at all the buildings around us. "Why don't we go somewhere more accommodating?"

I leap into the air, the girls following suit immediately.

"You're not getting away!" Agnis takes to the sky, trailing us.

I'm not trying to run, though?

It'd be useless to tell her that, so we simply leap over the beastkin port city, from one [Air Step] to the next.

The amount of damage we would do if we fought in such an urban area is unacceptable. It's not just people's lives that we'd have to worry about. Destroying their homes or businesses could completely ruin their futures to the point that to them, I might as well have murdered them with my own hands.

And since Agnis doesn't seem the type to hold back, I'd likely spend most of the battle trying to protect the city from her more than anything else.

That's not really what I would call fun.

"This should do it." I start descending toward an open patch of land just outside the city. "Kinda reminds me of when we led High Priest Melina out of the town for our battle."

"Mmm. And this one is almost as crazy."

"I know, right? Seriously, where do all these freaks come from?"

"Uh, excuse me," Belle says. "You're currently dressed in a suit and mask, while going on and on about how you're going to dance with her."

"Yes, but…" I look at her. "I look awesome doing it, right?"

"What part about it is awesome!?"

I let it go since Belle obviously doesn't understand.

I'm sure the other girls get it. But I better not ask since I wouldn't want to embarrass Belle by having everyone else agree with me.

And they'd definitely agree with me, without a doubt…

Landing on the open field, the five of us turn to see Agnis do the same. We held back with our speed, not wanting to completely outpace the Dragon Slayers.

But even with that consideration, most of them fell behind. Unlike us, a lot of warriors don't have powerful magic.

Back when I first learned [Air Step], the spell's duration could be counted in seconds. But with my high Intelligence growth and constant ranking up of the skill, it grew so much that it's almost akin to having a flight spell.

Unfortunately for these Dragon Slayers, they don't have the luxury of ranking up skills with the push of a button. That means they need to spend countless hours practicing the old fashioned way. And obviously, most of them didn't want to put that much effort into their magic, especially one that has little offensive potential.

So rather than leaping through the sky all the way here, a surprising number of them had to drop down to the ground after only a minute or so.

"Not going to attack while our numbers are thin?" Agnis asks.

"Why would we do that? It'd be more fun if all the players were ready before we start playing."

"Heh." Agnis gives me an arrogant smile. "You'll regret that decision soon enough."

Hmm. She's oddly confident, considering how much she's had her butt whooped every time so far.

Is she really that delusional? Or does she have something up her sleeve?

The Dragon Slayers continue arriving at a constant pace. Dozens of them, filling their side of the open field with warriors strong enough to cause a typical city guard to run and hide.

Finally, upwards of a hundred stand opposite to us, including several recognizable faces.

"Rune!" Wulf yells. "Why!? Why do you want to destroy our guild!?"

"It's simple, Wulf. Your guild is in my way, so I'm going to remove it."

"But why!? Are you trying to rule over the dragons!?"

I rub my chin. "Not a bad idea."

"You can't be serious! No matter how strong you are, nobody can tame those beasts!"

"Haven't you heard? I already have dragons under my control."

"No way. That had to have been some kind of trick!" Wulf looks to Agnis.

"I saw it with my own eyes. That dragon obeyed him like a pup would its owner. I don't know how he managed it, nor do I care. He's in our lands now, and that means he can't rely on his dragons to help him."

Please don't call Cyl a pup to her face.

And definitely don't call me her owner! I'll be attacked if you say that to her!

"I thought you were going to be one of us. I can't believe I even started to respect you." Wulf tightens his grip on his sword. "I really am an idiot."

Hey, don't make this any harder on me than it already is. I don't want to do this, either.

Some of them may be rude and egotistical, but the Dragon Slayers are really just adventurers who specialize in hunting dragon-type monsters. In my opinion, there's absolutely nothing wrong with that.

If I condemned them for it, then it'd make me nothing but a hypocrite considering all the monsters I've slain since coming to this world.

Of course, I draw the line when it comes to them going after true dragons like Cyl, but these people don't know that such dragons are essentially this world's fifth race.

It's not their fault. In fact, some of them probably think they're doing the world a favor. After all, wyverns and lesser dragons do cross the ocean quite frequently, no different than how the Dragon Slayers make their trips to the island.

Guess I have to work extra hard to make sure these Dragon Slayers aren't displaced too badly when their guild collapses.

The number of people arriving slows to a trickle. With over a hundred opponents on the other side of the clearing, any onlookers would undoubtedly place all their chips on Agnis' side.

Especially considering the age difference between our two groups.

Surprisingly, Agnis still hasn't made a single move. Though she's been toying with her scythe more and more, as if desperately holding back her urge to fight.

She definitely has a plan. But what is it, exactly?

Ah, well. We can just deal with it once she shows her hand.

I scan the crowd of Dragon Slayers. "Don't you think it's time to get started?"

Agnis frowns for just a split second. "I'm going to put an end to you myself. But are you really going to make those kids fight?"

"Kids? Sure, they may look young, but I wouldn't underestimate them, if I were you."

"He's right," Wulf says. "Each one of them is stronger than me."

Agnis turns to him. "That doesn't tell me very much."

"H-hey! I'm pretty strong!"

"The fact that you think you're strong is exactly what's holding you back." Her hands tighten on her scythe. "If you ever had to face someone like Grand General Riona, you'd never claim to have even a hint of strength."

Wait, could it be that Agnis is actually hesitating because of the girls and not because of some master plan she's setting up?

Even now, I can't find any hint of whatever ace she might have up her sleeve. If she had such a thing, I doubt she'd hold back from using it, considering her personality.

"Tell you what, I'll give you the fight you want. Just you and me." I motion to the girls beside me. "If you can defeat my companions."

"Are you kidding me!?" Agnis shouts. "You're hiding behind women and children!?"

"Hiding? No, it's just that I've had a lot of chances to play recently, while the girls have been stuck holding down the fort. I figured now's a good chance for them to let loose."

"Tch. As I thought, those girls are slaves, aren't they?"

"No? At least, not anymore."

"Lies!" Agnis points her scythe at me. "And that must be how you controlled that dragon! I don't know how you managed to make the slave seal work on such a powerful creature, but without your pet dragon here, even you won't be able defeat all of us!"

"You can still say that, even after everything I've shown you so far?"

"I don't care what you have to show. By the time this battle is over, none of it will matter!"

So she does have something planned?

Man, just come out and say it already…

"Well," I say to the girls. "Looks like all of you get to have some fun."

"Alright!" Alisha gives us a small leap. "Grinding!"

"I think you're mixing up your terminology a bit…"

"Hmph." Tylith swooshes her hair back. "I suppose I shall grant them the opportunity to face me in combat."

Belle shrugs. "Sure, why not. Better than standing around, I guess."

"Mmm. Finish and move on."

"And there you have it," I say. "The contestants have been decided. Unless you think you can't win against 'women and children', as you say."

I snap my fingers. "Oh, right! I guess there's no need to keep up this charade, either. Girls, you might as well cancel [Transform]."

All at once, the furry ears and tails that we've had the entire time vanish. At the same time, elven ears, vampiric eyes, and several other identifying features reappear on the appropriate girls.

There's just one problem, though.

"Uh, Alisha?"

"Hm?"

"Where did your cat ears go?"

"Ah! Well, everyone else was getting rid of them, so I did too?"

"I see, I see." I nod, then turn back to Agnis.

"Don't just accept it!" Belle gets noisy.

"Teehee~" Alisha makes a playful sound, then deactivates her [Transform] spell.

This time, I'm the one pointing at Agnis. "I hope you're ready, because these girls have been itching for a fight."

The scythe-wielding maniac has a look of actual surprise. "Is that an vampire!? And even an elf!? I was right, then! Elves and vampires would never fight together, unless ordered by their master!"

"Yeah, I don't blame you for thinking that. And since it'd be too annoying to rid you of that belief, I'll just have to accept the fact that there's a misunderstanding between us. Not the first time, nor the last, I'd bet."

I shrug. "Anyway, you better get ready. Unless you want to know what the dirt around here tastes like."

Agnis smiles. "Come and try me."

"Well, you heard her. Have fun, everyone."

The girls step forward, as do the Dragon Slayers.

This should be an interesting show.

I was half expecting some of the Dragon Slayers to attack me, despite declaring that I'd just be watching the battle from a distance.

Actually, the main culprit I expected to fight was Agnis. Yet the young woman is simply staring at me from the very same spot as before the battle began.

It makes sense to prioritize the girls, since they're fighting. Drawing me into the battle would only decrease their chance of victory. But…

Why isn't Agnis fighting them alongside the other Dragon Slayers?

Right now, she has the freedom to fight the girls without worrying about me. Or, she could attack me while her allies deal with the others.

Yet she chose neither option.

Is it because she thinks they're slaves? But Agnis doesn't seem like the kind of person to go easy on them for a reason like that, even if she did express some concern for them.

Our gazes are locked, but the only thing I see in her eyes is a desire to swing that deadly scythe of hers around. Likely at my body.

No, definitely at my body.

But if she's holding herself back like this, then there has to be a reason.

Unfortunately, I don't have any clues as to what she has planned. And since I feel like I'd just end up going in circles if I try to figure it out, I decide to turn my focus to the girls.

They're having fun, huh?

Laya's dominating the sky, as is typical for her. She's leaping over the heads of the Dragon Slayers, harassing those below her while simultaneously smacking down any that try to contest her rule of the skies.

As I watch, several warriors band together, launching a coordinated assault on her. They surround her, launching spells to distract her while the melee fighters close the distance, looking to take advantage of the opening.

Unfortunately for them, they won't be able to crack her defenses with such an obvious strategy.

"Gah!" The body of a Dragon Slayer crashes into the ground, knocked from the sky by the blunt side of Laya's chain sickle.

"Don't give up." I give the man some encouragement. "Battle and love are two sides of the same coin, you know."

"The hell's that supposed to mean!?" He stands as he retorts.

"Ah, I just meant that I love watching you battle my companion. It's very entertaining."

"Sick bastard. We're coming for you next!" He rejoins his allies in their fight against Laya.

The only thing you're going to be doing next is taking a little nap.

The girls are holding back. Of course, part of the reason is because these Dragon Slayers aren't bad people. Or at least, we don't have any evidence that any of them are criminals, even if some of them likely are.

But as William Blackstone wrote in his famous treatise on English law, it's better that ten guilty persons escape than that one innocent suffer.

That sort of sentiment isn't very popular in my new world, but it's one I personally try to live by. With how much power I have, it's too dangerous to do otherwise.

Another reason the girls aren't going all out is simply because this entire battle is a spectacle. Even now, new Dragon Slayers are still showing up, along with a growing crowd that's watching from a nearby hilltop.

We weren't exactly sneaky about this whole event, which means a lot of eyes will be recording everything that happens here. And we want to make sure that there's plenty of entertainment for them–as well as ourselves.

"Stay still, brat!" a Dragon Slayer shouts.

"Brat?" Tylith raises a set of bloodstained nails. "It seems I'll need to carve the definition of elegance into your flesh."

She's having fun, huh?

But at this rate, the battle will end before Agnis even swings her scythe.

Should I make the first move, then? Maybe it'll force her to show whatever card she has in her hand.

Even now, Agnis is simply watching me with a confident smile. It's actually a bit creepy to be stared at so intently.

I guess I'll poke her a bit and see what she says. Maybe I can find a clue as to what–

My head snaps to the right, where the beastkin port city sits. We're only a short distance outside the city, so many buildings fill my vision. The growing crowd is there too, watching the battle with a mix of excitement and anxiety.

But the people and buildings aren't the reason for my sudden and drastic change of focus.

More adventurers? And their strength is…

I turn back to Agnis. She doesn't have the ability to sense mana, so there shouldn't be any way for her to know about the three powerful adventurers who just teleported into the city.

Yet something tells me she won't be surprised when she finds out. The reason for that is…

"You called for backup, didn't you?"

Agnis frowns. "How did you know that?"

"Because I just felt three strong adventurers teleport in. There's no way it's a coincidence, considering the timing. And you're obviously waiting on something–or someone."

Her smile returns. "Idiot. You should have fought with everything you have instead of sending those girls out to do your dirty work. But now, it's too late."

"I can definitely see why you're so confident. After all, as strong as you are, those three adventurers are all more powerful than you."

A flash of irritation crosses her face before quickly fading. "So what? I'm younger than all of them!"

"Makes sense, though I wasn't making fun of you. I was just stating a fact."

"Well here's a fact for you. They're not adventurers at all. They're part of Belfast's national army!" Agnis lets out a laugh. "Idiot! You're not just facing Dragon Slayers! You're going up against some of the strongest soldiers in the kingdom! Hahahaha!"

During her little speech, the three warriors started heading this way. Although all three are powerful, one in particular stands above the rest. That one's so strong that they'd actually be a good match for someone like King Kuro or Grand General Riona.

Speaking of those two…

I activate the ring on my finger. A few seconds later, I feel two minds connect to my own.

"Lutz?" Kuro says through our shared connection. "Is there a problem?"

"Not too much of a problem … yet."

Riona speaks up next. "You're not exactly inspiring confidence right now."

"Haha, sorry. It's just that it seems I'm about to fight some really strong soldiers in your army, so I figured it'd be good to fill you two in on what's going on."

"Aren't you supposed to be on the Dragon Isles?" Kuro asks.

"I was, but the dragons wanted me to get rid of the Dragon Slayers who've been attacking their island. I'm sure you know about them, right?"

"We do, and I can understand why they'd task you with such a mission. But why are you fighting soldiers? And who are they?"

"Actually, I haven't seen them yet since they just teleported in. But they'll be here soon. The problem is that they're actually pretty strong, so I figured you two would want to know the details."

"There are quite a few soldiers just a step or two below me in strength," Riona says. "I'm interested in who's going to show up."

"Oh, right. I'm currently facing off against someone who claims to have trained with you. Her name's Agnis, does that ring a bell?"

"Agnis. Yes, I remember her. I had high hopes for her, considering how strong she was for her age. But…"

"But she's a little insane," I say.

"Correct. She was a liability, so I removed her from the training squad. I didn't know she ended up becoming a Dragon Slayer."

"And it seems like she kept some of her connections from the army because she managed to get three strong soldiers to come here to fight me." I catch sight of said soldiers as they finally appear. "Speaking of which, they're here."

Leaping through the sky at tremendous speed are three people. Even from here, I can make out their figures well enough to see that two are men, with one being a woman.

And the strongest among them is front and center. But even if he wasn't, he would still stick out among the three of them simply due to his massive body.

Is he a bodybuilder? I wonder how useful muscles really are in this world, considering that stats determine strength.

While it's true that people with bigger bodies will naturally have a higher Strength stat, it often comes at the cost of Agility. And the time spent building muscle could be used to level up or practice magic, which would have a more positive effect on overall strength.

Then again, there's something to be said when it comes to looking fearsome. Simply having a huge frame can instill a primal fear in opponents. That's one of the reasons dungeon bosses are feared. Though admittedly, those bosses also have the strength to back up their large bodies.

As I watch the three soldiers land beside Agnis, their eyes on the battle taking place in the sky and ground around them.

Of course, I already used [Scry] on them.

"Looks like the strong one's called Boris. Big guy, bald head."

"Boris is one of our strongest commanders," Riona says. "If he's there, then the other two must be his lieutenants, a female mage and an infiltration specialist."

"Yeah, though that infiltration guy looks way more like a ninja than an infiltrator."

"Ninja?"

"Nothing, don't worry about it. Anyway, it's fine if we beat them up, right? Well, we're going to beat them up, anyway…"

"Why ask if you've already decided?" Kuro says.

"Just trying to take the diplomatic route … which didn't last long, as you could tell."

"The hell's going on?" Boris looks between all the different battles taking place before his eyes settle on me.

"Whoops, gotta go. I'll contact you two again when this is over."

With that, I cut the connection.

Agnis points her scythe at me. "That's the bastard I was talking about. Some sort of dragon loving freak that thinks he's gonna wreak havoc in the city."

"That's the guy? You tellin' me you can't handle a kid dressed like a pampered noble? You've gone soft, Agnis."

"Shut it, Boris! And you better not underestimate him, even if he looks like that. Haven't you been paying attention to his little slaves fighting the Dragon Slayers?"

"I'm not interested in weaklings getting humiliated by little girls." Boris smashes his gauntleted hands together. "I just want a good fight!"

Um, they're really not slaves…

But whatever, at least I get to fight a gauntlet user. That's really rare.

The last time I fought someone wearing gauntlets was when I battled Lumina's father, King Edgar.

But since that was more of a way to fix our strained relationship, it couldn't really be considered a proper fight. Plus, the king is really a warhammer user. The gauntlets were just a backup.

"It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance." I give them a flourishing bow.

"Not interested in your noble crap, kid." Boris raises his fists. "I'm just here to fight!"

Without waiting for a response, he kicks the ground, an eager smile on his face as he closes the distance.

Well, this is turning into quite an eventful day.

Boris' gauntleted hand flies out, straight at my face.

I bring my arm up, catching his fist in my palm. "You're certainly Agnis' companion. Attack first, ask questions never."

"What's the point in talking when I can just knock the truth out of you?"

His other fist comes up, containing the force of a jackhammer. It hits my palm, ending up just like his first hand.

"It's rare to fight another gauntlet user," Boris says, eyeing my gauntleted hands.

"I've got a bit of experience with them."

My fists are covered in gauntlets, but they're quite a bit different from the ones Boris is wearing. That's because mine are made from mana-infused ice.

Boris digs his heels into the dirt, putting his enormous body to work as he pushes against me.

My feet start to slide over the ground, leaving a twin trail as the soles of my shoes carve paths in the dirt.

"Hah!" Boris grins. "Did you really think you could beat me in a contest of strength!?"

"Cut me some slack, would you? I'm wearing dress shoes. They've got no grip, and I'd rather not get them too scuffed up."

"What a laughable excuse!" He starts pushing even harder.

I feel the activation of magic from behind Boris. Looking at the culprit, I see that female mage raise her arms and release a spell.

"[Empower]."

"Ohhh!" Boris smiles. "I'll never get tired of this strength!"

The rate at which I'm being pushed back only increases. But just then, an unlikely savior comes to my rescue.

With a grunt, Boris finds himself suddenly unable to move me. His eyes fall on my feet, where one of my soles sits pressed up against a buried rock.

With the solid surface bracing me, I'm finally able to hold my ground against his massive strength.

"You think that'll help you!?" He leans into his push even harder than before.

"[Blessed Aura]." The mage says the name of her next spell.

Fourth-Tier Light Magic, huh? She's quite competent.

That particular spell raises all the stats of her allies. In this case, it's Boris, Agnis, the ninja guy, and herself.

As soon as the buff hits Boris, he grins. "Haaaah!"

With a massive shove, the rock breaks free from the ground, taking away the foothold that was stopping Boris from pushing me around.

Hmm. This outfit is a bit lacking in enchantment strength.

With someone as strong as Boris, maybe I should buff myself a bit, too…

As my feet slide along the dirt, that female mage continues casting her buff spells on her allies.

"[Enhance]. [Haste]. [Gale]. [Stone Skin]. [Resist]. [Barrier]. [Enlighten]."

Woah, she's casting from every school of magic? And there's some pretty high level spells mixed in there.

Just like Boris, the mage is leagues ahead of a typical soldier. Most specialize in two or three schools at most, but she's used spells from all five of the common magic schools.

The only schools she hasn't cast from are Dark and Arcane Magic. Considering one's restricted and the other is only now spreading, that makes sense. But to see her mastery of all five of the other schools is quite a shock.

"Hah!" Boris lets out a short laugh. "That's a good look for you, kid!"

"Oops. I usually keep the surprise from showing on my face. Guess I got a little careless this time."

"You're careless alright. If you knew who we were, you'd have fled the moment we showed up!"

"I know, though? Boris, the commander serving directly under Grand General Riona. And the other two are your lieutenants, both of whom are considered powerful in their own rights."

This time, it's Boris' turn to look surprised. "You knew? Then you're a fool to stand against us!"

"I wonder if you'll still be able to say that after–guh…!" A piercing pain jolts through my back, right at my heart.

At the same time, Boris grabs my wrists, holding tight to prevent me from escaping.

My eyes fall on Agnis and the other two soldiers who've yet to join the battle. As I watch, the ninja's shadow clone wavers, then vanishes.

"[Shadow Step]." As I speak, the ninja twists the knife that still sits embedded in my back.

"Thick skin," the ninja says from behind me, obviously disappointed that his knife failed to sink deep enough to pierce my heart.

"My turn!" Agnis yells. "It's time to pay you back for everything you did to me!"

Looking up, I see her leaping over Boris' head, her scythe pulled back as its blade glows with a dark light.

With the large man still holding my wrists and the ninja behind me, Agnis has the perfect chance to land a powerful, uncontested attack on me. And she uses that opportunity to its fullest.

"Die!"

Her scythe blurs, leaving a dark trail as it closes in on my unprotected chest. The weapon strikes me, the tip tearing flesh as the rest of the blade follows behind, ripping into me.

"It's over!" Boris smiles.

Immediately after, my vision goes red.

The heat hits me a heartbeat later, the [Flame Pillar] spell roaring ferociously and drowning out the sounds of the battle raging around me.

Unsurprisingly, that female mage doesn't just know how to cast a wide variety of spells. She has the magical strength to back up her repertoire, making her a deadly combat mage on top of her support capabilities.

Boris has long since released my wrists, the ninja has pulled his dagger free, and Agnis has vanished from her ally's spell range. That leaves just me to roast within the flames spouting from the ground beneath me.

But like all magic, the fire has a time limit. It lasts longer than that of most mages, but eventually, the heat begins to recede, along with the blinding brightness.

I step out of the dying flames. "Ouch. That really hurt, you know. Well, my [Pain Resistance] Unique Skill took care of most of the pain, but it was still really unpleasant."

"Tch." Agnis spits out. "You really are a damn freak."

"Even our full combo couldn't put you on the ground, huh?" Boris smiles. "Good. For a minute there, I thought this fight was going to be boring."

"If there's anything I hate, it's trivializing a fun battle." I straighten my coat and brush off the dust. "So while it may be in bad taste, I'll be enjoying this dance to the fullest."

The gauntlets on my hands vanish, and in their place appears my adamantium-sagestone spear. It's a weapon so powerful that outside the fiends, I've yet to find a match for it.

Laya's Arc of the Crescent Moon excluded, of course.

Unlike my weapon, I don't change my outfit. I'm still wearing my fancy noble suit and mask, along with my dress shoes.

Even if I'd gain a huge power boost by swapping to my usual battle clothes, there's no real reason to do so. I've already got a good grasp on their strength, so I'm confident that I don't need to go all out to defeat them.

But that doesn't mean I'm going to go easy on them, either.

"[Gale]." I feel my Agility rise several steps. "There we go. I think this should be a good starting point to continue the dance."

"Still want to fight?" Boris slams his two gauntlets together. "That's quite some confidence. I wonder what you'd do if you knew who we defeated just a few weeks ago."

"And who might that be?"

"Kid, you're facing one of the few people in this world who fought an Archfiend…" Boris' smile widens, as if recalling something fun. "...And won!"

"Oh? Congratulations. Not many people can claim such a feat. So how many of you were there at the battle?"

"Let's see…" He goes deep into thought but doesn't seem to get any closer to the answer.

"Thirty-three," the female mage finishes for him. "But only 27 survived."

"Yeah! That's it! I think…" His smile returns. "You may be tough, but you're nothing compared to that monster."

"True," I say. "I still have a bit to go before I can face a full-power Archfiend on my own."

"Hah! A bit, you say? I guess someone who's never fought one would think that your level of strength is enough to stand against one. But you're wrong. Dead wrong."

"Grand General Riona led some of Belfast's most powerful warriors," the female mage says. "And yet the battle could have gone either way. It's foolish to think you alone could even be considered a threat to such a powerful foe."

I nod. "Yeah, I can see that you four work together really well. By combining your strengths and employing the right tactics, it's possible to defeat an Archfiend."

A smile forms on my face. "But you're not the only one here who's faced an Archfiend and won."

Boris laughs. "Good one, kid! Look, I know we must have hurt your pride and all, but you should really keep your lies believable! Only a couple Archfiends have ever been defeated, yet you claim to have been in one of the groups that managed it? Hahaha!"

The other three look similarly unconvinced, especially the female mage. She seems to be the thoughtful type, so she's likely judging my overall strength based on what she's seen so far and comparing it to the monster she fought that day.

Without a doubt, that would place me far below an Archfiend. Even if she's adjusting my power upwards to account for powerful buffs that I may have had on me, I'd still come up short.

At best, she probably thinks I could be just an average participant in such a battle, one that couldn't turn the tide in any significant fashion.

After all, I did actually take quite a bit of damage from their attack just now, which is obvious from the wounds and burns that I have on my body.

But they're failing to understand just how much I'm holding back. Plus, there's another factor that they simply haven't grasped in the slightest.

You four may work together well, but…

It's still nothing compared to me and the girls.

Speaking of the girls, their battle is still raging. Or to be precise, they're keeping the battle going.

It'd be a simple matter to wipe out the weaker Dragon Slayers, but that wouldn't be any fun. Though the actual reason is that they're extending the battle until I can finish my own.

As I watch, one of the Dragon Slayers hits the ground with a crash, sending a plume of dust into the air. Immediately after, one of his allies leaps into the dust cloud, dragging him out of the battle zone.

Another person turns to the pair as soon as they get near, casting healing magic on the wounded man and forcing a potion down his throat. The effect is immediate, with the warrior visibly regaining a bit of his strength.

It's a scene that's played out many times now. Fighters being defeated, only to be healed and sent back into battle after a short recovery.

With enough allies, such a tactic can be kept up for a long time, wearing tough opponents down over the course of an extended battle. That's precisely how a band of weaker fighters can overcome a few strong ones.

Us and our battle against the numerous dungeon bosses.

Riona and her battle against the Archfiend she defeated.

And even Boris and his little group of lieutenants at this very moment.

It's a common tactic, and one that's been proven to work. Seeing it play out here isn't a surprise to anyone on this battlefield.

"Well," I say, looking back to my opponents. "Maybe by the end of this fight, you'll understand how just the five of us can defeat an Archfiend. Not that I really care."

"You sure talk a lot for someone who doesn't care," Boris says.

"I'm simply stating the truth. But it's also true that we've got far more important things to do than enlighten all of you about–"

A dagger pierces me from behind, in the very same spot as before. Even if that ninja couldn't penetrate my heart on his first attempt, all he has to do is keep targeting the wound he gave me until he succeeds.

Seeing their tactic play out perfectly, Boris smiles. As the one tasked with distracting me for his ally, he can't help but show the satisfaction on his face at having one-upped me again.

Unfortunately for them, they're far too optimistic.

"Wha…?" Boris watches on as the ninja's dagger passes right through my shadow clone.

"Kuh…!" The ninja grunts as a powerful kick sends him flying.

Using his burly body, Boris catches his ally, the ninja's momentum pushing the thick man back several paces in the process.

"No way!" The female mage yells out. "He has Heroic-Class Dark Magic!?"

"I told you he was a monster," Agnis says with a frown.

"He even countered our tactic with the very same one. How did he even know?"

"There's no use thinking about it." Agnis readies her scythe. "We'll just have to take him down. If he survives the fight, maybe we can find out."

I watch on as the remnants of my shadow clone swirls and vanishes. "It's too early to be surprised. After all, I've barely begun to have fun."

The four of them get into a battle formation, their expressions a bit more serious than they were before.

Yeah, that's how it should be. Let's enjoy this dance to the fullest.


Chapter 19: Red-Headed Warrior

----- Agnis -----

You gotta be kidding me.

Boris is one of the most powerful people I've ever met. The only person in Belfast's army that can confidently claim to be his better is Grand General Riona herself.

There are other commanders roughly equal to him, but if they were to fight Boris in a duel, the match could go either way.

Outside the army, there are adventurers who can defeat him. But S-Class adventurers are usually a step ahead of soldiers, thanks to their constant trips to the dungeons.

Of course, some of those adventurers eventually become soldiers. Boris himself was once in the guild before making the transition to the army.

But even among the world's most powerful adventurers, finding someone who can even stand against Boris as an equal is rare. Yet this freak of a human has taken our combined assault with a casual smile, even managing to turn the tables on us.

He took some good damage from our attacks, but it hasn't changed a thing about him.

Is he really hiding as much strength as he's claiming?

Or is he just that good at pretending to be in control, even when he's at his limit?

As that freak brushes off and straightens his ridiculous outfit, I take a look at the slaves he's forcing to fight for him.

They're strong. Stronger than any of the Dragon Slayers.

But if they're having that much trouble against those weaklings, then they can't compare to us.

Even if they give up on the Dragon Slayers and join in on our battle, it shouldn't be a problem. We can easily subdue them.

Turning back to that freak, I see that he's readied himself for our next attack. Just looking at his smug smile is enough to make me want to slice that mask right off his face.

I can't believe he made such a fool of me last time with that ridiculous lie about wearing so many masks.

I don't know how he's doing it, but somehow, he seems to be able to create items out of nothing.

He did it when he swapped outfits back in the guild hall, he did it when he put on a pair of gauntlets, and he did it when he brought out the spear he's holding right now.

Just what kind of magic is he using?

There's a lot of mysteries surrounding that freak, but solving them isn't my problem. Someone else can worry about it after we put him on the ground.

"I'm going," Boris says telepathically. "Krista and I will force him to use [Shadow Step] so Striker can target the wound in his back again. Agnis, just do whatever you want."

"You don't have to tell me twice."

"Be careful," Krista says. "I've got a bad feeling about this battle."

"Huh!? Don't tell me you're getting cold feet! Aren't you one of the strongest mages in Belfast!? And you said he was weaker than you, so what's there to fear!?"

"That's precisely what worries me. The [Sense Mana] spell and [Scry] are both telling me that he shouldn't stand a chance against us. Yet, the strength he's shown goes far beyond what he should have."

According to Krista, one of the Great Heroes recently showed up in Belfast and ended the civil war, putting Kuro back on the throne.

I don't really care about that, but apparently, he trained Kuro and Riona in the Lost Magics while he was there.

As one of our kingdom's strongest mages, Krista was first in line to learn the new spells, which is how she obtained all her new magic.

Not only can we communicate telepathically now, but she can estimate an opponent's strength at a glance. So when she arrived and told us that we far outclass this freak, we all thought the battle would be over in an instant.

But it didn't go like we thought. Not at all.

"If Krista's telling us to be careful," Boris says, "then that's what we'll do. Her insights have saved my skin more times than I can count."

"Not surprising, considering how high you can count."

"Hah! That's Agnis for you. I really miss having you with us. Maybe if you cooled your head a bit, Riona would let you back into our ranks."

"No way. I'm through with the army. Too many damn rules."

"Then let's just settle for saving your precious Dragon Slayer guild for now. But Agnis, don't get reckless."

As I watch that freak, my hands tighten around my scythe. He's just been staring at us the entire time, as if he couldn't care less that he's giving some of the strongest people in Belfast time to plan their tactics.

I could expect such confidence from someone who doesn't know who he's facing, but he's already made it clear that he knows each of us. And yet, the stupid smile on his lips hasn't faltered even a single bit.

What's this feeling? It's like he knows everything.

Our identities, our strength, our tactics, and even that Krista's able to use the Lost Magics.

No, there's no way he can know everything.

…Can he?

Boris slams his gauntlets together. "Been a while since I've gone all out like this. I hope you don't let me down, kid!"

After drawing that freak's attention, Boris rushes straight at him.

As planned, Krista completes her channeling and waits patiently for a chance to cast. With the right timing, she can force him to use [Shadow Step] to avoid her spell, or to take the hit and add more injuries on top of what we already gave him.

When that happens, Striker can stick his dagger into the wound in his back, possibly ending the battle right then and there. Until then, Striker's job is to protect Krista since she doesn't have the same physical abilities as the rest of us.

As for me…

Like I'm just going to sit here waiting!

I run forward and swing my scythe at that freak while he's busy dealing with Boris' heavy assault.

"Oh, hello." His spear twirls, and my weapon only cuts air above his head. "Thanks, but I don't need a haircut yet."

"Shut it!" I force my weapon back toward his body.

"Apologies, my lady." He sidesteps my attack. "But I've never been able to hold my tongue."

"Then I'll slice it out of your mouth!"

"I appreciate the offer." He moves in an almost impossible way, slipping through both my scythe and Boris' gauntlet. "But forgive me if I decline."

What the hell!? Why can't we hit him!?

"Agnis." Boris' voice enters my mind. "Swing at his back."

In an instant, I flank the freak, my scythe moving at his exposed back.

At the same time, Boris leaps at him, completely ignoring the spear tip that slices into his body. Although he takes a wound, he manages to grapple the arrogant man, holding him tight.

Got you!

The tip of my scythe closes in, aiming at the same wound Striker gave him just a moment ago.

"How do you like–what!?"

My scythe sinks deep. But it doesn't go into his flesh.

"[Earth Wall] is strong against physical attacks, you know? Pretty useful for guarding your back, if used with the right timing."

I pull my weapon free from the stone. But rather than swinging it at him, I take a step back. The reason for that is…

A loud crack splits the air, accompanied by a sudden flash of light.

Krista's Master-Class [Lightning] spell passes straight through his body, even as Boris holds onto him. The large man trusted that she wouldn't hit him with her magic, despite being almost directly in its path, and that trust has been rewarded.

However…

Boris' arms pass right through the shadow clone, the freak having used one of his [Shadow Step] activations to escape our entrapment. But one of the downsides of that particular spell is that it can't be used again for several seconds, even if the caster has more uses remaining. Which means…

I turn, catching sight of that freak. He used the spell to teleport to an open area, giving himself time to regroup. But that's exactly what we wanted from the beginning.

Striker appears behind him in an instant, his dagger aimed precisely at that freak's wound. With his assassination skills, there's a chance a clean hit can end the battle right here and now.

"[Accel]."

Striker's dagger pierces the air where that freak one stood, a look of surprise in his eyes.

What!? How did he know!?

I turn my head, looking for the freak. But I don't have to search long because he reveals himself with casual confidence.

"Too predictable."

My eyes fall on him. He stands just behind Krista, as if preparing to assassinate her just as Striker was going to do to him. However…

He taps her shoulder. "You're it."

"Eep!" Krista nearly leaps from her skin, turning toward that freak in the process.

"Hey, what's with that reaction? Weren't we having fun?"

"I–I don't think so?" She responds in a straightforward manner for some reason.

"Well, we should be." He snaps his fingers. "Oh, maybe we just need more players! I think I know a couple–"

"Shut up, freak!" I end up yelling my thoughts out loud.

"How rude." He adjusts his mask. "I'm a perfectly normal person."

"Nobody here believes that! Even you!"

"Hmm. Well … okay, you got me." He shrugs.

"Krista! Give it to me!" I hold my hand out.

"Give it? You mean…"

"Of course that's what I mean! I don't care what you say, we can't beat this freak like this!"

She looks hesitant. "But Agnis, you know the risk."

"As if I give a damn! Just hurry and give it to me!"

Boris steps up beside me. "I don't know who this man really is, but it's obvious now that even we can't take this battle lightly. If Agnis wants to risk it, then it’s her decision."

"Boris…" Krista resigns herself. "Understood."

Krista reaches into a pouch and pulls out a bottle filled with an orangish-yellow liquid. She tosses one to me, then steps behind us to put as much distance as possible between herself and that freak.

Without a hint of fear, I uncork the potion, down the bitter contents, then toss the empty bottle to the ground.

The effect is immediate.

"Haha…" I wipe my lips. "Hahahaha! Fool! With this, you're already dead, even if you don't know it!"

A sudden gust of wind sends the empty bottle rolling along the ground, straight to that freak's feet. With his usual casual movements, he picks it up and brings it to his nose.

"This is…" He looks at me. "...A Limit Break potion."

With a smile, I focus on the surge of power that’s coursing through my body.

With this, nobody can defeat me! Not even this freak!

I clench my scythe as I look at his frowning face, my smile transforming into a full-blown sneer.


Chapter 20: Limit Break Potion

----- Lutz -----

What a pain. If she’s not careful, then…

Limit Break Potions are powerful, but they come with several risks attached.

I'm surprised anyone in this world even knows how to craft them. I thought for sure I was the only one.

The knowledge granted to me by the Mana Network contained the recipe for Limit Break Potions, but I haven't been able to make any because I'm missing a crucial ingredient.

That ingredient hasn't dropped from any of the monsters we've defeated in the dungeons, and I'm not even sure if it ever will. After all, it's not a monster part like most of the stuff that drops in dungeons. It's an herb, and it can be grown just about anywhere.

However, it's also highly illegal, and for good reason.

I really should try to get my hands on some. Even if the potions are risky, it's a risk we might have to take one day.

Unfortunately, I don't have time to sit and wonder what to do about the recent turn of events. Now that she’s downed the Limit Break Potions, the battle's going to heat up.

After all, Agnis is fighting on a time limit.

"We'll end this quickly!" Boris jumps into action, followed by Agnis.

"[Haste]." I feel my physical speed rise a few notches.

A gauntlet hits the shaft of my spear with a force even greater than before.

At the same time, a scythe appears from an awkward angle, forcing me to leap away.

With a twirl of my spear, a metallic ting rings out as the ninja's dagger is deflected.

As I block and evade the melee fighter's weapons, the very ground beneath my feet attacks me. A stone spear juts out, slamming into my stomach.

The [Impale] spell summons one stone spear after the next, knocking me around. Various weapons appear at the same time, too much for even me to defend against with my guard broken.

Glints of refracted light, sprays of blood, and flashes of pain.

Ow. They really are going all-out. And Agnis’ weapon actually hurts now.

Guess I should take this a little more seriously.

The beastfolk warriors surround me, looking to further capitalize on their assault. However, I don't plan to let them just do as they please forever.

"[Shimmering Shield]." Several layers of a blue-tinted barrier appear around me, faintly coloring the world. "[Flame Pillar]."

The world goes from a faint blue to a bright red, the fire engulfing the entirety of my vision. The reason for that is because I used the third-tier Fire Spell directly on myself.

With how large the AoE has gotten thanks to my high Intelligence stat, anyone looking to swing a melee weapon at me would get roasted in the flames in the process.

Meanwhile, my [Shimmering Shield] prevents that same fire from dealing even the slightest bit of damage to me.

As I stand in the center of the flames, a scythe cuts through the fire, the wielder completely uncaring of the burns that my powerful magic is inflicting on them.

Limit Break Potions really are dangerous. For both the user and opponent.

With a twirl, I deflect the scythe, then strike at the shadow standing within the depths of my flames.

"Gah…!" Agnis yells in pain as she's sent flying out of the [Flame Pillar].

I slowly step out of my own flames, my eyes falling on the warriors as they regroup.

"Screw this!" Agnis turns to Krista. "Give me another one!"

"Agnis, no! You know what will happen if you drink another–"

"The hell with that! Give it to me!"

"Agnis." Boris speaks with a bit of difficulty. "It's useless, even if you drink another one."

"Useless!? Are you saying we're going to lose!? No! I won't lose! Not again!"

Agnis leaps at Krista, wrapping one arm around her while the other disappears into the pouch that contains the Limit Break Potions.

"I'm not dying here!" She uncorks it. "I'll kill him! I'll definitely kill him!"

Without a bit of hesitation, Agnis downs the orange-yellow liquid in a single gulp. When she finishes, she throws the empty bottle to the ground with enough force to shatter it.

"This is it! This is what I needed!" She sneers at me.

"You really shouldn't have done that," I say.

"Shut up! Like I care what you think!" She blurs, attacking me with a speed far beyond her level.

I meet her scythe with my spear. "Agnis, that potion's side effect is going to–"

An explosion drowns out my words, cutting off my vision with a cloud of smoke and blowing me away in the process.

My body emerges from the smoke, flying through the air at high speed. In an instant, Agnis is on me, her scythe falling from above.

"[Eclipse]!" The blade of her weapon glows with a dark light.

"[Stone Skin]."

Her scythe rips through my crossed arms, digging into the flesh.

The physical damage is amplified by her Weapon Skill, but that's not the main benefit it’s giving her.

"[Frost Skin]."

The dark, magical energies that cover her scythe envelop me, seeping into my body. The pain hits me a second later, though it's dulled by my Unique Skill and the magical protection offered by [Frost Skin].

Agnis' attack from above changes my velocity from horizontal to vertical, sending me crashing into the ground.

My vision vanishes again, but instead of smoke, it's dust that's blinding me.

Ouch. She's really not holding anything back.

I roll, just as Agnis' scythe cuts through the dust cloud right where I was lying. With a quick motion, I spring back to my feet, only to be met with the razor sharp tip of her blade.

Woah.

I narrowly avoid getting an involuntary piercing in my face. But what I don't avoid is the kick she sends to my midsection.

The dust clears as I'm forcibly ejected from the cloud, and I once again find myself zipping through the air, just an arm's length from the ground.

"Got you!" A gauntleted fist knocks the breath out of me, slamming me back into the dirt.

The ninja's dagger is already sinking into my flesh, even as Krista's [Wind Blade] spell slices into me.

As each of their attacks land, I look up to the sky and see Agnis falling straight at me, her scythe poised to land a critical hit against me as I lie pinned onto the ground.

As her weapon falls, I see a flash of pain cross her face, causing her to wince for the briefest of moments.

That's all the time I need.

With a quick flourish, I knock Boris' gauntlet aside and twist my body. The ninja is still sinking his dagger deeper, but I ignore it as I move my arm and torso, even as I continue lying on the ground.

Agnis' scythe reaches me, the tip pointed right at my heart.

Or rather, right where my heart used to be.

"Missed!?" She shouts in surprise, looking at the blade that pierces the ground in the space between my torso and arm.

Without giving them a second to spare, I send out a flurry of kicks. Boris, the ninja, and Agnis are all sent sliding back, their feet scraping the ground.

Each of them manages to block my attacks to varying degrees, but they weren't meant to deal damage.

I spring to my feet, using the heartbeat of time given to me by my attacks. As soon as I stand, the three of them are back, their weapons seeking my flesh once again.

"[Slow Time]."

Boris' gauntlet slows to a crawl, as does Agnis' scythe. The gap between their attacks is small enough that weaving between them should be an impossible feat. Yet…

The gauntlet brushes against my cheek as Boris' fist passes by. At the same time, I feel Agnis' scythe virtually give me a haircut as the razor sharp edge nearly lands a critical hit against me.

While I'm dodging, the ninja sneaks up behind me, trying to stick his dagger in me like every time before.

Having seen through their tactic, my feet have already pivoted, putting me face to face with the one they call Striker. My hand pushes on the flat of his blade, knocking the dagger off course.

All three of their weapons have passed by me, virtually at the same instant. With [Slow Time] still active, I can see their faces slowly shifting to surprise, as if they can't believe their simultaneous assault could be thwarted while I'm still in the center of their encirclement.

However, holding [Slow Time] active for an extended period is impossible, even for me. To prevent getting overwhelmed, I use this chance to leap out from between them, landing on an [Air Step] just as the three warriors get their weapons back under control.

Time begins to flow normally again, just as Agnis jumps up, giving chase. Her scythe hits the shaft of the spear that I've resummoned to my hands, sending me flying higher into the sky.

With an [Air Step] at my back, my momentum abruptly ends. Agnis wasn't expecting for me to stop so suddenly, which gives me the perfect chance to retaliate before she can defend herself.

"Gah!" She yells as she takes the full brunt of my attack.

As I watch her body plummet to the ground, I create my next [Air Step] beneath my feet, halting my fall.

Krista's [Scorching Ray] reaches me, but I take a page from a certain Vampire Lord's tactics and catch the beam with my hand. It burns, but it's more than manageable since it's only a second-tier spell.

Without even looking at the Fire Magic, I move my hand around, continuing to catch the ray as I channel my own spell.

"Not bad," I say. "You four really do work together well. Though there are a few improvements you could make."

I readjust my mask with my free hand, even as I continue blocking Krista's beam. "But I've seen enough. And the girls can only drag out their battles for so long. So, what do you say we finish this?"

I point my hand toward them. Since I'm holding [Air Step], there shouldn’t be any way for me to cast another spell. Despite that, I can clearly see wariness in the gazes of the three melee warriors below.

They've seen me do so many crazy things now that they've likely thrown out what should or shouldn't be possible, and for good reason.

But it's too late.

"[Flame Wave]."

A burning wall of fire appears, completely blocking the three of their figures from my sight. The flames travel at tremendous speed, heading directly toward the ground.

Even if I can't see them, I can still feel their mana move as they each rush to get out of the spell's path.

However, their uncertainty caused them to pause for a single heartbeat. Long enough to make escape impossible.

Their figures reappear below, except now they're within the flames as the spell crashes into the ground, spreading out like a plume of dust.

Krista's magic has come to an end, leaving me standing atop my translucent step without a single attack threatening me. That gives me a second to enjoy the scene as some of Belfast's strongest warriors are brought to their knees by one of my fourth-tier spells.

After that second, I leap off my [Air Step], then cancel the magic, letting gravity take over.

When my feet hit the ground, I watch with a casual eye as the three of them finally recover from the [Flame Wave] that engulfed them. It's obvious that they took a fair bit of damage, but I can still see the will to fight in their eyes.

Let's change that, then.

"Cyl, it's time."

"Finally! I was getting bored!"

"Well, things like this should be done at the right time, wouldn't you say?"

"Hmph! Whatever!"

With a smile, I raise my hand. The four beastkin warriors watch me with a wary eye, preparing to counter whatever it is I have planned.

Unfortunately for them, they simply can't imagine what they're about to see.

"Dragon Slayers, huh?" A smile forms on my face. "How pitiful. None of you stand even the slightest chance against true dragons."

With a snap of my finger, a bright flash of light fills the open ground. The four beastkin shield their eyes for a brief second, but they can't keep them closed for long on the battlefield.

When they look back my way, their faces are filled with utter shock.

"Groaaaaar!" An ear-shattering roar fills the air.

"A dragon!?" Boris yells. "And it's massive!"

"It's the same Red Dragon as before!?" Even Agnis is surprised at Cyl's sudden arrival.

I put my hand on Cyl's snout, which sits just beside me. "Don't think this is everything."

Another snap of my fingers, and another flash of light. When the air clears…

"Groarrrrr…" A more subdued growl draws everyone's focus.

"A Silver Dragon!" Boris looks between the two true dragons.

Without pause, I raise my hand, pointing at the four beastkin who are still frozen in shock.

"Dragon's Breath."

Twin flames erupt, a red fire flowing from my right and a silver one from my left. The two meet, forming a colorful spiral of flames that engulf Agnis and the others in a torrent of magical fire.








[image: ]





After a few seconds, the two dragons end their attack, the flames receding into the distance.

Standing before us are three warriors, their bodies releasing smoke after having been roasted by the magical fire.

Krista was never within our attack range, preferring to stand at a distance. But that doesn't change the outcome.

Boris pants for breath, and the ninja does the same. But despite several powerful attacks, the two of them aren’t at their limit yet. Anyone who’s stood against an Archfiend and survived wouldn’t be so frail as to fall so easily.

But there’s someone here who has reached their limit.

"No … I won't … I won't be–" Agnis coughs, sending out a spray of blood. "I'll … I'll…!"

"It's too late," I say, rubbing Cyl's snout. "You rolled the dice, thinking you could beat me before the Limit Break Potions took their toll. But you failed."

"You–gah…!" Agnis falls to her knees, the scythe clattering to the ground.

"Angis!" Krista runs to her side.

"Don't touch me!" She brushes her hand away, then stands.

Or she tries to stand. Unfortunately, her body has other plans.

"Guh…" She lets out a far less aggressive noise and collapses back to her knees.

"It's over," I say. "Surrender, and I'll spare your lives."

"Spare, you say." Krista looks to Agnis with a pained expression.

"She knew what would happen if she drank two Limit Break Potions. Now she's paying the ultimate price."

Agnis glares at me, as if in defiance of the fate that's hanging over her. But the anger quickly turns into pain as a coughing fit takes her over again.

How troublesome. That pride of hers is deadly.

Unfortunately for her, this time, she became her own victim…

I rub Cyl's snout. Surprisingly, she hasn't even tried to stop me from doing as I please, despite her immense pride.

Though I may just end up paying the price for it later.

"This battle is over," I say. "Look around you."

The three of them look around and realize that they've been surrounded. All of the girls have finished their battles and now stand in a wide circle, flanking them.

"So they were holding back," Boris says. "Just like you."

"Yep. It was better to make all of you dance in our palms, for various reasons."

"But now you've had your fun."

"Don't act like you didn't enjoy the fight, even though you lost."

"I live for a good battle. And one day, I'll die in one." Boris smiles. "But it won't be today."

"You're really going to teleport out, huh? What about all the Dragon Slayers you're leaving behind?"

"I suggest they run. And run fast."

"I see. Well, that's just how things are in this world, I guess." I shrug. "But while Krista's channeling her spell, I have something to show you."

"Too late," Krista says. "We're leaving."

She completes her magic, releasing a large amount of mana to warp her, Boris, Striker, and Agnis out of here. However…

"I … can't teleport!?"

Boris turns to her. "What do you mean you can't teleport!?"

"I don't know! Something's blocking me! Some kind of interference!"

"Oh, that?" I say in a casual tone. "It'd be inconvenient if you teleported away, so I blocked the spell."

"That can't be!" Krista concentrates even harder, trying to break through my interference.

"Give up."

In truth, it's possible to warp out of an anti-teleport field. It just requires a mix of power and practice. However, even for those who know how, it still takes time. Not to mention the fact that I have ways of countering even that possibility.

"Anyway, about that thing I was going to show you…" I release the full power of my mana.

As soon as Krista picks up on my full strength, her face shifts from anxiety to outright terror. But the surprise doesn't stop there.

One by one, the girls release their mana. Krista turns to each one as they reveal their strengths, slowly realizing that her group never stood a chance against us.

"Impossible. We–we're doomed."

"Hey, weren't you listening when I said I'd let you live if you surrender?" I step forward, along with Frei and Cyl.

Suddenly closing the distance makes Krista take an involuntary step back.

"D-didn't you just say you were going to let us live?"

"Of course. So does that mean the four of you surrender?"

Krista looks to her allies, all of whom are bloodied. Even though her healing magic is working hard, it's obvious that they can't defeat us, even at full strength.

She turns back to me as I continue my leisurely pace toward them. "Only if you spare the lives of all the Dragon Slayers, as well."

"Ah, I planned to do that from the beginning."

With that confirmation, the last ounce of resistance leaves their faces. Though the same can't be said of the concern they show for their dying ally, Agnis.

The young woman's been coughing up blood for a while now, her condition seemingly getting worse by the minute.

Krista motions toward Agnis. "What about her? Are you just going to leave her to die on the ground?"

"What do you plan to do? Bring her to a healer? You know as well as I that healer's can't do anything against the aftereffects of a Limit Break Potion. She'd just die there instead of here."

I come to a stop just in front of Agnis. She's sprawled face down on the dirt ground, blood splattered around her.

Both of the dragons still flank me, like puppies following my every step. Except these puppies tower over everyone here, instilling a primal fear in even the Dragon Slayers who are supposed to hunt them.

I reach down and turn Agnis over. Despite her condition, I can still see a hint of anger in her eyes as she looks up at me. But it's not the only emotion in them.

So even she can show fear. I guess that's only natural for someone on the verge of death.

I place my hand on Agnis' forehead. "Did you know that the Limit Break Potion doesn't cause any damage to the body? At least, that's technically true. You can still damage it by forcing yourself beyond your limit in a battle."

Krista shakes her head. "Nobody's ever been able to figure out why it's so dangerous. But how else would it kill the user, if not by destroying the body?"

"Well, if you think about it, isn't it strange that healing magic and potions don't help against the aftereffects? If it was really destroying the body, then they'd at least help in some limited way. But they don't, not a single bit."

"I … guess so."

I look up to Krista. "You said nobody's ever been able to figure it out. But that's not true. After all, you're looking at someone who knows why Limit Break Potions are so dangerous. And … how to help someone who's overdosing on them."

"Y-You know!? Then, can you help Agnis!?"

"That depends." I look back down. "On if she's willing to disband the Dragon Slayers."

"I … won't…"

"She will," Boris says.

"You–ack!" Agnis coughs up more blood.

"Face the truth, Agnis. You can't win." He looks to me next. "If she survives, I'll guarantee that she never steps foot on the Dragon Isles again."

"Well," I say. "That's good enough for me."

I kneel beside Agnis. The girl still has fire in her eyes, but it's slowly being extinguished alongside her life.

"This is going to hurt." I hold my hand over her stomach, and a dagger appears in it, dripping with a thick, purple liquid.

"H-hey…" Krista looks at the weapon. "You're not going to–"

Her words are interrupted by Agnis' yell as I plunge the dagger into her stomach.

"–stab her with it…" Krista finishes her sentence after a short delay.

I put my hand on Agnis' shoulder. "Like I said, the Limit Break Potion doesn't cause any physical damage by itself. Rather, it causes the user's mana to go out of control."

I begin sending my own mana into Agnis' body. "By draining her of mana, the effect can be lessened. Mana and blood are highly linked, but just draining their blood won't help unless you infuse them with outside mana."

I tap the hilt of the dagger with the index finger of my hand holding it. "With a certain potion, I can get rid of her mana without spilling much blood. And if I pour my own mana into her at the same time, it basically cleanse her system of the chaotic energy that's destroying her Mana Core."

Krista looks between the dagger and my hand on Agnis' shoulder. "So that's what you're doing. But how do you even know all of this? Limit Break Potions are a closely guarded secret. Only a few people even know how to craft them."

"I've got my sources. And if it's making Limit Break Potions, then of course I know how."

"'Of course', he says." Boris shakes his head. "Just who the hell are you, really?"

"I suspect you'll find the answer soon. When that time comes, try not to be too surprised."

I pull the dagger free and remove my hand from her shoulder. Thanks to the mana draining potion, I was able to get rid of a large chunk of her mana, while infusing her with mine at the same time.

Normally, treatment would take far longer, but as usual, my cheats are on full display.

As I thought. My mana is resistant to the effects of Limit Break Potions.

That's good to know, in case I need to use them later.

My mana is gradually getting corrupted, but I managed to clean out her system enough that her life isn't in danger anymore.

I stand, looking down at Agnis. "At worst, she'll be bedridden for a day or two as the lingering effects fade. Though knowing her, she'll probably be on her feet in a few hours, no matter how dizzy it makes her."

"Amazing." Krista looks at her downed ally with wide eyes. "You really did manage to heal her."

"Yeah. And I expect you to live up to your end of the agreement and disband the Dragon Slayers."

"That's…" Krista turns to Boris.

"It may take a bit of convincing to get Grand General Riona to agree, but I've got some weight to throw around. The only problem is King Kuro. If he doesn't agree, then there's nothing I can do."

I nod. "Yeah, makes sense. But something tells me you won't have an issue with either of them."

"There's a chance the nobles who really run the operation will send men to the island before we can shut the whole thing down."

"That's fine. I expected them to go down kicking and screaming. Don't worry, I'll be gentle–for a while."

"In other words, we better hurry or the men who sail there won't be coming home, huh?"

Krista looks around the battlefield. "You spared the lives of everyone here. Are you really capable of slaying people so casually?"

I meet her eyes. "Don't mistake kindness for weakness. I've killed my fair share of people, and not all of them were what you would consider evil. They were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time, and I couldn't afford to go easy on them."

I motion to Frei and Cyl. "I'm not as weak as I used to be. But I have things I need to protect, missions I need to accomplish. And I don't have time to play games with nobles. If I have to, I'll hunt them down myself and put an end to their greedy ambitions with my own two hands."

The powerful beastkin warriors look between themselves. No doubt they've had their own share of difficult situations in their lives, with results that ended up leaving sour tastes in their mouths.

That's just how it is in this world. Sometimes, it's you or them. And when pushed into a corner, people become dangerous, whether they want to or not.

"Anyway," I say. "We'll be taking our leave here. I've got things to do and not much time to–"

I look down, where a weak hand has grabbed my ankle. Agnis holds onto me, the fiery look in her eyes having rekindled a bit thanks to the treatment I gave her.

"I'll … find you again … one day…"

"That so? Well I hope you get stronger before then. Otherwise, our next dance may be a short one, indeed." I adjust my mask, a smile covering my lips.

I take a step back, pulling my leg free from her grasp. Then with a snap, I [Teleport] Frei and Cyl away.

The girls converge on me, and with a final look around the battlefield, Tylith warps us to the same destination I sent the two dragons.

When light returns to our eyes, I look around at the wilderness that's become our go-to when coming and going to this beastkin port city.

"That was fun," I say. "And productive."

"Yeah, yeah!" Alisha happily agrees. "But I want to fight the strong ones next time!"

"Ah, sorry. I've been taking all of them for myself lately, huh? I guess we need to split them more fairly."

"No thanks." Belle waves her hand. "I'm fine with the run-of-the-mill baddies."

"That so? Well, more for the rest of us, I suppose." I hold up my hand and look at a particular ring. "Guess I should let them know how it all went down."

I activate the [Mental Link] enchanted artifact, and two minds connect to ours.

"So it's over, then." Kuro gets right to the point.

"Yeah. We beat them up, like I said. Of course, we spared all their lives. It was close, though. Agnis drank two Limit Break Potions during the battle."

"Two!?" Riona chimes in. "That girl was always foolhardy, but that's going too far, even for her. In fact, I'm surprised she even survived."

"She was going to die, of that I'm sure. But I know a thing or two about that particular potion, so I was able to limit the aftereffects. She's still going to regret it for the next couple days, though."

"Remarkable. Not a single healer could figure out how to heal those who consume too much of that potion."

"I suppose we shouldn't be surprised," Kuro says, "considering who we're dealing with. But now that you've finished, what do you plan to do next?"

"Nothing. At least, I hope so. I got Boris to agree to help put an end to the Dragon Slayers, so he'll be talking to Riona about it when he gets back to the capital. And he'll be taking Agnis with him so she can't do anything stupid when she recovers. If there's any attacks on the Dragon Isles by the remainder of the Dragon Slayers, I'll just send them back after a good beating. For now."

"So we've got some time to dismantle their organization. I believe it should be a simple enough endeavor."

"Oh? Got a plan already, Kuro?"

"We're already reorganizing our army to continue the battle against the fiends. I'm going to send a call to arms out to groups like the Dragon Slayers, conscripting them into a special adventurer-only legion to fight alongside my soldiers."

"Ah, makes sense. No matter how badly the nobles want to send them to gather dragon materials, it'll be impossible if you take the muscle away from them."

"Precisely. I suspect some will flee or hide, rather than join our ranks, but the number should be low enough that gathering a group powerful enough to fight dragons will be impossible."

"In that case, if we have any problems with them, I'll be sure to send them your way myself."

"Please do. I'm looking forward to having a discussion with such people." Kuro speaks with a hint of anticipation. "But there is another matter we need to discuss."

"Oh? What's that? Though I think I already know the answer."

"It's likely as you suspect. The time to meet with King Edgar has come."

"Yep, I figured. In that case, we'll make a little detour to Orakio before reporting back to the Ancient Dragons. At the very least, it should be an interesting trip."


Chapter 21: A Fun Interlude

----- Lutz -----

"How fascinating!" Tylith runs to a rack containing many sets of similar looking clothes.

Without exception, each piece is black or a combination of black and another dark color, like red. There are shirts, dresses, and skirts, but not a single pair of pants. And each dress or skirt is supplemented by a petticoat beneath the outer layer, giving them a thick, full look.

"I figured you'd like this shop" I say. "Blazing Topic only exists to serve customers like yourself."

"It's good to know that even those in your world understand what true elegance looks like."

"Yeah. Let's forget the fact that this gothic lolita style fell out of fashion centuries ago and only eccentric people wear them as a fashion statement."

"Hmph. It seems the world really can move backwards, after all. I'll keep that in mind."

Tylith takes a skirt off the rack and holds it up. To me, it looks essentially the same as the one she usually wears. Short, black, and a petticoat to give it fluff.

But what do I know about this kind of stuff?

She examines it closely. "Although the style is quite nice, I can't help but feel like it's rather … lacking."

"Well, this store is more of a gimmick than anything else, so you can't expect to find anything really well made here. It's just a cheap imitation of the real thing."

"I see. I suppose it can't be helped that there would be lower quality merchants, even for superior styles such as this."

"Yeah. Let's go with that logic."

Tylith browses a few more racks, checking out the various styles in the store. Though to me, the only difference I see is that it goes from gothic lolita to just goth.

"What sort of cursed magic concocted such an idea?" Tylith pulls a pair of black jeans from a rack. "Selling used pants? And they're ripped to shreds already."

"Oh, that. Those are actually new. Never been worn."

She looks between me and the pants. "Surely you jest. Why would anyone purchase a set of clothing in such poor condition?"

"Hey, I don't get it either. I'm just telling you how it is."

She sighs, putting them back. "It seems this shop may not be as elegant as I first imagined."

"Don't worry, I'm sure you'll find plenty of other items that'll pique your interest." I look around. "Maybe?"

"Such a lack of confidence isn't helping."

I shrug, then give her a short goodbye.

Leaving Tylith to browse the rest of the shop, I step back out into the mall's main hall. Or one of the main halls. The place is so large that it takes many floors and even more wings to hold all the stores selling their wares or providing their entertainment.

And just like there are many hallways, so are there many people. They fill the path, a constant stream of bodies moving both directions in a semi-chaotic fashion.

I step into one of those streams, letting the flow of people guide me.

It's been a while since I've just been part of a crowd like this.

My new world doesn't have nearly the same population density as Earth. There were times when I've been involved with mobs of people crowding a small area, like a town square. But those were still nothing compared to the traffic seen in a mall during the height of their popularity.

Besides that, I often find myself moving against the crowd in my new world. Sometimes metaphorically, but often physically, as well.

I take a look around at the people. Since this is the Lucid World from the use of our [Mental Link] spell, they're just a recreation of humans from Earth. But it's still nice to be surrounded by something familiar from my past.

Hey, why am I acting like this is nostalgic? It was only a few months ago when I got summoned.

With a shake of my head, I step out of the stream of people. They part for me, giving me easy passage out as if I were a VIP that they didn't want to inconvenience.

I enter a new shop, one whose entrance is littered in neon signs that most of the older generation on Earth would find gaudy. But for those who used to frequent these kinds of places as kids, it feels just right.

"Hey, Laya." I come to a stop by her side.

"Hello." She doesn't even spare me a glance.

"Oh wow, look at those numbers. You're going for a new high score, aren't you?"

"Easy."

The score in the corner of the arcade machine has a ridiculously high number. To be fair, I don't know if it's actually high relative to an average playthrough of the game, but having played this particular game many times in my youth, I can tell just by how well Laya's playing that she must be getting a good score.

Crash TV. Fun game. But it's even more fun with a friend.

I pull a quarter from my pocket and place it in the slot for the second player.

"Hope you don't mind if I join in."

"Mmm."

My blue colored character joins the field alongside Laya's red one. A wave of green goons spawns alongside me, giving me the perfect chance to practice the run and gun strategy that makes the game so fun.

Man, if I had these high stats back when I was on Earth, I could have been the best esports player in the entire world.

The endless waves of mobs are mowed down with precision. Whether it's positioning, targeting, or power up usage, it seems as if I'm leagues ahead of my old self, despite not playing this particular game in a good decade or more.

However, there's a far more important reason why the enemies don't stand a chance.

Laya moves her character straight into the path of a large group of enemies, heading toward a power up. Since she doesn't currently have one, she has no way of mowing them down. In fact, she's not even shooting at them and is instead attacking in a completely different direction.

However, despite how terrible her strategy seems to be, not a single one of the goons makes it to her character.

Since I just got a multi-shot power up, my weapon wipes the wave heading toward her with speed and precision, clearing a path for her to reach the weapon upgrade and turn the tide against the waves of enemies that are starting to cover the screen.

Since I'm focused on wiping out the enemies near her, I'm forced into a corner just as my own power up expires. But there's not a shred of anxiety in my movements.

As soon as Laya gets her weapon, she sends a barrage of rockets my way. The weapon instantly obliterates weaker enemies in its line of fire, making it the perfect choice for clearing a path for a struggling ally.

"Thanks, Laya."

"Mmm."

I regroup with her in the center of the screen, and we continue the battle against our AI opponents. One screen after the next, until we reach the boss.

Just like our dungeon dives, we take the big guy down with expert level teamwork and tactics without losing a single life in the process.

The fun continues until we run out of stages to conquer, the game being forced to give us a congratulatory message after we trounce everything it tried throwing at us.

"Man, what a blast from the past. And as expected, a new high score."

"Video games are fun." Laya turns to me. "But as you said before, it can't compare to the real thing."

"I know, right? Now you see why I'd never go back to Earth, even if I had the chance. Well, the main reason actually has nothing to do with video games, of course."

Laya gives me a small smile and an even smaller nod.

In return, I give her head a good pat.

Since she's got her eye on another machine, I leave her to it. On the way out, I check several of the arcade games that I pass by.

Space Intruders, Donkey King, X-Guys, Ghouls 'n Goblins, and more. Each of them brings back memories from long ago. But rather than focusing on that nostalgia, I end up looking at the name displayed as the current high score on each machine.

LAY, huh? Well, she's limited to only three characters, so I guess that'd be the result.

Stepping out of the arcade, I meld back into the crowd, letting the flow take me to my next destination.

When I reach it, I can't help but look up at the sign, wondering why a place like this is even in a western mall.

Could it be that I subconsciously added it? No, there's no way I'd do something like that…

Ignoring my thoughts, I step into the maid cafe.

Normally, Elise stands out amongst the crowd thanks to her attendant's attire. Or as I see it, her maid outfit.

But when going into a maid cafe, it only makes sense that she'd finally be able to blend in. Though there is one difference between her and the other maids here.

Why are all of them wearing cat ears…?

It's not me. It's definitely not me who created this imaginary shop.

I look around, eyeing the various modern styles and machines that make up the cafe.

…Okay, it was me.

Pushing those thoughts from my mind, I force my gaze toward the one I came to see. Elise.

When I catch sight of her, I feel two conflicting emotions. Surprise and understanding.

Yeah, not sure what I expected. But seeing it, I guess it makes sense.

I walk inside, heading toward a table. There's no room to sit anywhere, which makes sense considering there's a long line of people waiting to be seated.

But when I reach the table I have in mind, the people sitting at it vanish, like spirits suddenly exposed to the morning sun.

With a small screech, the wooden chair slides across the floor until there's enough room between it and the table to sit comfortably.

"Greetings, Master." Elise gives me a perfect bow, her cat ears twitching in the process. "How may I serve you today?"

"Umm." I find myself suddenly embarrassed by her dedicated attitude. "Just a coffee, please. Black, no sugar."

"As you wish." A cup of steaming coffee appears in her serving tray, which she places in front of me. "Is there anything else you desire?"

"Actually, yeah. How about explaining how you ended up as a server here, rather than a customer?"

Her cat ears twitch again. "While the service here was adequate, I couldn't help but notice a few deficiencies. I only planned to show a few of the maids the proper etiquette and technique, but before I knew it, I was serving the customers."

I nod in full understanding. "That sounds about right."

Drawn by the aroma coming from the steaming cup, my hand comes up, and I take my first sip of the coffee.

"Delicious."

"Thank you very much." She bows her head again.

Elise goes off to serve another customer, while I sit at the table, enjoying my coffee.

After finishing, I wave goodbye and step back out into the hallway.

The next shop is just a few doors down. It's quite surprising to see that Elise isn't trailing Lumina like she normally does, but at the same time, the two aren't separated by much distance, so I guess it's not too shocking.

Stepping into the store, I see exactly what I expect. Books upon books upon books.

Compared to something like a library, it's rather lacking, but there's only so much space available in a mall, so a relatively limited selection like this is only natural.

However, this particular shop is a bit different than the usual library or bookstore.

"Oh, nice choice." I give Lumina a thumb's up when I see the cover of the literature she picked. "Ascendance of the Buckler Hero. One of my all-time favorites."

"Yes! I can see why. It's a rather fascinating story!" She looks up at me. "A little familiar, as well."

"I have no idea what you mean." I take a seat next to her. "But you went with the manga, huh? Can't say I blame you."

"Our time here is limited, and I wanted to read as much as your world's literature and stories as I could." She motions to the pile of manga sitting on the table.

"Overking, Spear Art Online, Rising of a Bookworm…" I continue listing off the pile of manga. "I'm noticing a theme here."

"Hm?" Lumina makes a noise without looking at me.

"No, it's nothing. I guess it's a popular genre for a reason." I pick up Rising of a Bookworm and open it to the first page. "Never actually read this one, though I've heard a lot about it. This manga is probably way different than the real deal though, since the Lucid World can only create things based on our memories."

"Ah, that's true. Though the manga I've read so far are all quite thrilling, even if they're not the same ones you know from your old world."

"Good. Guess I managed to concoct some interesting stories. Perhaps I should consider writing professionally."

"Ah, in that case, I have several story ideas for you to consider! What about one where the protagonist is reincarnated as a harpy, or maybe one where a girl goes to another world with one of these mysterious guns, or a story where a man wakes up and is given the power of a dragon, or even a story where a military soldier finds himself in a land filled with people with fluffy ears!"

"Hey, don't suddenly come up with a bunch of story ideas on the spot. Focus, focus."

"Ah, haha. Sorry I just get a bit excited when it comes to reading."

"Well, they all sound interesting, so I'll forgive you."

As expected, the manga in my hand seems as if the story within were crafted from my desires, rather than from the mind of the original author. It's still fun to read, even if that makes it a bit predictable.

Eventually, I finish the first volume. Since it's a manga, it doesn't even take that long. Though Lumina consumed two volumes in the time it took me to read one.

"Well, that's enough reading for now. I'm going to check up on Belle and see what she's doing."

"Understood. I'll join you and the others soon enough."

"Alrighty, cya then."

I step outside the bookstore and back into the hallway.

Belle's a bit further away and down a flight of stairs. But since we've still got some time to kill, I'm not in a rush to get to her.

I simply follow the flow of the crowd, enjoying the nostalgic feeling that comes with a mall like this.

But soon, I reach the store where she's shopping. Though shopping isn't quite the right word. It's more accurate to say I reach the entertainment center where she's playing.

Or rather, where the kids are playing.

I stop at the edge of a ball pit and look to the other side, where Belle's standing. In her arms is a little girl, no older than 5 or 6.

As I watch, she swings her arms and releases the girl, who shouts in excitement as she flies through the air. With a splash, she lands in the middle of the ball pit, disappearing for a few seconds before her head pops back up covered in a wide smile.

I make my way around the edge, coming to a stop by Belle's side. "Should you really be throwing other people's kids around?"

"What other people?"

"Well … guess you're right. They don't actually exist, after all."

"And that's why it's perfectly fine!" She puffs up in pride.

"Still, a kid's playground, huh? I figured you'd be shopping somewhere."

"I was going to, but when I saw this place, I just ended up walking in. Good thing, too. It's fun."

I take a look around and see a bunch of parents playing with or keeping watch on their kids. "Yeah, somehow this place suits you."

"Well, of course. I've got a sister five years younger than me, so I'm used to taking care of kids."

"Huh, guess that's true. Speaking of, we should visit your family while we're at the capital. It's been a while since you've seen them, hasn't it?"

"True. I've got a lot of things to talk about, too! Ohhh, just wait until they hear of all the crazy things we've gone through since we left for the beastkin lands!"

Belle's already getting excited just thinking about it.

Seems I got her fired up. I need to make sure I'm there for the conversation, too. It's always fun to see Celine's surprised face when Belle recounts our adventures.

"In that case, we should go as soon as we finish our business at the castle."

"You bet!"

With a wave, I leave Belle to have her fun with the kids and begin heading toward my final destination.

I reach it quickly, the smell of freshly cooked meals of various kinds wafting through the air.

The food court is large, as expected of such a massive mall. But despite its size, it can't compare to the appetite of a certain carnivore.

"Master, Master! Look!" Alisha proudly points to a table, where a mountain of food is piled up. "Unlimited things to eat!"

She places yet another meal down on the table, and I can't help but wonder how much more she can stack up before it all comes crashing down.

"Hey, save some food for the other customers, would you?"

"But isn't this place a competition to see who can get the most food?"

"On what planet would anyone think such a thing?"

"This one!"

"That's … no, I guess I should have expected that answer." I shake my head, then take a fry from the mountain of food. "Still warm. It's nice that reality just bends to our will here."

"Yeah! Because that means I can eat as much as I want and never get full!"

I take a seat at a nearby table. "And we can eat whatever we want without worrying about how bad it is for us. Now that I think about it, I am getting hungry."

As I sit in my chair, the other girls start arriving one at a time. When we run out of space, Elise grabs a nearby table and pushes it beside mine, along with the chairs.

At the same time, the cat-eared girls from the maid cafe show up, each carrying a tray of food.

"Oh?" Lumina looks at the meal. "I recognize the burger, but what are these yellow strips?"

"French fries. Classic side to go with a classic American burger. Ah, and the cup is filled with cola. It's a classic, as well."

Lumina pops a fry into her mouth. "Crispy, yet soft. Mild taste, yet somehow pleasant."

She grabs the cola and takes a sip from the straw. "Sweet, like syrup. But the texture is strange, like I'm drinking a bunch of tiny bubbles."

"Colas are carbonated. I'll spare you the details, but you're essentially right." I take a sip of my own drink. "Delicious."

Everyone's already enjoying their meals alongside us. Even Alisha, who just spent the better part of an hour consuming a mountain of food.

We came to the Lucid World to relax for a bit, and that's exactly what we've done. Since time slows down here, it's given us the chance to really enjoy ourselves, despite having an important meeting soon in the real world.

But all good things come to an end. And now, that ending is here.

A tall man with a thick body appears from the crowd, heading directly toward us. His blonde hair and blue eyes resemble Lumina's, which isn't a surprise considering that they're father and daughter.

"What in the blazes?" King Edgar looks around the food court. "What kind of place have you concocted?"

"Just a recreation from my world. I guess you can consider it something like a merchant's district."

He shakes his head. "No matter. The meeting is about to begin. Are you ready?"

I finish the last bite of my sandwich, wipe my hands and mouth, then stand. "Let's get it over with."

With a snap, the Lucid World vanishes, and we find ourselves back in Lumina's room, where everyone but the king is sitting.

A meeting between kings. As much as I don't like politics, even I'm looking forward to this.


Chapter 22: Meeting of Kings

----- Lutz -----

At the opening of a door, a new room appears in my vision. It's one I always knew had to exist, even if I've never given it much thought. Especially considering that I never expected to actually enter it.

"So this is what the king's personal room looks like, huh?"

"Were you expecting anything else?" The king in question steps inside. "And did you have to choose that disguise?"

"I didn't have to, but isn't it quite useful to pretend to be Prince Lyle while I'm walking around the castle?" I follow the king, entering without care and closing the door behind me. "Oh, and the room is bigger than I thought. Guess my expectations were too low because of the size of Lumina's room."

Edgar stops his steps and turns to me. "Yes, that reminds me. When you said you were coming to the castle, I never imagined your destination would be my daughter's private chambers."

Lumina's face grows stiff. "I-it's not like we were alone, Father."

I hold my hands up. "Hey, where else was I supposed to wait? I'm not exactly welcome around here for some odd reason."

"Grrr. Then let me say it clearly. No man is allowed within her room, even you."

"Alright, I get it. So I only got to see it twice, huh?"

"Twice!? There was another time!?" He looks to Lumina, who still carries a stiff face.

"Ah, well when I teleported in from the elven lands, Lumina had used the spell from her bedroom, so…"

"Curses. To think you left such a detail out of your recounting."

"Haha, oops. Sorry, Lumina."

"Awww…" She makes a pitiful sound.
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King Edgar pulls on a chair, then takes a seat. Refreshments had already been put onto the table in front of him, though he doesn't reach for any of them.

Since there's only one table, I have no choice but to sit at the same one. Although I'd prefer to sit as far from him as possible, I can't take the spot directly across from him. That particular chair is reserved for another guest.

Speaking of that guest…

The door opens again, revealing the figures of three people. Among them, one stands tall, his face and body confidently on display for any to see.

That man, Crown Prince Rhys, steps into his father's room with the same confidence he exudes from his posture.

Behind him, two more figures trail him, entering with a different kind of poise. Unlike Rhys, the other two are wearing hats, something that would normally be considered quite rude when meeting with royalty. But King Edgar doesn't pay it a single mind. Or rather, it was he who suggested it in the first place.

Their bodies are likewise covered in rather loose garments. Such an outfit from mysterious guests could be seen as dangerous since it allows them to hide weapons that could be used to assassinate someone like the king. But this too was Edgar's own suggestion.

One of the hatted figures closes the door after all three enter, shutting us off from the rest of the castle. But more importantly, shutting out any prying eyes or ears.

Edgar and Lumina stand, which is common among nobles and royals when a guest or equivalent high rank enters the room.

As for me, I stay seated. Some may see it as rude, but I'm not interested in their politics and etiquette.

"Father." Rhys gives a militaristic bow. "I've brought our guests, as you requested."

"Good work. There weren't any problems, I assume?"

"We received a few questioning looks but nothing I couldn't ignore."

Edgar nods at his son, then turns his face to one of the two guests. "It's good to finally meet you in person. I hope you haven't been too inconvenienced by the need to hide your identity."

King Kuro removes his hat, revealing his black cat ears. "It's quite fine. It's important to lay the foundation of our alliance before involving the nobles and generals under your command."

"Indeed. Coming to a few fundamental agreements will ensure that once the real meeting begins, we'll be able to proceed smoothly."

Belfast's king reaches the chair across from Orakio's king and takes a seat. Prince Rhys takes his place at the table across from Lumina, and the final member takes the one across from me.

That final member removes her hat as she sits, revealing her floppy brown dog ears.

"It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance, King Edgar," Riona says.

"Belfast's Grand General. I've heard of your competence on the battlefield. It will be good to have such an ally fighting alongside us in this war."

"I'm humbled that you think so highly of me. I'll certainly do my best to meet those expectations."

I sit in silence as some of the most powerful and influential people in this world go through their stuffy greetings. But during that time, I can't help but notice the gaze of a particular person who's sitting at this table.

Seeing as how the introductions seem to have come to an end, I figure this is a good time to clear the air with him.

"Guess if everyone's going to reveal themselves, I should do the same." I snap my fingers, and my [Transform] spell ends. "There we go. It's always nice to go back to my real body."

"The False Hero," Rhys says. "Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine you'd be at the center of the fight for our survival."

"It'd be boring if things always went as you imagined, wouldn't it?"

"Perhaps. Though we can only hope that this alliance is an exception, at least."

"Well, that's true. But if there's anything that didn't go as I thought, it was how you took the news that I'm not the evil hero everyone believes me to be." I look to the princess sitting next to me. "Lumina was right when she said telling you the truth would be a safe bet."

"Rhys has always been logical and tempered. After spending so much time with the other three heroes, I knew he'd have his doubts about their loyalty and capabilities. From there, it was simple to reveal the truth in a way that he would understand."

"Yeah, makes sense. But what about Lyle? Do you have any plans to tell him?"

Lumina's face grows stiff again. "Lyle is … well, suffice to say that it's still premature to reveal the truth to him."

"I agree," Rhys says. "He often acts before he thinks. I'd go so far as to say that limiting his involvement in this war and keeping him in the dark may be the easier solution."

"While I agree with that, I don't think the easy solution is always the correct one. Lyle is insistent on joining the war, so the chances of him causing a problem due to his lack of understanding will only grow each day."

Lumina's words bring to mind the run-in I had with Lyle during the siege at the castle. Because he didn't know the truth, I was forced to play my part as the False Hero to resolve the mess he had gotten himself into.

But since I'm trying not to use that particular persona anymore, it'd be hard to lead him by the nose like that again.

I shrug. "Just tell me when, and we can make it happen."

Lumina turns to me. "Do you have a plan that would help Lyle understand?"

"No, not yet. But I have an idea on how to make a plan. You probably wouldn't like it, but hey, if it works…"

Riona nods. "I've been a toy in one such plan of yours, so I agree that it would be unpleasant."

"Hey, you haven't even heard the details. Where's the faith?"

"It left me, along with the cloak you tore from my body."

I look away. "Did something like that happen…?"

"What a convenient memory."

With the air lightened a bit, it seems the two major players decide that it's time to start the real conversation. Kuro's the first to speak up, and he gets right to the heart of a matter that I've kept hidden from him since the beginning.

"From how you speak of the other three heroes, it sounds as if we should be wary of them."

"Heroes." Edgar speaks with open disgust. "The title ill suits them. It's not just that they're untrustworthy, the three heroes are working for the Lord of Chaos himself."

"What!? How can something like that be possible!?" Even the normally level-headed Kuro can't contain his shock.

"If you consider it clearly, then it's not so preposterous."

The king of Belfast regains his cool demeanor. "A false prophecy to turn us against one hero, and a lack of one to inform us of the three of whom we should truly be wary. As much as I hate to admit, I can't deny the strategic value such a deception would give our enemies."

"Yes, which only makes an alliance between our nations that much more vital."

"I'm inclined to agree. But do you have a plan to rid us of the three false heroes? Openly moving against them would likely lead to a revolt, where I can only see you being deposed from the throne."

"I have many plans, but…" Edgar looks to me. "Someone has asked me to leave it in their hands."

All eyes fall on me. Dealing with the other three heroes is a matter that's both vitally important and extremely dangerous. If mishandled, it could mean the immediate end of the war effort and the fall of not just Orakio but all of the human, beastkin, and elven nations.

Hearing that I've asked for them to leave such an important task to me sparks more than a little interest. And the fact that I've yet to share my plan with anyone but the girls, Lumina and Elise included, obviously makes them uneasy.

I look at all their faces without a shred of my usual casual attitude, with my gaze ending up settling on Lumina. Dealing with the heroes is vital. For the people, for the world.

But for me, there's an even more important reason why I can't let them do as they please for much longer.

Because one of them has already targeted Lumina.

"I can't kill the heroes. Not while the people still have faith in them. It'd be one thing if they fell on the battlefield or if they openly turned against us, but if I kill them while they still have the people's faith, it will destroy any chance I have of rising to replace them. I'll only be proving that I'm the villain they all think me to be.

"But there is a solution. A way to take the faith the people have for them and transfer it to me. And at the same time, I can rid us of them. Permanently." I look around one more time. "When I get back from my trip to the Dragon Isles, I'm going to take care of them. And I'm going to do it by–"

I give two of the most powerful world leaders and their top generals a simple and concise explanation of how I'm going to yank the three heroes from their pedestals.

Many times now, I've had people find faults with the seemingly crazy plans that I come up with as solutions to the various problems we've been faced with. I didn't blame them back then, just like I don't blame the ones in here now for their disbelief after hearing what I have planned.

"Do you really believe you can pull it off?" Rhys asks. "You're risking everything on a single plan. Surely there must be another way."

"If there's another way to line all the pieces up, then I'm all ears. Just defeating the heroes won't do us any good. We need to completely destroy the foundation of their faith, while at the very same time, rebuilding it for me to stand on. As far as I can see, my plan is the only one that can accomplish that."

"You may be strong," Kuro says. "But even you aren't invincible. Your plan carries a risk to your personal safety that worries even me. How can you be sure that you can even achieve victory?"

"It's not that I know whether or not I can do it. It's simply that I don't have any choice but to do it." A predatory smile suddenly appears on my lips. "But if there's one thing I'm confident in, it's that nobody can match my experience when it comes to the game-like mechanics that govern this world. And I plan to put on a demonstration to show exactly that."

Silence fills the room. The doubt continues to linger over them, the worry evident on their faces.

But there's one person here who does have absolute faith in me.

"I trust that Sir Lutz will emerge victorious," Lumina says. "He came to this world with nothing. No allies, no strength, no path. And yet, look at what he has become. Friend to kings, unparalleled power, and a clear destination. No matter the challenge, he has always found a way to overcome it. Even if his plan sounds impossible, I ask that you put your faith in him, as we have all done before."

Her words chip away at their resistance, but even that isn't enough to completely win them over. However, more help comes from a surprising source.

"It shall be so," King Edgar says. "Win or lose, it's only right that the three heroes be dealt with by one of their own. John Lawrence Locke, you will have your chance to put an end to them."

"Thank you." I give him a sincere nod.

"If it's to be," Kuro says, "then so be it. I'll leave it in your hands."

Finally, the truth has been revealed and the blessings given. Now, I just have to set the stage.

"Let's move on," Kuro continues. "There are still many matters to discuss."

And so, the meeting between the two kings continues.

----------

"Unfortunately," Kuro says, "the nobles in my kingdom have already made their objections clear. Once they learn of this alliance, I will be quite busy dealing with their complaints."

Edgar nods in understanding. "The nobles here will raise many of the same questions. It certainly doesn't help that one of the Great Heroes' own father was just killed in your lands."

I ignore the glare he sends my way.

"True," Kuro says. "But at least he made it clear that he was the False Hero. That gives us an easy opportunity to lay the blame at his feet and avoid taking the responsibility ourselves."

"I agree. And since Lucas de Salemon was invading Belfast during a time of great upheaval, it will be difficult for the agents of Chaos who exist in my kingdom to use it as grounds to thwart our alliance."

"It's hard to believe that such agents exist right under your nose."

"Worry not. I may be leaving the three heroes to John Locke, but I'll be the one taking care of the nobles working alongside them. And soon."

I sit and listen as the two kings work through some of the more annoying parts of the alliance. Mainly how the nobility will likely respond to the proposed alliance between their two countries.

Unfortunately, I don't have the experience or desire to deal with politics. If it were up to me, I'd just do what needs to be done and deal with the consequences afterwards.

Even I know that kind of strategy isn't good as a long term solution, as it would likely give political opponents a lot of ammunition to use against me. That wouldn't stop me from just doing it, though.

The two kings aren't the only ones who've been in a long and detailed discussion for nearly the past hour. A second pair of people have been caught up laying the foundations for their own plans.

"Yes," Rhys says. "Having our troops fighting side by side would be dangerous. There's still too much bad blood between us."

Riona nods. "We'll need to formulate a plan to eliminate some of that tension. Perhaps one of our armies can come to the rescue of the other at just the right time."

"That's a good idea. Let's put it on the list of options for us to consider later."

Like politics, I don't have the experience to do something like plan a national scale war. I've played my fair share of strategy games, both turn based and real time. But real war isn't like a game.

When it comes to using magic, skills, and small-scale battle tactics, I can practice as much as I want. I don't need thousands of troops and an opposing army to match. I can just go find a monster and test a new spell or idea.

And that's exactly what I did when I first came to this world. I spent weeks by myself, learning the rules that govern this world's magic system and putting my game-like knowledge to the test in real battles.

I failed many times, got injured, learned from my mistakes, and improved. It was risky, and there were battles where I almost lost everything in an instant, like the time I ran into that Young Salamander before I was ready.

But I can't use that same strategy to practice war. Even if I have a fundamental understanding of tactics and strategy, I still need to weed out the practical from the ridiculous. And that would require putting the lives of soldiers in my hands in critical battles that could determine the fate of this world.

Besides that, I simply don't have time to be a general. I'm already being pulled thin by my responsibilities. Adding even more would mean sacrificing things that I know I can do just so I can try something I may fail at.

It's for those reasons that I've spent nearly the entire meeting listening, rather than speaking. That doesn't mean that being here is useless. After all, just hearing their discussion keeps me in the loop, meaning I can adjust my own actions to be in line with theirs.

But unlike me, the final person in the room isn't quite so alienated from the topics being discussed in here.

"With my reputation as Prime Oracle," Lumina says, "perhaps we can counteract some of the sway the other three heroes have over the people."

Edgar nods. "It's clear now that your position has been granted to you by the Goddess herself. It would be difficult to dismiss your words, even if the heroes stand opposite to us."

"In that case, I will formulate several speeches for use at the right time. I'm sure that soon, there will be a need for me to stand before the people and give them hope."

The meeting continues for a while longer, but eventually, the foundation for their alliance reaches a point where both sides have a clear understanding of what needs to be done.

When that time comes, the discussion turns to one of informal talking, rather than planning. But soon, even that ends. King's and Grand Generals don't have the luxury of time. At least, not those who care to find a way to fix the world's problems.

After a quick cleanup, the six of us leave the king's private chamber and step back out to the hall.

"Oh, right." I look to Edgar. "There's something I need from the city before I leave."

"What is it? If it's something from the treasury, I can't guarantee it will be granted in haste."

"No, it's nothing like that. I just need some skribbane."

"What?" He frowns. "Why would you need an illegal drug that dulls pain? You certainly understand its dangers, do you not?"

"Yeah, I know. But it's also an ingredient in a powerful potion, one that I might need one day."

"Limit Break Potions," Riona says. "Very powerful, indeed. But they too have their risks."

"I saw those risks first hand when I fought Agnis this morning. But I still want them. Or rather, I may need them."

Edgar sighs. "Fine. I'll prepare a batch of skribbane. Come back in a few hours."

"Sweet! That gives us some time to explore the capital and meet up with a few acquaintances."

"Just try to stay out of trouble. A difficult task for you, I know."

I give the king an innocent look. "Me, find trouble? When has that ever happened?"

"If there was ever a comment unworthy of a witty retort, it would be the one that just left your mouth." With a look of a father that just dropped some wisdom on his son, Edgar turns and walks away.

"We should do the same," Rhys says, watching his departing dad. "I'll escort the two of you out of the castle to avoid any suspicion that may befall you."

Riona nods. "We would be most grateful."

Since the girls and I came in with Lumina and Elise, we can leave the same way. But we teleported Kuro and Riona here ourselves, so we need to bring them back home, as well.

Soon enough, all of us find ourselves standing outside the castle walls. The next step is to go to one of our teleportation circles and bring them back home.

However, there's something that I'd like to show the two of them before they go back to Belfast, so I ask them to join us on a short visit to a certain part of Orakio's capital city of Roshar.

With Lumina and Elise coming along, our group has gotten rather large and unwieldy. And since we have other plans after I show Kuro and Riona around a bit, I send the girls to go get a few things set up for what comes next.

That leaves just me, Lumina, Kuro, and their respective shadows in the form of Elise and Riona. Our destination is quite far, but it's not a place we really want to take a carriage. We'll just end up standing out too much.

Besides, with a bit of careful planning, we can make it there much faster using just our feet.

Soon, our destination appears before us. What fills our eyes is a small horde of beastkin, all working on a large building. They're not building it from the ground up. Rather, they're giving it a complete renovation.

All the doors and windows are missing, as are most of the siding and roof, leaving just the skeleton of what was once a warehouse.

But as we watch, furry-eared men are replacing the missing sections with new and updated materials. It still has quite a long way to go, but considering the condition it was in when they started, perhaps the distance to the finish line isn't so long after all.

"Not long ago," I say, "beastkin weren't allowed to run a business. Well, technically, there wasn't anything stopping them from starting one in a merchant's district, but nobody would sell a shop to one, and others wouldn't buy from them. That made it nearly impossible for them to get off the ground."

I motion around me. "This beastkin slum didn't have a merchant's district. That was by design, of course. By restricting then to human districts, they could essentially prevent beastkin from starting businesses, even if they didn't outright ban them from doing so."

I point to the building being renovated in front of our eyes. "But thanks to the king and a certain, young noble, we were able to convert one of the streets into a merchant's district. And this building is the first major business that will open up, owned by a beastkin in their own district."

I turn back to Kuro and Riona. "Once this war is over, I plan to focus on things like this. I'm not a politician or a noble. I have no desire to run a kingdom or tell others how to rule theirs. So instead of changing things from the top down, I'm going to do it from the ground up. One dream at a time, if needed."

Kuro runs his eyes over the reconstruction. "An admiral goal, though one that may be difficult to achieve in a single lifetime. But what are we here for, if not to lay the foundation for the prosperity of future generations?"

His eyes fall on me. "If I'm assuming correctly, then you wish for Belfast to follow suit, allowing humans more freedom and less persecution. I'm not against it, but a king can't command others to change their beliefs. We would be met with fierce opposition."

I nod. "Yeah, that's unavoidable. But like you said, we don't have to change the world in our lifetimes. We just need to be the spark that will one day become a raging inferno."

"In that case, you can count on my support. Our alliance with the humans may provide an opportunity to repair our broken relationship."

During our conversation, a certain man spotted us. Or rather, he spotted me. Since I've been in a focused discussion, he didn't come over to say hello. But now that we've said everything we need to, I wave him over.

"Rune?" Klaus says my alias with a bit of uncertainty.

"You can call me Lutz. Everyone here knows the truth."

"That so?" The beastkin gladiator looks over the people around me. "I'm Klaus, good to meet all of you."

"Kuro, and this is…"

There's a round of introductions, ending with Elise. Both her and Lumina know of Klaus, but they've never actually met.

But unlike the two girls, Klaus doesn't know the whole truth, meaning he has no idea he's actually meeting the princess of the kingdom he currently lives in and the king of the one he fled from.

It's hard to keep the smirk from my lips as he casually breaks the ice with two royals at the same time. But it's good to compartmentalize some information, especially those related to royalty.

"Oh by the way," I say after the introductions end. "I met Klaus during my stint as a gladiator. We fought under the same lanista, so we ended up training together."

"You did all the training, though." Klaus shakes his head.

"Is that how it went?" I give him a wry smile. "Anyway, tell them what you have planned for this building. I'm sure they'd love to hear it."

"Sure thing, Captain." He looks to the others. "Gonna set me up a dojo to teach the people around here how to protect themselves. I've got training in martial arts, swordsmanship, and spear formations. If someone wants to learn, I got what it takes to teach them."

Riona looks him up and down. "Quite the physique. You must train every day to keep a body like that. Not uncommon for a gladiator, but most don't have much expertise. And with the skills you listed, it seems as if you've had formal training."

Klaus turns to me, and I nod. "Well, soldiers and adventurers aren't supposed to join the arena, but I didn't have anywhere else to go."

"So you were a soldier. From Belfast, I assume?"

"That's right. Spent more than a decade in the army. Had to leave in a hurry, though. Made the noble in charge of my province mad. Barely survived the first men he sent to take care of me, but I knew that I wouldn't be so lucky the second time."

"I see. If you don't mind me asking, then I'd like to know which province you fought for."

"If you know the truth about the captain, then I don't mind telling ya. It was the Nand province."

"Thank you. I'll be sure to keep that in mind."

Klaus shrugs, not understanding why such a thing is important now, years after he fled Belfast.

"Anyway," I say. "I see Julius managed to secure your loan for the renovations. If business goes as well as we hope, you should be able to pay him back pretty easy."

"I don't know about that." Klaus shrugs. "We beastkin don't have coin to spare, so I don't know how many will be willing to pay for lessons. But it was better to try. If I didn't, then I'd just end up fighting in that arena until my body gives out."

"Are you training them to be gladiators?" Kuro asks. "Or did you have something else in mind?"

"There's no way I'd be trying to get them to fight in that pit. In the end, it's up to them, but I'll be heavily suggesting they try to join the Adventurer's Guild instead."

Kuro nods. "A wise decision. Among the jobs that beastkin are welcome, being an adventurer is at the top of the list. Or perhaps, it's the only one."

"Got that right. They'd have a much better life fighting monsters in dungeons instead of fighting monsters in the pit. Though both can be short."

A crash of wood comes from the building under renovation, drawing our eyes. A pile of lumber tipped over after someone grabbed a board, but it doesn't look like anyone was hurt.

"Told 'em that stack was looking ready to go. Sorry fellas, I need to give a few of them an earful. It was good to meet all of ya."

"The pleasure was ours." Kuro gives him a nod.

The others say their goodbyes, and Klaus runs back to the building, yelling.

I turn back to Kuro. "And that's how it is. Actually, Klaus doesn't know this, but I plan to talk to the Guild Master and set up a cooperation between his dojo and Orakio's guild. A pipeline to help his students transition into the Adventurer's Guild."

I snap my fingers. "Oh, and I'm trying to get King Edgar to agree to having a special guard unit of nothing but beastkin. They'd patrol these slums instead of the human guards, giving them more options instead of just being an adventurer or gladiator."

"You've certainly thought this through. But why not tell the man?"

"I heard that having others rely too much on a single person ends up hurting them in the long run. Over reliance leads to them asking for more help each time something doesn't go their way. So, I'm just trying to stay as far in the background as possible."

"And," Elise says. "You can avoid all the smaller details of managing the various moving parts and people that come with them."

"Yep. That sounds way too annoying, so I'll pass. That's what my connections are for, right?"

"Sir Lutz needs to concentrate on the tasks only he can do," Lumina says.

"Yep. Though don't expect me to suddenly start managing such projects, even after we being peace."

"As expected."

With this, Kuro and Riona have seen everything I want to show them. Maybe this will be the beginning of better relations between them and the humans. Or maybe not.

Only time will tell.


Chapter 23: Family Visit

----- Lutz -----

The ringing of a small bell fills the air as I push open a decorative door.

I'm met with a large room filled with a variety of goods, from clothing to potions to weapons. Though anything with sharp edges or dangerous effects is kept near the back.

A thick bodied man looks me up and down as I step inside. He's several fingers taller than me, and I'm quite tall for the people of this world. Combined with his large frame, he makes for an imposing sight for any would-be thieves.

Even his level is relatively high, which only makes sense considering he was hired as a guard for my shop, The Elven Crossroads.

However, the man has no idea who I am. I rarely visit here, and when I do, it's usually after the store closes. Because of that, he gives me the same hard look as any other, a clear sign that trouble won't be tolerated.

Of course, I ignore him and walk right in as if I own the place. Actually, I do own it. But that's neither here nor there.

Lumina and Elise follow behind me, but as always when we're together, they have to hide their identity. We wouldn't want anyone to figure out that we're actually working together.

"Hey Celine." I stop at the counter. "How're sales today?"

"Oh, welcome! It's good to see you again. And sales are strong, as always. Sometimes, it's hard to even keep up, haha."

"Awesome. It's good that people are getting the things they need. I wish I could lower the prices, but I don't want to undercut the other shops that are selling similar goods, putting them out of business."

Celine nods. "Yes. Though from my market research, I'd say we already sell them at a reasonable price. Any lower and we may even draw suspicion."

"That's true, too. Oh, and it reminds me, any more problems lately?"

Not long ago, the shop received several complaints from various noble houses, claiming they were treated with disrespect during their visits.

We expected to become targets for a variety of reasons. Our items are unique and powerful, they supposedly come from the rare elven trade network in the far east, and we don't discriminate between nobles and commoners.

There are a lot of reasons why nobles wouldn't like us. Many nobles finance the more prominent shops, meaning they have a financial incentive to shut down any competition. With an up-and-coming place like ours, it only makes sense that they’d try to put roadblocks in our way.

"So far," Celine says, "the nobles haven't tried any more of their tricks. From what Belle told me, you dealt with their schemes pretty effectively."

"Well, it wasn’t so much me as it was the king and Marquis Viktor. Of course, they made it clear it was to protect their investments into this shop, which would come as a surprise to absolutely nobody."

"In other words, the perfect alibi to hide the truth about who they're actually protecting."

"Bingo. And it's always nice to push off my work onto the king whenever I can. I could really get used to that."

A sigh comes from beside me. "Aren't you two trying to make amends for the past?"

I turn to Lumina. "We are making up. But this and that are entirely different things. I'm sure he's plotting his revenge at this very moment."

Lumina clearly gives my words some thought. "Ah, you may be right about that…"

A customer arrives at the counter. Since Celine is the one taking care of the front, we step aside to let her do her job.

"We'll be in back." I walk past the counter.

"Okay." Celine turns to the customer. "Hello. I hope you were able to find everything you need."

With her voice as a backdrop, we step into the back room, where the rest of her family is working.

"Princess Lumina!" Belle's younger sister hops down from said sister's lap and comes running over.

"Hello Sophia." Lumina takes her into a hug. "Working hard, I hope?"

"Yes! Belle's helping me lots!"

"I don't know about lots," Belle says. "I'm just sorting stuff and giving what little tips I've picked up from watching Lutz."

"I see," Lumina says. "Well I may not be able to compare to Sir Lutz either, but I'll do my best to impart what knowledge I can, as usual."

The two girls go to the alchemy table, where Sophia has been practicing the craft. Since Lumina has also picked up the same trade recently, she's been teaching Sophia every once in a while.

Of course, I ranked up Sophia's alchemy skill a single rank to get her started, but she'll have to practice on her own from there. I wanted her to know enough to be safe as she learns, but it's good for people to hone their craft the old fashioned way, especially children.

While Lumina swaps with Belle in order to play with–I mean in order to teach Sophia about alchemy, I walk to another end of the room, where two people are hard at work.

"Afternoon," I say to Belle's parents. "I'd ask how the tailoring has been coming since I last visited, but from how many you have lined up on the rack, I see you've made a lot of outfits."

Belle's dad lifts his head from the shirt he's working on and looks at me. "When all you know how to do is sew, this is just how it ends up."

"And," the mother adds, "without having to worry about how we're going to make ends meet every day, we can get so much more done."

I walk over to the rack full of clothes. "True. Guess I need to get to work too, then."

I grab the sleeve of a shirt that's hanging on the very end of the rack, sending my mana into it. In a blink, the item becomes a piece of enchanted equipment on par with some of the best stuff that can be found in a specialized enchanting shop.

I move on to the next piece of clothing, then the next, repeating the process. Each item is getting a rather random assortment of enchantments, though I do make sure not to apply ones that outright conflict each other too much.

Some are stronger, some are weaker. But overall, there's a bit of consistency to them, even if it doesn't look that way from a quick inspection.

I don't make any of them too weak. Not because weaker ones are useless. In fact, they can be quite useful simply because they're more affordable. Young adventurers or even day laborers would love a cheap option to choose from.

No, the reason I have a minimum bar to the enchantment strength is because Belle's dad is also an enchanter. The only problem is that his enchantments are only at the level of a beginner, making his buffs quite weak. Though it's perfect for those looking for a bargain.

Of course, I gave him a boost, just like I did for his daughter. But unlike Sophia, I plan to raise his enchanting skills even higher. The problem is that I can only raise a single rank per day using my Heroic Skill, [Party Management].

Well, at least that was the case until a few hours ago.

"Hey," I say after finishing the last piece of clothing. "I've got a surprise for everyone."

All faces turn to me. Belle, Lumina, and Elise, along with Sophia, and her two parents. The only ones who aren't looking at me are Celine and the older brother, who are both working the shop's front.

"Ah, but I need Celine. Belle, do you mind?"

"Sure." She steps out front.

A few seconds later, she returns, Celine in tow.

"Cool." I look around. "We're missing one, but someone has to stay out front, so you can add him later, Celine."

"Add him? What do you mean?"

"I mean this." I point to her. "Celine, will you join my party?"

"Uh, sure, I guess."

I see her name pop up in my party. Since Lumina and Miri are both Party Leaders, I couldn't make anyone else a leader unless I disbanded one of the other groups. But that limitation has been removed–at least, to some degree.

With a quick selection, Celine's name appears in a fourth slot next to Miri, taking the role as my third Party Leader.

"Eh!?" Celine's surprised voice fills the room. "What's with this box!?"

"That box is how you manage your party. You can add or remove party members at your own leisure now. And you'll always have a spot as Party Leader, so we can communicate through our Party Chat at any time."

"B-but didn't you say you didn't have any more of these leader slots, or whatever?"

"I didn't. Until today."

"No way," Belle says. "If your Heroic Skill upgraded, then does that mean…"

"You got it. I finally got my fourth Heroic Skill."

A look of anticipation appears on the faces of everyone in the room. I've explained the basics of my Heroic Skills to all of Belle's family, and of course people like Belle and Lumina understand them intimately.

So when they hear that I've acquired a new one, they can't help but show me an eager expression.

"Don't worry, I'm going to explain it. But let's wait until everyone arrives. Ah, speaking of…"

I walk to the back door and open it. They normally keep it locked, since there's an alley outside. But right now, that alley is filled with familiar faces.

"Returned," Laya says, stepping inside.

"Master, Master! We made a lot of beastkin smile!"

"Hmph. It's only natural when we arrive to lessen their suffering."

Our three missing companions step into the shop, having spent their time in the beastkin slums providing food and entertainment to the downtrodden.

But since I have something to reveal to everyone, I asked them to come back a bit earlier than they expected.

"Surprise?" Laya asks.

"You know me too well. Yeah, I got quite a surprise."

"Fourth Heroic Skill!" Belle spills it immediately.

"Truly?" Tylith asks. "One that will further our potential, I hope."

I nod. "It won't help us directly, but then again, most of my Heroic Skills don't. They're support abilities. Or rather, they're more like conveniences that you often find in video games. Easy storage, like [Inventory]. Easy navigation, like [Minimap]. Easy party management, like … well, like [Party Management]. And now…"

I take in the sight of everyone's anticipation. "Now we have easy traveling, with [Fast Travel]."

"Teleportation skill." Laya condenses it into a simple explanation.

"Yep. No mana cost, no limitation on distance, and no backlash. Though there are a few downsides. For one, I can only take people who are in my party or sub-parties. But at the same time, there's no limit to the number I can bring, as long as they're in one of my parties."

I hold up two fingers. "And there's an hour-long cooldown between casts. So I can't just warp us around like a madman."

A third finger rises. "And finally, I can only teleport us to places we've already been. Except unlike the actual [Teleport] spell, I don't need a circle to warp to, so it's still a major step up. Even with these three limitations, our ability to move around the world has opened up quite a bit."

After listening to my explanation, the girls nod, no doubt having already considered how useful this new Heroic Skill will be for us.

I fill them in on how my other Heroic Skills have upgraded as well. [Inventory] has a larger capacity and longer range, [Minimap] shows detailed information on each dot, similar to the [Scry] spell, and [Party Management] has more leader slots.

Another interesting boost that [Party Management] got is the ability to remove Skill Points from skills that I’ve already learned. That means I can get rid of some of my useless skills and re-distribute them to more important ones.

All in all, it's quite a nice boost to get out of nowhere.

No, not out of nowhere. Kuro's been spreading my name in Belfast. And then there's Miri and the city of Silvia. They have a lot of faith in me now.

Bit by bit, I'm gaining the faith I need to unlock my final Heroic Skill. But the Goddess said that the last one is exponentially more difficult to obtain than the ones before.

I'll really need to take every bit of faith the other three heroes have and transfer it to me.

That's probably the only way I can get anywhere close to unlocking my final Heroic Skill.

But that comes after the Dragon Lord. And speaking of him, it's about time to see if the Ancients will let me meet him.

Since I've accomplished everything I wanted out in the city, we say our goodbyes to Celine and the rest of Belle's family, then head out.

While the girls wait at an outdoor diner, I escort Lumina and Elise back to the castle. Not because they need it, and not even because I want to–though I certainly do.

No, the reason I'm going back to the castle is to meet with a certain man who asked me to come back in a couple hours.

"Did you get some?" I ask.

King Edgar holds out a pouch. "Who do you think I am?"

I take it from him. "A man of your word."

"Of course. I speak my thoughts openly and always follow through."

"That's far better than a scheming noble, that's for sure. Oh, and thanks for the pouch. I'll put it to good use."

"Don't underestimate that potion. There's a reason it's only used as a last resort."

"Yeah, I know. But it's something I may have to resort to one day."

Edgar shakes his head. "Do as you wish."

With that, we part ways again. Though it certainly won't be the last time we meet.

Once I'm back out of the castle, I meet up with the girls. Rather than having to go to an out of the way spot to teleport, we can do it pretty much anywhere now since [Fast Travel] doesn't have a recognizable mana signature when cast.

Though it's still best to do it out of sight. Otherwise, people will see us vanish into thin air.

I look around at the girls. "Ready?"

"Mmm."

Various nods fill my vision. After confirming that each of them have prepared themselves, I raise my hand into the air.

"Then let's go meet back up with Frei and Cyl, then go see what the Ancient Dragons have to say."

With a snap of my finger, the world goes dark.


Chapter 24: Decisions

----- Lutz -----

I wave to Frei and Cyl. "Thanks for waiting."

"It was only a few hours," Frei says.

"A few hours well spent, if I do say so myself. Got two kings to lay the foundation of an alliance, helped some struggling beastkin, and acquired a very useful ingredient."

"Let us hope the rest of the day will be as fruitful."

I nod. "All we did was wound the Dragon Slayer's pride and get a promise that they'd stop their invasions. King Kuro will make sure they keep to their word, but it might be a hard sell to convince the Ancients of that."

"Perhaps. Though I wonder if you're underestimating them a bit too much."

"What do you mean?"

Frei shakes his head. "Just an idle thought. Don't ponder on it too much."

With a shrug, I motion for everyone to gather together for the next teleportation. However, a certain girl looks at me questionably as we group up.

"You didn't use the [Teleport] spell to get here," Cyl says. "What kind of magic was it? I couldn't even detect it with [Sense Mana]."

"Ah, that. It's my new Heroic Skill, [Fast Travel]. One of its many perks is that it's undetectable. Also, no mana cost or cast time. Plus…"

I give the two dragons a quick rundown of my new skill. Since I've never actually explained my Heroic Skills to them in detail, I use this chance to do just that.

"And you just got this new [Fast Travel] skill?" Cyl asks.

"Yep, but since I just used my new Heroic Skill, I have to wait an entire hour to use it again. Rather than waiting around near this beastkin port city that long, I figured we'd fall back on our tried and true method. In other words, [Teleport]."

"Guess so." Cyl looks displeased, which is pretty common. "But what's with those special skills? Aren't they all really powerful?"

"You better believe it. So try to be a little nicer to me, or else I'll track you on my [Minimap] and secretly [Fast Travel] to you when you least expect it."

Cyl's draconic fang appears from her upper lip. "Then I hope you don't mind eating a spiked tail to the face!"

"So violent." I make an enlightened expression. "You should learn to think before you act."

"It's how Red Dragons deal with sudden uninvited guests! Deal with it!"

"So it's fine if I just ask for an invitation, huh?"

"What!? Why would I invite you to my den!?" Her face flushes with what can only be anger.

"Well, if you're making a nice, little home for yourself, isn't it only natural to want to show it off?"

She turns away. "M-maybe just a small visit…"

"Then it's settled! After we meet the Dragon Lord, we're going to your place to celebrate!"

"Hey! What part of 'small' don't you understand!?"

I ignore her retort and nod to Tylith. Since I used my [Teleport] to send Kuro and Riona home not long ago, mine's still on cooldown.

Fortunately, the Vampire Princess' Unique Skill, [Master of the Dark Artes] makes it possible for her to teleport us all the way to the Dragon Isles by herself. Though she'll have to use a good portion of her mana to do so.

Since Tylith was already holding the spell at the ready, she immediately casts it, and the world goes black.

Shortly after, my eyes reopen, revealing a rocky landscape, alongside a simple village in the near distance. It's the settlement the Silver Dragons occupy using their human forms, but there's no need for us to enter it since our destination is actually in another place.

Frei looks toward a nearby mountain. I can't hear the conversation, but I know he's speaking with Xaradim, the Ancient Silver Dragon who oversees this area.

Soon, his focus changes to us. "The Ancients are waiting for us."

"It's time to find out if we've done enough to meet the Dragon Lord, huh? I'm a little nervous."

"I can't recall the last time any of the four races have met with him."

"So it's up to us to be representatives for our people. Guess we'll need to put our best foot forward." I look to the girls. "We got one of each race, so there's that, at least."

"And a human from another world. I doubt even the Dragon Lord has met one such as you."

"Oh, true! Sometimes I forget that I'm also a unique specimen." I activate [Air Step]. "What do you say we hurry on over and find out what the Ancients have to say?"

Our destination is the nearby mountain rising into the sky. If we were to walk at the pace of a human on Earth, it'd probably take an hour or two to reach its base. But leaping through the sky at nearly full speed, we can cover the distance in just a couple minutes.

Of course, we climb high into the air as we close in, meaning when we arrive, we're already near the peak. That puts us at one of the closest entrances to Xaradim's personal chamber, where we've been summoned.

The Silver Dragons have long since gotten used to seeing us come and go. And with two dragons escorting us through their lair, there’s not even a single hiccup on the way. Even the two Silvers guarding Xaradim's door barely give us a glare now.

And just like that, we're stepping into the large cavern that contains four Ancient Dragons, with each of the broods being represented.

"We've returned." Frei gives them a respectful bow.

"A quick completion to the mission given," Xaradim says. "I'll have you share with us the methods used to subdue the beastkin who've been invading our island."

"Slaughtered?" the Ancient Black Dragon asks. "It would be a fitting end to the lot of them."

"I would hope not," the Ancient Blue says. "Resorting to violence against the feeble is the sign of a weak mind."

The Ancient Red lets out a small flame. "It matters not how he achieved it. I only wish we could have been the ones to end it ourselves."

"If it has truly ended," Xaradim says. "And to judge that, we require a tale. Freisheldrith, weave it for us."

"As you wish. I accompanied the hero Lutz to the mainland, where we met with the Guild Master who oversaw the Dragon Slayers. Lutz intended to lay the foundation that would later allow him to force them to abandon their assaults.

"He had such ideas as to instill fear into the Guild Master and his warriors by suggesting that dragons beyond their capability to defeat were at the island's shores. And to supplement his argument, he intended to intercept each ship as it landed, sending them home after defeating the adventurers who sought to slay our kind.

"With each failed expedition, the financial losses would grow, becoming a mountain of lost coin for the ones who funded the guild. And to capitalize on their misfortune, Lutz intended to put pressure on the financiers themselves, further driving a wedge between them and the guild. Though how he intended to accomplish that task, I cannot fathom, as it was during the meeting with the Guild Master that we were met with a dilemma.

"The Guild Master and one of his warriors spoke of a powerful Dragon Slayer that had ventured to the island in order to slay the Red Dragon that had driven back two of their expeditions already, Cyldraynth. Although in truth, we weren't sure how powerful they were, Lutz discerned that they were likely stronger than Cyldraynth based on a powerful general who leads the beastkin armies in battle. And so, we were forced to abandon the plan and make haste back here in hopes of reaching Cyldraynth before it was too late."

Xaradim looks to Cyl. "So that was how you knew of Cyldraynth's dire circumstances. I hope she has properly expressed her gratitude for piecing the puzzle together in time for her rescue."

"Why should I show him any gratitude…" Cyl speaks softly enough that the Ancients can't hear her.

Xaradim returns his gaze to Frei. "Continue the tale. We've yet to hear of its conclusion."

"As you wish. After obtaining your permission to bring Cyldraynth into our operations, we once again left for the mainland. Soon, we met with the Guild Master and that powerful warrior. With her defeat, the foundation was laid to hammer cracks into the Dragon Slayer's confidence. Yet here too, he was met with an unfortunate turn.

"That warrior was more perceptive than he anticipated, and she managed to see through his disguise. Hence, the plan to thwart their operations and drive a wedge between the guild and financiers came to an abrupt end. In its place, another plan emerged. He would simply defeat them all and order them to cease their operations."

Frei recounts the events of the battle, including the arrival of the three powerful beastkin. Even if he wasn't present, he could still sense the warriors and estimate the battle from a distance.

Eventually, he reaches the point where he and Cyl played a role. The dragons are forbidden from interfering in the affairs of the four races, so I'm not sure what the Ancients will think about me bringing them into the battle.

But they had given me leave to use them for the mission, so I can always use that as an argument in my defense, if needed.

"...and so Cyldraynth and I teleported in, spitting fire on Lutz's command to further drive home how futile it would be to resist the combined power of he and the dragons who now protected the island."

Frei finishes the questionable part while I watch the faces of the Ancients. As expected, I can't pick up on the thoughts of dragons nearly as well as I can for people. I simply don't have enough experience judging their expressions and mannerisms.

But I can detect what I believe to be a bit of approval from some, along with disapproval from others. Most notable is the Ancient Blue Dragon, who appears to frown upon hearing about how two dragons spat fire at some of Belfast's most powerful warriors.

Are the Blues a more traditional brood? Maybe he thinks we went too far, since the Dragon Lord forbade them from interfering.

Frei finishes the tale, letting the Ancients know about how the powerful beastkin promised to help end the Dragon Slayers, plus how we got King Kuro to do his magic behind the scenes.

As long as they're putting up roadblocks for the Dragon Slayers, then their operations are as good as over, though Frei made sure to let them know that there could be one or two final ships sent before the guild is forced to stop due to financial losses and pressure from Kuro.

"Many events in such a short time," Xaradim says. "The four races really do move with haste."

The Ancient Black Dragon scoffs. "With such short lives, they have little choice."

"Regardless, now that I've heard the tale, we can pass our judgment on the methods used to complete your mission."

Wait, methods? Not just the result?

Does that mean I can fail, even if I succeeded?

Xaradim raises his head high. "Lies and deceit mark your path. Though you managed to complete the goal you set to accomplish, I cannot condone the methods used. I disapprove."

Wait! Xaradim is voting against me!?

I had taken his vote for granted, assuming that he would be on my side. Hearing him stand against me makes a cold sweat break out on my back.

"The beastkin sought our lives," the Ancient Black Dragon says. "They salivate at the chance to skin our hides and break our fangs. Yet you let each of them live, despite their aggression. I disapprove."

He wanted me to kill them!?

While I can understand that sentiment, I didn't think he'd rule against me just for going easy on them.

Turns out, I was too naive.

I look to the Ancient Blue Dragon, trying to keep the anxiety from my face.

"A plan fallen apart, replaced by another. Though the replacement was crude, the former was intricately weaved, accounting for several moving parts and how they interlink. I approve."

Alright! That's one, at least! Which means the decision is up to…

"A complex plan can fall apart almost on a whim," the Ancient Red Dragon says. "Whereas a battle never fails to find a winner. Though you first sought a twisted method, you understand that in the end, it all comes down to strength. And for our dragons to bring the powerful beastkin to their knees with their flames is only fitting. I approve."

Yes! Two votes!

But wait. Two for and two against? That's just a stalemate…

"Ask," Xaradim says to me.

"I was just wondering how you can make a decision with a tied vote."

"It isn't tied. There is another vote you've yet heard."

"Another vote? From another dragon?"

"Not a dragon. A mission, one that ran parallel to your own. While you were completing yours, we were finishing ours. And we have an answer."

I gulp. "What kind of mission? And what was the answer?"

"You told the tale of a mysterious creature who leads an army of fiends. The only ones who can even hope to stand against the Goddess are the Immortal Beings. And so, we expected to find one at the center of this conflict. Were that the case, there would be no reason to interfere with their war.

"However, that is not what we found. The one who brought this war is a mystery, even to us. But there is one conclusion that is certain. He has strength beyond that of any mortal creature.

"The final vote was determined by whether we felt that we could best serve the Dragon Lord by informing him of who it is that stirs the conflict. And in this, we four are in agreement."

Xaradim inhales a long breath. "We require the guidance of the Dragon Lord. You shall have your meeting."

Alright! It's finally time!

We leave Xaradim's den. But we're not the only ones to walk out.

"We will escort you to the Dragon Lord," Xaradim says. "But we will not awaken him."

"Didn't you say he needs to know about the Great War?"

"We believe so. But the task is yours and yours alone. If you cannot wake him, then we will simply let the fate of the world play out as it may."

"Got it. I'll definitely wake him up."

Xaradim's dragon face looks down at me. "You are not to touch him in any way. If you want to rouse him from his slumber, then you must find a way that requires no contact."

"Ugh. No, I guess I should have expected that…"

There goes the backup plan of jumping on his back like Kiah and the Astral Dryad suggested…

We reach the gate. As always, the cave walls are lined with that blue crystal that Cyl said was formed of solid mana.

I still haven't taken a piece. Despite how much I want to, I feel like it'd be rude to start collecting materials from their den without permission. And I'm reluctant to even ask, considering I came here with such a wild request like meeting their lord.

I'll definitely get my hands on some on the way out. I'm sure I can at least get a few pieces.

Putting it out of my mind, we step onto the platform that contains the gate. There are too many of us to fit all at once, but it seems the Ancient Dragons don't need to use it because they stand around the platform, rather than on it.

With a quick burst of mana, the light fades.

As always, I find myself in that mysterious plane between teleportation destinations. Unlike the others, I've grown quite comfortable in this place. So much so that I want to start teleporting around just to study it more.

With [Fast Travel], I can warp around more freely. That means more time studying this place.

That's gonna be fun. And useful. I can go meet the elves more often. Not to mention Kalyn and the others at the hotspring. Also, there's–

My thoughts cut off as something catches my attention. Something that I've never felt before.

A presence within this strange plane.

What the hell…? Is it some kind of disturbance?

It feels like a ripple on an otherwise flat floor. But before I can do anything but acknowledge its existence, my time in that place comes to an end.

I open my eyes, and light fills them. Not much light, as we're in another cave. That's not surprising, considering all the dragon's gates have been inside such places.

"What was that?" I say out loud.

"What was what?" Tylith asks.

"That … thing. I don't know how to really explain it, but didn't you feel a strange presence while teleporting?"

The girls look at each other, each of them showing confused faces. Except for one.

"I felt it," Laya says. "It was like a hill rising from a flat plain."

"Yeah. That's kind of how I felt about it."

"Dragon Lord."

"If that's true, then does that mean he's so powerful that he can be felt even inside that strange dimension?"

Even though I asked, the fact is that we're close enough to him now that we can sense his mana. And indeed, even the Astral Dryad would have to concede defeat against the raw amount of power emanating from the Dragon Lord.

What a frightening creature. Couldn't he end the Great War all by himself, if he wanted?

No, I can't just assume the Lord of Chaos isn't a match for him, considering everything I've heard.

The very thought that the enemy I need to defeat to end the war could be anywhere close to the Dragon Lord sends a shiver down my spine.

I don't have a choice. I have to access the Mana Node here and find out how to win this war.

Xaradim leads us outside. As expected, we're in a mountainous hill. Though it's far smaller than the usual spires the dragons use for their nests.

Still, it gives us enough of a view to lay our eyes on the Dragon Lord in the near distance.

And what I see shocks me.

"Hey, Frei…" I turn toward the Silver Dragon.

"Yes?"

"Um, why is the Dragon Lord encased in a giant block of blue crystal?"

"Ah, I suppose we never told you." He makes the face of a teacher giving a lesson. "The crystal that covers the gate rooms comes from the Dragon Lord himself. The strength of his mana is so high that his physical body cannot contain it, hence it leaks out and forms into the crystal you see covering him. And when he sleeps so long, he simply ends up encased in it."

"Doesn't that mean he can't even hear us if we yell?" I sigh. "There goes one plan down the drain…"

"Worry not, as that plan wouldn't have bore fruit. No matter how much you shout, he would not have awoken."

"Well, I'm inclined to agree. But I wonder what kind of difficulties that block of crystal is going to cause us. Hmm. I'm not allowed to touch him, but what about–"

"The crystal," Xaradim says, interrupting me, "is considered part of his body. You may not lay hands on it."

"Right, I should have expected that."

Xaradim and the other Ancients lead us the rest of the short distance to our destination, the Dragon Lord.

We hit the ground, just a few, long paces away from the edge of the blue crystal that encases him. But unfortunately, this is as far as we can go. If we want to wake him, we'll have to find a way that doesn't require us to touch him or the crystal in any way.

Fortunately, I already have an idea.

"Alright, let's see if this can make him stir." I release my spell, [Mental Link].

With the Dragon Lord as my target, I hit him with the full force of the spell. It doesn't do any actual damage, but being assaulted by mental magic can grab anyone's attention. And if I can break past my target's magical defenses, it can be quite a shock to them.

Unfortunately…

Not even a dent in his armor? That's not good.

Even if he were awake, it's questionable if he could even feel my attempt to break past his defenses. But sleeping inside that crystal, the chance that I can wake him with this spell drops dramatically.

I cancel the spell, giving up on the first method and turning to the girls.

"Looks like we'll have to put our heads together. Anyone have any ideas?"

"[Hypnosis]," Tylith says.

"Hmm. That might work, but I somehow doubt we can force enough emotion onto him to wake him up, even if we debuff him with [Lower Resist] first."

"Ah!" Alisha raises her hand. "What if we all use [Mental Link] at the same time?"

"Hitting him with five psychic attacks at once might jolt him. Let's keep that idea in mind, too."

"No idea." Belle shrugs her shoulders. "I'm just an offensive mage, so I usually resort to blasting things."

"Yeah, that sounds about right."

"Hmm." Laya makes a thoughtful sound.

"Got an idea?"

"[Teleport]."

"You mean because of that strange presence in there?"

"Mmm."

"I guess it can't hurt to try. If it really was caused by the Dragon Lord, then if I teleport directly through his physical body, maybe I'll find something that'll help us think of a way to wake him."

With a few plans on the table, we get to work going through them, starting with the one that may lead to gathering information. In other words, teleporting.

"Since we recently fast traveled, I can't use that. And Tylith and I are still waiting for our [Teleport] to come off cooldown. So Laya, will you warp me?"

"Okay." She begins channeling.

I point to the other side of the giant block of crystal. "Just send me directly to the other side of the Dragon Lord. If that presence was him, then I'll go right through it in that strange dimension."

Laya finishes her spell, then looks to me. After seeing my nod, she releases her magic, and the world's light fades.

The closer the teleportation destination, the quicker I pass through the dimension. With a target so close, I only have a fraction of a second to gather information, so I have every one of my senses on full alert.

As expected, the ripple appears as soon as I enter the strange space. As Laya said, it rises like a hill in an otherwise flat plain. But there's something even more strange that draws my mind.

I'm … still inside?

By my calculations, I should have already appeared back into the world. Yet I'm still surrounded by the darkness of this odd dimension.

Wait, I'm not even moving! What's going on…?

I strain against the numbness in my body. Not to move my arms or legs, but to open my eyes.

Not long ago, it seemed an impossible feat. But with every unlocking of a Heroic Skill, I seem to claim a bit more dominance over this realm.

And for the first time, I managed the impossible.

The strange dimension opens up to me, a dark and murky world, like a blurry dream. I'm floating in the center of a tunnel, the walls around me flowing with a strange, wispy fog.

It reminds me of all those sci-fi shows when a ship enters warp drive. Except right now, I'm not moving with the current.

My eyes focus on the strange presence that's blocking my path. Or maybe it's holding me in place. I can't be sure.

I've never considered myself someone who's afraid of the ocean, but at the same time, I've never been in the deep blue sea and come face to face with a creature many times my size in its natural habitat.

But right now, I feel like that's exactly the situation I'm in. Because I see now that the presence is indeed the Dragon Lord, his massive body a mound in my path, almost in the position a cat takes when it sleeps.

But the feeling of fear and dread isn't from its huge body. It's from the gigantic eye that opens up, staring right at me.

"The hero has arrived."

I push down the fear. "You knew I was coming?"

"No. I simply anticipated your arrival. There's nothing else the Goddess could do, given her situation."

"You mean how I need access to the Mana Node."

The Dragon Lord stirs, raising its massive head. "Yes. The node kept hidden from the four races, protected by the powerful monsters placed onto this island by the Goddess herself."

"She hid it, and even protected it with monsters? If she went that far, then how did you end up controlling it?"

"It was the sole demand I made to end the Great War."

"The Dragon War two centuries ago. You fought it to gain control of this Mana Node?"

"I did. A necessary step to ensure the survival of the dragons I watch over."

"Survival…"

I ponder on the Dragon Lord's words. With how much power he has, I can't imagine anyone from the four races challenging him in a fight. Even if they send an entire army at him, he could wipe them out with ease.

But from what I've heard, the people of this world are constantly getting stronger.

Each generation of adventurers makes it just a bit further in the dungeons, gaining higher levels and more powerful equipment.

And once they unlock the true secrets of magic, the speed at which they'll grow will only increase.

Secrets that I've spread through the world. Arcane Spells.

Given enough time, could they even challenge someone like the Dragon Lord?

No, wait. He didn't say anything about ensuring his own safety. He said he did it for the dragons he watches over.

Already, people like Riona are powerful enough to defeat many of the adult dragons I've seen on this island.

Frei said that even before the Great War, the dragons were having their habitats invaded by the four races as they expanded into the wilderness.

That was hundreds of years ago, so I can only imagine how much worse it would have been by now, if they didn't move to this secluded island.

And at this rate, how long will it be before the strongest members of the four races will even be able to fight Ancient Dragons?

Once that day comes, what would the dragons do? They're not allowed to interfere with the four races, so could they only sit back and be slaughtered?

"I think I understand," I say. "Dragons have always remained secluded because the Goddess doesn't want you to influence their development. But as they got stronger, your very homes and lives were threatened. Without the ability to wage war on them, you couldn't do anything but watch as your livelihoods were taken from you piece by piece."

"That is correct. And yet, despite knowing our situation, she refused to negotiate. With no other choice, I began the conflict that would become the third Great War."

"All to gain this Mana Node. Does that mean that by controlling it, you have access to the Mana Network?"

"In some limited fashion, yes. Though there was only one reason I truly required it."

"And what reason is that?"

"Perhaps I will share that knowledge with you, if I deem you worthy."

"And how do I go about proving my worth?"

Another mission? I hope it's not something that takes too long. A dragon's sense of time is already messed up, much less an Immortal Being.

The Dragon Lord rises further, getting his feet beneath him. "Defeat me, and I will tell you why I sought this Mana Node."

"Defeat you!? There's no way I could do something like that, no matter how hard I fought!"

"You want access to the node, correct? Did you think I would simply roll over and hand you the prize many of my brood died to obtain?"

"That's…" I shake my head. "No, I figured you'd be against it. But you're asking for the impossible."

"Worry not. All you must do is land a single strike on my body, and I will concede defeat."

"I'd need a miracle to land even a single hit. You know that."

"Then I suggest you begin praying to your Goddess to bring about that miracle."

As the Dragon Lord raises his head high, the strange dimension begins to shake.

In a blink, the darkness gives way to a bright light, with feeling completely returning to my body.

Surrounding me are the girls, looking half worried and half surprised. I find their expressions strange, but it slowly dawns on me that there's something even more odd.

"Wait," I say, looking around. "How did all of you get here? I teleported, leaving all of you on the other side of the Dragon Lord."

"Lutz," Belle says. "That was two hours ago."

"What…?"

I look at the sun. Sure enough, it's made about two hours of progress across the afternoon sky.

"After you failed to reappear, Laya teleported. She felt that strange presence, along with what she thought was yours. But it was like you were stuck in there."

"I guess I kinda was. Or rather, I was held there by the Dragon Lord. But it was only a couple minutes for me, and I assumed it would be instant for all of you."

"Spoke with him?" Laya asks.

"Yeah. It didn't go as I wanted, but there's still a chance I can get access to the node. I just need to–"

A resounding crack cuts off my words. Turning, I see exactly what I expect.

"The Dragon Lord is awakening!" one of the dragons roars.

Thin lines spread out on the surface of the crystal encasing the Dragon Lord, covering the entire rectangle in a spiderweb of cracks. It continues for several seconds, until the once clear image of the sleeping dragon is distorted by the refracting light of the many shards that are forming in the crystal.

Then, it shatters.

Shielding my eyes from the spray of shards, I watch through the cracks of my fingers as the massive dragon rises. He stands even taller than the Ancients, a Dragon Lord in every sense of the word.

And I have to fight him.

This … is going to be a tough one…


Chapter 25: Battle Against the Dragon Lord

----- Lutz -----

The Dragon Lord shakes his gigantic body, throwing off the remaining crystal like a cat drying its wet fur.

We're on his flank, so only a few of the shards rain down on us. But I do manage to snag a couple and send them to my [Inventory].

Don't mind if I do.

"He actually woke up," Cyl says softly. "How did you do it?"

"He did it, not me. Even if you ask me how, I can only give a few estimated guesses. If I were to sum it up, I'd say he was waiting for me."

"Even while sleeping? I didn't know that was possible, even for the Dragon Lord."

"Well, take it for what you will. I'm still trying to figure out how exactly I lost two hours in just a few minutes. But that's just the kind of stuff that happens when dealing with Immortal Beings."

Could it be that his long naps are part of the method he uses to maintain his immortality?

Or maybe it has to do with living in that strange dimension where time flows differently.

The Immortal Beings seem to want to keep a lid on the exact methods on how they stay immortal, so I keep my thoughts to myself.

Kiah is the exception, who blabbered all about it when I paid her a surprise visit. Though that's likely because her method is obvious to anyone who's seen her go through one of her rebirths, making it useless to try and keep it hidden.

Still, even Kiah wouldn't want us spreading the details of her immortality to outsiders, so I can imagine the Dragon Lord is the same.

"Does this mean you got what you were looking for?" Frei asks.

"Well … not exactly. It could have gone worse, but on the other hand, it could have gone a lot better."

"What do you mean?"

"I might still get what I came for, but it won't be easy. In fact, saying it won't be easy is quite an understatement…"

"Could it be that the Dragon Lord has requested something from you?"

"Yeah, you could say that. He wants to–"

My words are drowned out by an ear shattering roar, coming from the Dragon Lord himself. To the girls, the dragons always sound like they're roaring or growling when they're speaking draconic. But in this case, he actually did roar.

After the sound dies down, the Dragon Lord looks around. There are dragons everywhere, along with the four Ancients who accompanied me here.

"Pardon us," Frei says. "We need to gather around our Lord."

Cyl looks a bit excited. "It's been a long time since he's given us any commands! I wonder what he's going to say."

"Considering the situation, it may be something that can greatly alter our lives in the future."

"Ohhh! Do you think we'll be able to go to the mainland!?"

Frei shrugs. "While that would be an amazing turn of events, I'm tempering my expectations."

"Well, c'mon!" Cyl backs away. "Let's go see!"

Frei turns to me. "I'll be back when the meeting is over."

He matches Cyl's movements, except he goes in a different direction. After all, they need a lot of space for what's coming next.

When they reach a suitable distance, their bodies are covered in a large puff of smoke. And by large, I mean massive enough to cover the entire figure of an adult dragon.

I've seen the same scene play out several times now, but it's still interesting to watch.

With a single flap of their wings, the two dragons emerge from that puff of smoke and take to the skies in one, smooth motion.

They join the many other dragons that fill the space above us, heading toward their newly awakened lord.

Those dragons are swooping in from the surrounding area and landing in the large clearing that surrounds the Dragon Lord. As we watch, the handful of dragons that were here in the beginning turn into dozens. Then a hundred.

Yet still more continue to arrive with each passing minute.

Finally, after most of the ones in the area arrive, the Dragon Lord begins to speak. At least, that's what I'm assuming based on the sudden silence and focus that have fallen over the dragons, along with the way the Dragon Lord is moving, as if giving a speech.

But he left us out of the telepathic conversation, meaning even I don't know what he's saying.

That's unfortunate, but since I have something I need to do, I can't complain too much.

Already, my hands are moving around the table in front of me. I brought it out just as Frei and Cyl were leaving, filling it with several jars containing seemingly unrelated ingredients.

Finally, I bring out the most crucial item, a pouch filled with ordinary looking leaves. But the truth is that they're anything but ordinary.

"So," Tylith says. "What was this task the Dragon Lord asked of you?"

"I'm sure you can guess because of what I'm doing right now, but I'll just say it clearly. I have to fight him."

"As expected. But surely he doesn't expect you to obtain victory. Were we to fight as a team, I still can't imagine we could even be considered a threat in the slightest."

I crush several ingredients together in a bowl. "I know what you mean. Forget something like a dungeon boss, the Dragon Lord is more like a god who walks the Earth, so to speak."

Tylith frowns. "If he's this powerful and still can't compare to the Goddess, then she must truly have a fearsome amount of strength."

"Yeah. When I talked to her, I couldn't feel her Mana. But despite that, she was able to cast some awe-inspiring magic, like nearly stopping time itself. The Dragon Lord can't be that strong, but he's got some strange skills, like the ability to manipulate that otherworldly dimension when we teleport."

"Considering that the Lord of Chaos was able to seal the Goddess' power, I worry that his strength will be even greater than the Dragon Lord's. If that were the case, how could we ever hope to win?"

I finish mixing the ingredients and bring out a handful of vials. "Maybe he found a way to seal her without needing that much power, like a saboteur bringing down a castle by digging under the wall and opening the gate. At least, we have to hope that's the case because if we need to be strong enough to defeat someone more powerful than the Dragon Lord, we'd really be screwed."

Finally, the potions are complete. I put most of them into my [Inventory], but I keep four vials sitting on the table.

"It should be obvious," I say. "But only drink these as a last resort. You've seen the side effects."

"Mmm." Laya reaches for one of the vials.

"I hope we never have to use them." Belle follows her example.

"If it means I can protect the world, then I'll suffer through any pain." Alisha grabs a vial.

"Such methods lack elegance." Tylith pockets the final one. "But I agree with Alisha."

"What about you?" Laya asks. "You're going to use it during this fight."

"Yeah. It's like Alisha said, we need to protect this world, no matter the cost. The Goddess gave me a lot of perks. A body with extreme potential, spells and skills that outshine everyone else, and even her very own mana filled with mysterious power. Even the very ability to craft potions like this can be considered part of the strength she gave me, as it's my connection to the Mana Network that granted me the knowledge on how to make them.

"If you think about it like that, then it's only natural that I'd take advantage of it at times like this. But it's more than that. I know that if I don't go into this battle with everything I have at my disposal, I won't win. And I can't afford to lose, not here.

"Tylith said it best. If the Lord of Chaos really is powerful enough to challenge a literal god in a contest of strength, then no matter how many levels we gain or how many ridiculously overpowered our equipment becomes, it won't matter. We'll simply be eradicated by god-like powers far beyond our understanding.

"That's why I absolutely need to access this Mana Node. I'm missing something. Something that will let us achieve victory, even over a god. I get the feeling that if I don't find out what that is, then nothing else we do will matter. Nothing."

The girls take in my words with stoic faces. We've discussed this topic several times already, and they've all given it plenty of thought on their own time.

Like me, they feel like a crucial part of the puzzle is missing. Not just a scattering of pieces waiting to be out together, but that the pieces are simply not even on the table for us to even try putting them together.

With the only unlocked Mana Node sitting right in front of us, waiting for me to access it, this could be our only chance to put those missing pieces onto our board. Then, and only then, would we be able to find the path that leads to victory.

"Groarrrrr!!!" The Dragon Lord lets out another massive roar.

Turning, I see that he and the other dragons are looking directly at us. Without a doubt, he's told them of our upcoming duel.

Despite not being able to read the emotions of a dragon very well, I can clearly see anticipation in their postures. Their lord has been sleeping for over a century, and now, they're going to watch him battle a summoned hero.

Under normal circumstances, such a sudden turn of events would no doubt make me excited, as well. But unlike usual, I don't feel the anticipation of battle. Rather, I've entered a different state of mind, one that's become rare for me, ever since gaining my absurd amount of strength.

Pure focus.

"Laya." I look to my long-time partner. "If I'm going to win this fight, there's something I need from you…"

Laya listens to me with her usual expression, but when I give her a quick explanation of how I plan to stake everything on a single moment, even she shows a little surprise.

But when she hears what it is I need from her, the surprise turns into a smile.

"Mmm. Fitting." She holds her hands out, and an item appears in them.

"Thanks." I reach out and place it into my [Inventory]. "I'll return it, after I win."

I turn from the girls, looking back at the Dragon Lord. The others have begun to make space. Or rather, they're creating a makeshift arena with their huge, draconic bodies.

With what I hope is my usual confidence, I step toward the opening offered me, walking toward an opponent whose strength is orders of magnitudes above my own.

Man, what a day…

After fully stepping inside the makeshift gladiatorial ring created by over a hundred dragon bodies acting as the arena wall, I come to a stop and look up at the Dragon Lord's face high above me.

Unlike the four main broods, the Immortal Being that leads them can't simply be categorized into a single color. From one angle, his scales seem to shimmer with a silvery light. But when viewed from another, they appear dark, like a metal that's been painted a shiny black.

Like his scales, the leathery skin on the Dragon Lord's underbelly seems to shift colors slightly, between a crimson red and a midnight blue. Though when viewed from the front, it simply looks like a dark purple.

As I stand in the center of my half of the arena, I feel my party members step into the opening I walked through, fully closing the circle.

What a ridiculous battle this is going to be…

Each time I've stepped into a dueling arena, I've always been able to see a path to victory. That's held true for virtually every battle I've fought in this world, with a few notable exceptions.

But now, I'm facing an opponent who's so far above me that he set my victory condition as low as landing a single strike on his body. And yet, even with that seemingly easy task, I have no choice but to take this fight as serious as the ones against the Archfiends.

One last check, just to make sure.

[Empower], [Haste], [Stone Skin], [Gale], [Enlighten], [Frost Skin], [Regeneration], [Cure], [Enhance], [Resist], [Barrier], [Blessed Aura], [Shadow Step], [Manipulate Mana], [Sense Mana], [Absorb Mana].

Yep, it's all here.

Literally every single buff I have is enhancing me at the moment. It's rare for me to have all of them active at the same time, but battles like this are the exception.

But even though I made sure to cast every single one, I suspect some will be useless in this fight. One such example is [Frost Skin], which increases magic resistance.

The reason I think it'll be useless is because this isn't really a battle, it's a duel. But I need to make sure that this duel has the rules that I expect, so I come right out and ask.

"I don't want there to be any confusion," I say. "Am I right to assume offensive magic is against the rules?"

"Correct. Though it's for your benefit more than my own."

"You didn't have to say it like that…" I sigh. "But yeah, it wouldn't really be a duel under these conditions if I could just sit back and cast. Melee it is, then. But offensive magic that doesn't deal damage is fine, right?"

"Yes."

"Good, good. And the victory condition is that I land a single attack, but is there a minimum amount of damage I need to do for the attack to be considered a winning strike?"

"As long as you can put the slightest scratch on me, I will consider it your win."

"Okay, I figured it'd be something like that. Then the rest should be self explanatory." I hold out a hand, and my spear appears in it. "I'm ready."

"Then the match has begun."

Despite his words, the Dragon Lord doesn't make a single move. His posture makes it look like he's wide open, with him sitting on his hind legs like a cat that's waiting patiently for the bowl of food they know is coming.

His front legs are simply resting openly on the ground, the sharp claws not even digging into the dirt beneath them. The massive jaw lined with fangs hangs high above, the neck that holds it standing straight, as if he doesn't even need to look directly at me to counter the attacks I'll be throwing at him.

His posture exudes confidence, as could be expected from one of the Immortal Beings. Even his tail is merely wrapped around his body, like a sword that's still in its sheath.

But even if the Dragon Lord looks like an easy target, it's only an illusion. From the aura leaking from him, I can already tell that he doesn't plan to let some half hearted attack bypass his defenses.

I'll need to get a feel for the fight before going all out.

So, let's start with a little prodding.

Without a word, I leap into the air, landing on a translucent step.

Since the Dragon Lord is giving me so many apparent openings, I take one of them, going around to his side where his metallic scales meet his leathery underbelly.

Even after I position myself at his unguarded side, he still doesn't so much as turn his head. With a quick glance at his eyes, I can see that he's not even tracking me. He's simply sitting in the exact same position as when the battle started.

Seeing his casual confidence, I get a bad premonition. But I wouldn't have made it this far if I let a little uneasiness stop me in my tracks.

With a quick kick off my [Air Step], I launch myself right at the Dragon Lord's unguarded side, my spear poised to strike at the leathery skin just below the final scale.

The tip closes in, seemingly in slow motion despite the fact that I haven't activated [Slow Time].

The purple skin grows larger in my vision, until I can make out the finer details of the creases that exist on its surface.

And then, sky.

The pain hits me a heartbeat later, a stinging sensation on one side of my body.

Ouch…

I flip in the air, landing on another translucent step. The distance between me and the Dragon Lord has essentially been reset, with my opponent not having moved in the slightest.

At least, his main body hasn't moved. But there is one part that's currently repositioned back to its original location after having delivered an unfathomably quick and powerful attack.

His tail.

I resist the urge to rub the right side of my body, where his tail struck me. If I had a mirror, it'd probably show any exposed skin to be turning red.

He's using his tail to defend his flanks? It's like a whip. Stings like one, too…

But the tail wraps around one side, meaning it can't defend the other as effectively.

The tail circles around his feet, going about three-quarters of the distance around his body. That leaves a part of his flank undefended, giving me an opening on that particular section.

Keeping my distance, I leap around to that side of his body to take advantage of the opening. But the Dragon Lord is no fool.

As soon as I get halfway to that opening, the tail begins to move. It unwraps from around his legs and swishes out, gliding just over the dirt ground.

When I finally reach the side of his body with the opening, his tail is already wrapped around his legs again. But now, it's going the other way, meaning the opening has reversed sides, making my repositioning completely useless.

As expected, he won't let me take advantage of it so easily.

But it takes time for him to reposition his tail. Time I can exploit.

I put my focus on the other side of the Dragon Lord, right where the opening sits unprotected by his tail's attack range.

Then, I activate my skill.

[Shadow Step] only allows me to warp a short distance. But unlike [Teleport], the skill's activation is undetectable. In fact, it actively cloaks the usage of the spell by leaving behind a shadow clone that mimics the user's mana signature for a few seconds.

Meanwhile, my actual mana is hidden. That means that as long as I don't teleport into the Dragon Lord's visual range, there shouldn't be any way for him to know I warped until it's too late.

Also like [Teleport], [Shadow Step] requires the caster to travel through that strange dimension that looks like a spaceship traveling faster than light.

However, since the physical distance of the [Shadow Step] spell is so low, I'm only in that dimension for a fraction of a second.

Unfortunately, that's more than enough time for the Dragon Lord.

He knows…!

Light returns to my eyes, and I find myself right in front of the exposed side of the Dragon Lord, my spear moving at the opening.

Hit him…!

The tip closes in at an incredible speed. But it never reaches his body.

"Kuh…!" A grunt escapes my lips as a massive force slams into me.

The spear that was so close is dragged away alongside my body as I'm sent flying through the air. He sent me flying so fast that I don't even have time to get my legs in position to stop my momentum with an [Air Step].

But just before I crash into the body of a dragon that's acting as part of the arena wall, I smash into something solid.

Bits of stone explode out as my body sinks deep into the rocky barrier. I don't know which dragon used the [Earth Wall] spell that appeared, but it's thick and tough. So much so that it stops my momentum with ease.

At least, easy for the rock. Not so easy on my body, which just slammed into it.

Ouch…

It looks like I'll be thinking that word a lot during this duel.

The cracking of stone fills my ears as I peel my body from the rocky wall in which it's embedded. I sunk deep enough into the stone that I can comfortably stand in the indention I made by smacking into it.

He felt it. When I traveled through that strange space, he felt it.

But how did he know exactly where I was teleporting? Or did he just make an educated guess, knowing I'd target that opening?

I leap down from the [Earth Wall], landing back on the arena floor.

Reaching up, I wipe away a stream of blood that threatens to flow into my eye. As I do so, I look at the Dragon Lord. From my angle, I can only see his back and one of his sides, meaning his face and front legs are mostly hidden from me.

But I know without a doubt that one of his clawed hands must be splattered with my blood.

Rather than use his tail to defend, he opted for one of his front arms.

I can't be too careful. Even if I make it past his tail, he's got four legs with sharp claws and a jaw full of deadly fangs.

But how do I make it past all of them at once? His speed is ridiculous. Nobody with a body that big should be able to move like he does…

Despite my complaint, I can only admit that reality doesn't always conform to my expectations. That's often the case in this world, even after spending so much time trying to master the mechanics here.

Well, it wouldn't be any fun if it were easy.

I spin my spear, ending in a combat stance.

The Dragon Lord is still sitting in the exact same position as he was when the battle started.

But I don't plan to let him casually sit there and humiliate me forever.

Let's bring this to the next level.

With a kick, I push off the ground, going in for my next assault.

Rather than attacking the Dragon Lord's side or underbelly, I opt for a new tactic.

With the way he's sitting, his back is slightly arched as it climbs high above me, eventually ending with his head, which still faces forward without care.

I know from experience that the scales that cover dragon type monsters are thickest on their backs, as it's one of the hardest parts of their body to defend.

That means I'll need to hit them with a stronger attack to deal any visible damage, but it also means I'll have an easier time landing that attack simply because it's harder for him to defend that part of his body with his claws and tail.

After leaping from one translucent step to another, I finally reach a suitable height.

Not even going to react as I take your back?

That overconfidence is going to cost you.

With the Dragon Lord's unguarded back below me, I ready my spear. But I don't launch my attack just yet.

"Dual casting." The Dragon Lord calmly makes note of what I'm doing. "As expected of someone with the [Pain Resistance] Unique Skill."

"Yeah. It's usually a surprise for my opponents, but I knew I couldn't count on that this time. So, there's no need to save it for a critical moment."

"Your assumptions are correct. But as for the spell you're channeling, I hope you're not expecting it to open a path to your victory."

"Don't worry, I never place all my hopes on a single card."

The spell's been complete for a while, but I couldn't very well attack during our conversation. Verbal exchanges during a duel are a time-honored tradition, after all.

But the talking is over for now, so with a quick twirl of my spear, I indicate my intention to attack. Not that the Dragon Lord can even see the gesture, as he's still looking straight ahead. But I'm sure he can at least hear me cutting the air.

Regardless, I leap off my [Air Step], going upside down in the process. At the same time, I cast my magic right at the Dragon Lord's feet.

Vines sprout from the ground, wrapping around his massive limbs and tail. [Entangle] is only a second-tier Earth Spell, but it's one of the few offensive magics that doesn't deal any actual damage.

The vines simply try to hold the victim in place, restricting their movement. Right now, there's no better effect than a spell that will slow the Dragon Lord's counter attacks, even if only a little.

As I watch the vines tighten their grip on him, I create another [Air Step] below my feet. Since I'm upside down, that means the platform brings my upward momentum to a halt as I crouch with my face looking down at the Dragon Lord's exposed back.

Let's see how you deal with this!

I push off my [Air Step], sending me toward the Dragon Lord at tremendous speed. However, my eyes aren't focused on his back. They're resting squarely on the tail.

Now!

The very moment the tail moves, I create another translucent step. Since I'm upside down, making it below my feet would be futile, which is why it appears beside me, just in front of my outstretched palm.

With a quick push, my trajectory changes, throwing me off course.

The tail reacts immediately, altering its own path to match. As it does so, the vines wrapped around it are stretched to their limits.

It's at this point that [Entangle] proves useful, preventing the target from moving as they please until they break the vines holding them.

But for the Dragon Lord, calling the spell useful is quite an overstatement.

Almost immediately, the vines snap, and the tail is free. More vines sprout from the ground, but they're far too slow to catch the tail that's slicing through the air like a whip.

With nothing to stop the tail, it closes in on me at a frightening speed. But I don't plan on letting it reach me so easily.

With one leg, I push off another [Air Step], changing my trajectory once again. It puts me on a path where the tail will miss, but I'm not naive enough to think it will be so easy.

As expected, the tail changes course to match, forcing me to repeat the process again. And again. And again.

Because of all the times I change my direction, my downward momentum has slowed dramatically. By the end, I'm moving more sideways than down. But that's exactly what I was going for.

With a swing of my spear, I meet the tail attack with one of my own. It's not to deal damage, as landing a strike against the tail wouldn't satisfy my win condition of putting a scratch on the Dragon Lord's body.

Rather, I hit the tail with the shaft of my spear, using the leverage to push myself upward, away from the attack.

The Dragon Lord's tail swooshes by just below my body, opening a path to his exposed back.

With my feet once again above me, I push off an [Air Step], my spear poised to strike a powerful blow.

But of course the Dragon Lord isn't going to sit idle after missing with his tail.

Like all dragons, his neck is long and agile. He uses that flexibility to his advantage, turning his fearsome jaw around a full 180 degrees and looking right at me.

With a quick motion, his open mouth flies right at me, as if he intends to swallow me whole.

With no choice, I push off another platform to avoid the jaws of death heading my way. I manage to get out of his attack range by going in the opposite direction of the way he turned, but…

Tch! The tail…!

The Dragon Lord never intended for his bite to land. He only wanted to push me toward the tail that's already coming around for a second swing.

Gotta go for it!

I kick off another [Air Step], straight toward the Dragon Lord's back. With my spear pointed at a single scale, I put everything into the attack, trying to reach him before the tail finds me. And…

"Guh…!"

Something hard slams into me just before my spear lands. Like the two times before, I'm sent flying over the arena's dirt floor at tremendous speed.

With a loud crash, I end up embedded into another [Earth Wall], once again cast by one of the dragons surrounding us.

So close…

I pull myself free from the stone, wiping away another trail of blood in the process.

But now I know everything I need to know. Which means it's time to ramp this battle up to its finale.

Not like I have a choice, though. I can't afford to take too many more hits like that.

His strength is unbelievable. Even with my [Pain Resistance] skill, I'm already wincing from the damage he's given me with just three hits. If I play it safe any longer, I'll take so much damage that it'll start to impact my fighting ability. And I can't afford to lose any of my speed if I want to stand any chance of landing a hit against him.

"Not good enough," the Dragon Lord says as I leap out of the wall of stone. "If that's all you've got, then you should give up now."

"Hah. You sure do know a lot. My stats, my skills, my options in combat–you've got them all figured out while I'm still trying to learn yours. But there's one thing you don't know."

I point to myself. "And that's me! As if I'll ever give up, just because life isn't going my way! I went through hell to get to where I am today, suffering from unimaginable pain and hatred! I clawed my way up from the depths, using every ounce of my strength!"

I motion to the girls watching from the perimeter. "But I'm not the only one I'm fighting for anymore! No matter how bad things get, I'll keep struggling, even if this body breaks in the process!"

I bring my hand up, and a vial appears in it. "If my strength isn't enough, then all I have to do is get stronger! Even if the path forward is impossible, I'll find a way! And I'll use anything to win, no matter how dangerous it is!"

I pop the cork off with my thumb and down the vial in a single gulp.

"Limit Break Potion." The Dragon Lord sounds neither surprised nor worried.

"That's right. With this, my stats have grown higher. High enough that those near misses would have been my victory, if I had this strength."

"Yes, but do you really think such a method will work against me? All I need do is defend the next few attacks, and your strength will fade, bringing you to your knees."

"You say that as if you can actually defend against me now." I twirl my spear, the tip pointing directly at the Dragon Lord when the display finishes. "I'm going to be the one walking away the winner!"

My feet push off the ground once again, moving my body at a speed that would have been impossible for me just a few seconds before.

As the Dragon Lord grows larger in my vision, I don't see even the slightest hint of unease in his posture. His face still peers forward, his eyes not even bothering to track me.

Unlike him, I can't afford to be so relaxed. Not only does the Limit Break Potion put me on a time limit, but one of the effects is pushing me to attack, to be aggressive. It's one of the reasons why Agnis lost her head near the end of our recent battle–even more so than usual, that is.

Now, I feel that same urge. The desire to fight, temptation to attack, even at the cost of my own defense.

You're going to regret underestimating me.

I reach the Dragon Lord with a speed several notches higher than before.

Anticipating that, he swings his tail a beat earlier, making up for the difference in my speed.

I stop my steps, using my spear to protect me from the attack. The impact hits me with the force of a car going full speed on a highway, but the only result is my feet skidding along the dirt ground as I'm pushed back.

However, I quickly come to a stop and leap forward without a single delay.

The claw arrives next, the nails still coated in my blood.

With a twirl of my weapon, I catch one of those nails with my spear tip and push. Rather than knocking the claw away, it's me who goes flying, as I don't have the power to beat the Dragon Lord in a contest of strength.

But I always knew that I couldn't win head on, which is why I made sure that I would go flying in the direction of my choosing. Right toward the Dragon Lord's body.

Tch! Again!?

The tail's already coming around for another attack, the trajectory putting it right in my path. From a quick glance, I see that it will make it to me before I can land a strike.

Without much choice, I push off an [Air Step], changing my course mid-air. It's just enough for the tail to miss me, but it delays my attack for a heartbeat.

For someone like the Dragon Lord, that's more than enough time.

"Kuh…!" Something slams into me.

The Dragon Lord's body which was so close before quickly grows more distant.

Not wanting to slam into yet another [Earth Wall], I orient myself and stop my momentum with an [Air Step] instead.

"Too confident," the Dragon Lord says. "As are all who consume the Limit Break Potion."

"Hah. That's rich, coming from you."

"If you believe my confidence unearned, then show me why."

"If you want to lose that badly…" My hand comes up, and another vial appears. "Then I'll gladly give you what you wish!"

I down the contents in an instant, tossing the empty vial to the ground.

"Fool. Even if you're a summoned hero, consuming too much of that potion can be deadly."

"Don't worry about me." I ready my spear. "Worry about yourself!"

I kick the ground, hurtling toward the Dragon Lord at an even greater speed than before and entering his attack range with reckless abandon.

His tail is the first to meet my charge, whipping out at an incredible speed. But unlike before, my stats have risen enough to avoid a single strike coming from such an obvious angle.

Not only that, but I've seen the attack so many times now that predicting it has gotten far easier. So with a few quick changes of direction, the tail whiffs, leaving the Dragon Lord's body open before me.

Of course, he won't simply let me do as I please. As much as I've been studying him, so too has he been studying me. Even if I can surprise him with my increased stats, I have no doubt he already has a rough calculation of my limits after drinking two Limit Break Potions.

So, the clawed hand he's sending my way is coming from an angle I can't avoid if I want to continue my attack.

Forced to dodge, I leap back much further than I normally would when dodging his claw. The reason for that is…

Close!

The tail swooshes right in front of my face, sent toward me from my blind spot while I was focused on the claw.

However, the Dragon Lord just used his two most prominent body parts to attack, his tail and claw closest to me. His second claw still sits on the ground, as if he doesn't intend to use it at all.

That means if I were closer to him, there'd be nothing stopping me from landing a clean strike on his body right now. But the reason the Dragon Lord is so relaxed is because of how far he's made me retreat.

At the distance I'm at, he'll be able to reposition his tail for another swipe well before I can land a blow. Which is why…

"[Accel]!" The world blurs.

Unlike the teleportation spells, [Accel] simply increases physical speed to an insane degree for a fraction of a second. Because of that, even the Dragon Lord can't detect my presence in that otherworldly dimension and ambush me when I reappear.

That means there's no way for him to react in the tiny blink it takes me to reach his unguarded body.

And yet…

"Kuh…!" I crash into something as hard as diamond.

For a heartbeat, I can't comprehend what I hit, but when my eyes readjust to normal speed, I see it. A thick [Earth Wall] blocks the path to the Dragon Lord, the stone only showing a spider web of cracks, even after hitting it at such high speed.

As quickly as it appears, it vanishes back into mist. And just behind it is a gigantic tail.

Crap…!

I barely manage to get my spear into position before it slams into me. Because I was in a rush, I didn't have time to brace my arms, meaning my defensive posture crumbles on impact, transferring most of the force directly into my body.

I'm sent flying at the same time, the rush of air overpowering the ringing in my ears caused by the powerful attack.

The Dragon Lord's body that was so close before is now frustratingly far away and growing more distant with each of my quickened heartbeats.

There's another crash as I impact yet another sturdy wall of rocks, this time sinking deep into the stone.

"Ugh–" I step out of the cracked stone, sending small, broken rocks falling from the wall.

The effort causes me to cough, and after, I feel something wet flowing down my jaw.

Raising my hand, I wipe my lips. When I look at my palm, I see blood.

That really hurt. The internal bleeding is bad enough, but there's another problem…

The Limit Break Potions are starting to take their toll. When drinking just one, the effect gives about five minutes before the user's mana begins to go out of control.

Drinking more means enhancing the effect, which also includes the deterioration of the mana. In other words, the time limit is quickly arriving.

This battle will be over in the next attack. Because after that, I won't have time for another, even if I don't take any more physical damage.

I leap down from the wall, suppressing the rising instability in my mana. Even if I'm resistant to its effects, I'm not immune, and that reality is showing itself at this very moment.

"It's over," the Dragon Lord says. "I can feel your mana beginning to go out of control."

"Yeah, and what about it? You think something like this is enough to stop me?"

"Feigned confidence unbecomes you."

"Say that after you lose!" I release my spell as I speak.

The roar of flames fills the makeshift arena, along with a bright light.

The [Fire Wall] spell is normally used on a line of troops, roasting them and forcing a retreat. But it can also be used to block off a path, or at least cause them to take damage as they pass through.

But I'm not using it for any of those reasons. The flames rise from the dirt ground well in front of the Dragon Lord. After all, I'm not allowed to use magic to deal damage.

Because of the bright fire between us, I can't even see the Dragon Lord's body. But more importantly, he can't see me.

I dash toward my [Fire Wall], releasing another spell at the same time.

"[Gravity]!"

The fourth-tier Earth Spell, [Gravity], does just as the name implies. It's a crowd control type magic, where anyone in the radius feels the effects of gravity many times greater than normal.

Essentially, it has the effect of slowing their attacks and movements. But the downside is that the spell doesn't differentiate between friend and foe, making it difficult to use.

But one of the best aspects of the spell is that the heavier someone is, the more they're impacted by the additional gravity. In other words, it's perfect for huge, boss-type monsters. Just like the Dragon Lord.

Since he hasn't moved, the Dragon Lord is still wrapped up in my [Entangle] spell, as well. Even if it can only delay his attacks by a tenth of a second, it's still better than nothing.

With this, the stage is set!

Now let's see if you can withstand my final assault!

I hold up my hand just as I reach the [Fire Wall], a now familiar object held between my fingers. Even if the Dragon Lord can still sense me, the energy radiating from my spell acts as a blurring effect to my mana, making it that much harder to pinpoint me.

And it completely blocks his vision of me, just in case he decides to take a peek. That's vitally important right now.

With a quick motion, I bring the familiar vial to my lips, and without even a sliver of hesitation, I drink my third Limit Break Potion.

I send the empty vial to my [Inventory] as I pass through my [Fire Wall], then leap to avoid the oncoming tail.

As expected, the attack is a bit off course from the wall of fire blurring my mana. Mixed with the [Gravity] spell hindering his movement and the suddenly enhanced speed from my third Limit Break Potion, it's enough for me to outright avoid the tail for the first time since our battle began.

Even the Dragon Lord shows a bit of surprise, though he only does so by looking at me with his eyes for the first time in a while.

Regardless, he doesn't panic. Rather, he simply sends his claw at me like before, trying to force me to back off and give time for his tail to come around for another attack.

But I've seen this strategy play out too many times already, and I don't intend to just let him get away with it again so easily.

"[Earth Wall]!" Stone erupts from the ground.

I place it directly in the path of the oncoming claw, which hits it with the force of a freight train.

Even if the spell is strong against physical attacks, there's no way I can stop the Dragon Lord's strike with it.

The wall bursts, sending bits of stone flying in all directions. From the rubble, a claw emerges, still containing enough power to blow me away and end the battle for good.

If it could hit me, that is.

"[Slow Time]!"

The world slows to a crawl, and that includes my own body. But even if it doesn't make me move any faster, it does let me react at an astronomically faster speed thanks to how slowly everything else is going.

I'm already twisting my body in mid-air before I even release my magic, but after casting it, I make the needed adjustments to my posture. And to everyone's surprise, the attack passes by without hitting me, looking almost as if it went right through me.

But in reality, I simply moved in such a way that I could dodge each individual extended nail by perfectly positioning my body, while also twisting in such a way that the arm attached to the claw doesn't hit me as it passes by.

After avoiding the attack, I finally find myself beyond the two main defenses the Dragon Lord has. His tail, and his claw. But there is one problem.

He has two front legs.

Knowing something was wrong, the Dragon Lord sat back on his hind legs and sent his second claw at me while I was dodging the first. It's an awkward angle for him to attack using his off-hand, but the same can be said of me.

I twisted myself so much in order to get this far that I'm hardly in a position to capitalize on making it past his defenses. That gives the Dragon Lord an opportunity.

He doesn't use the chance to attack me. That would be risky. Rather, he's moving to defend the area of his body that I can hit, trying to prevent me from landing a strike and winning the duel.

Without care, I position myself the best I can and swing my spear. The weapon whistles as it cuts the air, heading toward the scales that protect the dragon's hide.

But before it can reach, a giant claw appears. It directly blocks my weapon's path, leaving no room for me to land a hit.

Yet despite that, I don't stay my hands.

Left to play out as-is, the shaft of my spear will bounce harmlessly off the Dragon Lord's claws hand, and the failure will lead directly to my defeat.

But I don't plan to let things simply go as he expects.

Just a hair's width from my spear hitting his claw, the weapon in my hand vanishes. Or rather, it's replaced by another.

Where there was once a shaft, there now sits a chain. And attached on both ends of that chain are two crescent shaped sickles, each a vibrant green and adorned with mysterious runes.

To the absolute shock of even the Dragon Lord, Laya's Arc of the Crescent Moon hits his claw.

Whereas the shaft of my spear would bounce off his hand, the chain on Laya's sickle wraps around it, using it as a pivot. And on the other end of the pivoting chain is a deadly sickle, aimed straight at the Dragon Lord's body.

Even the almighty Dragon Lord didn't predict such a turn of events. He's been sitting in the exact same position since the start of the battle, confident in his ability to thwart anything I might throw at him.

So, it's with absolute pleasure that I watch as the most powerful Immortal Being in this entire world is forced to take his first step back, giving up ground to my assault.

He moves with such speed that it's hard to even imagine how it's even possible. But the reality is right before my eyes.

Indeed, he's so fast that my awkward attack can't keep up with him. His exposed body is moving out of my attack range faster than the sickle is approaching. In other words, at this rate, my attack will miss.

But it's not over yet.

"[Dimension Cutter]!"

The sickle hounding the Dragon Lord disappears, the chain vanishing into a ripple in space. But on the other side of my opponent, that sickle has reappeared, now poised to strike his body once again.

But of course, the Dragon Lord can detect anything moving in that strange dimension, even a weapon. Before it even reappears, he's already moving to avoid my new attack.

Like before, his agility is surprising. Even with just a fraction of time to do so, he twists his massive body, and the sickle hits only air.

"[Crest of Devotion]."

The sickle is breaking through space itself, one half on this side of the Dragon Lord, the other half on the opposite side, pincering him.

Yet even though the other half of the chain sickle is separated by that strange dimension, it doesn't matter.

The [Crest of Devotion] grants me absolute control over the weapon, regardless of any outside factors.

And so, the impossible becomes possible.

The sickle that was on the verge of missing suddenly changes course, the tip now aimed directly at the Dragon Lord's twisted body.

He was able to deal with my Limit Break Potions, my underhanded tactics, and even my Unique Skills.

But even the all-powerful, all-knowing Immortal Being couldn't predict the effect of Laya's Divine Armament.

*kachink*

A small noise. Tiny, even.

But to my ears, it might as well have been an explosion.

After the barely audible sound, the Dragon Lord fixes his posture, standing tall and confident as he'd been before I forced him to move.

He looks at me, along with the chain sickle which now rests casually in my hands.

"Victory," he says. "Is yours."

With those words, I collapse to the dirt ground.


Chapter 26: The Mana Network

----- Lutz -----

"You may have won," the Dragon Lord says. "But you paid a high price. Three vials of Limit Break Potions is too much, even for a hero."

"Ugh…" I flip over onto my back. "Yeah … I really pushed it this time. But did you really think I'd sacrifice myself just to win?"

The Dragon Lord stares at my stomach, where the hilt of a dagger rises. Of course the blade is currently jammed into my abdomen, quite painfully. Though my [Pain Resistance] skill is making it more discomforting than agonizing.

"So you have a Mana Drain Potion." He moves his eyes to Laya, who kneels beside me. "Certainly, draining your mana and replenishing it with the elf's will limit the aftereffects. But will it be enough?"

"Hah. I've never drunk a single Limit Break Potion before, much less three. So even I can't say for sure how hard it will be to cure me. But…" I feel Laya's mana begin pouring into me. "...I'm not worried one bit."

I close my eyes and let Laya work. The mana draining poison is sucking out the energy inside me, but it's being replenished at the exact same speed by Laya's cool, refreshing mana.

Her mana is as pure as ever. Like an untouched stream high in an unreachable mountain.

If I get to feel this every time I drink a Limit Break Potion, then maybe I should consume them more often…

The internal joke is followed by a wince as my mana continues to go out of control. It's a strange feeling to be attacked by the very energy that gives me the absurd power I have in this world.

Now that I can feel it for myself, I can't help but admire Agnis for her willingness to consume two of those deadly potions just to defeat me.

Why did she want to win so badly? I didn't even spend a single moment trying to find out why she acts so crazy.

Maybe she really is just insane, but maybe there's a reason why she's willing to win at any cost…

I was far too focused on my ultimate goal of meeting the Dragon Lord to worry about Agnis' motivations. But now that I've met him and even passed his test, I have the breathing room to wonder about the results of my recent sidequests.

Maybe I'll visit Agnis and those Belfast soldiers later. Or rather, I'll visit Riona, who's taking care of them right now.

Though perhaps instead of taking care of them, it's more accurate to say she's disciplining them.

Kuro and Riona are seeing to it that the Dragon Slayers become a thing of the past. But more importantly, they're also spreading my name through the kingdom of Belfast.

That means more and more of the beastkin in their country will know the truth, starting with the nobles and generals and slowly trickling down.

I'm leaving the details to them, but something tells me that the leader of the soldiers I fought, Boris, is somewhere near the top of the line when it comes to learning the truth. He did fight alongside Riona in a battle against an Archfiend, after all.

Either way, Agnis must have gone through hell from this potion's aftereffects. It really does suck, like a bad case of food poisoning.

But I have something she doesn't. Something even the Dragon Lord might not know about.

The Astral Dryad did a thorough examination of my body and Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess]. It's from her that I found out a lot of interesting details about the mysteries that had been eating at me until then.

And one of the things she told me was that my body had been filled with mana by the Goddess herself. In other words, I have divine mana circulating within me.

Every time I send my mana into other people's bodies, they're surprised at how it seems to burn as it flows through them. Nobody else's does that. But then again, nobody else has the Goddess' mana inside them.

If it's a potion that corrupts mana, then it's gonna have quite a hard time against the stuff inside me.

Even now, I can feel the corruption effect struggling to overpower my mana. I consumed so much in such a short time that I essentially overdosed on the stuff, but now that I've drained some of my mana and have Laya circulating hers into me, the aftereffects are already beginning to fade.

Still gonna feel like crap for the rest of the day, probably.

Man, this is why I didn't drink much back on Earth…

"Hmm?" The Dragon Lord brings his face closer to me. "Impossible. Recovering from the Limit Break Potion should take much longer, especially when consuming so many vials."

"Heh." I give him a thumbs up. "It's great to be a cheater."

"It seems I was too careless in my estimation of your capabilities." He raises his head back up. "Perhaps the Lord of Chaos will make the same mistake."

"You know of him?"

"I can see many things while I slumber."

"Then does that mean you're willing to help the people of this world defeat him? Having you join the battle would basically mean instant victory, wouldn't it?"

"Do not underestimate your enemy as I did you. The one you face cannot be defeated by strength alone. Even I cannot battle him and emerge the victor."

My eyes widen. "Even you…?"

"You already knew that, did you not? That's why you've come seeking not me but the node under my control. You're here for the Network which governs this world."

"You're right, I came for the node. But it's still surprising to hear that even you can't win, given the strength you just showed me."

"I can decimate his armies and lay waste to the land they control. But I cannot achieve victory, not as things stand." He releases a puff of air from his nostrils. "And I've already given my word to him that I will not interfere. No dragons will step foot onto the battlefield against him."

"You … spoke to him?"

"I did. Many times."

"And you agreed to stay out of his way? Why? If he wins, won't the dragons be wiped out like everyone else?"

The Dragon Lord shakes his head. "Do not assume to know his goals. Although I am forbidden to speak of him or the Goddess, I can say that the life on this world will not be annihilated, were he to win. However, neither would most wish to live under his rule, as the future he has planned for the four races can only be described as bleak."

"Then why? Did he offer you something in exchange for your neutrality?"

"Yes. Freedom from his wrath."

"He's going to spare the dragons from whatever he has planned for the rest of us? And you trust him to keep his word?"

"Perhaps he will or perhaps he won't. Either way, the Goddess cannot stop him, so this is the only path available to me if I wish to save my broods."

"That's why I'm here. To stop him."

"You? The one who could barely put a single scratch on my scales." The Dragon Lord scoffs. "You're going to defeat him?"

"You said it yourself. It's not about strength. That means there's got to be another way. A path to victory besides just beating him in a battle. And the Goddess told me I could find it, if I came here."

"It's true that no matter how much power you obtain, you will never achieve victory over him in battle. But with your current strength, you couldn't hope to win, even if you knew the truth.

"The time is near," he continues. "The time when this world will face a scourge the likes that hasn't been seen since the Devastation. This world's Goddess cannot hold him back much longer. And when he is free to do as he wishes, it will be too late. No king, no hero, and no Immortal Being will be able to stand against him."

I place my hand on top of Laya's. She's been silently filling me with her pure mana this entire time, listening on with her usual stoic expression.

After looking into my eyes, she nods and raises her hand, standing in the process.

With effort, I use my arms to push myself into a sitting position. Fighting off a bout of dizziness, I get my feet under me and stand.

Bringing my hand up, I wrap my fingers around the hilt of the dagger that's still lodged in my gut. "An unbeatable opponent, planning to rip control of this world from the Goddess' grasp. Power I can't comprehend, plans I don't know about–I don't give a damn about any of that!"

With a quick motion, I pull the dagger free, sending a spray of blackened blood to the ground. "I didn't struggle this long to cower in fear now! I'm not going to bow down to that madman just because he can make even the Immortal Beings obey!"

I toss the dagger away, then motion to my companions who surround me. "I've got too many people to protect! Too many to count! Every person, every single one in this world! I don't care, even if I face the power of a god! I won't give up until I defeat him!"

I stare directly into the gaze of the Dragon Lord. He still carries the same confident expression that he's worn ever since I first laid eyes on him.

But as I watch him, he does something he hasn't done this entire time.

He smiles.

"Good. I was hoping you would stand against the absurd odds stacked against you. Because only a madman could hope to challenge the one who seeks to rule this world."

"You were hoping for that? Does that mean…"

"I agreed to not interfere in this war. But I never agreed to hinder his enemy." The Dragon Lord steps aside, revealing a tunnel that's laid beneath him this entire time. "A deal is a deal. The Mana Network awaits."

With a quickened heart, I stare at the dark hole that leads down to the node that I've been seeking ever since I spoke to the Goddess.

I'm … going to find out.

I'm absolutely going to find what I need to do to win this war!

I raise my foot and take my first step toward the truth that awaits.

The girls follow me down into the darkness. The hole hides a staircase, reminding me of the one in the Temple of Origins where we fought Ashton and defeated the Archfiend Vrazruk.

At the bottom is a landing platform, along with a door inscribed with ancient symbols. Unlike the magitech facility beneath the Temple of Origins, the door to this place seems crude.

That's not to say it isn't well made. It absolutely is. But it's not cut from the same mysterious stone that the magitech facilities use for their buildings. It's just ordinary stone, the type that can be mined straight from the ground.

That said, a powerful mana radiates from the door, no doubt the reason why the buried building has been able to withstand the slow but powerful effects of time erosion.

I place my hand on the door. "A Great Cathedral. One built by ancient people."

"You mean from before the Devastation, Master?"

"No, not them. By the new ancient people of this world. Ones from two thousand years ago."

"Eh? But if it was built as a Great Cathedral, why is it buried and forgotten?"

"I don't know. Maybe there was a disaster in the region. Or maybe they were forced to abandon it for another reason. Either way, it's free from the Lord of Chaos' control, and that makes it valuable."

I give the door a push, and a single room enters my vision. It's reminiscent of the Oracle's Chamber where we fought High Priest Melina several months ago, but it's not the ceiling and walls that draw my eye.

What catches my attention is the familiar pattern that radiates from the stone floor.

"What did the Goddess say, exactly?" Belle asks. "That you needed to come here to unlock your Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess], right?"

"Yeah. At first I thought it was to gain the power to defeat the Lord of Chaos, but I don't think that's really the case."

"What then? You think it will help you find this other path to beat him that you keep talking about?"

I shake my head. "I'm not sure. But if I can't beat him with pure strength alone, then the only reason to send me here would be for me to find another way."

We come to a stop near the edge of the softly glowing pattern that resembles a teleportation circle. Within the artistic formation flows an absurd amount of mana, as is always the case for Mana Springs.

But unlike most Mana Springs, this one's been captured by the Mana Network and is being put to use to power the computer-like system that governs this world.

"I'm going in."

The girls nod. Even if there are a lot of unknowns about what's about to happen, they know that this is the only path we have available.

"I'll be back soon."

With those parting words, I step onto the pattern. The flow of mana rushes over me, but it doesn't cause any physical sensations. Though I still feel a slight shiver simply due to the sheer amount of energy that's overwhelming my [Sense Mana] spell.

I reach the center, where the pattern's lines converge, as if concentrating the power onto a single point. Reaching down, I place my hand directly on top of that convergence.

I'm not quite sure what to do, but there's one obvious solution. I let my mana flow into the pattern.

The energy resonates, with the feeling of a key entering the lock it was meant to open.

Immediately after, it happens.

"Login complete," a feminine voice says. "Welcome to the network, John Lawrence Locke."

The voice isn't familiar to me, but it does remind me of something. Just before I was summoned to this world, artificial intelligence was beginning to go mainstream.

One of the more popular uses of early AI was to take famous people and create artificial versions of them. The AI algorithm was remarkably good at mimicking their voices, but there was always something a bit off about them compared to the original.

The voice I hear in my head gives off that same artificial feeling, like a machine that's only been trained to act human while lacking any of the critical components to make them truly conscious.

Along with the voice came what I can only describe as a chat box. It's displaying the same text message that I heard in my head, while looking as if it's waiting for my response.

Above the box is my name, John Lawrence Locke, along with my permission level, which is listed as User (Restricted). Just from that, I get a clear picture of what kind of interfacing the Mana Network uses for those connecting to it.

If the network is capable of speech, then that means I can respond in kind, rather than using the chat box. And I decide to start with the most crucial item that catches my attention.

"Why am I listed as a restricted user?"

"Your security status is unknown because of an error during the verification process."

"What kind of error?"

"My system detected an anomaly within your Mana Core. To prevent any potential threats of intrusion, I've restricted your access to only the most basic functions."

"How do I fix this error?"

"The network can perform a diagnostic check to determine the reason for the Mana Core anomaly and provide potential solutions."

"Can you run the diagnostic check now?"

"Diagnostic check request accepted. Would you like to begin immediately?"

"Yes."

"Acceptance confirmed. Beginning diagnostics."

Through my mana connection, I feel the energy begin flowing in reverse, entering my body. It makes its way through my hand, up my arm, and into my chest.

The mana circulates around my Mana Core, similar to how I used to do for Alisha back when I was healing her curse. There's no pain or discomfort, but it's still unpleasant to have foreign mana probing around in the depths of my body.

But I push those feelings down and let the Mana Network do its thing. After only a few seconds, the voice returns.

"Diagnostic complete. Analysis confirms incomplete Mana Core registration. Would you like to finish setup now?"

"Yes."

"Acceptance confirmed. Loading registration information, please wait…

"Registration acquired. Custom Mana Core information successfully stored within the network's database."

Another screen pops up in front of my eyes. It's labeled 'Mana Core Details', and it shows some information on the core inside me.

Let's see. Mana Core v. TBotG. Uh, does that mean what I think it means…?

No, let's ignore that for now…

Designer–the Goddess. Yeah, I knew that already.

Engraved Unique Skills–True Blessing of the Goddess, Heroic Growth, Pain Resistance.

Permission level Moderator? Wait, I jumped from restricted user all the way to moderator!?

There are a few more pieces of information, but they don't seem relevant to me right now. More importantly, there's something I need to ask the network.

"What kind of privileges do I have as a moderator?"

"Moderators can access restricted information, update Mana Cores, and use approved network resources for spellcasting."

"Update Mana Cores? Does that mean I can add Unique Skills?"

"Yes."

"Can I add one to my Mana Core right now?"

"Checking network status…" The voice goes silent for several seconds. "Network is still in lockdown. Please contact an administrator to receive permission to update your Mana Core."

"Lockdown? Why is it in lockdown?"

"The administrators activated the emergency lockdown protocol. All information regarding the lockdown is currently restricted, even from moderators."

"Can I use the network to cast spells?"

"Due to the lockdown, utilizing network mana for spellcasting is currently disabled."

"Then what about accessing the restricted information? Can I at least do that?"

"Currently, moderators have access to all restricted information that isn't locked by the administrators. What would you like to know?"

Hearing that I can finally utilize my moderator position for something useful makes me smile. Though I'm still not sure whether or not the information I need has been locked by the admins.

Regardless, the Goddess sent me here for a particular reason, so I intend to start with that.

"How do I unlock my Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess]?"

"Would you like the network to perform a diagnostic check on your Unique Skill?"

"Yes, please."

"Acceptance confirmed. Performing diagnostic check."

Once again, the network's mana probes my core. It's just a few seconds again, then the voice speaks into my mind.

"Analysis complete. Engraved Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess], has an update pending. Would you like to update now?"

"An update…? Why is there an update?"

"From the audit log, it appears the Unique Skill was incomplete when engraved onto your Mana Core. Since then, an administrator has completed an new version and has granted special permission to update your Mana Core."

"So that's it…"

The Goddess told me she was in a rush because she wasn't expecting me to be picked as her hero. My body and Mana Core were both gathered on short notice to give me at least some chance to survive, considering how weak I was.

Chances are, the Unique Skill must have been a victim of that rush job, with an incomplete version being engraved as I was summoned.

I've been running around with an incomplete version of my Unique Skill this entire time?

Man, what am I, a beta tester…?

Now that I've found out why my Unique Skill is locked, there's only one choice.

"I'd like to update my Unique Skill."

"Acceptance confirmed. Updating Unique Skill, [True Blessing of the Goddess]."

As I watch my Mana Core Details page, the Unique Skill's text begins to glow. At the same time, I feel a change within me. Something that makes my eyes widen.

Woah! Are you kidding me!?

If I had to describe the feeling that's filling me at this very moment, I could narrow it down to a single word.

Power.

My stats! They're going up!?

As I watch, the numbers that indicate all the statistical attributes that grant me power in this world continue to rise.

Strength, Constitution, Agility, Intelligence. Each of them are steadily increasing as [True Blessing of the Goddess] updates.

Unique Skills provide a bonus to stats, though some increase them more than others. I always knew my [True Blessing of the Goddess] was one of the major reasons why my stats were so high compared to everyone else in this world, but I never expected that unlocking it would increase my potential to this degree.

Finally, after several seconds, the update finishes. My Unique Skill still looks exactly the same in my status screen, but it's obvious to me that it's reached a whole new level compared to before.

In terms of power, it's almost like an entirely new Unique Skill.

Just how much has my combat potential gone up now…?

Despite still feeling sick from the Limit Break Potions, I have a sudden urge to go out and battle the Dragon Lord again.

Well, maybe not the Dragon Lord. He'd still make me eat dirt. But what about an Archfiend…?

I'm sure I'll get a chance to test myself against one again soon, whether I want to or not.

Refocusing on my current goal, I decide to ask the network's AI the next question on my mind.

"Do you know what my final Heroic Skills is?"

"The network's database contains a list of all available spells and skills. Would you like to download the knowledge?"

"Download … that's right. Knowledge from the network is downloaded directly into my mind. Yes, I would like to download the list of all available spells and skills."

"Beginning transfer."

Like every time I upgrade a skill, I feel information flood my brain. The difference is that this time, it's an ocean of knowledge the likes I've never felt before.

It's not just the elemental magics but also information from schools of magic that don't exist within the system that mages use in this world.

In other words, I've gained the knowledge on spells that existed before the Devastation.

How ridiculous…

People had this kind of magic before they destroyed the world? Compared to them, the ones that live here now can be considered about as advanced as the bronze age.

No wonder the Goddess only included the simple spells into this world's current system. If the people in this world had access to these ridiculous spells, they'd probably destroy themselves in a heartbeat.

Unfortunately, there's one problem…

I can't cast these complicated spells.

I received the knowledge on all the spells and skills. But I didn't receive the ability to cast them. Like it or not, I'm limited by the very same system as the rest of the people in this world.

That means I can't just put a skill point into one of the ridiculously overpowered spells I just learned about because the spells aren't in my status screen.

However, that doesn't mean the knowledge is useless. Because even if I can't just put a point into them, I can still cast them as long as I can figure out the spell formation.

Gonna need to find time to work on some of these spells. If I can just learn one or two, it might turn the tide of the war.

But for now, I have an even more important goal.

Unlocking my final Heroic Skill.

The information contained the final skill, meaning I now understand why it's so important to defeating the Lord of Chaos.

No, it's not just important. It's absolutely necessary.

This is it. This is the path to victory that I've been searching for.

But the only problem is…

How the hell am I going to get thousands upon thousands of people to devote themselves to me…?

The Goddess told me that unlocking the final Heroic Skill wouldn't be as easy as the first four. And she was right.

Or rather, she seriously understated just how hard it's going to be.

A city won't do. Even an entire country is questionable.

No, I need to gain the faith of all of them. Every country, and every race.

I have to aim for that, as anything less could mean I might fail to unlock it.

And that would mean defeat, without a doubt.

Even though the task seems almost hopeless, at least I'm comforted by the fact that I have a way to win.

And with that peace of mind, I decide to peek at another important bit of information.

"Hey, Network. Who is the Lord of Chaos, and where did he come from?"

"The one known as Lord of Chaos is actually a former hu–"

The voice ends abruptly, as if someone muted her mid-sentence.

Just as I'm about to ask what's going on, something changes. Or rather, something appears.

Something massive.

A presence pushes its way into the network with a feeling similar to how the Dragon Lord felt when I was in that strange dimension.

But if the Dragon Lord is a mountain, then this new presence is an entire continent. It doesn't just dwarf anything and anyone I've ever felt, it makes them feel inconsequential by comparison. Even if we took the power of every living creature on this entire planet, I doubt it would compare to the one who just arrived.

"W-who are you…!" I can't keep the anxiety from my mental voice.

"Me?" a confident male voice responds. "I am the one who will soon rule this world."

"The Lord of Chaos!?"

"Call me what you will. There's no significance to the names given to me by those who are destined to bow."

"No, I'll never bow to you! I don't care how much power you have, I'll find a way to win! I swear it!"

"How naive. But I didn't come here to enlighten her foolish champion."

I feel a wave of energy flow through the network. A wave so powerful that I fear it'll completely shatter my connection.

However…

"I won't let you." A familiar voice cuts through the surge of power.

That voice…! It's the Goddess!

"Accursed woman," the Lord of Chaos says with a hint of frustration.

"My control of the network may be waning, but I've still got enough power to protect my champion."

"You won't be able to say that much longer. And even you can't fully stop me."

"You're right, but I'm confident he'll defeat you before my power fades."

"How sickening, that optimism."

The wave of energy returns, but much more subdued. It washes over the network like a ripple over a water's surface.

"I look forward to the day you challenge fate," the Lord of Chaos says. "Because that will be the day that I finally snuff out the last of this world's resistance."

With that, his overwhelming presence fades.

"What the hell…" That's all I can say.

"Your foe may be powerful," the Goddess says. "But even he can be defeated."

"How? The Dragon Lord was right. Nobody can beat someone like that in a battle…"

"You already know the answer. You found it here, didn't you?"

"Yeah, but … will even that be enough?"

"Yes. Even if it seems hopeless, know that there is a way. Once you obtain your final Heroic Skill, even he need fear your strength. Why else would he risk coming here to stop you from accessing the information you need from the network?"

"I really hope that's the case. Because other than me, nobody else in this world has even the faintest hope of stopping him."

"Correct. The fate of this world rests on your shoulders. For that, I can only apologize."

"Don't sweat it. I've already accepted my role. And now that I can access the network at will, I'm sure I'll find a way to–"

Another ripple of power reverberates through the network. It doesn't have much effect on me, but the same can't be said of the Goddess.

"Ugh…"

"Hey, are you okay?"

"I'm … fine." She doesn't sound the least bit fine. "But I cannot stay here any longer. I must return and hold him back, else I risk letting his power affect the world."

"So that's how it is. In that case, you can leave the rest to me."

"I'm glad to have found such a capable champion." Her presence grows more distant. "Thank you."

With that, I'm once again alone within the network.

I need to hurry. She doesn't have much time left.

And without her, the Lord of Chaos would definitely conquer this world with his overwhelming power…

The path to victory has been illuminated. But now that I can see it, I also know just how difficult it's going to be to walk it.

First things first. There's one task that's both necessary for this world and vital for me to obtain my final Heroic Skill…

…I need to get rid of the other three heroes.


Extra Chapter 1

----- Krista -----

"Reporting in, Commander." I give him my best salute.

"I'd tell you to drop the stuffy formalities," Boris says. "But I know that wouldn't do any good."

"Rules of conduct exist for a reason."

"Right, right. You don't have to keep reminding me."

"If I don't, who will?"

Boris leans onto the table beside him. "Riona does a pretty good job of it. Won't shut up about it sometimes."

"Don't you think there's a reason for that?"

He shrugs. "I don't try to guess what goes on in a woman's head."

I sigh. "That excuse again…"

Turning from the smiling Boris, my eyes fall on the room's only other occupant.

Strider stands in the far corner, as if positioning himself for an ambush, despite us being in the central command room for our main army. As always, he's wearing a cloth outfit that covers his entire body. Even his face is hidden, leaving only a sliver of an opening for his eyes.

If there's a shadow or a crevice, that's usually where Strider can be found, no matter how unlikely we are to be attacked.

Our eyes meet, but only for a second. After that, he looks away, staring at the door at the far end of the command room, the one that Riona uses as her private office when she's here.

Oh, just get used to eye contact already, Strider.

The other reason he likes to hide is that he's actually quite shy. Perhaps that's also the reason he decided to become a rogue in the first place.

"Commander Boris," I say, looking back to him. "Why did you call us into the main command room instead of your personal office?"

"Wait."

"Wait?"

"There's still one person missing. After she arrives, I'll explain why we're here."

"She? Could it be…"

Just as the thought occurs to me, I hear a bit of commotion outside. It's rare for soldiers to make a fuss this close to Belfast's most prominent command room, as some of the most powerful and influential members of the army are often lurking nearby.

But from the voice of the one making a fuss, I quickly understand why that particular person doesn't care about the consequences of angering those at the top of our military.

She never changes, does she…

The door to the command room bursts open, revealing the scowling face of the exact person I expected to see.

Not long ago, her red hair was slick with sweat, with her body on the verge of death. But now that she's recovered a bit of strength, her chaotic personality is back on full display.

"Stop trying to babysit me!" Agnis yells at someone outside the command room. "I don't need your damn medication!"

Without waiting for a response, she steps inside and slams the door shut on the poor doctor that was just trying to help her.

"Freakin' healer, talking about all kinds of regulations." She looks around at our faces. "That's why I can't stand the military."

"I'm sure he was just trying his best to help you," I say.

"Like I care." She walks unsteadily to a chair at the table.

When she reaches it, she takes a seat without a single thought about military formalities.

"Well?" She says. "Why'd you call me here? If it's for a stupid reason, I'm leaving."

Boris looks at her without a hint of anger. "Since everyone's here, I guess it's time to go over a few things. First, this meeting is a debriefing for the events that played out in the battle against that masked man."

"That's obvious." Agnis gives him a sour look. "What? We getting punished for using military resources?"

"No, we came as friends, not as official representatives of the military. And all the items we used were personal ones, so there's no reason for any official punishments."

"Then what? You gonna yell at me for calling on you to help? Well, suck it up. You lost, just like I did."

"You really think I'd call you to this command room to yell at you? If I wanted to do that, I'd have just gone to your bed at the hospital."

"Tch. Then spill it already."

Boris stops leaning on the table and stands upright. "Grand General Riona called for us."

Hearing that name, even Agnis shows a bit of hesitation.

Does that mean she disapproves of our decision to go help Agnis?

Ugh. We really might get yelled at once she arrives…

But wait, there's a problem.

My eyes fall on Boris. "I don't sense Grand General Riona anywhere in my detection range."

"Seems like you can't always rely on that new spell of yours."

"What do you–" My words end as the door on the far end of the command post opens.

Even now, I can't sense a single presence from inside that room. Yet my eyes are telling me an entirely different story.

"G-Grand General Riona!?" I can't hide the shock in my voice. "Where's your mana presence!?"

"There are still many tricks to learn about the Lost Magics, Krista."

"You mean there's a way to hide your presence? How fearsome…" I suddenly remember why we're here. "No wait, what's really fearsome is that you called all of us here today. Does that mean we're in trouble…?"

"As always, the army doesn't care what the soldiers do in their free time as long as it doesn't reflect badly on the military. But in the case of your recent adventure to fight that mysterious masked man, there are extraordinary circumstances that can't be ignored."

"Ah, so Boris already gave you a report on what happened?"

Boris shakes his head. "She called me into her office, but she didn't ask for any details."

"Huh? So you haven't told her?"

"No. Somehow, she already knew everything that happened in that city."

I look to our Grand General with surprise. "How? Did you have a spy stationed there?"

"No, not a spy. Well, there's someone else here who'd rather explain the situation himself."

Riona steps aside, revealing the closed door that's been standing behind her since she used it to enter the command room.

The knob turns, but like before, I can't feel even a hint of mana from whoever it is that's twisting it. All I can do is watch with bated breath as the wooden door slowly swings open, revealing the one who will be doing the explaining.

"Your Majesty!" Boris bows his head.

It's such a surprise to see King Kuro appear that I'm a few seconds late following his example.

Taking a peek at the corner of the room, I see Strider also giving the same bow. That leaves just one more person. And that girl is…

"Gah…" Agnis reluctantly lowers her face.

Whew. At least she knows not to disrespect our king…

"Raise your heads," King Kuro says. "We've an important matter to discuss."

"Your Majesty." Boris stands up straight, like a proper soldier. "We're ready to begin the debriefing at any time."

"Good. Then let me start by saying that your actions were not in violation of military policy. Soldiers going to battle a mysterious troublemaker is not something that should be condemned. But as Riona said, there were circumstances beyond your understanding. I'm here to inform you of them. And … to enlighten the four of you on why you lost a fight against a single, young man."

"Tch." Agnis makes an annoyed sound. "That guy…"

"Yes, he's … quite eccentric. Of that, I'm aware."

"You know of him!? Then does that mean you're going to hunt him down!?"

"Agnis." Boris says her name with a stern tone. "Don't forget who you're speaking to."

"Tch…"

"It's quite alright," Kuro says. "I was informed of her abrasive attitude. Regardless, she needs to hear this discussion. Or to be precise, Agnis is the one who needs to hear it most."

"Why me?"

"Because it was you who first made an enemy of that masked man. And from what I've heard, him saving your life hasn't done much to change your opinion of him."

"What other opinion is there? The guy's a freak, and he's interfering with our kingdom!"

"Hmm. Well, you're not exactly wrong. But though your words may be correct, the intent behind them is quite off."

"Huh? What's that supposed to mean?"

"Hmm. I suppose it'd be quicker to just show you."

Like Riona before, King Kuro steps aside, leaving the space in front of the door clear.

Once again, the knob begins to turn. As always, there's no mana signature, making me wonder who's going to step out into the command room.

First Grand General Riona, then King Kuro. Surely whoever it is can't trump the surprise from having my own liege appear so suddenly.

Finally, the door begins to open. Just a sliver, at first. Or at least, that's how it seems to me. But perhaps it's just my hyper focus making time seem to slow to a crawl.

Soon, a leg appears through the crack between the door and its frame. It's covered in black pants and ends with a similarly dark boot.

The door continues opening, revealing a dark suit, accented with red. But the clothing on his body isn't what grabs my attention. Rather…

He's … he's wearing…!

"The masked freak!?" Agnis yells. "You! Why are you here!?"

The mysterious masked man steps boldly into the room, coming to a stop just beside King Kuro.

"It's been a while … is what I'd like to say. But it's actually only been a day, huh?"

Agnis stands from her chair. "You bast–guh…!"

As quickly as she stands, she collapses back down. Nobody touched her, she's just in no shape to suddenly exert herself.

"Try not to get too worked up," the masked man says. "You're still recovering."

"Like I give a damn! I'll make you pay for humiliating me…!"

"Agnis," Boris says. "Cool your head and think about what this means."

"Huh?" She looks between the masked man and King Kuro. "Wait, why…"

"It's finally sinking in?" King Kuro asks. "Good. Now listen closely because I won't be repeating myself. All of you know about how I recently retook my throne, but there's one detail that I left out. Or to be precise, I've been revealing it slowly, starting with those at the top."

"An extra detail?" I ask, looking at the masked man.

"It's as you presume. I had a helping hand. You see, an Archfiend was behind the plot to throw our kingdom into civil war, seeking to weaken us and perhaps even gain control by turning my son into their puppet."

"An Archfiend!? Wait a minute…!"

The masked man's outlandish words replay in my mind. A statement that at the time I considered just empty boasting. But after fighting him, I'm beginning to wonder if those words may have been true.

He said … he said he defeated an Archfiend…

"During the battle to retake my throne…" King Kuro motions to the masked man. "He and his four companions fought and defeated the Archfiend behind the coup. It's only because of him that our kingdom is free from the influence of Chaos."

"No … way…"

"It's too early to be surprised. I haven't told you the most extraordinary part yet."

What in the world can top something like a mysterious human defeating an Archfiend who sought to control our kingdom!?

"This 'masked man', as you call him, has a name. And that name is…"

The mysterious person who defeated the Archfiend steps forward, raising his hand at the same time.

With a snap of his fingers, the black outfit and mask vanish, replaced by a fine outfit topped with a silver overcoat.

"It's good to really meet all of you for the first time. The name's Lutz. Though you probably know me by my title." He smiles. "The False Hero."

Dead silence fills the room. Even Agnis can only stare at the now unmasked man with a stupefied expression, not sure what to make of his claim.

Just what in the world is really going on!?

There are still many questions left unanswered, but I can't seem to find my voice to ask any of them.

The best I can do is stare at the False Hero, who's openly enjoying the scene of some of Belfast's strongest warriors gawking at his revelation.

I … really wasn't prepared for this…


Extra Chapter 2

----- Lumina -----

Hmm. A 4 of hearts and a 7 of clubs. Quite an unfortunate start.

"Call," Lutz says.

He tosses two silver into the center of the table, turning the three silver into five.

Laya and I put in the initial small and big blinds, with Lutz being the first able to take his turn during this round of poker. Hearing him call the bet doesn't give me much information, but it's fine since there's still a lot of time to figure out his hand.

Next up is Alisha. Or at least, that would be the case. But sadly, the young catgirl's already been kicked out after losing all her coins. Turns out, she's weak at games like poker.

So, the turn goes to Belle instead. She's got a large pile of silver in front of her, a clear indication of just how formidable she is in games like this.

When Lutz was complaining about losing several hands in a row to her, Belle just claimed to know them better than they know her. Certainly, that gives her an edge, but she's also quite intelligent on top of that. She didn't decide to become a mage without reason, after all.

"Ohohoho." Belle smiles as she looks around the table. "I suggest giving up now, unless you want to join Alisha in a game of twiddle your thumbs. I'm raising."

She pushes 6 silver coins to the center, tripling the call size for the rest of the players.

Again? She's quite bold, as usual.

Belle's raised on the first turn more times than anyone else. It's not that the Goddess has blessed her with many strong hands. In fact, it's quite the opposite. From my observations, I'd say she's been quite unlucky with her cards.

Yet despite that, she's managed to nearly double her coins from the start of the poker session. The reason for that is her unpredictable behavior, going so far as to bluff on the first turn, even when her hand is terrible, like the one I'm currently holding.

But does she have a bad hand now, or is her confidence real?

She doesn't always raise when she has a good hand, but she has several times. This could be one of those times, or it could be a bluff. Finding out the truth is difficult, but it's also fun.

I didn't think gambling could be so exciting. It's quite scary, actually…

When Belle pushed her coins to the center, she didn't look around the table like she did when she boldly claimed to have a good hand. Her eyes were squarely on me.

The reason for that is simple. Among the people at this table, the only one with more coins than her … is me.

"Call." Tylith pushes 6 coins to the center. "I won't be fooled again."

Just last round, Belle won the hand against Tylith with a bluff, scaring her into folding despite the vampire having a better hand.

Currently, Tylith has less than half her silver remaining. She's not a terrible player, but she's quite easy to read. When she has a good hand, she plays aggressively, and when she has a bad hand, she plays passively.

It didn't take me long to figure her out, and quite a few of my coins once belonged to her.

"Fold." Elise places her cards face down in front of her.

As the dealer, it's her job to collect all the folded cards, but since she's also a player, that means her own, as well.

She has over half of her silver, but it's still noticeably smaller than it was in the beginning. Despite being good at faking her hand, she's quite bad at deciphering her opponents'. That's cost her quite a few times, where she mistakenly assumed her opponent was bluffing.

Perhaps she folded because she was unsure how to play her hand after Belle's bold claim.

I put in the small blind, which means it's my turn after the dealer. There are still a lot of unknowns in this round, and I have quite a bad hand. Despite that…

"Call." I push 5 silver to the center.

Since I already put in 1 coin, I only need 5 more to match Belle's raise. When Belle sees me call her, her smile only widens.

"Fold." Laya pushes her cards toward Elise, face down.

Other than me and Belle, Laya's the only one who's not sitting at a loss. Technically, she's down a few coins, but it's a negligible amount compared to Lutz and Tylith who've lost over half their stacks.

She's so hard to read. There's hardly any reaction, whether she has twin aces or two worthless cards.

That emotionless personality of hers is quite an advantage when it comes to hiding her hand, but it comes with the downfall of being difficult to trick an opponent. Overall, she has no real weaknesses but also no real strengths, which is perhaps why she's still sitting on the same amount of coins she had when the game began.

"Bold of you to assume you can beat my hand," Lutz says to Belle. "I'll show you exactly why it's so risky to bluff before the flop. Re-raise!"

He pushes 10 coins into the center. Along with his 2 from the initial call, it means he's doubled Belle's raise.

Ah, that's a mistake…

Lutz plays very aggressively. He's won big a few times, but he's also lost big even more. Seeing him re-raise under these circumstances makes me worry for the size of his stack after this round. The reason for that is…

"Hah!" Belle pushes 6 coins into the center. "I'll call that re-raise."

"Bring it on." Lutz doesn't even flinch.

"Kuh…" Tylith makes a complicated expression. "It seems I'll be taking my leave here."

She slides her cards toward Elise, folding the round.

That leaves just me, Lutz, and Belle with a hand to play. The other two have already upped the stakes and signaled their desire for a showdown. Between the two of them, at least one likely has a strong hand. Meanwhile…

A 4 of hearts and a 7 of clubs. Statistically speaking, my chances of victory are quite low.

Lutz is likely bluffing, as he only called on his first chance to bet, rather than playing aggressively like he loves to do. If he really had a good hand, he'd have likely tried to bully all of us to fold as quickly as possible.

But considering Belle raised triple the big blind on her raised there's a good chance she has a strong hand.

Belle loves to fake us out, but I've noticed a trend where her bluffed raises are lower than the raises when she actually has a good starting pair. Typically, if she bluffing, she'll only double the big blind with her raise, but this round, she tripled it. That tells me she actually believes her hand can win if it comes to a showdown.

However, despite knowing that I stand little chance of winning, my hands refuse to push the cards toward Elise.

Hmm. Should I…?

My eyes flick toward Laya for a brief second. Like her, I tend to follow a logical approach. But perhaps I've got a knack for reading my opponents because unlike her, I've found my stack growing over the course of the game.

However, there is one problem.

I'm becoming predictable.

Just like I can easily read Laya, so too is Belle beginning to read me. In fact, she's been closing the gap between us the last few hands because she's been able to see through me too easily.

It seems poker isn't a game where you can win without taking at least some risk.

"Call." I place 6 silver into the center.

"Alright!" Lutz smiles. "We've got ourselves a hand!"

Elise discards the top card, then places three others face up for all to see.

An 8, 10, and ace. Quite a scary flop.

Each of the cards are higher than the 4 and 7 in my hand, and I don't even have a pair yet, much less something that can actually instill confidence.

And yet…

"I'll bet 10 silver." I place them in the center.

"Bold. But I'll call it." Lutz matches my coin.

"You two are only digging yourselves deeper." Belle also calls my bet.

With the betting round finished, Elise discards the top card on the stack again, then places another face up for us to see.

A king. This is getting really bad.

With a 10, king, and ace on the table, the chances that someone has a strong hand only increases. Meanwhile, it does absolutely nothing to help me.

But although my situation only gets worse…

"12 silver." I place it in the center.

Lutz eyes me. This is the first time we've played poker together, but he's long since realized that I'm good at reading their cards.

With my increasingly aggressive betting, he's starting to really believe that I have a winning hand. And the hesitation I see in him only further fuels my belief that he's been bluffing this whole time.

However, even if he likes to play aggressively, he's no fool. He knows when he's been beat.

"Tch. I'm out." He slides his cards to Elise.

Belle hesitates, as well. In my estimation, she has the strongest hand among everyone here. Yet even with it, she's beginning to doubt her chances in this round.

But despite that hesitation, she's not done yet.

"I've got the stronger hand. I'm sure of it." Belle pushes 12 coins to the center.

With the betting round complete, Elise once again discards the top card before placing the final one face up for all to see. And it's…

Another 8. That's … not very helpful.

Technically, I now have a pair. A pair of 8's. But the downside is that none of the cards in my hand are useful, meaning that even if Belle's been bluffing this whole time and has nothing in her hand, the best we can hope for is a tie.

But that's not what I forsee.

If this hand goes to a showdown, I'll lose.

Statistically speaking, my best option is to fold. Take my loss and start a new hand. That's what I should do.

But I can't always do what's best.

"Check." I pass my turn to Belle.

"What?" She looks surprised. "Checking this late in the hand? You must not have liked that last card, huh? Well, I'm not letting you get away that easily. If you want to continue this battle, then you'll have to put up the coins! 10 silver!"

Belle tosses them into the center.

As soon as the coins leave her hand, a smile forms on my face.

Good. She placed a bet.

It was a risk to check, but with how aggressively Belle's been playing, I figured she'd try to bully me out of the hand by upping the pot here in the end.

By checking, it makes me seem weak, like I didn't get the card I wanted in the end. And while that's true, she doesn't know that.

So, when she sees the smile form on my lips, she immediately assumes that she's been played for a fool.

"It was fun," I say. "I'm glad the pot's grown to such a size so I can refill the coins I've lost the last few hands."

My hands wrap around the back of my coins. Every single one of them. And then, I give them a push.

"I'm all in."

"What!?" Belle stares in shock at the suddenly aggressive move.

Even though all it would take for me to lose it all would be for her to call my bluff, the smile on my face doesn't falter.

Technically, I can't go all in because I have more coins than Belle. But she'd have to go all in if she were to call my bluff. If she does, I'll lose and be left with less coins than Lutz.

"Grrr." Belle struggles to decide.

Her eyes are on the five community cards. More specifically, on the pair of 8's that are showing. If she believes I have an 8 in my hand, then that would give me a triple. And if I also held a 10, king, or ace, I'd have a full house.

There's even a chance I have a straight, were I to hold a jack and queen.

With those kinds of thoughts going through her mind, it reveals that her hand isn't as strong as she's been making it out to be.

Two pair, perhaps? A hand like that can win, but it's also weak enough that it's easy to begin doubting it.

My eyes never leave her as I watch her go through all the possibilities. Of course, I'm still smiling too.

"Gah!" Belle tosses her cards to Elise. "No way I'm taking that chance."

"I'm glad to hear that." I flip my cards over.

"A four and a seven!? You didn't even have anything!"

"Then it's good that you didn't call my bluff."

"When did you learn to start bluffing like that? You were always so predictable until now!"

"Ah, I just learned. And I also learned how fun it can be."

"Ugh…" Belle shakes her head. "And I was so close to taking everything."

Elise flips Belle's cards over, and I see an ace and king. With the same two cards on the table, it indeed gave her a powerful two pair.

But in the end, it wasn't enough for her to bet her entire stack.

Because I've been playing statistically, she had a hard time believing I would go all in on a bluff. It's not a strategy that would work a second time, but now that I've shown that I'm willing to bluff in such a fashion, I won't be so easy to read any more.

I reach out and pull the large pile of coins to my side of the table. With this, I've once again solidified my lead.

And I don't intend to let it slip again.

Gambling really is exciting.


Extra Chapter 3

----- Cyldraynth -----

"Ah, should I have gotten a few more decorations?" I look around the large room. "It still feels a bit empty in here…"

It can't be helped that a big room would be hard to decorate in such a short time. And since my nest has to be able to accommodate my dragon form, I don't have much of a choice when it comes to size.

But even after bringing a table, several chairs, a couch, and a few other items, there's still a lot of empty space.

"Ahhh, I want to make another trip to our village and pick up some more stuff! But…!" I mentally calculate the hour. "I don't have time! No, isn't it already–"

As if on cue, I receive a telepathic request, interrupting my thoughts.

"Hey!" I end up shouting my greeting for some reason.

"Ah, you're as feisty as ever, I see." A certain man's voice responds with his usual, casual tone.

"Of course! It's in a Red Dragon's blood to be feisty!"

"Guess that'll make our visit that much more interesting. So, are you free now?"

"I guess so."

"If you're busy, we can always reschedule."

"Huh!? Who said I was busy!? I'm here! In my nest!"

"Good. In that case…"

Several sources of powerful mana appear just outside. That man, along with his usual companions, teleported in using that new skill.

"We're here."

"I know that."

I walk out of the newly furnished room and into the rocky hallway that connects to it. I carved the paths myself, as is common for dragons making their personal nests. The large room has also been expanded with my own claws to give more than enough room for two full-size dragons to comfortably relax.

Of course, the stone that makes up this spire has been enhanced to prevent a cave-in. It wouldn't be funny to spend all the effort to carve it only to have it come crashing down on my head.

Stepping out onto a rocky balcony, I see the five people who've come to pay a visit today.

Why my nest? I'm not ready to show it off to others just yet…

I had only just started carving it when all the trouble started. In fact, I'm not even completely finished with it yet.

Grrr. Why do I have to start decorating, even before I finish carving it!

Isn't that a little strange!?

Despite my turbulent thoughts, I greet the man with my usual attitude.

“What are you standing around out here for?” I turn back to the tunnel I just came from. “Hurry and come inside.”

Even though I can't see that man, I can practically feel the smile that must be on his lips. For some reason it's enough to make me want to make another snide remark at him.

“Cyl’s nest, Cyl's nest!” The one named Alisha follows me with excited steps. “I can't wait to see it!”

“I don't know why,” I say. “I'm not even finished with it yet.”

“Really? How long have you been living here?”

“A few weeks, but I've spent most of my time flying around, claiming my territory.”

“You mean from monsters?”

“Yes. And those Dragon Slayers.”

“Ah!” Alisha lets out an excited sound. “So you've just been doing lots of hunting! That's amazing!”

“I guess so…”

During our conversation, we reach the main room within my den. There are a few other areas, but since I haven't finished the complete layout, most of them are just empty rooms that almost look like natural caves within this spire.

"Wow, so this is what your nest looks like,” that man says. “I'm surprised there are even any human-sized furnishings."

"Of course there are. And it's not like I got them just for you, or anything…"

My eyes drift away from that man and fall on one of his companions, Belle. The girl has a knowing smile on her lips, as if she can see right through me.

I tear my gaze from her and look at the others. Frustratingly, the rest have that same light of understanding in their eyes.

Turning from all of them, I motion to the seats I placed in the room. “If you're going to visit, then make yourself comfortable already.”

“Hmm.” That man makes a thoughtful sound. “These furnishings look familiar.”

“What? You got something to say about them?”

“Just that they remind me of the ones I saw when staying in that village of humanoid dragons.”

“Well, they were probably made by Silvers, so that's why.”

“Ah, Silvers did seem like the artsy brood. At least, compared to the Reds.”

I show him my fang. “It's not like we can't! There are just more Silvers who make things, so they're easier to find! Besides if it's craftsmen, the Blues are even better!”

“That so? I didn't have a chance to check out any Blue or Black Dragon dens, so my knowledge on them is quite limited. Maybe I can come by another time and ask more questions about them in particular.”

“T-that's…” I turn from him. “I guess it's fine if you want to drop by from time to time…”

He takes a seat at a table. “Then it's settled. I'm looking forward to learning more about the dragons. And while we're at it, maybe I can level you up some. It's always good to do a bit of grinding, isn't it?”

“I guess so. But if it's levels, then you'll find that a dragon's strength grows really slow compared to the other races.”

He perks up. “Hm? And why is that?”

“How should I know? Ask a Silver if you want a long explanation.”

“Hmm. That must be it.” He nods to himself. “Elves and vampires take twice as much experience to level up. At the same time, they have longer lifespans. Since dragons live upwards of 2,000 years, their rate of growth is even lower to compensate.”

“I think I remember hearing something like that. But it doesn't matter. We dragons naturally level as we age, so even if we don't fight a single monster, we'd still get really strong just by living long enough.”

“Woah, that's awesome!”

I'm a bit taken aback. “I-it is…?”

“Of course it is! Monsters also level up as they age, but I didn't think dragons would have that same perk! I'm learning a lot already!”

“Is that so…?” I puff up. “I mean, of course you are. There's so much you don't know about dragons!”

“Indeed. That's why I'll need to stop by and talk with you and Frei even more from now on.”

Everyone else has already made themselves comfortable, so I walk to the chair they left empty for me at the table.

Fruits and other snacks are already sitting out, along with a plate of meat for Alisha.

Although the meat smells delicious, I hold myself back, determined to only munch on the lighter snacks like everyone else.

However, before I can even make it to the chair, I feel it.

Huh? Why is there another dragon heading this way?

Looking at that man, I see recognition in his eyes. His [Sense Mana] spell has a longer range than mine, and he has that mysterious [Minimap], as well. Of course he'd know about that dragon.

Although there's a chance the dragon is just flying by, there's one fact that can't be denied.

The dragon is heading straight toward my nest. What are the chances of that?

“How annoying…” I let my thoughts slip.

“So you didn't invite them?” He asks.

“No. And I don't want them interrupting us, either.”

I cast [Mental Link], targeting the approaching dragon. They accept immediately, and I hear a male dragon's confident voice in my mind before I can even speak.

“Cyldraynth. It's good that you're at the nest so we can meet. My name is–”

“Don't care. Go away.”

“Gahahah! As expected of the one who battled the beastkin for control of this cove! But I won't be deterred so easily!”

“Huh? What does that have to do with anything?”

“Oh? Do you not know? You've become quite famous among the Reds. But they were too slow. I'm here now, and I won't let any others–”

His words cut off, leaving the telepathic connection silent for several seconds.

“Whatever,” I say. “Just go away.”

“How can this be!?” He suddenly gets loud. “Who's with you in that nest!? I was sure I would be the first!”

“Huh? I have guests, which is why I don't want to deal with you right now.”

“Are they Reds, come to battle it out for the right to share your nest!? If so, then I'll show them the might of our brood's future Ancient!”

“You, become an Ancient? I doubt it.”

“You doubt me now, but after I run the others off with my strength, you'll have no choice but to see the truth! Prepare yourself, Cyldraynth, for I'm entering your nest at this very moment!”

“Hey, I already told you–”

The mental connection ends, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

“Hmm.” That man makes another thoughtful sound. “I don't know what was said, but I have a sudden feeling that we made ourselves a new enemy, despite just sitting here snacking.”

“That idiot. How annoying.”

There's no need for an explanation, and there's also no time. The Red Dragon I was talking to stomps down the tunnel until he reaches this room, his massive body appearing in the open doorway.

“Where are they!?” He roars. “I challenge the strongest Red for the right to nest with Cyldraynth!”

The Red Dragon swings his head around, looking for the dragons he thought to find here. But when no huge dragons appear in his vision, his gaze finally settles on us as we sit at the table.

“Master, he's being noisy.”

“Hmph. To think he'd be so rude as to interrupt our visit today.”

“Punish.”

“Someone else take care of it. I'm enjoying my tea far too much right now.”

That man's female companions all give their thoughts on the sudden interruption. And I can't help but agree with them.

But the problem is that the Red Dragon that just arrived is actually way stronger than me. Since he's over double my age, it can't be helped, but it's still annoying.

At the same time, everyone else here feels even weaker than me, since they're using those strange artifacts to hide their real power. That gives this Red Dragon a lot of confidence, thinking himself the strongest in the room.

“What!?” The Red Dragon roars. “Why are all of you in your humanoid forms!?”

“Ugh.” I rub my temple. “So annoying.”

“No matter!” He completely ignores my comment. “I'll just crush my competition, and Cyldraynth will see that only I'm fit to share her nest!”

The Red Dragon focuses on that man as he casually takes a bit of an apple. Seeing his lack of awareness only causes the Red Dragon to growl with anger from being taken so lightly.

As the only other male, of course that man would become his target.

Watching the scene, I can't help but feel frustration rising inside me. Not because of the Red Dragon but because…

Am I not worth fighting for…?

My eyes are squarely on that man.

I guess compared to his companions, I'm weak. And I've done nothing but shout at him nearly ever time we've met.

The Red Dragon rushes into the room, but I don't even spare him a glance. My eyes remain on that man as he casually chews a bite of the apple.

In the corner of my eye, I already see Alisha stand up to take care of the annoying one, so it's only a matter of time before he's put in his place.

Maybe he really doesn't care…

“Alisha.” That man's voice causes her to stop her steps. “Allow me.”

“Ah, okay. Have fun, Master~”

Huh!?

I watch on in shock as that man stands. And for the first time since the annoying one showed up, he turns to face the Red Dragon.

“Didn’t you hear Cyl?” That man says to the charging dragon. “You're annoying her.”

“Like I care what you think!” His claw comes down, trying to crush that man.

However…

“Is that all?”

“I-Impossible…!” The Red Dragon looks at his front arm, which has been casually caught by that man.

He yanks on the claw, and the Red Dragon crashes onto the ground in a heap.

At the same time, he unleashes his power, and and his mana completely overwhelms that of the Red Dragon.

“Eep!” The Red Dragon lets out an undignified sound.

“Listen closely because I'm only going to say this once. If you or any other weak Reds continue to annoy Cyl, then I'll personally come visit to repay the favor tenfold. Do I make myself clear?”

“I-I wasn't bothering her!” The Red Dragon looks to me. “Right!?”

I wave my hand. “Go away.”

“R-right! Going! I'm going!”

That man releases the Red Dragon, and the massive body scurries through the door and out of my nest even faster than when he arrived.

“Ah.” That man makes a sound. “I kinda told them to not bother you, but didn't you make this nest to attract them? I hope I didn't cause you any problems.”

“I don't care. Red Dragons won't give up just because they hear that someone strong is here. If anything, it'll mean stronger Red Dragons will be showing up from now on.”

“So they're competitive like that, huh? Then maybe I caused a problem in other ways. Having a bunch of powerful Red Dragons showing up would be troublesome, wouldn't it?”

“Probably. So I might need you to come by again and beat up another one.”

That man sits back down at the table. “Sounds like fun. And it gives me another reason to stop by.”

I turn from his gaze. “I guess we don't have a choice…”

The rest of their visit goes by quicker than I had hoped. Before I know it, they're talking about needing to get back to their next mission, which is in some human capital city called Roshar.

I’ve never heard of it, but it doesn't matter how far away it is now that he can teleport back anytime he wants.

“We’ll come by again soon,” that man says. “Maybe we’ll bring Frei next time, too.”

“That’ll be fun!” Alisha’s already getting excited about it.

“Perhaps we’ll have a chance to enjoy a more engaging activity at that time,” Tylith says.

“Mmm. And help finish the nest.”

“Oh!” Belle looks around. “I have ideas! So many ideas!”

“Maybe we can take you shopping,” that man says. “So you can get some more exotic stuff to fill your nest.”

“Great idea! I bet she’ll have even more suitors once they see it!”

I show them my angry face. “I don’t need to impress them so much. They should be trying to impress me.”

“That’s true! We can’t let some weak dragon think they have a chance.”

“Exactly!” I nod.

All of them have stood and gathered into a group, making it easy to see that they’re getting ready to teleport away. As expected, they start giving their goodbye’s.

“See you soon,” that man says.

“Goodbye.” Laya leaves me with a single word.

“Bye-bye!” Alisha waves energetically.

“Until next time.” Tylith speaks with her usual tone.

“Can’t wait to come back!” Belle smiles at me.

As always, the girls speak in the common tongue, which means that man has to translate each one for me. It’s been that way since I met them, which is a little sad considering how much time we’ve spent together now.

That’s why…

“G-goodbye…” I say awkwardly.

That man’s eyes go wide. “No way. You just spoke the common tongue?”

“I-it’s not because of you, or anything! I just thought that if we get to go back to the mainland after this war, then I might as well learn the language, okay!? It’s absolutely not because of all of you!”

“I understand. Your logic is impeccable.” He nods. “Either way, I look forward to your progress the next time we meet.”

“Don’t expect too much…”

With a smile, he waves one last time, as do all the girls. Then, they warp away, leaving me standing in my large, cavernous room alone.

I think of all the unfinished tasks I need to do before my nest can be considered complete. With dedication, I can finish them in a few weeks.

It's only after getting my nest into a respectable condition that I could attract a worthy Red Dragon. And that's exactly what I had planned.

Until now.

I guess there's no rush.

After all, I already found–

I shake my head.

No way! There's no way I can even think it!

I sit down in one of the chairs at the table. The seat is still warm, the comforting heat that man left not having completely dissipated yet.

But…

It would be great, wouldn't it?


Afterword

Hello, everyone! I hope you enjoyed reading this volume as much as I enjoyed writing it! We finally got to see the Dragon Isles and meet with some of the legendary race. They’re quite prideful creatures, aren’t they? Especially Red Dragons~

Oh, speaking of Cyl, did you like her? The main party lacks someone with such a fiery personality, so it was fun to write scenes with someone who’d react with such scalding hot responses to Lutz’s antics. We’ll definitely be seeing more of her in future volumes!

And if it’s antics, there were quite a few this time around, huh? Most notably, the tuxedo ma—I mean Lutz pretending to be a romantic hero, of sorts. That was extremely fun to write since it flustered the insane Agnis in a way that she hasn’t felt before. Ah, there’s another character that it’d be fun to see again, huh? Man, I can’t help but to write in new girls each novel. It’s too exciting to see their reactions to Lutz and the girls when they break the known rules of the world~

Volume 10 has more girls in it—shocker, I know. It’s getting fun already, and I plan to make it just as lively as this novel, if not more so! I hope you’ll check it out when it releases.

Anyway, if you haven’t seen it already, I have a new series called Assassinated King. It’s isekai, of course. Cute girls, lots of battles—the usual. I’d be happy if you gave it a look!

Either way, I’m happy you took the time to read this volume and even the Afterword that followed! Hope to see you again soon!








Social Media

For early access, extra content, and updates, follow me at:

Website: http://www.thefalsehero.com/

Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/MichaelPlymel

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/michael.plymel.79

Discord: https://discord.gg/Wc2cYpPMt3

Reddit: https://www.reddit.com/r/TheFalseHero/
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